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Kenneth Rexroth: Turning Eastward to Renew the West

R. Bruce Elder

Part One: Rectifying Language to Present the Thing

The following is the first of three linked essays on the influence of Ken-
neth Rexroth’s (1905-82) translations of Chinese poetry. Rexroth was a San
Francisco poet who held weekly salons at his home, which were attended by
poets, painters, dancers, and filmmakers; there he passed on thoughts about
art, religion, and society. The spiritual anarcho-pacificism we identify with
West Coast art from the 1950s to the present was in large measure his cre-
ation. He had participated in a lively circle of Dada artists in Chicago in the
1920s, and began writing in the international vanguard style of the time. He
soon renounced that style, and adopted what many characterize as a more
Classical verse form. I do not believe the momentous change in his writing
constitutes any sort of retrenchment. In my view, it marks a renewal of the
ideal of the purification of language that Ezra Pound announced in his Ima-
gist days. Like Pound’s, Rexroth’s program for the rectification of language
was influenced by his encounter with Chinese poetry and his efforts at trans
lating the works of the Chinese poets that meant the most to him. Demon-
strating that is the topic of the first of these linked essays.

Direct Presentation of the Thing

The epigram to A. C. Graham's Poem of the Late T'ang (1965) is a com-
ment by Weitai: “Poetry presents the thing in order to convey the feeling. It
should be precise about the thing and reticent about the feeling.” That was
not a common belief among English-language poets prior to the twentieth-
century, who might sometimes have strived for a certain quality of diffidence
in emotional expression (to convey “emotion recollected in tranquillity”),
but hardly ever embraced with enthusiasm the conviction that poetry pres-
ents “the thing” with unadorned precision. But American poets in the twen-
tieth century did take up that hitherto spurned principle—and they often
claimed that Chinese poetry had led them to this new mode of poetry. The
notion that the direct presentation of the “thing” is the cardinal feature of
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Chinese poetry transformed American poetry.'

In 1909, there had been about a dozen books of translations of Chinese
poetry done in the last one-hundred and fifty years, and most of those were
little-known volumes produced by missionaries. From the 1920s on, Amer-
ican writers, if only in small numbers, began to pay attention to Chinese lit-
erature and Chinese poetry. By the 1960s, this interest had swelled, to the
point that the translations of Chinese poetry (especially from the Tang [618-
906] and Song [960 —1279] dynasties) were widely available. But the interest
of West Coast (largely San Franciscan) writers was especially pronounced.
The reasons for this interest on the part of San Francisco poets is often at-
tributed to geographic proximity-both San Francisco and the East coast of
China are part of the Pacific Rim, and commerce and human traffic passing
among the Pacific Rim nations brought cultural influences along with com-
modities. The presence of a large Chinese population in San Francisco bol-
stered that effect. But, in my view, this account is not specific enough: it
suggests that whatever the location, poets exposed to enough Chinese verse
would have responded to it in the same way. To the contrary, however, San
Francisco poets of the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s responded to Chinese poetry
in a quite particular way, and I contend this response was grounded in Ken-
neth Rexroth’s (1905-82) poetics, ethics, and religious cosmology. Rexroth'’s
ideas about the nature and value of Chinese poetry affected how that liter-
ature was taken up, first in San Francisco, then across America and Canada,
and somewhat later in Europe.

Among the earliest translations of Chinese poems into English to find a
wide readership was Ezra Pound’s Cathay (1915), a collection of fourteen
classical poems. It introduced Li Bai ([701-62], whom Pound, following the
Japanese convention, called Rihaku) to the Anglophone world, making him
the central Chinese poet for Westerners. It also established the precedent—
call it the permission—for English-language poets to use translation as a means
for addressing their own concerns, but from a distance, as though through
the eyes of another (and translation from Chinese served this purpose espe-
cially well, for the grammatical ambiguities of Chinese allow the poem to be
understood as a collocation of many possible meanings, any one of which
can be teased out, according to one’s immediate needs). Cathay also served
Pound as a demonstration of the literary method he espoused at the time,
that of Imagism—he offered his understanding of the tradition of Chinese po-
etry as validating the new principles he had proposed to renew English-lan-
guage poetry. Pound’s translations created a conception of Chinese poetry
as focussed on the peace of the natural world and the beauty and sadness of
transience, and as offering direct and immediate perceptions of objects. But
the free-verse form adopted by the Imagists concealed from English-speaking
readers the strictly regulated character of much Chinese verse and especially
the regulated lishi (#:1°; Wade-Giles: lii-shi) verse of the Tang period, with
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its ser ronal patterns.’

China changed Pound’s verse—drastically. Examples to demonstrate the
transformation are easy to find, but since Eliot Weinberger did a splendid
job of highlighting the role Chinese poetry in effecting this change, | shall
use the set of examples he provides.’ “Occidit,” from Pound’s 1919 collec-
tion Personae, opens,

Autumnal breaks the flame upon the sun-set herds.
The sheep on Gilead as tawn hair gleam

Neath Mithra’s dower and his slow departing,
While in the sky a thousand fleece of gold

Bear, each his tribute, to the waning god.

Six vears later he writes,

For a moment she rested against me

Like a swallow half blown to the wall.

Contrast the typically Victorian “Occidit” with Pound'’s translation of
lines from a poem that Li Bai titled simply “Ancient Style, No. 14" (so called
because, in writing it, Li adopted the form of the gufeng !y Ji\, an ancient
style that is simple, relatively free, and unembellished)—tellingly, Pound
called his translation “The Lament of the Border Guard™:

Desolate castle, the sky, the wide desert.
There is no wall left to this village.
Bones white with a thousand frosts,

High heaps, covered with trees and grass;
Who brought this to pass?

Pound’s beliefs about Chinese literature and Chinese culture produce
new, laconic, imagistic American verse—even the elegiac tone of this poem
(and many of the poems in Cathay) would become that of large swaths of
The Cantos:

Autumn moon, hills rise abourt lakes
Against sunset

Evening is like a curtain of cloud,
blurr above ripples; and through it
sharp long spikes of cinnamon,

a cold tune among the reeds.?

Rexroth points out that Pound taught the West a kind of irregular iambic
pentameter or free verse, in both cases as dependent on quanritative rhythms
as on accentual. Chinese poetry, in fact, bears no resemblance to this kind
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of verse. It is thymed with considerable emphasis, usually, on the rhymed
words, and at first was in four monosyllable lines, or five, or seven, and in ad-
dition the tones which distinguished the meanings of homonymous Chinese
monosyllables came to follow regular patterns. Later in the T'ang, and reach-
ing its flower in the Sung [Song] Dynasty [960—1279], poems were patterned
on the irregular lines of songs, as well as being written in the five or seven
syllable classic patterns.’

If anything, this passage underestimates the difficulty of translating regu-
lated Chinese verse. In these poems the pictorial nature of each character,
the allusions and echoes of predecessor poets (practically required in the reg-
ulated verse of the Tang and Song dynasties), the parallelisms between lines,
the mandatory pattern of tones (which give the poems the quality of a song),
its inventiveness in creating internal thymes along with adherence to stipu-
lated rhymes at line-endings, the division of the line into units of meaning,
and patterned use of cadences all contribute to the impact of the poem. The
mind boggles at the prosodic complexity, which cannot be brought over into
English.

Pound’s initial enthusiasm for Chinese verse developed out his encounter
with Scented Leaves from a Chinese Jar-original prose poems patterned on Chi-
nese verse, by Allen Upward (1863-1926)~which was published in 1917, but
Pound read in manuscript form in 1913. But there was a greater influence:
Pound points out that he based his translations on “the notes of the late Ernest
Fenollosa [1853—1908] and the deciphering of the Professors [Kainan] Mori
and Ariga”—in using “Rihaku” to refer to Li Bai (usuzlly referred to in older
English-language works as Li Po), he made clear that his access to the ur-text
was mediated through Japanese. That highlighting of mediation, along with
his profession of ignorance of the language, prises apart the poems’ semantic
and aural dimensions. In the end, it accords complete and thoroughgoing pri-
macy to a “poeticness” that repudiated the idea that poetry draws on ordinary
language as an intricate, syntactically flexible and plurisemic material that
an imagination adequately attuned to the stuff of sound-with-meanings can
forge into an aurally complex (nearly musical) structure.®

Nonetheless, Pound’s peculiar method, following on Fenollosa’s notes, pro-
duced some remarkable poems. An often-cited example is the 113™ poem in
the Classic of Poetry (Shijing; Wade-Giles: Shi Ching).” Poem 113 is a plaint
against the cruelty of tax-collectors—its title is “Shishti” (fEE): Shii (F) means
“rat,” but what shf means in the context is difficult to say. The traditional Chi-
nese character (which is the form with which Fenollosa and Pound would have
been acquainted) is i (the simplified Chinese character is fif)~the character
on the left 47 (shi) means stone and the character on the right H (y¢) could
mean leaf or page. However, Pound might have mistaken that second character
for & (shdu, first or head), or perhaps he connected E with 9 (t6u), which
does in fact mean head. But whether by association or confusion, by following
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Fenollosa's belief that the graphic form of Chinese characters contains seman-
tic information, Pound translated the opening lines of the poem as

RATS,

stone-head rats lay off our grain,
three years pain,

enough, enough, plus enough again.

More than enough from you, deaf you,
we're about thru and ready to go
where something will grow

untaxed,

Good earth, good sown,

and come into our own.

The repetitions and rhyme scheme approximate those of the original.
Compare Pound’s translation with one made by the renowned James
Legge who, in 1861, published the first complete translation of The Classic _

of Poetry.

Large rats, large rats, let us entreat

That you our millet will not eat.

But the large rats we mean are you,
With whom three years we've had to do,
And all that time have never known
One look of kindness on us thrown.

We take leave of Wei and you;

That happier land we long to view.

O happy land! O happy land!

There in our proper place we'll stand.®

The precious vocabulary and the thyming couplets approximate the form
of Victorian doggerel. Arthur Waley (1889-1966), true to form, produced a
translation that avoided the cloying archaism of Legge.
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Big rat, big rat,

Do not gobble our millet!

Three years we have slaved for you,
Yet you take no notice of us.

At last we are going to leave you
And go to that happy land;

Happy land, happy land,

Where we shall have our place.”
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