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Childhood’s Three Voices
Pang Pei / 庞培

In childhood, we do not fear risk, 

poverty, hunger, or even filthy places. The 

only thing we fear is that we will not have 

friends to play with. When a person is 

often left alone as a child, his situation will 

become very bad. He sees no one in the room 

but himself, and it is monotonous. He only 

hears his own voice. In such circumstances, 

even the most amazing toys are diminished. 

Reading the comics becomes a solo activity, 

and snacks are likewise enjoyed in solitude. 

Whatever strange thing the child encounters, 

he is left alone in his wonder. 

I have a friend whose parents both 

worked when he was a child, leaving him 

home alone each day. Anything that might 

cause danger or accidents was removed from 

the house. In the end, he was practically left 

with nothing but an empty room, and there 

were bars on the windows. As an adult, he 

told me that he could still remember how, 

when he was a child, he would stand before 

a window watching each person walk by 

on the street outside. Actually, until now he 

is still a timid fellow, easily frightened by 

crowds. Sometimes he will go for a long 

time without speaking, just standing by the 

road looking at the shop windows and then 

observing the scenery on the street. His 

childhood experience has engendered a sort 

of lurking inhibition in him, making him 

feel a terrible emptiness around him even 

in extremely busy urban areas, as if there 

were iron bars installed somewhere in the 

air around him. This illustrates how people 

need both physical and mental freedom in 

childhood. 

When a person has not yet come to 

know how the world operates, such restraint 

is unreasonable. First it leads to rebellion and 

chaos, followed by confusion and suspicion, 

and finally a painful recognition. The use 

of a table, a door, or a pair of chopsticks; 

a word, an animal... children can pick up 

many different opinions and attitudes from 

us. The key lies in the fact that their scope of 

knowledge hovers in the initial development 

stage. In fact, it is this sense of ambiguity 

that really makes the child’s world fresh. 

After we become adults, the imaginary 

world seems relatively static. Compared 

with childhood, the vanity of the external 

world is still bustling, even though they can 

only see the clocks, chairs, curtains in the 

room, winds, and leaves... why are children 

so easily excited? For instance, at bedtime, 

why does my son need to go through the 

few songs he has just learnt—sometimes 
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just a handful of lyrics repeated over and 

over—before he will go to sleep?  Often, 

it is extremely tiring. That’s because these 

few songs he has learnt are from actors on 

a television program sung with interesting 

movements or gestures as accompaniment, 

and he learns them from having just acquired 

the knowledge of how to turn his recorder 

on and off. When we learn a song or acquire 

new knowledge, we usually accumulate 

it from books or from the school we have 

graduated from, but that is not the case for 

children. For a growing child, knowledge 

comes from the world around him. Every 

day, he looks for his own shadow in the vast 

space; every day he learns to distinguish one 

voice from the numerous sounds he hears. He 

must select, affirm, and generate memory so 

that those things will become real, or at least 

as close as possible to the things representing 

his goal. 

We don’t need to choose. We don’t 

even need to think. We live in a pre-ordained 

experience of the world; we usually only 

notice unusual or frightening things that 

grow at least partially out of our past 

experiences. A child’s waking hours are spent 

making decisions that are more difficult—

and perhaps more interesting—than ours. He 

is continually watching, listening, touching, 

trying, and deepening his impressions. He 

searches for an explanation not only for 

himself, but also for the world around him. 

To him, the world is full of things to consider. 

Aside from their shape, habits, actions, and 

size, there is the question of why? Why does 
the table get moved around? Why do people 

need to eat? What is time? Every child is 

continually at pains to ask these questions 

that will eventually establish him as a person, 

experiencing a meaningful human existence. 

All that we have seen and known of the 

history of human processes—the monkey 

climbing down from the tree, the Neolithic 

and Paleolithic ages, the origins of dance, 

fire, mirrors, floods, the invention of boats, 

the wheel, slavery, Enclosure, the handicraft 

revolution, cities and villages, construction 

of the Tower of Babel, selecting a priest, 

foreign trade, Christopher Columbus’s 

discovery of the New World, the use of 

paper, artillery, imperial conspiracies, and so 

forth—in just a few years, children gain all 

the physical knowledge and psychological 

experience they need. Even though he seems 

to be sitting quietly at the table eating, the 

truth is that he is gulping down and digesting 

the whole process of human civilization. 

From this perspective, the child stands 

in the place of the past, even in the place 

of the dead, because he is guarding the 

meaning of some things which have not 

been completely diminished in his mind. 

He is merely skeptical, cautiously facing 

this day. He coolly takes the measure of us 

adults.  He is very polite—though he knows 

our ignorance, he never mentions it before 

us. He cannot find any compelling logic. 

The world just goes on its merry way, amidst 

the neglected beauty. Time will eventually 

deprive us of the voices of these dead things, 

but parts of these voices miraculously 

remain in the hands of the child. He walks 

around the room, and he can see a garden, 
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the new structure of a building, and in the 

crown of the hundred-year-old gingko 

tree, he glimpses the mystery of time. He 

communicates with the insects, gestures 

to the sun and jumps in the breeze. They 

make their journey together, planning all the 

most thrilling activities in the world. They 

go beyond those of adults—more massive, 

fun, bizarre and also more dangerous than 

Arctic expeditions, hiking and climbing 

Africa’s Mount Kilimanjaro, and rafting 

on the Yangtze. Hand in hand, they set out 

on Thursday for a thrilling walk, weaving 

through the vehicles on the street, almost 

making a side trip through the Esoteric 

Sutra or some manuscript left by Egyptian 

pharaohs and destroyed by the desert winds. 

If they see a Caledonian castle on TV during 

the day, at night they will open every window 

in that castle, the door creaking and cobwebs 

hitting them in the face. They embody for us 

the first human navigator, Indian tribes in the 

jungle, dreaming poets, knights on horses, 

astrologers, and patient witches. We hear the 

beauty of music, see the instruments’ form, 

and see the logging tools. Holding these tools 

high, they charge us from the other end of 

the bedroom, and we can only surrender. We 

are usually as stupid as the Pig in Journey to 
the West, thinking that the Monkey cannot 

see through us with those piercing eyes, right 

to the places where, in our hearts, we are 

stealing bites of watermelon, trying to steal 

and gobble up the innocence and fun of a 

child in the room—and we even believe that 

what we see was only a stick, and not that 

magical wand.

My son is five years old. As I write 

this essay, he is in school at the kindergarten 

nearby. I can imagine the scene—him sitting 

there, not paying attention in class, so 

distracted that the teacher inevitably yells at 

him. It could be that this morning he wanted 

more games with friends, but the teacher was 

at the blackboard drawing one circle after 

another, forcing them to say in unison, “This 

is a... circle.” 

All the same, I still have to send him 

to school, secretly trying to convince myself 

that this is a good thing. All parents are the 

same; I am no exception—what reason or 

right have I to be different?—but that does 

not matter. The key is that, in our times, 

children of this age lack playmates during 

extracurricular hours. In cities, most residents 

live in an apartment of a five or six story 

building. If the next door neighbor happens 

to have no children, it means one must 

climb the stairs to find friends, increasing 

the child’s difficulty of interacting with his 

peers. Human interaction has always been 

a natural, innate part of life, a most critical 

part, practically through the whole of human 

civilization. But now? On the very first point, 

it all goes wrong! Interaction has decreased, 

the talk is more general and more pragmatic, 

and more vigilance is necessary. At the same 

time, all sorts of invisible family burdens, 

demanding values, devotion to material 

conditions, and disagreements and contempt 

between adults have all been on the increase. 

Four years ago, I divorced and have been 

a single parent since. My son seemed very 

precocious. Almost as soon as he learned 
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to walk, he started wandering around the 

dormitory area, looking for playmates. But 

these past two years, he always came home 

empty-handed, though he certainly spent a 

lot of time and effort trying to make friends. 

Before he started school, he spent hours 

outdoors wandering around. When he came 

home, he did not speak. When I looked at 

him, he was pitiful, like an orphan whose 

family members had died leaving him all 

alone. Wasn’t it just like all the endangered 

animals in our environment? No, it wasn’t 

that I didn’t bother about him. The truth is, I 

was conflicted, and somewhat embarrassed. 

I advised him to stay home, but I was an 

adult—an unqualified adversary—and if I 

kept him home I was afraid he would be 

disappointed. 

Fortunately—and oddly—a child’s 

nature is easily adapted, and even in the 

loneliest conditions, it does not take much 

for him to just accept it and carry on with 

life. He stayed in the room alone, sometimes 

forcing me to take on the role of another 

child who would talk to and play with him, 

but at the end of the day, that was not very 

natural. At such times, even though the 

bed was piled high with storybooks, candy, 

or beautiful toys, he would be downcast, 

looking bored. He has been much better 

these days, if I think about it. Perhaps the 

change began early last year, which is to say, 

when he had just turned four—or, actually, 

three. The neighboring apartments had two 

or three children of about the same age who 

began to come to our door calling his name. 

No matter what time it was, no matter what 

he was doing, as soon as he heard other 

children’s voices, he immediately put aside 

whatever he had in hand—if he was playing, 

he dropped his toys, and if he was eating, 

he would leave his bowl aside. When I was 

little, I heard my parents talk about “evoking 

spirit,” and it caught my interest. Now I can 

use this phrase on my son, for as soon as he 

hears someone “evoking spirit,” he will rush 

out of the door. At those times, regardless of 

what the other child fancies in my house—

a small piano, a balloon, Transformers, 

anything—he is still willing to give it all up 

in what I would idiomatically describe as 

“without a second thought.” In this way, in 

his communication with other children, he 

has become very good natured, speaking 

politely, quite noticeably different from 

others. Perhaps he astutely realizes that 

our family situation is not as good as that 

of others. No matter what he is eating, if 

someone comes asking for it, as long as 

they will play with him, he will give it. 

Think about how dumbfounding that 

is for a father. This year, he has learned 

so much, and I can finally feel at ease. I 

can say proudly, “Come home!” without 

having worries about his unwilling response. 

Because he has friends outside the home, the 

home’s position is more firmly established, 

stronger and more normal. He finally formed 

this concept, but I was still worried about 

his notion of “home,” whether the form of 

his father was distinct. I am often morose, 

sitting at my desk reading, unlike other 

children’s fathers. They talk about business, 

play mahjong and, in short, are livelier and 
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where they lived. In fact, one might appear 

one day, then the next day or the day after 

that would be gone. On the fourth day, 

he might reappear among the little urchin 

group. In those days, we used to play a 

game called “Chinese-American.” If you ask 

anyone around thirty or forty years old, he 

or she will surely remember this uniquely 

named game. It was naturally adapted to the 

political situation of the day. The “Chinese” 

chased as the “American” escaped. We ran 

around the electrical poles on the roadside, 

playing until dusk, the whole street turning 

into the children’s realm. We were like bats 

flying everywhere, and sneaking into every 

nook and crevice. At that time, there were 

very few cars, and even bicycles were rare 

on the street since all the adults walked 

to and from work. No matter how far the 

journey was, everyone walked. Bicycles 

came along later. The streets were cobbled, 

not paved, and we commonly referred to 

them as “cobbled roads.” When it rained, 

the road turned slippery. Thinking back on it 

now, I think such streets were very attractive 

and interesting, and closer to primal human 

feeling. My house was by the road. Opposite 

was a marine supply shop with a masthead 

hanging over the door, surrounded by hemp 

and metal barrels. In summer, there were 

metal clippings all over the shop’s floor, 

but I still walked around barefoot. When I 

was young, I was used to the smell of rust, 

probably due to this shop. Also, I used to 

smell melted smoldering metal, a smell 

that has practically disappeared today. The 

store’s owner used this welded tin to repair 

headlights of ships smashed by the winds 

and waves.

Next to this shop was a family with two 

children—or maybe at this time it was three, 

though later one of them somehow went 

missing, probably having died from illness. 

Anyway, I remember those two boys, one a 

year older than me and the other two years 

younger. We always played together, and 

were practically inseparable. Behind their 

back garden was the town’s widest canal, 

which flowed into the Yangtze not far away. 

The water was very clean then, and the fish 

fat. Trees lined both banks, though there are 

very few trees to be seen there today and 

the water is filthy. It seems it was ruined 

overnight by some villain. Back then, we 

enjoyed the cool air by the river, counting 

the stars over the trees. We shot birds with 

our slingshots, and caught fish. We used just 

a needle bent into a hook tied to an end of 

the string, and that was enough to hook the 

sort of fish that was known for its stupidity. 

Their back garden was huge, an abandoned 

vegetable patch. Once, we were in a corner 

of the yard digging—I forget what it was 

we were trying to do—and we unexpectedly 

turned up a grenade! It was a genuine 

product of the war with Japan. I don’t know 

why it was thrown here and left unexploded, 

but it was now covered all over with mud. 

We kept fighting each other, playing with 

it, when suddenly someone said, “It will 

explode!” We immediately scattered, and I 

rushed to a hole in the derelict fence. The 

grenade was in the elder brother’s hand, and 

he panicked, wanting to get rid of it. Finding 
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the direction of the river, he pulled his arm 

back to throw. Just as he did, the grenade hit 

his brother right in the forehead, just a little 

above the eyebrows. There was a poof sound, 

and I saw clearly the distressed look on the 

younger brother’s face—a look of surprise—

and then suddenly the face was covered in 

blood and he was crying. The grenade was 

afterwards silently thrown into the river 

by someone else. We immediately went to 

the younger brother’s rescue, but could do 

nothing more than wash the blood from his 

face with cool water. He almost fainted from 

the excessive bleeding. Thinking back, my 

childhood really was rich and interesting. 

Though a little violent and a little dangerous, 

it prepared me for the future.

In addition to “Chinese-American,” 

we often played games like “Laying Land 

Mines” and “Digging Tunnels,” all relating 

to the recent war events. Of course, there 

were also more traditional games, such as 

“The Floundering” or “Flinging Brickbats.” 

Whenever I see my son walking home along 

the wall, refined and gentle, humming a tune 

as he plays with his Transformers, I think of 

my own childhood and how I would pick up 

stones from the ground to serve as missiles 

I could aim at a playmate’s head. Back then, 

the neighborhood was divided into two 

factions of kids occupying opposite sides of 

the street—probably influenced by the adults’ 

militant mores of the Cultural Revolution—

and we would stage our fights in a designated 

alley. Our bullets—broken tiles and scattered 

bricks—were on the ground, waiting for us 

to pick them up and let them fly. The adults 

never bothered about us at all. I remember 

once I stuck an iron sheet into a child’s 

forehead cutting to the bone, with the object 

remaining inserted there. It didn’t fall for a 

long time, nor did he bleed. I also saw with 

my own eyes when a normal-looking adult 

was tied up and paraded through the streets 

with a huge crowd following him. His hands, 

soaked in black ink, were held high above his 

head. At the time, not only did I feel puzzled 

by this surrendering “counterrevolutionary,” 

but also by the huge crowd of spectators. 

When I was very small, a special kind of 

sensitivity towards trouble was planted in 

my mind. Until today, if something untoward 

happens near where I am, I have some sort 

of advanced premonition. From a change in 

the footsteps of a crowd or a slight alteration 

in their expressions, I can see the shift in the 

winds from the start.

My son is growing up. Each day, we 

move toward a society that will eventually 

be his—the schools and the new styles 

belonging to the new generation. I am not 

worried that he will be led astray. There 

is nothing good or evil in this world, only 

people in loneliness suffering futilely in their 

sadness and pain. People are different, by 

fate, genes, opportunities, karma—I can’t 

help but believe that. Aside from the God of 

European civilization and China’s Supreme 

Deity, we seem to have no control over the 

world around us. Aside from the knowledge 

passed to us by philosophers of past ages, 

I cannot come up with any new ideas. Our 

daily lives are so monotonous that they 

erode any expectation we might have of or 
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tenderness from another person. After we are 

grown, other than suffering, what else do we 

know? What reason is there to change our 

lives? Where should we start? Can we redo 

it all from the beginning? Our homes grow 

smaller, our cities bigger, the people on the 

streets more, but with whom can we really 

share our troubles? Because of financial and 

social snobbery, we have nowhere to go at 

night, and so we wander around in our own 

yards. If you go and knock on someone’s 

door, what sort of face will you see? We sit 

in our corners, every one of us frowning, 

unable to laugh or cry, while we look back to 

the past. We seem to be always waiting for 

something, waiting for tomorrow to come 

and swallow us up. Our patience is the kind 

endured at the dining table, uninteresting, and 

boring. Our wisdom is likewise only that of 

one who has lost his home and now faces the 

uncertainty of the future. After a few years, 

without even waiting for you to ask for it, 

some of the newly opened psychiatric clinics 

will come to your door and, employing 

Freudian doctrine, interpret all of your most 

embarrassing dreams. It is like Kafka’s 

Hunger Artist who was being watched by 

a crowd. All of us are being watched by 

others and, because we are being watched, 

the artist had no choice but to find a suitable 

justification for his hunger, and a tragic 

end. In our relationship to others, exactly 

how long can we remain isolated? Can we 

still exchange ideas and information? Is it 

beneficial? I am too lazy to answer all of this. 

But childhood is a dream, the best dream we 

can have. It is quiet, peaceful, and pure. And 

once we awake from it, outside the window, 

the world has become a gigantic sea-liner 

that has been floating on a vast, dark ocean 

for ages. Even if it faces a fierce iceberg the 

next morning, even if it is the Titanic and we 

the unknown strangers, passengers busy on 

the deck, what kind of wonderful message 

could we send to each other?

 Shyness

Within shyness, there is a sweetness 

that cannot be tasted anywhere else, and it 

consists of a series of uneasy (or vague) hand 

gestures, a secret panic and blurry affection, 

and a form of kindness. It is the most 

colorful aspect of the virtues of the poor, it 

is the brightest, freshest, most fragrant, and 

dewy petal. Sometimes, shyness between 

the sexes is like a bizarre, moonlit chasm, it 

is frightening and a little surreal. Far from 

making us withdrawn, it instead draws us a 

step nearer, a dignified fragrance of white 

gardenias, its pureness amazing, and yet 

lingering in the air like a sigh. Shyness is 

new love’s cool breath on the face, a breeze 

from the distant depths, the Lake of Darkness 

where a lonely soul among the adults is using 

whole pieces of rocks from the banks to build 

his afterlife. It comes from a sense of gloom 

and prolonged period of imagination. It is 

not inferiority, nor human vanity, but a sort 

of fear—an extension of the psyche. If you 

want to say that what prompts the shy person 

to a state of panic is misery and mishap, it’s 

more accurate to say that it is some sort of 

premonition, which holds happiness together. 
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A person who is easily embarrassed is often 

more considerate, and more sensitive. His 

sense of panic causes him unnecessary 

tension and leads him to be excessively 

vigilant. He is not untrusting (toward others), 

but too trusting, overdoing it. People with 

an intense personality tend toward shyness, 

and so this is often mistaken for aloofness. 

Shyness can lead to the utmost seclusion, but 

also to purity, the deep mountain shedding 

its leaves through the ominous sound of 

temple bells reverberating in the air. The 

world’s shyest literary tradition comes from 

the Nordic region. In Norway and Denmark, 

we have all those burly, masculine fairy 

tales, or the woman called Edith Södergran 

(who wrote in “The Day Cools,” “Drink 

the warmth from my hand / It throbs with 

spring’s own blood.”). Perhaps it is because 

of the perennial snowfall and the overly 

bright sun on the mountains and streets that 

Nordic peoples have more enthusiasm and 

shyness in their veins than other races, and a 

more robust blood flows. 

On the other hand, shyness also has to 

do with death. At least, they are very closely 

connected, stubbornly close to one another, 

as if each relies on the other like a pair of 

lovers. In English literature, the shyest figures 

are Keats and Emily Brontë. In twentieth 

century literature, aside from Kafka, Salinger, 

and Julien Gluck—and it would be unfair to 

forget Chekhov, Babel, Pasternak, and other 

Russian writers—shyness only has a pitifully 

low status. Modernist literature, especially 

American literature (except Thoreau and 

Dickinson), puts shyness far behind it. In 

China, it makes me think of Du Mu (杜牧), 

Zhou Bangyan (周邦彦), Dong Yuan (董

源) a painter from the Five Dynasties, and a 

few other names, but there are almost none 

in contemporary literature. The little castle 

built by this non-mainstream group among 

the aesthetic literature—amongst painters, 

there are still Miller, Cézanne, and Balthus—

whose work displays strong character and 

consistent tenderness (the sort of tenderness 

in Salinger’s “For Esme—with love and 

squalor”), has become an impregnable 

bastion of human civilization. It (shyness) is 

a decent and cultured voice seeping through 

a world that is too crude. That’s the reason 

why it appears too depressed, and sometimes 

unlikable.

 Courtyard

-1-

The courtyard is made from an acute 

angle of the moon, a part of the playful spirit 

in ancient China, a place where one longs 

for autumn, the steps looking and extending 

towards the big village, concealing these 

sorts of things: fence, wall, rose, hopscotch 

patterns or other similar children’s games—

a fallen button, and crickets between the 

cracks of the stones, the first touch of winter 

frost (the sight shining in a boy’s mind). 

The metallic knock at the door of neighbors, 

reunion at the Mid-Autumn Festival, with 

summer sunflowers (in a pot) and the 

most common autumn and winter flowers, 

chrysanthemum. Even in Chinese people’s 

diet, you can see the courtyard structure 
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(wings and hall) brought to a metaphysical 

realm: we eat dumplings (stuffed), and at 

the lunar New Year reunion dinner, we eat 

sweet and savory dumplings and rice cakes. 

The most famous lanterns in Chinese history, 

were originally hung around the courtyard 

and the front hall. Its drama seems to be 

an advanced imagination triggered by the 

courtyard. To Chinese people in olden times, 

this sort of space in a residential compound 

was the part that showed a willingness to 

accept, or express their most poetic side—

placing a courtyard in a building to show the 

Chinese people’s understanding of poetry 

was undoubtedly centuries ahead of western 

civilization—but it was also a sort of worldly 

strategy of harboring hypocrisy, filthiness, 

and muddlement. This seemingly random 

arrangement of formless wall, together with 

an open space (a layer of bricks thinner 

than paving material) within its limits, are 

an projection of both Confucian philosophy 

and ethics, but it also contains a Taoist 

cosmology, and may even bring something 

of the emperor’s palace nearer in a small, 

innocuous imitation. Aesthetically speaking, 

the courtyard is a child’s hand—that of a 

precocious child.

-2-

For a person returning home, a person 

stranded in a foreign land, the ultimate 

comfort is often the bricks of home, a 

wooden fence that opens onto a view of the 

setting sun in an open courtyard. As his tired 

body, having traveled through countless hills, 

climbs the stairs, he is suddenly struck by 

the brilliant beauty of his own home, which 

he has longed for throughout his wandering 

life. The children singing at the doors of the 

town office, ragged but still lively, his still 

surviving mother, the short grass in the yard, 

the chrysanthemums, the walls of the house 

wings with lime peeling away after years of 

rain—that is a moment that will cause even 

Alexander the Great to fall on his knees. It is 

a deep penance, after suffering the ups and 

downs of so many tribulations, it spreads 

from the deep soil to somewhere inside him, 

giving an endless thrill to the rebellious 

wanderer.

 Cemetery

A person should become a poet while 

returning home from the cemetery. If he sees 

the pea flowers—how the petals tremble 

slightly in the wind, or a gust of wind 

leaving wet marks like water splashes on the 

green barley, if he sees an old farmer armed 

with his hoe standing, adrift in the field and 

looking off into the distance, he will think 

that life is expansive and barren, like the 

public road in front of him, the hills, or the 

shabby grocery store at the entrance to the 

village. From there, a customer occasionally 

passes by (a child or old man will do, as will 

a cow or a bicycle, but before long, they all 

disappear), and he will understand the line 

from Yang Zi’s poem “The Magic Sea”: 

“Only briefly we appear where /We are to 

disappear for good.” 

Usually, we will find an extraordinary 

quietness close to the cemetery. It is a 

moment that is quirky, simple, tense, 
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and rare. You mingle with the deceased 

relatives and friends amidst the air, the 

grass, and the dew. Whether time, wind, 

earth, or wildflowers, none can provide any 

information about the dead, what their faces 

looked like, but still you stare. This sense of 

loss, and not all meaningless stare, usually 

brings tears and sorrow. At this time, the only 

thing left in the world—painfully, but also 

lovingly—is your own heartbeat. It frightens 

you and, somewhat flustered, you feel as if 

a loved one’s familiar eyes gaze at you from 

the distance, giving careful attention to your 

manner. A mountain sparrow hops, and cries 

on the darkened, withered acacia tree. Now 

you are overwhelmed by a desire to know 

what it says... is it related to death, eternal 

solitude, resting in peace? The breeze blows 

forth the hot smell of the grass deep within 

the grave, stirring the smell of the rotting 

paper money for the deceased left in the 

wake of the earlier rain. This odor drives you 

toward a relentless idea, returning you to the 

ignorant ranks of the living. The tombstone 

looks as if ignorant and helpless disgrace 

might be a stigma among people such as 

these. Under the clouds in the wilderness 

where there are deserted trails, a person 

can quietly spend a whole day close to a 

cemetery. Whether death or a cemetery, it 

is actually the most secluded corner of the 

human world. This quietness asks to enter 

the heart of everyone who goes near it, or 

for eternal nature. There the sun is sweet! So 

bright—its darkness so pure! The stones lain 

here are like an aroma, like plates of jam, like 

children’s fingers sticky with candy. Birds, 

bees, flowers, and all of nature’s living things 

are here, everything—except the departed. 

They are nowhere to be seen.

“Vainly would I liberate mine eyelids, / 

Or would keep my startled soul at distance / 

From the silent fall of far-off planets.” This 

poem was written by the German poet Hugo 

von Hofmannsthal over a hundred years 

ago. From it, you can see a person taking an 

evening walk in a cemetery. In his memoirs, 

Zweig describes the year in which Rilke 

often took him to stroll in a cemetery and its 

surrounding areas. Goethe, Hugo, Baudelaire, 

Novalis, Dante, Manzoni, Dickinson, and 

many others have meditated in a cemetery, 

and produced masterpieces all through the 

ages. From the dead, poets learn to write. 

Suffering is their most powerful rhetorical 

device. Death changes the temperaments of 

the best in humanity. How did Dante describe 

his encounter with the dead? When Byron 

wrote “On the Death of a Young Lady,” what 

pale and frightening verses must have filled 

his mind. “Oh! Could that King of Terrors 

pity feel / Or heaven reverse the dread decree 

of fate!” And in Four Quartets, T. S. Eliot 

wrote, “And the end of all our exploring / Will 

be to arrive where we started / And know the 

place for the first time.” And, “When people 

die, they sing songs,”says middle-aged 

Velimir Khlebnikov in his verse. Trail after 

trail of human thought set out from here, 

moving to a more expansive, raw wilderness 

ahead.

Translated by Shelly Bryant 


