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From haikus to ghazals, traditional Asian poetry has brought significant changes to 

American literature during the twentieth century. However, standard American literary histories 

depict the driving force of these cross-cultural poetics not as coming from Asian Americans 

asserting a cultural heritage, but from attempts by Anglo-American poets to transform English 

literature. Focusing specifically on uses of Chinese literature, my dissertation, Exclusions and 

Innovations: The Incorporation of Chinese Literature in Modern American Poetry, questions this 

history by assessing how Chinese culture is represented in the experimentation of avant-garde 

poets (innovations), and the writings of marginalized Chinese immigrants (exclusions). I use this 

comparative model to demonstrate how Chinese literature in the form of translations, imitations, 

and allusions has become familiar within American poetry, yet at the same time the intertextual 

travel traces an erasure of Chinese immigrant culture that resulted from the Chinese Exclusion 

Acts and other anti-Chinese legislation in the US (1882-1965). While Chinese-language texts 

written in America have failed to receive a close study, because they are often treated exclusively 

as displaced Chinese literature, I argue that they are central to understanding the heterogeneity of 

American modernism. Moreover, the cultural history of Chinese literature as it has appeared in 
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American poetry reveals the tensions between anti-colonialism and imperialism found not only 

within American literary texts, but also within the institutionalization of American literature. 

I begin my investigation with the chapter “National Marginalia: Angel Island Poetry and 

American Modernism,” demonstrating that the Angel Island poems (written on the walls of the 

barracks of the immigration station on Angel Island in San Francisco Bay between 1910 and 

1941 by detained Chinese immigrants) are examples of the tibishi, or “wall literature,” subgenre. 

Through traditional literary conventions the poets are able to annunciate the disjunctions of 

imperialism, modernization, revolution, and nationalism. As inscriptions, their poetry would be 

monumentalized as a collective memory, allowing the poems to serve as a “witness to history” in 

both Chinese (revolutionary) and American (ethnic) national historiographies. The Angel Island 

poems represent a modern alienation produced by national institutions of race-based exclusion, 

telling a tale of not only China’s encounter with modernity, but America’s.  

The second chapter, “Ezra Pound’s Cathay: Chinese Literature Lost in Translation,” 

examines the famous, and influential work that made traditional Chinese appear “natural” in 

modern American poetry—Ezra Pound’s 1915 modernist anthology of traditional Chinese 

poems, Cathay. I argue that in Cathay, Pound performs the role of cultural authority, signifying 

on the work of Orientalists ranging from Marco Polo to Ernest Fenollosa within a body of 

Chinese poetry that he uses to demonstrate his modernist poetics. For Pound to assume the 

simultaneous roles of speaking for China as an Orientalist and as a performer of Chinese culture, 

China had to exist, paradoxically, as a “third” space outside European and American traditions. 

Through Cathay Pound indirectly writes himself into the American literary tradition by 

reformulating Whitman’s use of free verse, and vigorously refiguring Emerson’s idea of natural 

writing as “Chinese writing.”  
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I shift my focus in the third chapter, “H.T. Tsiang's Poems of the Chinese Revolution and 

the Modern Chinese/American Poem,” from avant-garde modernism of the Great War to populist 

modernism of the American left, examining poetry that Cary Nelson labels as America’s 

“revolutionary memory.” H.T. Tsiang’s 1929 Poems of the Chinese Revolution, as I argue, is a 

rare image of the pre-Mao Chinese communist revolution in the late 1920s, connecting the abject 

conditions of Chinese living in the United States to America’s capitalist and imperial presence in 

China. H.T. Tsiang’s poetry represents one of the only instances of Chinese May Fourth 

literature in modern American poetry, characterizing China as well as Chinese poetry as modern. 

Instead of drawing on China’ poetic traditions in Poems of the Chinese Revolution, Tsiang 

imitates the poetry of Walt Whitman and in the process revises Whitman’s internationalism. I 

show how the powerful and violent images in Tsiang’s poetry contrast with Pound’s, such that 

Pound’s Cathay appears more stereotypically “Oriental” than Tsiang’s free verse poems. As such, 

from Tsiang’s poetry we find not only a fragment of America’s radical literary history, but also the 

transnational politics of traditional aesthetics through the representation (politically and 

aesthetically) of China in American literature. 

In Chapter 4, “Gary Snyder’s Cold Mountain: Chinese Poems for a Cold War,” I evaluate 

Riprap and Cold Mountain Poems  how the “third” space of China represented by the tradition of 

the Cathay-style Orientalism had been reclaimed as an experimental “Beat” aesthetic to resist 

American domestic containment culture of the Cold War. I argue that Snyder not only uses 

Chinese aesthetics and religious philosophy to inform his poetry, but as a challenge to the 

repressive climate of early Cold War 1950s American culture. In this sense, Snyder’s poetry 

creates a tension between representing Chinese poetry, and using China as an idealized space for 
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a transformative poetics—both depending on exclusions of actual Chinese from mainstream 

American culture. 

Exlusions and Innovations closes with a discussion of recent Asian American poets who 

use poetry to articulate the disconnections between the discursive China of the modernist 

tradition and the recovered legacies of marginalized Chinese-American writings. As Asian 

American literature emerged as part of a cultural nationalist movement, novels such as The 

Woman Warrior have been championed as signifying the arrival of Asian American writers in 

American literature. At the same time poetry has been for the most part disregarded, revealing 

the privileging of the novel as more typically “American.” Using Steven Yao’s typology of 

hybridity in Asian American poetry, I examine the poetry of Marilyn Chin and Shirley Lim 

Geok-Lin as responses to the “naturalization” of Chinese literature in the United States within an 

Orientalist tradition, at a time when such naturalization was impossible for Chinese immigrants. 

These poems identify the ideological constructions of gender that the Orientalist tradition not 

only used in creating landscapes, but also an American literary landscape. As such, their poetry 

writes back against an American Orientalism that stems from the exclusion acts, while including 

themselves in an American poetic tradition of using Chinese literature as a source of poetic 

innovation. 
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CHAPTER 1  
INTRODUCTION 

National literatures are often sites of struggle over cultural and political representation, 
and the disciplinary organization of literature into national groupings frequently serves 
myths of national exceptionalism and conflict over national identity. –Cary Nelson 
 
What is Li Po doing in Disney World’s Epcot center? Throughout the day in a 

CircleVision 360° theatre, a replica of Beijing’s Temple of Heaven, continuous screenings are 

run of the 20-minute “Reflections of China,” a creation of Disney’s Imagineering, surrounding 

crowds with dizzying images of a whirlwind tour across China. Li Po (also known as Li Bai, Li 

Taibai, Li Bo), the Tang Dynasty poet, delivers the narration in the film and represents a stable 

and stabilizing referent throughout the film, appearing and then disappearing into the landscape 

as he figures as the native informant narrating an adventure across China’s notable tourist 

destinations, historical landmarks, and diverse geography. Halfway through the presentation, the 

virtual tour takes the spectator to a peak of Huang Shan (Yellow Mountain) on which Li Po 

appears suddenly and the mountain dissolves into the image of a traditional ink brush landscape 

painting of a mountain, which is then cut into parallel images of scrolls of poetry written in 

different styles of calligraphy, completely surrounding the viewer. As the camera simultaneously 

pans down several scrolls of calligraphy, Li Po fully emerges into his role as an ambassador of 

Chinese culture by way of his poetry. During this segment Li Po comments on the interconnected 

uniqueness of Chinese poetry achieved through Chinese landscape and Chinese script. The 

fetishized close-ups of the calligraphy make visual the narrator’s exotic description of Chinese 

writing as the essence of beauty, mystery, and distinctness of Chinese culture. In this split screen 

segment, Li Po’s poetry appears along with poems from the Hanshan Shi Ji, or Cold Mountain 

Poems Anthology—a collection of poems that were literally written in the landscape of the 

Huang Shan mountain chain. The presence of these Chinese poems, even though they would be 
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unrecognizable to most American Epcot patrons, was one example of how traditional Chinese 

literature has become an uncanny presence in American culture. The game of presence and 

absence of Li Po signifies a larger phenomenon in American culture in terms of the way 

traditional Chinese literature has become familiar, yet at the same time Chinese culture still 

serves as a marker for something absolutely foreign.  

While Li Po is not necessarily a readily recognizable figure in contemporary American 

culture, he is certainly a presence in modern American literary culture to the extent that it is not 

surprising that the Epcot film would use him to represent China. Just as one might ask what is Li 

Po doing in Disney World, one might also ask what Chinese poets are doing in the work of 

Charles Wright, Robert Bly, Allen Ginsberg, Conrad Aiken, Amy Lowell, John Berryman, 

Robert Creeley, Edgar Lee Masters, Vachel Lindsay, Carolyn Kizer, Kenneth Rexroth, Vikram 

Seth, Marianne Moore, Philip Whalen, William Carlos Williams, Charles Bukowski, Archibald 

MacLeish, Louis MacNeice, Yusef Komunyakaa, Charles Olsen, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Colleen 

McElroy, and many others. The familiarity with Chinese literary traditions has come about 

through what Yunte Huang calls “intertextual travel,” whereby translations, imitations, and 

allusions of traditional Chinese poetry have not only inspired poetic innovations, but also have 

become a “naturalized” feature of modern American poetry. The story of the transpacific 

crossings of traditional Chinese literature has been one of continual interest in American literary 

criticism because it raises questions as to the boundaries of national literature and national 

culture.  

One of the curious aspects of such cross-cultural poetics, as the Disney Li Po exemplifies, 

is that China and Chineseness is used to signify a familiar representation of foreignness. The 

focus of my study is to evaluate the paradox of Chinese literature as a source of innovation for 
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writers in America as a way of representing exclusion and the use of Chinese literature by those 

facing exclusion to create and innovative American identity. The asymmetric conflict between 

innovation and exclusion appears not only in works of recognized avant-garde poets like Ezra 

Pound’s Cathay and Gary Snyder’s Riprap and Cold Mountain, but also in the works of Chinese 

immigrant writers, like H.T. Tsiang’s Poems of the Chinese Revolution, and the Angel Island 

poems. In these four very different works of modern American poetry, Chinese literary forms 

and aesthetic movements provide poets with means for innovating verse in addition to re-

defining the meaning of “American” in their poetry. The Angel Island poets, for example, use a 

traditional Chinese sub-genre, wall poetry, to create a historiography and pedagogy for migrant 

Chinese detained in the Angel Island immigration center. From traditional Chinese court and 

landscape poetry Ezra Pound sculpts an English language elegy to present his ideas of a free 

verse Vorticist poetics. H.T. Tsiang draws from May Fourth Movement poetry to bring the 

Chinese revolution to the United States. Zen and Daoist influenced Chinese poetry provided 

Gary Snyder, and in turn, Jack Kerouac, with a way of imagining Chinese literature as 

prototypical Beat poems, responding to the repressive American culture of the early Cold War.  

One of the key literary works that gave Chinese literature currency in modern American 

poetry is Ezra Pound’s 1915 Cathay in which Li Po appears as central figure in world literary 

history. The subsequent interest in Chinese translations, especially among Pound’s 

contemporaries like Amy Lowell and William Carlos Williams, can be seen as a part of a 

narrative of the importance of China in American cultural nationalism in the period following 

World War I. Many scholars have identified this as a symptom of nativism. For example, Walter 

Benn Michaels discusses this issue in American modernism by saying that cultural nationalism 

“involved not only a reassertion of the dissecting between American and un-American but a 
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crucial redefinition of terms in which it might be made” (2). He also says that cultural 

nationalism reflects “efforts to work out the meaning of the commitment to identity—linguistic, 

national, cultural, racial—that is common to both [nativism and modernism]” (3). On first glance 

Pound’s Cathay is a modernist work that rejects nativism—an explicitly American provincialism 

that Pound derides throughout his critical writings—as translations from Chinese poetry would 

indicate that Pound’s project is one of cosmopolitan internationalism. However, Pound’s Chinese 

sources are products of encounters with Orientalism more than they are products of his 

encounters with China. For example, Pound’s early Imagist poems are derived from the 

translations of the Sinologist, Herbert Giles, and the poems in Cathay are from the notebooks of 

Ernest Fenollosa, the American Orientalist who spent many years in Japan. According to 

Zhaoming Qian, Pound’s imagery in his Chinese poems can be traced to exhibits of Chinese 

landscape paintings in the British Museum. Furthermore, the tightly regulated original Chinese 

poems re-organized into loose stanzas of verse libre in Cathay suggest Pound’s interest in 

Whitman’s transcendentalist American poetics. The title of the collection relates the importance 

of China to European modernity, which is to mistake the “New World” for Marco Polo’s 

“Cathay.” Pound relates America to European culture through an act of fundamental 

misrecognition, which in turn can be used as fertile ground for poetic production. By doing so 

Pound represents American culture as not only unstable, but a forgery—both in the sense as not 

being authentic, as well as something that is crafted from a forge. In this way the discursive 

history of China in the West serves as an indispensable emblem for American culture’s 

duplicitous identity complex. Indeed, such a tradition might also be said to exist in chinoiserie, 

not as simply integrating European and Chinese aesthetics, but the imaginary reconstruction of 

an idea of Chinese aesthetics in Europe to please a European market. Also, it is important to note 
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that the ships involved in the Boston Tea Party had arrived from China, signifying that middle to 

high class cultural consumption of and preference for Chinese luxury items (such as tea, silk, and 

porcelain) had been a part of American culture since colonial times (Tchen xv). John Eperjesi 

conjectures, “Capital needs a regional imaginary in order to overcome spatial barriers to 

expansion” (“The American Association” 197), as a way of describing how American presence 

in the Pacific since the early republic contributed to westward expansion. And the regional 

imaginary is a product of Orientalism. Accompanying the exchange of goods, literary 

representations of “the Orient” have been an intimate aspect of American culture since the 

founding of the nation.  

One of the early poets to grapple with the postcolonial need for an authentic American 

poetry in the new republic was the Connecticut wit, Joel Barlow, who wrote the 1807 epic poem, 

The Columbiad, situating the event of the discovery of the New World as a foundational moment 

marking the inception of America in mythic terms. In the poem, he describes the Incas as having 

walls and ceilings carved with words “Like Memphian hieroglyphs, to stretch the span / Of 

memory frail in momentary man” (Book II, line 287). He includes a note in which he discusses 

what he means by “Memphian hieroglyphs” explaining that the hieroglyphs represent a writing 

technology that was wiped out by the Spanish and Portuguese conquest. Furthermore, in this note 

Barlow spends three paragraphs talking specifically about Chinese characters as a superior 

technology of writing, which has a greater capacity to express thought and meaning—an idea 

that Tom Yingling has suggested was influenced by Leibnitz’s notion of Chinese writing as a 

natural sign system that would allow a one-to-one representation of the cosmos in language with 

each signifier a monad (140). Leibnitz’s writing on the Chinese language joins a larger debate in 

Europe such as John Webb’s 1669 An Historical Essay Endeavoring a Probability that the 
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Language of the Empire of China is the Primitive Language, which suggests that the Chinese 

were speakers of the original universal language that existed before the tower of Babel, and they 

kept this “original primitive” human language alive in the Far East. Barlow’s description of 

primitive America’s lost writing in The Columbiad announces the task of the American author, 

which is to recover the lost American sign system. He goes further to suggest that Chinese 

writing is a possible a supplement for this lost writing. Yingling characterizes this as the 

possibility of America as, first, an “unnamed space,” and second, “a future moment in which the 

legacy of Babel will be reversed—all peoples of the earth will be educated to democracy, one 

transparent language of unlimited capacity will replace all others simultaneously” (140). The 

authentic American language, as suggested by Barlow, is the Chinese character, which represents 

each concept with its own sign.  

Barlow’s theoretical hieroglyph depends upon an absence of Chinese writing that 

American authors must supplement. As Robert Kern points out, the creation of an authentic 

American writing is a task that has been an issue of continual concern for American authors 

writing in an “American” tradition that was solidified by Emerson and the New England 

Transcendentalists (37). Kern argues such a formula reveals that one of the key roles of 

Orientalism in American writing is to create an experimental space “outside” of the conventions 

associated with enlightenment Europe. The “new” experimental work is given a deep historical 

temporality as a “found” text, like an archeological artifact that could append literary 

historiography. However, the field of Orientalism carries with it discursive problems as 

described by Rey Chow: “it is antiquity that remains privileged as the site of the essence of 

Chineseness, which appears to be more bona fide when is found among the dead” (2003, 18). It 

is easy to see how metaphorical distance and absence are built into Orientalist representations of 
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China that are the sources of experimentation. For example, there is a continual flattening of the 

meaning of “China” and “Chinese” such that a diverse set of languages (from Cantonese to 

Hakka), an extremely long and complex history of different kingdoms and states (from Chu to 

Shu), a variety of ethnicities (from Manchu to Naxi), various synthetic cultural traditions 

(including many different literary genres), and the spatially diverse settings (from Mainland 

China to diasporic communities around the world) are reduced to Tang and Song dynasty 

Chinese writing in one genre.  

The genealogy that positions experimental modern American poetry as the futurity of 

Barlow’s lumbering The Columbiad coming into being excludes the Chinese immigrant writers 

who were also using Chinese literature as intertextual sources in the twentieth century. It is a 

literary exclusion that parallels the legal exclusion associated with the Chinese Exclusion Acts. 

Orientalism in the American tradition (in writers such as Barlow, Whitman, Pound, Williams, 

etc.) creates an ideological separation between European Americans representing China as an 

experimental compensation for a lack in American verse, and immigrant Chinese Americans 

representing China as a political entity and literary heritage. This difference positions Chinese 

American writers as outsiders to the American tradition where China is an abstract, and 

metaphoric space for experimentation. Representing China as an ideal experimental and 

imaginary space, as a form of “natural writing” or a “writing before Babel,” depends upon 

metaphors of distance that are not maintained naturally, but had been sustained by legal, 

political, and cultural repression. The Chinese Exclusion Acts are emblems of such a system. 

Because of these acts, during the first two-thirds of the twentieth century, the race of the writer 

did matter especially when it came to representing China and Chineseness. Chinese immigrant 

writers throughout the twentieth century were also writing representations of China and using 
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Chinese literature as intertextual sources in ways that have gone for the most part unrecognized 

in American literary history. Because of this, the incorporation of Chinese literature into modern 

American poetry requires a comparative method to show how European-American poets who 

attempt to redefine American literature through the use China as an imaginary space outside of 

time and history for poetic experimentation, like Gary Snyder and Ezra Pound, contrast with 

poets like the Angel Island poets and H.T. Tsiang who use China as a cultural, political entity 

existing within a historical context. One of the border spaces uncovered through such a 

comparison is the difference between “China” and “Chineseness” as fixed discursive nodes that 

can be used as a fulcrum for questioning “America” and “American-ness,” and “China” and 

“Chineseness” as concepts that a literary intervention can alter, which could likewise question 

ideologies of representation of what is “American.” While these differences are seemingly 

incommensurable, the Chinese Exclusion Acts offer a means of contextualizing tropes of 

alienation and de-familiarization such that illuminating the Orientalism in avant-garde writing 

and the protests in Asian American writing—dual components of an Exclusion Act Literature.  

Of the writings reviewed in this study, the Angel Island poems are the most closely 

connected to the Chinese Exclusion Acts, written as they were, directly on the wall of the 

immigration detainment center located on an island in San Francisco Bay by detained 

immigrants. Ezra Pound wrote Cathay as an expatriate in Europe, and many of the poems in 

Cathay mourn abandonment, separation, and exile. Pound, later, was caged in 1945 in Pisa, Italy, 

and taken forcibly to the United States as a political prisoner for making radio broadcasts 

supporting Mussolini’s fascist government and denouncing America’s involvement in World 

War II. The American government recognized Pound as an American who was committing 

treason, for which he would have been executed were it not for the intervention of prominent 
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American literary figures who were friends. H.T. Tsiang found himself detained by immigration 

services twice. He wrote English-language poetry, plays, and novels after exiling himself to the 

United States to avoid execution for his leftist revolutionary politics in China. In Poems of the 

Chinese Revolution he attempts to connect race-based oppression with class-based oppression by 

showing how racist exclusionary immigration politics paradoxically reifies race-consciousness at 

the expense of class-consciousness, making life exponentially more difficult for racialized labor. 

Snyder’s poetry describes life as a figurative outsider to mainstream consumer society and a 

literal outsider during his long stay in Japan. Gary Snyder who had his passport withheld due to 

suspicions about subversive political affiliations in the 1950s not only lived abroad, but also 

advocated for ecological redistribution of national boundaries based on watersheds, replacing 

national consciousness with ecological consciousness.  

Ezra Pound and Gary Snyder are critically significant as innovators for their 

incorporation of Chinese poetics as a means of restructuring English-language verse. The Angel 

Island poets and H.T. Tsiang represent the few published writers now available in anthologies of 

American literature who offer a unique portrait of the life of Chinese migrants who are forced to 

deal with the harsh realities of the Chinese Exclusion Acts. These pairings highlight the 

difference between poets associated with bringing Chinese literature into modern American 

poetry, and poets marginalized by the Chinese Exclusion Acts who are associated with bringing 

Chinese poetry into America as a part of an organic cultural heritage. The latter pairing offers 

innovations as to the signification of Chineseness, while the works of former poets use a stable 

signification of Chineseness as artistic expression and self-fashioning that challenge what they 

see as conventional if not problematic formulations of American literature. In these comparisons, 

exclusion emerges not just as an immigration policy aimed at Chinese, but a determining figure 
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used to articulate the extraordinary ruptures in modern life that are seen both in content and in 

representational strategies in all of the poets covered—alienation and defamiliarization.  

Since the general topic in my study is the use of Chinese literature in modern American 

poetry, an obvious paradox arises; the topic covers a national literature through what appears to 

be transnational sources. All the poets that are discussed in this dissertation at least to some 

degree imagine themselves transnational with an identity that is not reducible to citizenship. As 

such, one aspect of this study is to introduce the transnational dimensions of national literature. 

For example, the Angel Island poems have been introduced in anthologies of American 

literature, as well as early revolutionary poetry of the People’s Republic of China. This leads to 

the question of whether or not national literatures should be taken seriously at all, or whether 

literature should be considered free from national restrictions. Take for example Johan 

Ramazani’s recent article in American Literary History where he states:  

Although literary scholarship is not a branch of the Bureau of Immigration and Citizenship 
Services, as the INS has recently been renamed, critics co-construct the national and ethnic 
identities of writer-citizens, routinely issuing passports to T. S. Eliot, Mina Loy, W. H. 
Auden, Denise Levertov, and Sylvia Plath, for example, in the shape of footnotes, literary 
histories, and anthologies that claim them as “American” or “British.” (331) 
 

Ramazani is right to suggest that anyone’s identity and subjective relation to the world, let alone 

that of a poet, is, indeed, very complicated. But the poet’s relation to a national literature is not 

simply a biographical problem solved by a passport, or even an indexical problem for knowing 

where to look for archives of a poet’s body of works. The argument that personal identity is 

polyvalent and overdetermined has been convincingly made, and that dangers lurk in what 

Balibar identifies as the racism implicit in “locking individuals and groups a priori into a 

genealogy, into a determination that is immutable and intangible in origin” (22). However, this 
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does not erase the importance of the nation, or the tensions between individual writers and 

national identities especially within the collection of the poets that I am studying here. 

Interrogating national affiliation and borders erected between peoples seems, an 

extremely important task, especially in the study of twentieth century literature. The Angel 

Island poems were written in the INS detention center during a period of time stretching across 

the careers of Eliot, Loy, and Auden.  

It follows that the systemic flows or blockages of immigration function within larger 

narratives of the role of the nation within the production of subjective national identity. To take a 

specific example, the one that frames this study, the accumulated Chinese exclusion legislation 

demonstrates the way that two national myths of American origin, Manifest Destiny and the 

melting pot, were organized around a Eurocentric identity in which the movement of people, 

traditions, and ideas from Europe were destined in a global drama such that the United States 

was to realize itself through an East to West transmigration Europeans. While the pragmatic 

explanation for the harsh anti-Chinese legislation was to halt coolie labor, Chinese immigrants, 

like indigenous peoples and African Americans, did not fit into the mythos and historiography 

that rationalized American exceptionalism based upon European heritage. In this sense, the 

enforcement of the border helped to police identity. The border would not only be deployed to 

maintain identity but it also helped to produce identity. For writers of the first half of the 

twentieth century the modern technologies of the border (photographs and biometric databases) 

provided new meanings of national identity produced materially through state controls. These 

official identities interpolated the individual as a part of the modern nation state, even though 

public support for policies that informed the enforcement of the border stemmed from older 
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essentialist notions of national identity derived from racial and ethnic features, and expressed 

through artistic achievements.     

While the poems in this study are analyzed in terms of an American national literature, 

there are several important intersections between the main texts in the dissertation and historical 

events in China. During the late 19th century European and American missionary, economic, and 

military presence in China continued to increase at the apex of colonialism. Specifically, events 

like the Boxer Rebellion led to the invasion of the eight-nation army, which resulted in an 

increased foreign military presence in China to protect concessions and other economic interests. 

In fact, to underscore the imperial aspirations of the United States it sent its subaltern Filipino 

troops to support this mission. Other events include the 1905 Boycott, and the Nationalist 

Revolution that ended the Qing Dynasty in 1911, and lead to the establishment of the Baiyang 

junta in Beijing until 1925. During these movements, Chinese intellectuals studying overseas 

wrote literary responses to the treatment of Chinese in countries like the United States where 

exclusionary immigration policies had marginalized and even dehumanized people of Chinese 

descent. The 1904 renewal of the Chinese Exclusion Acts by the United States Congress led to a 

sea-change in national identity in China as merchants, students, and workers joined together with 

overseas Chinese in cities in America and around the world to boycott American goods. The 

Chinese scholar A Ying has shown that the reaction to the Chinese Exclusion Acts led to the 

formation of a literary tradition by Chinese writers and poets attempting to gain support for 

protests against the Chinese Exclusion Acts. As the Boston Tea Party radicalized an American 

identity in the late eighteenth century, the boycott of 1905, followed by later boycotts in the early 

twentieth century, not only unified transnational Chinese intellectual and political communities, 

it also raised the national consciousness of Chinese in Mainland China as being a nation among 
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nations. As Robert G. Lee points out: “Asian immigrant politics took on a transnational character 

as Asian immigrants engaged in resistance to racial discrimination and class exploitation in the 

United States and in nation building in the lands of their origins. From the turn of the century, 

there was tremendous movement of political activists back and forth across the Pacific” (264). 

Another key event is the 1919 May Fourth Movement that figured literary experimentation as a 

force for modernization and revolution. Writers of the May Fourth Movement began a formal 

rejection of traditional Chinese poetics, inaugurating the official beginnings of modern Chinese 

literature, corresponding roughly to the time period of cultural nationalism of American 

modernism. As many Asian American Studies scholars have shown, the turbulence in China, 

often directly related to foreign economic, military, and even religious presence, created large 

numbers of immigrants who would attempt to come to the United States. 

The Chinese citizens, Chinese Americans, and Asian Americans that I discuss in this 

dissertation are not simply victims. If anything, their poetry represents the migrants’ challenge to 

the imposed fixity of an American identity as Anglo-American. More than that, their literary 

works dispute the existence of an essential and stable Chinese identity. For example, Angle 

Island poets suggest reforms needed in China for successful social transformation. Their poetry 

also shows that the United States loses its constitutional legitimacy through racial exclusion. As 

Lisa Lowe points out, “Asian immigrants have not only been ‘subject to’ immigration exclusion 

and restriction but have also been ‘subjects of’ the immigration process and are agents of 

political change, cultural expression, and social transformation” (9). The Angel Island poems and 

H.T. Tsiang’s writing are examples of this agency. I also want to make clear that nowhere in this 

study do I assert that Snyder or Pound in any way support the Chinese Exclusion Acts. Nor is my 

study simply a critique of immanent social factors that appear in their work.  
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The goal of this investigation is to examine the tactics and strategies that Chinese poetry 

allowed in a time when social and even biological hybridity was forbidden. Therefore, the 

cultural contexts function as a way of understanding and periodizing modern American 

literature, as well as of examining key tropes. Similar work has been pursued by David Palumbo-

Liu in his Asian/American: Historical Crossings of a Racial Frontier, which begins with a 

mapping of the modern Asian American, showing “how the formation of ‘modern America’ in 

the early twentieth century is so deeply and particularly attached to the Pacific region” (17). He 

states, “Managing the modern was inseparable from managing Asian America” (17), and the 

Chinese Exclusion Act that began in 1882 and was revised and extended every ten years until 

1943 is an excellent example of this. To try to understand the use of Orientalism that appears as a 

central motif in modern American poetry without considering the Chinese Exclusion Acts is to 

ignore one of the main connections of American modernity to the production of literary 

modernism. More importantly the modern authors created a privileging of traditional Chinese 

literature as a stable referent for “Chineseness” in the beginning of the twentieth century at a 

time that there could be a traditional Chinese literature (in opposition to a modern Chinese 

literature). The entrance of Chinese literature as an intertext in modern American poetry, then, is 

part of the story of the racialized border that was crucial to the construction of an American 

identity where the idea of the frontier transformed from geographic to racial features, and how 

this racialized border became a significant part of history of nationalism in both China and the 

United States. The Chinese Exclusion Acts were meant for American domestic policies; 

however, the immigration acts, which appear to represent an attempt to manage American 

political and economic demographics (though the acts were argued by way of assumptions 

concerning cultural incommensurability), would have profound affects on Chinese nationalism. 
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Likewise, the Exclusion Act protest literature was a transnational phenomenon that would later 

help to ground ideologies of two different nationalisms.  

Taken individually, the Angel Island poems and Ezra Pound’s Cathay seemingly have 

nothing to do with each other. But when put in the context of the Chinese Exclusion Acts within 

the between-the-wars periodization of American modernism, the two sets of poems form a more 

complete picture of American literature within an international frame. Poetry as an expression of 

national identity can be seen as a periodizing marker for understanding modernism. For example, 

during the testimony given to the California Senate (1876) on the “Social, Moral, and Political 

Effect of Chinese Immigration,” a testimony that would be the official rationale for instituting 

the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, one of the speakers who claimed authority on Chinese 

culture and advocated the restriction of immigration would say: “The Chinese, So Dr. Williams 

says, are almost destitute of imagination. The have no poets, as we understand them. What they 

have is of the most inferior, commonplace character” (20).  This response comes from a question 

from the Senate committee which asked whether or not the Chinese had any architecture that 

would rival the “great nations with histories going back four thousand years [i.e. Egyptians, 

Greeks, and Romans]” (20). The respondent, W. H. Shaw, answered a question about 

architecture with poetry as a substitute for representative cultural achievements defining national 

characteristics in order to prove that an imagined hierarchy of culture was indeed true. According 

to their constructed paradigm, Chinese architecture could not but be inferior to “Western” 

architecture because it was infected with a prior syndrome revealed in the poetry. This signifies 

an idea of poetry as a device for accessing the “real” cultural essence or national spirit that 

instructs and interpenetrates all other cultural activity from architecture to song writing, such that 

a defective poetry indicts a defective people.  
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 Chinese American poetry especially as it appears under the rubric of ethnic 

poetry, can be seen as writing back against W. H. Shaw’s dismissal of Chinese culture. 

This is done in order to both affirm a cultural heritage that clears out a space in the 

American national imaginary by recovering a history from the cultural vacuum of the 

“Yellow Peril” discourses that have dominated representations of Asia during the first 

part of the twentieth century. Chinese American poetry also forces an interrogation of the 

Orientalism in the high-modernist translated Chinese poem as an essentially American 

literature. In doing so, Chinese American poets write back against racist political 

discourses of mainstream American culture and against the privileged poetics particular 

to American twentieth-century poetry.  

I begin my investigation with the chapter “National Marginalia: Angel Island Poetry and 

American Modernism,” demonstrating that the Angel Island poems (written between 1910 and 

1941 by detained Chinese immigrants) are examples of the tibishi, or “wall literature,” subgenre. 

Through traditional literary conventions the poets are able to enunciate the disjunctions of 

imperialism, modernization, revolution, and nationalism. As inscriptions, their poetry would be 

monumentalized as a collective memory, allowing the poems to serve as a “witness to history” in 

both Chinese (revolutionary) and American (ethnic) national historiographies. The Angel Island 

poems represent a modern alienation produced by national institutions of race-based exclusion, 

telling a tale of not only China’s encounter with modernity, but also America’s. As such, the 

poems perform a cultural mapping of the vexed relationship between national and transnational 

identities, which is manifested in the way that traditional shanshui, or landscape, conventions are 

used to depict the experience of being out-of-place. I show how the Angel Island poems bring 

into American literature a modernization of traditional Chinese poetry as a political response to 
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the Chinese Exclusion Acts, running counter to the early twentieth-century depictions of Chinese 

poetry in America as an unchanging cultural form.  

While the Angel Island poems represent one of the most direct examples of the 

transpacific flow of Chinese literature into America, they are one of the least familiar. The 

second chapter, “Ezra Pound’s Cathay: Chinese Literature Lost in Translation,” examines the 

famous and influential work that made traditional Chinese appear “natural” in modern American 

poetry—Ezra Pound’s 1915 modernist anthology of traditional Chinese poems, Cathay. I argue 

that in Cathay, Pound performs the role of cultural authority, signifying on the work of 

Orientalists ranging from Marco Polo to Ernest Fenollosa within a body of Chinese poetry that 

he uses to demonstrate his modernist poetics. For Pound to assume the simultaneous roles of 

speaking for China as an Orientalist and as a performer of Chinese culture, China had to exist, 

paradoxically, as a “third” space outside European and American traditions. That is to say that 

China had to be excluded in order for Pound to invent it. Pound uses Chinese poetry, as Hugh 

Kenner and Ming Xie have shown, as an experimental space to address his friends at war, and 

engage the English elegiac tradition on his own terms. Furthermore, through Cathay Pound 

indirectly writes himself into the American literary tradition by reformulating Whitman’s use of free 

verse, and vigorously refiguring Emerson’s idea of natural writing as “Chinese writing.” Like the 

Angel Island poems, Cathay demonstrates the transnational dimensions of a national literature; 

however, at the same time, it shows that transnationalism is not a free, open space of exchange, but 

mediated through flows of power.  

I shift my focus in the third chapter, “H.T. Tsiang's Poems of the Chinese Revolution and 

the Modern Chinese/American Poem,” from avant-garde modernism of the Great War to populist 

modernism of the American left, examining poetry that Cary Nelson labels as America’s 
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“revolutionary memory.” H.T. Tsiang’s 1929 Poems of the Chinese Revolution, as I argue, is a 

rare image of the pre-Mao Chinese communist revolution in the late 1920s, connecting the abject 

conditions of Chinese living in the United States to America’s capitalist and imperial presence in 

China. H.T. Tsiang’s poetry represents one of the only instances of Chinese May Fourth 

literature in modern American poetry, characterizing China as well as Chinese poetry as modern. 

Instead of drawing on China’s poetic traditions, in Poems of the Chinese Revolution Tsiang 

imitates the poetry of Walt Whitman and in the process revises Whitman’s internationalism. I 

show how the powerful and violent images in Tsiang’s poetry contrast with Pound’s, such that 

Pound’s Cathay appears more stereotypically “Oriental” than Tsiang’s free verse poems. As such, 

from Tsiang’s poetry we find not only a fragment of America’s radical literary history, but also the 

transnational politics of traditional aesthetics through the representation (politically and 

aesthetically) of China in American literature. 

While in the first three chapters I examine poetry written during the Chinese Exclusion 

Acts, in “Gary Snyder’s Cold Mountain: Chinese Poems for a Cold War” I evaluate Riprap and 

Cold Mountain Poems which was written during the period between the Chinese Exclusion Acts 

being repealed in 1941 and race-based quotas on Asian immigration being dropped 1965. I show 

that as the rhetoric of Chinese exclusion shifted from blatant racist notions of civilization to 

political containment of communist ideology, the “third” space of China represented by the 

tradition of the Cathay-style Orientalism had been reclaimed as an experimental “Beat” aesthetic 

to resist American domestic containment culture of the Cold War. I describe Chinese-langauge 

source texts from the Han Shan, or Cold Mountain, tradition to show how Snyder not only 

translates from Chinese, but attempts to incorporate Chinese closed forms into his original 

poems, creating a pedagogical model for his understanding of Zen “interpenetration.” I argue 
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that Snyder not only uses Chinese aesthetics and religious philosophy to inform his poetry, but as 

a challenge to the repressive climate of early Cold War 1950s American culture. In this sense, 

Snyder’s poetry creates a tension between representing Chinese poetry and using China as an 

idealized space for a transformative poetics—both depending on exclusions of actual Chinese 

from mainstream American culture. 

Exlusions and Innovations closes with a discussion of recent Asian American poets who 

use poetry to articulate the disconnections between the discursive China of the modernist 

tradition and the recovered legacies of marginalized Chinese-American writings. As Asian 

American literature emerged as part of a unified cultural movement, novels such as The Woman 

Warrior have been championed as signifying the arrival of Asian American writers in American 

literature. At the same time poetry has been for the most part disregarded, revealing the 

privileging of the novel as more typically “American.” Using Steven Yao’s typology of hybridity 

in Asian American poetry, I examine the poetry of Marilyn Chin, and Shirley Lim Geok-Lin as 

responses to the “naturalization” of Chinese literature in the United States within an Orientalist 

tradition at a time when such naturalization was impossible for Chinese immigrants. These 

poems identify the ideological constructions of gender that the Orientalist tradition not only used 

in creating landscapes, but also an American literary landscape. As such, their poetry writes back 

against an American Orientalism that stems from the Exclusion Acts, while including themselves 

in an American poetic tradition of using Chinese literature as a source of poetic innovation. 
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CHAPTER 2  
NATIONAL MARGINALIA:  

WALL LITERATURE OF ANGEL ISLAND AS MODERN AMERICAN POETRY 

 
…there never is anything “natural” or “inevitable” or to be taken for granted in the setting up 
of center and periphery. It is always the result of specific and discernible operations: rhetorical 
ones in texts, power ones in the broader social area… (xi) 

—de Certeau from Heterologies: Discourse on the Other  
 

If one does not study poetry, 
 one has not the wherewithal to speak 

--Confucius from The Analects 
 
 

水景如苔千里曲  Seascape like lichen for a thousand li twists 

陸路無涯路步難  No road to the mainland, the shore path is harsh1 (Lai 4) 
 
This opening couplet of the anthology, Island: Poetry and History of Chinese Immigrants on 

Angel Island, 1910-1940, evokes the image of a broad horizon as the landscape of sea and rocky 

shore spreads out in all directions. The seascape is doubled through the figure of the lichen, 

alluding to a metonymic relation between lichen on the shore and, metaphorically, to the 

continuous repeating pattern of twists and breaks. Thus, the poet is able to hint at the color, 

smell, and texture of the shore, which in the second line we find is separated from the 

“mainland.” In the second couplet the poet contextualizes the landscape, introducing not only a 

personal conflict but also the textual history of the Angel Island collection: 

平風到埠心如是   When first making port in a calm breeze I felt also thus-- 
安樂誰知住木樓?  In that calm state, who knew in a wooden tower I would dwell? (lines 3-4)2  

                                                 
1 My translation. Throughout this chapter I will use Lai et al.’s translation unless otherwise indicated. Mark Lai et 
al., translates these lines as: “The sea-scape resembles lichen twisting and turning for a thousand li. / There is no 
shore to land and it is difficult to walk” (p. 4). In the book’s translation “no shore to land” is ambiguous, and the 
parallel structure of the second line is lost.       

2 Lai, et al. translate this line as: “how was one to know he was to live in a wooden building” (4).  
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This first poem captures the bewilderment expressed by many of the poets when their traveling 

circuits were cut short as they were detained in the “wooden tower”—the detention barracks on 

Angel Island. The unsettling shock that the poet describes provides a shared entry point for the 

contemporary American reader into the anthology, opening a concealed history of racism in the 

American immigration policy and the early struggles of Asian Americans. The poet’s unsettled 

feeling points to a larger rupture of modernity expressed not only through the extrapolated 

circumstances that give the poem a political meaning within the anthology’s context, but also in 

the way that the poet employs conventions of traditional Chinese poetry to express a singularly 

modern event of being detained by the American Naturalization and Immigration Service. The 

first poem is a representative example of how the Angel Island poets imitate traditional closed 

forms (this poem is written in the style of the jueju quatrain), employ classical shanshui 

landscape modes (the first couplet develops through nature imagery consisting of contrasts 

between land and water), and apply the textual practices of the tibishi or “wall literature” sub-

genre (the poem was originally written on the wall, and the poem mentions the building in which 

it is inscribed). Form and materiality of the Angel Island poems are as important as the content in 

the way that they represent the drama of early twentieth-century nationalism on two sides of the 

Pacific, and, more subtly, the heterogeneity of modernism in American poetry. Moreover, the 

Angel Island poems introduce a conflict within the American literary tradition to which Asian 

American poets would respond towards the end of the twentieth century. 

My larger arguments about American modernism come out of the historical context of 

the politics of Chinese exclusion in the United States, the political transformations that were 

occurring in China, and the traditions from which the poems attempted to draw. These contexts 

include the Chinese Exclusion Act and the institutions erected to enforce it, the 1905 boycott of 
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American goods, and the Chinese Revolution of 1911 that ended the Qing dynasty. In addition to 

historical background, my argument also considers the conventions of traditional Chinese poetry, 

specifically, jueju and lüshi poetic forms, traditional shanshui aesthetics, and the tibishi 

subgenre. The Angel Island poems, since their appearance in the 1981 anthology, Island: Poetry 

and History of Chinese Immigrants on Angel Island 1910-1940, have been an important work in 

the field of Asian American studies. Since the increased importance of ethnic studies in 

American literature and the relatively recent attempts to create a more inclusive literary canon of 

American literature, the Angel Island poems have began to appear more prominently in 

American anthologies. For example, Cary Nelson’s landmark An Anthology of Modern American 

Poetry includes the Angel Island poems, representing the cultural and linguistic diversity of 

American poetry in the early twentieth century—a period dominated by now-canonical high 

modernists. The anthologized poems in literal translations performed by Lai, Young, and Lim 

that have achieved greater recognition present a minimal surface to American audiences to 

whom much of the meaning of the poems comes from their textual histories whereby the poems 

themselves are figured as survivors in a narrative of ruins. 

Borders, Boycotts, and Revolution 

The Angel Island poems are a direct result of the Chinese Exclusion Acts, which began in 

1882 and continued until they were repealed in 1941. During this time the barracks of the Angel 

Island detention center became an unlikely palimpsest where the meaning of the exclusion is not 

only described, but responses to the exclusion are represented. For example, the last quatrain of 

poem “5” in Lai et al.’s anthology describes the anxiety that filled the process of detainment: 

Counting on my fingers, several months have elapsed  屈指經樓月 

Still I am at the beginning of the road.   湯尚此路頭 

I have yet to be interrogated.  至今未曾審 
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My heart is nervous with anticipation   懸望心悠悠 
(lines 4-8) 

 
The quatrain shows the long detentions and the interrogation procedures that occurred as the 

Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS, now the Bureau of Citizenship and Immigration 

Service, BCIS) attempted to police Chinese immigration. It also represents the Chinese migrant 

as having a subjectivity and an interiority, unlike the representations of Chinese as a “Yellow 

Peril” that informed the anti-Chinese legislation in the second half of the nineteenth century. As 

the Chinese Exclusion Act was renewed every ten years, it became an all-encompassing legal 

tool used to exclude all Asians. Immigrants were originally detained in a Pacific Mail Steamship 

Company warehouse as they waited to be processed, until an inspection condemned the practice 

and the Angel Island facilities were opened in 1910 (Lai, et al. 13). Chinese immigrants resisted 

the exclusion acts with legal challenges, using “loopholes” in the law, and by subverting the 

entry process (falsifying documents, altering images, or bypassing border stations), which 

resulted in the modernization of the INS’s technologies of identification, surveillance, and 

discipline in managing the border (12). It is in this situation that we can read the Angel Island 

poems as literary response, producing the dominant tropes of modernism—alienation and 

fragmentation that describe the loss of a stable identity. 

The Chinese Exclusion Acts represented an aspect of American modernity where state 

institutions implement technologies of identification to manage the American body politic. They 

also represented the ways that American nationalism developed through theories of race and 

territorial expansion, as in Manifest Destiny. However, the Chinese Exclusion Acts were not the 

only nationalism that informed the Angel Island poems. The Chinese boycott of 1905 marked an 

unprecedented social and political movement in China that had a transformative effect on 

Chinese around the world. The boycott was in response to the United States Congress passing the 
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ten-year renewal of the Chinese Exclusion Act. After hearing reports of mistreatment of not only 

Chinese laborers, but also scholars and diplomats in the United States, Chinese activists 

protested the passing of the acts by encouraging a national boycott against American goods. In a 

study of commercial culture and Chinese national identity, Karl Gerth explains that the 1905 

boycott had four direct effects: first, it began a series of boycotts that would connect 

consumption with national politics; second, it created a unified image of China, as opposed to 

separations based on geography, dialects, gender, and social status that prevailed during the Qing 

dynasty; third, it created an image of the nation as a bulwark against international threats; fourth, 

it created a “popular participation in the anti-imperialist and national salvation project” (128-

129). The agitation surrounding the boycott embodies a paradoxical situation that marks the 

period stretching from late-imperial China from the turn of the century through the Republican 

period until the end of the revolution in 1949. Increasingly, transnational experiences by Chinese 

abroad created a strong sense of Chinese nationalism. The paradox stands as a determining figure 

through which the poems can be read in terms of American immigration laws being connected to 

America’s presence in China. 

The boycott was started by merchants in China and the United States, revealing not only 

the transnational connections of Chinese in coordinating political action, but the transnational 

extension of US power. The United States’ military, economic, and political power was not 

simply confined to the geographic boundaries of the nation, but was transnational. As Lisa Lowe 

suggests, one of the paradoxes of the expansion of the United States’ power is that it created both 

a politics of immigration and a labor market that combined to form at once a welcoming and an 

exclusionary gesture. The market for Chinese labor and the political refusal to accept Chinese as 

American citizens framed Chinese American identity as a resident alien. Lowe states, “The 
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economic contradictions of capital and labor on the national level, and the contradictions of the 

political nation within the global economy, have given rise to the need over and over again, for 

the nation to resolve legally capitalist contradiction around the definition of the Asian American 

subject” (10). While there was a transnational flow of American economic and military power 

across the Pacific into Asia, there was an accompanying xenophobic and racist attempt to 

exclude of Asians from the United States.    

The 1905 boycott would play an important part of Angel Island history. First, boycotts of 

the detention center’s cafeteria and hunger strikes became protest tactics through which detainees 

used consumption as a political tool for improving their conditions (Lai, et al. 19). Secondly, 

through organizing the 1905 boycott in the United States, Chinese American merchants became 

effective advocates for the treatment of Chinese immigrants coming to America. Gerth mentions 

that, “the boycotts politicized merchants through native-place associations, which were largely 

responsible for initiating the boycotts” (129). The relevance of this effect on the Angel Island 

poems comes back to the architecture of the Chinese Exclusion Acts, which complicate the racial 

exclusion through the class-based exceptions made for students (wealthy enough to study in 

American universities), wealthy traveling for leisure, family members of US citizens, state 

officials, and merchants (“Chinese Exclusion Act, 1882”). Chinese American merchants served 

as political organizers, supporting a political infrastructure for revolutionary movements in 

China, as well as for protecting the interests of Chinese Americans who were denied basic 

government institutions in the United States (especially in terms of providing security, legal 

counsel, and even social services like hospitals). These institutions would allow for a means to a 

collective political response, as well as for lobbying Chinese American interests among 

politicians, including the Six Companies founded in 1854 (later the Chinese Consolidated 
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Benevolent Association) and The Chinese American Citizens Alliance founded in 1895 (Lai 

2004, 39).  

It is important to note in terms of the Angel Island poems that the leaders of these 

merchant organizations were xiucai degree holders (signifying that they had passed the Mandarin 

exam system and were qualified to hold office as local-level administrators for the Qing 

government) and were also involved in forming literary clubs as they wished to preserve Chinese 

cultural traditions (Hom 30). Chinese poetry in America was practiced well before the Angel 

Island poems were written; thus, it is not surprising that there are surviving poems from the 

detainees, and that these poems would express outrage at the exclusion acts. 

Several of the Angel Island poems show not only anger directed at the United States for 

unfair immigration laws, but also many poems motivate political action in China. In 1911, a year 

after the Angel Island facilities were opened, the Qing dynasty was overthrown by the 

Nationalist revolution. Thus, it makes sense that the poetry confronts issues of China’s upheavals 

as being related to the exclusion acts, if only because the two are connected through the 

detainees travels. For example, poem 42 from Lai et al.’s anthology demonstrates a kind of 

political dialectic where an individual’s encounter with the US immigration service leads to a 

transformation of national consciousness.  

    I left the village well behind me, bade farewell to my father and mother 拋離鄉井別椿萱, 

    Now I gaze at distant clouds and mountains, tears form like pearls 遠盼雲山淚盈珠.           

    The wandering son longed to be wealthy like Taozhu   遊子志欲陶朱富, 

    Who would have known I would be imprisoned on Island?   誰知被圄埃崙間. 
   
    I beat my breast when I think of China and cry bitterly like Ruan Ji.       椎膺中華囊阮籍, 

    Our country’s wealth is being drained by foreigners, causing us to   利權外溢國恥兼. 
       suffer national humiliations 
    My fellow countrymen have foresight, plan to be resolute, 同胞知機圖奮志, 

    And vow to conquer the U.S. and avenge previous wrongs!    誓奪美國報前仇. 
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As in poem 1, poem 42 draws from shanshui conventions that include themes of separation, and 

the construction of nature imagery usually through parallel juxtapositions of land and water. The 

second couplet completes the quatrain, locating the poetic subject’s lyrical gaze on Angel Island, 

joining a famous Tang dynasty tradition of shanshui poem that are composed in a tower. 

“Island,” the place of captivity, is unembellished, setting up the closing rhetorical question that 

meditates upon the poet’s fate. The second quatrain begins with an allusion to the Three 

Kingdoms (220-280) eccentric, Ruan Ji [阮籍] (one of the Seven Sages of the Bamboo Grove), 

who used his poetry for political allegory (Ch’ên and Bullock 10-11). The classical allusion 

contrasts the sudden references to the twentieth century. The poet succinctly inserts the standard 

narrative of China’s modernity radically transforming the landscape poem into an analysis of the 

global politics that resulted in the detainment. The poet describes European and American (and 

later Japanese) imperial incursions that disrupted local and later national economies (“Our 

country’s wealth is being drained by foreigners”), thereby eroding the sovereignty of the Qing 

dynasty (“causing us to suffer national humiliations”), which could only be rectified through a 

modern political and military transformation (“My fellow countrymen, have foresight, plan to be 

resolute”), transforming China into a strong nation that can stand up for itself on the international 

stage (“And vow to conquer the U.S. and avenge previous wrongs”).3 The poet creates a story of 

China’s modernity through a nineteenth-century pseudo-Darwinian deterministic historiography 

of progress, which did not exist in traditional, especially Tang dynasty poetry. Instead of being 

an effort simply to mimic the shanshui poem, the poet uses the genre as a way to place the 

individual within the larger framework of a global drama of the survival of the fittest.  

                                                 
3 Tu Weiming (just one of many scholars to make this point) says that liberation from imperialism is the 
masternarrative of twentieth-century Mainland China’s politics (149). 
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The first quatrain presents a fragment of the individual’s alienation and sorrow at his4 

unsuspected detention at Angel Island during his journey to search for wealth overseas, which is 

framed within a larger historical situation in the second quatrain. In the second quatrain, the 

Angel Island poet mimetically operates as the reader of the first quatrain, putting the lyrical, 

subjective verse into a historical, national framework. Between the two quatrains the emotional 

tone of the poet changes from elegiac, sorrowful, and philosophical resignation, to an activist 

historian who is not afraid of leading his readers toward the rattling of sabres. As the poet shifts 

in tone and content he creates a connection between the two quatrains, suggesting: “the 

wandering son longed to be wealthy like Taozhu,” and “our country’s wealth is being drained by 

foreigners” are related. This reading posits that the poet consciously or unconsciously draws a 

causal relationship between imperialist incursions into China and Chinese attempting to migrate 

in order to make money. Such a connection has recently become a focus of Asian American 

scholars, like Erika Lee and Sucheng Chan, who show how the migrations of Chinese are from 

areas affected by the US’s imperial presence in China. By describing the historical and political 

connection between the imperialism and immigration the poet is able to critique the Chinese 

Exclusion Acts for the double injustice of not only destroying local economies in China, but also 

excluding Chinese from access to an American economy that was attempting to mine the mythic 

limitless market of China. 

Poem 42 shows one of the many strategies used in representing the detainment at Angel 

Island. Other responses range from outrage to resignation at the unfair and often dehumanizing 

treatment of the exclusion. Given the terrible and irrational circumstances of the writers’ 

confinement, it is tempting to place the reaction of the Chinese immigrants through the Angel 

                                                 
4 The poems are all taken from the male barracks, and the female barracks had burned down, so it is most likely that 
even in the poems where a female voice is being used, that the poet is male. 
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Island poems as a localized complaint against an unfair system of exclusion and alienation; 

however, the Angel Island poems represent a part of a much larger dialogue on race-based 

exclusion in the United States and the Chinese nation state after the Qing-dynasty ended in 1911. 

The anxiety of these two interrelated problems is one aspect of the ambivalence between national 

and transnational identities represented in the poems. Furthermore, the Angel Island poets 

construct a China whose relative wealth and power were defined in its ability to counter the 

Chinese Exclusion Acts. In this way the poems seem to draw from a body of work that has come 

to be known as the Chinese Exclusion Act Protest Literature. These works became widespread 

during the 1905 boycotts of American goods years before the Angel Island poems could have 

been written.  

The Chinese Exclusion Act Literature is comprised of a large and diverse body of texts, 

that include “wall literature.” For example, in a 1909 report in the Annals of the American 

Academy of Political and Social Science, James Bronson Reynolds wrote an article titled, 

“Enforcement of the Chinese Exclusion Law,” which stated:  

On the twenty-ninth day of the eleventh moon of Peng Ng year, that is January 13  
1907, there appeared on the walls of many buildings in the Chinese quarter of Singapore 
a declaration from which I take the following statement: “In America we are one and all 
ill-treated as if we were criminals, no distinction being made between officials, 
merchants, students and ordinary people. There the disgrace inflicted upon us may be 
said to be carried to its fullest limit.” The signer of this declaration was a well-known, 
prosperous Chinese merchant of Singapore, and his judgment on the American Bureau of 
Immigration, I am informed, voiced the general sentiment of intelligent Chinamen (363).  
 

Although according to Reynolds’s report the posting was not in the form of a poem, the textual 

characteristics of the message indicate a shared and widespread response to the Chinese 

Exclusion Acts within not only the United States and China, but around the world. Furthermore, 

like the Angel Island Poems, the message was transcribed and circulated in a different medium 

from its original place on the wall. In this case, Reynolds argues that the United States should 
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enforce a class-based, and not a race-based exclusion policy. Moreover, the rhetorical purpose 

for re-contextualizing the wall literature was to convince congress to change the immigration 

legislation because it was affecting US trade interests in China. The Angel Island poems are join 

such protests against the continual policies of Chinese exclusion. These poems have been 

transcribed into anthologies of American poetry, such as Island, compiled and annotated by Him 

Mark Lai, Genny Lim, and Judy Yung, all descendents of Angel Island detainees. The new 

rhetorical work that the poems perform, in addition to demonstrating the rich and varied literary 

traditions that have flourished in North America, is to clear out a space for an Asian American 

literature in order to show its long and repressed history, and to challenge the Eurocentric 

definitions of American culture.  

Reynolds’ reference to the writing on a Singaporean wall in his essay fits into a category 

that the Chinese literary critic, A Ying, identifies as “Chinese Exclusion Act Protest Literature.” 

A Ying assembled an anthology, Chinese Exclusion Act Protest Literature Anthology (Fanmei 

huagong jinyue wenxueji 反美華工禁約文學集), out of essays, short stories, handbills, 

biographic accounts, dramas, and poems. This body of protest literature, according to A Ying, 

crystalized the 1905 Chinese boycott American goods. However, the literary protests are not 

restricted to the boycott of 1905. A Ying shows that literary protests against the Chinese 

Exclusion Acts appeared in China and the United States even before the Chinese exclusion 

legislation was passed into law. For example, Huang Zunxian (黃遵憲), a diplomat with a post in 

the United States was a leading formalist shi (regulated verse) poet, and had published the 

“Driven Out Guest” (“逐客篇”) while living in the United States (Mair 440). Later in 1900 he 

had written the poem “Yellow Man’s Sorrow” (“哀黃人”), describing hard conditions and 
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racism that Chinese faced in America (A Ying 2-4). As a diplomat, Huang boosted San 

Francisco poetry gatherings and the formation of literary clubs between 1881 and 1885, 

suggesting that there was a literary culture in San Francisco that had its own private publishing 

houses and literature prizes prior to the turn of the century (Hom 32). Another notable figure of 

the late-Qing period was Zhang Xianbing (張維屏) who published a collection of poems in the 

United States called, Songxin Poetry Collection, San Francisco Works 松心詩集, 金山篇 (A 

Ying 4). In addition to these works, at the turn of the century there was a growing body of 

journalism reporting the condition of life in the United States (Li, Anshan 1). Using the 

pseudonym, Yin Bingzi 饮冰子, Liang Qiqiao 梁启超, an activist promoting a constitutional 

monarchy and massive reforms for the Qing dynasty, had written A Report on Chinese Exclusion 

Acts in America 美国华工禁约记 in 1904, which is one of the first comprehensive studies of 

Chinese-Americans and their treatment in America (1).  

Fictional works and poetry dealing with racism and criticisms of the treatment of Chinese 

in United States also appeared in China. Some of these works were published in small activist 

journals and newspapers, for example, the novella, Bitter Student (苦學生) by Qi Youzi 

(杞憂子), and the short story, Golden World (黃金世界) by a writer known as “One Who Stayed 

At Biheguang” 碧荷舘主人 (Ying 4). The boycott literature was not restricted to essays and 

speeches calling for action; it included “different media to reach as many people as possible. 

Newspapers targeted the cultural elite; songs, lectures, slogans, drama performances, and 

cartoons of mistreated Chinese reached a wider audience; and handbills, leaflets, and placards 
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written in the colloquial language informed intermediate groups” (Gertz 129). By 1910, the 

earliest possible date for the writing of the Angel Island poems, the depiction of the treatment of 

Chinese in America and American immigration policy had become a literary topic that was 

written and read by Chinese in both the United States and China. Most of the titles of this 

Exclusion Act Protest Literature were published in Guangzhou and Shanghai where, not 

surprisingly, existed most of the foreign presence in China with the city of Guangzhou and its 

surrounding counties being the point of origin for most Chinese immigrants to the United States 

(Lee 2). In a 1929 collection of Cantonese folk songs, over two hundred describe ordeals of 

Chinese in America, family members left behind in China, the day-to-day managing of a family 

across two continents, and the pain and anxiety of separation. These works reveal the extent of 

the transnational dimension of Chinese literature during the time when the Angel Island poems 

were composed (Hom 40). 

The Angel Island poems can be read as a continuation of the tradition of the Exclusion 

Act Protest Literature, which dealt with a perspective of China from outside of China that 

revolutionized national consciousness in late-Qing China. According to Alan Chun, “their 

[overseas Chinese] identity as a group was galvanized by Chinese nationalist sentiment that 

began to grow during the early twentieth century and culminated in the 1911 Revolution that 

overthrew the Qing dynasty” (102). The treatment of Chinese in the United States became an 

important index for Chinese to imagine China as a nation within a global system of nations. The 

Angel Island poems were recorded, collected, and circulated within China before they registered 

as a part of the literary history of the United States. Because of this, the poems can be read as a 

part of a cultural and political transformation occurring in China. At the same time, the Angel 

Island poems have also become more widely acknowledged in the United States at the end of the 
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twentieth century through anthologies like Cary Nelson’s, as well as through the recovery efforts 

of Lai, Young and Lim whose most complete collection have argued that the poems represent a 

pioneering spirit of Chinese-Americans which challenges stereotypes and shows the obstacles 

they overcame to become American. As such, the poems have been framed as contributing to 

two different national literatures. 

Traditional Chinese Forms 

The Angel Island poems make up a small part of the traditional Chinese-language poems 

written and published by Chinese-Americans and Overseas Chinese in the United States. 

However, most of these other poems have not been translated into English. The most common 

forms that the Angel Island poets employ, the jueju 絕句 and lüshi律詩, date back to the Six 

Dynasties period in China’s history (AD 220-589), and were once considered folk song forms 

until they became fashionable among the court literati. All formal poems or shi詩 are structured 

metrically based upon rhyme and tone patterns, and specific forms of shi depend on tone, meter, 

or stanza lengths. By the end of the Six Dynasties new lyrical styles of shi, the jueju and lüshi, 

became accepted and popular forms that played upon pairings of couplets. According to Daniel 

Hsieh, “In Chinese poetry, the quatrain is a fundamental unit of verse”; he continues by adding 

“much of Chinese poetry is composed in blocks of quatrains” (60). Lüshi consists of eight lines 

of five or seven syllable lines, which usually can be thought of rhetorically as two quatrains, 

whose lines are formed by alternating clusters of flat (in standard mandarin 1st tone) and 

deflected (in standard Mandarin 2nd, 3rd, and 4th tone) tonal patterns (1). Typically lüshi contains 

at least two antithetical (parallel) couplets. The jueju consists of only one quatrain, and tends to 

be more flexible in tonal construction often to give the impression of spontaneity. The quatrain 

unit, usually composed of antithetical couplets has its history in the composition of folk songs, 
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but it is also an important device for regulating the visual appearance of the poetry (60). Herbert 

Giles reports that at the end of the 19th century that Chinese “wall literature,” consisted of 

doggerel verse composed in sequences of quatrains (Giles 429). The blocks of quatrains create a 

visual effect, which is essential for a genre whose key feature is its appearance in public places. 

Like news and more banal postings, the Angel Island poems allude to the formal restrictions of 

regulated verse, but often do not vigorously adhere to all the rules of regulated verse. 

Many of the Angel Island poems use shanshui or landscape conventions, which is not 

surprising because jueju and lüshi poems are often associated with nature poetry. The 

conventional shanshui motifs began through the work of innovators during the Six Dynasties, 

like the forms jueju and lüshi, which later flourished in the Tang dynasty. Two of these 

prominent poets who emerged during period were Tao Yuanming 陶淵明 (c. 365–427), and Xie 

Lingyun 謝靈運 (385-433). Both took to reclusion from government posts—Tao became a 

farmer and wrote in a style that is called 田園 or field and garden poetry (Mair 266). Xie was a 

noble who later was banished to the south after spending too much time wandering the 

mountains (266). He is attributed with beginning the parallel verse style of shanshui poetry that 

incorporates Confucian, Daoist and Buddhist motifs, describing wildernesses of mountains and 

water (268). For both poets nature is not only described, it also becomes a way of representing a 

personal transformation. Xie’s poetry depicts his experiences traveling in the mountains, and his 

exile in the southern part of China. His shanshui poetry, then, is a writing-in-place. The subtext 

of exile or being “out of place” allows the verisimilitude of his descriptions to operate on a 

metaphysical level as being in an illusory world. An example from Xie’s fifth century “Climbing 
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Stone Drum Mountain near Shangshu (登上戍石鼓山诗)” shows how the shanshui poem creates 

within the landscape an elegiac mood: 

 The traveler is a prey to endless sorrows,   旅人心長久 

 As one grief goes another comes behind.  憂憂自相接 

 Such a long road leading back to my old home,  故鄉路遙遠 

 With rivers an hills between that can’t be crossed 川陸不可涉  (Euyang 599) 
 
Here the weariness of Xie’s traveler (interchangeable with Xie himself) extends into the 

landscape in an aesthetic gesture of ganwu 感物 (emotional response to physical nature) (Chang 

57). Later landscape poets would likewise depict their experiences in nature but also to correlate 

mountains (or things rocky) and rivers (or things wet) with Daoist principles of yin and yang, to 

suggest the Buddhist transcendence of dualism, or to map social values within dynastic empires 

often in allegorical Confucian terms. These interrelated philosophical points of departure create a 

unity of form and subject matter between the closed form and the open landscape. 

Poets of the Six Dynasties instituted long-lasting changes to the shi by adapting 

conventions of “parallelism” and “verisimilitude” from a long-form genre called fu 賦 (Chang 

69). Though the Angel Island poems were written at the end of the Qing dynasty several hundred 

years after the Six Dynasties, the main features of the poems are derived from this tradition. To 

many early twentieth-century scholars, Chinese and Western alike, it appeared as if late-Qing 

dynasty poets merely produced sub-par derivatives of poetry from richer times (a continuation of 

a historiography that 19th century thinkers like Hegel claimed, positing that China’s civilization 

had decayed and its advanced “spirit” migrated to the West). However, recent scholarship 

suggests that by the late-Qing period, subtle literary innovations were taking place that set the 

conditions for the modern literary movements of the twentieth century. For example, in 
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describing the bamboo-branch poetry, a kind of public poetry, Wang Di states, “although Qing 

poets ‘did not invent new genres’ as did the poets of Tang, Song, and Yuan times, they did 

compose verse more closely related to people's lives. The emergence of bamboo-branch poetry 

was most likely attributable, as some scholars point out, to ‘the rise of realism in Qing poetry.’” 

(Wang Di 33). Though writing in a traditional form, the Angel Island poets use elements of the 

shanshui poem in a kind of realism that certainly makes their poetry seem more vulgar than 

famous poets from China’s classical past, and in the process created a poetry that in itself would 

become a usable past for Chinese American poets. 

Due to the expectations of verisimilitude in shanshui poetry, it can also be considered a 

genre of travel writing. Shanshui poems written as inscriptions during a poet’s travels generated 

a mutual writing of nature on the poet, and the poet on nature; thus, “by incorporating a text into 

the environment, the traveler sought to participate enduringly in the totality of the scene” 

(Strassberg 7). For example, poem 40 begins, “I lean on the railing and lift my head to look at the 

cloudy sky, / All the mountains and rivers are dark (憑欄翹首望雲天, / 一片山河盡黯然)” 

(lines 1-2). Here the poet introduces the frame of the scene and proceeds to draw the landscape 

image through the pairing of “mountains” and “rivers.” Poem 17 ends with the lines “At times I 

gaze at the cloud- and fog- enshrouded mountain-front / It only deepens my sadness 

時望山前雲霧銷 / 恰似更加一點愁” (lines 3-4), an image in which the mist and the hill on 

Angel Island double as both the location of the detainees on the hill in Angel Island, as well as a 

familiar place in shanshui poetry. The first two lines of poem 58 use water and mountains to 

describe the actual and dangers of trying escaping from the barracks (“May I advise you not to 

sneak across the barrier. / Green waters surround a green hill on four sides 勸君切勿來偷關 / 
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思圍綠水繞青山”), closing with the cautionary lines about accepting deportation as a better 

alternative to risk death in trying to cross the bay (lines 7-8). Poem 64 uses the landscape as a 

way of talking about failing the immigration interview and the prospects of deportation after a 

half a year of detainment. It reads as follow:  

“Crude Poem Inspired by the Landscape”   “感景拙詠” 

The ocean encircles a lone peak   湌海圜孤峯, 

Rough terrain surrounds this prison   崎嶇困牢龍. 

There are few birds flying over the cold hills  鳥疎寒山緻, 

The wild goose messenger cannot find is way  鴻使莫尋踪. 

I have been detained and obstacles   留難經半載,  
have been put my way for half a year 

Melancholy and hate gather on my face.   愁恨積滿容 

Now that I must return to my country,   今將回歸去 

I have toiled like the jingwei bird in vain   空勞經衛功 
 

The humble poet of poem 64 uses shanshui conventions to produce the mood of loneliness, 

sorrow, and almost unfathomable emotional depths that would accompany a half-year detention 

only to be deported. The emotional situation of having been detained also helps to create an 

added significance to the features of the landscape. Poem 64, like previous examples, presents a 

variety of ways that elements of shanshui are reconstituted in order to produce aesthetic, 

emotive, and didactic images of Angel Island. While not all of the Angel Island poems use 

shanshui conventions, all the poems, as Strassberg suggests, represent a desire to “participate” 

within the “totality” of Angel Island. The poets are not simply passively observing Angel Island 

as a transparent eye—they are transforming it through their poems.   

As the Angel Island poems are examples of regulated verse, or shi, they not only can be 

categorized by their form (like jueju and lüshi), but also their materiality. Traditional Chinese 
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literary subgenres include poems that serve specific social functions, appearing in particular 

places. For example, all of the Angel Island poems can be considered as a part of the tibishi or 

“wall literature” subgenre, and at least one scholar in Chinese has categorized them as such.5 

One of the first English-language definitions of tibishi as an object of Sinological inquiry comes 

from Giles’s 1899 Chinese Literature. Giles’s work will come up again in this dissertation due to 

the influence of Chinese Literature on Ezra Pound and William Carlos Williams, who used this 

English-language anthology of Chinese literature as a resource for their own attempts to refigure 

Chinese poetry into the American poetic tradition (Qian 24, 120). Spinning a fin-de-seicle 

narrative of Chinese culture after the British incursions, Giles catalogues wall literature, 

newspaper, and translation as important genres of the late-Qing dynasty (425). Newspapers and 

wall literature were also very important in Chinatowns in the United States and around the world 

as a means of unifying a marginalized community through print culture. Often times the two 

would merge as newspapers and private publishers would post articles and other forms of writing 

in public places. The coupling of wall-literature and journalism as the late-Qing literatures de 

jour reveals that the revolutionary modernism of the vernacular-based May Fourth movement 

was immanent within the Qing dynasty before the 1911 revolution. Giles suggests that “A 

Chinese Horace might well complain that the audacious brood of England have by wicked fraud 

introduced journalism into the [Chinese] Empire, and evils worse than consumption and fevers 

have followed in its train” (425). Giles’s denunciation of low-brow culture hints at the unstated 

fear on behalf of both he, and the Qing officials shared—that the public postings of the 

newspaper and other forms of wall literature offered possible outlets for political and social 

                                                 
5 See: Fang Minxi 方民希. “Mulou tibishi zhu shi 木樓題璧詩註釋” (Tong Shang 同上, 1978年8月24日). 
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subversion of the status quo to which both empires clung. Giles describes “Wall Literature” as 

follows:   

From time immemorial wall-literature has been a feature in the life of a Chinese 
city surpassing in extent and variety that of any other nation, and often playing a 
part fraught with much danger to the community at large. Generally speaking, the 
literature of the walls covers pretty much the same ground as an ordinary English 
newspaper, from the ‘agony’ column downwards.6 (Giles 425)  
 

That China’s wall literature has a monolithic history is an Orientalist trope belying the historical 

specificity of the contents of his own description—official proclamations, and tirades against the 

foreign presence all come out of specific events that could not have always existed. Giles states, 

“It is scarcely necessary to add that wall literature has often been directed against foreigners, and 

especially against missionaries” (428). In his observation of the genre, he does not report the 

possibility that these forms might be used to elicit revolutionary sentiment. Giles’s proviso in 

this sentence recreates a stereotype of the Chinese as naturally xenophobic heathens, in a way 

that does not seem to consider the sources of Chinese misgivings about a foreign presence in 

China. Angel Island poets share these very same suspicions, to the extent that Lai et al.’s 

anthology includes a section titled “About Foreigners,” which includes poem 48: “I thoroughly 

hate the barbarians because they do not respect justice / They continually promulgate harsh laws 

to show off their prowess / They oppress the overseas Chinese and also violate treaties (99-100). 

Giles’s description of tibishi applies to a limited historical moment that could only have existed 

after the Opium War, which is often considered China’s entry into modernity, shaping the Qing 

                                                 
6 Giles’s description of wall literature includes the following: 
Mixed up with notices of lost property, consisting sometimes of human beings, and advertisements of all kinds of 
articles of trade, such as one would naturally look for in the handbill literature of any city there are to be found 
announcements of new and startling remedies for various diseases or of infallible pills for the cure of depraved 
opium-smokers, long lists of the names of subscribers to some coming festival or to the pious restoration of a local 
temple, sermons without end directed against the abuse of written paper, and now and then against female 
infanticide, or Cumming-like warnings of an approaching millennium, at which the wicked will receive the reward 
of their crimes according to the horrible arrangements of the Buddhist-Taoist purgatory (429). 
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dynasty’s need for reform, and fostering an opposition to imperialism. Not only does Giles 

mischaracterize wall literature by not giving the subgenre a historical specificity, he tends to 

characterize it as lowbrow literature: “they are written in doggerel verse, with a view to 

appealing more directly to the illiterate reader” (426). Giles does show the advantage of wall 

literature as a kind of print capital, where the circulation of texts is 

 

Figure 2-1. Post Card of Chinatown Before the Fire of 1906. Verso reads: “The Latest News—
Chinatown's Bulletin Boards are always a source of interest to San Francisco visitors. 
The latest news is posted on the walls of buildings, and the Chinese gather about to 
learn of world events.” The Ethnic Studies Library, University of California, 
Berkeley. Call number: SF Chinatown (iii): postcards: 32783  

dependant upon a circulation of bodies. The wall and word combine to re-direct flows in ways 

that are unpredictable and possibly subversive. Regardless, they both play into the construction 

of a geographic imaginary, and the beginnings of a national imaginary, demonstrating how texts 

become an integral part of the way that a people can understands themselves as part of a nation. 
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In a sense this is characteristic of the Angel Island poems, because they represent a circulation of 

texts caused by circulations of bodies among spatially bound linguistic communities. 

 In terms of the literary history of the subgenre, most of the famous tibishi are associated 

with pastoral and wilderness settings, and not urban postings as Giles describes. Furthermore, 

there have been many changes in the social function of tibishi since it became a poetic 

convention during the Six Dynasties (220-589) (Zeitlin 74). Liu Hongsheng defines the 

characteristics of the tibishi as not simply engravings on a wall, but it can consist of a variety of 

materials, writing technologies, locations, and situations for writing (2).7 Liu’s list in note 7 

refers specifically to Tang dynasty tibishi; however, his typology addresses elements found in the 

Angel Island poems, such as the use of prison cells, and complaining about unfair treatment by a 

corrupt government (2). Because spontaneity is valued in the sub-genre, there is more latitude for 

                                                 
7 Liu Hongsheng defines tibishi as follows: 

“題 [ti]” means “writes”; “壁 [bi]” refers to “any surface to write upon," not merely a “wall,” but also 
mountains and cliffs, the temples, the post horse relay stations [inns], porch pillars, the palace halls, estate 
grounds, the window lattice, the tower over a city gate, closed doors, prison cells, bridge heads, steles, 
folding screens, hard pillows, lanterns, kites, handkerchiefs, clothing, leaves, even bamboo. Thus, the 
written media and the method of publication tibishi are many and varied. Some tibishi take their form 
because of the conditions and limits that the writers faced at that time and were forced to write with stone, 
coal briquettes, branches, knives or swords, skin of guava, even the poet’s blood is used to write. The 
variety of writing tools reflects the heterogeneity of the genre. Tibishi includes topics such as sorrowful life 
experience, states pain from nostalgia or homesickness, rage at unfavorable results of the civil examination 
that are written at the examination site, frustration of dealing with official circles of power, disillusioned 
with the mortal world, requesting aid from the immortals; [the tone can be influenced by many sources] 
perhaps a childhood mood, perhaps the return of a lingering ancient wound, the performance of expressing 
oneself sadly, resigned sighs in response to the boundless universe, perhaps to eulogize the landscape, 
perhaps out of resentment of the world and detestation of mundane affairs, perhaps to urge the world to 
change, perhaps to reverse a verdict, some of the poems have richly complex thoughts and allusions. [這裡, 

“題” 是 “壁” 的 意思; “璧” 是指 “空間載題,” 不僅僅指墻壁, 還包括山岸, 寺碧, 驛亭, 廊柱, 宮厅, 邸舍, 窗扉, 

城樓, 關門, 囚室, 橋頭, 碑隱, 屏風, 枕頭, 燈籠, 風箏, 手帕, 衣衫, 樹葉, 甚至竹木. 因而, 

就書寫媒體和發表方式說, 題璧詩的形式是多種多樣的. 有的用筆墨書寫, 也有的因當時條件所限, 用石塊, 煤塊, 

樹枝, 刀劍, 石榴皮, 甚至血指去寫, 書寫工具也是不拘一格的. 在思想指向方面, 或嘆身世之悲, 或述思鄉之苦, 

或說科場失利之恨, 或言宦海失意之痛, 或看破紅塵, 或求仙求隱, 或是兒女情懷, 或是吊古傷今, 或抒一己之悲, 

或嘆宇宙蒼茫, 或謳歌山水, 或憤世嫉俗, 或勸世, 或翻案, 有著豐富複雜的思想內涵.] (劉洪生. 唐代題璧詩. 北京: 

中國社會科學出版社, 2004, p. 3. My translation.)  
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splitting the diglossia that separates formal classical Chinese in which poetry was traditionally 

written and vernacular Chinese, and permitting linguistic variations that range from doggerel to 

highly erudite, formal poems. In this way, the sub-genre has tended to straddle high and low 

forms of poetic expression, such that while the Angel Island poems imitate privileged forms the 

diction and usage are inflected by vernacular Cantonese.  

 The Angel Island poems and the tibishi sub-genre can both be described as writing at the 

limits. In one sense, they are written on the limits of the formalized boundaries of the American 

nation state. But the poems more obviously reflect the limits of producing a literature within 

captivity. In this way the poetry is to a certain extent a “found” poetry, but not in the sense that it 

employs a found text as a way to manipulate and defamiliarize the reader’s orientation to the 

poem as a L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E school poet might. Instead the Angel Island poets rely on 

found technologies of writing, the palimpsest, and even immediate impressions of the poet’s 

mise en scène to be combined ad hoc for the purposes of poetic publication. I say publication and 

not composition, because the poets had access to paper and could have written their poems 

through a more personal and ephemeral medium. The special properties of the tibishi allowed the 

site of artistic production also become a site of re-production, as tracings and transcriptions can 

be made by readers as they encounter the poems. Publication of poetry occurs through a co-

conspiracy between author and reader both of which use poetry as a way of narrative formation 

of the meaning of their journeys as they travel. This is true of the Angel Island poems, and many 

of the poems contain references to their materiality. Examples from Lai et al. include poem 15, 

line 1 (“The insects chirp outside the four walls” [四碧蟲喞喞]); poem 27, line 2 (“Over a 

hundred poems are on the walls” [碧上題詩過百篇]); poem 31, line 1 (“There are tens of 
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thousands of poems composed on these walls” [碧墻題詠萬千千]). There are several examples 

of poems that not only refer to walls upon which they appear, but also to the many other poems 

on the walls—a fact that is not lost upon the poet. The poet has not only a “found” textuality but 

also “found” texts with which to work.  

The found-ness of the poems gives the subgenre a special extra-poetic (outside of the 

poetic composition) feature of that comes from the discovery of the tibishi. The collector of 

tibishi typically puts the assemblage of lyrics within the narrative of their discovery. Such a task 

was often put to the end of creating a historiography that frames the individual poems as a form 

of nostalgia or didacticism. This sense of loss through discovery was rhetorically used as early as 

the Tang dynasty in order to produce a “ruin sentiment” huai gu 懷古 as the poems are received 

and commented upon either within an anthology or through the production of more tibishi 

(Zeitlin 78). Judith Zeitlin argues that in the early Qing dynasty (1644-1911) adherents to the 

Ming dynasty (1368-1644) made anthologies of tibishi written by palace ladies because they saw 

the fragments of the then-ruined Ming culture they clung to in the palace ladies’ inscribed verses 

(104). Zeitlen says, “the palace lady revenant is clearly a stand-in for an eyewitness to history, 

someone who experienced past events and can provide ‘inside information’” (104). The Angel 

Island poems have come to share this function as “historical insider,” which allows the collector 

to create a coherent assemblage of lyrical fragments. The result is a narrative that explains the 

poems in a way that the original poets could not possibly have imagined. In this sense, the Angel 

Island poems contain a “ruins sentiment” through the narrative of their current form. They were 

“discovered” by a park ranger in a building slated for demolition in the 1970s. The Angel Island 

poems also have become interventions into national historiography by scholars in China (A 
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Ying), and the United States (Lai, et al.) such that the detainees become figured rhetorically as 

“eyewitnesses to history.”8   

Despite the controls an anthologizer may possess over the meaning of tibishi, poets create 

inscriptions in order to memorialize spaces as having special meaning. Furthermore, sites of 

inscription can become, alternatively, citations for inscription as later poets write themselves into 

particular places. In a study of landscape inscriptions, Strassberg shows how tibishi accumulate 

intertextually as well as spatially within a literary geography. He states: “Certain sites thus 

became virtual shrines in the literary culture, eliciting further inscriptions through the centuries. 

The Cave of the Three Travelers (San-yu-tung), first written about by Po Chü-I [Bo Juyi] (772–

846) in 819, attracted another set of “Three Travelers” in the Sung, and was further inscribed by 

Lu Yu (1125–1210) in his A Journey into Shu (1170)” (4). Another example of this occurred 

along the stone cliffs of Wu Creek where “over five hundred inscriptions have accumulated from 

Yuan Jie’s time [the date of the inscription is 784] through the early Republican period, 

including a ‘Paean to the Great Song Restoration,” installed in 1209 next to Huang Tingjian’s 

poem by two members of the Song imperial clan, lifting phrases barely unchanged from Yuan 

Jie’s shorter original [title ‘Wu Xi,’ or ‘My Creek’], it praises ordinary imperial activities with 

bathetic pomp [an inversion of Yuan Jie’s poetry]” (Pearce 138). Wu Creek is now a tourist 

                                                 
8 Lai begins his narrative frame for the poems through the story of the near-ruin of the poems and their chance 
recovery: 

The Chinese detention barrack on Angel Island, a two-story wood building located on a hill 
overlooking San Francisco Bay, stood abandoned for more than two decades until it was finally marked by 
the government for destruction. In 1970, park ranger Alexander Weiss noticed characters inscribed on the 
walls inside and concluded they were writings left by Chinese immigrants once detained there for 
questioning. Weiss informed his superiors but they did not share his enthusiasm or belief in the significance 
of calligraphy on the walls. Weiss contacted Dr. George Araki of San Francisco State University, who 
along with San Francisco photographer Mak Takahashi went out to the island and photographed practically 
every inch of the barrack walls that bore writteng, most of which was poetry. Their discovery soon sparked 
enough local Asian American community interest to lobby for its preservation in 1976 the Legislature 
appropriated $250,000 for the preservation of the building. (Lai 9-10) 
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destination visited by over 250,000 people per year (Pearce 138). Judith Zeitlin points out that by 

the Ming Dynasty there was an attempt to curtail inscription poems in scenic areas to the extent 

that a work “entitled ‘How to Kill Scenery” (“Sha Fengjing” 殺風景) lists ‘inscribing poems on 

walls at famous mountain sites’ alongside other crimes such as ‘using a pine grove as a toilet’” 

(74). “Wu Creek,” and the “The Cave of the Three Travelers,” demonstrate how tibishi have 

become tourist destinations for the places that they have memorialized, such that the poems have 

altered the environment as they have been enshrined in various ways. Likewise, the Angel Island 

poems have created a destination and revised the American geographical imagination. More than 

$50 million dollars have been allocated by private donors as well as local, state and federal 

governments to preserve the barracks on Angel Island, and to restore the poetry written on the 

walls (Barber A28). Of the many rhetorical feats of the subgenre, tibishi, one of the most 

prominent is the continuous and polyvalent play of presence and absence between individual 

lyric and collective memory, inscribing national geography with cultural meaning. 

The Angel Island poems share a contiguous interreferentiality with each other in the same 

way as such notable historical texts as Bo Juyi’s “Caves of the Three Travellers” and Yuan Jie’s 

“Wuxi” inscriptions. One way that this can be read is through the repetition of allusions in the 

Angel Island poems. Obvious cases of borrowing comes through the shared use of literary 

allusion among the poems: for example, poem 30 line 6, “When Ruan Ji reached the end of the 

road he shed futile tears” (阮籍途藭空哭行); poem 43 line 5, “I beat my breast when I think of 

China and cry bitterly like Ruan Ji” (椎膺中華囊阮籍); poem 62 line 5, “When Ruan Ji reached 

the end of the road, who took pity on his weeping?” (藭途阮籍誰憐); other historic and literary 
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figures with shared allusions include Han Yu, Su Wu, and Zu Di. The reworking of allusions 

demonstrates the poets’ shared materials both literal and figural simultaneously suggesting a 

horizontal, contiguous poetic influence, as well as a vertical historical transmission of influence, 

which in turn re-inscribes previous detainees with cultural authorities. In the cases of poems 30, 

43, 62, the allusion to Ruan Ji implies a poetry that is at once a disavowal of a political regime 

(Ruan Ji refused to serve a government he did not support), aesthetic appreciation of landscape 

and veiled political allegory, which were often referenced by later literati (Sturman 50).9 Ruan Ji 

becomes a significant figure for the Angel Island poets considering he was educated as a member 

of the official class, yet had to endure extreme poverty as a result of his disenfranchisement with 

the ruling government (50). Angel Island poets would find in Ruan Ji a significant figure that 

represents a usable past. 

The interreferentiality of the Angel Island poems also appears in the way that they 

contend with one another. Although the conditions of the detainment appear to be shared, the 

responses to this situation were not monolithic. Examples of the differences range from 

philosophical resignation to outrage. For example poem 27 reads, “Why should one complain if 

he is detained and imprisoned here / from ancient times, heroes often were the first ones to face 

adversity (此間困處何須怨 / 自古英雄美厄)” (lines 7-8). On the other hand, poem 47, 

concludes with “I should regret my taking the risks of coming here in the first place” 

(應悔當初冒險來), suggesting that the poet is evaluating his decision to migrate as mistaken, 

not heroic. Poem 36, lines 5-6 ascribe the personal sufferings to the state of the Chinese nation, 

“If my country had contrived to make herself strong, this never would have happened. / Then 

                                                 
9 According to Peter Sturman, Ruan Ji once took up a distant official post, and upon arrival, he tore out the wall of a 
building so that he could appreciate the landscape (50).  
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when the ship had docked, we could have gone directly ashore” (我國圖強無此樣 / 

船泊岸邊直可登) (86). However, poem 45 does not accept that the Chinese nation lacks 

resources to change the fate of the migrants (“Do not say that we have not the means to level the 

ugly barbarians” [莫道無謀芟醜虜]). The multiplicity and heterogeneity of the responses to the 

detainment reflects the heterogeneity and multiplicity of the immigrants who came from China. 

The poems represent a communal dialogue on topics like the meaning of the detainment, and the 

state of China vis-à-vis American imperial power. The interreferentiality of the poetry on the 

walls extends discursive space capturing the dialogue where the participants do not all share the 

same values, or interests even though they share experiences as detainees. This adds another 

layer of complexity, which is translated out of the poems in English. 

In addition to employing traditional closed forms and classical allusions, some of the 

Angel Island poems are imitations of more famous poems. For example, poem 33 “Inscription on 

a Wooden Building,”10 (“Mu Wu Ming” 木屋銘), is written as an imitation of Liu Youxi’s 

(刘禹锡) famous, “Inscription on a Humble Room” (“Lou Shi Ming” 陋室銘). The poem stands 

out in Lai et al.’s anthology because it is one of the only poems longer than 8 lines and not 

written in regulated verse—the line lengths vary. It employs a special genre of inscription 

writing called ming 銘, which is explicitly discussed in the Six Dynasty rhetorics Wen Xin Diao 

Long (文心調龍), and Wen Xuan (文選). The Wen Xuan suggests that a ming should be 

“comprehensive and concise, gentle and generous,” and gives as its first example the inscription 
                                                 
10 “Wooden building” is the nickname that the Chinese detainees gave the Angel Island detention barracks (Lim 70). 
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on Emperor Shun’s bathtub that reads, “苞日新, 日日新, 又日新,” which, incidentally, Ezra 

Pound borrowed for his dictum, “make it new” (Hightower 523, note 54). The Wen Xuan 

describes the ming as a “rhymed Admonition about its proper use” (523, note 54). In the Wen Xin 

Diao Long the ming is described as follows:   

The term ming means to name; to distinguish an article necessarily entails calling 
it by name. To make this appellation correct and say its connotation, great moral 
development is essential. (Shih 59)11 
 

As an imitation of the “Lou Shi Ming,” the Angel Island poem “Mu wu ming” is more than a 

parody; it engages in the act of naming a material object such that the object fits into a symbolic 

order. Below is a juxtaposition of Liu Yuxi’s “Lou Shi Ming” on the left, and the Angel Island 

poem, “Mu Wu Ming,” on the right:  

陋室铭  刘禹锡 
“lou shi ming,” by Liu Yuxi 
Inscription on a humble room 
山不在高， 
shan bu zai gao  
The mountain does not have to be high 
有仙則名。 
 You xian ze ming 
To have there dwell immortals  
水不在深， 
shui bu zai shen 
The water does not have to be deep 
有龍則靈。 
You long ze ling 
to flow with dragons’ soul 
斯是陋室， 
si shi lou shi 
This is but a plain room 
惟吾德馨。 
Wei wu de xin 
Of my solitary but kind fragrance, 
苔痕上階綠， 

木屋銘 
“mu wu ming” 
Inscription on the wooden building 
樓不在高,  
lou bu zai gao 
the building does not have to be high 
有窗則明; 
you chuang ze ming 
to have windows let in light 
島不在遠,  
dao bu zai yuan  
The island does not have to be far 
烟治埃崙. 
Yan zhi ai lun  
For fog to control Ai Lan (transliteration of “Island” 
meaning Angel Island) 
嗟此木屋, 
jie chi mu wu  
Alas, this wooden building  
阻我行程 
zu wo xing cheng 
It restricts my movement 

                                                 
11 The translator of the Wen Xin Diao Long, Vincent Shih, footnotes this passage, saying: “The name, as here used, 
must not only denote the article to which it is given but also connote a virtue which the name of the article suggests. 
Hence, “to name” actually means to suggest a moral exhortation in an inscribed appellation. For these moral 
achievements are what the name connotes. Without these connotative contents the name cannot be considered as 
correct” (59, note 3). 
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tai heng shang jie lü 
moss marks my steps green 
草色入廉青。 
Cao se ru lian qing 
Grass enters inexpensive and blue 
談笑有鴻儒， 
tan xiao you hong ru 
hear dialogues of great scholars  
往來無白丁。 
Wang lai wu bai ding 
Come and go only the literate 
可以調素琴，閱金經。 
Ke yi tiao su qin, yue jin jing 
One can play the zither, recite golden 
classics 
無絲竹之亂耳， 
wu si zhu zhi luan er 
No unpleasant sounds reach the ear 
無案牘之勞形。 
Wu an du zhi lao xing 
No labor piles on my desk  
南陽諸葛廬， 
nan yang zhu ge lu 
In Yangzhou to the south, is Zhuge garden 
西蜀子雲亭。 
Xi shu zi yun ting 
In Sichuan to the west is Zi Yun Pavilion 
孔子云：「何陋之有？」                                
kong zi yun: he lou zhi you ? 
Confucious says, “how can there be 
meanness?” 
 

四壁油漆綠 
si bi you qi lü 
four walls are painted green 
周圍草色青 
zhou wei cao se qing 
we are surrounded by grass of blue 
喧華多鄉里 
xuan hua duo xiang li  
hear shouts of countryside peasants 
守夜有巡丁 
shou ye you xun ding 
The night watchman has patrols 
可以施運動, 孔方兄. 
Ke yi shi yun dong, kong fang xiong  
One can move about, if one has spare cash 
有孩子之亂耳 
you hai zi zhi luan er  
Children’s unpleasant sound disturb the ear 
無咕嗶之勞形 
wu du bi zhi lao xing 
not a murmer of labor 
南望醫生房 
nan wang yi sheng fang 
To the south the medical examination building 
西瞭陸軍營 
xi liao lu jun ying  
To the West is an army camp. 
作者云, 「何樂之有?」 
zuo zhe yun: he le zhi you? 
 The Author says, “how can there be happiness?” 

The “Mu Wu Ming” creates an ironic inversion Liu Yuxi’s Tang Dynasty Poem, which can be 

read as writing back against the genre’s “gentle generousness,” and a reversal of Confucian 

ideals through the writer’s own complaint. In the process the poet merges a famous and easily 

recognizable Chinese poem with the audience’s own knowledge of Angel Island. The key feature 

of the ming is proscriptively creating a moral use of an item (or in this case, of the place) through 

poetry. In the “Mu Wu Ming” the poet transforms the inscription from having a proscriptive to 

descriptive value, which, in turn, changes the social function of the poetic enunciation. The 

differences between the rhetorical situations of the two poems are instructive for rethinking the 

critique of late-Qing Dynasty poetry as derivative, and the Angel Island poems as lowbrow 

poems written by hacks. A recurring theme in the Angel Island poems is the absurdity, cruelty, 
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and injustice of the prolonged detainment. However, Poem 33, in addition to describing the 

detention as miserable, demonstrates dry wit and performs a dexterous weaving of the conditions 

of the detainment into the poem into a well-recognized classical poem, suggesting a composition 

contains as much humor as bitterness.  

The poet uses mimicry to deconstruct the Confucian world order of Liu Yuxi’s poem, 

which posits that the individual’s self-purification is a necessary function for the improvement of 

the state (i.e., the simple poverty of living in a shed among books, music, and nature is an 

enchanted blessing, where one’s capacity for refinement is infinite—“How can one be sad?”). 

The subtext of Liu’s poem is that official life is inherently a corrupting influence, and instead of 

an increased engagement with politics one must withdraw. But the Angel Island poet suggests 

that the state needs to change in order to insure a person’s quality of life, because the reality of 

the detention suggests there is no space to which one could withdraw from the political realities 

of the state (both China and the United States). The difference is subtle but clearly marked by the 

author replacing his appeal in the place of an allusion to Confucius (line 16), signifying that the 

old regime of textual authority is replaced by the anonymous individual. In this way, poem 33, 

“Mu Wu Ming,” can be read in dialogue with “Lou Shi Ming” contesting the utopian space of an 

ideal Confucian order by using a dystopian reality of the immigrants’ detention. Also like Anglo-

American modernists and, later, Asian American writers, these poets found it necessary to alter 

inherited poetic parameters, which oddly make the tradition new and fitting. 

In “Mu Wu Ming” the landscape becomes a site of recontextualization, such that the 

classical landscapes of mythical geographies where immortals and dragons abound become 

modern. Liu Yuxi creates an expressive landscape in which his humble room is located, and then 

places this landscape within an imperial Chinese spatial imaginary where the “west” means 
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“Shu” (Sichuan), and the “south” means “Yang” (Yangzhou) and each is identified by means of 

synecdoche (Zhuge’s park, and Yunzi’s pavilion). In this way abstract cardinal points of the 

compass register in the cultural geography of the “celestial kingdom.” This mapping in Liu 

Yuxi’s inscription places the “humble room” within the coordinates of notable and easily 

identifiable spaces of high culture and poetic composition (a pavilion, and a garden). This also 

does the work of placing the poet whose humble house is away from the imperial center yet 

within the frame of the empire. Thus, while the poet is away from the corrupting influences of 

the court his refinement and the perfection of the state are integrated mimetically within a poetic 

tradition.  

The spatial, mythological, and even generic considerations undergo a revision in poem 

33. Consider, for example, how the immortals, dragons, and literati in the Liu Yuxi’s poem have 

become illiterate peasants, crying children and patrolling watchmen. Not only are the mythic 

constituents of the Humble Room replaced with more realistic characters, class dimension are 

introduced as the poet separates himself from “illiterate peasants” who are also trying to 

immigrate. The peasants also allow the poet to observe a “Babel” effect as the immigrants 

converge in the wooden building—they speak their own regional dialect. This ironic inversion of 

the original poem represents a plausible reality of the speaker. For example, the poet complains, 

“One can move about, if one has spare cash” indicating how class, or at least access to cash, was 

a determining factor in bypassing the Chinese Exclusion Acts. The complaint about poverty is 

common in traditional Chinese poetry, and the inscription on the “humble room” speaks to this 

motif, suggesting that though the place is “humble” it can house a wealth of virtues. The Angel 

Island poet refuses to create virtues out of the suffering that the detention caused. As a result, the 

poem suggests an exchange of values have taken place between the poems where the ideals of 
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the Confucian literati are substituted with the class values represented in the Chinese Exclusion 

Act. The “Loushi Ming” is literally re-placed; in as far as the poem is a ming, the single most 

important aspect of the genre is that the poem appears on the object that it describes. The poem 

about a literati retreat is replaced with a poem on a very unique place designed for surveillance, 

discipline, medical evaluations, and the production of a passable identity. These attributes of 

Angel Island are found in the way that the poet places the “wooden building” within the 

coordinates of modern institutions of the hospital, and the army base. These pieces of 

architecture are relatively uniform in construction and purpose—“state-control of the 

mechanisms of discipline” along the Western border of the United States (Foucault 330). As 

such, the poem shows how traditional Chinese poetry as it is imitated produces a subjectivity 

relative to the experience of entering into the architecture of American power. And this can be 

seen in the way that Liu’s “mountain” (shan 山), has been replaced with the barracks and 

“water” (shui 水) with “island” (Angel Island). These substitutions show that within the Angel 

Island poems, representing conditions of the detainment creates a metaphoric eradication of the 

traditional shanshui poem with all of its values, cultural connotations, and inherent political 

ideologies. Thus, the “Mu Wu Ming” serves as the function of poetic memory, recording the 

details of the detainment, and commenting on the meaning of the detainment. The displacement 

of the Chinese immigrants becomes aestheticized through a poetic realism which unhinges Liu 

Yuxi’s ming, if not his magical hermitage, as a territory for moral admonition. This is a poetics 

of loss, where the poem cannot bring the virtues of traditional landscape and instead bring a 

world of isolation and alienation, fragmented from a classical past and instead is gathered 

together for an unforeseeable destination of the poet and the poetic tradition in which he writes.  
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Strassberg notes that by the end of the Tang dynasty, the shanshui poem had developed 

conventions as travel poetry quite different from European ones, “[i]nstead of dialectically 

preserving the “otherness” of a place as a vantage point from which to express ideological 

opposition, his [the poet’s] desire for a poetic identification with Nature temporarily resolved 

feelings of alienation and isolation in a transcendent sphere, one that was purified of specific 

social and political issues (44).” In this regard, the Angel Island poems as a collection are 

profoundly conflicted. Many of the poets participate in the tradition of using tropes of nature as a 

means of identification, but while some use the detainment as the condition par excellence for 

self-purification of the social-political order, others see the social-political as the arena through 

which the wrongs of America’s exclusionary immigration policy can be rectified. Indeed, this 

can be read as a strain between Daoist non-action and Confucian activism.12 The Angel Island 

poets’ construction of their experiences through elements of shanshui poetry allow familiar 

themes to appear (exile, sorrow of separation from family or friends, solitary views from a tower, 

disappointment at the cruel fate of official policy, failing exams, thinking of home, see note 7). 

This represents an internal tension between the non-dialectical ideology of the traditional forms 

and the poems as an Exclusion Act Protest literature (or early Asian American poetry) which are 

written on the premise of a dialectical relation between literature and social action. One of the 

ways that this tension is being worked out is through the notion of “the other” in which alterity is 

formally represented (Chinese and Euro-Americans are represented in an antagonistic 

relationship). It is through the encounter with “the other” that the poems offer various solutions 

to the problem of exclusion. 

                                                 
12 James Liu describes the Confucian aspect of poetry has existed since the creation of the anthology, Shi Jing (Book 
of Odes), in the 6th century BC, adding that this poetic theory assumed, “poetry should reflect the people’s feelings 
toward the government and expose social evils” (67). 



 

65 

Identification and Modern National Identity 

In shanshui poetry many famous Chinese poets ranging from Tao Yuanming to Du Fu 

who took on the affect of a poor farmer in their poetry were in fact members of an elite class 

(who despite their position did suffer at times extreme poverty and deprivation). In addition to 

assuming the personae of farmers and recluses there is a tradition of male poets adapting a voice 

of a woman, especially that of an abandoned courtesan or a wife separated from her traveling 

husband. Many of the Angel Island poems employ personae, complicating the notion that the 

poems are “witnesses of history.” For example, poem 27 in the appendix employs a 

transgendered poetic voice (“I am like pear blossoms which have already fallen; / Pity the bare 

branches during the late spring (却似梨花經已洛; / 可憐零落舊春時)” (lines 3-4). In this poem 

the speaker uses familiar tropes associated with femininity, such as pear blossoms, to compare 

passing beauty (often associated with abandonment) with feelings of due to the detainment. One 

of the first individual poets to be recognized in Chinese literary history, the minister Qu Yuan 

constructed a feminine subjectivity to voice his love and devotion to the emperor in the poem, 

離騷 Li Sao (“On Encountering Trouble”). While it is easy to pick out in the conventions of the 

abandoned palace courtesan poem where gender lines are crossed, it is more difficult to decipher 

whether or not the poets were representing “other” voices across class lines. Many of the 

immigrants were indeed from impoverished rural communities around Guangzhou. So it is not 

surprising that a poet would say (in appendix poem 52) “Although I had read through four or five 

loads of poetry and history, / I had only one blue shirt when I became old (讀罷詩書四五担; / 
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老來方得一青衫).13 However, it is equally as plausible that the poet is using a persona for the 

aesthetic purposes of creating a sublime simplicity through the stock figure of the peasant farmer 

(which in traditional poetry also comes in the form of hermits, fishermen, and woodcutters).  

Regardless of the poet’s economic situation there remains a central but perhaps 

unintended irony in the use of a persona from a lower social strata. The poet was detained in 

Angel Island to prove to the American government that he was not a poor laborer—laborers were 

the one class of Chinese immigrants for which there were no loopholes. Furthermore, even 

detainees who fit the criteria of the exceptions to the exclusion act needed coaching in order to 

prove their own identity. One of the first challenges to the Chinese Exclusion Acts came from 

Chinese Americans who used the writ of habeas corpus forcing the US government to set up a 

system of interviews where an immigrant’s identity could be verified. After complaints about the 

condition of the immigration detention barracks in a “two story shed at the Pacific Mail 

Steamship Company wharf,” the Angel Island facility was established in part to “effectively 

prevent Chinese immigrants from communicating with Chinese on the outside” (Lai et al. 13). 

The earthquake and fire of 1906 in San Francisco complicated this process because many of the 

original immigration documents that verified citizenship status were lost or destroyed. Therefore, 

it was possible for Chinese immigrants to forge an identity if they had someone in the United 

States to claim that they were relatives and to provide a crib sheet to assist the immigrants to 

prepare for the cross examination (Lai 20). Chinese men who attempted to migrate in this fashion 

were called “paper sons.”  

                                                 
13 A qingshan (青衫), “is derived from ‘qingyi’ or ‘blue clothing.’ The lower social classes in China customarily 
wore blue colored clothing” (Lai et al. 170). 
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While the “paper son” phenomenon was a more obvious case of identity transformation, 

the entire process of interview turned all Chinese immigrants into possible paper sons who had to 

prepare for questions that the inspectors might ask. Many immigrants reported that one of their 

fears was failing the cross-examination even though they were not paper children. The problem 

was so pervasive that the examiners themselves noted that a paper son was much less likely to be 

tripped up than a family member who was not coached (114). The process of creating and 

enforcing the Chinese Exclusion Act created a Chinese body that had been transformed into a 

text. The Angel Island poetry performs the pain and sorrow of individuals detained, encoding 

autobiographical details into the generic conventions of Chinese poetry; however, it authors 

remain for the most part anonymous. According to Stephen Owen “[t]here is a tendency to avoid 

metaphorical reading (except in a limited number of generic cases) that is linked to the 

traditional Chinese reader’s presumption that most shih subgenres were nonfictional. Poems 

were read as describing historical moments and scenes actually present to the historical poet” 

(57). This can be seen paradoxically in the way that the poets perform a discursive self-

fashioning of their identity, which is an uncanny doubling of the text-based identity of their 

paper work created by the Chinese Exclusion Acts. Furthermore, traditional Chinese shi, 

particularly during the Tang dynasty, which was model for the Angel Island poems, tended to 

prize the construction of a somber, elegiac tone. So while Cynthia Wong suggests the Angel 

Island poems are a form of self-laceration, her theory is based on a reading that does not account 

for the self-fashioning of the lyrical voice to achieve a poetic ideal (3). This does not necessarily 

refute Wong’s point, but instead suggests the poems have transformed individual responses of 

the detainment into a ritualized and communal lamentation. And it should make the reader 

suspicious of how the poems are used as “witnesses to history.” 
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Poem 38 is an example of how shanshui conventions are present in a way that reveals the 

poetic voice as a kind of performance.  

Being idle in the wooden building,    木屋閒來把窗開, 
I opened a window  

The morning breeze and bright moon   曉風明月共徘徊. 
lingered together 

I reminisce the native village far away,   故鄉遠憶雲山斷, 
cut off by clouds and mountains 

On the little island the wailing of cold,   小島微聞寒雁哀. 
wild geese can be faintly heard 

The hero who has lost his way   失路英雄空說劍, 
can talk meaninglessly of the sword.  

The poet at the end of the road   窮途騷士且登台. 
can only ascend the tower 

One should know that when the country  應知國弱人心死, 
is weak, the people’s spirit dies. 

Why else do we come to this place   何事囚困此處來?  
to be imprisoned? 

 
The first quatrain locates the poet in the barracks (木屋), a real place, even within Angel Island, 

where nature would be something that the detainees could look at because the barracks faced 

away from San Francisco. The realism is enhanced through the sensory description of the wind, 

the sounds of geese, the coldness, and the light of the moon which are conventional landscape 

motifs (which are all involved in the drama of longing for union and separation: moon—lover’s 

reunion, wind and moon—sexual union, geese—lover’s fidelity, mountains—aporia or 

separation, clouds—obscured fate). In addition to the set of easily recognizable associative 

symbols, the poet introduces suggestive allusions to the mountains and waters separating the poet 

from his home, like Xie Lingyun, and is at the end of his road, like Ruan Ji (while these are two 

of the figures that I reviewed while discussing the shanshui poetry, there are many poets that 
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could be substituted as the reference to these lines). In the second quatrain, the allusion becomes 

more complex as the poet indicates that he is referencing other poems on the walls. In line five 

the poet reuses the phrase, qiong tu 窮途 (which appears in line 6 of poem 30, and line 5 of poem 

62) in order to describe the affected resignation of the poet who “climbs the tower”—alluding to 

the many landscapes composed from an elevated view, a tradition that the poet explicitly enters 

in the first line of the poem. That the poet “climbs the tower” at the end of the road and performs 

a meditative observation parallels the “hero” who “說劍” or roughly “talks sword.” The poet is 

referring to several of the poems that describe “heroes” using their swords to take vengeance 

against the wrongs of the immigration system (for example, poems 25, 35, 45, 59). The 

parallelism of the quatrain (lines 5-6) structures the personae of poet and the hero as two possible 

literary performances by the Angel Island poets. The poet concludes that these poetic responses, 

like the detainment, are ultimately results of China’s weakened state (“One should know that 

when the country is weak the people’s spirit dies / Why else do we come to this place to be 

imprisoned?”). The prized verisimilitude of the shanshui genre that appears in the first quatrain 

is undermined and perhaps even made ironic by the allusions to other instances of wall poetry in 

the second.  

Not all poems on the walls of Angel Island are shanshui poems. Poem 41 is an example 

of a poem that does not attempt to look back towards traditional content even though it is written 

in the traditional quatrain form:  

I have ten thousand hopes that the revolutionary 萬望革軍成功竣 
armies will complete their victory 

And help make the mining enterprises  維持祖國礦務通 
successful in the ancestral land. 

They will build many battleships   造多戰艦來美境 
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and come to the U.S. territory, 
Vowing never to stop till the    滅盡白人誓不休 

white men are completely annihilated 
 
At first glance poem 41 appears to follow the hero “talking sword” quality described in poem 38. 

One of the differences, however, is that instead of recalling mythic heroes of the past, poem 41 

looks toward the future revolutionary armies. Furthermore, it is a vision of a modernized 

technology whereby science, industry, and modern warfare will revive the nation state (mining, 

and ship building). At its heart, the poem suggests that a political transformation through 

revolution will bring about these changes necessary to strengthen China, and according to the 

previous poet this would in turn return life to the “people’s hearts” (人心) (poem 38 line 7). 

Instead of a Confucian ethic, the writer presents a pseudo-Darwinist vision of strength through 

modernization that would be manifested by the survival of the fittest. Both poems 41 and 38, say 

that the “solution” to the immigration problem must be solved in China.  

 Poem 41 is notable because the personal response to the crises of detainment is met in 

collective terms and as a “witness to history.” The poet does not offer insight into the individual 

experience of the detainment. However, as poem 38 suggests, perhaps, like poem 41, we learn 

much less about the individual poets through the Angel Island poems than might be expected. 

The shanshui poem has long held the tradition of ventriloquizing as a means to overcome the 

separation of the exilic literati and the imperial center. Persona of stock figures like the monk, 

woodcutter, immortal of the mountain, and palace lady introduce a voice that is pedagogically 

constructed as a figure outside of, and thus uncorrupted by, the official social structure; this 

persona can speak in frankly and offer wisdom and truth that the poet official could not in the 

same way present on his own. Often times the dramatic tension in such poems is the poet 

searching out such a figure in a quest that ends in frustration. The performance of identity by 
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poets using this genre is a function of the ideals of the aesthetic, which is the endeavor to reveal 

“a totality in which all sides of the landscape spontaneously and simultaneously exist in 

harmony. This undoubtedly reflects the fact that the poet in his aesthetic experience has returned 

to innocence and therefore allows all things to emerge as a harmonious whole” (Wang Kuo-Ying 

473-474). Accompanying the figural transformation that takes place in this notion of return is the 

need for spontaneity and the figure of the man of nature, or the disregarded palace courtesan 

which would allow the poet to voice an emotional raw expression. While some of the Angel 

Island poems employ such personae as a way of producing emotional equivalents, poem 41 

suggests that the personal transformation is a revolutionary one, such that the project of 

developing a modern nation becomes a shared lyrical project. 

Angel Island Modernism 

The issue of an absent “authentic” identity in the Angel Island poems is not simply a 

problem that has been relayed to scholars who lack necessary bibliographic data to categorize, 

date, and authenticate the poems and the authors is lacking. In this way, the poems resist 

conventional literary criticism, inviting the reader to assume a New Criticism approach of 

treating the poems as self-contained texts. While the poems might be in conversation with each 

other, the call and response might be separated by as much as an entire generation. For example, 

by 1940 the regional differences of immigrants from the various counties around Guangzhou 

played a less important part of a Chinese immigrant’s identity as it did in 1910 when Angel 

Island first opened. In poem 41 there is a reference to China’s revolution, recording a 

transformation within China’s modernity. Though the diction of the poems is influenced by 

Cantonese vernacular, the poems do not seem to contain self-conscious attempts to argue for a 

vernacular literature (as in the case of the Chinese May Fourth Movement). In fact, the opposite 

seems to be the case—there is a privileging of traditional poetics in the Angel Island poems, 
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which, as I have shown, works in opposition to the kinds of expressions the traditional forms are 

used to enunciate. There are a number of explanations for this, such as the less formal 

requirements of tibishi or the poets’ education level. So while I argue that these poems are 

examples of modernism, the poems lack dominant aesthetics that characterize conventional 

attributes of modernism, such as intense investigation into the workings of the mind of the artist, 

a self-conscious attempt to maintain the arts in the face of mass culture, or attempts to 

stylistically clear out a space of recognizable and individual difference. I bring this up in order to 

suggest that these characteristics that typically are used to describe modernism, might in fact be 

symptoms of a particular kind of modernism. 

While these key, proscriptive values that are attached to twentieth century modernism 

may be lacking, there are at least three ways that the Angel Island poems can be thought of as 

performing modernism. First, the Angel Island poems demonstrate a process of juxtaposing the 

jarring ruptures of modernity within the framework of the traditional Chinese poem, which is 

virtually at the expense of the traditional Chinese poem. Second, as a part of the Chinese 

Exclusion Acts Protest Literature the poems use literary texts in order to promote a social 

transformation constructing images of modern China and modern United States from the vantage 

point of a subject whose traditional notions of identity are transformed from family and 

geographic locality on a regional scale to a biological (racial) and cultural identity on a global 

scale (as the immigrants became entangled with changing methods that the United States INS 

used to enforce the Chinese Exclusion Act, the immigrants assumed what might be called a 

“biopolitical” identity). Finally, the poems represent a form of modernism through their 

“imaginative proximity to social revolution” (Anderson 325). In this sense, the Angel Island 

poets were modernists in their attempts to articulate their place within the transformations 
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occurring in China, as well as within a transnational circuitry that could allow them to envision a 

radically transformed China as having the ability to transform their status in the United States. 

The Chinese Exclusion Acts affected the imagined destinies of the immigrants and 

relegated them to a state of in-between-ness and radical displacement. It follows then that the 

Angel Island poems would be filled with displacements within the conventions of traditional 

Chinese poetry. One of the most obvious ways this has occured is the incorporation of modern 

people, places, events, technologies, and concepts contiguous with the ancient, tradition-bound, 

and conventional motifs of a traditional Chinese lüshi, and jueju poetry. The list of modern 

displacements that occur in the Angel Island poems includes: steamships (poem 62), national 

flags of foreign countries (poem 63), immigration petitions (appendix poem 15), battleships 

(appendix poem 40), bombs (poem 41), Napoleon (poem 60), the Japanese occupation of 

Manchuria (46), medical examinations (poem 48), and the Angel Island immigration center 

(nearly all the poems). On the other hand, the classical references are also overwhelming, 

including figures such as poets Li Po, Ruan Ji, King Wen, Yu Xin, Wang Can, and Su Wu, just 

to name a few characters from China’s classical past that have literally been inscribed into 

America by the detainees. The poets create a mnemo-technics of cultural information, using the 

traditional Chinese poem to build an archive of classical and modern topics related to their 

detainment. One of the basic rhetorical features of the poems is the use of antithetical couplets 

that produce meaning through juxtaposition; the poems’ sharp disjunction between the modern 

and the traditional creates a disjunction of alienation and uncertainty that reflect many of the 

detainees’ situations in the barracks. The concurrence taken visually, the smoke from a 

steamship’s stack mixes with the haze of clouds ascending the mountain in a classical landscape 

painting. For most of the poems the modern does not announce itself as a cataclysmic rupture 
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within the basic design or even meaning. Instead it dwells in the banal details of the passage, 

ultimately polluting the traditional landscape with modern anxieties. 

In the main English-language anthology of Angel Island poems, Island, Lai et al. have 

not attempted to reconstruct the poems through their spatial relations from the walls of the 

barracks. This is partly because their work is not a result from looking at the walls themselves, 

but through looking at the poems as manuscripts that were copied down by two of the detainees 

in the 1930s, and corroborating these handwritten copies with photographs and even rubbings.14 

The poems anthologized actually are derived from several preservation projects by travelers, 

photographers, and activists. There is no chronology asserted into the order of the poems, even 

though it would be possible to create one based on the content. Lai et al. chose to reconstruct 

their print anthology thematically. The effect is that the reconstruction serves in preserving a 

macro-poetic unity in ways other than the layout chosen by the poets themselves. Lai et al. create 

categories that allow us to piece the poems as fragments within the larger narratives of “The 

Voyage,” “The Detainment,” “The Weak Shall Conquer,” “About Westerners,” and “Deportees, 

Transients.” Lai et al. also include a poem that was not on the walls of the building but was sent 

ashore from Angel Island to be published in a San Francisco Chinatown newspaper The Chinese 

World in 1910, during the first year of Angel Island’s use as a detention center for Chinese 

immigrants. Sandwiched between each section are testimonies of former doctors, immigration 

officials, translators, cooks, and detainees. This larger structure that Lai et al. create, as 

mentioned before, is the construction of a historiography of Chinese Americans for the purposes 

of reclaiming American history for Chinese Americans. For this to take place, the material 

                                                 
14 Rubbings are a feature of tibishi that transformed the site of poetic production into a source of print capital, 
because rubbings could be easily made of carved text, and since the rubbings are made by travelers or sold to 
travelers as souvenirs an inscribed poem might have a large circulation. Some famous tibishi only remains in the 
form of reproduced rubbings. 
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already had within its content the historical variables necessary for the creation of the narrative. 

If the poems are bricks in this construction, Lai et al. use personal testimony as mortar to cement 

the larger structure of the historiographical project to place the Angel Island poems within the 

context of Asian American cultural nationalism. In as far as the poems are concerned with the 

conditions of the detainment, their “modern” content allows for a historicist reading of the poems 

that give them value as historical documents, which is common for tibishi collections. But what 

is striking about the Angel Island tibishi and makes them different than, say, Tang dynasty tibishi 

compiled by contemporary publishers or even Qing dynasty compilations of Ming dynasty 

tibishi, is that the retrospective value of the witnessing the last vestiges of a once-flourishing 

realm vanishing into ruin is inverted. Lai’s compilation does not look back at the exclusion-era 

United States as a glorious time, nor does it treat the Angel Island poems as even aesthetically 

pleasing. The Angel Island poems are given value because they represent to the anthologizers a 

transformation of national, racial, and political consciousness through their entanglement with 

the US immigration system. And it is in this way that they tell the story of China’s modernity, 

the story of modernity in the United States, and the story of immigrants whose conception of 

themselves were radically transformed through a process of exteriorizing and textualizing 

personal identity. 

The ruptures within the poems can also be found in the way that the poems are self-

referential in representing China’s modernity. As discussed previously, the Angel Island poems 

are a network of interreferentiality in terms of the poets’ allusions to figures from traditional 

Chinese literature that are lifted from other poems inscribed in the barracks. This dialogic 

process can be seen in the references to the modern displacements within the poem. The lüshi-

styled poem 40 begins with a couplet of conventional shanshui poetry: I lean on the railing and 
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lift my head to look at the cloudy sky, (憑欄翹首望雲天) / All the mountains and rivers are dark 

(一片山河盡黯然). These lines written in a nostalgic mode conforming to traditional patterns of 

mountains and water to indicate distance and separation, hemmed in by the clouds obscuring the 

destiny of the traveler. However, by the second couplet the poet introduces the Japanese 

acquisition of Manchuria, and the threat that China faced to its territorial sovereignty (“Eastern 

Mongolia [Manchuria] is lost and the date of her return is uncertain (中原恢復賴青年) / The 

recovery of the Central Plains depends on the youth (誅奸惟有常山舌)” [lines 3-4]). The 

reference to the Japanese acquisition of Manchuria allows a reasonably accurate date for the 

poem, which would be 1931-1937. The second couplet’s historical specificity is a direct 

provocation to the first couplet’s temporal ambiguity, especially as it rounds out with a 

proclamation that a vigorous revolutionary “youth” is the only hope for the safety of China, and 

Chinese around the world. The disintegration of national territory seems to parallel the 

disintegration of the conventions of the shanshui poem, as the poet looks forward to a new 

generation, and not back to the sages of an earlier realm. The emphasis on “youth” is not simply 

an isolated opinion of the author, but it exists in other Angel Island poems and was an important 

part of China’s cultural nationalism projects like the 1919 May Fourth Movement, as well as 

energetic student movements among Guomindang and Chinese Communist parties. In San 

Francisco, there was a Guomindang Chinese American publication called “New Youth,” (which 

shared its name with a more famous small journal on Mainland China).  

Mongolia and Manchuria are also topics in poem 66 that relate to China’s modernity to 

migration. The jueju-style quatrain reads as follows: 
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For one month I was imprisoned; my slippers never moved forward. 乙月被囚履不前 

I came on the Manchuria and will return on the Mongolia.   滿州輪來蒙古旋 

But if I could make the trip to Nanyang, I would. 但得南洋登程日 

Why should America be the only place to seek a living? 求活何須美利堅 
 

The poem references four different places charting a transnational shift in the changing map of 

China as well as to the geographic imagination of the Chinese diaspora. However, the references 

to “Manchuria” and “Mongolia” do not refer to the territories that China lost after the end of the 

Qing dynasty in 1911, but to two of the largest steamships in the Pacific Mail Steamship 

Company fleet (Barde and Bobonis 110). So while “Manchuria” indicates an event in poem 40, 

in poem 66 it refers to transportation. Both signify a moment in China’s modernity amid global 

changes that created the impetus for immigration—the steamship and China’s eroded 

sovereignty were key ingredients for Chinese immigration at the beginning of the twentieth 

century. Poem 66 de-centers the flow of Chinese to America as a stage in Chinese American 

identity and instead shows that the geographic identification of Chinese immigrants was unstable 

and transnational, as the poet suggests “Nanyang” (or South East Asia, where 90% of overseas 

Chinese have immigrated) as an alternative to the United States. In fact many of the Chinese 

detainees were on their way to somewhere else. And so the Angel Island poems are not simply 

an intermediate point between a Chinese and a Chinese American identity, but an emblem of 

how the self-fashioning of identity is a tactic in negotiating the modern nation, and racially-

determined networks of power. This floating ambivalence to geographic affiliation intertextully 

connects poem 40 with poem 66 as a substitution of Chinese territory that was lost with the ship 

of the same name. In traditional Chinese poetics, from its first canonical poet, Qu Yuan, to some 

of the most famous figures, the boat has been used as a representation of the poet’s 

subjectivity—a standard trope in the shanshui tradition (Eoyang 595). For example, François 
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Cheng describes how the poet Wei Cheng transforms into his boat as a vessel adrift in nature 

(30). If we were to read the same kind of poetic maneuver being performed in poem 66, then it 

would mean that the poet becomes the steamship—a vessel represented by the names of 

territories geographically dispossessed from China. Not only does the poet incorporate an 

emblem of modernity, this emblem embodies the deracinated alienation of the Chinese 

immigrant undergoing a disintegration of a cultural identity. 

 Poems 66 and 40 both show the construction of China and even America from the 

outside. The poetic performance of this situation comes from the literal in-between state of the 

poet that gave them a vantage point and a specific way of understanding themselves as individual 

vis-à-vis the modern nation state. The interrogation process on Angel Island created identities for 

the detainees that were not only framed in terms of nationality, but also gender, class, and racial 

identity. As Lai et al. point out in the introduction to Island, all immigrants were separated 

according to nationality upon arrival to San Francisco, and those needing special processing (i.e. 

Asians and those suspected of contagious diseases) were ferried to Angel Island. These detainees 

were separated according to nationality, gender, and even age (young children stayed with their 

mothers) (Lai et al., 15). The average stay for Chinese immigrants was 14 days but for more than 

half of the detainees the detention lasted less than six days (Barde and Bobonis 136).15 Women 

were more likely to be detained and were less likely to meet the requirements for the exceptions 

to the Chinese Exclusion Acts (131). In 1924 the United States ended its “open” immigration 

policy by instituting immigration quotas (while at the same time keeping a general anti-Asian 

immigration policy), which meant that travelers needed visas from US consulates (131). 
                                                 
15 Bard and Bobonis point to more than just politics as a source for the long detentions: “Finally, it must be noted 
that the brother of Anthony Caminetti, the commissioner general of immigration, ran the food concession at Angel 
Island. This may be why the Immigration Service was so serious about collecting payment for each and every meal. 
It would of course be cynical to wonder if detention spells were dragged out just for the benefit of the commissioner 
general's brother.” (111) 
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Therefore, after 1924 the energies of the immigration officials were directed towards verification 

of detainees’ identities (especially children of merchants) and not the determination of exemption 

status (131). The overall agenda of this process was to cater to the politics of nativist fears that 

Asians would steal American jobs and xenophobic fears that America as a white (Anglo) nation 

would be destroyed by unassimilable Asians (The WASP magazine was one of many racist 

publications devoted to propagandizing these issues), fears that would lead to the detention of 

over 250,000 Chinese and 150,000 Japanese (Hoskins 686). In this way the Chinese Exclusion 

Acts should be read in the same discursive vein as the Jim Crow laws that were designed to 

police and perpetuate a Euro-centric or white power structure within the United States. As a 

result of the legally-sanctioned detentions and harassment of Asians in America they became the 

only immigrant group whose population was reduced between 1880 and 1920 (Hom 12). These 

immigration policies can be seen as a political attempt by the American government to control 

economics and culture through an explicit biological management of race—biopolitical 

control.16 Some of the poems record the reaction to the effects of being reduced to a biological 

unit that was labeled and separated; for example, poem 50 reads: 

 It is indeed pitiable the harsh treatment of our fellow countrymen      刻薄同胞實可憐 

 The doctor extracting blood caused us the greatest anguish.      醫生剌血最心酸 

 Our stomachs are full of grievances, but to whom can we tell them?     寃情滿腹憑誰訴 

 We can but pace to and fro, scratch our heads, and question the blue sky  徘徊搔首問蒼天 
 
Poem 50 describes the personal reaction to the biopolitical invasion through a play on “blood” 

and “heart” by using the characters 剌血, literally “cut [or “scratch”] blood,” and 心酸 which 

means sour-hearted or sad. The taking of the literal blood and not considering the figural heart of 
                                                 
16 Foucault describes biopolitics as a “series of body-organism-discipline-institution is eventually juxtaposed and 
substituted by the series of population-biological processes-regulatory mechanisms-state, even though some 
elements such as the police are part of the first and the second, both of discipline and security” (“Biopolitics”). 
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the individual creates a horrific image of the process of de-individualization within a faceless 

state mechanism (“to whom can we tell them?”)—a mechanism that manufactures a mass 

identity. The poem shows that though the immigrants were outside of China territorially, in terms 

of “population” the immigrants were officially cast as outsiders to the United States.  

 The anti-Chinese immigration laws were coupled with anti-miscegenation laws, as well 

as property laws, and the legal system’s refusal to protect Chinese from racial harassment and 

violence, all of which led to the decline in immigration, and ultimately to the desire of many 

immigrants to return to China. But it also meant that the Chinese in America had to form 

alternative institutions and organizations to protect themselves from the lack of access to United 

States government protection. As mentioned previously, business, family, regional, and linguistic 

organizations were formed to protect the interest of Chinese in the United States, and to effect 

political change in China. Mark Him Lai suggests in Becoming Chinese American: A History of 

Communities and Institutions that these self-fashioned organizations, especially as they related to 

issues of legal petitioning, advocacy for detained immigrants, and education created a Chinese 

American identity unique from a Chinese national identity, and excluded from mainstream 

American identity. Within Angel Island, the organization of Chinese institutions for the purposes 

of protection and advocacy can be seen in the “Ji Ji Wei” [zi zhi hui 自治會] or “Self-Governing 

Organization” organized by detainees (Lai et al. 81). This group would use boycott tactics in 

order to bargain for changes, as in the case of the hunger strike that reportedly lasted three days 

to improve the treatment of detainees (78). The cultural preservation of traditional Chinese arts 

in America, like poetry and calligraphy, were maintained by literary clubs and schools supported 

by Chinese American associations. Likewise, on Angel Island evidence suggests that the poems 

that were carved on the walls were not simply individuals working independently on a shared 
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palimpsest, but members of a poetry club that functioned like the Ji Ji Wei (Zonkel). So the 

literary responses on Angel Island reflect not only the individual anxiety of the immigrant in the 

face of an imposed biopolitical identity that dehumanized the individual, but also represent the 

organization of detainees as a bulwark against the erasure of their existence. To this end the 

Angel Island poems can be read as a kind of populist modernism, where literature represents an 

attempt to assert the politics of an individual voice in relation to organizations and mass 

movements. 

The Angel Island poems show a dialectic relation between national form and 

transnational displacement that can be used as a figure for a formation of both national and 

transnational identities. With English as the only language represented in the literary culture of 

the United States, the Angel Island poems reveal the ideological limits within the monoglot 

literature of an immigrant nation. This helps to clarify how Anglo-American avant-garde could 

use Orientalism, and primitivism, as an aesthetic expression of a virtual or symbolic alienation 

and defamiliarization. However, the Angel Island poets express the same ruptures in poetic 

subjectivity as actual effects of the Chinese exclusion laws and their experience as detainees. 

Both creative acts access meaning from a cultural logic of exclusion. The modernists and the 

immigrants both employ traditional Chinese landscape poetry as cultural interventions; however, 

these interventions are not symmetrical in an opposition to the biopolitical foundations of the 

Chinese Exclusion Acts. However, the modernism was a protest against dominant Victorian-

influenced bourgeois culture. The Angel Island poets, too, riled against that 19th century 

Eurocentric ideology of empire, which created Western imperial hierarchies of race and 

civilization. 
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In no way can the Angel Island poems be understood as modernism in the conventional 

sense, and even the argument that the Angel Island poems represent a populist modernism is 

more an act of drawing analogies between two different but similar literary activities. However, 

the Angel Island poems coincide with the temporal arc of modernism beginning in the 1910s and 

ending around World War II. Alongside of the development of avant-garde modernism was the 

uncanny application of traditional Chinese poetics as a response to mainstream American 

culture. Though again, the Angel Island poets cannot be understood as using the Chinese literary 

tradition in the same way as Anglo-American modernists. Likewise, the Angel Island poems 

constitute a sustained critique of the bifurcated white/other worldview of Victorian culture (and 

the American imitations of Victorianism), which is another way to read the rhetorical gesture of 

what is commonly taken to be modernist literature. In these similarities, the Angel Island poems 

become useful works for interrogating conventional (and convenient) approaches to defining 

modernism. For example, if the Angel Island poems are read in the context of an intersecting set 

of material conditions, they would conform a descriptive modernism different than the 

proscriptive model inherited largely from the work of the New Critics. One such materialist 

reading can be found in Perry Anderson’s description of modernism not as an autonomous 

element within a piece of artwork or an artist’s genius, but as three intersecting planes: a break 

with the “academicism” of an “aristocratic or agrarian class,” new technologies of the “second 

industrial revolution,” and “imaginative proximity to social revolution” (Anderson 324-5). 

Anderson identifies the “second industrial revolution” as production of the industrial products, 

like the “telephone, radio, automobile, aircraft,” not available to mass produced commodities 

such that most labor and consumption was directed toward “clothing, food, and furniture.” The 

poems with their attention to the Tang dynasty style of kaishu calligraphy, Tang dynasty styled 
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poetic forms, and allusions reflect the values of the Confucian education system. The poems can 

be read as a continuation of the Exclusion Act Protest literature, demonstrating an “imaginative 

proximity to social revolution,” and many poems express a desire that such a transformation 

would improve the condition of immigrants in the United States. Indeed, during the period when 

the Angel Island poems were written several revolutions were being violently waged in China—

many of the poets would have had more than an imaginative proximity to social revolution. The 

Angel Island poems can be unmistakably read as modernism in the way that Anderson describes. 

Modernism and modernity, connected through the root of “modern” help to explain the 

immigrants’ construction of China in their “becoming American.”  

 The Angel Island poems as tibishi accumulate meaning through a second life as 

fragments combined in a historiography. The Angel Island poems not only can be employed for 

the sake of a national historiography, but for redefining modernism. This view of the 

collaborative project in modernism does not mean that the ideas were monolithic, or conformist; 

but it does mean that the canonized authors should not be considered as singular geniuses, but an 

orchestrated effort forming a literary enunciation. The symbolists, Russian Structuralists, 

Imagists, the poems printed in Poetry: A Magazine of Verse, Blast, The Dial, The Little Review, 

and The Egoist, the New Critics, the artists of the Popular Front—all associated with 

modernism—were the result of collaboration and a network of voices. In this way we can read 

modernism as a dialogic process, not contained by separate highly stylized texts, but sustained 

through a communication across textual and often imagined communities as a means of 

articulating real or imagined social transformations. Individual talent has figured as an integral 

part of the packaging, marketing, and circulating of modernism, yet it belies the concerted efforts 

of a movement in order to create such an individual. The anonymity of the Angel Island poems 
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as a pragmatic effort to avoid punishment (that several layers of poems were painted over and 

puttied in by the administration hints that the officials of Angel Island saw the subversive 

potential of the poems), also makes obvious the necessary community of poets that exists behind 

a single poem.  

 As Shumei Shih points out in The Lure of the Modern: Writing Modernism in 

Semicolonial China, 1917-1937, the narrative of modernism is usually described through 

imperial flows of power. For example, the primitivism and Orientalism that the high modernists 

used as “found” objects came from the colonies to the cosmopolitan centers, and later, 

modernism would flow back as proscriptive aesthetic tools to be used for emancipation by 

writers in the colonies (Shih 2). Shih indicates that such a model is a symptom of a Eurocentric 

theorization of modernism, even as it critiques modernist appropriations as imperial. She states, 

“Non-Western modernisms arose from different notions of modernity, nationhood, and 

nationalism, and in many cases were closely linked to the history of colonialism and 

imperialism” (3). Recognizing the Angel Island poems as a form of literary modernism opens up 

possible interpretations that do not re-inscribe overtly Euro-centric notions of American culture. 

In this way the Angel Island poems should be seen as participating in a cultural dialogue on 

American modernism as a radically transnational event from the Black Atlantic to the Angelic 

Pacific, and not simply displaced foreign writing during a time when “great” monuments of 

modernism were achieved. In fact, the Angel Island poets created an enduring and literal literary 

monument with a continuing relevance compared to which none of the canonical modernists can 

boast.  
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Conclusion  

Currently the Angel Island poems are involved with a new struggle as Angel Island has 

acquired “National Historic Landmark” status (Hoskins 694). The national state parks 

commission has taken over control of monumentalization of the facilities from the Angel Island 

Immigration Station Historical Advisory Committee, and in the process is taking over the 

narrative of how the poems fit into a national historiography of immigration and assimilation. 

This narrative of national development is in conflict with the Angel Island Immigration Station 

Historical Advisory Committee’s efforts to preserve the Angel Island facilities as a monument 

that signifies a breach in the United States’ ideological construction of Manifest Destiny in 

which immigration is figured as a movement from Europe to America. The landscape of the 

national park itself becomes subject to and incorporated by national memory. The first couplet of 

poem 1 (Seascape like lichen for a thousand li twists 陸路無涯路步難 / No road to the 

mainland, the shore path is harsh水景如苔千里曲) presents a landscape as an emblem of 

separation and loneliness, where the visual field represents an aporia between desire and 

destination. This moment of disconnection is at once a trope of shanshui aesthetic, as well as a 

condition created by the Chinese Exclusion Acts. The act of appropriation of the physical 

collection of Angel Island poems by the national parks services echoes the way that the Angel 

Island poems have become anthologized in mainstream literary anthologies of modern American 

poetry. This act wrests the work of Lai et al. who have used the poems to construct a 

multicultural activist historiography and instead forces the poem into a textuality, tradition, 

language, and reading practice that risks rendering them politically contained as well as being 

either pathetically simple or at best almost unintelligible. That a national hermeneutics would 
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relocate the lyric into a national rhetoric of assumed tolerance and American exceptionalism 

follows gestures of other forms of literary protest that at once attempted to create a break with 

mainstream American culture, but as fragments, become a part of a national literature.   
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CHAPTER 3  
LOST IN TRANSLATION:  

CHINESE PERSONAE AND MODERNIST INVENTION IN CATHAY 

I bring you the spoils, my nation 
I, who went out in exile, 
Am returned to thee with gifts. 
I, who have laboured long in the tombs, 
Am come back therefrom with riches —Ezra Pound, “Epilogue” 1912 
 
Rest me with Chinese colours—Ezra Pound, “A Song of Degrees” 1913 
 

In 1915 Pound sculpted out of Ernest Fellonosa’s notebooks of Japanese and Chinese 

literature a sleek anthology of less than twenty traditional Chinese poems, titled Cathay. The 

collection of translations includes “The River Merchant’s Wife, A Letter,” one of Pound’s most 

widely known and anthologized poems. In addition to the Chinese poems of Cathay, Pound 

inserted a translation of the Saxon poem, “The Seafarer.” Through the juxtaposition of these 

poems, unified by themes of separation and mourning, Pound creates in archaic phrasing free-

verse lyrics that suggest an uncanny foreignness within the English language itself. In doing so a 

macro-poetic design in the form of the collage emerges in the anthology, undoing the notion that 

the collection might be strictly about Chinese poems. The jarring discontinuities in content point 

to the ways that Cathay represents an important development in Pound’s oeuvre as he began to 

apply various translation techniques to Chinese poetry for experimenting with longer forms, and 

abandoning the compression of Imagism for an expanded lyrical assemblage of Vorticism. In 

addition to representing a stepping-stone in Pound’s attempt to theorize a gestalt poetics, Cathay 

has been a central focus of critical scrutiny for modernist experimentation with Orientalism, 

primitivism, and medievalism. But more than just an event for literary modernism, Cathay 

represents a model for the strategies used by avant-garde poets to work traditional Chinese 

literature into modern American poetic discourse. As Steven Yao notes,  

Pound’s Cathay stands as the formative translation not only for roughly  
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contemporaneous feats of collaborative translation specifically of Chinese poetry as Fir 
Flower Tablets (1921) by Amy Lowell and Florence Ayscough and The Jade Mountain 
(1929) by Witter Bynner and Kiang Kang-hu, but also more generally for the current 
approach to the rendering of other languages into English… (Yao 32)  
 

In terms of Pound’s position in the American literary canon, Cathay has come to represent a 

“salvageable Pound”—the transnational avant-garde poet engaged in a progressive 

(multicultural, even) cross-cultural poetics—who had yet to develop a fascination with 

Mussolini’s fascism, and become a contributing voice to the virulent anti-Semitism of the 1930s.  

The story of how Cathay came into being begins with a literary “he says, she says” 

controversy. According to Zhaoming Qian in Orientalism and Modernism there are two different 

versions that explain how Pound acquired from Mary Fenollosa her late husband’s (Ernest 

Fenollosa) notebooks that were filled with translations and lectures on Chinese and Japanese arts. 

Mary Fenollosa’s side of the story, as retold by Lawrence Chisolm, suggests that during a brief 

meeting an eager and inquisitive Ezra Pound, after expressing interest in and some knowledge of 

Chinese literature, received a promise that the notebooks would be passed on to him (Qian 1995, 

23). The story told by T.S. Eliot (and Ezra Pound, himself, much later) is that after reading 

Pound’s work, Mary Fenollosa felt, “[Pound] was the only person who could finish up these 

notes as Ernest would have wanted them done” (23). In the former version, Pound actively 

searched out the poems, while in the latter, like a knight in a grail legend, Pound’s writing 

proved that he was worthy enough for the poems to “find him.” The implication of this 

difference uncannily doubles the debates about Pound’s translations. Sinologists from James Liu 

to Steven Owen have gone out of their way to show how Cathay should be read as Pound’s own 

creative poetry inspired by Chinese literature, but in no way representing it. In this model Pound 

actively creates an imaginary China through his encounter with Fenollosa’s materials. However, 

commentators like Gyung-Ryul Jang and Wai-Lim Yip have suggested that Pound’s Cathay 
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brings the real sense of the original Chinese poems despite some of the egregious errors that 

came about due to Pound’s ignorance of classical Chinese, compounded by inaccurate and 

confusing source materials from Fenollosa (Hayout 36). Eric Hayout notes that most of the 

debates about Cathay have tended to shy away from “astringent” postcolonial critiques, showing 

that most critics argue that Pound’s misreadings are an inevitable and welcome side-effect of 

cross-cultural exchange. For example, Derrida pronounced that Fenollosa and Pound were 

“prototypical grammatologists” in their attempts to theorize the graphic nature of Chinese 

writing (Derrida 334). Such criticisms reinforce a kind of “building better than he knows” 

narrative, suggesting that Pound’s poetic genius bridges the gap in his knowledge of Chinese; a 

genius providing something that actual knowledge of the Chinese language would possibly have 

derailed. Imbricated within these characterizations of Pound’s translation is Fenollosa’s desire to 

have his research applied to poetry and not philology; he states in his notebook, “the purpose of 

poetical translation is the poetry, not the verbal definitions in dictionaries” (Kenner 198). Thus, 

in the very origins of Pound’s work with Fenollosa’s material is a debate about Pound’s access to 

the “spirit” or essence of traditional Chinese literature that corresponds to a larger question about 

the status of the free verse Cathay as poetry. Are the poems creative inventions? Do these 

translations bear the essence of the original? It is in this regard that Cathay has been an important 

artifact for the critical inquiry into the prevalence of Orientalism within modernist aesthetics. 

There have even been meta-critical studies into why scholars and writers have continually 

investigated Pound’s idea of Chinese writing (e.g., Chen Xiaomei examines Chinese critical 

responses to Pound, and Steven Hayot studies Pound’s “Chinese Dreams” in contemporary 

literary criticism). These studies have tended to focus on how Pound’s use of Chinese culture 

represents a part of an ongoing tradition of Orientalism within European and American 
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philosophical and literature. In these studies, Pound’s “creative misreading” is one of the ways 

that the false dichotomy between creativity and accuracy of Cathay as a work of translations has 

been bridged.  

Cathay, and Pound’s Orienting of Modernism 

It is perhaps more useful to think of Cathay not as a “misreading” of Chinese culture but 

a performative representation of how Chinese culture has been a discourse in the “West”—

Orientalism—and the aesthetic and representational possibilities such a discourse opened to 

Pound. Zhaoming Qian argues that museum culture of 1910s London provided Pound with an 

introduction to Chinese representational techniques that were foundational for his translations, 

which were also aided by a careful study of the work of Orientalists like Laurence Binyon and 

Herbert Giles. Cathay is fundamentally different, however, from the work of such Orientalists—

the former a curator for the British Museum, and the latter a colonial-administrator-turned-

university professor. Instead of explicating Chinese primary texts, Pound assumes the voice of 

the Orientalist in Edward Said’s sense of the term,17 and mimics the cultural authority implicated 

in such a voice. In doing so, Pound participates in the Orientalism, not of the academy, but of 

chinoiserie—a European simulation of Chinese cultural products. It has never been much of a 

debate that Cathay is a work of Orientalism even though scholars sympathetic to Pound’s writing 

have suggested that China represents a different cultural and historical situation vis-à-vis 

European and American imperialism from Said’s Middle East, and thus requires a different 

critical apparatus than Said’s Orientalism. What might be more important than criticizing limits 

of Said’s scope is accounting for the difference between “Orientalism” as a product of 

                                                 
17 Said writes: “Anyone who teaches, writes about, or researches the Orient--and this applies whether the person is 
an anthropologist, sociologist, historian, or philologist--either in its specific or its general aspects, is an Orientalist, 
and what he or she says or does is Orientalism” (3). 
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professional Orientalists, and “Orientalism” that Pound produces as an imitation of such 

professional work. For example, Pound’s use of Giles is not different from Eliot’s use of James 

Frazer’s anthropological study, The Golden Bough, in The Waste Land, and through these 

learned texts the anthropological or ethnographic “Other” is present textually in English through 

a rational and absolute voice of the academic. Arguing along similar lines, Yunte Huang states, 

“his [Pound’s] Imagistic poems w[ere] not a simple process of forgery, but a complex process of 

remaking culture. And it was a remaking that not only betrays Imagism as a modern ethnography 

of the Far East but also belies the intertextual nature of ethnography itself” (92). Huang sees this 

as an unintended consequence of Pound’s desire to create a universal Kultur (92); however, I 

argue that while Pound’s notions of an organic tradition inform Cathay, he is also aware of the 

position of the Orientalist as a seat of textual authority. This performance of an authority figure 

has given the slender book a great deal of intrigue. As seen from the influence of Cathay on 

American poets, Pound, like his Orientalist sources, participates in inventing the Orient from a 

position of asymmetric power which allows him to use, and, in turn, shape “Orientalism,” a 

discourse on the Asian “other,” for his own ends (Said 3). Acting out this position of cultural 

authority, Pound legitimizes his literary explorations through the prism of a field devoted to 

ethnographic exploration. Pound performs this role as a poet who was never trained as an 

Orientalist, never held any post teaching the “Orient,” and never found employment as a “China-

hand.” However, Pound’s performance as an Orientalist does allow him the possibility to take 

certain risks as a poet while protecting himself from being vulnerable to criticism. It even opens 

up his repertoire to a poetry that goes against his prized aesthetic. For example, in December of 

1911, Pound writes: 

As to the Twentieth Century, and the poetry which I expect to see written during the next 
decade or so, it will, I think, move against poppy-cock, it will be harder and saner, it will 
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be what Mr. Hewlett calls ‘nearer to the bone’. It will be as much like granite as it can be, 
its force will lie in its truth, its interpretive power (of course, poetic force does always 
rest there); I mean it will not try to seem forcible by rhetorical din, and luxurious riot. We 
will have fewer painted adjectives impeding the shock and stroke of it. At least for 
myself, I want it so, austere, direct, free from emotional slather. (Pound 2005, 262) 
 

Taking this proclamation as a point of departure, I argue that Cathay allows Pound, acting as an 

Orientalist, to develop a complicated set of masks and personae that could be used to enunciate 

positions and ideas, which would otherwise violate a set of sensibilities he publicly deplored. For 

example, Pound is able to explore in a greater range and intensity of pathos through elegiac verse 

that he had previously forsworn as Romantic and Victorian indulgences. The use of Chinese 

elegiac poems then serves aesthetic, pragmatic, and figural purposes such that Pound can have 

his cake (pound cake, perhaps) and eat it, too. He can create lyrical compression, squeezing out 

“rhetorical din,” while producing poems of complaint, nostalgia, and sorrow. In this sense, 

Pound is able to use Cathay to present his central figure of “granite”—suggesting both the 

tombstone (elegy) and the stele (the flat stones upon which Chinese poetry had been traditionally 

carved and preserved as official canons of the state)—as the “austere” surface that the poet can 

sculpt with forceful and poignant “truth.” 

Cathay in Context 

While Orientalism itself is a heterogeneous zone of contact in which power is not always 

distributed along linear paths, basic conditions have to be met in order to make this discourse 

possible. Thus, it is not surprising that Cathay was written at a time when there was a clear legal 

distinction that categorized Chinese as “other” in Europe and the United States. Chinese 

immigration to “white” countries like the United States, England, Canada, and Australia was 

limited and even criminalized during the second half of the nineteenth century, causing Chinese 

communities in these countries to shrink, and experience a legally-enforced marginalization and 

become in political terms a disenfranchised people. This leads to the second cultural context 
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necessary for Pound’s Cathay. Since the end of the nineteenth century, Chinese anarchists, 

revolutionaries, scholars, and students began to argue that traditional Chinese literature actually 

served as a stumbling block in China, and thus was ideologically incompatible with the needs of 

representing China’s encounter with modernity. Some even argued that modernizing literature 

was as paramount as modernizing industry. The revolution of 1911 formally ended the literati-

Mandarin system of the Qing dynasty and the unique place of poetry in Chinese government. 

And in 1919 the May Fourth Movement would inaugurate the official beginning of modern 

Chinese literature. This shows that Pound’s Cathay became an event in American poetry 

precisely at a time when China was undergoing revolutionary ruptures. Even in imitations of 

traditional Chinese poetry written in Chinese by immigrants in America, such as in the forms of 

Cantonese folk songs and the regulated verse of the Angel Island poems, the poets have changed 

the social function of how traditional forms are used. We can read this as a way of understanding 

how Pound’s poems appear at a time when traditional Chinese literature became “traditional” (as 

opposed to “modern”) even in China. This narrative circumscribes Cathay as representing 

Chinese culture at a time when the American Chinese Exclusion Acts and a year after the passing 

of the British Nationality and Status of Aliens Act 1914 had legally established the underlying 

fact of Orientalism as a discourse on the “other.” 

These two contexts, the exclusion of Chinese from the West and the ruptures between 

traditional and modern Chinese literature, were occurring at the height of foreign incursion into 

China, beginning with the eight army invasion (consisting of European, American, and Japanese 

forces) in response to the Boxer Rebellion of 1899 and ending with the Japanese invasion in 

1937. With the pillaging that occurred during the invasion (culminating in Lord Elgin’s torching 

of the Summer Palace), more and more Chinese art objects were made available to a widening 
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clique of amateur and professional Western Orientalist curators and collectors, like Charles 

Freer. One famous example of this was the high-profile race among English, French, German, 

and American Sinologists and adventurers to acquire a rare frescoes and manuscripts from the 

Dongguang caves along the northern route of the Silk Road in northwestern China. During this 

period not only were large contingents of police and soldiers garrisoned in China, but also 

gunboats patrolled the inland waterways to protect Western interests. By the beginning of the 

twentieth century, sixty years after the first foreign concession was granted after the Opium 

Wars, Europeans had begun to become more proficient at reading, and writing and translating 

Chinese. Part of the reason for this was because European and American missions had become 

well-established, large-scale repositories for Chinese linguistic and cultural materials. These 

Anglo-American protestant missionaries in their zeal for mass conversion were distinct from the 

long-standing Jesuit mission, which meant there was more direct communication between 

churches in the United States and Europe and the Chinese hinterlands. In England and the United 

States works of famous Sinologists like James Legge and Herbert Giles became available to a 

wide English-reading audience. The cultural exchange was deepened by forced trade treaties by 

Western countries, and capital investments in infrastructure and industrial production which 

devastated cottage industries and local economies (and led to large scale internal and 

transnational migration) especially in regions like the Pearl River valley where the foreign 

concessions operated.  

The ending of the Qing dynasty in China was the height of the Meiji restoration in Japan, 

which was a country undergoing intensive modernization. One of the paradoxes of this 

modernization was an increased interest in traditional culture, which was arguably grounded in a 

need to develop a historiography of progress for the purposes of national ideology. This 
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historiography was also necessary to justify Japan’s imperialist incursions into China—a China, 

according to this narrative, that influenced many of Japan’s cultural traditions, but never itself 

developed into modernity; therefore, traditional Chinese culture was a helpful gauge of Japanese 

progress, and China would need a developed country to modernize it. Ernest Fenollosa was in 

Japan during this period of Meiji restoration. He was an activist for Japanese preservation of 

traditional arts, and sustained study of ancient Chinese literatures and languages, and was 

recognized for his contributions in this arena by the Meiji government. This brief “master 

narrative” of Meiji Japanese modernity shows that Orientalist discourses were heterogeneous, 

and not simply a function of a master/slave dialectic. It also shows that Cathay emerges from an 

extraordinarily turbulent time, where the great fleecing of China that was going on was not 

simply the imperial might of a single Western nation dominating China, but the deterioration of 

Chinese sovereignty into what Sun Yat-sen called a “hypo-colony” (also translated as a 

“semicolony”), where several powers jockeyed for authority. As Ruth Rogaski states in Hygenic 

Modernity: Meaning of Health and Disease in Treaty-Port China: “The resulting multiplicity of 

boundaries, architectures, government policies, and interactions among Chinese and foreigners 

embodied China’s unique experience under imperialism—at once not a colony, yet still the site of 

multiple colonialisms” (1). Pound is peforming the role of Orientalist at a time when influence in 

China was a measure of America’s status among nations of the world, having a lot to do with 

still-present mythic notions of the Chinese market as a gateway to the potential for inexhaustible 

trade. 

Paradoxically, it is the context of the imperial incursion into China and the nationalistic 

exclusions of Chinese from Europe and America that gave Orientalists their materials and their 

discursive authority to speak for the “other.” With the authority of Fenollosa’s notes, Pound’s 
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designs are afforded access to cultural capital that legitimizes several aspects of his professional 

ambitions: experimentation with free verse forms; his break with the imagist school that came 

with the formation of the vorticist clique; his experience of displacement as an expatriate; the 

value (both critical and monetary) of his own work; his reputation as an eye for talent; and his 

reputation as an international, erudite poet. As Pound began explain his synthesis of the 

Confucian tradition in essays like “Mang Tsze [sic],” he demonstrates that the China that meant 

something to the “West” was a discursive China that existed outside of the history of the modern 

world. He says: “Foreign loans for munitions do not enter the Analects” (Pound 1987, 92). This 

reference to Chiang Kai-shek’s aid requests during the Japanese invasion is used to underscore a 

larger point about traditional Chinese literature in which he states, “Serious approach to Chinese 

doctrines must start with the wiping off any idea that they are merely Chinese” (87). Pound 

demonstrates that the texts which he is dealing with have a universal value; however, the “merely 

Chinese” with a historical and political existence may no longer even be worthy of the tradition 

that came out of the Chinese classical past (in the same article he states, “I understand that a 

living Kung has stated in private conversation that his Most Illustrious Ancestor [Confucius] is 

now more regarded here [the “West”] than in Pekin [sic]” (92)). Pound’s Chinese poetry, then, 

like his interest in imitating Browing’s masks and medievalism, or reconstructing Provencal 

poetry, can be read as a project of ruins. Cathay is about translating poetry that is, like the 

remains of castles, a suggestion of what has been lost in the modern world. Traditional Chinese 

culture can be introduced, yet “wiping off any idea” that the “merely Chinese,” thus relegating 

the poems in Cathay as outside of modern history as they are thrust into Pound’s attempt to 

articulate a historical event in transforming modern verse. Pound’s Chinese poetry then is not 
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Chinese in the sense that it has anything to do with the nation of China and its people, but in the 

Orientalist sense of China as a discursive realm. 

Using Cathay as a literature of ruins, Pound is able to reproduce themes of loss and 

mourning within the individual poems as authentic emotional complexes lost to modernity. This 

is one of the reasons for Hugh Kenner’s claim that Cathay “paraphrase[s] an elegiac war poetry 

nobody wrote” (Schweik). Susan Schweik states that Pound uses Chinese poetry to create 

personae not only to represent the grief of the soldiers in France, but those left behind on the 

home front in London. Ming Xie in Ezra Pound and the Appropriation of Chinese Poetry sees 

the Chinese poems as a paradox in Pound’s theories of poetic personae. She locates a passage by 

Pound as a central issue of mourning in Cathay: “I began this search for the real [“sincere self-

expression”] in a book called Personae, casting off, as it were, complete masks of the self in 

each poem. I continued in a long series of translations, which were but more elaborate masks” 

(91). In this passage Pound discusses a progression from his 1909 Personae to his work on 

translating Cathay in 1914, describing that in his poetry the Romantic lyrical, “sincere self,” did 

not exist. The masks worn by dramatic personae substitute for the individual as a collective 

expression, which in Cathay become not the individual lyrical response of the Romantic or 

Victorian poet (which Pound castigated in much of his early criticism as a detestable slather of 

emotions), but an attempt to access a more authentic communal expression of loss as would have 

been performed in his “organic” cultures of medieval Provence, ancient Greece, and dynastic 

China. This search not only led him to the same conclusion about the problems of reproducing 

“authenticity,” but also led him to more elaborate masks of the self. As elegies, the Chinese 

poems that Pound selects from Fenallosa’s notebooks, as I will show in this dissertation, are 

persona poems. They also suggest a ritualized mourning where the poetry served a social 
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function of being read upon separations, or to be inscribed into landscapes that evoke the sense 

of loss. Pound is performing Chinese poems that themselves are poems of mourning, and more 

importantly mourning the absence of this social function of arts in the early twentieth century. 

According to Andrew Thacker, “One of the most fascinating forms of ‘newness’ in 

London at this time was the imagined geography of the ‘Orient’ on display in museums, galleries 

and exhibitions” (32). This fascination with the newness of Chinese and Japanese art products 

filling museums and private collections was not without anxiety for the Chinese community in 

America and Europe. China, and the “East,” as a fashion trend in the early twentieth century was 

just one of many recurring waves that began in the late seventeenth century. This was a 

phenomenon not particular to England, but very important in the United States from the time of 

the revolution onward. While Chinese luxury items, tea, and chinoiserie would become 

privileged throughout much of American history, people of Chinese descent living in America 

were often relegated to the margins despite a long history of protests and social activism aimed at 

fighting such exclusion. As John Kuo Wei Tchen notes, “The signals to the Chinese community 

were clear: within Anglo-American Orientalism, Chinese would forever be viewed as foreigners” 

(290). As a cultural signifier, China has represented both intimate domestic inclusion (tea, silk, 

luxury goods), and incommensurable foreign exclusion (a threatening Yellow Peril). This 

dichotomy can seen in the way representations of Chinese culture in American Orientalism 

where positive representations of Chinese culture are made through associations with nature and 

negative associations are constructed through depictions of Chinese cities. The predominant 

feature of Japanese and Chinese art (including watercolors, prints and calligraphy) collected, 

distributed, exhibited, and imitated in Europe and America were landscapes in the mode of the 

Chinese shanshui (landscape) aesthetic, it makes sense that Pound’s Cathay would signify on the 



 

99 

landscape. Pound writes: “There is another sort of completeness in Chinese. Especially in their 

poems of nature and of scenery they seem to excel western writers, both when they speak of their 

sympathy with the emotions of nature and when they describe natural things” (Pound 2005, 303). 

As seen in Cathay, Pound seems to feel most comfortable representing landscapes through the 

prism of translation. Not only are landscapes associated with the elegy, but they are associated 

with one of the prominent features of Americana and American transcendentalism. Pound’s use 

of the shanshui can be seen as a way of radically reconstructing a mode of American arts 

inherited from the transcendentalists and the fireside poets—the landscape. This is another way 

Pound’s Cathay gives him access to romanticism (in this case the American variant) on his own 

terms. 

While the poems within Cathay tend to focus on character, significant and often clichéd 

“Oriental” landscape images are created in establishing mood. Even prior to Cathay Pound had 

begun to use Chinese landscape motifs within his poetry, such as the “black bough” in his 

famous poem “At a Station in the Metro.” The representation of the “modern West” as a 

displaced “ancient Orient” initiated what has become a tradition in twentieth century American 

poetry whereby the pastoral elegy has been reclaimed by proxy through traditional Chinese 

poetry. “Discovering” in the Orient and “nature” to supplement a lack in the United States was a 

strategy in American literature used by the transcendentalists as a space clearing gesture to 

recognize American cultural independence from Europe. Kuberski identifies within this 

postcolonial strategy a reaction as well to the Industrial Revolution: “The deification of nature by 

romantic writers in England and America was also the construction of a discourse of nature 

accomplished contemporaneously with industrialization, the beginnings of Egyptology, 

paleontology, and zoology, and the erecting of a new country in the wilderness” (31). 
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Transcendentalists like Emerson brought the notion of pure natural signs as the project for 

American writing if not to realize at least to mimic. However, as Kuberski suggests, the 

transcendentalist interest in the semiotics of nature during the Industrial Revolution is one that is 

fraught with anxiety, because the unique possibility of American literature was disappearing as it 

was coming into being (33). Similarly, Chinese literature allows Pound to create elegies as if 

symbolically recovering the transcendental sign of nature writing. In this way, Cathay cannot 

only be read as the individual melancholy but a metaphoric collective mourning for modern 

America poetry which is stunted and lacking. In Cathay and, later, The Chinese Written 

Character as a Medium for Poetry, Pound finds a way of representing nature, finding a more 

“natural” poetic sign in the Chinese character. China, then, like nature, signifies an imaginary 

space forced “outside” of American modernity. The representations of nature as at once inside 

and outside American culture parallel that of representations of Chinese culture during the 

Chinese Exclusion Acts. The paradox of being an insider and an outsider applies to Pound, too—

he insisted on self-imposed exclusion and exile from America as a precondition for his access to 

finding what is lacking in American poetry. It was during this exile that he had the opportunity to 

acquire Fenollosa’s notebooks which helped him to propose modernist solutions to compensate 

for such a lack.  

Ramazani in Poetry of Mourning describes some of the differences between World War I 

elegies. He states that the high modernists obscured the act of mourning for the mass deaths on 

the battlefields, saying, “although Pound and Eliot abstain from overt elegy, veiling their grief in 

irony, myth, and ‘direct treatment of the ‘thing,’’ Pound laments the ‘myriad’ slaughtered in the 

First World War” (1). Wryly, Ramazani introduces modernist poetics of mourning using the verb 

“to veil” as a way to describe how they masked expressions of emotions. Of course, “to veil” 
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corresponds metonymically to the veil which is worn during mourning. It masks the private face 

of grief, but it publicly signifies that which it conceals. Ramazini, in showing how Eliot and 

Pound indirectly created elegiac verse, presents a chronology of Pound’s poetic development 

situating the hard, granite, “direct treatment of the ‘thing’” of 1913 Imagism to the outrage 

Pound expresses for the war dead in 1920 “Hugh Selwyn Mauberley” (alluded to in the word 

“myriad”). An important part of this development poetically, and even chronologically, is 

Cathay which occurs in between the condensed fragments of Imagism and the long sprawling 

Mauberley. Taken as a poetics of mourning Cathay represents a continuity of the depersonalized 

masks and condensed fragments woven into longer verse forms and written in a more lyrical and 

emotional language. Cathay represents one of his major movements in supplementing the overt, 

highly emotional rhetorical language of Victorian elegies with an equivalent stylized mask of 

mourning. The poems of Cathay can be thought of as masks meant to signify various features of 

Chinese poetry that Pound was taking from Fenollosa’s notebook. It can also be said to signify 

an act of remembering and mourning. The individual poems function within a macro-poetic 

design, expressing a range of pathos that shifts from private melancholy to a sublime loss of 

collective ruin. It is not surprising that Pound chooses Chinese poems to express these emotions. 

While Pound does not portray any of the Chinese figures in Cathay in blatantly racist terms, the 

connection of masked emotions with the way that Pound uses the poems as a kind of mask for 

his own expression of mourning is not far from the nineteenth century racist discourses of the 

Oriental (and especially Chinese) face as an inscrutable and impenetrable mask. It is also not 

surprising that Pound chooses Chinese poetry as a way of expressing sorrow because similar 

racist discourse identifies the “Oriental,” especially Chinese, with the feminine from which the 

master narrative of the (colonized) Orient as passive, feminine, emotional finds its natural 
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opposite in the active, masculine (imperial) Occident. The gendered dimenstion of early 

twentieth century Orientalist constructions of China allows Pound to create emotional poems 

without threatening his masculinity or his sense of being a modernist. Without a coherent system 

of notation in Cathay, Western readers are left to approach the text through their personal archive 

of orientalist discourses on China.  

Poetry as Art Object 

On the cover of the first edition of Cathay, Pound presents a textual conundrum through 

his use of the Chinese character, a game Pound intensifies in his Cantos. Like the figure of the 

veil that provides a public sign of mourning as it conceals the individual pathos, it is a play of 

presence and absence. Against a plain brown background the character 耀 (yao) appears on the  

cover’s upper left-hand corner. In the lower right-hand corner is 

written “CATHAY,” below which, and staggered to the right, is 

written “EZRA POUND.” The simplicity of the brown paper cover 

heightens the impact of the graphic nature of the English and 

Chinese words, in addition to lending an unassuming grace to the 

slim volume (Figure 3-1). Furthermore, it mimics the darkened 

parchment of an old scroll upon in which an old piece of Chinese 

calligraphy might be found. The Chinese character is written in the 

balanced and blocky kaishu style of calligraphy, thus bringing to the foreground an art of writing 

that expresses meanings and aesthetic sensibilities through the graphic quality of the script and 

not solely on the lexical meaning of the word. The cover can be seen as a threshold to the ideas 

implicit in the arrangement of texts within the anthology, reflecting Pound’s Vorticist poetics. As 

an image, the cover appears to have an asymmetric balance with the strong suggestion of a line 

Figure 3-1. Cover of 
Cathay  
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moving from 耀 through the words in the lower left centered along a diagonal axis, hinting at a 

kinetic potential through a rhythmic spacing of words in a stair-step layout that cites the abstract 

paintings by Wyndham Lewis and the sculpture of Gaudier-Brzeska—Pound’s fellow artists of 

the Vorticist movement. As the poet of the group we can read his attempt to structure the written 

sign within that aesthetic movement, which he describes as, “roughly speaking, expressionism, 

neo-cubism, and Imagism gathered together in one camp” (GB 88). On the cover the English 

text,  “Cathay” and “Ezra Pound,” become subordinate to the more intricate, 耀, predicting 

Pound’s mobilization of Chinese characters as a model for his ideogrammic method. 

Already in the cover design there is the suggestion that what the reader is beholding is a 

Chinese art object—calligraphy. With the prominence of the character, which seems to 

supplement the English title, one would expect it to translate directly to “Cathay.” For the 

average English or American reader, any Chinese character would carry the semiotic function of 

representing Chinese writing regardless of the actual semantic meaning. Also it would be logical 

to assume that the character would translate to the English word on the cover, “Cathay,” or 

perhaps even something like “poem,” or “songs” that would be patterned to suggest the text’s 

title. But the title does not mean any of these things in Chinese, “Cathay” translates to Shenzhou 

神州, or “mysterious state.” 耀, yao, however, means brilliant, illuminating, or radiating. The 

way that Pound juxtaposes two writing systems re-inscribes a difference of asymmetrical lexical 

meanings corresponding to asymmetrical graphic representations of the written word.  

While yao would become an important part of Pound’s Confucian terminology in the 

Cantos, on the cover of Cathay it represents the first mask that the reader encounters. Again, it is 

a play of presence and absence. The meaning of the character is not immediately available from 
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the context, and even if one read Chinese, it would be difficult to ascertain what the character has 

to do with Cathay. Grammatically speaking, yao could be meant to supplement the title as a 

modifier. “Illuminating,” as an adjective might be better suited as a quotation from a critic on the 

back cover for marketing purposes; however, glossing it as “illumination,” in the medieval sense 

of image-text, the character graphically creates connotations with the title. Mingfei Shi points out 

that in the Chinese aesthetic tradition of the three perfections (calligraphy, poetry, and painting) 

words and images “became mutually inclusive, technically and aesthetically alike,” which is 

something that Pound would have gathered from Fenollosa’s notes (262). The interplay between 

text and images, or text as images was not only important for Pound, but a distinguishing feature 

of the European avant-garde, for example at this time Apollinaire’s calligrammes, “idéogrammes 

lyriques,” began to appear in Paris (Smock 115). Pound’s idea of the Chinese character as a 

condensed fragment of thought is one of his most challenging and fundamentally flawed, which 

is to create a poetics of “Illumination” in both the sense of text as image as well as text as 

radiating direct thought. As Timothy Materer says, “Pound believed the poet’s task was ‘to 

probe, experiment, accumulate until things—some things at any rate—shone with their intrinsic 

light” (31). This “intrinsic light” helps us to correlate “yao” with his task as a translator of 

sculpting “unquestionable poems.” In the poetry of Cathay, almost all of the personae through 

their mourning scrape against something that might be represented as a moment of epiphany, the 

revelation of some truth. At the same time most of these moments of epiphany are carefully 

managed stagecraft that the personae present. As the character耀 suggests, Pound’s attempt to 

reveal an “intrinsic light” comes at the price of concealment.  

Like the Chinese character on the cover, the English title helps to foreshadow the 

Orentialist tradition performed in Pound’s translation. The title “Cathay” invokes some of the 
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earliest sustained European discourses on the “Orient.” Cathay has no geographic 

correspondence to the mapped world of 1915. Cathay, rather, is an imaginary landscape 

associated with Marco Polo, and early European modernity. In fact, even when Jesuit 

missionaries claimed they had had arrived in Chinese cities described in Marco Polo’s book, 

“many Europeans were not persuaded that China and Cathay were identical,” because Cathay 

supposedly had a large number of Christians (Lach 1576). So as an art object, Cathay is not 

related to a geographic place but a space of historical imaginary and within the imaginary 

geography of Orientalism. Marco Polo’s Cathay represents one of the first attempts to map the 

Orient (and many historians doubt this mapping came from firsthand experience), and so it 

follows that Pound positions his translations as a project of discovery and exploration of Chinese 

poetry. As such, Cathay is not a taxonomy of Chinese literature through periods, authors, or 

geographical regions rendered linguistically into contemporary English, it is a figure representing 

a new discursive territory accessible through the route that Pound takes. For example, Pound 

recreates the elegiac Chinese poems into a free verse English poem, which does not depend upon 

rhyme, meter, nor stanza forms, and is a radical shift of such regulated forms used for English 

elegies (the term “elegy” originally refers to specific Greek metrical forms based in couplets that 

were used in mourning). Thus, the title “Cathay” does not only evoke Chinese poetry in the same 

indirect way as the Chinese character on the cover, it also indicates Pound’s use of translation as 

a search for “new” territory and thus it represents the site of a literary experiment. 

Pound was crafting his image as modern poetry’s Marco Polo after his break with his 

former Imagism circle. He was promoting his new association with Vorticist aesthetics, for 

which Cathay became a convenient sample. Pound, in his Memoir to Gaudier-Brzeka, describes 

Vorticism as a poetics of images:   
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All poetic language is the language of exploration. Since the beginning of bad writing, 
writers have used images as ornaments. The point of Imagisme is that it does not use 
images as ornaments. The image is itself the speech. The image is the word beyond 
formulated language.” (88) 
 

In this passage, we find Pound lampooning the conventions of literary criticism (e.g., “since the 

beginning of bad writing”). At the same time, he takes seriously his work as a Copernican 

revolution, using the discoverer figure to describe the poet. Thus, instead of Cathay as The Story 

of Marco Polo (a book published in 1897, which Pound had read and quotes extensively in his 

Cantos), Pound’s Cathay is the story of the “word beyond formulated language.” It is precisely 

at the point of “Formulated Language” where poetic experimentation and Orientalism through 

the trope of the explorer converges. Getting beyond the formulated language meant using free 

verse and breaking the line of poetry, despite the fact that the original poems depended on the 

“formulated language” of closed forms regulated by meter, rhyme, and tones. However, for 

Pound, Chinese literature is decontextualized and a signifier of a convention-free “word beyond 

formulated language.” Pound figuratively travels to China in order to restore a lost Edenic 

language that the Chinese character “illuminates,” as it is an “abstract” illumination (in the sense 

of medieval image-text). Just as Marco Polo’s Cathay caused a rupture in the prevailing Holy 

Roman cosmology that assumed that “Cathay ran off into a region of continual darkness, a bog 

or marsh where all manner of strange beasts, hobgoblins, and monsters roamed and howled” 

(Brooks 2), Pound’s China of Cathay is a rupture in the “formulated” verse even though it 

depends upon the “formulated” discourse of Orientalism. The cover of the first edition of 

Cathay, thus, reveals a trace of the Chinese language that has been repressed by Orientalism and 

modernist experimentation. Upon entering Cathay, however, the Chinese script disappears, and 

the reader is left to negotiate traditional Chinese poetry through the poet-explorer, Pound. 
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At the very end of Cathay Pound provides a defense for his decisions as a compiler of an 

anthology. Pound says: 

But if I give them [more translations], with the necessary breaks for explanation, and a 
tedium of notes, it is quite certain that the personal hatred in which I am held by many, 
and the invidia which is directed against me because I have dared openly to declare my 
belief in certain young artists, will be brought to bear first on the flaws of such 
translation, and will then be merged into depreciation of the whole book of translations. 
Therefore I give only these unquestionable poems. (260)  
 

The “unquestionable poems” Pound insists are proof not of his knowledge of China, but of his 

ability to recognize genius, and solicit talent; thus, Pound conjures an equation between the 

“certain young artists” (modernists) and the “unquestionable poems,” enfolding ancient Chinese 

poems into the cause of avant-garde modernism. Pound’s editorial comments that close Cathay 

brings the “unquestionable poems” into the poetics and politics of modernism and away from 

anything that has to do with China. The decision to use the anthology as a fulcrum for 

explicating aesthetical excellence and not as a mode of exchange between languages and cultures 

is instructive in interrogating the name of the anthology, which has more to do with Marco Polo 

of late medieval Italy, and Europe’s entrance into modernity than China. Pound suggests that 

supplying enough ethnographic background necessary for rendering translations intelligible 

would drive a wedge between the poetry and the power of his detractor’s critiques. Somehow, 

the failure and thus depreciation of Chinese poetry would be caused by a contextualized 

medieval Chinese culture. Nevertheless, Pound presents poetry as a universal genre despite the 

fact that the “unquestionable poems” needed to be crafted into poetry from their fragmented state 

as linguistic equivalences in Fenollosa’s notebooks. The comparison between the Chinese poems 

that are excluded because of the preponderance of their particular cultural formations and the 

Chinese as excluded subjects act might be tenuous at best, but it does provide a wrinkle in 

Pound’s own presentation of poetry as a universally accessible world literature—certain Chinese 
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poems would be great if it was not for their “Chineseness,” which seems to be a trait that would 

lower their value.   

Even though Pound states that “[t]he point of Imagisme is that it does not use images as 

ornaments,” he clearly draws from the chinoiserie tradition of imitating an idea of Chinese art 

for the purposes of décor. The Chinese character on the cover clears out a market space through 

creating difference, as well as associations with chinoiserie art objects. As Andrew Thacker 

explains, Chinese and Japanese cultural products were a significant feature of museum and 

exhibition culture at a time when Pound had observed the ways that Marinetti’s futurism 

exploited London as a “marketplace” (35). While Marinetti’s exhibitions of Futurism’s 

modernist art attracted large crowds, so did “new” representations and exhibitions of traditional 

Chinese culture (31). At this time, the Chinese art market had a contingent of interested and very 

rich speculators ranging from Charles Freer (whose collection is now a part of the Smithsonian 

in Washington, D.C.) to Wallace Stevens, who acquired Chinese art objects from Harriett 

Monroe (Qian 2003, 155). It is not a stretch to see Pound applying this cultural fever to the value 

of his Chinese poems in Cathay. According to Lawrence Rainey, modernists like Joyce and 

Pound the took advantage of economies of scarcity when publishing their books in order to 

simulate the art market speculation and generate profit indexes to make up for the relative small 

market their writings held. In 1917 Pound noted the appreciation of his poetry through this 

mechanism, “Yr. best ad is the quiet statement that at auction recently a copy of Mr. P's [first 

book] ‘A Lume Spento’ published in 1908 at $1.00 (one dollar) was sold for $52.50” (Rainey 

211). Pound equates his value as a poet with the value given by speculators and collectors in the 

rare book market. The appreciation of the value of the translations of Chinese poetry can be seen 

as much financial as critical, especially considering the sentence in the closing paragraph of 
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Cathay where Pound’s fear was that attacks on his character would be applied to Chinese 

translations, which “will then be merged into depreciation of the whole book of translations.” 

Pound’s metaphor clearly links aesthetics and economics such that the treasures of Cathay are 

not just poetics, but the actual sale of books, and their subsequent value as art objects. This is a 

circular arrangement, because such an appreciation of Chinese literature in turn reflects an 

appreciation of Pound’s value as a poet. Cathay became a part of the “China trade” that had long 

established in British and American culture since the seventeenth century where “‘things’ 

Chinese had become one of the forms of currency for gaining cultural ‘distinction’” (Tchen 13). 

Pound uses Cathay to enter into the near mythic “China Market” during a moment in the early 

twentieth century when America, Japan, and Europe had almost torn down the closed doors of 

the Qing dynasty and had the freedom to try to access its supposed limitlessness. 

In addition to the cover of Cathay the reader is confronted with a visually striking 

colophon that further frames the subsequent translations: 

FOR THE MOST PART FROM THE CHINESE 
OF RIHAKU, FROM THE NOTES OF THE 

LATE ERNEST FENOLLOSA, AND 
THE DECIPHERINGS OF THE 

PROFESSORS MORI 
AND ARIGA  

 
The colophon performs the hints at the performance that will follow, announcing and paying 

tribute to the dead. A reader of English would realize from the comma in the second line that 

“RIHAKU” is subordinated to “FROM THE NOTES OF THE LATE ERNEST FENOLLOSA,” 

as well as to the “DECIPHERINGS OF THE / PROFESSORS MORI / AND ARIGA.” The 

reader will also note that Pound is not translating Chinese. Pound through a sleight of hand 

announces that he is translating translations. The translations that we are receiving are not from 

any “original” source but through several sources tended to by specialists initiated in the arts of 
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“Cathay.” In the title page it is possible to read both the avant-garde modernist interest in the 

occult alongside the avant-garde modernist interest in making the medium self-reflective. This 

way “medium,” not only represents the vessel for textual circulation, and communication, a 

medium is one who can communicate with the dead. Pound also merges the “science” of 

Sinology with the “occult” as a kind of cipher for the poems of “Cathay.” Orientalism aids this 

project by carrying a long history of associations and connotations with the mysterious, 

supernatural, and spectral.  

The title page creates a syntactic ambiguity (e.g., “FOR THE MOST PART FROM 

THE,” and “FROM THE NOTES OF,”), preparing the reader for the translations that bear the 

mark of this obscurity. With vague statements Pound admits that he does not read classical 

Chinese, leaving the reader with the assumption that poetry will not clearly chart China or 

Chinese culture as an object of study. At the same time, the reader can be reassured that Pound’s 

“Orient” is that familiar, vague and somewhat mystifying far away place. The first line of the 

colophon uses the romanized Japanese name for the Chinese poet 李白Li Bo, tracing the 

movement of texts from China to Japan to England. Secondary parties, and even secondary 

countries preclude a direct encounter. The fact that the poems come from a notebook Pound to 

re-inscribe the connotations of poet with explorer, both working with “found” materials. For this 

reason Pound scholars have identified Cathay as a blueprint for his later Cantos often published 

as drafts, which read like notebooks. Cathay is then a cipher for reconstructing what is poetic, 

through cutting and pasting, through editing, and through divining that “unquestionable poem” 

from the expressionistic Chinese characters, the Orientalist’s notebook, and the professors’ 

decoding.  



 

111 

Like a magician, Pound does not explain his tricks, instead uses a smoke screen on the 

title page as a way to conceal his own secret cipher, Giles’ History of Chinese Literature, a likely 

sinica clavis for Cathay (Kenner 194-195). While their poetry is very different, Giles’ prose is 

strikingly similar to Pound’s abrupt, authoritative sentences. For example, Giles discusses Li Bo 

by saying: “One more extract may be given, chiefly to exhibit what is held by the Chinese to be 

of the very essence of real poetry,—suggestion. A poet should not dot his i’s. The Chinese reader 

likes to do that for himself, each according to his own fancy” (Giles 155, italics are mine). It 

would seem that the poems are being framed by a colophon that serves the mimetic purpose of 

revealing an ambiguity to come, because that is one of the features of the poetry that he was 

translating. This would also harmonize with the Orientalist fashioning of chinoiserie décor, as 

well as the Chinese landscapes Pound examined at the British Museum. The metaphoric 

mistiness of ambiguity, and the misty (menglong, 朦朧) aesthetic of Chinese watercolors mixed 

with the elegiac material Pound found in Fenollosa’s notebooks, allows Pound to not only 

attempt to revise the English elegy but also to reclaim the kinds of Pre-Raphaelite poetry that he 

wrote before becoming a “modern.” So while he seems to be reaching out to a literary tradition 

that’s furthest away, he is actually searching homeward towards some of his early impulses as a 

poet 

The purpose for this long close reading of the cover, title page, and closing editorial notes 

of the first edition of Cathay is not simply to judge a book by its cover. Instead the goal is to un-

cover some of the problems that are hidden within the text. Chiefly, Pound refigures traditional 

Chinese literature into American poetry through non-presentational, metonymic framing devices. 

Pound’s framing is fascinating because he shows the concealed “wires” that he employs in 

creating his anthology of Chinese poems; but at the same time he is supplementing any fidelity to 
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an ethnographic “China” of the Chinese poetry with the fidelity to a poetics of the supplement (a 

translation of previous translations). By this I mean Pound indicates that his poetic realm is 

textual and virtual, which is an inherent contradiction with his modernist goal of achieving a 

poetry that is essential and authentic, and it belies the truth-function of translation that 

professional Orientalism depends upon. The extra-poetic material we have seen thus far 

functions as a way to allow the reader to come to Pound’s terms in establishing a modern English 

elegy in the ruins of ancient Chinese poetry.  

Pound’s assemblage of Chinese poems in Cathay is different from the attempts that 

collections that preceded his like Giles’s A History of Chinese Literature, which develops 

chronologically through China’s dynastic history, or Marquis d’Henrvey de Saint-Denys’s 

Poésies de l’epoque des Thang that covers poetry from the Tang dynasty. The design Pound’s 

collection does not assume an explicit historiography to frame China; instead Cathay is 

organized around the theme of mourning and loss. In a 1918 essay on Chinese poetry, Pound 

quotes Li Bo awkwardly saying “In China a ‘compiler’ is a very different person from a 

commentator. A compiler does not merely gather together, his chief honor consists in weeding 

out, and even revising” (Pound 2005, 298). Indeed, Pound was the original “compiler” of 

Imagism, and is perhaps most famously known for his weeding of Eliot’s The Waste Land. 

Implicit in this comment, which is meant to compliment Li Bo’s stature as a poet, is Pound’s 

own project of weeding and revising Fenollosa’s notebook. Instead of performing what today 

would be considered an application of literature to Area Studies, Pound can be said to use the 

anthology for not only literary fashioning, but professional self-fashioning.  

Personae and Invention in Cathay 

Though Cathay does not chart a teleological or developmental progression of Chinese 

literature, it does begin with an early poem. The first poem in Cathay, “Song of the Bowmen of 
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Shu,” is poem “167” in the Shi Jing (the poem is also called 采薇 “Cai wei,” or “Picking 

Osmund”).  

Here we are, picking the first fern-shoots  
And saying: When shall we get back to our  
country?  
Here we are because we have the Ken-nin for our  
foemen,  
We have no comfort because of these Mongols.  
We grub the soft fern-shoots,  
When anyone says " Return," the others are full of  
sorrow.  
Sorrowful minds, sorrow is strong, we are hungry  
and thirsty.  
Our defence is not yet made sure, no one can let  
his friend return.  
We grub the old fern-stalks.  
We say: Will we be let to go back in October?  
There is no ease in royal affairs, we have no comfort.  
Our sorrow is bitter, but we would not return to our  
country. (lines 1-17) 
 

The poem laments the suffering of soldiers in persistent border wars far from home. The poem 

describes cycles of the seasons, each bringing new and deeper tales of hardships and grief, 

representing a leitmotif that will be repeated throughout the collection. From the title it is clear 

that Pound is dependent upon the Fenollosa, because on Romanized Chinese “Shu” refers to the 

old kingdom located in what is now Sichuan province which did not exist until long after the Shi 

Jing was collected. Pound does not use “Shu” to mean Sichuan but to mean the kingdom of Zhou 

taken from the Fenollosa’s commentary the first line of the poem, in the form of the Romanized 

Japanese Kanji18 (Wai 169). This detail allows us to see how Pound shifted between the 

Romanized Chinese poetic texts in the notebooks and the margin notes to aid both the 

translations as well as the transliteration. Pound is performing as an Orientalist, and thus the 

                                                 
18 Reprinted in Wai-lim Yip’s, Ezra Pound’s Cathay, see Figure 3-2. 
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details given in the poem must support his act. In this way he participates in the discourse on 

China. Yet, instead of clarifying moments of China’s past Pound’s poetry mimics Sinology’s 

discourse on China as a heterogeneous 

linguistic Babel, doubling the aesthetic of 

Cathay as a  

realm of artistic fragments pieced together 

by Pound.  

The commentary in Fenollosa’s 

notebooks tells the story of the author of the 

poem, “Bunno,” or King Wen19 who was a 

commander of the western forces during the 

Zhou dynasty.20 Fenollosa’s note tells us 

that “Bunno” was later sainted for his 

actions as commander (170). The distinction 

between “Chou” and “Shu” in the 

geographic imaginary of literary Chinese is 

that Shu has been romanticized, and often 

exoticized due to its remoteness, its wildness, and its borders with the “West.” Zhou figures more 

as central and idealized—a golden age of sage  

kings; Confucius often discussed the Zhou dynasty as having a culture of exemplary 

wisdom, refinement, and order. According Fenollosa’s notes, “Bunno” of the Zhou dynasty is 
                                                 
19 According to the authoritative Mao commentary of the Shijing, the author is really a general of King Wen of 
Zhou. 

20 Which Fenellosa wrote in Japanese romanization, “Shu,” with Chinese Wade-Giles romanization in parenthesis 
above it “[Chou]”; Pound wrote as “Shu” (Yip 170). 

 

Figure 3-2. “Song of the Bowmen of Shu” from 
Fenollos’s notebook (Yip170). 
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praised for the treatment of his soldiers who had to defend the Western border of China against 

the barbarian tribes. Fenollosa suggests that as commander, he wrote the poem from the 

perspective of the common soldier “to show his sweet sympathy to them and soften their grief 

and pain” (Yip169). These notes reveal one of the characteristics that define the collection of 

poems in Cathay, the poems that Pound chooses are written by poets who themselves are 

adopting personae. In “Song of the Bowmen of Shu” the commander speaks as a common foot 

soldier. Yet, Pound suppresses the background information by not noting this in his version of 

the poem, erasing the mechanisms at play in his creation of Chinese subjectivities. While this 

goes unnoted, it marks a subtle pattern that emerges in Cathay, reflecting Pound’s interest in 

Robert Browning’s dramatic personae. In a 1918 essay on Chinese poetry Pound says, “It is 

interesting to find, in eighth-century China, a poem which might have been slipped into 

Browning’s work” (Pound 2005, 301-302). This quote refers to Browning’s use of dramatic 

personae which Pound identifies in the same essay as “the most interesting form of modern 

poetry” (301). However, Pound signifies on the voice of the professional Orientalist to develop 

an identifiable Chinese poetic voice; in other words he must perform Chineseness via discursive 

conventions. In late-nineteenth century drama this was done literally by European-American 

actors in yellow-face in plays such as Orphan of China, Yankee in China, Irishman in China, and 

The Cockney in China (Tchen 20). Pound’s performance is similar to plays like Orphan of 

China, which, according to John Kuo Wei Tchen, assumes a universal and essential humanity 

(20). What is more, the subject of the poem from which he is deriving his persona is that of a 

poet who is performing this subjectivity; therefore, Pound is putting on the mask of the mask 

wearer. Pound’s ancient Chinese writers are always already modernist poets, and never “merely 

Chinese.”   



 

116 

 Thematically, “Song of the Bowmen of Shu” aligns Cathay with 1915 London where 

Pound’s friends and fellow modernists, such as Hulme and Gaudier-Brzeska (both received 

copies of Cathay), had gone off to war in France. The poem begins with a spring arrival to the 

front: “Here we are, picking the first fern-shoots / And saying: When shall we get back to our / 

country?” (lines 1-3). This first rhetorical question asked by the bowmen evokes soldiers in 

France during World War I as well as Pound as an expatriate in England. The question creates a 

dramatic tension in the failed, undelivered, and often-futile addresses. For example, in “Bowmen 

of Shu” the first rhetorical question is answered by line 18 where the speaker says, “but we 

would not return to / our country.” As the poem comes to an end the first rhetorical question is 

replaced with a closing question: “Our mind is full of sorrow, who will know of our / grief?” 

Francis Morretti describes this poetic device, saying: “For with the rhetorical questions the orator 

puts a second voice on the stage, rather than allowing a second orator to speak. Better: he invents 

a second voice in order that there be no second orator” (67). In the Chinese poem, it is not a 

question but a statement (曰歸曰歸，岁亦莫止, “say return say return, another year gone”). 

Pound dramatizes the pathos in this line by transforming the statement into a question, and thus 

intensifies the absence from home by rhetorically creating an address that hears no reply. This 

meaningful connection to the war and the life of the expatriate allows the poet to participate in 

the anguish of separation.  

The narrator of the “Song of the Bowmen of Shu” is also a reader of nature. As Bruce 

Fogleman describes, the organizational principal of the anthology can be seen through the first 

part of the “Bowmen of Shu” as a “cycle of growth and decay” where human joy and grief enters 

into corresponding sequences (50). Seasonal phases develop throughout the collection of poems 

creating a “modern sequence,” which is “a grouping of mainly lyric poems and passages, rarely 
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uniform in pattern, which tend to interact as an organic whole. It usually includes narrative and 

dramatic elements, and ratiocinative ones as well, but its structure is finally lyrical” (Fogleman 

59). The repetitions of sorrow (“We have no comfort because of the Mongols,” “others are full of 

sorrow,” “Sorrowful minds, sorrow is strong,” “Our sorrow is bitter,” “Our mind is full of 

sorrow”), and strained endurance (“When shall we get back to our country?” “we are hungry and 

thirsty,” “Our defense is not made sure,” “There is no ease in Royal affairs,” “his horses even are 

tired,” “The enemy is swift, we must be careful”) echo the thematically represent the rhetorical 

repetition of the Chinese poem. In the Chinese version the first twenty four-character couplets in 

the original Chinese version, 采薇采薇 (caiwei literally pick fern-shoots) and曰歸曰歸 (yue gui, 

literally “to say ‘return’”) are each repeated three times. As in the previous discussion of the 

Chinese character on the cover of Cathay, there is an asymmetric semiotic mapping of coded 

equivalences, shifting the signification of structures from Fenollosa’s notebooks to Pound’s 

poetic texts. In this case, Pound uses thematic repetition in vers libre in order to represent the 

repetitions in the Chinese lines.  

Pound’s mimicry of word repetition allows him to innovatively perform the Chinese line 

with an added difference. Instead of repeating the same image of “picking ferns,” for example, 

Pound introduces “fern shoots” that become “fern stalks” then “fern husks” as the poem 

progresses with the seasons. Likewise, Pound presents images of flower blossoms, willows, and 

snow as emblems of time passing. This repetition amid change incorporates standard chinoiserie 

patterns to show Chinese-ness (blossoms, willows) as well as a Chinese shanshui aesthetic of 

repeating a landscape through seasons, or from different vantage points. Jiangqing Zheng 

identifies this process in Pound’s work as a specific aesthetic strategy. Zheng calls it “re-imaging 

poems” found in works like Pound’s “Seven-Lakes Canto” (123). Using a similar approach, 
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Zhaoming Qian argues that Pound’s understanding of this aesthetic comes from his encounters 

with Chinese landscapes at the British Museum as well as from Whistler’s paintings (Qian 2003, 

14). Qian’s inclusion of Whistler’s paintings (famous for their appropriations of Chinese 

landscapes, and their hybrid representations of Chinese and Japanese costumes, styles, and décor 

within a European mise-en-scene) as a model for understanding Chinese landscape explains 

Pound’s attempt to construct a poetry that suggests the structure of the original but does not 

exactly repeat the rhetorical techniques. To complicate matters, Pound creates an unbalanced set 

of near equivalents between different poetic traditions. For example, the transformation of the 

ferns from shoots into husks, mixing cycles of nature with elegiac brooding, might be better 

understood as an imitation of Theocritus’s pastoral lyrical sequence, the “Idylls,” than of “Cai 

Wei” from the Shi Jing. Moreover, the mix of 3rd century BC Latin bucolic poetry, and 6th 

century BC Chinese poetry can be understood as a theory that posits not only equivalents 

between language systems, but equivalents between cultural traditions.  

After reading Cathay on the Western Front, Gaudier-Brzeska wrote, “the poems depict 

our situation in a wonderful way. We do not eat the young nor old fern-shoots but we cannot be 

over-victualled where we stand” (Pound 2005, 354, note 3). Not only does the poem connect the 

soldiers of ancient China and modern Europe through their shared hardship, line 3 introduces a 

shared enemy: “Here we are because we have the Ken-nin for our foemen.” While Pound does 

provide an annotation, “Ken-nin” is the Japanese Romanization for 玁狁 Xianyun, which was an 

ancient name for 匈奴 Xiongnu—nomadic tribes thought to be the origins of the “Huns.”  The 

large-scale battles between these tribal nomads and Chinese armies led to the construction of the 

Great Wall. In one of the largest migrations across central Asia, the Huns invaded deep into the 
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Eastern Roman Empire, conquering central Europe. “Hun” of course is the derogatory term for 

German soldiers that the Anglophone allies used during World War I. Pound also calls the 

Xianyun, “Mongols” (“We have no comfort because of these Mongols”). Even though the 

connections are historically and ethnically inaccurate, Pound uses the Xianyun and the Mongols 

interchangeably, such that Classical Rome and China can be seen as fighting virtually the same 

foe. This foe shares the name with the same enemy that Pound’s friends were fighting in France. 

As an elegy, Pound’s work performs more than simply reconstructing the sorrow of a general 

trying to share a common soldier’s grief an ancient Chinese poem; the poem connects archives of 

struggles to maintain culture amid nomadic invasions. In this way Pound adds another layer of 

repetition to the cyclical pattern occurring in the poem, exemplifying the vortex as the 

determining figure of the Vorticist movement, and rhetorically casting his anthology as a 

bulwark of culture against impending ruin at the hands of the barbarians. This, after all, is how 

he viewed himself as a poet in the modern world. Such a depiction certainly challenges the late-

nineteenth early twentieth century depictions of the Chinese as a “Yellow Peril” when, in fact, 

Pound is representing Chinese confronting their own version of the “Yellow Peril” with the 

barbarians at the gate. 

As in “Song of the Bowmen of Shu,” sorrows and landscapes mark one of Pound’s most 

famous poems, “The River Merchant’s Wife: A Letter,” which begins:  

While my hair was still cut straight across my forehead  
I played about the front gate, pulling flowers.  
You came by on bamboo stilts, playing horse,  
You walked about my seat, playing with blue plums.  
And we went on living in the village of Chokan:  
Two small people, without dislike or suspicion.  
 
At fourteen I married My Lord you.  
I never laughed, being bashful.  
Lowering my head, I looked at the wall.  
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Called to, a thousand times, I never looked back.  
At fifteen I stopped scowling,  
I desired my dust to be mingled with yours  
Forever and forever, and forever. 
Why should I climb the look out?  (lines 1-15) 
 

Pound changes the title from 長幹行 (“Changgan Xing” “Ballad of Changgan”), indicating that 

the ballad has been transformed into an epistolary quandary between a wife and a “River-

Merchant,” (whose occupation sounds like something from Marco Polo’s travels). This 

represents a shift in metonymy from place, “Changgan,” to a social position, “merchant’s wife.” 

Pound’s title of the poem provides a new frame such that instead of encountering a ballad, the 

reader is permitted to read the intimate disclosure from a wife to her husband. At the same time 

the reader is faced with a poetic voice that uses the letter as a form of self-fashioning. Therefore, 

Pound is creating a character whose subjectivity is only accessible through a self-fashioned text, 

prepared carefully for the rhetorical effect it would have on the intended reader—the absent 

husband. Pound’s persona creates a poem that mimics his own construction of a persona.  

The original author of the poem, Li Bo (Pound identifies him using the Japanese 

Romanization, Rihaku), being a poet who traveled extensively, created a poem that can be seen 

as pedagogical, poetically demonstrating the ideal response a wife would or should have during 

her husband’s absence. It is also possible that Li Bo’s was writing erotic poetry. His audience, 

male, would recognize a sexually-charged subtext of a wife remembering her wedding night and 

waiting for her husband’s return with anticipation. Sinologists have speculated that this was a 

way Li Bo would have written a love poem to his wife for the same reasons the poem might be 

considered erotic, because social conventions tended to repress explicit displays of affection 

(Bush). Though these aspects of the poem are muted in Pound’s version, the poem represents 

another case of Pound translating a poet who is creating a persona of an “other.” Unlike the 
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“Song of the Bowmen of Shu,” where a general mimicked the voice of the foot soldiers, “The 

River-Merchant’s Wife: A Letter” a man voices the woman’s complaint. It is not surprising to 

see such a pattern where the construction of the persona follows discourses of power. Just as in a 

rigid military hierarchy the general-poet is able to assume the voice of the common soldier, in a 

patriarchal social order the male-poet assumes the voice of the female. It is in this sense of 

speaking for the other from a position of cultural authority that Pound employs. Cathay 

demonstrates that speaking for the “other” as an inherited power institutionalized within poetry. 

Poems like “Song of the Bowmen of Shu,” and “The River-Merchant’s Wife: a Letter” serve as 

models for his project of Cathay, in which Pound has the power to speak for the officially 

excluded other in Europe and America—the Chinese. As Susan Schweik notes, “[t]he poem, like 

many Western texts, exploits the Western projection of sexual oppression onto the ‘Orient.’” The 

rhetorical advantage of this form of appropriation is that it allows the poet to speak from a point 

of weakness and vulnerability and thus from a position of moral authority. Pound complicates 

the aesthetic mode of chinoiserie by using conventional representational strategies to represent 

the “Oriental woman” but showing in her letter that through writing she is performing her own 

self-fashioning.   

As a letter, the poem allows for the performance of emotions to be regulated through the 

stanza organization creates indirect hints and suggestions. The poem contains four stanzas—each 

one is organized by the arrangement of memories, and not meter. The first three memories 

describe the process through which the wife reveals how as a child she was betrothed, yet later 

came to love and thus miss her husband. This very early recollection projects memory as the site 

of destiny. The everyday life of the poetic subject becomes one that is enfolded into the drama of 

forging a marriage who “went on living in the village of Chokan: / Two small people, without 
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dislike or suspicion” (lines5-6). This narrative is always framed by the fact that it is being 

composed and that the author of the letter is already aware of an emotional economy that 

privileges fidelity. Emotional attachment is an enactment of a rhetorical situation structured by a 

social norm. Furthermore, the assemblage of fragments and images of memory can support a 

larger narrative framework merely by their juxtaposition, creating a montage. In this way the 

negative space separating the stanzas functions as a narrative devise aiding the compression of 

the lyric, and not simply a system of separating sequences of rhythm or rhyme. Not only do these 

juxtaposed memories create a larger narrative from the smaller ones, the breaks in the free-verse 

lyrical arrangement also emphasize the separation between the couple. Because of the irregular 

stanza length, and because the last memory in the fourth stanza transforms from a memory into a 

declaration, the wife’s memories appear spontaneous (Schweik). It is in this sense that Pound 

gives the Li Bo’s River-Merchant’s wife the agency to create an image of herself for her 

husband. As Schweik suggests, it is an image that the wife can control analogous to the 

epistolary quandary of the women in England whose husbands were fighting in France. The 

poem as an elegy addressing absence, organized by fragments of memory as a means of 

preserving relationships, speaks to those who suffered from the separation during the war.  

As the bride passes from childhood into her late adolescence, the everyday enfolds into a 

phenomenal moment of her marriage. This event amplifies and transforms memories of small 

details (“I never laughed, being bashful” (line 8)) into complete enrapture (“I desired my dust to 

be mingled with yours / For ever and for ever and for ever” (line 13)). This repeated affirmation 

(“For ever, and for ever, and for ever”) of marriage is a complete inversion of time in 

Shakespeare’s “Macbeth,” which is infinitely emptied out into a dreadful lack of meaning 

(“tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow”). The forces that have wrenched “two small people” 
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into always already having been destined for union also create the conditions for mourning. 

Separation transforms the affirming fulfillment of a union remembered in the repetition of 

“forever,” into the dreadful notion of the perpetual grief of repeating empty tomorrows (“At 

sixteen you departed/You went into far Ku-to yen, by the river of swirling eddies,/And you have 

been gone five months. / The monkeys make sorrowful noise overhead” (lines 15-18)). Ming Xie 

describes the way that Pound is at once modern and emotively lyrical by showing the complex 

psychological interaction between the tone of playful, childish innocence, carefree and ironically 

insouciant (“I never looked back”), and the sorrowful gravity of a young wife suddenly made 

older by the loneliness and anxiety of separation” (“On ‘The River-Merchant’s Wife: A 

Letter’”). Pound’s “wife” crafts a cycle of memories that crystallize into a sudden 

transformation. This carefully composed description of an epiphany in the form of a letter 

suggests that she is not unaware of the effect that her memories might have on her reader. As a 

letter writer the wife shares Pound’s knowledge of stagecraft. Just as one of the challenges of the 

poem is the difficulty in determining how much of the wife’s memory is crafted merely to pull 

off an effect, for one who is unfamiliar with the Chinese it is difficult to determine the extent to 

which Pound’s version of Li Bo’s poem is merely used as a framework for a literary experiment. 

Her letter represents Imagist writing par excellence, creating then super-positioning images, 

“which presents an intellectual and emotional complex in an instant of time,” such that “it is the 

presentation of such a ‘complex’ instantaneously which gives that sense of sudden liberation; 

that sense of freedom from time limits and space limits; that sense of sudden growth, which we 

experience in the presence of the greatest works of art” (Pound 1913, 200). This is a dialectical 

process in which Li Bo’s “The River-Merchant’s Wife” enacts Pound’s modern poetics. In 

performing the role of Orientalist translator, Pound actualizes his notions of Imagism and 
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Vorticism. Critics like Steven Yao have described the wife as having control over the discourse 

by the way that she composes her letter, so that Pound’s poem serves as a progressive 

representation where the woman has an independent voice and control over the couple’s 

discourse even within a rigid patriarchal system. While this may be true, at the same time it is 

through the woman that the writer can control his creative poetics. In this sense the river-

merchant’s wife is at least as much Pound’s mask and muse, as she is a sympathetic 

representation of the women in wartime London. 

The closing stanza of the poem ends the wife’s recollection, shifting from the memories 

of her husband’s departure to her observations of nature in his absence. With careful economy 

the wife creates distinct features of the distant landscape that her husband departed into, and the 

traces of his loss that remain in her immediate surroundings. The view of these items is framed 

by her outward gaze, such that they are saturated with the significance of her emotions. For 

example, in line 18 the wife employs pathetic fallacy, using the cry of the monkeys to project her 

psyche of the poetic into the atmosphere. The wife indicates that the couple’s separation upsets 

even the natural world. These cries follow an image of the treacherousness of her husband’s 

occupation, symbolized by “swirling eddies (“You went into far Ku-to-yen, by the river of 

swirling eddies, / And you have been gone five months” (line 16-17)). The eddies literally place 

Pound’s vortex (Vorticism) into the poem. Thematically the vortex of the wife’s swirling 

memories, complement emotionally the dangers of the river, and the design of the poem. The 

poem’s elegiac mood intensifies as the wife describes how moss, like the river eddies, has erased 

even the smallest traces of the husband’s presence: 

 You dragged your feet when went out.  
 By the gate now, the moss is grown, the different mosses  
 Too deep to clear them away  
 The leaves fall early this autumn, in wind. 
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 The paired butterflies are already yellow with August 
 Over the grass in the West garden. (lines 23-25) 
 
In addition to covering up the footprints of the husband, the moss allows the viewer to witness 

garden going into a state of disrepair and ruin, harmonizing thematically with the fall of autumn 

leaves. The Chinese garden has been a continual sign of Chinese cultivation and high civilization 

and has been mimicked by the British since the 17th century, noted for a landscaping technique 

that designedly employs overgrown and asymmetric layouts to produce a more “natural” look 

(Porter 155). Chinese garden in ruin creates a lyrical mise-en-scene that helps to locate the 

elegiac quality of Chinese poetry as itself a tale of decay. While arguing that Pound re-shapes the 

elegiac tradition, Ming Xie traces an intellectual lineage of the elegy through Coleridge who 

says, “Elegy presents every thing as lost and gone, or absent and future” (94). The Chinese 

symbol for perpetual fidelity, the butterfly, an emblem of love even beyond the grave, is another 

example of this.21 At the same time as using his imagist techniques Pound is able to incorporate 

recognizable tropes of “Oriental” aesthetics through the motifs of the butterfly. For example, 

Giacomo Puccini’s “Madame Butterfly” had by 1915 become a famous works. In his adaptation 

of John Luther Long’s short story, the Japanese heroine kills herself after the separation of 

American husband abandons her. The connection between the Asian woman and the butterfly is 

one that would have already been recognized by Pound’s audience as being fraught with tragedy. 

These motifs of ruin and tragedy aid in constructing the psyche of the poem as a work of 

chinoiserie intensifying the dramatic movement of the wife’s recollections. 

                                                 
21 The butterfly lovers motif can be found in a legend about Liang Shanbo, and Zhu Yingtai. Liang cross-dressed in 
order to study, and as a student met Liang. The two developed a close relationship, but Liang never guessed Zhu’s 
identity until he saw her dressed as a woman. He wanted to marry her, but he was already to be married. 
Heartbroken he died young. When paying respects at his tomb, the ground broke open, Zhu Yingtai jumped in, and 
the two emerged as butterflies.  
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In this last section of the poem the ordered and syncopated free verse gives way to 

rambling, and decidedly less poetic lines: “If you are coming down through the narrows of the 

river Kiang, / Please let me know beforehand, / And I will come out to meet you / As far as Cho-

fu-sa” (lines 26-29). The ending of the poem supplements the more lyrical verses with an anti-

climactic, reserved closing that transforms the poetic disclosure of the wife’s anxious 

anticipation with the formal business of the letter—when you arrive at such a place, let me know, 

and I’ll go and meet you. Here, Pound complicates this Chinese child-bride such that she is not 

simply a stereotype of the “Oriental” figure amid a chinoiserie-fashioned background. She is also 

represented as a prototypical modernist writer recording an epiphany amid the common tasks of 

everyday life. As a tribute to Browning, Pound leaves the reader puzzled as to whether or not the 

wife really has those emotions or if she had composed them for the pleasure of her reader—her 

husband. Since the poem was originally written by Li Bo, the question returns to the kinds of 

effects he is trying to create though the river-merchant’s wife. For English and American readers 

this indeterminacy is parallel to the question of whether or not Pound’s Chinese poem is the 

simulacrum of Pound’s poetic self-fashioning “Chinese dreams,” or if Pound is demonstrating 

poetry as always already demonstrating that there is no absolute subject beneath the textual 

constructions, and the state of absolute absence represented by the presence of language is the 

real object of mourning. In the wife’s letter, however, a pedagogy of mourning emerges whereby 

memory serves as a space for the renewal of meaning, and nature serves as a signifier of the 

unspeakable, personal loss, through which to appeal to communal sorrow and shared 

remembrance. 

  One of the first Chinese poems from Cathay made public, “The Exile’s Letter,” was 

published in the March 1915 issue of Poetry: A Magazine of Verse. The poem functions as a 
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form of advertisement for the rest of Cathay which was also reviewed and advertised in Poetry. 

As a representative sample of Cathay for American readers, the poem uses many of the same 

devices as appear in “Song of the Bowmen of Shu” and “The River-Merchant’s Wife: A Letter”: 

To So-Kin of Rakuyo, ancient friend, Chancellor of Gen.  
Now I remember that you built me a special tavern  
By the south side of the bridge at Ten-Shin.  
With yellow gold and white jewels, we paid for songs and laughter  
And we were drunk for month on month, forgetting the kings and princes.  
Intelligent men came drifting in from the sea and from the west border,  
And with them, and with you especially  
There was nothing at cross purpose,  
And they made nothing of sea-crossing or of mountain crossing,  
If only they could be of that fellowship,  
And we all spoke out our hearts and minds, and without regret.  

 

Pound creates a layered textuality using a letter as a vehicle for poetic discourse. This move 

deconstructs the possibility that the personae of Cathay are representations of Chinese subjects 

by framing them as already existing artifices of self-fashioned texts that they carefully prepared 

for others. This representation of textuality mimics Pound’s translations as being derived from 

already existing translations—referencing the “Orientalist,” and not the “Orient.” Having the 

poems represent letters is another form of mimesis, one in which textual transmission across 

distances within the poems of Cathay for early twentieth-century readers represent what Yunte 

Huang calls “intertextual transposition,” which “reveals a picture of incessant textual 

movements” that allowed Pound to create Cathay in the first place (92). The poetic epistles, then, 

represent a kind of “being-out-of-place” to borrow Dean MacCannell’s term, in which the 

disjointedness of the persona (e.g., the exile) provides an uncanny metaphor for the intertextual 

travel of the ethnographic material (Fenolloso’s notebooks) into Pound’s final version (Purdy 

206). 
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“The Exile’s Letter” is the longest of the poems and its structure offers a prototype for the 

organizational strategies, borrowed largely from Whitman, that Pound would enact in the 

Cantos. For instance, in the poem, Pound’s anaphoric “And” cobbles together sentences on the 

syntactic level, and images on the semiotic level. Like “Song of the Bowmen of Shu,” and “The 

River-Merchant’s Wife: A Letter,” poetic images occur in the paratactic ordering of Pound’s 

figural vortex that suddenly draws the persona into a state of deep, elegiac reflection. Anaphora 

not only shapes the free verse into a tight parataxis, but frees up the diction from necessarily 

having to serve a metrical structure thus allowing a more conversational tone. This in turn gives 

the letter the appearance of greater intimacy through the illusion of a free “artlessness” within the 

composition process of the letter writer whose ideas are coming spontaneously to text in a rough 

but ordered stream of consciousness, like the English “Chinese” garden where the underlying 

aesthetic style is to appear as if completely spontaneous and natural.  

 Pound’s identification with his persona is clearest in “The Exile’s Letter,” where Pound 

biographically speaking, left America to become a poet. It is not surprising that this is the poem 

that Pound chooses for Poetry, a publication for which he is the official “foreign correspondent.” 

In “The Exile’s Letter,” the persona, like the Pound, and most likely, like Li Bo, composes a 

poetic attempt to bridge a gap made by the long distances. Distance spatializes two temporal 

disjunctions that define the main conflicts of the poem—the separation between the time of the 

memory and the “now” of the letter writing, as well as the separation between the letter writer 

and the addressee in the “now” of the act of writing. For example, Pound writes:  

 And then I was sent off to south Wei, 
 smothered in laurel groves, 
 And you to the north of Raku-hoku, 
 Till we had nothing but thoughts and memories in common.  
 And then when separation had come to its worst, 
 We met, and travelled in Sen-Go (lines 13-19) 
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The poem then proceeds to monumentalize the brief time the two shared when they met and 

traveled together. During these recollections, Pound translates the exile’s experiences using 

exotic imagery of sensual lavishness, taking up nearly thirty lines of the poem: 

  And what a reception:  
  Red jade cups, food well set on a blue jewelled table,  
  And I was drunk, and had no thought of returning.  
  And you would walk out with me to the western corner of the  
  castle,  
  To the dynastic temple, with water about it clear as blue jade,  
  With boats floating, and the sound of mouth-organs and drums,  
  With ripples like dragon-scales, going grass green on the water,  
  Pleasure lasting, with courtezans, going and coming without  
  hindrance,  
  With the willow flakes falling like snow,  
  And the vermilioned girls getting drunk about sunset,  
  And the water, a hundred feet deep, reflecting green eyebrows  
  ---Eyebrows painted green are a fine sight in young moonlight,  
  Gracefully painted---  
  And the girls singing back at each other,  
  Dancing in transparent brocade,  
  And the wind lifting the song, and interrupting it (line 49-68) 
 
The passage is excessive in its representation of pleasure—aesthetic, narcotic, sexual—

celebrating a shared memory between two men. In recreating this moment, the exile exoticizes 

the past in the part of Cathay where the Orientalism becomes most intense: dynastic temple, blue 

jade, dragon scales, vermilioned girls getting drunk at sunset, reflecting green eyebrows, young 

moonlight, and dancing in transparent brocade. All of these images correspond more or less to 

the Chinese text. Li Bo’s remembered homo-social revelry that is glorified in the poem connects 

Cathay and World War I—one of the subtexts of the poem is its address to his modernist friends 

who are fighting on the Western Front. One of the ways this is made evident in “The Exile’s 

Letter” is through the exoticized female body, framed by the male gaze who becomes a shared 

pleasure among the men. The painted courtesans figure as a substitute for the intimacy shared 
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between the close male friends. The exile does not write the letter because he misses the 

courtesans, but because he misses his friend. As this scene folds into the tale of separation 

women, too, disappear as the intense image of revelry creates an inevitable sense of loss. 

 By the end of the poem, the exoticism has departed and the mundane hardships of the 

exile’s present take over. We learn that the exile did not pass the government examination; he 

then travels the country looking for favors, only to return home a failure with his hair is 

beginning to turn white (lines 72-74). The poem closes with a lament of their separation. In this 

sense the remembered past becomes an exotic far away country, like China in relation to Europe. 

Furthermore, the splendid richness and vigor of youth, when compared to the real suffering of 

the present, creates an unspeakable loss (“What is the use of talking, and there is no end of 

talking / There is no end of things in the heart” (lines 80-81)). Even though loss creates an 

absence of speech, it is supplemented by writing. The elegiac chiasmus produced by the contrast 

of the rich past, and impoverished present underscores a failure of speech that is expressed 

through writing. To create the image of failed speech, Pound closes the poem with ambiguous 

diction: 

I call in the boy, 
Have him sit on his knees here 
 To seal this, 
And send it a thousand miles, thinking. (lines 82-85) 
 

As a dangling modifier, the word “thinking” overlaps the consciousness of “the exile” who is the 

letter writer with the letter itself. And the letter bears the trace of the writer’s memory in what 

appears as a proto-Derridian formula for the priority of writing:  

If the trace, arche-phenomenon of “memory,” which must be thought before the 
opposition of nature and culture, animality and humanity, etc., belongs to the very 
movement of signification, then signification is a priori written, whether inscribed or not, 
in one form or another, in a “sensible” and “spatial” element that is called “exterior.”  
(Derrida 70) 
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The poem uses writing to represent the exterior—the excluded. Like the Chinese character on the 

front of Cathay, the letter communicates an “exteriority” to the word-less loss of the composition 

of an elegy. Subtly, speechlessness expresses unspeakable emotions that have already been 

written such that there is no need for words. Moreover, it is an “exteriority” that announces Li 

Bo and thus Pound as “the exile” who are envoys of the exterior. Exteriority is repeated in the 

idea of the mask. In this way, “The Exile’s Letter” is similar to the “River-Merchant’s Wife: A 

Letter” in that writing, memory, and emotions are devices that indicate that mourning is not an 

end in itself, but a ritualized gesture to maintain bonds and social relations despite absence.  

Unlike the poems that evoke the loss of close personal friendships, “Lament of the 

Frontier Guard,” describes a war of horrific scale, and the tenuous existence of soldiers who 

must endure it. As a “lament” it is also the poem that connects soldiers, war, and mourning. Like 

“Song of the Bowmen of Shu,” the speaker begins with a question. Unlike the “Song of the 

Bowmen of Shu,” the poem is not written by a general posing as a soldier, but instead, Li Bo, the 

poet writing in a five-character-per-line regulated verse that had become popular in the Han 

dynasty several hundred years earlier. In this sense, Li Bo is affecting an air of nostalgia and 

putting his poetry within a particular tradition and literary history. Li Bo’s poem 古风十四 (“Gu 

Feng #14,” “The Old Airs XIV”) is a writing that invokes past forms much like Cathay. While 

the particular poem revisits a political, military, and social anxiety embodied by the perilous 

western frontier that not only was a problem during the time of the Shijing poets, several hundred 

years later the Chinese emperors of Tang dynasty exhausted their resources pushing the 

boundary westward into Persia, pushing Chinese influence westward along the Silk Road. Li Bo 

was born on this northwest frontier, but moved at an early age into what is now Sichuan 
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province. As a model, “Lament of the Frontier Guard,” not only mimics Li Bo’s attempt to re-

create older forms of poetry, but also to use the older forms with allegoric subtexts for the poet’s 

present world.  

Like the bowmen of Shu, the husband who leaves his wife behind, and the exile who has 

thoughtfully sent his letter, the narrative voice in “Lament of the Frontier Guard” is someone 

who travels far from home, and must endure the unpredictable and violent onslaught of bare 

life—nature and barbarians. Like these figures in Cathay who stand the risk of either forgetting 

or being forgotten, the soldier begins his lament with “how shall you know the dreary sorrow at 

the North Gate?” The images of the poem relate to the ravaged Western Front of early 1915 

during World War I: 

A gracious spring, turned to blood-ravenous autumn,  
A turmoil of wars—men, spread over the middle kingdom,  
Three hundred and sixty thousand,  
And sorrow, sorrow like rain.  
Sorrow to go, and sorrow, sorrow returning.  
Desolate, desolate fields,  
And no children of warfare upon them,  
 No longer the men for offence and defence. (lines 14-21) 
 

In this passage Pound picks up on classical Chinese repetitions, where the repetition of 

characters in classical Chinese is a method of creating plural nouns. “Sorrow” is repeated in a 

vortex, whirling in the consciousness of the narrator. Modified by “like rain,” “to go,” and 

“returning” Pound overlays the panorama of “desolate, desolate fields” with the clouds of 

emotion that extends from the viewer across the frame of the war-torn expanse such that the 

velocity of the emotion corresponds to the immensity of the loss. As in the imagist aesthetic, 

poignantly demonstrated in “The River-Merchant’s Wife,” the suddenness of the emotion 

corresponds to the capaciousness of the desolate landscape and the enormity of the death count. 

“Three hundred and sixty thousand” is a direct translation from the Chinese 
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(三十六万人哀哀类如雨 [360,000 people / sorrowful sorrowful tears like rain]). Pound has 

found a Tang dynasty poem that sounds eerily similar to battlefield statistics from World War I. 

The tragic lament of being forgotten that begins the poem is accelerated by the sheer numbers, as 

the individual sorrow disappears into the enormity of the landscape as a mass tragedy of loss.   

 Pound recreates a landscape cursed with sorrow: “By the North Gate, the wind blows full 

of sand, / Lonely from the beginning of time until now! (lines 1-2). Eight lines later the land’s 

curse is revealed as having been the result of “Barbarous kings”: 

Who brought this to pass?  
Who has brought the flaming imperial anger?  
Who has brought the army with drums and with kettle-drums?  
Barbarous kings.  (lines 10-13) 
 

Like “Song of the Bowmen of Shu” the analogy between the subjects in the Chinese poems and 

the modern soldier’s life extends beyond personal loss, or even the death of hundreds of 

thousands. The barbarians that threaten the northern gate, and the barbarians (“the Huns”) that 

threaten the Western Front, correspond to a modernity where “culture” is under siege, and the 

individual is transformed into the mass. In terms of the mass, Pound’s translation as a wartime 

elegy approaches some of the Great War poets in showing communal mourning for the sacrifice 

of the individual soldiers for the glory of the nation—poetic analogies of the tomb of the 

unknown soldier whose very identity is synonymous with the state. In “Lament of the Frontier 

Guard” Pound’s translation reveals soldiers who are sacrifices in far off frontiers as a result of 

the whims of “barbarous” sovereigns.  

Pound’s Chinese voices do not sing “dolce décor est,” but instead are outraged by the 

intensity of the destructive and violent force that renders even the landscape the blood color of 

“dreary sorrow.” In this sense the poem is an anti-war poem, but safely contained in a long ago, 
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far away place. Ming Xie notes that “dreary” comes from the Anglo-Saxon dreorig, meaning 

“dark with spilled blood,” which connects the diction in this poem linguistically to the Anglo-

Saxon poem, “The Seafarer,” that appears in Cathay (Xie 270). The sanguine color interconnects 

the loss of life with the landscape, serving as a kind of objective correlation with the mood of the 

elegy. Furthermore, it connects the guards as abject subjects of a liminal space—the border. The 

soldier’s risk of being forgotten does not simply make them vulnerable to an enemy that might 

breach the border, but, ironically, by the inhospitable, cursed border itself: “And we guardsmen 

fed to the tigers” (line 24). Tigers and “Barbarous Kings” bear a relation to the guards in that the 

sovereign “imperial anger” has the power to manufacture in his subjects a de-humanized life fit 

for a de-personalized death. This reverses the stress on the individual sacrificing identity for the 

good of the state, and the love of the sovereign. Pound constructs a paradox whereby the center 

of the “middle kingdom,” like the barbarian outsider, are co-conspirators in the destruction of the 

individual. Pound’s translation describes an intersection where the state, the nomad, and the war 

machine combine to form mass violence that transforms and curses the very landscape. The 

subject that is able to describe this is on the border, and thus able to see the center of the 

kingdom from its periphery. “Lament of the Frontier Guard” presents a persona whose position 

as both outsider and insider bears witness to the destructive violence of the state.  

 One of the elements of Cathay that transforms it from a collection of chinoiseries into a 

modernist bricolage is Pound’s inclusion of his 1912 translation of the anonymous Anglo-Saxon 

poem “The Seafarer,” which begins with the hardships of medieval maritime travel: 

May I for my own self song’s truth reckon,  
Journey’s jargon, how I in harsh days  
Hardship endured oft.  
Bitter breast-cares have I abided,  
Known on my keel many a care’s hold,  
And dire sea-surge, and there I oft spent  
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Narrow nightwatch nigh the ship’s head  
While she tossed close to cliffs. Coldly afflicted,  
My feet were by frost benumbed.  
Chill its chains are; chafing sighs  
Hew my heart round and hunger begot  
Mere-weary mood. Lest man know not  
That he on dry land loveliest liveth,  
List how I, care-wretched, on ice-cold sea,  
Weathered the winter, wretched outcast  
Deprived of my kinsmen;  
Hung with hard ice-flakes, where hail-scur flew,  
There I heard naught save the harsh sea  
And ice-cold wave, at whiles the swan cries,  
Did for my games the gannet’s clamour,  
Sea-fowls loudness was for me laughter,  
The mews singing all my mead-drink.  
Storms, on the stone-cliffs beaten, fell on the stern  
In icy feathers; full oft the eagle screamed  
With spray on his pinion.  
Not any protector  
May make merry man faring needy. (lines 1-28) 
 

As a compiler, Pound binds the Anglo Saxon and Chinese literary pasts through juxtaposition. 

While archaic diction and phrasings distinguish the poem, stylistically, from the Chinese poems 

in Cathay, the inter-poetic images, mostly of relentless cycles of raw nature, connect the 

individual poems in a gyroscopic circuit that stamps the entire work with a Vorticist aesthetic. In 

addition to the attention to changing seasons and passing time within the poem, the macro-poetic 

superposition of “Chinese” and “Anglo Saxon” texts suggests a comparative movement between 

the poems. 

 Thematically, “The Seafarer” repeats the motifs seen in the Chinese translations. An 

alienated figure separated from family and compatriots narrates the poem (“Deprived of my 

kinsman,” [line 16] “There come now no kings nor Caesars” [line 84]). The poetic voice turns 

out to be a reader of nature who experiences profound communication through the pain and 

exposure that come from depending upon a shifting and oft harsh natural environment: 
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Bosque taketh blossom, cometh beauty of berries, 
Fields to fairness, land fares brisker, 
All this admonisheth man eager of mood, 
The heart turns to travel so that he then thinks 
On flood-ways to be far departing. (lines 49-53) 
 

Just as traces of the form and content of the Chinese poems help Pound to organize his free-

verse, alliteration as the dominant rhetorical structure of the Saxon poem can be found in 

Pound’s repetition of words with hard velar consonants. The mood of the poem is one of elegiac 

resignation that develops through the remembrance of the painful separation of long travel of the 

cold, hard sea and climaxes with the closing image of pouring gold coins on the graves of lost 

“brothers” whose “buried bodies / be an unlikely treasure horde” (lines 100-101). Again, as in 

the “Exile” poem, the masculine homosocial bonding that appears in the poem can be thought of 

as an address to his friends on the Western Front. This interpenetration of the biographical-

historical and the figural-literary allows the far away and long ago to operate as tactics for a 

poetic enunciation of Pound’s here and now of 1915. As Hugh Kenner points out in The Pound 

Era, the hunger, loneliness, and disjunction of the characters that are juxtaposed between the 

Chinese and Anglo-Saxon poems should be read in relation to the letters that Pound was 

receiving from his friends, like Gaudier-Brzeska, from the Western Front: 

The rain has stopped for several days & with it keeping the watch in a foot deep of liquid 
mud, also sleeping on sodden ground. The frost having set it we have the pleasure of a 
firm if not a warm bed & when you become a warrior you become hardened to many 
evils. (Kenner 203) 
 

The production of the poetic addresses in Cathay occurred contemporaneously with the exchange 

of letters that Pound was making with Gaudier-Brzeska. The physical conditions of the front, the 

external conditions of wetness, cold, and dirt in Gaudier-Brzeska’s letter bear witness to a 

connection between the external world and a subjective response to it. The narrative that 

Gaudier-Brzeska builds, too, is one of loss, such that even “pleasures” on the front, are a form of 
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suffering. More than any other poem in Cathay “The Seafarer,” expresses these physical 

hardships in similar ways—standing watch cold, tired, hungry: 

And dire sea-surge, and there I oft spent  
Narrow nightwatch nigh the ship's head  
While she tossed close to cliffs. Coldly afflicted,  
My feet were by frost benumbed. (lines 6-9) 
 

From Pound’s correspondences with his friends on the front, it is possible to read the polyphonic 

potential of Cathay as a world literature condensed for the audience of the modernist author’s 

small circle, which like “illumination” as the meaning of the Chinese character on the cover of 

the book, has been coded and occulted. Pound’s Cathay, as an elegy, uses medievalism, like 

Orientalism, as a dramatic mask representing the alienated and excluded to address loss and 

abandonment. 

 “The Seafarer” delivers catalogues of complaint, but also the drive-spring of his desire: 

“Moaneth alway my mind’s lust / That I fare forth, that I afar hence / Seek out a foreign fastness” 

(lines 37-39). The seafarer, like the poet, and the readers of Cathay, too, are seeking something 

of the foreign, (why else would one read a translation?) but more than that, this is a song of 

“truth” told by the world-weary sojourner about the passing of time “Earthly glory agest and 

searest” (line 91). Foreignness somehow makes automatically accessible authenticity and truth. 

Like “The Exile’s Letter,” persona and textuality overlap such that the singer’s “truth” and the 

song’s “truth” are interpolated through a performance of “truth.” Again the reader of Cathay is 

faced with the destabilization of a text where the persona within the text is already exterior to the 

“I,” the “my,” the “own,” and the “self,” because the lyric is a performed event. The self 

becomes other. As the poem unfolds the discourse markers shift from “I” (as in “I fare forth”) to 

“he” to indicate the “I”’s imagined others that range from the general “everyman” to those who 

live a life of “arrogant riches”: 
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For this there's no mood-lofty man over earth's midst, 
Not though he be given his good, but will have in his youth greed; 
Nor his deed to the daring, nor his king to the faithful 
But shall have his sorrow for sea-fare 
Whatever his lord will. (lines 40-44) 
 

The complementary otherness of “I” and “he” in “The Seafarer” shares a common fate of being 

excluded from the fullness of generation (“There come now no kings nor Cæsars / Nor gold-

giving lords like those gone” [line 84,85]), the fullness of riches, and even the stability of the 

state. These anxieties correspond to the theme of lost patronage, and the loss of a place of poetry 

in the modern nation. “Seeking out a foreign fastness,” represents a line of flight that is 

reciprocal to alienation and dislocation the seafarer observes in his homeland. It makes sense, 

then, that “The Seafarer,” lies at the heart of the anthology both spatially and thematically, 

because it spells out the disjointedness of both time and space that Pound’s performance of an 

Orientalist entails. 

 Conclusion: Cathay and the American Poem 

Pound’s juxtaposition of “The Seafarer” with Chinese poetry written around the same 

time period demonstrates a contrast between the Anglo-Saxon and the poets behind Cathay, 

which parallels Marco Polo’s travel accounts which contrast between Europe and the opulent 

“East.” Polo’s Cathay was an embodiment of Europe’s lack, particularly in material wealth in 

comparison with the courts of the “Great Khan” described by Marco Polo as a pinnacle of 

luxury. The juxtaposition of the eighth century “The Seafarer” with the eighth century (and 

earlier) Chinese poems might suggest that Anglo-Saxons possessed an inferior elegiac verse as 

seen in the relative coarseness of diction of “The Seafarer.” However, such a comparison shows 

the extent to which it is impossible to really perform any authoritative cultural or linguistic 

analyses between the poems, because they are used as masks in the performance of Pound’s 

poetics. While the difference in diction and rhetorical devices between the Chinese poems and 
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“The Seafarer” signifies different linguistic and cultural nuance, and perhaps because “The 

Seafarer” was written a few years before Pound started working on Cathay, the poems harmonize 

in theme and style more than they clash. After describing medieval Provencal poets Pound says 

in his 1934 ABC of Reading, “Without the Foregoing MINIMUM of poetry in other languages 

you simply will not know ‘where English poetry comes’” (57). In this statement Pound infers 

that even poetry within the English tradition might as well be written in Chinese to modern 

readers. Pound further complicates his juxtaposition by saying that “Apart from the Seafarer I 

know no other European poems of the period that you can hang up with the ‘Exile’s Letter’ of Li 

Po, displaying the West on par with the Orient” (51). This retrospective analysis shows that in 

Cathay that though the past is necessary for a cultural rebirth, even “English” literature needs to 

be translated. Anglo-Saxon poetry as a foreign language to English speakers (represented by 

Pound through archaic diction, heavy alliteration, and periodic lines with hard closing stresses) is 

an uncanny reversal of the much more accessible Chinese poetry of Cathay that is written in a 

more familiar, if not conversational English idiom. That a majority of Chinese poetry is superior, 

or richer than English poetry, according to Pound, suggests that an American literature that rides 

the back of European literature is fundamentally lacking. In this regard, Pound seems to play out 

anxieties of nineteenth century American poets, particularly the transcendentalists, who tried to 

argue for a unique American literature that is independent from European literature, representing 

an authentic American voice. Pound reiterates this claim, not by saying no to Europe, but by 

making a pact with Whitman22 to embrace the literatures of the entire world and incorporate 

them into an American poetry. Cathay as a treasury of poems represents the treasures of 
                                                 
22 Whitman, in poems like “Passage to India,” embrace a 19th century notion of the transmigration of culture, such 
that America’s manifest destiny reunites civilization with Asia, allowing for a complete interconnected spiritual, 
primitive culture (Asia) with rational, industrial culture (Europe and the United States). Pound echoes the global 
reach of Whitman’s sentiments in his 1914 essay “The Tradition” where he states that “a return to origins 
invigorates because it is a return to nature and reason” (Pound 2005, 268). 
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“Eastern” poetry brought into modern American literature. It is for this reason that Cathay can be 

read as an intervention into American national culture. 

 Pound’s performance as an Orientalist follows the American transcendentalist and 

romantic vision of the Oriental as the bearer of the natural sign. Fenollosa writes in “Chinese 

Written Character as a Medium for Poetry,” “Chinese notation is something much more than 

arbitrary symbols. It is based upon a vivid shorthand picture of the operations of nature” (Pound 

2005, 308-309). Fenollosa, himself a New Englander associated with Romantic 

Transcendentalism, is likely picking up on Emerson’s idea that, “nature is the incarnation of a 

thought, and turns to a thought again, as ice becomes water and gas” (“Nature”). In this 

syllogism “Chinese notation” represents an unmediated “shorthand” for thought, which means 

that the Chinese written sign actually contains the presence of thought. Both the natural sign of 

Emerson and the Chinese sign of Fenollosa offer a utopian horizon for American culture, 

because it represented the possible virtue of American literature, defining a people who left the 

consumptive Old World of European behind, and cultivated a civilization of the “New” out of 

the tabula rosa of the wilderness. This story of American literature situates its virtue in constant 

retreat. From Cooper’s early novels to Faulkner’s Bear, American literature has recorded nature 

in retreat as an emblem of a loss of American identity, and correspondingly, the demand on 

literature to address this loss. Whitman, another transcendentalist, too, weighed in on these 

possibilities of American literature by suggesting that it is the great hulking democracy of the 

United States with its destiny manifested through its ever-expanding new circuitry that connects 

the civilization of the Old World of Europe with the even older world of Asia. And American 

literature is the world’s literature made whole, connecting the primitive with the modern through 

an ever westward cycle of “civilization.” In 1909, after Pound left America, he wrote that he 
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could finally read Whitman. Pound also writes, “I honour him for he prophesied me while I can 

only recognize him as a forebear of whom I ought to be proud” (Pound 2005, 187). Pound’s 

performance as an Orientalist is a part of the great drama of an American national literature as a 

discursive and institutional formation. Pound includes himself among explorers such as Marco 

Polo filing reports from Cathay in fulfillment of Whitman’s prophecy—this, of course, is no 

prophecy at all, but simply literary self-fashioning. Therefore, the Chinese masks of Orientalism 

represent Pound’s imperial gesture implicit in taking on Whitman’s poetics, as well as 

functioning as a dramatic mask for this poetics to become Pound’s brand of modernism. China of 

Cathay conceals the aspects of Whitman that Pound did not like in addition to, and more 

importantly, giving American poets a lineage and tradition that seem self-evident and a return to 

prior lost origins. 

 Pound creates Cathay by supplementing the work of an Orientalist, Fenollosa, with his 

own research into Old English, Latin and Troubadour poetry—poetry that he translates, and 

mimics. These as lost or forgotten traditions, in Pound’s view, contain technical secrets to 

“liberation” as he states in his essay the “Art of Poetry” (Pound 2005, 192). In “The Wisdom of 

Poetry,” written in 1912, Pound says, “The Art of Poetry consists in combining these ‘essentials 

to thought,’ these dynamic particles, si licet, this radium with that melody of words which shall 

most draw the emotions of the hearer toward accord with their import, and with that ‘form’ 

which shall most delight the intellect” (192). Pound makes it clear that he is searching out the 

technical design of a poetics that embodies “thought” and represents “liberation.” This is the 

assumption that Pound has when he uses to the Chinese character,耀, or illumination, on the 

cover of Cathay. This presence of the Chinese character on the cover, and the utter absence of 

them within the text of the poems, shows not only that Pound follows Fenollosa’s wishes that his 
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notebook not be sentenced to philology, but also Pound’s views on the role of the poet. He says 

in the essay “The Art of Poetry,” “Poets in former ages were of certain uses to the community… 

In Provence the gai savior was both theatre and opera” (192). He also says that in “ages of 

doubt,” which are presumably modern times, that “the poet presents as that which appears as 

truth to a certain sort of mind under certain conditions” (193). Pound describes the role of the 

modern poet as not producing truth as such, but producing a performance of truth. And of almost 

a century of ink spilled on discussing the verisimilitude of the Chinese representations in Cathay, 

most critics have missed that Pound’s Chinese references, while positively being an intertextual 

bulwark for his performances, are performances. Pound shows this by compiling poems in 

Cathay almost exclusively from texts that signify a performance of an identity. Pound, as an 

Orientalist, performs ancient Chinese poets, like the troubadours, as lost and forgotten 

modernists. 

 To perform as an Orientalist, however, is to perform within a discourse that, as Said 

points out, is within the power structure of empire (3). Or as Dirlik much more recently has 

pointed out, Orientalism represents the asymmetric power structure of the contact zone (113). In 

this sense Pound’s decision to compile Cathay as he did confirms that his representations of 

China are a series of masks. It legitimizes his not only theories, but practice of poetry. The figure 

of the mask is a prominent one in modernism—from Baktin’s ideas of Carnival, to Picasso’s 

cubist primitivism—the mask represents a game of presence and absence whereby the wearer 

can cross social boundaries and breach social taboos in a ritualized or performative manner 

without the risk of losing her/his face. Pound’s masks give him access to an elegiac poetry of 

mourning and intimacy. They give him access to the pathos of soldiers on the front lines in 

World War I. They allow him to express the anxieties of those on the home front who must keep 
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up appearances and not appear sappy. They allow him to use nature as a subject that did not look 

or feel like the Romantic and Victorian poetry that he wished to supplant. These poems as masks 

represent a further experimentation with his American, Whitman-inspired free-verse projected 

through a prism of Orientalist translation. In this sense traditional Chinese poetry was his ideal 

America that contained an absolute potential for experimentation and making new, while 

representing the “natural” sign of thought. At the same time his use of Orientalism clearly is 

guided by the assumption that the role of the poet is to create a poetry that “appears as truth.” 

The reason for this is that Orientalism depends on its ability to perform representations of a 

people in a truthful discourse of ethnography, metonymic to a space that exists in the “East.” 

Pound’s Cathay is a representation of an idea of this truth discourse. Embedded in this problem 

is Pound’s imagist dictum that an image is the “direct treatment of the thing” (Pound 2005, 252). 

But this is an incomplete gloss on what Pound says, he states that it is a “direct treatment of the 

‘thing’ whether subjective or objective” (205). In Cathay the images, or the ‘things’ are not 

Chinese poetry, but emotional states of separation, sorrow, and mourning. Furthermore, Pound 

states that an image is not the poem itself, but “The image is the poet’s pigment” (283). The 

poetry, on the other hand, is an artful combination of these pigments, represented by the 

performance of the Orientalist, and using Chinese personae as masks to create his elegies, and to 

fashion himself into an American tradition while at the same time wanting to transforming it.  

Taken retrospectively, Cathay as a mask for Pound’s performance can be seen in a 

different figural light, as that which masks. The American poets who accepted that subjective 

truth of Pound’s Chinese poetry have participated, perhaps not consciously, in a continual 

masking. Cathay has been an inspiration and a model for many, mostly male, Anglo-American 

poets who wrote elegies and nature poetry using Chinese poetry as a way of representing 
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expressions of beauty or emotional vulnerability within a muted, conversational minimal surface 

(often at the expense of the highly-stylized and often excessively emotional Chinese source 

materials) as found in the translations and imitations of poets like Sam Hamill, Robert Bly, 

Kenneth Rexroth, Carolyn Kizer, Charles Wright, and Gary Snyder. The Poundian tradition of 

“Chinese Dreams” (as Eric Hayot calls such creative and critical uses of Chinese outside of 

China) has to a large extent masked the Chinese-language poetry written in America, modern 

Chinese poets in China (and throughout the Chinese Diaspora), and Asian American poets 

writing during the time of the Chinese Exclusion Acts. Pound’s kind of Orientalism, the 

performance of Chinese poetry that belies even the assumed truth discourse of the Orientalist, 

has resulted in representations of China to become distinct “poetry” to be privileged over the 

writings of the “merely Chinese.” In this way the aesthetic representation of traditional Chinese 

poetry as an intertextual reference in modern American poetry conceals the political 

representation of Chinese modernity, and the plight of Chinese Americans who were engaged in 

writing a different kind of elegy. The elegiac mourning of Cathay that appears in the repetition 

of sorrow, displacement, and exile, then, perhaps represents not only a conscious attempt to 

speak to soldiers of Ypres, or even Pound’s own ambitions to displace Romantic and Victorian 

poetry, but a trace of a repressed historical and political American memory, unconsciously 

representing the painful reality of separation, anxiety, and alienation caused by the Chinese 

Exclusion Acts that are hidden behind the exquisite lyrics of a fantastical Cathay.   
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CHAPTER 4  
H.T. TSIANG'S POEMS OF THE CHINESE REVOLUTION: WHITMAN, 

HISTORIOGRAPHY, AND THE MODERN CHINESE/AMERICAN POEM 

 
At the end of his life, H.T. Tsiang’s literary career as an activist for racial equality and 

proletarian solidarity had disappeared into the miasma of Hollywood film. Beginning in the 

1940s Tsiang played a series of stock figures in stereotypical roles ranging from Hosannah Wong 

in Keys of the Kingdom, a houseboy in Ocean’s 11, a cook in Panic in the Streets, to a Japanese 

spy in Betrayal from the East. The generic roles in these films embody stereotypes of Asians. 

More disturbingly, Tsiang’s roles reflect the way that Hollywood films reinforce racial 

boundaries that have been constructed through official policies of the United States. These 

Hollywood roles project an image of Asians as treacherous, Chinese as weak, and Asian 

Americans as subservient feminized labor, which are representations that Tsiang spent much of 

his literary and artistic career battling. The disappearance of Tsiang’s work as a radical writer of 

revolutionary literature and his participation in Hollywood’s systemic production of racist genre 

films is symptomatic of the general erasure of not only Asian American contribution to 

American literary history but also Asian Americans from the history of the American left. 

According Robert G. Lee, “although Asian immigrants to the United States have and continue to 

be overwhelmingly working people, their experience of struggle has been made almost totally 

invisible in the master narrative of American labor and radical history” (256). To put it another 

way, since the 1940s Tsiang’s literary achievements have not only been marginalized as leftist 

revolutionary writings, but they have been marginalized within the field of leftist revolutionary 

writings.  
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Though largely an invisible man in American letters, H.T. Tsiang’s irrepressible personal 

story and his provocative plays and novels have remained stubbornly as a fossil record within 

subterranean layers of America’s radical past. Tsiang’s literary achievements as a writer in the 

United States are unprecedented. For example, Tsiang’s 1929 Poems of the Chinese Revolution 

introduces and unusual vision of the Chinese communist revolution to American audiences as a 

tool for promoting an international revolution. In order to represent the revolution, Tsiang 

employs prominent features of the Chinese May Fourth Movement’s literary experimentation 

into modern American poetry. In a unique transpacific exchange, Tsiang’s Poems of the Chinese 

Revolution offers an internationalist attempt to create an image of a proletarian poetry with a 

historical and material context that disavows the traditional methods and motifs of classical 

Chinese poetry. This occurs at a time when Orientalist translations of pre-modern dynastic 

Chinese poetry were first becoming widely available to American readers. 

Revolutionary Beginnings 

As of now there are no definitive biographies of H.T. Tsiang, and there are still many 

gaps in published accounts of Tsiang’s life. From what exists, we know H.T. Tsiang entered the 

United States on a student visa (one of the few available options for Chinese to enter the United 

States during the time of the Chinese Exclusion Acts) escaping political persecution and possible 

execution in 1927 (Ma). Tsiang’s parents were farmers in Tongzhou, Jiangsu Province on the 

east coast of China (Ma).23 Tsiang studied English at South East University in Nanjing, a subject 

for which he won first place in a nation-wide competition that would later earn him a chance to 

                                                 
23 Throughout the chapter I will use standard Mandarin pinyin Romanization except in quoting from Tsiang’s work. 
Tsiang uses Standard Cantonese Romanization for Cantonese, and Wade-Giles Romanization for Mandarin. For 
example Tsiang’s name, 蒋希曾, in pinyin Romanization would be Jiang Xizeng. However, in Wade-Giles 
Romanization his name would be Jiang Hsi-Tsêng, but in Standard Cantonese it is Tsiang Hsi-tsang. It makes sense 
that Tsiang would use Cantonese Romanization, due to the large numbers of Cantonese speakers in the United 
States, and the time he spent in Guangzhou before immigrating to the US.  
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study in the United States. He attended university at a time when Chinese students and scholars 

were leading efforts to modernize China’s politics, economics, and military by insisting on 

revolutionary cultural transformations. Politically active, Tsiang traveled to Guangzhou (Canton) 

after his graduation in 1925 to work for Sun Yat-sen’s office in the Guomindang (Nationalist 

Party). The rise of workers’ unions and the political violence between leftist and nationalist that 

swept through the coastal cities of China between 1925 and 1927, some of which Tsiang 

observed firsthand, became the contents of Poems of the Chinese Revolution.  

Because the history of 1920s China figures prominently in Tsiang’s poetry, I will briefly 

describe some of the major events that occurred. After the 1911 revolution, China was ruled by 

the Beiyang government, which had weak administrative control over the country, allowing 

warlords to control vast regions of the country and foreign imperialist powers to function as (and 

to compete for the position of) de facto overseers of important coastal economic districts from 

Manchuria in the north to Hong Kong in the south. In 1925 Sun Yat-sen died and Chaing Kai-

shek took control of the Guomindang. He marched north from Guangzhou, wresting control of 

the country from Beiyang and warlord forces, setting up a new central government in Nanjing. 

On May 30, 1925, British soldiers shot students and workers protesting the foreign occupation in 

Shanghai. The event is significant because it reflected the organization of labor against both 

imperialist and domestic exploitation. Furthermore, the event would indicate the end of the union 

between the right and left wings of the Guomindang whose campaign north was assisted 

militarily and economically by the Soviet Union. Chiang Kai-shek attempted to consolidate 

power, and in 1927 ordered a purge of communists within the Guomingdang—over 5000 leftist 

Guomindang members were executed.  
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According to some sources, and Tsiang’s poetry, he was involved in the first years of the 

heterodox Chinese Communist Party that consisted of various groups such as anarchists, labor 

union organizers, Leninists, and Trotskyites. One source suggests that he participated in the 

Canton Soviet in 1927, which after three days came to a violently end (Ma). Tsiang was arrested 

in China in 1927 but would flee Guangzhou to the US, taking a scholarship at Stanford where he 

wrote for the overseas Chinese publication “Young China.”24 He also began his own publication, 

A Chinese Guide to America. None of his Chinese writings from these publications have been 

translated into English. Leong Gor Yun’s 1936 history of Chinese-American culture reports on 

Tsiang’s first round of controversy, writing for Chinese-language publications in the United 

States:  

 [I]t [the split between the left and right wings of the Guomindang] brought into the 
limelight Tsiang Hsi-tsang, the editor of Young China. Tsiang, a self-styled Communist, 
was ejected bodily from his office by a group of right-wingers. Shortly afterward the left-
wingers would have nothing to do with him. He was later arrested by American 
authorities as a propagandist for the Communist Party, and held for deportation. But he 
had good connections with important Americans, and was freed. He came to New York, 
and is famous as the man who wrote, published, and sold two books in English—China 
Red and The Hanging in Union Square. (154) 

 

According to the New York Times, it was not the US government, but the Guomindang that 

requested his arrest and extradition (“Article 13” 130). Tsiang was able to avoid deportation with 

the help of the intellectuals like John Dewey, as well as organizations like the International 

Labor Defense and the American Civil Liberties Union (“Article 13” 130). He moved to New 

                                                 
24 According to the October 22, 1939 New York Times, this account conflicts with the brief biography of Tsiang 
written by the Tongzhou Dianshi University professor Ma Shigao. According to Ma, Tsiang was a leftist that fled 
China when the Guomindang was cracking down on radical elements. According to the New York Times report, 
Tsiang supported the right wing of the Guomindang and departed a left-wing dominated Guomindang of Guangzhou 
and he became more radical after studying in Stanford University. Both versions suggest the intensity and danger of 
political affiliation in the 1920s as well as the transnational reach of political affiliation—the Guomindang requested 
Tsiang’s extradition to China to punish him for his leftist writings while he was in Stanford. (“Article 13, ” 130): 
130; 
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York to study at the New School of Social Research. In 1940 he was held in Ellis Island and 

entered a writ of habeas corpus plea to contest the government’s assertion that he violated the 

terms of his student visa established in the Chinese Exclusion Act (“Chinese Writer to Face 

Court” 8). Tsiang was singled out for his left-wing politics by the INS in coordination with the 

justice department, following a strategy that US law enforcement officials used against potential 

subversive elements of the Chinese American community in a much more systematic fashion in 

the 1950s, deporting even United States citizens of Chinese descent who were thought to be 

communists (Lai 30). During his first thirteen years in the United States he had worked odd jobs, 

like washing dishes at the Howdy Club in Greenwich Village, as well as producing, directing, 

casting, writing, managing, advertising, and acting in his plays that were performed in union 

meeting halls near Washington Square (Lyons). The period between his arrival in the United 

States and his 1940 detention in Ellis Island was his most productive period of writing. After his 

hearing with the INS he was allowed to stay in the United States, but he would never again 

publish another book or publicly support leftist movements. As James Smethurst reports: 

The artists and intellectuals associated with the Popular Front, with a few 
exceptions…either recanted, as did Langston Hughes, Canada Lee, Budd Schulberg, and 
Josh White, fell silent, as did Sterling Brown and Frank Marshall Davis, or found 
themselves virtually unemployable and/or unpublishable pariahs, as did Paul Robeson, 
W.E.B. Du Bois, Meridel Le Sueur, H.T. Tsiang, and Edwin Rolfe. (149) 

 
Before 1940, when Asian Americans had only limited access to English-language presses 

Tsiang’s works were published by small left-wing presses, which is one of the reasons why his 

writings represent the earliest published English-language novels by Asian Americans.  

 In the early 1940s Tsiang moved to Hollywood where he lived until his death in 1971. He 

continued his work as a stage actor and stage director in a small theater (Daugherty). More 

notably, he became a film and TV actor playing typecast roles hauntingly familiar to those 
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characters that would fill his poetry and prose from the 1920s and 1930s (Ma). It would not be 

until after the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s that radical Asia-American writers would 

gain mainstream access to print, which coincidentally marked the end of the immigration and 

naturalization laws that had their origins in the Chinese Exclusion Act. Over the past decade, 

Tsiang’s work has gained a second life. Prominent works of Asian American Studies 

scholarship, like Elaine Kim’s Asian American Literature and David Palumbo-Liu’s 

Asian/American: Historical Crossings of an American Frontier have described the importance of 

his novels. However, his poetry has not received the same critical recognition, even though some 

poems have recently been anthologized in collections like Juliana Chang’s Quiet Fire, and more 

recently in Rutgers University Press’s 2005 The New Anthology of American Poetry.  

As mentioned previously Tsiang’s Poems of the Chinese Revolution is notable for its 

representation of China’s May Fourth Movement literature, a Chinese literary movement 

contemporaneous with Anglo-American “High Modernism,” involving both political protest as 

well as linguistic experimentation with the hope of modernizing if not revolutionizing Chinese 

political and intellectual culture. Tsiang also presents an English-language vision of the Chinese 

revolution before Mao Zedong. In as far as Poems of the Chinese Revolution engages an 

American audience and is written by an author who would spend the rest of his life in the United 

States, it can be seen as a work of Chinese American writing, bringing a transpacific context to 

the revolutionary writings of the American left.  

Tsiang’s poetry is a challenge to the way traditional Chinese literature is used as an 

intertext in Modern American poetry, simply from the fact that Tsiang’s Chinese poetics arrives 

out of a modern historical and political context. The traditional Chinese literature that has been 

received into American poetry, whether through translation or allusion, is often stripped of its 
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context, linguistic nuances, and constructed as an ahistoric, monolithic “oriental”/”classical” 

Chinese poetry. Thus, the center-periphery narrative that charts primitivism and Orientalism in 

American modernism—exotic artifacts from organic and ancient traditions from the periphery 

which in turn helped modernist to rethink art, represent the modern condition, and restore the 

Culture of the imperial cosmopolitan center—is questioned by a modern author who is ethnically 

Chinese, writing verse for American publications. In Poems of the Chinese Revolution China 

does not figure as a “Golden Age,” nor is it a usable past in the way that Anglo-American 

modernists used primitivism and Orientalism for cultural authority.   

Race, Labor, and Revolution 

Throughout Tsiang’s Poems of the Chinese Revolution, the Chinese laborer emerges as a 

central figure. In the first two poems of the collection, “Rickshaw Boy” and “Chinaman, 

Laundryman,” Tsiang pairs representations of transnational Chinese laborers in Shanghai and 

America.  

“Rickshaw Boy”   

Ta! Ta! Ta! Ta! 
Pulling rickshaw! 
International park, no dogs nor “Chinese” admitted, 
None but the rich “Chinese” may be permitted. 
 
Ta! Ta! Ta! Ta! 
Pulling rickshaw! 
O, I shall die! 
Blood pouring from this mouth of mine, 
I shall die in the street’s wet slime! 
O missionary, you whip me with an extra dime, 
Rushing to the station to meet your loving boy on time! 
(lines 58-68) 
 
“Chinaman, Laundryman” 
 
“Chinaman”! 
“Laundryman”! 
Don’t call me “man”! 
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I am worse than a slave. 
 
Wash! Wash! 
Why can I wash away  
The dirt of other’s clothes? 
But not the hatred of my heart? 
My skin is yellow, 
Does my yellow skin color the clothes? 
Why do you pay me less 
For the same work? 
Clever boss 
You know  
How to scatter the seeds of hatred  
Among your ignorant slaves. 
(lines 1-16) 
 

“Rickshaw Boy” is set in Shanghai, which is indicated by the allusion to the infamous Huangpu 

park, “International Park, no dogs nor ‘Chinese’ admitted, / None but rich ‘Chinese’ may be 

permitted!” (6, line 60-61). “Chinaman, Laundryman” takes place in the United States. The 

narration in both poems is written in the first person through a subjectivity that gains its identity 

from race and class divisions. When Tsiang was writing, the rickshaw driver and the laundryman 

had become recognizable to an American audience because these labor-intensive jobs were 

clichés of stereotypical Chinese employment. These two forms of employment appear in works 

of both Chinese modernism and Asian American literature, notably Lao She’s famous short 

story, “Camel Xiangzi,” and much later in the century in Maxine Hong Kingston’s Woman 

Warrior. Tsiang identifies these jobs with what Julia Kristeva calls the “abject,” whereby their 

labor is associated with exclusion and rejection (Kristeva). The rickshaw boy is metonymically 

connected with refuse, the “street’s wet slime,” and the Chinese American laundryman’s labor is 

related to his “yellow skin,” which obliquely references the Chinese Exclusion Act designed to 

exclude the “Yellow Peril.” The “Yellow Peril” was a discourse that originated with Kaiser 

Wilhelm II posing East Asia as a menacing threat to European civilization that demanded a 
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German military presence; this figure of East Asians as a global threat would become entrenched 

in American popular culture in the Fu Manchu stereotype that would be used not only in 

entertainment but also in discourses of labor union protection and foreign policy (Blue 122). 

That this discourse appears when European and American nations enjoyed the height of their 

imperial power over China, speaks to the rhetorical power of the abject as a perceived threat. 

Kristeva describes the abject as: “from its place of banishment, the abject does not cease 

challenging its master” (Kristeva). Instead of disappearing silently into an exotic background of 

the mysterious East, or an American Chinatown, these Chinese laborers speak loudly, 

announcing their outrage at being exploited. For example, “Rickshaw Boy” identifies one of the 

most obvious symbols of Imperial domination, the barring for 60 years of Chinese from 

Huangpu park in Shanghai by European imperialist powers;25 the narrator of “Chinaman, 

Laundryman,” cries: “My boss says, / ‘Chinaman, / go back to China / If you don’t feel 

satisfied’” (7, lines 39-40). The poems draw unmistakable similarities between the Chinese 

laborer in the United States and the Chinese laborer in China. “Rickshaw Boy,” and “Chinaman, 

Laundryman” provide an orientation for Poems of the Chinese Revolution, establishing a 

consistent voice, tone, and point of view that continue throughout the subsequent poems. These 

consistencies give a political coherence across national boundaries. The Chinese worker emerges 

as the hero in Tsiang’s poems, not because of any cultural marker of Chinese exceptionalism, but 

because they represent a revolutionary potential within a system of global capital. In the poems, 

Chinese identity is primarily posited as a product of racist and imperialist policies, and not 

through any essential cultural characteristic. The two poems reveal a connection between the 

labor of the Chinese workers and a world economy structured on racial difference: “My skin is 

                                                 
25 According to Bickers and Wasserstrom, the park was opened up to the public in 1928, which was the same year 
that H.T. Tsiang’s poems were written (445).  
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yellow, / does my yellow skin color the clothes?” (lines 10-11). The figures of the rickshaw boy 

and the laundryman both show how race complicates the understanding of class. Tsiang 

consistently tries to show the forces of nationalism, imperialism, and racism as capitalist 

hegemonic efforts to destroy a universal class-consciousness.   

A Poetics of the Hypocolony 

The figure of the Chinese laborer as the oppressed victim of transnational capitalism 

allows Tsiang to correlate racism and exclusion with imperialism. In this sense Tsiang creates a 

poetics of the hypocolony, modeled on Sun Yat-sen’s explanation of China’s subaltern position 

vis-à-vis the industrialized world. Sun first used this term in his 1924 revolutionary address, “San 

Min Zhu Yi,” or “3 Principles of the People.” Sun Yat-sen called China a “hypocolony,” that 

was “subject to many powers and hence inferior to a colony”; thus, the Chinese were “not slaves 

of one country but of all” (Wang 340, Sun 38). This notion of being colonized by all includes 

Chinese communities in various nations around the world (Sun had spent much of his youth 

overseas, and his brother worked for a plantation in Hawaii) (Wang 337). From the perspective 

of the history of the United States, the hypocolony finds its complement in “colonial practices 

emphasiz[ing] the control of different people, their labor, and their means of communal 

identification” (Rowe 7). In this way, American imperialism occurred both abroad as well as 

through what John Carlos Rowe labels the “internal colonization” of natives, and immigrant 

groups within the territorial bounds of the United States (7). Sun’s theory of “hypocolony,” in 

addition to marking a continuity between the racist treatment of Chinese abroad and the erosion 

of Chinese sovereignty, indicates the displacement that Chinese intellectuals felt as they tried to 

come to a consensus about the Chinese revolution. Many, like Sun, either spent time abroad 

where they witnessed “internal colonization,” or in areas of China controlled by European, 

Japanese, and American forces. Many saw Chinese nationalism as a way to legitimize political 
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action. They felt a consensus was needed to form a coherent world-view in the face of the 

disjointedness brought on by being subjects of a “hypocolony.” Many students, activists, and 

intellectuals of the May Fourth Movement, despite their widespread literary, artistic, linguistic, 

pedagogical, and philosophical contributions, ultimately wanted “the strengthening of China in 

the shortest possible period”—a strength that meant possessing the military, economic, and 

political might to remove European and Japanese powers from their territories and to prevent an 

invasion from Japan (Wang 359). Literary, artistic, linguistic, and philosophical interventions 

were incorporated into the project of China’s modernization as a weapon for nationalist 

liberation.   

Figure 4-1. (above) Chinese coolie laborers 
contracted by British in 
Southeast Asia (Zhou Hong 23). 

 
Figure 4-2. (right) Foreign-run factory in 

China (Zhou Hong 23). 

Tsiang, who had traveled to South China to work in Sun Yat-sen’s office, and later 

participated in the Canton Soviet, had witnessed the violence that could occur in the name of the 

security of the nation (Ma). It is not surprising to find within his poetry an ambivalence toward 

the nation state. For a decade after Poems of the Chinese Revolution was published, Tsiang 

continued this theme in his novels and plays. For example, one of the earliest fictional narratives 

by a modern Chinese American author, “similarly rais[ing] the question of mixedness…and the 
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disappearance of ‘China’ as an idealized point of national identification, with particular reference 

to a political as well as cultural attachment to an Asia undergoing profound political and cultural 

change” (Palumbo-Liu 49). Palumbo-Liu’s description of Tsiang’s novel And China has Hands 

shows that Tsiang’s project of interjecting modern China’s political struggles into American 

literary culture consistently presents his distrust of nationalism at the same time as it represents 

the politics of resisting the conditions of the transnational hypocolony and, by extension, 

capitalism. Tsiang says in his foreword that The Poems of the Chinese Revolution is to be written 

in “various languages,” because Tsiang says that “I believe it must stir the world” (3). This faith 

points to the utopian horizon of Tsiang’s collection. Tsiang endeavors to cast the Chinese 

revolution in a way that shows China as active, and can alter political consciousness within the 

United States. But more than that, the project of translations situates poetry as a universal genre 

of expression that can be reconstructed in the particulars of various national languages. 

Therefore, poetry, like revolution, is universal in Tsiang’s equation. Tsiang asserts that it is the 

Chinese worker who is also a transnational, multilingual worker whose presence in the universal 

genre signifies the radical potential for global revolution.  

Tsiang’s Poems of the Chinese Revolution offers an alternative vision to policies to “Han-

chauvinism” and the anti-Japanese nationalism that Chiang Kai-shek’s government and the 

Chinese Communist Party would employ. Instead, he suggests that the issue is not with the 

Chinese nation but all laborers of the world. This is not surprising, because his audience is the 

(mostly white) American left. Tsiang poetically constructs the Chinese laborers as an allegorical 

“everyman.” In this sense he places the historical destiny of the oppressed Chinese laborer in the 

front lines of the revolution. The Chinese workers are paving the way for the liberation of the 

oppressed of the entire world. Tsiang’s poetry serves as a didactic medium for reporting what is 
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happening on the front lines of the revolution to the backwaters of America. In doing so he at 

once implicates and provincializes his American audience in relation to the events that occur in 

China. His figure of the Chinese laborer does not deal in technical details of Marxist 

historiography, nor the distinction between Chinese laborers in Shanghai who work for the 

interests of transnational capital, and the Chinese peasants in the countryside whose economic 

relationships at the time were largely feudal. Poems of the Chinese Revolution does not offer 

details as to how the utopian horizon of a global revolution will unfold into an actuality. But 

Tsiang does suggest that the basic conditions for this universal struggle exist, and that to write 

poetry is to participate in a universal genre, which can serve as the battleground for this 

revolutionary consciousness. 

The fifth poem, titled “Gum Shan Ding,” addresses one of Tsiang’s anti-heroes that 

appear within the collection—the transnational capitalist Chinese who, like Chaing Kai-shek, 

have accumulated wealth and are perpetuating the corrupted economic system.26 The poem 

centers on Gum Shan Ding’s misrecognition of the racism in America, the corruption within the 

mainland Chinese government, and most importantly the consequences of capital investment on 

the Chinese worker. Tsiang writes: 

When you are on the golden shore of America 
You are without worry, 
No longer being poor. 
Your chief concern  
Is to manage with all your wealth. 
 
Don’t talk to me about China! 
“I am a rich merchant. 
No more ‘fatherland’! 
I am an American citizen.” 

                                                 
26 According to Tsiang’s notes, “Gum Shan Ding,” is a “sarcastic nickname given in China to those workers who 
return from America. The literal meaning is ‘gold mountain fool’” (12). “Gum Shan” is Cantonese for “Gold 
Mountain,” which refers to San Francisco, but sometimes refers to the whole of California or even the US.  
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Yet there are worries. 
That is too bad. 
Face not so white, 
Nose not so high. 
When I pass by 
All men call me, 
“Chinaman!” “Chinaman!” (lines 8-23) 
 

Gum Shan Ding, within Tsiang’s revolutionary framework, represents an antithesis of Tsiang’s 

Chinese laborer. For example, instead of internationalism, the bourgeois Gum Shan Ding uses 

his American citizenship as a way to disregard the Chinese revolution. At the same time his 

citizenship forces him to passively accept the indignities of racism in the United States. Tsiang’s 

Gum Shan Ding says, “I am a rich merchant,” which signifies one of the few classes of Chinese 

permitted visas and residency during the Chinese Exlusion Acts. Gum Shan Ding’s identity is 

formed through race and class divisions created through capitalism and imperialism. However, 

Gum Shan Ding in the US is isolated, cut off from his past as well as the future revolutionary 

horizon. Tsiang, at the end of the poem, says “You [Gum Shan Ding] are not alone, / All of us 

are fools…Fools! Fools! Fools! / Oh, you fools, awake!” (12, lines 59-63). The Gum Shan Dings 

of the world have the power of transformation if only consciousness is filtered through a 

revolutionary conscience. This message is important considering that the poem was first 

published in July of 1928 in the Daily Worker. As Paul Buhle points out, “the Daily Worker 

came to stand for, and to dialogue with, that very middle class, the largest Communist 

constituency outside ethnic groups” (179). 

In “Gum Shan Ding” there is a construction of an interconnected race and class-based 

exclusion similar to that occurring in the United States in the populist writings during late 1920s, 

but especially during the Great Depression. For example Angelina Grimké’s 1930 untitled poem 

reads as follows: 
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I am the woman with the black black skin 
I am the laughing woman with the black black face 
I am living in the cellars and in every crowded place 
 I am toiling just to eat 
 In the cold and in the heat 
  And I laugh 
I am the laughing woman who’s forgotten how to weep 
I am the laughing woman who’s afraid to go to sleep. (Nelson 47) 

 
Grimké uses irregular line lengths, anaphora, attention to negative space, and an assertive lyrical 

“I” of Whitman-like proportions to chart topographically the contours of a voiceless subaltern 

subjectivity. Cary Nelson in Revolutionary Memory describes the poetry of V.J. Jerome, a Polish 

Jewish immigrant and later an active member of the Communist Party who wrote “A Negro 

Mother to Her Child,” as connecting labor to class and race (47). In the early 1900s Morrison I. 

Swift describes racism as the lynchpin connecting capitalism with imperialism and nationalism 

in poems like ‘Butcher McKinley’ (23). Tsiang’s interest in exposing race and class, and offering 

revolutionary alternatives, was shared by many writers on the left. Given this literary context in 

addition to the fact that Tsiang’s supporters were liberal professors from Columbia University, 

we can see Poems of the Chinese Revolution operating in dialogue with the populist literature of 

the 1920s and 1930s that was re-forming American modernism. Tsiang’s poems contribute to 

this literary movement by altering set binaries of black and white within the American activist 

tradition (a tradition that dates back to the abolitionist movement) to include the conditions of 

Chinese Americans during the exclusion act and Chinese revolution. Through the introduction of 

the Chinese American subject, Tsiang expands the critique of American racial conflicts, and 

shows how such conflicts are supra-national.  

Bringing the May Fourth Movement and the Chinese Revolution to America 

The third poem, “Shantung,” represents another set of Chinese laborers in Shanghai. In 

this poem Tsiang offers a vision of the potential for solidarity between Japanese and Chinese 
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workers as a way to end Japanese imperialism. The narrator in Shanghai addresses the Chinese 

laborers in Shandong who are being occupied by Japanese forces: 

Don, Don, Don, the drum is calling;  
Lun, Lun, Lun, the artillery is roaring. 
Japan is in Shantung far away 
We can still work for a living. 
 
Hashi yi, hashi yi, buzzing bee, buzzing bee. 
God has damned me, 
Hard work comes to me. 
My mouth is thirsty, 
My stomach was never so empty, 
Why don’t you teach me to live without bread, 
Papa, mama?  
(lines 1-12)  
 
[…] 
Brother, sister, I have a message for you. 
Are ye a worker, are ye a farmer? 
We are alike then. 
Brother, sister, 
We have no wrong when we are born; 
We toil yet we have no bread; 
We spin yet we have no shirt; 
We do building yet we have no shed. 
(lines 20-27) 
 

Tsiang uses diction to produce an illusion of a working class vernacular for his proletariat 

Chinese laborer hero who, again, represents abject exclusion as a universal figure of social 

revolution. For example, “Shantung” begins with the “Don, Don, Don, the drum is calling; / Lun, 

Lun, Lun, the artillery is roaring” (lines 1-2). Tsiang gives notes for these lines explain that 

“Lun” and “Don” are examples of Chinese verbs acting as onomatopoeia in the poem (Tsiang 9). 

The inclusion of the Chinese language linguistically locates the poem within the contested space 

of the Chinese nation, Shandong province, where Japan has invaded. It also connects the narrator 

in the poem with Tsiang, whose persona has already been crafted in the introduction of the book 

as a translator and political exile who is bringing the voice of the “Chinese Revolution” to 
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America (4). The polyglot lines that open “Shantung” transform a line from a Whitman poem 

into Chinese: “Beat! Beat! drums!—Blow! bugles! blow!” (from “Beat! Beat! Drums!” Line 1). 

The linguistic reconstitution of “Beat” into “Don” allows Tsiang to translate the Chinese 

laborer’s vernacular into a Whitman poem. Tsiang’s choice to use Whitman as a model for his 

poetry follows what Henry Nash Smith describes as “the intrusion of the vernacular into 

consciously literary usage” (650). Whitman’s interest in the vernacular is similar to the May 

Fourth writers’ because Whitman’s use of the “English language” represents a postcolonial 

attempt to create a national cultural identity by transforming the language of the colonial power 

into something new. Tsiang’s idea of an international Chinese worker’s speech, however, strips 

the American-ness from Whitman’s notion of everyday language. Jonathan Arac points out that 

the vernacular is a concept linked to “nationalist myths of purity”; Tsiang replaces the idea of 

national language with the language used by the figure of the international revolution (45). The 

plainspoken diction of the Chinese laborer juxtaposed with English text reflects the work of the 

Chinese laborer, performed next to European-American laborers. Tsiang is able to poetically and 

linguistically organize labor, mimetically representing the goal of Poems of the Chinese 

Revolution. Tsiang’s reports in the foreword, “I hope that these poems are material from which 

to form some concept of the Chinese Revolution, and in that, they will have served their 

purpose” (4). The poem, “Shantung,” is one example of how Tsiang reports in the workers’ 

vernacular the historical specificity of Chinese Revolution, and at the same time uses the 

workers’ vernacular to establish the universal necessity of the Chinese Revolution. 

In “Shantung” Tsiang situates the Chinese worker in Shanghai, a location from which the 

lyrical voice addresses the reader for much of Poems of the Chinese Revolution. The most 

important reason for locating the worker here is because Shanghai was an emblem of Chinese 



 

162 

modernity with a foreign-built Bund, capitalist industrialization, modern infrastructure, and 

cosmopolitan culture. These qualities also signify Shanghai as a site where China’s economy 

could produce a proletariat consciousness as a necessary component in revolutionary class 

warfare. Shanghai was a place where students, workers, and business workers had coordinated 

political action against the United States during the boycott of 1905. Shanghai was also the site 

of much labor unrest during the 1920s, which is why in March of 1927 the leftwing of the 

Guomindang was able to secure Shanghai from warlord control without much resistance. The 

labor movement and collaborations between workers and students created a heterodoxy of leftist 

movements that was a signature of the Chinese Communist Party until well after Chairman Mao 

consolidated power after the Long March in 1935.  

The narrator in “Shantung” reports on the military aggression of the Japanese in the 

occupied province of Shandong. The conflict over Shandong province began at the Treaty of 

Versailles when the allies signed German concessions over to the Japanese—the event that began 

the 1919 May Fourth Movement. The poem’s subtext is that Chinese nationalism alone would 

not transform the plight of the worker, which was the basic political strategy for the right-wing 

of the Guomindang. In fact, the narrator implies that the modern nation-state structurally 

preserves the conditions for race-based exploitation and produces a violence that is even worse 

than Japanese imperial aggression: 

Brother, sister, there is a message for you. 
Japan occupies Shantung, 
But the toilers of Japan, they are with us; 
Not Tanataka the oppressor, 
Not Tanaka the murderer, 
But the toilers of Japan will join us— 
We together will crush Tanaka. (lines 31-37) 
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Surprisingly, the message that Tsiang’s Chinese laborer hero brings is an internationalism that 

humanizes the Japanese at a time when Chinese nationalism was being built on the back of 

demonizing, anti-Japanese rhetoric. By 1928 Japan had occupied Manchuria, and war had broken 

out between China and Japan with heavy fighting taking place in Shandong province, which 

served to intensify Chinese nationalism. Unlike much of the political discourse emerging from 

Chinese intellectuals on Japan during this time, Tsiang suggests that a difference exists between 

the Japanese people and the imperial nation-state of Japan whose policies were influenced by 

leaders like Tanaka. Tanaka was famous for supposedly writing an apocryphal 1927 proposal to 

Emperor Hirohito that said the conquest of the world would have to begin with China (Staphen 

733). The revolutionary vision of Tsiang’s worker in Shanghai would not be shared by the Mao-

led Chinese communist army, because nationalism and anti-Japanese propaganda became key 

features of Chinese Communism. This was especially true when the war against Japan extended 

into the 1930s and 40s. Tsiang’s internationalist revolutionary vision in “Shantung” is not 

pacifist. It is as sanguine as the anti-Japanese Chinese nationalism, only the violence is directed 

against global capitalism: “Away with the exploiters— / When the sky with blood is red, / We all 

will have our bread!” (lines 42-47). This vision of revolutionary violence permeates Poems of the 

Chinese Revolution.  

In the penultimate poem, “Sacco, Vanzetti,” Tsiang joins American leftist poets by 

memorializing Sacco and Vanzetti. On a macro-poetic level, Tsiang is creating a collage which 

coordinates the Chinese revolution with American national politics. Even though Sacco and 

Vanzetti are presented as victims of racial and class oppression (“But you are the Wop, the fish 

peddler, the / worker” [16, line 59-60]) and are called “martyrs” (line 71), they are memorialized 

in an unsentimental fashion: “You are dead, / Never, never / To live again” (lines 73-75). Tsiang 
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first quotes Vanzetti “You did say: / ‘I wish to forgive some people for what they / are now 

doing to me’” (lines 55-56), and then responds to Vanzetti’s final words by saying “Isn’t it a 

great insult / To say “forgive” to your honorable master?” (lines 62-63). Just as Tsiang avoids 

memorializing the nation state, Tsiang avoids sanctifying Sacco and Vanzetti, preferring to honor 

their memory by showing them as members of an affiliation of workers who are struggling for 

the sake of a shared humanity. Their deaths are treated as ordinary deaths; however, Tsiang uses 

the memorialization of Sacco and Vanzetti in the minds of revolutionaries as the sign of an 

optimistic future. This is evident in Tsiang’s simplified eulogistic imagery of the dead autumn 

flowers blooming in the spring: “We shall again see the pretty flowers (line 89). Tsiang closes 

the poem with: “Listen to the war cries of your living brothers! / This is the incense / We are 

burning / To you” (lines 102-105), which through a slight ethnographic reference—the Chinese 

tradition of burning incense for the dead—returns the reader to China and the Chinese 

revolution. This very small detail at the very end of the poem, which helps to give events in the 

United States relevance in the Chinese revolution, is Tsiang’s site of transnational poetic 

enunciation. Including a poem about Sacco and Vanzetti is also a way for Tsiang to include 

himself as a poet of the American left. According to Buhle, “The Sacco-Vanzetti execution 

proved the injustice of the capitalist system and (despite political infighting with the anarchists) 

the ability of the Communists to bring together concerned intellectuals in a defense campaign” 

(172).  

 In the poem “May 30th” dedicated “To the Martyred Students and Workers Killed in the 

Shanghai Massacre,” Tsiang’s poetry again performs the act of memorialization. This time he 

describes the protesting workers and students who were killed and wounded by British forces in 

1925 Shanghai. “May 30th” is one of the most direct cases where Tsiang employs poetry to 
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perform the service of revolutionary memory, archiving the evidence that structures his 

historiography. Like “Sacco, Vanzetti,” it is a poem that memorializes the dead to serve a living 

revolution. 

Across great China’s sundials 
The sun and moon plied their shuttle 
The day came, the night— 
Now my tears flow again, 
It is May 30th. 
 
Oh brothers: Were you fools or heroes 
To march to the international settlement? 
Your bodies only of flesh and blood; 
Which was stronger, 
The egg or the stone? 
O hear: 
Your Children call for their fathers. 
Your widows burn paper money and sob. 
Your father mourns, he has lost his strong sons and will starve. 
(lines 1-25) 
 

While the poem addresses the Chinese proletariat and student protesters, Tsiang ends with the 

world beyond them: “You will live while it blazes, / The fire of World Revolution” (lines 29-30). 

Just as in “Rickshaw Boy,” and “Chinaman, Laundryman” the Chinese laborer extends beyond 

the boundaries of China, and merges with, as in the poem, “Shantung,” laborers in a global 

revolution. Throughout Poems of the Chinese Revolution, Tsiang accumulates evidence of 

imperial and racist aggression used in protecting capitalist interests. For example, in “May 30th” 

Tsiang writes: “But see: / Chiang Kai-shek’s new wife has a beautiful diamond ring…He has 

glory and power/ While you are dead” (lines 16-21). Instead of creating oppositions between 

Chinese/Japanese, Chinese/British, or Chinese/American, he shows that even among Chinese 

there is class conflict. 

 Tsiang concludes Poems of the Chinese Revolution with “Canton Soviet,” which is an 

epic, two-part, ten-page, thundering dramatic poem that incorporates margin notes, footnotes, 
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endnotes, and over fifteen speakers in a series of dialogues culminating in an exclamation of 

revolutionary slogans. In this respect, Tsiang’s project can be seen as sharing certain aesthetic 

strategies of such high modernist works as “The Waste Land.” The margin notes indicate the 

speaker and stage directions, footnotes serve as translations, and endnotes provide historical 

context for the poem.27 Closing Poems of the Chinese Revolution with a long dramatic poem 

indicates the next step he would take in his literary career as a dramatist who involved himself in 

practically all aspects of the stage, writing and performing the plays “Hanging at Union Square,” 

and “Wedding at a Nudist Colony.” The dramatic element of the “Canton Soviet” foregrounds 

Tsiang’s use of personae, slogans, exclamation marks, apostrophe, violence, and even muted 

landscapes to enhance poetic and public readings at a time when modernist poets from Vachel 

Lindsay to Edith Sitwell were pushing the possibilities of poetry as performance. Similarly, May 

Fourth poets, like Guo Moruo, attempted to not only break closed forms, but to cross genres. The 

mixing of genres and the stress on performance show the experimentation that went into 

discovering literary tools that could do the work of a proletarian revolution.    

Throughout the poem, Tsiang’s point of view floats among members of two opposite 

political forces—the “Whites” and the “Reds.” White signifies members and supporters of 

Chiang Kai-shek’s KMT party, while reds signify heterogeneous revolutionary groups of the left, 

corresponding to counter-revolutionary and revolutionary forces within more general 

revolutionary iconography. In Tsiang’s “Canton Soviet” there is an anxiety that one will become 

the other—the soldiers switch sides, party opportunists appear, a lover is betrayed. The voices of 

each color merge into each other such that the voices of the red include revolutionaries, 

                                                 
27 Tsiang was interested in drama, and during the 1930s would often recite from Poems of the Chinese Revolution to 
the audience as the stage was being prepared for a performance, see: “Article 13—No Title.” New York Times. Oct 
22, 1939: 130. 
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Bolsheviks, workers, students, while whites include the businessmen, military leaders, and even 

a poet.  

The colors, Red and White, have a historical context, but they also have the cultural 

meanings. Red is a color of good fortune—traditionally, a Chinese bride wears red on her 

wedding day, New Year’s gifts are put in red envelopes—and white is a color of death—white 

headbands and clothes are worn as a symbol of mourning. The poem’s two-part structure begins 

with “White Terror,” and concludes with “Red Terror,” underscoring the bifurcated world-view 

that pervades the poems. The narration in each section corresponds to the political point of view 

of the title, such that the “whites” associated with Chiang Kai-shek’s Guomindang control the 

discourse in the first section, while the revolutionary “reds” (a noticeably pre-Mao revolutionary 

group) control the discourse in the second set of dialogues. In the “white” section “bobbed-

haired girls” (signifying feminists) are attacked and raped with bayonets, students are assailed, 

and foreign Red Russians are also assaulted. What is noticeable about Tsiang’s Chinese 

revolution is how it is saturated with foreigners (Russians, Japanese, and Europeans). Tsiang 

plays with notions of whiteness and non-whiteness in creating this two-sided world such that at 

one point in the poem a “white” foreigner and a “red” Chinese engage in a dialogue. The margin 

notes indicate that a “Stupid White misinterprets the meaning of class-distinction,” and says: 

“My body is much taller than my masters! / Were there ‘class’ it is not my master” (Tsiang 19), 

which seems to catch the “white” as engaged in a different discourse of “class” than the “defier.” 

After a stanza break the “defier” responds “Foreign Devil! / Imperialist! …We know that all our 

lives / Will be reported to you / You so-called ‘civilized races’, / With death in your pockets / 

and kindness in your faces…” (19). The “red” begins the litany of imperial offences from naval 

blockades, to unfair trade treaties that came with forced “open door” policies. Tsiang accentuates 
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the difference in discourses through the change in poetic construction. First, there is a stanza 

break between the two speakers. Next the “whites’” free verse is replaced by regulated rhymed-

verse (e.g., “races”/“faces,” “crying”/”dying”), suggesting that on the linguistic level their 

discourses are different and clash. And the dialogue is ended by Chinese “whites” who then gag 

the “defiers.” The eventual silencing of the “defier” is replaced in part two by the silencing of the 

“white” discourse through the “red” slogans at the end of poem.  

The multiplicity of characters that float within the protean dialogue working within the 

white/red dialectic creates the poem’s progression from a “white” victory (“All the trade unions 

are closed, they say; / We bosses shall not have to worry about a strike. / All the peasant leagues 

have passed away” [page 17]) to the “Red Proclamation” (“Give them a blood shower! / To 

confiscate the land, do away with rent: To clean up all the man-eaters, / Make the world belong 

to no one but the workers…And make the world / A real ‘Paradise’ / Forever!” [page 26]). The 

“Red Proclamation” that closes the poem ends with a final message, explaining that violent 

bloodshed is necessary to carry out the revolution. This final proclamation closes Poems of the 

Chinese Revolution with a troubling disquietude.  

Throughout the collection of poems, revenge is discussed, but it is not put into violent 

action until the “Red Terror” section of “Canton Soviet.” The section begins with a violent 

strike, narrated by a “white” fleeing from striking workers; he is attacked by his maid, cook, 

rickshaw boy, and finally soldiers. The narrator meets up with other “whites” and in the 

confusion of their flight the narrative voice changes to the “reds” in pursuit. They catch and 

exact revenge on a philanthropist, poet, and an “opportunist” (24-25). After a stanza break, the 

narration shifts to a son killing his father, and finally to a lover killing his unfaithful mistress 

who assisted her “traitor” liaison (26). Each episode is treated with a dialogue, in a fashion of a 
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trial where the “red” responds to the “white” plea for mercy with an explanation for the death 

sentence.  

A Poet makes 
known his 
vindication and 
is answered 

“I am a poet. I make ripe the peace of the human race” 
“You so-called poets sigh for nothing! 
Winds; clouds; moon; flowers; tears—all nonsense!” 
“Of course, poetry is poetry and not propaganda!” 
“Not propaganda? You propagate sex and nonsense! 
You burn incense for the ruling class. 
You oil the machine of the capitalist class!” (24) 
 

The death of the poet inside of a poem produces a touch of irony, but it is the logical conclusion 

of the death of the traditional poem in the modern revolution. The execution of the father by the 

revolutionary son annihilates the Confucian code of filial piety ; modern revolutionary affiliation 

replaces traditional Chinese filiations. Thus, Poems of the Chinese Revolution announces the 

death of the traditional Chinese poem, the traditional Chinese poet, and ideally the death 

Confucian “Chinese-ness” as stereotypically represented in American poetry—a shocking 

pronouncement when traditional Chinese poetry was becoming widely available to the American 

reading public as synecdoche for Chinese culture.      

The poem ends with the emphatic slogans suggesting optimism for the revolution: “Down 

with Feudalism! / Down with Capitalism! / Down with Militarism! / Down with Imperialism! / 

And make the world / A real ‘Paradise’ / Forever!” (26). However, there is an endnote that 

explains: 

December 12, 1927, the Chinese workers and peasants set up the Canton Soviet. It 
existed three days. On the fourth day the reactionary Chinese Nationalist’s counter-attack 
ended the Soviet. So this was another “1905”! (26) 
 

Tsiang’s representation of the revolutionary energy that builds in the poem is quickly deflated by 

the events surrounding the poem and the poet. The last note explains, “So this was another 

1905!” and Tsiang aligns his part in the history of the Canton Soviet with the 1905 Boycott in 
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which the “Chinese in China identified with their American compatriots’ struggle against racial 

discrimination with their own” (Chen 157). The boycott of 1905 was a protest that took place on 

both sides of the Pacific in response to the renewed and strengthened Chinese Exclusion Acts. 

Eventually, the ruling Qing government, sensing destabilizing elements in the movement, 

opposed the boycott in 1906 (158). By that time, however, the damage had been done, and the 

transpacific boycott in response to American legislation had created a heightened awareness of 

the political consciousness of Chinese in America and China.  

On the surface the boycott was a failure, neither denting the economic relations between 

the United States and China, nor affecting the Chinese Exclusion Acts. However, the impact 

would be lasting, especially in raising the consciousness of the connection between racism that 

Chinese suffered abroad, and the capitalist enterprises and imperialism that eroded Chinese 

sovereignty. The boycott would have an effect on the literature of Chinese in China and 

America, much of which is anthologized by Ah Ying in the 1960 Fan meihua gongjin yue wen 

xueji (反美华工禁约文学集) that included writings from China in 1905 as well as items such as 

the Angel Island Poems. The similar reactionary responses that the different official Chinese 

governments had taken in the 1905 Boycott and the Canton Soviet situate Tsiang’s revolutionary 

project into the slipstream of modern Chinese and global modern political thought and action.  

Tsiang’s Poems of the Chinese Revolution were written and published when several 

translations of Chinese poetry began to appear in America in the wake of Ezra Pound’s Cathay. 

These collections consisted of almost exclusively traditional Chinese poetry, making the Tang 

(618-907) and Song (960-1279) dynasty canonical poets recognizable to modern American 

readers and writers. Except for little magazines, like Harriet Monroe’s Poetry: A Magazine of 

Verse, it was not until the second half of the twentieth century that “modern” Chinese poetry 
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become available to American readers. During the first half of the twentieth century, 

ambassadors of Chinese culture to the United States like Chiang Yee and Lin Yutang published 

works that reinforced the notion that Chinese poetry was an essential quality of Chinese 

exceptionalism different from and even superior to “Western” culture. The works of writers like 

Lin show that Asians in America were much more likely to be published as cultural informants, 

which is a long-standing issue in Asian American literature. However, such literary production 

became a kind of chinoiserie to teach Americans how to appreciate traditional Chinese culture at 

the expense of the Chinese thinkers and poets in China who were experimenting with new 

Chinese poetics designed to revolutionize what they saw as a corrupted and degenerated 

tradition.  

If Tsiang’s Poems of the Chinese Revolution is supposed to represent not only the 

Chinese Revolution but also Chinese poetry he is clearly taking the side of the anti-

traditionalists. It is in this gesture that within Tsiang’s poetry one does not find allusions to Li Bo 

or Su Dongpo. Instead Walt Whitman appears as one of the major influences. Tsiang’s 

appropriation of Walt Whitman is not merely an attempt to insert himself into the American 

literary tradition, but to represent the Poems of the Chinese Revolution as May Fourth, or New 

Culture Movement, poetry. According to Huang Guiyou, the May Fourth Movement, can be 

described as, “demanding the downfall of Confucianism and the introduction of democracy and 

science” (2000, 409). Though this movement began by elites, it would have far reaching effects 

in China: 

The New Culture Movement—initiated by Chen Duxiu of Peking University, editor of 
“the leading journal of Chinese intellectuals,” The New Youth, and Hu Shi—broke out 
and soon swept the whole country. A little later the movement was joined by Lu Xun, 
Guo Moruo, Mao Zedong, and many other enthusiastic young people. (Huang 2002, 409) 
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One of the central issues that the May Fourth Movement addressed was the institution of a 

Chinese vernacular written language to challenge the dynastic court language of traditional 

Chinese; this official literary language of the Confucian mandarin system was the written 

language for Chinese poetry. By examining historical precedents of literary uses of baihua as 

well as the political needs for expressing China’s modernity, writers in the May Fourth 

Movement attempted to provide Chinese poetry with a “modern” Chinese written language that 

did not exist—a written language that would match the values of a modernized, democratic, and 

scientific China. As Jonathan Arac explains, “the vernacular tradition is not only a matter of 

characteristic language; it also carries with it social, specifically political values” (45). The 

vernacular, representing the values of the May Fourth Movement, was influenced not only by 

baihua but also by translations that entered into China via Japan.  

May Fourth Whitman 

Works of Whitman and Marx were two such sets of influential translated materials that 

would have a tremendous effect on one of the China’s most popular poets to emerge from May 

Fourth Movement, Guo Moruo (1889-1978), when he was a student in Japan (Zhu 121). In fact, 

Guo Moruo’s first major work in 1921, The Goddess (nüshen), was modeled on Whitman’s 

Leaves of Grass (Zhu 123). The Goddess was one of the first and remains one of the most 

famous examples of May Fourth poetry. Guo claims, “Whitman’s unconventional style was 

particularly in line with the storming spirit of the May Fourth Movement. I was entranced by his 

unrestrained powerful tone” (qtd. in Huang 1997, 43). Whitman influenced May Fourth poets 

other than Guo Moruo, but also Guo Moruo’s influence itself on twentieth century Chinese poets 

was widespread. It is not strange that Tsiang’s poetics would appear indebted to Whitman as a 

“May Fourth Whitman” who “became a significant part of the larger quest for alternatives and 

cultural development, in which intellectuals stood at the center of the cross-cultural stage” 
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(Huang 1997, 57). “May Fourth Whitman” is a Whitman whose hybridity is best described by 

Lisa Lowe as “the formation of cultural objects and practices that are produced by the histories 

of uneven and unsynthetic power relations” (67). In other words, Whitman’s transpacific 

manifestation is not the product of equal exchange on some cultural market, but comes out of a 

specific historical situation where Chinese writers self-consciously attempted to modernize 

Chinese culture as a bulwark against imperial incursion. It is upon this stage that Tsiang’s 

Whitman enters into the 1928 radical American poetry scene—a scene that was having its own 

Whitman fever. During the late 1920s Whitman was a major influence for modernist American 

writers like Ezra Pound and William Carlos Williams who were experimenting with new voices 

for an American cultural nationalism. Whitman’s internationalism, his transgressive 

experimentation with form, his ecstatic language, and his attempts to incorporate a vernacular 

diction would make him an attractive figure for literary movements around the world during the 

twentieth century. 

Alan Trachtenberg argues that Whitman’s “ecstasy (ex-stasis), which comes with 

recognition of oneself in others” is “a way of freeing people from the hold of money and 

ownership to seek possession of themselves” (173). At one level Whitman’s poems represent an 

oblique critique of capitalism, or perhaps even liberation from having to consider experience 

through the lens of economic relationships. Tsiang uses this communal ecstasy that exists in 

Whitman’s language for the purpose of social revolution—a revolution where economics is 

understood as the center of power and social relationships. Whitman’s panoramic gaze 

accumulates the world into lists that describe the fullness of a situation, of a place, of an event, 

which Tsiang uses pragmatically to depict the Chinese revolution in English-language poetry. 

Tsiang’s intertextual use of Whitman brings Chinese literature into modern American poetry not 
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as something that is exotic, ancient, and obscure, but as something that is immediate, familiar, 

and modern. The trope of the list signifies complexity and hybridity by breaking from the 

ideology of a specific closed form and allows for the inclusion of any form. Lists also become an 

enduring feature of modernism, not only as they appear in Ezra Pound’s The Cantos, or James 

Joyce’s Ulysses, but in the contextualization of daily life where everything from consumer 

products to the war dead became represented through catalogues of lists. 

A comparison between the beginning of Whitman’s “Passage to India” and the beginning 

of Tsiang’s “Shanghai” reveals the degree to which Tsiang’s Poems of the Chinese Revolution 

absorb Whitman’s style. 

“Passage to India” 
 
Passage to more than India!  
Are thy wings plumed indeed for such far flights?  
O soul, voyagest thou indeed on voyages like those?  
Disportest thou on waters such as those?  
Soundest below the Sanscrit and the Vedas?  
Then have thy bent unleash'd.  

 Passage to you, your shores, ye aged fierce enigmas!  
Passage to you, to mastership of you, ye strangling problems!  
You, strew'd with the wrecks of skeletons, that, living, never  
    reach'd you.  

 Passage to more than India!  
O secret of the earth and sky!  
Of you O waters of the sea! O winding creeks and rivers!  
Of you O woods and fields! of you strong mountains of my  
    land!  (lines 1-16) 

“Shanghai” 
 
Pacific Ocean! 
You must be ashamed of your thundering flood 
To drown your frantic noise. 
Pacific Ocean! 
You can no longer be proud of your deep blue  
 Dress! 
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It is now crimsoned by the blood of myriad 
 Chinese workers 
Rocky Mountains! 
You must cease to take pride in your height! 
For your lofty peaks 
Fail as a white curtain 
To hide from the American workers 
The heaped heads of the Chinese toilers  
That are high against the sky. (lines 1-15) 

Both poems consistently employ irregular line lengths of free verse that occasionally rhyme, but 

mostly are organized through anaphora, enjambment, counterpoint, dramatic call and response, 

rhetorical questions, assonance, and alliteration. The stanzas tend to be erratically patterned for 

emphasis. The diction is decidedly vernacular. Punctuation includes barrages of exclamation 

marks and dashes. Often, adjacent lines will be disconnected in terms of syntax, but suggest the 

accumulation of ideas in lists of slogans, or observations, as if they are being reported within the 

fullness of the events in which the poet is encountering. Geographic names and features are 

addressed as agents of historical destiny. Tsiang, however, replaces Whitman’s transcendental, 

American-centered internationalism with a revolutionary internationalism. In doing so, Tsiang 

challenges the unspoken imperial assumptions behind Whitman’s ideas of an expansive 

American democracy.  

In “Passage to India” Whitman celebrates technological inventions such as the steamship, 

and events like the completion of the transcontinental railroad as fulfillments of Columbus’s 

original desire to reach the “Orient.” This historical destiny connects the imperial expansion of 

America, reflecting an expansion of US power that continued throughout Whitman’s writing 

career. Or as Malini Schueller writes, “History emerges here as the unavoidable, even as the 

cadences of the poem attempt to elide it” (192). John Eperjesi remarks that “Whitman reads 

national destiny into the built landscape, repeating one of the defining features of the Puritan 
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errand into the wilderness, the fusion of secular and sacred time, for an emergent age of empire,” 

(53). In Tsiang’s “Shanghai” the blood of Chinese laborers (“The heaped heads of the Chinese 

toilers / That are high against the sky”) is the price of the emerging American empire and its 

newfound passages to “the East.” Tsiang’s poem engages Whitman’s content in order to 

demonstrate the imbalance of exchange as well as the imperial design of Whitman’s “passage”—

a capitalist fantasy of unrestricted exchange of commodities (in this case culture as commodity) 

facilitated by a frictionless technologies of global transportation.   

Whitman’s democratic inclusiveness is not something that Tsiang necessarily rejects. 

Tsiang finds within Whitman’s style and open structure an inclusiveness that would otherwise 

make English-language poetry an inaccessible medium for a second-language speaker of 

English. The kinds of linguistic structures that Whitman employs are not simply culturally 

specific to the English language. Like Whitman’s attempt to incorporate everyday language in 

his poetry, Tsiang avoids elevated poetic diction. Avant-garde poets like William Carlos 

Williams and Ezra Pound argued that modern poetry needed to break away from the rhetoric and 

the forms that made poetic language artificial and contrived. While the avant-garde poets were 

arguing about a theoretical problem of representation, Tsiang’s poetics address a more pragmatic 

issue. Tsiang had only lived in the US for one year by the time he had written these poems, and 

he explains in his foreword to Poems of the Chinese Revolution, “English is still unfamiliar to 

me” (Tsiang 1929, 4). In addition to the possible linguistic advantage, Whitman’s poetry appeals 

for a democratic inclusion of voices—an attractive model for a poetics of an international 

revolution. The poems come across as roughhewn, rhetorically allowing Tsiang to produce a 

documentary-like effect of rushed and irregular reports from the front lines of a revolution, and 

to give Tsiang’s proletarian Chinese workers a unique and identifiable voice. In this way 
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Whitman’s poetry itself becomes a transpacific passage that enables East-West cultural exchange 

through international networks. However, instead of an America that can transform the world by 

serving as the conduit between the transcendent, spiritual “East,” and the civilized, rational, and 

modern “West,” which Whitman projects in “Passage to India,” Tsiang’s “East” in the form of 

the Chinese laborer serves as a force that can potentially transform America by bringing about 

social revolution. At one level, then, Tsiang’s Poems of the Chinese Revolution is both borrowing 

from Whitman’s style and responding to Whitman’s global vision.  

In addition to “Passage to India,” Tsiang’s “Shanghai” addresses the subjective 

assumptions of Whitman’s “Facing West from California’s Shores.” In this poem, an American, 

presumably of European immigrant stock, gazes out over the Pacific (“Inquiring, tireless, 

seeking what is yet unfound… Look off the shores of my Western Sea—the circle almost 

circled” [lines 2-5]). Whitman’s Asia gazer is a figure that consecrates Manifest Destiny, such 

that America, like the immigrant, progresses westward from Europe around the “circle almost 

circled,” originating with Columbus. The poem proceeds to list geographies of Asia as a lost 

Edenic and mysterious home that has somehow remained outside of history (“But where is what 

I started for, so long ago? / And why is it yet unfound?” [lines 10-11]). The poem re-creates a 

nineteenth-century historiography of progress that posited a westward transmigration of 

civilization, traced in philological explanations of language families to interpretations of the 

history of technological advancement. Likewise, Whitman assumes that ever since the 

sojourner’s mythic departure, Asia has had no history, remaining an ideal if not idyllic 

preservation of a golden age. Romantics in general thought that it was possible to exist 

independent of the tempest of human history, which was a good thing because it meant being 

outside of the corrupted and corrupting forces of industrialization. But close scrutiny of the poem 
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shows that the invitation of the gazer to come back home to “discover” Asia is a subjective 

response to an imaginative geography. It is an invitation to fulfill an American destiny of 

providing a conduit to the mythic Cathay of Marco Polo that later became Columbus’s elusive 

East Indies. Even after several voyages Christopher Columbus continually interpreted new world 

geography within as adhering to Marco Polo’s map of Cathay (Laufer 89). The search for 

“Cathay,” represents the attempt to fulfill a mythic American destiny and carries with it the 

imperative to ethnographically and geographically chart the East and discover new trade routes 

to these markets—a task taken up by American military and economic forces in the late-

nineteenth century (Eperjesi 84). In this way Whitman’s gazer replaces America’s western 

territorial frontier with a western cultural frontier for Euro-American imperialism in Asia. The 

Asian is fixed as not only the subject of the gaze, but also subject to American expansion of 

power, which Whitman positions as destiny.  

In “Shanghai” Tsiang makes the white American the object of the Chinese worker’s gaze, 

and Tsiang’s Chinese worker become the active speaker, thus, inverting Whitman’s East/West 

binary. Such an inversion replaces nineteenth-century imperial Euro-American historiography 

with a modern revolutionary historiography. This can be seen in the subheading of the poem, 

“Appeal of the Chinese workers to the American Labor Movement,” which indicates that the 

lyrical voice of this poem is the Chinese laborer (13). The gaze is not towards the unknown but 

towards geographic barriers that substitute for political barriers. In fact, unlike in Whitman’s 

poem, Tsiang’s gazer seems to know what is exactly over the horizon and desires to explain what 

is unknown in America: 

Do you know why  
Our native bosses, foreign bosses, militarists 
 And imperialists should 
Cut off our heads? (14) 
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The speaker in Shanghai addresses America from a position of weakness, announcing the brutal 

confluence of capitalist and imperialist forces which have dominated the Chinese worker. 

Paradoxically, the gaze from China to America creates an imbalance whereby Tsiang’s Chinese 

workers seem powerless at the hands of “native bosses,” “foreign bosses,” and “imperialists,” yet 

the very direction of the address towards America reveals the power of the Chinese laborer in 

creating a revolutionary consciousness. Unlike the gazer in “Facing West from California’s 

Shores” who looks out onto an uncharted, mysterious Asia, Tsiang’s worker hails America as 

known and familiar: “Dear brothers! / Raise your voice in protest! / Break the darkness with your 

cries!” (14). Tsiang incorporates the worker in Shanghai with the American workers, such that 

boundaries do not produce alienation and division but instead are experienced as shared horizons 

that pass from the night into a promised future: “Hark! Hark! / The cocks are crowing! / Look! 

Look! / The Dawn is approaching!” (14). Revolution for Tsiang appears in mimetic symbols of 

consciousness—daytime, waking—in order to suggest that the future can only be achieved by 

working consciously towards a utopian horizon, which is an impossibility in Whitman’s gaze 

where the horizon disappears backwards into the mists of an imagined cultural memory.  

The intertextual presence of Whitman in Poems of the Chinese Revolution represents a 

cultural battle that was first waged during the May Fourth Movement, which Tsiang continues in 

his collection of poems: the battle over the Chinese poetic tradition. In the poem “Shanghai” the 

Pacific Ocean is addressed: “Pacific Ocean! You must be ashamed of your thundering flood, / 

When the wails of the Chinese toilers rise / To drown away your frantic noise” (13, lines 2-4). 

The poet insists that nature is drowning out the message of the Chinese workers. Eastward 

moving, the narrator then hails the Rocky Mountains: “For your lofty peaks / Fail as a white 

curtain / To hide the American workers / The heaped up heads of the Chinese toilers / That are 



 

180 

high against the sky” (lines 11-15). In this second stanza, nature is figured again as a foil to the 

solidarity of the workers. On the surface, nature seems like an awkward, if not mixed, metaphor 

where the mountains and the ocean oppose the revolution. The metaphor does not represent 

nature as a force that actually opposes the revolution, as do the capitalists, militarists, and 

ignorance throughout the collection. The images of nature are dulled if not ugly; for example, 

Tsiang writes: “[Pacific Ocean] can not longer be proud of your deep blue / dress!” (lines 6-7), 

or, “Rocky Mountains! / You must cease to take pride in your height!” (lines 9-10). The 

language that Tsiang uses to paint his landscape recapitulates his rhetorical use of apostrophe to 

address to each geographic feature. To call the Rocky Mountains a “failed white curtain” and the 

Pacific Ocean “a dress” is to mark nature as diminutive. The dress and the veil are also tropes of 

femininity, which if anything flatten the backdrop for Tsiang’s action. This does not seem very 

progressive for a revolutionary poet, but considering the woodblock prints and sculpture of leftist 

artists of the 1920s and 1930s, Tsiang creates a poetic image that corresponds to proletarian 

visual art. Workers are represented as extremely masculine with hard edges, erect postures, 

gripping phallic-shaped tools and weapons amid a yielding mise-en-scene. In this way Tsiang’s 

poetic aesthetic coheres with the stylistics of populist and proletarian art where the workers are 

strong and the landscape, an object of aristocratic and bourgeois appreciation, becomes muted 

and weak.   

Tsiang’s representation of the landscape makes sense in the context of the May Fourth 

Movement. The first two stanzas present mountains and water—in Chinese these two words 

form the collocation shanshui (山水), which means landscape. Shanshui poetry is a tradition that 

traces its roots through tianyuan poetry to at least the Jin Dynasty (AD 265-420), becoming a 

conventional genre through the work of landscape poets like Xie Lingyun (Guiyou Huang 1997, 
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111). Shanshui poetry represents a conventional and ideologically conservative genre of poetry 

or shi (詩). From its very beginnings shanshui poetry was written by scholar-officials and 

aristocrats who had the luxury to travel, and the leisure to visit mountains and observe nature 

(Chang 48). The genre’s importance continued as it became a part of the cultural literacy of 

members of the ruling elite, and it appeared in religious, social, and political spheres for purposes 

of meditation, décor, and examination. Shanshui poems were a cultural mapping of the imperial 

Chinese imaginary: mountains and water were important in the arrangement of political space 

(mountain ranges and bodies of water created administrative and linguistic boundaries), social 

space (rivers were a chief means of communication and commerce especially in Southern 

China), and mythic space (mountains were not just the boundaries between territories, but also 

between heaven and earth—the sites of spiritual transformations like Buddhist enlightenment or 

Daoist immortality; the location of mountains and rivers are still important for the placement of 

memorial spaces, like cemeteries); they have also been important for the arrangement of poetic 

space. To read Tsiang as a May Fourth writer as having been influenced by the modernism of 

May Fourth writers like Hu Shi, Guo Moruo and others would be to read a poet who is trying to 

write against such traditional modes as shanshui poetry. Both as an allegoric representation of 

Confucian order and a Daoist cosmology of an interpenetrating nature, traditional forms were 

seen as obstacles to producing a modern Chinese literature.  

In the first two stanzas of “Shanghai,” Tsiang uses the landscape to narrate an address 

from China across to America in the mode of Whitman’s “Passage to India.” These stanzas 

poetically bring China to America without using the most stereotyped of Chinese poetic forms, 

the shanshui landscape poem. Thus, in fidelity to the May Fourth project, Tsiang does not allow 

his Poems of the Chinese Revolution to ideologically reproduce traditional poetics. He also 
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avoids the reproducing China as an object for consumption as in the mode of Orientalist décor. 

The shanshui aesthetic had been clichéd in Chinese poetry and painting (particularly in the late 

Qing), and had become the dominating trope in chinoiseries that were manufactured in Europe 

and the United States. By avoiding conventional landscape tropes, Tsiang represents an 

intertextual “China” in a modern American poem that is not a cultural commodity for exchange 

and consumption. The poem “Shanghai,” like the city which became an emblem of modern 

China, radically opposes traditional paradigms and it is entangled, absolutely, in the aesthetics 

and politics of modern America.  

In the third stanza of “Shanghai,” Tsiang’s west to east movement within the poem has 

been completed at the Statue of Liberty. In this stanza, Tsiang allows the reader to realize that 

the journey which takes place is eastward gaze of the workers in Shanghai who are standing on a 

pile of heads, which we learn are the heads of executed revolutionaries. In this stanza, Tsiang 

asks why the Statue of Liberty is facing east, towards the Atlantic: “Why would you look toward 

the Red Flag / That is flying on the top of Lenin’s tomb. Worry about that Red Flag?” (lines 21-

23). Tsiang continues to address the Statue of Liberty, explaining that “revolutionary fire” will 

burn across “the four corners of the earth” (lines 25-26). The Statue of Liberty becomes a mask 

concealing accumulated contradictions between American ideals and violent injustices in 

American history. Among the most obvious of these contradictions is the Chinese Exclusion Act. 

The Statue of Liberty, located near to Ellis Island, metonymically represents a double standard of 

American immigration. Ironically, 11 years after composing the poem Tsiang would be detained 

on Ellis Island for violating the terms of his visa. Tsiang postulates that masking social injustice 

with an illusory simulacrum of nationalistic sentiment rhetorically conceals the necessity for 

revolution within the “land of liberty”:  
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Oh! Statue of Liberty! 
Don’t you care about the land under your feet? 
“My country, ‘tis of thee, sweet land 
 of Liberty, of thee I sing.” 
Liberty! Liberty! Liberty! 
Where is Liberty? 
Who has Liberty? 
Sacco-Vanzetti? 
Negroes? 
Workers? 
Do you carry your liberty 
To the people of Nanking and Nicaragua? 
Oh! We know 
They meet you only in the dream of their dreams (lines 27-40) 
 

Tsiang’s use of apostrophe switches from the landscape to the Statue of Liberty, a central 

national emblem associated with immigration such that racist exclusions point to tensions 

between national policy and America’s founding revolutionary ideals. By switching his address 

he acknowledges the rhetorical connection between the landscape, the map, and cultural artifacts 

as national symbols. He then takes an abstract nationalistic song “American,” which performs a 

similar national mapping, juxtaposing it with the execution of Sacco and Vanzetti who were 

executed a year prior to the publication of the poems. Tsiang dryly maps American “liberty” as 

an empty, coercive rhetoric. This cutting and pasting creates a dissonance between the sugary 

fragment of “Sweet Land of Liberty,” and the social realism represented in rapid, hard breaks of 

one word questions. The abrupt stress and intonation of the words: “Negroes? / Workers?” 

recapitulate the stress on race and class inequalities in America that Tsiang’s Chinese laborer 

brings together and questions. Tsiang’s depiction of race and class domestically within America 

is related to his representation of the international extension of American power. As in the other 

poems in the collection, the Chinese revolution is transformed into an appeal for an international 

revolution, just as the poem “Shanghai” transforms the American spatial imaginary into a smooth 

space accessed by the gaze of the worker. Furthermore, any such revolution must account for 
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class and race-based oppression, especially in the United States. Tsiang builds an affiliation of 

people of color, and workers that connect Shanghai with the United States. The connection 

between workers represents a counter line-of-flow to the imperial extra-territorial extension of 

American power in places like “Nanking and Nicaragua” (line 38).  

Throughout Poems of the Chinese Revolution the reader is consistently oriented by the 

point of view of a subject of the hypocolony. However, the perspective is not stable as seen in 

the fifth stanza of “Shanghai”:  

Oh! Statue of Liberty! 
Why don’t you turn your face  
And look at the eastern Asiatic land, 
Where four hundred million toilers live? 
They are thirsty for you! 
They are hungry for you! 
They are fighting for you! 
They are dying for you! 
The aeroplane speeds 
Swift as lightning 
How soon, Oh, Liberty 
Will you come to us? 
How soon will you come to us? (lines 41-53) 

 
The laborer’s address to the Statue of Liberty, “Why don’t you turn your face / And look at the 

eastern Asiatic land” (lines 42-43) creates an allegorical framework through which a shared 

revolutionary vision redeems the Statue of Liberty. Should the gaze of liberty turn towards 

Shanghai, the statue would see the “four hundred million toilers” (line 44) who are “thirsty for 

you! / They are hungry for you! / They are fighting for you! / They are dying for you!” (lines 45-

48). The gaze not only registers as flows of power but also of revolutionary consciousness. The 

symbolic attainment of consciousness is represented in the next line through the “aeroplane”— 

“The aeroplane speeds / Swift as lightning” (lines 49-50) offering a modernist image of 

technologies that produce sudden transformation. This simile correlates a natural symbol for 
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enlightenment, lightning, with the modern. It is important that the airplane is introduced because 

of the transformative effect it has on ways of seeing. In shanshui poetry the vantage point is 

always from a space where one could observe nature within a scenic panorama like a 

mountaintop or cliff side, and often an observer is mimetically included in the frame of the 

representations of the landscape. The modern airplane transgresses the landscape poem by 

removing the seer from the ideologically framed landscape, and providing the possibility of a 

transnational vision.  

The airplane accelerates Whitman’s passage to India—trains and steamships. It brings the 

global American democracy project that Whitman describes in Leaves of Grass into a new 

revolutionary dimension. As “Shanghai” closes, the address shifts to from abstract symbols of 

the American national imaginary to the American workers themselves. They are implored to join 

the imperiled Chinese laborers in their struggles. Though no response is made, Tsiang creates an 

image of revolutionary destiny looming on the horizon: 

Hark! Hark! 
The cocks are crowing! 
Look! Look! 
The dawn is approaching! (lines 100-103) 

 
As works of revolutionary historiography, the poems also function as revolutionary memory, 

enshrining events of the Chinese revolution into an allegorical framework through which a 

coherence can be gathered between events of the Chinese revolution and the American reader. 

This is seen the poems “Sacco, Vanzetti,” “May 30th,” and “Gum Shan Ding,” where Tsiang is 

able to create a network of events in China (“May 30th”) and the United States (“Sacco, 

Vanzetti”) as experienced by the Chinese of the hypocolony (“Gum Shan Ding”).  

  It is the international quality of the Chinese revolution in response to oppressive national 

governments that makes Tsiang’s Chinese laborer not only the hero of his poems, but also the 
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agent that will conduct the oppressed present into the utopian future. If the reader were to 

somehow miss that point, on the back cover of Poems of the Chinese Revolution is a striking 

graphic political cartoon by Robert Minor titled, Workers of the World, Unite! Underneath this 

title is the Chinese translation that reads, <<全世界工人联合起来!>>. Below the English and 

Chinese titles is a column of the proletariat marching signified by the star on the cap and the flag 

of the foremost rank of marchers. The line curves into a vanishing point suggesting an infinite 

number of marchers. In the foreground to the right are three figures that dominate the visual 

field, stretching their arms out as if to beckon the marchers forward. Each of the three figures is 

shaded darker than the marchers on the left, but practically undifferentiated in terms of shading 

and body features. The shading separates them from the marchers on right, suggesting the 

marchers are European. Each of the figures is labeled and wields an emblematic instrument: for 

example, “China” is written on the headband of the leftmost figure who is shouldering a rifle and  

bayonet; “India” is written on the 

headband of the figure in the 

center who is holding a hammer; 

and “Africa” written on the left 

flank of the rightmost figure who 

is bearing a pick-axe. In the 

empty space between these two 

sets of figures is an absurd 

miniature Kipling waving his 

finger at an insect with the words 

“The East is the East and the West is the West and never the Twain shall meet” hanging over his 

Figure 4-3. Poems of the Chinese Revolution Cover Art by 
Robert Minor (Tsiang, Back Cover). 
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head. The insect has a word bubble arising from its head within it the words “you are a liar.” The 

Kipling character’s small size, and position between left (West) and right (East), exposes the 

frailty of imperialist discourse that separates the white workers. Kipling is an important figure in 

the image. He represents a kind of stumbling block not only because he is a poet of the British 

Empire and he is associated with jingoistic “White Man’s Burden” variety of versification in 

Great Britain and the United States, but also because at the time of the publication he was still a 

major living literary figure, whose earlier work had an influence on English-language poets—

particularly the writers of popular ballads in the English speaking world. The cover denigrates 

Kipling, signifying that not only the content of his writing but the very style of his regulated 

verse is not a suitable aesthetic for the revolution. In this way the cover explicitly states what 

Tsiang’s style implicitly suggests, that the conventions of the English language popular ballad 

are ideologically flawed.  

The artist creates an unusual arrangement in this image by putting “China,” “India,” and 

“Africa” in the foreground waving the white revolutionaries to march through the gap where 

Kipling stands and join them, suggesting that “China,” “India,” and “Africa” are at the vanguard 

of the revolution in their role as laborers, and armed resistance. The representation of “China,” 

“India,” and “Africa” radically rethinks vulgar Marxist historiographies of development that say 

that “China,” “India,” and “Africa” need to be developed by European industrialization before 

they could develop the class consciousness necessary to join the revolution. The image of an 

emblematic China front and center with the rifle and bayonet in a vision of international 

solidarity is a corollary of the title of the book: Poems of the Chinese Revolution. Tsiang creates 

the Chinese revolution as front and center in a global revolution, recreating Marxist 

historiography in order to clear out a space for the events of contemporary China to be relevant 
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an audience of Americans. China, then, is not the ancient China of “Cathay,” but a future 

possibility. The Chinese in these poems are not depicted as a curious people who live far away 

and practice unique customs, but as an allegorical everyman at the forefront of a world 

revolution.  

Conclusion: Revolution and the Racial Frontier 

While particular uses of traditional Chinese literature in modern American poetry do not 

always follow stereotypes of “the Orient,”—monolithic, timeless, unchanging, feminine, 

inscrutable, passive, obscure—the Chinese language itself tends to be treated in such a way. 

Euro-American poets whose Orientalist aesthetic derived from traditional Chinese poetry 

continued a racialized pairing of a passive (and often feminized) “East” with an active (and, thus 

masculine) “West.” This was nowhere more evident when T.S. Eliot referred to Pound as the 

“inventor of Chinese poetry for our time” (Kern 2). The same East-West binary reaches into 

many areas of cultural production and analysis; for example, in an early study of Asian American 

immigrants Roger Daniels states, “other immigrant groups were celebrated for what they 

accomplished; Orientals were important for what was done to them” (Wong vii). Imbricated in 

the notion that modern American poetry could invent Chinese poetry is the notion that a modern 

America could reshape Chinese immigrants; or more accurately, European-American immigrants 

shaped America, which in turn shaped Chinese immigrants.  

Tsiang’s poetry represents China within a new horizon of modernity, by creating a 

historiography of China’s anti-imperial struggles as an essential front in a worldwide revolution 

determined to defeat capitalist domination. As a result, Tsiang not only re-casts China’s 

modernity, but it also forces the reader to come to terms with what David Palumbo-Liu identifies 

as the “racial frontier.” This virtual frontier formed modern America “at the edge of the Pacific 

mark[ing] the limit of America’s ability to extend the European race (and, by implication, 
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European culture and civilization) beyond its own geographic limits” (31, Palumbo-Liu’s 

emphasis). These limits were manifested in the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Acts, which were the 

United States’ first use of immigration policy as a race-based system of exclusion. The passing 

of the acts represents another example of how racial formation represents a salient feature of 

American modernity. On the one hand the Chinese Exclusion Acts reveal the racist worldview 

that secured America as a “white” nation, but they also cloud the fact that America was taking up 

what Kipling called “The White Man’s Burden” of empire. As Erika Lee points out: 

The Chinese who migrated to the United States during the exclusion era were just one 
part of the immense international migration of labor accompanying the global expansion 
of capitalism during the nineteenth century. The European and American presence in 
China set in motion important preconditions for large-scale migration abroad. In other 
words, the Chinese went to America because Americans went to China. It is no 
coincidence that the Chinese who immigrated to the United States during the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuryies originated almost exlcusively from the Pearl 
River Delta in Guandong province, a center of American and European trade in China. 
(2) 

 
As Sun Yat-sen posited, global capital had transformed China into a hypocolony. This situation 

would have tragic consequences for China’s national stability, creating conflict beginning with 

the Opium War that would last for over a century. As a subject of the hypocolony, the Chinese 

laborer represents a radical potential of a new horizon for an international revolutionary which 

would transform American political consciousness. Tsiang’s Chinese-American laborer, 

excluded from American polity due to racism, shares the bonds of the oppressed with the 

Chinese laborer in China, revealing a connection that implicates racism as an essential 

mainspring enabling both capitalism and imperialism.  

At the beginning of Poems of the Chinese Revolution, Upton Sinclair’s “Statement” 

iterates the need to look at Tsiang’s poems as not a poetry of aesthetic spectacle, but as a 

medium for a political message. Sinclair states, “What he [Tsiang] has written is not perfect 
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poetry, but it is the perfect voice of Young China, protesting against the lot of the under-dog” 

(4). Tsiang did in fact write for the Guomindang-sponsored, Chinese American journal, Young 

China, but it is unlikely that Sinclair knew anything about that. Sinclair might not have even 

known that the May Fourth Movement expressed itself through small publications like New 

Youth that launched an endless wave of attacks on traditional Chinese culture. For Sinclair 

“Young China” corresponds directly to the American cultural nationalism of the early twentieth 

century. Sinclair’s target has to do with the value-laden term “perfection,” which at once 

valorizes the romantic vision of poetry as an art in which aesthetic perfection can be realized, 

while at the same time Sinclair acknowledges that such “perfection” comes with ideological 

limitations. The claim that Tsiang is “the perfect voice of Young China” gives Tsiang the 

distinction of not representing an Orientalist version of a static China but of a dynamic China. 

Additionally, Sinclair points out in the “Statement,” as does Tsiang in his poems, that “Young 

China” represents a catalyst for change in America. Sinclair states: “This is a voice to which the 

white world, the so-called civilized world, will have to listen more and more as time passes. I do 

not mean to this particular young Chinese poet, but to the movement which he voices” (4). 

Sinclair creates an extended drama to the collection of poems by explaining: “Here is a young 

Chinese student whom the American authorities sought to deport and deliver to the executioner’s 

axe at home” (4). Sinclair is referring to the incident at Stanford University where Tsiang was 

arrested and threatened deportation after distributing communist leaflets in China (Ma). He was 

able to transfer to Columbia because of intellectuals who interceded, knowing that he had fled 

execution in China for his involvement with leftwing politics (Ma). According to Ma Shigao, in 

1927: “当南京、武汉等地电线杆上挂满革命者头颅的时候，他也在大洋彼岸因 

‘宣传共产主义’被捕 [When Nanjing, Wuhan and other cities had revolutionaries’ heads hanging 
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from telephone poles, he was across the Pacific getting in trouble for ‘spreading communism’]” 

(Ma). While the details of this story are not told in Upton Sinclair’s “Statement,” the allusion to 

it adds a layer of gravity to the collection, recapitulating to the reader that there is more at stake 

than the poems’ aesthetics. 

One of the main reasons why leftist poetry had for a long time never received scholarly 

attention, in addition to the obvious postwar political constellation, is that critics assumed that it 

lacked artistry. In Tsiang’s case, this exclusion is exacerbated by race. Though mainstream 

newspapers did not review his poetry when it was printed, the Washington Post describes a scene 

at a Greenwich Village poetry reading as follows: 

But even in that untrammeled atmosphere censorship reared what has been technically 
designated as its ugly head. H.T. Tsiang, youthful Chinese radical, who wrote “China 
Red,” attempted to exhibit his “Poems of the Chinese Revolution,” with foreword by 
Upton Sinclair. Francis Lambert McCrudden, founder of the Raven Poetry Circle of the 
Village, in charge of the show, unceremoniously removed them. He said, “propaganda 
was banned”28  

 
Cary Nelson observes that “critics for decades claimed all this poetry was both undistinguished 

and indistinguishable. Since neither they nor virtually anyone else in academia read it that was a 

safe evaluation to make” (6). Nelson’s argument points to the institutionalization of “high” 

modernism, like that of Eliot and Pound, whereby the explicit privileging of texts controls the 

discourse on what determines good and bad. The sloganeering, rough diction, and ubiquitous 

exclamation marks in Tsiang’s collection makes it an easy target for such critical censure as not 

standing up to the aesthetic innovations of high modernism. In the foreword to Poems of the 

Chinese Revolution, Tsiang acknowledges that until seven months prior to the publication he had 

never written a poem in any language, compounding the problem that English is still an 

“unfamiliar” language to him (3). Tsiang also explains that the didactic message was more 
                                                 
28 See: “‘Village’ Pegasus Gallops For Coins of Bourgeoisie” The Washington Post. May 22, 1933; 2. 
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important than technical mastery of poetry: “I am now publishing all of them [poems] in various 

languages so as to let millions of readers become more familiar with the Chinese revolution, 

which is a part of the world-revolution” (3). The poetics that Tsiang adopts is not the cultivation 

of superlative aesthetic, but one that is educational, communal, and transformative. For readers 

today, Tsiang’s Poems of the Chinese Revolution provides insight into the complexity of 

transnational and local issues facing Chinese Americans during the exclusion. More than that, 

Tsiang’s poems in their exuberance, polemics, and urgency are a reminder of how modernism 

should be read as the literature of utopian horizons, and, more frighteningly, how easily the 

ideals that make up such visions can be made to disappear. 
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CHAPTER 5  
GARY SNYDER’S RIPRAP AND COLD MOUNTAIN POEMS IN 1950S CONTAINMENT 

CULTURE: THE POETICS OF SHAN SHUI TIBISHI AND THE POLITICS OF EXCLUSION  

 
In this chapter I will explore the ways that Gary Snyder’s poetic translations from the 

Chinese 寒山詩集 Hanshan shiji (Cold Mountain Poems) inform his original poetry, Riprap, as 

the beginnings of a sustained experimentation in which he applies the conventions and 

philosophy of classical Chinese 山水 shanshui (landscape) aesthetics in his English-language 

poems. Looking at his poetry this way, Snyder’s collection Riprap and Cold Mountain Poems 

can be read as a unified postmodern assemblage, revealing the rhetorical, if not political, 

potential of traditional Chinese aesthetics within mid-century American poetry. Interested in 

more than just aesthetics, Snyder develops religious and philosophical ideas associated with the 

shanshui landscape tradition in Riprap and Cold Mountain Poems, which represent both personal 

and political strategies for negotiating 1950s domestic containment culture. To this end, Snyder 

is also able to coordinate the characteristics of the 提碧詩 tibishi (wall poetry) subgenre, 

characteristics to which the original Cold Mountain Poems cohere, with his interests as a Beat 

poet and a cultural critic. In this way, traditional Chinese literature serves as a tool and a model 

for Snyder’s modern American poetry. As a critic of domestic containment, Snyder uses figures 

of “Chineseness” to create a landscape that is literally outside of the domestic sphere and to 

position the Beat poet as an outsider. Like a large amount of the orientalism that appears in Beat 

literature, Snyder’s poetics of the classical Chinese landscape represents a creative possibility for 

new forms of poetic enunciation in a way that engages a Chinese culture that had been marked as 

subversive and inassimilable to mainstream America. It is not coincidental that the privileging of 
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philosophical ideals of absence and silence, as well as the tropes of being outside that appear in 

Riprap and Cold Mountain Poems, together trace the literal enforced absence and silencing of 

Asian American communities during the first half of the twentieth century. 

Domestic Containment as Beat  

  Recently declassified documents, and detailed studies by scholars like Elaine May, 

reveal that the Cold War foreign policy strategy of containment was equally applied to the 

administration of the American home front. This “domestic containment” consisted of national, 

state, and local government policies that collapsed the term “domestic” to mean at once home 

and the nation. May describes this situation as follows: 

Domestic containment was bolstered by a powerful political culture that rewarded its 
adherents and marginalized its detractors. More than merely a metaphor for the Cold War 
on the home front, containment aptly describes the way in which public policy, personal 
behavior, and even political values focused on the home. (14)  
 

Political mobilization of the Cold War and consumer culture created a rhetoric of normative 

values and a “fulfilling life” at home, affecting new media and advertising techniques that began 

to saturate and transform the practice of everyday life in the 1950s. The ideology behind 

American Cold War politics became a powerful tool for the expansion of economic and national 

security forces. Thus, a secure home, paradoxically, was a driving force behind the projection of 

US power abroad, reinforcing containment strategies (May 16).  

The Beat movement was one of the most explosive cultural responses to domestic 

containment within the United States during the 1950s. Not only do works of Beat literature 

break with literary conventions, but also the unconventional personal lives of Beat writers can be 

understood as political resistance to the norms of 1950s containment culture. For example, when 

Gary Snyder was in Japan studying Zen Buddhism in 1957 he received a letter from Jack 

Kerouac that included a warning about what to expect upon returning to America: “goddamn it 
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inside of six weeks I remember and realize the real horror of this place with its TOO MANY 

COPS AND TOO MANY LAWS and general killjoy culture and general old dreary oldpeople 

[sic] horseshit” (Charters 44). In Beat fashion, Kerouac describes the well-policed home front 

using generational terms to descry the repressive environment. This complaint about the heavy 

policing of everyday American life doubles the Beat rejection of the New Critics’ regime of 

close reading that subjected literature to be governed by the “cops” and “laws” within academic 

institutions. While Kerouac’s complaint focuses specifically on the citations he received from 

San Francisco police officers, at this time he was also concerned about the containment of Beat 

cultural production. Ginsberg’s Howl was to be banned for obscenity, and Kerouac’s draft for On 

the Road appeared to be heading towards an eternal shelf in Viking Press because the publishers 

were weary of obscenity charges (Charters 42). The Beat Generation almost never made it to 

print due to official censorship and reluctant publishers.  

The Beats were not as much interested in the political conflicts between, say, capitalism 

and communism as much as they were interested in resisting the politics of domestic 

containment. Andrew Grossman describes the dissolved distinction between inside and outside 

as follows: 

The early Cold War period was a historical moment in which the Truman 
administration—with bipartisan support in Congress and within the body politic—moved 
to collapse distinctions between external and internal threats because the emerging Cold 
War was conceptualized as a type of real war and because American national security 
policy reflected a strategic culture that saw the postwar world in Manichaean terms. (6)   
 

Rejecting these terms for imagining the United States, Beat works like Howl and On the Road 

became anthems of breaking free from containment. Recurring representations of border crossing 

in these works can be seen to critique American identity as a set of well-defined boundaries that 

in the name of national security should not be crossed. Beat writings incorporate ideas and 
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spaces that existed in the margins of America, such as from Buddhism, gay subculture, and 

ghetto culture, that did not fit into the official image of the model consumer society. This 

explains one of the reasons Chinatown became an important location for the Beats. Not only was 

Lawrence Ferlinghetti’s City Lights bookstore located on the edge of San Francisco’s 

Chinatown, during the 1950s Chinatowns across the United States registered in popular culture 

as marginal spaces where American identity was contested.  

More than any poet of the Beat generation, translation practice has informed Gary 

Snyder’s original poetry. Also, more than any other Beat writer, Gary Snyder would become 

identified by his knowledge of Asian cultures and literatures. Snyder’s interest in Asian culture 

comes at a time when the United States was attempting to exert its influence on the dynamic 

shifts in power structures in Asia. During the Korean War, American propaganda replaced the 

Japanese with the Communist Chinese in its “Yellow Peril” discourses (Rogin 517). Within the 

United States, this meant Chinese Americans in the 1950s faced the same rhetoric that resulted in 

the internment of Japanese Americans during World War II. Throughout the 1950s Chinese 

Americans faced increasing surveillance from the US government with the US justice 

department and the INS performing several high profile investigations and setting up “confession 

programs” to catch immigration fraud and deport supposed communist threats. These were a 

continuation of the tactics used to silence H.T. Tsiang, as seen in Chapter Three (Lai 30-32). The 

immigration and the naturalization process for Chinese would not be put the same footing as 

other nations until 1965. During the years when the Beats were writing, within mainstream 

America, Chinese Americans were relegated to a resident alien status. Paradoxically, though the 

recycled discourses of the Yellow Peril would become a powerful rhetorical tool in propaganda 

for containment policies abroad in Asia as well as within Chinatowns in the United States, 
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official government policy encouraged the learning of Asian cultures and the establishment of 

cultural relationships across the Pacific for strategic purposes (Klein 19-21). The official 

construction of Chinese alterity and the government’s need of Orientalism coherently worked 

together to reinforce a normative “American” identity that the Beats would subvert by continuing 

in the modernist tradition of using Orientalism not reinforce normative cultural boundaries, but 

to transform them.    

During the early Cold War 1950s, the American home and domesticity was represented 

both as threatened by as well as the protective bulwark against the infiltration of communists and 

other subversives. It is this aspect of 1950s American normative bourgeois culture that made the 

Bohemian self-fashioning of the Beats a radical opposition to mainstream American culture, 

which was augmented by the way that they inhabited spaces once affiliated with America’s 

radical past, such as Greenwich Village, migrant communities, and inner-city ghettos. Their 

polemical flights from domestic American life, not only meant inhabiting “other” spaces within 

the United States, but also traveling and living outside of the United States in places like Peru, 

Mexico, Japan, Tangiers, India, France, and England for extend periods of time. Americans with 

transnational identities (like Americans with trans-gendered identities) represented an 

unacceptable perversion to mid-century national ideologies like McCarthyism. For example, one 

of the contradictions of McCarthyism is the term “un-American.” Un-American does not 

necessarily mean “anti-American,” which would assume some kind of active opposition against 

America; “un-American,” means “other” than American—a negative condition which requires 

positivistic definitions of essential, homogenous American characteristics with no room for the 

foreign, the subversive, the alien, the queer, and the other. “America” becomes de-territorialized, 

because “un-American” might exist within the same geographic boundaries as the “American.” It 
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is in this obfuscation of inside and outside where the logic of containment posited people’s 

domestic lives as being as tactically important Cold War battlegrounds as foreign territories. 

Ironically, the policy of containment required an unprecedented expansion of US power 

into the world and an engagement with foreign countries. The US presence in East Asia had a 

particular impact on the curriculum of American universities. During the mid-1950s, after 

receiving his bachelor’s degree in anthropology, Gary Snyder studied in the Oriental languages 

departments in Reed College and at Berkeley. As Edward Said shows in his foundational work, 

Orientalism, one of the reasons for “Oriental” languages and literature departments is to produce 

knowledge of the “Orient” to meet the demands of managing colonies in Asia. This operation 

necessarily contains the “other” as a product of the colonizer’s knowledge (Said 3). During the 

Cold War, American power in Asia was different than European colonization in the Middle East 

that Said describes, such that the clear binaries of colonizer/colonized were obscured by Cold 

War rhetoric—American policy makers were careful to frame the expansion of US power in 

terms of security, and shared global interests and not “empire” (Klein 62). Despite the difference 

in terminology, the importance of “Oriental” Language studies and the development of Area 

Studies in the 1950s grew from the need to manage sustained strategic military and economic 

posts in Asia. The resources put towards the development of East Asian studies in the United 

States created the opportunity for cross-cultural contact, as Area Studies became the American 

institutional base for Cold War Orientalism. In this regard, Snyder’s translations can be said to 

be much more like the “real” work of professional Orientalism, as opposed to Ezra Pound’s 

cryptic translation method used in Cathay.   

Riprap and Cold Mountain Poems include poems from Snyder’s graduate studies in an 

“Oriental Languages” program. The work also includes his life as a student of Zen Buddhism in 
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Japan. In terms of the Cold War, Japan became a place that had a large US military and 

economic presence, and became an ideological model for America’s ability to use its occupation 

to develop a democratic, and capitalist Asian nation (Harootanian and Sakai 594). Moreover, it 

was and remains a strategic garrison for containment of communist Asian countries like North 

Korea and Mainland China. Furthermore, Snyder returned from Japan working on a cargo ship—

an emblem of global circuitry. In the Riprap poem “T-2 Tanker Blues” Snyder describes the 

cargo as “military oil.” Because of the ways that Gary Snyder worked, traveled, and studied 

within the sphere of American power his work from this period can be said to participate in the 

field of Orientalism as a discourse of power, even though it can be seen as a critique of 

containment culture. From the institutional academic Orientalism, to the imperial contact zone, 

to the figure of the ship that connects the two, Gary Snyder’s composition of Riprap and Cold 

Mountain Poems charts the transpacific extension of American power during 1950s. 

The larger contours of America’s presence in the Pacific that can be traced in Riprap and 

Cold Mountain Poems present a stage for the autobiographical moments when Snyder was most 

closely associated with the Beat writers. The publishing history of the poems reflects the high 

water mark of the San Francisco Renaissance, even though Snyder spent most of his time outside 

of San Francisco. Also within the publishing history, we can see Snyder’s poetics as a kind of 

cross-pollination between his life outside of the academy as he became a poet, and his 

commitment to the study of Asian languages and culture. The translations, Cold Mountain 

Poems, and his original poems in Riprap were published around the same time. Cold Mountain 

Poems first appeared in 1958 in the Evergreen Review, a year before the collection Riprap was 

published in 1959 by a small press in Kyoto (Snyder 1990, 66). Ten years later, in 1969, North 

Point Press published them in a single volume, Riprap and Cold Mountain Poems (Snyder 1990, 
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title page verso). So while in the current form of Riprap and Cold Mountain Poems the two 

sections are placed front to back, these two projects were occurring side by side, ten years before 

they were juxtaposed in print. In its current form, Riprap and Cold Mountain Poems reflects 

Snyder’s interest in Chinese poetry, particularly in the Chan-inflected landscape poetry, as a 

methodology for poetic composition and, later, social activism (Hunt 8). 

The image of the Tang dynasty (618-907) poet Hanshan (寒山),29 or Cold Mountain, first 

appeared to Snyder in 1953. Snyder attended an exhibit of Japanese art and was riveted by a print 

of a “robe-tattered wind-swept long-haired laughing man holding a scroll, standing on a cliff in 

the mountains” (Chung 89). Snyder’s visual imagination began to inform the persona that would 

appear not only in his translations of Cold Mountain, but also in Snyder’s own work. That is to 

say Snyder’s identification with Cold Mountain began well before Snyder was introduced to the 

poems. The imaginative identification would play a major role in Snyder’s translation theory. 

Snyder says, “the translator who wishes to enter the creative territory [of the text] must make an 

intellectual and imaginative leap into the mind and world of the poet, and no dictionary will 

make this easier” (Snyder 2000, 137). Snyder’s Tang dynasty subject matter also shared, if not 

informed, Snyder’s vision of translation. The Sinologist, Anthony Hunt explains, “painting, like 

literature, had the power to reveal the mind of the creator and thus function as a medium for 

intellectual discourse” (Hartman 476). Snyder follows what many Tang dynasty artists claim to 

be a religious and ethical aspect of the arts—the experience of viewing a poetic or painted 

landscape allows the viewer to participate with, and in the process interpenetrate, the mind of the 

                                                 
29 Technically, “Cold Mountain” the person is usually referred to as 寒山子 “Hanshanzi” by scholars in Chinese 

while the poems and the landscape he describes is referred to as “Cold Mountain” 寒山 “Hanshan”; in the collection 
of poems, the Hanshan Shi Ji, the poetry plays on the interpenetration of the landscape and the poet. Snyder does not 
distinguish between Hanshanzi and Hanshan in his translations. 
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creator. The Japanese print that Snyder encountered opened an imaginary world inhabited by a 

Chinese poet—one who may never have existed, and who was re-discovered within a Japanese 

aesthetic and religious context from which the print was created, which Snyder first saw in 1953. 

The transnational circulation of the cultural subject matter, like the transnational circulation of 

the material print, allows for Snyder’s site of translation to exist in an abstract “creative 

territory.” This requires a conception of art in the work carries special properties, preserving the 

intellectual spirit of the creator at the moment of the work’s creation, and can be channeled 

through the attuned imagination of the translator. Traditional Chinese landscapes were believed 

to have this property, which made them objects of contemplation. The complex relationship 

among an artist’s spiritual/intellectual state, the art object that is produced, and the translation, at 

least in Snyder’s formula, depends upon a removal of the art object from its original context 

while at the same time supposing that the art object retains the intellectual and spiritual matter of 

the artist. In this way the art object exists as an ahistorical vessel of an intellectual and spiritual 

encounter that is at once context dependant and universal. The task of translation depends upon 

interpenetration and not linguistic recoding. Furthermore, this process would suggest that artistic 

production and translation are antithetical to containment culture. Because the Chinese Hanshan 

Shi Ji (Collected Poems of Cold Mountain) is already a literary work where this kind of trans-

cultural sharing has occurred (as in the case of the Japanese incorporation of Cold Mountain into 

the Zen tradition), Snyder conveniently has, at once, a subject and a model for his translation 

practice.  

Snyder says that the reason he could make the imaginative leap into the world of Cold 

Mountain is because “the imagery of cold, height, isolation, mountains—is still available to our 

contemporaries” (Snyder 2000, 138). This explanation helps to identify Snyder’s 



 

202 

historiographical method for translating Cold Mountain, the poet, as well as the choice for 

envisioning Cold Mountain’s landscape poetry. It also suggests a search for a subject matter that 

is “outside” of normative American domestic life through the poetry of a cultural outsider. The 

poet, removed from the cultural landscape of postwar America, reappears in a territory outside of 

the home, in a wilderness where the “fulfilling life” of consumer culture cannot be pursued. 

Gone, too, is the America that Kerouac describes as “general killjoy culture and general old 

dreary oldpeople horseshit.” This territory, however, is a reterritorialization of American 

landscape poetry into an imaginary Yellow Mountain region of Tang Dynasty China, and a 

deterritorialization of Cold Mountain. Snyder participates in a practice of traditional Chinese 

literature through integrating “past textual tradition with present visual image” (Hartman 471). 

As I will discuss later, the expansion of the American landscape to include Cold Mountain (the 

mountain, the poetry, and the man) within the United States through translation literally brings 

the Chinese landscape into modern American poetry. Snyder’s poetic form and content, coupled 

with the vocabulary he uses to explain his poetic and translation processes, show that he is 

applying theories of landscape that would take on religious significance in terms of Chan (Zen) 

Buddhism: 

The earliest Chinese texts on landscape painting, by Ku K’ai-chih [Gu Kaizhi] and Tsung-
ping [Cong Ping] (375-443), describe the use of landscape images as a substitute for the 
experience of the actual landscape itself. Meditation, either in front of or about a landscape 
painting aided the “realization” of the union between the practitioner’s mind and the 
perceived landscape. (Hartman 477) 
 

What Snyder hopes to achieve through translation is a linguistic practice of meditation in the 

mode that was developed as early dynastic Chinese landscape. To follow this logic into the 

critical dimensions of 1950s literature, Snyder’s poetics, based on the landscape as meditation 

practice, transforms what is considered a cultural product into a cultural practice. The difference 
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between the two is important within the critical framework established by the New Critics, which 

depended on close readings of literary texts as self-contained art objects—cultural products. 

Poetry as enunciation, a cultural practice, is a social act that forces critical interpretation to 

consider meanings off of the page. 

Cold Mountain Tibishi 

Cold Mountain Poems has a transnational literary inheritance delineating several forms of 

textual practice. The historical Cold Mountain(s) supposedly wrote his (their) poems on rocks, 

trees, and bamboo in the tibishi subgenre (题壁诗 “wall poetry”). In the Tang dynasty Tibishi 

was often written on rocks or pavilions such that the poem inscribed in a public space marked the 

poet’s internal transformation within a specific geographic frame of reference, inviting the reader 

to mimetically share the experience. In this process, the social participation within a specific 

geography created a rhetorical landscape, where the landscape itself also served as the 

palimpsest. The poet, poem, and poetic subject matter would interconnect through the traces of 

absence inscribed in the material presence (Zeitlin 76). Gary Snyder’s translations work within 

this rubric, as he states: 

I have spent much time in high mountains, and feel at home in the land of Han Shan in a 
way I never could with the Summer-palaces or Battlefields of much other Chinese poetry. 
So part of the effort of translation here has been an almost physical recall of the Ponderosa 
and Whitbark pine, granite cliffs, frozen summer lake. (Leed 179) 

 
Just as the physical connection between landscape and poet is mediated in the tibishi lyric, 

Snyder’s translation practice demands a full physical encounter with the landscape. The 

translator’s mind interpenetrates the mind of the author through the practice of everyday life. In 

the process, Cold Mountain (the landscape) is re-placed within Snyder’s Sierras and Cascades.  

As a collection of tibishi, the Hanshan Shi Ji has proven difficult to date and authenticate. 

Subsequent scholarship across different cultural traditions over the course of twelve hundred 
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years has created alternative narratives for how the collection came into being. The literary 

history of the collection of poems reveals a resistance to critical containment. Most scholars 

agree that the inscribed poems were later recorded and compiled by the monks of Tai Shan in 

China, during the Tang Dynasty. This collection was then transcribed and brought to Japan by a 

monk in the Song Dynasty (960-1279) (Borgen 579). Linguistic evidence points to the possibility 

that during the Song Dynasty imitations had been incorporated in the Hanshan Shi Ji (Chung 

86). However, by the ninth century, some prominent poets began writing imitations of poems 

from the Hanshan Shi Ji, suggesting that the collection of poems exerted some influence during 

the Tang dynasty. One scholar has suggested that the Cold Mountain legends are derived from 

Zhi Yan, a monk who wrote one hundred years prior to the Tang dynasty (Chung 86).  

Cold Mountain was neither a Buddhist monk, nor a Daoist priest. In his poetry he mocks the 

institutional bureaucracy of both religions, which most likely accounts for his absence in both the 

canons of Buddhist and Daoist poetry throughout the history of dynastic China. It is not 

surprising that his position as an outsider would endear him to the Beats and the counterculture 

movement (Chung 87). The poems in the Hanshan Shi Ji are written in the Tang vernacular, 

which had led an appreciation for the raw and spontaneous lyrical style, which some scholars 

take to be written in the mode of Tang Dynasty vernacular folk songs. Later generations of poets 

and scholars, particularly after the 1919 May Fourth movement when Chinese scholars like Hu 

Shi found the Hanshan Shi Ji an important resource for experimenting with modern vernacular 

poetry. However, it was for this reason that the Hanshan Shi Ji was kept out of Chinese poetry 

canons, which explains why the volume of poetry has, from time to time, almost completely 

dropped out of literary consciousness on mainland China (Chung 87). In Japan during the Song 

Dynasty the Hanshan Shi Ji thrived in Zen Buddhist poetic and painting traditions, which made 
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orthodox the iconoclastic traditions of the Chinese 禪Chan sect, such as the 公案 gong an 

(koan). The collection and dispersion of texts reveals as much as the literary content about 

cultural values. Cold Mountain Poems have had more than a thousand year tradition of breaking 

cultural containment, gaining circulation across different cultural, linguistic, and geographic 

boundaries. Rediscovered and translated, they have indicated the values of the translator. 

In the “Afterword” to the 1969 edition of Riprap and Cold Mountain Snyder sets his poems 

and translations in dialogue with each other. He states, “Ezra Pound introduced me to Chinese 

poetry…when it came to writing out of my own experience, most of modernism didn’t fit, except 

for the steer toward Chinese and Japanese” (Snyder 1990, 65). This afterword not only brings the 

translations of Cold Mountain and autobiographic Riprap into a dialogue with each other, but 

also brings the poems into dialogue with Ezra Pound, modernism (the modernism that “fit”), and 

Chinese poetry. Snyder shows how the two parts of the book are a culmination of studying 

Chinese, traveling abroad, and working in the Pacific Northwest as a “trail crew laborer” (66). 

He also briefly describes publishing Riprap; in Japan, Cid Corman and Lawrence Ferlinghetti 

helped to publish 500 copies of the book (66). After two printings, Riprap sold out, and an 

American publisher was willing to print it together with the Cold Mountain Poems.  

The production sites reveal an important link between the publishing history and the policy 

of containment. After the Second World War, Japan, stripped of its military, became an outpost 

for US presence, which in turn opened up opportunities for Americans to live, work, and study 

there. During this postwar period, an expatriate American poetry circle would thrive in Kyoto, 

involving Corman, Ferlinghetti and Snyder, and later including Kenneth Rexroth and Alan 

Chong Lau (who would in the 1970s play a role in the Asian American poetry scene) (Chang 

118). Interestingly, Snyder in a 1992 interview states that his original destination was not Japan, 
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but China to study Buddhism; however, the political situation made that desire impossible 

(Snyder 1999, 327). He also mentions in this interview that he had plans to travel to Japan three 

years before his eventual departure, but the passport office would not grant him a passport 

because of his supposed “political connections” (377). The bureaucratic policing of his “politics” 

at home and his time abroad in Japan during a time of massive US presence explicitly 

demonstrate the extent to which the containment policy is entangled with Snyder’s early work. 

In the afterwords to Riprap and Cold Mountain Poems, Snyder describes the translations 

that his professor, Chen Shih-hsiang, performed on Lu Chi’s Wen Fu: “When making an axe 

handle, the pattern is not far off”—a poetics that Pound also translates and applies (Snyder 1990, 

66). Snyder would later write a poem, “Ax Handles” recapitulating what he states in the 

afterwords. It serves as a pedagogical model for Snyder’s Buddhist notion of interpenetration—

and it is a rich and suggestive allusion that further connects Snyder’s translations with his 

creative work. Each set of poems in Riprap and Cold Mountain Poems provides a mimetic 

function of translation “axe handles,” where the “usable modernism” of Riprap informs the 

translations of Cold Mountain Poems, and Cold Mountain Poems helps to “form” Snyder’s 

original poetry. Snyder’s professor, Chen, likewise connects Eastern and Western literature: “he 

quoted French poetry from memory and wrote virtually any Chinese poem of the Tang or Song 

canon from memory on the blackboard” (66). This ad hoc positioning of Pound and Chen in 

terms of Snyder’s own writing is a re-investment of the value of tradition and experience as 

essential technics of poetry in addition to placing his work among those border-crossing, 

polyglot poets and scholars engaged in trans-lingual poetics. More importantly, by discussing 

Professor Chen in this account of publishing of Riprap in Japan and Cold Mountain Poems in the 

United States, Snyder not only claims Chinese “expertise,” but also situates himself as one 
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whose translations are authentic and whose own original poetry is genuinely hybrid and thereby 

“new.”  

In Gary Snyder’s Riprap and Cold Mountain Poems the original poetry and the translations 

can be read in terms of interpenetration—a philosophical concept embedded in Snyder’s 

ecological and Buddhist writing. Ayako Takahashi, writing about Snyder, points out: “This 

favorite analogy of ‘Avatamsaka’ that Snyder often used illustrates the major theme of Hua-yen 

Buddhism—the mutually identical and interpenetrating relationships of all phenomena which 

interweave into an inseparable, interdependent, infinity” (Takahashi 327). Like his poetry, 

Snyder’s eco-criticism originates from Buddhist concepts of interpenetration as a challenge to 

the reigning official and popular constructions of American culture. Buddhism registers 

politically within the dynamic of containment culture because it unambiguously states that reality 

cannot be constructed upon systems of duality (Norton 42). The philosophical fountainhead of 

Snyder’s poetics and translation can be found in his understanding of the Buddhist ideal of the 

void and absence, which correspond to the Daoist principle of 無為 WuWei or “No Action.” Like 

interpenetration, these ideas were made available by the works of the famous Japanese Zen 

proselytizer, D. T. Suzuki, which Snyder had read while working in the mountains in the early 

1950s (Suitor 20). These religious principles that began to circulate in mid-century religious 

discourse would re-inscribe Asian culture within 19th century stereotypes of inscrutability, 

passiveness, and relativity. It is in these qualities that we find Snyder re-deploying 19th century 

stereotypes of Chineseness to create both Cold Mountain and his own poetic voice. As Rey 

Chow suggests: 

The point, in other words, is not simply to repudiate stereotypes and pretend that we can get 
rid of them as liberals tend to do, but also to recognize in the act of stereotyping (such as 
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Derrida's fantasy about Chinese inscription) a fundamental signifying or representational 
process with real theoretical and political consequences. (Chow 71) 
 

The stereotypes of Chinese and, more generally, Asian culture that appear in Snyder’s poetry 

construct a usable grammar of ethnic difference in a way that is consistent with Beat writing. 

Snyder mobilizes “Chineseness” within a religious framework to create a coherent persona and 

later to theorize a sustainable eco-critical project. And as he does this he attempts to erase 

ethnicity as the determining factor for cultural practice. More simply, Snyder’s attempt to “pass” 

as a Tang dynasty monk is a protest against 1950s American culture. So while Snyder separates 

culture from ethnicity (and he does this not entirely through imagination but through his own 

academic and cultural authority as a graduate student of “Oriental Studies” and a practicing 

Buddhist monk in Japan) we find repetitions of ethnic stereotypes (albeit positive ones) that even 

today are represented in American popular culture as essential properties of a “spiritual” if not 

“mysterious” Asia. 

Traditional Chinese Literature and Snyder’s Innovations 

  Snyder’s poems in Riprap like Cold Mountain Poems specifically represent a challenge to 

the values of American literary culture espoused in the New Criticism ideal of an isolated text. 

The poems can be read as a lyrical sequence narrating events and describing people and places 

important to Snyder’s life, ranging from his work in the mountains of the Pacific Northwest, his 

life in the engine room of an oil tanker on the Pacific, and his studies and religious devotion in 

Japan. The first poem in Riprap, “Mid-August at Sourdough Mountain Lookout” introduces the 

reader to the start of this journey that concludes with the title poem, “Riprap”: 

Down valley a smoke haze 
Three days heat, after five days rain 
Pitch glows on the fir-cones 
Across rocks and meadows 
Swarms of new flies 
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I cannot remember things I once read 
A few friends, but they are in cities. 
Drinking cold snow-water from a tin cup  
Looking down for miles 
Through high still air 

 

The poem suggests Ezra Pound’s “Rock Drill” Cantos where the fierce parataxis harkens back to 

Pound’s early imagist Chinese translations that appear in the 1914 des imagistes anthology.30 

Snyder’s “I” intrudes, unifying the imagist cobbling of phrases into a first person gaze. The 

persona, like the omniscient observer that dominates the imagistic lyric becomes in the 1950s a 

confessional “I,” which is at once a gesture of verisimilitude of a poetic biography and a 

conscious effort at self-fashioning. Snyder’s innovation to this aesthetic is to use a convention in 

Chinese landscape poetry where the viewer that frames the landscape is the poet, and the poetic 

composition is inscribed within the landscape. 

“Mid-August” begins with five lines of images that develop through cinematic-like 

cutting along the poet’s privileged field of vision. The first stanza delivers exterior images, while 

the second stanza frames the poet’s mind as it encounters nature. The “I” has been separated 

from two disconnected thoughts by the Lethe water of in the tin cup. Water pervades the poem. It 

penetrates both stanzas, providing the metaphoric haze of an aura—an alchemical mist that fades 

the landscape into the canvass. The disconnected thoughts result from a transformation that takes 

place through the narrator’s direct experience of drinking water while on the mountain top, 

commanding a sublime view of the valley. Judy Norton argues that the elliptical syntax and the 

breaks that occur between the disconnected memories and the narrator’s sudden attention to the 

                                                 
30 In a Paris Review interview Gary Snyder states: “What I found in Pound were three or four dozen lines in the 
Cantos that are stunning—unlike anything else in English poetry—which touched me deeply and I’m still indebted” 
(Snyder 1999, 324). 
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immediate surroundings after drinking mountain water that Snyder uses to represent Zen ideals 

of “formlessness,” such that the lyric can present absence—the void (62). 

The diction of the poem suggests not only the interrupted thoughts, but also 

foreignness—the sentence formed by lines 6 and 7 is not written idiomatically. This subtle quirk 

in the grammar flavors Snyder’s English with foreignness while avoiding any signifier to place 

anything in the poem as specifically foreign. Unless one is familiar with the conventions that 

Snyder is using, “Mid-August” reads like a literal translation of a foreign language text. That is 

to say that Snyder is mimicking the translation practice of Chinese poetry espoused by Ezra 

Pound—an aesthetic of compactness. The Sinologist Stephen Owen describes this kind of 

translation as follows: “Translation which seeks to reproduce the apparent characteristics of the 

Chinese poetic dialect will collapse that range into a pidgin English as uniformly impersonal as it 

is unnatural” (127). Snyder incorporates this familiar defamiliarizing process used in modernist 

translation to pattern his syntax. His imagistic first stanza tattoos it to a tradition of translation 

which attempts to represent Chinese poetry as compactness, as well as the modernist ekphrasis of 

traditional Chinese landscape paintings, which by the 1950s had become a mainstay of American 

and European museum-art culture (Qian 22).  

The visual tropes of Chinese landscape painting (mountains, haze) and the broken diction 

combine to de-center the fixity of English literary and linguistic elements as purely English. 

They create an uncanny doubling of Chinese aesthetics that appears not only in Snyder’s Cold 

Mountain Poems but of traditional Chinese landscape tropes that had become familiar in 

America through museums and chinoiserie ornamentation. The almost invisible trace of Chinese 

figural tropes in the poem marks a reworking of imagist techniques, stripping the poetry to its 

“direct treatment of the ‘thing’ whether subjective or objective” (Pound 1935, 3). Pound states in 
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“A Few Don’ts” that the poetic image should “present[] an intellectual and emotional complex,” 

which “gives that sense of sudden liberation; that sense of freedom from time limits and space 

limits” (Pound 1999, 847). The “complex” of which Pound speaks sounds similar to Buddhist 

and Daoist principles that inform Tang dynasty aesthetics. The subjective response to a 

landscape within Snyder’s poem mimetically simulates an idealized reader’s response to the 

poetic landscape—sudden transformation. The landscape crafted from the shanshui tradition 

with its corresponding Buddhist and Daoist motifs, through which Snyder restructures the 

American West as a cultural frontier within a “non-Western” metaphysical semiotics. The 

politics of such aesthetical treatment in the context of domestic containment would indict Snyder 

as engaging in un-American activities by converting the American West into a traditional 

Chinese landscape.  

The poem, “Mid-August at Sourdough Mountain Lookout,” takes its form and dramatic 

structure from the classical Chinese landscape poetry 山水詩 shanshui shi (literally “mountain” 

“water” “poem”). Not only does the poem contain dominant motifs, but the placement of the 

content follows conventions of the genre. The first stanza lists external data; this empirical 

information then has some bearing on the thoughts and emotions of the subject. The Tang 

dynasty poet, Zhang Zhi, in “Maple Bridge Night Mooring,” (枫桥夜泊Feng Qiao Ye Bo) 

provides a famous example for the kind of imitation that Snyder is performing in his 

performance of classical Chinese poetry: 
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月落乌蒂霜满天， 
江枫渔火对愁眼 
姑苏城外寒山寺，  
夜半钟声到客船 

Moon falls, crow caws, frost fills the sky  
River Maple, fisherman’s fire, anxious sleep.  
Outside Suzhou’s walls, Cold Mountain temple 
Sounds of the midnight bell reach the traveler’s boat.31 

The poet notices six separate events in the first two lines of the poem. In the second two lines, 

these items disappear as the poet seems to forget, or is transfixed by a sudden awareness of a 

single event—the distant bell ringing. “Mid-August” follows this pattern, in addition to applying 

rhetorical devices of the Chinese poem, like parallel constructions (“Down Valley/ a Smoke 

haze” or “three days heat / after five days rain). This device provides both a linguistic and 

thematic cadence. Linguistically, the cadence is kept through syllabic meter, patterns of 

modifier/modified, and word stress. Thematically, there is a rhythmic revealing of the landscape, 

which renders itself from large (the valley) to small (swarms of flies), from banal observations to 

a sublime sense of being transfixed, and from exterior to interior similar to Zhang Ji’s 

transformation that is completed in the response to an external sound. The pre-existing physical 

environment affects the subject, providing a meditative space that comes from a state of 

reflection, such that there is a transition from not knowing to knowing, which is paradoxically a 

process of unknowing or forgetting (Owen 167).  

The motif of friends parting also connects this poem with the shanshui tradition as often 

the poets wrote of their travels to take up remote posts as officials, or their state of exile (or 

retirement) into landscapes far away from their homes. For example, in Zhang Ji’s poem the 

scene places the subject aboard a traveler’s boat, indicating separation. In these landscape poems, 

parting provides a dramatic emotion further interpenetrating the poet’s biographic presence with 

the pathos of the landscape, and it also gives the poem its performative value. Just as the poems 

                                                 
31 My translation. 
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can be read aloud at the sites of inscription, poems of separation can be read aloud to mourn the 

parting of friends. As such, poetry enters into social practice and readers can identify themselves 

within the poetry. Gary Snyder, in his afterword, proudly claims that “[Riprap and Cold 

Mountain Poems] is now read by firelight in work camps in the back country” in a way that is 

strangely similar to Pound’s pride that his translations of Cathay were read in the trenches during 

World War I (Snyder 1999, 67). The workers can identify with the poet and poetry. 

Autobiographical details are important, not only for Snyder’s practice of the Chinese poem, but 

in order to create an imaginative identification with the poet who is framing a shared situation 

with the spectator of the poet’s vision. The shanshui poem attains a performative value from the 

reader and the poet sharing an aesthetic, spiritual, and intellectual reaction to a landscape.   

Shanshui conventions apply not only to poetry but also dictate aesthetic styles for each of 

the san jue 三绝, or three perfections: painting, calligraphy, and poetry. For example, in the Tang 

dynasty, one of China’s most celebrated poets, Du Fu, began writing ti hua 題畫, or inscription 

poems that represent scenes taken from landscape paintings (Hartman 475). Zhaoming Qian 

demonstrates the role that traditional Chinese landscape paintings in the British Museum played 

in Ezra Pound’s translations because they provided the visual details necessary to fill in poetic 

materials missing in Fenollosa’s notebooks (Qian 56). Gary Snyder’s “axe handles,” Chinese 

traditional arts and high modernism, would merge in the construction of landscape poetry such 

that in “Mid-August Sourdough Mountain Lookout” the “I” of the poem drinks the mountain 

water from the tin-cup. Not only does the poet report a direct experience in which words are 

replaced by a moment of silence, as thoughts in memories are replaced by the keen awareness of 

the present, but also the “mountain water” becomes a part of the “I.” Gary Snyder imbibes the 
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shanshui (which, again, literally translates to “mountain water”) tradition, leaving the English 

landscape poem immersed in Chinese shanshui aesthetics. Thematically, “Mid-August” poem 

begins Riprap with the overtone of Buddhist interpenetration that Snyder draws from his 

understanding of the Chinese landscape. As a leitmotif, it harmonizes the Cold Mountain Poems 

with the poems in Riprap. On a larger scale it allows Snyder to reterritorialize imaginatively an 

American landscape within the conventions of traditional Chinese landscapes.  

 Using conventions from the shanshui genre, Snyder creates an intertextual network of 

references between Cold Mountain Poems and Riprap. Snyder’s translations share landscapes 

embedded in Snyder’s pseudo-autobiographical poems of travel, friends, work, and meditation. 

Throughout the volume Snyder employs consistent tone, diction, and point of view. This is 

especially apparent when comparing the first poem in Riprap, “Mid-August at Sourdough 

Mountain Lookout,” with the first poem in Cold Mountain Poems32: 

‘1’ Gary Snyder’s “1” is actually poem #3 in the Chinese anthology 

The path to Han-shan’s place house is laughable, delightful 

A path, but no sign trace of cart or horse. Possible allusion to the Han Dynasty poet Tao Qian (365-
427) “I built my hut beside a traveled road, yet hear no noise of passing cars and horses”  

Converging gorges—hard to trace to keep track of their twists 
Jumbled cliffs—unbelievably rugged nobody knows how many layers there are. 
A thousand grasses bend with dew the dew sheds its tears on thousands of kinds of plants, 
A hill of pines hum sighs and moans in the wind. 
And now I’ve the subject is ambiguous in the original lost the shortcut home lost the track of the 

path, 
Body asking shadow your form must ask your shadow which way to go, how do you keep up this 

is another possible allusion to Tao Qian, in this case, his “Substance, Shadow, Spirit”? 
 

In the Chinese poem there is no explicit “I.” Instead the pronoun can be assumed; the “I” or the 

“you” has to be inserted in order to maintain grammaticality in English. Gary Snyder 

consistently uses the “I” in the Chinese translations just as he uses the “I” in Riprap. As Cold 

                                                 
32 The commentary inserted here in the smaller font comes from Robert G. Henricks’ annotated volume of Han Shan 
translations, and the bold text is Snyder’s translation. See: Robert F. Henricks, The Poetry of Han-shan: A Complete, 
Annotated Translation of Cold Mountain (Albany State University of New York Press, 1990), 34. 
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Mountain has “identified himself with the mountain, instead of with his family, his clan, or his 

society,” Gary Snyder has identified himself with the man who has given up his identity for the 

identity of the mountain (Chung 95). Cold Mountain can be seen as “Beat”-ified, and Gary 

Snyder’s poetic subjectivity, Sino-fied. Both “Mid-August Sourdough Mountain Lookout” and 

poem “1” have conventional shanshui landscape tropes, chiefly the mountain and their various 

rocky and vegetative assemblies along with water in its myriad manifestations. The perspective 

of the viewer is privileged—above, looking down, out and across the landscape. The visual 

frame conforms to discourses of Buddhist enlightenment and epiphany where the poet’s physical 

position serves allegorically for a raised level of consciousness where illusions are stripped 

away. The subject experiences a realization of a loss of boundary between self and “those objects 

we take to be outside ourselves” (Takahashi 318). In a figurative sense, Cold Mountain’s path 

signifies spiritual liberation, especially as Cold Mountain incorporates the Daoist belief that it is 

in the mountains where mortals can become transformed into immortals (Chung 89). If we are to 

read the poems in Riprap as a road that is patched together to form a mountain trail as Snyder 

declares in the final poem of the collection, “Riprap” (“Lay down these words / Before your 

mind like rocks.), then the destination of this way of riprap would be the Cold Mountain Poems. 

The path of the Beat poet leads to the immortal of the mountains.  

In the first line of poem “1” appears the character 道 dao which creates a set of figural 

associations. Dao can mean path, and it is the character used in the term “Daoism.” As such there 

is a path, but no “trace” of the path—Cold Mountain constructs in the landscape the Daoist 

concept of “a way-less way” (poem “1” line 2). This connects the poem to a tradition of Daoist 

philosophy, allowing the author an ironic “how laughable the Dao of Cold Mountain” (line 1) 

giving a sense of the poet’s humility, and iconoclastic stance towards the Daoist tracts that 
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discourse on what should, ideally, be left nameless. The laughter is also a characteristic of Chan 

(Zen) poetry, where non-verbal communication, or “wordlessness,” is thought to communicate 

direct experience, much in the way that the landscape is suppose to relay a direct experience. 

This sense of wordlessness is something that Snyder tries to communicate through his poems. 

The latent iconoclasm hidden in the term “paths” in poem “1” can be seen as a trace of Beat 

iconoclasm and a politics which rejected Leninist-styled communism as well as American 

consumerism (Snyder 1999, 326). Snyder admits that the attitude did not advance any useful 

political action, but he still believed that the Beats provided “the quality of dissent,” which 

helped to change the political scene (Snyder 1999, 326).  

Gary Snyder uses Cold Mountain in order to directly respond to American domestic 

culture; for example, he writes: “Go tell families with silverware and cars / ‘What’s the use of all 

that noise and money?’” (Poem “2,” lines 7-8). Here, middle class consumer goods are inserted 

into Tang Dynasty material culture so that they can be refuted as having no value. In a letter to 

Herb Fackler, Snyder acknowledges that he “substituted” Tang dynasty objects, bells and 

ceremonial pots, in the source material with American cultural signifiers of “affluence” (Leed 

177). The discussion of materialism is an important aspect of both Beat literature and American 

containment policies. May explains that domestic consumerism figured as an essential ingredient 

in establishing America’s ethos as a world power with a model society (as in the famous 

Nixon/Krustev “Kitchen Debate”): “He [Nixon] proclaimed that the ‘model’ home, adorned with 

a wide array of consumer goods, represented the essence of American freedom” (May 16). 

Snyder translates this model home laden with material things as bondage. Both Cold Mountain 

and Snyder suggest that freedom from “noise and money” can only be found outside of the 

home. The overt anti-consumerism expressed through the translations brings us into a non-
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domestic world where the home is absent, and replaced with a nomadic life among the 

mountains. Again this is a recapitulation of the world through which the autobiographic “I” of 

Riprap consistently challenges normative domesticity. Even in the poems like “Praise for Sick 

Women,” and “For a Far-Out Friend,” Snyder’s constructions of femininity come through tropes 

of nature and goddess figures and not through representations of the domestic sphere. However, 

it is the man in nature, who is the determining figure in Snyder’s Cold Mountain Poems—the 

man of nature uncontained. And as Robert Kern points out, in this way Snyder fixes Cold 

Mountain to the American transcendentalist tradition. Indeed, Thoreau crops up in Riprap in the 

poem “A Stone Garden.” Snyder’s translation practice thematically incorporates Cold Mountain 

into the American landscapes of “Civil Disobedience.” This is done through an editorial 

fashioning of Cold Mountain. Of the three hundred eleven of the anthologized Cold Mountain 

Poems Snyder chooses twenty-four, and twenty-two of which are landscape poems. This 

reduction has an effect of whittling out an image of Cold Mountain’s oeuvre that is not 

necessarily reflected in the Chinese volume of poems. For example, through Gary Snyder’s 

translations the poems that discuss the Cold Mountain’s wife and previous life as a scholar are 

cut. Thus, the poems reflect both a mythic man of nature as well as an ideal of the New England 

transcendentalist reading the language of nature (Seele). In writing himself into the American 

transcendentalist tradition, Snyder preserves a status quo in his representations of masculinity 

and femininity as cast within archetypal molds. In doing so he privileges a kind of 

transcendentalist machismo within his creation of Cold Mountain, at the expense of the actual 

complicated domesticity that is found within the Chinese Cold Mountain anthology. In this way, 

the poems of Riprap, especially as they explore the mythic dimensions of confessional or 

autobiographical sketches, serve as a guide for reading the Cold Mountain translations. They are 
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not simply linguistic correspondences from classical Chinese into English, but as a shaping 

influence on, and a destination to Snyder’s Beat poetry. 

“Mid-August at Sourdough Mountain Lookout” from Riprap and poem “1” from Cold 

Mountain Poems suggest that there is a possibility of re-constructing poetic affiliation and 

identity (e.g., becoming Cold Mountain) through themes of memory and forgetting. In both 

poems memory is linked with reading. In poem “1” the trail has literally overgrown, and has 

been forgotten. The trail has changed, and can no longer lead to the same place. Moreover, there 

is no place to which the trail can lead. This means that the teleological destination of the poet has 

been radically altered. Reading the path is a mimetic device in which reading is a process of 

going through the wilderness. In discussing Snyder’s later poetry, Takahashi states, “Snyder is 

deeply involved with the wilderness, until there is no border between self and 

wilderness.”(Snyder 1999, 320). In “Sourdough Mountain Lookout” the forgotten paths are 

words in books that the poetic voice cannot remember, and while the poem is words on the page, 

the poem functions as a kind of Riprap or cobbled trail into the poet’s memory. The discursive 

process of disclosure in Snyder’s autobiographical sketches tends to break the teleological 

movement of the line. Syntactically speaking, Snyder often cuts his sentences either through 

enjambment or through incomplete syntax. Correspondingly, the memories in Riprap have a 

tendency to result in moments of unknowing, unthinking, and forgetting. Remembering and 

forgetting, body and shadow, trails and wilderness, rocks and water—these are not opposites, but 

retain relational values. Thus, Cold Mountain’s poem “1” suggests a complexity, and a contact 

with the other, which containment discourses deny. As Judith Zeitlin notes, “[Tibishi] were 

traditionally imagined to be the kind of writing most prone to disappear” (Zeitlin 107). Later 

collections and translations of tibishi represent a self-conscious attempt to illuminate a 
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disappearing trace. In dynastic China this was done for purposes of historiography; in terms of 

the Cold War home front, the poems celebrate leaving containment, and Snyder’s complex of 

original poems and translation is a line of flight departing from the well-mapped grids of 

suburban and urban America. For Snyder getting lost is not a Dantean tragedy that leads to an 

inferno, but a possible site of emancipation; for example poem “5” ends with the couplet: “For 

ten years I haven’t gone back home / I’ve even forgotten the way by which I came” (lines 7-8). 

During the time of the senate committee on un-American activities, forgetting and getting lost 

were a threat to the entire project of containment.  

An assumption in Chinese classical poetry is that the reader is expected to imagine the poet 

and the persona to be one and the same. The mimesis in Chinese poetics, which is a poetics of 

autobiography, impels the reader to question boundary between the original poems and 

translation. And it is this method that Snyder’s poetry adds a nuance to the confessional poetry of 

the 1950s. Throughout Riprap the poet describes autobiographical encounters with old men 

“bucking hay,” life on a tanker, and cobbling together the riprap trail from which the name of the 

collection of poems is derived. The poet’s life becomes the context and organizing principals for 

poetic assemblages in Riprap, tracing his movement from the mountains of the American West 

(“Mid-August at Sourdough Mountain Lookout”) to Japan (“Higashi Hongwanji”) and back 

again (“T-2 Tanker Blues”). Likewise, Cold Mountain’s poems on rocks and trees bear witness 

to a material presence of the poet among the world of things—the poem like the poet enter into 

and transfigure the landscape. And here Snyder departs from the transcendentalist tradition. At 

stake in Snyder’s verse is not a romantic transcendental sublime that comes from merely reading 

nature. He stages an immanent nature within a poetic representation of a landscape into which 

the poet disappears, leaving behind only the trace of the poem. 
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Snyder was not the only mid-century poet involved with this project; for example, the 

British poet, Charles Tomlinson, describes the immanence of nature as follows: 

The poem tries to celebrate the fact that the help we gain from alien phenomena—even from 
water, in which (after all) we can’t live—the help is towards relation, towards grasp, 
towards awareness of all that which we are not, yet of relationship with it. It is a help that 
teaches us not to try merely to reduce objects to our own image, but to respect their 
otherness and yet find our way into contact with that otherness. (325)  

 
Tomlinson’s quote as an instructive reading for Snyder’s 

Riprap and Cold Mountain Poems: the other of the poem is 

not “Chinese,” but a subjectivity that interpenetrates the 

objective world of mountains and water. Again, 

interpenetration functions philosophically, and more 

important, aesthetically; water can create the mood of a 

landscape, such as the pensive and quiet atmosphere 

constructed through muted, gray mists. In Riprap and Cold 

Mountain Poems Snyder’s poetic voice assumes the role of a 

medium through which he can communicate the voice of the 

other, Cold Mountain, and he shows that he has the power to 

do so by representing his autobiographical poems as possessed by the aesthetic, religious, and 

philosophical elements of Cold Mountain Poems. This creates a possible reading whereby Snyder’s 

poetry becomes an act of possession, which is not surprising considering his anthropological and 

poetic interests in shamanism in Native American culture. At once the voice is the Beat traveler as 

well as the immortal of the mountain.  

One important element of the stories that came out of the Cold Mountain lore in China is 

the legendary friendship between Cold Mountain and another outlandish recluse named Shi De 

 

     Figure 5-1. “Han Shan and Shi De” 
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(拾得). Snyder describes this friendship in his free translation of the preface to a version of the 

Hanshan Shi Ji written by Lü Qiuyin (閭丘胤) (Snyder uses the Wade-Giles Romanization, Lu 

Chiuyin),33 the governor of the prefecture where the Cold Mountain poems were found (Snyder 

1990, 35). Like most collections of tibishi, the poems are often fragments that fill in a larger 

narrative that is explained by the compiler. As such prefaces were essential features for 

establishing the ethos of the compiler, and producing the narrative of how poems written on 

walls, rocks, temples, or even leaves, were produced, found, then published. By translating the 

preface and including it in his Cold Mountain Poems, Snyder participates in the story of Cold 

Mountain. Thus, Snyder uses the lyrical fragments left behind on Tiantai Mountain as bricks to 

build a new literary structure.  

In the Lu Chuiyin preface the governor describes his encounters with the famous pair 

who would work in the kitchen of the temple. He explains they have a wild look with unkempt 

hair, and “look like poor fellows and act like madmen” (36). Snyder molds Lu Chuiyin’s 

description of Cold Mountain: “He looked like a tramp. His body and face were old and beat” 

(35). However, despite a crude outward appearance, Cold Mountain is attributed esoteric 

abilities, like “unifying categories and interpenetrating things” (35). This wild man, who would 

communicate Buddhist scripture through his laughter, served as a model for the Chan School 

that professed a non-liturgical procession of dharma (36). While Snyder stays fairly true to the 

Lu Chiuyin preface, it is obvious that there is a transformation of Cold Mountain into an image 

of the Beats. 

                                                 
33 Lu Chiuyin also might be a fabricated figure, and the preface might have been written a hundred years after the 
anthology was first compiled. See: Ling Chung, “The Reception of Cold Mountain’s Poetry in the Far East and the 
United States,” China and the West (Hong Kong: Chinese UP, 1980), 86. 
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Snyder’s inclusion of the preface gives the translations an additional drama, and sketches 

a presence and absence of the character in Chan lore, Shide, within the volume of translations; 

for example, in poem “1” Cold Mountain’s mythic friend is absent, and his present companion is 

a “shadow” (line 8). In “Mid-August at Sourdough Mountain Lookout,” the poet depicts a haze 

in place of his absent friends who “are in cities” (line 7). The literary representation of parting 

friends is not only one of the striking features of Tang Dynasty landscape poetry, but also a 

hallmark of Beat writing. The close friendships among Beats like Snyder, Ginsberg, and Kerouac 

have become a part of American counterculture mythology, and their friendships are mythic in 

each other’s work. Kerouac appears in the Riprap poem, “Migration of Birds,” reading the 

Buddhist Diamond Sutra. The Beats’ literary production, particularly in the 1950s, was greatly 

influenced by each other’s aesthetic values, and experiences with religion, sex, and drugs were 

circulated amongst each other. This sense of community in the context of containment culture 

can be seen as a subversion of the suburban sub-division styled “community.” Snyder’s 

participation in the Beat literary coterie represents another layer of being “outside” normative 

heterosexual domestic life of the nuclear family. The Beat circle is just one of the alternatives to 

the “fulfilling life” of the home front that Snyder’s work suggests; other possibilities that Snyder 

offers include the life of a trail worker, lumberjack, sailor, monk, and, of course, Tang dynasty 

Chinese hermit. These occupations redefine notions of gendered domestic labor, and what 

constitutes home and family life. Idealizing this kind of labor constructs a masculinist 

domesticity (Snyder follows Lu’s preface whereby Han Shan and Shi De are cooks—an uncanny 

repetition of popular representations of Chinese labor in the United States as cooks and 

laundrymen). In one legend of Han Shan, Han Shan suspects that Shi De slept with his wife. 

After Shi De realizes Han Shan’s suspicion he departs; after this a distraught Han Shan leaves his 
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wife to find Shi De and apologize for not trusting his friend and disciple. I bring this up because 

it represents the quandary of Snyder’s masculinity as a response to domestic containment. It 

certainly “queers” the relation between men, in the way that Walt Whitman depicts masculine 

labor as a way of coding homosexual desire. However, at the same time it represents nostalgia 

for a primitive, active masculinity that 1950s containment culture (especially corporate culture) 

was seen as putting in check.34 In this sense it positions female passivity as not only 

complementary, but archetypal, represented as seemingly cloistered away from communities of 

males, reinscribing the dominant feature of domestic containment, which is the place of women 

in the home. 

Snyder’s commentary adds to the Lu Chiuyin preface, which gives him an opportunity to 

further write Cold Mountain into the Beat generation by saying: “They [Cold Mountain and 

Shide] became Immortals and you sometimes run onto them today in the skidrows, orchards, 

hobo jungles, and logging camps of America”—all settings that can be found in works like On 

the Road and Dharma Bums (35). These notes to the preface create a Cold Mountain that is an 

ideal figure for the Beat refutation of mainstream American culture. More importantly, the notes 

to the preface suggest an immanence of the Beat generation within world culture where the true 

values of the Beats always already have existed. The vicissitudes of friendship and loneliness of 

separation formed the endearing drama and elegiac atmosphere within Beat literature long before 

the 1950s. In her study of late Ming early-Qing (fifteenth-seventeenth centuries) dynasty tibishi, 

Judith Zeitlin points out: “There is always the possibility that the narratives of discovery that 

frames a tibishi will overshadow the content of the inscription unearthed. To rephrase this idea, 

sometimes what matters is not the thing found but the process (or multiple processes) of loss and 

                                                 
34 For example, see Man in a Gray Flannel Suit 
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recovery” (Zeitlin 98). Snyder’s translation of and commentary on the preface to his translation 

Cold Mountain Poems allow him to construct a historiography in which Cold Mountain serves as 

a cultural progenitor of Beat literature. According to an unpublished forward, Snyder 

acknowledges that scholarship has questioned the authenticity of the Lu Chiuyin preface, as well 

as the problematic authorship and dating of the poems. However, in the published volume he 

chooses to stick with his roughhewn, terse, Beat-ified version of the Lu Chiuyin preface. Snyder 

suggests that instead of a forged identity, Cold Mountain has a shared identity that is coordinated 

with needs and interests of the Beats.  

By participating in the textual hermeneutics of the anthology, Snyder’s translation 

practice allows him to interpenetrate traditional Chinese literature and mid-century American 

poetry. As such, Snyder’s concept of interpenetration becomes manifest through intertextuality. 

This is evident not only in Snyder’s work, but in the work of other Beat writers as well. Jack 

Kerouac visited Snyder at Berkeley when Snyder was translating the Cold Mountain Poems and 

includes this experience in his Dharma Bums, a book that Kerouac dedicates to Han Shan. The 

personal histories in Dharma Bums are fictional accounts of Kerouac and Snyder living together 

for a couple of months, around the time when they both performed at the Six Gallery poetry 

reading where Ginsberg famously recited “Howl.” Dharma Bums represents not only the 

beginning, but also the breaking up of the Beat generation. As such, it created a nostalgia for a 

moment that was not “long ago” but present in the way that the Beat Generation has been 

continually recycled, as well as through Beat fads in popular culture, which Jameson describes as 

“the incompatibility of a postmoderist ‘nostalgia’ art language with genuine historicity.” 

(Jameson 19). Indeed, the preface of the Cold Mountain Poems bespeaks a nostalgia for a Beat 

aesthetic. Because the aesthetic and sites of American cultural production sought out by the 
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Beats reside in floating communities like “skidrows, orchards, hobo jungles, and logging 

camps,” Beat literature is laden with nostalgia. However, it is a nostalgia for a literature that 

came from encounters between Beats and people from these locations not from literature by 

migrant workers themselves. Like the collectors of tibishi, Beat writing registers a presence that 

bears witness to loss. In 1955 Snyder left for Japan never to see Kerouac again.  

Cold Mountain: Postmodern Exclusions 

In Kerouac’s quasi-autobiographical novel 1957 novel Dharma Bums, the author inserts 

himself as the character “Ray Smith,” and Gary Snyder as the character “Japhy Ryder.” In one 

scene these two characters discuss methods for translating Cold Mountain Poems. At the end of 

their conversation, Ryder reads his translation of a “Cold Mountain” poem. Jacob Reed carefully 

shows how the poem appears in the novel almost exactly the same as Snyder’s drafts that were 

later published in the Evergreen Review (Leed 1984, 191). The poem intertextually aligns Cold 

Mountain, the Chinese mountain/poet who has become a figure of apocryphal tales, with Gary 

Snyder—both become characters in fictional stories. The translation of the poem connects the 

historical poems appearing in the Evergreen Review with a poem in a fictional text. The doubling 

of biographical materials with fiction culminates in the passage of Dharma Bums when the Ray 

character sees the image of Cold Mountain: 

I called Han Shan in the mountains: there was no answer. I called Han Shan in the 
morning fog: silence, it was said…And suddenly it seemed I saw that unimaginable little 
CHINESE BUM standing there, in the fog, with the expressionless humor on his seamed 
face. It wasn’t the real-life Japhy of rucksacks and Buddhism studies and mad parties at 
Corte Madera, it was the realer-than-life Japhy of my dreams. (Chung 91)  

 
It is the “realer-than-life” aspect of the poems that seems to bring the image of Cold Mountain in 

Dharma Bums back to the image of the print of Cold Mountain that had captured Snyder’s 

imagination years before the poems were translated. Perhaps this is why in the North Point Press 

edition of Cold Mountain Poems uses that Japanese print of Cold Mountain facing the first page 
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where Snyder translates Lu Chiuyin’s preface. The “realer-than-life” Japhy is none other than the 

Tang dynasty Cold Mountain as he is manifested in Snyder’s translation practice. The 

hallucination of the figure coming out of the fog gestures toward the stories of the Chinese artist 

who disappears into his landscape painting. However, Kerouac reverses the myth such that out of 

the mist the Chinese artist suddenly appears as a manifestation of the hyper-real—the simulation 

of something that has never really existed, just like Snyder’s reconstruction of Cold Mountain 

through the unwitting Buddhist and Daoist practices of tramps, migrant workers, hobos, and 

loggers. These are hyper-real religious practices by people whose utter ignorance of Buddhist 

and Daoist discipline transform them into realer-than-life Chan sages. 

Snyder’s and, correspondingly, Kerouac’s Cold Mountain as an example of the hyper-

real brings this discussion back to the Cold War domestic culture of containment, and the 

construction of Chinese-ness within the United States. The geopolitics of the early Cold War 

created shared anxieties that would be manifested in many different areas of 1950s American 

cultural production. For example, The Invasion of the Body Snatchers has been shown to reveal 

not only fears of “communist infiltration, atomic warfare, and hyper-conformity,” but also the 

“potential disruptions of the gender, racial, and sexual status quo.”(Mann 49). The sudden 

appearance of the “CHINESE BUM” in Kerouac’s hallucination traces the disappearance of 

immigrant Chinese culture from America, and the sudden reappearance of the Chinese-American 

as having legal rights as citizens after three quarters of a century of exclusion laws that denied or 

restricted citizenship, immigration, ownership of property, inter-racial marriage, and legal due 

process. In the 1950s the United States government was closely watching the activities of 

Chinese Americans, and had nullified the citizenship and deported Chinese-Americans for fear 

of possible subversive un-American activities (Yeh 400). Chinese-American community leaders 
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in San Francisco had even carefully staged events in order to present an image of Chinese 

Americans as culturally woven into the fabric of American society. Like the aliens in The 

Invasion of the Body Snatchers, Communist China, especially after its intervention that led to the 

stalemate in the Korean War, appeared in the American media as a sinister menace that recalled 

Yellow Peril discourses of a previous generation. Through a questioned loyalty and subsequent 

model minority discourses, Chinese Americans, as with other Asian American groups, continued 

to be marked as “un-American,” and major Asian American authors who began writing in the 

1950s tended to publish ethnographic accounts of the “Chinese” experience in America of 

Chinese Americans—the accounts of resident aliens. Through ethnic profiling and policing, the 

Chinese American community remained, in political terms, as a possible subversive community; 

thus, through containment the United States government maintained the enforcement of what 

David Palumbo-Liu calls the American “racial frontier” (Palumbo-Liu 2).  

Conclusion: Innovations and Exclusions in the Cold War 

The erasure of Chinese culture from the American national imaginary that continued 

through the 1950s, despite token changes in immigration laws, is an important factor for the 

place of Chinese literature within the poetry of the United States. This is especially true within a 

poetry that attempts to make an intervention into the aesthetics and politics of representation. In 

Pound’s translations of traditional Chinese poetry in Cathay the personae experience some form 

of loss due to exclusion or exile which is reflected in the landscape. However, Snyder’s 

translation of Cold Mountain creates a presence which comes through a participation (or 

interpenetration) with the landscape. The presence of Cold Mountain is a nomadic presence, and 

it is fraught with the anxiety of sudden absence. Just as the personae that were mobilized in an 

effort to construct Pound’s poetic practice, Snyder’s Cold Mountain informs, even on a technical 

level, his experimental poetic practice. The legal and political discourses of exclusionary 
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policies, which have framed Chinese Americans as resident aliens, create an uncanny parallel 

between the alienation of Chinese Americans and avant-garde textual strategies like 

defamiliarization. In the same vein, intertextual applications of traditional Chinese literature in 

modern American poetry could not have had a radical potential for either aesthetic 

experimentation or political critique without the Chinese Exclusion Acts, because these acts 

created Chinese as both marginal and foreign within America. As a result, the political and 

aesthetic topoi, which function on the level of metaphor for Anglo-American poets have become 

a sources of tension and ambivalence for Chinese-American poets who use their poetry to 

negotiate their place in an American literary tradition after the exclusion acts.  

I do not argue that Snyder sees his work as having any direct relation to the political 

concerns of Asian American communities, nor do I suggest that Snyder had any racist notions 

that Chinese should be excluded; in fact, the opposite it true—he has been a consistent critic of 

mainstream Anglo-American culture, and its tendencies toward empire and wasteful destruction 

of the environment. However, Riprap and Cold Mountain Poems correlate the Beats with 

Chinese as social outsiders to normative 1950s domestic containment culture. The privileging of 

an idiosyncratic Tang dynasty text as a representative document of both Buddhism and Chinese 

culture perpetuates Orientalist notions of China as existing outside of history. In getting outside 

of containment, getting outside of the domestic sphere, getting outside of capitalist marketing 

and consumer culture, Snyder re-inscribes Chinese culture as outside of the American national 

imaginary of the 1950s. This gives a collection of Chinese poems a radical potential to challenge 

the kinds of political narratives of the United States and its burgeoning suburban commercial 

culture during 1950s. As Amy Kaplan points out in Cultures of United States Imperialism, 

“international relations reciprocally shape a dominant imperial culture at home, and how 
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imperial relations are enacted and contested within the nation” (14). As we have seen, Gary 

Snyder’s early poetic career was shaped by international policies of the United States, ranging 

from his Chinese language study at Reed College and Berkeley to his travels to Japan. However, 

Snyder’s literary works do not contest “imperial relations” as much as they contest the 

legitimacy of American domestic culture. For this reason it is important to read Riprap and Cold 

Mountain Poems as a cultural product of United States power abroad, and the corresponding 

domestic containment at home during the Cold War. More than that, like the circulation of 

chinoiseries that acquired an important place in American culture due to its value as foreign 

exotica, Snyder’s textual strategies for characterizing Cold Mountain as a part of the Beat on the 

margins of society is a trace of the marginalization of Chinese within America. 

In addition to Snyder, there are other locations where Cold Mountain traces the 

marginalization of Chinese culture in American literature. “寒山,” Han Shan (Cold Mountain) 

had been a literary allusion on the American continent long before becoming a Beat icon by 

anonymous poet detained in the Angel Island immigration detention barracks. Sometime 

between 1910 and 1940 the anonymous poet inscribed a tibishi on the wooden wall revealing a 

landscape where birds dart into the mist sleeping over “Cold Mountain” [鳥疎寒山] (Lai, et al. 

129, poem “64,” line 3). In this poem the poet describes the landscape surrounding the barracks 

in the first four lines, and in the second four lines describes the sorrow and anger at having been 

detained for half a year, only to be sent home. The reference to “寒山” did not receive any 

annotations in Him Mark Lai’s anthology of Angel Island poetry, Island, even though Lai has 

carefully documented many of the classical allusions found on the walls. The reason for this is 

that the phrase “cold mountain” has become a cliché in poetic landscape rhetoric, and used by 
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several different poets, Du Fu being one. But we can say that the absence of any kind of 

hermeneutics and the absence of Cold Mountain, who wrote about disappearing into the 

landscape of Cold Mountain, bear a common theme of presence and absence. However, the 

author’s anxiety of absence is related directly to the laws, which marked the American racial 

frontier, while Cold Mountain’s absence is related to Daoist influence on Tang dynasty poetics 

that privileges speech only as an attempt to represent silence (Yip 29).  

The recovered anonymous poet in Lai’s anthology is not a symbolic play of absence and 

presence within a philosophic and religious discourse, but the terror that was the erasure of the 

presence of Chinese Culture in America that came with the construct of a “Manifest Destiny” 

and a protectionist immigration policy. This terror was the response to nothing short of ethnic 

cleansing, because it took as a point of departure the presence of the physical Chinese body as a 

contaminant of the American social body. The process of containment and extermination of this 

threat included the massive and rapid development of institutions that policed America’s 

racialized western border that was given legal form through the American Chinese Exclusion Act 

of 1882, reducing the Chinese American population of 132,000 in 1880 to 61,639 in 1920 (Hom 

12).  

By the 1950s, the Chinese Exclusion Act policies were changed in order to align the 

policies of the Cold War with its rationale of American inclusiveness and exceptionalism. 

However, the Chinese American population continued to be carefully monitored, and with the 

precedent of the Japanese internment, the possibilities of containing the Chinese American were 

enacted by the Title II of the McCarran Internal Security Act (Emergency Detention Act) in 

1950, “allowing the internment of Communists during a national emergency” (Yeh 399). Out of 

this context, Gary Snyder’s Cold Mountain emerges as a rugged individual, who exists outside of 
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not only domestic containment, but also independent of “the racial frontier,” and the historical 

forces of exclusion. The textual presence of Chinese culture occurs as the physical presence of 

the Chinese body was subject to careful scrutiny, and exclusion.  

While the kinds of gestures that Snyder performs in Riprap and Cold Mountain Poems 

are not for the purposes of race politics, they are given their coherence in their relationship to 

orientalism and exclusion. That being said, the works of Beat writers in the 1950s helped to 

popularize the counter-culture movement in the 1960s that would politically engage the war in 

Vietnam, and provide support for radical race politics of Asian Americans. It was because of 

radical race politics and the Civil Rights Movement that made a project like the anthologizing of 

the Angel Island poetry possible. Conversely, these movements that occur after the Beat 

movement allow us to rethink the representational strategies that give their poetry an added 

illocutionary force. By challenging normalized and coercive categories of American identity 

during the 1950s, Snyder turns to an intertextual use of Chinese literature, which represents a 

postmodern construction of hyper-real Chinese culture within the United States. Critiquing 

Snyder’s simulation should not inspire a hunt for authentic “Chinese” literary production within 

the United States, so much as an understanding how the representational strategies of Asian 

culture within Snyder’s Riprap and Cold Mountain Poems could be used as an innovative poetics 

and a critique of 1950s mainstream American culture. More importantly, such a critique allows 

us to understand the obstinate power that the Pacific racial frontier retains in the production of an 

American national imaginary.  
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CHAPTER 6  
CONCLUSION 

One of the common themes binding the chapters of this study is the relationship between 

exclusion and innovation, such that Chinese literature allows the writers to transgress real and 

imagined limits in modern American poetry. For example the Angel Island poems not only have 

memorialized the tribulations of the immigrants who were detained by the Chinese Exclusion 

Acts, but also have transformed Angel Island into a monument of their own literary production. 

The site and situation in which the poems were produced became not only the content of the 

poetry but also have transformed the meaning of the space where they were written. As they 

have become a part of anthologies of twentieth century American poetry, the poems push the 

linguistic boundaries of American literature to include writing that was originally not English. 

The materiality and placement of the poems and relevant biographies of the authors were 

mobilized and given coherence by the Chinese Exclusion Acts. Thus, they encapsulate an 

ideology of race and culture that went into constructions and discourses of American legal 

identity throughout much of the twentieth century. As the excavated poems create what appears 

to be a historical record of voices that can be considered as witnesses to history, they are at the 

heart of their conventions persona poems, constructed in several cases by “paper sons” with 

forged identities. The Angel Island poems, then, are important modern poems that comment on 

the discursive and performative dimension of a national identity. 

While the Angel Island poems provide the most direct link to the Chinese Exclusion Acts 

in this study, as I have shown, Ezra Pound creates one of the most notable uses of experimental 

translation to produce Cathay using traditional Chinese poetry to represent figurative exclusions. 

In this work Pound introduces a recurrent theme of exclusion (exile, abandonment, and 

separation), coupled with a use of personae, as a way of presenting Vorticist poetics that call into 
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question stable subjective identities. These aspects of Cathay, through the Chinese subject 

matter, can be thought of as reflecting the imminence of the Chinese Exclusion Acts in American 

literature as much as they can be argued as expressing the loss and alienation as found in World 

War I poetry. Exclusions as subject matter in poems ranging from “The Exile’s Letter” to “The 

Seafarer” bring a self-consciousness to the collection as translations in which the modern English 

versions constitute a remembering of an absent origin, mirroring the linguistic impossibility of 

accessing the original within the translated copy. This trace of absence in Cathay certainly adds 

to Pound’s haunting lyricism. The translations as vers libre lyrical fragments of broken meter 

and plain phrasing would transform translations of Chinese poetry for years to come, 

representing one of the hallmarks of American poetry after Pound and his circle (HD, William 

Carlos Williams, Amy Lowell) began actively putting forth a poetics of the “direct treatment of 

the thing.” Pound attempted to construct traditional Chinese poetry as a medium for the modern. 

And it caught on. 

H.T. Tsiang’s work, like the Angel Island poems, did not receive much attention during 

the time when it was first written. However, retrospectively we can see that the poems represent 

political interventions into American poetry. This can be seen through the content that attempts 

to figure the modern Chinese worker as an emblem of postnational futurity, urging Americans to 

catch up and catch on to an emerging international proletarian revolution. Likewise, his poems 

capture the way that leftist Chinese May Fourth poets used Walt Whitman’s style of poetry to 

voice a revolutionary poetics. Tsiang’s poetry parallels the “high” modernist use of Chinese 

poetry as a cultural motive force to transform and express a new and thus modern American 

poetry, yet Tsiang’s Chinese intertexts are not traditional, but modern.  In Tsiang’s revolutionary 

program, poetry works to raise revolutionary consciousness. As such, it is one of the only early 
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twentieth century works published in English to use modern Chinese poetics (May Fourth 

poetry) with modern Chinese subject matter. Auden’s China sonnet sequence in Journey to a 

War is one of the few other examples, and it, like Pound and Snyder’s poetry, creates a China in 

which a European-centered poetic voice experiences fragmentation and alienation of being 

absolutely out of place. 

China and the experience of being out of place are combined in Snyder’s Riprap and 

Cold Mountain Poems. Snyder, however, embraces this aspect of appropriating Chinese 

literature, because it allows him to represent the wilderness and the radical alterity of things like 

trees and rocks. Snyder’s poems use such representations as a critique of being “in place” in 

1950s Cold War America. China as “out of place” can even be read as a symptom of the Cold 

War. In the 1950s Snyder could not travel to Mainland China, and even if he could he would not 

have been able to study Buddhism as he did in Japan. The China of his poetry is an absolutely 

de-territorialized space, but one available for Beat refashioning such that it exists imaginatively 

as a countercultural, ecological, and spiritual realization. This vision of China occurs as the 

Chinese Exclusion Acts had been repealed, and an even more stringent quota of 105 replaced it. 

The Chinatowns in Beat writing reflects this use of the extreme margin of American identity as a 

central space for imagining and reclaiming an America unsullied by consumerism, materialism, 

and conformity at a time when Chinese could only begin to legally naturalize but could not 

migrate.  

The pattern that emerges in this study reflects a racial design of immigration law that 

informed and reflected the legal and cultural identity in the United States. While all of the poets 

have contributed to the transnational dimension of American literature by using poetry as a 

vehicle for an intertextual travel of Chinese source texts, the works of Angel Island poets and 



 

235 

H.T. Tsiang might allow us to reconsider the meaning of Pound and Snyder’s poetry in terms of 

the Chinese Exclusion Acts. The alienation and defamiliarization in the latter is figural and 

virtual while in the former it is literal and actual. It is in these pairings that the story of 

exclusions and innovations has a bearing on late-twentieth century and contemporary Asian 

American poets. The goal of this study is not to simply identify the ways that Chinese literature 

has functioned as a signification of exclusion; it is also to show that the Chinese Exclusion Acts 

have racially inflected the figural meanings of China in American literature, and that this has had 

a continuing effect on American poetry. Josephine Nock-Hee Park describes the situation as 

follows, “Asian American poets have a singular plight: they write within the constraints of an 

American poetry indelibly marked by Orientalism” (123). She continues by stating, “The 

influence of Pound’s Orientalist turn simply can’t be overstated; poetry workshops today adhere 

to the dictates of Pound’s Imagist manifesto ‘A Few Don’ts,’ paring down rhetoric and 

sharpening the poetic line in order to show us sudden collisions of intellect and emotion” (129). 

Park treats Orientalism as a self-evident problem that causes a vexed relationship between 

contemporary Asian American poets and the inheritance of literary modernism. As I show in the 

previous chapters, Orientalism was attractive to twentieth century experimental poets because it 

provided metaphors of distance and foreignness between American and Asian cultures that allow 

for an articulation of radical difference, whether it be Pound’s attempt to differentiate his elegies 

with the predominant Victorian lyric of his early poetic career or Snyder’s attempt to separate his 

poetic values from the 1950s consumer-driven domestic containment. Though this distance was 

productive to poets like Pound and Snyder it was something that was policed and enforced 

through domestic immigration policy and foreign economic and military policy. The actual 

violence through the institution of biopolitical controls that reduced and marginalized people of 
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Asian heritage in the United States appears represented in the poetry of the Angel Island poets, 

and the work of the H.T. Tsiang. In this way Orientalism operates as a signifier of Chinese, 

which shares key features of the exclusion of other Asian nationalities in the United States.  

Several Asian American women poets in the late-twentieth century would deal 

with the conflicting traditions of Orientalism, and marginalization of Asian American 

poets within the American literary canon. As I mention in the introduction, the main body 

chapters of the study do not cover the work of female poets. This exclusion reflects both 

racial and gendered exclusions originating from the Chinese Exclusion Acts and to the 

exclusive field of academic Sinology (a field from which Pound and Snyder draw 

authority as poets and explicators of culture) during the first half of the twentieth century. 

With the end of the token quota system and with the normalization of Asian immigration 

and naturalization in the 1960s Asian Americans had more access to property, education, 

and self-representation in literary and popular culture than during the first two-thirds of 

the twentieth century. From the sixties through to the eighties, a cultural nationalist 

movement led by writers like Frank Chin and spawned by the civil rights movement first 

began to formulate an Asian American literature as representing the unique cultural 

formations of Asian American experience, part of which was celebrating the works of 

Asian Americans who had resisted the marginalization due to the Chinese Exclusion 

Acts. As Elaine Kim notes, “Asian immigrant communities were predominantly male 

until recent years” (249). This observation correlates to literary production, especially 

poetry, perhaps best represented in the discovery in Southern China of several hundred 

Cantonese folk songs written by women describing their life of long separations from 

their husbands. These texts need to be studied more closely as a hermeneutics of the 
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transnational dimensions of American literature, because it complements the poetry 

written in Chinese bachelor communities in the United States. In analyzing the field of 

Asian American literature, Juliana Chang draws from Audre Lorde’s notion of poetry as 

being the “major voice of poor, working class, and Colored women,” because poetry does 

not require the same capital as say a novel (81). For this reason we have records of 

Cantonese folk ballads (like Hom’s anthology, Songs from Gold Mountain) and Angel 

Island poems (like Lai, et al.’s anthology)—poetry was a way to produce literature that 

was feasible under such limiting conditions as imprisonment and heavy labor. As such, 

poetry figures prominently in the “historic emergence of racial and ethnic consciousness 

movements in the United States” (81) of the 1960s and 1970s only to submerge below the 

horizon of much of the critical work on Asian American literature, which tends to focus 

more on fiction and novels. While poetry occupies a marginal space in terms of American 

culture as a minor literature, the same is true in Asian American criticism. This space is 

one of specificity and vulnerability, particularly as poetic subjectivity is at once a fossil 

of the idea of a unified subjective voice, and an absolutely fragmented collection of 

refracting surfaces, mirroring the unities and heterogeneities of Asian American 

literature.  

Since the 1970s Asian American women writers have become a more prominent 

and vocal presence in American poetry. Kim notes that “Motivated by the sense that there 

exist few adequate portrayals of Asian American women in American literature, Asian 

American women writers have been attempting to depict the uniqueness and diversity of 

that experience as an integral part of the American and Asian American tradition” (253).  

It is in the American and Asian American tradition that we can see their work as 
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responding to the Chinese Exclusion Act similar to work described in the dissertation. By 

this I mean that they are negotiating literary traditions of Orientalism as a force of 

innovation on the one hand, and resistance to race-based marginalization and 

disenfranchisement. Josephine Nock-Hee Park points out that after the 1980s modernism 

and experimental poetry offered an alternative to and sometimes functioned as a reaction 

against the social-realism and romanticism of Asian American cultural nationalism of the 

1960s and 1970s (129) (it should also be noted that there were also several experimental 

Asian American poets writing in the 1960s and 1970s who were not a part of the cultural 

nationalist movement). Artists like John Yau, Theresa Cha, Ho Hon Leung, and Marilyn 

Chin became interested in demonstrating the complexity of modernism while 

commenting on the ideological limits of race and gender in its use of Orientalism. 

Representing this complex ironically involves showing how the incorporated Chinese 

literary traditions as metaphoric distance and foreignness have made Asian literature an 

intimate part of American poetry. Furthermore, a complement to this shift is that 

discourses on Asian Americans have shifted from the “Yellow Peril” to the “Model 

Minority.” Though the terms of the debate have changed, issues of ethnicity and cultural 

identity remain important topoi in American poetry and the incorporation of Chinese 

literature through allusion, translation, and linguistic experimentation has become a 

tradition in modern American literature. 

Two examples of contemporary Asian American poets that engage in the tradition of 

incorporating Chinese literature are Marilyn Chin and Carolyn Lau. These two poets, first 

published at the end of the twentieth century, have been engaged in reconstructing the voice of 

national culture, demonstrating the heterogeneity of Asian American responses to traditions of 
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poetics and politics in the American cultural landscape. One element that stands out in the 

foreground of Asian American poetry in the second half of the twentieth century is that it 

traverses the boundaries constructed by modernist discourses of “Oriental” culture as providing 

access to a lack, which is associated with the primitive providing a ground from which the 

beginnings of a “new”-ness could be made possible in a devolved culture (e.g., WWI London, or 

Cold War American consumerism). Again, as Josephine Hock-Nee Park shows, the tradition of 

modernist literature in the discourse of American poetry perpetuates interpolating the identity of 

the Asian American as having an “other” identity, which is why memoirs and realist novels have 

been privileged as minority texts (129). Dealing with this issue of authenticity in an article titled 

“Where have all the natives gone?” Rey Chow discusses some of the ways that “otherness” has 

been constructed as a problematic identification; she states:  

But while Western artists continue to receive attention specifically categorized in 
time, place, and name, the treatment of the works of non-Western peoples 
continues to partake of systemic patterns of exploitation and distortion” (133) 
 

The difference encapsulates the ways Asian American literature is forced to navigate 

dominant discourses which formulate inherently race-structured binaries of being 

“Western” while at the same time located in untranslatable grounds of experience, being 

a perpetual foreigner in the West. Therefore, Asian American writing has tended to be 

treated as ethnography, which results from, as Chow says, “the genuine problem of the 

native’s status as object” (133). In Asian American writing, the representation of 

interiority and subjectivity has often been carefully studied because many of these texts 

challenge the objectification of their work as transparently ethnographic writing. 

   Carolyn Lau’s work attempts to negotiate the complexities of using imitation, 

allusion, and translation of Chinese literature to inform her modern American poetry that 
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takes into account specific issues of Asian American women’s writing. One of the ways 

that she does this is through using source material that challenges the typical interest in 

the long ago, far away dynastic poets. For example, she translates the poetry of the 

activist revolutionary feminist, Qiu Jin, who was executed by the Qing government in 

1907 for training and leading revolutionaries. Qiu Jin is another writer of tibishi, and her 

last poem was written on the wall of the hotel where she was held before her execution. 

Lau’s translations position Chinese literature within history and with a pedagogical 

function for social transformation. In addition, Lau’s free translations wryly mimic issues 

raised in Lau’s original poetry that deal with representations of Chinese in American 

culture. For example, her poems “Translating ‘Man’ from Chinese into Californian” and 

“Being Chinese in English” question representations of essential ethnic features by 

drawing attention to the linguistic dimensions of identity, and describing subjective 

interiority through obscure, abstract imagery. In “Being Chinese in English,” she writes, 

 The balcony gardens insisting 
 We not, show 
 While chasing. Orgasm. 
 
 Outside, babies questioning their ears; therefore, 
 Shifting twilight upside down 
 In softspots 
 
Here the poet creates a tangible image of architecture and landscape as deployed to police 

sexuality only to be transformed into an eccentric, impossible place within the 

“softspots,” or imagined thought processes of infants. Lau is suggesting, too, the 

impossibility of spatializing sensations of a private individual experience that are given 

meaning through abstract and even assumptions of social convention. Lau’s use of 

abstraction in her poetry foregrounds the constrictions that language places on translating 
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subjective experience into the grid of social meaning. She specifically focuses on how 

these social meanings are fixed by assumptions about ethnic and national identity. This is 

especially true of her “Translating ‘Man’ from Chinese into Californian,” the first stanza 

of the poem reads: 

 Fearless, Number One, 
 Scholar waits-on life;   
 Body after body gambles all 
 To mend and create new cracks in dream. 
 
The beginning of the poem introduces familiar figures of Chineseness—the mandarin 

scholar, gambling, and naming through familial hierarchy. She transforms the tone and 

imagery in the last stanza: 

 The impulse to stop 
 In the middle. Scoops 
 Breast or cock 
 Echo-la-la-ing 
 Shifts in sculpture. 
 Cool. Tan and muscles lying 
 In my dress, slicings 
 Of our sunny-rose flavors. 
 
In the second stanza, as in the previous poem, Lau articulate a sexuality that is not 

reduced to tropes of Orientialized imagery. In the context of depictions of race in the 

United States in the 1980s and 1990s, Lau is calling into question the construct of Asian 

as Model Minority by deliberately describing sexual desire outside of family values 

discourses. In fact, it is precisely the juxtaposition between ineffable emotional 

experiences, and oneiric if not eccentric spaces that address the issue of being out of 

place or alien, which is the anxiety of being-in-translation.  

The ethnic and gender dimensions of Lau’s work aside, bringing issues of 

translation into “original” poetry comments on the various applications of translation 
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which displaces the meaning of absolute origins, similar to Ezra Pound’s cryptic 

translations of persona poems, which mourn not only masks of mourning, but are poems 

that signify poetry’s loss of cultural relevance. However, in these two poems, Lau’s 

poetics is not of one of loss, but one of affirmation. It is in this sense that Lau translates 

from the feminist revolutionary martyr in her “Six Versions of Qiu Jin.” The translations 

are not complete translations, and they are fragments of verse taken from different stages 

of Qiu Jin’s life. Like Lau’s original poetry, concrete details intermingle with emotional 

sensation in an abstract setting, affirming not only Qiu Jin’s sense of revolutionary 

praxis, but also Lau’s poetics. This is very much in the tradition of Pound’s Cathay, but, 

instead of an abstract China as a referent to a poetics of concreteness, Lau provides a 

historically present, modern China as a referent in a poetics that uses abstraction to 

signify experiences of emotion. For example, the first of the cycle of fragments begins: 

 1. “Autumn Rain, after My Friend Has Left” 
 
 How my body flares an incense, 
 Men and mother planting me. 
 Alone, with friends my bones and flesh. 
 Tears, a victim of old strain and habit. 
 My lush part, pearl in Hades. 
 Leaves drying free ghosts. 
 
 Blood is raining from the sky 
 Cry bells, singing, “Girls, 
 girls.” 
 
The poem begins with the poet calling attention to her body and the sorrows of culturally 

enforced significance of gender, bemoaning her girlhood betrothal, and the complicity of 

her mother in such an arrangement. In this fragment, her gender has created a hell of 

torment within an apocalyptic mise en scene, as mourning bells toll for the “girls.” Qiu 

Jin’s poem is written within the conventions of the “palace lady” poem in which exquisite 
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emotional sorrow of displacement, estrangement, and abandonment has been in place for 

over two thousand years with famous writers like the Han dynasty Lady Ban and the 

Song dynasty Li Qingzhao contributing to the genre. Lau’s translation brings into focus 

the unconventional aspect of Qiu Jin’s verse, and by making it a part of a series of 

portraits, she subordinates Qiu’s individual poems as clippings in a collage, framed by 

Lau’s own biographic prose prelude. In this way Lau avoids repeating Qiu’s conventional 

scenes that have captivated imagist poets who have addressed elements of chinoiserie 

décor and universal suffering in palace lady poems. Lau instead uses fragments to 

highlight Qiu Jin’s depiction of an encounter with a realization that her historical moment 

is apocalyptic and that the bells are a call for women to wake up, as they are tolling the 

dead. This sense of mission is reflected in Qiu Jin’s poems represents an explicit reject 

the Confucian “Three Obediences” and the “Four Virtues” used to rationalize unequal 

labor, enforced illiteracy, concubinage, and footbinding (e.g., in the poem “Jingwei Bird” 

精卫诗 Qiu writes, “with their theories and tricks men deceive us, / Since they claim / 

That Heaven established men’s superiority over women / How can women speak about 

affairs outside the home?”) (Idema 788-790).  

Like the authors of the Angel Island poems, Qiu uses references to the Jingwei 

bird—a drowned princess who was transformed into mythical bird that fills the sea with 

rocks as a form of revenge—as a figure of Chinese nationalism where the underdog 

accomplishes an apparently futile task through perseverance, sacrifice, and hard work. By 

the fourth fragment, we find another similarity between Qiu’s poetry and the Angel 

Island poems in which the poet uses the sub-genre of the inscription poem to create a 



 

244 

persona. This fragment, taken from Qiu Jin’s reflection of her cross-dressing, we find that 

the poet is realizing the action of her poetry: 

 4. “Poem Written on My Own Picture in Man’s Suit” 
 Shaoxing Outlaw, dare you die? 
 What a curse, love. 
 
 If a dolphin reasons what to do 
 When it hears a sound in water, 
 Why does flesh meet so late 
 What my tongue knows inside? 
 
 Raising my heart into eye beyond  
 Mirror, beyond sky, 
 Jin Xiong [one of Qiu Jin courtesy names], yes, we’re one.   

This fragment is an example of a portrait inscription poem, 

representing a modernization of the millennia-old sub-genre 

that it is written on a photograph and not a painting. The 

poem develops through apostrophe, where the addressee is 

an uncanny image (in Qiu Jin’s poem she calls her body in 

the photographic image a phantom) of the poet. Lau recasts 

Qiu’s conventional depictions of the uncanny through the 

lines “Raising my heart into eye beyond / mirror, beyond 

sky, / Jin Xiong, yes, we’re one.” Here the enjambment of 

“mirror” allows the phrase to invoke a transcendent and 

utopian aspect of her defamiliarized “otherness,” 

transgendered and rendered into a photographic image. It also 

captures the emotional exuberance that is muted in a more 

accurate rendering of the verse, such as Walt Idema’s translation: “To my regret I met 

you late—feelings overwhelm me, / As I look up and sigh over our times, my energy is 

 
Figure 6-1. “Qiu Jin in 

‘Man’s Suit’” 
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stirred” (795). Lau again creates within the fragment a sense that each part is more than 

the sum of its lines, as the translations attempt to do more than mirror Qiu Jin’s verse. 

Aesthetically speaking, Lau’s imaginative transgression of the original material serves 

also to suggest Qiu’s work as more complicated than a documentary film lens into the 

personal, historical, and ethnographic. In this sense we can see Qiu Jin’s address to her 

photograph as an encounter with the poet’s affirmations of a revolutionary decision to 

defy convention as a way of understanding the Carolyn Lau’s translations as an 

affirmation of her poetics.  

 In the fourth fragment the poet addresses herself as Jing Xiong 競雄 (Complete 

Hero), which is one of the many example where Carolyn Lau calls attention to Qiu Jin’s 

play on naming. For example, Qiu 秋 (autumn) constantly puns on her name as a motif of 

impermanence and sorrow. Lau creates a rhetorical doubling that functions like 

photographs and mirrors where the poet is at once the image and that what is beyond the 

image in the poem. Qiu Jin’s calling as a feminist and a revolutionary, a calling which is 

sorrow-laden, is not something to be rejected, but instead registers as a fulfillment of her 

destiny. Lau’s seemingly abstract obscurity can be thought of as an attempt to embody 

the way that Qiu Jin sees her struggles for modernizing China, women’s rights, and 

revolution as necessary ways of becoming who she is, and as a destination presently 

absent. Lau attempts to create this sense of optimism within the embrace of a tragic fate 

through the last fragment (titled “Fragments”) taken from Qiu Jin’s poem written on the 

eve of her execution: 

 6. Fragments 
  

The song in breath is light and dark. 
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 Why me, spirit? 
 How you push, mother! 
 
 Autumn wind and rain, 
 ah! 
 
This last fragment begins with an abstraction where sound is given visual properties, 

which in turn correspond to Daoist masculine and feminine principles of “light and dark” 

as a subtle hint at the recurring themes of equality. The last line suggests a Zen inflected 

signification of (or perhaps a finger pointing towards) a realization that is not intelligible 

through formulated language. This last “version” of Qiu Jin, reflects Lau’s method of 

juxtaposition of abstractions as a mode of representing unexplainable emotional 

fulfillment, such as the abstract depictions of sexual fulfillment we find in her original 

poetry. Lau also draws from the iconography of revolutionary memorialization whereby 

the climactic “ah!” suggests that through revolutionary sacrifice, the loss of self, the 

revolutionary vision can be realized. While Qiu Jin was executed for her participation in 

the Chinese Nationalist revolution, she viewed her dedication to women’s rights as an 

international struggle as evident in her anthem for women’s rights titled, “A Fighting 

Song for Women’s Rights.” Qiu Jin’s poetry, through Lau’s translation method, becomes 

the realization of a Chinese identity, which serves to complicate often stereotyped images 

of Asian women in American literature while at the same time Lau is writing herself into 

the tradition of modernism where Chinese literature serves as an intertext, and translation 

functions as a mode of poetic production. While Lau downplays the revolutionary 

didacticism of Qiu’s verse, she highlights Qiu’s complexity and self-reflection. The 

figure of Qiu Jin serves a pedagogical function of incorporating Chinese literature and 

addressing concerns directly affecting Asian American women. 
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One of the noticeable aesthetic strategies that emerges from the title “Six Versions of Qiu 

Jin” is the shifting of perspectives common to traditional Chinese landscapes. It is also a familiar 

modernist technique of collage taken from an “Oriental” poetics, perhaps most famously 

employed by Wallace Stevens in his “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird.” This technique 

is a significant example of the ways that Orientalism provided modernism with methods for 

rupturing stable and absolute perspectives of nineteenth century realism and naturalism (or at 

least gave them rhetorical footholds to state such a case). Due to the mixing of influences, poems 

like “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird” can be thought of as hybrid poetry, especially 

because of the way that the border between East and West cultural traditions was thought to be 

firm. Not only modernists, but also Asian American authors have held this view. Lisa Lowe in 

Immigrant Acts refers to a Diana Chang short story about Chinese American women who have 

neither national nor cultural ties to China, yet “they have each internalized a cultural definition of 

‘Chineseness’ as pure and fixed” (64). Lowe uses this example to detail conceptual differences 

between heterogeneity, multiplicity, and hybridity as structural signifiers of Asian American 

identity in American culture. Of these terms, hybridity—a biological term used to describe an 

offspring of a mixed heredity—Lisa Lowe frames it to mean the “the formation of cultural 

objects and practices that are produced by the histories of uneven and unsynthetic power 

relations” (67). For example, as discussed before, Snyder’s use of the shanshui aesthetic comes 

from academic knowledge.  

Marilyn Chin is another poet who can be seen as responding to representations of China 

in the Orientalist traditions of American literature, as well as the plight of marginalized Chinese 

American writers. The title of Marilyn Chin’s recent book of poems, Rhapsody in Plain Yellow, 

interrupts the notion of Chinese-ness as a poetic (linguistic) construction, and re-positions the 
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concept of Chinese-ness through the racial construct of yellow-ness. This is an important 

distinction that marks the poetry with a uniquely American context because the poetry not only 

joins in the experimentation of classical Chinese poetry in the English language, but because it 

specifically writes back against the immigration act of 1882 where the legal language of race 

determined immigration policy, and in turn the material culture of immigration—networks of 

border surveillance and enforcement ranging from medical to legal to military bureaus. This 

construction of the border and immigration policy have been a part of a naturalized idea of the 

racial categorization of America, and is one of the reasons for continual tropes of the way Asian 

Americans are represented in mainstream literature as one of the resident foreigner. Though 

Chin’s texts are neither histories nor even complete biographies, they contain reflections of a 

poetic subjectivity with a personal history, navigating through poetry as it is understood both as a 

form of Chinese and American culture. In this way Chin’s poems can always be seen as a 

performance of biography and history in lyrical verse.   

Marilyn Chin’s Rhapsody in Plain Yellow begins with an epigram from William Carlos 

Williams The stain of love / Is upon the world / Yellow, yellow, yellow (10). The imagist poem 

comes from William Carlos Williams who, like Stevens and Pound, is another modernist 

American poet who theorized about in addition to writing translations of classical Chinese 

poetry. In describing the Tang Dynasty poet, Tu Fu, Williams writes: “These men (a woman 

among the best of them) [referring to classical Chinese poets] were looking at direct objects 

when they were writing, the transition from their pens or brushes is direct to the page” (197). 

That is to say that Williams saw in the translation of Chinese poetry the possibilities of the 

“direct treatment of the thing.” In the poems themselves, William Carlos Williams is seeing 

Chineseness as self-evident in the translations that he reads. This repetition of the modernist poet 
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as cultural arbiter of poetry should also indicate the gendered status of the traditional Chinese 

poem, as well as how Chinese poetry serves as a female-gendered “Hybrid muse.” The use of 

Williams as the epigram for her collection of poems allows Chin to perform two different acts 

that are in direct conflict with each other. First she is able to “graft” (using Yao’s typology of 

hybridity) onto the American poetic tradition. Second, she foregrounds how her poetic voice is 

already marked through the poetic voice of an-“other” with ironic consequences. One of the 

meanings behind the irony is the constructed racialized notion of color. The repetition in 

Williams of the word “yellow” produces a realm of connotations that are different from the ones 

that Marilyn Chin uses in the repetition of these words. The repetition creates a bifurcated entry 

into the field of poetry where there is an acknowledgment of the American poetic tradition as an 

exclusive discourse, and her entry into this discourse, even without using any of her own words 

can realign meaning through the poet’s race and gender alone. Marilyn Chin’s epigram creates a 

leitmotif of assimilation and identity for the collection of poetry that resounds with varying 

intensities.  

Rhapsody in Plain Yellow begins with three poems that use hybridity to describe a 

landscape of separation. First “Blues on Yellow” appears as the chorus of the book that speaks 

with a collective voice of Chinese America. It is a poem about labor, and the shared sufferings 

and migrations in Chinese American history. She uses the point-counterpoint structure of blues 

lyrics to create a doggerel landscape of Asian America that includes the construction of the 

railroads, the gold rush, Chinese restaurants, exclusion, Buddhism, class, and gender (13). In the 

second poem, “That Half is Almost Gone,” Chin describes pain of forgetting, and her physical 

separation from a “Chinese half,” which is intensified through her inability to communicate, such 

that the poetic subjectivity represented linguistically is threatened with erasure through forgetting 



 

250 

(17-19). Finally, “The Colonial Language Is English,” describes the relationship between 

linguistic communities in China and English, doubling the meaning of the colonial language as 

both the way to locate Hong Kong, as well as the situation of the postcolonial subject in the 

United States (20-21). These three poems stand out because they explicitly relate the project in 

which Marilyn Chin is engaged with in the collection—that is to show how subjectivity can be 

re-imagined through language, but is localized and framed by the historical and material 

conditions that have marginalized Asian Americans into specific typologies. Her poetry then 

becomes a site of agency where Asian American experience can be re-imagined linguistically 

beyond the dualism of the American poetic tradition that has created an American Chinese poem 

that tends to calcify representational possibilities of Chinese Americans.  

“Blues on Yellow” by Marilyn Chin color is the overtone that foregrounds the 

metaphoric landscape through which her poetry travels.  

The canary died in the gold mine, her dreams got lost in the sieve. 
The canary died in the gold mine, her dreams got lost in the sieve. 
Her husband the crow killed under the railroad, the spokes hath shorn his wings. 

 
Something’s cookin’ in Chin’s kitchen, ten thousand yellow-bellied sapsuckers baked in a pie 
Something’s cookin’ in Chin’s kitchen, ten thousand yellow-bellied sapsuckers baked in a pie 
Something’s cookin’ in Chin’s kitchen, die die yellow bird die die 

 
O crack an egg on the griddle, yellow will ooze into white. 
O crack an egg on the griddle, yellow will ooze into white. 
Run, run, sweet little Puritan, yellow will ooze into white. 
 
If you cut my yellow wrists, I’ll teach my yellow toes to write. 
If you cut my yellow wrists, I’ll teach my yellow toes to write. 
If you cut my yellow fists, I’ll teach my feet how to fight. 
 
Do not be afraid to perish, my mother, Buddha’s compassion is nigh. 
Do not be afraid to perish, my mother, our boat will sail tonight. 
Your babies will reach the promised land, the stars will be their guide. 
 
I am so mellow yellow, mellow yellow, Buddha sings in my veins. 
I am so mellow yellow, mellow yellow, Buddha sings in my veins. 
O take me to the land of the unreborn, there’s no life on earth without pain. 
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On the first reading there is a striking awkwardness of expression with lines like “Something’s 

cookin in Chin’s kitchen, die die yellow bird, die die” (line 11), “I am so mellow yellow, mellow 

yellow, Buddha sings in my veins” (line 21) or “O crack an egg on the griddle, yellow will ooze 

into white” (line 13). In “Blues on Yellow” the poetry of the lines seem haphazard and untrained, 

yet not the roughness that gives blues lyrics their trademark patina. The phrasing does not fit the 

cadence of her lines, which vary in lengths. The last line “O take me to the land of the unreborn, 

there’s no life on earth without pain” (line 23) sprawling with too many syllables comes out 

sounding stilted. These discordant blues are also filled with surprising images, like a canary 

dying in a gold mine (line 1), and powerful slogans, “If you cut my yellow fists, I’ll teach my 

yellow feet to fight” (line 13). Putting the situation of the content into the form of the blues, Chin 

makes and unambiguous political choice, which is to use a form that is both racialized and 

classed to suggest poverty and blackness, in addition to being something that is identified as 

quintessentially American. Chin not only inserts herself into the poem, but she also fits her 

family, historical emblems of Chinese Americans, social calls for action (the basis for the Asian 

American literary movement), and a utopian vision for the future. This one poem encapsulates 

Marilyn Chin’s poetic career, thus far: 

At the same time, Chin seeks to reclaim and reinvent her Chinese heritage by 
incorporating and transforming Chinese history, culture, and literary traditions in 
her poems. She interweaves this process with her exploration of identity politics, 
constantly relating her person’s identity and the experience to that of Chinese 
Americans in terms of Asian Americans’ social status and issues of assimilation 
and acculturation. (Huang 72) 
 

One tension that seems to exist in these blues, and exists throughout the collection of poetry, is 

her attempt at “transforming Chinese history, culture, and literary traditions,” because in lines 

like, “Do not be afraid to perish, my mother, Buddha’s compassion is nigh” (line 18), Chin 

seems to struggle with Orientalized stereotypes of Chinese spirituality as it is represented in 
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America, and an affirmation Buddhism as a valid and non-Christian religious expression in the 

United States. As such, line 18 can be read either as parody, or as an authentic substitution of 

Chinese religion for what otherwise might be “mojo hand” or “John the Conqueror Root” in a 

more conventional blues song. But the overall tone of the poem is ironic. Irony seems to function 

on two levels: first, it creates a critique; second, it deepens the topography of the poem’s features 

by presenting the reader with two incommensurable readings.  Closely reading the poem reveals 

an array of references and suggestions, which overlap and intersect. Ultimately with this poem 

she is able to communicate through her references that the existence of Chinese in America dates 

back to the California gold rush, and the transcontinental railroads, and, yet, no cultural 

footprints have been left of the Chinese working class and their culture as in the ways that blues 

music from African American traditions has become a centerpiece of American culture. As blues 

are lamentations, this is the lamentation. The discordance of Chin’s blues eerily haunts an 

emptied space upon which Chin builds her work song.    

In “Blues on Yellow” Chin is able to insert within the form of the blues an important 

element of Chinese traditional poetry. In line 19 she writes, “Do not be afraid to perish, my 

mother, our boat will sail tonight.” The boat is a significant detail because it is often used as a 

convention for representing poetic subjectivity in classical Chinese poetry (Eoyang 619).35 The 

detail not only adds a level of meaning to the opening chorus of her book, but it also represents a 

unique aspect of Marilyn Chin’s poetics that plays the Chinese American poem off of the 

Chinese poem in the tradition of modern American poetry. Marilyn Chin is able to include within 

the blues a crystal of classical Chinese subjectivity—the figure of the boat. Through the boat the 

poet is able to produce an ‘“I” image’ that is able to flow through the landscape, but also carry 

                                                 
35 Marilyn Chin would most likely have known this theory of Chinese subjectivity, because it was presented in an 
article by the Sinologist Eugene Eoyang, and Chin worked with Eugene Eoyang on a translation project (Huang 71). 
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connotations of solitary-ness. Inserted into the blues, we are given a holographic style of 

presenting ideas of classical Chinese poetry. This projection of classical Chinese poetry into the 

blues reveals an aspect of Marilyn Chin’s poetry, which draws from the cultural tradition of 

classical Chinese culture. Instead of trying to reconstruct linguistically a translated version of 

classical Chinese poetry, she tends to use a holographic style such that the medium does not in 

away way share the likeness of the image presented.36 Instead, classical Chinese poetics floats 

within the medium, like the boat (or the Buddha) in her blues. The creation of a poetic holograph 

demonstrates how integrated cultural traditions of ethnic communities are a central aspect of 

American identity, which can only be understood in terms of a simulacrum—as in Chin’s 

pastiche of traditional forms, blues and Chinese lyrics, which both create and displace the notion 

of a Chinese American identity. The haunting aspect of the illusions appearing within a 

holograph is that image can completely disappear if the forces that hold the eye’s focus are not 

aligned. The constellation Chin gathers for the reader’s focus demonstrates how of the many 

synthetic cultural traditions that have emerged in American culture, Chinese American identity is 

one that is fraught with peril (due in part to immigration practices, and the historical legacy of 

the Chinese Exclusion Acts) of subsequent erasure and at risk of exclusion (or relegated to 

“foreigner” status) without continual conscientious efforts to assert an American identity. This is 

something that most European immigrant groups in the United States do not face, but is shared 

with other Asian American writers. 

In “That Half is Almost Gone” Chin recapitulates two maneuvers from “Blues on 

Yellow”; first, she brings together the “I” of the poem that has a confessional address as a 

disclosure of the poet’s personal life to the reader; thus, the subjectivity of the poem, the persona, 

                                                 
36 I take this idea of the holographic image from Donald Ault’s summer seminar of 2004 “Blake, Newton, and 
Disney.” 
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enters the play of signs within a poetic landscape. This landscape is organized by a second 

device that we have seen in “Blues on Yellow,”—the use of the holographic form. The Chinese 

word “ai” 愛 (love) is described throughout the poem, but is never directly shown. Instead the 

reader has parts of “love” described, for example the radical “xin” 心 or heart resides in the 

center of the character, allowing for Chin’s play on “I remember vaguely / the radical ‘heart,’” 

(lines 9-10). In addition to the splitting of the characters, we have discontinuous set of images 

that juxtapose a “Protestant West Virginian”(line 27) with “the gaffer-hatted fishmonger” (line 

31) bringing into the poem an image that can be seen as a subject of classical Chinese as well as 

an image that might come from National Geographic. The irony thematically recapitulates the 

splitting by doubling the subject’s re-representation of the subject. That is to say we not only 

have the confession, but also commentary on the self that confesses. With irregular line breaks 

and enjambment, the poem appears graphically on the page as having been split. The poem is 

about forgetting language, and in the process losing identity. The identity that we see replacing 

the one that could write in Chinese is one that is affiliated with clichés of Chinese women (“And 

the maiden behind the curtain / is somebody’s courtesan.” lines 33-34) while at the same time 

has no access to the filial associations of Chinese-ness (“You are a Chinese—said my mother / 

who once walked the fields of her dead” lines 37-38). This leads to the question of how the 

linguistic community helps to form a coherent individual identity, because it is something that is 

perceived as interior. Without language, identity becomes exteriorized, unstable, and subject to 

the vicissitudes of displacement. 

Again in “The Colonial Language Is English” we have a mixture of personal confessional 

poetry with elements of classical poetry as seen in the closing quatrain: “The Tao of which we 
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speak is not the eternal Tao / The name that we utter is not the eternal name / My mother is me, 

my father is thee / As we drown in the seepage of Sutter Mill (lines 23-26). The lines from the 

Dao De Jing (The Tao…) reflect back to the opening lines of the poem, “Heaven manifests its 

duality / My consciousness on earth is twofold” (lines 1-2). Foregrounding the problem of 

language, which is read in the title of the poem, these lines illustrate the drift of the personal 

subjectivity against the backdrop of family and nation. Again there is a split, a duality where the 

subjectivity embodies discontinuity, and, as such, ironically incorporates the banal (Sutter Mill) 

with the sublime (the eternal Tao). In an everyday sense, English is the colonial language of her 

hometown, Hong Kong, but it is also the reason that Chin cannot reproduce classical Chinese 

poems into English the way that Ezra Pound, Amy Lowell, or William Carlos Williams were 

able to do. Instead she uses a holograph of the classical Chinese to show something is there (an 

idea, a concept) that is not there. What is not “there” in Chin’s quote from the Dao De Jing is the 

Chinese language; English has replaced it. Or, more accurately, English has colonized it. Playing 

on the theme of splitting and duality, the line that Chin quotes from the Dao De Jing is Laozi’s 

philosophical commentary on the limits of language; thus, Chin is able to take the universalizing 

gesture of Laozi’s critique of language and apply it to the specificity of the problems of the 

colonization of language. In the process she is able to reterritorialize Laozi’s work into a 

pragmatic philosophical discourse, and away from its appropriated cultural position in the 

discourse of New Age religion in America. Within the first three poems we see a repetition that 

carries out throughout Rhapsody in Plain Yellow, which is trying to come to terms with the 

linguistic touchstones of Chinese representations within the discourse of American poetry. 

Through the linguistic divide she is able to insist upon her own corporeality through language, by 

presenting her embodiment of a split in cultural identification. That is to say that the hyphenation 
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that goes into a term like Chinese-American, or Asian-American becomes emblematic for the 

uniqueness of the poetic voice, such that the poet is framed even before uttering a word by the 

production of race in American culture. Because language is an important part of this process of 

identification and racialization, Marilyn Chin writes back against the way that classical Chinese 

tropes have entered into American culture as something that is ultimately “other”—especially as 

it enters into American poetic discourse by canonical modernists who have become so influential 

as to the shape of American poetry on the page.  

Marilyn Chin’s knowledge and application of classical Chinese poetics to her poetry 

reveals an institutional grounding from American sites of knowledge production of Asia; she 

received her bachelor’s degree in Chinese language and literature from University of 

Massachusetts, Amherst in 1977. She also studied classical Chinese literature at Stanford, as well 

as in Taiwan (Huang 71). As a translator of Chinese she helped to produce a book of translations 

of an important twentieth-century, Mainland Chinese poet, Ai Qing. As I have shown in the Gary 

Snyder chapter, language programs offering Chinese in the United States began to develop under 

Cold War initiatives that were involved with “the gearing up of a vast educational machinery 

designed to direct the attention of the American people to the world outside the nation’s borders” 

(Klein 22). The American study of foreign languages, including “Oriental Languages” was done 

out of the need to preserve and strengthen global flows of power. At the same time that Chin’s 

use of classical Chinese tropes is situated within the university system not unlike classical 

Orientalism of the empires of England and France, it is also mediated by the personal. In an 

interview with Bill Moyers, Chin voices her anxieties that are related to language:  

I am afraid of losing my Chinese, losing my language, which would be like losing 
a part of myself, losing part of my soul. Poetry seems a way to recapture that, but 
of course the truth is we can't recapture the past. The vector only goes one 
direction and that is toward the future. So the grandeur of China—the grandeur of 
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that past of my grandfather's, of my grandmother's, of my mother's and so forth—
that will be all lost to me. I lose inches of it every day. Sometimes I think I lose a 
character a day. (“How I Got My Name”) 

 
In this brief autobiographical sketch, we can see two forces at work—the presence of national 

and transnational structures of power and knowledge, and the individual making sense of the 

practice of everyday life. Chin approaches her use of Chinese literature as a complex means of 

preventing the trauma of aphasia and permanent linguistic loss, coding an English-language 

American poetry through the past of Chinese traditional literature. Chin’s use of the Chinese 

language points to the anxiety of loss, and thus can be seen as a strategy for preservation, which 

parallels Joel Barlow’s fear that the sign of authentic American hieroglyphic language has been 

lost due to colonial practices (the Spanish and Portuguese destroyed the indigenous people’s 

hieroglyphic system) and must be sought by American poets for a truly American literature. In 

this way the practice of Orientalism can be thought of as an attempt to reclaim a lost memory, 

and preserving what fragments are still around. It can be thought of spatially as an architecture 

designed for outward projection of power that can be transformed into a space of internalized 

subjectivity, or a theatre for the performance of identity and meaning. For example, Lisa Lowe 

explains: 

Although orientalism seeks to consolidate the coherence of the West as subject 
precisely through the representation of “oriental” objects as homogenous, fixed, 
and stable, contradictions in the production of Asians and in the 
noncorrespondence between the orientalist object and the Asian American subject 
ultimately express the limits of such fictions. (67) 

 
As Lowe points out, of the many contributions that Asian American poets have made to 

American poetry, perhaps the most important is the relocating the Americanized Chinese poem 

that entered the poetic discourse as a prominent feature of avant-garde modernism away from its 
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site as an unproblematic ethnographic representation of an other, and bringing it into the 

discourse of Asian American subjectivity that is both personal and political.  

In poetry such as Carolyn Lau’s “Six Versions of Qiu Jin” and Marilyn Chin’s poems 

from Rhapsody in Plain Yellow there exists a continuing dialogue on the use of classical Chinese 

literature as a “transpacific displacement” in American literature (Huang, Yunte 137). For Lau, 

the poetic form offers the possibility of direct political enunciation; therefore, when she writes 

back to the kinds of modernist assemblages of say a Wallace Stevens, she is able to not only 

critique his Orientalism, but also she is able to theorize the possibilities of a politically relevant 

use for representing “Chinese-ness.” Marilyn Chin’s poetry foregrounds the racial marking on 

the poet, and, therefore, as a woman of Asian descent her representations of classical Chinese 

poetry will always already be read differently than that of modernist poets, like William Carlos 

Williams. In both cases issues of representing an Asian American identity within the discourses 

of modern American poetry reveal a dialogic37 and extra-poetic engagement as well as an 

anxiety that lies in navigating assimilationist, and culturally nationalist approaches to American 

identity. Chinese literature as a transpacific intertext provides ways of writing in the traditions of 

modern American poetry, while at the same time calling attention to the problematic elements of 

Orientalism, shifting the possibilities of what this Orientalism can represent. Also, by recalling 

forgotten works often excluded from discussions of modern American like the H.T. Tsiang’s 

revolutionary poems, or the Angel Island poems. Literature, like history, in the words of Arif 

Dirlik, is “not just a legacy; it is also a project” (409). 

                                                 
37 Dorothy Wang suggests that Bahktin’s theory of the dialogic, and the notion that “The ideological becoming of a 
human being is the process of selectively assimilating the words of others” (and the inversion of this axiom) is 
critically important for the reading of contemporary Asian American poetry (16). 
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In the projects described in the dissertation, I suggest that the intertextual source 

materials, the Chinese literary traditions, have been incorporated into American literature. One of 

the reasons for this frame comes from the economic connotation of the word “incorporation” in 

the sense of a legal charter designed to maintain value as well as stability and integrity to an 

organization. The legal aspect of citizenship and representation can be seen to correspond to how 

the literary representations have come to take on relevance. With the relative histories of the two 

literatures, Chinese literary traditions certainly add value to the concept of an American 

literature. But the metaphor of incorporation also signifies on literary traditions as a body, which 

is substantiated through incorporation. Literary traditions are empires; for example, the Chinese 

literary tradition was founded on the collection of folk songs by imperial bureaus as a way of 

managing the empire. Taken separately, the body of literature in the Chinese and American 

traditions can be thought of as unique, separate, with definite boundaries that coincide with 

national and linguistic boundaries despite the fact that they overlap. In this way, even though 

each tradition can be seen as having elements that are transnational, and containing free-floating, 

in-between works, these texts signify the ways incorporation represents the unique formation of a 

literary tradition, and thus the meaning in a literary text is never simply the sum of the words on 

a page. Moreover, it attests to the power of the modern nation state, and linguistic communities 

within that create coherence out of a disparate collection of texts.  

 The incorporation of Chinese literature in modern American poetry represents the Janus-

headed aspect of American culture as both anti-colonial in its revolutionary beginnings, and 

imperialistic in its expansions. The story of the incorporation is complex and heterogeneous, and 

its story traces national borders as shown in the unique attempts of each of the authors to 

transgress cultural boundaries. The authors covered in this study only tell a small part of a larger 
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story. The common thread they share is that they have challenged Eurocentric assumptions about 

American identity, and exploded the temporality of American history and the spatiality of an 

American imaginary. They call into question the label “American” and the fixity of national 

literatures. However, as I show in this study these authors demonstrate the difficulty of removing 

national labels and seeing people and literatures simply being of the world—writing in response 

to dislocations amid global economic disasters, violent social revolutions, world wars, and cold 

wars, these poets all demonstrate the power of the modern nation state to formulate identities that 

belie the transnational processes that gave such an identity form. They also demonstrate the 

possibilities of poetry as a force for transforming national culture and containing the seeds for 

utopian possibilities. Chinese literary traditions continue to allow the poets to create liminal 

spaces in American literary culture, ushering through such thresholds new visions of American 

literature. Future studies of the intersections between American and Chinese literature would 

help not only to better understand national literatures, but how to read world literature in an age 

when much of the real power of legitimating and enforcing identity rests in the hands of the 

nation state. And, more importantly, further studies can give lessons from each cultural tradition, 

and allow us to understand the closeness of cultural traditions that are often cast as aliens to each 

other. 
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BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

James McDougall was born in Victoria, British Columbia, Canada in 1974. Of Victoria 

this is written: “After three days by horse you enter a now-forgotten land. The nation is governed 

by a certain King, who maintains a just rule in his dominions, but is himself subject to the Tartar. 

The country contains numerous towns and villages, and has everything in plenty; moreover, it is 

a great country for sport in the chase of all manner of beasts and birds. It is, however, by no 

means a healthy region, but grievously the reverse. In days of old the nobles there were valiant 

men, and did doughty deeds of arms; but nowadays they are poor creatures, and good at naught. 

Howbeit, they have a city upon the sea, which is called Victoria, at which there is a great trade. 

For you must know that all the spicery, and the cloths of silk and gold, and other valuable wares 

that come from the interior are brought to that city. And the merchants of Venice and Genoa, and 

other countries, come thither to sell their goods, and to buy what they lack. And whatsoever 

persons would travel to the interior (of the East), merchants or others, they take their way by this 

city of Victoria.”38 He and his family immigrated to the United States later in the 1970s so James 

doesn’t have any memories of this seascape of the West that twists and turns for a thousand 

miles like lichen that can be encoded and replicated into future recollections of Victoria; as an 

immigrant he was never shocked to find himself detained in a wooden building on an island, and 

he later became a citizen.39 He was fed poetry for breakfast, along with strange-tasting bibles, 

and a vague memory of a world at perpetual war.40 He went to Monroe Community College 

because he decided not to join the Canadian Army as the first Gulf War had begun the morning 

                                                 
38 This is a pastiche from first part of Marco Polo’s travels, and it is an interpretive association with Victoria in 
terms of this dissertation and McDougall’s personal biography, which are starting points, and frames  (Brooks 26). 

39 This sentence contains bits of Angel Island poem “1” from Lai et al.’s anthology. 

40 This was meant to sound like a pastiche from something profound; but, alas, James made it up. 
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he went for his physical in St. Catherine’s, and he had already finished high school early; it was 

before Perry Central High School implemented its senior stop-loss policy—one wouldn’t think 

that a purgatory of study halls should be denied to any young American—even one with dual-

citizenship.41 He dropped out of community college to work full time in the pizza industry—at 

that time in American history pizza had replaced automobiles as the driving sector of the 

economy. It was an industry that often provoked romantic daydreaming. Often failing at things, 

James would return home to his mother, father, sister, brother-in-law, and four younger brothers 

and together they would laugh, yell, play, fight, throw the football, brood, sulk, howl, play guitar 

and sing songs, steal each other’s belongings, drink, and recite Service, Kipling, Burns, 

Houseman, Wordsworth, Shakespeare, Byron, Shelley, Pope, Hopkins, Browning, Coleridge, 

rarely an American, though sometimes Eliot and sometimes Poe—all a literary geography of an 

imaginary nation somewhere in a collective past that could be forged through the cobbling of old 

poems on the right nights of the year. Unfortunately, there are times when Romantic 

daydreaming sometimes must be supplanted by hard choices for the workaday world. So James 

decided to become a sailor. James transferred his floor hockey and honors sociology credits from 

Monroe Community College to SUNY Maritime. His time at sea was recorded in these words: 

“May he for his own self song's truth reckon, journey's jargon, how McDougall in harsh days 

hardship endured oft. Bitter breast-cares has he abided, known on his keel many a care's hold, 

And dire sea-surge, and there McDougall oft spent narrow nightwatch nigh the ship's head while 

she tossed close to cliffs.”42 After working on the Great Lakes and realizing that poetry was a 

more stable industry than the American Merchant Marines (a self-enabling situation that created 

                                                 
41 Notice the high school cafeteria irony at work here. 

42 This is taken from Ezra Pound’s “The Seafarer” from Cathay. 



 

275 

a need for more poetry in James’s life), he transferred to SUNY Buffalo. He received his BA in 

English from SUNY Buffalo in 1996 and then went to ply the English trade in Asia (English is 

currently the linguistic oil that lubricates the transnational circulation of global capital; as he 

would later discover: he was burning incense for the ruling class, and oiling the machine of the 

capitalist class43). James worked as an English instructor in Busan, South Korea, teaching 

kindergarteners, middle school students, housewives, and dentists. The story of going to Korea 

involves the Chinese People’s Armed Police College and a hard bargain—every revolution needs 

a semiotic transformation, James’s was Chinese. James’s revolution was a small one. And a 

fragment at that. He would again make a transpacific crossing to find a different form of labor 

exploitation as a tree planter in northern Ontario where he would also find one of his favorite 

poems: 

He had driven half the night. 
From far down San Joaquin 
Though Mariposa, up the 
Dangerous mountain roads, 
And pulled in at eight a.m. 
With his big truckload of hay 
 behind the barn. 
With winch and ropes and hooks 
We stacked the bales up clean 
To splintery redwood rafters 
High in the dark, flecks of alfalfa 
Whirling through shingle-cracks of light, 
Itch of haydust in the  
 sweaty shirt and shoes. 
At lunchtime under Black oak 
Out in the hot corral, 
—The old mare nosing lunchpails, 
Grasshoppers crackling in the weeds— 
“I’m sixty-eight,” he said, 
“I first bucked hay when I was seventeen. 
I thought that day I started, 
I sure would hate to do this all my life. 

                                                 
43 The parenthetical comes from H.T. Tsiang’s Poems of the Chinese Revolution. 
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And dammit, that’s just what I’ve gone and done.”44 
 
The last lines of the poem came to life as he began editing technical documents and compiling 

data on radio hardware at Harris RF communication in Rochester, NY. After breaking free from 

his cubicle, at twenty thousand feet he passed the town of his birth on his way to serve as a Peace 

Corps Volunteer in Chongqing, China. This same China had left him in Korea two years prior. 

He was stationed at the wartime capital, across from General Stillwell’s house on the Jialing 

River in Chongqing where he met Gan Liulu, who would become his wife. They moved to 

Gainesville, America, to attend the University of Florida; they are in America now, they live in 

the tundra of the logical, a sea of cities, a wood of cars.45 At the University of Florida he 

received a master’s degree in English and a certificate in TESOL in addition to working one of 

his favorite jobs at the journal Early Medieval China. In December of 2005, his son, Gan 

Benzheng Colin Shan McDougall, was born. Colin was born three months early; James and 

Liulu were filled with fear and trembling. However, the intensive care unit vanished into a happy 

ending. Together with Liulu and Colin, James has formed an invincible team of superheroes. In 

their hearts they truly believe that together, there is nothing that they cannot do. He has finished 

up his PhD degree using the poets noted here in this biographical sketch to advance an argument 

in a dissertation about immigration, imagination, the nation, and poetry. He is thinking about 

scriptwriting voiceovers for neo-noir detective films. The tundra is beginning to melt, and its 

logic to transform, which might mean James will be going off to the desert or to the sea. Maybe 

James and his gang of superheroes will be appearing in a town near you. As a poet executed in 

her youth once said, “if you live long, everywhere is home.”46 

                                                 
44 This is Gary Snyder’s “Hay for the Horses” from Riprap and Cold Mountain Poems.  

45 Taken from Marilyn Chin’s “We Are Americans Now, We Live in the Tundra.” 

46 From Carolyn Lau’s translation of Qiu Jin’s “The Pavilion of Moon Worship.” 
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