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Chinese Poetry 
 

The Solitude of Night 

By Li Po 

Translated By Shigeyoshi Obata 

 

It was at a wine party— 

I lay in a drowse, knowing it not. 

The blown flowers fell and filled my lap. 

When I arose, still drunken, 

The birds had all gone to their nests, 

And there remained but few of my comrades. 

I went along the river—alone in the moonlight. 

 

(circa 750) 

___________________________________________________ 

 

Zazen on Ching-t’ing Mountain 

By Li Po 

Translated By Sam Hamill 

 

The birds have vanished down the sky. 

Now the last cloud drains away. 

We sit together, the mountain and me, 

until only the mountain remains. 

___________________________________________________ 

A Poem of Changgan 

By Li Po 

 

My hair had hardly covered my forehead. 

I was picking flowers, playing by my door, 

When you, my lover, on a bamboo horse, 

Came trotting in circles and throwing green plums. 

We lived near together on a lane in Ch’ang-kan, 

Both of us young and happy-hearted. 

  

...At fourteen I became your wife, 

So bashful that I dared not smile, 

And I lowered my head toward a dark corner 

And would not turn to your thousand calls; 

But at fifteen I straightened my brows and laughed, 

Learning that no dust could ever seal our love, 

That even unto death I would await you by my post 

And would never lose heart in the tower of silent watching. 

  

...Then when I was sixteen, you left on a long journey 

Through the Gorges of Ch’u-t’ang, of rock and whirling water. 

And then came the Fifth-month, more than I could bear, 

And I tried to hear the monkeys in your lofty far-off sky. 

Your footprints by our door, where I had watched you go, 

Were hidden, every one of them, under green moss, 

Hidden under moss too deep to sweep away. 

And the first autumn wind added fallen leaves. 

And now, in the Eighth-month, yellowing butterflies 

Hover, two by two, in our west-garden grasses 

And, because of all this, my heart is breaking 

And I fear for my bright cheeks, lest they fade. 

  

...Oh, at last, when you return through the three Pa districts, 

Send me a message home ahead! 

And I will come and meet you and will never mind the distance, 

All the way to Chang-feng Sha. 

 

___________________________________________________ 

Po Chu i 

(all circa 800) 

 

Madly Singing in the Mountains 

 

There is no one among men that has not a special failing 

And my failing consists in writing verses. 

I have broken away from the thousand ties of life; 

But this infirmity still remains behind. 

Each time that I look at a fine landscape, 

Each time that I meet a loved friend, 

I raise my voice and recite a stanza of poetry 

And marvel as though a god had crossed my path. 

Ever since the day I was banished to Hsun-yang 

Half my time I have lived among the hills. 

And often, when I have finished a new poem,  

Alone I climb the road to the Eastern Rock. 

I lean my body on the banks of white Stone; 

I pull down with my hands a green cassia branch. 

My mad singing startles the valley and hills; 

The apes and birds all come to peep. 

Fearing to become a laughing-stock to the world, 
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I choose a place that is unfrequented by men. 

___________________________________________________ 

Rising Late 

Translated by David Hinton 

Birds are calling in courtyard trees 

and sunlight’s bright in the eaves, 

but I’m old, my laziness perfected, 

and now it’s cold I rise even later. 

It’s my nature: quilts thick or thin, 

pillows high or low. They suit me: 

spirit at peace, body safe and warm 

How many can savor such things? 

Once I’ve slept enough, I just sit 

looking up, no thoughts anywhere- 

as if our senses had never opened 

and our limbs were long forgotten. 

I think back to someone up early 

in Ch’ang-an, clothes frost-stained. 

He and I, each whole and sufficient- 

who can say which is nothing now? 

___________________________________________________ 

Writing Again On The Same Theme 

Translated by Arthur Waley 

The sun’s high 

I’ve slept enough 

still too lazy to get up; 

in a little room 

quilts piled on 

I’m not afraid of the cold. 

The bell of the Temple of Bequeathed Love 

I prop up my pillow to listen; 

snow on Incense Burner Peak 

rolling up the blind, I look at it. 

K’uang’s Mount Lu 

a place for running away from fame; 

marshal 

a fitting post to spend old age in. 

Mind peaceful 

body at rest 

this is where I belong. 

Why should I always think of Ch’ang-an as home? 

___________________________________________________ 

After Getting Drunk, Becoming Sober in the Night 

Our party scattered at yellow dusk and I came home to bed;  

I woke at midnight and went for a walk, leaning heavily on a friend.  

As I lay on my pillow my vinous complexion, soothed by sleep, grew sober; 

In front of the tower the ocean moon, accompanying the tide, had risen.  

The swallows, about to return to the beams, went back to roost again;  

The candle at my window, just going out, suddenly revived its light.  

All the time till dawn came, still my thoughts were muddled;  

And in my ears something sounded like the music of flutes and strings.  

___________________________________________________ 

PRUNING TREES 

Trees growing — right in front of my window ;  

The trees are high and the leaves grow thick.  

Sad alas! the distant mountain view  

Obscured by this, dimly shows between.  

One morning I took knife and axe ;  

With my own hand I lopped the branches off.  

Ten thousand leaves fall about my head ;  

A thousand hills came before my eyes.  

Suddenly, as when clouds or mists break  

And straight through, the blue sky appears.  

Again, like the face of a friend one has loved  

Seen at last after an age of parting.  

First there came a gentle wind blowing ;  

One by one the birds flew back to the tree.  

To ease my mind I gazed to the South East;  

As my eyes wandered, my thoughts went far away.  

Of men there is none that has not some preference : 

Of things there is none but mixes good with ill.  

It was not that I did not love the tender branches;  
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But better still, — to see the green hills! 

___________________________________________________ 

Buson 

on the one ton temple bell  

a moon-moth, folded into sleep, 

sits still. 

And two American poets

Japan 

By Billy Collins 

Today I pass the time reading 

a favorite haiku, 

saying the few words over and over. 

It feels like eating 

the same small, perfect grape 

again and again. 

I walk through the house reciting it 

and leave its letters falling 

through the air of every room. 

I stand by the big silence of the piano and say it. 

I say it in front of a painting of the sea. 

I tap out its rhythm on an empty shelf. 

I listen to myself saying it, 

then I say it without listening, 

then I hear it without saying it. 

And when the dog looks up at me, 

I kneel down on the floor 

and whisper it into each of his long white ears. 

It's the one about the one-ton temple bell 

with the moth sleeping on its surface, 

and every time I say it, I feel the excruciating 

pressure of the moth 

on the surface of the iron bell. 

When I say it at the window, 

the bell is the world 

and I am the moth resting there. 

When I say it at the mirror, 

I am the heavy bell 

and the moth is life with its papery wings. 

And later, when I say it to you in the dark, 

you are the bell, 

and I am the tongue of the bell, ringing you, 

and the moth has flown 

from its line 

and moves like a hinge in the air above our bed. 

“First Poem for You” 

By Kim Addonizio 

I like to touch your tattoos in complete 

darkness, when I can’t see them. I’m sure of 

where they are, know by heart the neat 

lines of lightning pulsing just above 

your nipple, can find, as if by instinct, the blue 

swirls of water on your shoulder where a serpent 

twists, facing a dragon. When I pull you 

to me, taking you until we’re spent 

and quiet on the sheets, I love to kiss 

the pictures in your skin. They’ll last until 

you’re seared to ashes; whatever persists 

or turns to pain between us, they will still 

be there. Such permanence is terrifying. 

So I touch them in the dark; but touch them, trying. 
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Disillusionment of Ten O’Clock
By Wallace Stevens (1915)

The houses are haunted
By white night-gowns.
None are green,
Or purple with green rings,
Or green with yellow rings,
Or yellow with blue rings.
None of them are strange,
With socks of lace
And beaded ceintures.
People are not going
To dream of baboons and periwinkles.
Only, here and there, an old sailor,
Drunk and asleep in his boots,
Catches tigers
In red weather.

(1994)

(1998)




