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From the Center of 
the Earth 



 

 
 

 
Tai Shan 
 

 
From his deathbed 
Confucius viewed Tai Shan 
And wrote:  
The sacred mountain is falling, 
Beams and columns breaking. 
The wiseman is withering away. 
On this, he was wrong. 
Wiseman don’t wither away. 
I look out from the misty  
Top of Tai Shan.  
For just a moment,  
The fog disappears. 
Chatter ceases, 
Then a murmur  
And applause. 
Emperors journeyed here 
To witness dawnbreak  
And I send it blazing 
Across the morning sky 
So you, too, awake an empress. 
 



 

 
 
 
Qufu  

 

 
Where Confucius 
Lived and died — 
Study, not worship.  
  
In the quiet woods 
A crane resides — 
Cypress, pine, wild flower. 
 
A sage lived here once 
And lives here still — 
Wise words and rectitude. 



 

 

 

 

 

 
Known as poet, too, 
He balanced infinitudes — 
Joining heaven and earth. 
 
Seventy-five generations ago 
And now a muddy town — 
Temple, gate and home. 
 
Worlds away 
The heart flies true — 
The right angle of virtue. 
 
 



 

 

 

 
Morning Exercise 

 

 
Slowly through the air — 
The way he raised his graciously  
In his home across the street — 
Painting modesty and courtesy, 
Twenty pairs of hands now 
Create respect like plants 
In a soft and hidden cocoon. 
For you, Master Kung, 
More than presents of jade and silk: 
A perfect dance, 
No bells, no drums.  
 

 



 

 

 

 
Abstruse Calligraphy 
 for Li Kwo Chan 

 

 
Sacred as three 
Inches deep, he writes 
And paints bamboo  
As words upon water. 
Is he a poet's child 
Who painted with words 
Or the son of water 
Who springs from earth 
Barely below ground? 



 

 

 

 
Near a Ginseng Farm 
 

 
Behind me  
The long blue lake, 
Autumn hills rising  
Red from the water. 
Workers lean  
Lightly on their shovels 
And the breath  
Of their chestnut ponies 
Mists the cool still air. 
In the mountains a train  
Steams slowly 
West from the factory  
City and jade. 
 

 



 
 
 
 
In Manchuria 
 

 
In Nanhu Park 
The red and green pavilion. 
A scholar walks 
One hand behind. 
He reads aloud 
In the willows 
By the cypress bending 
Water, reed and revolution. 
 



 

 
 
 
Celebrating Liberation  

 
 
Larch and willow 
Ring blue South Lake. 
In the weeds by the shore 
A fisherman with a bamboo pole. 
This poem is a thousand years old. 
But the banner flying red over the road, 
Martial music playing on the loudspeakers, 
The guard with his rifle over his shoulder. 
When will it end, this loud tragic music? 
Tu Fu asked and I answer: 
In another poem a thousand years hence. 

 



 

 
 
 
Completing Tu Fu's Poem 

 

 
In Jinan 
There are many 
Famous people, 
Temples old 
As history itself. 
 
In Jinan 
There are many 
Not famous people, 
Loads as heavy  
As history itself. 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
In Jinan 
There are many 
Infamous people, 
Avarice as hard 
As history itself. 
 
In Jinan 
There are many 
Lotus and willow, 
Poets natural 
As history itself. 
 



 

 

 

 
Letter from Beijing 
 
 
Tonight the sky is black, 
The moon won’t rise til morning. 
From the distant balcony then 
I will see the wall around the emperor’s city, 
Bicycles swarming like schools of fish, 
Smoke rising from breakfast fires. 
Now in your morning you are awake 
And the sky is orange with maple. 
We face the autumn together, 
Me in the land of jade, you at Gold Mountain. 
Everywhere chrysanthemums are in bloom. 



 

 
 
 
Visiting the Palace Museum 
 

 
One million thousand — 
The sum of all before 
From Chin to Qing. 
On the palace grounds 
A quarter of the world, 
One million thousand 
Saturday in the park, 
Summer in Beijing. 



 

 
 
 
In the Forbidden City 
 

 
Over the stone 
On which I walk — 
The son of a roughhewn man — 
Emperors were carried  
On palanquins. 
To gaze meant death by sword. 
Now by Water Bridge  
Laborers pose, 
Their photos sent to distant  
Places such as  
Up from the Sea, 
Eternal Spring, 
Cassia Woods. 
Still on the walls  
Peaches abound 
And each hall contains life's riches: 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
One confers supreme harmony, 
Another peaceful old age  
And here we find tranquillity. 
And I write this little poem 
By a tower, near a moat 
Forbidden to think of ugliness 
Or places such as  
Stinking Swamp 
And Disappearing Woods 
Or of the writer  
Who can write only 
Without paper somewhere 
In a place  
I’m not allowed to go.   
 



 

 

 

 
The Great Wall 
 

 
Stallions and warriors strode 
On the great gray wall, 
Guardians of the central flower, 
Yellow seas and silk. 
 
An ancient wind runs 
Down the mountain side, 
The sun of seven dynasties 
Lights the autumn trees. 
 
Ten thousand li is the dragon's tail, 
The winding wall of hopeless wonder. 
I sit on the ledge of the watchtower 
And sail like the vanquished dreams.  



 

 
 
 
Suicide in Xian 
 

 
Silk scarf, 
A persimmon tree. 
Concubine Yang hanged 
Herself in beauty. 
I too want  
To die in beauty — 
A crane in flight 
Honoring those I love. 



 

 
 
 
A Cruise on the Grand Canal 

 

 
Poetry is beautiful. 
This is not a poem. 
On this page you find 
Smoke and soot, 
The sound of motors 
Churning the water, 
A child tethered 
To the deck, 
Barges hauling coal 
Stone grease spare parts. 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
This is not a poem. 
It is grit and grime 
Chugging and whistle blasts. 
It is not beautiful. 
Only the brief smiles 
Are beautiful. 
Black water is not beautiful, 
Purple limbs are not beautiful, 
Blue bilge is not beautiful. 
This is not a poem. 
 



 

 
 
 
Dining Out 

 

 
What do you expect? 
The best chefs fled long ago 
To Hong Kong 
To Taiwan 
To the Avenue of the Americas. 
We were trained in cadre schools 
Not culinary institutes. 
Look at the workers on the streets. 
What do you think they have to eat? 
Have you seen a dog? 
You have no right to complain. 
Welcome, our wealthy comrades. 
We hope today you enjoyed  
The #1 Friendship Store. 
A toast! 
Drink our firewater. 
To Sino-American friendship. 
 



 

 

 

 
Arriving, Where? 
 
 
They ride like charioteers 
Sweeping from desert to city, 
Small trophies of technology, 
The humble and the small 
Pedal the highways. 
Trucks fill with gasoline 
Windshields wiped clean of bugs. 
Blood and fur dent their fenders. 
How can we calculate the cost 
Of arriving,  
Where? 



 

 
 
 
Turning Over 
 
Neon signs 
Fried chicken 
Glass and marble buildings 
Bathroom telephones — 
This is capital(ist) Beijing. 
St. Chairman Mao 
Of perpetual change 
Lays under crystal, 
Unable to turn over.  
Behind his head 
T-shirts 
And cheap toys. 
The world moves 
On tawdry, it seems, 
Imitations of splendor, 
Recast shadows of soured dreams. 



 

 
 
 
Changes 

 

 
The sun hangs white  
And the sky is never visible — 
Not in Changchun or Shenyang, 
Not in Harbin or Wuxi — 
There is black instead of blue: 
Cooking smoke,  
Factory smoke, 
Cigarette smoke, 
Fumes from trucks, 
Buses, motorcycles. 
Everything is occluded 
And changing. 
Red yellows wide — 
I am facing west. 
Is it the sunset I see? 



 
 
 
All the Tea in China 
 
 
So many years I have savored tea, 
I want to find the richest reds,  
Sample the best jasmines, 
Buy some unknown greens 
To serve honored guests at home. 
Since I’ve arrived I’ve looked 
But there’s none in this store, 
None in that shop — 
Teapots, yes, 
The handmade pots of Yixing, 
The factorymade of elsewhere — 
But never tea for sale, 
Until miles from my hotel in Beijing 
I find a crowded place where shelves  
Are filled with tins of tea  
But nothing great or refined, 
Just the kitchen kind 
For family and common. 
The best is locked away 
Or put in caddies destined for ports abroad. 
 



 
 
 
Our Chinese Guide 
 
 
For three weeks 
She watches our behavior, 
Listens to our ceaseless chatter 
And explains her ways to us. 
Tonight for the first time 
She joins us at the dinner table 
As we say farewell to one another. 
Our American talk drifts 
To foreign trips we’ve taken before, 
To the cuisines of choice — 
Italian, says one, 
French leads another’s list 
And one remarks, 
“We like to eat Chinese.” 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Confusion crosses her round face 
As she puzzles the confession 
And our natural acceptance. 
She rolls the words quietly, 
Trying to understand: 
“Eat Chinese? Eat Chinese?” 
Until she bursts into laughter, 
“Eat Chinese. Now I get it!”  
Raising a glass of beer she says, 
“To better understanding.” 
Everyone agrees, but maybe 
She was right the first time. 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Across the Yellow 
Sea 

 



 

 
 
 
Japan 
 
A garden 
A well  
The autumn moon 
All this 
Even here 
Half a circle 
Away. 



 

 
 
 
Star 
 

 
Here 
I am 
A giant star — 
Music or movie — 
To girls in uniforms, 
Me on a path 
Between temples 
And wooden bells. 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
They giggle and bow, 
Motion to their notebooks, 
Give me pens  
To scrawl my name. 
They smile again 
They bow again. 
Later I eat alone 
Behind a black banner, 
Saying my famous name 
Over and over  
Between slurps of noodle soup. 



 
 
 
 
Ten, at the Temple 
 

 
1.  To be a steady flame 
 Burning in a still room. 
 
2. Held in the wind's hand 
 Grasses bend wordlessly. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3.  A flurry of hands — 
 Punctuations of eternity. 
 
4. When they dock the tongue 
 The eyes say everything. 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
5.  A cradle swings 
 And both are asleep. 

 
6.  In death 
 Noise is complete. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
7. Calm descends 
 By your heart's beat. 
 
8.  With companions 
 We go nowhere alone. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
9. The storm's center 
 Harbors nothing. 
 
10. Some things cannot be said 
 Others must always. 
  
 
 



 

 
 
 
Zen 

 

 
Simple 
Simply 
Simplicity. 
Mountain 
Garden 
Rock. 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
Kyoto, in Five Brush Strokes 
 

 
1. A brook 
 In Higashiyama woods — 
 Clearly a temple bell. 
 
2.  Today, tomorrow 
 I alone speak my native tongue. 
 Still tea steams at the table. 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3. Upon the floor they pray. 
 A bird, the dew — 
 With my body mine. 
 
4.  For me a museum, 
 An ancient curiosity — 
 A thousand golden Buddha temple. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
5. About elsewhere much longer poems. 
 Here: inflection and innuendo -— 
 Clear soup, a mat upon the floor. 
 



 

 
 
 
Dark Knowing 
 

 
Not paint 
But song 
Not eyes 
But voice 
Not film 
But tongue — 
Vibrating gestures 
Oracular rituals 
Not expressing 
But intimating 
Blind poetry. 



 

 
 
 
Hiroshima and I 
 

 
You and I, then, 
Are with both of one kind? 
 
A shadow upon the ground, 
A scar in a field of red zero. 
 
You and I, then, 
Were we betrothed when I was two? 
 
An accordion plays minute waltzes 
And for you temple bells run like water. 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
I've learned to dance in three-quarter time 
And you toll the carillon of broken August. 
 
Hiroshima, my lonely bride 
Of flaming summer. 
 
You and I, then, 
Do we share on secret? 
 
Pre-designed, the infant groom, 
I've learned to love my fate and you. 
 
My lonely bride 
Of burning summer. 
 



 

 

 

 
Firefall 
 

 
The earth is only this one. 
No one then will name this street 
Or remember what a tree once was,  
Rockrose, tears or sleep. 
Even eternity is no more 
After the first firefall. 
 



 

 

 

 
Loveless 
 

 
The scar of boundedness 
The unjust wound 
Of one arrow 
The sign of beginnings 
The bruise of finality 
The heart of gorgeous days 
Red the bleeding petal 
Loved between zero and eternity. 
 



 

 

 

 

Ikebana 
 
 
A petal 
A stem 
Three green leaves. 
It’s not the flower 
But the spaces of forever, 
The beat between two seconds,  
Just here,  
Just now. 
 



 

 

 

 

Geisha at the Inn 
 
Her kimono billows 
As she places a lacquered tray 
On the floor in front of me, 
Uncovers the bowel of miso soup, 
Then unrolls the futon.  
That night I think  
I dream of a red chamber, 
No longer a stranger 
Unable to talk to anyone. 

 

—



 

 

 

 
Flying from Tokyo 

 

 
Fuji floats 
A seamless  
White cloud 
Perfect 
Still. 
 



 

 

 

 
At Gold Mountain 



 
 
 
 
Lost Memory 
 
First I’m taken to a vault 
More glorious than Chairman Mao’s — 
Sun Yet-sen’s overlooking the city — 
Then to a neglected museum to see  
Nothing I can remember 
But pictures in black and white 
Which I see again in Iris Chang’s book 
When she speaks in my hometown to Chinese  
Americans who also remember nothing 
And sit disbelieving as she describes  
The scenes in expurgated form. 
The Japanese raped Nanjing.  
But no one wants to remember, 
No one is ready to forgive. 
 

 



 
 
 
 
Chinatown 

 
Who was this comrade Mott 
That he occupies a site 
So close to Confucius? 
I’ve not read of him before. 
Buddhist benevolent societies, 
Vegetables and fresh fish, 
Taipei banks,  
Glistening pigs, 
Tea that tastes of soil, 
Garlic and ginger, 
Dried seahorses in glass jars, 
Children who want to go to school — 
All this just like China,  
Even red Hong Kong. 
Mr. Mott, how far is your City Hall 
From the ramparts of the Great Wall? 
 



 

 

 

 

Hicks Flower Show 
 
 
Of all the gardens in the show 
This is the one I’m most drawn to, 
Where irises open in March 
By maples and small evergreen.  
I tap a metal bell with a cushioned mallet 
And return throughout the week 
For the grace of the composition, 
The transposition of here —  
The center of the Earth — 
To there — 
Aross the Yellow Sea. 

 



 

 

 

 
Stroll Garden 
 
 
Up the path 
From today 
I climb by moss  
And dark green grass 
To contemplate my solitude. 
Later — 
I descend 
On pebbles of white water.  
At the bottom 
Near a lantern 
I crouch at a basin 
To wash my hands. 
I hear a waterfall 
And see black stones 
Around a pond.  
Ah!   
The teahouse roof 
Under a weeping cherry tree. 
 
 



 

 

 

 

Brooklyn Botanical 
 
 
We stop 
Talking 
And  
Are lost 
For words. 
There, old friend — 
A motionless heron,  
A torii  reflected in a pond  
And cherry blossoms 
Falling 
Falling 
And 
Floating 
On water. 



 
 
 
 
Old Westbury Gardens 
 
Ancient Chinese cultivated oranges 
Not for taste but for the aroma 
Left on their fingertips, 
Oil released by the heat of palms. 
I sit at the top of the steps  
With nothing better to do than follow  
The brush of my thoughts — 
The sight of the last days of maple, 
Goldfish in the Lotus Pool 
Readying for winter as I do:  
Remembering wisteria and roses,  
You as young woman, 
My girl-daughter in a green dress, 
Her daughter pointing to waterlilies —  
The pleasure of winter not yet arrived — 
The pleasure of summer never gone. 



 

 

 

 

Teapots and Tea 
 
 
My life is ordered  
Around teapots and tea: 
A morning pot for black, 
An afternoon for green or oolong. 
On the first day of summer 
I take out two 
Appropriate for the season — 
Purple clay and one smaller. 
To celebrate autumn  
I use a pot the color 
Of fallen leaves  
The other an unexpected bargain 
Bought at an art museum. 
In winter I use sturdy pots, 
Presents brought back from Shanghai. 
Those for spring are the loveliest, 
Shapes and swirls to touch and feel. 
And there’s one more — 
For peach or jasmine or rose  — 
To use whenever I please, 
An act of disorderly inspiration. 
 
 



 

 

 
 
Tea in a Blue Cup 
 
 
Which to believe — 
The eyelids of a holy man 
Falling to earth and sprouting, 
Or a leaf silently descending 
Into an emperor’s cup? 
I consider this question 
Sipping  
One day  
Spring Jade, 
Another  
Precious Dew. 
I pour the queen of camellias, 
Look out my west window 
At the rustling bamboo, 
Breathe in steam  
From a blue cup, 
Drink slowly  
This  
Exotic brew, 
This  
Wine of the poor. 



 

 

 

 

An Imitation of Ancient Songs 
 
 
Every word I write is borrowed, 
Taken from the flowing pen of poets — 
Tu Fu’s loud tragic music, 
Buson’s chrysanthemums so happy, so precious — 
An imitation of ancient songs, 
An original reconstruction 
Like clay soldiers in the Xian museum 
Or the Kyoto temple razed and built again 
Just as we, wife in four decades, 
Are made over and over, 
Always ourselves and always  
What others have made of us,  
What we have made from each other. 
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