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Translator’s Foreword

I first encountered Yan Li’s poetry as a university student in China.
Like many readers of my generation, I was deeply moved by his
celebrated 1986 poem Return It to Me. Written at a moment of
profound social and cultural change, it became one of the
defining voices of contemporary Chinese poetry.

I never imagined that one day I would meet him, let alone become
one of his translators.

After immigrating to Canada, I gradually found my voice as a
bilingual poet and translator. Translation became a way of
building bridges between cultures, allowing poems to travel
beyond the boundaries of language. In 2022, while conducting a
Canada Council for the Arts Create and Explore project exploring
poetry and painting across Chinese and Indigenous artistic
traditions, I found myself thinking of Yan Li—a poet whose
visual art and poetry have long informed one another. Learning
that he was living in New York, I contacted him and later visited
him. That meeting began a friendship founded almost entirely on

poetry.

Over the following years, we exchanged drafts, discussed images,
rhythms, and individual words, and explored the possibilities and
challenges of carrying his poems into English. Our conversations
rarely strayed beyond poetry itself—its language, its silences, its
music, and its ability to move across cultures. Those exchanges
remain among my most treasured memoties.

As the translations progressed, individual poems began to appear
in literary journals in North America, the UK, and Hong Kong,
including Queen’s Quarterly, Denver Quarterly, Modern Poetry in
Translation, Voice & Verse Poetry Magazine, and Cha. Each
publication introduced Yan Li’s work to new readers and
strengthened our shared hope that the poems would one day
appear together in a single volume.



I did not know Yan Li was ill in January 2026. When news of his
passing reached me, I realized that the book we had hoped to
complete together would instead become a memorial.

In November 2024, Yan Li granted me written permission to
translate and publish his poetry, including future works. He also
emailed me twenty-five of his paintings in high resolution,
allowing me to select those that might accompany the poems in
this book.

The fifty-four poems gathered here offer a curated journey
through more than five decades of Yan Li’s writing, from his
catliest work in the mid-1970s to the varied and evolving styles of
his later years. His poetry stands at the intersection of Misty
Poetry and avant-garde traditions, combining formal
experimentation with an unflinching engagement with history,
environmental crisis, consumer culture, and shifting cultural
identity. His work is at once ironic and surreal, intellectually
adventurous and deeply humane, bearing witness to a changing
wortld while continually searching for new possibilities in language
and imagination.

My hope is that these translations will broaden Yan Li’s
international readership and introduce the diversity of
contemporary Chinese poetry and its evolving cultural vision to
Western readers. Although no translation can fully reproduce the
music and resonance of the original language, I have sought to
remain faithful to the spirit, imagination, and insight of his poems
while allowing them to breathe naturally in English.

Translation is ultimately an act of trust. Yan Li entrusted me with
his poems, his paintings, and his confidence that they could find
new life in another language. This book is my attempt to honour
that trust. If these poems continue to travel beyond borders and
speak to readers across cultures, they will fulfill the hope that first
brought us together.



I wrote the following poem, “Memorial,” after Yan Li’s passing on
June 26, in gratitude for his friendship, his trust, and the enduring
light of his work.

This collection also includes Yan Li’'s own poem “Memorial,”
written in 2001. The shared title has acquired an unexpected
resonance, and now feels fitting for this book.

Memorial
A river

it emerges from
snow-capped mountains
through wilderness
through the underworld
through rock and fire

folding years

into one current after another
spreading

shafts of light into the night

returning color to the earth
returning hope to the world

Wind passing through

the riverside pines

someone pauses—

listens by the water

others move along the shore
singing poems

in another language

this is a journey without end
light moves forward
poetry flows on

Anna Yin, 2026/06/30
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Sticky

In the darkness, I

brush a branch

catch a leaf

pinch and pinch —
between my fingers, sticky
sap

I realize—its vein

has burst

The veinhas  burst
just like me

gripped and squeezed
by the darkness

Oh!

The darkness has  larger
fingers

and a tackier

touch

1976
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Untitled

I censor and seal my own insights
without fanfare

No wind

If winds blow, they run against the grain
I scribble in silence

Making history without making a show
Like yesterday

I suddenly spat out a few
eighteenth-century buttons—

must be the unravelling of feudal bowels
I felt a wave of shame

as if

holding more secrets

I won’t reveal

1979.
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Dream

Let dream fall in love with dream

and we fall into sleep

until the noise of their wedding wakes us
We do not protest

for languages were long ago registered
as lethal weapons, even before Christ

So

we go and watch lipstick ads

Dreams were once a couple who eloped
leaving clothes on hangers — just like us
Cloth, inspired by winter

learned to spread, too

Then let cloth fall in love with cloth

and we sleep unclothed

Dreams were once mosquitoes too
waking us only to leave us alone
Even the house started to itch
So let firemen come and spray anti-itching relief
but that’s idealism
In truth, every time we wake from dream’s bite
we always find
nowhere to scratch
1984.
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Return It to Me

Return it to me
Please return the door that once opened freely—
even if it stands alone, without a room
it must be returned
Return it to me
Please return the rooster that woke me every morning—
even if it has been eaten, its bones must be returned
Please return the shepherd's song
once echoing on the hillside—
even if captured on tape
return the flute to me
Return it to me
Please return the space for love—
even if it has been tainted
return my right to make it clean
Please return my bond with my brothers and sisters—
even if only for half a year
it must be returned to me
Please return the Earth in its entirety—
even if divided
into a thousand countries
a hundred million villages

still— please return it to me

1986
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Fish Hook

After years of waiting,
in a fishless pond,

my hook,

began to swim on its own.

Looping and circling,
it finally chose
to gulp itself whole.

2000.02
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Returning Home

Returning home,

he sheds his shoulders,

even puts them away in the closet.
The loosened springs

sink into his own couch.
Returning home,

dreams long lost from his pillow
find their way back into sleep.
Returning home,

the rigid mask on his face cracks,
a smile unfolds from ear to ear.
Returning home,

calluses still cling to his worn feet,
yet his steps hum a calm melody.
Returning home—returning home at last—
he sees all the furniture soften,

mewing like a tamed cat.

2000
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Dining with the 21st Century for the First Time

Sit down!

The seat of shared consent always leaves me both
flattered and uneasy.

Fate soothes me with the gentleness of chance.

In an unknown future,

a few snowflakes of aesthetic perception begin to melt.
I sigh with contentment:

neither delay nor haste—

it suits the shift from winter to spring,

the distance between existence and emotion,

and yes, it also suits this farewell.

No wishful thinking!

The hand reaching out from history's backdrop
pulls me back into its already registered frame:
“Maintain your ties with old photographs.
Continue wearing down their exposures.”

But the heavier weight keeps me seated here,
seated to feel an appetite gradually digitized,
seated to absorb nourishment siphoned through emails.
This is the new century’s first sentiment download.
I call the waiter:

"Hurry, bring the bill.

I need to catch the 9:00 p.m. shuttle to Mars.”

2001.1
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Memorial

On September 11, 2001

on the television screen

I saw footage of someone jumping off

the World Trade Center...

This scene replayed in my mind

over and over in the days that followed—
repeatedly

replaying...

Relentlessly, I wish there were water below:
a swimming pool

a diving competition

at times

I even felt the water splash

Not long ago

the water truly splashed
and damped my clothes
as I suddenly realized
this, too, is a way—
through my own heart—

to ferry him to heaven.

2001
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The Marvelous Word

"Lost"—

Lost is a marvelous word.
We've lost poverty,

we’ve lost pain,

we’ve lost illness.

The question is: lost to whom?
Which casino?

Which regime?

Or perhaps—

which god, so generous?

The next question follows:

Do we carry a greater capacity

for having won all along?

2008
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Limited Capacity for Alcohol

My father and I never exchanged
emails
nor did we ever call over cell phones

He never treated me to McDonald's

I know this is nonsense

for he died during the ravaged days of the Cultural
Revolution

in the early 1980s

Now, sometimes we manage to mumble a few words

but only in the haze of my drunken state

So that becomes one reason I drink

I want to drink until he can talk to me on my cell
phone

connect with me via email

enjoy at Starbucks if not at McDonald’s

But alas

by now

to drink until all of these things can happen

one has to have the drinking capacity of God.

2011.10.
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Sorrow Should Grow Up Too

How many years has it dragged on?

Even death from back then has grown up

matured enough that the eulogy could give birth

A part of me that stayed in that year also grew up —
despite growing into a blocked website —

but I learned to climb over firewalls

to flip through the buried grievances of history

The long call of passion has never ceased

its prolonged cry layered with fresh floral wreaths
But it's still not enough to question reality:

Why, under neon light

can darkness and brightness in the world

toast each other?

Why is it that every time I walk the streets,

I always see some folks named Oblivion

reciting the future in the public square?

2014.2.
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Chance Encounter

Early spring

We held a recital by the river in the park

Our ancestors had long discovered--

language freshly draped from willow twigs
are best suited for recitation

It happened to be World Poetry Day

A day no more notable than any other festival day
yet embraced and escorted by spring sunshine
it entered like a king

In a trance, I saw

the darkness, too late to retreat,

kneeling on the spot

2015.3.21.
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Door

I've always felt a kinship

for simple things—

like benches and the shoehorns...
But doors, I dare not trust,

mainly because of what lies behind.
I've also heard—

someone crafted a door

with knocking sounds woven inside.
What was that for?

Decades have passed...

I've come to realize it truly works:
a door, like a heart,

needs its own knocking now and then.

2015.3.
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Reflections on Qingming

Reflecting on life during Qingming,

we realize death has taken nothing—

not race, religion, battles, top hats, or umbrellas...
Nor does it take away eulogies and epitaphs.

It only takes each person’s unique fingerprint,
leaving all means and manipulations behind on this
earth.

2015.4.5.

Note: During Qingming, Chinese families visit ancestral

tombs and make ritual offerings.
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Waking Up

The bloody boredom of daytime work

drives demons in sleep to madly dance

A few of them even stumble out of slumber —
simply because

the dream world lacks

basic infrastructure

In a rush, those in urgent need

can’t find a toilet

fail to hold it in, and fall into reality

2015.7
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What Poets are For

November 13, 2015

Paris was struck—

police and soldiers were hunting terrorists.
Someone asked,

what can a poet do in times like these?

A poet is his own police,
daily searching out the terrorists within,

never setting them free.

If software like this

could flourish in the human world,
then neither Paris

nor the Earth

would be struck.

2015.11.14.
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Burning Water Awake

For a tree

there is always a chance to rise beyond transcendence
If a notice from axes and chainsaws

arrives

there is no need to seek another burial ground

No matter how shattered the body

it will be cremated to its fullest

Humans compose music from trees’ cries

dance with their flames

then burn water awake

from ignorance

2016.1.
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Keeping the Ice Hard

Last night after falling asleep

someone was skating

on the frozen surface of my dream
Those who stumbled at first

glided more and more smoothly

Those radiant smiles

never knowing

how much longer they wished to shine.
I couldn't help but curl up

to preserve the hardness of the ice

2016.1.
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Leave Behind Only

Fragments of history, face-powdered and painted,
have toughened their wings

through clashing collisions and fraying frictions.
Now, they can gracefully hover

over the Edenic Garden.

In the workshop within,

apples are gathered in bulk

for the electroplating process.

The next step is

to remove the hard-to-store

juicy data, leaving behind

only the coating.

2016.2.
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River

When one grasps a certain stretch of a river’s thoughts,
one comprehends the bond between upstream and
down.

While the river rages and surges,

I remain unmoved by the ecstasy of its rush to the sea.
The height of quotidian cooking smoke

is enough to provide me with a view of life.

In any higher or broader vision,

I dive deep into the current of emptiness.

What matters is

I hold only one river within me,

from head to tail

indivisible into segments or tides of rise and fall.

2016.9.
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Personal Food Guide

We haven't met in years,

his figure remains unchanged,

but with a fuller smile.

I envy the weight of that expression.

I know

the fullness of his smile has nothing to do with
recent breakthroughs in nutritional science.

I also know

he never considers the politically correct world,
nor does he care how tall he appears in others’ eyes.
In the immensity between these two,

fullness is a personal harvest.

What's the secret?

He says:

Philosophy is cold-resistant,

but we are not frost-proof.

Eat more earthbound food.

2016.11.2.
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1234567

1.

In an era

when tears must be worn

to see the system clearly,

weeping is outlawed.

2.

To ensure peace revels in its time,

how much weight should weaponry bear?
Weapons reply:

“We, too, long to revel!”

3.

No flower hides its fragrance.

Those who shed their skin through hardship
stand bare, facing life with muscle and bone.
4.

Bitterness is more a seasoning,

not always bound to poverty.

5.

Elites take on the stance of the illiterate,
sneaking through the chaos of political storms.
6.

When life is cornered

by a turbulent society,

its role is to cry out for help,
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while mine is to endure.

Each plays its part.

7.

Life before electricity's invention
was surely dull—

but that dullness

only emerges after you've tasted the spark.

2016.12
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Crying Out for Justice

Years ago,

spurred by public grievance,

the police shackled

society’s corrupt winds.

After a trial,

it was sentenced to seven years.
Yet somehow,

it walked free fifteen years early.
For years since,

I've cried out

for the justice of mathematics.

2017.1.
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How to Describe

How to describe it?

Often, I travel with my own scenery,

calling it a “brief release”.

I tend to scorn the appearance of flesh,

revering instead the hardness of spirit and bone—
until a crab, by its own example, warns me:

fine meat can also grow within bones.

How to describe it?

Though the course of stone is hard,

it yields to slow, imperceptible erosion,
just as human progress

carries the inertia of looking back.

For instance, after we take on

the postures of David and Venus,

we move back and forth each day,

between fantasies of sublimation and its absence.

How to describe it?

The problem still lies in narration:

so many adjectives in history

forced into text at gunpoint,

leaving us reading

shell casings scattered across the ground.
2017.1
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What Is Insight

Do not believe it is settled

after implanting a high-sounding insight
into others” minds

In each brain, a back entrance waits
ready to serve its own interests

You must mold the contemporary insight
as privately-fashioned furniture

and slip it in soundlessly through the back door

2017.27
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Grass and Weeds

Perhaps, like me,

you've long struggled to distinguish
between grass and weeds

But the politician I met yesterday
pointed out to me in a disdainful tone:
It's like the displaced and the people—
a few blades of grass are weeds;

grow together, and they become a meadow

2017.3
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A Cautious Wish

Everyone speaks of acceleration—

the aim of reaching

the years of happiness as fast as possible
But on my birthday,

as I blow out candles,

I still make a cautious wish:

each toe must step forward alone,
finding firm ground

before calling the others

to follow.

2017.5
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Maintenance

The gears for scaling the heights of thought,
like elevators,

require constant maintenance and repair.
Ironclad facts prove

that what lies beyond elevators and knowledge
can only be repaired by fighter jets.

The problem is,

more things, just slightly above our sight,
demand we stand on tiptoe to see clearly.

Unfortunately, this posture is hard to maintain.

2017.5
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Space

I am used to mounting a heavenly horse
and riding through the sky

whenever I write poems or paint,
especially after a few cups of wine.

At crossroads where no rules apply,
beasts emerge in their finest attire.
This startles worldly life

into a cold sweat of reason.

Yet, compared to tax bills

and the swings of the market,

it still leaves plenty of room

for tenderness.

I've planted tomatoes and cucumbers,
alongside prose and essays,

within that space.

2017.6
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Speech

Before the meeting, I said privately —
no need to smooth out life’s wrinkles.
From flat fabric, we tailor

the curve of the human body.

Though cloth is divided into

upper, lower and base layers,

what about daily life?

It patiently rounds off every sharp edge,
not only to reduce accidents

but also to fit neatly into standard eulogies.

I've said to literature privately —
some people carve action first,
then transcribe it into poetry.
Others compose poetry first,

then render it into deeds.

If both have entered print history,

there is no need to publish them again.

A few days ago, the visual language of the art world
stirred my urge to translate:

visual work must be placed

or hung between the past and the future,

so that moving in and out can be effortless.
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Over the years

I've seen more additives in innocence
than innocence itself—

too many hands at work, tampering.
The face of the earth grows steeper,

smiles slipping off halfway before they bloom.

Now it’s spring,

the best season for lamenting society’s flaws.
But those who love spring

love shifting weather even more —

like racists after a rally

expecting fighter jets,

a swarm of bees,

buzzing to gather nectar everywhere.

Once I explained to foreign tourists:

that under certain weather conditions,

a few truths can be spoken.

But the smog keeps speaking the truth—

it overturns many people’s disclosures.

Let’s talk about cages again
None can confine humor;

it leaks through unseen cracks
as an understanding laugh.

But we know the difference between rich and poor —

75



the rich don't need to raise the middle finger to live,
and the middle finger is like a rose

bound to metaphor.

Or perhaps the opposite—

once love is crowned with ruby roses,

all other metaphors wilt.

Although I know that in historical records
within that casually spat-out phlegm,
much remains unsaid,

it is better to speak less.

After all, this virtue—

long dormant within us—

has perhaps become eternal.

Thank you all

2017.6.
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One Hundred Meters

Although just a hundred meters,

the pursuers, time and again,

retreat to the starting line for another sprint,
yet still fail to break

the 9-second barrier of civilization.

2017.7
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Xieyi (Freehand)

Xieyi is abstraction at its most powerful.

Blue and white, rendered by smog.

Rights, rendered by the brushwork of abuse.
Democracy, rendered by artificial flowers in a vase.
The public, rendered by short-sighted lines of faction.
Mutual slaughter,

between groups and within them,

rendered by the food chain.

And my gaze, rendered by Pop Art:

A sheepskin leisurely grazing,
the grass

whistles.

2017.8.

80



HRT

Bg b AL RAIEA
T b K NI A P
AR HR T Rk T
ETHRFRGILLEE
LRBTARZET 3%

R B NHRBLE T

B k0932 A H Nk
12

AT AR B AR T 8 & L
1% 2o — 69 e it oh

2018.3

81



Rolling Dice

Left or right in politics,

buy or sell in the market —

I decide with a roll of the dice.
As for bets on love,

the dice also rule the cosmos for me.

Though many say luck
from dice is unreliable,
they still strive to put up
the one and only gas station

on the parabola of the dice’s throw.

2018.3
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Born on a Fruit Tree

How wonderful to be born on a fruit tree,
flirting with the birds on branches,
nurtured by soil, sunlight, and rain—

no reason not to sprout,

no reason not to grow strong

to embody one’s values.

How perfect to be born on a fruit tree,
with leaves sharing the same perspective.
The so-called worldly desires

are nothing but the drive to blossom brazenly.
Among the juicy fruits,

no jealousy, no slaughter.

2018.3.
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Textbook

Decades of drifting through life
amount to nothing more than a parabola,
he says.

Though it has landed now,

the surface of his grave

still holds a faint blush,

like a page in a textbook

that once told a lie.

He has passed through many countries,
many regions,

and from any window he gazed into,
those bowing their heads to recite

were not lies—

but children.

2018.6.
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Unless

A rolling pin will do,

no need for weightier means

to smooth out the bumpy, lumpy life.
The minced meat only wishes

to keep meeting with the dumpling skins.

Cravings come in all shapes and sizes;
different ages have their own gluttony.
Whatever the case, the final meal

is bound to be a stone monument of a dish

My last meal

has long been resting against

the back of the dining chair at home
unless

time itself

wants to stand up.

2019.1.
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The Road

We have named every road
but always face the muddle

of which is more real—the road or its name

For example, the one named after Faith
even when it ends
one still can turn around and claim its name all the

way

And on the Green Road

everywhere are great footprints

Of those incapable and used to the filth
Though the road of Retreat has little fame
many groups and individuals

have walked that path to success

The so-called Dead-end is like war
every once in a while, someone will

rise gloriously popular again

Whether Earth is the way of life

or a dead end for human being

we are left only with the vacant thought

about the universe 2019.11
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Reality

I am not capable

of penning the caged birds

onto the branches that sway

outside the window.

The birds that have lost the skill to survive
only wish for me

to pen their cage larger.

2019.12.

92



AR

AR A K
PR R = ey
—mBEHIAAT
KA R AR
E&i?%ﬁ
BRI AR A
/505 VSN R4
HEEATos#
e s =4k
RAZ K B9 KA
leE A X 2% T R
fe s8It T Lk

AR

2020.2.14.

93



Flying up

Flying up, I

recite the blue of the sky,

as if the blue recites itself.
Flying up, you

soar beside me,

slicing the blue into lightning bolts.
No excessive flourishes—

we rise and fall in pure climax,
dispersing the dark clouds.
Flying up, we

bring down the blue of the sky

to lift our wings higher.

2020.2.14.
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Booze

Alcohol doesn't care who's drinking it,

as long as one embraces the habit

of measuring behavior while inebriated.
After befriending the alcohol culture,

I refuse to be confined

to self-indulgence only at home.

The world needs

more people toasting for peace

to step forward.

Since alcohol culture

can rise above the overflowing commodities,
let's keep clinking and toasting,

listening to the pleasures of life and dreams
from each voice growing louder.

Moreover, let’s hear

how words, with added degrees,

can be cocktailed into

a booming and imposing poem;

at that moment,

whether alcohol is good or bad —

let the conscience and cultivation of the drinker
decide.

2020.10.
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Adding Fuel

Above the chimney,

a wisp of smoke pulled by the wind
makes the hut seem to sail

against the wind on the earth.

It resembles my survey

of life’s phenomena.

Yet the era

continues to add fuel

to the hearth of my head.

2020.11
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Tomorrow Is Suspicious

Speaking of the rituals of survival,

the curtain, once drawn, never falls again.
The stage forever teems with tragedy’s ethos.
The crowds in the theater

reproduce drama, act after act,

yet no miracles arise from repetition.
Even 2021 brings no novelties.

The behavior shaped by high-tech

has not bettered the human heart.
Tomorrow severs its own ear,

for yesterday's whistle

has only just been awakened,

meanwhile, today's whistleblower

has already fled for their life.

2021.1.
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Echoes

The paths in the forest, intricate and complex,
all belong to some part of the universe.

I thought my actions and words

would surely return with echoes,

mingled with slogans,

and the rising and falling

of prayers and howls.

Speaking of echoes,

whenever human beings hand over
metaphysical concept of early-spring to time,
it is met with the resounding recitations of poetry.
However

the stone of the tangible,

tossed into the depth before Christ

still has no echo in 2021.

2021. 3.21 World Poetry Day
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Reading Poetry

Not only in times of currency depreciation
But even in times of appreciation

We should print more poetry

Although it cannot be spent,

Its value lies in being read.

Each poem

Can be appreciated countless times.

2021.4.
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Blessing

After stepping into society

you have traded numerous dreams

but never the tone in pursuit of happiness.

You enjoy the rhetoric of independence,

leaving behind many circles

that huddled together for warmth.

You adore climbing heights,

but never point fingers at the heavens or the earth.
Even your future gravestone will not blush,
because in life, you never spoke a lie.

You've never confronted the frustration of enduring
loneliness,

and so, once again, you attend your own wedding

today.

2021.6
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Inference

To climb over a mountain in one breath
and drain a cup of wine in one gulp—
though not the same kind of bravado,
both make me think:

if mushrooms grew with a sliced appetite,
their towering flavor would be levelled.

If a face can be washed again and again,
it must be alive.

Climbing mountains is

simply energy surging into the legs,
while drinking wine is

merely a swap between the stomach and the vessel.
I also think that the Fortune 500

shifting wealth across the globe,

does so not to balance the planet.

Thus, inhumanity

has nothing to do with Africa.

2021.6

108



F AKX E L

X AAR TS ) F 09 A

H IS 69 F Tk
a&EShREH—TF
AR T JRVAA 89 FK

B RARAEF T
FHAABWRASR

{8 Tk AT 2 89 R 2
T RA KRR

R RAG 2

FEAR S KK A DAY F
HATVAA S E TR A —FF
TREAEHNSERSE
BT AT A A

2021.6.

109



Falling

That's right,

the rain has stopped,

but you can't be sure

which weapon

an endless war will rest upon.

It’s like how people of different ages

carry different lifespans,

yet an accident, with just a raised hand,

can unravel the order you once believed in.
Though you may firmly recall

the anniversaries of events

you cannot define what kind of vision
shapes an effective future.

What's particularly regrettable

is that in so many moments, great and small,
we assume that falling is not a form of flying.
Thus, in all our states of descend,

we forget —

we still have wings.

2021.6.
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That Bird

After clearing out the literary heritage,
I am left with only a shrill

birdcall —

shed of void politeness and pretense.

I have spent my whole life rehearsing
that piercing screech

until I

became the bird.

2022.1.
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Thirteen Short Poems to Chew On

1.
Once peace is produced,
it must be sent faster than bullets

to reach every corner of the world.

2.
The batteries in every remote control

reveal industry’s sheer worship of Yin and Yang.

3.
Equality is giving each group in society

a suit to put on for the staged group photo.

4.
Your social reputation as a fish in water
won't shift your wife’s view of you

in your own backyard pool.

5.
Many other doors lie inside the door —
most of us are shut

outside the inner door.

6.

The bridges in written words
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cannot bear the weight of true crossing.
When one encounters such a bridge,

one can only swim across.

7.
The future of the nail depends on

encountering a hammer with a solid background.

8.
As we debate the issue of overpopulation,
many have thrust themselves beyond every bottom

line.

9.
I dreamed of living a life of luxury,
then my dream became luxurious...

But my life did not.

10.
The ball in the hands of the greedy

is always larger than the rim of reality’s basket.

11.
My dream is that simple—

don’t wake it.
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12.

From the perspective of pollution,
white paper has long disappeared.
Everyone keeps writing

on what’s already been written.

13.
Many victors in textbooks set off firecrackers,
but leave to their descendants the burden

of sweeping up the scraps.

2022.3

118



A

AAVAR RS 8%,

R EAE

C e RIXA AN KR
B3
R R LA

+EREAE

I Ty A 18 B3 A

AR TIRAKE
RABEBR—ZRET R

w4

FRAELRIEAE

S RS B A A B IR
%5 BAR R LT #a54
c

e
e

LE) &,
W EALRY
2SR VA R A T

2022

119



Injustice

All people are against wars;

wars have been wronged.

They cry: There would be no persisting wars
if there were no genetic expansion of

human greed for power.

Soldiers have been wronged;
both sides are cornered,

left to the hard-hitting choice
of “live or die”

and surrender, with no guarantee of survival.

Weapons have also been very wronged;
if not for purported high-tech inventions,
many minerals would still sleep quietly

beneath the soil, enjoying the peaceful rest.

Ultimately,
the wronged

find it truly difficult to vindicate themselves.

2022
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Two Maxims

There are two maxims lately

reflecting the current international situation

1.

Forgiveness is God's business;

our job is to send them to meet God.

2.

Only by becoming stronger than those who hate you,
so strong they can not destroy you,

can you forgive them.
But if both parties
arm themselves with these maxims,

does that mean the flames of war

will burn for another millennium?

2023.10.
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The Enigma of History

Where have you arrived?

Electricity has been around for over two hundred years;
the posture of gazing into the distance has grown
outdated,

so you lower your eyes to the world inside a cellphone.

I suspect that wherever language cannot reach,
lie intact remnants of the cosmos—
a realm without a video version of life’s next

destination.

In any case, wherever you may arrive,
there will be no more pleasant weather,

nor can you change your native inheritance.
Mars may one day receive SOS signals,

but you still have to return to today’s Earth,
fraught with crises.

Where does today fit into the enigma of history?

You and weapons climb the branches of human nature,

ready for full bloom.

2024 4.
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Personality

The piano of spring

never goes out of tune on its own,

unless interfered with by human hands.
Humans can even stir ocean waves in a pond —
this is human nature,

the fine line between leaping in and standing by.

History’s straw hat, layered with tan upon tan,
bears the scorching exposure of desire.
Red-trimmed plaques

are true masterpieces of lipstick.

On the other hand,

charity is first of all a kind of expanse,

but what nation can sustain

such a vast personality?

2024.5.
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Blood

I swatted two mosquitoes dead,
fluttering before the eyes of the age—
3D-printed,

yet one of the corpses

was stained with blood.

Sensing my confusion,

a newly arrived mosquito said:

"Human blood has become too foul;

we've switched to sucking the blood of chips,

for sustenance and reproduction.

20254
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Response Poems: Three Poems for Yan Li

A AR, @Ak 96X126 CM. 2020 4149
The World Within, acrylic on canvas, 96 x 126 cm, 2020, New York
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Interviewing Yan Li

Yan Li's house bursts with paintings —
modern, abstract, surreal —

blending image, rhythm, and color.

He calls himself a future pessimist,
seeking light amid his dark visions.

In one painting, two doves rest

on a black vinyl record,

one throat swollen, ready to sing.
Yan Li points to a line of text:
“Gold can buy anything but love.”

Before the Ox Year, during the epidemic,
he sketched a mighty bull,

its horns stretching into vaccine needles
against New York’s lit skyline.

He named it: Hope.

My camera moves toward a panda,
draped in a floral coat,

“National treasures,” Yan Li declares,
“our most reliable diplomats.”

I ask, studying the image,

“Would you repaint it with megaphones?”

He’s also painted a rooster crowing,

a snake slithering through Eden,

a spider hovering over the Big Apple night sky.
Yet he rarely portrays himself,

nor the daring Monkey King.

On the subway ride back,
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I recall his stuffed studio:

paintings pointing to the sky,

series of stitched patches and dramatic masks,
there sits Yan Li,

cigar glowing in one hand, brush in the other.

But in my mind’s eye,

he becomes the Monkey King—
eyes bright, painting the troubled world outside.
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Yan Li's Tree

"It would be wonderful fo be born in a fruit tree."- Yan Li

But as I carefully combed through his studio,
I found no trace of a tree or its fruit.

Only fingers pointing toward the sky,
splashes of color, masks drifting

before and after city lockdowns...

Perhaps Yan Li has long lived in Shanghai,
Beijing and New York,
troubled and blinded

by steel forests and smog-filled skies.

Does he remember the countryside in Hunan,
where as a teenager he once shot birds

to feed his hunger —

now abundant with red apples,

golden oranges, heart-shaped pears?

Should I send him seeds,
so he might plant a real fruit tree,

and ease his nostalgia through painting?

Yet Yan Li doesn’t need this.
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He sends me his painting from his treasured
collection:
a tree titled The World Within.

So this is it:
the trunk embraces the city where he lives,
bountiful and bright with blue and green sap,

schools of fish moving freely up and down...

My gaze is led beyond the frame by red leaves,
and I find myself beneath this tree

where heaven and sea merge—

the red sky dissolving into

Norval Morrisseau’s The Tree of Life:

apples as vivid as rose-lit lips,
recounting ancient myths and astral dreams,
as if we are all, for a moment,

cosmically united.
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Sky Sweeping (for Yan Li)

So much was taken from you
when you were a boy,
watching your grandfather set fire

to his collections of papers, paintings and books...

The fire lasted through the night
in that dead-silent house.
Morning light could not save him;

so much was broken — he left soon after.

Four decades later, in another country,
I, a later-bloomed poet and novice translator,

inhale your poetry and painting in volumes:

A marble-mature man, a crystal-humble heart,
finger pointing at the sky in a city of skyscrapers,
asks the universe unbearable questions:

What is wrong with the world?

Who are we?

What remains?

Return us space and sky!
Return us people and spirit!
Return us voices and stories!

Return us everything...
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The boy, grown into a poet and painter,

dyes our memory with color and canto.
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Credits

The following translations have appeared previously, in

whole or in part:

"Untitled" (LAR) — Queen's Quarterly, Vol. 129, No. 4 (2022)
"Dream" (¥ — Queen's Quarterly, Vol. 130, No. 1 (2023)
"Sorrow Should Grow Up Too" (R ZALIZ A T ) — Queen's
Quarterly, Vol. 130, No. 2 (2023)

"Reality" (FL4R), "Booze" (), and "Add Fuel" (A3 —
Denver Quarterly, Vol. 57, No. 3 (2023)

"Injustice" (EAE) — Live Encounters Poetry & Writing, October
2022

"Limited Capacity for Alcohol" (/BZ 7 &) and "That Bird" (
AR R B — Live Encounters Poetry & Writing, January 2023
"Thirteen Short Poems to Chew On" (+ = K 33k 0 & 4%)
— Tupelo Quarterly, January 15 Issue

"Falling" ("% 7%) and "Textbook" (FA+4) — Cha: An Asian
Literary Journal, "En Route" section, March 2025

"Burn Water to Wake It Up" (#&€K F2#2) and "The Enigma of
History" (Jh . Z %) — Modern Poetry in Translation, Summer
2025 (UK)

"1234567" (123456 7)— National Translation Month,
September 2025

"Door" (I7) and "Two Maxims" (# &) #&) — Ezra Translation,
February 2026

Three artworks by Yan Li are included in this volume, among
them the cover image, New York at Nightfall, acrylic on
canvas, 120 X 240 cm, 1986, New York.
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About the Author

Yan Li (1954-2026) was a Chinese poet and painter born
in Beijing. He began writing poetry in 1973 and painting
in 1979. In 1979, he became a member of the pioneering
Stars Art Group and the influential literary circle
associated with Today (Jintian). In 1984, he held one of
the earliest solo exhibitions of avant-garde art in China.

After moving to New York, Yan Li founded the poetry
journal First Line in 1987, serving as its editor-in-chief
until its suspension in 2000. He revived the journal in
June 2020 and continued to edit it until his passing. He
also served as President of the Overseas Chinese Writers
Association. Throughout a career spanning more than
five decades, Yan Li published numerous volumes of
poetry and painting, establishing himself as one of the

distinctive voices of contemporary Chinese literature.
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About the Translator

Anna Yin is a Chinese Canadian poet, translator, editor,
and cultural curator. She served as the inaugural Poet
Laureate of Mississauga, Ontario (2015-2017), and is the
author of seven poetry collections (five in English) and
four books of poetry translation. Her poems and
translations have appeared in Queen's Quarterly, ARC
Poetry Magazine, The New York Times, China Daily,
CBC Radio, World Journal, and other publications and
media. She is the recipient of poetry awards in Canada,
the United States, and China, and has given readings at
Parliament Hill, the Austin International Poetry Festival,
the Edmonton Poetry Festival, and numerous literary

events in Canada and abroad. Her website:

annapoetry.com email: anna.yin@gmail.com
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We should print more poetry.
Although it cannot be spent,
its value lies in being read.
Each poem
can be appreciated countless times...

— Yan Li

In memory of Yan Li (1954-2026),
whose poems continue
to cross languages and borders.



