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LIAO YIWU: Good evening. 

(Liao Yiwu plays flute)

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I just want to say how absolutely remarkable it is to have you here, Liao Yiwu, it’s extraordinary that you made it here when we know your life story, when we know what you went through, it’s really a pleasure and an honor for us to have you here, so thank you very much.

(applause)
And Wen, it is a great pleasure to have you as an interpreter and as a translator of Liao Yiwu, thank you very much.

(applause)
WENGUANG HUANG: Thanks.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good evening, my name is Paul Holdengräber. I’m the Director of Public Programs here at the New York Public Library. As all of you know, my goal here at the library is simply to make the lions roar, to make a heavy institution dance, and when successful to make it levitate. It is extraordinary as I was saying a minute ago to have Liao Yiwu here. It is incredible. He has tried many times to come to this country. As you know, he was invited by the PEN World Voices Festival to come some years back and was about to come to America when his visa was denied, and his reaction was remarkable and I think had an element of humor but also an element of poignancy. He said, “Well, what I’ll do from now on is every two weeks I’ll go and ask for a visa, I’ll come back again and again and again.” 

Sort of reminds you of the story of the man who tries to leave from Minsk to go to Israel and every day that he goes in the morning he’s told to come back in the afternoon. In the afternoon he’s told to come back in the morning. Six months later he’s told that things are looking better. He comes back in the afternoon, they tell him to come back in the morning, and finally they say well perhaps you’ll have a chance. And he says, “Well, tell me, should I come in the morning or in the afternoon?”

(laughter)

You might be wondering what you just heard, and this playing of the flute was taught to Liao Yiwu when he was in prison by an old master, a flute master. It’s the last chapter of his forthcoming book which is out today called For a Song and a Hundred Songs. It’s an amazing chapter. He learned to play from this eighty-four-year-old Buddhist monk, and when you can imagine—or you can’t imagine perhaps—he was in this prison and heard this sound of a flute and this flute master taught him how to play, and he recounts in this chapter how he was torn between playing the flute and continuing to write. So the flute occupies an incredibly important part in his life, and I won’t say very much more now except to say that later on in the conversation he and I will be having, we will be addressing this chapter. 

Now, I’d like to quickly also thank a couple of people. I’d like to thank Peter Bernstein, who is Liao Yiwu’s agent, for insisting in a marvelous way that I pay attention and bring Liao Yiwu to you. And I’d also like to very warmly thank Wenguang Huang, his translator, for helping me all along and for helping me tonight. Without him, I wouldn’t be able to do anything and indeed without him, Liao Yiwu wouldn’t be able to talk to many of you. Not all of you, but many of you. 

Now, over the years that I will ask each one of our participants tonight to explain what they meant, but over the years I’ve asked the various people I’ve invited to give me a biography of themselves in seven words, a haiku of sorts, if you’re very modern a tweet, and this is what Liao Yiwu submitted to me this afternoon: “An ant that nibbles away at totalitarianism.” Wen said that he had a fortune-cookie kind of sentence to give me: “An American dessert served with General Tso’s chicken.” (laughter)

But you will find out much more about Liao Yiwu, but you may not know enough about Wenguang Huang and I’d like to very quickly read to you a shortened biography of his life. Wenguang Huang is a Chicago-based writer, journalist, and translator. Huang is the author of The Little Red Guard, a memoir of his journey from Mao’s China to a new life in America. It’s rather extraordinary. The book was Washington’s Best 2012 pick, and Chicago Tribune likens it to Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying. Huang’s new book, A Death in the Lucky Holiday Hotel, offers an insider’s take on the murder of a British businessman in China, a political scandal that set off a dramatic behind-the-scenes fight for power before the leadership transition in 2012. 

Now, following Liao Yiwu’s performance of the flute playing you heard, he’s now going to chant and perform, as it a were, a poem called “Massacre,” which, many of you know, got him into prison, into three different detention centers, where he was brutalized, tortured, great cruelty. And he’s going to perform that poem for you. You are going to see on that screen the words of that poem. He’s not going to perform the whole poem, which is a stream-of-consciousness poem he wrote on the 4th of June 1989 after the Tiananmen Square Massacre. I’d like to set up this reading by reading to you a short passage from For a Song and a Hundred Songs, which will provide you with some context for better understanding this poem.

So for this poem he was put in prison. And another poem he wrote called “Requiem.” 

“I engaged in long talks with Wu about poetry, prison, and my new literary fantasy: ‘Someday, I hope to perform my poem “Massacre” in Tiananmen Square, broadcast over more than a hundred loudspeakers, enough to make the earth vibrate.’” He’s not getting that quite yet, but he’s getting this tonight in front of us. “‘I’m sure the government will reverse its verdict against the student movement of 1989,’ he ventured. ‘Unfortunately, it will take a very long time.’ ‘I don’t care.’ ‘And we’ll all be very old.’ That line struck me in the heart. I shuddered and almost teared up. ‘Since the first day of my detention, I have rehearsed and rewritten “Massacre” in my head a thousand times.’ I struggled for words. ‘It is my only reason to live.’” Liao Yiwu.

(Liao Yiwu performs “Massacre”)

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We asked Liao Yiwu if he wanted to rest after this.

WENGUANG HUANG: He said, “Can I have a two-minute break?”

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I feel I need a two-minute break, too. How many times have you performed “Massacre?”

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: Since I came out I have performed many times, I can’t remember how many times.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you feel the urge and the need to perform it and to chant it again and again and again. Why?

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: I want to bring people back to the sight of the massacre. When the massacre took place, there were many media organizations who were there to report it, and now people’s memories are fading. I want people to remember.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And by chanting it again and again you’re warding the fading of memory.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: June 4, 1989, was the massacre that took place in China, and the massacre changed the lives of many Chinese and including many foreigners but twenty-five years later, many Chinese are forgetting it and so are the Westerners.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In the piece that I think Philip Gourevitch commissioned from you, “The Fourth of June,” called “Nineteen Days,” you actually—in a remarkable way you say that after ten years the minds of people are already fading, they already don’t remember.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: Around that time, 1999, when I did the Paris Review piece and in those days America had actually become the shelter ground for many dissidents who were threatened by the Chinese government. In those days we saw America as such an ideal place for us that I would never have imagined right now that U.S. and China are enjoying such great relations.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But I was asking you about the fading of memory, the fading of memory that happened after ten years, and in a way chanting is a form of remembering, nearly in the literal sense of putting back the members together, and I wonder if you see it that way.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I need you. There’s a moment where I’m nearly hopeful that I will understand, but it’s just not happening.

(laughter)

WENGUANG HUANG: He said this may be my futile attempt to restore people’s memory and if the totalitarian system in China lasts another ten, twenty years, by that time I’ll be too old to perform that, even though now I’m trying to perform it again and again but at the time I can’t perform it and then people will forget and this is a very futile attempt on my part and I don’t know what will happen.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But in a sense your work, and I’m thinking also about The Corpse Walker is an attempt to build up a case so dramatically compact, so filled with evidence, that forgetfulness will be harder and harder. 

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: I feel very fortunate that people in America, in the West, are very active, especially intellectuals. They try to keep up the memory and then because my work’s being discovered is quite accidental by people, like a lot of people in New York—like Philip Gourevitch published his work in the Paris Review and thanks to Peter and Amy Bernstein, who actually represent him, and then thanks to you—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But one might say thanks to you for publishing The Corpse Walker because you discovered him thanks to your relationship to Studs Terkel in America. You were reading his work in Chinese and felt that Liao’s work needed to be translated into English.

WENGUANG HUANG: Yes, when I first arrived in America in 1990 actually I learned that Chicago was the home place for Studs Terkel because I read Studs Terkel when I was a student, the book called Working, and the teacher asked us to read Working to practice our conversational English. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: A good teacher.

WENGUANG HUANG: It was such an eye-opening experience, because we used to think America as either as poor starving people lining up on the streets of New York during the, you know, Great Depression, or the big skyscrapers and everything’s so wealthy, everybody’s so wealthy, and then suddenly you come to read Studs Terkel, you know, the lives of ordinary people. So in 2005 when I first heard him on the radio, Radio Free Asia broadcast an interview with him because he had a book of interviews with people from the bottom rung of society. He immediately reminded me of Studs Terkel because he interviewed people from all walks of life and also his prison memoir right now is talking about his life in prison was so legendary, I just felt like I had to introduce him. So I tracked him down, and he was closely monitored by that time though we managed to get him to America thanks to the people we just mentioned, including Eva and some of the editors at Random House, at Amazon, and Peter and Philip, so we were able to bring him to America, and then he became very big in Germany so it’s very, very amazing to see that development.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: From your perspective can you explain to us what you understood was happening in June of 1989?

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: Initially I wasn’t interested in the students’ demonstrations at all, at the beginning stage, I was more into the American poets of the Beat Generation, I was very interested in. And I admired the lifestyle, the wandering—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Vagabond.

WENGUANG HUANG: And then I felt like—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you still admire that.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: He said, today, thanks to you, I was able to see the manuscript, the original manuscript by Jack Kerouac, On the Road, and some of the manuscript, the original handwritten manuscript by Allen Ginsberg. It was like a dream, I would never have thought about that, it was incredible.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So you were saying that initially not taken by—you were a poet and a vagabond and a writer, and you were not taken by what was happening on the fourth of June in 1989 and you talk about—you talk about in the book quite, in quite some detail, about the progression. What was the moment where you felt that you could not not take part in it, that you absolutely had to in some way become active and pay, be a witness to history? Because there was a moment, that you felt you had to, and you say it in your book, that you felt you had to be a righteous man.
LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: He said that’s the moment when I saw the heavy presence of soldiers in my hometown, I lived in a small town in Sichuan province, Fuling, and then after the martial law was declared, there were many guards carrying rifles, and they were patrolling the streets and then that’s how I felt that I really think that was scary, and that’s how I wrote “Massacre” and then after I wrote the poem, like ten hours later, the real massacre was also taking place.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because initially, I mean to talk about the progression of your feelings, initially you had a friend there, a Canadian friend named Michael Day, and you were not you were not interested—you say it quite clearly that you were not interested in getting involved.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: At that time this American Michael visit me and then he came from Beijing, when I saw that it was a Westerner he seems to be more patriotic than I was, he was in Beijing and shouting slogans and joined the students’ demonstrations, and I wasn’t interested, he seemed to be more patriotic than I am. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Patriotic?

WENGUANG HUANG: Yeah, patriotic. Loved China more than I was.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: How do you feel about the label that is given to you of dissident writer? Dissident Chinese writer? And I’ll preface that by saying this, there’s a line by a French poet, Paul Valéry, who was asked about labels, and he said, “Realism, naturalism, symbolism. One doesn’t quench one’s thirst or become inebriated by reading labels on—wine labels.”

WENGUANG HUANG: Paul, I have to digest what you said.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’ll repeat it. Don’t digest it, I’m talking about inebriation. Maybe we should drink a little bit of this.

WENGUANG HUANG: That’s true, probably I need a drink, too.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I need a drink, too. And you should say what this is.

WENGUANG HUANG: They bought that—they went to Chinatown, Paul’s staff, Lauren, went to Chinatown and it turned out they brought the best brand of liquor for Liao today and I guess—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: A hundred percent rice liquor and I’ve had a tiny bit before, so this explains that—this explains my quotation, but the quotation is simply that you can’t quench your thirst or become drunk by reading wine labels and this in regards to Liao Yiwu being referred to as a dissident Chinese writer, when in fact in part this is true, but in part I think there’s a tension between being that and also not being labeled. Enough.

(laughter)

WENGUANG HUANG: I tried.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: I’ll just use an example, I don’t know from his answer whether I translated correctly, but that’s what he said. I’m from Sichuan. Sichuan’s famous for liquor, many different labels liquor. Before people drink the liquor, they wouldn’t say anything, but after they drink the liquor, everybody become a dissident, (laughter) and then they all voice their, they voice their opinions and they know a lot. So.

(laughter)

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: After they have the liquor, their voice getting bigger and one’s louder than the others and they are not afraid of police anymore, and when the police try to drag them, they are not afraid.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: When they wake up, they find themselves in the police station, they ask themselves, “How did I end up here?” (laughter) Paul, that’s the answer, if you give a very long question, that’s the normal answer.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The label dissident Chinese writer, how does that sit with you?

WENGUANG HUANG: Now, I think that will be easy to translate.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Now, now, give a very long…
LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: If we call somebody who has a louder voice a dissident, I guess I would deserve the title, but there were so many people they don’t even talk but now they write online and they are more of a dissident than I am.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You mentioned a little bit earlier that in your younger years you were very taken by the Beat poets, and we had the occasion to go upstairs in the Berg Collection, where Isaac Giwertz, one of my very dear colleagues, showed you some Kerouac, some Ginsberg, some extraordinary prints of William Blake, some letters of Walt Whitman, a number of different extraordinary material we have here. Ginsberg in particular had an influence on you, and particularly one poem, which everybody here I think would know, which is “Howl,” and when you were growing up you learned a lot of poetry by heart. I wonder if you remember any of “Howl” by heart.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: I said, before we talk about Ginsberg, I just remember that I need to say something to your previous question.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What was my previous question? 

(laughter)

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You need to do it with both of us.

WENGUANG HUANG: I know there are a lot of native speakers here, Chinese speakers, I can’t cheat. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I know, I know, I can feel it.

WENGUANG HUANG: So I will try my best to say. He said, I just don’t want you to see my comments considered dissent, or the remarks of a dissident, but I always think the communist party in China there ruling China it is better to have a pig rule China because they are kind of a static animal, and when they get fat, they have enough to eat, they will sleep and then they won’t do anything, but I think that right now it’s probably better to have a pig to be the president of China, and the Chinese people will be better off, I wonder whether you think this comment can be considered a dissident’s comment.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’ll give a very short answer. Perhaps…Ginsberg.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: I can recite the first of three lines in Ginsberg “Howl.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And it had an influence on “Massacre” in what way?

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: Let me just take a sip and I’ll tell you.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I have to tell you—this is really strong stuff, (laughter) and this is, you know, forget any kind of vodka, I mean, really.

WENGUANG HUANG: I’ve never done this before, translating with liquor.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Okay, I’m ready.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: I was young and I loved to read Ginsberg. When I read Ginsberg I saw that the long sentences, I was intimidated, I’d never seen these long sentences before. Long lines.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: When I read the first line of “Howl,” I was so shocked and I was in awe of that, I thought that if he hadn’t experienced what I had experienced he would never have written such a beautiful line as the first line.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: Do you have the English translation? 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I do. I do.

WENGUANG HUANG: Liao Yiwu just recited the first four lines.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You did?

WENGUANG HUANG: Yes. I’ll ask him to repeat.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’ll read the English and then he can repeat. “I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by madness, starving, hysterical, naked, dragging themselves through the Negro streets at dawn, looking for an angry fix. Angel-headed hipsters burning for the ancient heavenly connection to the storied dynamo in the machinery of light, who poverty in tatters and hollow-eyed at high sat up smoking in supernatural darkness of coldwater flats floating across the tops of cities contemplating jazz who bared their brains to heaven under the El—”

WENGUANG HUANG: Was that the first four lines?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That was probably the first five or six.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: He never rehearsed that piece, that’s an original thing.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But that is interesting to me. You never rehearse. Learning poetry by heart, you speak about it in your memoir, was so important to you, and it was something that your father had you do and when you didn’t know a poem by heart he asked you to stand on a table and not to get down until you knew the poem by heart. How important is it for you to know poems by heart and did it at all help you while you were in prison?

 LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: He said, the Chinese poems are very short. When I first fell in love with the Ginsberg and with the long lines, my dad just looked down upon those, on Ginsberg’s poems.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: My father saw poems like some standard sonnets like Chinese poems, and when he saw Ginsberg’s lines he didn’t even consider that poetry.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: When I was in jail, all these discussions of poems just stopped and then it was a new kind of life waited for me.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: So when I was in jail I could no longer memorize or recite any poems any more.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In jail and you describe this in great detail, the humiliation, the torture, the extraordinary cruelty, the fact that you were condemned to a cell with twenty other people, sometime sleeping between two prisoners who were condemned to death and in situations which are so squalid, sleeping next to latrines, being often nearly killed, sometimes trying to commit suicide a couple of times yourself, and the prisoners showing you that you were not taking the right route to do that, there were better ways of executing that. I am wondering which memory of that period stands out most in your mind? I know this is a difficult question, but—

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: One of the memorable things that I can still remember very vividly is the time when—the first time I committed suicide, because they were planning to cuff my hands before my back for weeks, and you know if they cuff my hands behind my back, I couldn’t eat without the help of others, I couldn’t even use the bathroom and somebody had to cut off my pants. So I was just mortified. I decided to commit suicide, so what I did is I saw the wall and I just plunged into the wall, onto the wall.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: I hit my head against the wall and then I got bruises and then cuts and then the prison doctor came and put some ointment on there, when I went back, when they sent me back to jail, all my inmates wouldn’t believe that I had committed—tried to commit suicide.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: Everybody came up and examined the bruises I had on my head.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: “You are such an actor.”

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: He said, “Why do you play for the whole police, and you make such a dramatic act for the whole police, making such a sensational act, and that you are such a born actor.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you believed they were honest. You believed that they believed you—

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: He said, “If you really wanted to die, you could have picked a quiet corner and then find a corner of the wall and then hit your head, hit your temple here, and then your brain will smash out and you will die immediately, why would you do that?”

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: Everybody said they congratulated me, “Now, you can become a professor in prison.”

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: “You caused such a stir but you didn’t even die.”

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Another moment which you describe early on in the book is a moment of humiliation for you is when in front of the guards for the first time, you’re completely naked.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: The first day I was in jail they did a search of my body. They had me strip and then they opened my mouth and then used chopsticks to poke up my anus, and then at that time I still hadn’t transformed myself, I still saw myself as a poet, and when that happened, I was so humiliated, I actually cried, and I felt like I didn’t have any dignity anymore, but by the time I left jail I was so thick-skinned.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: How does one live with these memories? Obviously in reading your memoir, I’m reminded of some of the Western memoir of torture and humiliation and just extreme situations like an example that naturally comes to one’s mind is someone like Primo Levi, for whom also in the concentration camp he had recourse to-- in his case-- to literature to help him, Dante in particular, but I’m just wondering how, how does one live with memories like that and are you haunted by them at any given moment?

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: Memories, two types of memories, one related to the writing of “Massacre,” the other one related to the writing of this memoir, For a Song, as being very—haunted me, I felt like living a nightmare, and these two things actually changed my life and guided me during the past ten years.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: I wrote that poem and the poem landed me in jail, after I came out of jail, I tried to record that part of prison life, I tried to write it, and then the manuscript was confiscated twice and the book you read today is actually the third manuscript.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You wrote the book three times. I’m curious if you have a memory of what was enhanced by the third writing and left out in the first, or if there were parts of the first memoir you wish you could retrieve now?

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: The first time I wrote it it took me a year to finish it. I wrote three hundred thousand words and then they took the manuscript away, I was in despair and I had to start all over again.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: When I wrote the second time,  it was shorter, and then the third time was even shorter. I always felt like I lost a lot of stuff.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: I feel like it’s like a man losing his most favorite woman and then all the memories of her is so great, you always feel like you have lost a lot. And then you don’t know what the good things you have lost.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: I’ve also added new details, too, new scenes.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: He said I really don’t know which version is better, the first or second or the third, maybe someday when I can find the first two manuscripts in the cabinet in the police station I would be able to do a comparison. It’s like the person who is married to his current wife is trying to say, which one is better? My previous wife was better or the current one is better?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So you can be grateful to the police for keeping your archive safe. Because you have said, and you say this at the very beginning of the memoir, that the police, the security police was among your best readers.

(laughter)

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: The policeman who confiscated my manuscript and had drinks with me, he advised that I should become a vendor selling pants, selling clothes, he said. I said, “I’m not good at selling clothes and pants.” “Yes, you are, we are going to find a little booth for you, you should be able to sell clothes and make money.” He said, “No, I’m not good at it.”

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: The two of us got into a fight over whether I was good at business selling pants or not, and then we were so drunk we got into a fight, and while we were fighting he took out his handcuffs and cuffed me and detained me in the police station.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: But even so, he and some other policemen, they confiscated my manuscripts.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But he does say in the beginning of his memoir that many of the security officers were careful readers of his manuscript.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: He said, yes, those policemen, when they got a manuscript, they read it very carefully, they probably read more than me, his translator.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why did you choose the title For a Song and a Hundred Songs for this memoir?

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: He said that this book was, this romantic title actually represented very tragic stories, when my book was published in Germany they liked the title because the ironies, the paradoxes in this title, because they saw a very romantic title but has a very tragic story.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What’s the story?

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: As you know, when I was in jail singing was banned inside jail and one day I got into mood and I started singing a lullaby and when I started singing I was stopped halfway through and then the police came in.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: Since-- he told me, “Since you like singing, I’m going to get you the fix today. I’m going to ask you to sing one hundred songs.”

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: It was very hot that day. You know Chongqing is famous for being very hot and humid in the summer. The ground was very hot. 

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: I was just standing outside on the ground and then I started singing. I probably sang about twenty-some songs and I couldn’t go on anymore and my throat was so dry.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: And then the police waved at several of his assistants who were former prisoners and then they pinched me on the ground.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: They used two stun batons, one hit my head, and the other hit my feet, and they just came down on me. 

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: I felt like I was a frog, just being skinned. 

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: And then they poked the electric baton up in my anus.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: I felt like I was a skinned frog and I would jump forward.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: Even under those circumstances, I still sang two lines from a very famous Cultural Revolutionary song. 

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: Since then I developed a phobia for songs and then for almost a year I didn’t dare sing anything.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: It was in that year that I met the monk who taught me how to play a flute—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I was about to say, yes. 

WENGUANG HUANG: And then I didn’t realize how horrible it is for people to lose of power of singing. It’s like a bird who is deprived of their own voice for chirping.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: This is a moment to ask you a little bit about your flute teacher and how important he was and how in a way you felt he nearly saw through you. He saw in you a future, the future outside of the prison, the future of worldliness, and for him it was all inside, and he would die within the prison, and he was getting old and too old to play. And what he said to you which was so important is learn how to breathe, which we heard when you started to play.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: The first time I saw him it was wintertime and I just saw him as an ordinary old man. His whole body seemed to disappear in his prison uniform. He was playing flute like this.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: Since he was very old and his flute was kind of broken and it was not that flute.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: I tried to ask him questions about his life and he refused to tell me anything.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: To me, using his music, his flute to express his memories and to tell me stories about his past.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: In addition to teaching me how to play flute and how to breathe he sometimes talked to me, although his words were very short.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: Even so he told me some very memorable things. For example he said this whole world is like a prison we are now inside, it’s an invisible prison. When we go out, the outside world is an invisible prison.


LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: He said, what difference does it make? The people outside, they’re also in prison. We’re here, we’re also inside a prison.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: I asked him where freedom lies. 

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: I asked him for a person who is more than eighty years old where is your freedom, that’s what I asked him.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: He said, “Freedom is something you feel in your heart. If you don’t have freedom in your heart there will never be freedom.”

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: That phrase, that words really stayed with me for a long time, even today when I’m in the West, I still think of what he said, I think in the West many people are not free, even the president, he may not be free, he’s being controlled by different forces, so if you’re not free over here in the heart, you will never be free.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I wonder in that particular case how you find yourself now that you are in the West, you’re in Germany. In some way you’re in a prison house of language, a prison house of a singular language. You speak Chinese, whenever you speak you need to be interpreted. What that form of imprisonment, which is another form of imprisonment, of being in a language and one alone and not being able in some way to communicate with others.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: He said in China there are so many—I translated your words very faithfully, that’s his answer. In China, there is so many fake stuff, for example liquor and you can never get authentic liquors, all kinds of phony fake stuff going around, but at least in the west, you can find something really very authentic, nice. When I drink liquor, I don’t need anybody to translate, to interpret.

(laughter)

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: He said for example—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I feel something—

WENGUANG HUANG: In Berlin, where I’m living now, during weekends you get free rides on the train. And a lot of young people they can’t afford to buy drinks in a bar, they bring drinks on the train and then they drink, there are a lot of drunkards around. I went to—I got on a subway train, and some young people just gave me a bottle of beer and then I just started drinking. I thought it was a great feeling. I didn’t even need an interpreter. They gave me a bottle of beer without an interpreter and I even got, I took advantage of that.

(laughter)

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: I find my inspiration from the ancient Chinese poets. There is a great poet called Li Bai and he wrote a poem saying raise your glass to the moon, and then you see three shadows, actually it was their own shadow but he saw three shadows, and he thought there were three people drinking with him and he plunged into the river and he killed himself. I thought that’s a great way to die.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You have—

WENGUANG HUANG: I’m being very faithful.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I know, and I faithfully say that I’m stumped. In slowly closing here, you’ve spoken about the importance of being a witness, of paying tribute, and being in some way, this being a testimony, and I want to read something from your book to you and you can help translate.

WENGUANG HUANG: Do you want him to play?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yes, absolutely.

WENGUANG HUANG: Liao likes to play—when people read, Liao likes to play a kind of musical instrument, which originates in Africa but is very popular among natives in Yunan Province in Southwest China. In 1990s when he was escaping from the police arrest he ended up in Yunan and wandered around for many years, that’s how he picked up the music, and he’s playing that. He bought this in Germany, he said, it’s a much better version than what he had before. So when you do the reading, he likes to play it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: This is a conversation with Liu Shahe, another persecuted poet, and I will read from your memoir. 

“‘I know you can no longer compose poems that are rich in imagination. For you and I, who have suffered such trauma, the wounds in our heart will never heal.’ He continued, ‘Why don’t you abandon poetry and be a witness to history? You have a clumsy tongue, but God has bestowed a sharp pen upon you. So many people have suffered injustices, but only a few have crawled out of jail still clearheaded enough to remember and record what they have seen. Sometimes, experiencing despair can be a blessing. You must write honestly. That will be a perfect ending to your story. But remember to tell the truth. False testimony will be condemned by the future generation.’”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Does he know what I read?

WENGUANG HUANG: Yes. We know the book so well I just mention some key words, he’ll know which paragraph you’ll read, which we spend so much time on his book working back and forth, we just get to the point where I just mentioned a couple of words and he will know which paragraph you read.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’ve interviewed so many people yourself, and the Chinese government has been very frightened of you interviewing people, because you might bring out the truth, they want you to keep a low key and then they will allow you to interview the disenfranchised of China. How does this relationship of interview feel to you, where you are now being the one interviewed rather than interviewing?

And when you interview, what do you try to achieve?

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: I actually, you and I, we use the same method to interview people, is to get people to drink. When you get people to drink, you get them relaxed and they tell you more stories.’’
(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know there’s an English psychoanalyst I so much like who says that when people talk things fall out of their pockets.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think he’s talking about liquor.

WENGUANG HUANG: No, he’s talking about the wallet that fell out of the pocket.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I thought maybe I was getting it.

WENGUANG HUANG: Even for you, the pocket, it fell out the wallet, that at least you defended yourself—

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: I’m just the opposite. When I get drunk I keep close grip on my own pocket, on my wallet.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good to know. (laughter) But The Corpse Walker. You’ve said that there may be sequels to it. There are a hundred more stories you have to tell about the downtrodden of this world. Why build this archive, and for whom is it, and what do you expect to achieve with this? Because in some way he’s—Liao Yiwu is in this work is both a vessel, a repository, and a megaphone for these people. In some way you remind me of a comment that a great French historian once made where he said that the role of history, the role of history is to make the silences of history speak. The role of the historian is to make the silences of history speak.

WENGUANG HUANG: I will try.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Try.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: I’ve done many interviews, I’ve done more than three hundred interviews and most people I interviewed they’re getting very old. Some of them have already died.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: He said, for example, one person I interviewed who was talked about her experience during the Tiananmen Massacre. She lost her son during that night on June 4th and when I interviewed her many years ago she was my age.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: In 2007 she told me that she was getting old, she had some problems with her heart. 

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: Because the people they formed a group called Tiananmen Mothers, they were all the people who lost their children during the massacre. When the group was initially organized, there was more than one hundred people, and now there’s only—about forty or fifty people have died.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: It’s that current political regime may last twenty to thirty years so all these memories will be gone.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: He said maybe someday when I’m too old, people will find me lying on the street, and say, “he’s another drunkard, he’s just blabbering away, he has no memory.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But in all of these interviews, and in all of these interviews you’re going to be in the future, do you feel that you’re building up—you’re building a case for history, for testimony, so that people will remember, will have a truthful account of China today?

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: He said, yes, as you know, that mine is not the only one in the West, there were Western reporters and Western scholars, they recorded what happened in China in 1989, and then there was a very broad archives in the West, but then because right now with the change in political environment, maybe some of the records they’ll be sealed. Just like today you showed me this—the New York Public Library underneath it was seven levels where all of the books are stored. He said some of them might be sealed, but someday there will be somebody who will help them to bring them out to the outside world for people to read.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)
WENGUANG HUANG: China should also have a big archive, and they should record the truth during the communist campaigns like the starvation in the 1960s and also the Tiananmen Massacre, and by building this archive, people will be able—especially people in the West—they will be able to learn that Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping, they were probably as evil as Josef Stalin and Adolf Hitler.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Can you ever return to China?

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese, laughs)

WENGUANG HUANG: I don’t know how to translate the laugh.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You don’t know how to translate the laugh? I think people got it.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: He’s making fun of me. He can return to China by reading my book. Which book?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So the answer is no.

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: He said no but my dad when I was a kid, my dad taught me how to recite ancient Chinese poems. I’m reading a lot of the works written by Chinese saints. You told me today at the library that a lot of the people have written books are dead, were living with the dead, and I guess I’m living with the Chinese culture, the ancient Chinese saints, too.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In closing, are you writing any poetry for the moment?

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: If you start to write poetry, I will do that, too.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So the answer is no. (laughter) Have you learned any English words?
LIAO YIWU: Good luck to you.

(laughter/applause)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, good luck to you, too. In closing now for real. When the conversation is over you will perform. After the performance, 192 Books will have books for you to sign, which you’ve graciously agreed to sign. I would like to—I would like to thank you, Wen, deeply, dearly for tonight.

WENGUANG HUANG: It was a pleasure.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Thank you, thank you so much.

(applause)

WENGUANG HUANG: I hope I did justice to his talk.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And I want to finish on this one word that you have translated as “dignity.” “Dignity” is the last word in your extraordinary memoir. First of all, what is the word in Chinese and what does it mean?

WENGUANG HUANG: You’re asking me? Dignity that he mentioned a lot in China—dignity to the Chinese means very—I’m getting distracted by the drinking, feeling that I should take the same. Dignity means a lot especially in Chinese culture, dignity means the will to live and people pay a lot of attention to their face and also it’s their whole life being because Confucius used to say that a real person with dignity would refuse food that come from illegal—he would rather die of starvation than accepting the food. And in also in Liao’s book there was one person saying the person who got the death penalty was because somebody slapped him on his face, he felt that he lost his dignity and he used the knife and stabbed the person to death and then he ended up on death row. So this means quite a lot to the Chinese, and recently, you know, there were lots of incidents where people talk about the loss of dignity it is almost like lost the will to live.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What does that word mean to you, the word “dignity”? How do you say the word?

LIAO YIWU: (Replies in Chinese.)

WENGUANG HUANG: He said I want to tell you a story that illustrates my point. There was an ancient poet called Ruan Ji and when the emperor loved his poems and they wanted to make him a government official but he refused to take the offer and then the emperor sent two envoys to get him and the issue made it compulsory, an order, for him to accept the order, and when the emperor’s envoys arrived then he drank and got himself really drunk because the envoys thought that he was just a drunkard. But in this way he said that I would rather be a drunkard to preserve my dignity—I have more dignity than being a drunkard than going to be the official within the imperial court.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You finish your book with these words—you can play during that time. These words—it’s just one sentence—“These words which I have shared with you the reader form the most sincere and truthful expression of what I have seen and learned. Passing it on has given me a sense of dignity.” Liao Yiwu, thank you very much.

(applause)

WENGUANG HUANG: He’s going to play the Tibetan bowl for us.

(Liao Yiwu plays Tibetan bowl)

(applause)
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