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SALT

Poems by Ya Hsien
translated from the Chinese by the author



Introduction

As Hsiian Chuang, pre-eminent in the history of Chinese
Buddhism, was journeying to India for Buddhist instruction,
he had to cross an Indian-sourced, fast-rushing river. While
Hsiian Chuang was leaning lightly against the boat side,
staring at the waves crushing themselves beneath him, his
farther sight fixed an island of lotus streaming from the upper
reaches of the river. Suddenly he jerked back so startled and
startling that the light boat dived; he was almost tossed in the
back swing. As the flowers neared, they unfolded a man’s
corpse. Hsiian Chuang cried, “Why in the Buddha country are
there also dead men?” His disciple, at this, broke his
contemplation of the Master’s reactions and answered, “But,
Revered Teacher, that is your corpse, your body. You are at
last free!”

I too feel that shock. I too know that corpse. Poetry is the body
of my shock.

I wish to express my gratitude to Paul Engle for his friendship
and faith. I am also grateful to William Golightly for his
assistance with the translations.

N. B.

The italicized words in On China’s Street and Abyss are
explained in a glossary at the end of the pamphlet.



Starting

We are already on the ship, and it is on its way
Under the perishable and imperishable copper coloured sun
Under the angeless wind

The sea blues for itself.

The gaps between the teeth are clenched
On the shadows of the mast

Going to the stern to see seventeen years in the wake of the
ship

I walk my sigh’s distance on the deck
In the past, she used her smile to make a kneeling-mat

I am sitting on it, thinking for the afternoon.

Tonight in Macao, there will be a secret killing
A threat finds the address
Grey bats circle city hall’s back portico

A piano swirls its beautifully sad music into a black umbrella.

(How pitiable her sleep

Between the chrysanthemum and the wild red haws)

They have days more crowded than a big bazaar
Days of faces, postmen, streets

Despairing, despairing, despairing days



On that big soil ship which will be sunk in the end
Their hubbub, using the eye’s voice, loses its reason
They grip their tangled hemp nervous system

But they can’t remember where they put their scissors.

In the nick of time

They receive this tragedy.

This makes me happy.

[ am standing on the left deck, I give my tie to the wind
And I smile.



Wartime

After spring

Incendiary bombs lifted the street like a fan
On the scorched

Red sandalwood chair

My mother’s set smile continued up until it became a memory

Thin-legged bees built their hives seven miles away in the
family shrine

My mother was drowned in last year’s
Many dove-grey deaths
When the world repeats again and again the same things

Her shoulders are stone

That night, between difficult remorse and sleep
A donkey brayed and brayed

And a regiment of soldiers passed under my window, a few
stopped to put up posters on the nearby telephone poles

Cedar leaves bent deeply down

They said no one could sleep

And anyway, from beginning to end
They mean for us to feel compelled to choose a river
To make an end unwillingly

Or write a long letter on the wall



Or frighten a whole field of buckwheat

But all this is finished

The people are too tired to hope
Anyway, early or late

You must attend grass’ creation
Even—

Angels are useless



Afternoon

We will never begin to be brilliant. Who knows.

The flowers of the water calabash and the dogwood still
obstinately

repeat last year’s harmony.

Without more distant calling

Sappho’s job is in the bakery across the street.
Well, it’s afternoon again,;

We’re laughing sadly under the telephone pole, dying some of
yesterday’s incomplete death.

(Behind the curtain, your slave is thinking of you, thinking of
you in the city of pavements. )

No more big jokes.
Beside the tracks you can see the begging hand of Ulysses.
Choose any kind of god to give danger.

If, accidentally, you wake up in the wrong night

you’ll find truth is on the other side of the mouth of wounds.

If the whole cannon is sunk in sand.

(Your slave is thinking of you beside silk, tuberoses, agate,
and the grey-and-red of songs.)

The boy with the red jacket has a very charming face.



He dribbles a basketball alone in the field.
Doves build their nests behind city hall.
The river flows by itself.

Well, it’s afternoon again;
I can be sure nothing has happened.
Every mind divides and forgets something.

(Thinking quietly of the beautiful city of Hsien-yang )

After midnight, a drowned man’s clothes return.

Hugging her in bed is more important than excavating Greece.
After the motorcycle’s roar

Epicureans begin singing.

—Can the teeth in the grave answer this question;

Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, all the days?



The Colonel

It was a rose
Sudden
Born of fire

In a buckwheat field where they met the most decisive battle
of the war

His leg was parted from him in 1942.

He has heard history and the laughter of history.

What is imperishable—

Cough syrup, a razor, last month’s rent and the like?
During the skirmish of his wife’s sewing machine
He feels the only thing that can capture him

Is the sun.



Woman

In Florence a woman comes

to me down a swaying street as in a portrait

If I kiss her

Rafael’s colour will be on my alien moustache.



Salt

Tho Old Woman had never seen Dostoyevsky at all. Spring,
she just cried, “Salt! Salt! Give me a handful of salt. ” The
angels were singing in the elm tree; that year, the garden peas
hardly bloomed.

Seven hundred miles away, the Minister of Salt’s caravan was
moving around the sea. In the Old Woman’s blind pupils, no
sea weeds have ever grown. She just cried, “Salt! Salt! Give
me salt.” The angels were giggling, shaking down snow for
her.

1911. The partymen have come to Wu-chang, but the Old
Woman has gone from her foot wrappings hanging on the elm
into the breath of wild dogs and into the wings of bald-headed
vultures. Many voices whined in the wind—*Salt! Salt! Give
me a handful of salt. ” Nearly all the garden peas bloomed
white that year. Dostoyevsky had never seen our Old Woman
at all.



On China’s Street

Dreams and the blotting-paper of moonlight
Poets wear corduroy suits
Public telephones cannot switch-in on Nu Wa’s home

Thought is running along the characters on an oracular tortoise
shell

Eat with the Muse well-done wheat from a great cauldron
So sandwiches and beef-steaks are left desolate

Poets wear corduroy suits

In the dust, Huangti shouts

After the trolley, the imperial carriage rusts

Even though we have incandescent and neon lights
We do not lend them our ancient sun

Recall the decisive battle with Ch’ih Yu

Recall Lui Tsu’s beautiful Song of Reeling Silk

Recall the poets who did not wear corduroy suits

Without Congress, we had no trouble
Laotzu and Confucius never had to worry about royalties
Airplanes whistle by a line of smoky willow trees

Waves of student protest dash against the dilapidated palace
wall

Without coffee or revolutions, Li Po wrote his poetry

Needless to say, he didn’t wear corduroy suits



Contrary to belief, Walt Whitman’s collection did not come
here from Tun Huang.

Oceanliners say: beyond the four seas, there are another three

A beggar child holds out his black bowl in a passage under the
street

A thinly clad woman flirts with a sailor

And turn left: red light, turn right: red light

And poets wear corduroy suits

A quinine advertisement grows on Shen Nung’s face

When spring comes, everyone is arguing about interplanetary
trips

A factory whistle strangles a worker, a pamphlet on
democracy, a bus station, lawyers, an electric chair

Above the city gate, you cannot find a dead man’s head
Fu Hsi's Eight Diagrams cannot catch up with the Nobel Prize

Ch’u Fu s memorial cypresses are cut and made into railroad
ties

If you wear anything, you wear corduroy

Dreams and the blotting-paper of moonlight

Poets wear corduroy suits

People say there were never any dragons

So eat with the Muse well-done wheat from a great cauldron

So thought is running along the characters on an oracular
tortoise shell

And wait till the next showing of this sexy movie

And wear corduroy suits



Naples 1942

Why do this city’s plaster women
So mutilated by iron
Always like
To smile
Even when all their foreheads sink between

Briars and rubble?

Around the long long gallery
The ivy loses its ward.
From the incendiary bomb’s
Top branches

Startled angels scream and

Scatter upward.

Like a chameleon

The street talk changed with the foreign soldiers.
On some mornings it seems all Italy

Is in St. Nicholas’ market

Quarreling for a can of green beans.

Nameless children

Play noisily in the streets after bombings—
Wild pear trees

Grow through the Blessed Virgin’s throne



Shoots also grow flowering little semi-sweet blooms.
Who scattered the seeds?
Their little hands can’t grasp

Any of last summer’s happenings

Or this summer’s—

Last evening concrete was more important than Mass.
Even through the guncover rat’s-grey God will see
These maybe-fathers’ drooped heads

(Who suddenly lose their country’s proper dignity).

Tomorrow they will be ordered out
To forage—
Some sheltered in silk shirts
Who ring silver bells to call their servants

Pale in the mirror’s life.

God will see them

Who use their bayonets on their own shadows
To scratch the Cross to scratch

All Naples’ future

Worse than the deadly rose.



Paris

The soft silk shoes from your lips trample across my eyelids.
In the evening, six o’clock in the evening when a shooting star
knocks me out

Paris falls to trifling away the night in bed.

Between the evening paper and the starry sky someone is
bleeding on the grass,

between the roof and the dew a poppy blooms in the womb.

You are a valley
you are a good looking mountain flower
you are a stuffed pastry trembling in the rat’s-grey

as it rustles, chews and steals like a coward toward you.

How much truth can a blade of grass bear, God?

when the eyes are used to the midnight’s poppy and the sillk
sky of soles, when the veins are dodders winding south from
your thighs.

Did last year’s snow remember those clumsy footprits, God?

when a baby cries, complaining of its ubmilical cord, next year
when he hides his face passing Notre Dame on his way to the
beds’ trifling years which will give him nothing.

You are a river

you are a blade of grass



you are last year’s snow, remembering no footprints

you are perfumed, perfumed shoes.

Between the Seine and reason

who chooses to die, between desperation and Paris only the
tower holds the sky:.



Abyss

Children are always losing themselves in his hair.

Spring’s first torrent lurks behind the overgrown pupils of his
eyes.

Part of the year is shouting. A nude is beginning its night’s
celebration.

In the virulent moonlight, in the delta of blood;
All the souls are coiled and swaying,

They strike at a forehead wilted on a cross.

This is absurd; in Spain

The people wouldn’t even throw him a piece of bad wedding
cake!

Therefore we will mourn for everything, spend a whole
morning waiting in line to touch the hem of his field coat.

Then his name is written on the wind, on the flag.
So he throws us

His left-over livelihood.

Go and look, and act sad, and smell the decay of time.
We are too lazy to know what we are anymore.

Work, walk, pay respect to the crooks, smile and become
immortal.

He is a man who clutches maxims.

This is the countenance of days: all the mouths of wounds
moan, and germs hide under the skirts;



Metropolis, scales, paper moon, the language of telephone
poles,

(Today’s poster grows on yesterday’s)
The cold-blooded sun shivers every few minutes,
In this grey abyss

Squeezed between two nights.

Years, cat-faced years,

Years which stick tightly to the wrist, years which wave as
signal flags.

In the rat-weeping night, the people already killed are killed
again.

They are using the grave’s grass to make bow-ties, they are
breaking up the Lord’s Prayer in the gaps between their teeth.

None of the heads can really ascend the stars,
Or wash its crown of thorns in glittering blood;

In the year’s fifth season, in the thirteenth month heaven is
down under.

We raise a tombstone for last year’s moth. We are living.

We use barbed wire to thoroughly cook the wheat. We are
living.

Passing the billboards’ sad metre, passing concrete’s dirty
shadows,

Passing the prison of ribs, passing the released souls.
Hallelujah! We are living. Walk, cough and argue,

I take advantage of this sphere, without a feeling of guilt.
There is nothing as the now is dying,

Today’s clouds plagiarize yesterday’s.



In March, I hear the cherry trees hawk their goods.
Many tongues are shaking out spring’s looseness.
A robin’s egg blue fly gnaws on her face,

Her chi-pao s split waves between someone’s thighs;and it
wants someone to read it,

And work into the flesh. Except death and this, Nothing is
certain. To be is wind, to be is the sound of the threshing
ground,

To be is, to them—someone to tickle them—

And the pouring out of all summer’s desire.

In the night, beds collapse everywhere. A sound from the
feverish light

Is walking on the broken glass. A farm implement compelled
blindly to plow.

Pink flesh’s translation. A fearful language

Spelled in kisses; a first meeting between blood and blood, a
flame, a tiredness.

A movement which shoves her away.

In the night, in Naples beds collapse everywhere.

On the end of my shadow a woman is sitting. She is crying,

The baby is buried between snake grass and tiger lily.

The next day we go to see the clouds again, laughing and
drinking plum juice together,

We dance until what character we were left with is gone.

Hallelujah! We are still living. Two shoulders still carry one
head,

Carry being and non-being,



Carry a face wearing trousers.

Who will be next? Maybe the church mice, maybe the sky.

We are already too far away for our farewells to be heard by
our umbilical cords which we so hated before.

A kiss is hanging on the lips, religion is branded on the face,

We are bumming around, carrying our coffin tops on our
backs.

Therefore we are wind, birds, sky-grey and a river without a
mouth,

We are standing ashes, we are death without burial.

No one can uproot us from the earth and toss us away. Close
the eyes to see the life.

Jesus, have you heard the wild woods growing in his head?

Someone is hammering under the beet field, someone is under
the myrtle tree.

When faces change their colours like chameleons, how can the
torrent

Portray the reflections? When his eyeballs grow in
The blackest pages of history.
We are nothing;

We are not like the man who breaks his cane upon the face of
time,

And we are not like the man who turbans the dawn around his
head for its dancing.

In this shoulderless city, his book will be pulped again after
three days and turned into paper.

He washes his face using the night’s colour, he duels with
shadows,



He eats estates, dowries and death’s little protests.

Then we go outside and come back in, wringing our hands,
We are nothing.

What can you do to make the flea’s legs stronger?

Inject music into the throat, let the blind drink in all the light.

Sow seeds on the palm of the hand, milk moonlight from the
breasts.

—These successive nights revolve around us, and we revolve
around every night,

Seductively beautiful and ours.

A flower, a bottle of wine, a bed of giggles and a date.

This is the abyss between the bedclothes, as gloomy as funeral
scrolls.

This is the tender face of a girl, this is a window sill, this is a
little compact,

This 1s giggles, this 1s blood, this a silk sash waiting to be
untied.

That night, the Virgin Mary escaped from her frame on the
wall,

She wanted to find Lethe and wash away those shameless
things she had heard.

Therefore this is an old story like a revolving lantern:
sensations, sensations, sensations!

In the morning, I carry a basketful of sins and hawk them
along the street,

The sun pricks my eyes with wheat thorns.
Hallelujah! I am still living.

Work, walk, pay respect to the crooks, smile and become
immortal.

Exist for existance, look at clouds to look at clouds,



I take advantage of a part of this sphere.
By the bank of the Congo, a sleigh stops;
No one knows how it slid so far,

A sleigh no one knows stops there.



Notes to the Poems

On China’s Street

Nu wa was, according to legend, the sister and successor of the
Emperor Fu Hsi—one legend concerns her saving the heavens
by filling in the cracks with stones.

Huangti, also called the Yellow Emperor, was the first
Emperor of China who can be autheticated in history; he lived
around 2698 B. C.

Ch’ih Yu rebelled against Huangti, and the decisive battle
between them was said to be the greatest battle of ancient
times; in that war, Huangti invented the compass to guide his
chariot during fog. Lui Tsu was Huangti’s wife; she discovered
the use of silk.

Tun Huang 1s a district in N. W. Kansu, near the extremity of
the Great Wall; it was a place where East and West mingled.

Shen Nung was, according to legend, the Emperor who first
taught the people about medicine, husbandry, farming and
money.

Fu Hsi was, according to legend, the Emperor who invented
writing from the mystic diagrams supposed to have been seen
on the back of a tortoise; his so-called Eight Diagrams were
used to tell fortunes and the future, and were the beginning of
Chinese science, philosophy and logic.

Ch’u Fu, in the province of Shantung, is the birthplace of
Confucius.

Abyss



The chi-pao 1s a tightly fitting Chinese dress which has slits
partly up the sides.

A revolving lantern is a Chinese lantern which is made up of a
cylinder behind an outer frame, the cylinder has pictures on it
and moves by the heat of a candle flame.

In cooperation with the International Writing Program at the
University of lowa, The Windhover Press has published two
hundred fifty copies of this pamphlet. It has been set in
Emerson type and printed on Shinsetsu paper by students in
the course, The Hand-printed Book.
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