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Looking at the Sacred Peak1

Heaven dropped a sacred gem,

Emerald green through hill and stem.

Life awakes with whispered cheer,

As springtime breathes and draws us near.

This gem stands tall, so proud, so wide,

Its charm leaves all the world starry-eyed.

Even birds from skies afar

Come to praise its noble star.

Heaven dropped a sacred gem,

Rooted deep at nature’s hem.

Within its breast, the cosmos sleeps,

Through seasons’ turn, the mountain keeps.

One day I’ll climb your towering crest,

And see all peaks beneath me rest—

Tiny hills like ants below,

From your crown in morning glow.

Climbing the City Tower of Yanzhou2

I step with care

into the solemn hall,

not daring to meet

my father’s gaze at all.

His stern voice echoes

within my ears—

this is the lesson

youth must hear.

I climb the tower,

and freedom fills my sight;

my eyes become a dragon

soaring in flight.

With drifting clouds,

I sweep past Mount Tai,

then over vast plains

to the sea and sky.

I search with joy

through realms unknown—

to Qin’s lone stele

on a mountain throne.

But the emperor's praise

now feels like jest;

and the ruined palace

in the western nest,

where the Lu kings reigned,

has lost its grace—

only broken halls

in a barren place.

And I, so young,

still moved by ancient things,

stand here speechless,

unable to sing

a single verse

of heartfelt praise—

only silence

marks my gaze.







Visiting the Hermit Zhang – I 3

Translated from the modern Chinese poem

Spring has finally come.

I wish to climb the mountains—

Yet find not a single friend,

Save for you, hidden deep in the hills.

To find you,

I walk into the heart of the range.

The sound of woodcutters—ding, ding—

Pierces the silence.

To find you,

I tread with care

Upon the thick, frozen snow,

Crossing

One deep ravine after another.

To find you,

As mountain paths twist and turn,

I seek you—

You who care not for fame or gain,

You who dwell far from noise and blame,

You who, with elk and morning sun,

Gather herbs in gentle light.

To find you,

Deep in the folds of these great hills,

Where sunset bathes the forested slopes,

And a stone gate rises—

Like a wordless stele.

To find you,

I ride the wind,

I sail the clouds,

I drift in a lonely boat—

One wanderer,

Searching for a hermit

Like you.

Visiting the Hermit Zhang – II4

Translated from the modern Chinese poem

Again it's autumn,

Again the moon is full.

We drink together—

Who knows in what year we first met?

In the pond after rain,

Fish splash and thrash,

On this stage washed clean,

They leap,

Stirring the raindrops

Just fallen,

Long fallen—

Refusing to leave,

They leap again, defiant.

In the deep grass,

Deer call—

One high, one low—

Singing.

Dew falls in a thousand drops,

As if striking drums of tears.

Let us not waste this dance and song!

I offer you

My Du family’s Dukang wine—

No need to urge a single cup.

Gladly I’ll drink a thousand,

For your Zhang family’s

Zhang pears

Hang ripe across your garden,

Sweet enough to sober me again.

The way home—

Slippery, steep—

But every dimple in the path

Feels like a guide,

And I walk as if

On level ground.

––––––––
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A Visit to the Southern Pond with Registrar Xu of Rencheng5

Autumn rain has drenched the rutted land,

Our little boat

Slices through the rain-slick span

And hides where the city's shadows stand.

Evening chill in the fading light,

A coachman washes his chestnut steed

By the riverbank—

I shiver despite my heed.

The wet dark woods

Are ringing with cicada cries,

Disturbing every thread of peace—

Storm-beaten reeds now rise.

Water caltrops, at last, are ripe—

A fortune born of strife.

But cattails turn to yellow straw.

And come the morning dew,

Will that old blue felt from home,

And Mother’s warmth too—

Have been laid out in the sun,

To dry the dampness through?

To Officer Fang’s Ferghana Horse6

Modern Poetic Interpretation (English Version)

From the Western lands, the Ferghana steed—

Its gaunt bones sharp as blades,

No foe can withstand where its edge is aimed.

Ears carved fine,

It lifts its head to survey the proud,

Snow-white hooves

Leap into the air,

Like clouds swept by the wind.

Across the realm, it rides unbound—

And I have resolved

To entrust to you

My very soul.

Painted Eagle7

A silk painting hangs in the central hall.

The wind stirs the white silk,

and the eagle within the picture

rides the gust,

shedding a wingful of white frost.

It turns its body,

talons hidden beneath its breast,

eyes flashing like lightning—

in an instant,

it seizes a sly hare from the deep grass.

A backward glance,

like a worried spirit-monkey,

toward the golden tether,

toward the solemn palace—

chains it can never quite break.

Oh, when will it

soar through boundless skies,

sweeping away the mediocre?

Even if, for that,

its bones must shatter to dust.

Night Banquet at the Zuo Estate8

Upon the garden’s high terrace,

a gentle breeze drifts through,

the black forest sways,

its leaves—black bells—

ring softly with sorrow,

shaking loose a slender crescent moon.

The sky is full of stars,

their aimless gaze

casting a net of silver scales

to lift the thatched hall.

Seeking the moon,

the streamside flower path

becomes the grand procession

for this lavish funeral,

with the breeze carrying faint fragrance.

Dew steeped in blossoms

rises in a lingering scent,

dampening a friend’s robe;

and with the rippling of the zither’s song,

the red candle’s light sways,

shorter, and shorter still.

The beauties who wept in the pages of poetry

now glow with radiance between the lines;

and that knight,

gazing long at his treasured sword,

drains his cup of wine—

the cold blade gleams,

pointed toward the clouds.

I hastily write down

this poem of a luxurious night.

The gifted poet from Wu,

reciting with deep feeling,

awakens in me

that long-buried urge

to set forth again

on the rivers and lakes.

––––––––
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To Li Bai — in the Manner of the Five-Character Ancient Verse9

Two years now

I’ve dwelt in lofty Luoyang,

where sly tongues rule the court,

twisting name and gain

into knots of greed.

The high-born feast each day

on blood and grease;

we common folk

can scarce afford our greens.

Tell me, Brother Li—

you who brew your alchemist’s draught—

is there a rice called Azure Essence

that grants even the low-born

a flush of health?

I’d brew it too—

but without gold,

how can one ascend to godhood?

You, Li,

once a Golden-Horse Hanlin,

serve no lord,

yet roam the forested peaks.

I, a coarse man,

dream to wander Liang and Song,

gather immortal herbs—

and wake

to find it was only a dream.

To Li Bai — A Seven-Character Quatrain in Free Verse10

Last autumn,

you and I met in the capital;

you then—

like a windblown boat,

drifting freely on the sea.

You said:

“If I cannot forge the elixir,

I shall fail Master Ge Hong.”

But now,

day after day, you drink deep,

singing in your cups,

letting the hours waste away—

the elixir long dissolved into mist.

You call the moon your friend,

the clouds your companions,

the sun your steed,

the mountains your armies—

Not for Ge Hong—

then for whom

do you stand proud

above the heroes of the world?

Presented to Minister Wei, in Twenty-two Rhymes11

That year,

a boy of thirteen,

his mind a treasury of books;

his prose rivaled Yang Xiong,

his verse outshone Zijiàn.

He walked into the banquets of Li Yong,

mingled among men of fame,

neighbors to Wang Han.

That year,

the boy of thirteen

shouldered his bundle

and set out for the capital—

a rising star, he thought,

with the talent of Guan Zhong and Yue Yi,

ready to serve a sage ruler,

to guide the people.

That year,

a youth of twenty-four,

failed time and again in the exams,

rode a weary donkey

over the flagstones of the capital,

from dawn until dusk.

Thirteen years of wandering—

a hungry youth

treading the streets of Chang’an,

knocking on the scarlet gates of nobles,

enduring the scorn of their servants.

From cracks in the doors

drifted the smell of wine and meat,

mixed with oily laughter.

His tears

fell into the leftovers

thrust out by slaves.

How many evenings

he followed the carriages of officials

returning from court,

his dream of service to the throne

buried

in the dust raised by fattened horses.

Thirteen years—

youth turned to middle age.

A man of disappointment,

chanting sorrowful verse.

At last, the emperor

seeks worthy ministers,

even his old donkey brays with joy.

Yet without wind,

the great roc cannot spread its wings;

without water,

the dragon cannot scale its power.

And now,

at thirty-seven,

still he wanders

the alleys of the capital.

Only you, honored lord,

still recite his lines

at feasts where the officials gather.

A drifting man,

his heart full of lament,

his weakened body

no longer able

to keep pace with the galloping steeds.

A drifting man,

his lifelong dreams exiled,

become white gulls

soaring over the Eastern Sea.

Often they turn their heads,

uttering a cry or two of sorrow—

for a single meal of kindness once given,

for the palace

that had borne

his countless hopes.

Song of the Eight Immortals of the Wine Cup12

Wine—

sweet wine,

slipping gently on the tongue,

diluting the bitterness of the heart.

Is it wine at all?

No—

it is medicine,

without the taste of gall.

Zhi Zhang rides a horse

as though he sails a boat,

drifting upon boundless seas;

the waters turn sweet,

cooling, refreshing—

hush now,

disturb not his dream!

From the bottom of a well,

who has moved

a piece of ocean?

Wine—

burning wine,

three great flagons downed,

heroic spirit

bursting through the chest.

Prince of Runan!

In the court of state

you are the towering man.

Wine—

not wine,

but mother’s milk,

comforting the frail son.

From the cart rises

a fragrant cloud.

“Ten thousand years, my lord!

Grant me a title at Wine-Spring!

Better that I die in drunken rapture

on the desert sands.”

Wine—

fragrant, lingering wine,

seeping into memory,

haunting the soul.

Zuo Xiang Shi Zhi,

for you

a thousand pieces of gold are tossed aside.

Is it wine?

No—

it is the fox-spirit, ensnaring,

a drinker swallowed like a great whale,

wisdom and folly alike undone.

Wine—

wine from the feast of Queen Mother’s peaches,

molding the figure like jade,

painting a moon-bright face.

Zong Zhi lifts his cup,

his white eyes

question the heavens.

But heaven is blind,

unworthy of his loyal, piercing gaze.

Wine—

holy water in the Bodhisattva’s pure vase,

saving the suffering,

redeeming the lost.

Is it wine?

No—

it is the Buddha incarnate!

Su Jin chants his sutras,

yet with wine forgets his prayers:

if drink can ease all grief,

why seek enlightenment in meditation?

Wine—

wine that burns with genius,

that hides within it

the plain kindness of Baishui.

Li Bai drinks deep,

his poems

plastered on tavern walls

throughout Chang’an,

dreaming awake,

awake in dreams,

all of it poetry.

The poems speak,

cry aloud—

all the tongue of wine!

The Son of Heaven comes to hear,

and Li Bai,

gazing upon ten thousand green waves,

converses with Qu Yuan.

“Ten thousand years, my lord!

Your jeweled barge I cannot board—

I am gathering immortals in wine!

This is no wine,

but a sage himself,

bearing the burden of defiance

and the crime of truth.”

Wine—

wine that consents to greatness,

forever behind heroes,

quietly giving all.

Zhang Xu drinks three cups,

and suddenly

ten thousand steeds thunder,

armies obey his hand.

He flings aside his cap,

charges like a general,

shouting aloud,

his brush falling on the silk,

wild cursive surges in one breath—

dumbfounding nobles and ministers.

Wine—

the yellow-sorcery wine

that transforms the bones,

that carries one into dream,

where dreams are fulfilled.

Jiao Sui, the stammerer,

five flagons down,

speaks with flowing tongue,

astonishing all with eloquence,

brilliant, unmatched.

Wine—

you flow into the river of years,

and in that river

heroes glitter like stars.

In their starlight,

their eyes still drift in confusion.

Who is it that makes greatness—

you,

or greatness itself?

You are the self

we love and hate,

yet can never cast away.

The Ballad of the Army Carts13

The king—

was once a mosquito,

who drank the nectar of Jade Lake

and took on human form.

Mosquitoes

love tender, pale flesh;

sated with blood,

they hum and buzz,

form an orchestra

and play their tunes.

The king ignores state affairs,

choosing instead as ministers

those whose bones

reek of stench.

The king—

was once a mosquito.

And what do mosquitoes fear less than war?

War

is but two swarms in combat;

without fighting,

where is the joy of life?

Chariots and armies,

all made ready;

families seeing them off

hoard their tears.

They clutch at robes,

stamp their feet,

their cries

shaking the very clouds.

The louder the wail,

the stronger the call to arms.

On Xiangyang’s grand carriages

dust darkens the sky.

The royal priests march forth

to swell the show of force.

What’s this talk

of hundreds of thousands dead?

How foolish these mortals!

New soldiers must be raised—

if one has teeth,

let him bite;

if one has hands and feet,

let him grasp.

All are driven to the front.

The maimed

are left to guard rivers,

to plough the fields.

The king—

was once a mosquito.

The mosquito-king hears

that at the border blood flows like seas.

His eyes ignite

with greedy light.

Blood—

the delicacy of his kind.

Wars of expansion,

he will never cease.

Across two hundred counties of Shandong,

a thousand villages lie empty,

rain falls on thorn and weed,

and the cries of wronged ghosts

enchant the king’s ears.

To wear a human shape is trouble—

such paradise

is denied to him.

Urgent the decree:

troops of the west,

no rest this winter.

Strong women

must take to hoe and plough.

The county officials

press for rent.

At last one learns—

to bear sons is bitter,

better to bear daughters:

their flesh more tender,

their juice more nourishing.

A sudden cold wind rises.

The king hastens

to tighten his robes.

Winter looms—

and he pities his own kind!

The king,

was nothing but a mosquito.

“Going Out to the Frontier, Nine Poems” (No. 3)14

A rabbit

named Brave

lived on a sunlit hillside,

never daring to wander far.

One day his wife came home

from visiting neighbors,

her face shadowed with sorrow.

She said the fool from the next village—

in the battle of rabbits and tigers—

had won a victory!

And worse,

that fool was made a general,

the headman rewarding his family

with a cartload of carrots.

Her nagging

dragged on for months,

until Brave at last

swore to surpass the fool.

He picked up the hatchet,

the only furniture in the house,

usually for chopping firewood.

He muttered to himself,

stroking the newly whetted blade—

dull, yes, still too dull.

Bent and gaunt,
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