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Ke Jianjun’s poems of the sea present a remarkable cross-cultural journey, retuning and attuning
Walt Whitman’s emotional, celebratory voice to the shore and history of twenty-first century

China. The poet of Taizhou and the East China Sea sings the sea in “the uncertainty of the fate

between the ebb and flow.” He stands as witness, observer, and celebrant of the sea and its
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enduring collision with a very challenging, polluting, and imperiling contemporary culture.
While the poet, in admiration of the sea, says that he favors simplicity, the human industrial world,
always at the sea’s edge, makes any simple affirmation a challenge. Thus the sea and the poet
are always in a dialectical relationship and a dialog with the encroaching world of human
economic development. The poet learns endurance, silence, and tolerance from the sea: “She
bears all silently/ Her strong sea-smell diffuses poisonous chemical smells.” For the poet, the sea
becomes a heroic example, as he seeks to “sing as the sea does/ sing without fear.” It is his
openly emotional engagement with the sea, and with his surrounding industrial world, that inspires
the reader. These poems of the sea are ultimately poems of love — for the sea, and for our human
world.  Ke Jianjun, drawing on Whitman as his precedent, gives us a clear-eyed poetry of

inspiration and endurance.

—Hank Lazer
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