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These, what ' ve described so far, were the rays of light that emerged from the mist of
my wandering days, the natural stage of my life. One by one they came through the muist,
from their source in a mysterious, fathomless abyss. Every such ray represented some state
of mind; each offered a clue to the full picture of my life. Together they formed the
background of my consciousness and shaped the course of its development. If one were to
follow these clues, retracing the paths of these beams, bringing them back to their source,
one could reach that deep, mysterious abyss. One would then get a glimpse of the mystery
of life, of life in 1ts formless, misty, and mysterious state. These rays of light were symbols

of what happened when my forming self came into contact with the world—they were like



breaking waves visible upon hitting the shores, chiming bells audible upon being hit by an
outside force. Yet environment alone did not determine why these particular waves and
sounds emerged; why these, and not others, couldn” t all be explained by circumstances.

Such 1s the mystery of life, the mystery of personality.
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The road of life starts out unmarked, as if one 1s wandering in a mist. Only each person
emerges from his own, inner mist, and reveals the luster of his spirit, the timbre of his
personality. His life thus takes on a unique course and shape, which the person has no
awareness of while living it. As he 1s unaware, the real self appears. Only after the fact,

when one looks back, on a life” s journey, can there be a story. Such is the mystery of life.
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On the day of Qingming (literally, “clear and bright,” the day in spring for families to
visit the graves), the flowers on the graves had blossomed early. Clusters of yellow
flowers, with their long green stems, had sprung up all over the grounds. Pieces of burnt
paper offerings floated into the air, transforming into butterflies perhaps. Wine was poured,

also as offering. The descendants of the buried stood in rows to pay their respects, the



younger behind the older. At that moment one witnessed the flow of life, without
hindrance, connecting the living with their forebears, with the gods, and with the cosmos.
Unlike at a burial, absent here was the sadness of a life-and-death separation. There
wasn  t any wailing or sobbing. With the passage of time, the sudden emotional upheaval
stirred up by death had come into eternity’ s embrace, dissolved into a calm acceptance

and feeling of endearment.
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Thinking of their ancestors’ final rest, humans seemed able to find rest. They also
experienced eternity, partaking in the eternal flow of life by being, ritually, connected with
the departed souls. The occasion called for purity and solemnity, but besides, there was joy
in one” s heart, brought on by the springtime scenery. It was a sight of spring very much

in harmony with the solemn grace of the evergreens—the aspens, pines, and cypresses—



and with the felt spiritual presence of the forebears; a joyous sight that was pure and
sacred--- Indeed, the joy, the delight, was inseparable from the deep link to the past that
the place offered. Here we contemplated the lives of our ancestors—who they were, what
they did. We told stories of the old and spoke of the young, and what a restful time we
would have. When I was a child, I went along with the grownups on such visits to the

graves all enthused and excited, and I always came home from the experience much elated.
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Aspens rustled in the wind. Pines and cypresses gave the landscape a lasting green. The
graves, with their broad slabs set against a rich grassy carpet, looked grand. Moss grew
here and there, and every so often came the long, sharp wails of a crow. Ever since I was a
child I" d many times felt a sense of mystery about the place. I felt refreshed and relaxed
whenever 1 went there. The place had a special air, as if it had a natural fit with my
being---Everywhere else, the summer heat was stifling; there, a cool tranquility—the
feeling one had upon entering into a deep, ancient cave, or glade, with echoes from distant

times---
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When village folks observed Qingming, or Hanshi, or any such special day in the calendar,
they always did so in that celebrate-as-1t-comes manner. The day has arrived, the occasion
has arisen. Other people had done so in the past, and are doing so now. To do so, to do so,
1s what humans would do. Past and present, chain unbroken—harmony to me and you. A
village celebration always felt so blessed, with people’ s goodwill and happy emotions
filling the air, and at the same time so easygoing. That was the feeling I got, and I went
along with, indeed felt along with, as a child, and that way of feeling along actually gave
one a richer taste, as well as a healthier outlook, of the whole affair, more so than if one
had focused on its exact meaning---. I had often longed for that cordial quality in human
affairs. It always felt natural for me to participate in it—in an emotion so unforced, so
uncomplicated, so simply so. I' d just feel along with others, my attention undivided.

Simply feeling along, I d feel my spirits soothed.
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Around the time of Qingming and Hanshi, the days were limpid with the rays of spring. At
the edge of our village, as you entered it, a wide river ran; at times, it could run pretty dry.
In the summer, when it rained incessantly, the hills suddenly seemed to burst at their
seams and the river would overflow. But if the rains stopped, it would as quickly recede to
a clear, steady stream—which, during spring, was what you d mostly see. Then the
sands on the riverbanks felt soft as silk. The willows waved in the breeze, as if they were
waving farewell as the mulberries stood stoically by. Meanwhile, the cuckoos’  calls
hastened the season’ s passing. When it was time to feed the silkworms, I often went
along with my siblings to pick mulberry leaves. On the sands I’ d roll or lie down,

basking in the bright sunshine. There seemed to be not a cloud anywhere for miles, and



watching the birds flying high above, I couldn” t contain myself for joy. Yes, that must be
life" s most hopeful, most carefree season. No restraints on one’ s freedom; no rules of
right conduct—not that I consciously knew of the absence of restraints or of the presence
of such rules. It was a state of unknowing bliss, or mist, and I was an unknowing child

wandering in this blissful mist.
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Early summer was when the wheat fields turned into a sea of billowing yellow. All of
nature seemed to be flowering, their fairest forms in full view, their growth in full
swing---After lunch, the grownups would rest and smoke a pipe, or nap in the shade. The
children, unaware of fatigue, didn’ t care to rest. Yet they too took their cue from the
dreamy mood and spent their days aimlessly—dashing about in all directions, digging
tunnels, climbing trees, running along walls, around corners, playing hide-and-seek. There
was a pond in our village. The fish

in it lingered near the surface, as if they were sunbathing. I d place a piece of pork rib in
a basket, then let it down into the water, and in no time droves of little fish had swum into
it and were splashing and jumping in agitation. Seeing this made me very excited. I pulled
out the basket and poured its contents into a bucket. The translucent creatures with their
Jjumpy movements appeared all the more lively against the listlessness in the air. I did this

again and again, until the rib had lost its flavor and was attracting the fish no more.



ORI 4 > HREER: TEFTAENG o AR OE  FEAA
(IR T IR R i T 2R R AR - MR A AR R ~ R AR/ N
BEE S URBETTEIE N2 FUZE RS EO2 iz 5 ERIERiniE - 4
fEfea R R E in B 25 > OB HAIIERE R0 T FH I EE
B o HRRB LA A TR - A B Ry an RS ~ HE  KE
W5t (BRI B A e B R AR 1A (T TE RSy > BLATLLR SR REDL T 15
B WIERAE (RLEE) /Y TREROL ) EEREMEA

e - BEYE R NE RN - —Har A# - T ROEARNE, 5
[ TR HEREIEAR ) o IR - IBANS - BRI T RG-SR
B AT R ER R EHERAR T - HEEKZIUZ R E
feg > HTLRERIEDY > FEAEAD S IR o T SO AT A L B I RS R B R AT
SOHEFE o HPPEERE S R SRR T o A0 0 TR SRISALEEE

LE AT B AR - RIRIEFRMIR > BULREHFES NS ? eSS > UK
FAE > BERCEAN > ARES - SRR VETRERDEE - | ERHNEREER
%S - IR - IEEE ARG - 1A CRRIG T o MALEESE LI
ARy SEES - FERBEIREAYEOE /N ZREERE - LS RS AR -
AR > HEHS > e o T BREARAR - BRI - IERERAMEE ) o ERRET
B - TEAEGEESE ) ERBUTiEN - JE - AEsE &N
Fy iR o BN R EL - SN RS - EIEEdme TIEHEC ) &
% o GG - R— TG FUEE T RENeiEEE - W TEE, - (%
32:7)

Oh to be wide awake—which wasn’ t so easy come late spring, early summer. On the
one hand, poets tell of “the longings of spring that won  t let go—going to sleep is
impossible!”  On the other hand, “spring comes with long, longer days. May waking up
be delayed, and delayed!” Desiring to sleep, to stay sweetly asleep, but can’ t—that’ s
precisely what the Chinese call  ‘spring passion’  (chunging), a kind of stirring of desire,
or awakening love, best realized in our romantic literature. Especially in the land south of

the great Yangtze River, a region of charming scenery that changed with the seasons,
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almost anywhere could have inspired in the literati the sentiment of spring longing, a
sentiment deeply felt but subtly expressed.
Oh the beloved’ s heavenly scent; the years flow by, flowing away. Look! The rising mist
18 hiding the garden boat. The wind slices into the rain. Through the silk screen her
longing gaze dwells and dwells on this scene of spring changing.” These lines epitomize
the amount of attention dedicated in Chinese literature to the expression of spring passion.
They’ re refined and refined, and refined some more, until just right—the depiction of
youthful yearning reaches a pinnacle in these lyrics.
Then, almost two centuries later, the author of 7he Dream of the Red Chamber continued
the feat—in fact quoting those lines—and devoted many a chapter to capturing the
amorous mood of spring. The budding love of the novel s young characters is hinted at
in their back-and-forth bantering, set to the luscious backdrop of the Grand Panorama
Garden. The result 1s a heightened emotional effect—tender and sinuous, intricate and
intriguing—rendering spring passion all the more palpable, precise, and, yes, beautiful.
“Shielded by bamboo like phoenix tails still, so still; then a brief breeze, the leaves like
dragon tongues trill and trill—this is Villa Xiaoxiang.” What we have here is beautiful
springtime infused with adolescent desire, as we are beholding the scenery with the
novel s hero, Jia Baoyu. “Gestating these feelings all day long, hovering between half-
asleep, half-awake,” says Lin Daiyu—the novel’ s heroine who lives in Villa
Xiaoxiang—to and of herself, and overheard by Baoyu. What we have here is adolescent
desire induced by beautiful springtime. Indeed, it s spring passion in essence—that
phrase alone, as uttered by Daiyu, encapsulates all its nuances, the bottomless yet
restrained romanticism that it represents.
This feeling, this longing, arises at the stage in life when one is still  “contained within
one’ sself” And from when the feeling arises it then grows into a kind of “torment,”
a word that comes closest to describing the heart wound, the pain of longing. Hence in

Chinese we say “tormenting spring”  (shangchun).
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All T could sense was that I felt most relaxed in that natural setting, where also a nameless
feeling would come upon me, as if, alone, I d arrived in a silent, deserted landscape.
Running through me was a feeling forlorn yet not forlorn, all run into one. I was most
fond of such forlorn-yet-not sentiment, because it was part of that misty existence, that

primordial undifferentiated state of being. The differentiated “I” —my individual self—
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had not emerged, so in my feeling forlorn I didn” t suffer an all-out loneliness. Even so, it
wasn  tin the familiar company of humankind that I found myself; it was in a different
kind of setting —that is, impersonal nature—and I couldn’ t help but feel some
desolation. But no harm was done; the desolation never amounted to a terror-instilling

sense of nothingness.
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On a day brightened by splendid sunshine, people in the village couldn” t wait to get their
turn on the swing--- I got together some friends, and all by ourselves hauled a few pieces
of wood, found some strands of tattered ropes---we actually built a swing! --+ we were so
proud of it. We built the swing ourselves, for ourselves! At the time, figuring things out by

myself and making things with my own hands gave me a special joy of self-sufficiency.
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This interest of mine stemmed from an inner drive, a desire for making things, and making
for the sake of making—it was an interest that had no practical purposes. In an
unrestrained atmosphere, where there was no one giving me 1instructions or even hints,
[' d tackle a problem from start to end, following the trail of my own thoughts. This gave
me an incredible, inexpressible joy---That was because my interest lay not so much in the
objects but in figuring out, in my own mind, how to form something, in my own way. It
was a kind of aesthetic interest that expressed itself in the act of constructing, of giving
shape to something. Such interest, because it was constructive, couldn’ t roam too far and
be capricious; it must follow a line of reasoning from start to end. So step by orderly step
[' d think independently through a problem and would see to it that, finally, something
was formed. The process gave me a profound joy, a feeling of really living, which,
experienced at every step of the way, could only be understood by the person involved. It
was a self-sustaining inner universe—this interest had the power to permeate one’ s being
and create a harmonious flow within. That was why whenever I got deeply engaged in the
process, I became so engrossed, so lost in my thoughts that everything else was blocked
out. I became blind in the eyes and deaf in the ears, and I suffered a beating because of

just that.
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Spring” s torment should normally not contain any element of autumnal lament. When
such element does exist, the life stirring inside must be frail. It s as if the whirlpool,

lacking a centrifugal, cohesive force, cannot be held together and has subsided into a
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stream, the current of life flowing away, slipping away. This ebb in a person’ s life force
makes 1t easier for his or her sensitive soul to emerge—the heart to become unhinged.
When autumn arrives, life feels insubstantial, rootless, a fleeting phenomenon---and the
result is  “sorrowful autumn” (beigiu). “Tormenting spring”  energizes, whereas

“sorrowful autumn” is life enervated.
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If, instead, the life contained within the self 1s robust and resilient, solid and sound—if the
whirlpool 1s held together by a strong cohesive force—the heart will stay fused with the
life forces and so won’ t be susceptible to  ‘sorrowful autumn’ . Fall comes. The sky,
clearer than ever, looks suddenly higher, and the drier air feels crisp. The stifling heat has
dissipated. Nature’ s growth has also abated. The scenery of saturated abundance now
appears refreshed, crystal clear. The heart feels consolidated; it isn” t separated from the
life force, as in the case of the sensitive soul emerging from the ebbing whirlpool. In turn,
life becomes stronger inside—toughened; one’ s existence doesn’ t feel insubstantial and
rootless as when the heart 18 unhinged. With life thus strengthened, and the heart gathered,
the brimming but aimless spring passion i1s now transformed into a dynamic force, ready

for work.
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A farming family such as ours ‘-+ Everybody labored hard at harvest but was happy at
heart, while my body was made strong by the strenuous work. At the age of fifteen or so, I
could carry a huge load of grain on my back and walk quite a distance. That kind of
strength, which to village folks belonged to a grown man, was the result of hard harvest
labor. I was up to all kinds of heavy lifting, a fact that made my father very proud, and
he” d often brag about me behind my back. He thought highly of my agility and how I
could stoop on the fields or in the water for hours. He reckoned I’ d make a good

farmhand.
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At the time, working on the fields, especially during harvests, appealed to me, and I felt

very happy when I was doing 1it---From planting the crops in spring to harvesting them in
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autumn, the work of a farmer 1s, not unlike making things by myself, an orderly process. It
mvolves a series of operations that must be followed through to get results, and with
results come a sense of gratification and completion. Farmers know of these feelings from

“collecting in autumn” ; “sorrowful autumn” they don’ t experience. That s
because the life in them is strong and sound, and in their collecting they feel collected
inside. And when the whole process i1s done they feel satisfied, from having done
something by themselves for themselves. Here the word ‘done,” though suggesting
completion, also signals life’ s continuation; instead of life slipping away, over and done
with, it goes on, the cycle continues. Life can only reach the level of  ‘sustaining one’ s
self by going through an experience like “collecting in autumn.” Otherwise, if

“tormenting spring” is followed by “sorrowful autumn,” one’ s life force will surely
wane and wither away, and be wasted. The brimming vigor of spring passion must go

through the process of gathering for it to return to, and thus sustain, one’ s self.
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I also liked to watch old men drinking in solitude, in a wayside inn in the middle of
nowhere. The inn was a highway rest stop my father used to run, having inherited it from

his father. As the sun was setting on the ancient road, horses and mules that had traveled
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for miles with heavy loads appeared from the north and the south, casting long shadows in
the diminishing light. Droves of goats and calves were also brought in, prodded along by
the herdsmen’ s calls. At the time, I especially loved listening to the riotous clatter of the
horses’ hooves, the rumbling that announced their arrival. It sounded so grand and
mighty. Yet, as it was near the end of the day, the might wasn" t at its mightiest—a
subdued, dusky grandeur it was. There was even a hint of surrender in the hurried steps of
the horses. After trekking such distance, they were eager for a good night’ s rest at the
stables. Men and beasts were all exhausted, all eager for rest.

The stirring sound of hooves clattering, the last round of herding calls—you could hear in
them an unmistakable elation, the joy of having come upon, at the end of toil, the
comforting glow of respite. You could sense a definite haste as well, one last rush before
the journey” s end. Tired, men and beasts couldn’ t wait to return to rest. “West wind,
ancient road, lean horses,” so the lyrics go, the weary seeking rest at a wayside inn—Tlife
has always been so, from time immemorial. There was in this temporary respite an eternal
quality; though lasting only a night, it felt timeless. And no matter how humble the folks
were, this was a moment of eternity. When those who labored for life tending livestock
came into our inn and sat down for their drinks, getting relaxed over simple meals, talking
about this, that, and whatever, it seemed that they too had arrived at that eternity, the peace
that all humans partook of in rest. The highway to heaven couldn’ t be more heavenly

than that.
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Before every performance there was a kind of opening act. A dull-looking fellow would
come onto the stage and start reciting some epic. As he droned on, recounting the deeds of
legendary kings from way back when, the audience lost patience. No one listened to this
history sung in monotone, no one else but me. This man had always seemed amusing to
me. He" d go on and on until the actors were all decked out and ready, and then he’ d
wrap up his act with this announcement: “° Tis no place for me to stay, a visit backstage

I shall now pay.” And off he went. I thought this was so comical, but dignified too. The
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way he sang of the past with a lighthearted, cool attitude, serious but not so serious—what

humor!
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Among the opera characters---Guan was my favorite. I liked too the “dressed-to-be-deft
martial fellows” ---But none of them could command my rapt attention like the general
Guan, as when he walked onto the stage in his full regalia—a glistening green robe, a
nobleman’ s hat, a crescent-shaped sword, a long beard, and red paint on his face—his
singing accompanied by soaring flutes. Every movement, every pose displayed a
remarkable presence, a notch above the rest---Upon his appearance, the stage took on an
atmosphere of greatness, with physical and moral authority emanating from it. It was as if
the scene before you had suddenly lit up, prompting you to sit up, pay attention, your

whole being rising to the occasion. In all of traditional Chinese theater, the Guan operas
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are unsurpassed in their uplifting power—we see a man living up to the ideals, his
humanity fulfilled, and we feel cleansed. It doesn’ t matter whether the real Guan
Yunchang was in fact that inspiring. Certainly how he’ s written about in 7h4e Chronicle
of the Three Kingdoms doesn’ t command quite the same effect. And no other types of
performances—not the movies, not the modern plays—can convey that image, that
presence, none except traditional theater. This ability to inspire is the strong suit of
traditional theater. Just this quality is enough to make it timeless, to keep what' s ancient
fresh through the centuries. As a child I was so enamored of the operas about Guan; my

mind would literally be transported to another realm when I was watching them.
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