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Aeolian Chimes:
Twelve Poems by Huang Guobin

Translated by the Author and Mok Wing-yin
With three paintings by Wang Wuxie (Wucius Wong)

It is often said that a poet is born, not made. Huang Guobin is both. He
decided to become a poet in his early teens, and from then on, his life has
been dedicated to that goal. He has learned English, French, German, Italian
and Spanish in order to read the major poets in their native tongues. At the
same time, he has read widely in Chinese poetry, from the Book of Songs to
the present day. Among contemporary poets, he acknowledges his indebted-
ness to Yu Kwang-chung. His first collection of verse, entitled A Child
Reaching for the Laurels, was published in 1975, his sixth collection in 1983.
Most of these poems appeared first in Shi Feng Bi-monthly 5B % A T, now
in its twelfth year, edited and published in Hong Kong by Huang and a group
of young enthusiastic fellow-poets.

He has also published three solid volumes of poetry criticism. The first,
published in 1976, is a collection of essays on a diversity of topics: “On the
Obscurity of Modern Poetry”, “Du Fu and Epic Poetry”, “A Close Analysis
of Yu Kwang-chung’s White Jade and Bitter Melon”, “A Short Comment on
Eugenio Montale”, “The Waste Land—an Interpretation” etc. The second,
his Three Major Chinese Poets: Qu Yuan, Li Bo and Du Fu appeared in 1981.
Most recent is his The Poetic Art of Tao Yuanming, published in November
1983. These studies have helped to complement his own creative insight and
sharpen his awareness of the nuances of the Chinese language.

Huang is also a firm believer in the Chinese dictum: “To travel ten
thousand miles surpasses by far the reading of ten thousand volumes”. He
has made two extensive trips to Mainland China when conditions have per-
mitted him to do so. He has gone there not as a tourist but in order to re-
capture the experiences of the great poets of the past. He often resorted to
hiking, to enjoy the magnificent views of the legendary mountains, lakes,
river gorges, temples and shrines of old. His impressions and observations he
carefully recorded in two travel journals published in 1979 and 1982
respectively. '
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Autumn

The sea, a bright eye
Staring at the sky,
Staring at the hill;

The hill

In meditation,

Holds the gaze of the bright eye;

Suddenly the cry of a wild goose cuts across the vast
silence,

A pebble drops down the gorge in the mountains.

Soft as silk the west wind

In skeins

Over endless harvest fields

Comes swiftly,

Twines around the few remaining twigs and branches,
Trailing behind it the heavy golden ears of corn.

The sunlight has mellowed
Like red wine,

Soaking the hill,

Soaking the clouds.

12th November, 1971
tr. MOK WING-YIN

Waiting

My arms, like the bay in mid-summer,

Waiting for the sail beyond the horizon,

Wide open, wait for you to come home;

Come home to me, like the tender sail that returns
In the starlight, in the sea breeze

Quietly, and stay.

22nd June, 1976
tr. MOK WING-YIN
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Huang Guobin

Taking a Picture

You stand under a tree, posing for a picture.
Behind the tree is a building,

Behind the building is a big mountain,

Behind the big mountain is the wide, wide sea,
And then there are the white clouds, ever-changing,
And then there is the vast empty. sky.

The background beyond the sky—

Let the focus shift as it may—

Is not to be reached

Till you leave:

The tree withers,

. Mountain and sea and white clouds all vanish,
Like tattered clothes

The vast empty sky peels off,

And the ultimate background

Before the lens, in the absence of the peeping eye,
Bares itself.

30th August, 1976
tr. MOK WING-YIN -

Song of Madness

Let the reeds pander to the wayward wind,
I am the mountain range
That determines the course of the wind.

Let the seaweed flatter the inconstant tide,
I am the moon- .
That controls the tide’s ebb and flow.

Let the magnet succumb to the unbending north and
south,

| am the great earth:

Only | have directions.

28th December, 1976
tr. MOK WING-YIN
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A Night Prayer

We believe too much in ourselves,

Like high and perilous walls

Perched on a cliff when a storm impends,

Confident and self-assured.

We refuse to groan when wounded.

We shed no tears when hurt. :
We are so unlike our ancestors, who feared the thunder, the wind,
And the dark in the wilderness.

When they were helpless, they would pray to the earth, call upon heaven,
Gather round a totem,

Kneel down, prostrate themselves, confess their sins,

Telling of their anxieties, misgivings, and fears.

We believe too much in ourselves,

Like stubborn locks, deaf and dumb,

Refusing the probings of all keys;

Like mummies,

Locking themselves up in a tomb,

Refusing the moonlight that knocks at the door,

Refusing even more the dawn that comes over the mountains.
In the quiet of the night, singing is heard from the galaxy,
But we lock our doors and windows fast, ,
Reluctant even to give ear to the wind that blows over our roofs,
More reluctant to go out

into the wilderness and look up at the starlit sky.

We believe too much in ourselves.

We never let our roots reach into the soil

To listen to the song deep in the ground

And the ore racing in the veins of igneous rocks.

We never stretch ourselves like seedlings

To put forth soft green tender leaf-tips

Into the deep, blue sky,

And, trembling in apprehensive delight,

Reach into the damp, cool mist of dawn,

Towards the morning star in the east,

And, finally, amidst the silence of lakes and mountains,
Hurl headlong into the boundless space beyond the heavens.

13th December, 1977
tr. HUANG GUOBIN
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Snow Night

Boundless beneath the infinite sky,
The snow billows into a blue beam of liquid light
Playing on the horizon, and dimly touches
The distant silence. .
" The still more distant mystery
Remains soundless beyond the silence.
The earth’s round and soundless crust
Is listening to the revolving of a nebula
Beyond the galaxy.
The moonlight from the sky
Pours on the snow, flowing in all directions
Into infinity, copiously overflowing
The sky. In the shadows of mountains, the earth
Embraces the infinite and pure silence
With its vast nakedness.
Let me walk into the snowfield, naked,
Walk quietly beneath the moon,
Towards the vast expanse of snow, towards
The still more distant silence,
Walk into the centre of silence,
To touch and feel the liquid moonlight with my naked body, to feel
The mystery on the other side of the earth’s crust,
To listen to the vortex of the nebula beyond the galaxy,
And to let the still deeper tranquility -
Beyond space v
Flow silently into me.

5th February, 1978
tr. HUANG GUOBIN
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When You Are N'aked, You Have Everything

Like the earth,
You must have nothing,
- Except starlight, the water of streams,
And a dark night which is everywhere;
Like the reef,
Which has only the sound of billows, the spray of waves,
And the rise and fall of eternal tides;
Like the wind,
Which has only loneliness and solitude.

‘When you are naked,

You have everything;

Like the earth,

Which has rivers, mountain ranges, and forests;
Like the reef,

Which has the sea

And the pulse of the moon;

Like the wind, '

Which has lofty mountains, towering ridges,
Boundless plains,

And vast oceans.

When you are naked, you have
The heavenly music beyond the nebulae
And the splendour beyond the heavenly music.

When you are naked, you have everything.

9th March, 1978
tr. HUANG GUOBIN
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My Poem

My poem is a bridge, silent, lonely;

For long, long years, it bears my tribesmen, a simple people,
Helps them cross rivers, climb hills; in the morning and evening
It reaches out to the village in smoke, in the light of dawn.

My poem is a well, old, alone;

Through the ages it listens to the swallows as they come and go,
Watches the folk as they wash and cook by the well,

Listens to footsteps as they move away, as they draw near.

My poem is a song, distant, lasting,

Hidden in the countless gorges, in the breathing of the sea;
When crowds disperse, cries and clamour die down,

It rises lightly, like the sea-gull in the wind.

My poem is a star, remote, steadfast,
Resisting the heartless cold in the void beyond light years.
Deep in the night, when the air is no more polluted by the neon lights,
Its brilliance will linger on, in the eyes that look up to the sky.
29th March, 71978

tr. MOK WING-YIN
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Huang Guobin

The Kingfisher

In early spring, hovering over

A fish pond, like a blue star

Shining upon a sheet of glass,

It spellbinds a small fish

In the gaze of its brown pupils,

And, dazzling the sky and the earth,
Strikes like purple lightning.

When it flies away, skimming over the water,
The sharp, vermilion claws folded,

Already holding its prey in the black beak,
[t leaves behind only a shrill scream

That rips open the dawn of spring.

15th May, 1978
tr. HUANG GUOBIN

Playing the Er-hu

A room,

In the centre sits a man
Holding an er-hu,
Drawing, drawing his bow,

He draws out tall mountains and flowing streams.

The man sits in the centre of the universe,
Bowing the strings of the er-hu;

Tall mountains and flowing streams

Flow up and down, to the four corners,
Flow into the past, into the future.

The man is gone,

Leaving the er-hu

In the centre of the universe

To draw out tall mountains and flowing streams.

The er-hu is gone,
Leaving the tall mountains and flowing streams
To flow in the universe.

18th August, 1978
tr. MOK WING-YIN
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The er-hu is a traditional Chinese stringed instrument played by drawing a bow across the strings.
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Listening to My Aeolian Bell at Night

On a night when the reeds were moist with dew,

The aeolian bell before my window gently trembled.

A tinkle from under the eaves

Escaped into the night,

Into the field,

Towards the peak,

Towards the stars,

And touched their light in the remote reaches of the
universe,

Like the diamond on the ear of a beautiful woman,

Falling into a silent, deep, dewy well, glittering.

| walked into the field. All was quiet.

| saw only starlight quivering in the sky.

The diamond ‘

Had already sunk into the depths of the stars,
Never to be found again.

15th October, 1978
tr. HUANG GUOBIN

Eel
Written in imitation of Montale’s “L’anguilla”

Fish and shrimp follow the spring tide to the sea.
I, from the sea, against the spring tide,

Thrash inland,

Like a flame, blazing,

And there, thousands of miles away,

Leave the warmth of my body.

22nd August, 1979
tr. MOK WING-YIN
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