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For Bu Lan-Chen, Yangzhou, 2018

Within the Academy of Rainbows, its courtyard
bounded by water sculpted stone,

a girl, silk soft, sits behind a silent table

set with five stencilled, porcelain cups.

Incense rises from an alembic at one side;

on the other, fine tea fills a small, carved teak scoop.
In the corner, a second girl plucks her gugin; its music
meanders as if through a mountain meadow

and returns to the girl in silk, who sifts leaves from teak
into a bowl and pours steaming water over them.
Time, like the vapour rising from the tea, disappears.

Forearm formal as a crane, she pours

from the lip of the bowl into a ceramic teapot,
music, soft as the incense, wafts with the steeping.
Then this homage to the crane pours again

from teapot spout into five cups.

Five patrons each tap two fingers twice.

Ten fingers meditate around each cup.

Five times she does this, five times they tap.
Five times they sip. The guqin’s pentatonic scale
rises and falls like the hills of Jiangsu.
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If heaven watches from the clouds

and the earth, listening, stretches below,

the red-crowned crane who both walks the earth
and flies with heaven has gifted this centre,

this middle, this rainbow bridge,

to man, water, and tea.

Translated by Shao-Pin Luo
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