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YARKHOTO

It’s almost as if a caravan is wending its way through town

A clamor of voices mingling with the tinkle of camel bells

The markets bustling as before

An incessant flow of carts and horses

But no—the splendid palace

Has lapsed into ruin

Of a thousand years of joys and sorrows

Not a trace can be found

You who are living, live the best life you can

Don’t count on the earth to preserve memory

—AI QING, 1980





CHAPTER ONE

Pellucid Night


Boisterous laughter erupts along the path

A bunch of boozers stumble out of the sleeping village

Clatter their way toward the sleeping fields

On this night, this pellucid night

—LINES FROM “PELLUCID NIGHT,” WRITTEN BY MY FATHER IN A SHANGHAI PRISON IN 1932



I WAS BORN IN 1957, EIGHT YEARS AFTER THE FOUNDING OF the “New China.” My father was forty-seven. When I was growing up, my father rarely talked about the past, because everything was shrouded in the thick fog of the dominant political narrative, and any inquiry into fact ran the risk of provoking a backlash too awful to contemplate. In satisfying the demands of the new order, the Chinese people suffered a withering of spiritual life and lost the ability to tell things as they had truly occurred.

It was half a century before I began to reflect on this. On April 3, 2011, as I was about to fly out of Beijing’s Capital Airport, a swarm of plainclothes police descended on me, and for the next eighty-one days I disappeared into a black hole. During my confinement I began to reflect on the past: I thought of my father, in particular, and tried to imagine what life had been like for him behind the bars of a Nationalist prison eighty years earlier. I realized I knew very little about his ordeal, and I had never taken an active interest in his experiences. In the era in which I grew up, ideological indoctrination exposed us to an intense, invasive light that made our memories vanish like shadows. Memories were a burden, and it was best to be done with them; soon people lost not only the will but the power to remember. When yesterday, today, and tomorrow merge into an indistinguishable blur, memory—apart from being potentially dangerous—has very little meaning at all.

Many of my earliest memories are fractured. When I was a young boy, the world to me was a split screen. On one side, U.S. imperialists strutted around in tuxedos and top hats, walking sticks in hand, trailed by their running dogs: the British, French, Germans, Italians, and Japanese, along with the Kuomintang reactionaries entrenched on Taiwan. On the other side stood Mao Zedong and the sunflowers flanking him—that’s to say: the peoples of Asia, Africa, and Latin America, seeking independence and liberation from colonialism and imperialism; it was we who represented the light and the future. In propaganda pictures, the Vietnamese leader, “Grandpa” Ho Chi Minh, was accompanied by fearless young Vietnamese in bamboo hats, their guns trained on the U.S. warplanes in the sky above. Every day we were treated to heroic stories of their victories over the Yankee bandits. An unbridgeable gulf existed between the two sides.

In that information-deprived era, personal choice was like floating duckweed, rootless and insubstantial. Denied the nourishment of individual interests and attachments, memory, wrung out to dry, ruptured and crumbled: “The proletariat has to liberate all of humanity before it can liberate itself,” the saying went. After all the convulsions that China had experienced, genuine emotions and personal memory were reduced to tiny scraps and easily replaced by the discourse of struggle and continuous revolution.

The good thing is that my father was a writer. In poetry he recorded feelings that had lodged deep in his heart, even if those little streams of honesty and candor had no natural outlet on those many occasions when political floods carried all before them. Today, all I can do is pick up the scattered fragments left after the storm and try to piece together a picture, however incomplete it may be.

The year I was born, Mao Zedong unleashed a political storm—the Anti-Rightist Campaign, designed to purge “rightist” intellectuals who had criticized the government. The whirlpool that swallowed up my father upended my life too, leaving a mark on me that I carry to this day. As a leading “rightist” among Chinese writers, my father was exiled and forced to undergo “reform through labor,” bringing to an abrupt end the relatively comfortable life that he had enjoyed after the establishment of the new regime in 1949. Expelled at first to the icy wilderness of the far northeast, we were later transferred to the town of Shihezi, at the foot of Xinjiang’s Tian Shan mountain range. Like a little boat finding refuge in a typhoon, we sheltered there until the political winds shifted direction again.

Then, in 1967, Mao’s “Cultural Revolution” entered a new stage, and my father, now seen as a purveyor of bourgeois literature and art, was once again placed on the blacklist of ideological targets, along with other Trotskyists, apostates, and anti-party elements. I was about to turn ten, and the events that followed have stayed with me always.

IN MAY OF THAT YEAR, one of the leading revolutionary radicals in Shihezi visited us in our home. My father had been living too cushy a life, he said, and now they were going to send him to a remote paramilitary production unit for “remolding.”

Father offered no response.

“Are you looking to us to give you a farewell party?” the man sneered.

Not long after that, a “Liberation” truck pulled up outside the front door of our house. We loaded it with a few simple items of furniture and a pile of coal, and tossed our bedrolls on top—we didn’t have much else to take. It began to drizzle as Father took a seat in the front cabin; my stepbrother, Gao Jian, and I clambered onto the back of the truck and squatted under the canvas. The place we were going was on the edge of the Gurbantünggüt Desert; it was known locally as “Little Siberia.”

Rather than go with us, my mother decided to take my little brother, Ai Dan, back to Beijing. After ten years in exile, she was no longer young, and she couldn’t stomach the prospect of living in even more primitive conditions. Shihezi was the farthest she was willing to go. There was no way to keep the family together. I did not beg Mother to go with us, nor did I plead with her to leave my little brother behind. I held my tongue, neither saying goodbye nor asking if she was coming back. I don’t remember how long it took for them to disappear from view as we drove off. As far as I was concerned, staying was no different from leaving: either way, it was not our decision to make.

The truck shook violently as it lurched along a seemingly endless dirt road riven with potholes and gullies, and I had to hold tight to the frame to avoid being tossed in the air. A mat beside us was picked up by a gust of wind and within seconds it swirled away, disappearing into the cloud of dust thrown up in our wake.

After several bone-shaking hours, the truck finally ground to a halt at the edge of the desert. We had arrived at our destination: Xinjiang Military District Production and Construction Corps, Agricultural Division 8, Regiment 23, Branch 3, Company 2. It was one of many such units established in China’s border regions in the 1950s, with two goals in mind. In times of peace, Production and Construction Corps workers would develop land for cultivation and engage in agricultural production, boosting the nation’s economy. If war broke out with one of China’s neighbors, or if there was unrest among the ethnic minority population, the workers would take up their military role and assist in national defense efforts. As we were to learn firsthand, such units sometimes had an additional function—the housing of offenders banished from their native homes elsewhere in China.

It was dusk, and the sound of a flute came wafting over from a row of low-standing cottages; several young workers were standing outside, watching us curiously. We were assigned a room that had a double bed but nothing else. My father and I moved in the small table and four stools that we had brought from Shihezi. The floor was tamped earth and the walls were mud brick with wheat stalks sticking out. I made a simple oil lamp by pouring kerosene into an empty medicine bottle, poking a hole in the bottle cap, and threading a scrap of shoelace through it.
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MY FATHER REQUIRED LITTLE in life apart from time to read and write. And he had few responsibilities. It was my mother who had always handled the housework, and she had never expected us to lend a hand. But now it was just my father, Gao Jian, and me, and our living arrangements aroused the curiosity of the other workers, rough-and-ready “military farm warriors” who were blunt in their inquiries. “Is that your grandpa?” they would ask me, or “Do you miss your mom?” In time I learned how to look after things myself.

I tried to build us a stove, so that we could get heat and boil water. But the stove leaked smoke from everywhere except the chimney, and tending it made my eyes smart and left me choking, until I realized that air had to flow freely into the chamber. Then there were the other daily chores, like fetching water from the well, picking up meals from the canteen, feeding the stove with firewood, and shoveling away the cinders. Someone had to do these things, and more often than not that someone was me.

For us, the past was something severed from our new existence—the two had nothing in common, apart from the sun rising and setting. Our life now seemed like an open-ended course in wilderness survival training, if we were lucky enough to survive. The production corps company faced north, toward a desert the size of Switzerland. The first time I saw it, I was so excited that I raced across the barren sand until I was out of breath. Then I lay down flat on the ground and gazed up at the endless blue sky. But the excitement soon wore off. Under the sun’s intense glare, there were no shadows on the desert floor, a salt plain so white it looked as though it were covered in a thick carpet of snow. Whenever a gust of hot wind blasted past, camel thorn bushes would roll this way and that, and grains of sand stung my face, stabbing my skin like needles.

The workers came from widely varied backgrounds, with mysterious, incommunicable pasts that this border region had helped to put behind them. Forgotten by the communities of which they were once part, they lived only in the here and now. Many were members of the stigmatized “Five Black Categories”—landlords, rich peasants, counterrevolutionaries, bad elements, and rightists. Or they were, like me, children of Black Category members. Some were former soldiers, and others were young people unwanted by their native cities or refugees from impoverished areas in the Chinese hinterland. Here, at least, they could avoid starvation by cultivating wasteland and growing enough crops to feed themselves.

My father was initially assigned to the forestry management team. In order to isolate him and limit his corrupting influence, they ordered him to trim trees on his own, sending him off with a pair of shears and a small saw. The farm’s elms and Russian olives had never been trimmed since they were planted, and they now grew so haphazardly they looked more like shrubs than trees. Their trunks had been gnawed and nibbled by sheep, and side branches sprouted everywhere. But Father soon took to his new job, because he was fond of trees and happy to keep his distance from the crowd.

Meanwhile, I went off in the morning to classes conducted by the school’s sole teacher in its single classroom, along with six or seven other second and third graders. The company offered no education for older children, so my brother Gao Jian, who was five years my senior, attended secondary school at another production corps unit, where he lived as a boarder.

When school got out, I would take a thermos and walk a long, long way to meet my father. From a distance I would watch him circle a tree, trimming branches here and there, then retreat a few steps to check whether the two sides were balanced. When he finally became aware of my approach, it would take him a few seconds to relax. On one occasion, I remember, he mopped his brow as he gulped down the water I had brought, then handed me a branch of elm wood that he had sawed off. He had made a point of rubbing away its burls and blemishes, and it was as smooth and glossy as an ancient scepter.
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In the center of the company headquarters stood an auditorium, its facade embellished with a five-cornered star, whose bright red had faded to a pale rust color. Here in the production corps, the auditorium held the same status as an ancestral shrine did in the old days. This kind of hall was now found all over China, in factories and communes, in government organizations, schools, and army units. Above the stage hung a portrait of Mao, with Marx and Engels on his left and Lenin and Stalin to his right, all facing the center of the hall, their eyes fixed on the far distance.

No matter how exhausting the day’s labor might have been, every evening the company would hold a meeting after dinner. Beneath the stark light of a mercury-vapor lamp, 240 workers and their families would spread their stools across the floor and listen as the political instructor gave an ideological report, analyzing political developments on the national level. In this era when “politics” invaded all aspects of life, at the dawn of each day one had to request Chairman Mao’s instructions before beginning work or study, and at the end of the day a similar ritual was conducted, that of reporting to the Chairman on the progress of one’s work or study that day. The political instructor needed to provide guidance in carrying out the party line, in implementing party policies and executing the decisions and directives of the higher authorities, and in studying Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought. After that, the commander would assess the day’s work and line up the following day’s assignments.

Typically, those who fell into the Five Black Categories would be called to the front of the stage, where they would have to bow their heads penitently toward the audience below. Even if my father was clearly present, the presiding official would yell, “Is the big rightist Ai Qing here?” To add “big” in front of “rightist” was standard practice when referring to my father, given his reputation and impact as a writer. On one occasion, he was even denounced as a “bourgeois novelist”—an odd title, since it was his poetry that had made him famous. But the audience actually had no interest in who he was or what he had done in life. Everything said at the meeting was seen as standard procedure and perfectly reasonable, for the revolution needed to have enemies—without them, people would feel a deep unease.

When summoned, Father would rise from his stool, thread his way through the crowd, and take his place on the stage; his hair would flop down over his forehead as he bowed low in acknowledgment of his crimes. For a moment, the audience would quiet down, before resuming its customary insouciance, the children running wild as the men shared crude jokes and the women breastfed their babies, or knitted, or cracked sunflower seeds between their teeth while they gossiped.

If the authority on the stage said, “Now we’ll let the big rightist Ai Qing leave,” Father would promptly exit the hall. He would never know in advance if he would be dismissed. It all came down to whether or not there was a “Latest Directive” from Chairman Mao to share with the audience. If there was, people like Father were not allowed to be present.

In the early years of the Cultural Revolution, almost every day—or every night—there were directives from Chairman Mao to transmit. The company’s copy clerk would write them down word by word and line by line as they were read out over the telephone, before they were shared publicly at the nightly meetings. These messages served a function similar to Donald Trump’s late-night tweets while in office. They were the direct communication of a leader’s thoughts to his devoted followers, enhancing the sanctity of his authority. In the Chinese case, these pronouncements went even further, requiring total compliance. No sooner were they announced than a cacophony of gongs and drums would celebrate the imparting of Mao’s wisdom, and the listeners would be injected with new energy. Here, and across the country, such scenes were enacted day after day, and it was years before the issuing of Latest Directives was discontinued.

The Cultural Revolution, we were told, was “a deeper, broader new stage in the development of the socialist revolution,” which was “a revolution that touches people to their very souls.” The goal was to “dislodge the power holders who are taking the capitalist road, critique the bourgeois reactionary academic ‘authorities,’ critique the ideology of the bourgeoisie and of all exploiting classes, and reform education, culture, and everything in the superstructure that does not conform to the socialist economic base, in order to consolidate and develop the socialist system.” When I was growing up, everyday life was saturated with this kind of overblown language, and though its meaning was hard to grasp, it seemed to have hypnotic, or narcotic, properties. Everyone was possessed by it.

The auditorium also doubled as a dining hall. At mealtimes every day, my father was required to stand at the entrance, banging on an old enamel washbowl, announcing to all that he was a rightist and a criminal. He soon became a familiar sight, and the workers would walk past him without a second thought, forming a long line at the kitchen hatch. There they had to hand in their dish and food coupons and recite a quotation by Chairman Mao before the cook would ladle out a portion of food. The cook would recite a quotation at the same time, affirming his commitment to the revolution. Our life was a stage, with everyone automatically playing their appointed roles: Father’s failure to appear at his usual spot at the entrance to the hall might indicate some greater misfortune was under way, and people would get anxious.

In this era of dreary routine and material scarcity, the kitchen served as the focus of people’s imagination, even if little changed from one day to the next. Each morning the cook would mix cornmeal with warm water and place the dough into a meter-square cage drawer, then stack five such drawers inside an iron pot and steam them for thirty minutes. When the lid was lifted off, the whole kitchen would fill with steam, and the cook would carve up the corn bread vertically and horizontally, each square piece weighing two hundred grams. To show his impartiality, he would weigh the blocks publicly. This same corn bread would be served from the first day of the year to the last, except on May 1 (International Workers’ Day) and October 1 (National Day), when the corn bread would acquire a thin red layer, made up of sugar and possibly jujubes. If someone was lucky enough to find a jujube in their corn bread, this would always stir some excitement. The company had large expanses of cornfields, but we never once had fresh cornmeal to eat, only “war-relief grain” that had been in storage for goodness knows how long: it scraped your throat roughly as you swallowed, and reeked of mold and gasoline.

Each one of us—Father, Gao Jian, and I—received an allowance of just 15 yuan a month, which at the time equaled a little over five dollars. So our combined income came to only 45 yuan a month, whereas a regular worker’s pay was 38.92 yuan. Father smoked a cheap brand of cigarettes that cost five fen a pack and gave off an acrid smell, like singed wool; often a cigarette would stop burning after just a couple of puffs. Thanks to these cigarettes, Father’s military padded jacket acquired several more holes. Matches were classified as “combat readiness materials,” and each family was allocated a single box per month. Often we would run out of matches, and to start a fire in the stove I would have to borrow a light from the neighbors.

To save money, my father switched to smoking the tobacco that the company itself grew. We would use old receipts to roll little paper cylinders, into which we would pour crumbled tobacco leaves until they were stuffed full. Every evening I would help Father roll some twenty cigarettes and then store them neatly in a blue-and-white china jar that had somehow managed to escape destruction during the Red Guard raids on our former home. The handle and lid were pure silver, and on the body of the jar were painted a little bridge over a stream and a page boy with a zither, next to a rocky outcrop, low-hanging weeping willows, and a thatched cottage, its wood-framed window half open. The jar brightened even the dimmest corner with the luster of its white porcelain and cobalt blue.

As night fell and an impenetrable darkness descended on the wheat fields outside, the insects kept up a constant drone. Father and I would sit on either side of our little table, the oil lamp casting our shadows—one big, one small—on the wall behind us. My mind was often as bare as the room itself, empty of imagination and empty of memories, and my father and I were like strangers, with nothing to say to each other. I would often simply stare into the lamp’s jumping flame.

Sometimes, however, just when I was about to nod off, Father would begin to rummage through his memories and reminisce about his past. Gradually, I would be transported to the places he had been, meeting the men and women he had known, and gaining some understanding of his loves and his marriages. As he talked, it was as though I wasn’t there. His storytelling seemed to have no purpose beyond making sure his stream of memories did not dry up. In Little Siberia, isolation forged a closeness between us, and material deprivation brought with it a different kind of plenty, shaping the outline of my life to come.




CHAPTER TWO

Hearts Are Burning

MY FATHER’S BIRTH WAS A DIFFICULT ONE. DURING HER pregnancy, my grandmother had a strange dream, in which her baby was stranded on a little island in the middle of a churning sea. This was an ill omen, family and friends agreed, and my grandmother, then just twenty and still observing Buddhist practices—she later converted to Catholicism—burned incense and prayed for good fortune every day, but anxiety lingered. The labor lasted two days and two nights, and she was tested to the limits of her endurance. But finally, from behind the silk curtains of a red-lacquer, gold-tinted canopy bed, there emerged an infant’s piercing wail.

Grandfather already had a name in mind, selected not only to reflect the boy’s place in the generational sequence but to uphold the family’s moral standing and social prestige. Like a mother-of-pearl detail embossed on a lacquer vessel, the name would be inserted with scrupulous care into the lineage genealogy and would come to shape the future of its owner in unseen ways. Father’s name was Haicheng, hǎi (海) meaning “sea” and chéng (澄) meaning “clear.”

Father was born on the seventeenth day of the second moon in the second year of the Xuantong reign (March 27, 1910). According to the traditional Chinese calendar, this day coincided with the spring equinox, when day and night are of equal length and all of nature is enjoying revival.
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In the eyes of country folk, children born in that year “came out riding the dragon’s tail.” And indeed, within eighteen months, three hundred miles away in the city of Wuchang, progressive elements in the military staged a coup, launching the 1911 Revolution. Soon China’s southern provinces were seceding from the Qing empire, one after another. In 1912, the Qing dynasty officially came to an end, and with it two thousand years of feudal autocracy.

In the eyes of the superstitious, an arduous birth was an inauspicious sign. Twelve days later, when Grandmother was well enough to receive visitors, Grandfather called in a fortune-teller, as was customary in such cases. The visitor first inquired about the precise time of the child’s birth, and then asked the year, month, day, and hour of his parents’ births. Then he began to take readings from the large compass he had brought with him.

After a long and suspenseful process of data collection, the fortune-teller presented a shocking prognosis: the newborn child was “at odds” with his parents’ fate, and if they raised him at home he would “be the death of his parents.” They understood this to mean that the baby should be cared for by someone outside the family. The joy of welcoming their firstborn was replaced by a feeling of dread that the child was a harbinger of family misfortune. Even if the boy survived into adulthood, the fortune-teller said, it would be best if he never called them “Father” and “Mother,” but rather “Uncle” and “Aunt.”

The fortune-teller’s gravity and apprehension affected my grandparents deeply. His reading of the situation seemed as solid and unassailable as the household effects surrounding them, and his grim forecast was carved onto my father’s destiny like a birthmark.

My father was of course oblivious to the fortune-teller’s visit. Off to one side, unaware of his miserable fate, he lay comfortably in a bamboo cradle, wrapped tightly inside a comforter embroidered with the words TEN THOUSAND JOYS, with only a lump on his head to show for the struggle of his prolonged birth.

My father was born into a landowning family in the village of Fantianjiang, in the northeast corner of what was then Jinhua prefecture, part of the coastal province of Zhejiang. My grandparents died long before I was born, but from the two portrait photos that survive, it seems there was a close resemblance between the two of them. If not for my grandfather’s beard, husband and wife would look almost indistinguishable, both with round faces, high foreheads, hair combed back, and prominent eyes that curved down slightly in the corners. Dressed neatly, they wear kind expressions.

In his village of a hundred or so households, my grandfather, Jiang Zhongzun, was known as a man of culture. He named his den “Aspiring to Improvement Studio,” and in it hung scrolls of his own handsome calligraphy that testified to his commitment to self-cultivation. In the reception room hung a wooden plaque carved with the words BLISS RESIDES IN FAMILY BONDS, which summed up his outlook more generally.

Grandfather owned a soy sauce shop and a general store that sold imported goods, and in addition to managing these businesses, he spent a good deal of time following current events and reading new books. He subscribed to Shen bao, a Chinese-language newspaper founded by a Londoner based in Shanghai. If a villager wanted to know what was going on in the world—the state of play in China’s war with Japan, for instance—he could get some idea just by scanning Grandfather’s face. He also enjoyed poring over his world atlas, avidly followed new developments in weather forecasting, and read Thomas Huxley’s Evolution and Ethics.

In the village he was considered a reformist and was among the first to cut off his queue, the long braid that signified Han Chinese submission to Manchu authority during the Qing period. He allowed the women in the family to unbind their feet and sent his two daughters to study at a Christian school founded by Stella Relyea, an American missionary affiliated with the American Baptist Foreign Mission Society, which at that time already had a quarter of a million adherents in China. Grandfather was also a member of the International Savings Society, a French bank in Shanghai. At that time, to deposit one’s savings in a bank was viewed as a very bold move.

My grandmother, Lou Xianchou, came from a prominent family in neighboring Yiwu County. After Father, she gave birth to seven more children, three of whom died young, so Father ended up having two brothers and two sisters. Grandmother was warmhearted and generous and would often treat the hired help to a handful of melon seeds or peanuts. High school students who lived close by would regularly drop in to read the family’s newspapers and magazines and chat with her. Although she could not read or write, she could recite some Tang poems and folk ditties and had a whimsical sense of humor.

In 1910, the year my father was born, my grandfather had just turned twenty-one. The Qing dynasty was nearing the end of its 266-year rule, while in Russia the fall of the czars and the advent of the Soviet regime were just seven years away. It was the year that Tolstoy and Mark Twain died, the year that Edison invented talkies in faraway New Jersey. In Xiangtan, in Hunan, seventeen-year-old Mao Zedong was still in school; his first wife, selected for him by his parents in an arranged marriage, died a month before my father was born. But Fantianjiang, like so many other Chinese villages, slumbered on, unremarkable and anonymous.

Not long after the fortune-teller’s prediction, a baby girl was born to a peasant family in Fantianjiang but then, at least according to one report, was immediately drowned by her mother, who deemed it more advantageous to serve as the wet nurse of the Jiang family’s newborn son than to raise a daughter of limited long-term value. That sounds heartless, I know, but things like that did happen then—and are not unheard of today.

The baby girl’s mother had been born to a family named Cao that lived in the nearby village of Dayehe (a name that translates to Big-Leaf Lotus). She had come to Fantianjiang as the child bride for a distant and impoverished member of Grandfather’s extended family. Nobody in Fantianjiang bothered to learn her real name; they simply called her Big-Leaf Lotus, after her village. Then thirty-two years old, Big-Leaf Lotus began to nurse my father with her breast milk, thus supplementing her family income to support her hard-drinking husband and their five children. The locals considered her fortunate to have this opportunity.

Big-Leaf’s home was just a short walk from the Jiang house. It consisted of two low-ceilinged rooms, their walls blackened by kitchen smoke, with a wooden bed in one corner and a rickety square table not far away. Cracks between the roof tiles revealed thin slices of sky, and outside the door a stone slab provided seating for Big-Leaf as she fed her suckling child.

This tiny cottage was where my father spent his days and nights, except for the New Year and other major festivals, when my grandparents brought him home for a few days.

The Jiang family compound had a main house with five rooms and two side buildings, each consisting of a two-story layout built of wood, with beams, eaves, and windows carved with auspicious designs and historical scenes. The courtyard, pleasant and tranquil whatever the weather, was laid with dark stone pavers, and orchids and asparagus fern grew in a stone bowl next to the rainwater catchment. Grandfather’s compound and adjacent buildings were built in the same style and with the same materials. No two buildings were identical, but they were all tightly linked, like a woven brocade whose every warp and woof were imbued with Confucian teachings. Their design employed creativity and painstaking skill to showcase the traditional order that had been carried on from one generation to another over many centuries.

Back at Big-Leaf Lotus’s house, my father would eat sweet rice cakes, cured pork, and crisp buns stuffed with mustard greens, which he loved. Then he would sit on her lap in front of the fire and she would tell him stories. She was utterly devoted to him, and every time he called her, she would put down whatever she was doing and hold him in her arms, gently pressing her sun-beaten face against his pale one. Big-Leaf Lotus filled his early childhood with loving warmth.
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Jinhua, the biggest town in the area, lay in a basin, with hills on all sides, bisected by two rivers that eventually merged and flowed northward. Fantianjiang lay twenty-five miles to the northeast of Jinhua, on the edge of Yiwu County. North of the village stood the mountain of Twin Peaks, which shone a warm color under the right sunlight. A spring gushed from underneath briar-shrouded boulders, while farther down, the clay soil, red with iron oxides, supported a variety of plants, including bamboo, camphor, fir, and walnut. Camellias, azaleas, pomegranates, and osmanthus also dotted the landscape.

Two ancient camphor trees stood on a rise just before you entered the village. It would have taken several people to link their arms around one of their enormous trunks, and over the centuries their spreading branches had woven a broad canopy of leaves. One of the trees had a hollow in it big enough for children to play inside, and a niche in which an image of the Buddha had been installed. The villagers called this tree “the Old Lady,” and would go there to seek blessings for their children.

My father was slow to start speaking and didn’t really get going until he was three; some of the villagers at first thought him an idiot. At four he reached the age for schooling, so Grandfather brought him back from Big-Leaf Lotus’s home and he began to live with his parents. In 1915, when he turned five, a privately funded primary school opened in the village, offering an art class conducted by a teacher skilled in painting and handicrafts. This triggered Father’s interest in making things with his hands. Out of wood, he fashioned a miniature house with doors and windows that could be opened, and he put together a magic lantern as beguiling as a kaleidoscope. One winter day, when his mother gave him a brazier to warm his hands, he picked it up and swung it from side to side, making the charcoal hiss and pop, to the surprise and delight of his younger siblings. Seeing how absorbed Father became in making objects, Grandfather would say mockingly, “How about I send you off to the workhouse for the poor?” In those days, handicrafts were accorded little respect.

Grandfather found other reasons to be dissatisfied with his eldest son. Once, a sparrow deposited droppings right on top of Grandfather’s head. Considering this bad luck, he gave Father a wooden bowl and told him to fetch a special herbal tea from the neighbors to “purge misfortune.” Father made no move toward the door, feeling the errand was beneath his dignity. Angered by this act of defiance, Grandfather grabbed the bowl and clamped it down on top of my father’s head so hard that its rim scratched his scalp and drew blood.

His aunt (the wife of Grandfather’s older brother) was shocked, took him aside, and fried him a couple of eggs as a consolation. “If he beats you again,” she said, “I’ll fry you another egg, how about that?” Father nodded his approval. Later he wrote a note that read, “Dad beat me—what a brute!” Grandfather found the note inside a drawer, and after that he never beat his son again.

Father’s childhood was never very happy, and as time went on his relations with his parents only grew more strained. Once Father said to his little sister, “After Mom and Dad die, I’ll take you to Hangzhou”—the provincial capital of Zhejiang, more than ninety miles away. Grandmother overheard this and summoned him to the hall. She took two strings of coins from the money chest and hung them around his neck, saying, “If you want to leave, then leave right now—no need to wait till we’re dead.” Father stood there silently as she scolded. By then, he was already carrying a secret around inside him: one day he would go far, far away; he would see much more of the world than the villagers had and would visit places they had never even dreamed of.

SOON AFTER THE END of the First World War, in the spring of 1919, the Allied powers convened a conference at the Palace of Versailles, near Paris, to decide the peace terms, and China took part as one of the victors. But the Paris Peace Conference paid no heed to the Chinese delegates’ demand for territorial integrity, instead awarding Germany’s colonial holdings in Qingdao and Shandong to Japan. When the news reached China, it sparked nationwide protests.

On May 4, some three thousand students from Beijing’s universities gathered in protest in front of Tiananmen, the imposing gate that marked the southern entrance to the Forbidden City, demanding the defense of national sovereignty and the ouster of Chinese officials accused of collaborating with the Japanese. This surge of nationalist sentiment, which became known as the May Fourth Movement, soon spread across the nation. At the same time, China’s intellectuals, convinced that drastic cultural change was needed if their country was to shed its backwardness and avoid further humiliations, began to agitate for “Mr. Democracy” and “Mr. Science” (the “Mr.” prefix conveying deference to a teacher) and to criticize Confucianism and the traditional moral order that had underpinned imperial rule. Crying “Down with the Kong Family Shop!” (a derogatory reference to Confucian ideology), they called on young people to wake up to China’s crisis, extolling freedom, progress, and science. These ideas were already influencing local education in Jinhua, and Father’s elementary school textbooks now imparted the rudiments of democracy and science.

Inspired by the Russian Revolution, a number of Chinese intellectuals, led by Chen Duxiu and Li Dazhao, began to promote Marxism-Leninism. In June 1921, Lenin sent a Comintern delegate operating under the pseudonym of Maring to Shanghai to preside over the first congress of the Chinese Communist Party. Preparations for the meeting were made in an atmosphere of fear and tension, and to avoid the prying eyes of the Kuomintang government the venue was switched to a boat on the South Lake in Jiaxing, a town sixty miles away.

In the party’s program appeared, for the first time, concepts like “working class,” “class struggle,” “dictatorship of the proletariat,” “elimination of the system of capitalist ownership,” and “coalition with the Third International.” Perhaps because Chinese equivalents of these terms had not been devised, the congress documents were printed in Russian. In addition to Maring (a Dutch Communist whose real name was Hendricus Sneevliet), one other foreign delegate attended: a Soviet citizen, “Nikolsky,” whose true identity would remain a mystery for almost half a century, until with the help of Gorbachev a Russian archive revealed that his name was Vladimir Abramovich Neiman-Nikolsky. On Stalin’s orders, he was shot in 1938 on a charge of spying. Thus did the Chinese Communist Party begin its long and checkered history.

In 1925, at the age of fifteen, my father was admitted as a boarder to Jinhua’s Seventh High School, located in a former Taiping prince’s mansion, an imposing edifice with a lofty central hall. It was a boys’ school, and most of the pupils were the sons of well-off gentry from the surrounding villages. Under the influence of progressive trends that were sweeping the country, Father identified with Western democratic and republican values and admired the so-called New Literature, a form of writing based on the spoken vernacular. Once, in an examination, the class was asked to write an essay in the classical language and Father defiantly wrote one in the vernacular instead, entitled “Every Era Has Its Own Literature.” His teacher was not impressed. “Half-baked ideas!” he scoffed. Even today, my father’s naive advocacy of a literature that is true to its age can make little headway in China.

While Father was away at school, Big-Leaf Lotus died at the age of forty-six. Her five sons wept bitterly, and even her husband, prone to curse and beat her whenever he drank too much, shed some tears. She had lived her life in poverty, and on leaving this world all she got was a flimsy coffin. But her early death meant that she no longer needed to fret about what would happen when her husband died, or worry because her eldest son had become a bandit, or grieve for her second son, killed in a battle, or wonder how her third, fourth, and fifth sons were going to eke out a living. In a poem Father wrote years later to commemorate her life of struggle and hardship, he imagined his foster mother dreaming of attending his wedding and being greeted warmly as “Mother-in-Law” by his lovely bride, in wistful recognition of the critical role she played in his early years.

At school, Father was now all the more enthralled with art. In math class, on the pretext of needing to use the toilet, he would run off and draw from nature, slipping back into the classroom only when class was about to finish. When he came home for the summer holidays, Grandfather asked him to keep an eye on the rice fields, but he would take his siblings to sketch at a Buddhist temple half a mile away instead. The temple had been built in early medieval times, with ancient cypresses in the courtyard that reached up high toward the sky. Inside the main hall stood a statue of a big-bellied Maitreya beneath a couplet that read, “Big Belly can accommodate all that cannot be accommodated / Laughing Mouth laughs at all who are laughable.” In keeping with the rebellious spirit of the time, Father nonchalantly took a pee next to the Buddha, to show his disdain for religion.

IN MAY 1925, as Father was preparing for his middle school exams, thousands of students in Shanghai poured into the streets to protest the mistreatment of Chinese workers by Japanese businesses. Armed police were dispatched to arrest the protesters, and on the afternoon of May 30, when students and residents demonstrated and demanded the release of those arrested, British constables opened fire. More than twenty people were injured or killed. After the massacre, there were nationwide strikes and boycotts pressing the government to abolish the colonial outposts established in China by foreign powers. From the mid-nineteenth century on, Western nations had created areas in China’s outposts that were governed by foreigners, in violation of China’s sovereignty. In enclaves such as the Shanghai International Settlement and Shanghai’s French Concession, such administrations controlled civil affairs, tax collection, judiciary, law enforcement, education, transportation, postal and telecommunication services, public works and utilities, and sanitation, and they even stationed troops—operating, in effect, as a state within a state.

In Jinhua, Father’s high school launched a movement to show solidarity with the demonstrators in Shanghai. Students marched through the streets of the town, brandishing flags, shouting anti-Japanese slogans, and urging workers to strike and merchants to close their stores. They smashed shop signs and window displays, ransacked warehouses in a search for imported goods, and set fire to stacks of British and Japanese products on the riverbank. Inspired by this revolutionary fervor, Father was determined to go to Guangzhou and enroll in the Republic of China Military Academy. When Grandfather learned that his eldest son wanted to abandon his studies, he was so furious he refused to speak to him. Given Grandfather’s strong opposition to the idea, Father had to give it up.

In 1927, the uneasy alliance that had formed between the Nationalists and the Communists ended abruptly. On April 12 of that year, after Nationalist forces reached Shanghai, Chiang Kai-shek, their commander in chief, issued orders to arrest and kill Communists, whose success in mobilizing workers he saw as a threat to his authority. The effects of the clampdown were soon felt in provincial towns like Jinhua. One morning the school principal told all the students to assemble in the playing field. Ostensibly it was to hear an address, but actually the school authorities wanted to have free run of the dormitories so they could search for banned items. Father slipped away and climbed through the back window of his dorm room, where he extracted a pamphlet he had been reading—Plekhanov’s Materialist Conception of History—and managed to dump it in a drainage ditch before he could be caught. This mimeographed pamphlet had inspired him to study Marxism, a worldview that would leave a heavy imprint on his life.

In the fall of 1928, after graduating from high school, Father was admitted to the painting department of Hangzhou’s newly established National Art Academy. Its inaugural class comprised some eighty students, and most of its instructors had received art training abroad. In art school, Father found a refuge from political turmoil.

Hangzhou was celebrated for the beauty of its nearby West Lake, and whenever he had the chance Father would pack his equipment into a knapsack and head out to do some painting. By the lakeside woods or among the surrounding hills and fields, he would painstakingly record scenes that caught his eye, in the subdued gray tones that he favored. He was a diligent student, with a country boy’s love of nature. Socially he maintained an awkward reserve, but he felt a deep sympathy for the poor and the suffering. Peddlers, boatmen, and cart pullers, as well as the impoverished owners of thatched cottages and their grimy-faced children, were all regular subjects of his art.

The West Lake’s misty mornings and ever-shifting moods left Father with a vague sensation of loneliness and melancholy, and he never truly felt settled in Hangzhou. His life took a new direction when one of his pictures caught the attention of Lin Fengmian, the then twenty-eight-year-old principal of the art academy, who had spent several years in France in the early 1920s. “You won’t learn anything here,” Lin told my father. “You ought to study abroad.”

The study-abroad trend had begun with the Self-Strengthening Movement (1861–1895), when the Qing government, beset by both internal and external threats, sought to develop Western-style industries, communications, and financial services. Officials realized that sending students to the West to study could play a crucial role in gaining a mastery of Western science and technology. In the wake of the First World War, France was in urgent need of labor and began to accept Chinese students to work-study programs. Some of them—most notably, Zhou Enlai and Deng Xiaoping—would go on to become prominent figures in the Chinese Communist Party. Inspired by a faith in Communism, Chinese youth began to search in Europe, the fountainhead of Marxism, for new ideas and new theories that might remedy China’s ills.

Lin Fengmian’s advice made a deep impression on Father. But if he was to study abroad, he had to persuade Grandfather. When he went home for the winter holidays, he brought one of his teachers with him to help make his case. “If he goes abroad,” the teacher said, “he can make a lot of money when he comes back.”

Grandfather was skeptical, but he finally gave in. He pried up a floorboard and lifted out a large pot full of silver dollars. A silver dollar had considerable value in China at the time: it could buy you sixteen pounds of rice, six pounds of pork, six feet of cloth, or in some places even a small plot of land. With a grave expression and trembling hands, Grandfather counted out eight hundred of these coins—sufficient funds to cover the cost of my father’s boat ticket and living expenses for the first few months in France—at the same time enjoining him to be sure to come back at the end of his time abroad. “Don’t enjoy yourself so much that you forget your home.”

On the day he left, the morning sun spilled across the stone pavers as Grandfather accompanied Father to the edge of the village. Father soon banished from his mind the high hopes that Grandfather had invested in him: his thoughts were focused on the road ahead, and he couldn’t wait to put distance between himself and those tired fields and the barren little village, to begin his solitary wanderings, roaming free.
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André Lebon
AT THE SHANGHAI WATERFRONT, thick ropes secured the French packet steamer André Lebon to the black iron bollards in Shiliupu Docks. The ship’s olive-green prow rose high out of the water, and steam billowed from its two brick-red funnels, obscuring the banks and Western businesses that lined the riverbank. The steamer measured 528 feet from bow to stern, bigger than a small village and almost too long to see from one end to the other. A constant clamor rose from vendors hawking their wares, from rickshaw pullers, barefoot stevedores, porters shouldering heavy steamer trunks, and travelers of all descriptions lugging their personal effects.

With a population of three million, Shanghai in the late 1920s was almost as large as London, New York, Tokyo, or Berlin. The Shiliupu (District 16) Dock, built in the 1860s during Shanghai’s early days as a treaty port, was now the most bustling and frenetic place in the city. The Chinese laborers who were packed off to Europe during the First World War and the young people who went there to study in the postwar years all set off on their journeys from here.

Father was one of hundreds of passengers who made their way up the gangplank and onto the André Lebon. Once he found a berth in third class, he set down his luggage and art supplies, feeling like a rice weevil packed inside the vessel’s cavernous hold. His cabin was narrow and crowded, the bunks packed close together. Soon the engines began to roar, and heat from the engine room, mixed with the smell of cargo, filled the corridor with a rich aroma. The ship’s horn echoed as Father watched the wharf gradually disappear into the distance.

The ship departed Shanghai on the afternoon of March 9, 1929. It took two days and three nights to reach Hong Kong, and after crossing the South China Sea it stopped in Saigon for four days to load cargo. In the bill of lading that was part of the navigational log kept by Captain Auguste le Flahec, the cargo included 20,220 sacks of rice, 2,958 sacks of flour, 3,941 crates of rubber, 562 sacks of coffee beans, 1,951 cases of tea, 477 sacks of tin ore, 899 bales of silk fabric, 408 bales of raw silk, 470 sacks of peppercorns, 300 sacks of gallnuts, and other miscellaneous produce, for a total weight of 3,121 tons. As he watched the derricks depositing the wealth of the colonial ports into the ship’s hold, Father felt an agitation inside, one that would never fully subside during his time abroad.

By March 27 the ship had traveled as far as Maliku Atoll, off the southern tip of India. Father, buried in his French grammar, completely forgot it was his birthday. Four days later, they reached the port of Aden, and from there it was on to Djibouti, on the Horn of Africa. After a leisurely passage up the Red Sea, they traversed the Suez Canal and my father got his first glimpse of the Mediterranean. The last, stormy leg of the voyage delivered them, via Sicily, to Marseille, on April 12, 1929, a Friday. There my father boarded a train to Lyon, and from there it was a simple journey to Paris.

PARIS IN THE 1920S impressed visitors with its bustle of cars and trams and expanding Métro network. To a young Chinese student like Father, it must have been eye-opening to observe the freedoms enjoyed by Parisian women, who were able—without eliciting much comment—to smoke in public, cut their hair short, dress daringly, and participate in sports. Ernest Hemingway would famously recall Paris in the 1920s as a “moveable feast,” but George Orwell’s description of life in a Paris slum paints a less glamorous picture: “It was a very narrow street—a ravine of tall, leprous houses, lurching towards one another in queer attitudes, as though they had all been frozen in the act of collapse. All the houses were hotels and packed to the tiles with lodgers, mostly Poles, Arabs and Italians. At the foot of the hotels were tiny bistros, where you could be drunk for the equivalent of a shilling. On Saturday nights about a third of the male population of the quarter was drunk.” My father would have recognized the Paris that Hemingway and Orwell depicted, but his own memories took a different form.

Initially, to keep their housing costs low, Father and a couple of friends chose not to live in central Paris at all. Instead they found lodgings in Fontenay-aux-Roses, six miles southwest of the city center but connected to Paris by a tram service. There, Father moved into the home of a Frenchman named Grimm, a rough-and-ready fellow who drank heavily and gave Father his first job, in a bicycle accessory shop. Later he moved into a lodging house, the Hôtel de Lisbonne, on the rue de Vaugirard in the Sixth Arrondissement. His room was tiny and had a noisy pipe running through it, but the rent was cheap. The Portuguese landlady was a kind old soul who did not make a fuss if he fell behind with his payments.

Father eagerly explored museums and galleries, and every afternoon went to sketch models at the “Atelier Libre” in Montparnasse, where the low admission fee attracted aspiring artists like him. He was skilled at capturing movement with simple lines. He loved the colors and lyricism of Marc Chagall’s figures and landscapes and was entranced by the daring innovations of the Impressionist painters.

One happy outcome of this immersion in the French art scene was that one of his own pictures was selected for a spring exhibition at the celebrated, trendsetting Salon des Indépendants. It was a small oil painting of an unemployed laborer, inspired less by his political leanings than by his feelings as an outsider. But its acceptance into the show bolstered his sense of self.
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Works by Ai Qing, 1929
One single black-and-white photograph survives as a visual record of my father’s stay in Paris. Four young men cluster together in a meadow; among them, standing to the left of an easel, is my father, his hair combed back, brush and palette in hand, very much the young Asian artist. His body looks all the slighter under his large head, and his eyes are fixed directly on the camera in a concentrated and confident gaze.

Within a few months, Father had spent all his money. Grandfather sent him two more installments, but after that he refused to dispense any more handouts, so Father had to start working part-time to make ends meet. Every morning, in a workshop run by an American named Douglass, he would decorate cigarette boxes, writing customers’ names on each one. In a single morning Father could paint twenty cigarette boxes and earn twenty francs. In this way he made six hundred francs a month, and after spending fifty francs on rent and ten or so each day on meals, he would use the remainder to buy books and art supplies and cover his daily expenses. Within a few months of the stock market crash of 1929, however, the workshop was forced to close.

During the First World War, France had recruited some thirty thousand Chinese “coolies” to support the war effort. As one French general recalled, they were “good soldiers,” stoically enduring even the fiercest bombardments. When the war ended, some stayed on in France, and thus a Chinatown neighborhood had developed in Paris, with a number of restaurants run by people from Wenzhou, a coastal town not far from Jinhua. Chinese expatriates, no matter their place of origin or how many years they had spent in France, were all united in their craving for Chinese food and made regular visits to these eateries.

One day Father was eating in a Chinese restaurant when he noticed, in the corner opposite, another young Asian man, with a thin, pinched face and unruly hair. Father’s curiosity was aroused when the other diner lingered long after finishing his meal, throwing glances regularly at the clock and at the street outside. Father realized he must be short of money, so he went over and paid his bill and the two of them left the restaurant together. Thus began a lifelong friendship.

The young man’s name was Li Youran. Like Father a native of Zhejiang, and four years his senior, he was studying philosophy at the university and was a good deal more politically engaged. A member of the Chinese Communist Party branch in Europe, he had published essays in Chi guang (Red Light), a progressive journal that Zhou Enlai had launched ten years earlier.

Li accompanied Father back to the Hôtel de Lisbonne and found that his tiny room contained little more than some picture albums, poetry collections, and a jumble of painting materials. He was moved that Father had paid for his meal despite his own dismal living situation, and was impressed by Father’s dedication to his art. From that day on, the two shared their earnings, and if necessary would borrow from a third party to help each other out. Father introduced Li Youran to art, while Li encouraged Father to read more philosophy and literature. Father was not interested in getting a university education, but he was willing to let Li Youran take him to listen to some public lectures, where he would often amuse himself by sketching the bald-headed speaker.

ALMOST FIFTY YEARS LATER, when the Cultural Revolution had just come to an end and we were finally able to return to Beijing, I at last got to meet this old friend of my father’s. Li Youran was about to turn seventy, and he tottered a little, his slender frame bundled up inside a blue jacket.

In the intervening decades they had both suffered through one political campaign after another, and it was a miracle that they were still alive. When Father and Li Youran saw each other once more, their excitement was palpable. With humorous gusto they recalled the past, exchanging inquiries about where so-and-so had ended up and what their situation was now. It was clear they saw themselves in each other’s eyes, like two pieces of a broken stone fitting together seamlessly. With grins on their faces they clasped hands and embraced while their stories spilled out in heavy southern accents. Memory was like a rope they could clutch as they made their way forward, or use to haul themselves back to days that had passed.

That day I walked Li Youran back to the bus stop. Outside the Xidan shopping mall, the wind was so strong we had to push against it in order not to be blown away. Speaking loudly over the wind’s roar, Li Youran recalled how he and my father, stomachs empty, would roam through the boulevards and squares of Paris, whistling tunes and kicking pebbles as they went. As he spoke, I could almost hear the sound of those pebbles as they skipped across the street.

AS A FOREIGNER IN PARIS, Father felt isolated and his desire for knowledge deepened. He would spend hours browsing the bookstalls that lined the Seine, and if he had a little cash on hand he would buy a book and bury himself in it. This period of intensive reading prompted him to think more about the world, and painting often gave way to reflection. At times, the machinery of the modern city and the clamorous street life helped to alleviate his loneliness. Paris reshaped his aesthetics, prompting him to learn and absorb a new culture, and when he painted he began to daub his canvases with brighter colors.

Father took French lessons from a young Polish woman who had graduated from the University of Warsaw and was now pursuing an advanced degree in psychology. Three times a week, at seven in the evening, she would come to his lodgings for conversational practice. She was delighted to see volumes of poetry on Father’s desk, and they had long talks about the Russian poets Yesenin and Mayakovsky. It was the first time in Father’s life that he had a soul-to-soul exchange with a member of the opposite sex.

At dusk one day, Father paced back and forth in the shady lane next to the university library where his Polish friend studied. They had arranged to meet at the entrance when the library closed, and he had arrived early. He often felt that he was waiting for something to happen, and this was just such a time. One by one the lights inside were extinguished, and then the young Polish woman emerged. She greeted him cheerfully and they began to stroll side by side. For the first time, Father was aware of how self-conscious he felt being her escort, and he forced himself to keep a certain distance from her as they walked.

Not long after, her mother came to take her back to Poland. When he visited her to say goodbye, his young friend asked questions she had not asked before. How big was his family? Were he and his sisters close? How long would it take to get to China?

“Thirty-five days” was his answer.

“Oh, that’s so far away!” She looked away in dismay and her eyes welled up with tears.

As he was leaving, Father presented her with a book, with an inscription on the flyleaf: “When you pick up this volume, you will remember a young man from the Orient.”

DURING HIS TIME IN Paris, Father seldom felt an urge to rest; some nights he could hardly sleep at all. A nineteen-year-old from a foreign land, he found his life completely disconnected from his recollections of the past. Excitement and anxiety, ambition and insecurity made his head burst with ideas and emotions, and as thoughts came to him he would jot them down in his sketchbook, no matter how early or how late the hour. To allow his brain some temporary rest, he would resort to going up and down the stairs or pacing the boulevards among the teeming crowds. For solace he turned increasingly to literature, and to poetry in particular. He admired prose works by Russian authors, including Gogol’s “The Overcoat,” Turgenev’s Smoke, and Dostoevsky’s Poor Folk, but was drawn especially to the poetry of Blok, Mayakovsky, Yesenin, and Pushkin.

For Father, poetry came to acquire a lofty, almost holy status. He identified strongly with a devotion to the creative, expressive life articulated by Apollinaire (whose line “I had a flute then, which I would not have given away even for a French marshal’s cane” he liked to quote) and Mayakovsky (who had detailed his needs as “a pen, a pencil, a typewriter, a telephone, an outfit for your visits to the doss-house, a bicycle”). When he first heard news of the Russian poet’s suicide in 1930, he fell into a funk, as though he had lost a dear friend.

Father had a special fondness for the socially engaged poetry of the Belgian author Émile Verhaeren, and later in life he would carefully translate into Chinese a selection of his poetry under the title Yuanye yu chengshi (Field and town). To him, Verhaeren possessed both a modern, clear-eyed rationality and emotions that were stronger and more complex than one could find in any earlier writer. Of Verhaeren he would say, “He alerted his readers to the rampant growth of cities in the capitalist world and the spectacle of so many villages on the verge of extinction.”

In his own writing, Father searched for a language that would capture social realities and emotional feelings. “I feel sick every time I find myself making use of some conventional expression,” he wrote. “It disgusts me when a poet trades in hackneyed phrases.” Inspired by the experiments of the French Surrealists, he filled his sketchbook with fleeting sensations, in the style of André Breton’s “psychic automatism.”

Under Li Youran’s tutelage, Father began to get some exposure to revolutionary Soviet films, screened in the so-called Lenin Hall, in a working-class district of Paris. And one evening he and Li Youran went to 61 rue Saint-Jacques, in the Latin Quarter, and attended a meeting of young progressives from East Asia. Afterward, he wrote his earliest poem, “Gathering.”


A cluster here, a cluster there, we sit in clouds of smoke

A clamor swirling around the tables

Voices both high and low

Mild, passionate, explosive views

Burning faces bobbing under the lamplight

Snatches of French, Japanese, Annamese, Chinese

Simmering in all four corners of the hall

Unkempt, bespectacled, puffing on cigarettes

Perusing letters, reading the papers

Deep in thought, frustrated, excited, silent

Ruddy lips in constant motion

Words spilling forth like sparks

Every gaunt and struggling face

Every straight or bending body

Paints a sad, dark shadow.

They shout and yell and rage

Their hearts burning

Their blood churning

They come from the East

Japan, Annam, China

Loving freedom, hating war

In a fury over these things

In anguish over them

Working up a sweat

Tears in their eyes
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