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FOREWORD

Ngo Tu Lap (Ngé Tu Lé.p) was born in Hanoi in 1962, just as the
American military presence was escalating into what we in America
would eventually call the Vietnam War. He spent his childhood

in Vinh Phu, about sixty miles from Hanoi, from which he and his
family were evacuated, like many others.

After the war, he received a navigation degree in the former USSR,
became a Navy captain, graduated from law school, and in 1993
began working as a literary editor. In 1995 he received a fellowship
to study literature in Paris, where he earned his master’s degree in
1996; in 2006 he received his PhD in English from Illinois State
University, where he also worked for the Dalkey Archive Press.

[t was while he was studying in the United States that I met Lap,
who in the summer of 2004 came to Boston for the annual Joiner
Center Writers’ Workshop. A casual consultation about the English
version of a poem he was planning to read one evening began the
collaboration that led to Black Stars.

The first poems I encountered—in the first section of this book—
look back at childhood with the kind of emotional complexity that
informs all of Lap’s work. While the war isn't a central theme, it’s

a haunting presence for the child who “played with a snail / Ina
bomb shelter flooded with rain.” In tension with the war, yet rooted
init, is a deep attachment to place. Lap’s poems sometimes utilize
traditional imagery that reflects Vietnamese culture and landscape,
but in a style that is quite evocative and sometimes gently surreal
Metaphor and simile often extend landscape, which sometimes has
a life of its own, as in the poem addressed to the poet’s childhood

home, “The Midlands.”

Black Stars + 3



While Vietnam is the most deeply telt place, the countries where Lap
has lived, studied, and traveled also appear in his work, extending

his range and ultimately connecting (as in the first poem in the
book) the author with “the universe.” The poems also include routes
between places: roads, paths, and the sea experienced by the captain
serve as links between more abstract concepts, including past and
present, village and city, life and death, light and darkness. There are
also crossroads and—even in landscape or seascape—doors that
may open onto surprising horizons.

Time is almost palpable in tl{(ese p(;ems, as “Days fall onto the river /
Trembling like fragile dragontly wings,” or as the poet sees his years
as “thirty-five shapeless, colorless beasts” Memories lurk behind
or within images perceived in the present: like Rilke, Lap looks
deeply into things until they look back at him. Sometimes, too, he
is able to fly up and look down on both space and time, which may,
as in the book’s first poem, include the future as well as the present
and past. While the past often evokes village life, and the present a
postmodern urban world, the magic of many of these poems is a
dual consciousness that allows the poet to reside in both at once;
thus, in the poem called “Darkness,” “Darkness spreads / In my
urban memories / Like the shadow of village areca trees.”

Both darkness, which the poet chooses as his ‘companion,” and the
shining light that moments of illumination provide are suggested
by the title Lap and I have given to this volume, which in the title
poem is a metaphor linking universe and Vietnamese village. While
darkness carries the usual weight of sorrow and loss throughout

the book; it shines with stars, and also helps the poet transcend the
limitations of ordinary consciousness: “In darkness there are no
borders.”

4 « Nhitng vi sao den



The process of translating these poems of course involved a great
deal of border crossing. Usually, Lap would create a rough English
version of a poem, while I would use my limited Vietnamese and
several Vietnamese—English dictionaries to create a word-for-word
“trot,” at the same time listening to both the order and the rhythm of
the Vietnamese words. Informed by this process, I would work with
his version until [ had a draft that satished me, which I would then
send to him, usually with questions—and so forth, until we both

were happy.

All of the poems are written in free verse, which made the process
both simpler and more complex. Lap’s line is usually a self-contained
unit of syntax, and often of image as well. I have tried to honor the
line as a condensed unit of thought as well as rhythm, and at the
same time to maintain fluidity between and among the lines, as in

the lightly-punctuated original poems.

The three sections of Black Stars are selected, respectively, from Lap’s
second and third books, and a collection of newer poems. They
follow not only the chronology of the books, but also the poet

as he progresses from being a young man reflecting on his village
childhood, to a more mature traveler absorbing and retlecting on
contemporary global life, to a seasoned “Man with Big Eyes” who has
seen a great deal, and who can help us see, as we travel a “Road on
the Earth,” a “distant horizon covered with clouds / Where night is a
metaphor for sun.”

Martha Collins

Black Stars + S
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THE GIOI VA TOI

D¢ la thé gidi va toi
Hai mién hoang tudng
Cé phai sinh ndm 19622

Co thé la qua khu va tuong lai da hoa trén vao nhau
Co lé toi tham chi khong phai la hat bui

Nhung doéi ltc t6i tin vao su déi lua

Cua vét seo thai chién tranh con lai

Ctia nhting dam mé cao thugng hodc thip hén

Va mdi toc dang rung xuéng-ﬂhu cdy rling [ 16

Tiing khodnh khac déu minh chiing cho cit bui

Clng thé gidi qua khu riing dy
Trong con md tdi lang 1€ bay di

8 « Nhiing vi sao den



THE UNIVERSE AND I

The universe and |

Two illusory lands—
Were both born in 19622

Perhaps the past and future have joined together
Perhaps I'm not even a speck of dust

But sometimes I believe the lies

Of a scar left by the war

Of noble or base desires

Of my hair falling like trees in a rotten forest

Every instant brings proof of sand and dust—
[n silent dreams, I start to fly

With the universe, through that forest

Black Stars « 9



DAN BA NHUNG NAM SAU MUOI (1)

Nhfmg Nguoi dan ba dau tién toi gap
Nhting nguoi khong 16 da ngam den, via néng
Mat moi mon xa nhu sao budn

Toi chai véi con 6¢ sén trong chiéc him chi
A ngap nudc
Con nhiing ngudi dan ba lang lé ra di

Ba muoi nam tdi bong lai nhin thay ho
Triéu triéu bau va bi chat dUt{khm than minh dau dén
Roi nhu nhiing trdi difa xanh xuéng dat mém

Nhiing trai diia xanh ca dudi mé van con cang mdy

Ba mudi nam, cng c6 nguoi trd lai
Choc 16 tra ngd trén bai mét minh
Nudc mat roi trong vat thuy tinh

Nguoi dan ba diing nép bén rao

Gia nua, kho quat nhu cdy muéng mudng da chét

Ngudi dan ba biét diéu ma mét ntra loai nguoi khong biét
Ngudi dan ba nhiing nam sau muoi

10 . Nl-u.'mg vi sao den



WOMEN FROM THE 1960s (1)

The first women I ever saw
Were huge and dark, with warm breasts
And tired eyes like sad stars

While I played with a snail
In a bomb shelter flooded with rain
The women disappeared without a sound

Thirty years later I still see them
Millions of breasts cut from suffering bodies

Fallen to earth like young coconuts
Full with milk even in the grave

Thirty years later they still come back
To prepare the alluvial fields for corn
Their tears falling like crystals

A woman crouches behind the fence

Old, dried like a dead acacia
A woman from the 1960s

Who knows things half of us never will know

Black Stars « 11



12

PAN BANHUNG NAM SAU MUOI (11)

DPal6n day trén doi

Bén nhiing cdy co non ca hit

Nhung vét seo trén nguic dang 16 loét

Va thai gian ngdm vao tim nhu rugu doc
Mang mot troi buén, may c6 khoc khong?

Nhting té chim trén cao x0 xdc
Ld philao chdm rung roi

Long ta lai nhoi dau LY )
L4 philao nhu ngan chiéc kim
Sao mat may van con trong biéc thé ?

Ta da quén ndi ngugng ngling con géi
DPuong trung du tho thin tim vé

Ta bé may trén tay

Thap thoang ban mai, phiéu bat déi nang gi6
Tudi hai muoi ta nhé

Mobi mém trén dau vu

T6c mém trén vanh moi

Cay phi lao da l6n day trén doi
Hay tha nhting trdi vang lén tham c6

Tamai chiéu vé 6m dp la cdy non

. NI 1ing vi sao den



WOMEN FROM THE 1960s (11)

You grew up on a hill

Among the singing young palm trees

But the wound on your chest is seeping

And time like poison wine soaks into your heart

Do you weep, holding the sorrowtul sky?

The birds’ nests there are tattered
Sea-pine needles begin to fall

My heart is pierced again
Sea-pine needles, thousands of needles—
Why are your eyes still clear?

['ve forgotten my young girls shyness
As I've wandered back on the trung du road

Holding you in my arms

[n search of that early morning, the sun and wind
[ remember myself at twenty

Your lips touching my breast

My hair touching your lips

The sea pine has grown up on the hill
[t you lay its golden fruits on the grass
['ll caress them every evening

Black Stars + 13



TRUNG DU

Ta nam dai trén lung ngudi, ngudi ndm dai trong ky tic
Nhting con mua rao mang di tudi tho

Ta van dai

Chiéu chiéu

Bong me di qua sudn déi nhu mot ddm may 16n

Ta ndm dai trén lung nguoi, long nhan ti vi dai

Su nhan nai vo tu cam lang ctia ngudi khién long ta nhiic nhoi
Bom dan da ling di

Duéi thung lang xa kia nudc gat nguai lap lanh
Ta van nghe tiéng rén ri clia nguoi

Khi nhiing chiéc thé dam mé hoi phip xudng
Khoét rong b vai dé tran

Va mdu do tia ra néng héi

Su nhan nai ctia ngudi khién long ta nhiic nhéi
Trung du do, trong dém den ta thdy

Va ta hiéu thé nao la phan béi

Ta da tim ngudi qua ngan van vi sao

Gid canh ctia khong bao gio khép nta

14 « Nhiing vi sao den



THE MIDLANDS

[ lie on your back, you lie in my memory
Rains have carried my childhood away
But I'm still waiting:

Afternoon after afternoon

My mother returns, passing over the hill like a great cloud

[ lie on your back, oh vast generosity

Your quiet selfless patience pierces my heart
The sound of bombs is gone now

But down in the valley your tears still glisten
[ still hear you moan

When sweaty thé blades cut

Into your bare shoulders

And red blood spills out, burning hot

Your quiet selfless patience pierces my heart
Red midlands, I see you in black night
And [ understand betrayal

['ve been searching for you through countless stars
Now my door will never be closed again

Black Stars « 15



GOIMUA

Thang ngay roi xuéng mat song
Run rdy — nhiing canh chuodn mong manh
Tron di kh(’f)ng cudng ndi u siu

Dém khong cung, ngon den bé nho
Ta goi qua voi voi thoi gian
T6c em nhu tuyét ra trén vai ké khic

Doi chan da la véi dat dai
Con mat mu loa o ,

Lan ngon tay ta bim tim hanh phuc

Troi di, troi di, ngan ngat _
Con do ngoai kia van thiic dgi mua

16 - thig vi sao den



CALLING THE SEASON

Days fall onto the river
Trembling like fragile dragonfly wings

Drifting away on a current of deep sorrow

Night is endless, my lamp is tiny
[ call out through distant time
When your hair like snow will cover another’s shoulders

My feet are estranged from the earth
My eyes cannot see

[ count my joys, like beads, between my fingers

Drift away, drift on the fragrant water
That boat is still awake, awaiting the season

Black Stars « 17



VUON ANH DAO

... il est bien court le temps des cerises . ..

—Jean-Philippe Clément

Suong lanh mé bén kia déi
Nhung khu vuén van thic
Trdm mac troi di gitta vang hao quang

Toi hé ctra trong dém

Bay chim hét chua bao gi¢ hot
Nhiing cdi ddu ra xuéng vai 1';'1‘ {dét :
Mdu d¢ ra rich roi suét thing rong

Da bim den nhu nhting trong mét kho
Tan tic vo hon 16i co

Toi da gao khan giong

Va da chay mién man trén l4 rung mua c

Mua he téi hay con xa lim

Nhung toi biét, sau hang dau kia

Trong ki tic da ngd mau xdm sam

Me dang trai nong quay c6t d6t diém sinh
Khi trang hoa xoan sdn nha lic dac

Chi me biét toi budn

18 « Nhiing vi sao den



CHERRY GARDEN

... il est bien court le temps des cerises.. ..

—Jean-Philippe Clément

There’s frost on the hill

But the garden is still awake
Serenely drifting in radiant mist

[n the night I opened my door
The blackbirds did not cry
Their heads hung down on their shoulders

The red blood that fell all month
Has turned black, like lifeless dry eyes

On the grassy path

[ have cried myselt hoarse
[ have run and run through the leaves of that distant time

Summer is still far away
But behind that fence

[n a dark gray memory
My mother is still burning sulfur

White xoan flowers rise, white smoke

Mother, only you know my sorrow

Black Stars « 19



SO PHAN

Lt qua bay nén nao troi dit
Nhiing manh dém den c6 don phiéu bat
Cing chang c6 don va phiéu bat hon ta

Hay tit bo nhiing bong hoa nhin nhé vé hén kia
Hay tli bo ki tic vé cdi chét
Hay lang nghe: |
Gi6 thanh kinh ngan nam riing ving
Phia bén kia hin c6 mot lau dai

i 1
Ta ngtia long ban tay ma di
Chén thap chén cao
Bong nang nu cudi khi con khi mat
Phia bén kia hin c6 mot lau dai
Mot bai cod xanh, mot troi may trang
Ta sé dén ngu yén dudi ning

Mac thoi gian roc rach chay qua chin

DPudng mon nay la sé phin ta

20 -« Nh:'mg vi sao den



DESTINY

The ravens whose flight dizzies earth and sky
Those lonely vagabond fragments of night

Are no more lonely and vagabond than |

Forget the flowers that grimace without soul
Forget the memory of death

Listen to the reverent wind:

On the other side of that ancient forest
There might be a castle

With open hands

[ stumble along
Patches of sunlight come and go like smiles

On the other side there might be a castle
An expanse of grass, a sky with white clouds
There I'll sleep calmly under the sun

And let time’s murmuring stream pass under my feet

This worn path is my destiny

Black Stars « 21



THUYEN TRUONG

Chi cé modt con dudng, tén la vo tin
Chi c6 m¢t 16i lam, tén 1a qud khu
Chi c6 mot man dém, tén la dai duong

Sa mac cdm lang kia
Da tréi ngan ndm dudi mit troi thiéu dot

Ta da thdy quanh ta

Méi ngon séng hé mot khe ctia

Nhiing mit ¢4 nhat héng chaY trong mé 16
Nhu ki tic chiy trong dém ling gi6

Nhu mdu tim ta bac nhuoc da lau réi

Tiéng goi thi thim cuia vi sao cudi trdi
Trong su6t nhu mot dong nudc mit
Chay dai trén go ma vo danh

Chiéu thit bay cudi cung trén trai dat

Chi c6 mét con dudng, tén la vé tan
Xin ché hoai cong tim kiém con tau mang theo linh hén toi

22 « Nhiing vi sao den



THE CAPTAIN

There’s only one road—it’s called Infinity
Only one mistake—it’s called The Past
Only one darkness—it’s called Ocean

That silent desert
Has drifted for thousands of years under burning sun

[ have looked around me—

Each wave opened a crack in the door

The pink eyes of fish flowed through a maze
Like memories on a windless night

Like the blood in my heart, weak for a long time

The whispered call of a star at the edge of the sky

[s transparent as a tear
Flowing down a nameless cheek
On the last Saturday afternoon on earth

There's only one road—it’s called [nfinity
Don't try to find the ship that carries my soul away

Black Stars « 23



KHONG TUONG

Toi sé thdy minh trong mot chiéc guong
Thdy tén minh trong mot cau tho tinh co nhit dugc
Va s6 phan — trong mot ké chua hé quen biét

Tling ndm dai sudi ning trén bai bién Caxpi
Lang nghe bot béo ca hét

K¢ mong du khong hé duge mat

Khuong Cg, chiéu ning tat dudi chan toi

Ngudc lén mat ma buyi do
Thoi gian
Hay ki niém nui d6i?

Roi nhﬁng ngon nén v hinh thap sdng trong dém

Moi khoanh khic mot niém hy vong
Ctia s ph&)ng toi hod nga tu dlic‘:fng

24« Nhiing vi sao den



THE UTOPIAN

[ will ind myself in a mirror
My name in a line of poetry
My destiny in a person I've never met

Once I lay in the sun by the Caspian Sea
Listening to songs of seaweed and foam

A sleepwalker with nothing to lose or gain

[n that Khuéng Coland, the sun set under my feet

Now [ raise my eyes
Dim with the red dust of time
Or is it the dust of remembered mountains?

Invisible candles shine in the night
There is hope in every moment

In the crossroads of my window

Black Stars « 25



BONG TOI

Béng to1 _
Trong ki tic ta, ki tic thi thanh
Dang lan dan nhu bdng cau xd6m nho

Du qua den kéo dén, du la trom rap rinh
Nhing y d6 nham hiém dang nhap nhoang bay
Va con trung ni non khién long ta 40 nao

Ta van chon mi la ban déng hanh

Bay 6¢ sén cuatudi tho la luq{ bo ra
Nhiing cap mit la quen déu nham lai
Bong toi

Nhu hoi dm thodng mui mé hoi

Tham nggi ca nu cudi thuy chung mét moi

Bong t6i cta toi, bong téi ctia anh
Irong bong t6i khong con bién gisi nida
Trong bong toi ta giat tung cdnh ctia

Ta sé di dén tin cung chiu thé

Tan cimg lang im, noi ngu tri ndi buén

Thi chau bau cua chung trai dat

Ban déng hanh,
Ta cing mi chung nhip thg dai duong

26 « thzg vi sao den



DARKNESS

Darkness spreads
[n my urban memories
Like the shadow of village areca trees

Though ravens flock and thieves prowl
Though wicked intrigues hover above me
Though droning insects sadden my heart

I still choose you, darkness, as my companion

With you, the snails of childhood crawl out again
Eyes, both strange and familiar, close together—
Like heat suffused with the odor of sweat

Darkness quietly honors my faithful smile

Darkness is mine, darkness is everyones
In darkness there are no borders

In darkness I throw open the door

And head toward the end of the delta

The end of silence, where sorrow reigns

Darkness, treasure
Of all the earth, my companion

With you I reach the breathing sea

Black Stars « 27



PDUONG MIEN FLANDRES

Dén tl chan trdi va di vé mot chan trai khic
Co6 phai do la duong mién Flandres?

Khong mot bong ngudi

Vang nhiing cdy co cut ddu, nhiing vat d6i nham nha khéc
O day toi da biét

Mau trinh trang dan ba tudilén cé xanh nd ra hoa vang

Va cit bong hut kiét, vt kit

Tiéng khoc am tham khao khat, dém den

Khong lé do la dudng mién F‘iandrés?

O day toi da biét |

Nhiing con chim den, nhing trdi bom lic lu roi xudng sin truong dit do
C6 thé ma rom van vang nguyén do

La hoc tro van bay liéng trong khong gian

Khongle do la dudng mién Flandres?
Toi chi biét, tdi con cé mot mién qué khéc
Mot tudi tho khac, nhiing ngudi dan ba khic

Toi da khong sao thoat duge sy gid doi ctia ngdn tif
Pudng mién Flandres —
T6i dat tén cho mién qué, tudi tho va nhiing ngudi dan ba ay

Vang, su gia déi ctia ngdn ti

Mot con dudng, mét cdi tén
DPén ti chan troi, toi di vé mot chan trdi khac

2R Nht?r-zg Vi sao den



THE FLANDERS ROAD

Coming from one horizon, it goes to another:
[s this the Flanders Road?

There’s no one around

No palms without fronds, no weeping hills
Here where the virgin blood of women
Watered grass and made yellow flowers bloom
Where burning sand sucked and crushed
Silent cries of thirst, in the black night

Can this be the Flanders Road?
Here where I knew black birds
And swaying bombs that fell on the red school yard

Maybe the straw hats are still yellow
Maybe children still fly through the air

Can this be the Flanders Road?
[ know I have another land
Another childhood, other women

[ could not escape the deception of words
[ named that land, that childhood, those women

The Flanders Road

The deception of words
A road and a name
Coming from one horizon, [ go to another
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MCMXCVI

lang Mauro Usai

Chi con buic tudng G lai

Sau canh hdng cua toi

Vi giot nudc mat nhu mot tugng dai lich st
Va lu kién dang thanh kinh guc dau

1996,

Toi da thiy 6 Roma

Ba muoilam nam doitéi . .

Ba muadi lam con manh thu kﬂ‘éng hinh hai, mau sic
Lan lugt nga trong tiéng gao tuyét vong

Miu chung hoa véi mau César

Rong rong chdy trén nhiing bac Colosseo dé nit

Toi khong biét minh da song chua
Toi khong biét, hay minh dang sdng?
Sdng sdng toi ddy trude binh minh
Pém niém vui nhu lan trang hat

1996,

Toi khong gitt duge nia réi
Ngay mai toi trd vé nha

Co6 thé sé tim lai dugc cay dan ci
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MCMXCVI

for Mauro Usai

There's only a wall

Behind this rose branch

And on the branch a single tear
To which ants bow their heads
As if to a monument

1996—

In Rome 've seen

The thirty-five years of my life

As thirty-five shapeless, colorless beasts
Falling one by one, hopelessly roaring
Their blood mingling with Caesar’s blood

Streaming down the steps of the ruined Colosseum

[ don't know whether I've lived
[ don't know whether I'm living
Each morning I wake before dawn

Counting my joys like rosary beads

1996—

[ cannot stay
Tomorrow I'm going home

Perhaps I'll find my old guitar
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GIAC MO KHAC

Nu cudi ltia d6i ma khong hay

Nhung ta da di theo tiéng gol ctia long kiéu hanh,

Mot ngan lan néi nhuyc caa la qua ruc thdy bén xdc chét
Clng khong sao sanh dugc

V6i mot lan canh dai bang toi ta trong phong ba

Khong chi vi khat ma ta liém méi

(Gidc md ca xa roi |

Trong nhiing gidc mo khéc

Pém sau nhu bién siu -

Nhiing bong hoa lang thinh kﬁéng mau

Nhﬁng con stia mang may trang vé mién may trang

Ta di gitia cao nguyén long gié

Bién dudi chin mét moi da ngu yén

Long diing dung khong hen ngay tré lai
Ta da hiéu dugc su khic khoai

Va

Khi binh minh héng nhu méi nguoi

Ta da hiéu duoc nhting ngon d6i cAm lang

Nhung liéu con duong co thé tu bay 1én?
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THE OTHER DREAM

The smile deceived, though I didn't know it
But I have followed the call of pride—

One can't compare the shame of ravens
Swarming a thousand times over a corpse
With the wings of an eagle torn once in a storm

It's not only for thirst I lick my lips

The old dream is far away

In other dreams

Night is deep as the sea

Silent flowers have no color

Medusas return white clouds to the land of white clouds

[ walk onto a windy plateau

Beneath my feet the tired sea has slept calmly

My indifferent heart doesn't promise a day of return
[ have understood anxiety

And when dawn has glowed like pink lips
[ have understood the silent hills

But can that road rise up by itself into air?

Black Stars « 33
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NHUNG VI SAO DEN

Thang ngay qua dim mé hoi

Nhung ngudi da trg vé

Kiéu hanh dat lén ban

Hai ban tay — hai vi sao den naim canh

Chuyén sing bom, chuyén dim tau khong hip dan néi toi
T6i nham mit, hai vi sao bay trong dém t6i

Bay lén thdy troi cao bién rong
Phia lang khuya thao thiic canh ga

Suong ldp ldnh trong mui trau{u

Me toi kia
Dat nudc toi kia

Iri¢u triéu vi sao trén bang suing, tay cay
Bay mai miét, bay trong cim ling
Nhting vi sao den, nhiing vi sao den

Mot doi c6 thé da tréi qua
Nhung nguai da tré vé

T61 m& mat, hai vi sao dau xudng
Trudc mat to,

Pang

Phap phong

Tha
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BLACK STARS

Many months have passed, drenched in sweat
But I have returned

To boldly place on the table

Two hands, two five-pointed stars

Stories of war and shipwreck don't entice me
When I close my eyes, two stars fly into the darkness

To fly is to see how lofty the sky is, how wide the sea
There, in the village, a rooster is crowing

In the scent of burning rice-fields, dew is sparkling
Over there is my mother

There, my country

On guns and plows, millions of diligent stars
Are flying in silence
- Black stars, black stars

One life might have drifted away

But one has returned

When I open my eyes, two stars alight
Before me

Pulsing, breathing
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DAY XICH VO HINH

Day xich vo hinh
Nhu chuoi ngay vo tan
LG cho san co thé chay dén chan troi

Day xich v6 hinh

Lanh lanh tiéng thép

Nhuing t6i nghe xa xim

Tiéng vo nguia chiéu rﬁét moi

Trén hang phim mdy chi hién hinh nghia dia
Nhiing ngén tay bac nhugc ,’f{é veé *

Tiéng thép ciia mai

Ban tay sa mac trang
Nhﬁng ngon tay ngan lén bai hit Nguoi tl th
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INVISIBLE CHAIN

[nvisible chain

A string of endless days
For a pack of hunting dogs running
Toward the horizon

[nvisible chain

Clinking steel

But I hear from far away

The hooves of a tired horse

The keyboard becomes a cemetery
My lifeless fingers return

The clinking goes on
My hands are a white desert

My fingers vibrate with the song
Of a man condemned to death

Black Stars

.« 39



GIAC NGU CUA SACH (1)

Ngu trén gid ddy bui
Mo gidc md cé nhiing vong khoi
Nhiing béng ma, muong thud, ngudi tinh
Nhiing thé gisi biét lap sdn sang xé chia
Nhung khong bao gi¢s chiu hoa nhép
Nhiing am thanh sin sang vang lén
Nhung mai mai la 4m thanh cAm lang
Nhiing linh hén da chét lau roi
Nhung sin sang séng lai
Cua qudy, ca hét, ndi cudi {.
. J_ A
Trong dém dai 4am méc mui gidn va long chuot
Mot bai tha chot hién
Va than thé non to dang [6n dan 1én ctia con trai toi

Gidce ngu cua thai gian, mau tréng, dang tling phut nga vang
M6 phong su bat tir

Nhu tiéng mot duc vao dém téi

Nhting vi sao nhin nai sing phia chan troi
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THE SLUMBER OF BOOKS (1)

They sleep on a dusty shelf
Dreaming of circling smoke

Of phantom beasts and lovers
Ofisolate worlds about to connect
But never to be in harmony

Of sounds about to echo

But never to be heard

Of souls dead for a long time

But the souls are about to live again
To dance and sing, to talk and laugh

On along humid night that smells of rat fur and cockroaches
A poem suddenly appears
And, in a young mountain, the body of my growing son

The slumber of white time yellows each minute
An imitation of immortality
Like wormholes eaten into the dark night

Like patient stars brightening on the horizon
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GIAC NGU CUA SACH (11)

Su bat t caa cha
Cd6 vo nghia hon nhing cinh budm kia khong?

Toi trong thdy trén gid sich trudc mat
Nhing dong chit dang ngti im lim
Nhu mot [a meéo trén thanh ctra s6
LG meo cua tdi va ban be toi

Su bat i caa cha
C6 v6 nghia hon ngon lta kl? khong?

Ngon ltta nhé bén ba bién 16n |
Ai da nhém lén trong gi6 lanh chiéu dong
Dong ky tc vé nhiing diéu dm dp

Dang bay lén tham thim tiing khong
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THE SLUMBER OF BOOKS (1I)

The immortality of words:

More senseless than those buttertly wings?

[ see on my shelf

Lines of letters sleeping in silence
Like cats on windowsills

My cats or the cats of friends

The immortality of words:

More senseless than those flames?

Flames from a small fire on the beach
That someone has gathered against the winter wind
And inscribed in remembrance of warmer times

Flames that fly up and fade in the endless blue

Black Stars + 43



TROI CAO XANH KIA

Ngudi ném dd vao gdy ta

Choc gai vao mit ta

Mui nhon té tii

Xuyén qua thdi duong

Len loi

Cho dén khi quan lai vi cham vao thanh so

Khong phai la néi dau

D sgi nuée da con lai mai, ca khi chiéc gai da nhd
| b S

Du doi lac

Tt chiéc ghi dong ca ky

Ta lao xuéng mit duong ldm bui -

Khong nhu chiéce tau bay gidy tuéi tho

Ma mot con chim non xoa cinh

Cudc sOng van con

Ta ti nguc xuéng dat ma thé, ma vay
Dat dm ning ban chiéu

Ta ding day

Va ma uéc bau trdi cao xanh kia
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THAT BLUE SKY

You throw a stone at my back
You pierce my eye with a thorn
Your knife

Goes into my temple

Until it bends

At the edge of my skull

There is no pain

Though a thread of ice is left
When the thorn is pulled out
Though now and then | dive

Over my handlebars
And fall on the muddy road
Not like a paper airplane

Like a fledgling with quivering wings

Life goes on
[ lay my chest on the earth
[ breathe, I wave my hand

The earth is warm in afternoon sun

As I stand up
Craving

That blue sky
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TRONG DEM

Nhﬁng am thanh ctia con mua rao nim ngodi
Nong, lam bui, khong nguéi duoc

Bat gidc dua tay vust mat

16i nghe thdy, khong phai bing tai

Ma bang su tréng rong dang ngdm vao da thit
Nhiing am thanh dai ding va khong thé nim bat
Nhiing buéc chan khéng 16

Chap choang di xuéng con dudng déc

~ A - ‘4- | \ 4 o s
Nhlmg Am thanh ctia con ml“_((a rao Nam ngodi

Nong, lam bui, khong nguoi dugc

Mot dong cha hién [én, toi biét minh dang song
Nhung chot se long — thé cung nghia [a dang chét
Du cdi chét chang qua [a mot gidc mo

Va méi dong chu [a mot gidc mo khéc

Chua bao gi¢ toi quen dugc véi dém dai
Nhung dém nay cang khong chiu néi

Mit 6i chong chong méu do

161 bo 1én tran nha

Theo nhtng ké khéc va dan theo ké khac
Da bung cha lén ki€p cét

Tan nhan nhu nhing viy sling

Cung nhiing ké khdc, toi nghe

Bang sy tréng rong dang ngdm ra tii da thit
Nhing am thanh dai ding va khong thé ndm bt
Nhting budc chan khéng 16

Chap choang di xudng con dudng déc
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IN THE NIGHT

The sounds of last year’s rainstorms
Are muddy, hot, relentless

My aimless hands stroke my face
[ hear, not with my ears
But with an emptiness seeping into my flesh

Endless, evasive sounds
Giant steps
Staggering down the slope

The sounds of last year’s rainstorms
Are muddy; hot, relentless

When a line of writing appears I know I'm living
But then my heart shrinks: living means dying
Though death is only a dream

And each line is another dream

Long nights have never been easy
But tonight is too much to bear

With protruding blood-red eyes
[join the climb to the ceiling
Following some, leading others
Belly-skin scraping sand

As ruthlessly as scales

Above now, among the others, I hear

With the emptiness seeping out of my flesh
Endless, evasive sounds

Giant steps

Staggering down the slope
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Ngoai kia, gi6 vé khuya da néi

Nhting am thanh ctia con mud rao nim Ngoai
Van nong

Van lam bui

Cudc doi toi
M4du do ctia toi

Chap choang di xuéng con dudng déc

Khong nguéi dugc
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Outside, late-night winds have risen
The sounds of last year’s rainstorms

Are still muddy
And hot

My life

My red blood
Staggers relentlessly

Down the slope
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MAU VIET

Tang anh Dao

C6 nhiing ltc rao ruc lén moi

D6 thim nhu mit trdi nudc Viét
Cé nhiing lic 4m thim

Chéy nhu buin, bim den huyét quan
Chén nguoi di, dit rong song dai

May dang suong trang trdi bién ai
Mo hoi ta tudn chiy xudng viic sau
Nudc leo léo nhin khong thdy mit
Choén ta qua kinh thanh dé nt

Cat bui con hoang béng Cén Son

Chang chon ta, ta cang khong hé lya chon

Méu Viét chay

Mang mui [da, phin chim va mim c4

Mau da nay trong ning gié nay

Me ru ta thdng sdu quang may

Tiéng Viét ngheo nhung dep nhu mot dong sudi nho

Chéng chon ta, ta cing khong hé lya chon
Mau Viét

Nhu sy s6ng, tinh yéu, cdi chét

C6 nhiing ngay dong cing nhya cdy

Ld xanh sé chay mai xudng doi
Noi ban ta nga xudng
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VIET BLOOD

for Dao

Sometimes it rises excited on lips

As red as the sun of Vietnam

Sometimes it flows silently

Like mud, dark in veins

While I travel this vast land, these long rivers

Clouds spread white mist through the border sky
My sweat flows into deep chasms

Water is clear, my face invisible

I pass the ruins of citadels

An image of Con Son in the dust of deserted dunes

It didn't choose me, I didn't choose it

Viet blood flows .

With the scent of rice, bird droppings, fish sauce

This color of skin, in this wind and sun—

My mother rocked me in cloudless June

The Viet language is poor, but beautiful as a small stream

It didn't choose me, I didn't choose it
Viet blood

[s like life, love, death
Sometimes hardening into resin

Green leaves keep flowing down the hill
Where my friend has fallen
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VIEN DAN BAN VAO BEM DEN

Nhu chiéc 14 rai trong con mo
Hodc nhu mot canh tay trong mo thong xuéng
Chuyén bay dém véi cap mat tron

Dém thing sdu cdi nhin ngac nhién
Khong ai biét nu cuoi vut tat

Khuoén mat linh den trén nong sung den
Nong sting den khong ai sg nia

Moét con luon chua hét mui bun

Trong vuion nhting tau chusi dang nhan nai hting sUdng
Ngon tre cao [t co ngon gidc
Chi c6 con doi gia thing thot giat minh

Nha dong kin, me khéu ngon dén
Chua biét minh sé don c6i hon
Nguidi ban gdi — mot ndi budn gidu kin

Khong ai biét anh tting la mét con nguoi —
L qua sé tung bling m& hoi
Trén rang cdy xanh ngit suét mua heé
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ABULLET FIRED INTO THE NIGHT

- Like a falling leaf in a dream
Or an arm in a dream, dangling
A night flight, with eyes wide open

A June night, an astonished look
No one sees the vanished smile
The soldier’s dark face above the barrel

No one fears the barrel now—

An eel snifling the mud

[n a garden, banana leaves still catch dew
A nest of storks sleeps soundly on tall bamboo
Only an ancient bat startles

In a closed house, a mother turns up her lamp
Not knowing she will be lonelier now
And a girl will sorrow in secret -

No one knows: the soldier was once a man
All summer long, crows will convene

[n a row of bright green trees
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CHIEC DEP ROI XUONG DAM LAY

Dé lai anh sao chéi thang thot
Nhu nu cudi chgt tat trén do6i moéi kinh ngac

Len ldi chim xudng
Qua bong dém day dic
Gitta ddm bot nudc dang a 1én nhu da moi muu mé

[LAn véi 1A muc ¢d ca la tuoi
Mot con luon hodng hot
3 :
Trudn qua bo quén 4o linh
Vit trén chiéc ghé gay chan
Bén canh nhting chén bit vo

Dau la ddu tich lan hanh phuc bit ngs

Pau la diu tich mot 1an cai co?

Nhiing 1a thu da mtn nét vi dgi cho
Van doi chd bén qua bom né chdm

Co6 mot chiéc nhan trén ngdn tay ngudi dan ba chét tré

Van con ldp lanh sang
Trong long dit t6i den
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A SANDAL DROPPED IN A SWAMP

It leaves a streak, a comet tensed
Like a smile stopped abruptly on stunned lips

[t sinks, making its way
Through thick darkness
Through bubbles rushing up like complex plots

Among the rotten leaves are green leaves
And a panicked eel

The sandal crawls over a soldier’s uniform
Around a chair with broken legs
Beside shattered cups and bowls

Which of these bears the trace
Of sudden joy, the trace of a quarrel?

Waiting, the letters yellowed and crumbled
They still wait beside a delayed-fuse bomb

On the finger of a woman who died young
A ring still sparkles
In the depths of the black earth

Black Stars « 55



HANOI

Nhiting 6 ctia khong quen ddy ap tiéng cudi
Nhiing vudn séi t6i l6 quén di

Noi saic mau da thanh xdc uép

Ha Noi cta toi

That nhiéu I3

That nhiéu pho

That nhiéu nhiing chiéu buén

Déu 6 sdng nay hting nang.
Toi di, nguic pbong pﬁ»hanhﬁ ( &
Tay dat tdi quan, chang can ¢6 nhap cudc
Thich thi an mot que kem toan nudc dé

Qua chg Budi, mua bé doc mung ching biét dé lam gi

Xam nau trong mua
Con dudng khéng dinh trudc

Vay goi doi chan vé phia ngoai thanh

Dén do nga tu, mat dan 6ng mét moi
Nhiing gét chan bi dn di vé

Ha Noi cta toi

Day bang tro troi

Co thé chiing da tuing tré, tiing vui

Noi thinh dia ctia nhting ngay Itra dan?

Con dudng vy goi tdi vé phia ngoai thanh
Dao Nhat Tan mui huong khéc roi
Vé dep dan ba da tan ta di

Dén cd mua xudn cung khac
That kinh tdm nhting xac chudt vt ra duding
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HANOI

The unfamiliar windows are full of laughter
The colors of the pebble gardens

Are dried corpses now

So many leaves

So many streets

So many sad evenings

This morning at the city gate

The sun shone for a brief moment—

Distracted, wearing a light shirt

[ ate some cheap ice cream

And walked on, my hands in my pockets

At the Buai market, I absently bought some taro leaves

Gray in the rain
An unintended road
Called me out of the city

Red lights at the crossroads, men’s tired eyes
Mysterious feet coming and going—
And that row of leafless almond trees:

Were they young and happy once
When fire and bullets filled this sacred land?

The road called me out of the city

The scent of Nhit Tan peach blossoms has changed
The beauty of the women has faded

Even the spring rains are different

Dead rats lie on the road

Blﬂt’k .Sfﬂf':i . 57



Ha Noi oi
Vi su hén ha cua chinh minh ma toi khéc

Nhung dém da vé, dém da vé

Diu d?ang nhu su bat tu
Trong gi6 song Hong trén trién dé cao
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Oh Hanoi

[ cry because of my own shame
But night is coming, night is coming

As gently as eternity
In the Red River wind blowing over the tall dike
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BONN

Iang Lé Trong Phuong

Bonn diu dang ctia chang nghé si toc réi
Dém qua mua cé con roi
Tiéng la lung mang theo bong t6i?

Bonn diu dang trén ngdn tay mon

GO tiing dong mu xa ué odi

B song Rhein chap chon chan linh géi
¥ 3

Ta dén day tu thiia nhiing giao hoa

Ta dén tii nhing bén tau xa la

Thém mot ké vo danh duing lai truée thém

Thi trin nho6 néi budn khong nhé
Nha ca

Mat tréi ca

Ngudi dan xa thé ky

Ngdi do nao mét minh khong gidu dugc
Bonn diu dang

Trong gb¢ vudn mua ta gip lai ndi budn ké khéc
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BONN

for Lé Trong Phuong

Dear Bonn, town of my tangle-haired artist:

Did rain keep falling last night
Its strange sound filled with darkness?

- Dear Bonn, in the worn fingers
Typing these lines one by one
The steps of women soldiers

Flicker along the Rhine

Time past gathered in harmony
And brought me through foreign harbors
Another nameless person

Stopping in front of the house

The town is small, its sorrow great

The house is old
The sunis old

The musician is centuries away

Sitting here alone
[ cannot hide, Dear Bonn

In this garden corner wet with rain
[ meet, once again, the sorrow of others
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PHONG AP MAI

for David and Liam Wilson

Toi khong trong théy nhung nghe rting thé
Phap phong, nhe nhe, sau nhting méi nha kia

Mot ngudi cha mét moi trd vé
Noi chti dai bang con viia thiic day
Budc chan dau tién vang nhu tiéng chuéng dong

Toi khong trong thdy nhung ‘qghe song thd
Khi binh minh chéi loa trén nhiing buic tudng
Yén binh tit d6i moi chay xuéng

Mém mai

Trong thang thét nhu mét

Co vuon thom ca luc vang ngudi
May qua anh dao sot trong gi6 dm

Bo song Loing

Em da noi gi dém khuya lanh 4y?

Ai s€ dén sau muia ha nay?
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THE GARRET

for David and Liam Wilson

[ hear but don'’t see the forest breathe
Pulsing gently beyond those roofs

A tired father, I come in
To where our young eagle has just awakened
His first steps resound like a tolling bronze bell

[ hear but don't see the river breathe
When dawn’s light dazzles those walls

And flows down from lips
Calmly, smoothly

Clear as honey

In the abandoned garden, grass is still fragrant

The last cherries linger in warm air

What did you say that night
On the bank of the Loire River?

Who will be coming home again this summer?
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HAI PHONG

Dén vang, mit gii diém
Nhiing ciu tho tinh 1é buén

Chiéu dua tién 14 vang rai mai miét
Gi6 dai duong khong bén khong b
May dai duong ngang doc

Bén bai khong tén nhu hg?ay thing
Song Lap triéu lén
Thuyén luéi di vé

Ai d6 dgi ai pha Binh
Nu cudi hoen mat khoéi xi mang

| i{ 3

Ngudi Hai Phong nhu ning trdi gi6 bién
Ra di cting dnh binh minh
Nhiing ddu chan in ddy mat dat

Phé cat dai song bién man
Dém sudng toi nhin ra phia Hai Phong
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HAI PHONG

Yellow lamps, prostitutes’ eyes
Lines of sad provincial poems

On a farewell afternoon, yellow leaves are falling
Ocean winds have no ports or borders
Ocean clouds go their way

Like dates, the harbors have no names
In the Lap River the tide rises

Fishing boats come and go
Someone waits at the Binh ferry for someone
A smile is blurred by cement-plant smoke

The people of Hai Phong are like sea-wind and sun
Off they go, with the dawn

Their footprints cover the earth

Long streets and salty waves—
On lonely nights I look toward Hai Phong
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CAY LAPOK

Tay mém tring déi long long
Mua thu roi trédi thu vang
Gid la théi vé khu vuodn ca

Theo gi6 toi bay ra khoi riing

Xa ban tay binh minh dm &p
Khat khao vé cidnh lung troi

Thao nguyén hon day suong khoi

Toi moc lén trén nhiing ria lér%g
) )

Dong rom kho ram ran tiéng sé

Mua dén mua di trén. ruong bac thang

Vai do bac kiép ngudi chit phéc
Cay Lapok

Mt trong chiéu té tai
XU x& ctia ngudi c6 phai troi cao?
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LITTLE LAP-T'REE

Soft arms have whitened the great hill
Autumn has dropped its golden fruits
Strange winds are blowing into the old garden

As the warm hands of dawn approach
[ fly with winds from the forest
Longing to clap my wings in the sky
Over the plain, its soul filled with fog

[ grew up at the edge of the village
Where haystacks echo songs of sparrows
Where seasons come and go on terraced rice-fields

On faded shoulders, on simple human life

Little Lap-tree
Your eyes sharp with pain in late afternoon

Is that your country up there, high in the sky?

Black Stars
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MAI NAY

Tréng van sang
Trung du thang mudi hoa sG trang
Nu cudi dan ba xanh xao

Rat nhiéu khudén mat ma t6i chua quen
Rét nhiéu can nha t6i sé khong bao git dén
Nhiing dém cy dan ntic ng

Em sé lai diu dang hét

Trong vong tay nao dnh mit nao?

e A :
That buén, may tring van bay day troi
That buén, c6 nhiing mua xuan lai dén

Hang dau nho hoa vang 16m dém
Cap mat den 4n hién trong suong mu
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SOMEDAY

The moon will still shine
The October midlands fill with white sé tflowers

And women's pale smiles

There will be faces I don’'t know

And homes [ won't visit—

[n whose arms, in whose eyes
Will you be singing softly
While the guitar sobs at night?

- Sad, that clouds will still drift through the sky
Sad, that spring will still come

On my small fence with yellow flowers
Two black eyes will still gleam through the mist
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SAU O CUADONG

Li¢u ngoai kia c6 mot bau trdi
Du nang gié hay mua thu dm uét

Du méi binh minh hay da chiéu ta?

Li¢u ngoai kia con c6 nhting mat nguoi
Dula hay quen

Hanh phuc hay dau khé

Du than thién hay da thanh da thu?

Liéu ngoai kia c6 phaila hu \(0
Chang tuong lai ciing khong con qua khi

Liéu c6 phai t6i da che rém lén ctta 562

Li¢u ngoai kia c6 phai la dit den
Chon cat moi thit da ting la cdi dep
Chon cit moi cdi nhin, moi doi moi da khép?

Liéu chi c6 mot chon nay

Liéu chi cd6 mot budi chiéu

Liéu chi cd mot minh toi?
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FROM BEHIND A COVERED WINDOW

[s there, out there, a sky
Sunny or windy or humid with autumn

A sky at dawn, or a sunset sky?

Are there, out there, human faces
Strange or familiar

Happy or hurting
Friendly faces, or faces like beasts?

Is there, out there, a nothingness

With no future, and no past?
Was it | who lowered the blind over the window?

Is there, out there, dark earth
That buries all flesh that once was beauty

That buries all glances, all shut lips?

Is there only this place?
Is there only this late afternoon?

[s there only myself ?
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LONG GIENG CAN

Nhu doi mét trong hdp so dang man nat
Nhiing long giéng den ngom

Nhin sau vao long dat

Nhiing long giéng dong ddy cam lang

Dudi goc cay muong muéng

Hoa cai da rung hét tir lau

Nhing khém hanh da vang

Bui dong giéng cing da thanh dong giéng dai
¥ :

Muia dang ra rich ngdm xudng

Chay vao long giéng rong khong
Nhiing long giéng dong déy cam ling

Biét noi nao
Biét noi nao chdn cat nhfi’ng guong mat ca?
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EMPTY WELL

Like eyes in a decomposing skull
Black wells

Look into the earth

Black wells filled with silence

Beneath the acacia tree

Cai flowers withered long ago
Onion stalks have yellowed
Cannas have gone wild

Rainwater keeps falling
[nto the empty well

Black wells filled with silence—
Who knows where '

The old faces are buried?
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T E6TY

Co thé mot ngdi sao viia tit ma toi khong biét

C¢ thé dnh sdng trong vit cua tring rim viia xao dong
Ma toi khong biét

Toi cang khong biét c6 ai d6

Ngoai nguoi dan ba va mdy dua tré

Cung toi biét |

C6 mot ngudi viia ra di trong dém

T6i chua tiing gap anh, that déng tiéc nhung ching nén buén
Cdi tén khong quan trong gid. &éng t}}ém vO nghia

C6 thé anh cting gidng t6i

S6ng trong mot can ho cé ban cong trén ting nao do

Toa nha quét voi xanh nay da 6 vang,

Trong mot thanh phé bén ho

Hay mot dong song nude do

Noi |t tré xanh gdy mit nhu mot dan dom dém

Bay ron rang vé phia rang tre xa

C6 thé ngoai ban cong anh cang tréng mot chau hoa
Gidng nhu t6i c6 mot chau hoa sao dit

Anh tudi hoa bang chiéc ca ton ri

D én nhiing niém vui nho nhé dam chéi

Mui hoa diu dang tting lam anh lang [é mim cuoi

Va hat -

Nhtng bai hat anh da dem theo —

Gid dang vudt ve doi chan anh da lanh

U6t nhu chan nuéc mit vo hién

Trén gid sach ctia anh t6i tim thdy nhiing quyén sich ctia minh:
Toan tap Platon photocopy dong bang ghim Trung Quéc
Truyén Kiéu in nam 1962

Bo Kinh Thdnh mua trong hié¢u sich ca

Bén canh quyén sich cua chinh anh in gidy xdu da long bia
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SIX BILLION MINUS ONE EQUALS SIX BILLION

Perhaps a star just died, and I didn’t know
Perhaps the moonlight stirred, and I didn't know
And I don’t know if there’s anyone

Except for a woman, some children

Who knows as [ know
That a man just passed away, during the night

It's a pity we never met, but we can't be sad

The name, never important, is meaningless now
Maybe you lived as I do

In an apartment with a balcony

In a certain blue building with yellow stains

In a city beside a lake or a red river |

Where the children are thin and pale

Their eyes like fireflies whirring toward distant bamboo

Perhaps you had a flowerpot on your balcony

As I do, with earth-star flowers

Perhaps you watered your plant with a rusted tin cup
Waiting for its buds of joy to open

The flower fragrance that made you secretly smile
And sing the songs you've taken with you

[s now caressing your feet, which have grown cold
And wet with the flowing tears of your good wife

On your shelf I ind my own books

The Complete Works of Plato, xeroxed and bound with Chinese staples

The Tale of Kiéu, printed in 1962
The Holy Bible, bought in a second-hand bookshop

And your own works, printed on cheap paper, with loose covers
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Toi chua tling gap anh, that déng tiéc nhung chang nén buén
Platon da chét

Jésus va Nguyén Du da chét

Béy gic dén lugt anh

Aid6 néi trudc céi chét moi ngudi déu binh ding

Toi mudn thém: cdi chét bién ta thanh nhing ké cting thoi
Licu con 16i chtc nao dep hon thé nua?
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It's a pity we never met, but we can't be sad

Plato died

Jesus and Nguyén Du died

Now it's your turn

Someone said that death makes us all equal

I'd like to add: death makes us all contemporaries
Can anyone offer a better farewell than that?
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Road on the Earth
Con duong trén tran thé



AC MONG

Anh thtic ddy trong ng6i nha mdi xdm
Hang hién treo chiéc ma do tré con
Chau hoa sao dit,

Giong hét chau hoa sao ddt ctia em
Cing da ng

Huong diu dang ma anh khong biét

Anh ng6i xuéng bén chiéc ban may

Nguoi dan ba dit san cdc ca phé pha voi

Anh thich ca phé phin, nhung khong phii ngui ky tinh
Lo dang udng ting giot lap lanh den trong gi6

Anh khong biét rang théi tir bai song Hong

Sang thi bay, hom nay la thi bay

Chiéc ban viét gidy td biia bon

Nhu doi anh khong r6 thang ngay

DPém qua di dé lai 16p bui mo

Trén dong chi sap hang nhu ngudi linh

Nhu chinh anh khéng théi la ngudi linh
Khong thoi sap hang dgi nhiing chuyén di xa

Anh viét gi trén nhting trang gidy trang?
Anh c6 niém vui ctia ké c6 don

Khi len 161 gitia dong ngudi trén phé
Thang nam bat ddu dé nang doi vai
Nam thing v6 hinh v6 tinh

Nam thdng khién ngudi ta ngat tha

Liéu anh c6 con du stc cho nhting chuyén di xa
Nhiing chuyén di xa tif ngéi nha mdi xam?
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NIGHTMARE

He wakes in a gray-roofed house

Children’s red hats are hanging on the veranda
Earth-star flowers

Just like her earth-star tlowers

Are blooming in a pot

With a soothing fragrance he doesn't know

He sits at a rattan table

A woman sets down a cup of instant coffee

He likes filtered coffee, but isn't demanding
Absent-minded, he drinks, black drops shining in the wind
He doesn’t know that the wind blows from the Red River—

Saturday morning: today is Saturday

On the writing table papers lie disordered
Like the blurred years of his life

Nights gone by have left layers of dust

On words that line up like soldiers

Like him, who never stops being a soldier
Who never stops lining up for long journeys

What did he write on the white papers?

He feels the joy of a lonely person

Wending his way through a crowd on the street
The years begin to press down on his shoulders
[nvisible years

Years that constrict breath

Does he have enough strength for long journeys
Away from his gray-roofed house?
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Anh thic day méi ngay

Khong bao gio c6 thé ngo
Khong bao gio c6 thé biét
Khong bao gio c6 thé hiéu

Minh la mo6t con 4c mong
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Every day he wakes up
Never suspecting
Never knowing

Or understanding
That he is a nightmare

Black Stars
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NGOI CAXAC CHET

Chung tip xudng

Tt da moi phuong troi
Pu moi sic mau

Can x¢é nhau tap xudng

Bong chung nhuém den canh ring

Mot bién lung béo tron

Nhiing cdi ddu lat siu vao mau mu
Nhiing tiéng nic nghen

Ran rit tling hoi oy :

Nhiing tiéng rén u G vi khodi cim

Nhiing cdi [uoi them thuéng bong ma

Nhu nhiing chiéc can gat nuée xe Land Cruiser nghia dia
Quét hoi ha hai mép thit dé lom

Madu mt rong rong

Rét xudng long nguic 16 loét

Nhiing méu da rach nat

Nhiing miéng phéi mang mau hoang hon

Chiing can x¢ nhau tip xuéng

Xdc thoi

Xdc théi ctia cay dang va vinh quang

Mang qud khii nhu mang binh minh thi nhit
Nhu tinh yéu thi nhat

U6c mo, khat vong khong thanh

Chung bién ngay thanh dém

Xdc thoi ngudi khéng 16

Long nguc vi dai tiing hién ngang bay trong gi6 bao
Ménh moéng nhu rting

Vung vai nhiing vét thuong dai trén tuyét
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PRAISE FOR THE DEAD

They flew down

From every corner of the sky

[n every color

They flew down, biting at each other

Their shadows blackened the whole forest
A sea of fat backs

Their heads sunk deep in blood

Their repeated gasps

Their caught breath

Their moans of pleasure

Their hungry tongues glistened with fat

They licked the corners of their mouths

Like the windshield wipers of used Land Cruisers
Blood dripped down

On a huge lesioned chest

Torn pieces of skin

Bits of sunset-colored lung

Biting each other, they flew down

To that stinking corpse

The corpse of bitterness and glory
Carrying the past like the first sunrise
Like first love

Unfinished dreams and longing

They turned day into night

While the stinking corpse of the giant

The great chest that once flew proudly into the storm
Stretched out like a winter forest

With wounds all over the snow
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Chuang bién ngay thanh dém
Vi chi ban dém chiing mdi bit ddu cudc sOng

Ta da budén bao nhiéu

D6 la chua ké da tiing so hai

Nhting ham rang tring nhon

Nhiing d6i mét trong con say léng linh thay ngén
Nhing cdi hon budt lanh nhu vét cit bang cit nija

Ta da bu6n bao nhiéu i, 1
Nhung biét dau, d6 lai la diéu inay man?

Xin cdm on Nguoi, Xdc Théi,

Bai nho long cao thugng ctia Ngusi
Ta da bét di vai dida ban
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They turned day into night

Because only night gives them life

[ used to be very sad

And afraid

Of their sharp white teeth

Their drunken eyes gleaming like mercury
Their frozen kisses sharp as bamboo knives

[ used to be very sad
But who knows, maybe I'm lucky

Thank you, stinking corpse:
Because of your nobility
[ now have fewer friends
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CHIEU bANG TOI

Ta da nguyén rtia ngudi, sing nay, Ha Noi
Nhting vét seo mat nguoi
Nhting manh thuy tinh mat nhin thu han

Ta da nguyén rta ngudi, Ha Noi

Loi doc dia tudn nhu suong mu

Va chi c6 ndi dau mdi lam ta chot hiéu

Chinh vét seo trén than thé Ngm‘:ii dang nhiic nhoi trong ta
Nhting vét seo ca dém den cang khong gidu noi

[l

Nhting cong ranh béc mui xd ué
Nhung toi biét

Trong ngo nho toi tam kia

Mat tré tho goi vi sao lap lanh

Noi nao doé cudi troi

Nhiing giac mdng vang tan thanh may khoi
Trong dnh ngay t6i tam mat mui

Nguoi dan 6ng van nhd

Cap v dan ba dp u bép than hong
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EVENING

[ cursed you this morning, Hanoi
Your scars: human faces
Your fragments of glass: hostile eyes

I cursed you, Hanoi

The poisonoué words sprayed like mist
And the pain made me understand

It's your scars that ache inside me

Scars not even the dark night can hide

1

The gutters stink
But I know

In that dark alley
The eyes of children are calling to shining stars

And somewhere on the horizon

When dreams of gold
Dissolve into smoke in the dim light of day

A man still remembers a woman’s breasts
That kept the cooking fire warm
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BEN BO SONG LOIRET

Tang anh Dang Tién

Bong anh d6 dai trén b song Loiret

Cho khuc ngoat Xuén Diéu tting trong thay
Bai lay khung khiép

San sang nudt chﬁnlg

Nhting mat nhiing thin ngusi

Ngo6i nha ctia anh

Dep khong can mot dic di’ém‘_gi
Ma c¢ thé anh cang chua bao gi¢
Nghivé vé dep caané

Lo dang

Anh md cdnh ctia g6
Nhu nhiing ngui gia
Qud nhiéu qua khu

Dong song sau lung dang sam dén
Tiéng ri rao ctia rang liéu dang nho di
Cho dén khi

Dong Loiret

Chang con khdc nhiing dong song khic

Ng6i nha ctia anh

Dep khong can mét dic diém gl
Anh cting chua bao gio

Nghi vé vé dep cta né

Doi khi

Anh di lén cdu thang
Khong bat dén
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BY THE LOIRET RIVER

for Dang Tién

Your shadow falls on the bank of the Loiret River
At the bend where Xuan Diéu once saw

The terrible quicksand
Ready to swallow
Living faces and bodies

Your beautiful house

Needs nothing else

You have probably never thought
About its beauty

Distracted

You open the wooden door
Like an old person

With too much past

The river behind you slowly darkens
The rustle of the willows recedes
Until the Loiret

Is no different from other rivers

Your beautiful house

Needs nothing else

You have probably never thought
About its beauty

Sometimes
You climb the stairs
Without turning on the light
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Nhu nhiing lic

Ta nham mat nghe khuc nhac quen,

Poc bai tho ca

Hodc lan mo cham vao tdm than quen thudc

Nhu ky niém lung linh trong su lang quén
‘Chiéc cau thang dep hon
Trong bong toi

Nhiing con duong
Nhiing giac mo
Nhiing chuyén du hanh gia tuéng
Tat ca da xa voi

'Jf ]

Anh viét dé nhé
Nhung doi khi viét con dé quén di

Va

Po6i khi

Bén bai lay

San sang nuét chiing

Nhiing mat nhing than nguoi
Anh viét

Khong can dén but
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As in moments when we listen
With closed eyes to familiar music
Or read an old poem

Or find a familiar body in the dark

Like a memory that shines through what is forgotten
The stairway becomes more beautiful

In the dark

Roads

Dreams

Imagined journeys

Are all very distant now

You write to remember
But sometimes you write to forget

And sometimes

Beside the terrible quicksand
Ready to swallow

Living faces and bodies

You write

Without a pen
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NHUNG TRUYEN NGAN CUA TOI

Nhiing truyén ngin cua toi

Co thé lam ban kinh ngac
Nhung ngac nhién

Khong phai la muc dich cta toi

Hay hai la trai lang

Va nhén ldy chiécliém

Da lau toi khong dung dén nta
Cdnh dong dang doi nhﬁng ban tay
Hay hoi nhiing pho tugng I

D¢ la vé dep cia mot ngudi dan ba
Paradi

D¢ lai can phong trong, lanh léo
Bau lang im trong nhu pha I¢

Nhtng truyén ngan cua toi
Chang lam ban an ngon miéng hon
Chung tham chi con lam ban mat ngu

Vay thi hay thiic cung toi

Sinh ra trén dia €du

B&n muoi ba naim chua hé ra khoi dé
Dém tham tham nhin nhting vi tinh ta
Buoén dang Ién nhu nudc thuy triéu

Khong lén nhung cung du

Bon phuong troi

D gié mua va thing nam nghiét nga
Ngan nam in cit bui mong cho

Bon muoi ba nim tdi chua hé ra khoi dé
Nén ngac nhién

Khong phai la muc dich ctia toi
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MY STORIES

My stories

Might surprise you
But surprise

[s not my purpose

Ask the men in the village

And take up the scythe

[ haven't used for a long time—
The rice-field awaits your hands

Ask the statues:

It's the beauty of a woman
Who's gone away

And left a room empty and cold
It’s a silence as clear as glass

My stories

Won't make your food more delicious
They might even make you sleepless
If they do, please stay awake with me

[ was born on this earth

And haven't left it for forty-three years
In the deep night when I watch the stars
My sorrows rise, like the tides

My earth is just big enough

To have four directions

With just enough wind, rain, and trouble to last
For thousands of years of waiting in the dust

[ haven't left this earth for forty-three years—
That is why surprise

[s not my purpose
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KHONG NOI

Trong buc tudng bé tong nay

La béng déng Truong Son

Trudc ngay qua lo lua

V6i bong cay ngdm minh triéu nim ddy su6i
Vi con r6 dd gia nua nam doi lang quén

Trong bong hong cin coi nay

La mot con bo méng

Chay ménh mang trong nang thang nam
r_\t

Mait md to dai duong ndi séng
r " W ] A .ﬁ.“ 2 i{
Trudc khi bi ban guc trén doi

To1 trdm ngam hang gid bén gid sich

Trong can phong vang ling nay

Chiéc ban khong néi vé nhiing trang viét d& dang
Chiéc binh st khong néi vé 16 It

Bau im ldng khong noi vé déi mat

Pém da gan tan trén cta sé

Toi khong tim thdy ci chinh toi
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NOT SPEAKING

In this concrete wall

[s stone from the Trudng Son mountains
Before it entered the furnace

With traces of trees that lay submerged

For millions of years in the stream
And an old stone-fish, ready for death

In this stunted rose

Is a strong ox

That ran free in the May sun

Its eyes wide as an ocean with rising waves
Before it was shot on the hill

For hours I've sat by my bookshelf
Alone in my silent room

The table doesn't speak of the half-filled pages

The vase doesn't speak of the furnace
The silence doesn't speak of the eyes of the ox

As night begins to disappear from my window
I'm still searching for what I am: for my self
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NGUOIBPAN ONG MAT TO

Khi nham mat, nhiing gidc mo bit dau
Nhung mé ra

Chinh d6i mat mdi la gidc mo 16n nhit
Gidc mo budn

Mang thé gi6i mau tréi dong bao

D6i mat da nhin thdy hoa budi chiéu cusi ha
Tr6i trén dong song chi 6 vang

Than thé dan ba tda sdng trong dém

Long héi han clum trong quény lang 3

Va ky tic dau long ngudi quay mit bo di

Do6i mat da nhin thay dong lua
Vang tuoi dén chan doi
Con duff:mg qué co ga mup mip

D61 mat da nhin thay bién khoi
Tro tan, khoanh khic
Ruou lénh lang boong tau dém thang chap

P61 mit tron xoe viing nudc trudc nha
Thzing nam qua boi boi mady trang

Toi xép gach dudi himg hién
Dudi nhﬁng cay nhai hoa lan vao dém nang

Gid xao xdc, trong vuon ai bo chay

Hang gach dai
Di vao nhting gidc mo

08 Nlu?ng vi sao den



THE MAN WITH BIG EYES

When his eyes are closed, his dreams begin
When theyre open
They themselves are the biggest dream

A sad dream
The color of stormy skies

His eyes once saw grapefruit flowers drift

On summer evenings, on a yellowed river of words
Saw a woman'’s body shine in the night

Saw regret sink into oblivion

A painful image of someone turning away

His eyes once saw a rice-held
Rise golden from the foot of a hill
A country road with plump chicken-grass

His eyes once saw the ocean
Saw ashes, moments when wine spilled
On the deck of a ship one late December night

His eyes were round in the pool in front of my house

A pool still filled, years later, with white clouds

[ arranged a row of bricks below the veranda

Beneath the jasmine tree, its flowers mingled with patches of sun

The wind was rustling, someone was running away in the garden

Now the long line of bricks
Leads into my dreams
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TAY EM MUA LONG LONG

Nu cudi hoa dy trén dau
pho con dm ué6t dau
dau cang la song lap
lanh xa xa 4nh huyén

Toi nhan ra em hang triéu
Nam roi thing mdy nhi?
Cudi rao hoa cuéi mua tféng
Trang nhu to gidy tring

Hoa trang dy trén ban
Tay em mua léng long
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YOUR HAND, THE UNENDING SEASON

The flower smile on the face
of the street is no longer wet every-

where the Lap River is filled in
the distant rose shining light

[ ind you among the millions
of years which month was it last year?

The flower fence at the end of the slight-

ly white moon season sheet of paper

W hite flowers on the table hand
your hand the unending season
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CAY VUADO EM VUA P1

Cay vita d6 em vuia di
Trdi rong hon long téi thém khoang trong
Lalam ci trong phong minh

Tiéng kéu xa

Giong nhu nhiting canh buém
Pa ra xudng

Troi di cing canh béo tay

Lin ddu tién toi trong thdy
Nhting dudng gan xanh trén c'[01 tay minh

Toi khong dodn duge nét mat ngudi da quay di
Nhung toi biét c6 nhiing ngudi dan dng may man

Du da lai qua thém dugc mot mua dong nia
Nhung nhiing gi con lai vin qué nhiéu

(Gid kim thuat vinh ctu

Bai toi biét dam mé

Bai todi biét dam mé [a ¢é that

Bai trang gidy trang chiang dé gi mét dugc

Boi cap md xinh trong mo hong thom rugu bé dao
Khi nhting cap tinh nhan mét mai thiép di

Va ngudi chét, ai cang r6, khong bao gid néi dugc

Anh sing lod do6i khi khién ta giat minh
Nhu tiéng go ctia di doi trong dém ¢ doc

Nhung dé chi la ban ngay
Vi canh én hién hoa bay trén troi rong

[02 « Nhiing vi sao den



A TREE HAS FALLEN

A tree has just fallen, you have just gone
The sky is more spacious, my heart more empty
['m a stranger in my own room

Distant cries

Like butterfly wings

Have shattered

Now they float with water-fern petals

[ see for the first time
The blue veins in my hands

[ cannot guess the expression on a face that has turned away
But I know some men are lucky

[ have lived through another winter
But too much winter remains

This alchemy is eternal

Because I know desire

Because I know desire is real

Because blank pages aren't easily lost

Because the rosy cheeks in my dreams are fragrant as old wine

When lovers are tired, they sleep
And the dead, everyone knows, can never talk

Bright light sometimes startles
Like a terrible knock on the door in a lonely night

But it is only the day
With gentle swallows flying across the open sky
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POI THAY

Thai gian van con dé
Chi c6 dong song lanh dang troi
Bong mdy theo hoang hon thing sau

Thai gian van con dé
Long lanh diu day
Cdnh chim qua giéng lang
Chén nguoi dong ct thém mua gat
L¢ trong khong dé lai dau vét

e
Bén dong kénh lapok 14 nhu may

Co mod hoi chém xanh nhﬁng nam mo
[iéu Am tham ra

Thai gian van con d6

Su vang lang ron ngudi nay

Su ving lang hon cd niém tuyét vong

Mot tiéng 1a cang khién toan than rung chuyén

Toi ding yén ma ching thé ding yén
Mii téc thua dang bac dang bac dan
1rén vang tran

N6i uu tu dudng cay mai miét

Thai gian van con d6
Chua bao git déi thay
Chinh la thé gisi nay
Chinh la em va anh
Mat ta nhin da khéc
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CHANGE

Time is still there
Only the cold river reflecting clouds

Flows into the June dusk

Time is still there

Somewhere
Shining birds fly over the village well
Feet walk over the old fields at harvest
Tears leave no trace

Along the canal are lapok trees, their leaves like clouds
Sweat-grass is turning the grave-mounds green
Willow-hair flows silently down

Time is still there

This frightening silence

A silence worse than hopelessness

Even the sound of a leaf makes my body tremble

[ stand still but I cannot stand still

My sparse hair is whitening little by little
A constant stream of thought

Has furrowed my brow

Time is still there
[t never changes
But it is this world
[t is you and |

Our eyes see differently now
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CONDUONG TREN TRAN THE

Khi con budc di nhiing buéc dau tién
Quyén sach tu lau bi lang quén

Budc ra tit béng t6i

Ctia s6 dong loat md sau mét mua dong dai
Va chiéc b¢ bat dau hat loi gia ti pho tuong

Khi con budc di nhiing budc dau tién

Dit sé khong bao giG ngu nta

Hoa vang thang chap nd dudi doi bap mau mat ong
Hién nhu hang ctc trén chié'c‘ ?O cu gnh Kién méi tang

Con duong that dai

Nhung con sé khong bao gid thiéu su chd che
Hay dén véi nhiing dong song 16n

Nhting binh nguyén xanh

Nhiing phuong xa chan trdi may phu

Noi bong dém la dn du ctia mat troi

Hay budc di

Piing bao gid ngoanh lai

Dong sudi nhoé nhu sy dan vat cta riing

Su dan vat dém dém tring xod

Nhung diing quén, rang y nghi bay qua bau trai
Nhu ngudi quen

Mot ngay sé trg vé véi khudn mat méi

Duing quén nhiing cdy cau

Chung ta qua vao ngay dong gié

Hay budc di va hay ty tin

Trong mdu con c6 nhﬁng vi a0 sdng
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ROAD ON THE EARTH

When you took your first steps

Long-forgotten books
Fell out of the darkness

The windows opened all at once, after a long winter

The pedestal said goodbye to the statue

When you took your first steps

Earth slept no longer

December flowers bloomed under your honey-colored legs
Like the buttons on the vest ydur cousin Kién gave you

The road is very long

But you will never lack support

Let’s go to the great rivers:

The green plains

The distant horizon covered with clouds
Where night is a metaphor for sun

Let’s walk
Along the small stream that torments the forest

A dazzling white torment, in the night

And never look back

But don't forget: thoughts that fly through the sky
Like people you know

Will someday come back with new faces

Don't forget the bridges

We pass by on stormy days

Let's walk together with confidence—
Stars shine in your blood
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NOTES

“Women from the 1960s (11)” and “The Midlands™: Trung du, the
midlands, is a region to which Vietnamese families were evacuated
during the American War. The thd is used there to cut laterite from
the hills to make bricks for houses.

“The Utopian”: Khudng Co'is an imaginary country that appears
in a short story by the author. Its name suggests ‘nowhere” in
Vietnamese.

“The Flanders Road” takes its title from a novel by Claude Simon.
The straw hats referred to in the poem were large and heavy; they
were worn by Vietnamese children to protect them from bombs
during the War.

“Viet Blood”: Con Son is the mountain where the famous tactician
and poet Nguyén Trai (1380 —1442) retired from political life to
write poetry in the last years of his life.

“Hanoi”: Nhat Tan is a village near Hanoi famous for its peach
blossoms, which are featured in celebrations of the Tet holiday:
Today Nhat Tan has become a residential area for the nouveaux

riches.
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“War is over. Peace arrives with these beautiful poems.”
P

—MAXINE HONG KINGSTON

|
|

Co-translated by Vietnamese poet Ngo Tu Lap and American poet Martha Collins,
this moving collection introduces a man who is both attached to his war-haunted
childhood home and deeply conversant with contemporary global life. Simultaneousily 3
occupying past, present, and future, Black Stars escapes the confines of time and
space, suffusing image with memory, abstraction with meaning, and darkness w11;h

abundant llght i

'Underlying tensions animate these arresting poems by Ngo Tu Lap, movingly
translated by Martha Collins. Co-inhabiting past and present, the speaker
conflates absence and presence so that ‘On the finger of a woman who died

young / A ring still sparkles / In the depths of the black earth.’

Inside this dual perspective, we, as readers, are enriched.”

—ARTHUR SZE

"Reading Ngo Tu Lap’s poems, terrible nostalgia wells up in me—nostalgia for a
lost time and a far-gone country, nostalgia for people I've loved, and for creatures

of forests and rivers. The French called PTSD nostalgie. 1 teel gratit'ude too.
—MAXINE HONG KINGSTON

“A light flickers in and among the shadows and darkness we find in Ngo Tu Lap’s
poetry. This light is ineffable, and yet utterly present. As Lap writes, it is like
‘the whispered call of a star at the edge of the sky.” In these vivid and moving

translations, Ngo Tu Lap’s poems come to us with the light

of his own whispered calls from afar.”

—FRED MARCHANT

NGO TU LAP has published three collections of poems in Vietnam, as well as five works 4
of fiction, five collections of essays, and many translations from Russian, French, and =
English. He is currently Dean of the Department of Social Sciences, Humanities, and

Economics at the International School (Vietnam National University) in Hanoi. i

i
MARTHA COLLINS is the author of six collectior g A rently Blue FJont

.' E 1e Vietnamese.
. College Press,

1
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and White Papers, as well as two collections of poems

Currently editor-at-large for FIELD magazine and a

Collins lives in Cambridge, Massachusetts.
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