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[music] 

Female Speaker:

[read Tu Fu poem in Chinese]

Sam Hamill:

How do you read a poem?  Why does reading a poem require a different kind of learning?  What do you think? 

Male Speaker:

Reading a poem is getting into it and really understanding it.  

Sam Hamill:

Doesn’t a really good song do the same thing? 

Male Speaker:

Not if the song’s any good. 

Sam Hamill:

See, that’s changed a lot.  It used to be that a song that had lyrics, that had words, those words were really important.  That really sort of changed with rock and roll.  I remember when rock and roll first started.  It was called rockabilly and it was kind of a cross between rhythm and blues and country music.  But we used to say, not is it a good song, but does it have a good beat?  Because in those days, most rock and roll wasn’t really danceable.  That didn’t happen until about ’56, with Elvis and Little Richard.  The  quote “rock and roll” from say ’52, ’53, ’54, as often as not, it was just more shmaltz.  

But if you go back into music and look at the lyric, that word comes from the Greek lyricos.  It means words for music.  So, even that term itself, lyric, means poetry that is meant to be sung, whether it’s sung in a speaking voice, as I perhaps sing my poems, or whether it’s sung as Allen Ginsberg singing the meditation blues.  [laughs]  But it’s still a king of singing.   

So, two things happen in learning how to read a poem.  The first and immediate thing, of course, is the words and what we call quote “meaning” unquote.  Later on, we’ll get rid of meaning.  Meaning is actually an interference, but we’ll come back to that.  So beyond the surface meaning of the words, what propels us through the poem?  Two things.  The emotion, which you pointed out.  That emotion gets expressed largely in rhythms.  “Woman, I return to you, now with my eyes, which are bleeding.”  See how fragmentary that is?  Does it sound fragmentary?  “Woman I return to you now with my eyes, which are bleeding.”  The fragmentary nature of the music of the line is the music of intense, emotional pressure as opposed to a different kind of poem, which is more relaxed.  And we’ll try one of those in a minute.  The rhythm of a poem has, perhaps, more to do with the emotion of the poem than the words.  This is true.  

In my poetry, I’m trying to find what I call an audible line.  What does that mean?  What does that suggest to you?  An audible line. 

Male Speaker: 

To be heard. 

Sam Hamill:

Yeah, to be heard.  So I want a line that registers on the ear.  Now I suppose every poet does in one way or another, wants that line to be heard.  In my case, I breathe.  Each line is a breath.  If the line comes out and then drops and continues, that’s one breath.  Every time I come all the way back to the far left-hand side to begin a new line, that’s [takes a breath] and then through the line.  For me, that’s just a controlling process.  The rhythm of the breathing sets up the rhythm and intensity of the poem.  That means if you’ve got a lot of real short lines constantly calling in the breath, the body cavity is full of air, which is pressure.  It’s like two inflated balloons, lungs.  You never let all of that out.  If you’ve got a long line, you take a big breath… much more relaxed, and in some ways much more melodic.  So, just as a rule of thumb, a long line for musicality and a short line for candor, or truth-telling.   

One of the many clichés about Asian culture is of the inscrutable Orientals.  And I get that a lot because, you know, I’m a white boy from Washington and I study classical Chinese.  And they say, well, “Don’t you find those ancient Chinese guys inscrutable?”  And after hearing this for many, many years I wrote a poem called “Scrutability.”  Do you know what scrutability is?  It’s the ability to be understood.  It’s to be scrutinized.  Scrutability.  It’s about the Tang Dynasty poet Du Fu.  Lived from 712 to 770 A.D.  That is the high point of classical Chinese culture.  China at that point is the most civilized, sophisticated nation in the world by far.  Europe is sunken in kind of a black hole.  Nothing much is happening in Europe by comparison.  So, “Scrutability.”   

Du Fu, old and ravaged by consumption, 

bent over his mulberry paper and wrote the characters 

Single and Wild Goose, his eyes weakened by the moonlight.  

Because it was October in his life, he refilled his cup with wine.  

His joys were neither large nor many, but they were precise. 

What do you think about that, “His joys were neither large nor many, but they were precise.”  It’s kind of a constant question of quantity versus quality.  I mean, we face that all the time.  I live outside the normal American economy.  I’m poor.  In fact, the federal government says I’m very poor.  I make seven or eight thousand dollars a year, and that’s all it takes me to live.  I think technically now, if you make less than 15 or 16 thousand dollars a year you’re officially poor.  So I make about half of how much money I can make and still be poor, and yet I’m overweight, so I’m obviously well fed.  How is it that this much money can go so far with me and not take anybody else that far?  What do you suppose you pay for an apartment in Philadelphia?  Anybody got any ideas? 

Male Speaker: 

Two hundred dollars. 

Sam Hamill:

Maybe for a square on the sidewalk, you’d pay two hundred dollars. 

[laughter] 

Maybe for two hundred dollars you can get lunch in this fancy hotel these guys put me up in.   

[laughter] 

I bet for less than six or seven hundred dollars you couldn’t even find a cubbyhole around here.  That’s six or seven hundred dollars I don’t have to spend, because I built a house.  I paid cash for it, too.  Bought it one board at a time.  Get a hundred bucks, I’d go buy a hundred bucks worth of wood and put up a few more boards.  

That’s a precise joy, because it frees me from having to worry about quantities of money.  I can worry about the quality of the goods that I get with my money.  My major expenditure, besides food, is books.  So, on seven or eight thousand dollars a year I live a pretty decent life.  It’s liberating.  My time’s my own.  A precise joy, as opposed to an imprecise joy.  What’s an imprecise joy?

Male Speaker: 

Like a Saturday night date. 

Sam Hamill:

Ah… sure.  What is less precise than lust? 

[laughter] 

Ah, a beautiful woman!  Lust!  How pleasant.  And then it’s gone.  So, being precise in the emotions and being precise in the language that we use is really the solution to all our problems.  You want to stop war?  Call things by the right name.  [laughs]  You want to get drug addicts into centers?  Call things by the right name.  The first thing an alcoholic has to learn is to call himself what he is: “I am an alcoholic.”  That’s why Alcoholics Anonymous is so powerful, because sooner or later you get to the point where you stand up and you say, “My name’s John and I’m an alcoholic.”  And usually, tears, trembling, dread, because finally saying it is like crossing a barrier.  It’s like coming into a new world.  

You reject these things.  I mean, we’ve all got ugly little secrets.  We push them down there and pretend they don’t exist and then they come back and they get us.  So, by learning to identify emotions, we liberate ourselves of all of this grief and pain.  Not mind you that by writing poetry you can live a pain-free life; that’s not what I’m saying at all.  I’m saying that the pain that we all feel at various times in our life -- grief over deaths, grief over injustice, whatever it happens to be -- becomes useful and we put aside selfish emotions: greed, lust, jealousy.  We put aside the imprecise emotions.   

I first came to Chinese poetry because I had been reading Confucius in translation and all of these things that I have been saying about naming, that’s all Confucian, as I said at the beginning.  And I found in the Chinese poets two qualities which really appealed to me.  The first quality was their relationship to the land.  I grew up in Utah.  I grew up in the backcountry.  I’ve lived my whole life in the backcountry.  I’ve walked most of the southern Rockies.  I’ve wandered through the Sierras in California.  I’ve been in mountains, up a river, all my life.  And what I find in Chinese poetry, it’s like in the old Chinese scroll, you know.  You’ve got this enormous landscape and way down in the bottom there’s a little old guy crossing a little rickety bridge -- you’ve seen him, haven’t you?

Audience:

Yes. 

Sam Hamill:

Got a stick over his shoulder and everything he owns in the world’s tied to a little bag on that stick.  Well, what that scroll represents is our place in the world.  In Western culture, we have this tendency to take humanity and say, “We are it.  The world is our crib, man.  You know, we own it all.  We can have it all.”  And what the Chinese scroll painter sees is how little we are and how big the world is.  The world doesn’t belong to us; we belong to it.  Because I grew up in the backcountry, I knew that we belonged to it rather than the other way around.  Nature is not necessarily benevolent.  Nature can be very fierce and very threatening.  The Chinese poets had that attitude.  

And the other thing I found was an ability to use landscape or things in order to get at certain kinds of emotion.  The English American poet, T.S. Eliot, wrote a very famous essay on this in which he called it an “objective correlative.”  That means by using certain things in a certain order in a poem we establish a corresponding emotion.  I’ll give you some examples of that from a couple of poems by Du Fu.  Here’s one I’m going to give you.  This one’s a little tricky, but we can try it.  It’s called “Random Pleasures.”  In the first line, he refers to a fellow named Tao Chien.  

Tao Chien was a fifth century Chinese poet, scholar, who left the capital city, went out to the country and set up a little old farm and kind of disappeared.  He was a country guy.  He became a country gentleman and wrote poems about living a quiet, austere life in the country.  So, Du Fu’s, poem: 

Tao Chien withdrew from all of the world,

 but he could not find the way.  

Reading through his poems now, 

I find him always complaining.  

He struggled all his life; 

his gift did not come early.

His sons were wise, or foolish,

but why should Tao Chien worry?

Okay.  Something about Du Fu’s poems.  Most of them are lu-shih poems, s-h-i-h in transliterated Chinese.  That means lyric poetry, a shih or a sher, as it was pronounced in Tang times, simply means lyric poetry.  Lu-shih is regulated verse, is what that means.  It’s an eight-line poem.  It’s four couplets.  You all know what a couplet is?  What’s a couplet?  Two lines.  A couple of lines is a couplet, okay?  It’s four couplets.  The middle two couplets form a parallelism.  

Reading through his poems now, 

I find him always complaining.  

He struggled all his life; 

his gift did not come early.  

Do you see how those two couplets run parallel?  Does that register on your ear?  


Reading through his poems now, 

I find him always complaining.  


He struggled all his life;


 his gift did not come early.

What gift do you supposed he’s referring to?   

Male Speaker:

Understanding. 

Sam Hamill:

And the gift of writing poetry.  Okay?  


His sons were wise, or foolish,

 but why should Tao Chien worry?

Why would he say that? 

Male Speaker: 

He knows that they will come to understand the way he understands. 

Sam Hamill:

He knows that there is that inner resource.  And Tao means the way, right?  If Tao Chien is a good Taoist, he believes that the way is self-evident.  I, as an orphan; I, as a man in prison; I, as a battered woman; I, as a battered child; I, as a grandmother whose children have various -- but whatever it is, all real resources are inner resources.  Zen says no lies, so you begin here.  What you really need to know, you already know, but are often afraid to see.  Does that make sense?  So, Tao Chien’s sons -- say he’s got two sons -- one guy’s a liar and a thief; the other guy’s a gentleman.  Does he love the one more than the other?   

Male Speaker: 

I don’t think so. 

Sam Hamill:

How do you love a man who is a thief and a liar? 

Male Speaker: 

He love him because he is his son. 

Sam Hamill:

Even if he wasn’t his son, could you -- is the love not still there? 

Male Speaker:

He love, but not as much. 

Sam Hamill:

Some of, but not as much.  So we don’t love everybody equally.  Okay?  Supposing that’s true.  In order to take this guy who is dishonest and who is a thief, in order to make him a better human being, what do we do?   

Male Speaker:

Tell him what to do. 

Sam Hamill:

I don’t think you can do it by telling him what to do.  That’s what we do with people we send to prison.  People come out of prison better convicts, better criminals than they were before they went in.  Our institutions that were established to rehabilitate -- there’s a yuck for you -- don’t rehabilitate at all.  What they do is they produce a more sophisticated criminal.  taoism, and also Zen, teaches us that what we have to do to get this guy to be an honest, productive member of the culture is we have to turn his vision on himself.  We have to get him to look into his own heart.  That’s what Du Fu does better than any poet in all of Chinese literature.  He’s China’s greatest poet because he has compassion for everyone -- almost. 

Male Speaker: 

Who doesn’t he have compassion for? 

Sam Hamill:

Well, I’m about to tell you.  This is called “The Draft Board at Shih-hao.”  Shih-hao is a little village.  Do you know what conscription is? 

Male Speaker:

Drafting.

Sam Hamill:

Yeah.  Du Fu was opposed to conscription.  He said you can’t come and take our sons and force them into the army.  That’s immoral.  This is the eight century.  [laughs]  We’ve been fighting conscription for many years.  Here’s his poem: 

As I was lodged at Shih-hao one night, the draft board came for inductees.  

While his wife delayed them at the gate, 

one old man slipped over his wall and away.  

The senior officer in a rage cursed the woman into tears, 

and then I heard her speak.  

All three of our sons went off to war and now a single letter returns.  

Two sons dead on a battlefield, one on his last life’s breath.  

The dead are lost forever.  

There’s no one left at home but a grandson nursing mother’s breast, 

too young to leave her side.  

And she so poor her skirts are made of patches.  

Although my strength has long since flown, take me tonight, 

I beg you, and I’ll go to Ho-yang

and cook you all your breakfast.  

The night and the voices passed, except for the woman sobbing.  

I turn to the trail, first light breaking behind me, 

as the old man bid farewell to his family.

You’ll notice that in that poem Du Fu doesn’t curse this army officer.  He just -- he hardly mentions him.  You know, “As I was lodged the draft board came” and then “the senior officer in a rage cursed the woman into tears.”  How’s that for a description of a draft officer?  All you know about this guy is he cursed the woman into tears. 

Male Speaker:

That’s enough. 

Sam Hamill:

Do you like him? 

Male Speaker:

No. 

Sam Hamill:

Do you read him sympathetically? 

Audience:

No. 

Sam Hamill:

No.  So you can probably assume that Du Fu didn’t read him very sympathetically either.   

Du Fu was a very serious poet, partly because he lived in a very difficult time.  There was a terrible civil war took place in China in the 750s called the An Lu-shan Rebellion.  An Lu-shan was the man who tried to overthrow the government.  And Du Fu was captured briefly and held in the capital city of Chongqing for about three years and then he escaped.  And he went north into the mountain country where he lived for several years.  They were so poor that his own son starved to death in his arms.  I mean, imagine.  All this time he was writing poems.  He never published a poem in his life.  In fact, we didn’t know anything about Du Fu until about three hundred years after he died.   

“Clear After Rain”

Long after rainfall, sorcerer’s hills grow dark, 

but now they brighten, stitched with gold and silver.  

Green grass edges the darkening lake 

and clouds stream red from the east.  

All day long, the orioles call and cranes brush these tall white clouds.  

Once dry, these wildflowers bend and there, where the wind is sweeping, fall.

All the way through this poem he’s talking about two things at the same time.  The first couplet is a simple description of some hills, it’s been dark, now it’s beginning to brighten, the clouds -- probably a few rays of sun coming through the clouds to the hills.  Second couplet, more physical description.  “Green grass edges the darkening lake, clouds stream red from the east.”  In classical Chinese and Japanese poetry, be aware of clouds.  Clouds represent barriers.  They represent a blocking out of the light.  Okay?  In Zen training, when there’s clouds it usually means the Zenist has not achieved highest perfect enlightenment.  Forget highest perfect enlightenment.  We’re all enlightened, but we all still have clouds.  We all still have mountains to cross.  We all still have rivers to cross.  So that’s what’s happening in this poem.  

“All day long, the orioles call.”  Oriole is a trick word in Chinese.  It means the bird, orioles, but it also means singing girls, which are not necessarily prostitutes, by the way.  A lot of people get the idea that the singing girls in Chinese poetry were all prostitutes.  That’s not so.  They were like Japanese Geisha.  They were highly educated in the arts.  They were musicians, poets, dancers, storytellers.  And they entertained the wealthy class while they drank their Sake.  So, when he says, “All day long, the orioles call,” he’s talking about both things at the same time: the inviting properties of the actual oriole bird singing and the invitation to join the girls.  

But then he closes his poem by saying, “Once dry, these wildflowers bend and there, where the wind is sweeping, fall.”  What does that suggest to you?  Why are they in the poem?  Do you think he just needed one more couplet, so he threw in a few wilting flowers?  Not likely, huh?  So, what are they doing there?  What do those falling flowers represent? 

Male Speaker: 

A change in one’s attitude or a physical change. 

Sam Hamill:

Perhaps.  Good.  Also, there’s a suggestion of death, isn’t there?  Isn’t a falling flower, isn’t that a dying flower?  Petals.  When the petals fall.  But after the petals fall, what happens to an apple?   

Male Speaker: 

Start to grow. 

Sam Hamill:

What grows? 

Male Speaker: 

The apple. 

Sam Hamill:

The apple.  So there’s not apples on an apple tree until after it’s blossomed.  All of that is in Du Fu’s poem.  All of it. 

Male Speaker:

Is he saying for one life to live must another be destroyed? 

Sam Hamill:

No, he’s saying that in order to live you have to die.  

Probably the other really giant poet among the Chinese is Li Ch’ing-chao who lived in the Song Dynasty.  Her dates are 1084 to 1151.  In Chinese, you often take a penname, and sometimes two or three pennames.  Li Po is known as the Banished Immortal.  His name, Li  Bai, means the Great White One.  These are not the names that were given to him when he was born, they sort of pick them up along the way.  Her name, Li Ch’ing-chao  means Scholar out-of-office.  That’s what I am; I’m a Scholar out-of-office.  

For instance, I never went to high school, dropped out of college, dropped out of graduate school [laughs], so I don’t have any credentials at all.  When people want to hire me to teach, it’s really problematic.  And they say, “Well, what are we going to do with this guy?  He doesn’t have any paper, doesn’t have a Ph.D., doesn’t have an M.A., doesn’t have a B.A., doesn’t even have a high school diploma.”  What do you do with a guy who’s a high school dropout and reads a half a dozen or so languages?  Well, you make him a scholar out-of-office.  

She was a formidable scholar.  And another of her nicknames is the empress of song.  That’s how much the Chinese revere Li Ch’ing-chao.  And she also wrote many, many love poems, partly because when she was still young her husband, who she just adored, died.  And then, because of poverty, she was sort of thrust into a second marriage.  And this guy was a real jerk; he used to beat on her all the time.  And she did something that was unthinkable for a woman in the Song Dynasty, she kicked his butt out.  [laughs]  She was a toughie.   

Let’s see here… 

“Spring At Wuling.”  The titles on her poems have nothing to do with the poems themselves.  She wrote what were called shi poems.  Shi poems were new lyrics for existing tunes.  For instance, if I said okay guys, today were each going to write a poem that can be read to the tune of “On Top Of Old Smokey.”  It can be on any subject you want, but the tune to be written to is “On Top Of Old Smokey.”  Okay?  That’s what shi poetry was.   

The breeze has passed, the pollen dust has settled, 

and now the evening comes as I comb out my hair.  

There is the book, the stone, the table, 

but he who was my life has disappeared.  

It is difficult to speak through tears.  

I’ve heard it’s always spring at Wuling and very beautiful.  

I’d take a little boat and drift alone out on the water, 

but I’m afraid a boat so small would swamp 

with the weight of all my sorrow. 

Beyond the barred windows, shadows cover the garden, 

shadows slide over the curtain.  

I play my lute in silence.  

Distant mountains stretch the sunset out, 

the breezes bring clouds and rain.  

The pear blossoms fade and die and I can’t keep them from falling.  

Spring after spring, I sat before my mirror.  

Now, I tire of braiding plum buds in my hair.  

I’ve gone another year without you, 

shuttering with each letter from Chong-non 

and since you’ve gone even the wine has lost its flavor.  

I wept until it was autumn, my thoughts going south beside you.  

Even the gates of heaven are nearer to me now than you.

A lot of sadness in her poems.  Hard life.   

[end of transcript]


