






Published in the United Kingdom in 2008 by
Shearsman Books Ltd
58 Velwell Road
Exeter EX4 4LD

www.shearsman.com

ISBN 978-1-905700-88-2

Original poems copyright © Wang Qiang, 1985-2008.
Translations copyright © Denis Mair, 2008.

The right of Wang Qiang (writing as Mai Cheng) to be identified as the author of  
this work, and of  Denis Mair to be identified as the translator thereof, has been 
asserted by them in accordance with the Copyrights, Designs and Patents Act of  
1988. All rights reserved. 

Cover: Desert Forms 2 (Studio still life. Photo-based mixed-medium image) 
by Elena Ray. Image copyright © Elena Ray, 2006. 

Acknowledgements
We are grateful to Jonathan Waley for his translation of  the three commentaries 
on the back cover.











Mai Cheng: Selected Poems





11

In the Act of Writing, I Meet with the 
Silhouettes of Tang Xiaodu and Mang Ke

His letter from far away
Had this to say
He had placed an order in the future
For three kinds of  life in Shangri-la
He invited me
With Xiaodu and Mang Ke
To hurry there as soon as possible
Riding on a folk song from North Shanxi
Misty Poetry would meet us at the station

Such a lovely invitation
Was plucked from an exchange of  words
By the chopsticks of  our dinner
And lightly placed on our evening plates
One day before the future
I picked up a telephone
Dialed two strategies of  writing
That pertain to the two of  them
Whose friendship has recently been promoted

Tang Xiaodu said
He can only spend one morning in the future
He owes life its most important evening
It is time to pay up
But Mang Ke has a different answer
Nobody owes me
I owe something to a life of  depth
And to the happiness a Beijing accent
Has not yet uttered
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Letter
      — for Xiaodu

No sooner had I opened the letter
Than from the paper’s surface Tang Xiaodu
Handed me the deep thinking
Mang Ke had restored to him
At the letter’s end he wrote
Brother, I will wait for you downstream
I turned to the map on the wall
Sought the downstream he was sending me

A sail unfurled on a sheet of  drawing paper
Blocks a green view of  river country
The Yangzi tidewaters surge toward me
Along a riverbed on paper
I quickly borrow a pump to expel
The reflux of  excess water in my writing
At this moment, Xiaodu rings me up
Asks how long before I reach downstream
In panting breaths I answer
Downstream? Is that what I mean by upstream?
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Words of Withdrawal
       — for Guokun, and his fascination with antiquity

And so you turn away, withdraw
Pulling back to an old mirror of  bronze
Where someone’s downfall catches up to you
Pull back further, to E-Fang Palace
But daily life in the palace
Was borrowed for movies outside its walls

The mirror showed Tang figurines in three-color glaze
They helped you connect with your early vision
You used military tactics, made long-distance calls
To depreciate our separation from the ancients 
You said, bring on the flashes of  brilliance
I will let you see our native ground

Native ground? What would that be?
A bird at the point of  dying
Enables your flights of  expression
Native ground, which is ancestry
Is a face-down card, buttoned inside your fate
Native ground—is somewhere else

The elevator in the Skyscraper of  Heavenly Peace
Lifts your beautifully weathered experience 
Into the upper stories of  history
Again and again the paint, 
In place of  the wall, performs subtraction
On your smile or frown

In the end you set dancing
The final moves of  a warrior’s sword
Slashing at history’s tongues of  flame
That dart out from a mirror of  bronze
The fire burns hotter every moment
Your swordsmanship more beautiful
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Offering to the Dead
          — for my maternal grandparents

My grandfather, inside his grave
Proofreads his burial inscription
While I, outside the grave
Light the incense of  the living

Gaunt physique
Gaunt features
Gaunt journey
Gaunt shadow

From inside out, gauntness
Made up my grandfather’s very being
Thinness
Was his sole legacy

Grandfather’s last dream was supposed to pass on
To a lone shape enamored of  our native ground
But the gulf  between dead and living
Shoveled it out of  the picture

I uncork a wine bottle
Press myself  against Grandfather’s thinness
Into the empty bottle of  his heart
Pouring, my solitude
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