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About the Book

Liu Xiaobo (born 1955) is a pre-eminent Chinese literary critic, professor and humanitarian activist. Since his hunger strike in Tiananmen Square in June 1989 he has been a thorn in the side of the Chinese government, helping to write the Charter 08 manifesto calling for free speech, democratic elections and basic human rights. He was arrested and convicted on charges of ‘incitement to subversion’, and sentenced to eleven years in prison. The following year, 2010, during this fourth prison term, he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for ‘his prolonged non-violent struggle for fundamental human rights in China’. Neither he nor his wife was allowed to travel to Oslo, and the Chinese government blocked all news stories of the prize and intimidated Liu’s friends and family. He is the only Nobel Laureate in detention.

June Fourth Elegies is a collection of the poems Liu Xiaobo has written each year on the anniversary of the Tiananmen Square massacre in 1989. An extraordinarily moving testimony and an historical document of singular importance, it is dedicated to ‘the Tiananmen Mothers and for those who can remember’. In this bilingual volume, Liu’s poetry is for the first time published freely in both English translation and in the Chinese original.


About the Author

Liu Xiaobo is a political activist, author, university professor and writer. He was awarded the 2010 Nobel Peace Prize.

Jeffrey Yang is the author of two poetry collections and an editor at New Directions Publishing.


 

This book is dedicated to the Tiananmen Mothers and for those who can remember
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Foreword

As a firm believer in non-violence, freedom, and democratic values, I have supported the non-violent democracy movement in China from its beginning. One of the most encouraging and moving events in recent Chinese history was the democracy movement of 1989, when Chinese brothers and sisters demonstrated openly and peacefully their yearning for freedom, democracy, and human dignity. They embraced non-violence in a most impressive way, clearly reflecting the values their movement sought to assert.

The Chinese leadership’s response to the peaceful demonstrations of 1989 was both inappropriate and unfortunate. Brute force, no matter how powerful, can never subdue the basic human desire for freedom, whether it is expressed by Chinese democrats and farmers or the people of Tibet.

In 2008, I was personally moved as well as encouraged when hundreds of Chinese intellectuals and concerned citizens inspired by Liu Xiaobo signed Charter 08, calling for democracy and freedom in China. I expressed my admiration for their courage and their goals in a public statement, two days after it was released. The international community also recognised Liu Xiaobo’s valuable contribution in urging China to take steps toward political, legal, and constitutional reforms by supporting the award of the Nobel Peace Prize to him in 2010.

It is ironic that today, while the Chinese government is very concerned to be seen as a leading world power, many Chinese people from all walks of life continue to be deprived of their basic rights. In this collection of poems entitled June Fourth Elegies, Liu Xiaobo pays a moving tribute to the sacrifices made during the events in Tiananmen Square in 1989. Considering the writer himself remains imprisoned, this book serves as a powerful reminder of his courage and determination and his great-hearted concern for the welfare of his fellow countrymen and women.

HIS HOLINESS THE FOURTEENTH DALAI LAMA, TENZIN GYATSO

3 September, 2011


Author’s Introduction

From the Tremors of a Tomb


 

1

31 December, 1999, the eve of a new millennium. Everyone in Beijing was busy preparing their festive celebrations. A friend phoned from the street, crying out in agony that the markets were so packed with people disaster was imminent. Another friend phoned inviting me and my wife, Liu Xia, over for drinks and some card playing, but we had accepted an earlier invitation a while back and were going to visit two Renmin University professors, Ding Zilin and Jiang Peikun. My wife and I must have unconsciously wanted to offer the eve of the new millennium to the departed souls of June Fourth.

With their family of three – the two teachers Ding and Jiang, and their daughter – we ate a simple dinner. After chatting for a while and catching up, the mood quickly turned serious. Each of us sitting there tried to think of something lighthearted to talk about, and yet, between our shared memories and adverse circumstances, we really couldn’t think of anything to say that would make us laugh out loud or at least amuse us for a moment of relief. Teacher Ding repeatedly exhorted me to please take good care of Liu Xia from now on. I knew this was really his sincere concern for my own welfare – one human being’s concern for another. In the past decade Teacher Ding has been consumed with assisting families who had lost loved ones during June Fourth, helping them with their daily subsistence, bearing those innocent departed souls to their surviving family; for it wasn’t just the sorrow of losing a loved one, but more significantly it was a totalitarian state’s brutal persecution and conscienceless indifference toward society that have created a collective amnesia. Teacher Ding deeply empathises with the loved ones of our society’s dissenters who must carry on in intense anguish.

When it was time to leave, Ding and Jiang gave us the written record of their long-suffering tribulations, Seeking Justice for the Witnessed Massacre, which contained a list of 155 casualties of June Fourth along with testimonies of survivors, and then exhorted me again to please, please look after Liu Xia.

On the road home, my wife and I remained silent. As we neared our place we quickly discovered that our street had been blocked off, vehicles unable to pass. A policeman, face taut and directing cars with brusque gestures, unexpectedly enlightened me: ‘Eh, there’s another tire-the-people-drain-the-treasury farce tonight at the altar of the newly built China Millennium Monument, and coincidentally this road leads straight there, no more than a two kilometer stretch.’

In China, the twentieth century didn’t end on 31 December, 1999, but rather on 1 October, on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the ruling Communist Party. With corruption spreading thick, popular grievances boiling over, what is the morality in wasting one hundred billion yuan to stage a huge tire-the-people-drain-the-treasury celebration? It’s hard to imagine how much Chinese citizens have suffered these past fifty years, and yet has anyone in power even once said to the populace, ‘I’m sorry.’ Besides spreading lies to the public while pounding one’s own drum, this grand festivity for the fiftieth anniversary is merely a celebration of extravagance, a cult of personality, disguising the government’s fear and anxiety with the pretence of prosperity. China – whose experiences of suffering and national absurdities are rare in the world – till today has yet to undergo a process of wakening and repentance, but instead intensifies its flashy bubble of prosperity coupled with a vain servility. Can we still possibly save ourselves?

As the twenty-first century began, those in power insisted on imitating the Chinese emperors of the past and staged a single performance at the sacrificial altar. Beijing has served as the site for many ancient dynastic capitals – relics and ruins are everywhere – so it’s especially easy for people to associatively think of an autocratic monarchy. In this place long ago emperors presided over ritual offerings to Heaven at the Temple of Earth and the Temple of Heaven, though for the purpose of ushering in the twenty-first century, to build another ‘Temple of the Chinese Century’, another tire-the-people-drain-the-treasury (while the General Secretary craves greatness as Premier Engineer) just to satisfy the vanity of the potentates, and then with work not completed yet rush to open it to the public (nearly half a year had passed and the Millennium Monument was still a closed construction site) – even the taxi drivers saw it as a kind of monarchical, ritual demonstration of supreme imperial power.

In the face of a nation that shamelessly assails the very marrow of our bones, memory is but a pale grey field. To use ‘amnesia’, ‘blasphemous spleen’, ‘soullessness’, and other such descriptive phrases I feel is so much wasted praise and a great irreverence to those forsaken departed souls. Sifting through the storehouse of my vocabulary, I’m unable to find a fitting word and have no alternative but to use Lu Xun’s sardonic ‘national profanity’ to loudly shout, ‘MOTHERFUCKER!’

2

Once home, before even taking a sip of water and with an impatience too burning to wait, I flipped open Seeking Justice for the Witnessed Massacre; as I read the first page my eyes began to blur with tears. I read some aloud to Liu Xia, unable to finish the briefest passage before breaking into sobs, and though I cannot remember now how many times I broke off, each broken moment of silence was like death’s stillness: one could hear the cries of injustice from those departed souls buried beneath the earth, their cries so faint, so helpless, so heart-lung-rending. Teachers, we give you our heartfelt thanks for allowing such an extraordinary means of spending that New Year’s Eve of the new millennium while so many others put on conventional ritualistic, cultural airs. For as a majestic, resplendent ceremony beyond compare was taking place not far from our home, the night and the departed souls became intertwined, consoling our hearts so that we felt at peace. My wife and I both agreed that this was what infused that New Year’s Eve with such a profound significance. Now, as I sit at my computer writing this memorial for June Fourth, my ears can still hear the soundless cries of those dead souls.

Eleven years have passed – between the executioners and the survivors what have we really done for the aggrieved ghosts of the innocents? Within the last nine months Communist Party authorities have perpetrated some of the most contemptible actions: first, detaining the activist Lu Wenhe in Shanghai to block overseas humanitarian donations to families of those killed 0n 4 June; then in Beijing intercepting two white-haired mothers to prevent them from meeting. One mother had been seeking justice for her seventeen-year-old son who was shot and killed during martial law. After the tragedy, she was summoned by the CCP police, spied on, followed, put under house arrest, among other such harassments – ten years like a day hurrying for the grave, by way of a mother’s tenacious love, an intellectual’s unrelenting search for knowledge that exposed lies and interrogated a cold-blooded society in order to appease both the departed souls buried beneath the earth and the loved ones left upon the earth, dispelling the inner fears of those loved ones and gradually consolidating community strength in facing a dictatorship’s abuses of power. The other mother had crossed the ocean with her son to once more pay respects at her husband’s grave in a faraway land, while also hoping to meet Madame Ding Zilin to convey her protestations against the massacre, her humanitarian concerns toward the families of the killed, and her admiration of Professor Ding. Her husband was once close to the Communist Party during one of its most troubled periods, and as an American journalist he publicised overwhelming moral support for the secession of the Yanan, Shanbei regime. But Madame Snow never thought the CCP was such a cynical political party – yesterday: sweet-talking her with honey words, praising Mr Snow for his enormous dedication to the Chinese Revolution, that he was a steadfast old pal of the Party and Madame Snow had come to sweep his grave personally accompanied by Zhou Enlai; and today: skinning aside any appearance of face, staring at each other with glowering eyes, tapping phones and sending out numerous policemen to harass her, and of course don’t speak of reputation, morality, friendship. As the proposed appeals of these two mothers were quite simple and direct, so much so that they didn’t even need to meet to discuss them, Madame Snow decided to write a personal letter to Premier Zhu Rongji. But the reply to these two white-haired mothers was yet more police officers cutting them off from the rest of the world.

With a government like this, what about the populace? In an autocratic power structure replete with the little comforts bribes
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