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About the Poetry

Borders loom large in my mind. Living in two cultures, | write about
marginalization, borderlands, divided worlds, conflict, and confrontation.
| recall refugees sleeping on the ground at the border between South
Africa and Zimbabwe. | remember applying for a visa to cross the divided
city of Nicosia. Between India and Pakistan, pilgrims cross an international
boundary to visit their holy shrines. | have read poetry at border schools
in Central and South America where European empires divided the land
among themselves. Borders are the product of colonialism and war.

“Soon we will live in a box” was written for Struga Poetry Evenings in what is
now called North Macedonia. | wrote “Life in between” while participating
in the Festival Mundial de Poesia in Venezuela many years ago. “River as
a border” was one of the poems from my trip to my hometown, Hankou
Concession of Wuhan, China. | struggled with “The Nile” for weeks after
returning home from Africa. These poems traverse different kinds of
borders, geographical or psychological.

About the Poet

Ming Di is a Chinese poet and translator, born in Wuhan, currently living
between Beijing and California. Her publications include nine books of
poetry in Chinese and one in collaborative translation in English: River
Merchant’s Wife (Marick Press, 2012). She has co-translated several
books into English, including Empty Chairs: Poems by Liu Xia (Graywolf
Press, 2015) which was a finalist of the Best Translated Book Award and
won a translation prize from the Poetry Foundation. She has received
two translation fellowships from the Luce Foundation. She edited and
co-translated New Cathay: Contemporary Chinese Poetry (Tupelo Press
and Poetry Foundation, 2013) and New Poetry from China 1917-2017
(Black Square Editions, 2019), among others. She has translated seven
books into Chinese including Marianne Moore’s Observations. She
received the Lishan Poetry Award (translation), 2021 Spring Gala Best
Ten Translators Award and Motie/Xiron Poetry Prize—Best Ten Chinese
Poets of 2023. She has served as a Chinese coordinator for Lyrikline
(Berlin), editor of the China domain of Poetry International (Rotterdam)
and co-organizer of International Translation Workshops (Beijing).
Currently she is a translation editor for Tupelo Press and a member of
the International Council of Vicente Huidobro Foundation.
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Soon we will live in a box

| watch birds every day and they watch me too.
Do birds see me as in West Korea?

North Vietham? Or South Mongolia?

Or do they see Mongolia as North China?

They are confused. They don’t know

why humans divide land

and even rivers and lakes into countries.

What the heck is a country?

Birds fly much slower these days

afraid of crossing borders illegally.

Very soon, we will build walls on rivers

and lakes and seas

to make the borders higher and higher

so that rich water doesn’t flow to the neighbors
and we will even draw lines across sunlight

and put ourselves into divided boxes.

Birds imitate us, seize mountain tops,
push away dissidents.

Colors of feathers are passports.
Crows fly at night,

as only darkness is their home.

| sit by the river, watching all the wars
with kinship, neighbors, or faraway land.
My father’s tribe and mother’s tribe
have fought thousands of wars.

My father’s father’s tribe

and father’s mother’s tribe

have fought nine thousand wars.

My mother’s father’s tribe

and mother’s mother’s tribe have fought
ten thousand wars,

all my ancestors defeated.

| am a descendant of crocodiles,
gigantic, but I'd rather be a sparrow,
traveling through the wind,

through winter and summer.
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Life in between

Wayuu people traverse

between Colombia and Venezuela

searching for fertile land.

In the dry season they move to Venezuela
and in the rainy seasons to Colombia.
Children are born at home, no birth certificate
no citizenship. When they grow up

they have no passports to move back and forth
for food. They drink rain water.

They learn to save food for the dry season
but dry seasons are longer and longer.

When | arrived, they served me with potatoes
and corn, everything they could grow.

They didn’t speak Spanish, nor did I.

| read a poem for them in Chinese.

They applauded politely. | read more and

saw their faces lightened. The rhythm was
our mutual language.

A young Wayuu man played an instrument
and sang a song. He taught me how to play,
how to sing. It was the pre-cellphone age,
no photos or videos but | remember the way
he sang loud, with all the energy from the potatoes
and corn that the village women brought.
He sang for me but his eyes were locked on
the young woman who was bringing me

a drink from a local plant. It was a good year
and | didn’t need to drink rainwater

like they used to.
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River as a border

Yangtze that flows through my hometown,
that flows through my childhood,
merge into one painting.

A map composed of dots and lines,
each dot is a place | lived or walked by,
a school, a candy store, s flower shop,
now connected, forming a border.

On the back of the map is the past
that | try to return to

but | can’t walk on a map

nor cross an imagined border.

Yangtze river is narrowed,

a bund has been built, a bund | don’t recognize,
where retired people practice Taiji.

A turbulent river has become a slow stream,

a wide river, now you can see the other side.

A border between a strange metropolis

and my small, fast fleeting childhood.

The streets have become so narrow

that you can cross with one step

but | can’t cross to the side of my teenage years.

The river quickly flows into the Pacific ocean
that divides my past and present—

a border in front of my eyes, like a Machu Picchu
that | can look at as an outsider

or even an intruder, an invader of the past.

The line on the map suddenly moves and flows,
a river, not a dividing mountain,

where | used to wait for my mother to return home

from the ferry. It was a concrete river
with hopes. When did it become an abstract line
separating me and the other me?
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The Nile

| have been dreaming on the Nile these days.
Sun rises from the right, sets on the left,

an arc of a flaming bird.

Meltwater flows from the south,

the origins of the Nile, through Tanzania,
Kenya, Uganda, through Ethiopia,

meeting above my head, flowing down through
my chest, the almost submerged Aswan;

my stomach, temples and tombs of Luxor;

my feet and toes like twigs of the Delta

down to the Mediterranean sea where | see
reflections of gods and goddesses,

golden and silver words in various scripts,
straight and cursive lines, circles and dots.
Hieroglyphics flow into my veins and meridians
forming the lines of latitude and longitude.

| become full and abundant,

trees branching out from my body like sun rays,
distant planets greet me with ill intentions.

| dream of waking up as a lotus

on the Nile, disoriented, up south, down north.

| hear Nubian, Siwi, Beja, Coptic, Arabic...

| have dream-flown as a continuous stream for six
thousand years—who chopped me off

and divided me into Egypt and Sudan?
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