

[image: image]




WHEN I FIND YOU AGAIN,
IT WILL BE IN MOUNTAINS


This book is dedicated to my father,

Tom O’Connor



[image: ]




“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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INTRODUCTION

CHIA TAO (779–843) was a Ch’an (Zen) Buddhist monk until the age of thirty-one, when he took the extraordinary step of leaving the Buddhist order. His motives for this are not known, but his poems clearly reflect a life-long reverence for Buddhism. It is probable, however, that Chia Tao’s decision had to do with his aspiration to devote himself more fully to the practice of poetry, a practice regarded by many at the time to be incompatible with formal religious life. It can be presumed that he also felt the need for a wider range of experience than monasticism afforded.

Chia Tao began his secular life in Ch’ang-an (modern-day Sian), the political and cultural capital of the T’ang Dynasty (618–906), where he was welcomed by prominent poets and became a member of a talented literary circle. He had less luck with political life, possibly serving in unspecified government positions in the capital and then, after suffering banishment late in life, in two minor provincial posts. He was always poor and often in bad health, but he stuck to the poetry.

Although Chia Tao put aside his monk’s robe and bowl and lived most of his middle years in the capital, he never lost his deep affinity with the mountains and the “white clouds” of reclusion that he had known in his monastic training days. While a typical Chia Tao poem can be likened to a landscape picture consisting simply of a background of mountains and the presence of a figure at rest or traveling through, his poems altogether can be seen as a long horizontal scroll that, as it slowly unrolls, reveals sacred peaks; snowbound hermit caves and temples; Ch’an masters and monks; Taoist immortals under pines; unending clouds; recluses in forest huts beside waterfalls or racing streams; pilgrims in tiny boats at sea or on canals; exiles on broad river plains, dusty roads, and at deserted inns; and nondescript sages in cloistered city abodes—from one end of China to the other. This “scroll” of miniature scenes and vast spaces quietly unfolds before us a world of highly unworldly human beings, whose spiritual work collectively brought forth a great religious age.

Chia Tao was born in Fan-yang (near today’s Beijing) in 779. Twenty-four years earlier, the An Lu-shan rebellion had begun a warring and socially tumultuous period that all but ended one of the most culturally celebrated and economically prosperous reigns in the history of China. An Lu-shan, a powerful frontier commander, made war on the court and House of T’ang, and Emperor Hsuan-tsung (735–755), a generous patron of the arts, was ultimately forced by the rebels to abandon the capital at Ch’ang-an.

In 763, with a change in fortune resulting in the overthrow of An Lu-shan, who was murdered in a plot instigated by his son, a nominal restoration of T’ang power was brought about. But though the dynasty would continue for more than a hundred years, it was never able to reassert control over a number of resource-rich provinces.

The post-rebellion T’ang reign was also mired in financial problems and unable to match the cultural opulence of Emperor Hsuan-tsung’s reign. In the opinion of historians, the turmoil of the rebellion and its strained aftermath—at times resembling conditions in China’s period of feudal warlords—created a discontinuity between the celebrated culture of the High T’ang and that of the Middle and Late T’ang.

The period brought great suffering to millions of people, costing a staggering number of lives, and costing others their homes or their way of life. The turmoil did not spare China’s greatest poets. Li Po (701–762), for instance, became ensnared in one of the many intrigues to establish an administration at Nanking. He subsequently defected, but was nonetheless arrested and jailed for several months before being sent into exile in Chiang-nan, that miasmic land south of the Yangtze River. Tu Fu (712–770) persisted for some time in seeking a position in the capital, but after failing repeatedly, retired to Cheng-tu in Szechuan. He died with his heart still set on returning to Ch’ang-an, his home and the center of poetry. Finally, the great painter and poet Wang Wei (700–761) was nearly executed for treason.

Chia Tao came of age as the end of the eighth century drew near. Though the empire was still struggling to right itself, it was a comparatively peaceful time and one in which Buddhism—especially Ch’an Buddhism—was flourishing. Like poetry in many historical respects, Buddhism in China also reached an apogee around the time of Hsuan-tsung’s reign. This golden age of Buddhism was highlighted by the flowering of Ch’an, a convergence of Buddhism and Taoism that had been developing for the several centuries since the arrival from India of Bodhidharma in the late fifth century.

As Heinrich Dumoulin describes it in Zen Buddhism: A History,

The Chinese Zen Buddhist movement during the T’ang period can be reckoned among the most amazing phenomena in the history of religions. The mixing of Buddhist and Taoist elements resulted in a contribution to religious history that was both unique and enriching…. The adaptation of Indian Buddhist teachings to the Chinese character was fully achieved; Indian metaphysics melded with Chinese ways of thinking and adapted to Chinese linguistic patterns.

Exactly when or why Chia Tao became a monk is not known. No details about his family exist, though most historians believe the family was poor. All that is clear is that he left home and traveled to the eastern capital of Loyang, where he embarked on Buddhist monastic life under the religious name of Wu-pen. Sometime later, he took up residence in the Blue Dragon Monastery in Ch’ang-an, the largest and most populous city in the world at the time.

Because there is no biographical record of his monastic life, Chia Tao virtually disappears from view for at least a decade. A few of his poems do mention his
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