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I wrote this poem, which was first published in my pamphlet Rustlings, as an
exercise in ambiguity. The poem also asks:
1.How might translation be used as a poetic form?
2.How can we creatively re-read (and re-write) classical literature?

The source text is The Peach Blossom Spring, a political fable by Chinese
writer Tao Yuanming dating from 421 CE. I was struck by its motif of
communicative ambiguity. The utopia is a secret out of time and place, a
secret the fisherman is warned gravely not to reveal, and his treacherous
attempts to relay its existence fail--it seems like the village is out of step or
even irreconcilable with the world of rational language. Yet it is also
through the medium of text that Tao’s utopia is willed into a longstanding
literary-cultural existence. An unspeakable, existenceless place that is
paradoxically spoken into being, the peach blossom utopia mirrors the
notion of a perfect translation: impossible and ideal, only existing through
language but always hampered by it. 

In my poem, I apply creative mistranslations to The Peach Blossom Spring
as a way of exploring the inherent ambiguities in translation and meaning-
making. This is a good time to bring up the etymological roots of
translation: originally, it meant to carry across, as in to carry across water. 
Recall how the fisherman floats down a scenic river into the village by
chance then fails to return; likewise, as readers and writers, we can easily
‘lose [our] way’ on water while trying to locate meaning.

Does it matter when the view is so lovely? 


