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“A gorgeous tapestry.”


—Anne Waldman


Chia Tao (779–843), an erstwhile Zen monk who became a poet during China’s T’ang Dynasty, recorded the lives of the sages, masters, immortals, and hermits who helped establish the great spiritual tradition of Zen Buddhism in China.


Presented in both the original Chinese and Mike O’Connor’s beautifully crafted English translation, When I Find You Again, It Will Be in Mountains brings to life this preeminent poet and his glorious religious tradition, offering the fullest translation of Chia Tao’s poems to date.


“It is astonishing that Chia Tao, a uniquely clear-tempered poet of hard luck, Zen sobriety, and durable friendship, has not had a full translation until now. The wait has been worth it…. A crisp introduction and well-informed bibliography are all the more reason to light a stick of incense.”


—Andrew Schelling, The Jack Kerouac School of Disembodied Poetics


“Chia Tao’s lyric poems have exercised a profound influence on the Buddhist poetry of China and the countries within the Chinese cultural sphere. Mike O’Connor’s renderings, accurate and eminently readable, seem to me to represent an unusually happy meeting of poet and translator, one that will please poetry lovers and students of Chinese culture alike.”


—Burton Watson, translator, The Complete Works of Chuang Tzu


“Mike O’Connor’s precise, elegant translations bring to life the poetry of the cold, lean Chia Tao, certainly one of the most existential Buddhist poets of the T’ang (or any other) dynasty. A true master of the lu-shih, or modern poem written in the plain style, Chia Tao arrives like an old friend with his Chuang Tzu and wine.”


—Sam Hamill, editor, The Essential Bassho


“These poems startle with the recognition of the tendernesses and strengths of a life lived in humble isolation. Mike O’Connor has done a fine poet’s job of translation here. His ear and phrasing are incisive; the pictures are both stark and lovely.”


—Anne Waldman, poet and cofounder of the The Naropa Institute
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TRANSLATOR’S NOTE


THE THREE BOOKS in this volume are versions of three limited-edition letterpress chapbooks previously published serially by Tangram. For this volume, I have added more poems to each of the books and expanded the notes and introduction. The arrangement of poems is intuitive rather than chronological. Each book is a story. Chronology was principally ruled out due to the fact that the eleven books, or chuan, of the poet, are not organized in chronological sequence, and because many of the poems cannot be accurately dated.


In my translations, I have chosen to make two lines in English for every one line in Chinese. I break the Chinese line because my own operating poetics tends to a short line. Also, when read in Chinese, the five-character line has a soft pause, or caesura, after the first two characters; in the seven-character line, there is a soft pause after the first two characters and another after the second two characters. To my own voice and ear, the division of the line in English seems natural.


With few exceptions, the style of romanization throughout the book is modified Wade-Giles.


I am deeply indebted to Chang Yu-ming for his master’s thesis (National Taiwan Normal University, 1969), in which he provides almost all of the character variants of Chia Tao’s texts. The work also identifies places and persons in the poems, and defines many difficult compounds and characters.


I am also deeply indebted to Catherine Witzling for her Ph.D. thesis on Chia Tao (Stanford University, 1980). Her excellent work has been an important source of reference for me since the midpoint of this undertaking, and is the only extensive study of Chia Tao in English to date. Her critical translations have also been a helpful cross-reference for a number of my own translations.
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In addition to the above, there are a number of people who have assisted me in this endeavor. I thank them all: Steven Johnson, Jack Estes, and Finn Wilcox for sharing, respectively, photographs, film footage, and poems from travels among China’s hermits; Tim McNulty, who read many of these translations in manuscript and made astute suggestions; Bill Bridges, who made similar suggestions, including several important structural ones; Anselm Hollo, whose translation workshop at the Naropa Institute stimulated the formative phase of this project; Andrew Schelling, who encouraged this translation effort from its inception and offered criticism and good advice along the way; the Department of East Asian Languages and Civilizations at the University of Colorado, which granted me independent-scholar access to the Chinese materials of the department’s library; Yen Hui-fei, who worked hard to improve my Mandarin; Hunter Golay, for tutoring me in Chinese grammar; Tim Casey, for tracking down invaluable Chinese materials; Wang Wei, who offered constructive criticism of my early translations; Lo Ch’ing, for the calligraphy in the Tangram books and for reading and talking about Chia Tao with me; Tim McNeill, Gene Smith, David Kittelstrom, Peter Bermudes, Wendy Cheng, and Samantha Kent at Wisdom Publications for their vision and hard work; and my wife, Liu Ling-hui, for just about everything else.
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