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". . .This or
that way but we always

Learn from
them, the poets of old--

They are
infinitely precious for us;

And young men
are absolutely right

Of being
interested in their wisdom,

Which is
neither dry nor out-of-date." --Alex Stone

 


 Author's Note

These collected
poems have been inspired by the works that the Tang-period poet Li
Bai (701-762 CE) left after him as a great cultural heritage, and
of whom I will have more to say on the pages below. It was with him
that this book began; without him, none of what follows after this
essay would have been written.

Fortunately or
not, but I am not alone in this regard, as there are so many
famously known creative figures in the West who have also been
inspired by the poetic works of Li Bai who lived and created on the
other side of the world around twelve hundred years ago, but whose
influence in some inexplicable way continued to grow in China and
abroad.

 


The Tang-period Poet Li Bai's
Legacy

(a short essay
in place of preface)

 唐李太白之遗物
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Li Bai is so
influential in the West partly due to Ezra Pound's versions of some
of his poems in the collection entitled "Cathay," the name by which
China was known to medieval Europe (Pound transliterated his name
according to "Rihaku" in Japanese, which is "Li Bai" in Chinese).
Li Bai's life in the flourishing period of the so-called 'Golden
Age' in China's history and his interactions with nature and
friendship, his love of wine and his acute observations of the old
society enriched his best poems. Some of them, like "The River
Merchant's Wife: A Letter," as Ezra Pound entitled it from a
word-for-word translation largely based on the work of Ernest
Fenollosa (1853–1908), which recorded the hardships and emotions of
common people, were the striking examples of the liberal but
poetically influential adaptations of Japanese versions of Li Bai's
poetry expressed through the talent of American poet in the 20th
century.

There is
another musical setting of Li Bai's verse by composer Harry Partch,
whose Seventeen Lyrics by Li Bai for intoning voice and adapted
viola (an instrument of Partch's invention) are based on the texts
in "The Works of Li Bai" translated by Shigeyoshi Obata. In Brazil,
the songwriter Beto Furquim included a musical setting of the poem
named "A Quiet Night Thoughts" (see my retranslation below) in his
album "Muito Prazer."

In 2013,
Gareth Bonello (aka the Gentle Good, which is one of the Buddha
Gautama's name) released a Welsh-Chinese folk album "The Immortal
Bard," whose lyrics were inspired by and based on Li Bai's
biography. The album was partly recorded in Chengdu, Sichuan, with
local musicians.

Australian
composer Stephen Whittington's second string quartet work composed
"From a Thatched Hut" is based on Li Bai's poetry (a detailed study
of it, including history and analysis, has been made by the
composer himself).

The ideas
underlying Li Bai's poetry has a profound impact in shaping
American Imagist and Modernist poetry throughout the 20th century.
Also, Gustav Mahler integrated four of Li Bai's works into his
symphonic song cycle "Das Lied von der Erde." These were derived
from a free German translation by Hans Bethge published in
Anthology named "Die chinesische Flöte" (Chinese Flute). Hans
Bethge based his version on the pioneering translation into French
by Saint-Denys.

It would be
enough to name Derek Walcott, Charles Bukowski, Charles Wright,
James Wright, Hermann Hesse, John Steinbeck, Simon Elegant, Guy
Gavriel Kay, MacDonald Harris, Philip Jose Farmer, Ursula K. Le
Guin, Philip K. Dick, Annie Dillard and many other authors whose
works this or that way refer to the Chinese poet, his irrepressible
lifestyle and transcendent creativity. As I know, a number of
poetic works of Mao Ze-dong were written under the living influence
of Li Bai's poetry; even a crater on the planet Mercury has been
named after him.

In China, some
four centuries later after Li Bai's death, just regarding his poem
"Drinking Alone under the Moon," for example, the Song-period poet
Yang Wan Li wrote his long work alluding to this title (as well as
to two other Li Bai's poems translated below) implemented in the
same 'gu-feng' or old-style of versification.

It sounds
obvious but, again, we learn more about the world literature by
studying the evolution of poetry through the centuries; as a
result, we find out more of the world's history, evoke our interest
and understanding of the ancient writers and of humanity in
general.

The following
three poems of Li Bai translated and represented herein as the
preface to my collection of poems are unfolded around the common
subject of the Chinese literature -- the moon and its imagery.
Together with the reader, we are going to unveil some unnoticed (if
not to say 'misunderstood' or even 'wrong interpreted') moments of
the poet's legendary life.

Poetry
analysis and its translation from the language like archaic
Chinese, which is the foreign language for the contemporary Chinese
as well, is not scientifically exact, it is somewhat subjective to
how it affects the translator's academic knowledge and daily
experience. Yet, I find it very difficult to put a lot of credit on
those representatives of the Old School (most of them are the
famously known scholars of the academic elite) who do not try to
dig deeper about the poets of antiquity, and to reveal their
motivations and find out those who affected them.

But before
offering my translation and give a conceptual explanation of the
presented poems, it is necessary to make a fairly brief digression
in order to brush through some milestones in the lifespan of one of
the most well-known and at the same time semi-mythical personage in
the cultural history of China.

Li Bai
(701-762 CE), also known as Li Tai Bai (his courtesy name
translated as "Grand White," literally Venus) or Qinglian Jushi
(the literary pseudonym which means "a resident of the Blue Lotus
Town," as long as his growing years he spent in the place called
'Qinglian') or his many nicknames, such as Immortal Poet, Poet of
the Transcendental, Wine Immortal, Poet-Knight-Errant, Poet-Hero,
or simply Li Bai (he generally referred to himself as 'Bai' meaning
'white' or 'clear'). He was born somewhere in present-day
Kyrgyzstan, Central Asia, or, probably, in Tiaozhi, a state centred
near the modern Ghazni, Afghanistan. These areas extended along the
ancient Silk Road and the Li family were likely merchants there;
and, according to some researchers, their trading was quite
prosperous.

Legends say
that while Li Bai's mother was pregnant with him, she had a dream
of a great white star falling from the sky. This seems to have
contributed to the idea of his being as a banished immortal (one of
his nicknames) who arrived in the world for a certain mission. The
fact that the Grand White Star is synonymous with Venus helps to
explain his courtesy name of Tai Bai.

When the boy
was five years old or so, the family under the lead of his father,
Li Ke, moved to Jiangyou, the place near modern Chengdu in Sichuan
province, the cradle of the Daoist sect of Heavenly Masters
(tian-shi dao) with the notable Daoist centre in the Maoshan
Mountains. It is not a secret that throughout his lifespan Li Bai
was a devoted Daoist and a member of a few small groups of Chinese
poets and freethinkers. As one of the greatest poets of the
Tang-period China (618-907 CE), he had the commitment to
traditional poetic forms, taking them to the new heights. Together
with Du Fu (712–770) he was a romantic and the most prominent
figure in the flourishing of Chinese poetry during the 'Golden Age'
of China famously known with the so-called "Three Wonders"
(san-jue) of Tang referred to Li Bai’s poetry, Pei Min’s
swordsmanship and Zhang Xu’s calligraphy performed in the
'kuang-cao' or wild cursive script.

Li Bai was
also engaged in some other activities, such as taming wild birds
and fencing under the direction of his master, General Pei Min who
transmitted his precious 'soaring dragon sword' method (teng-long
jian) to the poet, adding some closely guarded secrets to his
arsenal of the sword techniques. He loved riding, hunting,
travelling, aiding the poor or oppressed by means of both money and
warm shoulder of a friend. Eventually, Li Bai seems to have become
quite proficient in the martial arts. According to his
autobiographical confession, which both testifies to and also helps
to illustrate the wildlife that the poet led in his youth when he
was fifteen, he was fond of swordplay and with that art he
challenged quite a few great men.

Before he was
twenty, Li Bai had fought and killed several opponents, apparently
for reasons of chivalry, in accordance with the knight-errant
tradition "you-xia" or dueling.

In 720, he was
interviewed by Governor Su Ting who considered him a genius.
Although he expressed the wish to become an official, he never took
the civil service examination to become a ranking officer. The
reason why he never took what would seem to have been the logical
step toward his stated desire apparently was for some personal
reasons of the freethinker.

At age 24 he
left home for a period of wandering, after which he married and
lived with his wife’s family in Anlu (present-day Hubei province).
He had already begun to write poems, some of which he showed to
various officials in the vain hope of becoming employed as a
secretary. During the first year of his wandering, he met
celebrities and gave away much of his wealth to needy friends. By
perhaps 740, he moved to Rencheng city in Shandong province. It was
at that time that he became one of the group members known as the
"Six Idlers of the Bamboo Brook," an informal group of like-minded
individuals dedicated to literature and wine, including Kong Chao
Fu, Han Chun, Pei Zheng, Zhang Shu Ming and Tao Mian who lived on
Mount Chulaishan and were constantly dead drunk.
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Li Bai
wandered about the area of Zhejiang and Jiangsu, eventually making
friends with Wu Yun, the venerable Daoist priest who in 742 was
summoned by the emperor to attend the imperial court where his
praise of Li Bai as a poet was great. Wu Yun's praise of Li Bai led
Emperor Xuan-zong (born Li Long Ji and also known as Emperor
Ming-huang) to summon Li Bai to the court in Chang'an. After
another nomadic period, he arrived at Chang’an (present-day Xi'an),
the Tang capital, hoping to be given a post at court. No official
post was forthcoming, but he was accepted into a group of
distinguished court poets. Li Bai's personality fascinated the
aristocrats and common people alike, including another Daoist and
poet by the name of He Zhi Zhang who bestowed upon him the name of
Immortal Exiled from Heaven. After an initial audience when Li Bai
was questioned about his political views, the emperor was so
impressed that he held a big banquet in his honour. Eventually, the
emperor employed him as a translator, as Li Bai knew at least one
Asian (non-Chinese) language. Then Emperor Ming-Huang gave him a
post at the Hanlin Academy that served to provide scholarly
expertise and poetry for the imperial court. Leaping ahead, it is
good to mention here that if, as some people haste to conclude, Li
Bai's aim was drunkenness itself, he would stick to his position at
the imperial court for doing this in comfort under the emperor's
auspices, but he didn't.

One day, when
the emperor was sitting in the Pavilion of Aloes Wood, he had a
sudden stirring of heart and wanted Li Bai to write a song
expressive of his blue mood. When Li Bai entered in obedience to
the summons, he was so drunk that the courtiers were obliged to dab
his face with water. When in a short while he came to his senses a
little bit, he seized a brush and, without any visible efforts,
wrote a composition of flawless gracefulness. The emperor was so
pleased with Li Bai’s talent that whenever he was feasting or
drinking he always had the poet to wait upon him.
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Li Bai wrote
several poems about the emperor's beautiful and beloved Yang Gui
Fei, the favourite consort. A story, probably spurious, circulates
about his relationships during this period. Once, while drunk, he
had gotten his shoes muddy, and Gao Li Shi, the most politically
powerful eunuch in the palace, was asked to assist in the removal
of the shoes in front of the emperor. Eunuch Gao took offense at
being asked to perform such a menial service and later managed to
persuade Yang Gui Fei to take offense at Li Bai's poems concerning
her. At the persuasion of Yang Gui Fei and Gao Li Shi, the emperor
reluctantly but politely, and with wealthy gifts of gold and
silver, sent the poet away from the court.

After leaving
the court, Li Bai formally became a Daoist, making his home in
Shandong, but wandering far and wide for the next ten years
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