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Abstract  Most scholarship on Haizi’s mystical poetry has not highlighted his 
mysticism and has failed to identify its general epistemological significance in 
the life and writing of poets. While mysticism after Misty poetry has been 
confined to the mystification of nature, the secrecy of destiny, or the elusiveness 
of truth—a spiritual heritage that struggles to maintain one’s national 
pride—Haizi’s dramatic verses feature monotheistic mysticism and center on the 
paradoxical and ineffable experiences of divinity. With this epistemological 
breakthrough, he attempted to unify Chinese culture with Christian tradition, to 
write “real poetry,” and to replace condescendingly objective and external 
descriptions of human experience and truth with an empathetic and active 
participation that blurs the line between subjectivity and objectivity, living and 
writing. His Sun: Seven Books demonstrates a gradual but steady transition from 
Greek pantheism to the Judeo-Christian tradition, such as in his Book of Regicide. 
As a modern rendition of Oedipus the King, the Book of Regicide takes on Greek 
“elements,” but transcends its maternal inheritance and rejuvenates it in modern 
dramatic verses, enriched with poetic means of expression, and offered as an 
alternative approach for Chinese intellectuals to engage in spirituality and 
self-realization. 
 
Keywords  mysticism, Eastern mysticism, mythology, epistemology, Misty 
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Introduction 

Though better known as a lyricist, Haizi (Zha Haisheng, 1964–89) has recently 
been portrayed as a mystic, perhaps so that his poetics might be understood as a 
justifiable enunciation of his tragic suicide. One such literary approach is to link 
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his death with the other suicides of young poets that occurred in a mysterious 
succession. For instance, as Mao Feng writes in his monumental monograph on 
mysticism, Mystical Poetics (Shenmi zhuyi shixue), 
 

the one who brought about this anticipated poetic revolution was none other 
than Haizi, the martyr and pioneer of contemporary poetry, a prodigy whose 
transient life embodied an extensive and intensive poetic vitality that 
struggled to emerge from the stinking muddy swamps of a stark 
materialistic mindset and meticulously moldy poetics.1 

 
The fact that Mao made these remarks immediately after his comments on two 

other poets—Luo Yihe and Gemai (the former died a violent death in May 1989 
and the latter committed suicide a few years later)—indicates a sure sign of his 
bafflement about such mysterious events. In the following page, he rightly 
prophesies: 
 

We have every reason to believe that Haizi, the poet with the mysterious 
halo behind him, will help create a new religion at the beginning of a new 
millennium—a religion of life, full of poetic mysticism—and he will 
become a model disciple of a new religion of humanism, illustrating its 
fundamental paradigms.2 

 
While Mao’s outspoken and seemingly daring remarks about the sure link 

between Haizi as a short-lived poet and mysticism as an epistemological device 
sound both inspiring and magniloquent at the same time, generatively, however, 
his comments echo earlier insightful observations. For example, Haizi’s 
prominence in the tradition of sacrificing prophets was affirmed by Zhu Dake,3 
and his “a sense of apocalypse” was described by another critic, Cui Weiping.4 
These keen touches on Haizi result from the evaluation of his poetry as a 
whole—especially of his later poetic dramas—as opposed to the fleeting reviews 
irrelevant to the subject or biased opinions based solely on his lyrics. A 
monograph by Zhao Hui, for instance, concentrates on his poetics of “substance,” 
“elements,” and “subject,”5 without sufficiently revealing or justifying what 
these terms really mean. Forcing the nomenclature into a Hegelian system does 
not help her in patching up a “literary mirror image of the 1980s,” since Haizi 
                                                               
1 Mao Feng, Shenmi zhuyi shixue, 411. 
2 Ibid., 412. 
3 Zhu Dake, “Xianzhi zhi men,” 101–5. 
4 Cui Weiping, “Haizi shenhua,” 5–14. 
5 Zhao Hui, Haizi: Yige bashi niandai wenxue jingxiang de shengcheng, 16–53. 
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departed from the Third Generation early in his writing. Instead, his unique 
poetics of living and writing based on his personal mystic experiences were 
known only to close friends and/or the scrupulous readers of his later poems. In 
other words, the obscure nature of these terms is complicated by the notion of 
Haizi as a mystic who redefined terminology to serve his own purposes. These 
mystical aspects are, much to our dismay, scarcely touched upon in Zhao’s 
devoted dissertation.  

Gross simplifications of Haizi’s poetry is prevalent even among established 
critics such as Chen Guangwei who, in a preface to a selection of his poetry, 
comments that “Haizi died at the age of twenty-five, so his understanding of the 
world and its complicated history could not have fared any further than his age 
allowed.”6 The lack of a precise frame of reference by which to pinpoint his 
achievement misleads many a critic to traditional dark lanes. Take Jiang Tao as 
an example, although outstanding in many of his comments on contemporary 
Chinese literature, Jiang bares his vulnerability by escorting Haizi back to the 
Misty period where he feels free to precisely position Haizi, at least in terms of 
his “linguistic tension” and “rich rhetoric.”7 Due to his deviation from traditional 
literary motifs, however, the reader could easily get lost in a reading of Haizi’s 
poetic drama without a mystic perspective. 

While a select few have probed into the textual hardcore of mysticism in his 
poetry, most critics have mixed up his mystical undertones with mysticism proper, 
though the term mysticism itself remains rather general and evocative, especially 
in the Chinese cultural environ. Some of them do not distinguish mystical 
experiences from religious ones, more confuse hidden or obscure allusions with 
mystical poetic insights, and almost all blot the demarcation between mythology 
and mysticism, not to mention the difference between Christian and Eastern 
mysticism. He Xi, for instance, mentioned in his Signs of Revolution that “at the 
March 3rd poem reading, Duo Duo posited breath control mysticism. As Haizi was 
at the time active in the pursuit, he also took part in the breath control exercise….”8 
He as a critic obviously takes Haizi’s expedient phony solution to hemoptysis as a 
sign of spiritual truth about him, instead of identifying Haizi’s gradual conversion 
to Christian mysticism with a meditational approach to the only Him. 

To label Haizi as a mystic, one needs to elucidate criteria by which to lineate 
terminologies such as mystic, mystical, mysticism and other expressions that 
frame the contours of mysticism. Christian mysticism obviously poses even more 
challenging problems with regard to clarification, but this does not mean that 
there is an easier counterpart in the Chinese milieu where the leading religions 
                                                               
6 Chen Guangwei, “Haizi zuopin jingxuan xu,” 152–54.  
7 Jiang Tao, “Haizi shige de xingshi chuangzaoxing,” 38–41. 
8 He Xi, Geming de biaoji, 204.  
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intertwine. As Haizi grew up in such an environment of syncretism, can we 
single him out as an unadulterated mystic? If so, how do we reconcile his breath 
control exercises with a purportedly true mystical endeavor? 

Thanks to the recent publication of a half dozen biographies, mushrooming 
literary essays, and a complete collection of his works—especially the devoted 
monograph on Sun: Seven Books—we have now gained a vantage point from 
which we can scrutinize the inner core of Haizi both as a mystic and a poet, and 
establish connections between his epistemological endeavors and his spiritual 
struggles for self-realization. 

Eastern Mysticism Revisited 

When Schleiermacher identified “absolute dependence” as fundamental religious 
experience, he was referring to experiences that may indeed be identified as 
mystical, but also those that might be totally distinct from a sense of deity, 
holiness, or the sacred, “godless mysticism,” though he later backtracked on such 
radicalism.9  Defining mystical experience as “a super-sense perceptual or 
sub-sense perceptual experience,” Gellman narrows it down to “practices, 
discourse, texts, institutions, and traditions associated with unitive 
experiences.”10 This definition threads through the thick forest of enunciations 
and back to its Greek denotation of concealing, something hidden, of being both 
private and secret. What is common to both theist and atheist mystics is the goal 
of human transformation, even though the human transformation can be 
interpreted according to diversified human experiences. How one develops from 
an atheist to a theist is itself a process numerously explained but always kept to a 
personal context, where conceptualization may play a significant role. 

As super- or sub-sense perceptual experiences stack against sense perception, 
somatosensory modalities, or standard introspection in terms of granting 
acquaintance of realities or states of affairs, diverse definitions of mysticism 
provide a useful cue to the distinction between such traditions in the West and 
East. Taking Zen Buddhism as an example, practitioners yearn for an 
“unconstructed experience” of reality, or an understanding of oneness “accessible 
only by the absence of ordinary sense-perceptual cognition.”11  Anomalous 
experiences such as out of body experiences, telepathy, precognition, and 
clairvoyance are thus excluded from mystical experiences because “these are 
acquaintance with objects or qualities of a kind accessible to the senses or to 

                                                               
9 Michael Forster, “Friedrich Schleiermacher,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 
10 Jerome Gellman, “Mysticism,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 
11 Ibid. 
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ordinary introspection, such as human thoughts and future physical events.”12 
Realities or states of consciousness with which the mystics acquaint must be 
those out of the realm of ordinary sense-perceptual experience. This definition 
provides a mechanism by which one can exclude a myriad of claims from the 
realm of mysticism. If the inaccessible experiences resist naturalistic inquiry, as 
the one kind of inquiry advocated by Ann Taves in her Religious Experience 
Reconsidered, then, repeatable, demonstrative and verifiable mystic experiences 
remain to be illusive, as “she makes just as many metaphysical claims as does the 
focus on ‘religious experiences’ that she seeks to replace.”13 

One of the reasons Walter Stace and others obliged themselves to identify 
mystical experiences across cultures and traditions was the fact that, monistic or 
not, people of different religious and cultural traditions have been looking 
“outward through the senses” and “inward into the mind.”14 While in the West, 
mystical experiences center on a monotheistic deity—on how one’s self evolves 
into this great divinity and how the two miraculously become one, such as in the 
cases of John of the Cross and Sister Theresa—leading Buddhist traditions have 
always emphasized the emptying of the self to a different purpose, linking such 
mysticism with quite diversified dynamics toward anything else other than the 
only one. The unification of one’s body and soul with God in Neo-Platonism, for 
instance, may originate in the emanation of the Providence, or at least part of the 
result of providential operation, while most Buddhists rely solely on their own 
individual will power to crush the tangling desires in the hope of reaching a state 
of nullification of most, if not all, human attributes where they will experience 
the oneness of no phenomenological contents. There said to be an “unconstructed 
awareness” as Griffiths believed, which experience can involve an understanding 
of the world on a non-conceptual level and of a supersensory nature. When such 
“thisness,” or the here and now awareness, arises, it can only be the result of the 
denial of all ordinary modes of cognition.15  

If pantheism, or a naturalistic system of belief, underlies Eastern mysticism, it 
must have been so from the early days of Buddhist infiltration. A search for 
insight—or a yearning for all possible ways to get to an alien land away from this 
desire-bound cage of humanity—lies in the inner core of the Buddhist tradition 
that has been shaping Chinese culture into an ever more secular variety since 
about the birth of Christ, further away from the early cult of Shangdi of the 
culture before the time of Confucius. Though the hidden current in Eastern 
                                                               
12 Ibid. 
13 James V. Spickard, “Does Taves Reconsider Experience Enough? A Critical Commentary 
on Religious Experience Reconsidered,” 311. 
14 Walter T. Stace, Mysticism and Philosophy, 86. 
15 Paul Griffiths, “Pure Consciousness and Indian Buddhism,” 121–59. 
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mysticism carries a similar dynamic with the Western counterpart, the search for 
a spiritual enlightenment, the respective purposes seem to be different from one 
another—one for a salvation by man himself and the other for the omnipotent 
power from the only savior. 

Apart from the lack of dependence on God, Eastern mysticism also differs 
from that of the West in the proportion, with mystical contents far outweighing 
the religious expectations. Taoism insists on the values of hidden truth, or Tao, 
usually inaccessible to ordinary human endeavors, as is explicitly expressed in 
the very first sentence of Daode jing: “The Tao that can be trodden is not the 
enduring and unchanging Tao.” 16  If living in harmony with the Tao is 
emphasized, its metaphysical allusion unites with the sense of being “ineffable,” 
though many other schools of thinking agree with one another in the recognition 
of the Tao as the ultimate driving force of every thing existing and changing. 
“Where the Mystery is the deepest lies the gate of all that is subtle and 
wonderful.”17 With the Tao being hidden, unnamable, the works of Laozi and 
Zhuangzi succeed in the pursuit of practices for achieving ecstasy, longevity 
and/or immortality—in the belief that something significant could only be 
achieved by doing nothing—that is, action through non-action. As in Buddhism, 
Taoism in essence insists on individual strife and self-restraint, the breath control 
leading to compassion, moderation, and humility can bring conscious souls into a 
neither/nor void where truth is to be experienced without being explained. The 
void, of course, denies any epistemological reality, negates any attributes of a 
providence, in fact, it begets everything existing, simply because it is the 
nothingness, the emptying of everything linguistically substantial that a life 
container, an existential womb obtains its metaphysical reason d’être. By having 
no name, “it is the Originator of heaven and earth,” “the Mother of all things.”18 
It is this sense of nothingness that sets Taoism apart from Western mysticism 
which insists on the substantial preexistence rather than a logical naught. The 
difference from Abraham traditions lies in a vagueness of doctrines like afterlife, 
an immortality that tinges the same nothingness of the Originator.  

Mysterious Rather Than Mystical Literature 

Though lapsing into a poorly defined mode of cognition, somewhere between 
mystical experience and wishful thinking, Eastern mysticism remains to be an 
ever-appealing delicacy. From worshiping Shangdi, the supreme god, to 
                                                               
16 Laozi, Daode jing. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
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generalizing of the broader concept of heaven, Eastern mystic culture continues 
to dominate spiritual life, but the line between myth, religion, and unexplained 
phenomenon has been blurred. Elements that have kept Eastern mystic culture 
within a continuous tradition include methods for divination as well as folklore 
traditions, such as stories about Guanyin (Avalokiteśvara), Jade Emperor, and 
Buddha. The Buddhism-tinged system of beliefs centers on reincarnation and 
rebirth concepts—linking this life with the afterlife—but the hybrid culture of 
Eastern mysticism also relies heavily on Confucian values. “How can I possibly 
say anything about death, if I know so little about life?”19 

Metaphysically speaking, separating the Confucian classic The Book of 
Changes from Daode jing proves to be challenging, in that both classics share 
and include a common theme of numerology. One might wonder about its 
coincidence with the works by Pythagoras, nevertheless, the Chinese numerology 
tells quite a different story than Pythagoras’s interest in the dichotomy of the real 
world versus the world of ideas, leading to Platonism. Based on an animistic 
contrariety and unity, Yin (negative) and Yang (positive), this tradition of 
numerology, cosmology, and wild imagination, as is illustrated in the classic 
divination book, Meihua yishu by Shao Yong (1011–77), structures itself on a 
shaky quicksand of intermittent and sometimes casual observations. The 
components of such a culture feature this fanciful philosophy of dichotomy and 
opposition, embracing religion, literature, architecture, music, visual and martial 
arts, cuisine, and in fact all important sectors of social as well as personal life. In 
a literary summing up of the mystical discourse in Chinese culture, “On 
Mysticist Discourse in Chinese Poetic Hermeneutics” (“Zhongguo shixue 
jieshixue zhong de shenmi zhuyi huayu”), Li Youguang defines mysticism as “in 
essence a kind of poetic understanding and interpretation of all creatures, and is 
the way human beings communicate with mysterious natural forces in artistic 
and intuitive manner”, and so, 
 

Chinese poetic hermeneutics is concerned with holisticity [sic] and 
inwardness of understanding, acclaims void and transcendence, and 
highlights mystical experience and intuitive understanding in the process of 
writing and appreciating, all directly linked to the widespread application of 
mystical discourse.20 

 
Li deems it unnecessary to annunciate the terms with which he frames his 

exposition. Metaphysical terminologies like heaven, Tao, nature, deity, fate, and 
qi are used interchangeably in between Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism, and 
                                                               
19 Confucius, Analects. 
20 Li Youguang, “Zhongguo shixue jieshixue zhong de shenmi zhuyi huayu,” 115. 
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local belief systems. By stressing the importance of being holistic and inward 
going, Li ignores the need of justifiable application of such terms in the different 
religions in his discussion about mysticism to avoid the leaks in exposition, if not 
to cover up the logical faults and fallacies. As supporting terms do not adhere to 
one another, the lack of consistency in even the assertive discourses is covered up 
by a series of arbitrary statements that, in turn, have to be camouflaged by the 
vague phrase of “poetic understanding and interpretation.” In tracing the 
philosophical origin of the so-called “mystical hermeneutics,” Li stresses the 
importance of “the unity of heaven and man,” setting Chinese culture apart from 
both Greek pantheism and the Judeo-Christian monotheistic tradition. As for the 
validity or justification of such a unity, he appeals to mysticism that “has always 
been the center of Chinese introspection”—a mystical state of mind, some kind 
of a lofty realm sought after by generations of Chinese literati, who have been 
devoted to gaining a peaceful sense of happiness, a long life span, and the 
“intangible” oblivion of the self.21 This is why words like (mystical) “color,” 
“tinge,” “taste,” “flavor,” and “atmosphere” are used instead of mysticism itself. 
Do not worry about such discrepancies, he assures, “the mystical discourses that 
boggle the mind of foreign scholars are nonetheless the best part of our national 
culture”—the gems, to be exact.22  

Interestingly, Hong Qingfu, another university professor, makes his version of 
the assertion that Chinese poetics center on tacit understandings, while the Western 
counterpart does on the overly pure spirit.23 He jumps into the conclusion that 
such a difference lies in the willingness to submit one’s self will—that the 
Westerners suppress their own will to a personal God totally, while the Chinese 
believe in the unity of heaven and man. One must admit that Hong’s insight 
catches the most significant part of the West and East dichotomy: one tries to get 
to the unity of heaven and man, the other God and his creation.24 

Mainstream contemporary Chinese criticism shows such a persistency in 
denying the Western concept of mysticism that volumes of confusion-ridden 
dissertations continue with a tradition of arbitrary assertions. In an essay on a 
contemporary novelist and her “mystical elements,” Huang enumerates a list of 
features that characterize the novelist’s mysticism: uncertainty, predestination, 
death, intuition, and imagination. One expects an existentialist discussion about 
human life and its absurdity, but, on the contrary, we find another instance of 
random remarks.25 One thesis on comparative mysticism between Zhuangzi and 
                                                               
21 Wu Kaijin, “Zhongguo dangdai shige yu dongfang shenmi zhuyi,” 242. 
22 Li Youguang, “Zhongguo shixue jieshixue zhong de shenmi zhuyi huayu,” 113. 
23 Hong Qingfu, “Zhongxi shenmi zhuyi shixue,” 76. 
24 Ibid., 77. 
25 Huang Leping, “Zhang Jie yu shenmi zhuyi,” 38–42.  
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Meister Eckhart points out the root causes of the differences in the two 
traditions—that the use of logic and theological discourse by Eckhart is so very 
different from Zhuangzi’s use of parables, paradox, and humor—that one “is 
offering serious theological discourses” while the other is “always ‘at play’ in the 
sense of wandering freely among ideas and experiences.”26 Wandering may not 
necessarily incur blame in other situations, as being “vagrant and frivolous”27 in 
style can be tolerated, or even appreciated in many writings, but in scholarly 
discussions, we tend to trust a rigid consistency that clarifies.28 

Sun: Seven Books 

The synchronization of modern Chinese poetry with Western trends ended in the 
1950s and was not resumed until dramatic social upheavals brought an influx of 
Western ideas in the late 1970s. Misty poets began their experiments and wrote 
opaque and ambiguous poems that shocked the Realists (pseudo-Romanticists, or 
Maoists). Suddenly there was an inundation of metaphorical and symbolic 
imagery in Chinese poetry—oaks, trumpet vines, lilacs, milk vetches, cypress 
vines, bougainvillea, dandelions, and even “the crooked and inverted reflections 
of the dead floating against the gilded sky.”29 Soon enough, these poets forked 
into different paths. One source of the impetus came from a translated book by 
the physicist Fritjof Capra, who insisted on the harmony of Western science with 
Eastern wisdom, for the two share the same spiritual origination from 
mysticism.30 He did not pin down why it was so—the unity, transcending or 
inclusion of opposites in the Eastern mysticism for instance31—but he did opine: 
 

While Western mysticism played only a minor role in the spiritual development, 
the Eastern counterpart has always been the mainstream paradigm that supports 
Eastern philosophies and religions. So, when talking about “Eastern world 
outlook,” I’m actually referring to other sources of mysticism.32 

                                                               
26 Jui-yin Caroline Kao, “Returning Home: A Comparative Study of Zhuang Zi and Meister 
Eckhart,” 3.  
27 Ibid., 17. 
28 Such rare and insightful observations have recently appeared. See Han Xiaolong, “Lun 
Haizi shige de zongjiao jingshen,” 108, where he mentions Biblical images like the “high 
ladder” and the “Tower of Babel”; Lu Shan, “Luodi de maizi bu si,” where Christian allusions 
are studied meticulously. 
29 Bei Dao, “Huida,” 73–74. See also T. S. Eliot, “The Love Song of Alfred Prufrock,” 
especially the first few lines. 
30 Fritjof Capra, The Tao of Physics: An Exploration of the Parallels between Modern Physics 
and Eastern Mysticism, 4.  
31 Ibid., 8. 
32 Ibid., 7. 
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He touted mythology for its superiority in the expressiveness of absolute truth 
available to any human language, because “the enigmatic, ambiguous and 
fanciful metaphors, symbols, poetic imagination, analogies and allegories” 
prevalent in mythologies, but not constrained by logic and common sense, 
“prove to be much better than ordinary languages in the communicating of 
mysterious experiences of the ultimate reality.”33 Since the Chinese translation 
was published in the early 1980s and soon ignited a huge blaze among the 
hungry Misty poets, the combination of national pride and a desperate breakout 
carried both the distorted sense of mysticism and the young men themselves to a 
new battlefield—that of Chinese national heritage. However, one apprentice 
sneaked off and embarked on a far-reaching, risky, but promising voyage. 

In one of his few published essays, Hölderlin: The Poet I Admire, Haizi 
expresses his marked repudiation of traditional Chinese culture and poetics. After 
a very brief summing up of Hölderlin’s tragic “fate,” he cites a passage to show 
the poet’s “soul-shaking” chanting of the “sufferings of life,” and how “in holy 
darkness, he wandered about, all over his land.” His relief and great satisfaction 
after the reading are compared to “a gushing fountain in the vast desolate desert,” 
and then it is not made clear whether it is himself or Hölderlin who, “like a 
demigod wandering over the river,” and “like a human baby,” is singing “the live, 
vibrating, cardiac, human-shaped, bleeding lyre.” This last sentence does not 
only challenge modern Chinese grammar, but also confuse ordinary readers for 
the metaphor of the lyre is presented without due preparation. The only possible 
allusion of the bleeding lyre could be a poet like Hölderlin or Haizi himself, 
doomed even when they were babies. His next sentence, the first one in the third 
numbered paragraph, “suffering and wandering made the bow, arrow, and lyre 
heavier, and the prairie bloom” confuses the readers ever the more—even as his 
following sentence tries to dispel this confusion by saying “the wandering is 
double-fold, of both nature and soul.”34 By dividing poets into two major groups, 
he reveals his preference for the ones who love the soul of landscape, the 
breathing of an “immense life”—to which group Vincent van Gogh and Friedrich 
Hölderlin belong—in contrast to the others who are desirous of life, not life itself, 
but the ego in life—“the functional convulsion and internal secretion of that 
ego.” He believes that by moving from self-esteem toward a love of the 
landscape, which is actually a part of that “huge mystery of the macro universe,” 
one begins to excel, far better than the other “narrow-minded” group of poets.35 

He then carefully expounds the landscape, the elements, and the “secrets” 
therein—those between beasts and humans, God and man, heaven and 

                                                               
33 Ibid., 31. 
34 Haizi, Haizi shi quanji, 1068–73. 
35 Ibid. 
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earth—that a good poet must promise to keep secret. This is followed by his 
definition of poetics: “Poetry has nothing to do with vision, nor with language, 
rather, it is the silent and sacred center of spirit,” though it is also “the great 
raging fire” instead of a kind of “exercise in rhetoric.” In this way, “pain chops 
down like a knife, making his poems shorter, maybe dry and boring, but much 
more substantial, like furnace bricks in the shambles and scaffold of the vast 
desert, rigid and hard, that expose themselves.” And so, the “silent, sacred, and 
substantial” characterize a poet’s transformation, when “both nature and life 
infuse poetry, the transient singing and that raging fire, you would be blessed 
with immortality.”36 

Because Haizi was part of the Greco enthusiasm movement prevalent in China 
in the 1980s, which was a result of the Existentialism craze, poets like Yang Lian 
and others imposed a great influence on Haizi by their passionate excavation of 
Greek elements and ferocious gulping of any Western delicacies. We are not so 
sure, however, how Haizi distinguished himself in the pursuit of Western values 
and the absorption of Western nutrients. Perhaps, the movement from seeking a 
vague sense of deity to a clear picture of a monotheist God helped him in some 
way, especially in the poetic tragedy about regicide. By this time, Haizi became 
so crazy about quantum mechanics—such as later observations between quantum 
mechanics and transformative experiences,37 and obsessed with ideas like death, 
transience, life, immortality, sacredness, spirit, and raging fire—that the 
demarcation between life and death in their physical sense became blurred. He 
was already on the verge of sacrificing himself. 

Haizi followed the lead of those who already started their exploration of the 
mythological Treasure Island, both in and out of China, in the hope of 
revolutionizing contemporary Chinese poetry. However, he soon transformed 
himself into an epic enthusiast, combining mythological elements to create an 
archetypical poetic genre hardly paralleled by any of his peers. Sun: Seven Books, 
all of which were hurriedly written in a total of five years, together with the best 
part of his poems, center on Chinese and Greek mythological themes and 
characters. The number seven itself is surely an allusion to God’s creation of 
heaven and earth in seven days. The first book evolves as the first poetic retelling 
of the story of Xingtian, who fought against Huangdi for the throne, and was 
ultimately beheaded. This headless hero perpetuates in Chinese mythology— 
hailed as a symbol of fortitude, not only because of his indomitable and 
gruesome image, but also because of his headless desperation, with his pair of 
nipples as eyes, and his navel as his mouth. The Book of Beheading reflects a 
great part of the despair deep in Haizi, and the myth about Xingtian is also 
                                                               
36 Ibid. 
37 Jos Marlowe, Quantum Mechanics and Mysticism. 
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twisted to meet the need of unleashing a long-suppressed desire of expression. 
The first book starts with the transformation of an imagined huge fish to a 
gigantic bird, quickly followed by episodes about Śiva and his great power of 
destruction. Briefly, the book features Chinese philosophy, medicine, and religion, 
mingled with legends and tradition. The clumsiness of this section may explain 
why Haizi decided to destroy the unfinished book.38 

The rare sparkling of talents in this eighty-five-page first book ignites the 
engine of imaginative poetry about the farmland—“the stems of crop hack down 
like knives hurting the night.”39 The second book, the Book of Farmland, 
revolves around a seemingly and misleadingly rural topic, but infuses it with 
similar legends and mythologies. Irrelevant figures are listed, ranging from 
Homer to Shelley, Thoreau, Tao Yuanming, John the Baptist, Rimbaud, Marlowe, 
Yesenin, and Zhuangzi. The chorus and the individual singings point to one 
definite theme however—that the Prince of Poetry is now born amongst the 
weeping souls of great disparity, and that the spiritual leader and savior of poetry, 
in the form of a rural king, has come as witnessed by the same Baptist.  

The next nineteen-stanza lyric projects the heroic melancholy—such that a great 
conqueror like Genghis Khan might feel—into the complexities of the Prince of 
Poetry, in the equally brutal and bloody strife of leadership in arts. Haizi obviously 
empathizes with the fierce warrior in the common enterprise of unprecedented 
grand scale. The Caveman—a Neoanthropus Homo Sapiens found near modern 
Beijing in the 1930s—becomes a symbol of magnificent progress, in which the 
elaborations of both great deeds and deep sorrows of the heroes are expressed.  

As if tired of poetic descriptions, Haizi appeals to the narrative power of the 
novel on a whim, resulting in a fifty-page prose work that is the first of the 
planned Grassland Trilogy (unfinished). The fourth book—a monologue of the 
wandering of a tourist on the grassland with a group of Tibetan minstrels—serves 
as a fountainhead from which sprays of talents pour into later poems, especially 
the next book. This nine-section psychobabble, entitled You are Your Father’s 
Good Daughter, proves to be a scattered kitsch of a confusing story about the 
protagonist and a girl. Its confusion derives from the deliriousness in the 
recounting, which violates almost all the norms of narration, misleading the 
readers not only in the characterization, setting and other techniques, but also in 
the thematic development of the story. The only definite and recurring theme or 
image in it, however, looms as the gigantic marble gate, symbolic of generations 
of pruning in poetic art. “He is young, surviving the famine, eating and drinking 
rocks, sleeping with rocks and even begetting stone offspring.”40 In between 

                                                               
38 See the “Editor’s Note” by Xichuan in Haizi shi quanji, 554. 
39 Haizi, Haizi shi quanji, 598. 
40 Ibid., 765. 
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these dried-up hours, he appeals to propositions in the styles of Spinoza,41 but 
soon gives it up.  

His fifth book, the Book of Regicide, represents the culmination of his poetic 
achievements—in fact, it is the only one that has been turned into several staged 
performances. In book six, strange images of the sun, the equator, apes, and 
many rotten materials constitute a hallucinatory world of madness that seems to 
progress toward an imagined appearance of the King of Poetry. The enumeration 
of incongruent images runs into other figures in human spiritual history, however, 
and it does less in the shaping of an atmospheric environ, than depriving readers 
of any sense of rationality. In book seven, again, contradicting images seem to 
allude to Wittgenstein and his family resemblance or philosophy of language, but 
the listing of the members in the chorus—Dhritarashtra, Oedipus, Homer, Laozi, 
Handel, Bach, Milton and Borges—is simply as misleading as it is futile.  

Regicide and Empathic Intrusion 

If the other six books in Haizi’s Sun series glitter here and there, showing rare 
talent in his portrayal of magnificence and grandeur, in the micromanagement of 
epic materials, and in the honing of his poetic harnessing, then all these 
culminate in the fifth, the Book of Regicide. On the one hand, in terms of both 
thematic development and narrative organization, his unique approaches to epic 
expression are progressing toward near perfection; and on the other hand, years 
of epistemological experiments have ripened up to a spiritual breakthrough that 
sends him up to an artistic altitude beyond easy imitation. By trying his hand at the 
dying tradition of epic poetry, he labeled and positioned himself as a daring Don 
Quixote who needed that sparkling and reshaping heroism to help find salvation for 
both himself and his fellow countrymen. Most of his poetic tragedies, though 
epyllions in nature, contain elements characteristic of an epic—including formats, 
themes, settings and even figures of speech, such as the use of epithets (“the 
fiercely burning setting sun dyed the river of Babylon with blood”).42  

A number of core themes can be found in both Oedipus the King by Sophocles 
and the Book of Regicide—such as theme of internecine feud, wherein the son 
inadvertently kills the father in the former, and there is an informed fratricide in 
the latter. Such meets the definition Harmon and Holman propose for an epic: A 
“long narrative poem in elevated style” that contains “episodes important to the 
history of a nation or race.”43 The Book of Regicide also features a vast 

                                                               
41 Spinoza, Korte Verhandeling van God, de Mensch en Deszelfs Welstand, 167–75. 
42 Haizi, Haizi shi quanji, 856. 
43 William Harmon and C. Hugh Holman, A Handbook to Literature. 
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setting—from desert to grassland to a riverside civilization (or a city of sinful 
deeds and decadence)—appealing to allegorical figures, the statement of themes, 
formal poetic speeches, and the weaving of divine intervention in human fates. If 
one compares Oedipus and Regicide, she will find that 2,500 years have lapsed in 
no time. When Red tells Sword, “I was begotten by my daughter,”44 one might 
think of the heart-broken repentance in Oedipus, “their father slew his father, 
sowed the seed/Where he himself was gendered and begat/These maidens at the 
source wherefrom he sprang.”45 

Whereas the tragedy of Oedipus the King calls forth a pungent reminiscence of 
the irresistible power of the oracle from Delphi, or the destructive brutality of 
destiny—“therefore wait to see life’s ending ere thou count one mortal blest/Wait 
till free from pain and sorrow he has gained his final rest”46—the Book of 
Regicide denotes much more than a mere refrain of the much famed Greek theme. 
Critics disagree regarding to what the title might refer—it is always a speculative 
impertinency to take on an assertive stand where the poet himself does not state 
the argument explicitly. The king to be killed, however, signifies either the 
Chinese culture that features an unmistakable internecine feud, or the bitter and 
unfair defaming of poets in the 1980s, which delivered one of the fatal personal 
blows to Haizi. And for this very reason, incest carries a special burden with 
poetic tragedy, not only to facilitate an easy liaison between the Greek archetype 
and the contemporary one, but also to reveal the immoral nature of Haizi’s value 
system. In view of this potential “argument,” it makes sense for the “mad tribal 
chief” to say “Though I’m getting old, I still crave for a great change, a flounder, 
a blood-shedding and sacrifice to rejuvenate this decadent old land and my aging 
heart.”47 Incest is the key, and because of it killing becomes both necessary and 
difficult. Regicide, fratricide, or suicide—there must be an end, once for all, to 
punish others as well as ourselves for the blindness that is either imposed or 
self-incurred. Both tragedies end with destruction, and catharsis is realized. In the 
same way that the blind Teiresias foretells the tragic ending in Oedipus the King, 
the blind and the insane in the Book of Regicide know the wheel of fate better 
than the others. 

Among the Misty poets, interest in Eliot’s Neoclassicism or mythological 
theories about rituals can be found in Jiang He’s poetic serial, the Sun and His 
Reflections, which is little more than the paraphrasing of Chinese legendary 
heroes. In the case of Yang Lian, however, the more ambitious cultural 
excavation project fares better—going first southward to Buddhist India, then 
                                                               
44 Haizi, Haizi shi quanji, 817. 
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46 Ibid. 
47 Haizi, Haizi shi quanji, 810. 
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westward to ancient Greece. The geographical expansion of his poetics (coupled 
with his personal expatriation) carries a self-incurred burden of cultural 
redemption that is part of the so-called patriotic tradition starting from the 
drowned martyr poet, Qu Yuan. When Haizi took up the banner, he intuitively 
sensed the need for a breakthrough, not only from the mere scavenging of 
folklore and related cultural resources, but also from the lifeless and 
condescending objective description of existing craftsmanship. He projected 
himself into the drama, being one or more of the roles, making himself part of 
the story, the legend, and even the grandeur and bloody and dramatic catastrophe. 
He did nevertheless carry on with seriousness—which is pertinent to an artistic 
experiment in the form of poetic tragedy, and which ended with a tradition once 
rejuvenated by T. S. Eliot and the “verbal portrait of a wasted civilization.”48 
Though both drawing from tradition, one needs to be careful not to confuse 
Haizi’s allusions to the “witchery and genies-ridden” Bestiary 49  with his 
monotheistic mysticism.  

Haizi’s daring epistemological desperation in the forms of risky physiological 
and spiritual involvement weighs heavily in the balance of evaluation. His 
mindful and conscious identification with classically tragic themes, theatrical 
forms, and modes of expression is coupled with a revealed realization of the 
necessity of fundamental changes in the appreciation of one’s own culture. Just 
as the prophecies of the Delphi oracle can only be broken by those who weave 
the human destinies, a narcissistic indulgence in a sort of necrophagous tradition 
will sooner or later incur a revolution, Haizi believes. The enthroning of a new 
king means the death or exile of the old king—and so a new poetry means the 
unification of devastation and new birth. 

He invokes vocal and audio devices typical of Eastern charms—drums, 
cymbals, trumpets, Buddhist chanting, bird warbling, human voices, and 
thundering50—setting the milieu in desert ruins, aiming at a perfect stage on 
which all the archetypes swarm to a full play of the “collective 
sub-consciousness.” Compounded with such mature deliberation in the dramatic 
layout are the “precise mastery of the mindset of the insane and the true-to-life 
verisimilitude of their dialogue,” leading the readers up to an “epistemological 
ecstasy.”51 The poet himself is both the omniscient witness of the melancholy 
Babylonian king “at the gloomy ferry of death,”52 wondering about the futility of 
his self—this “sick old slug on the lonely throne of a lifeless pile of 
                                                               
48 Sister Barbara Sudol, CSFN, Elements of Mysticism in the Poetry of T. S. Eliot, 140. 
49 Li Wei, ed., Shanhai jing, 173. 
50 Haizi, Haizi shi quanji, 808. 
51 Liaoyuan, Haizi pingzhuan, 243. 
52 Haizi, Haizi shi quanji, 844. 
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rubble”—and of the “familiar apparitions of dead ‘comrades’ in the form of rifles, 
axes, hammers, and sickles.53 If one still doubts about the implicit reflections in 
this part of his verse tragedy, his allusions to the hammers and sickles should 
have unveiled all the mysteries enshrouding the otherwise strange comparison 
between the ancient Babylonian empire and the modern utopian melodrama.  

Hu Shuqing, a pioneer in the interpretation of Haizi from the Sun series, 
published a monograph devoted to the almost meticulous analysis of the themes, 
theatrical structures, and linguistic features of the series. In his Attachment to the 
Land and the Metaphysical Appeals: An Interpretation of Haizi’s Sun: Seven 
Books, Hu seems to have truly grasped the pivotal point from which Haizi’s 
spiritual transition begins to make sense. However, in the close reading of many 
of Haizi’s poetic dramas, and for lack of the proper frame of reference, Hu makes 
ambiguous and misleading remarks that might puzzle the reader. For example, 
commenting on the following stanza: 
 

Who is the music of all things? Who is the mother of them, 
And who then is her father? 
This life that I am trapped in belongs to whom indeed? 
Who is harmony? And who is the obscure mirror that reflects all? 
Who is the rope by which to measure all?…54 

 
While in the previous paragraph, Hu pinpoints the “who” as the creator God, 
referring to the first sentence in the Book of John—“In the beginning was the 
Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God”—then, all of a 
sudden, he redirects his analysis: 
 

The series of inquisition is basically referring to the same and only absolute, 
or we may also say that the inquisitions are more colored with Eastern 
Mysticism in terms of their referent meanings. While “the music of all 
things,” “harmony” and “the mirror that reflects all” tinge on Islamic 
discourse, “the mother of all” refers to Taoist philosophy. The rope is an 
inquisition of a certain moral philosophy, and the life “I was trapped into” 
sounds like a weird idea of the unity of heaven and man. Or, it could be his 
strange self-awareness.55 

 
The challenge facing any interpreter of Haizi is to differentiate between when 
Haizi is clear-minded and when he is in a trance, state of insanity, or any 
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combination of these, but that does not mean we can freely project our own 
readings upon his lines. For instance, if the music of all things refers to the 
Pythagorean school of thinking—that is, harmony—and the mother of all refers 
to the feminine power—that is, the obscure mirror, yin, a negative force in 
Taoism—then why should there be a reference to “her father?” Who can be a 
better judge (rope) than the one who creates all? If we do not differentiate 
material heaven from a creator God—an important difference between Christian 
and Eastern mysticism—then the greatest part of Haizi’s poetic drama surely 
becomes more and more elusive.  

Fatal Introspections 

In his extremely short span of life and creation, Haizi demonstrated the trajectory 
of a supernova. Liaoyuan thus lamented, 
 

He was bent on the “real epic,” and decided to make that all-out sprint in 
order to single himself out from those with similar interests. When he led 
the legion with a huge amount of materials to fight the once-and-for-all 
Armageddon, anxiety and a sense of embarrassment overcame him, such 
that he was more willing than able to balance and synthesize those materials 
at both a micro and macro level.56 

 
Liaoyuan was by no means undervaluing the near-meticulous dramatic design 

shown in at least the Book of Regicide. Although mostly nightmarish, the mystic 
endeavors enjoy more and more appreciation among critics today. Along the 
lonely path of mysticism and accompanying nightmares, one traces his spiritual 
whereabouts during the five hard years, all the way up to that culminating realm 
where we are no longer able to distinguish between the real Haizi and the many 
personas in which he involved himself—either a maiden, a prince, a blind seer, 
one of the many shadows, or the King of Poetry. He intended to create such a 
dreamland, and cultivated a successful and fertile field in which to grow crops 
that were alien to most of his contemporaries. For instance, most personal 
pronouns in Chinese poetry stand for the poets themselves, the objective and 
unmistakable observers of nature or human society, whereas in Haizi, personal 
identity never yields to easy interpretation, confusing many inexperienced 
readers. If one labels Haizi as an action poet—as in fact many do—she should do 
so in this sense, rather than taking his suicide as part of it. As for why he should 
be confusing readers (and maybe himself as well) in this sometimes 
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mind-boggling symphony of identities, we can only get the remotest glimpse 
from his mystic experience, not yet wholly known to us. What is definite, 
however, is that his split personality deprives him—the sober self—most of his 
creative hours, and he may not even be aware of the confusion himself. At least, 
we may never be able to ascertain this self-imposed or technically necessary 
confusion of self. 

Like the mystic Hart Crane, Haizi also “lived his days more as a perpetual 
journey of self-transformation,”57 and to fathom the depth of possible sufferings 
from serious spiritual experiments, we can find clues in those disjunctive parts of 
his poems. For instance, the bulk of metaphors in most of his poems is often built 
on other metaphors which in turn come from very obscure personal allusions. In 
the Book of Regicide, he calls the rickshaw puller both “thought” and “death” at 
the same time. To justify, it suffices to say, you need to be part of the melodrama 
in order to make it a real melodrama. Tathatā, a concept key to Buddhism, 
resides in the center of his epistemology, about which Jerome Gellman states: 
 

Buddhists refer to an experience of tathata or the “thisness” of reality, 
accessible only by the absence of ordinary sense-perceptual cognition. 
These Buddhist experiences are sub-sense perceptual, and mystical, since 
thisness is claimed to be inaccessible to ordinary sense perception and the 
awareness of it to provide knowledge about the true nature of reality.58 

 
The evidence of the experience of tathatā can be found in an aphorism in 

many of his poems—“after myriads of phantoms comes the only truth”—which 
he has never explicated. The Wittgensteinian paradox might be appropriate 
here—no mystic able to find that truth can or will disclose it in plain language. In 
the somewhat unfathomable abyss of personal mystic groping, the dark truth may 
only be comprehended by a dark heart in total darkness. Such ineffable human 
predicaments explain a lot of his reckless proclamations and daring premonitions. 
If the conceptualizing about reality is to substantiate his insights into a certain 
culture and to materialize in between his poetic lines, he needs to step on that 
cragged and perilous path—a path of no return. Walter Stace explained that the 
common universal dilemma most mystics face is that the unconstructed 
experience is there, but remains stubbornly ineffable, and this is due to the plain 
fact that the “introvertive experience is the same across cultures. Only 
interpretations differ.”59  
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In more than dozens of poems, Haizi shouts that he is the King of Poetry, the 
sun and even the son of God! Most readers attribute such impertinence to either 
literary expediency or an excusable presumption, with maybe only a few critics 
believing that such oblivion of one’s true self can be either a symptom of insanity, 
or, more probably, a true projection of a conceptualized understanding—the truth, 
“nothing but the truth,” which, perhaps, is the result of his private visitation to 
the deity. The undoing of objectivity, especially during the poetic ecstasy, enables 
and encourages him to be anyone, anything, including one of the many shadows 
of the insane Princess Red in The Book of Regicide. Critics have noticed the 
intimate spiritual terms he was on with his avowed mentors—who were either 
suicidal or mad—including Qu Yuan, Hölderlin, Nietzsche, van Gogh, Yesenin, 
Mayakovsky, Hemingway, Yasunari Kawabata, and so forth. How many among 
these went mad because of their unusual temperament, and how many committed 
suicide because they perceived insights unknown to others? In the case of Haizi, 
the least we can say with certainty is that he had gone down too deep in the sea 
of epistemological exploration, such that the pure, blue naivety of the shallow 
water of experience could no longer satisfy his quest for truth about which he 
dreamt—that unique experience of dark truth that only the ones who had groped 
in the complete darkness at the bottom of the deep sea of suffering and anguish 
could possibly utter. As an insightful critic who also committed suicide, Yu Hong 
commented on Haizi’s lonely spiritual journey: “His singing leads us deep into 
the sunshine, and thus into truth in the dark.”60 Yet most of the time, he was as 
sane as the sunshine—he kept teaching, and he died on the weekend! He went 
into trances many times and recorded those strange but true images and dreams 
in his dairies. Such creative episodes of spiritual wandering did not only offer 
him thousands of fleeting clouds of inspiration, but also distinguish him from 
other mystics who prefer to keep all their insights into the impermanence of 
existence to themselves, deep in their pious hearts.  

One of the reasons why Haizi invested more and more of his energy and time 
in mystical experiences was his ever deteriorating health. Instead of promoting 
“the crude material form of human body,” Haizi was convinced of the 
“mind-body complexity” following Tibetan understanding,61 and because of 
heavy smoking and excessive drinking, compounded with extensively long hours 
of hard work, he might have suffered from hemoptysis, which can be hard to 
diagnose and treat. This even quickened his involvement in alternative medicine 
and breathing exercises, which in turn aggravated his intermittent insanity 
(common among misguided qigong practitioners), resulting finally in fits of 
schizophrenia. Pressures from his families and colleagues, denial of his artistic 
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achievements by the poet circles and a failed love affair added up to a fatal 
collapse. In hard introspection, he made desperate struggles to return to prose 
writing, but found an embarrassing inability in free and efficient expression—he 
tried to resort to short lyrics but encountered the inevitable mental impasse and 
spiritual dissatisfaction, as a heroin addict might feel about marihuana. He grew 
addicted to the abyss of epistemology and the description of a dark world.  

Conclusion 

Haizi plunged into the murky water of epistemological exploration, groped in the 
deep darkness of human experience and came out burdened with a heavy 
load—so heavy that he failed to carry it to a reasonable and decent finale. The 
obscure allusions, odd juxtapositions, diversified voices, and swift and 
unexplained shifting in personas have escaped critical consent. Reconstructing 
these epistemological endeavors may excavate the buried army of poetic 
intelligence and a great source of dark inspiration and passion. The sense of 
desperation and the warning of a bloody episode, for instance, have 
overshadowed the subsequent decades that killed both poetry and a worthy sense 
of living for many. One may feel reluctant to label Haizi as a mystic—no one, 
however, would deny the individuality of most of his poetry, which resists easy 
and obvious interpretation, especially the quality explicit in the Sun series. More 
critical work needs to be done before ascertaining the connection between his 
mysticism, a sun cult, and breathing exercise. 

Haizi’s active and desperate participation in mysticism has been affirmed not 
only by his own father and other family members, but also by close friends like 
Xichuan and Luo Yihe who are great poets themselves. Recently, more and more 
critical efforts have gone into a detailed study of his later poetic drama against 
the background of mysticism. The Bible that witnessed his death and the 
thousands of words taken from the Holy Scripture are the most convincing proof 
that Haizi was a mystic in the Christian sense and his self-acclaimed status as the 
“son of the Sun” could be readily interpreted as a mystical experience—the 
reunification of oneself with God the creator. His mysticism as an 
epistemological endeavor grows out his spiritual desire to meet the need of such 
a reunification, or identity.  

By doing this, he rejuvenated a dying subgenre, was part of the cultural 
root-seeking movement, and, most significant of all, he shrugged off and 
shattered the narrow-minded nationalist shackles, climbing to an epistemological 
height of shared human experience—the sufferings as well as the ecstasies—and 
knocked at the door of monotheism. The salvation of his own self—in whatever 
sense—will remain ambiguous, in the same way that his poetics and 
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epistemological endeavors await further critical evaluation in the future.  
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