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Abstract 

Chinese poetry has been read and 

transformed by German poets for centuries, 

with a shift towards sociopolitical poetry 

since the early 20th century. In many cases 

the authors also used the biographical 

material to create idealized images of the 

Chinese poets for identificatory purposes. 

Therefore it is hardly surprising that the 

poetry of Mao Zedong fascinated German 

left-wing writers, not only as an example of 

revolutionary Chinese poetry but also as a 

self-commentary on Mao’s life. First 

versions appeared in the early 1950s, 

including those of Bertolt Brecht and the 

Czech-German writer F.C. Weiskopf who 

had served as a diplomat in Beijing. After 

the 1957 publication of Mao’s poetry, a 

new wave of interest in Mao Zedong’s 

poetry swept the GDR, which soon came 

to an end with the Sino-soviet split. 

However, thanks to the sinologist Joachim 

Schickel, whose work was quite popular in 

left-wing writers’ circles in West Germany, 

Mao again came to be perceived as a model 

of a poet-revolutionary. Yet as soon as the 

Mao-fever started receding, parodistic and 

ironic reactions to Mao’s poetry and its 

usage in the Mao-cult were published. The 

paper would thus like to explore how Ger-

man writers (directly and indirectly) trans-

formed Mao Zedongs poetry, thereby crea-

ting various images of the poet-revolutio-

nary Mao which are closely linked to histo-

rical and cultural developments in China, 

Germany and Chinese-German relations.  
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诗词，政治和革命: 论毛泽东诗词的德

语翻译（1950至1970年代)  

 

摘要 

德国有很多翻译中文诗词的诗人，20

世纪的诗人对中国的社会政治批评方
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面的诗词尤为感兴趣。这些作者也会

借用传记素材来解读中文诗歌，并以

此作为他们自己创作的范本。  

因此，德国左翼文人对毛泽东诗词的

推崇便不难理解：毛诗不仅是中国革

命诗词的代表，更是毛泽东生平的注

脚。毛诗最早于1950年代由布莱希特和

魏斯科普夫（捷克的外交官和德语的

作家）等人翻译成德文。1957年毛泽东

的十八首诗词在«诗刊»被发表后，毛诗

新浪潮席卷了德意志民主共和国文

坛。旋即，因为中苏交恶，毛泽东在

东德被批判为反革命的独裁者。不过

幸运的是，自1965年以来，西德汉学家

施克尔的毛泽东诗词翻译在德意志联

邦共和国左翼文人圈中产生了巨大的

影响。毛泽东也因此再次成为诗人革

命家的楷模。1970年代随着毛热逐渐退

却，德国一些作家开始发表对毛诗或

毛泽东个人崇拜现象的讽刺诗歌。本

文以中德关系及两国历史文化为背

景，探讨德国文人对毛泽东诗词直接

或间接的翻译情况，进而多角度地勾

勒出诗人革命家毛泽东的形象。 

 

關鍵詞 

毛泽东，诗，接受，意识形态，翻译 

 

1. Introduction 

For centuries, Chinese poetry has held a 

great fascination for German authors, even 

though few of them could read Chinese or 

were familiar with Chinese culture. This did 

not keep them from using the material 

provided by former translators into 

Western languages to create their own 

transformations of Chinese poems. I use 

the term ‘transformations’ here to encom-

pass the broader spectrum of ways of ap-

propriating Chinese poetry, including more 

‘traditional’ translation processes as well as 

more creative adaptations and rewritings.1 

The quantitative peak of the reception of 

Chinese poetry was reached in the early 

20th century when a huge wave of interest 

swept Germany as well as other Western 

countries. Needless to say, the reception 

                                                            
1 In this regard, I refer to Michael Schreiber 

(1993), who uses ‘text transformation’ (‘Text-

transformation’) as an umbrella term for ‘trans-

lation’ (‘Übersetzung’), stressing criteria of inva-

riance, and ‘adaptation’ (‘Bearbeitung’), stressing 

criteria of variance. The question of what can 

still be considered a ‘translation’ and what 

should rather be considered an ‘adaptation’ is 

quite intricate in many of the examples given 

below and will not be the focus of this paper.  
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and transformation of Chinese poetry were 

tightly connected with the historical situa-

tion in the German-speaking world, its 

relations with China and the needs of 

intellectuals at that time.  

Thus, German authors reacted in diffe-

rent ways to the revolutionary upheavals in 

China: Some were afraid of the ‘yellow 

peril’ (Stehen 2006: 495-501), some turned 

to classical Chinese culture as a refuge 

from Western ‘analytical rationality,’ igno-

ring the new turns in history (Schuster 

1977: 147-155), while yet others started 

looking at China as a potential model for 

revolution and political change. Against the 

background of World War I and its 

aftermath, the political and social turbu-

lences in Germany and Austria, German-

speaking authors, who until then had been 

mainly interested in Chinese nature poetry, 

in topics such as melancholy, wine, 

friendship and love (Ming 1995), now also 

discovered Chinese social political poetry. 

Thus Klabund puts a new stress on Du 

Fu’s critical poetry whereas Albert Ehren-

stein paves the ground for the perception 

of Bai Juyi as the soci-opolitical poet of 

traditional China (Ming 1990: 41-53; 

Schuster 1977: 104; Han 1993: 141, 185).  

Drawing on this interpretation line of 

Chinese poetry as a poetry of struggle and 

criticism, it is mainly Bertolt Brecht and in 

particular F.C. Weiskopf who try to bridge 

the gap between traditional socio-political 

poetry and modern communist poetry in 

the early 1950s. It is also these two authors 

who are mainly responsible for introducing 

Mao Zedong as a poet into German 

literature. That Mao Zedong possessed 

literary talent and had reflected on his life 

and the Chinese revolution in mostly 

unpublished, classical-style poems had 

been known in the West ever since Edgar 

Snow’s Red Star over China (1937) and 

Robert Payne’s Mao Tse-tung (1950) which 

had already included some poems and 

marked the beginning of the broad 

international dissemination of Mao’s poetry 

(Wei 2015). Whereas Payne’s work was 

translated into German directly after its 

first publication, Red Star over China with its 

critical assessment of the Soviet Union 

(Thomas 1996: 174-184) was translated in-

to German only in its revised 1970 edition. 

However, even though the works of Snow 

and Payne were surely read in the German-

speaking world, the poet Mao Zedong 

found his way into German literary circles 

through other channels. Mao Zedong’s 

poems were taken up repeatedly during the 
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next two decades, under changing historical 

circumstances. As Yong-Sang Ng states, in 

the case of the international reception of 

Mao’s poetry, “literary and political 

considerations have inevitably become 

intertwined” (Ng 1963: 61). 2  Also in 

Germany, Mao’s work was mainly read as a 

poetical autobiography so that each poetic 

transformation also implies a certain 

portrait of the chairman. Mao who himself 

used poetry as a medium of self-stylization, 

showing many different faces (Chan 1977; 

Wei 2015: 25 f.), was to get many faces in 

the German versions of his poetry as well. 

The following paper will therefore attempt 

to show some facets of the poetical Mao 

through the lenses of German poetry after 

World War II. 

 

2. Transformations of Mao’s Poetry in 

the Early 1950s 

As previously stated, the German-spea-

king literary world becomes aware of Mao 

Zedong’s poetry mainly due to the efforts 

of Bertolt Brecht and F.C. Weiskopf. 

                                                            
2 Also in the case of transformations by Chinese, 

the concrete political circumstances play an 

important role in shaping the transformations, 

see Li et al. 2009.  

Brecht had already published a 

collection of six Chinese poems in 1938, all 

classical poems, including four by Bai Juyi. 

In his expanded 1950 collection, he links 

these traditional poems with two poems by 

contemporary authors, one an anti-GMD 

poem by an unknown author, the other 

one being Mao’s cí “Snow” (沁园春·雪). 

Brecht thereby suggests a direct line of 

Chinese socio-political poetry leading from 

a certain awareness of social inequality in 

early Chinese poetry over Bai Juyi’s critical-

satirical poems directly to modern 

revolutionary poetry. Mao Zedong’s poetry 

is shown as the peak of a teleological 

development of revolutionary writing 

inseparably connected with revolutionary 

action. 

Both contemporary texts are based on 

German versions by the communist Austri-

an doctor Fritz Jensen and his wife Wu An. 

Jensen had written an account of his years 

in Guomindang and Communist China, 

which includes several poems, some by 

classical authors such as Bai Juyi, but the 

majority by contemporary writers, often 

anonymous revolutionary poems.  

Mao’s cí, written in 1936 at a time when 

Mao’s rule within the party was finally 

unquestioned, remains his best-known 
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piece both in China and the West and can 

be considered the centerpiece of his self-

staging and self-legitimization as a poet and 

leader. It begins with the description of the 

grandeur of the Chinese landscape, seen 

from above:  

北国风光， 
千里冰封， 
万里雪飘。  
望长城内外， 
惟余莽莽； 
大河上下， 
顿失滔滔。  
山舞银蛇， 
原驰蜡象， 
欲与天公试比高。  
须晴日， 
看红装素裹， 
分外妖娆。 
(Mao/Zhou 2013: 69) 

 

This depiction is followed by a criticism 

of former leaders or aspirers to rule the 

country who did not deserve the beauty 

China. Surprisingly, Mao bases his criticism 

on the missing cultural education and 

literary talent of his predecessors: 

江山如此多娇， 
引无数英雄竞折腰。  
惜秦皇汉武， 
略输文采； 
唐宗宋祖， 
稍逊风骚。  
一代天骄， 

成吉思汗， 
只识弯弓射大雕。 
(Mao/Zhou 2013: 69) 
 

People of outstanding qualities and 

literary talent could, by contrast, only be 

found in the present: 数风流人物, 还看今

朝。(Mao 2010: 86). No matter whether 

one wants to read the last two lines as a 

direct self-praise of Mao or an appraisal of 

the achievements of Chinese communists 

in general (cf. e.g. Chan 1977: 128; Pohl 

2011: 233; Ma 1986: 176; Mao/Zhou 2013: 

73; Mao/Liu/Shi 2012: 87), it definitely 

implies a self-legitimization as a leader of 

literary talent, thereby drawing on 

traditional values of culturedness and 

education of a leader (Krauss 1991: 68-72; 

Pohl 2011: 232 f.), but combining them 

with revolutionary pathos.  

However, it is exactly this metapoetical 

dimension that gets lost in both German 

versions. In general, Brecht sticks rather 

close to his source. Both use elliptical, 

mainly static images, letting the reader 

pause within the reflection of each single 

visual expression, yet both also introduce a 

certain dynamic element through the use of 

enjambments (unlike the original), thereby 

strengthening the feeling of being over-

whelmed by the number of impressions 
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following in short succession. Jensen e.g. 

starts his version with the lines:  

Leuchtendes Bild der nördlichen Landschaft: 
Erde umschlossen 
Von tausend eisigen Meilen, 
zehntausend Meilen 
geflügelten Schnees – und siehe: 
 
Zu beiden Seiten der Großen Mauer 
streckt sich 
Die weite Unendlichkeit. 
Der Gelbe Fluß 
Unbeweglich, reißend nicht mehr, 
 
Und über ihm hauchzarte Bündel 
aus Purpur und Weiß. 
 
(Shining picture of the northern landscape 
earth enclosed 
by thousand icy miles, 
ten thousand miles 
of winged snow – and see: 
 
Wide infinity  
ranges 
over both sides of the Great Wall 
The Yellow River 
Unmoving, not raging anymore 
 
And over it tiny thin bundles 
of purple and white.)3 
(Jensen 1950: 130) 
 

Brecht slightly modifies his source: 

Unter mir das Bild der nördlichen Landschaft 
Zehntausend Meilen geflügelter Schnee 
Unbeweglich 

                                                            
3 The English versions, fairly literal so as to allow 

the reader to get an impression of the structure 

and word choice of the German texts, are my 

own. 

Der Gelbe Fluß, von solcher Höhe 
Nicht mehr reißend. Zwischen ihm und uns 
Hauchzarte Wolkenbündel aus Weiß und 

aus Purpur. 
 
(Under me the picture of the northern 

landscape 
Ten thousand miles of winged snow 
Unmoving 
The Yellow River, from such heights 
Not raging anymore. Between it and us 
Tiny thin cloud bundles of white and  

purple.) 
(Brecht 1988: 265) 

 
Brecht’s formulations are shorter; he 

makes even stronger use of elliptical con-

structions and also varies the lengths of the 

lines more, thereby creating a certain, con-

stantly changing interplay of acceleration 

and ritardando (cf. Jennings 1970: 136 f., 

Tatlow 1973: 153).  

Whereas Jensen refrains from using any 

personal pronoun (as the original) in order 

to approximate the rather vague speaker 

perspective typical for Chinese classical 

poetry, Brecht not only introduces a lyrical 

I, but stresses its position. He changes the 

title to “Gedanken bei einem Flug über die 

Große Mauer” (“Thoughts while Flying 

over the Great Wall”), thereby already 

shifting the focus from the landscape to 

the spectator. He has the poem begin with 

the words “Unter mir” (“Under me”) 

(Brecht 1988: 265) which not only again 
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focuses on the I but can be read 

metaphorically as stressing the power 

position of the I, its (future) rule over the 

country. 

Like his source Jensen, Brecht leaves 

out the metapoetical dimension of the text, 

replacing the formulation 略 输 文 采 , 

“lacking in literary style,” with “Die nur 

wenig wußten” (who knew but little”)4 and 

稍逊风骚  “with little understanding of 

(guo)feng and (li)sao”/“with little literary 

capacities”, with “Leichtsinn im Übermaß” 

(“foolishness in abundance”) (Brecht 1988: 

265, cf. Jensen 1950: 131). The final 

reference to 风 流 人 物 , one of the 

intertextual references to Su Shi’s ci “Medi-

tating on the Past at the Red Cliff” (念奴

娇·赤壁怀古) (Mao/Zhou 2013: 73; Mao 

2011: 87) and a formulation implying 

heroism but also culturedness, is misread 

by Jensen as a continuation of the criticism 

above (cf. Tatlow 1973: 149 f.; Shi Jie 2010: 

77-79): “Sie alle verdarben – und siehe, / 

auch heute / All die großen, glänzenden 

Herren,  / immer noch / So voll der alten 

Begehrlichkeit.” (Jensen 1950: 131) (“They 

                                                            
4 Jensen had written: “die zu wenig / Begriffen” 

(“who understood / too little”) (Jensen 150: 

131). 

all perished – and see, today still / All the 

great, shining lords / So full of former 

times’ covetousness”). He probably tries to 

translate 风流 in its ambivalence as “distin-

guished” and “dissolute” by suggesting a 

contradiction between the seemingly distin-

guished lords and their actual moral de-

gradation. Brecht deviates little from him 

when translating “Aber auch heute / Seht 

euch die großen Herren an: immer noch / 

Voll der alten schlimmen Begehrlichkeit.” 

(“But even today / Take a look at the great 

lords / full of former times’ bad 

covetousness”). Instead of stressing the 

own legitimation to rule, Jensen and Brecht 

portray the revolutionary Mao rather than 

the statesman-to-be. Implicitly, the compa-

rison can of course be drawn, and Brecht’s 

new stress on the speaker and his elevated 

status over the country surely does hint at 

the dawn of a new rule. Anyhow, the en-

dings of both German versions still present 

Mao primarily as a revolutionary fighter 

against current powers rather than a ruler 

in the process of consolidating his power.  

Misunderstandings or rewritings also 

characterize the transformations by F.C. 

Weiskopf, a Czech-German writer who 

worked in the diplomatic service in Beijing 

from 1950 to 1952 and later migrated to 
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the GDR. During his time in China he 

acquired some knowledge of Chinese, 

became well acquainted with many repre-

sentatives of China’s political, literary and 

intellectual circles and translated a large 

number of poems based on other transla-

tions or with the help of native speakers. 

Even though his collection includes some 

Tang poetry, he is the first German writer 

to put a definite stress on contemporary 

poetry, mainly “folk” songs and verses by 

anonymous writers of low social origin, but 

also well-known poets, in particular Tian 

Jian (Müller 1994: 261 f.).  

Mao is doubly portrayed in his 

transformations. On the one hand, he 

appears in many poems by other authors as 

the savior of the country: “Mao, unsere 

Sonne / […] / Mao unser Familienvater, / 

Großer Bruder, du, / Lehrer und guter 

Berater” (“Mao, our sun / […] / Mao 

father of our family, / Big brother, you / 

teacher and good advisor”) (Weiskopf 

1960: 192). 

The eulogies on Mao create the frame 

for Weiskopf’s transformations of Mao 

Zedong’s poetry, namely his versions of 

“Changsha” ( 沁园春 · 长沙 ), “Liupan 

mountain” (清平乐·六盘山), “The Long 

March” ( 七 律 · 长 征 ) and “Snow”. 

Weiskopf thus unites the poems in a short 

lyrical (auto-)biography of Mao Zedong. 

However, whereas his transformations of 

poems about Mao, such as the example gi-

ven above, always present Mao as the 

strong, charismatic, almost omnipotent lea-

der, Weiskopf’s versions of Mao’s own po-

etry actually switch between images of Mao 

as a romantic, nature-loving rebel and Mao 

as a convinced, iron communist fighter.  

Mao the romantic appears in particular 

in Weiskopf’s version of “Changsha.” Mao 

Zedong’s 1925 original, full of autobiogra-

phical references to his time as a student in 

Changsha, already stylizes the young I as a 

revolutionary, surrounded by its compani-

ons, at the beginning of a long struggle. 

There is a certain melancholic element in 

the text, in particular in the scene showing 

the lone observer against an autumn land-

scape – 独立寒秋，湘江北去，橘子洲

头 – as well as in the reminiscences of old 

times and the allusions to a rather insecure 

future and fate’s capriciousness: 万类霜天

竞自由。怅寥廓，问苍茫大地，谁主

沉浮？  (Mao/Zhou 2013: 8) The poem 

was actually written during changeful times 

of both internal power struggles within the 

CCP and increased pressure of Chiang Kai-

Shek on the communists.  
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Against this background Mao combines 

the longing for a past of seemingly unbro-

ken optimism with the continuing will of 

the lone revolutionary to fight, now under 

more dire circumstances. Even though the 

autumn landscape implies a certain melan-

choly and provides the atmosphere for loo-

king back into youth, all nature is shown as 

fighting still, 竞自由  (“fighting for free-

dom”) (Mao 2013: 8). The eagles 击, literal-

ly “attack”, the sky. Mao uses the character 

击 here that will reappear later in the final 

image of the young men swimming 

through the dangerous waters with 

powerful strokes, creating waves that even 

stop the speedy boats 到中流击水 / 浪遏

飞 舟  (Mao/Zhou 2013: 8). Past and 

present are thus connected through the 

motives of strength and fighting.  

Weiskopf’s version, however, already 

bears a different title, namely “Ein Jugend-

gedicht” (“A Youth Poem”), thereby alrea-

dy suggesting a shift in focus from the con-

crete historical situation to a more general 

contrast between age and youth, present 

and past, and suggesting that the phase of 

youth is already over. Indeed, Weiskopf’s 

poem presents a speaker incited by the am-

bivalent landscape and autumn nature to 

think back about his romantic, free and 

rebellious youth. Whereas the images of 

nature, despite the autumn setting, point 

towards fighting and struggling, the speaker 

himself appears passive, longing for a past 

that cannot be regained. “Ach, weißt du’s 

noch? / Wie sich die Welle stürmisch hob 

/ Am Bug des Boots / Im stärksten 

Strom…” (“Alas, do you still remember? / 

How the wave rose tempestuously / At the 

boat’s bow / In the strongest storm”) 

(Weiskopf 1960: 272), exclaims the speaker 

in the end. The melancholic tone and the 

expression of longing, “Ach,” (“Alas”) 

together with the three dots in the end 

convey how the I is caught up in past 

emotions knowing that those times are 

over. Yet the past I is also no revolutiona-

ry, on the contrary, it seems oddly disinter-

ested in politics: “Wir dachten nicht an 

Ruhm, an Laufbahn und Erfolg” (“We did 

not think about fame, career and success”) 

(Weiskopf 1960: 271), it claims, and 

further: “Nichts galt / Uns Glanz, nichts 

Macht der Herrschenden. / Sie waren Mo-

der, Kot; sie waren alt!” (Nothing to us / 

was glory, nothing the power of the rulers. 

/ They were mould, dung, they were old!”) 

(Weiskopf 1960: 271). The contempt Mao’s 

I holds for the rulers, 粪土当年万户侯 

(Mao 2012: 17), is thus depoliticized and 

changed into a general contrast of old and 



68 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SINOLOGY  9 (2018) 

new, the fault of the rulers lying merely in 

their age. It is thus not two eras that are 

confronted, the old, pre-revolutionary and 

the dawning new era, but the conflict 

seems to lie in the ever recurring confron-

tation of old and young. The young I in 

Weiskopf’s poem is rather interested in na-

ture and friendship, in an infatuating expe-

rience of landscape and poetry. Instead of 

Mao’s crowd of a hundred companions, 百

侣  (Mao 2012: 17), Weiskopf creates a 

scene of intimate friendship, probably bet-

ween only two young men, “Gefährte mit 

Gefährt” (“companion with companion”) 

(Weiskopf 1960: 271). These young men 

roam through nature in a leisured manner, 

showing each other the beauty of the 

landscape. Weiskopf literally translates 

Mao’s 指点江山 (Mao 2012: 17) with “Die 

Berge, Flüsse, zeigten wir uns” 

(“Mountains and rivers we showed each 

other”) (Weiskopf 1960: 271) instead of 

referring to the metaphorical meaning of 

江山 as “state, country” fitting the context 

of the original, continuing with the line 激

扬文字 (“encouraging good and criticizing 

bad in/through writing”) (Mao 2012: 17). 

Weiskopf obviously takes each character in 

激 扬 separately, 激  (“incite”) and 扬 

(“raise”), so that he formulates “Und trun-

ken war das Wort”) (“And drunk/ecstatic 

was the word”) (Weiskopf 1960: 271). In-

stead of criticizing the current leaders, 

Weiskopf’s young Mao is thus rather an 

adolescent engulfed in an excessive expe-

rience of nature and friendship which is 

contrasted with the world of power and 

politics, apparently still far away from him.  

It is difficult to say which changes in 

Weiskopf’s version are caused by misun-

derstandings and which are deliberate 

rewritings. He probably partly draws on 

passages from the biography of the young 

Mao by Emi Siao/Xiao San 萧三, a good 

acquaintance of the Weiskopfs’, married to 

an Austrian wife. Weiskopf’s own wife had 

translated his work from Russian and 

Czech translations to German. Siao is keen 

to portray the young Mao as a 

revolutionary-to-be, although still unsure 

about which paths to take, but the text 

does include sections in which Mao and a 

small circle of friends enjoy the beauties of 

nature, reciting poetry, which Weiskopf’s 

wife translates drawing on romantically 

loaded vocabulary: 

Eines Abends im Herbst unternah-
men die Freunde eine Bootsfahrt auf 
dem Siang-Fluß. Es war die Zeit des 
Vollmonds, und die jungen Leute konn-
ten sich nicht satt sehen an den im sil-
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bernen Mondlicht schimmernden sanf-
ten Hügeln, weißen Wegen, dunklen 
Weiden- und Birkenzweigen.  

(One evening in autumn the friends 
went on a boat tour on the river Siang. 
It was the time of the full moon, and 
the young people could not get enough 
of the soft hills, shimmering in the silver 
light of the moon, of the white paths 
and the dark branches of the willows 
and birches.) 

(Siao/Wedding 1953: 72) 
 

Weiskopf may have had this passage 

with its references to the river Xiang and 

the boats in mind when working with 

Mao’s poem.5 Moreover, the image of the 

nature-loving friends fits older German 

images of Chinese poetry. Still, the result is 

surprising for an author who had been 

committed to communism for so long. 

Instead of showing Mao as a young fighter, 

he draws heavily on old literary clichés of 

old versus young, of excessive love of 

nature and intimate friendship.  

The next transformation, that of “Liu-

pan Mountain”, is by far more political, but 

again includes significant changes. As if to 

make up for the still insufficient political 

consciousness of the youngster Mao, 

Weiskopf depicts a young fighter becoming 
                                                            
5 Actually, Axel Wedding (Grete Weiskopf) even 

inserted Weiskopf’s transformation in this 

context (Siao/Wedding 1953: 73). 

aware of his political responsibilities and 

the inevitable course of human history. 

The original, dated October 1935, shortly 

before the end of the Long March, again 

begins with a description of nature, letting 

the speaker shift his gaze in the direction of 

the far Great Wall that the soldiers have to 

reach in order to be worth being called 好

汉 (“brave men”). This leads him to the 

question when the 苍龙 (“green dragon”), 

the enemy, will finally be caught: 何时缚住

苍龙？ (Mao 2012: 66) Weiskopf’s version 

includes more than three times as many 

lines as the original and places a strong fo-

cus on the lyrical I which is only implicitly 

present in the original. Weiskopf, on the 

contrary, lets his lyrical I engage in some 

kind of self-reflection, convincing himself 

of the necessity to fight and the inevitabili-

ty of victory:  

Da nun sage ich mir: 
Auch für uns wird es Zeit, 
Südwärts zu richten den Schritt. 
 
Kampf ist der Schlüssel zum Weg, 
Der uns nach Süden führt, 
Bitterer Kampf. Es hält 
Meine Hand schon umspannt 
Fest das Gewehr.  
 
(Then I say to myself:  
Also for us it is time, 
to turn our steps southwards. 
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Fight is the key to success, 
leading us southwards, 
bitter fight. Already 
my hand holds tightly 
onto the gun.) 
(Weiskopf 1960: 273) 

 

None of these lines has any equivalent 

in the original. Rather, Weiskopf uses the 

context of the original poem as a 

background for the I’s self-reflection, al-

ways stressing its will to fight. Instead of 

ending the poem with a question, as in the 

original, Weiskopf integrates this question 

into the middle section of his poem: 

“Wann gelingt uns der Schlag, / Der letzte, 

entscheidende, der / Des Feindes Horden 

zersprengt?” (When will be manage to 

strike / finally, decisively / to break up the 

troupes of the foe?”) (Weiskopf 1960: 273), 

considering the flying red banners which 

can be seen all around already  an answer 

and ending the poem with unhesitating 

optimism:  

Rot im Wind über uns 
Werden die Fahnen wehn, 
Die einst Lenin gepflanzt.  
 
(Red in the wind above us 
Will the flags fly 
That Lenin has once planted.) 
(Weiskopf 1960: 274) 

 

By mentioning Lenin in the end, the 

optimistic outlook is embedded in a 

broader framework of international Marxist 

teleology and the idea of the inevitable path 

of world history towards communism.  

Unlike the original, Weiskopf’s poem is 

explicitly modelled as a self-portrait, 

namely the portrait of a fighter who, 

guided by international communist models, 

reflects on his own convictions and already 

sees the bright future. The revolutionary 

pathos of this poem thus contrasts sharply 

with the romantic portrait of the first poem 

but can be read as a next step in the man’s 

development, when the strength and 

rebelliousness of the young romantic are 

turned into practical revolutionary action in 

a process of political awakening. 

“The Long March” is the poem in 

which Weiskopf allows himself the least 

licenses, sticking fairly close to the original. 

Unlike in the first two poems the I as an 

individual is not stressed but rather merges 

with the heroized collective, the red army. 

Thus he translates the lines 红军不怕远征

难，万水千山只等闲  (Mao 2012: 56) 

with  

Keine Mühsal des langen Marsches,  
Weder der zehntausend Berge Hürden, 
Noch die Gräben der zehntausend Ströme 
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Schreckten die Rote Armee”  
(No hardship of the long march, 
Neither the obstacles of the ten thousand 
mountains, 
Nor the rifts of the ten thousand streams 
Deterred the Red Army.) 
(Weiskopf 1960: 275) 

 

Also unlike the other texts, this specific 

transformation of Weiskopf keeps all 

concrete historical and geographical points 

of reference, the mountains and river 

names, the crossing of Luding bridge as an 

essential moment of the Long March and 

the arrival at Minshan. There, the soldiers 

smile out of relief. If Mao only lets the 

soldiers smile, 三军过后尽开颜  (Mao 

2012: 56) Weiskopf cannot refrain from 

anthropomorphizing the defeated nature 

which gives the revolutionaries its consent: 

“Als der bezwungene Berg selbst zu 

lächeln begann” (“When the defeated 

mountain itself began to smile”) (Weiskopf 

1960: 275). This addition is obviously 

meant to create some sort of all-

encompassing harmony for the sake of 

breaking with the short, (in spite of all 

pathos) rather declaratory sentences and 

letting the poem drift into some unreal 

atmosphere. Still, this is the poem in which 

Weiskopf deviates the least from the 

original. Reading it as a next step in his 

short Mao biography, the poem would 

then mark the stage of self-abandonment 

for the collective, of becoming part of one 

larger heroic community. 

“Snow” as a final stage then presents a 

sage, distanced observer, reflecting on his 

country and its history and drawing the ba-

lance. The observer is not mentioned expli-

citly, again only as part of a collective (as in 

“unser Jahrhundert”, “our century”) (Weis-

kopf 1960: 276) but becomes tangible 

through his perspective and judgements. 

Unlike Jensen and Brecht, Weiskopf does 

not stress the grandeur of the landscape 

but rather contrasts a dreary, static winter 

landscape with the hope of a brighter fu-

ture:  

Nördliche Landschaft, 
Meilen gefesselt vom Eis, 
Meilen bedeckt vom Schnee. 
Diesseits der Langen Mauer und jenseits 
Nicht als Öde. 
(Northern landscape, 
Miles bound by ice, 
Miles covered by snow. 
On this side of the Long Wall and beyond 
Nothing but wasteland.) 
(Weiskopf 1960: 276) 
 

The landscape is “gefesselt” (“bound/in 

chains”), depicted as a “Öde” (“waste-

land”) with only some hints at its actual 

potential and greatness: “Und die Berge, 

riesige Elefanten / Mit Rücken von glit-

zerndem Wachs übergossen, / Reichen 



72 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SINOLOGY  9 (2018) 

hinauf ins Firmament.” (And the moun-

tains, giant elephants / With backs covered 

in glittering wax, / reach up to the firma-

ment.”). Weiskopf then contrasts the 

bleakness of the suppressed winter nature 

with the expectation of the coming spring: 

“Doch erst wenn die linderen Tage kom-

men, / Enthüllt sich uns voll / Dieser 

Landschaft bezaubernde Schönheit.” (“But 

only when the milder days come / does the 

full beauty of this landscape / reveal itself 

to us.”) (Weiskopf 1960: 276). The 

opposition of nature in winter and spring 

(not implied in the original) thus leads to a 

different general interpretation of the text 

and corresponds with the second part of 

the poem and its historical perspective. 

Unlike Jensen and Brecht, Weiskopf does 

include a metapoetical element in the text 

by claiming that the Tang and Song 

(leaders) failed because of their lack of love 

for poetry. The end then turns from the 

past not to the present, but actually to the 

future, claiming that the truly great people 

are only to be born in this century: “Die 

wahrhaft großen, / Wird unser Jahrhundert 

/ Erst gebären.” (“The truly great, / Only 

our own century / will bring forth.”) 

(Weiskopf 1960: 271) If hope for the 

future was already felt on a metaphorical 

level in the description of nature, it is now 

rendered in an explicit historical-teleologi-

cal outlook. The reference to the future al-

so stresses the speaker’s own achievements 

less, rather referring to a general historical 

line of development.  

Weiskopf’s version of “Snow” thus 

marks the close of his little poetical Mao 

biography. The speaker, definitely associa-

ted with Mao himself, is now more dis-

tanced, some sort of sage observer through 

whom history is led from a bleak past to a 

glorious future. Less than a revolutionary, 

the reader can now grasp the statesman. 

However, Weiskopf’s “Schnee” does 

include elements that actually point back to 

his transformation of “Changsha”. The na-

ture description includes several archaisms 

and romanticizing, trivializing adjectives, 

such as the archaic, cliché-burdened “linde-

ren Tage” (milder days) or the “lieblichen 

Hügel” (“sweet hills”) and “zärtlichen 

Flüsse” (“tender rivers”) (Weiskopf 

1960:271), with which he refers to the days 

to come. The use of these traditional mo-

tives that suggest a highly sensitive per-

ception of an idyllic, gentle and lovely 

nature is again rather surprising if one 

reads it as a metaphor for the upcoming 

communist future.  
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Unlike in the poems about Mao that 

Weiskopf worked with and that always 

present the fighting, strong communist, 

Weiskopf’s transformations of Mao’s own 

poetry therefore reveal a certain ambi-

valence. On the one hand, Weiskopf tries 

to convey a linear development from the 

young, sensitive man totally immersed in 

nature and poetry to the fighter guided by 

former models of communism, becoming 

part of a heroic collective, to the sage 

statesman with a grand vision for the 

future of his country. On the other hand, 

in particular the first and last poem try to 

depict the iron communist as a sensitive 

young poet with an unbroken love for an 

idyllic, romanticized nature. By combining 

these images, Weiskopf draws on stereo-

types of different kinds, both from highly 

traditional poetry of nature and from 

communist propaganda which in the end 

convey a quite ambivalent, tension-filled 

portrait of the revolutionary and chairman.  

 

3. Reactions to the Shikan Publications 

of Mao’s poems 1957/58 

The publications of 18 respectively 19 

poems of Mao Zedong in 1957/58 mark a 

next step in the reception of Mao’s poetry. 

Shortly after the Chinese publication in 

Shikan, Beijing Foreign Languages Press 

prints a commented English edition with 

translations of Andrew Boyd and Gladys 

Young, thereby deliberately making the po-

ems accessible for international dissemi-

nation.  

It is hardly surprising that the years 

1958/59 see a great number of Mao poems 

published in the GDR. Except for the 

publication of individual poems in news-

papers and journals, two collections of the 

18/19 publications appear almost simulta-

neously. The GDR author Rolf Schneider 

is the first to publish his collection in 1958, 

based on Boyd’s translation in Chinese Li-

terature, but already in 1959 the Bavarian 

communist, author and critic Ernst Schu-

macher, who had travelled through China 

and was to migrate to the GDR in 1962, 

published his own versions in the GDR 

journal Neue deutsche Literatur, based on the 

more thoroughly commented book publi-

cation of Foreign Language Press as well as 

an interlinear translation by the sinologist 

Helga Scherner. 

Thus, the German reader is now 

presented with a more extensive poetical 

biography of Mao Zedong, ranging from 

“Changsha”, the revolutionary beginnings, 

to the present when Mao is already an 
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aging statesman and leader of the decade-

old People’s Republic. The poems refer to 

several important steps on the way to the 

founding of this state, not only to heroic 

deeds and great battles, reflections on revo-

lutionary hopes and their fulfilment, but 

they also include more personal notes 

when talking about friendship or personal 

loss.  

Even though both German versions 

have a similar basis, namely the translations 

officially initiated by Beijing, they do show 

various degrees of difference. Actually, 

Schumacher’s versions are preceded by a 

short comment suggesting that they should 

be compared with Schneider’s for the 

comparison would reveal questions of not 

merely of aesthetic-stylistic nature, but also 

of point of view and political commitment 

(Mao/Schumacher 1959: 37). 

Consider just some excerpts of the two 

versions of “Changsha”: 
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Tschangscha (transl. Rolf Schneider) 
 
Ich stehe, allein, in der Kühle des 

Herbstes, 
Verfolgend den nördlichen Weg des 

Flusses 
Vorüber am Riff der Orangeninsel… 
Und sehe: Berge, Myriaden, rot überhöht, 
Und Zone um Zone blutfarbenen Wälder 
[…] 
Es gleiten Adler in wirbelnde Luft. 
Es rinnen Fische über die Sandbank. 
Und: Millionen Wesen, unter frierendem 

Himmel, 
ringen um Freiheit. 
[…] 

Hier war ich. Vergangene Tage. Ein Kreis 
von Gefährten. 

Monate, Jahre: Überfüllt von Bemühung. 
Lernende alle. Jung alle. 
Unsre Haltung: stolz. Unsre Körper: 

kraftvoll. 
Unsre Ziele: wahrhaftig dem Geist des 

Gelehrten 
Gerecht und aufrecht, fessellos, furchtlos, 
Mit Fingern deutend auf unser Land, 
Preisend, verdammend geschriebenes 

Wort, 
Achtend Ehre und Amt nicht als den 

Staub, 
Aber - erinnerst du dich, 
Wie, in der Mitte des Stroms, wir die 

Wasser schlugen? 
Wie die Wellen aufhielten das eilende 

Boot? 
(I stand, alone, in the coolness of autumn, 
Following the northern path of the river 
Passing the reef of the Orange Island… 
And see: mountains, myriads, covered in 

red, 
And zone beyond zone of blood colored 

forests 
[…] 
Eagles glide through the swirling airs. 
Fish flow over the sandbank. 

 
Tschangscha (transl. Ernst Schumacher) 
 
Einsam in der Kälte des Herbstes 
blicke ich von der Orangeninsel 
nordwärts auf Fluß und Berge 
mit den gestuften Wäldern in Rot. 
[…] 
 
 
 
Adler durchstoßen die dünne Luft, 
Fische schnellen über die Untiefen. 
Myriaden Geschöpfe kämpfen 
unter diesem eisigen Himmel. 
[…] 
 
In vergangenen Tagen war ich hier mit 
vielen 

Gefährten, 
jeder von uns ein Lernender, jeder von uns 

jung. 
In jenen gehäuften Monaten und Jahren 
waren wir stolz, war unser Wille stark. 
Gerecht und aufrecht, furchtlos und frei 
wiesen wir auf unser Land, 
priesen und verdammten wir mit dem 

geschriebenen Wort. 
Und in jenen Tagen galten uns 
Ämter und Herren nicht mehr als Staub. 
Aber erinnert ihr euch nicht, 
wie wir in der Mitte des Flusses die Wasser 

schlugen, 
wie die Wellen die Eile des Bootes brachen?  
 
 
 
(Alone in the coldness of autumn 
I look from the Orange Island 
north at the river and mountains 
with the terraces of forests in red. 
[…] 
Eagles pierce the thin air. 
Fish shoot through the depths. 
Myriads of creatures fight 
Under this icy sky. 
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And under a freezing sky, millions of 
creatures strive for freedom. 

[…] 
Here I was. Past days. A throng of 
companions. 
Months, years: completely filled with 

efforts. 
Students all. Young all. 
Our attitude: proud. Our bodies: powerful. 
Our goals: true to the scholar’s spirit. 
Honest and upright, untied, fearless, 
Pointing with fingers at our country, 
Praising, condemning the written word, 
Considering glory and position nothing 

but dust, 
But – do you remember, 
How, in the middle of the stream, we beat 

the waters? 
How the waves stopped the speeding 

boat?
(Mao/Schneider 1958: 5) 

 

[…] 
 
In past days I was here with many 

companions, 
each of us a student, each of us young. 
In those full months and years 
we were proud, our will was strong. 
Honest and upright, fearless and free we 
pointed at our country 
we praised and condemned with the written 

word. 
And in those days we considered 
positions and lords nothing but dust. 
But don’t you remember, 
how we beat the water in the middle of the 

river, 
how the waves broke the speeding of the 

boat?
 (Mao/Schumacher 1959: 37 f.) 

Unlike Weiskopf’s “Ein Jugendgedicht”, 

both Schneider and Schumacher present a 

more politicized young Mao who is less 

interested in nature for mere pleasure than 

as a metaphor of fight and struggle and 

who is already surrounded by like-minded 

young men. Whereas Schneider only 

mentions in a short comment that Mao had 

studied in Changsha (Mao/Schneider 1958: 

5), Schumacher, as in all his versions, 

writes a longer introduction, stating how 

the young Mao had already been involved 

in revolutionary actions (Mao/Schumacher 

1959: 37), thereby already giving a clear 

direction for the interpretation. Also in 

general Schumacher’s choice of words is 

more combative, the nature images more 

aggressive: Whereas Schneider’s eagles 

“glide” (“gleiten”), Schumacher’s “stab,” 

“pierce” (“duchstoßen”) the air, his fish do 

not “flow” (“rinnen”) but “shoot” 

(“schnellen”). Schumacher’s I is also a 

student but he omits the reference to the 

ideal of the scholar that is still present in 

Schneider’s version. Instead of stressing 

the strong youthful bodies Schumacher 

stresses will as a distinguishing feature of 

the young rebels. Schumacher’s replace-

ment of the contempt for “Ehre und Amt” 

(“glory and position”) with “Ämter und 

Herren” (“positions and lords”) which 

includes a greater stress on the criticism of 
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the rulers, is already based on the slightly 

different formulation of his source in the 

line “And those in high positions we 

counted no more than dust” (Mao/Boyd/ 

Young 1958: 9) instead of “And in those 

days we counted honors and high positions 

no more than dust” (Mao/Boyd 1958: 4). 

Schumacher actually tries to integrate both 

dimensions.  

Unlike the English source Schumacher 

uses enjambments to break the syntactical 

units of the verses and shortens the lines 

particularly in the first section of the poem. 

The combination of short lines with 

syntactical breaks accounts for a general 

acceleration and a faltering rhythm.  

Schneider, on the other hand, pursues a 

dual strategy by listing several impressions 

in parallelistic constructions all linked by 

“und” (“and”), thereby creating the 

impression of an overwhelming, highly 

dynamic nature. The second stanza then 

makes use of elliptical syntax and short 

characterizations through single, 

unconnected epitheta as in “Lernende alle. 

Jung alle. / Unsre Haltung: stolz. Unsre 

Körper: kraftvoll. / Unsre Ziele: 

wahrhaftig dem Geist des Gelehrten.” 

(“Students all. Young all. / Our attitude: 

proud. Our bodies: powerful. / Our goals: 

true to the scholar’s spirit.”) Instead of 

regular verbs he often uses participles: “Mit 

Fingern deutend auf unser Land, / Prei-

send, verdammend geschriebenes Wort.” 

(“Pointing with fingers at our country, / 

Praising, condemning the written word”). 

Noteworthy is that Schneider’s version 

uses condensed, isolated images and a 

faltering rhythm on the one hand, while 

connecting the lines through enjambments 

and conjunctions on the other hand, 

thereby conveying the permanent 

movement of nature as well as the unrest 

of the young revolutionaries.  

If Schumacher is particularly keen on 

linking the poems explicitly with their 

biographical context, Schneider mainly tries 

to convey the revolutionary element in 

rhythm and syntax, thereby to a certain 

degree also approximating the loose syntax 

and condensation of classical Chinese 

poetry. 

Yet despite these differences, the poetic 

transformations of both German authors 

show a certain reorientation in the 

reception of Mao’s poetry. Only shortly 

after a greater number of Mao’s poems had 

become accessible to a Chinese readership 

did both German authors also create a 

lyrical biography of Mao that encompasses 
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the various stations of his life, combine 

revolutionary pathos and personal 

elements, heroizations of the self and of 

others, and that span the whole 

development from the young man and 

beginning revolutionary to the statesman 

who can look back at his and his 

companions’ achievements: “Aber die Welt 

ist verändert” (“But the world is changed”), 

as Schumacher translates the line 换了人

间 (Mao 2012: 90) from “Beidaihe” (浪淘

沙·北戴河) (Mao/Schumacher 1959: 44), 

or, in Schneider’s version: “Doch die Welt 

ist verwandelt!” (“But the world is 

transformed!”) (Mao/Schneider 1958: 21). 

 

4. Transformations and Parody in West-

German Leftist Circles of the 1960s and 

1970s 

Mao’s fame in East Germany was not to 

last for long, however, since the Sino-

Soviet-split was already beginning to make 

itself felt in the GDR. Mao became a 

‘persona non grata’ in the East of Germany 

in the 1960s. At the same time, a new wave 

of Mao fever soon swept over West-

German leftist circles. Mao’s texts in 

general as well as an often quite vague 

fascination with his personality play an 

important role, even if changing and often 

inconsistent, in the leftist movements of 

the 1960s and 1970s (Gehrig et al. 2008; 

Kühn 2005; Koenen 2006: 146, 211). Part 

of the fascination with the personality of 

Mao Zedong in intellectual and literary 

circles is due to Mao’s double role as a poet 

and revolutionary (Kühn 2008: 111). “In 

his way Mao incorporated the dream of an 

artist-politician. […] Nature, history, 

present, everything came together. That 

made quite an impression,” writes Gerd 

Koenen, former activist and self-criticial 

assessor of his generation (Koenen/Diehl 

2008: 32, transl. S.L.). 

The image of Mao the artist-politician is 

shaped mainly by one person, namely 

Joachim Schickel, a sinologist with literary 

aspirations and an apologet of Mao, who 

regularly contributed articles and 

translations to the Kursbuch, the famous 

leftist literary and cultural journal co-

founded and -edited by the poet Hans 

Magnus Enzensberger (Diehl 2008: 186-

189; Koenen 2006: 146, Luckscheiter 2007: 

6). After having published several 

individual poems with commentaries in the 

Kursbuch, Schickel prepared a commented 

edition of Mao’s 37 known poems in 1965. 

The 1978 version includes the two other 

poems accessible in China by then.  
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The popularity of Schickel’s transla-

tions, some of which were also included in 

the Ausgewählte Schriften, the Selected Works 

of Mao Zedong, can probably in part be 

explained by a general fascination with the 

idea of the poet-revolutionary in the leftist 

circles which mainly recruited their fellow 

fighters from students’ circles. The very 

fact that Mao wrote poetry, thus bringing 

together revolutionary action and refined 

writing skills, was probably seen as the 

incorporation of an ideal among those who 

were struggling with how to bring together 

theory and action, writing and fighting. 

However, Schickel’s translations also have 

a specific flavor. Schickel combines the 

authority of the sinologist and a feeling for 

language, creating highly dense, visual and 

dynamic poems which try to approximate 

the word order and the laconic 

succinctness of the originals as far as 

possible. While he admits that the specific 

musicality of the originals cannot be 

preserved, he attempts to give a certain 

impression of the musicality of the genre 

by using free verse with varying rhythms, 

for which he partly claims Brecht as a 

model (Mao/Schickel 1978: 76), even 

though Schickel, unlike Brecht, strictly uses 

end-stopped lines. 

For instance, take again the poem 

“Changsha”: 

Allein; steh im kalten Herbst: 
Hsiang, der nordwärts fließt, 
Orangeninsel, das Kap. 
[…] 
Adler stoßen hoch in den Raum, 
Fische schweben am seichten Grund –  
zehntausend Arten, unterm 

Frosthimmel streitend für Freiheit. 
Verdrossen der Öde, 
frag ich die blaue Weite, die große 
Erde: 
Wer meistert das Auf und Ab? 
 
Kam mit hundert Gefährten einst her. 
Gedanken an damals: stolzer Jahre, 
Monate Fülle. 
Allesamt Lernende, junge Leute, 
aufrichtig, aufrecht;  
Studenten, ungestüm, 
erregbar aufs stärkste. 
Mit Fingern zeigend: China, 
‚Nieder!‘ ‚Bravo!‘ die Schriften, 
ein Dreck ihrerzeit die Hochgestellten. 
Erinnert ihr euch: 
inmitten der Strömung Schläge ins 
Wasser,  
die Wellen, hemmend den Flug des 
    Boots?  
(Alone, stand in the cold autumn: 
Hsiang which flows northwards, 
Orange Island, the cape. 
[…] 
Eagles pierce high into the sky, 
Fish float above the soft ground –  
ten thousand species, fighting for 

freedom under the frosty sky. 
Tired of the wasteland, 
I ask the blue vastness, the great earth: 
Who masters up and down? 
 
Once came here with hundred 

companions. 
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Thoughts about that time: proud years, 
months of richness. 
All learners, young people; 
Honest, upright; 
Students, enthusiastic, 
extremely passionate. 
Pointing with fingers: China  
‘Down!’ ‘Bravo!’ the writings 
Dirt of their times those in high 
positions. 
Do you remember: 
In the middle of the stream beats into 
   the water, 
the waves, hindering the flight of the 
boat?) 
(Mao/Schickel 1978: 11)  
 

The poem is in particular marked by 

highly elliptical structures, the omission of 

predicative verbs and pronouns. Only once 

does a lyrical I appear, in the middle of the 

poem – “frag ich die blaue Weite” (“I ask 

the blue vastness”)–, whereas the addressee 

is mentioned only in “Erinnert ihr euch” 

(“Do you remember”). The different visual 

impressions and actions are listed without 

conjunctions, thereby stressing each unit, 

each singular impression separately and 

keeping some of the syntactical ambiguity 

inherent to the original, as in “Mit Fingern 

zeigend: China, / ‘Nieder!’ ‘Bravo!’ die 

Schriften,” which leave room for 

interpretation. The criticism and praise can 

refer to China, mentioned in the last line, 

or to the writings mentioned afterwards, it 

can be read as criticism and praise of the 

writings as well as through the writings. 

Instead of predicative verbs, Schickel often 

makes use of participles, “streitend für 

Freiheit” (fighting for freedom) which 

stress the dynamics of the picture.  

To a certain degree, the elliptical, dyna-

mic style bears resemblance to Schneider’s 

approach. However, Schickel’s lines are 

more succinct, trying to avoid sentimentali-

ty and references to the perceiving I. 

Whereas Schneider stresses the shifting 

gaze of the I following the flow of the 

river, Schickel merely lists the items seen. 

As a result, Schickel’s language is colder, 

more descriptive, yet combined with the 

majestic visual impressions and a certain 

proud pathos – “stolzer Jahre, Monate 

Fülle” (“proud years, months of richness”) 

– this gives Schickel’s version a certain 

vigor. Compared with earlier versions of 

Mao Zedong’s poetry, Schickel’s versions 

are therefore almost devoid of 

sentimentality and melancholy. The speaker 

is seldom explicitly mentioned but is 

characterized indirectly as a man with a 

grand and clear vision. The combination of 

elements aiming at approximating linguistic 

features of Chinese poetry with a dense 

descriptive language and a varying, often 

interrupted and dynamic rhythm achieve a 



LANDA “POETRY, POLITICS AND REVOLUTIONS: MAO ZEDONG’S POETRY”, IN: EJSIN 9 (2018) 59 - 88 81 

certain impression of strangeness, of 

deliberate irritation, without sounding exo-

tistic.  

Mao Zedong thus again becomes a 

model of a poet-revolutionary even though 

his face has changed again. However, also 

this time the fascination depends highly on 

the specific cultural context. Even though 

Mao Zedong would remain an 

identificatory person for many leftist 

groups of the 1970s, some of which 

explicitly called themselves Maoist, the 

Mao fever slowly started to decline with 

the Lin Biao incident, the American-

Chinese rapprochement and the various 

splits of the German leftist groups 

themselves (Wernheuer 2008: 19; cf. 

Koenen 2008: 211). Moreover, more voices 

came up within the leftist circles which 

were critical of the German Mao cult or 

rather fashion and the staging of Mao 

according to German fantasies (Luck-

scheiter 2007:12 f., 44). Mao’s poetry was 

taken up again, but now with an ironic note 

or in a parodistic form. Helga Novak, for 

instance, cites two Mao poems in Schickel’s 

translation in her radio play Fibelfabel aus 

Bibelbabel oder Seitensprünge beim Studiumder 

Mao-Bibel (Fibula fabula from Bible Babel or 

Side Leaps when Studying the Mao Bible). The 

play is a collage of many voices, interming-

ling political slogans and jazz music, empty 

phrases and pathetic vows of revolution, 

showing how all these elements are in-

extricably interconnected (Novak 1972; cf. 

Luckscheiter 2007; Deupmann 2013: 164). 

Another author making use of 

intertextual collage is F.C. Delius, whose 

poem “Ein Traum von China” (“A Dream 

of China”) from 1975 pokes fun at 

German fantasies of China and its poet-

revolutionary leader. It begins with the 

lines: 

Als wir in China ankamen, war 
Frühling. Wir stiegen auf eine Weide 
und besahen China im Frühling. 
Vor seiner Hütte ein Bauer schnitt 
aus dem ‚Neuen Deutschland‘ ein 
Mao-Gedicht aus. Soldaten griffen uns 
auf, 
halfen uns höflich in ihren Panzer und 
fuhren lange lange durch mehrere  
Bilderbücher und setzten uns endlich in 
einem deutschen Mischwald aus. 
(When we arrived in China, it was 
spring. We got off on a meadow 
and looked at China in spring. 
In front of his hut a farmer cut 
out a Mao poem 
from the ‘New Germany’. Soldiers 
picked us up, 
politely helped us into their tanks and 
drove long long through several 
picture books and finally had us get out in 
a German mixed forest.) 
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The reader, as the lyrical I, is never sure 

whether he is in China or Germany and 

whether the texts referred to are part of 

German or Chinese literature or a mixture 

of both. Thus, after an encounter with a 

ranger the poem ends as following: 

 

Ein Motorradfahrer weckte uns, 
ein Telegramm: Brecht in Shanghai 
eingeschifft. 
Wir stritten, mitten im dichten 
Gedränge 
von unbekannten Chinesen, Elefanten,  
Autobussen, Silberschlangen, heißt 
‚eingeschifft‘ abgefahren oder 
eingetroffen? 
Es schneite. Unwichtig dieser viele Schnee, 
sehr langsam und über die grünsten 
Berge 
fließend verließen wir China.  
A motorcyclist woke us, 
A telegram: Brecht embarking in 
Shanghai. 
We quarreled whether ‘embarking’ meant 
leaving or arriving? 
It was snowing. Unimportant all this 
snow, 
Very slowly, flying over the greenest 
mountains 
we left China. 
(Delius 1975: 67) 

 

The dreamland China is one in which 

various German fantasies are intermingled. 

The poem jumps back and forth between 

traditional clichés of the ‘polite’ Chinese 

and revolutionary fighters, between an 

idyllic landscape scenery and the crowded 

metropolitan Shanghai, even between 

different seasons. Its intertextual references 

point to several phases of the reception of 

China in general and Mao’s poetry in 

particular, ironicizing the fact that while 

seemingly in China the protagonists 

actually turn out to be passing through 

several picture books, the image of China 

thus seems child-like, based only on naïve 

second-hand experience. Several German 

translations or translators of Mao’s poetry 

are mentioned, including a translation in 

the official news organ of the GDR, the 

Neues Deutschland. Brecht is said to be in 

China although it is unclear whether he is 

coming or leaving, that is, read on a 

metaphorical level, whether Brecht’s 

encounter with China has really brought 

him closer to China. The elephants and 

silver snakes are obviously intertextual 

references to “Snow,” of which the final 

perspective of the poem, flying over the 

mountains, is also reminiscent. “Unwichtig 

dieser viele Schnee” (“Unimportant all this 

snow”) on the other hand, quotes 

Schickel’s version of Mao’s “Kunlun” (念

奴娇·昆仑) (Mao/Schickel 1978: 26).  

The poem thus parodies German litera-

ry fantasies of China and its leader by let-

ting various images and literary variations, 
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traditional and newer ones from both East 

and West Germany overlap in an absurd, 

inconsistent overall picture. Both China 

and Mao Zedong as they appear in Ger-

man literature, are, after all, modeled accor-

ding to German dreams. 

 

5. Conclusion 

Mao Zedong’s poetry was not only of 

interest for a Chinese readership, but 

fascinated readers, translators and poets in 

Germany as well, both for aesthetic and 

political reasons. The authors working with 

Mao’s poems on the one hand tried to 

adapt the poems and their self-stylization 

according to their own image of the Com-

munist leader, on the other hand they 

aimed at finding means to render specific 

aesthetic elements, the combination of 

grandiose depictions of nature with revolu-

tionary pathos as well as the loose syntax 

and denseness of Chinese classical-style po-

etry. 

Obviously, the reception depended on 

availability of publications in China itself as 

well as on the availability of translations 

into Western languages. At the same time, 

the specific political and social situation in 

the two Germanys shaped the way the po-

ems were read and transformed. Moreover, 

and in particular since many of the inter-

mediaries of Mao Zedong’s poetry into 

Germany were actually poets not familiar 

with Chinese, different aesthetic approa-

ches led to quite different results, not to 

mention misunderstandings and mistakes.  

The reception of Mao Zedong’s poetry 

marks the peak of a tradition of reading 

Chinese poetry from antiquity to the pre-

sent as a continuous line of criticism and 

struggle directly connected with the 

struggle and rise of the Chinese people. 

Over the course of only three decades, 

Mao Zedong’s fame as a model of a poet-

revolutionary saw many ups and downs. 

Each of the phases of the reception of 

Mao’s poetry and each transformation gave 

Mao a different face, romantic and sensi-

tive or fierce, personal or detached, rebelli-

ous or sage, power-conscious or devoted to 

the collective, always changing with the 

social, cultural and political situation in 

Germany itself and with the German 

dreams of the far-eastern fight. 
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