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5 Gu Cheng: “Everything Bulin Wailed Was a
Slogan”

5.1 Introduction

Gu Cheng was born in Beijing in 1956. Both his parents were involved in literature.
He became a man of letters too, being one of the most important poets of his time,
but also a controversial figure. Debates surrounding him are still hot today. Even
though he died in at the age of twenty-seven, he was very productive, with some
poems still being cited frequently and some, in my view, being underestimated or
unjustly going unnoticed.

Among the Obscure poets, he was the youngest and the least formally educated,
as he dropped out of school at age thirteen already; he also stood out for his
fascinating poetic accomplishments. Together with other Obscure poets, Gu Cheng
offers a symbolic, more or less apolitical and highly individualistic literary vision
to readers, who were accustomed to the explicit, political and didactic literary
paradigm according to the doctrines set down by Mao Zedong since 1942 and borne
out in Political Lyricism. In 1979, one of Gu Cheng’s most famous poems, «A
Generationy, simple and short, became popular. It is considered a declaration of the
younger generation who grew up in the Cultural Revolution, showing the steady
and optimistic attitude of the youth, and their wariness of the ideology the
authorities try to impose upon them. In Joseph R. Allen’s translation:3!!

Even with these dark eyes, a gift of the dark night WL T R EANIIRE
I go to seek the shining light RINHE TR FHIEH

Besides the shared identity with other Obscure poets, Gu Cheng is characterized
as a “fairytale poet” (Ei%1F N), a description first used by Shu Ting.3'? The title

311 Gu Cheng 2005b: 3
312 See the preface to Gu Cheng & Shu Ting 1982.
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5.1 Introduction

“fairytale poet” recurs in later commentaries by scholars and editors and has several
meanings. It refers to the persona of an innocent child, and the frequent image of a
lonely child wandering in a fairy land away from reality in Gu Cheng’s poetry, «I
Am an Obstinate Child» (FoA2&—MEMERI#F) and «Curriculum Vitae» (fi)[17)

being two famous examples.’!* In «Curriculum Vitae», he writes:*!*

I’m a sorrowful child BRe—NEENET,
Never grown up IRAEAH KR

The title “fairytale poet” also applies to his personality in the eyes of his
acquaintances, portraying a child-like person who requires the care of others and
who dwells in his own illusions, incompatible with the common knowledge of the
earthly world.*!> But there may be a further reason for calling him “fairytale poet”,
which has received less attention. Gu Cheng published quite a few fairytales in the
form of poetry, which is unique among the Obscure poets.

However, as noticed by some scholars, the epithet does not always fit Gu Cheng.
Huang Yibing points out that the persona of an innocent child as presented in his
early poems is replaced by a complicated ghost-like alien in his later poems.’'® As
I will show in this chapter, it is one-sided to refer to Gu Cheng as “fairytale poet”,
as this overshadows the complexity of his personality and poetry.

Other than being widely known as a fairytale poet, Gu Cheng is also known as a
murderer. He shocked the public by killing his wife Xie Ye (i }#) and subsequently
committing suicide on Oct. 8" 1993, leaving their five-year-old son Samuel behind.
The tragedy happened on Waiheke Island in New Zealand, where Gu Cheng and his
wife had relocated in 1988. There was no witness to this tragedy. Gu Cheng’s elder
sister Gu Xiang (Jiil £ ) was the only one who saw the couple in their last minutes.
According to her memoir, she did not witness the crime, but Gu Cheng said to her:
“I am going to die, don’t stop me” (FILLE L L, 7/423K), and “I have hurt Xie Ye”

313 Wu Sijing & Li Jianhua 1984, Yeh 1991a, Zhang Jiechong 1999, Patton 1999 & 2001.

314 Gu Cheng 1995: 238

315 Wu Sijing & Li Jianhua 1984, Wang Yansheng 1995, Goran Malmqvist 1999 (preface to Li Xia
1999), Galik 2001, Yang Ke 2007.

316 Kubin 1999, Huang Yibing 2007
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Gu Cheng: “Everything Bulin Wailed Was a Slogan”

(FRIAT LA 4T ). Shocked after hearing these words, she rushed out and then
found out Xie Ye was lying on the ground seriously hurt, with an axe lying close
by. Gu Cheng hanged himself from a tree after he had spoken to Gu Xiang. Xie Ye
was taken to hospital by a helicopter ambulance but she could not be saved.*!’

Fictional details were added in by the media. Anecdotes were dug out to explain
the tragedy. Anecdotes appeared such as Gu Cheng suffering from brain damage
since early life, Gu Cheng’s mother-in-law suspecting that he suffered from mental
illness, Gu Cheng killing his wife and his son in fear that his son would take away
his wife’s love for him, Gu Cheng killing hundreds of chickens not long before
killing his wife, et cetera.’!® Furthermore Gu Cheng’s script of the novel Ying er
(3£ )1), written in a first-person narrative, which was published after his death, has
been treated as his autobiography and used to explain the mysterious killing. 3"
With the novel as a reference, Gu Cheng has been pictured as a person hoping to be
the prince of the “Kingdom of Daughters” (% JLIE]), surrounded by women in a
pleasure garden isolated from the world. (The “Kingdom of Daughters” is a fictional
setting in Cao Xueqin’s ¥ % /7 Dream of the Red Chamber (. #%) and Wu
Cheng’en’s 7K. Journey to the West (Fii1t)), two of the so-called Four Great
Classical Novels of Chinese literature). But his lover Ying’er, who is equated with
the character Li Ying in Ying'er is said to have left Gu Cheng abruptly not long
before the tragedy occurred. Xie Ye, who is equated with Lei in the novel, is said to
have asked for a divorce with Gu Cheng. And, so the story goes, when his “Kingdom
of Daughters” collapsed, Gu Cheng launched a disastrous revenge.*** Not only the
biographical anecdotes and Gu Cheng’s novels, but also his poems are linked with
death. His poems relating to the theme of death (indeed, there are many) have been
cited to interpret what many see as his death complex.3?!

The tragedy became part of a significant phenomenon in China often referred to
as “the death of the poet”, with Haizi (57, 1964-1989) being a precursor (he

317 Gu Xiang 1994: 96-119

318 Mai Tong & Xiaomin 1994, Xiao Xialin 1994, Jiang Xi & Wan Xiang 1995
319 Gu Cheng 1993a

320 Wen Xin 1994.

321 Gu Cheng and Xie Ye 1993b.
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5.1 Introduction

committed suicide in 1989), followed by Luo Yihe (3% —K, 1961-1989), Ge Mai
(X7, 1967-1989) and many others in subsequent years and decades. In Gu Cheng’s
case, a crime and a suicide color his poems in that it would have been hard for many
of his readers to block out the tragedy on Waiheke Island.>?

Gu Cheng was a truly accomplished and controversial poet, and there are many
perspectives from which to approach his poetry and poetics. In this chapter, I will
shed light on his personality and poetry by taking a close look at his school
education and family education, which have not been adequately studied to date. I
argue that although he did not receive full school education, he benefited from
family education, learning how to write poetry from his father Gu Gong, an
establishment poet in the People’s Liberation Army. Not unlike Bei Dao’s situation,
Gu Cheng’s later revolt against Political Lyricism arguably was a result of his deep
familiarity with it. In Gucheng’s poetry, he clearly shows his resistance and
suspicion towards politics. Even though he went to school for only a short period,
he also reflected on his school education now and then in his poetry.

Gu Cheng’s poetry and poetics are well-documented in Chinese. Now that his
oeuvre has been published, the complexity of Gu Cheng’s works, which has not
been fully revealed by previous scholarship, has become noticeable. There are two
editions of his poetic oeuvre, the earlier edited by his father Gu Gong, and the latest
and the most comprehensive up to now edited by his sister Gu Xiang.** The latter
one includes nearly 2,000 poems, including brief lyrics as well as traditional and
modern poems (including Political Lyricism and fable-like political allegories). In
this edition, Gu Xiang has attached notes on some specific poems.

A four-volume collection of Gu Cheng’s essays, lectures and interviews have
been edited by Jiang Xiaomin (YLH¢%Y) and Gu Xiang. Jiang Xiaomin also runs a
website called “Gu Cheng’s City” (J#i3s 2 3, the name of the website puns on the
fact that the Cheng in Gu Cheng means “city” or “city wall”), posting articles
written by and related to Gu Cheng.**

322 Yeh 1995, van Crevel 2008: ch 3.
323 Gu Cheng 1995 & 2010.
324 http://www.gucheng net/index.htm.
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Gu Cheng: “Everything Bulin Wailed Was a Slogan”

Three English collections of Gu Cheng’s works have been published up to now.
The first collection was jointly translated by Sean Golden and Chu Chiyu, the latter
two translated respectively by Joseph R. Allen and Aaron Crippen.*?® Furthermore,
an edited volume in English including reviews, memoirs and essays on Gu Cheng
has been compiled by Li Xia.??¢

5.2 School Education

From Gu Cheng’s memoir, fiction and poetry, it is clear that Gu Cheng’s school
education was quite short and intermittent. Gu Cheng changed primary schools three
times from 1963 to 1966, was forced to drop out because of the outbreak of the
Cultural Revolution in August 1966 and resumed his irregular schooling one year
after, in Oct 1967. His schooling ended when his whole family was rusticated to a
remote village in Shandong Province in 1969.3?

While Gu Cheng made great efforts to get himself accustomed to the school
system, he still suffered from anxiety because of frequent sickness, difficulties in
communicating with teachers and fellow students, and failing most of his subjects.
He felt relieved when reading the Chinese translation of Jean-Henri Fabre’s Book
of Insects (E2HIE, [Souvenirs entomologiques]) and dwelling in nature “talking”
to the insects. As Yeh and McDougall have remarked, nature imagery in Obscure
poetry serves as a way to show rejection of the adult’s world (politics, money) and
to reinterpret Chinese tranditonal culture. As McDougall puts it when interpreting
Bei Dao’s poems, “nature offers a refuge for the oppressed and the weary.”** To
add a new dimension to Yeh and McDougall’s argument, I would surmise that Gu
Cheng’s affinity with nature also originated from his anxiety and his frustration of
being not recognized by others during school days. It significantly relates to his
personal health status and his introvert personality, which made him special among
kids studying in schools affiliated with the People’s Liberation Army General

Political Department and living in an army compound.

325 Gu Cheng 1990 & 2005b & 2005¢
326 Li Xia (ed). 1999

327 Gu Cheng 2005a: 3-28, 166-171
328 Yeh 1991a, McDougall 1985

122



5.2 School Education

5.2.1 Sickness and Anxiety

Gu Cheng’s parents worked in different work units, and lived separately in two
living compounds. Therefore, he attended boarding schools (for kindergarten and
primary level) which were affiliated with the People’s Liberation Army General
Political Department, and lived with one of his parents in the weekend.?? In 1963,
he lived with his mother, when he started his first year in a suburban primary school
in Beijing. When his mother was sent to Shanxi Province for the Four Clean-Ups
Movement, which is also known as the Socialist Education Movement (1963-1966),
he moved to live with his father, and in second grade was transferred to an urban
primary school near his father’s working unit.**°

Gu Cheng was frequently ill. This situation changed a bit after his

31 He mentioned several times in various interviews that, since he

tonsillectomy.
was five years old he had been afraid of death. When he got sick and stayed in his
dormitory or his own house alone, according to his recollections, he noticed that the
surroundings were white, a color traditionally associated with mourning in Chinese
culture. What occupied his mind at that moment was that life was short and that
everybody would certainly die. He felt helpless since he could not stop time
flying.3%

In his memoir, Gu Cheng mentioned his mother’s company during his sickness
became his happiest time. However, since his parents were busy with work, he had
to face illness and his fear of death alone most of the time. It was Fabre’s book on
insects that helped him come to understand that human life, just like insects, finally
and inevitably ends in death; and that even though death is inevitable, every insect
still strives to live.3*

329 Gu Cheng 2006a: 5-9, Gu Cheng 2006b: 84
330 Gu Cheng 2005a: 21

31 Gu Cheng 2005a: 21

332 Gu Cheng 2005a: 35

333 Gu Cheng 2006b: 22, Gu Cheng 2005a: 35-36
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Gu Cheng: “Everything Bulin Wailed Was a Slogan”

5.2.2 Isolation from Others

Gu Cheng had difficulty in being understood by others. Isolation and loneliness are
prevalent in his memoir of school days. He would call himself “the little mute boy”,
searching for his own voice, as in Lorca’s poem.**

Before attending primary school, as Gu Cheng says, he needed his sister to
“translate” for him when he desperately tried to express himself. He experienced
similar difficulty when he was a primary school student. He was once so excited
that he recited a poem in front of his classmates, but all of them laughed at him for
his uncontrollable and unreasonable over-excitement. Gu Cheng described it as a
traumatic experience, and became quite silent since then.**

Notably, Gu Cheng appeared disinclined to spend time with boys at this early
age. He was inclined to play with girls instead. He would have liked to join his sister
and other girls in playing games. But these girls reminded Gu Cheng that he was a
boy and ran away from him, which made him felt treated unfairly. He wrote to his
mother about this, pouring out his grievance. *®* Gu Cheng was extremely
uncomfortable of the snappish male students among his classmates. He cried when
he felt that he was wrongly treated, because while he sat quietly in class and the
other naughty boys disobeyed rules, the teacher asked all the boys to leave the
classroom.**” He felt scared when he realized he was a boy and that he would be
become a man around the age of fourteen, because he considered males to be ugly
and dumb.>*8

Based on Gu Cheng’s recollections, it is not hard to imagine his loneliness among
a group of children living in military compounds (#5F\ 57) before and during the
Cultural Revolution, who have been well known for their machismo. As clearly
stated by Mi Hedu CK#3#T), the ties between the CCP and military have always
been close. Children living in compounds, and in military compounds especially,
put collectivisim first.>*

334 Gu Cheng 2005a: 192, Lorca 2005 :55

335 Gu Cheng 2005a: 11

336 Gu Cheng 2007: 311

337 Gu Cheng 2007: 86

338 Gu Cheng 2006b: 61, Gu Cheng 2007: 179
339 Mi Hedu 2016
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5.2 School Education

Under such a circumstance, when reading Fabre’s insect stories, Gu found the
story of the cicadas fascinating. The cicadas, as Gu recounts the story, write their
songs under the dark soil. They expect that one day they can sing on the trees.
However, the cicadas are deaf and cannot hear what they sing.’*® Although he does
not make it explicit, the cicadas story, which he often refers to, can easily be seen
to reveal a wish to be heard by others.

5.2.3 Failing Subjects

Gu Cheng was bad at nearly all subjects. He knew that if he continued to study
in the fourth grade, he would be detained for failing.>*' He could not follow the
teacher in mathematics, it became a big challenge to him hand in his homework.?**
He even caught a fever when he needed to take exams.>*

He also performed badly in the subject of Chinese language and literature,
especially in dictation quizzes. Usually he could remember only one part of the
Chinese character, but forgot the rest.>** While he was away from school, as he
stated, he taught himself by reading the two volumes of Sea of Words (%£if¥), one
of the large Chinese dictionaries.’ He checked this dictionary to study entries
related to insects, in which he was interested.>* It is not clear what the effect was
of this kind of self-study. It was said that later, Xie Ye took care of proofreading Gu
Cheng’s poems, since Gu Cheng made mistakes when using Chinese characters.**’

Gu Cheng tried hard in school before 1966 but he refused political-oriented
lessons after 1966. When the Cultural Revolution broke out in the summer of 1966,
he was about to start in the fourth grade, but schools stopped operating and only
resumed at irregular intervals from October 1967. The facilities in the classrooms
were badly damaged and fights among his classmates broke out at times. The

340 Gu Cheng 2006b: 22
341 Gu Cheng 2006a: 275
342 Gu Cheng 2006a: 23
343 Gu Cheng 2006b: 32
344 Gu Cheng 2006b: 56
345 Gu Cheng 2006b: 107
346 Gu Cheng 2006b: 107
347 Kubin1999: 21
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Gu Cheng: “Everything Bulin Wailed Was a Slogan”

lessons changed to be intensively politically oriented. He showed his resistance to
these changes in school by escaping to wander in nature.**®

In all, we can see that Gu Cheng felt inferior because of his bad performance in
school. Nevertheless, he tried to comfort himself through finding reasons for his bad
performances. In his fictional story called «Stigmatized Youth» (% %5 4:), the
protagonist imagines he is sitting relaxed in the classroom, with neither his
classmates who once bullied him, nor the teachers who graded his assignments. A
common view would have it that a bad student is a failure, a “loser”, and should be
excluded from school. But Gu Cheng calls for his readers to consider the possibility
that this loser may see different things from those taught at school, and have the
ability to explore a unique and unprecedented way of living.>*

5.3 Family Education

Little is known about Gu Cheng’s mother, Hu Huiling, but she is known to have
been an editor, script writer and film critic.’*® As with other Obscure Poets in their
childhood, Gu Cheng was also separated from his mother and cherished every
moment they were together. Since Gu Cheng studied in boarding schools, he was
separated from his mother during weekdays. The happiest times for him were the
days when he got sick, since his mother would stay with him and tell fairytales.?'
Gu Cheng’s father Gu Gong was an establishment poet in the People’s Liberation

332 His works include poetry, novels, reports and film scripts, which function

Army.
as a part of the government-sanctioned grand historical narrative. His poetry fits
within Political Lyricism. As Gu Gong’s autobiography shows, he once held hopes
of being a movie star, when he joined a troupe in Shanghai. Unexpectedly, the
troupe turned out to be an underground branch of the Communist Party. Thus he

was introduced to the Communist Party and became an establishment poet.>3

348 Gu Cheng 2006a: 24

34 Gu Cheng 2007: 18-19, 44

330 1i Xia (ed) 1999: 405.

351 Gu Cheng 2005a: 5-6

352 Gu Gong 1989 and Gu Cheng 2005: 83
353 Gu Gong 1989.
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5.3 Family Education

The father’s influence on the son is clear from several types of evidences: the
son’s statements, observations by their acquaintances, and most importantly, the
similarities in some of their works. All this can be seen in Gu Cheng’s Political
Lyricism, traditional Chinese poems and allegories, which constitute a large part of
his oeuvre and have previously been ignored in scholarship.

In Gu Cheng’s statements, he confirms the influence of his father. He holds that
since his father was a poet, he himself was keen on poetry and would choose to be
a poet in the end. He read nearly all of his father’s poems and was impressed with
his father’s usage of words. Furthermore, he is touched by the optimistic attitude
present in his father’s poems, especially when they underwent the difficult period
of being rusticated to a remote village.*>*

According to Professor Wu Sijing, one of their acquaintances, there is a teacher-
student relationship between father and son. Prof. Wu mentioned that he became
aware of the influence of the father on the son from another celebrated Obscure poet,
Jiang He, and Prof. Wu finds this convincing. Prof. Wu paraphrases what Jiang He
said as follows: the father was very strict with the son. The father would randomly
pick an entry in a dictionary, and ask his son to compose a poem with it. Prof. Wu
compares this way of training with the one mentioned in Li Yi’s (Z={T) Autumn
Star Pavilion Remarks on Poetry (K2 [#| ¢ 1), which indicates that since practice
makes perfect, it is necessary for beginners to compose a poem each day.*>

When the Cultural Revolution broke out, Gu Cheng became a swineherd in a
remote countryside, instead of being a Red Guard and Rusticated Youth as other
Obscure poets were. There, especially from 1969 onward, he had abundant time and
ample opportunity to learn creative writing from his father, as this was also the only
choice he had in the circumstances. In 1974, Gu Cheng and his family returned to
Beijing.

When Gu Cheng and his family arrived in the village for the first time, they were
surprised at its poverty. As stated by Gu Cheng, in Crippen’s translation:>3

354 Gu Cheng’s interview with Suizi, see Gu Cheng 2005a
355 Personal correspondence, 13 August 2014,
356 Gu Cheng 2005¢:153
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Gu Cheng: “Everything Bulin Wailed Was a Slogan”

“Our first night in the countryside was miserable: things scattered in
the courtyard, on the road; the whole family stretched out on a mud-brick
bed; everything completely still, black. It seemed like the world would
never come back into being. We started learning to consider the earliest
world invented by humanity — water, fire, light...”

It was in these circumstances that Gu Cheng learnt to recite his father’s poems
and imitated the Political Lyricism that his father was so well versed in. They
composed traditional Chinese poems in pairs, which feature regular meter and fixed
line length. Furthermore, Gu Cheng wrote a series of Political Lyricist poems, such
as «Setting Off» (FL20), «Farewell» (%5 7) and «Suzhou» (F5/1), and dedicated
them to his father.*”’

Gu Cheng’s writing of allegories was also influenced by his father. Gu Gong
published quite a few fairytales (mixed with fables and allegories) in magazines
such as Children Literature ()L 353 %) in the 1980s and a collection of these stories
in 2005.3°® In Gu Cheng’s recollection, his father was good at telling stories filled
with plot twists, but these stories lacked poetic meaning.>*° Hu Huiling recounts that
Gu Cheng and his sister Gu Xiang were attracted to their father’s fairytales in their
childhood. The father would improvise dramatic stories, with characters including
his two children as well as fairies and animals. He would speak in a vivid tone and
sing along with the storyline. In his stories, the moral was embodied in the plot, the
triumph of good over evil generally being a moral lesson.>*

We see a teacher-student relation between the father and the son in the 1960s and
1970s, and Gu Cheng’s respect for his teacher/father. Later, however, tensions
between the father and the son become visble.

In the 1980s, the father publicly criticized his son’s work, but also defended his
son against criticism by others, in the context of the aforesaid controversy over
Obscure poetry. In his essay “Two Generations” (#4X \) published in 1980, Gu

Gong states that some of Gu Cheng’s poems presented a puzzle to him, the gloomy

357 Gu Cheng 2005a: 118-124

358 Gu Gong 1985, Gu Gong 2005.
3% Gu Cheng 2005a: 88

360 Hu Huilin 1990.
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5.3 Family Education

nature of these poems being the main reason. He points out that he had to try hard
to understand his son’s negative thoughts towards his socialist country and the
future. And he took it as his responsibility to guide his son back toward the right
direction.*®! But in his response to criticism of Gu Cheng’s poetry made by critic
Gong Liu in 1982, Gu Gong supported his son by adjusting his previous point. He
claimed that his son’s negative thoughts were quite general among the younger
generation, based on the feedback his son received from his peers. He also admitted
that he was inspired by reading his son’s works, and would like to write poetry
together with his son.>¢?

In his interview with Suizi Zhang—Kubin in 1992, Gu Cheng states three
differences between his father and himself. First, his father is an optimist and a
believer in progress. He would record happy things and forget about all the
unhappiness. Gu Cheng considers himself opposite to his father in this. Secondly,
his father writes with society and the masses in mind, while Gu Cheng prefers to
write to explore the complexity of “self”. Thirdly, his father takes it as an honor to
be a poet, but Gu Cheng doubts this.>*3 All in all, that Gu Cheng doubted elements
which are essential to Political Lyricism.

Little is known as how father and the son settled these disagreements or if they
ever tried to begin with. However, Wolfgang Kubin, one of Gu Cheng’s translators
and a close friend, suggests that Gu Cheng was subject to censorship by his father.
His father made “major editorial changes to the texts”. Gu Cheng had issues with

364

this and teased his father on some occasions.”** But Kubin does not provide detailed

examples to elaborate this point.

5.4 Poetic Identity: Mixed Styles

From his 2010 anthology, it appears that Gu Cheng mostly composed Political
Lyricism from 1971 to 1982, traditional Chinese poetry from 1969 to 1987, and
allegories from 1971 to 1984. I consider the years 1971 and 1979 to be two

361 Gu Gong 1980.
362 Gu Gong 1982
363 Gu Cheng 2005a: 118 — 124.
364 Kubin1999: 21.

129



Gu Cheng: “Everything Bulin Wailed Was a Slogan”

milestones in Gu Cheng’s trajectory of becoming an accomplished poet. Further to
the discussion of family education Gu Cheng received, I note that in 1971, Gu
Cheng as an apprentice under the instruction of his father/teacher, composed
different styles of poems. In this year, Gu Cheng composed his first Political
Lyricist poem, «Boundless Spring» (JGFR7% K). Immature as it is, we can still
observe that it is written as a folk song and ends with a joyful and hopeful attitude
towards life and the future.

Gu Cheng also composed «Nameless Flowers» (JC 4 1/NE) in 1971, and
published it in a small newspaper five years later. This is considered the debut of
Gu Cheng as an Obscure poet. In «Nameless Flowers», he creatively uses the
metaphor of comparing wild flowers to his own poems that haven’t reached the
public. The tone is sentimental. A similar style can be found in poems such as
«Illusions and Dreams» (2J#8 5 %) and «Windmill» (X.%*), which emphasize his
endless disappointment in being rusticated to and trapped in the remote countryside.

Gu Cheng also composed his first allegory, «Crazy Piratesy (JAIERIHFI), in
1971. In this poem, several pirates sail their boat in an illusion of holding swords to
make time stop, poking holes in the sky, and putting their flag in every corner of the
world. However, they also destroy their boat with the swords. At the end, the boat
sinks while the pirates are celebrating their imaginary victory. In my reading, the
poem mocks the crazy behavior of the Red Guards.

Starting from 1979, his writing clearly matures, and he begins to form his own
style and widen the distance beween himself and his father. In 1979, he wrote the
famous, epigraphic «A Generation», discussed above. He also wrote «Ending» (45
3), which was criticized by his father in the aforementioned essay in 1980. My
reading of Gu Cheng’s other poems composing after 1979 will follow soon.

Gu Cheng composed traditional Chinese poems every year from 1969 to 1987
except for 1971. Most of these traditional Chinese poems are set in the background
of Chinese historical events; protagonists include such as the archetypal statesman-
poet Qu Yuan (i Jil) and political leaders such as Deng Xiaoping (X$/N*F*) and
Zhou Enlai (J# EK).
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5.4.1 The Transformation of Political Lyricism

Unlike his father, who was a steady advocate of Political Lyricism, Gu Cheng
gradually went against Political Lyricism. While still borrowing elements of
Political Lyricism, he clearly showed his resistance to and suspicion of politics.

The poem suite «Forever Parted: Graveyard» (7Kl 7, ZZ3) written in 1982,
is an indication of Gu Cheng’s transformation of Political Lyricism. He still refers
to the metaphors traditionally used in Political Lyricism, but uses them with
negative connotations. Here I cite the fourth and the fifth poems from this suite for
discussion.

The first to third poems depict the poet arriving at the graveyard and his intimate
connection with the Red Guards buried in the graveyard. From the fourth poem
onward, the poet employs a different narrative than the orthodox one. In his
narrative, the Red Guards were cultivated to hate instead of love, a cynical
turnaround of what was supposed to be a political movement with an idealistic
appeal. They never questioned the sun, which, as noted, was a conventional
metaphor for Mao Zedong during the Cultural Revolution. In Tony Barnstone’s
translation:*%

You lived among the peaks. PRATIAE e LUy A
You lived behind walls. TERE A NG

Every day you went the way you should go, BRI
Away from the sea you’d never seen. B W i
You never knew love, PRAIANFTE %2
Never dreamed of another continent, A8 7 — o KB
Only HEniE

In a fog TEGIER Y %

saw evils afloat;
Down the middle of every desk,

PR
S PP

Ran #AH—I1E

The “battle line” of the chess game in chalk. 1 5 ) H 1R S
And then, T2

One fine morning fE— KRR

365 Barnstone (ed). 1993: 76-82
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With a handful of dry leaves
The bronze buttons on your leather coat
And you polished bright departed.

Everybody knew

It was the Sun

Who led you,

To the tune of a marching song,

Off to Paradise.

Later, halfway

There you tired,

Tripped over a bed

Whose frame was inlaid with stars and bullet holes
It had seemed to you a game, a game to play
A game where you could always start all over.

PRATTATRE IR
BT
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In the next, fifth poem in the suite, the poet questions the way in which Deng

on it.

Don’t question the sun.

It wouldn’t take responsibility for yesterday
Yesterday belongs to

Another star,

The sun has burned away in the fearsome fire of hope

Today’s shrine

holds carefully selected potted plants
and perfect silence,

Solemn and quiet

Like an iceberg afloat on a warm current.

When will the raucous bazaar,

Together with the repaired swiveling chair
Start to move again

Carrying the dancing and

The silent young,

Carrying the toothless infants and the toothless old.

Maybe there are always a few lives
Destined to be
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Shed by the world. HARLE
Like the white cranes AR E U
Feathers found every day at the camp site. KEBIEE P T

Tangerine, and pale green,

WELLH, R

Sweet and bitter H AR

The lights are on 1T, 5271

In the fog-soaked dusk TEM S Ko B
Time heals SRR T AL
Let’s go home. [] 25

And write out another copy of life. EE B

I haven’t forgotten b=

I’1l walk carefully past the graves. ANIWS: ik S e N =Sl
The empty eggshell of the moon TEFBLMA R
will wait there BRI B
For the birds that have left to return HEERLN STk

After the Cultural Revolution, starting with the Deng Xiaping era, the stories of
the Red Guards and the Rusticated Youths were mostly covered up and forgotten.
The government’s role in launching the Cultural Revolution was whitewashed. The
mistakes were blamed on the Gang of Four rather than on Mao Zedong. The poet
doubts the blindly optimistic attitude held by the common people under Deng’s
regime. This may well have resulted in, or minimally contributed to, his rejection

of Political Lyricism.

5.4.2 Political Allegory

Gu Cheng composed a series of political allegories, which is unique among the
Obscure poets. This writing addresses the hypocrisy of politics, with powerholders
such as kings and gods as protagonists that are portrayed in funny, original ways,
subverting the notion of eulogy for political leaders that is so central to Political

Lyricism.

5.4.2.1 Personification
Like most of the other political allegories, Gu Cheng likes to personalize animals.
In the suite Bulin (4 #&), Gu Cheng shows his sarcastic attitude towards
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bureaucracy by personalized animals and a character that is uncompatible with the
school system or work unit system. Politics to him is a frivolous and playful game.
In Allen’s translation:3¢

When Bulin was born A RAE T e st

The spiders were holding a conference Ik T AE TP 4=

A dangerous party. In mid-air MR RIS, Efa
The songs sounded awful. SR M AN

Bulin wailed MRS T

And everything he wailed was a slogan. Ly AnE=

Blast it! Hymns were never that loud... L L BRSBTS A T
And then he smiled BEMNET

A smile just the right size, EAENAE R~

Really just like a president running for re-election
So mama horse thought he was fully grown
In one stride he stepped out of his cradle

B—NHIEWREIELAS
TR, BSIRKRT
fb—1a Dt T R

Took a sheepskin H—kFF¥RK

For a briefcase BT A3t

Wrapped up a pile of B g —KHE
Highly confidential nappies 151 E L ) PR AT

And began to work in the Ministry (LBIRCESINE S NI o
No parties TEHSHL

There CINVEER T

The ministerial Striking Committee HMKBET RS
Was holding elections IEFERHT RS
Cigarette papers crowded with names TER MU 554 7
They were packed tight, they all made faces BT, A R
Now Bulin arrived XA ARR T

He stepped right out of the stable and into the M EHE S KT

conference hall,
As solemn as a slab of black marble.
He stood still, pointing one finger
A brass bugle encircled his finger,
He said: BREAD
Crow. Crow. All the crows fell on the table
“Yes, indeed,

366 Gu Cheng 2005b: 36-37
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5.4 Poetic Identity: Mixed Styles

Bread is essential to the pride of our race. X A B £ B I i
Essential, do you understand? WAL, BHE T

No eggs added. Long live bread! RS, MEHS!
Down with dirty cake-making plots!” FTE— VBRI B >
Everyone and every leaf BT BN T -
Applauded. HaE T

They played recordings off in the distance N T sk S

To bring thins to a pitch FEREIZE () 73BT T S &
Some sort of smile was drawn in ink ESEE AL

On the snout of every esteemed pig. AN EEE T —ME

This poem recalls Bei Dao’s poetry about a child bearing lofty ambitions, as
discussed in chapter four. As Bei Dao writes, “Long live...! I shouted only once,
damn it / Then sprouted a beard.” Gu Cheng’s poem also indicates that as long as
you shout a slogan and learn to applaud and smile at the right time, you will be
considered qualified for taking part in politics. And when attending meetings, what
Bulin - who is still wearing nappies - needs to do is make a speech to a group of
serious adults and repeat slogans. “Long live bread” is of course a reference to
slogans such as “long live Chairman Mao”. “Down with dirty cake making plots”
similarly transforms slogans such as “down with the imperialist comspiracies” (]
15117 [ 32 SRR 3E).

Animals and human beings are equally positioned. Bulin is born in a stable and
grows up in the care of a horse. In the conference, crows, pigs, tree leaves, and
humans applaud Bulin’s speech. In the last two lines, the Chinese nominal quantifier
used before the pigs is fiZ, which is normally used to designate human beings
exclusively. Personification makes the poem multidimensional: politics is

ubiquitous, and human beings lack rationality.

5.4.2.2 Homonyms

Gu Cheng likes to exchange single characters with other, homophone Chinese
characters in his interviews, such as A Ejﬁ% i (the Great Hall of the People) and
NRKRIR (the People’s Mixed Soup), #iit 2 i (crafty) and %1t 2 ¥ (full of
ghost-like ideas). In his poem «President Excellence’s Military Accomplishmentsy
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(A2 4e i), we can also see how homonyms plays a role in making a piece of

allegory outstanding:*%’

136

First: Robbery —. 5]

President Excellence excellence excellence RARKREG
Ordered: Attack P B
Therefore the smoke billowed FIRIRMHEE

A large team of horses, artillery KEBA, Hls

Fire flashed on the cigarettes KIGHEN A EINF)
Tableware targeted the cakes B AAE BRE b e i
Fighting happened in the baskets PSR B LT
The old hen flew into the bushes EASYERWNIPN

Then: “Report”

A soldier was caught

Just a soldier, who was going
To sell onions in the market
Stand at attention! A soldier

B “lE”
FAE—N M
N, IEEE
£ SRR
SEIE!D —ANNER

Second: Triumph —. 1

The army of Excellence Imperial A E KRS
Caught a soldier ET A
What sort of news was this B

It is a must to modify, to clarify WABH, G
President Excellence put the teeth of the wild boar PSS Lo
On the shoulders of the soldier ﬁj(?’j? INEEJE b

“Stand at attention!” stopping eating cakes
Command 0.06 was issued
“Special promotion for

{5 1E0Z 5
7yit|jé>)5A/ T
“UREHETH

You, a soldier, to be i N, A
Colonial General B B HbK ZE
Morning Glory Park Leader AR E G40
Rakes-shop Shareholder FUFE ) I 2R

My worst enemy e INIITIPN
Third: Celebration =W

So, the next day TR, R
Cloudless VLY W

367 Gu Cheng 2010: 178
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Stood under Arc de Triomphe were JUiEl ] Rk

Guests of various countries, all reaching out S E=HRE, #HLTF
To the cold drinks A AR B

“Here they come! Music” R —FER
Drums were pounding, brown BEAL, FREH
Dogs were flying the kites AN EE PR

An extra in red was wrapped with the onion ARENRSPINTE Sy
The new national anthem began to broadcast B E TG BRI
“Glory, empire, military “He. HE. FEAN
Our president is mighty AV BG TR
Capture, enemy, general . AN BE
Or marshal, or commander s eI, B F A

In Chinese, the four characters 7% (excellence), 4] (robbery), # (triumph), and
i (celebration) are homonyms. Gu Cheng uses the first character as the name of the
protagonist, and other three as sub-titles of each part.

The first part of the poem presents a violent contrast: President Excellence orders
a large-scale attack, but only catches a single soldier. Lines 5-8 and 12 indicate the
attack is not on the battlefield, thus disturbing the life of the common people. The
second part also presents a contrast: on the surface, president Excellence
successfully positioned the attack as a triumph by granting ridiculous official titles
to the soldier, but it is obvious that one can hardly call it a real triumph. The third
part further mocks the hypocrisy in politics. In the celebration, the guests show no
interest in the triumph, but only in the drinks. The extra edition of the newspaper
brags about the military accomplishments of President Excellence. In Chinese, i
1)y in the title can be translated as either “military accomplishment’ or “martial arts’.
Its pronunciation is close to JGLJJ, meaning “without any accomplishment”. Overall,
through the sophisticated use of homonyms, the poet mocks the nuisance, hypocrisy
and ridiculousness of politics.

5.5 Poetic Identity: A Reflection on School Education

Although Gu Cheng’s time in school was short and intermittent, he reflects on his
school education in several of his poems. These poems capture specific moments

and seem somehow monotonous. These poems include «Bulin» (7i#K), «Studying
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Abroad» (F %), «Warm Days» (% X) and «Going to School» (_-%%) from the suite
«Liquid Mercury» (7K#R), and «Primary School» (7»%%) from the suite «Eulogy
Worldy» (A5 tH: 5.

«Warm Days» depicts a common scene, which includes his classmate (always a
female student, without any description of her appearance), a teacher (always
boring), a big tree and a stone tablet in the courtyard outside his classrom. A similar
setting is found in the first three stanzas of «Going to School»:%

When attending school A5

Eating grapes N W71 %]

Spitting seeds DMK

Not following the rules AR
Spitting outside A Ah A

Seeing the girl again MW A

Carrying her bag Tha

Turning to the stairs L

Entering the classroom HEHE

Can’t sit in front of the classroom as ordered ANRET2 N 58 ARFE T T
That’s an event in the afternoon XA T IE

A terrible teacher —ANHEREZ T
Drawing those hairs [Fi$=D5y 3

He knows how to draw to the middle b2 1) 34| R )

He likes to start from the eyebrows Ath B R JiE O 1) D
Sitting on the ground at the age of 20 T AfE
The age of a tree stump — MR AR

He likes drawing the afternoon’s =TT
Shadow ]2

Showing the other half to others B —FA NE N

Gu Cheng clearly formed an idea of learning from nature rather than in the

classroom, which is visible in «Studying Abroad» (' %%):%

368 Gu Cheng 1995: 853
369 Gu Cheng 1995: 788
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In a night filled with tension
The land becomes elastic
People are mutually distancing
I am bounced into the sky

Later, a drop of dew
Ends my flight

It sticks to me quietly
In a green shadow

A twinkling bee

Continues to steal the dew

Many of my ideas are washed out

To repay the forest for the accommodation

A butterfly expands its wings

Teaches me how to read the translations there
Light strings of different lengths

Makes all kinds of single sound

It is a language

Used to express doubts

I begin to recall my house
That lonely lamp

Finally there is a path

Leading me back to the city

The society undergoes surgery

It appears to get back to its original face

I do not speak

My voices come from all directions
The crowd is gathering gradually
Discussing matters of the future

They are young

Not from the forest

Salt and bruises tell me

They come from the sea and the land

5.5 Poetic Identity: A Reflection on School Education
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Creatures in nature act in the role of teachers. These teachers refresh Gu Cheng’s
thoughts and teach him how to speak a language, which can be used to voice his
doubts, but is incompatible with the language used by “normal” people.

5.5.1 Strangers
As mentioned before, Gu Cheng felt isolated from his classmates at primary school.
The experiences of rustication and the Cultural Revolution intensified his
inclination to be away from others. This is significantly reflected in his poetry.

In Gu Cheng’s poems, human beings often lack efficient communication. «Far

and Near» ((ZEF1IT) is a famous case in point. In Crippen’s translation:*”

You R

Look at me —&ER
Then look at the clouds —Er

I feel Kuiig

When you look at me you’re far away VRE FR IR
When you look at the clouds you’re near RE =HHRIE

Furthermore, conventional language is considered by the poet to be unfit for
communication. In a response to Géran Malmqvist’s complaint of difficulty in
understanding his later collections, such as Liquid Mercury (named after an
eponymous suite of poems), Gu Cheng explains that “with his collection he wished
to demonstrate that language was incapable of serving as a means of communication
between human beings”.3”!

Gu Cheng’s preference of the company of women over that of men can also be
seen in his poetry, in which boys and men are rarely protagonists. In poetics, he
represents girlhood as “clean, unrestrained and arbitrary” (J&57#, H 7E, H¥7), “quiet”

(% #f) and “fresh” (HrfF). That is, according to him, where beauty lies. This

370 Gu Cheng 2005c: 48
3711 Xia (ed). 1999: preface, xv.
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girlhood can be found in the female characters in Dream of the Red Chamber, which
is mentioned in the beginning of this chapter. Every female character in this novel
is different in personality, but they are linked by their girlhood qualities. On the
contrary, boyhood, according to Gu Cheng, is dirty (JIf), flustered ({fi#il) and
furious (1#17%). This is because it lacks something important and must find it back,

which results in vulnerable aggressiveness.?’?

5.5.2 In the Face of Death

In light of the above discussion of Gu Cheng’s school education and family
education, one might surmise that the fear of death never left him. This was
intensified when the Cultural Revolution broke out. This looming fear of death is
reflected in his poetry, as death is a common theme and is discussed in depth. In
some poems, Gu Cheng employs the third-person narrative, to separate himself from
the rest of the world and to display the unnoticed cruelty of death in a calm tone.
«In This Wide and Bright World» (71X % KB Bt 5L 1) is one of the

examples:*”?

In this wide and bright world TEIX 5 KB = A
People walk around MIERE L
Surrounding themselves AT % H &

Like a horde of horses % —ILIt S
Surrounding the stake Fil Ge 5 Ak

In this wide and bright world TEIX B KB e 5 E
On occasion, we see dandelions dancing R, HEHARKE
No one tells them WA HESS YRl

All the lives heated by the sun i A BH Bf AP Bl 2
Will not go far away HAREIL £

Far away from the coming night 376 55 B ke s ) SE A
Death is a careful harvester SET AL O SR
Who will not lose a single ear of barley MNeET—FKE

372 Gu Cheng 2006b: 171, Gu Cheng 2005b: 44
373 Gu Cheng 1995: 303
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In some poems, Gu Cheng employs the first-person singular, performing a

Farewell to the lighthouse on its night watch

Thanks, I am leaving!
I want to take away all the stars
Dread no more for the loss

Farewell to the thick fence

Yes I am leaving!

The story of stealing apples you’ve heard
Please don’t tell the crow in the temple

Finally, farewell to the river sands
Good morning, I am leaving!

No one really lay down one’s life here
To wait for the Cross to blossom

I am leaving, leaving!

Walking toward the green hazy on the horizon

Go! How is it that I’ve come to your window
again

On the window hangs the handkerchief, our
signpost

No! It is not me, no

You should blame that brown pony

It did not understand last night’s terrible oath
And has taken me back to your house

attempt to avoid the arrival of death. «I am Leaving» (FE ZE M) is an example

0 SR AT B

s, BEER
PE I 2N 2R
FANE RS2

RPN )
R, FEGEM
DRWT L FR) i 32 SR PR 2
THAEL R AT

S M UR oA

2z, JEGEW

B HEHAE X B IR A B
LR T RAERTHE

WEEM, L
REHZRE B M RTE
FEME D B A SGE BRI
Hil
[CIRE =y Bl ER S

AU AR, AR
AARMRETNY
ERFFEER T RS 5
S IR

monologue. In his early poems, he joyfully says goodbye to the earthly world, in an

374

Death, to the poet, arrives at night. In an escape from death, the poet chooses to

leave the earthly world during daytime, taking with him the stars (which symbolize
the beauty of nature) and the apples (which symbolize food). However, he stays,

374 Gu Cheng 1995: 415
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because of his love for a woman. He does not seem to be quite sure about his feeling
about love, but he feels that love can overcome his fear of death.

In his later poems, dealing with the theme of death in the first-person singular,
his tone becomes extremely calm. Take «Grave Bed» (%K) as an example. In

Crippen’s translation:*”

I know death approaches - it’s not tragic FRANE 7K Sk I A A
My hopes are at peace in a forest of pines FARR I 220008 TR i) R B
Overlooking the ocean from a distance like apond  FiIHH, mE S KD
Afternoon sunlight keeping me mottled company — — /5 SRS IR 2 T HIFH G
A man’s time is up and man’s world goes on AFBER, AHIRK

I must rest in the middle FRAE R B 4K R

A passer-by says the branches droop EIF AR T

A passer-by says the branches are growing I AR K

In this poem, Gu Cheng suggests that death is entirely acceptable, as part of a

natural world in which the one can move between human being and other life forms.

5.6 Concluding Remarks

For both intrinsic and extrinsic reasons, Gu Cheng dropped out of school at age
thirteen. During his time at school, he was not keen and performed badly in the
exams. He was also isolated from his classmates, especially from his male fellow
students. He taught himself through reading Jean-Henri Fabre’s Book of Insects in
Chinese translation. In addition to this autodidactic element in his learning of the
Chinese language, this may have also helped him reorient in what he experienced
as a strange, unwelcoming human world and handle his anxiety.

Unique among the Obscure poets, Gu Cheng reflects on his school education in
some of his poems, directly addressing his personal experience. Unlike in his
interviews and fictional stories, he does not go into details in his poetry regarding
his primary school. A feeling of sorrow is hinted at, but the reader cannot put the
finger on the poet’s exact feelings about school.

375 Gu Cheng 2005¢: 146
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When rusticated to the countryside in 1969, Gu Cheng embarked on an exclusive
and intensive family education “program” when he learned how to write from his
father, who was an establishment poet in the People’s Liberation Army and a
staunch advocate of Political Lyricism. Gu Cheng’s later revolt against his father in
poetry emerged from the fact that he himself was deeply familiar with Political
Lyricism (not unlike Bei Dao’s situation). Father and son ultimately undertook
diverse and sometimes contrasting aesthetic pursuits and held starkly different
opinions on poetics. In a transformation of Political Lyricism, Gu Cheng clearly
shows his resistance and suspicion towards politics in some of his poems, by using
metaphors well known in Political Lyricism but in unconventional ways. He also
composed political allegories that mock the hypocrisy of politics in a humorous way.
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