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Date September 14th, 2009  Location Liupanshui City, Guizhou Province ~ Photographer Kongjian Yu

A corner of the site of Liupanshui Minghu Wetland Park before construction: a common
scene which almost appears in every city. In order to repair the damage to soil and land
caused by industrial “heritage,” landscape architects will spend an even longer time than

the whole industrial age.
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ELEGY TO SOIL

CHIEFEDITOR Kongjian YU
TRANSLATEDBY Angus ZHANG Catherine De ALMEIDA

Whenever there is a mention of soil, two vivid scenes always appear in my mind: one from my earliest

memories, the other from a distant history.

In the first scene, a group of men and women in mourning apparels were crying and walking around
a coffin in a deep pit; each of them grabbed and sprinkled soil on top of the coffin, in which lain one of
my elders. I was among the crowd too, walking round and round in the pit. I was very scared, scared
of death, scared of the ultimate end of myself being buried in this darkness of underground. The fear
accompanied me through my growth. This fear of soil has slowly gone until my forties because I realized

it is the most equitable and inescapable fate of human beings — to lay in soil and rest.

The second scene dates back to more than 2,600 years ago: Chong’er, the second prince of Kingdom
Jin, crawling in the loess gullies with his partisans, a tribe of bravos. Dying of hunger, thirst, and
exhaustion, they begged the local farmers for food. One of the farmers offered them a bowl of soil,
implying that one gets no food without working hard. Chong’er was furious. But a wise partisan told him
that that was the most precious gift and Chong’er should perform the prostration ceremony for the local,
because soil symbolized Kingdom and land. Before long, as expected, Chong’er returned to Kingdom Jin

and became the king to rule everything. Life and prosperity were brought back to the Kingdom.

It is recognized both in Eastern and Western ideologies that soil is not only the matrix of all human
activities, but also their end result. God forms man out of dust, and ultimately returns man back to earth.
For thousands of years this circle continues. Moreover, soil becomes a valuable part of my personal life
experiences and memories. When I was young, my mother used to apply loess on my wound to keep
away infections and make me healed; I used to make tanks and various animals with mud, and once they
dried up in the sun, they became my favorite toys. I also used to put my feet deep in a pond, and feel the
wiggle of loaches. When I left my homeland, I even took a pack of loess from home to accompany my

travels overseas.

In Chinese, “1-” (earth) may be one of characters with the most indescribable, complicated, and
richest meanings — it is not only the territory for state and homeland (%1 1-), the land as a means of
production (F:3h), but also the medium in which we grow crops — soil (1:1%). Precisely because of it,
soil arouses all kinds of complex human feelings: devotion, anger, fear, appreciation, shame, jealousy....
Both the greatest and most despicable acts of human beings may be generated from soil. Therefore,
“Mother” is the word that a man calls the ground beneath his feet; or “God,” the word beyond the

connotation of “Mother” — indeed so, land is God!

Interestingly, a man can express his understanding and feelings for soil by a handful of dirt in his
hands. It is soil, a ubiquitous, common thing. The scientific definition of soil is the minerals generated
from weathering stone, it is a mixture of minerals and organic matter. Studies inform us that in ideal
hydrothermal conditions, the formation of each cubic centimeter of soil takes 300 years. Soil, as valuable

as oxygen and water to human beings, is yet the least appreciated and well-treated existent!

It gets stripped off from mountain slopes, only because it contains coal, metals, or other substances
that can bring huge profits to people; it gets covered by concrete, only because soil looks too ordinary

and plain; it becomes so contaminated and poisoned that no life can exist in it any more....

The first time my feelings for soil got hurt was over 20 years ago when I lived in the United States.
In front of my rented house, there was a piece of land where I intended to reclaim and plant some
vegetables. Unexpectedly, | was immediately alarmed by the neighbor that the soil might be lead-
polluted and it would be too risky to plant vegetables or crops, or let kids touch the soil! In the reputed
“most developed” country, how could the soil be dangerous? Since then, [ have constantly heard reports

of lead-poisoned children all over the United States.

20 years later, when I look at my own homeland, the soil no longer looks the same as it did in my
childhood: over the past decades, I had visited abandoned factory campuses in cities, where polluted
water flows with the soil in unusual colors. By accident, I went to an industrial waste dump in suburb,
where exuded putrid smell and none of the trees alive. I also used to step in farmlands far away from the
city, where the crops were withered and inanimate crops. Local farmers told me that the use of chemical
fertilizer year after year has rendered the soil harden and unarable. When I sought for the pure land
in the secluded river valley and mountain forest, all I found was the riverside fertile soil replaced by
hydropower station, and mountain slopes covered by grey concrete. The dreamt, sacred land has now

become nothing but devastation!

At this moment, I am wondering what would Chong’er have in his mind if he had that bowl of soil in
hands again? What would happen to me if I tried to heal my wounds by loess again? The elder of mine,

resting underground, would he still feel peaceful and safe?



