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      FOREWORD


      


      





      When the monsoon breaks in Rangoon, the red brick buildings of the old university stream with rain. You can see the vivid green undergrowth swelling before your eyes as the silver sheets down.




      Rangoon University was one of Asia’s top universities in the 1940s and 1950s when the first nine poets in this anthology were children but today it is empty of undergraduates. They have been shunted to the outskirts, to huge campuses custom-built for surveillance and control. Yet this university is where Burmese students in the 1920s led nationalist protests against British rule and also brought about a turning point for modern Burmese poetry.




      Burmese literature goes back a millennium. Its soul was formed by Buddhism, its language is full of monosyllables and subtle tonalities which make it a perfect habitat for echoes, reflections, intricate rhyme. The earliest surviving writings are stone inscriptions: poetry must already have been written then, since the earliest surviving work that is not an inscription is a very sophisticated poem indeed, ‘The Cradle Song of the Princess of Arakan’, 1455. From the fifteenth century, poetry was the driving literary medium and until the eighteenth century most of it was in four-syllable lines linked by an internal ‘climbing rhyme’: the fourth syllable of the first line was rhymed by the third syllable of the second line and the second syllable of the third line – a style called lei-lon tabaik, ‘four words one foot.’ Then new influences swept in, above all the Indian epic The Ramayana. The eighteenth century was Burmese poetry’s golden age, but in 1885 the British drove out the king and turned Burma into a colony of British India, demolishing poetry’s court patronage.




      The one plus of the new regime was that English was taught in schools. This opened up a new language and new literature and, in the 1920s, poetry became important in the nationalist movement against British rule. This is where Rangoon University comes in. The new poetry came not from the court but from the students. While marshalling new political energies, they also wanted a new style and voice: like other twentieth-century poets, they wanted a more direct relation with their readers.




      They got it in khitsan, ‘Testing the Times’: poetry which rejected lei-lon tabaik, and court formalities. Khitsan went on into the 1960s and influenced the next generation, including Tin Moe, the oldest poet here. But as the world changes poets want to say new things in new ways. In the late 1960s and 1970s poets inspired by translations of Vladimir Mayakovsky and T. S. Eliot began to write “rhymeless” poems.




      This was controversial; it always is. To rhyme or not to rhyme?




      Britain’s “rhyming wars” started in the sixteenth century and though they are expressed differently in every decade show no sign of stopping. It is fascinating to see similar battles of form, voice and relation to readers fought out in another language and a different political and cultural landscape.




      In every heritage, poets must tread not only between modernist and traditional but also between universal and particular, global and local. What happened locally to Burma in the sixties, however, differed radically from what happened elsewhere. It became ‘a Stone Age cave sealed by stones,’ as Maung Yu Py’s poem puts it. Behind all the poems in Bones Will Crow is the shadow of ‘a great country… buried alive’. The last line of all here, so at odds with Burma’s monsoon humidity and warm rain, is ‘under the great ice sheet.’




      The ice came down in 1962 with the military coup. Students demonstrated in Rangoon University, troops fired on them and destroyed the student union building, and ever since, Burmese poets have been largely cut off from the oxygen of other poets.




      Poets need that oxygen (what would poetry in English be, if British poets of the fifteenth century had not been read Italian poems and discovered the sonnet?) but after 1962 foreign books were considered suspect and were hard to find. When the internet arrived elsewhere, it was forbidden in Burma.




      If poetry is hard to get hold of it is even harder to write, in a world where censorship is an industry. ‘I wanted to walk but did not know which way to take,’ says Tin Moe:


      





      And the earth




      like fruit too shy to emerge




      without fruit




      in shame and sorrow




      glances at me. (‘Desert Years’)


      





      But censorship, said Jorge Luis Borges (whose mother and sister were imprisoned for opposing Argentina’s dictator), is the mother of metaphor. It was true of Soviet and post-war East European poets; this anthology makes clear it is true today in Burma too. Poetry is the commonest form of literature in Burma, and the most censored, yet poets are constantly inventing new ways of saying what they want, while trying to make sure both that no black oblongs cut out words on the page, and that nothing happens to their families or themselves.




      The mother of metaphor is hard at work here behind the wonderful vitality, inventiveness and surreal humour. As in the ‘beards’ of Zeyar Lynn, who in the 1990s renewed poetry yet again by turning from feeling, writing poems apparently from the head rather than the heart. Even under an ice sheet, poets find ways of moving forward, forging fresh ways to make the familiar strange so readers can see their own lives with new eyes.




      The poetry landscape here is particular to Burma but also universal. In Pandora’s ‘The Scene of the City Siege by the Daft’, the daft ‘do as the Romans do’ for ‘the daft virus is airborne’. ‘Lily’ in Eaindra’s poem feels like ‘a tiny she-snake from the wicker-basket of the snake-charmer’ but also ‘serves beer,’ pours ‘a froth of giggles’ for ‘masters,’ and feels like ‘God’s glitch’ – in a voicing which could come from any morally live society. In ko ko thett’s work, ‘the burden of being bama’ means ‘living on / sawdust and shrimp paste,’ but also (in ‘Permanent Installations’) feeling a moment’s kinship with ‘a fox on a suburban path at midnight’ as any suburban inhabitant of London might do.




      This is a world of surveillance and vigilance and its poetry is up to it – these poems are vigilant too. What comes across most, from this wide variety of voices and styles, is a zest-filled alertness to the here and now, to ‘rice seedlings dancing in the breeze,’ counter-balanced by the long view: by ‘history,’ a word you hear often in Bones Will Crow. History, the poets’ friend, means in this collection a bunch of very different poets taking an ancient tradition forward under almost impossible restrictions; and renewing it, as poets must, by challenging and re-forming the voice and the design: the way a poem hangs together.




      We are pattern-making animals. We use form to make sense of the world around us and poetry is one of the most intense ways of doing that. Pattern is what we perceive; pattern is what we make in response. Most of us in the West are unlikely to share many elements in the world to which these voices are responding. Neither its pain (dukkha, the Buddhist concept of suffering, is always in the background), nor its imaginative and cultural subtleties. But the human world these poems speak to through their images, humour, vivacity and grace, is ours too. There is so much here to learn from, to admire – and to love.




      Ruth Padel
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