
 
Paul E Nelson Interview with Zhang Er on her book First Mountain. 

Recorded at her Olympia, Washington home, April 13, 2019 
 
Paul E Nelson: A year after Sam Hamill’s death, in what might be his last book blurb, he writes: 

“Zhang Er brings us startling “burial ground poems from Chinese that are striking 
in their perspective and elegant in style and presentation. They represent a poetic 
sensibility that is unique and often profound, and I read them with great surprise 
and gratitude.” Zhang Er, a poet and opera librettist from Beijing, is the author of 
many books of poetry in Chinese, 2017’s Closest to You, also Verses on Bird and 
So Translating Rivers and Cities. She has co-edited Another Kind of Nation: An 
Anthology of Contemporary Chinese Poetry and her opera libretti in English 
include Moon in the Mirror and Fiery Jade: Cai Yan. Her new book is First 
Mountain, co-translated from her original Chinese with Joseph Donahue. Zhang 
Er, welcome. 

Zhang Er: You're welcome. Thank you for having me. 

Paul E Nelson: You told me the Sam blurb story at Margin Shift. 

Zhang Er: Yes. 

Paul E Nelson: Could you tell it for the record now? 

Zhang Er: Yeah. I was looking for blurbs from different people and, Sam Hamill has been an 
acquaintance for long time. Sam and I really respect each other and I actually read 
his poetry and found it all around Washington in different parks. All of a sudden 
you have tablets and there is Sam Hamill, and was profoundly moving, especially 
the poetry. I don't even remember where did I see this sculpture with his poem 
on it, Filling the site perfectly. So, he's was in my mind and also he helped me 
when I did the translation of Another Kind of Nation Chinese poetry anthology. 
Sam Hamill was one of the collaborating translators for the book. So, I have had 
some encounters with him, collaboration through that connection. But that was 
almost 10 years ago so, when I approached him, and I was really without any 
expectation he would even remember me, or respond to my request, but to my 
surprise he write back almost second day. Said, "Yes, this is something I can do." 

I didn't get the undertone of that particular message. I said, "That's great, Sam 
Hamill" and, two weeks later the blurb come he said, "Here it is, I did my best," 
and that was that. But then almost less than 10 days later I saw the news that he 
passed, so I think when he said, "This is something I can do," he was probably 
already speaking from a limited capacity. I didn't know him personally so I don't 
know what he referring to, but he was a poet to the end, still promoting younger 
latecomers, so I was quite moved by this last encounter with this great giant of 
poetry. 

Paul E Nelson: Tomorrow is the anniversary of his death, the first anniversary. 

Zhang Er: I see, I see. 

Paul E Nelson: Port Townsend Memory’s Vault, that's the installation. 
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Zhang Er: Probably, yes. Yeah, we visited there with Rikki Ducornet probably. Yes, we did 

do that. 

Paul E Nelson: You wrote in the forward to First Mountain that the book comes out of a burial 
ritual in 2001 in China for your paternal grandparents back in Shanxi province 
and that the world they came from was rural, pre-revolutionary China, which was 
quite distant from you. 

 Zhang Er: Yes. 

Paul E Nelson: This must have been quite an experience? 

Zhang Er: Yes, it was surprising. To start with, it’s like I'm completely unprepared. And I 
saw it's just one of the family things. Gathering around for a few of the old folks 
... like the older generation’s requirement. It's like a family obligation. My parents 
were asking me and my brother to join them, to the send grandparent’s ashes 
home. I said, "Wow, this is one of those obligations I have to do." 

Zhang Er: But once I was there, I realize it is something actually, a gaping hole in my life. I 
don't realize it is there. And discovered a world ... a new world to me, but it's 
clearly an old world, it’s always there. I just didn't know it existed in terms of the 
ancestral land, which really reflects how people believed and how they die. And 
their interpretation of death struck me. It was like a window into their living. The 
whole event was pretty sharp, because there was a burial ritual that lasted a few 
days. And many, many clan members or villagers attended, all somehow distantly 
related to me either through my grandfather or grandmother. After I came back 
from the trip, I start to realize how significant those few days were, and I took a 
lot of notes, because that's literally what I do when I experience something, I have 
no idea what it is. I try to catch as much I can with cameras, with notes and 
photographs. Since I came back from the trip, I did research for three or four 
years about the funeral ritual, into Shanxi province where my hometown is, and 
into their culture. I did research, and I wrote poems, because I guess it's one way 
for me to understand a culture or world around me. Writing poetry is the way to 
do it. 

Paul E Nelson: I'm here to get the story, obviously, but you tell it so well in poetry. I'm hoping 
that the interview can be a mix of you telling the story and then reading poems 
that also give us an angle on the story. One part that's really important to note is 
that your parents were "ardently secular communists." This ritual was your first 
exposure to more traditional religious beliefs. You said it was "culture shock" and 
that "an entire, unfamiliar and ancient belief system" was presented to you in the 
span of a few days. How are you able to write so lucidly about that experience? 
Was it because that happened in 2001, the book comes out ... what? 18 years 
later. You had time to do it right, you had time to do your research. It's 
remarkable, the feeling that I'm right there as I'm reading these poems, and also 
getting a look into that culture which reminds me of many different cultures. 
Reminds me of indigenous cultures. Maybe you can address the fact that your 
parents, they didn't grow up with that, and they essentially have abandoned what 
we might call traditional thinking of the culture. 
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Zhang Er: It's a complicated story. And the first of all, I want your listeners and readers to 

know the poem you are seeing is translated by American poet Joseph Donahue. 
So, this is a third layer removed [distanced] from the initial experience. And the 
translation collaboration with Joe took 10 years. The poem was written from 
events that happened in 2001, and the Chinese book originally was published in 
Taiwan actually, in 2005. And I started thinking about translating it. Sometimes, 
when you write something, even when the book comes out, you do not 
necessarily know the significance until years later and you get feedback from other 
and get other poets' comments on the work. 

Zhang Er: 2008, I started collaborating with Joe Donahue, so that's a second layer removed 
from the original experiences. Through these reflections, and from initial research 
notes, through my writing, then my transcription of it through Joseph Donahue's 
translation, [I see] that they are lucid, or clear-eyed. Maybe because it was filtered 
through this process. Clearly, the reader right now reading this work of two 
poets, living in America and working in the second decade of 21st century 
[means] there is a time lag. Time compressed from a 2,000 year old Chinese burial 
ritual [described] through 2018's product of print. It's kind of time-collapsed in 
this book. I'm glad you think it works. It's always tentative for me. I just don't 
know how my initial reflection on the experience versus Joe's 
interpresation/reflection on the Chinese transcription and then translation works. 
Border crossing is always risky. This one seems to be successful in a way, at least 
to you. This seems to be. I hope it's continued to convey meanings and convey 
significance to readers who are not Chinese, who are not my parents or my 
grandparents. 

Paul E Nelson: And your parents, they're not into this? 

Zhang Er: I would not say they have abandoned their tradition, because there is a bigger 
political environment surrounding Chinese society. As one of the poems was 
saying, the Chinese tradition kept records on tablets on the funeral ground tablets, 
but significantly, the last hundred years are not there. You can imagine what 
happened to Chinese history and tradition. It seems the 20th century is really a 
breaking of the Chinese tradition, of the old way of living. I think Communist 
party rule is one of the factors, but the whole idea of Chinese culture 
encountering Western culture [suggests] you can probably say that's a reason the 
break happens. After all, Communism is a Western ideology. The clash is so big. 
And the industrialization capitalists versus Confucianism or Taoism, that fracture 
probably breaks the tradition. And Communism is part of it. My parents both are 
Communist party members. My mom just passed away, so this is another death 
we'll need to address. I'm in the middle of another long work. Hopefully that will 
be something else to come out maybe 20 years from now. 

Paul E Nelson: The ritual won't be the same. 

Zhang Er: No. It won't be, but yeah ... I don't know what it's going to be. This book is First 
Mountain. Maybe we need to shift the symbols and the metaphors to something 
beyond the mountains. 
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Paul E Nelson: My condolences. 

Zhang Er: Yeah. Thank you. 

Paul E Nelson: Four years is a pretty quick time to get that story into a book. The first part of it 
was pretty quick, as publishing goes. Tell us about The Book of Rites and how 
that was a source for this book. 

Zhang Er: The Book of Rites is one of the oldest books. I'm not a Chinese classics scholar. I 
have to say that, because my training is in Western science. But over the years, I 
have been able to read and study and really educate myself about Chinese classics. 
It's a collection of rituals for all occasions. It's one of the five canons of Chinese 
classics. Early on, there's a book of history that is assuming that there are even 
older, pre-dynasty doctrines, the makings of the Chinese history of tribes, leaders, 
and ancient wars and all that. Ritual is much more ... how do I say? Elaborating 
history. In a way, you associate history with stories and teachings. Book of Rites is 
really cut and dried. Almost like some chapters in the Bible that tell you, "Do this, 
and do that, you do that." I don't know ... 

Paul E Nelson: Prescriptive. 

Zhang Er: Prescriptive. And what age you do [certain] rites. The function of Book of Rites I 
think is the rule to get the people, probably from different tribes [to act in ] a 
correct way. By Confucius’ time, that's the correct way to carry out the Zhou-Li 
to honor the first loosely ... collective Zhou. It's not really the first dynasty, but 
pre-dynasty Zhou period. And that is supposed to be the right way of doing 
things. One of the Confucius’ major official function is to teach how to practice 
all the rites. And funeral rites is one of the rites. And it dictates pretty much what 
type of clothes you supposed to wear, down to the type of material you should 
use for the clothing. Some of the rituals I witnessed are still practicing that 
teaching. 

Paul E Nelson: It's fair to say, then, your grandparents were practicing Confucianism? 

Zhang Er: To use the word Confucianism is really [to say] dominant culture for Han 
Chinese. Being educated people (my grandfather was educated) he followed the 
doctrine. Not a rebel, he's not Communist. But even my grandfather himself, he's 
the first generation of Chinese who [had a] Western education. He's majored in 
chemistry. Chemical engineering [we] would call it today. But at that time, it's 
really rudimentary. The first Western school opened to Chinese youths who had 
classical trainings. I would say my grandfather still had classical trainings. Which, 
by definition, maybe is Confucian classical teachings and learnings. Confucianism 
is not necessarily a religion [in the] Western sense. It is just an education system. 
You go through that. And the generation before him, if [they went] through the 
schooling of the Confucianism, the next level is that you participate in the civil 
service national exam. You would be awarded, if you passed it, you are awarded 
official government titles. But I think by the time my grandfather came of age, 
that national civil servant's exam is abandoned. Instead, Western education came 
in. He went on to study chemistry and has technical degrees. Even though, [his] 
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degrees in chemistry and technical degrees both were used by local warlords and 
rulers as if he passed university entrance tests of the Confucian style. He was 
awarded official jobs not really related to chemistry, but administrative jobs 
because he had an education. Women's education is another issue. I don't know if 
we even have time to go there. 

Paul E Nelson: But you do allude in the book to those tablets that recorded the generations and 
exclude the women. 

Zhang Er: Oh, yeah. Definitely. A woman is not considered a full citizen. They are 
property. And [this is] for a majority of Chinese history. When they were young, 
they belonged to their father. When they were married, they belonged to their 
husband. When they were getting old, they belonged to their son. The male in 
their life [becomes] the decision makers. 

Paul E Nelson: I'd love if you can read from the book. From Prelude: Part Two. It's on page six. 
And if ... I think that's maybe three pages. That'd be a great place to start, I think. 

Zhang Er: The thing is for my reading, because my original poem is written in Chinese, I 
usually read my poem in Chinese. I guess I wanted to read it English here? 

Paul E Nelson: Whatever you'd like. If you'd like to read it in the Chinese, I'm happy to read the 
English if you like. 

 (Zhang Er reads Prelude Two. Paul E Nelson reads the English translation.) 

Paul E Nelson: This line, this mini-stanza here, "Then write. Then write until writing is to ask 
for life on a new level." Can us say what inspired that, or can you elaborate on 
that? 

Zhang Er: Yes, and no. I don't know. These lines [came] out of a conversation with some 
friends on poetry. What would be the meaning of writing poetry? Sometimes, 
when you are writing, you can see. [In this poem] the scenes shift from the 
banquet rooms, to Beijing parks and then to this particular moment. My brother 
and I were climbing these foothills in my grandparents' family ground. And so 
going up, somehow because of that effort, you're heaving and breathing and you 
don't know where you are heading, really. It's a new environment. And 
somehow, this possibly reminds me of writing poetry. It is have to load, and you 
have lot of big energies, you don't know what you're writing, but somehow only 
thing you know is to keep on writing, and possibly you will find something ... 
[maybe] a reality this life doesn't offer. For poets, it's always ambivalent [as to] 
what we are doing. And who is paying us what we're doing? But [poets have] this 
urge to just keep on writing. And sometimes, vaguely, recognition [comes from] 
somewhere. But that’s not it. That is really secondary, tertiary self. It's not why 
you are making an effort every day, sitting at your desk writing. I think that was 
probably one way of thinking of writing poetry. 

Paul E Nelson: That the purpose of poetry is to deepen your consciousness. 
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Zhang Er: Deepen consciousness, awareness maybe? Living fuller, and because everybody is 

living about the same way... eat, shit and doing things. But somehow, if you're 
not satisfied ... 

Paul E Nelson: (Laughing) And I have to say, when you do that deed, you have a very nice view 
looking out the window of the ravine and the evergreens and what have you. 

Zhang Er: Yeah. 

Paul E Nelson: In Part Three of Prelude, you write, "Words are just a ditch we dig to direct the 
flow of common sense." (Still laughing.) 

Zhang Er: Yeah. Yeah, that's right. And I don't know. I think the whole book is a process of 
self-questioning and reflecting as a leading to all these ambivalent issues in our life. 
Somehow, at least momentarily when I was on the hometown ground, I'd written 
about it, I don't know why, you feel you're home. You feel there's a certain 
definition and kind of firmness to the ground. 

Zhang Er: I think that's probably why I put all these doubts, all these questions in life at the 
prelude leading to the journey. 

Paul E Nelson: Some answers, maybe. 

Zhang Er: Yeah. At least momentarily.  

Paul E Nelson: I look at that line, that stanza I just mentioned: "Words are just a ditch we dig to 
direct the flow of common sense." And I'm noticing something in the lineation. 
And I'm guessing Joseph might be the [one who decided that]... it might be 
interesting to have him in here to talk about this. The A and R in the first line, 
and the A in "a ditch we dig" [in the following line] are lined up. This is sort of 
an indented kind of lineation here, so this is an open form kind of thing. And 
then the T in "to direct the flow," which starts the next line, comes right under 
the T in "ditch" in the line above. So, it's lined up in a way with those sounds. 
Which is very, very interesting to see that. And it's a technique that I've used in 
my own work. How far do you indent? How about doing it like that? Maybe that 
brings out the music. I don't know. When you went over the lineation, did you 
just give Joe a free hand or what was the process with that? 

Zhang Er: Yeah, I think it's very much his choice. And I have questions sometimes because 
in Chinese, the lines pretty ... line to the right, occasionally at the end, sometimes 
I break through a little bit. 

Paul E Nelson: To the left, you mean. 

Zhang Er: Yeah, to the ... to the left, yeah. To the left. One of the constant issues in 
translating, I sense, is that the Chinese is much denser as a language. There are lot 
of things you can put in one line because of the way the language is structured. 
And grammatical words are absent. It's indicated. Especially in this particular 
book. I try to use a more abbreviated style of talking, because trying to indicate 
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the voice I hear in this is archaic Chinese, which is much more brief in writing 
than in modern Chinese. Lot of words in modern Chinese, you have two 
syllables. You have two characters. But in archaic Chinese, there's only one. 

 

And the grammatical words ... the orientation is slight ... the arrangement, syntax 
is different, too. It's kind of [an] oral language. Any oral language, you don't have 
to always use full sentences, because there is face to face [contact]. Immediately, 
you have an intimacy with the page, or with my imaginary readers. My line is so 
very jumpy, and lot of questions only indicated by question mark, but no 
additional words. Joe has to find a way to elongate the English, rather than one 
line translating into another. Sometimes one line translating into a stanza. It seems 
that's not enough. He wanted to leave rooms for breathing. Open space. And 
there are some poems he doubles every single line. 

In the end, I think it's a compromise because the publisher of this book… already 
more than 200 pages… Zephyr Press, [usually] publishes all these translations side-
by-side with Chinese. [In] this book, clearly, there's no room for Chinese. If 
[there are] 200 pages plus English text, 200 pages of Chinese would be ... 

Paul E Nelson: A fat book. 

Zhang Er: Yeah, a fat book. 

Paul E Nelson: And expensive. 

Zhang Er: Expensive, and it breaks the norm for the distributors, too. So in the end, we 
didn't include the Chinese text. But from peoples' response, I think Joe's 
technique worked. People, especially people who are now familiar with Chinese 
culture and the breathing room make people linger on the line little more, and 
sink ... double back to trying to read, second read. It's due to his skills and 
management, yeah. 

Paul E Nelson: In this book, the English edition, it's page 81: Warm the Tomb. 

Zhang Er: Warm the Tomb. 

Paul E Nelson: Yeah, I would love to ... to give listeners a good idea of the scene in your 
grandparents' village. 

Zhang Er: Yeah, where did ... 

Paul E Nelson: And of course, the male descendants are the ones who start off in this ... in 
English. 

Zhang Er: Yeah, well ... right. 
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(Zhang Er reads the poem Warm the Tomb. Paul E Neleon reads the English translaton.) 

Paul E Nelson: And there are footnotes that I'll read. I didn't want to interrupt the flow of the 
poem. As I was reading the book, I read the footnotes along with the poem. "The 
day before the burial, the underground chamber of the tomb is cleaned and 
warmed with charcoal fire and a clay pot. Close family members take part in the 
end of its ceremony." And the next note is: "The clay pot and yellow paper are 
used in the funeral ritual. The clay pot is a symbol of the living. A versatile utensil 
used for cooking, eating, washing and storage of food to sustain life, which will be 
dramatically thrown to the ground and smashed into pieces by the surviving 
offspring at the beginning of the funeral procession. Yellow paper is a special kind 
of unbleached, rough paper that sometimes has prayers or underworld money 
printed on it. They are burned in abundance at various stages of the ritual to send 
money and prayers to the dead, showing the living's respect for the dead." 

Zhang Er: Yeah, this is a pretty old tradition and old belief and in the passing of one life into 
death, you go through a purification of fire. And I think a lot of ancient cultures 
have that, still. Purification through fire. And it seems that fire is also an 
intermediate stage. Passing, transmitting messages. For example, if I want these 
words, this book for my grandparents here, I need to burn the book. Which I 
haven't done. I saved that for the next time I visit, maybe I will do that just to 
honor the old tradition. They will hear me if I burn the book. That's the idea. 
The living and dead, it’s almost kind of ... I don't want to explain, or trivialize it. 
It's a complicated system. People somehow just take it for granted, that way of 
thinking. And you don't know. Nobody, at least in my life, [there’s] nobody 
teaching me exactly what it is, but then you just copy what everybody's doing. It's 
not quite Taoism. Confucianists don't really do things like that. There's Confucian 
rites, and there's even ancient ... they call it "folk religion" that's still very much 
alive in China, or Chinese influence spheres.  In Taiwan, you see people burn 
things in middle of the street on different occasions as part of the [effort to] send 
things ... offerings to gods and goddesses. 

Paul E Nelson: How far back does it go? 

Zhang Er: I don't know. Thousands of years? And some people say, related to early religion, 
the passing through down the silk road of worshiping fire. So far, it's still clay 
burying pots, and ... integrated into Buddhism, too, for instance, burning incense, 
burning candles. If teaching evolution in biology, possiblly, we understand the 
power of fire as a species way before we branch out into different groups. The fire 
is life giving and purification, I guess. And passing through death. 

Paul E Nelson: "Paper Clothes For the Dead ..." it's on page 99, it's also quite stunning. 99 in this 
book. Is that book available? This book in Chinese? Can you find it on Abe 
Books, or ...? 

Zhang Er: I'm afraid it's probably out of print. It's by Tang-Shan Publisher in Taipei. As you 
commented, the work came out very quickly. It's also because that year, 2005, I 
was invited to Taipei International Poetry Festival. I'm from Mainland China. I'd 
never been to Taiwan before 2005, so I was really honored to be invited there, to 
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Taiwan, as an American poet. (Laughs.) And maybe as a Chinese poet, but 
anyway [while] I was there I thought, maybe it's possible, because all my books 
are published overseas, or in China. maybe, it's possible to publish in Taiwan. The 
[festival] organizer, Hong Hong, a very influential poet in Chinese poetry circles, 
approached the publisher, Tang-Shan, which publish poetry. A very small 
publisher. They said, "Sure." And the editor was really taken by the manuscript. 
He set everything up. At that time, it was pre-internet, and was kind of a difficult. 
I sent the whole text in quickly before the festival. That book came out that way. 
And Taiwan, as people know, very much maintains the tradition of the Chinese 
traditional way. I think they have the claim to better preserve Chinese culture 
than Mainland China. This book was published in complex Chinese characters in 
Taiwan, as all books are. I saw that just fitting for this book particularly. I don't 
know if it still can be found. I only have two copies left. 

Paul E Nelson: And one of them's going to your ancestors before long. 

Zhang Er: I know. I want to make sure that I have a copy. Unless someone wants to redo 
the print, it's probably going to be gone. Like a lot of things. 

Paul E Nelson: How were your own beliefs about life and death changed by the experience of 
going there and having this ritual? This crash course in your traditional or 
ancestral beliefs. How did it change things? 

Zhang Er: I don't know. It's a good question. I think it make me feel there's a sequence in 
things. You feel almost your part of a collective that you've never [been] aware of. 
That is both scary and consoling ...Comforting. And this Western idea of 
individuality is clearly challenged, because you go to a village, you have a whole 
village of people who look like your grandmother. Another village, everybody 
looks like grandfather. You feel okay. I'm kind of part of this. I'm genetically, I'm 
really, really part of this. In the meantime, the individuality that the Western 
culture, there's always a point, you always strive for yourself. You feel, "Where 
am I?" You feel kind of, in a way, lost. It is difficult for me to pinpoint what 
exactly it means. But, except, to offer some context for my existence. It feels like 
in the whole world of randomness, there's a reason I'm here. I don't know if that's 
a belief system, or if it is a ... what's the word? Confirm ... 

Paul E Nelson: Affirmation. 

Zhang Er: Affirmation. That's the word. Affirmation that there's a reason, even though we 
know the relationship is really arbitrary. A human way of rationalizing everything. 

At least temporarily, when I think about that village, I feel I'm on firm ground. 
And probably it is even increasingly more important as one gets older. You feel 
your courage start sagging, and every time I think about that, okay ... my doubts, 
my weaknesses, my arbitrariness, maybe there's a reason to be there. And there are 
... yeah, I guess that's what it is. And it opened the door to my later work, 
actually. At first, originally, I don't think classical Chinese really ... I really don't 
have a way to handle them given my limited training, and time, and living in U.S. 
But through this book, research for this, I feel that I can get lot of things. And the 
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tradition still matters a lot in the language I'm using, and the way things are done. 
Even in syntax of the words. It's embedded there. And I start a whole lot of other 
projects now, going back to traditional teachings to see where it's come from. 

Paul E Nelson: This book comes across to me like a key book in a poet's life. Does it feel like that 
to you? 

Zhang Er: I will say probably a core [book] would be a way of thinking about it. I feel it's 
nourishing for me rather than me showing something to other people. It's 
solidifying my core in a way without making a doctrine or dogma. But without 
having to deny my Chinese-ness. I know what Chinese-ness is in my mind. At 
least, with the limited depths I have. Rather than the Communists paradox from 
China, without reading much book at all, barely can consider ... what's a word? 
Illiterate. Because we go through trainings, and then I immediately jump onto 
medical trainings, scientific things. I always feel there is lacking. But this book 
seems to make me feel, "Okay, I can reach that. I know where the core is." 

Paul E Nelson: Really grateful for your time today. 

Zhang Er: Yeah, thank you for asking wonderful questions. To think about this. 

 


