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FIVE SEASONS

Chen Li f#2Z / Translated by Elaine Wong % - i

Autumn Song

1

Autumn decides, when Orange Jessamine blooms all over Street A,
to use the gorgeous white flower bells as lanterns and

execute the street lights on both sides, replacing them with

crisp, natural autumn light. All welcome the decision except

the delegate of the international organization for abolishing
capital punishment who has misread the text. To mark off

street names, autumn decides, when Orange Jessamine (aka
Seven-Mile Fragrance) perfumes seven miles and beyond

on Street B, to ward off amorous trespassers by building a fence
with the heavy aroma. Autumn also decides, whether they are
Street C, D, or E, goldenrain tree, chinaberry, or maple, so long as
their colors are bright and their smells alluring, they can link up
and form a security system to protect the integrity of fall.

2

To rebuild our city with the utmost post-postmodern fall landscape
doesn’t need massive construction. At its thinnest, fall

is a golden thread that wraps around our city. It slightly

affects the office workers but not the traffic.

It’s like an invisible escalator handrail that our hands

gently lean on to cut across walls and glide up and down

in our stairs-only office buildings. It’s a circumference,

the center close to our fidgety hearts. It’s a frisbee; its skim
sends us out of the window, takes us to soar with sunset clouds
and a solitary hawk. We have this feeling then,

that the autumn sky is a blue arena dome, a microwave oven:

it incubates our dreams, zaps the painting “Traveling in Autumn
Mountains,” which we just took out from the walk-in cooler.
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3

Frost-tinted leaves outshine February’s flowers—an ancient scene
created by the poet Du Mu, who, to some, resembled

the present-day poet Yang Mu. But Yang Mu is stouter

because he likes beer. Do beer and poetry affect the weight of
maple leaves? Du Mu drank with hostesses in a saloon.

Yang Mu takes a dozen ice-cold beers to his own yard, invites
Qilai Mountain to a toast—a party of three, counting his shadow in.
I can bear witness; behind my house | see a tipsy Qilai Mountain,
its back radiant with blossoms, dreamy, magical. So can my friend,
the teacher Zhu, who gets the autumn bonus in a mahjong game,
wins with four identical tiles, and reaps a lucrative hand. After
collecting money from the other players, he walks out the door

and pees, facing the Central Mountain Range like a maple tree.

4

The poet stopped his carriage to admire the maple forest. Today, people

park on the maple-lined road and have “car shakes.” They are being

economical and efficient. The economy is a bit like autumn austerity;
a ripened culmination followed by a sharp release is what happens to

nature and human, man and woman, especially in the erratic
happenings of love. Only sometimes the passion goes too far or
the car windows up too long, one party (or both) collapses,
deepening fall sorrow for nothing. It’s nice to park the car and
take a walk in the season’s freshness, the mind emptied of worries,
autumn-clear. Shoes and socks off, bare feet touch the ground and
feel the vibration on the side, on the bottom, on the toes,

on the heels... In a city shocked by continual earthquakes,

we are happy to gather the joy brought by all kinds of shakes.
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5

Drive to Maple Forest Motel to make out for all the time in the world—  BE=fE# Motel {7 X

oops, a typo! I mean, “to hang out for all the time in the world.”
I’m exhausted. Besides watching television and making

the complementary teas and coffees in the room,

I have nothing else to do. What can | do? Fall has come.

Sitting in this motel, formerly called Maple Forest Guest House,
my heart is the seat of a Maple Forest Ice House, not yet

freezing cold and definitely not a place for gorging on shaved ice.
What should be harvested has been cut and gathered,

the not-yet-harvested is waiting for after-season settlement,

the unharvestable will no longer be accountable. What am I here for?
It’s late in Maple Forest. All the summer cyclists

are gone. What can | do, coming here by myself?

6

Slurping Haagen Dazs maple syrup ice-cream

while devouring spicy hot pot—cold and hot mingle.

It’s all-you-can-eat, all the seasons can take; take all you can
within the time limit. What’s eaten to excess is a bonus.

How do you create a Bodinier’s beautyberry or a water lily pond
by eating? After fall comes, | take a nap while floating on water,
then sleep again until the end of time. Tao and Tie,

the monsters of gluttony, are like two lion statues, standing

on both sides of a south-facing pagoda tree. Ants under the tree
transport sweet sauce and bread crumbs from our clothes.

We harvest; they store. Flour is made into bread, dreams

are made into us. We are food for the slumberous lion

called Sleep. What’s eaten to excess is a bonus.
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7
In maple’s ample bosom, without understanding a heart,
the windbreaks want to surrender and put on

light-weight, warm red windbreakers. They also

want wind tunnels to measure hollowness

before it suddenly attacks. Outside the windbreaks

are more windbreaks outside  are more

Yetthe sea  and the sequence of waves. Waves

of sequence bring order to our city and autumn, appearing
when we flush the commode and pull the toilet paper.
The glass planter on the bathroom vanity

turns into a sea basin, hanging the maple windbreaker

and cap that we can wear home after work:

we submit ourselves willingly to the fall gear.

8

The citizens can’t escape the grip of its charm. Every day

comes news of attacks on men and women, boys and girls;

the crimson handprints of shell ginger, balloon flower,

and maple appear all over the victims’ bodies in the shape of
blossoms and leaves. The sage says, “This is what one calls

a fatal attraction!” At its ripest, it conquers and pervades everything.
We fall into the satiation and suppleness of a vacuity.

La, tout n'est qu'ordre et beaute,

Luxe, calme et volupté... The police chief is in a dilemma:

the higher-ups command an immediate arrest of the eerie hands but
the people proclaim, “This is the mandate of heaven, the will of God.
It is not to be disobeyed!” Autumn receives orders to execute.

The omnipotent is all set, ready to be transported to an ecstasy of death.
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An impenetrable/impregnable wonder thus appears in life.

We’ve thought hard, reflected like the Confucian gentleman,
implicated the opposite shore, the supernatural. We’ve hoped to reap
some benefit, only to find ourselves in a different realm. Water from
the other side won’t help a fire burning on this side, not to mention
autumn has deflagrated the grains to their utmost ripeness. We have
no choice but to watch the disaster and penetrate/impregnate

any possible mysteries. The grains ripen in autumn’s fire, the rice
cooks in ours—that’s how flames spread. What we can do now is eat,
then steal autumn’s full moon, seizing its light for a night stroll or
lifting its circle for a waltz. Or we can find delight in misery,
reshape mishaps with joy and blessing. Autumn, the arsonist,

has insured us; we can put our mind to rest, and put the fire to rest.

10
Tending the mind: autumn sounds no longer sadden in their clinking.
Tending the body: of neither metal nor rock, how can it competes

with grass and wood? Ignoring the mind: like the blind finding a home

in their acute hearing, fall percussion relaxes in its own beats.
Ignoring the body: instead of the endless complaints about my pains,
why not follow the bubbly butterflies on their exquisite travel to
nothingness? Nature’s provision for all: nascent in spring, firm in fall.
Frankly, that’s a paradox; a robust growth to firmness

is but a depletion toward emptiness. Applauding fall with

such grandiloquence, what a “fall of all”! After winter

comes spring; fruit grow from nothing. Oh, fall has two faces:

fall/of all. This isn’t a tall tale; it’s the fact!

You come, | go. Two falls. In fact, just one fall of all.
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11 11
Except the myriad of taxes, no need to praise in poetry HEHES IR - AR
the authorities’ wisdom. Oh, 1’d rather write ten thousand lines to S BB - W > HERRES BT
extol the Republic of China—Long live its tax system—than make AT EREEREER > A E
regular tax payments to the seasons: spring imposes puberty tax — ARG A UZRERR © BR
(super expensive; my adolescence is super long). Summer issues HEEE ~ AR (BHES - &1y
heat strokes like lottery strikes, the winnings taxed multiple times. HEYNEER) ¢ ERPEAHHE
Autumn wind, rain, cool, and longing are all too sorrowful and BRI SR PR > BROERK IR A
taxing. Winter is chilly, chilly, chilly; one moment its cold pierces PROERERRRRAR A ~ BRITAR AR
the heart, the next moment the fog obscures the future. Ao —EROLLIELE . —EH
A weak body needs nourishment like caterpillar fungus or REBREEHPSER > BT L&
sky-chilling agar, luxury tax applied. In the anarchy of HE - BREGESMLE EEE BN
the four seasons, voluntary tax collectors are everywhere. VUSRS - VURR & REEUR A
Only after fall are outstanding taxes penalized, reckoned. HEfg /R —ENChERE R IRIEE
12 12
A weary heart and a beaten body of a life... HERWL ~ BV ANE......
How to treat anxiety? Try Prozac, aka a hundred worries’ relief, or e ? i EE TR
Cymbalta, a thousand worries’ relief. | had two cycles of Cymbalta T—FRROE - MRk TER
for my pains in the past year. After an eight-week treatment in spring, ERIZT)UE  EELEE > BT
my anxiety became agitation. | “wrote” two hundred short poems by s E E - PKIRFIZREH - 2828
circling words in other poems. Another two-month treatment in fall, BEEE) > ENEER R
surges of inspiration sprouted more than a hundred poems (including BHerE CGEUEFENE) o BEE-R
these), breaking my record of decades. The poet-psychiatrist, SUEE o SF AR EE A it F) AR
first name Sea-facing, last name Whale, said, “If somebody has TRAAE NBARHE - g T2
a writer’s block, I’ll prescribe Cymbalta!” Alas, physical pains cause Gafth | 15 EERREAEE  T&
countless worries—relieve them by working the mind. Treat bipolar with ZRE - DK G RRE
autumn songs, spring songs; let the gloomy fish swim from the sea of ER RN R =R - K5

morning blue to the sea of indigo ink: is this the poet’s secret remedy? FIREE/KR - HEF AR FRREET ?
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The rear garden swing and post-ethical aesthetics will strike all.
Post-rear garden swing aesthetics is attributed to the classical novel
The Plum in the Golden Vase. In chapter 25, swinging on a spring day,
Wu Yueniang, her ladies, and a rogue play together, couldn’t care less
about rules. Two chapters later, the drunken Pan Jinlian romps under
a grape trellis, suspends herself with a rope so Ximen Qing can swing
and strike—this is post-rear garden swing aesthetics. Swing over

this side into fall, over that side into eons (i.e. fall). Before the strike,
ethical; after, unethical. Fall is in the middle. Falling in the middle,
fall strikes the swing into eons when we read and have tea at

Fall Waters Hall, a bookstore selling simplified-character books.
Outside, glamorous lights and numerous stars gaze at each other.

The look in our eyes, soothing as the waters of fall.

* comprising all the first lines in “Autumn Song™

Autumn decides, when Orange Jessamine blooms all over Street A,
to rebuild our city with the utmost post-postmodern fall landscape.
Frost-tinted leaves outshine February’s flowers—an ancient scene:
the poet stopped his carriage to admire the maple forest. Today, people
drive to Maple Forest Motel to make out for all the time in the world,
slurping Haagen Dazs maple syrup ice-cream.

In maple’s ample bosom, without understanding a heart,

the citizens can’t escape the grip of its charm. Every day,

an impenetrable/impregnable wonder thus appears in life,

tending the mind: autumn sounds no longer sadden in their clinking.
Except the myriad of taxes, no need to praise in poetry

a weary heart and a beaten body of a life...

The rear garden swing and post-ethical aesthetics will strike all.
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Notes: “Autumn Song” 3: Du Mu (803-852) was a Tang Dynasty poet. Yang Mu (1940- ) is a Taiwanese poet whose
hometown is Hualien. Qilai Mountain is part of Taiwan’s Central Mountain Range. “Autumn Song” 4: “Car shakes” is a
literal translation of a recent Chinese slang term for car sex. “Autumn Song” 7: The italicized portion comes from the
concrete poem “Scenery No. 2” by the Taiwanese poet Lin Hengtai (1924- ). “Autumn Song” 8: The part in French is from
Baudelaire’s “L’invitation au voyage.” “Autumn Song” 12: In late 2011, Chen Li had carpal tunnel syndrome and was
unable to write and type. More extensive physical pain followed and eventually led to bouts of depression.



