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International Comparative Literature Conference, Tamkang University,
Taiwan, August, 1983,

“Hsich [Ling-yun] was probably already out of place in
China — he should have joined the Rocky Mountain Fur Company
and gone out to be a trapper.”

The Chinese and Japanese traditions carry within them the

most sensitive, mind-deepening poetry of the natural world ever
written by civilized people. Because these poets were men and
women who dealt with budgets, taxes, penal systems, and the
overthrow of governments, they had a heart-wrenching grasp of
‘the contradictions that comfort those who love the natural world
and are yet tied to the civilized. This must be one reason why
Chinese poetry is so widely appreciated by contemporary
Occidentals.”

Gary Snyder, “ ‘Wild’ in China”

In the next few minutes I'd like to read the first draft of the introduc-
tory section of a paper that attempts to amplify and provide background for
the remarks by Gary Snyder that serve as its epigraph — The paper attempts
to get at “one reason why Chinese poetry is so widely appreciated by
contemporary Occidentals.” The kind of Chinese poetry that has particularly
attracted postmodern American poets has been the poetry that appeared
during the Six Dynasties period and flourished through the Sung Dynasty, a
poetry that usually dealt with a lone man in a landscape, a poetry that drew
the reader into that landscape in such a way that his perception of his own
relationship to the natural and civilized world was clarified and perhaps
transformed. Like T’ang and Sung landscape painting, there was nothing
quite like this kind of poetry in the West. It has become particularly
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significant to American writers because, from the beginnings of our literature
in Colonial times down to the present period of ecological and nuclear
anxiety, perhaps our most characteristic literary theme has been the contra-
dictory claims of those values associated with civilization (our European
cultural heritage, ideals of social justice and responsibility and religious
notions of predestined sin and salvation) and others that we came to identify
with wilderness (freedom, individualism, the opportunity to confront our
“essential nature” and carve out our own destiny.) At the center of these
naturc-society  considerations in both classical Chinese literature and
American literature sits the figure of the recluse. So it isa comparison of the
conventions of hermitic traditions East and West, and particularly the way
- these conventions  have converged in the work of certain postmodern
American poets that interests me.

If one were to judge only by the canon of Chinese poetry available in
English, the pleasures (and occasional problems) of rural retreat was the
favorite theme of classical China. Therefore I was just a little disappointed to
discover that James J.Y. Liu, in what is probably the most comprehensive and
elegantly succinct a description of Chinese poctic themes that exists in
English (The Art of Chinese Poetry), “reclusion” is not mentioned explicitly.
Still, it is arguable that “reclusion” is implicitly subsumed under all the
themes Liu believes held the strongest appeal for classical Chinese poets:
nature, time, history, leisure, nostalgia, love, and rapture with wine (catego-
rizing themes is, of course, no exact science, and their boundaries tend to blur
much as those literary generalities have been imposed on dynastic or generic
descriptions of Chinese literature for purposes of discussion. The situation is
no different in the West where we persist in making such generalities so as to
give points to our compasses before embarking on our scholarly voyages of
elucidation. Even vague or shifting literary eategories are better than no
reference points at all). '

Of the seven themes Liu singles out as particularly expressive of Chinese
ways of thinking and feeling “nature” is the first and most obviously relevant
to a consideration of reclusion — despite urban hermitic traditions in both
China and America. To be alone or with one’s most intimate friends, in a
natural setting has been an inspiring poetic theme in China from the time of
the Six Dynasty’, “Sages of the Bamboo Grove,” T’ao Chien’s intimate poems
of rural retirement, and Hsieh Ling-Yun’s ecstatic celebrating of his exursions
among mountains and rivers — and in English poetry since Wordsworth. The
contrasts between the treatment of nature by Eastern and Western nature
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poets, particularly as regards subject-and-object relationships, has attracted
intense critical attention and I have nothing new to add except gratitude to
the splendid studies of Yip, Tay, Frodsham, Lin, Burton, Liu, Yu, and others
too numerous to even mention here. Suffice it for now to state simply that
Chinese hermit poetry, as perceived in the West, became particularly interest-
ing when the poet merged his own identity into the flux and cyclesof a keenly
felt and usually sharply observed and depicted natural setting. In Western
poetry (at least before the influence of Chinese poetry) the nature poet’s
interest tended to be focused on the impact of the natural setting on his mind
(Wordsworth) or on the setting as a manifestation of God who somehow
lurked mysteriously behind or within the natural forms He created (Hopkins).
In short, the contemplation of nature provided the Western poet with a
means of access to the workings of his own consciousness or to God or both,
while less anthropocentric T’ang Dynasty poets, exercising a Taoist aesthetic
(Wu-ven m-hug), viewed nature as an “unspeaking, self-generating, self-
conditioning, self-transforming, self-complete” process in which man himself
was merely a part (Yip). Both modes of perception are a far cry from the use
of nature by Homer or the poets of the Classic of Songs as an analogic and
portentous background by or as a supernaturally terrifying alternative to
civilized living in Beowulf and other Western medieval literature and in the
Songs of the South in China.

What links the attitudes of nineteenth-century Western nature poets with
those of the T’ang and Sung is their urbanity. The literary appreciation of
nature in both traditions has stemmed largely from the responses of urban,
self-conscious, perhaps over-civilized readers and writers. The Confucian
bureaucrat in retirement has his counterpart in the nineteenth-century
Englishman or New Englander who, recoiling from the urban impact of the
industrial revolution, turns in self-defense to the woods. There may be a
touch of pastoral artificiality in these attitudes. But, as Charles Darwin
observed in The Descent of Man, just as ‘“no animal is capable of admiring a
beautiful landscape or the heavens at night, neither are barbarians and
uneducated persons; such tastes are acquired through culture and depend on
complex associations.” The literary hermit, East and West, is an urban
sophisicate attracted to rusticity or wilderness, and his readers are also highly
civilized people, most of them denied much access to the natural world.
Nature literature was probably read as a kind of surrogate escape. It may be
significant that Cooper’s largest audience was in England and that Thoreau
was read by almost no one but a handful of Bostonian Transcendentalists.
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Emerson was a very old man before John Muir read his work by the light of a
Yosemite campfire. The rustication of Thoreau (or, for that matter, T’ao
Chien, Hsieh Ling-yun, Li Po, Wang Wei or Su T ung-po) was a reaction to a
sophisticated world grown too complicated to contend with.

While urbanity links Eastern and Western responses to nature, different
religious traditions appear to divide them. Arthur Waley attributed most of
the differences between Eastern and Western cultures to the fact that Western
cultures were Christian and Eastern were not. East Asian intellectual and
religious traditions have stressed the unity of life while in the West spiritual-
material dualities have inclined to alienate us from the natural environment
much as they have established complex distinctions between the body and
the spirit (mind/soul). Emerson accused us of transforming nature as a
“commodity,” and he might just as well have charged American writers with
transforming nature to conform to some moral or metaphysical abstract of
their own devising in their work. Isn’t this what Emerson himself has done
with his “oversoul,” Cooper with his forest, Melville with his whale, Bryant
with his waterfoul, Twain with his river, and Hemingway with the rain?
Thoreau once wrote in his journal that “the moral aspect of nature is a
jaundice reflected from man,” but he too found the lure “Higher Laws” too
attractive to resist imposing them. To the extent that we no longer do this,
much thanks to Chinese hermits.

More briefly now with the relationship of reclusion to the rest of Liu’s
list of significant themes. Since the hermitic life frequently involves separation
from friends and family over long periods, the time theme is not entirely
absent from hermit poetry, nor are related thoughts of mortality. The time
theme is expresséd most often in both Eastern-and Western hermitic poetry
by imagistic contrasts of the short, finite lines of human events to the endless
cycles of nature.

~ In much the same way the rhythms of nature are sometimes contrasted
to the rise and fall of dynasties and so introduce historical themes. Some Six
Dynasty poets and a few Sung poets whose rustication was not entirely of the
their own choosing, allude to historical incidents of exile. When a hermit
poet, Eastern or Western, has recourse to history one can almost always
expect a cautionary cast to the poetry, frequently intending toward the
vanity of human effort. Of late certain Western nature poets have drawn on
geological history to minimalize by contrast the significance of human over
natural events; and, of course, mythic history has attached itself to landscapes
in both the East and the West.
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One appeal of the hermitic life (at least in its literary expression) is an
abundance of leisure time seemingly unavailable in society. Leisure is, of
course, an aristocractic activity (or lack of activity) and provides a Taoist
respite from the stress that trails in wake of living up to Confucian social
standards. So valuable is the experience that no guilt is attached to the “wise
passivity” of resting in nature. In the West poets tempted to rest in the
woods may be prompted to recall that they “have miles to go” and “promises
to keep.” One of the most engaging qualities of the poetry of Robert Bly,
James Wright, and Philip Whalen (and one they may have derived from their
study of Chinese poetry) is their celebration of the doing of absolutely nothing
at all in solitude.

Liu’s last three themes are nostalgia, love, and the rapture of wine. As
for the last of these, nature itself has usually proved sufficient rapture for the
Western recluse (Emily Dickinson once called herself an “inebriate of air”),
but there are instances in American poetry where the hermitic persona’s |
congenial rapport with nature is assisted by a jug asin A. E. Robinson’s “Mr.
Flood’s Party” or by drugs, as in Allen Ginsberg’s “Wales Visitation.” In one
remarkable poem by James Wright the poet is assured of the stability of the
natural world through the agonies of a hangover. It might also be worth
mentjoning here that two of America’s most impressive hermitic poets in the
Chinese tradition, James Wright and Lou Welch, were drawn to drink with an
intensity that rivals T’ao Chien or Li Po. Like LiPo they died alcoholic if not
of alcoholism.

Nostalgia, especially if one’s hermit life is the result of some failure to
meet the requirements for bureaucratic advancement (or, worse yet, exile) is
fairly common in the Chinese tradition. A certain amount of nostalgia is also
provoked because Chinese poets frequently address their poems to particular
people and because partings tinged with nostalgia in a culture where people
have tarely enjoyed travel for its own sake have traditionally occasioned
poetry. Such nostalgia in Western hermit poetry is rare and when it occurs,
muted. The experience of wilderness and isolation tend to absorb or over-
whelm such thoughts and feelings. As Gary Snyder once put it, “I cannot
remember things I once read/A few friends, but they are in cities.” From
Wordsworth down to the present the recovery of Adamic-like innocence in
nature (in itself, perhaps a profound form of nostalgia) tends to compensate
for ordinary kinds of human separation. Moreover, Western nature poetry is
rarely directed to any special reader, any turn at the hermit’s life is almost
always freely chosen, and wanderlust has its own venerable tradition.
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As for love, in the West this theme is pretty much absent from hermit
poetry while in East Asia there is a special variation on the hermitic tradition
dealing with separation of women from the men they need or love. Some of
this poetry has been written by women, but I think it’s interesting that the
bulk of the “palace lady” and “my man is away at guarding the borders or
up-river doing business” poems are by men. While this variation of the hermit
theme really flowered in Heian Japan, poems in this vein have not caught on
in America. It’s hard to understand why they haven’t because there are fine
English translations of these poems. Perhaps the most admired Chinese trans-
lation ever attempted was the Li Po-Pound “River Merchant’s Wife” and a
good number of the other “Cathay” poems are of this type as' well. Amy
Lowell had a particular fondness for them and her much anthologized
“Patterns” surely owes something to the “palace lady” poems.

What has caught on, indeed what has transformed the writing of nature
poetry in America, is that part of the Chinese hermitic tradition that reveals
the harmony fhat exists between human and nonhuman nature, that places
man at one with the universe but only as a part of a landscape. Any number
of postmodern poets find the dissolution of assertive ego necessary to produce
such poetry the best means at getting at the truth of self that too much
civilization with it’s complex of human roles, has obscured. Another paradox
connected with this kind of Chinese influenced American poetry is that,
while being about the least didactic kind of poetry ever produced in America,
its effect upon us asreaders, once-removed from the experience that provoked
the poem, is to sense the transformation of our own consciousness by the
landscape suggested in the poem at a condition where, as Gary Snyder
expresses it “All the junk that goes with being human/Drops away” and we
realize that “A clear, attentive mind/Has no meaning but that/Which sees is
truly seen.”

So ends a draft of the introductory section of my “Hermit” paper. The
next section, deals with the evolution of the Hermit tradition in China from
the Songs of the South through Sung Dynasty poetry. A third section deals
with the transmission of this tradition to Japan, and the paper concludes with
a consideration of the impact of Chinese and Japanese poetry in translation as
it has appeared in America. This final section will deal with the civilization-
wilderness theme in American literature and what translations of poetry from
the East Asian hermitic traditions have contributed to this theme.

By the time the paper is finished it will have picked up another epigraph
— this one from Wallace Steven’s long poem, “The Sail of Ulysses™:
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There is 2 human loneliness,
A part of space and solitude,
In which knowledge cannot be denied.







