























The poem inclines to syntaxis rather than parataxis; it has hardly any language
tension at the syntactic level: the verse lines are clear, regular sentences, which are

connected by conjunctions (such as ffI, Al J,’ﬁ%) and by contractions of the subject

(in lines 2/3, 4/5, and 7/8). Reading the poem is to flow from one ‘red’ image to
the next, such as the black tributary that roars through veins or the face that
spreads like a tree, and to subside in an atmosphere of destruction, fear and
hauntedness. The reader will try to comprehend that imagery and find out what
ground underlies the so-called tenor and vehicles, respectively the underlying
concept, object, or person to which the metaphor refers and the image that is used
to represent the actual thing or its action. What underlies for example the image of

the eyes, sight (| I°4) that ‘sweep over the stone wall’ and ‘gouge out two channels

of blood’? The ‘eyes’ are the tenor, which are represented by the transferred mean-
ings of the vehicles ‘sweeping’ and ‘gouging’. The first is a metaphor that can be
understood as describing the movement of casting a glance over the wall. The sec-

ond is metonymical: based on the expression a sharp eye ('} &) one can

imagine the eyes as being a sharp instrument able to carve.

The poem starts quietly in the first line without any figure of speech. After
that nearly each line depicts a new image in which elements of the human body
are contrasted with frightening or shocking things. The second line introduces the
metonymy of a naked body that rebels against death; rebelling, an action of will, is
transferred to a concrete naked body, and through the rebelling the body is con-
trasted with death. In a similar way, veins are connected to a black tributary (1. 3),
eyes with a stone wall (1. 4) and with channels of blood (1. 5), face with fire (1. 6)
and pupils (1. 7) with a fearful direction (l. 8). Through the imagery, the body
parts are subjected to destruction, terror and death, thus showing the vulnerability
of the human body. Only the last two lines are exceptional in this because, on the
one hand, no direct physical elements are mentioned in either of them (although
there is an I who is described as a cut-down tree), and on the other hand, the last
line offers a glimmer of hope.

Of course, not all poetry leaning heavily on the use of imagery is necessarily
constructed in the same way or leads to similar difficulties. The early work of Chen
Li, who started writing in the 1970s is also much dominated by the power of im-

agery. His fairy-like ‘Animal Lullaby’ (4458511, 1980), the title poem from his
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second book (1980), is exemplary in this: it is an accumulation of predominantly
animal images that can be taken to symbolize certain humans, situations, moods
and so on. On the whole Chen Li’s images are more gentle, less disturbing than

Luo Fu’s example. The following poem, ‘Cloudburst’ («ﬁ}lF:J, 1978) from the book

Animal Lullaby, is just like Luo Fu’s about an alarmed or agitated I, but is much

less shocking:

Cruel as the bats of last night

flapping, giant wings suddenly invade

the aluminum doors and windows of defenseless sleep

mercilessly press a bad omen on the corner of the mouth of midday:
a piercing shriek —

makes you notice that liquefied and stiffened time is everywhere

a maze of narrow tracks

the fear of getting lost becomes wet sooner than the ground:

I want my world smaller than a candy tin
tougher than crystal-glass255

Chen’s sentences are syntactically regular as well. But Chen’s poem makes the
connections between the sentences and phrases even more explicit than Luo’s:
lines one to three form one sentence, to which line four is coordinate, sharing the
same subject; lines 5 to 7 also form one sentence, with line 7, the ‘maze of narrow
tracks’, forming the second part of the object clause of ‘notice’; somewhat simi-
larly, line 10 continues upon the first part of line 9; and lines 4 and 8 both end
with a colon, thus opening up to the next line.

Obviously, tension is again created by the imagery, and also in this Chen’s
poem offers more to hold on to, by way of adjectives and adverbs that are the mo-
tive, or the so-called ground of the image, which facilitates comprehension. Ten-
sion for example arises in the ‘wings’ that invade ‘sleep’. In these first lines several
images are combined: ‘sleep’ is a metonymy of the I of the poem (mentioned only
in line 9) who is at rest; the wings are a synecdoche — a pars pro toto — for the
bats and simultaneously a metaphor for the ‘cloudburst’, which is a metaphor it-
self for something intruding upon the I. ‘Cruel as the bats’ provides the ground for
the metaphor of the ‘wings’ for the ‘storm’, which immediately emphasizes the un-

pleasantness of what happens; and second, in Chinese the ‘flapping’ (4f1i™, 1. 2)

255 Chen Li 1997: 124.
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points to the similarity in the movement of the flapping wings and a storm that
beats against the window. What the wings invade is ‘sleep’, which is depicted as a
house with windows and doors (l. 3), and again an adjective clarifies this ‘sleep’, as
‘defenseless’ stresses the aspect of helplessness and innocence. In a similar way
the ground for the tension between ‘world’ (1. 9) on the one hand and ‘candy tin’ (I.
9) and ‘crystal-glass’ (. 10) on the other, is given in the comparatives ‘smaller’ and
‘tougher’. The ‘fear of getting lost’ (1. 8) is metonymically clarified by way of the
‘maze of narrow tracks’ provided in the previous line (1. 7) and the word ‘wet’ (1. 8)
links the fear and the storm in an original way: cold sweat and rain wet the I and
the ground. Other metonymical shifts: the shriek (l. 5) can be related to the mouth
(1. 4); the ‘melted and stiffened time’ (1. 6) to ‘midday’ (1. 4).

To sum up, Chen Li’s poem contains as much imagery as Luo’s, and both
writers clearly try to create surprising and refreshing combinations. Yet, the dif-
ference is palpable. This is not just a result of the kind of images, but even more
important is the way in which the images are used. Luo’s poem is less explicit in
providing the link between the tenor and the vehicle, but simply juxtaposes them,
whereas Chen’s is inclined to provide explicating adverbs or adjectives. As a result
Luo’s imagery is more unexpected. Even though it is sometimes possible to ‘ex-
plain’ these images through traditional Chinese symbolism — cicadas for example,
are associated with immortality and resurrection as well as happiness and eternal
youth — such explanations are not given in the poem. The difference is perhaps
traceable to French surrealism, the movement of the image par excellence to
which Luo Fu was, as we have seen, attracted for a while.

One of the main objectives of the surrealists, who established themselves as a
movement in 1926 with a manifesto by André Breton, the godfather of the move-
ment, was a kind of de-rusting of words and images; these were to be freed from
their traditional syntactic relationships and associations, leading to dislocations of
space and time. Magritte’s paintings of a man with a bird cage as a torso or a mir-
ror reflecting the back side of the man looking into that mirror are famous exam-
ples that defy common logic. By providing astonishing, upsetting images the sur-
realists hoped to reach complete freedom. As Louis Aragon said in 1926 during his

surrealist period:
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The vice called Surrealism is the unruly and irrational use of the stupefying image,
or rather of the uncontrolled provocation of the image for the sake of the provoca-
tion itself and for the sake of the unpredictable dislocations and metamorphoses
that this provocation entails in the realm of representation; for each image each
time forces you to reconsider the whole universe.25¢

For the surrealists the image was created by uniting two remote realities, as
in Paul Eluard’s famous line ¢ The earth is blue like an orange’ (La terre est bleue
comme une orange), in which the colors are incompatible but the spherical shape
provides a motive.257 Jacques Prévert’s ‘An old man in gold with a watch in
mourning’ (Un vieillard en or avec une montre en deuil; from ‘Parade’ [Cortege])
also has a clear ground (a watch in gold and man in mourning), in contrast to
Louis Aragon’s ‘the salsify of reproaches, the rutabaga of you see, the turnip of
endless reasons’ (le salsifis des reproches, le rutabaga des voyez-vous, le navet des
raisons sans fin; from Essay on Style [Traité du style]).258 The further apart and
precise the two realities that are brought together in an image, the stronger the
image will be, according to the surrealists, and the more emotional power and po-
etical reality it will hold. But opinions differed upon how that had to be accom-
plished. Whereas Pierre Reverdy first emphasized the supremacy of the mind,
André Breton soon demanded that the image escaped reason. According to him
and others it was rationalism that had led Europe to the destruction of World War
I, and they subsequently leaned heavily on the realm of the unconscious — drawing
on theories adapted from Sigmund Freud. For them images had to be arbitrarily
and mysteriously dictated, and their works are fantastic realities, showing a rec-
ognizable but distant world, in which dream and fantasy join the familiar rational
world in an absolute reality (la réalité absolue).259 In order to effectuate this
Breton invented the technique of so-called automatic writing, through which im-
ages are formed by exploring the realm of the subconscious, dream, instinct, mad-
ness and free association.260

Luo Fu did not advocate automatic writing and his work shows strong con-
trol over the material, defying the surrealist idea of complete freedom of the mind.

Yet, it is striking that his first book Soul River (&1, 1957), with poems like

256 Jean-Paul Clébert 1996: 314.

257 Paul Eluard in Marie-Louise Astre 1982: 426-427.
258 Jacques Prévert 1949: 273; Louis Aragon 1928: 213.
259 André Breton 1924: 24

260 Jean-Paul Clébert 1996: 314.
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‘Pomegranate Tree’ (?[ﬁ-"}%\‘t 1955), ‘Stormy Sunset’ (Z'f ~, 1955), or ‘Projec-
tion’ (Y, 1956), lacks the disordering effects that characterize Luo’s poetry of
the 1960s and early 1970s.261 In those later years Luo is one of the few poets in
Taiwan, together with for example Ya Xian, Shang Qin and Guan Guan, to pursue
stupefaction through a bold combination of things from remote realms. ‘Language
is just a pile of dirty laundry’ (from ‘Death in a Stone Cell, no. 2°, 1965), ‘Three bit-
ter pines follow the traffic signs / and roll right to my feet’ (from ‘Following the
sound of the rain into the mountains, but seeing no rain’ [[FEf"j& * [ 1T B,
1970), or ‘Light at midnight / is a brooklet / that has never worn clothes’ (from
‘Reading a letter at midnight’ [~ k& fﬁ 1, 1973) are just a few of the many compel-
ling examples (from his album Mystic Songs [}£#(], 1974).262

Some influence of surrealism can also be detected in Ya Xian’s ‘Abyss’, dis-
cussed in the previous chapter: the ‘venomous moonlight’ (st 1, 1. 4) seems the
verbal equivalent of a Giorgio de Chirico or a Paul Delvaux, in which unnaturally
sharp contrasts of bright light and sinister shadows lend an aura of poignant but
vaguely threatening mystery to the scene; and imagery from ‘Abyss’ like ‘Children
often lose their way in your hair’ (I. 1), “Time with a cat’s face’ (st.4, 1. 1), ‘a face
wearing a pair of trousers’ (st. 8, 1. 7), ‘faces change color like chameleons’ (st. 10,
V. 4) are easily visualized as surrealistic paintings by René Magritte or Salvador
Dali and also combine elements from remote realms. Elsewhere Ya Xian seems to

hint at surrealist poetry as well; the first line of his ‘Paris’ (* l?’?), for example,

which reads ‘The soft velvet slipper between your lips / treads on my eyes’, seems
to hint at Paul Eluard’s famous ‘The Amorous’ (I’Amoureuse) with the line ‘She is
on top of my eye lids’ (Elle est debout sur mes paupieres).263

Shang Qin has, like Luo Fu, explicitly been associated with surrealism, and
indeed examples like “The Anthill’ (EIE@%E%I, 1957), where ‘splinters of air’ are ‘cut
by the men’s knife-edged trouser creases’ and ‘shavings of air’ are ‘planed off by
women’s mouths’ remind one of surrealist poetry.264 Michelle Yeh — without want-

ing ‘to dub Shang Qin a Surrealist’ — holds that ‘his poetry shares the thrust of the

261 Respectively Luo Fu 1988: 13, 14, 23.

262 Respectively Luo Fu 1988: 30, 70, 108.

263 Ya Xian 1998: 114; Paul Eluard in Marie-Louise Astre 1982: 426.
264 Shang Qin 1988B: 25.
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best of Surrealist works’.265 But while it is true, as Yeh says, that Shang Qin defies
looking at things in a decisive or settled way, one can hardly call this a distinguish-
ing criterion for surrealism; many modern artists who are in no way related to
surrealism aspire to challenge the conventional. The French surrealists wanted to
enlarge reality by introducing and integrating the supernatural into it; their abso-
lute reality takes ‘absolute’ to mean ‘in its totality’: a reality that was not restricted
to the limited knowledge man has of it. Shang Qin himself is well aware of that
when he says that people ‘misunderstand the word Surrealism, thinking that “sur”
refers to dissociation [from reality]. But I think “sur” means “super”; therefore, to
be surreal is to be more real, including the senses of sight and hearing and con-
sciousness’.266 That definition approaches the surrealist idea of la réalité absolue,
and Shang Qin regularly shows a predilection for integrating the unreal with the
real. However, the reversals that Yeh rightly notices in Shang Qin’s poetry ‘of the
hierarchy of the real and unreal’ and of the ‘opposition between reality and dream,
day and night, adults (or “people”) and children, humans and animals’ are still in
line with man’s knowledge.26” By reversing commonly made divisions, his work
affirms them as much as it negates them; notably, his work sometimes shows du-
alistic thinking, something the surrealists wanted to break with as well. Often,
Shang Qin’s poems follow the inherent logic of metaphoric or metonymic rela-

tions, which seems less typical of surrealist imagery. In ‘Electric Lock’ (?‘ié}:é}, 1987)

for example, the headlights of a car project the silhouette of the protagonist on the
iron gate of his house.268 Next, he ‘inserts the key into his heart’, thus fusing body
and silhouette, heart and lock. The second stanza continues upon that equation:
‘Then I turned the key in my heart with a click, pulled out the delicate piece of
metal, pushed the gate open, and strode in. Soon I got used to the darkness in-
side.” Thus, opening the door and going in is the same as entering the heart or the
body; or going home is the same as returning to oneself. Subsequently the ‘dark-
ness inside’ is not only the darkness inside the house, but also the darkness inside

the man.

265 Michelle Yeh 1996: 364-5.
266 Michelle Yeh 1996: 365.
267 Michelle Yeh 1996: 347.
268 Shang Qin 1988A: 12.
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To return to the examples by Luo Fu and Chen Li, we can ascertain that de-
spite the difference in their way of employing imagery, their poems evidently have
in common that they are above all characterized by prose-style language which de-
rives tension from imagery. As far as the imagery itself is concerned, one can re-
mark that the contribution of surrealism and other Western literature can be
found in the shift from harmony and correspondence to similarity within dissimi-
larity, without necessarily leading to surrealist writing.269 As such both of them are
exemplary not only of the books they were published in, but of the whole period
they were written in. Much of the work of poets writing in the 1950s and 1960s,
like Guan Guan, Ya Xian, Ji Xian, Zhang Mo, Luo Men, Xiang Ming, Bai Qiu, Lin
Leng, Xiong Hong and many others, shows a basically similar attitude towards
poetic language: more importance is attached to lexical tension, created by im-
agery, than to syntactic tension.

The vehement discussions of the nativist movement of 1972-3 did not, I
would argue, change this tendency: the poetic language remained basically prose-

like with imagery accounting for tension. The next poem ‘Rice Straw’ (*£%1, 1972)
by the leading nativist poet Wu Sheng (from Soil [Y4+ ], 1979), may serve as an

example:

In a dry wind
Sheaths of rice straw tremble
In an abandoned field

On an afternoon that is cool

Not for lack of warm sunlight

The old people of my village wither away
In crumbling courtyards

And finally, who remembers

That the old people of my village

Like a sheath of rice straw

Once sprouted, flowered, and bore fruit

From sprout to sheath of rice straw
Is the chronicle of life for everyone in my village.

— translation by John Balcom?27°

269 Cf. Michelle Yeh 1991, chapter 3: 56-88.
270 Wu Sheng 1979: 141; translation in Michelle Yeh & N.G.D. Malmqvist 2001: 286.

105



The focus of this poem, written in a prose-style language, is the comparison of the
farmers’ or village peoples’ life to rice straw, a comparison of two elements that
are easily in accordance. That comparison is stretched out all over the poem, and
indeed structures it. The first two stanzas start with juxtaposing the two main
elements: first the rice straw is described and then the old people. The third stanza
then turns that juxtaposition into an explicit comparison, describing the old peo-
ple directly in terms of rice straw, after which it is concluded that the fate of rice
straw is the fate of all. The way in which ‘Rice Straw’ is concentrated on one image
is also very simple compared to the rich and diverse imagery in Luo Fu’s ‘Death in
a Stone Cell’ or Chen Li’s ‘Cloudburst’.27 In general one may say that there is less
tension, simply because the imagery is less intense: there is one main image that it
is treated extensively. In short, the effect of imagery is less defamiliarizing. This is
typical of the nativist poetry and it remained influential in the 1980s, causing po-
etry in general to show less lexical tension.

To be sure, the tendency to concentrate on one main image was not re-
stricted to the nativism movement, but was perceptible in the 1950s and 1960s
also; the nativists seemed to develop it to this extreme. But before them some of
Bai Qiu’s poems are prime examples focusing upon one main image, such as ‘Arm
Chair’ (original title in English), ‘Trees’ (&), ‘Wild Geese’, ‘Sky’ (= 2), ‘Moth’ (i
).272 In contrast to Wu Sheng, however, Bai Qiu skillfully exploits the main meta-
phor (often given in the title) to create more imagery in the same line of thought.
It was a way of writing that attracted others as well, as poems by diverse so-called
experimental poets such as Qin Zihao, Luo Men, Yu Guangzhong, show; one main
metaphor or symbol then ‘dictates’ or structures the rest of the imagery, without
being too restrictive either. In the 1980s, even the work of Luo Fu, who as we have
seen was famous for his diverging imagery, becomes more organized in that way,
in poems such as ‘Because of the wind’ ([~ £/ Elfi;“x%ﬁ% 1981), ‘The Cricket’s Song’ (
iRk VE1,1985) or ‘Mailing Shoes’ (fﬁfﬁi%, 1987).273 This probably only confirms
how influential the broad nativist discussions had been — resulting generally in

less lexical tension.

271 In Dustless Mirror (4fU#~") Zhang Mo makes a similar distinction, between a single image
and, abundant images (1981: 46).

272 Respectively Bai Qiu 1971: 79; 119; 141; 163; 174.

273 Respectively Luo Fu 1988: 214; 285; 3009.
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Before continuing to another aspect of prose-like poetry, fluidity and the use
of verse lines, I will now first turn to syntactic tension. Insight into this may help

deepen our understanding of the strong trend toward prose-style poetry.

SYNTACTIC TENSION

A clear exception to this prose-style writing is the poetry of Zheng Chouyu (1933—
), which shows some syntactic tension.274 His poetry of the 1950s and 1960s be-
came widely read in admiration of the carefree wanderer’s spirit (J{~") and its
elegant, song-like rhythm and language, which reminded some readers of the ci-
poetry of the Song dynasty.275 In his refined expression of modern sentiments
readers seem to recognize a modern form of classical poetry; it is not for no reason
that Yang Mu calls him the ‘Chinese poet of China’ (HI[@SZIEIUHI@SZI%TF *).276 Zheng
gained this reputation mainly from his first four books of poetry, which, collected
in his Collected Poems of Zheng Chouyu (;ﬁi]@?ﬁfﬁ"%ﬁ;@;), have been printed many
times.277 After a period of silence, he resumed writing around 1975 and published
a new volume in 1980, but his later writings have been less well received. His early

work comprises many well-known poems, such as ‘Sailor’s knife’ (=f<~= 7/, 1954),
‘Slave Girls outside the Window’ (IE'J,“[“]][ pu¥ 99, 1958), ‘Border Inn’ (& [ if ?T’
1965), ‘Mistress’ (‘]‘ﬁﬁfﬁ}, 1957).278 The most cited one may well be ‘Mistake’ (Sﬁ?ﬁ,

1954) from his first book, of which the penultimate line is a very famous one in

modern Taiwan poetry circles:

I pass through the South of the Yangzi
The face awaiting in the season blooms and withers like a lotus

If the east wind does not come, the willow catkins of March do not flutter
Your heart is like the lonesome little town
Just like the cobblestone streets near nightfall

274 Shen Qi also mentions his exceptional position in this regard (1996: 250).

275 Wolfgang Kubin 1990; Wai-leung Wong 1979.

276 Yang Mu in Zheng Chouyu 1997: 11.

277 Since its publication by Hong Fan in 1979 the book has been reprinted at least 60 times.
278 Respectively Zheng Chouyu 1999: 98; 169; 241; 165.

107



If the footsteps do not sound, the bed curtains of March are not lifted
Your heart is a little window tightly shut

My clattering hooves are a beautiful mistake
I am not a homecoming man, I am a passing visitor...

As the musicality of the poem is highly praised I here also give the Chinese original, with

transcription:
i&ff[ A3 Wo da / Jiangnan / zouguo
(77 % AR Y Fkﬁﬁfv IEF{% Nei deng zai / jijie li de / rongyan ru / lianhua

de / kailuo
NE TS 0 Z FIpURIE TR Dongfeng /bu lai, /san yue de /liuxu /bu fei
faep =] o[ AU b Ni de xin ru /xiaoxiao de /jimo de /cheng
‘[‘L‘Ifg'[ﬁ KAERL it Qia ruo /qing shi de /jiedao /xiang wan
j@?‘, T 2 EmiF\, MET i Qiongyin /bu xiang, /san yue de /chunwei /bu jie
ERD SO I EIUE;{%%E%‘}‘E? Ni de xin shi /xiaoxiao de /chuangfei /jinyan

Ty ERY FJETT =il Jﬁﬁ Wo dada de /mati shi /meili de /cuowu
ISR S RLESE K Wo bu shi /guiren, /shi ge guoke...279

Obviously, the poem leans heavily on imagery. It plays upon the cliché of a
young woman ‘in bloom’, and all its aspects are unfolded by way of metaphors and
comparisons — one in each line, except for the first. Most of the poem is devoted to
sketching the girl’s situation: she is the face of line two that in her patient waiting
blooms and withers, and the second stanza is fully devoted to her ‘imprisonment’,
likening her respectively to willow catkins, a little town, cobblestone streets, the
bed curtains and a tightly shut window.280 All these images imply that the prime of
her life goes by with her waiting and being lonely. Only in the last two lines do we
revert to the I of the first line, the man in the poem, through the metonymy of the
‘clattering hooves’. In imagery and theme the poem has much in common with the
so-called ci-poetry from the Song dynasty, in which women in waiting frequently
symbolized the repudiation of an official by the emperor. But the perspective has

been changed drastically, from that of a woman to that of a wandering man.

279 Zheng Chouyu 1999: 123.

280 ‘Willow catkin’, liuxu (#]]%) in Chinese, is a homonym for ‘feelings, emotions’. This is another
form of lexical tension: the meaning of words with the same pronunciation but written differently
resounds in the text and exists alongside the meaning of the actual characters. It is comparable to,
for example, the eating of ‘fish’ around New Year, which, through the similarity in pronunciation,
symbolizes ‘richness’ or ‘abundance’ in the year to come.
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Zheng’s language is decisively bathua in nature, giving an impression of oral-
ity: it is a relatively simple language, in an irregular but very rhythmic free verse
with some rhyme, assonance and alliteration (such as zouguo [—;Liﬁ}) and kailuo [
ffli%] in lines 1 and 2, or dada de mati [i%_ii;iﬁfjﬁﬁfﬁ'], repeating the -a and the -d/-t
sound in line 8). The musical effects people admire so much are also achieved
through the strong cadence that is created by the division into lines of four or five
feet (except for the first and last line which have three feet), which mostly consist
of two-character compounds.28! Yang Mu furthermore remarks that the inversion
of the fifth line is also mainly for the sake of rhythm.282 It would syntactically be

more usual if ‘near nightfall’, xiangwan ([F@Eﬁ) were more in front: giaruo xiang-
wan de qingshi jiedao ('[ﬁfg'[ [FIBUEYT TV EEE).283 Another example related to the
importance of cadence is the fourth line: ‘town’, cheng (¥%), is preceded by the two
adjectives xiaoxiao de (‘] ’] fv) and jimo de (;d?%l H) where a more concise ex-
pression such as jimo de xiao cheng (S‘%#TFIL’EIU ‘' 3%) would have been possible as

well. But then the four and five feet regularity would have been interrupted. In a
personal and free way, Zheng’s poem thus pays as much attention to sound and
rhythm as was required in classical poetry, yet not in any rigid or strict way; on the
contrary, it gives an impression of ease and spontaneity, and in that sense rather
reminds one of Xu Zhimo or Wen Yiduo. In a different way, a few other Taiwan
poets also show much attention to sound and rhythm, without conforming to a
strict scheme. Yu Guangzhong, for example, explicitly emphasizes that he is
‘keenly aware of the role played by sound patterns, rhyming, ping-ze [static and
dynamic tone] and so on.’284 Yang Mu’s poetry, too, gives the impression of natu-
ral but rhythmic fluency.

What is interesting in view of the present research is that this verse goes
hand in hand with paratactic sentence arrangement. In ‘Mistake’, the verse lines
each consist of independent and conventionally grammatical sentences — just like

in the earlier examples. But Zheng has not made the syntactic relations between

281 De (1Y, a connective), ru (J[1 like) and shi (%! to be) are unstressed syllables that vanish into the
forceful two-characters rhythm.

282 Yang Mu in Zheng Chouyu 1997: 15.

283 The word order in the poem also seems to make the phrase more active: xiang [ﬁj nearly as-
sumes a verb-like function, as if the stones are going towards evening.

284 K.C. Leung 1991: 444. Leung calls ‘Ping-ze’ the ‘static and dynamic tone’. The standard terms
for ping and ze are ‘level and oblique’; they refer to tone contrasts in the Chinese language.
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the sentences or parts of them fully explicit. The first two lines, for instance, which
are asyndetic, can be read as ‘While I pass through [...] / the face [...] blooms and
withers [...]’; the exact connection is not given through any syntactic indication.
Similarly, there is a causal relation between the two near-parallel phrases of line 3
and line 6, which are without conjunctions. Literally line 3 reads: ‘The East wind
does not come, the willow catkins of March do not flutter’. This could be a com-
mon and grammatically correct Chinese way of saying ‘If the east wind does not
come, then the willow catkins of March do not flutter’, but it is remarkable consid-
ering the overall syntactic character of modern poetry; one additional character
(for instance: dongfeng yao bu lai [F{ % {1 T ] in the first part of the sentence or
san yue de liuxu jiu /bian bu fei [= *|pYA]J4HF/ {17 7%] in the second part) would
have made the connection at once explicit. Nor is there any syntactic indication of
how the next line (4 and 7) connects to the previous one, and the last two lines are
again simply juxtaposed.285 To conclude, Zheng’s poem includes elements that are
usually associated with classical poetry: imagery, rhythmic verse and paratactic
arrangements — a clear contrast with the examples by Ji Xian, Luo Fu and Chen
Li. This might account for the label of ‘Chineseness’ and the high appreciation of
readers. And one may wonder to what extent that appreciation is another demon-
stration of an ingrained equalization of poetry with verse.

Elsewhere Zheng also employs a different syntactic tension. Especially his
second book shows some language experimentation, such as grammatical adapta-
tions which may be based on English, as in the example of ‘toward evening’.286 Of-

ten quoted examples are the poems ‘The Man to the Right’ (F@%EU *,1961) and
‘Itinerary’ (W¥*H, 1965), in which a noun is suddenly employed as a verb, respec-
tively: ‘it autumns, it has been autumning already for a long time’ (=/Ff ", <IFF{H
L2 L2 17), which also carries rhyme; and ‘T once husbanded daddied’ (%Y T;?j\
IP"F"} Qiﬁ}).287 These sporadic functional conversions, enabling brevity, do not

quite convince Yang Mu, who disapproves of the yang, the harshness, that this

way slides into Zheng’s poetry.288 He perceives these elements as small disrupters

285 In ‘Mistake’ only line five is clearly subordinate to line four.
286 Yang Mu in Zheng Chouyu 1997: 13

287 Zheng Chouyu 1999: 187 & 243.

288 Yang Mu in Zheng Chouyu 1997: 40-1.
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of the rhythmic fluency, of the yin nature he appreciates so much in Zheng’s first
book. Even though that probably tells us as much about Yang Mu’s poetics as
about Zheng’s poetry, Yang’s comment is interesting in the light of the debate on
wenyan, baihua, and sanwen, as he remarks that these and other examples are
‘elements of wenyan sentence structure’ that have been ‘injected into a traditional
baihua’, with which Yang probably refers to the monosyllabic nature, since func-
tional conversions are not specifically restricted to wenyan.289

In a similar vein other poets have carried out different language experimen-
tations, but they employed it within an overall prose-style. Some, like Yang Lin-
gye, for example, at times inserted wenyan phrases or expressions into their po-
ems. Lloyd Haft has pointed to symmetry structures in some of Zhou Mengdie’s
poems29°, which of course ‘mark’ his language, and Luo Qing has for example ex-
perimented with the language of martial art novels in The Gallant Knights of Ca-
thay (f#1”7[[5¢ % &, 1975).291 The sporadic experiments with concrete forms in the

1960s by Bai Qiu, Lin Hengtai and others effected their language usage. Yet, de-
spite such form and language experiments and despite the obvious diversity in the
poetic language of Taiwan poets, a dominant style can be detected from the 1950s
till the mid 1980s: a speech-based prose, mostly characterized by regular syntactic
relations, complete sentences, a rhythm following natural breath pauses, and ten-

sion created mostly by imagery.

FLUIDITY AND VERSE LINES

The example of Zheng’s poetry illustrates that paratactic writing indeed occurs

and that the use of images is, obviously, not confined to prose-style poetry. But

289 Yang Mu in Zheng Chouyu 1997: 39.

290 Lloyd Haft, 2006 chapter 1: 17-42.

291 Cf. Lin Huanzhang who mentions Luo Qing’s special use of language in comparison to that of
his predecessors (1973: 115). Even in his first collection Luo Qing has a way of playing with
word/character order. Every now and then he also likes to play with sound, as in ‘Blankly slanting/
slantedly leaning’ (2~ 2 puiH / =[5 Elfiffé%) from ‘The ladder’ (§)=", 1982 in Here come the UFOs
(T IR = 79 171984), or ‘Pants’ belt belting pants / Flying in the wind’s dance / The words dance
in the wind (Tfjff$ [/ RS /T RET) from ‘Not to Keep anything from you’ (F: Eﬁﬁi‘:’%ﬁ,

Y

1976 in Rice Pa Songs (Z**5.1/ () (translations by Joseph R. Allen 1993: 363 & 295).
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from the end of the 1950s onward the prose-style prevailed and an apparent result
of that is fluidity: the poetry flows, so to speak, the language faces forward. Where
verse is characterized by interval and interruption, the prose-style shows continu-
ity. Remarkably, the arrangement of the verse lines generally does not affect this
fluidity. In the examples taken from the work of Luo Fu and Zheng Chouyu, sen-
tences and verse lines more or less coincided, but in those taken from Chen Li’s
poetry they did not. Nevertheless, Chen’s arrangement of sentences in shorter
verse lines hardly interferes with the sense of syntactic fluidity, as the breaks are
at natural pauses. Nor does it really affect the lexical tension in the poem; at best it
enhances it.

Just as Chen Li has written poetry in which sentence and verse line coincide
— the majority of the lines in “Taroko Gorge, 1989’ for example — Luo Fu has em-
ployed the opposite: sentences broken into verse lines. In fact, it probably is the
more common way of writing for Luo as well. An example is his ‘Gold Dragon

Temple’ ( = #FG#lsh ) 1970), a very famous poem from the fifth collection Mystic

Songs. Again lexical tension dominates the poem:

the evening bell

is a small trail travelers take down the mountain
ferns

along steps of white stone

chew their way all the way down

if this place were covered with snow

but all that’s seen is

a single startled cicada rising
to light the lanterns

one by one

all over the mountain

— translation by John Balcom 292

The imagery itself is clearly distinct from that in ‘Death in a Stone Cell, 1, as it
lacks the harsh images related to death and fear. The first two lines provide strong

lexical tension by equating the ‘evening bell’ to ‘a small trail’. The ground for this

292 Luo Fu 1988: 76; Translation in Michelle Yeh & N.G.D. Malmqvist 2001: 123. I have made two
minor changes. For the sake of similarity with the original I have kept the second verse line to-
gether, which Balcom divided into three: ‘is a small trail / travelers take / down the mountain’. I
have also changed the fifth line which read in his translation: ‘chews its way all the way down’.
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metaphor is given by the tenor itself, for the images can be understood through
the element ‘evening’: the bell announces the evening, making travelers aware that
it is time to leave the mountain; the sound of the bell thus ‘guides’ the travelers
down, as the path does.293The personification of the cicada in the last stanza is
also based on this time reference as they start chirping when dusk falls and that is
the time when the lanterns are lit. The relation between both tenors (bell and ci-
cada) and vehicles (trail and light the lanterns) thus implies a metonymical shift
and successive action. In a somewhat different way, the ground for the image
‘chew’ in lines three to five is given by the tenor also, because the Chinese word for

the ferns, ¥ #:fF}%, that ‘chew their way down’ consists of the characters ‘sheep-

toothed plant’. In other words, lexical tension is created by focusing on the mean-

ing of sheep’s teeth, thus invoking a reconsideration of the word for ‘ferns’.
Contrary to those in ‘Death in a Stone Cell, 1, the sentences are now broken

at more or less natural pauses, which are syntactically defined. ‘Gold Dragon

Temple’ can be parsed as follows:

L5055 subject

RLBEEN [T 25 copular predicate

= i subject

jﬁ% FIETpsT ([ prepositional phrase

- R pgi‘rﬂ = adverbial phrase and predicate
YU R = conditional clause

ﬁl JFLEL conjunction, adverb and predicate
- ERTERV)-[H direct object clause: subject
FIpYE direct object clause: object

- SRRy direct object clause: adverbial phrase
Eﬁ"’fk direct object clause: predicate

There are four main clauses: lines one and two, lines three through five, line six,
and lines seven through eleven. The last sentence has a syntactic connection to the
previous part by way of |ii|, er; the others do not have such connections. All sen-
tences of the poem are broken but complete and regular, except for the middle line

of the poem, which paradoxically is broken in a different way: it is left unfinished.

293 This is a classical allusion. Cf. for example Meng Haoran’s ‘Returning by Night to Lu-men
Mountain’ (% S5 U] 1#7), where the first line reads: ‘The bell rings at the mountain temple, day-
light turns to dust’ (translation by Stephen Owen 1977: 420).
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This so-called aposiopesis creates some tension at the syntactic level in a poem
that is otherwise dominated by imagery. The phrasing of the remaining three sen-
tences mainly serves to intensify the lexical tension.

It is in itself not particularly remarkable that ‘Gold Dragon Temple’ is written
in enjambing free verse; free verse — defined as having short, irregular lines — has
been the form of modern Chinese poetry in Taiwan, and enjambment is widely
used as well. Originally the term enjambment refers to a syntactic overflow be-
tween stanzas, but nowadays it usually refers to run-on lines, with overflow be-
tween two or more lines — as seen in the examples by Chen and Luo — as opposed
to end-stopped lines. The larger part of Taiwan poetry is written in such enjamb-
ments, dividing sentences at natural pauses into verse lines of smaller syntactic

units, as a look at recent anthologies like Poetry Anthology of the 1990s (v F (¢
?TPE) or Twenty Years of Taiwan Literature 1978-1998, 1: Twenty New Poets

shows. Yet, even within this common type of enjambment, there is quite a variety
in the way it is used. Whereas in ‘Gold Dragon Temple’ it serves to augment the
lexical tension created by the imagery and enhances the charm of the poem, it is
elsewhere frequently used in a rather straightforward way, with hardly any conse-
quences for the way the poem is read. Compare, for example Li Minyong’s ‘Street-

scape’ ('dﬂ:%J, 1990), included in both anthologies:

The poets
Are in the coffee bar on the corner
Discussing the history of revolution

Occasionally
Browsing through the evening paper
They discuss current affairs while music plays

News of the many wars far away
The progress of both the independence movement and the unification
The world is stirred in a porcelain cup

Outside the glass window
A pedestrian hastily walks by
Tailing a stray dog294

294 Xin Yu et al. 2001: 26-7; Bai Ling 1998: 21-2.
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Whereas the line division serves a clear purpose in Luo’s example, it remains
rather flat in Li’s. Both poems begin with only the subject in the first verse line,
one with ‘The poets’, the other with “The evening bell’, after which the sentence
continues in the next. This way both create a somewhat expectant pause, but in
Li’s example the second line falls short of that expectation: “The poets / Are in the
coffee bar at the street corner / Discussing the history of revolution’ is a regular
sentence, holding hardly any tension at either the lexical or syntactic level. In
Luo’s, as was already observed, the delay of the following predicate to the next line
does not in itself create any tension either, but it augments the existing lexical ten-
sion. The same is true for the remaining sentences of the poems. In short, both are
written in syntactically regular sentences, in which line division and enjambment
do not play an active part in creating tension of the lexical or syntactic kind. In
this respect, they are typical of a large part of modern Taiwan poetry.

Another aspect that frequently increases the feeling of fluidity is the narrative
character of many individual poems, which already existed of course, for example
in some poems by Ya Xian, but with the rise of nativism in the 1970s it seems to
become more popular. Of the younger generation Luo Qing, for example, has on
occasion written highly narrative poetry in a rather straightforward, linear way,
such as in ‘Ant’ (fi5#%) from The Gallant Knights of Cathay:

Out of a sea of people

An ant crawls toward you

You don’t know whether to be happy or sad
Is he friend or foe?

He crawls over your shoes

And you discover that you are actually
Wearing battleships

Camouflaged, but real fortresses

He crawls over your knee

And you discover that your smooth, marble body

Is all dangerous terrain—

Your shoulders are drop-offs, your chest a vertical wall

The ant crawls up your neck

And you discover that he discovers a thatched hut
A rustic thatched hut

With a door, chimney, and windows

He crawls into your mouth
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And out of your nostril, climbing into your eye
And for the first time you discover that this ant is
Huge, dinosaurianly huge

Finally the ant crawls into your brain

In and out of your dreams

Weaving for you all your unfinished fantasies

And you discover that you are able to discover no more

— translation by Joseph R. Allen29

Each stanza consists of one continuing sentence, deriving tension from the main
metaphor of the ant. By following this perspective some additional imagery is cre-
ated in each stanza, such as the shoes as battleships, the body as a dangerous ter-
rain, or the head as a thatched hut. The overall prosaic quality of the language is
emphasized by the evident narrative of the adventurous ant and enhances the for-
ward movement of the text. Because some sort of plot is incorporated, suspense is
added to the language tension. This is something Luo Qing does regularly, espe-

cially in his collection Catching Thieves (TLJF}S?IETH, 1977).

Now let me take a look at how fluidity and narrativity functions in poetry that
is called prose poem in English — as prose and narrativity are generally easily as-
sociated. What happened to the prose poem in this prose-style environment?
There are several poets in Taiwan who have written prose poems: Ya Xian has
written a famous one, called ‘Salt’ (£, 1958)29; Ji Xian, Guan Guan and Du Ye
have written several; Su Shaolian is quite known for them, but they have especially
brought fame to Shang Qin.297 Yet although Shang Qin is above all highly praised
for his prose poetry, interestingly, he himself stresses he would not use the term
sanwen shi, {7 7, and prefers to say ‘using prose to write poetry’ (I'/{jt ¥ #7) -
a statement he borrowed from Ji Xian.298 Like Ji Xian, Shang Qin judges the in-
trinsic quality of a piece of writing and not the extrinsic form. For example, he ex-
plicitly calls ‘Cough’ ([[i;, 1980), ‘in lieu of a preface’ in his Thinking with Feet (
HIRIRIEEL 1988), a prose text and not verse, despite the fact that it is cut in verse

lines, as follows:

295 Joseph R. Allen 1993: 241-3; Luo Qing 1975: 83-5.

296 Ya Xian 1998: 63.

297 On the subject of prose poetry in Taiwan see Michelle Yeh’s article ‘From Surrealism to Nature
Poetics: A Study of Prose Poetry from Taiwan’ (2000: 119-56).

298 Personal communication, Taipei, 17 January 2001. Ji Xian 1956A: 14
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Sitting

in a corner
of

a room

of

the library

holding back

until

someone drops a book
(history!)

on the ground

then finally
I cough
once29

What characterizes his prose? Two things are especially striking: the long

sentences and the sparse but powerful imagery. ‘Giraffe’ (:<%"jlu, 1959) is one of

Shang Qin’s best-known examples:

After the young prison guard noticed that at the monthly physical check-up all the
height increases of the prisoners took place in the neck, he reported to the warden:
‘Sir, the windows are too high!” But the reply he received was: ‘No, they look up at
Time.’

The kindhearted young guard didn’t know what Time looks like, nor its origin and
whereabouts, so night after night he patrolled the zoo hesitantly and waited outside
the giraffe pen.

— translation by Michelle Yehsoo

In the poem the phrase ‘They look up at Time’ plays a key role. The utterance is in
fact simply taken in a strictly realistic, rational way, defamiliarizing it at the same
time: in the line of thought of the naive guard, who does not know what time is
and therefore cannot understand the utterance of the warden, time becomes
something tangible like a window. Lexical tension is created because the juxtapo-
sition of two words belonging to different paradigms — window is a concrete,
countable noun, ‘time’ an abstract, mass noun — forces an unfamiliar correspon-

dence.

299 Shang Qin 1988: 8.
300 Shang Qin 1988: 33; Michelle Yeh & N.G.D. Malmqvist 2001: 176
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Frequently, Shang Qin’s figurative language revolves around such a semantic
transition: concrete and abstract, real and unreal are merged within the reality of
the poem. In a rational and logical way words are liberated from their traditional
semantic relationships and associations. As for the syntactic relations, the sen-
tences more or less move along common lines, as can be seen in ‘Giraffe’ also.
Long and winding as they may be, the sentences do have regular syntax, following
the usual subject-verb-object order. The first sentence is at first sight somewhat
complex because it is long and the main clause is delayed to the end: the subordi-

nate clause ‘After... neck’ (X[’ ... 7 ) at the beginning of the sentence goes quite

a long way before it becomes clear that actually ‘he reported to the warden’ is the
main clause. This is somewhat misleading, but not in any sense ungrammatical,
strange or incomprehensible. The rest of the poem is similar, with some delays in
the second stanza through the side by side positioning of three parallel verb-object
groups in the first main sentence and two parallel predicates in the co-ordinate
sentence after the semicolon.

Yet, Michelle Yeh states that Shang Qin’s poetry has convoluted syntax,
thereby explicitly referring to ‘Boundary’ (¥, 1958).3°* But examining its syntactic

constructions, I find that they are comparable to the ones in ‘Giraffe’:

It is said there is a war off somewhere...

Here, in a street at daybreak, a patrol man is stopped in a place without any obsta-
cles. Instantly he puts his hand behind his back, lowers his head and walks with
measured steps; wants to explain, wants to find out: where is the ‘boundary’; in this
way he is sculpted by this one intention.

And witnessed by a street dog, is the boundary, woven by the stare of one who has
got up early in the morning and washed, projecting an awareness of the tendency of
the dream of last night, and its echo that turns from the glass hairs on the wall of
bricks and cement.302

The first stanza does not provide any difficulties, nor does the second; the two im-
plied subjects are clearly the patrol man. The difficulty of the second stanza lies
not so much in following the syntactic structure, but in understanding the last

part, ‘in this way he is sculpted by this one intention’, which is syntactically cor-

30t Michelle Yeh 1996: 333-4.
302 Shang Qin 1988: 37.
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rect, but rendered more difficult by the passive construction. An active version
‘this intention makes a statue of him’ would more directly point to the man’s fro-
zen attitude. Similarly, a fluent reading of the last stanza, one long sentence di-
vided by three commas, is also somewhat impeded by its two passive construc-

tions, ‘witnessed by the dog’ (£%...5r-.., wei... suo) and ‘woven by the stare [...] and
its echo’ (f'I... ..., you... suo...) — of which especially the second is more compli-
cated, mainly because the element '+ suo occurs twice. The first suo is somewhat

misleading, as it is not the one that makes the passive construction. Furthermore,
the first comma, which serves to emphasize ‘boundary’ (— f%}’) may obscure the
fact that ‘witnessed by a street dog’ (i~ I E5Jpi| Iﬁﬁ) is adjective to ‘boundary’.
There is, however, a clear main structure: ‘a boundary is woven by the stare and its
echo’(— fRHEEFNE [%’E?[ﬂ[%;?ﬂ%ﬁ’??%&’?}), in which the rest are adjective phrases.

To conclude, there is no syntactic tension: the poems include some con-
structions that slow down reading, but stick to a clear and regular syntax. Yet,
Shang Qin’s prose style differs a lot from other Taiwan poets’ in that he is one of
the few to really take the writing of prose-style poetry as his point of departure: he
exploits its possibilities to the full by prolonging the sentences and having them
‘turned forward’ in the extreme. In doing so Shang Qin actually defies the fluidity
that characterizes so much of the other poetry that is written in verse, and
straightforward narrativity is seldom used. Evidently, he deliberately tries to draw
attention to the language itself, in both a lexical and syntactic way; he seeks the
limits, but does not cross them.

In Xia Yu’s poetry, in the next section, it is the syntactic structures them-

selves that are at stake.

ANOTHER FORM OF PROSE

Xia Yu has risen to prominence from the end of the 1980s onwards: her first two

books of poetry Memoranda and Ventriloquy (ﬁgznzﬁ (5, 1991) were praised sky-
high both inside and outside the poetry scene. Her third book Friction: Indescrib-
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able, however, was taken to task by many for destroying the Chinese language.3°3
As do many other poets, Xia Yu takes prose language as the starting point of her
poetry, but her work arguably still marks a different stage. Whereas Shang Qin’s
extended sentences slow down the process of reading, Xia Yu’s frequently create
ambiguity: the sentences interlock with one another, making it impossible to tell
where one sentence ends and another begins. The characteristic idea of prose as a
forward-facing text or an ongoing flow is given a new meaning here: syntactic rela-
tions are pushed to such an extreme that it creates tension because parts of the

sentences are no longer compatible. The following poem, ‘Written for Others’ (F{
TFIH[J M), from Salsa (Original title in English, 1999), may serve to illustrate how
Xia Yu handles this:

I write on the palm of his hand intricately3°4
so that it seduces him and then I still write it wrong
rub it and write it again stroke by stoke

I draw line by line and rubbing it I draw him
into a pictographic raft I

let the air out of the raft we sink

into the lake I say I love you

without roots and without nest

I love you I love you slowing

the pace till the very slowest so slow till

we hear gear-turning

sounds slippingly on our bodies

a beam of light that is the movie picture
only invented by someone to darken

the room to teach us

to make love slowly in the slowest motion

I love you slowly

dissolving into coarse-grains I love you

till we turn and are infinitely

split up and dissected o I love you

I love you

we become strangers to ourselves

so that there can be people who think

they have seen through us3°s

303 Personal communication, April 2001 and Zhang Beiwen 2002: 68. Nevertheless, in April 2001
Friction: Indescribable had sold 3000 copies. And all of Xia Yu’s collections sell well — far more
than the average sale of a collection of poetry: Memoranda flourishes in the form of photocopies
(Xia Yu herself refused to make a reprint after the first 500 copies); in April 2001 Ventriloquy had
sold 4000 and Salsa 7000 copies.

304 [t is common practice in Taiwan and China to ‘write’ with a finger in the palm of the hand to
demonstrate which character one is talking about.

305 Xia Yu 1999: 90.
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This poem about a protagonist seducing someone and making love might also be
regarded as a poem on the writing of poetry. The image of seducing someone by
writing ‘on the palm of his hand’ is comparable to Xia Yu’s writing: like a seducer,
a poem should hold a temptation in some way or other and lure the reader into it.
Especially the first five lines can be read as a description of how this is done: ‘I
write on the palm of his hand intricately / so that it seduces him and then I write it
wrong too / rub it and write it again [...] I draw him / into a pictographic raft’. Al-
though it can by no means be said that Xia Yu writes her poetry ‘wrong’, the syn-
tactic structures force readers to ‘write’ the sentences themselves during the read-
ing process, correcting or adjusting along the way. The incongruity between verse
lines and sentences is crucial in this. Frequently the verse lines are structured in
such a way that the sentence seems to stop at the end but then turns out to actu-
ally go beyond the verse line to the next, changing its meaning. Every new verse
line may give a twist to the whole, but one can seldom conclude in the end that
one has found the one and only way of reading. Ambiguity remains, and by way of
such intricacy the reader is lured into Xia Yu’s ‘pictographic raft’ — or scared off.
The language thus keeps the reader alert in quite a different way than any of the
examples above.

A closer look at the Chinese original of the lines 9 to 15 shows how exactly the

ambiguity works:

5 T o 5
T ek P 2]
B LA
PR 2y (5

- T
§§F[F UF [f\_k': 1 ﬂ’:r a3
S P

Line 9 can be read in two ways: ‘I love you, I love you, [I] slow the pace’ (% &/, =}
LSRR/ FE); or: ‘T love you, I love your slowing / the pace’ (Z5 %+, %%
FifRE /). The repetition of ‘T love you’ in the first instance suggests
reading ‘I love you’ twice, especially because it already occurred in line 7 as well.

That reading would mean that the subject of to slow down is implied — which is

common practice in classical and modern Chinese poetry, especially for an I. The

121



second version may perhaps read more smoothly, but is somewhat countered by
the content: as the beginning of the poem has set the tone of the I being the active,
leading person, one might want to continue that line of thought. Both versions are
equally justifiable in the Chinese.

After ‘slowing’ there is a short pause, it is the first place where one could stop
and have a complete sentence, but it continues: ‘slowing the pace to the very slow-
est’ (W &=[# &), and even further, ‘so slow we hear gears turning slippingly’ (&
Z7y / %Ei#ﬁ,@ﬂ;ﬁﬁi@) Here at the end of the verse line, the sentence seems to
conclude, only to continue in the next with ‘sounds’ (Eﬁ@ﬁ; literally ‘the sound
of’). Transferring ‘the sound of’ E'U’ij—?‘% to this next line instead of putting it directly
after turning (%<if#!) is meaningful as it urges the reader to read on with ‘on our
bodies’ (7 *V {15} F), creating the sentence ‘so slow that we hear the slipping
sound of the revolving of the gears on our bodies’ — thus the sound is transferred
to the bodies, making it physical. On the other hand, ‘a beam of light’ (- T [pfiv
) can also, and more easily from a logical-realistic point of view, be associated
with ‘on our bodies’ (7+Zy |} _F), making the beam of light the thing that is on
the bodies. Then again, the verse line beginning with ‘a beam of light’ also forms a
syntactically perfect sentence with ‘is who’ (;EL_%): ‘the beam of light is who?’; or
one is lured to the next line to form the sentence: ‘the beam of light’, alternatively
combined with ‘which is on our bodies’, ‘is the movie picture that is invented by
someone’ ([7% (<) -]/ — [T.T}lkﬂiﬁ fq_gz / FEFHR J”F%,:E%) Or shall we read two
coherences in ‘who has invented the tubular shaped light?” (= P [Fpiiuk ;@’g / 5
ffp) and ‘movies serve only to have the room darkened’ (&[] J%*E{/ RLEy
el EJFF’[* J+5#)? Or what about making one long sentence: ‘the beam of light
[that is on our bodies] is the movie picture invented by some one, which was only
to have the room darkened’ (7 Z${f2) & / — i pfyivsk ﬂﬁg‘% [ PR FESY b URLEY
RGP 1?2

Thus the poem goes on: one sentence may conceal another one and readers
form and reform them as they read, shifting the meaning along. ‘Written for Oth-

ers’ excels in creating syntactic tension through a skillful arrangement of lan-

guage, calling the unity of the line into question, which is typical of Salsa. Many of
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the poems in it evoke slightly contradictory feelings: there is a strong sense of an
ongoing flow because of the continuations to the next line, yet that flow is time
and again interrupted by the constant need for reconsidering how things fit to-
gether. The sparse use of punctuation is important in this. There are not many
punctuation marks in the whole volume, nor in Xia Yu’s earlier books, and many
poems have none at all, as in ‘Written For Others’. On the one hand this goes very
well with the feeling of continuity: characters succeeding one after another with-
out interruption, which is augmented in the original layout, done by Xia Yu her-
self, in which the characters are closely pressed together and nearly slip into each
other. On the other hand the elliptic punctuation is simultaneously favorable to
delaying the reading process and augments ambiguity. If there were a comma, for
example, between  sounds’ (ji* @?‘?‘,) and ‘on’ (+), one would quite ‘naturally’ link
‘on our bodies’ (71 %% {15} 1), to the next line ‘a beam of light’ (- B fA¥1954).
Punctuation was originally imported from European languages when the
vernacular became accepted in China at the beginning of the twentieth century.
Classical Chinese wenyan basically had no punctuation at all, and the reader had
to ‘trace’ the beginning and ending of the sentence himself, although a restricted
number of conventions and syntactic elements provided directions, and in poetry
the sentences usually coincided with the ‘verse line’.30¢ Poetry was thus not pre-
sented in verse lines but these were recognizable by the regular number of charac-
ters, tonal patterns and so on. In modern Chinese, punctuation is generally used
more loosely and differently than in Western languages; commas, for example, are
frequently equal to a full stop in English or a comma is often inserted immediately
after the subject of a sentence, which would be superfluous and incorrect in Eng-
lish. Most poets like Yu Guangzhong, Yang Mu, Zheng Chouyu, Xiong Hong, Ye
Weilian, Luo Men, Rongzi, Chen Li, Luo Qing, Luo Fu, Luo Zhicheng, Hong Hong
and so on, apply punctuation scarcely to moderately, using line-division instead to
mark a pause in the sentence, and most of them do not add a full stop at the end of
a verse line that coincides with a sentence. Whether the choice to use line-breaks

to replace punctuation marks is a continuation of the classical Chinese practice or

3% [ate classical Chinese uses some punctuation, although it is not the modern punctuation based on Euro-
pean languages that has been in use in Modern Chinese.
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an imitation of Western poets like T.S. Eliot, who recommended it, 3°7 is of course
hard to tell. But the opposite certainly occurs much less: only a few poets, like Ji
Xian and Xia Jing, have many punctuation marks, wherever they judge necessary,
including commas, semicolons and full stops at the end of each verse line.

In Taiwan poetry the scarcity of punctuation is actually hardly used to create
ambiguity, and apart from a few exceptions it is usually quite evident at the end of
a verse line whether the sentence continues or whether there is in fact an imagi-
nary comma or full stop. Yang Mu’s poetry, for example, does sometimes have
some tension between sentence and verse line, and Chen Li’s short poem ‘In the
afternoon, I am’ ("~ - HfJﬁf f, 2% 7+1, 1975) is also a good example. In Chinese it be-
gins with: -1 ElfJE?T (5,257 [ NE ) VR PV %Efiﬁéj, which could be ren-
dered into English as ‘In the afternoon, I am / in the street / looking at the sky
washing its many eyes’. This is a full sentence in itself, but because of the way it is
phrased, one also has to consider the meaning of the first line separate from the
rest of the sentence. ‘In the afternoon, I am’ in the sense of ‘I am there, I exist’,
thus stands alongside ‘Afternoon, I am looking at the sky washing...’, all the more
since the poem ends with ‘In the afternoon, I am’, and that is also the title. Yet on
the whole, one only occasionally comes across poems which show a technique
similar to Xia Yu’s to create ambiguity.

Basically, the ambiguous effects in which Salsa abounds are the result of en-
jambment, which is in it self, as seen above, not so remarkable. In contrast to
those earlier examples, where enjambment at best emphasized lexical tension, it is
a powerful, vital aspect in Xia Yu’s poems. As a result, the poems emphatically en-
force reader participation, much more than the work of any of the other writers.
Intuitive though Xia Yu’s poems may be in origin (as she stresses herself)3°8, her
poems also emphasize that they are a construct not only on the part of the writer
but also by the reader, which already begins with the material book, as the pages
must be cut open before it can be read. It is a significant design, for it not only
confirms an active contribution of the reader, but also makes a unique artifact of

each copy of the book — just like each reading does.

307 A.C. Partridge 1976: 16.
308 Personal communication, autumn 2005.
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In his 1998 treatise ‘Avant-garde poetry’ (fj] faﬁﬁ?{\ﬁ) Jiao Tong states that to

‘enforce participation of the readers’ is one of the aims of the new ‘Avant-garde
poetry’, which is often characterized by ‘language games’ and ‘form games’.309
However, I see that increased reader participation rather as a concomitant result
of something else: a radical change in the attitude toward poetic language and to
poetry. In the 1950s through the 1970s language comes to the fore as a natural,
transparent medium; even though it can and even has to be manipulated in poetry
— for all poetry is after all constructed — it is still predominantly a means of ex-
pression and in the end it is the expression that counts. Conversely, in Xia Yu’s
poetry from the end of the 1980s onwards, language comes to be more problem-
atic and artificial; doubt is cast on its very capacity for expression. As a result the
language demands attention for itself: language is materialized, as it were, and at
times this becomes a topic in Xia Yu’s poetry too.

‘Vanished Images’ (‘"L ¥ 54, 1989) is a good example that helps us to clarify
the issue at hand. The poem ‘rewrites’ a well-known passage of a commentary on
the Book of Changes (p}7%), ‘Elucidation of the Image’ (f5]4¢), written by the phi-
losopher Wang Bi, which has important implications for language theory.3w It

reads as follows:

What words clarify are images, get the images and forget the words; what images
convey are ideas, get the idea and forget the images. Similarly, the rabbit snare is for
catching rabbits; once you get the rabbit, you forget the snare. The fish trap is for
catching fish; once you get the fish, you forget the trap. And thus, words are the
snares for images, and images are the traps for ideas. Therefore, if you hold on to
the words you will not get the images; if you hold on to the images you will not get
the ideas. The images originate in the ideas but if you hold on to the images, then
what you hold on to are not the images; the words originate in the images but if you
hold on to the words, then what you hold on to are not the words. Therefore, forget
the image to get the idea, forget the word to get the image. Get the idea by forgetting
the image, get the image by forgetting the word. Hence, one establishes the image in
order to give full expression to the ideas, and the image can be forgotten.s

309 Jiao Tong 1998: 64. Another goal would be to ‘subvert typography’.

310 Wang Bi (226-249) is especially known for his Laozi commentary.

3u | have consulted the translations by Richard John Lynn (1994: 31-32) and Marie-Ina Bergeron
(1986: 165-8) of this particular passage, as well as Stephen Owen’s translations (1992: 33) of a pas-
sage by Wang Bi just prior to this one and James Legge’s translation (1962I1: 141) of a similar pas-
sage of the Zhuangzi.
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Wang’s passage expands upon two lines in the Zhuangzi, which read in Legge’s
translation: ‘Fishing-stakes are employed to catch fish; but when the fish are got,
the men forget the stakes. Snares are employed to catch hares, but when the hares
are got, men forget the snares. Words are employed to convey ideas; but when the
ideas are apprehended, men forget the words. Fain would I talk with such a man
who has forgot the words!’3:2 Wang Bi develops this into a triad of word (—F:—I), im-
age (44) and idea or concept (#1), in which image is used specifically in the mean-
ing of a mental, visual picture. From his passage a language theory can be derived
that is based on an organic relation between the three: ideas are immanent in the
images, as ‘a generalized image’ emerges from an idea or concept; images are
again immanent in the words, which are ‘a stage in the processes of mind, “born
from” the images of things’.3:3 As Stephen Owen explains, this has important con-
sequences for poetry and literature: ‘When the poet observes the forms of the
world around him, the infinite particularity of the physical world can be reduced
to some essential minimum, into categorical “images,” and thence, into categorical
language. The poet and his readers can assume that those images are the natural

29

embodiment of yi, the “conception” of how the world “is.”’314 Through the images,
which poet and reader have in common, words are means to ideas or concepts. To
grasp these is the ultimate goal, after which both words and images can, even
must, be forgotten. Wang Bi’s ‘Elucidation of the Image’ thus can be seen as the
foundation of a ‘transparent’ language theory in which a more or less one-to-one
correlation is assumed between word, image and idea.

In Taiwan poetry until the end of the 1980s, this correlation is still of impor-
tance, as is confirmed by Li Ruiteng who goes briefly into this. Li quotes another
passage by Wang Bi, one just prior to the one above, to illustrate this correspon-
dence, which he schematizes as follows: ‘meaning S image S word’.3!5 Subse-
quently, he quotes Yu Guangzhong: ‘ideas that are in poets are told through im-

ages that are outside; on the basis of these images that are outside, readers try to

return to the original idea that was in the poet’.316 Even though he omits the ‘word’

312 James Legge 196211: 141.
313 Stephen Owen 1992: 33.
314 Stephen Owen 1992: 34.
315 Li Ruiteng 1977: 117.
316 Li Ruiteng 1977: 116.
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part, Yu’s view is clearly based on the same theory of a transparent language and
conforms to the main point that the ‘idea’ is what it is all about, stressing the im-
age as the mediator between poet and reader.

Xia Yu’s ‘rewriting’ of Wang’s commentary rejects the idea of a transparent
language and its one-to-one relationship between words, images and ideas. Her

version is as follows:

VANISHED IMAGES3Y

B
what words clarify are “ “ , get and forget the words
1)

|
what convey are ideas, get the idea and forget =

T
if you hold on to the words, you will not get *-/f;-?%
if you hold on to 2%, you will not get the ideas

7

Q originates in the ideas but if you hold on to “®==*

then what you hold on to are not really 5—2 themselves;
the words originate in @ but if you hold on to the words
then what you hold on to are not really the words themselves

therefore, forget £ to get to the idea
forget the word to get =2

get the idea by forgetting % , get @ by forgetting the words

hence, one establishes & in order to give full expression to the ideas

and @ can be forgotten

Every time the character 5i xiang, image or symbol, occurs in the original text,

Xia Yu inserts a real ‘image’, probably a picture from an early word processor’s

317 Xia Yu 1991: 54.
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ClipArt gallery. She also cuts the passage into phrases in order to make it look like
poems ought to look; furthermore she deletes the two lines about the fish and the
hare.

With real pictures inserted into the passage, Xia Yu’s poem complies with the
suggestion given by the original commentary that images are preferable to words.
They are closer to meaning than words are — so why not put the images in right
away? But with the concrete pictures in the text the understanding of language is
subverted. The paradoxical title at once reveals the problematic relation between
word and image. It says the images have vanished, but the poem is full of concrete

images; what has vanished is the character 54, ‘image’. By the substitution for that

invariable character of sixteen different images it is literally shown that ‘categori-
cal images’ do not exist. An abstract level for xiang is denied; there are only con-
crete images for the word image. It is also actually impossible to read the poem
aloud: how to ‘read’ the image? If you read the first one as ‘cat’, it is not an image
any more, but a word again, open to diverse, concrete images. The poem makes
the reader realize: what words clarify are a certain image, yet the reader may well
get another image. When there is no inherent relation between words, images and
ideas, the images behind the words and the ideas behind the images may change
at all times. The idea does not exist and it thus becomes impossible to grasp it;
there is only a range of potential ideas.

In a hilarious and extreme way Xia Yu’s poem thus provides a new view of
language to supplant the traditional one of language as a transparent medium. But
the fact that the relation between word, image and idea is problematized does not
mean that there are no ideas or no meaning at all. The poem only stresses the con-
tinuous metamorphosis of the images behind the words and of the ideas behind
the images; meaning is constantly postponed. And what is left when the illusion of
language as a means of expression has disappeared is the materiality of language.
Through the years that materiality has been increasingly explored by Xia Yu, and
in Salsa, one of the most interesting books of poetry that have appeared in recent
years, this materialization reaches a new maturity. Language itself is now at stake,
and more than in any of her previous books the focus is on the operation and for-
mation of the Chinese language. It is not for no reason that she likes to emphasize

that the Chinese language knows no rules at all; the syntactic explorations in Xia
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Yu’s poems stretch the language to its extremes in order to find its limits and es-
sence: when does language cease to be language? As a result, Xia Yu’s poetry
manifests an emphatic attention to the language it is written in — the most ex-

treme example of that is probably her poem ‘Seance III’ (Béﬁ;%rlﬁ III, 1990) which

consist entirely of self-invented characters.3:8

In her poetry, Xia Yu has moved far away from the poetry written in the
1950s through the 1970s, from the work of poets like Yu Guangzhong, who once
said: ‘Classical poets did very well without having recourse to certain things, [do-
ing violence to] syntax, and so on. Besides, I have the prejudice that writing in
broken phrases, in a highly irregular way, ruins my sense of beauty’.319 Xia Yu’s
poetry is one example of poetry writing that emphasizes the materiality of lan-
guage, perhaps the most prominent one; but similar ideas lie behind some of the
poetry by for example Luo Zhicheng, Chen Kehua, Lin Yaode, Chen Li, Hong Hong
and younger poets like Ye Mimi.

That the exploration of the operation and indeed the formation of language
does not necessarily result in complex and sometimes even seemingly conflicting
syntax structures can be seen in, for example, the work of Chen Li, especially in
his seventh book of poetry, The Edge of the Island (5454, 1995). His focus on
the typical qualities of Chinese characters in ‘War Symphony’ (841 % 21, 1995)
is by now probably the best-known.320 The first square block of characters in it are
all soldier, == bing. In the second this is alternated with the characters = ping and
= pang, which look like soldiers missing one leg and are onomatopoeia for gun
shots; in the last few lines blank spaces are inserted, suggesting fallen soldiers.
The characters in the last block, = qiu, ‘tomb,’ look like soldiers without legs. All
the aspects of Chinese characters, meaning, sound, and picture, are integrated
into one elementary whole, creating a poem that would be impossible to make or
translate in another language. And whereas Xia Yu’s poems have complex syntac-

tic structures, in ‘War Symphony’ all syntax is eliminated. In different ways, other

poems in the same book also displays such a minimalistic way of writing, as in

318 This poem is the most obvious example showing resemblances between the poetry by Xia Yu
and the work by mainland artist Xu Bing, who became especially known through his mixed media
installation ‘A Book from the Sky’, 1987-91. Cf: www.xubing.com.

319 K.C. Leung 1991: 446.

320 Chen Li: 1995 112.
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‘Furniture Music’ (5! %%, 1995), in which language is brought back to a few es-

sentials:

I read on the chair
I write on the desk
I sleep on the floor
I dream beside the closet

[...]

In the songs that I hear

In the words that I say

In the water that I drink

In the silence that I leave32t

With examples like these Chen Li’s poems are the exact opposite of Xia Yu’s,
but notably, the two can be seen to emanate from a similar urge to hollow out lan-

guage.

The American Language poet Charles Bernstein wrote about his colleague Ron Sil-
liman, in ‘Stray Straws and Straw Men’: ‘Such poetry emphasizes its medium as
being constructed, rule governed, everywhere circumscribed by grammar & syn-
tax, chosen vocabulary: designed, manipulated, picked, programmed, organized,
& so an artifice, artifactual — monadic, solipsistic, homemade, manufactured,
mechanized & formulaic at some point: willful.’322 Such a description is equally
applicable to some of the poetry written in Taiwan from the end of the 1980s on-
ward. By pointing to that resemblance I do not merely mean to suggest that some
Taiwan poets have been particularly influenced by American Language poetry, but
it is quite likely that knowledge of American and other Western poetry has played
a role — just as in the case of the dominance of imagery. Yet, how exactly influence
should be defined and determined remains a complex question, especially in the
age of globalization when certain movements, circumstances, and life styles are
perceived in countries all over the world.

Again, the correspondence should not keep us from looking at the internal
literary scene and its developments. In the same way as prosification was, very

likely, a condition for the domination of imagery, the so-called ‘natural look’ of

321 Chen Li: 1995: 156.
322 Charles Bernstein 1984: 39.
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much earlier poetry may have helped trigger, conversely, the more artificial fea-
tures in Xia Yu’s and Chen Li’s poetry. Their publications in the 1990s can be un-
derstood as a resistance, perhaps unconscious, to the illusion of transparency and
expression that was prevalent in Taiwan poetry; the flowing syntax — one of the
keys to a ‘natural’ poetry, which of course is itself also a construct — may have led
them to force open habitual language patterns, resulting in a poetry that questions
its own status. Besides, the specific focus on the Chinese language ensures that
their poems cannot simply be called ‘imitations’ of international trends. In a sense
Ji Xian’s quest for intellect is developed to a new height in this poetry: spontane-
ous emotions and intuition are channeled and blended with intellectual ingenuity,
leaving lyricism far behind and emphasizing the poems as constructs.

The following chapters further elaborate this idea and will focus on how po-
ets have gradually found different means to draw attention to the artificiality and

materiality of poetry, especially in form.
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Chapter 3

Serial Forms: The Poem As Construct (ii)

In323 reading modern poetry from Taiwan after 1949, one regularly comes across
the so-called ‘serial form,” that is, a poetic work that is presented as a whole and
that, at first glance, distinguishes itself by way of its layout: typically, a main title
covering several seemingly independent parts headed by numbers or subheadings.
Such forms are usually referred to as a sequence (also series, suite, and cycle) and

find a Chinese equivalent in the term zushi %’_'?T“ This is a special type of form that

I believe becomes more common in the 1970s and that might contain a different
answer to the question how to ‘mark’ one’s poetry as such, now that ‘prose’ had
become the common language and all the former technical and formal elements
that classical poetry prescribed had been abolished.

Serial forms are found both in classical and modern Chinese poetry, but the
Chinese term zushi, literally meaning ‘grouped poetry,’ is a modern one, according
to Joseph R. Allen in his unpublished manuscript The Chinese Lyric Sequence,
which is mainly devoted to classical poetry. Allen suggests that the term is ‘derived
from exposure to similar terms in Western literature’s24 and that it ‘offers some
insight into the way the Chinese lyric sequence is to be read. It is more a web,
rather than a string, of materials; more of a constellation than a chain’.325 The
English equivalents sequence, series, suite, or cycle, on the other hand, all imply a
certain order, or, to quote Allen once more, they connote ‘a string of materials.’
Both the English and Chinese terms, however, have been used quite carelessly as
they are applied to serial forms with a variety of underlying principles, regardless

of the degree of coherence — a problem rarely discussed.326

323 This chapter has earlier been published in much the same form in MCLC (Marijnissen 2001). I
thank the journal and its chief editor Kirk Denton for their permission to reprint. Part of the MCLC
article also appeared in Chinese (Marijnissen 2003).

324 Joseph R. Allen, manuscript 2000: page 227.

325 Joseph R. Allen, manuscript 2000: ii. The term zushi is for example also used for a group ses-
sion of several poets writing together on one topic, such as the one mentioned before on p. 30.

326 Apart from Allen’s study I have not found any substantial material on Chinese serial forms. For
some studies on the topic in Western literature, see Joseph M Conte 1991; Doranne Fenoaltea and
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Poetic sequences, both in China and the West, are presented as wholes in
books of poetry or anthologies, but they do not necessarily have to be read as inte-
gral units. The components do not always gain in meaning when read as parts of
the sequence-as-a-whole, but sometimes have a rather independent status. In
other words, the coherence of serial forms varies widely: their components may
either be meaningful solely in relation to each other or be highly autonomous, and
a range of possibilities lies between these poles. Crucial in the study of serial forms
is how the various parts are related and how compelling their coherence is. Under-
lying principles that potentially connect the parts are numerous: formal features,
thematic relations, narrative or other structural continuity, and so on. In consider-
ing the coherence of serial forms, an important question is the order of the com-
ponents. One can distinguish, in this regard, between categorical and sequential
relations, two structural modes that are not mutually exclusive and may appear
together.

In the case of categorical relations, the arrangement of the parts is based on
some kind of common feature. The differences between the components are of no
importance for their positions within the group; no development is suggested and,
accordingly, it would not matter if the parts were arranged differently, nor if one
was omitted or another added. Still, reading the whole can lead to a better under-
standing of the individual parts. Obvious examples of this kind are serial forms
based on formal resemblance, such as a group of sonnets; or those based on the-
matic relations, such as the so-called variations upon a theme, in which the com-
ponents deal with the same topic from different points of view. An entire book of
poetry, such as Luo Fu’s Hidden Titles, can be classified among this type of serial
forms, since all the poems in the book are written in acrostics: read in order, the
first characters of each line form the title of the poem.

Sequential relations, on the other hand, imply a strict order. The constituent
parts of such a sequence may be presented as autonomous entities, but in addition
they show a narrative or some other form of structural continuity when read in the
prescribed order. The components represent essential stages in the development

of the sequence-as-a-whole. It follows that the segments cannot be shuffled

David Lee Rubin 1991; Roland Greene 1991; Joachim Miiller 1932; Helen Mustard 1946; M.L.
Rosenthal and Sally Gall 1985; and Ronald Vroon 1989.
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around and that it does matter if one is left out or added. In order to do full justice
to the sequence, each part has to be read from its particular position in the series
and in relation to the other parts, all of which form a whole. An obvious example
of this kind is Petrarch’s Il Canzoniere (The Songbook), whose Sonnets for Laura
are readable as individual poems but together show different phases of love: hap-
piness after the first encounter, doubt about Laura’s love, certainty about her love,
and lamentation and glorification after her death.

If we agree with Allen’s understanding of the Chinese term zushi being ‘more
a web, rather than a string, of materials; more of a constellation than a chain,’ it
follows that the term would be more applicable to the first type, those based on
categorical relations. That idea is confirmed by the Yu Guangzhong when he sug-

gests that Luo Qing is indebted to Wallace Stevens, from whom he learned

how to handle a theme from different angles so as to explore possibilities of ramifi-
cation and to superimpose an order of abstract beauty on reality. This technique of
playing variations upon a theme, also derivable from music and painting, is most in-
teresting in Lo Ch’ing’s [Luo Qing] “Ways of Eating Watermelon” [z 1/ Ty ]
and “A Synthetic Study of Persimmons” [ffj~+"fivi# F’ﬁ’ﬁm{t], while his “Holding a
Broom in His Hand” [ £ §i4®1] is most reminiscent of Stevens’s “The Man with the
Blue Guitar” and “Thirteen Q/Vays of Looking at a Blackbird”. For some time poets in
Taiwan had been desperately aware of their narrowing thematic scope and of an ur-
gent need to re-adjust the poets’ attitude to their theme. The adoption of Stevens by
Lo Ch’ing opened up a new vista for others to follow. Yeh Shan’s [Ye Shan, Yang Mu]
“The Twelve Terrestrial Branches Suite” [ = K/ %JFH&E?E ] and Lo Fu’s [Luo Fu]
“The Thirteen Peaks of Emaciated Unhappiness” [{§ 4, = %], and a host of others
indicate a general readiness for the conversion.327

What I find especially striking in this passage, with regard to the underlying prin-
ciples of serial forms, is that Yu simply assumes that the works by Luo Qing and
Wallace Stevens, and indirectly even those by Yang Mu and Luo Fu, are all ‘varia-
tions upon a theme.” As such, Yu’s remark reflects the fact that a zushi is indeed
often understood as having some coherence on the basis of resemblance. As far as

Luo Fu is concerned, this might be true. He himself says in a postscript:

The American poet Wallace Stevens once wrote ‘Thirteen Ways of Looking at a
Blackbird,” the beginning and end of which echo each other; it is a coherent whole
focusing throughout on a bird. My modest effort, however, tries to write about thir-
teen appearances and spirits of the mountains in thirteen styles, about thirteen se-

327 Yu Guangzhong 1974: 5.
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crets of the mountains; every peak is isolated and can equally be read as a short
poem.328

However, as I will show in the following, this view of ‘variations upon a theme’ is
less adequate for Luo Qing’s ‘Six Ways of Eating Watermelon’ (Jz}/1 M i+ & )3k
the title poem of the book is Ways of Eating Watermelon) and Yang Mu’s ‘Etudes:
Twelve Earthly Branches’ are more ‘sequential’ than ‘variations’ suggest.

Several statements about serial forms in Taiwan poetry can be derived from
Yu’s passage, and they can serve as a point of departure here. Yu’s remark that
Luo Qing ‘opened up a vista for others to follow’ implies that in following Wallace
Stevens Luo was the first to use the technique of variations on a theme, a ques-
tionable assertion in view of the fact that he cites two other examples, one by Yang
Mu and one by Luo Fu, both of which were written around the same time. Yang
Mu’s was written in 1970, as was Luo Qing’s ‘Six Ways of Eating Watermelon’,
while his ‘A Synthetic Study of Persimmons’ and ‘Holding a Broom in His Hand’
are dated 1971 and 1970, respectively. Also Luo Fu’s ‘Thirteen Peaks of Emaciated
Unhappiness’ was written in 1970. Why is it then that Yu calls Luo Qing the inno-
vator? It might be because of his so-called ‘adoption’ of Wallace Stevens, but Luo
Fu also explicitly refers to Stevens as an inspiration.

Furthermore, it seems doubtful that the technique of variations upon a
theme was new at all. Numerous serial forms had been written in Taiwan prior to
1970. To name a few examples: Zheng Chouyu’s ‘Clouds of Yan’ (3i«5=& ) written
in 1967; even earlier, Yang Lingye’s ‘Sutra Leaves’ (}!3, 1959); and Luo Fu’s vol-
umes Death in a Stone Cell and Poems of Beyond, published in 1965 and 1967 re-
spectively.329 And classical Chinese poetry abounds in examples of serial forms.
Leafing through anthologies, one comes across numerous serial forms, either ar-
ranged by the authors themselves or by editors, that show different degrees of co-
herence. Such sequences as Tao Yuanming’s ‘Twenty Poems After Drinking Wine’
(Béfd’p”[%ﬂ = F}), Han Yu’s ‘A Pond in a Jardiniére’ (EHErF]), and Su Dongpo’s

‘Eastern Slope, Eight Poems’ (flu /" 71,7 1) are obvious examples of variations

328 Luo Fu 1993B: 190.
329 Zheng Chouyu 1979: 257-266; Yang Lingye in Zhang Mo 1977: 60-77.
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upon a theme.33° Others are more strongly integrated and show progression when
read as a whole, such as Du Fu’s ‘Eight Autumn Meditations’ (FF% /" f1) and Meng
Jiao’s ‘Apricots Died Young, Nine Poems’ (ﬁ‘, Fi]vF1).331 In The Chinese Lyric Se-
quence, Allen sheds light on some of the underlying structures of classical se-
quences.

The question thus arises: do these serial forms from Taiwan represent a con-
tinuation of an old tradition? What exactly is new in them, if they are not varia-
tions upon a theme? I will try to answer this question by studying some of these
forms in detail: Yang Mu’s ‘Etudes: The Twelve Earthly Branches,” Luo Qing’s ‘Six
Ways of Eating Watermelon,” and one written some ten years later, Xia Yu’s ‘Mak-
ing Sentences’ ({F‘L F[J ). My analysis will revolve around the following sub-
questions: How are the constituent parts related, what underlying structure may
be discerned, and how compelling is the coherence between the components? We

will see an interesting parallel with our findings of the previous chapter.

YANG MU’S CLINAMEN

The first example under scrutiny is Yang Mu’s award-winning ‘Etudes: The Twelve
Earthly Branches’ (1970), published in his fourth book of poetry Legends ({£:5,
1971) under the pen name Ye Shan. Yang, one of Taiwan’s best-known poets, has
written numerous serial forms throughout his career. All of them are in free verse;
some have regular numbers of lines in stanzas, others do not (even in the ‘Four-
teen Sonnets’ [{ Y- Yi~], where one would expect fourteen lines in each poem,
some have thirteen or fifteen). Most of the components in these serial works are
numbered, but a few have subheadings, e.g., ‘Yin-Yang and the Five Elements’ (&

[~ i=). Others have both, such as ‘Partridge Sky: Six Poems’ (=~ ”F“'l). The

330 Tao Yuanming 1996: 221-251, translation James Robert Hightower 1970: 124-157; Han Yu
1980: 161, translation Watson 1984: 240-241; Su Dongpo 2000, translation Burton Watson 1994
89-92.

331t Du Fu 1983: 296-304, translation Burton Watson 2002: 129-141; Meng Jiao 2002: 506-511,
translation David Hinton 1996: 41-51.
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importance of subheadings versus numbers will become clear in my discussion of

‘Etudes,” quoted in full below:

Etudes: The Twelve Earthly Branches

1. Rat

Prostrate, we wait

for midnight — shapeless midnight
except for a bell chime

coming like childhood

from three streets away

Turn and pay homage to long-absent Aries

Kneeling like a field sentry in the dark

I advance northward

Louisa, please face the earth god

worship him the way I worship your sturdy shoulders

2.0x

NNE3/4E Louisa

fourth watch, chirping insects occupy the peninsula I just left
Like Aldebaran, I search the wide open

valley, a bamboo grove on the other side

Hunger burns on combat lines

Fourth watch, the intermittent lights of vehicles
quietly flash

across your raised thighs

3. Tiger

Gemini daybreak. Listen

to the earth’s raging tears

Listen, my crawling comrades

unclean melons

Listen, east-northeast and north

exploding spring, incendiary shells, machine guns
helicopters chopping up the morning fog. Listen
Louisa, what does the Persian rug say to you?
What does the Asian mud say to me?

4. Hare

Please face east when the Crab

shows an array of autumn hues with its many-legged obscenity
Versatile

My metamorphosis, Louisa, is incredible

Patterns of wilderness embroidered on my clothes
swallow baby girls like nightfall

I slaughter, vomit, sob, sleep

Versatile

Please repent with me toward the east
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toward the hares of next spring

running and leaping over streams and death’s bedding
Please testify with all the pleasures of your senses
Versatile

5. Dragon

Lion in the west (ESE3/4S)

Dragon is the occasional East in legends. Now

we can only define a constellation of ecstatic groans
with complete nakedness

East southeast south, Louisa
you who bleed profusely

and suffer so much

are my most allusive

bitterest

secondary star

in the constellation of the Leech
that I define

6. Snake
Or leave me with your dew-drenched morning flowers

7. Horse

Louisa, the wind’s horse

gallops along the shore

provision was once a rotten shell

I am a nameless water beast

lying on my back all year long. Libra at noon

in the western hemisphere, if I am overseas. . .

In bed, cotton sways on the brimming plain

Libra hangs over the corpse-floating river of lost dignity

I hold the distorted landscape

with my groin. A new star rises from the south

Can my hair and beard be heavier than a shell, Louisa?
I love your smell as you kneel toward the south

like a sunflower moving with time

longing for an unusual curve, oh Louisa

8. Ram

‘T'll be your fullest winery’

In the afternoon Capricorn sinks into

the shadow of the continent. High like Taurus at fourth watch
I suck and press the surging grapes

Surging grapes

the harvest flute slants west

Is Louisa still feeding doves on the porch?
Slanting to the west, poisonous stars
please cover me with her long hair

9-10. Monkey-Rooster
Another dashing arrow

138



45 degrees oblique:
the equestrian archer falls, embracing an armful of moonlight

Rise, rise, rise like the monkey, please
I am a weeping tree by the river

the hesitation of Capricorn

The sun has set to the west

11. Dog

WNW3/4N

Fill me with the water of the seven seas
Din at first watch ambushes a square

a drizzling rain falls on our rifles

12. Boar

Louisa, please hold me with all the tenderness of America
accept me, a fish of wounded blood

You too are a shining fish

rotting in a polluted city. Louisa

please come back to life in the olive grove

and lie on your back for me. Second watch

a dewy olive grove

We have forgotten so much

A steamboat brings back my poisoned flag

The eagle hovers like a vulture for latter-day carnage
North northwest and west, Louisa

you will scream

when you find me dead upon my victorious return
lying cold and stiff on your naked body.

— translation by Michelle Yeh and Lawrence R. Smiths32

The constituent parts of ‘Etudes’ interact through imagery with clear sexual refer-
ences throughout. They may be explicit, such as ‘the pleasure of your senses’ (no.
4), ‘a constellation of ecstatic groans / with complete nakedness’ (no. 5), and
‘please come back to life in the olive grove / please lie on your back for me’ (no.
12), but are usually more concealed. For this Yang employs two metaphors that
are widespread in literature: war and landscape or nature. The latter is used to re-
fer to the body, often the female body, as in ‘I search the wide open / valley, a
bamboo grove on the other side’ (no. 2), ‘I hold the distorted landscape / with my

groin’ (no. 7), ‘I suck and press the surging grapes’ (no. 8), etc.

332 Yang Mu 1978: 433; translation: Yang Mu 1998: 41. In part 8, I have twice substituted the word
‘grapes’ for ‘vines’ (#/% in Chinese).
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The text is a response to the Vietnam War, says Yang himself.333 The perspec-
tive is one of a soldier in the front lines but the war imagery is cleverly infused
with eroticism. War images such as ‘field sentry’ (no. 1), ‘Hunger burns on combat
lines’ (no. 2), ‘exploding spring, incendiary shells, machine guns / helicopters
chopping up the morning fog’ (no. 3) can also be understood in the light of a more
sexual context. Because of this and the other sexual references mentioned, Yang’s
‘Etudes’ might also be seen as a response to Yu Guangzhong’s earlier poem ‘Dou-
ble Bed’, which also combines eroticism and war, or as another response to the
‘Make Love Not War’ slogan. But whereas in Yu’s poem eroticism is contrasted
with the war raging outside the bed, Yang’s work not only contrasts the two but
presents love-making as war. I will here focus on this view, as the war theme has
often been discussed.

On a structural level, the work is held together by its subheadings, as well as
by compass points, Western zodiac signs, and ‘watches’ (two-hour periods marked
by the Twelve Earthly Branches and used to designate time in traditional China).
The Branches were used to designate not only hours but days, months, and years.
The twelve animals of the Chinese Zodiac symbolize the Branches and are sup-
posed to exercise influence over their particular temporal period.

There is a discrepancy between the subheadings in the English translation
and the Chinese original. In the translation, each part is numbered and named af-
ter the corresponding animal of the Chinese zodiac. As these subheadings are
qualitative and attribute certain characteristics, ‘Etudes’ appears to be of the cate-
gorical kind. The components each give the impression of being a variation (an
‘etude’) on the main theme, a variation that is based on the symbolic animal ruling
the zodiac sign. The work thus consists of several ‘etudes.” In the Chinese text, on
the other hand, these animals are not explicitly mentioned in the headings; in fact,
only a few of them appear in the text. The subheadings are formed by the Twelve
Earthly Branches themselves (i.e. =", =, Fh’, g, By 51, T, FL L, 5, ) a sys-
tem of ordinal numbers. More important, however, is that the chronology of the
Branches implies a strict reading order and a trajectory of development. After all,
time and development are inextricably bound together: time denotes progression,

and development takes place within time. The relation between the constituent

333 Personal communication, May 2001.
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parts is therefore of the sequential kind. Of course, the animals in the translated
titles contain references to time as well (because they symbolize the Branches),
but more important is the fact that they characterize the specific period they
dominate, whereas the Chinese titles emphasize the structural continuity of the
whole piece, making it in fact one ‘etude.” Following this line of thought, ‘Etude of
the Twelve Earthly Branches’ would be a more appropriate translation of the title.
Based as it is on the Twelve Earthly Branches, Yang Mu’s work reminds one
of classical sequences that follow the twelve months of the Chinese lunar calendar.
As Allen puts it: ‘The seasonal and monthly progression offered Chinese poets
their most programmatic form for the lyric sequence’.334 Yang’s exercise of the
Twelve Earthly Branches with their corresponding points on the compass and zo-
diac signs appears to be just as programmatic as the month-sequences. Allen fur-
ther concludes that ‘While poets often embraced that easy progression . . . there
was always a tendency to complicate the program with diversions and hesita-
tions’335. One example Allen gives is that of Li He’s ‘“Twelve Lyrics for Music on the
Theme of the Twelve Months of the Year (together with an Intercalary Month)
Composed While Taking the Examination in Henan fu” (' ﬁﬁjﬁ%‘{ A =
£1), which deviates from the common seasonal imagery and readers’ expectations.

This is interesting in light of the ‘Etudes,” a thorough reading of which shows a
complication of its programmatic form as well, one that is far more significant
than those in classical poetry.

An examination of the corresponding Western zodiac signs, the points on the
compass and the time references immediately draws attention to the Sixth Branch
because it is the only section in the ‘Etudes’ in which these are not mentioned. The
Sixth Branch thus assumes a special position. We could call this phenomenon cli-
namen, borrowing the term from the French OuLiPo (Ouvroir de la littérature po-
tentielle), whose members gathered at this ‘Workshop for Potential Literature’ to
discover new ways of creating literature and became most famous for their self-
imposed rigorous formal constraints.33¢ The clinamen can be defined as the one

component that deviates from an otherwise regular system, thus drawing atten-

334 Joseph R. Allen 2000: 158.

335 Joseph R. Allen 2000: 157.

336 The OuLiPo was founded by Raymond Queneau and Francois Le Lionais in 1960. The members
were mainly French and included poets, novelist, philosophers, mathematicians, and scientists.
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tion to this one component and to the system. The famous novel Life, a User’s
Manual (La Vie mode d’emploi, 1978) by the OuLiPo writer George Perec, for ex-
ample, is situated in a house with one hundred rooms, as many as the squares on a
checkerboard, and the order in which the rooms are described follows the knight’s
move, without passing through any room twice. This procedure is, however, ‘sabo-
taged,” as one room is left out — the room around which the whole novel revolves.

Given its irregularity within a regular system, the Sixth Branch in ‘Etudes’
might be assigned a similar role, the more so because other formal features stress
its special status within the whole. Most conspicuous is the fact that the Sixth
Branch is the only section that consists of just one line: ‘Or leave me with your
dew-drenched morning flowers,” and this line falls in the middle of the work: it is
the fifty-first line in a total of one hundred. Furthermore, ‘Etudes’ contains eleven
sections instead of the expected twelve because the Ninth and Tenth Branch are
combined into one. Thus, in the number of parts, the Sixth Branch is the exact
center. Lastly, from a grammatical point of view, the Sixth Branch stands out be-
cause the line begins with ‘or’ (huozhe), which suggests that this particular part is
directly related to or dependent on something outside of it, in contrast to the other
parts, which seem more independent of each other.

Naturally, this foregrounding gains in meaning if it is functional within the
whole, and anyone familiar with astrology will have noticed that the only Western
zodiac sign that is not mentioned is that of Virgo. The combination of the literal
meaning of this zodiac sign, the meaning of the one line, the fact that the T’ re-
peatedly addresses ‘Louisa’ and the erotic connotations throughout all point to the
penetration of Louisa, or even her deflowering: ‘Leave me your morning flowers’.
The snake, the corresponding Chinese animal of the Sixth Branch, reinforces this
reading, as it is, in Yang’s early poetry, often associated with sexual desire or the
phallus.337

This analysis still allows several readings of the work. One can look at each
part as dealing with a different aspect of the theme of erotic love, but given the
progression inherent in the use of the Twelve Earthly Branches, it seems more ap-

propriate to regard it as a continuum describing the development of sexual activi-

337 Michelle Yeh 1998: xxi.
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ties between the ‘I’ and Louisa, stage by stage.338 Several images in the text under-
line this interpretation. Apparent war imagery in the beginning such as ‘T advance
northward’ (no. 1), ‘I search the wide open valley’ (no. 2), and ‘exploding spring’
(no. 3) connote foreplay or a preliminary phase of sexual intercourse. And the fi-
nal three lines can be read as the end of it: ‘you will scream / when you find me
dead upon my victorious return / lying cold and stiff on your naked body.’s39 Si-
multaneously, the Branches are a circular time system and may thus imply recur-
rence of events.

‘Etudes’ turns out to be a complex, integrated whole with an architecture that
requires all components to be read in their given order, otherwise the clinamen
cannot be noticed. In fact, its structure is so tight that the elements have little in-
dependence: despite the fact that they may at first seem to be relatively autono-
mous (e.g, with their own beginnings and endings), the clinamen, together with
the imagery, denies them their autonomy. The Sixth Branch deviates so clearly in
all possible ways from the others that it binds them together. Thus, a thorough
reading reveals that ‘Etudes’ is a serial form in which the constituent parts are
only meaningful in relation to each other. It is not a suite or a web of poems, but is
in effect one poem, what one might call a compound poem.

Essential in the distinction between a suite and a compound poem is the de-
gree of autonomy of the constituent parts. Ronald Vroon refers to this problem in
his research on the suite in Slavic literature, for which he employs the useful no-
tion of centripetal and centrifugal tendencies: ‘If the former dominate over the lat-
ter, the result is a coalescence of texts to the point where they are no longer viewed
as independently viable entities. If the latter dominate the fact of seriation is not
likely to be ignored, but to be subverted’s4c. Following Vroon, I define a suite as a
serial form in which the centripetal and centrifugal forces are in balance. When
centrifugal forces dominate, the serial form is actually a group of independent po-
ems. If the balance tips to the side of the centripetal forces, the serial form is one

long compound poem, forming a hybrid between a suite and a poem. As for Yang

338 At the same time one can also point out some psychological development related to the effects
of the war.

339 Apart from sexual connotations there is of course also a direct association with death through
war.

340 Ronald Vroon 1989: 476
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Mu’s ‘Etudes,” the centripetal tendencies in it are so dominant in view of the cli-
namen that the balance tips toward a compound poem.

But how does one decide whether or not these forces are in balance within a
particular serial form? According to Vroon, this is a matter of interpretation; as it
is the reader who relates the parts to each other, the relations and coherence
within a work may vary from one reader to another. Thus, different Chinese critics
of Luo Fu’s Death in a Stone Cell refer to it with different terms, such as ‘suite,’
‘long poem,” or ‘collection of poems,” as they emphasize different relations. But
does the reader’s interpretive influence extend all the way to the very structure of
the poem?

Stanley Fish, for one, argues that it is. In his ‘Interpreting the Variorium’ he
claims that formal units are not simply ‘in’ the text, waiting to be dug up, but al-
ways stem from an interpretative model. It is the interpretational act of the reader,

who ‘is always making sense,’ that creates form:

What my principles direct me to ‘see’ are readers performing acts; the points at
which I find (or to be more precise, declare) those acts to have been performed be-
come (by a sleight of hand) demarcations in the text; those demarcations are then
available for the designation ‘formal features,” and as formal features they can be (il-
legitimately) assigned the responsibility for producing the interpretation which in
fact produced them.34:

Ultimately, when structure or other formal features also become subject to inter-
pretation, critics seem to lose the only solid ground upon which to analyze poetry.
According to Fish, however, ‘the choice is never between objectivity and interpre-
tation but between an interpretation that is unacknowledged as such and an inter-
pretation that is at least aware of itself’.342 The fact that interpretation in the end
does not become a completely arbitrary, personal affair, is explained by Fish’s in-
troduction of ‘interpretive communities,” of which readers are inevitably a part
and which account for shared interpretive strategies resulting in similar interpre-
tations.

I agree with Fish to a certain extent. Background and experience provide the
larger context of the text and cause readers to pay attention to certain aspects and

disregard others — including formal structures. However, if Fish’s point that form

341 Stanley Fish 1980: 163.
342 Stanley Fish 1980: 167.
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is not inherent in the text is carried through, one must also conclude that no dis-
tinction can be made between any two texts whatsoever, between two different se-
quences by Yang Mu or between a sequence by Yang Mu and one, for example, by
Meng Jiao. Yet this never constitutes a problem because the material form does
make it possible to distinguish between different texts. I would therefore hold that
the text is the form, which is in a way prior to any reading, but that formal charac-
teristics are only activated by interpretation. Consequently, different structures
may be attributed to a text as a result of different interpretive strategies.

When a poetic work is presented in a serial form, an invitation is, as Vroon
puts it, extended ‘to the reader to explore the poetics of the device, to understand
why a particular group of poems has been selected to constitute a set and why they
have been arranged in a particular order.’343 Vroon’s theory of interpretation,
however, leans toward arbitrariness when he says that ‘even in the case of the
most cohesive, tightly organized series [...] the reader always has the option of re-
jecting the invitation, for by its very nature the poetic series permits one to deal
with any of its constituent poems apart from and without reference to the oth-
ers’.344 According to Vroon, readers are free to do whatever they like, whereas I
would argue that readers are limited by, or focus on, the particular text or texts
they are reading.

An example like that of the clinamen in Yang Mu’s ‘Etudes’ makes this quite
clear. While various readings might generate various elements, the tight formal
structure, once noticed, cannot simply be ignored, as Vroon claims; for an inter-
pretation that involves more elements than others, or clarifies them in a better
way, will be found more powerful, and hence more plausible and successful. The
touchstone for different interpretations that are made is thus plausibility, which
comes to substitute for ‘evidence’ or ‘truth.’345 This also implies that different

readings do not necessarily exclude each other.

343 Ronald Vroon 1989: 479—480.

344 Ronald Vroon 1989: 479—480.

345 Stanley Fish does say something of similar import: ‘In the end I both gave up generality and
reclaimed it: I gave it up because I gave up the project of trying to identify the one true way of read-
ing, but I reclaimed it because I claimed the right, along with everyone else, to argue for a way of
reading, which, if it became accepted, would be, for a time at least, the true one. In short, I pre-
served generality by rhetorizing it’ (1980: 16).
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LUO QING, DU FU, AND WALLACE STEVENS

Luo Qing’s first poetry collection is full of serial forms, but my second example, his
‘Six Ways of Eating Watermelon,’ is probably still his best-known work. I will ana-
lyze it with special attention to Yu Guangzhong’s above-quoted remark on the
‘newness’ of Luo’s technique within the context of contemporary poetry from Tai-
wan.346 A comparison will be made to Wallace Stevens’ “Thirteen Ways of Looking
at a Blackbird’ as several critics have referred to the possible influence of Stevens,

particularly with regard to the ‘Watermelon.’ 347

Six Ways of Eating Watermelon343

The Fifth Way: Watermelon Consanguinity

No one would mistake a watermelon for a meteorite

Stars and watermelons, have nothing to do with each other
But we cannot deny that earth is, a star of sorts

Therefore it is hard to deny that watermelons and stars

are consanguineous

Not only are watermelon and earth related

as parents and children, they also have

brotherly and sisterly feelings, feelings

similar, to

the moon’s and the sun’s, the sun’s and ours, ours and the moon’s

The Fourth Way: Watermelon Origins

We live on the outside of the earth evidently

and evidently they live in their melon interior

We bustle about, thick-skinned

we want to live on the outside, digest light into darkness
to wrap ourselves, cold and warmth-craving

They sit motionless in lotus position, concentrated

inside, moulding darkness into concrete, imperturbable zeal
Always seeking self-strengthening, self-development

But in the end we cannot avoid, being pushed into the earth
And they sooner or later will, burst out of the watermelon

The Third Way: Watermelon Philosophy
The history of watermelon philosophy
is shorter than the earth’s, longer than ours

346 Yu Guangzhong 1974: 5.

347 See Yii Kwang-chung 1974: 3; Zhang Mo 1989, Foreword: 34; Joseph R. Allen 1986: 160.

348 My translation includes commas at strange places. I have decided to follow the original’s pecu-
liar, conspicuous usage of commas. In the original, they occur even in the middle of the compound
words — - £ (similar, to) in line nine of the fifth way and in "¢ | o B B (all, the, stars) in line
four of the second way.
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Not looking at, listening to or saying what is improper, and not acting,
the watermelons rule and
are isolated from each other

Not envying ova, nor despising chicken’s eggs

neither oviparous, nor viviparous, the watermelon

can understand the principle of surviving after death
Consequently, the watermelon does not fear invasion, much less
death

The Second Way: Watermelon Territory

If we smashed the watermelon

it would be out of sheer, jealousy

Smashing the watermelon is the same as shattering a round night
the same as knocking down all, the, stars

beating up the entire, universe

But the result would only make us more

jealous, since this way

the relation of meteorite and melon seed, the friendship of melon seed and universe
would become even clearer, and thrust again

more sharply, into our, territory

The First Way: Let’s Eat, Then Talks3+°

As in Yang Mu’s ‘Etudes,” the ‘Watermelons’ has one main title and com-
prises several sections, each with its own title. But contrary to the previous exam-
ple, in which the sections followed one another continuously, those in ‘Water-
melon’ all begin on a new page (in its original 1972 publication, not in the ex-
tended reprint of 2002), thus asserting their relative independence as poems. Fur-
thermore, in Yang’s case, critics have not anthologized parts of the work with the
inherent assumption that they are relatively independent poems. One may say
that there is an unconscious inclination — unconscious since the question of inter-
relatedness is never dealt with — to perceive it as an integrated whole. Individual
parts of Luo’s ‘Watermelon,” however, have been anthologized (e.g., the Fifth
Way), which is quite remarkable since in my view the full effect of the work is
completely lost.350 Besides, if the Fifth Way can be anthologized alone, does that
mean that the First Way could be as well? But nothing has been written about how

the work as a whole and the relations between the parts are perceived. And how

349 Luo Fu 1972: 186.
350 See Zhang Hanliang 1979: 2: 279. Chen Qiyou (1983: 19) refers to the Fifth and Second Ways as
if they were two separate poems, without explaining that they are part of a bigger whole.
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are we to understand the discrepancy between the ‘six ways’ in the main title and
the five that are presented in the work?

Luo Qing himself suggests in an interview that his reason for omitting the
sixth way was to emphasize that there are endless ways of eating watermelon, not
just six. By leaving one out, the poet makes readers think about other possible
ways; it leaves room for them to develop something of their own.35! Luo deliber-
ately creates a space, an emptiness, in order to stress the impossibility of obtain-
ing total coherence. Especially in serial forms, such a space is hard to ignore. Their
headings give the parts the impression of autonomy, and each section develops a
way of eating watermelon from a different point of view: blood ties, origins, phi-
losophy, and territory. Their interrelations thus seem to be of the categorical kind,
as the main title and subheadings denote variations on a theme. The missing Sixth
Way might be interpreted as a technique of foregrounding these categorical rela-
tions, suggesting that since one variation has been left out, others may be added.
However, this foregrounding procedure would not be noticed without reading the
whole sequence; in effect, the missing Sixth Way might function as a clinamen, if
it were not for the striking First Way, the second irregularity in the whole struc-
ture.

Each section has two stanzas of five lines, except the last, which consists of
nothing but an exclamatory title. Indeed, this exceptionality leads to the assump-
tion that the First Way is essential to the whole. Two considerations support this
view: ‘first’ connotes best or most important, and the counting down from ‘six’ to
‘one’ evokes the start of a race or the launching of a space ship. As one counts
down, the tension builds, with the final blast-off as the climax and the beginning
of something momentous. Moreover, the subtitle of the First Way, ‘Let’s Eat, Then
Talk’, is the only one that connects directly to the main title of the work as it ex-
plicitly deals with eating watermelon. It is precisely this direct link to the eating
that is missing in the Fifth through the Second Way. They are all presented as
ways of eating watermelon, but their subtitles (i.e. Watermelon Consanguinity,
Origins, Philosophy, and Territory) have no explicit connection with eating wa-
termelon, except perhaps a figurative one: eating watermelon becomes a way of

looking at the watermelon from the point of view of consanguinity, origins, etc.

351 Silvia Marijnissen and Martin de Haan 1997: 95.
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The humorous effects that are created by the missing Sixth Way and the First
Way stand in contradistinction to the seriousness of the language. The comparison
between watermelon and earth, apparently based only on the fact that both are
round, is conscientiously pursued from the Fifth to the Second Way. When focus-
ing on this comparison, a structure emerges that is reminiscent of the ‘opening,

development, turnabout, closure’ (&, &Y, §#l, F’ﬁ) often attributed to the structure
of the classical Chinese quatrain (3¢ F'J)' The Fifth Way introduces the watermelon

by talking about its blood relationship with earth and its parental and sibling rela-
tions. The second part elaborates on the relation between earth and watermelon
by defining them in oppositional terms; a slight preference for the watermelon can
be sensed, because the watermelon is associated with things usually felt to be posi-
tive: it is ‘moulding darkness into concrete, imperturbable zeal / Always seeking
self-strengthening, self-development.” Similarly, earth seems to have more nega-
tive associations: thick-skinned, cold and warmth-craving, digesting light (posi-
tive) into darkness (negative). The third part deals solely with the watermelon and
asserts its superiority to earth. Consequently, the Second Way concludes that if
‘we’ — the earthlings — ‘smashed the watermelon, it would only be out of sheer,
jealousy” and would be of no use because it would only make the contrast between
earth and watermelon clearer. Thus, the last part refers back to the first by reiter-
ating that earth and watermelon undeniably belong together despite their differ-
ences. As such, the Second Way provides closure to the whole. The First Way does
not continue the previous sections but gives a twist to the whole with its exhorta-
tion to eat before you talk.

This structural analysis gains in strength when seen in light of what Allen has
done in The Chinese Lyric Sequence with Du Fu’s ‘Eight Autumn Meditations,’ the
sequence that is printed on the cover of Luo Qing’s Ways of Eating Watermelon,
suggesting some kind of relation with Luo’s sequence. Allen sees Du Fu’s sequence

of eight poems as analogous to a liishi (7 %]-E), a regulated verse of eight lines of

four couplets, with each couplet functioning in the poem’s ‘opening, development,
turnabout, closure.” Devoting a whole chapter to this sequence, Allen, following C.

H. Wang, shows that it imitates ‘poem for line, the structuring principles of the
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eight-line poem’ and thus has a progressive structure.352 Similarly, we can further
analyze the structure of Luo’s ‘Watermelon’ as follows: the first four Ways resem-
ble the four couplets of a regulated verse, each stanza being comparable to a line
that more or less develops a specific idea. The first stanza of the Fifth Way states
that watermelons and stars are blood relations, the second elaborates further on
the family tie between watermelons and earth. The first stanza of the Fourth Way
mainly speaks of those living on the surface of earth; the second speaks of those
living inside the watermelon. In the Third Way watermelons are described in
terms of what they do not do; the second stanza elaborates upon what the water-
melons are not and how their attitude gives them the wisdom of survival. Finally,
the Second Way says that it is only jealousy that makes humans want to smash the
watermelon; the last stanza ends with the assessment that smashing it would be
no solution at all.

Even the parallelism required in the middle couplets of a liishi is followed.
The stanzas in the second section contain a thematic parallelism through the con-
trast between earth and watermelon; the third contains a parallel between what
watermelons do and do not do. The same is true for the enjambment that often
appears in the last couplet of a liishi; Luo’s ‘Watermelons’ seems to imitate it by
making a direct link between the two stanzas with the words ‘but the result.” To-
gether all these structural elements indicate that sequential relations exist be-
tween the constituent parts and that centripetal elements outweigh centrifugal
ones.

This analysis still allows for multiple interpretations, depending on how
readers understand ‘eating watermelon.” Making watermelon the theme of a poem

is in itself quite remarkable. Melons, or the larger gourd family ('%), have long

been associated with either having many prosperous descendants or, in later
times, with hermits and immortals.353 In the poem, the central antithesis between
watermelon and earth makes clear that watermelon is a world unto itself, and that
life inside the watermelon is distinctly more favorable than human life on earth.
The inhabitants of watermelons seem to have wisdom, improve themselves

through meditation, and live a quiet, modest life according to Taoist and Confu-

352 Joseph R. Allen manuscript 2000: 166.
353 Huang Yongwu 1992: 85.
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cian principles. The description in the second stanza of the Fourth Way, especially,
evokes associations with Taoist hermits, and the first stanza of the Third Way with
Confucianism. 354 In contrast, the occupants of earth run restlessly, craving
warmth; they are portrayed as having something to learn from watermelons. As
such, watermelon symbolizes something ‘higher’ and more valuable.

In the Taoist creation myth, earth emerged from an egg or a gourd, which is
depicted as ‘a complete world, mysterious and closed in upon itself’.355 Since wa-
termelon belongs to the same family as the gourd, it can be seen as the beginning
of earth, or the realm of the ancestors, an idea that finds a response in the Fifth
Way: watermelon and earth are related like parents to their children. Watermelon
may also be associated with poetry, or with art in general. In Modern Chinese Po-
etry: Theory and Practice since 1917, Michelle Yeh shows that modern Chinese
poets identify themselves and their poetry with the stars.356 She sees Luo Qing’s
watermelon as a way of ‘poking fun’ at this common practice, a reading substanti-
ated by the Fifth Way, a line of which reads: ‘watermelons and stars are consan-
guineous.” And one could combine the two interpretations by associating water-
melon with classical poetry, and earth with modern poetry.

Whatever one thinks the watermelon symbolizes, the work as a whole con-
veys a message, presented as the moral of the story in the First Way: before you
start talking, you should first eat the watermelon. In other words, you should first
let it — poetry, art, tradition — sink in. The last two lines of the Fourth Way: ‘in the
end we cannot avoid being pushed into the earth / And they sooner or later will
burst out of their watermelon interior,” make it clear that the bond between earth
and watermelon is undeniable and that we, earthlings, cannot do without water-

melon.357 In other words, everyone has to find their own way of ‘eating water-

354 Luo Qing combines popular Confucian and Taoist sayings. The expression from the Confucian
Analects %?3,, Ch. 12, verse 1) is: ‘do not look at what is improper, do not listen to what is im-
proper, do not speak when it is improper, do not act when it is improper’ ( 25 *Ji,? g >2 38,7 B
12 2 “gh). The last part, *Jf%, is replaced by “/£} wu wei, suggesting but differing from the
weﬁl-known Taoist homonymic concept of &£} wuwet ot acting’ or ‘to let things take their own
course’ in using the imperative *J, meaning ‘do not.’

355 N.J. Girardot 1983: 25.

356 Michelle Yeh 1991: 52.

357 The work comes close to being a theoretical proclamation about the importance of the Chinese
tradition, an item that was much discussed in the 1970s in Taiwan. ‘Watermelons’, then, makes a
contribution to that discussion.
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melon.” Through the missing Sixth Way, the poet is saying that there isn’t just one
way of doing that.

‘Watermelon’ is thus rather paradoxical: although it speaks against total co-
herence through the missing way, it creates coherence by following a strict classi-
cal scheme of composing poetry. There are two more indications that the antithe-
sis of non-coherence versus total coherence is central to the poem. The title men-

tions six ways, and ‘six’ in Taoism is reminiscent of the Six Realms (+ FL‘,) in the

Zhuangzi, which refer to north, south, East, West, up, and down, i.e., to the whole
universe. Moreover, as mentioned before, the cover of Luo’s poetry volume shows
the text of Du Fu’s ‘Eight Autumn Meditations.” This famous sequence consists of
eight poems of eight lines each, a total of 64 lines, a reference to the Chinese ar-
chetype of order, the 64 hexagrams of the Book of Changes. The cover of Luo’s
book thus suggests that this book may have a similarly strict and orderly design.
But, again, ‘Six Ways of Eating Watermelon’ opposes both classical references to
completeness and order.

Instead of linking Luo’s ‘Watermelon’ with Du Fu’s sequence or with classical
poetry in general, critics have related it to Wallace Stevens, namely his famous
‘Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird’ (from Harmonium, 1923) because of the
obvious similarities in the titles. Stevens’ poetry was popular at the time in Tai-
wan, and Luo Qing might well have been making a pun on Stevens’ title. But such
a resemblance in titles does not, of course, necessarily imply any profound influ-
ences or similarities between the two works. ‘X ways to do something’ is a com-
mon expression that finds its way into other titles, for example novelist Willem
Brakman’s Five Ways to Wake up an Old Lady (Vijf manieren om een oude dame
te wekken; 1979) and popular musicians Simon and Garfunkel’s big hit ‘Fifty Ways
to Leave Your Lover.’

It took more than twenty-five years before Stevens’ ‘Blackbirds’ ‘got any sort
of extended attention and treatment,” but since then much has been written about
it.358 I do not intend to go into Stevens’ work in depth; what matters for my pur-
poses are the differences between it and Luo Qing’s poem, and I will point out four
of them. First, Luo’s ‘Watermelon’ has a strict architecture, whereas Stevens’ se-

quence consists of thirteen short, irregular, seemingly independent parts. If there

358 Robert Ryf 1977: 93.
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is a structural continuity in them, it is not as obvious as Luo’s ‘opening, develop-
ment, turnabout, closure’ in the four sections. Second, Luo’s humorous twist in
the First Way and the discrepancy between the title and the subheadings consti-
tute important differences with Stevens’ ‘Thirteen Ways of Looking at Blackbirds,’
which has exactly thirteen sections. Third, the blackbird is the only recurring im-
age in Stevens’ sequence; it is not explicitly compared to anything, whereas in
Luo’s the antithesis of watermelon and earth makes up the work. Last, Stevens’
sequence consists of thirteen short, accurately sketched Imagist poems, whereas
both Luo’s watermelon and earth are treated quite logically and extensively. In
conclusion, Luo’s work is probably more tightly linked with Du Fu’s sequence and
other classical Chinese poetic forms than with Stevens.

As for the question of the ‘newness’ of Luo’s ‘Watermelon’, raised by Yu
Guangzhong, it seems justified to say that it lies perhaps not so much in the idea
of an integrated serial form, nor, as Yu reasoned, in making variations upon a
theme by adopting the technique of Wallace Stevens, but in its complex, modern
adaptation of a classical compositional principle, incorporating both coherence
and non-coherence, progression and variation, as well as in its humorous presen-
tation. It was at the time of publication perhaps also striking in its resistance to
total coherence (through the missing Sixth Way).

A more important aspect of both Luo’s ‘Watermelon’ and Yang Mu’s ‘Etudes’
— in which they differ from classical Chinese serial forms — is that they easily catch
the eye: by way of a humorous subheading, a missing link, or other irregularities
that function as a clinamen, both works emphatically draw attention to their own
structure and to the fact that they are constructed. One might argue that serial
forms are the form par excellence for doing so, precisely because of their layout
and presentation: the material form, i.e. division into sections, invites the reader
to explore the relations between the parts and the structure of the whole. What is
interesting in ‘Watermelon’ and ‘Etudes’ is not only that the possibilities of the
construct are fully exploited, but that the emphasis on the work as being an artifi-
cial construct is brought to an extreme. In that we can see a resemblance to the
changed attitude that both Xia Yu’s and Chen Li’s work show in its poetic lan-

guage.
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HOW XIA YU MAKES SENTENCES

Xia Yu’s ‘Making Sentences’ from her first book Memoranda was written in 1983,
more than ten years after the two examples discussed above. It appears to consist

of rather loosely organized variations on the theme of ‘Making Sentences’.

making sentences

cannot but
cannot but
leave a footprint
modest and gentle
on their
still-wet
cement
heart

then
then leave
leaving behind these dirty words
‘Tlove you all’

and then
queue up buy a ticket
enter the hall  watch something movie-like
and then eat

the witness says

each time
each time at these moments
I sense music resounding
dismantling the metaphor in progress

and that twisty
warm
individualism

continue
let the music continue to be performed
affect three silent sunflowers
under the dash
between the gullet and the stomach

all the disintegrating starting points
on the road from sorrow to oblivion

after. .. before

thought after awakening
before brushing teeth:
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eternal
the most heart-breaking word
I ever heard

the rest
the rest are all knick-knacks
scotch tape, cap of a pen
strips of paper
oblique lines
nail clippers, toilet paper
water dripping continuously
from the edge of the umbrella
dust
voices
lovess9

The main title ‘Making Sentences’ and the subheadings again suggest this is a se-
quence of the categorical kind. Each section is a sentence-building exercise, based
on the term in the subheading, as in a language class. The sections appear to be
autonomous entities, and it does not seem to matter if they are read independ-
ently, or if one is left out. For example, few elements are continued in the succes-
sive section, only the word ‘music’ in ‘each time’ and ‘continue’. One might derive
a common theme from the whole: the subversion of clichés about love. ‘I love you’
(plural ‘you’) becomes abuse, and ‘eternal’ is the ‘most heartbreaking word.” These
reversals of convention suggest that disappointment in love is central to the work
and that all the sections are variations on the theme of broken love, even though
not all constituent parts can be directly related to this theme. Furthermore, as
with Luo Qing’s ‘Watermelon,” the layout of Memoranda accentuates the auton-
omy by beginning each section on a new page. The fact that Michelle Yeh includes
only four of the seven sections in her anthology (the first, second, fourth, and
sixth)3c, and elsewhere refers to the parts as being separate items, without men-
tioning that they are part of a larger whole, may be seen as recognition of the
dominance of centrifugal forces.361

The idea of sentence-building exercises in itself not only suggests relative
autonomy for the sections, but also draws attention to the fact that the whole work
is contrived, since language exercises are constructs designed to practice or test a

skill. This is intensified through a sort of depersonalization in the first three parts,

359 Xia Yu 1986: 132.
360 Michelle Yeh 1992: 227
361 Michelle Yeh 1993: 39—40.
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where it is not clear who the agents of the described acts are — a problem I will re-
turn to shortly. But a reading emphasizing the headings as structuring devices for
an organized system puts things in a different perspective: a linear reading is pos-
sible as well.

Of particular interest is the title of the last section ‘the rest’ (¥! {*4). The ‘rest’

is used to refer to what remains, what is left over, or, at the end of a statement or
list. It indicates that there are other items, events, or situations that could also be
mentioned. Here the word can be read in its paradigmatic relation to the section,
turning the listed knick-knacks into examples of ‘the rest’; but it can also easily be
read in a syntagmatic relation to the other sections, making this one part stand for
all other possible, similar assignments of ‘making sentences.” In both cases, as the
one thing that follows the others, ‘the rest’ implies a chronology and could thus
indicate that the construction of the sequence amounts to more than an aggregate
of exercises; it urges readers to read the whole in a linear way also. Indeed, the
sections can be read as phases in a larger development, in which the headings are
essential.

The last part is the key to such a linear reading. The things mentioned in it
are examples of what is left behind; love is equated with scotch tape, toilet paper,
nail clippers, etc., it is degraded to worthless knick-knacks. From a linear point of
view, this must be the conclusion of a process described in the previous sections.
The sixth part can be interpreted as pointing ahead to the final conclusion: there,
the ‘T’ associates the word ‘eternal’ (as in ‘eternal love’ once believed in) with
‘heart-breaking’ grief. Although it is not directly clear if this T’ is a man or a
woman, it is not unwarranted to assume that the ‘T’ is female, since Xia Yu in her
earlier work often played with clichés about traditional gender roles, with an em-
phasis on being a woman in heterosexual relationships.362

The other sections appear to fit such a chronology. The first part can be read
as the beginning of the final disillusion with love: someone, presented as modest
and gentle, ‘leaves a footprint’ on ‘their wet cement / heart’ — the actions of one
person is stamped indelibly in the hearts of others, which then harden. Combining
this with the assumption that the disillusioned ‘T’ at the end is a woman, it is most

logical to assume that the persons on whose ‘wet / cement / heart’ a footprint is

362 Michelle Yeh 1994: 35.
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left are two or more women, or even women in general. The ‘protagonist’ in the
first three parts should not be understood as the female ‘T’ in parts four and six
and is probably a man who through his actions causes two women grief, which fi-
nally results in their ranking love among worthless knick-knacks. The first part is
then to be understood in a general sense: men cannot but hurt women.

The first two parts relate to each other through the word ‘then.” Like ‘the
rest,” the heading ‘then’ functions in two ways: it is the trigger for that particular
section, and it forms the grammatical connection to the previous. Accordingly, the
second part describes what the man does after this ‘act’ described in the first. He
assumes the appearance of caring, but the words he utters are ‘I love you’, with
‘you’ in the plural. Does he love two or more women at the same time? That may
account for why, from the women’s perspective, these words are said to be ‘dirty
words.” ‘He’ continues to be the subject in the third part: a witness saw him go to a
movie and have food. The heading ‘and then’ implies that this is what ‘he’ does af-
ter he left her, meaning that he carries on with his routine life.

In the fourth part, the female ‘T’ is mentioned for the first time, a perspective
carried through to the end. The title ‘each time’ shows that this is not the first time
this has happened to the ‘I, or perhaps to others. Contrary to the usually positive
connotations of music, the music she hears breaks something — a ‘metaphor in
progress.” A foreshadowing of acceptance, of letting go, is found in the fifth part,
where the ‘T’ says ‘let the music continue,’ as if the ‘I’ has gradually grown accus-
tomed to her broken heart and tries to forget it all. But the experience has changed
her, as she now realizes how little love is worth.

Undoubtedly this is not the only possible reading of ‘Making Sentences’ in a
linear way and others may well come to an interpretation that assumes that the ‘T’
in the second half of the poem is also the subject of the first half. But what inter-
ests me here is that this serial form, contrary to Yang Mu’s and Luo Qing’s can be
read both as a variation upon one theme and as a linear sequence, in which the
headings are important structural elements. In fact, one can probably safely say
that in general subheadings are far more important than the relatively neutral use
of numbers. Numbered serial forms rely on other devices. As for how their con-
stituent parts may be related Lloyd Haft, in a chapter on sonnet sequences, points

to ‘(1) reduplicated syllables or repeated lexemes; (2) obvious semantic continuity
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between one poem and the next, as when a subject presented in one poem is
commented on in a following one; (3) “modules” which recur, albeit at irregular
intervals, so as to create the temporary impression or illusion of return to a
rhythmic impulse characteristic of the earliest lines of the suite.’363 These elements
may be used in serial forms with subheadings as well, but the subheadings them-
selves already make the relations between the parts explicit. Simply because words
bear meaning, they provide additional structuring and draw more attention to the

whole work as a construct.

In two of the three serial forms studied here, the centripetal forces clearly outbal-
ance the centrifugal. As the sections in Yang Mu’s ‘Etudes’ and Luo Qing’s ‘Six
Ways of Eating Watermelon’ are much interrelated, they constitute, in the end, a
unified poem, a ‘compound poem,’ rather than a suite (characterized by balance
between the two sets of forces). Xia Yu’s text is somewhat different: ‘Making sen-
tences’ can be read both as a suite of poems and as a compound poem; both read-
ings do justice to the text and can exist alongside each other. What is, in my opin-
ion, even more important is that the three serial forms explicitly draw attention to
their constructed, artificial nature; by way of the clinamen (Yang Mu), the Sixth
and First Way (Luo Qing), and the position of ‘the rest’ (Xia Yu). In all of them the
use of subheadings plays an important role in this. In these eye-catching forms
and structures that stress the artificiality of the poem, these specific serial forms
can be seen to be related to the language experiments of Xia Yu and Chen Li — de-
spite the apparent differences and the much earlier time of writing, some ten to
twenty years.

As we have seen, poetic language in Taiwan poetry largely followed natural-
ness and spontaneity rather than artifice, and the same is true for form and struc-
ture. One can say in general that starting in the 1920s in mainland China and Tai-
wan, ‘freedom,’ identified as being more ‘natural,” became the keyword in modern
poetry or New Poetry: New Poetry was to be written in free verse in the modern
vernacular and was not to be bound by any of the formal restrictions prescribed by
classical poetry. This pursuit of free expression of the poet’s personal feelings and

thoughts, which was continued in Taiwan after 1949, was hard to combine with a

363 Lloyd Haft 2000: 196.
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more structurally organized approach to poetry writing. The writing of the tightly
organized poetry analyzed above can thus be seen as a way to counter the widely
accepted criterion of ‘naturalness’ and ‘freedom.’

Ever since New Poetry has been written, poets have been concerned with
form and structure to counterbalance ‘freedom.” But unlike the Crescent Poets in
the 1920s who reacted against free verse by adopting non-Chinese poetic forms3é4,
the three compound poems are not confined to any pre-fabricated form; they do
not follow the same rules over and over. New structures are created in each work
and are part of the creativity of the poets. As such, these ‘made things,” a term I
borrow from Marjorie Perloff, might be viewed as an outcome of a larger devel-
opment within Chinese poetry, moving from rigid classical rules to the opposite,
complete freedom in modern poetry, and on to a poetry combining the strengths
of both in emphatic interaction with other national literatures and post-national
globalization.365

If this is so, the question remains: why serial forms? An obvious reason is
one pointed to earlier: by way of their form, their presentation in parts with sub-
headings, these poetic works draw attention to their own constructedness. They
explicitly invite the reader to ask how the components are related. But the next
chapter will show that the development from transparency to artificiality reaches

further than that, and extends to other forms as well.

364 Cf. Kai-yu Hsu 1963.
365 Marjorie Perloff 1991: 277-8.
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Chapter 4
Rewriting and Other Artificialities: The Poem as

Construct (iii)

Especially3® since the 1990s, much attention has been paid to form. Critics like
Meng Fan, Lin Yaode, Liao Xianhao, Jiao Tong and Chen Yizhi have noticed that
from the mid 1980s onwards poetic form has changed, it has been subjected to ex-
periments. The formal features they demarcate — for as we have seen in the previ-
ous chapter, formal characteristics are not simply waiting in the text to be dug up,
but are activated by interpretation — especially extend to the conspicuous outward
shapes of the poems on the page. To name just a few examples: Xia Yu’s ‘Hoodlum
III' (* &> 1982, from Memoranda), which actually consists of a picture; Luo
Zhicheng’s ‘Spring’ (ig\. =, 1988, from The Book That Does Not Make a Sound
When Thrown on the Ground [@%ﬁ(‘\@?}], 1989), nearly half of which consists of
the character [ in a sort of jubilation on spring; Meng Fan’s ‘Dream in a Dream’ (
17 2r, 1991, from S.L. and Sapphire Blue Sketches [S. LA iz 12T r‘%I], 1992),
which is a rectangular-shaped continuous text without punctuation; Hong Hong’s
‘Hong Kong Trio’ (F",%E E1%, from Remembering the Last Travel While Travel-
ling [t W5 = f I[H“[i%fkf— “VEES, 1996]), of which the layout suggests sheet music;
Luo Qing’s ‘Sunrise’ ([ !}, from Video Poetry [éﬁ,ﬁ%{/&%%&»], 1988), which ends with
a seal of the characters for sunrise; Chen Li’s ‘Lessons in Ventriloquy’ (Ejg“z;iﬁ%i,
1994, from The Edge of the Island), which in a kind of imitation of stammering
first repeats the ‘wu’ sound through all kinds of different characters and repeats
this in the second stanza with the ‘e’ sound.3¢7 In short, these critics are concerned

with poetry that includes many visual and acoustic elements.

366 Parts of this chapter have earlier been published in Marijnissen, Silvia, ‘Digesting Tradition -
the Poetry of Luo Qing’ in The Chinese at play : festivals, games and leisure, edited by Anders
Hansson with Bonnie S. McDougall and Frances Weightman (2002), London: Kegan Paul.

367 Xia Yu 1986: 86; Luo Zhicheng 1989: 98; Meng Fan 1992: 24-26; Hong Hong 1996: 174-9; Luo
Qing 1988: 239; Chen li 1995: 108-9.
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The experiments they refer to are clearly in step with the ones discussed in
the previous two chapters: the poems rather stress artificiality than naturalness
and, being no longer presented as ‘natural’, they reflect upon their own status.
Yet, leafing through a number of poetry collections one must also acknowledge
that visually and acoustically striking poems still remain marginal at the end of
the twentieth century, as well as postmodern poetry in general, under which these
poems are frequently subsumed.3¢8 And some other ways of stressing contructed-
ness, such as Xu Huizhi’s inclusion of some hand-written, corrected versions in
his book which also emphasize the process of writing, in the end do not really
touch upon the work itself. In what follows I will elaborate upon the findings of
the foregoing chapters, with a focus on poetic constructs which are not necessarily
visually or acoustically marked, but are created through rewriting, quotation, pro-
cedural poetics and disunion. Before doing so, I will first briefly revisit the poetry

of the ‘natural kind’.

THE NATURAL CATEGORY

From the 1950s through 1970s many Taiwan poets, as argued above, wrote poetry
in a prose-like language, which syntactically followed a more or less natural ex-
pression and was marked by imagery especially. Such writing also had conse-
quences for the form, which conformed to similar ideas: poems were not marked
by striking appearances but gave the impression of effortless ease, as if the form
had spontaneously arisen in creating the poem. In a sense it is poetry that wants
to make the reader forget that poetry always is constructed, on all fronts. But, as
said before, ‘naturalness’ in poetry is an illusion of course, in form no less than in
language: even the most non-emphatic open forms and free verses are still delib-
erate contructs by the author, of which the typography, the appearence of the text
on the page, with its line breaks, stanzas etcetera, testify. Still, in the form of po-

etry one can, as in language, choose to hide or show one’s craft and manipulation.

368 Cf. also Michelle Yeh (aka Xi Mi) 1998.
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With freedom and spontaneity as main characteristics in Taiwan poetry,
there was an explosive increase in use of the open form, which had already started
in the first half of the century and also continued in China, leading in later years to
the widespread perception that modern Chinese and Taiwanese poetry is formless
and according to some has no structure.3¢9 In the 1950’s Ji Xian explicitly said that
whereas the form determined the content in classical poetry, the age had now
come in which ‘the content determines the form’.370 Form was, in practice, no
longer determined in advance, but followed in the making of the poem. The ex-
periments with so-called concrete forms that Lin Hengtai, Bai Qiu and Zhan Bing,
for example, carried out in the early years, can also be viewed in this light. Even
though they are striking in their outward appearance, these forms, frequently cal-
ligrammes in which the visual image duplicates the verbal one, such as a love
poem in the form of a heart, are direct expressions of the poem’s idea. Their out-
ward form on the page is merely an illustration or a confirmation of what the

words express. Bai Qiu’s ‘The Wanderer’ (i.}:U¥, from Death of a Moth [/ 5=),
1959) or in later years Luo Qing’s ‘Rising’ (+], 1970 from Here Come the UFO’s)
and Chen Li’s ‘Sea Impression’ (Ja}V[H{|44, 1974, from In Front of the Temple) are

examples of these, but many of the poems in the 31st issue of the Taiwan Poetry

Quarterly ('F' ‘[?ﬁ%ﬁ =2 2000) work in a similar way.37t Such poems, which in fact are

also only marginal contributions to the poetry scene, illustrate that poets have al-
ways been actively thinking about form, but they do not really emphasize the
‘radical artifice’ I am dealing with here.

Western ideas of organicism have probably been of influence in this process
of the form complying with the contents, with the development of the material. As
Michelle Yeh notes, organicism has had a ‘profound impact’ on twentieth century
Chinese poetry due to the Crescent School’s interest in organic theory and in the

organic relationship between form and content.372 In the view of Samuel Taylor

369 Luo Qing, for instance, holds that the lack of structure ‘in Modern Chinese Poetry, which he at-
tributes to a misunderstanding of Western poetics, is its most common malady’ (quoted in Joseph
R. Allen 1986: 157). Scholars like Michelle Yeh and Maghiel van Crevel have spoken of the form-
lessness in modern poetry in the past decades until the 1990s — though without calling this form-
lessness a malady (resp. 1991: 112 & 2004: 81).

370 Ji Xian 1956A: 17-8.

371 Bai Qiu 1971: 62-4; Luo Qing, see Joseph R. Allen 1993: 234-5; Chen Li 1997: 27; Taiwan Poetry
Quarterly 31 (June 2000): 7-65.

372 Michelle Yeh 1991: go.
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Coleridge, one of the advocates of organicism, form is ‘innate; it shapes as it de-
velops itself from within, and the fullness of its development is one and the same
with the perfection of its outward form.’373 In Taiwan poetry this has led, as shown
in the previous chapters, to a substantial degree of naturalness: of the twin con-
cepts of spontaneity on the one hand and technique and craft on the other (known
in many cultural traditions), the first was favored. Spontaneity was feigned, and
technical effort was hidden as much as possible.

Such ostensibly more natural ways of writing and expressing existed in
classical poetry also; writing without showing the pains it may have taken is in ac-
cord with the foundations of classical Chinese poetry in the Buddhist and Taoist
tradition. Early classical literary criticism as written by Lu Ji, Liu Xie, Wang
Changling, or Sikong Tu, emphasizes the impression of naturalness in poetry.374
This ‘naturalness’ is, however, not spontaneous; the poem is a deliberate construc-
tion but all manipulation is, as far as possible, disguised and the poem is pre-
sented as something that has more or less spontaneously arisen. As the poet-monk

Jiaoran (fl. 760) wrote:

Someone has said: “In poetry one should not belabor one’s thinking; if one belabors
one’s thinking, then one will lose the quality of naturalness.” This is not so at all. In-
deed, one must unravel one’s thoughts amid difficulties, pluck what is marvelous
from beyond phenomena, for soaring, animated verses, and describe obscure and
mysterious ideas. For a rare pearl must be taken from the chin of a black dragon —
how much more [difficult] is writing that penetrates the nether regions and embod-
ies transformations? Yet what one values is that once the piece is finished, it has the
appearance of effortlessness, as if it had been achieved with no thought at all.375

In spite of the poem ‘Etudes: The Twelve Earthly Branches’ in the previous
chapter, much of the poetry by Yang Mu, whose work is a shining example for
many in Taiwan, is exemplary of such a way of writing. In general, signs of delib-
eration are hidden behind an appearance of authenticity and spontaneity, espe-

cially in his earlier writings such as ‘To Time’ (?ﬁﬁjj fii], 1964):

373 Quoted in Joseph M. Conte 1991: 27.

374 Cf Pauline Yu’s ‘Critical Introduction’ to her The Poetry of Wang Wei (1980), which mentions
among others: Lu Ji, Rhymeprose on Literature (¥ [%); Liu Xie, The Literary Mind: Dragon-
Carvings (¥ =3ie); Wang Changling, Discussion of Literature and Meaning (F% #); Sikong
Tu, The Twenty-Four Moods of Poetry (~ - [’L'E:?[tfﬁ#[)-

375 Pauline Yu 1980: 9.
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Tell me, what is oblivion

what is total oblivion? Dead wood

covered by the decrepit moss of a dying universe
when fruits ripen and drip to dark earth

and summer becomes fall before they rot in murky shadow
when the abundance and crimson of two seasons
with slight pressure break free

suddenly turn to ashes and dust

when the blossom’s fragrance sinks into grass like a falling star
stalactites drooping to touch ascending stalagmites
or when a stranger’s footsteps pass

in a drizzle through red lacquered arches

and come to a stop at the fountain

solidifying into a hundred statues of nothingness—
that is oblivion, whose footstep leaves a ravine
between your eyebrows and mine

like a mountain grove without echo

embracing primeval anxiety

Tell me, what is memory

if you lose yourself in the sweetness of death?
What is memory if you blow out a lamp

and bury yourself in eternal darkness?

— translation by Lawrence R. Smith and Michelle Yeh376

Central themes in Yang Mu’s oeuvre are time, loneliness, nostalgia, life, death, and
love, the latter sometimes accompanied by a remarkable sensuality. The colonial
history and the situation of Taiwan and of China also recur frequently. All these
are heavy themes, which are rarely treated in a simplistic way; Yang’s poems have
a metaphysical bias, clearly characterized by a search for truth. Many of his po-
ems, like ‘To Time’, breathe a feeling of seriousness, authenticity and originality
that are reminiscent of romanticism. The lyrical appearance, lyrical in so far as it
usually expresses a certain mood, feeling, thought or question that occupy a sub-
jective I who tries to comes to terms with an incomprehensible world, befits that
authenticity and originality. But the lyrical style makes this poem, skilled though it
is, in a sense also somewhat unambitious, as it fully concedes to the expectations
of the time and perfects accepted ideas on poetry: it is written in an elegant free-
verse with short, irregular prose-like lines, broken at places where the sentence
has a natural pause, which draw no explicit attention to certain formal elements
but flow unobtrusively from one image to the next. The result is a seemingly au-

thentic contemplative expression.

376 Yang Mu 1978: 306; Yang Mu 1998: 22.
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That does not mean that “To Time’ is a spontaneous outburst of feelings or
that Yang is not very consciously concerned with the making of the poem, in its
language, form and structure. Yang’s poetry in general rarely is a fully spontane-
ous creation, as the many learned allusions to or rewritings of classical Chinese
and of Western literature illustrate. His ‘Etudes: The Twelve Earthly Branches’ has
already shown the contrary. Nor is the I necessarily identifiable with Yang Mu
himself. His poetry usually transcends the arbitrariness of the personal, displaying
a more abstract level where the particular and the general are smoothly blended.
Personal references, as for example those to Taiwan, which regularly occur in his
poetry, are in that sense hardly more than a sign of Yang Mu’s emotional alliance
to the island or to his subject matter. As Yang writes in his epilogue ‘Poetry is
Made for People’ ([%Tt £5 " [0 {*®) to the book Someone (& | *,1986): T do not believe
that poetry is the reflection of a strong stimulus. Poetic ideas must calmly subside,
slowly ferment, be distilled and refined.’s7”

One is, however, not struck by that studied and deliberate quality, but rather
by an overall impression of ease, especially in a relatively uncomplicated poem
like “To Time’, which has a simple, basic structure — contrary to the Etudes. Eight-
een lines describe oblivion in all kinds of nature images before it is juxtaposed to
memory in the last four lines, raising the question of their difference and resem-
blance. There are no erudite references to classical Chinese and Western poetry,
nor is there much unconventional diction and grammar, as occur in Yang Mu’s
later poetry which is much more complex.378 The repetitions of some words or
phrases — i.e. ‘when’, ‘if’, “Tell me, what is oblivion’, with its variation ‘What is total
oblivion’, and its contrary ‘Tell me, what is memory’ — reinforce the impression of
an unintentional, spontaneous and genuine contemplation. The familiar bipolarity
and the overall ‘authentic’ appearance, together with the calm nature imagery, can
provide a feeling of comfort when reading the poem, even though all images, sym-
bolizing both oblivion and memory, are of a negative kind: dead wood, decrepit
moss, dying universe, ashes and dust, darkness and so on.

In writing this poem, Yang Mu probably has attended to every possible as-

pect, but the end result is a poem that reads naturally and casually, and is not ex-

377 Yang Mu 1995: 525.
378 Yang Mu 1998: Introduction.
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plicitly marked by its artificiality, and in that sence it is an example of the natural
category. The whole style of the poem contrasts sharply with for example much of
the poetry by Lin Yaode (1962-1996), of whom Yang writes in ‘Poetry and the
Structure of Poetry’ (%’éﬁﬁ EIU,%’@%?F%“J) that his poetry often looks forced because of

the strong structure.379 Yang there remarks that he feels that the best lyrical poetry
is written in an unintentional process, when the words appear to have come of
their own accord. A strong structure may help prevent a poem from collapsing, but
a crack in an otherwise meticulous structure will bring the reader even closer to
the poem.38¢ In Yang’s poem one can clearly see a balance between the deliberate
and the unintentional, and in that sense it remains close to classical Taoist and
Buddhist poetry.

That Yang Mu does not think much of Lin Yaode’s poetry may not come as a
surprise, as it is the direct opposite of Yang’s. Lin’s work leans to Luo Qing’s, Chen
Kehua’s or Chen Li’s, whose work has in common that it does not stand out by
lyricism but by the constructed nature of poetry instead. Their poetry is also, con-
trary to Yang Mu’s, firmly grounded in contemporary civilization with its modern
technology and communication, in a world that is increasingly ruled by the idea
that it is human-made and that everything, including nature, can be controlled.
The work of these poets explicitly question the validity of former and contempo-
rary poetic conventions, sometimes with the help of technological inventions or
media developments. While part of their work is still written in the ‘natural look’,
it is gradually superseded by different ideas and by different, often more eye- and
ear-catching forms and structures.

This kind of poetry, deviating from the more ‘natural’ way, seems gradually
to have obtained a firmer footing in Taiwan poetry. The poetry of the 1990s dis-
playing visual and acoustic elements, which the aforesaid critics have mentioned,
is only a part of this. Other examples may be less visually and acoustically striking
but display a similar fundamental approach toward artifice: drawing explicit at-
tention to their constructedness. And whereas the ‘natural’ poetry rather inclines
to seriousness, irony and playfulness frequently play an important role in this

‘radically artificial’ poetry, as we will see in the following.

379 Yang Mu 2001: 117.
380 Yang Mu 2001: 119.
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REWRITING AND QUOTATION

It need not be argued here that rewriting and intertextuality are things of all times
and places. Classical Chinese poetry, too, abounds in imitations of and allusions to
poems that are held in high regard, in order to express one’s reverence for a par-
ticular text or point of view, to express one’s personal opinion upon a topic, or
perhaps in an effort to measure up to a predecessor. Still, starting around the
1980s one comes across poems in which rewriting comes to play a different role —
which had earlier also been noticed in the West. In the second half of the twenti-
eth century Western literature and criticism have paid much attention to rewriting
in its broadest sense, including imitation, parody, adaptation, variation, burlesque
and so on. Parody, not defined as a nostalgic imitation of past models, but, in the
words of Linda Hutcheon, as ‘a stylistic confrontation, a modern recoding which
establishes difference at the heart of similarity’, is one of its most widespread
modes.38! Especially in postmodern, structuralist and poststructuralist circles re-
writing has been viewed as an important means of composition — but rewriting is
certainly not limited to those circles. What is different about this rewriting in the
latter half of the twentieth century, in comparison with the intertextuality that lit-
erature has always known?

Matei Calinescu, who has written a lot about the topic, writes in a short arti-
cle that rewriting in the second half of the twentieth century ‘would involve a ref-
erence of some structural significance (as opposed to a mere mention or passing
allusion) to one or more texts or, if we want to underline the connection, inter-
texts’.382 Frequently the writer recasts a work and puts it in a different setting, in a
seriocomic register, in such a way that the work can be read seriously and comi-
cally at the same time.383 The background he sketches for this rewriting is related
to what I have called the ‘materialization of language’, as discussed in chapter 2.
When the relation between word, image and idea has been problematized and is
no longer viewed as ‘natural’, when doubt is cast on the capacity of language as a
means of expression, and it is viewed instead as arbitrary and opaque dense, it

also becomes impossible to describe, reflect or search for reality through language.

381 Linda Hutcheon 1985: 8.
382 Matei Calinescu 1997: 243.
383 Cf. Matei Calinescu 1997: 246.
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Reality then, as Calinescu remarks, becomes an effect of language but no longer
exists in itself. The distinction between language and reality, fiction and fact,
thought and action’ then becomes blurred, and ‘under such circumstances, [...],
being caught in an infinite textual maze, they [authors] have no choice but to re-
write’.384 For Calinescu the background for rewriting is then ‘best described by the
notion of “text”, by the view that the world, and not only the literary work, can be
seen as text.’s85

Other postmodern critics, however, object to that conclusion of such an infi-
nite textuality. Hutcheon, for example, holds in The Politics of Postmodernism
that postmodern literature resists totalizing solutions and questions all claims to
an ultimate truth. In her opinion this literature wants to expose and play with the
contradictions present in societies and to question traditional assumptions of ar-
tistic texts, such as the originality, the coherence and self-determinability of a text,
the ‘naturalness’ of meaning, and the belief that history and reality can be
known.386 Despite the many differences, critics of rewriting and postmodernism
do seem to agree upon some main characteristics, which The New Princeton En-
cyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics describes. It mentions seven premises for inter-
textuality in the structuralist and poststructuralist age, some of which we are al-
ready familiar with and will see again in this chapter: (1) ‘Language is not a trans-
parent medium of thought or a tool in the service of communication’; (2) ‘Texts
are fragments, without closure or resolution.’ (3) As a result ‘no writer can ever be
in control of the meaning of the text.” (4) ‘Meaning is supplanted by the notion of
“signification” [...] Poststructuralism thus discards the humanistic version of hu-
man beings as creators of meaning, and proposes them instead as creatures (ef-
fects) of language.’ (5) Criticism is no longer an ancillary activity, but is now con-
sidered part of the poem, creative of its meaning or signification.” (6) ‘Disciplinary
boundaries are erased.’” (7) Poststructuralist criticism defies the rules of reason
and identity and suggests instead the idea of contradiction.387

I do not intend to draw up a full inventory here of all the rewriting and of

postmodern features in Taiwan poetry — since there are, as Gérard Genette for ex-

384 Matei Calinescu 1997: 245.

385 Matei Calinescu 1997: 244-5.

386 Linda Hutcheon: 1989.

387 1993 edition: 621 (Intertextuality).
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ample shows with his typology in Palimpsests: Literature in the Second Degree
(Palimpsestes: La Littérature au second degré, 1982), many different kinds of re-
writing. Instead I will focus on a few typical examples that are preoccupied with
postmodern rewriting. Characteristic of most rewriting, from the West or Taiwan,
is an overall seriocomic treatment of the original text, with a critical ironic dis-
tance, expressing at once respect, criticism and humor. A very simple example is

Xu Huizhi’s ‘White Snake Speaks’ ( 1fi3:), which recasts the popular legend of
the White Snake:

Please entwine me

While I'm shedding my skin
Let me sense your pain

The insane joy in the pain
Supple as if without bones

Love does not need to enter completely

I will rub your whole body

With saliva

In this holy night

The saliva that I have spit with all my might
Will be your new bright and transparent clothes

And afterwards, Xiaoqing, we return to the mountains

To the mountains to cultivate love and passion

The admiring sighs of mutual regards

The ecstasy of touching

Make Fahai continue reciting his sutras

Let the weak-kneed Xu Xian forever exorcise under the Thunder Peak Pagodasss

The legend of the White Snake exists in many versions — it indeed has been rewrit-
ten a lot — but in its most elementary form Xu Xian is a poor herbal medicine
shopkeeper, who marries a beautiful rich woman dressed in white; she has a fe-
male servant dressed in green (Xiaoqing in the poem means Little Green one). Af-
ter their marriage the women help him set up a flourishing medicine shop. But the
women are in fact snake spirits, both with magical powers. After some events Lady
White Snake reveals her true identity to Xu Xian, who stays with her anyway, but
after she has given birth to a son, the monk Fahai, determined to fight the spirits,
imprisons the two women under the Thunder Peak Pagoda. Whereas in the legend
the women do no harm to Xu Xian, he does nothing, in most versions, to have his

wife released, although in some he professes the Buddhist order of Fahai in the

388 Bai Ling 1998: 255.
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hope of having her set free by his deeds. But in the poem the two women have be-
come emancipated and are less sacrificing; they go off together and let Xu Xian
stew in his own juices; now he is the one imprisoned in the Pagoda. The essence of
the legend, a love story between a man and a woman, is thus thoroughly changed.
Ironic though Xu’s poem is, it is still one of closure, of a single meaning; he sup-
plants one truth with another and in that sense differs a great deal from Xia Yu’s
poetry which I will come to later.

One kind of rewriting that is seen a lot in Taiwan poetry is quotation; accord-
ing to Calinescu it is one of the simplest forms of rewriting and has become ‘the
object of a large variety of manipulations (it can be deformed, switched from the
affirmative mode to the negative one and vice verse, falsely attributed, concealed,
made unrecognizable, used as a screen for another quotation, used as a clue or a
false clue to a secret meaning of the work and so on) for the most diverse pur-
poses, from showing respect (tinged with irony) for the literary tradition to play-
ing hide-and-seek games with the reader.’38 Quotation in contemporary writing
can have far-reaching consequences. Xia Yu’s earlier-mentioned ‘Vanished Im-
ages’ is a complex example of quotation. The original text is only slightly rewrit-
ten, but with huge consequences. More frequent are simpler forms of quotation,
such as those written above a poem by way of a motto, as in Xia Yu’s ‘Jiang Yuan’ (

% Tfi, 1983, from Memoranda), which starts with a quotation from the Book of

Odes. 390 In her new poem the original idea expressed in the motto is completely
turned upside down, in a humoristic way better suiting contemporary life. Yet an-

other form of quotation is Chen Li’s ‘Rose Song’ (V.1 &1, 1994, from The Edge

of the Island), which is a compilation of ten existing poems from different origins
— so the annotation by the poet tells us.391 The contribution of the poet is ‘only’ to
translate them into Chinese and bring the poems into interplay. The difference be-
tween Xia’s and Chen’s use of quotation on the one hand and for example Yang
Mu’s ‘Journey’ (i[5, 1984, from Someone [ ) where he quotes a line by
Meng Jiao above his poem, is that Yang’s poem is one of serious esteem and does

not uproot the original.392

389 Matei Calinescu 1997: 246.
390 Xia Yu 1986: 118-9.

391 Chen Li 1995: 68-76.

392 Yang Mu 1995: 435-7.
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Frequently going hand in hand with quotations in a text are explanatory
notes by the poet at the end of a poem informing the reader of the source of the
quotation, as in Chen’s example of ‘Rose Song’. Such notes are another interesting
phenomenon in themselves, as they show an ironic self-reflection or distance to-
ward the poem — destroying any illusions the reader might have had about the text
being an authentically written piece and simultaneously making it original in a dif-
ferent sense. But the reverse occurs also: notes are added to the poem to stress its
authentic origin, and simultaneously distract from its allusion to another work of

art. An example of this is Shang Qin’s ‘Speechless Clothes’ (%f'\% puA-4L) from 1982
(from Thinking with Feet):

Speechless Clothes

Autumn 1960, Three Gorges, seeing a washerwoman at night

A moonshine-like woman
at the water’s brink
silently

beats the hard, black rocks

(No one knows where her husband drifted to)

A reed flower-like woman

at the river’s edge

speechlessly

beats the cold, white moonlight

(No one knows where her husband flowed to)

A moonshine-like woman

A reed flower-like woman

at the river’s edge silently beats
speechless clothes at the water’s brink

(The far, dusky mountains only cry out once you've passed them)

Note:

In the autumn of 1960 I traveled with my poet friend Liu Sha through the Three
Gorges, staying overnight in a hotel at a back alley near the river — a small building
sustained by wooden gantry, hanging partly above the river, so that wind and water
flowed beneath it — where we drank rice wine and then Gaoliang, and fell asleep,
drunk. In the night the sound of pounding clothes awoke me from my dream, I set
the window ajar to look, moonshine, reed flowers, water gleam, everything was
bright, the world lay quiet, only one woman was washing clothes at the rivulet’s edge
— the hammering echoed against the mountain — swathed in desolation. This made
me think of the gaiety of the girls who washed clothes together beside the river when
I was little, as if the lather and laughter were from yesterday, which made me dole-
ful. I pushed Liu Sha to continue drinking, but without result and drank by myself,
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searching for words without finding them, tossing about in bed till the end of the
night. Later I also got drunk at this spot with Xiu Tao and others, but I did not again
hear the hammering, nor did I find any words. Twenty years later this poem did
come about, but all the friends have scattered, a yearning I cannot control is now re-
corded.

Taibei, 1982.393

Without denying the truth of this extensive note — washerwomen beside a river
are surely a common occurrence and many of Shang Qin’s poems have an auto-
biographical backgroundsd4 — it is hard to imagine that Shang Qin is not also si-
multaneously alluding here to the famous legend of Xi Shi, the beauty who is
much alluded to in literature; she was once in a remote village washing silk in a
stream under the moonlight, but was given to the King of Wu and held responsible
for the fall of the state by leading him away from government affairs. Shang Qin’s
note, which stresses the authenticity of the poem, is no less ironic than its coun-
terparts that explain or stress the literary allusion they are making.

In fact, the use of notes generally seems to have increased, notes that do not
necessarily allude to literature, but explain how or under what circumstances (oc-
casion, atmosphere) the poem was conceived — which was also common practice
in classical poetry. While one may do this for emphasizing the impression of au-
thenticity it may, on the contrary, also stress the constructed quality of the poem.
In a note to her poem ‘Give Time Some Time’ (?F—[Ef flr) Eﬁ fif) for instance, Xia Yu
attributes this quote to the former French president F. Mitterrand, who had sup-
posedly said: ‘One has to give some time to time’ (Il faut laisser du temps au
temps). The note stresses that not all her words are hers by origin. In a later re-
print Xia Yu explains that after the first print she found a postcard on which the
same saying was attributed to Miguel de Cervantes; successive search on the
internet again made clear that the saying is in fact attributed to many and exists in
many languages. Such expanding notes then may become another game in itself,
even though the information given is truthful.

Concerning rewriting and quotation Luo Qing is another poet who has writ-
ten some interesting examples. One of his, in my view, more successful poems is

‘Once More Looking Out at the Deep Blue Sea after Looking Out at the Deep Blue

393 Shang Qin 1988A: 78-9.
394 In conversations with Shang Qin concerning my translations of his work it often struck me that
many of his poems have an immediate, realistic cause and are often directly connected to his life.
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Sea Many Times Before’ ( %+ @3€‘ DAV F @3€‘ 4 ), from Video Poetics (%%JE“T%
1988):

On the calm and expansive sea
There seems to be nothing at all

On the sea where there seems to be nothing at all
There is in fact simply nothing at all

It is just because there is after all nothing at all
That we know there was originally nothing at all

But on the calm and expansive sea
Is there actually nothing at all?

On the sea where there is nothing at all
Of course there is nothing at all

On the calm and expansive sea
There is expectedly completely naturally nothing at all

Author’s note: Ts’ao Ts’ao’s first poem in the ‘Walking out of the Summer Gate’ se-
ries, called ‘Looking Out at the Deep Blue Sea,” was written in the seventeenth year
of the Chien-an period [A.D. 212 ]. Its lyrics go like this:

Eastward we approach Stele Mountain
From there looking out at the deep blue sea
How peaceful and broad is its water

The mountain island is awesome and erect
Trees grow in profusion

The myriad plants are abundant

The autumnal wind sighs

Heavy waves surge

The course of sun and moon

Seems to start from there

The river of stars burning bright

Seems to rise from within it

How very fortunate

Songs enchant intent

Also Note:

This is the first poem I wrote

with a Chinese word processor

Since the characters for ‘awesome and erect’ were not
contained in its memory

when I came to write the above note

I had to create them with the character-graphics program

translated by Joseph R. Allen39%

395 Luo Qing 1988 258 -61; Joseph R. Allen 1993: 377-9. The translation of the fourth line of the
Ts’ao Ts’ao poem is mine, Allen s version is: ‘Alpestrine spires stand on the mountain isle.’
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Luo’s work generally reveals a very strong sense of composition and inclines to
irony in many ways, by humorous turns of phases, language games, pretended ig-
norance or by linkage to popular culture. His book titles set the example, as they
are not easily associated with poetry. His first collection, Ways of Eating Water-
melon, would not be out of place among cookery books; The Gallant Knights of
Cathay is reminiscent of Chinese martial arts novels (as is the language inside);

Catching Thieves could easily be a detective novel; Here Come The UFOs P FEE
P97, 1984) could be a science fiction novel; and Video Poetics resembles the

title of a work on postmodern literary criticism.39¢ This play with book titles of
popular genres pokes fun at modern poetry books written hitherto, which carry
titles of the more elevated, lyrical and serious kind, such as Luo Fu’s Soul River (
@, 1957) or Death in a Stone Cell; Zhou Mengdie’s Land of the Solitary (*"\VE,
1959); Rongzi’s Blue Bird (f| F4% , 1953); Luo Men’s Light at Dawn ([%°X, 1958)
or Pagoda of Death (5=d fﬁ, 1969); Bai Qiu’s Death of a Swan (&% 3=, 1958) or
Roses in the Wind (i Y, #; 1965); Yu Guangzhong’s A Blue Feather (fiz<1fiv))=*
, 1954), to name but a few famous books published in the 1950s and 1960s. Luo
instead frequently contrasts a childlike simplicity, taken from popular mass cul-
ture, with the deadly serious imagery of so-called high art, creating new poetic
forms and styles.397

‘Once More Looking Out at the Deep Blue Sea after Looking Out at the Deep
Blue Sea Many Times Before’ is a case in point. The poem was originally published

in the Popular Daily =45} '#3 under the title ‘Looking at the Sea from Guanshan
Pavilion’ (Fﬁ%p ﬁ'»@i?ﬁ%), together with his ‘Goodbye Epistle about Goodbye’ (-
Fﬁ%ﬁ? Iy %{HU%; ).398 The two poems were accompanied by several short cri-

tiques of other writers, most of them quite negative. The most positive contribu-
tion comes from the postmodern critic Meng Fan who stresses, not very surpris-
ingly, the postmodernity of the poem: it is fragmented and there is no meaning in

it, which corresponds to the idea that unity cannot be reached in our shattered

396 Only Rice Songs (“<*&. 1, 1981) seems to be an exception to this; I have not taken his chil-
dren’s and young people’s poetry into consideration.

397 In this way Luo probably tries to kill two birds with one stone, as his inclination to more popu-
lar art forms is also a way to reach the reading public that had been estranged from modern poetry.
398 Popular Daily, November 23, 1987.
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world; it is just one line after the other; the form is more important than the con-
tent; the insertion of the poem by Cao Cao (Ts’ao Ts’ao) is just some ‘collage and
montage’ without any meaning; and by means of the last note on the word proces-
sor, the creation process itself becomes involved, the so-called auto-reflection in
postmodern literature.399 Subsequently, Meng Fan draws the conclusion that Luo
Qing is really just playing a game here, which is, according to him, exactly what
postmodern literature does: to see literary writing as a game.

Meng’s argument appears justifiable enough, and because Luo was one of the
pioneers in introducing postmodernism in Taiwan, the link to postmodernism is
quickly made. But one may wonder whether Meng does justice to the poem with
his enumeration that only stresses the postmodern appearance of the poem. He
does, however, clearly appreciate the poem while the others, whether or not seeing
it as postmodern, think of it as a letdown: the (for them) foolish and purposeless
repetition gives them the impression of a fragmented, meaningless poem, which
they see confirmed by the apparently senseless insertion of an entire classical
poem and the note on the poet playing with his computer.4o© They refuse to take
the poem seriously in any way. If they did so, they would discover that it is not
simply a matter of making a conspicuous game, but that the poem is at once frag-
mented and silly, and a coherent and structured seriocomic treatment of a valu-
able classic. When given some reflection, Luo’s poetry often is indebted to classical
Chinese poetry (and painting).

The poem is clearly divided into three parts: the first is the sixfold repetition
in twelve lines, saying in different but nearly similar words that there is nothing
on the sea; the second part consists of the first note with the quotation of the full
Cao Cao poem about the sea; and in the third part the writer narrates how he
wrote this poem. Luo Qing has here in fact rewritten Cao Cao’s poem, sharply con-
trasting with it in both form and matter. The first part, in simple, colloquial lan-
guage, is written in free verse, and may seem boring in its manifold repetition — or
funny to others. Cao Cao’s poem, conversely, counts four characters in each line,

has a very rich diction and shows hardly any repetition of words (apart from

‘seems to rise/start from’” ¥, {1\t in lines 10 and 12); each line adds a new dimen-

399 Ku Ling 1987.
400 The others are: Lin Yangmin, Xu Huizhi, Huang Shugen, Lin Huixiong, Guo Hanchen, Lii Ji-
ang.
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sion to the description. Cao Cao’s poem breathes a kind of solemnity in its admira-
tion. Whereas the repetitions in the first part stress that there is nothing on the
sea, Cao Cao’s poem contains a miniature world: an island covered with plants,
and ‘The course of sun and moon / Seems to start from there’ and ‘The river of
stars burning bright / Seems to rise from within it’. In the third part an explana-
tion of the poem’s circumstances is given, as was frequently done in classical po-
etry, although these explanations were presumably not meant ironically; Luo
Qing’s note is. It draws attention to the contrast between Luo’s first part and Cao
Cao’s poem. The sudden mentioning of the word processor is a case of auto-
reflection, as Meng Fan noted, but the real point of interest of the note lies else-

where: in the fact that the characters for ‘awesome and erect’ (ifﬁ@ ) ‘were not con-

tained in its memory’. True as that statement may be, it can hardly be a coinci-
dence that exactly these two characters are mentioned, since they are the ones that
summarize the grandeur of the mountain island in the sea. Again, the difference
between the two ‘versions’ is stressed.

Cao Cao’s poem cannot be seen in isolation from the popular Taoist tradition
and its myth of the Islands of the Blessed. It is the first known poem about the sea
and was followed by many classical poems about ‘looking at the blue sea’; many
refer to these islands, which were supposed to be situated in the Eastern Sea and
to be inhabited by fairies who were immortal because they drank from the elixir of
life. When, like so many before him, Luo Qing is once more looking out at the deep
blue sea, there is nothing on the sea. Why? Is the new poem a simple inversion to
deny this richness of the sea, meaning that we, living in the modern world, no
longer believe in fairies and immortality? But it is affiliated with Taoist philosophy
in another way. The repetition of there being nothing on the sea concretizes noth-
ingness within the poem, and one may come to think of reading ‘nothing on the
sea’ as the ‘Nothing’, the Taoist Nothingness or Emptiness in which potentially all
is present. Cao Cao’s poem is then not so much contradictory to the first part, but
complementary to it: the miniature world of the island describes the potential.
The sea itself underlines this line of thought, as it is symbolic of the dynamics of

life: everything originates from the sea and everything returns to it.40t Further-

401 In some of his other poems the same idea recurs. In ‘Key Beach’ the bottom of the sea conceals
life’s secrets, to which the shells on the beach are the key. ‘Six Ways of Eating Watermelon’ refers
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more, in Taoist legends the Emptiness at the beginning of time is associated with
‘watery chaos’. Emptiness and the sea can thus be regarded as the same.

Being self-reflexive the poem raises questions about the position and status
of modern poetry and thus about its own position in our contemporary world.
What role can poetry play? How can readers be reached? How does modern poetry
relate to classical poetry? What is the influence of modern techniques such as
computers on poetry writing? These are problems that return in a number of his
works. Luo Qing rewrites and rereads literature, and with his ironic quotation in
‘Once More Looking Out at the Deep Blue Sea after Looking Out at the Deep Blue
Sea Many Times Before’ he places himself explicitly in the Chinese tradition of po-
etry writing (instead of a purely Western one) while adding a new dimension to it.

The following poem, Xiao Xiao’s ‘Sky Clear Sand’ (-¥%1{’} in Desolate [Z3f1],
1982), may serve as another example of a poem that inserts a whole classical

poem. It has a prominent form also, but the poem is much less ironic than Luo

Qing’s:

Sky Clear Sand — variationascz

dead vines

aged trees

dusk crows

small bridge, brooklet, people’s house
old road

West wind

lean horse

the sun sets West
heaven then has
no

bounds

no

limits

no

ends

only after noon the face started

in a different way to the (Taoist) notion of ‘Nothing’ being the condition for all potential (cf. Part IT,
chapter 3). Luo himself suggests that he took the notion of ‘emptiness’ from the traditional art of
landscape painting where the white clouds mediating between mountains and water are the emp-
tiness from which everything originates (Interview with Luo Qing, in Silvia Marijnissen & Martin
de Haan 1997: 93-5).

402 Given the specific form of the Chinese poem, the English version of this poem is as literal as
possible.
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to rise

to rise and become packs of
slow

and

slug-

gish

black

clouds

lingering
and
lingering

and only then the face started
to descend

slow

and

slug-

gish

black

clouds, packs of them

a broken man at heaven’s end4°3

Xiao Xiao uses the famous poem ‘Autumn Thoughts to the Tune of Sky Clear
Sand’ (< }F1)«FF 1) by Ma Zhiyuan’ (c.1270-1330). The original can be divided
into three lines consisting of three two-character-combinations, one line consist-
ing of two two-character-combinations and a closing line consisting of two three-

character-combinations, as follows:

Dead vines / aged trees / dusk crows (/#8575
Small bridge / brooklet / men’s home CI g/ %)
Old road / West wind / lean horse (?[ig/ EVAET )
The sun / sets West CZFR/P™)

A broken man / at heaven’s end (B~ [ F) 404

It is this division into word combinations and lines that informs the design of Xiao
Xiao’s poem. It alternates the two-character combinations with full lines, and after
the fourth line, which might be called the ‘eye’ of the poem — i.e. the place in the
poem that points to or summarizes the essential part of the poem, emphasized
here by the shorter line — follows a Xiao Xiao’s personal part. This part takes a

variant yet similar form: lines of mostly one character and a couple of two charac-

403 Xjao Xiao 1982: 25.
404 Ma Zhiyuan 1993: 198.
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ters, occasionally alternated with a longer line. The elongated form that is thus
created draws specific attention to the boundless sky with its slowly drifting black
clouds. Notably, rather than providing an alternative to or a different vision upon
the original poem, Xiao Xiao’s poem appropriates the original style and meaning
in what is essentially an affirmative fashion: the connotation of despair and of the
futility of man opposed to nature is kept intact. The treatment of the poem is one

of serious reverence whereas Luo Qing’s is obviously serio-comic.

QUOTATION AS PROCEDURAL POETICS

The same poem by Ma Zhiyuan is used by Luo Qing as well, in a kind of proce-
dural poetics: his writing is based on a self-imposed formal constraint, making a
new stanza of each two- or three-character combination of the original. This
somewhat reminds one of Yang Mu’s method in his ‘Etudes’, but Luo Qing’s con-
straint is not based upon a traditional fixed form. It works as a new generative de-
vice that limits and directs the possibilities of this one poem. Among the writers of
the French OuLiPo group, who developed this way of writing, dissenting views ex-
ist as to how such constraints should work. Jacques Roubaud, for example, holds
that ‘a text written according to a constraint must speak of this constraint’, but not
all OuLiPo writers agree on that.405 What they do agree on is that writing by
means of such a device is not simply a matter of playing a game. For them it has,
paradoxically, a liberating effect, because the routine, the usual mechanism of
writing is broken: as it is the self-chosen constraint that determines how the poets
proceed, they feel less directed by conventions.

This is exactly what stimulated Luo Fu to write a whole book in such a proce-
dural way. All the poems in his Hidden Titles are constructed along the same prin-
ciple: acrostics, in which the characters in the title of the poem are, in order, the
first characters of each of the lines in the poem. In his introduction to the book
Luo remarks that such procedural writing affects the language of the text: ‘It is

sometimes inevitable to demolish established grammar and language patterns,

405 Quoted in Perloff 1991: 140.
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and that demolition even becomes its characteristic.’4°6 And he adds that an

equally important effect of the self-imposed rule was the liberation it gave him:

‘When the poems with concealed titles became the focus of the subject of the poetry
scene, it is true that many confirmed its worth as art, but neither was there any lack
of persons who objected to it. There were for instance those who considered the po-
ems with concealed titles a kind of ‘self constraint’, or they called it ‘dancing in
shackles’, this is fundamentally true, I don’t think it is wrong. However, while writ-
ing I not only did not have any hard-pressed feelings of self constraint at all, but, on
the contrary, felt an enormous liberation, because I would sometimes be forced to
let go of some habitual grammar, so that purely from my heart’s wishes I could ‘non-
transgressionally’ design a whole new poetic sentence. 407

The formal constraint thus enforces a certain language, structure or form
upon the poem, as we will see in the following example from Luo Qing’s book
Video Poetics. The first section in the volume contains two ‘Examples of Video Po-
etics’ (%@%%ﬁj), bearing the titles ‘Sky Clear Sand — First Example of Video
Poetics’ (<3517 (7]~ ) and ‘The Ferry Landing in the Wilderness is Deserted
and the Boat Swings by Itself — Second Example of Video Poetics’ (E57%: * 5| [ 1]
271V — ). With the two ‘Examples’ Luo Qing has rewritten Ma Zhiyuan’s famous
poem and one classical line, the final line of ‘West Creek at Chuzhou’ (ﬂﬁﬁ?"‘[\[?’df’aﬁ)
by Wei Yingwu (737—-792 or 793).408 These rewritings involve the constraint to in-
corporate and rewrite each of the original word clusters of the poem or the line.
Through the insertion of these famous phrases, the poem again deliberately shows
the rewriting strategy, just like in the ‘sea poem’; in all three examples the classical
poem (or line) informs the composition of the new poem.

In the first and longest of the two ‘Examples of Video Poetics’, the ‘Sky Clear
Sand’ sequence, the original triggers are put in a separate column, which makes it

possible to read both horizontally and vertically.4°9 Horizontally they serve as

406 LLuo Fu 1993C: 3.

407 Luo Fu 1993C: 6.

408 The full poem by Wei Yingwu reads: Alone, I savor wildflowers tucked in along the creek, / and
there’s a yellow oriole singing in treetop depths. // Spring floods come rain-swollen and wild at
twilight. / No one there at the ferry, a boat drifts across of itself. Translation by David Hinton
(2002: 122). In my own translation I have, in consultation with Luo Qing, translated the last line
somewhat differently.

409 The original reads from top to bottom and from right to left.
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headings for the sections; read vertically, the new text literally becomes a parody,

in its literal etymological meaning of a ‘song sung beside’ the old one:4:°

Sky Clear Sand

— First Example of Video Poetics

[1] Dead vines:

[2] aged trees:

[3] dusk crows:

The camera moves from

a power cable

in a tracking shot up to a group

of densely, loosely or unclearly entangled power lines
immediately after this emerges

a bundle of clouds

tightly bound by millions of power lines

emerging, emerging

continuously emerging

The camera follows

a dog lifting its leg

tracks up to the round middle of a concrete column

close-up: a red ‘Danger. High voltage. Keep away’

close-up: a blue ‘Three Principles of the People, Unify
China’

close-up: a black ‘Democratic human rights, vote for me’

close-up: a golden ‘Last units for sale, come and see’

up again is a swaying transformer on the verge of falling

and one half of a lonely mercury lamp

in pairs they hang from the top of the concrete column

to keep the unbalanced balance

the transformer vibrates somniferously

huskily screams a series of vague slogans

the mercury lamp winks one-eyed

sends out an ominous secret code

indicates all kinds of half hidden

dangers

And then

the camera shifts from

the twinkling street lamp to

a twinkling star

zooms in — close-up:

it’s a lamp on the tail of an aeroplane

below the lamp ten thousands of roofs and lamps in houses
float by

the air above the roofs is suddenly filled with thousands of
television antennas

the open, flat wings of the antennas

look like the skeletons of thousands of evening crows

exposed to sun, rain, wind and earthquakes

on top of the bamboo poles that look like a cross

410 The poems are not numbered in the original. I have added numbers here for the sake of conven-
ience. In the translation I have maintained the idea of the original layout.
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[4] Small bridge:

[5] brooklet:

[6] men’s home:

they quietly endure
all kinds of telecommunicative electric shocks

The camera shifts from the rack of bones of the dusk crows

to construction scaffolding

and again to a complicated iron construction

the camera zooms out

a pedestrian bridge leading in all directions

is impressive to see

close-up ‘Everyone is responsible for keeping secrets and
preventing espionage’

close-up ‘Honey soap. Nylons with colored butterflies’

close-up ‘Military service is the most glorious duty of the
people’

close-up ‘Sale of the complete volume of How to Emigrate,

new edition’
close-up ‘Unite in the struggle. Beware of discord’
close-up ‘Fine for loud honking: nine hundred yuan’
it’s crowded on the bridge (pickpockets are active)
signpost one ‘President’s Palace’
signpost two ‘Revival bridge’
signpost three ‘Great China Cinema’
signpost four ‘Big World Theatre’
in the distance (juvenile delinquents come to blows)
the electric signaling says:
heavy traffic jam in the direction of Banqgiao
traffic signs are out of order in the direction of Shilin
a Taiwanese bus service going to the Three Gorges
has broken down on the National Reconstruction North
South Bridge

However, the black river under the bridge
just continues flowing, after a short tumble,
as if nothing had happened

the camera zooms in

investigating the quality of the water in a close-up
ingredients: bicycle, motorcycle, sedan
truck, military vehicle, police car

the camera then focuses for a moment

above the waterway of the old Danshui River
the birth of a new Danshui

is officially announced in color

using techniques of montage

Above the Danshui

colored snakes

begin to emerge one by one

from between the apartments on both shores

they chaotically move to the shore to drink together

the night market of Huaxi

begins to writhe like a ring snake

facing the Chinese Research Institute for venomous
snakes

is a specialized hospital for recovering from venereal
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diseases
a signboard for perfect circumcisions (close-up)
a trademark for crocodile leather handbags (close-up)
after the snake whip, snake soup, snake gall, snake wine
are heaps of imported apples, one after the other,
getting cheaper and cheaper (pan and tilt)
adults and children walk and eat
meanwhile spitting the cores of the apples at will
between the children’s playground and the zoo

[7] Old road: Beyond the playground
are 3D overpasses of broad, flat freeways
taxis racing on them, they come and go,
shuttling back and forth (focus the camera)
time meter expenses meter
passing interchanges (close-up)
passing toll stations (close-up)
keep distance, maintain your speed
passing fog banks (close-up)
passing rest areas (close-up)
near the international airport
lots of airconditioned sightseeing touring cars
come and go (jumpcut)
near the Yangmei interchange
a funeral procession of the municipal funeral home
disappears on the road to Longtan
that widely-known
march of the old road
is silently blown about in the wind
after the sound of the car has faded away
silently blowing, blowing silently
blowing a sky full of chrysanthemum seeds (close-up)
in a border full of blooming chrysanthemums (close-up)

[8] West wind: The time is of course March twenty-something

the wind is of course blowing from the West

all of the flocky dandelion seeds blowing about

are studying and discussing

the correct direction of the wind

and increase suspicions as to the truth or falsehood of the
calendar

some seeds were blown here long ago, some hundreds of
years

fell on the ground and rooted (fade in)

others were blown back hundreds of years from here

never to reemerge (fade out)

some keep floating in the air, hesitating

others have decided to wander in the clouds

even more have fallen on the freeway

stick to the tires of all kinds of vehicles

rolling ahead disregarding everything

[9] lean horse: A Qianlima car (close-up)
flies by Zaoqiao
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[10] The sun:

[11] sets West:

[12] A broken man:

drives all night, beyond Houli

does not stop at Fengyuan, nor at Huatan or Baihe

drives into: China Boat Co., China Steel Co.

drives into the largest center in Asia for container
transport

leaves Shanhua, Mituo and Foguangshan behind its wheels

and after refueling at Jiadong

it goes ahead full horesepower

rushes towards Hengchun

rushes towards the Hengchun nuclear power station

unexpectedly—

near the national park of Kending, the car

has an accident

the puddles of petrol at the spot

catch fire

a horrifying evening red at the Bashi Channel

(new art synthesizes 3D, color and widescreen)

The evening sun at the Bashi Channel
a heavy sea mine

full of prickles

in a dark-red color

Splash!

on the sea chart between the South China Sea and the Gulf
of Tokyo

diving into the cold, pure white spray of the waves

(the filming is being carried out

entirely according to the script, perfect and flawless)

(Going on with the filming according to plan)
a large half floating, half sinking wooden boat
should emerge at this moment at

the left side of the picture

floats to the right

a boat floats by

with wide-eyed

Chinese

[13] stands at heaven’s end: (Camera?! Action!)

the large wooden boat starts sinking in the ocean

close-up: a yacht is launched under the sound of
firecrackers

feet are kicking and sinking in the spindrift

close-up: numerous hands rise from a group of
demonstrators

long hair, entangled with sea weed, is spread out

close-up: soap glides over the wasp waist that leaves the
bathtub on television

many cries fade in the wind and clouds

close-up: in the cinema the song ‘Build the Republic’

resounds

(the place of the sunken boat)

sea water
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spindrift

sea water

spindrift

(the place of the sunken boat) the sun comes up
sea water

spindrift

sea water

spindrift

(the place of the sunken boat)

the shadow of a charter plane leaving the country
strokes softly

over the place of the sunken boat

the thundering shadow

is like a strip of cheap plaster that does not stick
falling off as soon as you stick it

is like a folded paper cross

rolling in the wind

and that plane

like a perfectly fabricated paper toy knife

skims in sleek elegance

across the shredded map of Asia 4

We can first of all assess that the poem is a bunch of diverse images, with the
reader gliding from one into another. The reason for the large number of images is
clear: it is the consequence of the perspective of a film script, a filming poem, so to
speak. In fact, among all those variables in the poem the camera is the only real
constant, the only continuous element throughout. Even though it is no longer
mentioned in the end, it remains present by virtue of the film terms in parenthe-
ses and other cinematic effects (such as ‘zooming in’, ‘zooming out’, ‘close-up’).
While all these provide instructions for camera handling and image presentation,
the camera does not become the actual centre of the poem, but remains in the
background. The focus of the sequence is in the camera, on the various things it
films.

The things that the camera is filming, the images, determine the construction
of the poem. Two kinds have to be distinguished: central and peripheral. The cen-
tral images are a result of the chosen constraint to write a new poem based on Ma
Zhiyuan’s word clusters. They are mostly modern derivatives of each of the very
basic images in Ma’s poem, and all of them are based on metaphorical relations.
The following table lists these relations and displays how Ma Zhiyuan’s traditional

imagery is contrasted with elements from modern life:

411 Luo Qing 1988: 15-29.
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1 dead vines electric power lines

2 aged trees concrete column

3 dusk crows aircraft

4 small bridge foot bridge / traffic bridge
5 brooklet river

6 men’s home living environment

7 old road freeway

8 West wind West wind

9 lean horse a car?

10 the sun setting sun / sea mine

11 sets West sinking in the sea

12 a broken man sinking wooden boat

13 stands at the horizon place of the sunken boat in the sea

Of these variations the first eleven are typically modern images; one might even
call them predictable, such as the crow that is changed into an airplane, or the
freeway that supersedes the ‘old way’. 412 From the table one immediately sees that
not all items are transformed. The river, the West wind and the setting sun more
or less remain what they are; it is the additional, peripheral elements that makes
them modern. Thus, all kinds of modern vehicles lie in the water of the modern
‘river’ and the evening sun gets a second, rather unusual counterpart in the form
of the sea mine. The last three images are not actually turned into a typically mod-
ern counterpart: ‘sinking in the sea’, ‘a sinking wooden boat’ and ‘the place of the
sunken boat’ are phenomena that can occur in any era. In the last section ‘stands
at the horizon’, the ‘horizon’ picture is again adjusted by other images, such as the
television, the cinema and the charter plane, that are typical of the twentieth cen-
tury. Furthermore, the last variation, ‘stands at the horizon’, is not precisely meta-
phoric, though it is based on correspondence: both the original and the variation

are concerned with the scene of the action. Zai tianya 1 =% means ‘be at the ho-

412 The ‘evening Crows’ [3], is the only word cluster with an additional metonymical image, apart
from the central metaphoric one. This is the ‘skeletons of the crows’, which is again a metaphor for
the antennas.
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rizon’ or ‘somewhere faraway’; in Luo’s sequence this has been changed into the
distant ocean south of Taiwan, the place where the boat sinks.4!3

No less important than these thirteen main images are all the peripheral im-
ages and information, such as the close-ups from mercury lamps, slogans and ad-
vertising on the concrete column or on the footbridge, the antennas on the roofs,
etc. They are not mere decorative description, but essential in the transfer from
one section to the next. As there are no natural affiliations between the central im-
ages of the new poem — not between a concrete column and an airplane, nor be-
tween an airplane and a bridge, or a Qianlima car and the setting sun and so on —
it would, without the peripheral images, sometimes seem as if the camera had
‘jumped’ to a completely new scene, whereas now a continuous film is presented
in which we slide through the minor images from one central image to the next.

These numerous connective images between the sections are either meta-
phorical or metonymical. The first transfer, for example, from ‘Dead vines’ to
‘aged trees’ is established through an image of power lines (i.e. the variation upon
the ‘Dead vines’) in section one. The concrete column (variation on the ‘aged
trees’) in section two can only be connected to those cables through the things
suspended from it. Both the transformer and the mercury lamp bring electricity to
mind, and of even more importance is the sign ‘Danger. High voltage’, because it
suggests that the concrete column is an electricity pole. As such these three images
become meaningful in their metonymical relations between the central images of
sections one and two, enabling coherent transfer.

The following table shows which metonymical and metaphorical shifts are

made between one section and the next; the right column provides the connective

element.
Part Type Connecting images connective
2—3 metaphorical | mercury lamp > street lamp, star, airplane | lights
lamp, house lamp
3—4 metaphorical | antenna’s > bridge iron construction
4-5 metonymical | bridge > river under bridge bridge

413 The place-names the Qianlima passes show that it goes from north to south; it ends at the Bashi
Channel, in the ocean south of Taiwan; seen on a map it is thus in between the South China Sea
and the Gulf of Tongking, which are West and East of Taiwan respectively.
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5—6 both — metonymical: river > entourage along river | river
— metaphorical: river > snake
writhing snake
6-7 metonymical | between playground and zoo > beyond play- | playground
ground
7-8 metaphorical | chrysanthemum seeds > dandelions pappi seeds
8—9 metonymical | seeds > Qianlima car tires
1-2 metonymical | power lines > transformer, mercury lamp, | electricity
‘Danger. High voltage’
9—-10 | metaphorical | — crashed car > evening sun evening red
— crashed car > sea mine explosive
10—-11 | metonymical | sea mine > spray of waves water
11—12 | metaphorical | The sinking > the sinking sinking
12—13 | metaphorical | The sinking > the sinking sinking

The perspective of a continuous, gliding camera is sometimes also ensured within
a section. In part [3] for example, the shift from street lamp, star and airplane
lamp to the house lamps also provides the smooth metonymical transfer to the an-
tennas on the roofs of these houses.

The first ten sections of the poem — distinguished in the table from [10] —
[13] for reasons that will be clarified later — are mostly connected through images
other than the central one. Exceptions to this are the transitions from [4] to [5],
(from ‘bridge’ to ‘river’) and from [5] to [6] (from ‘river’ to ‘home’ / living envi-
ronment). In the latter one might, however, also see a metaphorical connection in
the form of the snake — a recurrent image in part six through the snake soup,
snake wine etc. The writhing snake, used to describe the night market, can be
connected with the dark Danshui River that twists and turns through Taipei, al-
though it is not presented as such, nor compared to it within the poem.

Starting with the ‘setting sun’ in section [10], the manner of connecting
changes. Although there are still metonymical and metaphorical relations, there is
also one continuous image throughout parts [10] and [11], that of ‘sinking’. This
change can be traced back to Ma Zhiyuan’s original fourth line, which introduces a
change as well. The first three verse lines (the first nine compounds, from ‘Dead

vines’ to ‘lean horse’) consist of related but separate images, that follow one an-
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other without any grammatical coherence. Each of these images is made by a noun
modified by an adjective. The fourth line, beginning with the ‘evening sun’, sud-
denly consists of only four characters in two two-character clusters. The last line
again comprises six characters, but in two three-character clusters. And contrary
to the first three verse lines, the last two more or less form grammatical wholes,
with subjects and predicates: ‘the sun sets West’ and ‘a broken man stands at
heaven’s end’.

These grammatical structures have a parallel in Luo’s poem. Part [10] is only
a description of the evening sun as an explosive full of prickles and with a dark red
color; nothing really happens in it. All the more happens in part [11] that revolves
around something sinking. Here an action is described without any reference to a
subject. Following Ma Zhiyuan’s structure, one can only conclude that part [10]
provides the subject for the action in part[11]; that it is the sea mine, alias the eve-
ning sun, which falls into the sea and sinks. And as the sea mine is metaphorically
related to the crashed car — both are explosive and they are connected via the eve-
ning red — one might assume that the car is the subject of the sinking, just as the
setting sun can be seen as symbolic for the broken man in Ma Zhiyuan’s original.
The last two lines in the original poem (from ‘goes down in the West’ to ‘a broken
man’) are not grammatically connected and there is another break in the line
length and division. Luo’s poem follows that break: there is continuity in the form
of the two ‘sinkings’, yet they are not the same. Section [11] first has a subjectless
sinking (i.e. the sea mine of part [10]) and section [12] then offers the half-sunken
boat. The two last sections, finally, are analogous with Ma Zhiyuan’s last gram-
matical line ‘A broken man stands at heaven’s end’. Section [12], ‘A broken man’,
forms the subject of part [13], ‘at heaven’s end’: it shows the ‘half floating, half
sinking wooden boat’ packed with Chinese (going from one side of the screen to
the other). In the last part the focus is on the scene of the sinking: first the wooden
boat sinks until it has completely disappeared and only the waves are left; then the
shadow of a charter plane passes over that same spot.

All in all, the poem is tightly organized into a coherent narrative, through the

continuous camera and the classical poem.414 The procedural writing also func-

414 Other minor constructing elements could be pointed out, for example, the omen of the final
apocalypse: in section [9] the car swiftly bypasses all kinds of places with names connected to
Buddhism, as for example Shanhua, Mituo and Fuguangshan — as if religion is put aside In section
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tions as a way of juxtaposing old and new, tradition and modernity. Again the con-
cise wenyan is juxtaposed to the modern — colloquial, elaborated — baihua lan-
guage. And the contrast once more emphasizes the difference between the two
texts: the terseness of images by Ma Zhiyuan and the superfluity of images by Luo.

Ma Zhiyuan’s is an outstanding example of a static poem: the few, well-
chosen images together evoke a classical Chinese painting. Luo’s version, con-
versely, is highly dynamic, involving a forward movement: the images smoothly
follow one another, creating a constant feeling of action. This is intensified by the
film terms in parentheses, like ‘tracking shot’, ‘zoom in’, ‘zoom out’, jump cut’,
‘pan and tilt’, ‘close-up’, which constantly remind the reader of the movement of
the film.415 The numerous images in Luo’s sequence make it truly representative of
modern industrialized city life that is more and more dominated by media im-
ages.416 Through all those images, and the details that come along with it, our view
of things is blurred, as it were. All those seemingly minor scenes (seeds sticking to
tires!) incorporated in the poem are distracting from the main image — in other
words, the centers disappear, they disintegrate.

The juxtaposition of the old and the new poem in two columns also effects
the way of reading, as they visualize both the autonomy and the interdependence
of the texts: the new text would not exist without the classical one, but the original
is put in a different light as well. The texts become mutually effective: not only are
the power lines a modern variation upon the withered vines, but the vines them-
selves now cannot help but remind one of power lines; the ‘old road’ cannot help
but reflect crowded freeways. While Ma’s poem has ‘restricted’ Luo’s, the latter
also undermines the former, or surrounds it with new possibilities. In a sense, it
has become impossible to say that the new poem is built upon the old; the
boundaries between what is original and what is derived become less evident be-
cause of the mutual reflection.

Let me turn to the ‘Second Example of Video Poetics’.

[2], the flickering mercury lamp that points to ‘half visible, half hidden dangers’ might also be a
presage of the disaster at the end.

415 In this sense I believe that they are quite essential to the poem and as such I do not agree with
Lin Yaode, who considered them not very special (Lin Yaode 1989: 217).

416 In his afterword ‘Theoretical Foundation of Video Poetics’ ("éﬁﬁ%%ﬁ%’”ﬂ/ %‘Eﬁ%ﬁlﬂ@ Luo Qing
himself also goes into this social problem, saying that this century has become more and more
characterized by images through film, television, and later video, which strongly influences the way
of thinking and feeling, and the use of language (Luo Qing, 1988a, p. 263-276).
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The Ferry Landing in the Wilds is Deserted and the Boat Swings
by Itself

— second example of Video Poetics

The Ferry Landing
The Milky Way flows
sparkling through outer space

(camera zooms in)

sparkling are innumerable
large and small spacecrafts

Is Deserted

Between the spacecrafts

all kinds of electronic messages are exchanged

emitted from

all kinds of different types

of computers (close-up) ‘Ark 1 control center’

of robots (close-up) ‘Ark 2 captain’s room’

close-up of all mammal primates quietly sleeping in a cooling unit at -1
000 degrees (fade-out)

the ‘automatic dreamless sleep testing device’ is installed

to the right of the metal door of the freezer the projection screen shows
the instructions for ‘waking up after a thousand light-years’

on the ‘test results’ to the left of the metal door  a big blank

And the Boat Swings by Itself

On the spherical picture tube of the memory
spherical stars flash by

(the camera zooms in)

a blue planet

(zooms in again )

a blue mountain range

(zooms in again and again)

the Virgin Mary Peak of the Himalyas

in the embrace of the Virgin Mary Peak
lies a

primitive rectangular wooden boat
half hidden in the snow

the visible part

full of hard ice

looking like a black mirror
(camera zooms continuously)

the mirror

reflects

vaguely

the long narrow tail of

the Milky Way

(click click)

(clack clack)
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(click clack)
(clack click)47

This second example is more or less organized in the same way as the first.
Again the logical division is followed, triggering the different sections, but this
time the original character combinations are not isolated from the new text in a
column on the left page. They are simply presented as subheadings. The original
classical line is thus more integrated into the new piece, and there is no formal
juxtaposition between the two as in the first example. One might argue that there
is less reason for juxtaposition because the original is only a single line taken out
of its context.

The line ‘The Ferry Landing in the Wilds is Deserted and the Boat Swings by
Itself’ Py~ 5[ FI4f) is naturally divided into three separate images: a ferry
crossing [EVE, [a place] without people & *, and a boat swinging alones| Elﬁﬁ.
Luo transfers the whole scene to outer space and again gives a ‘modern’ twist to
the original images: the ferry crossing is now a harbor of spacecrafts in the galaxy
and the swinging boat has become a wooden boat on earth (which is clear through
the mentioning of Mount Everest). In contrast to the original Wei Yingwu line
there is thus no more direct connection between the ferry landing and the boat.
Furthermore, ‘no people’ is taken very literally, but in a rather sinister way, as all
primates have been frozen and robots run the spacecraft. The continuity between
the sections is again reinforced by indirect transfers. From the spacecraft seen in
the Milky Way a metonymical shift is made to the inside of the spacecrafts; and
the second transfer is made metaphorically through the projection screen and a
picture tube.

The third connective, the camera, is of course also present in this poem, but
it functions slightly differently, despite the fact that the film terms are used again.
The reason is that the camera is not explicitly introduced. When reading the sec-
ond example separately from the first, the first film term ‘(the camera zooms in)’
comes as a surprise, because the reader does not know that the perspective of the
poem is one of a camera — unless they have read the first example ‘Sky Clear

Sand’. The first sentence in the first poem (‘The camera makes a tracking shot...”)

417 Luo Qing 1988: 30-33.
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made the perspective clear at once. This continuation of film terms in parentheses
without explicit introduction of the camera suggests that there are in fact no two
poems, but that the two examples have to be read as one and together form a
compound poem, because the centripetal forces in the end outweigh the centrifu-
gal. That idea of one larger whole is supported by two other elements that are in
line with the construction of the two ‘examples of Video Poetics’. First, there is a
metaphorical shift between the two, from the aircraft in the last lines of the first
poem to the spacecrafts in the beginning of the second; and secondly, the return of
the sunken wooden boat of the last two sections of the first poem in the last sec-
tion of the second.

Reading the two procedural examples together gives rise to different inter-
pretations: is the science fiction universe that is pictured in the second sequence
not the perfect futuristic answer to the apocalypse in the first? The science-
fictional context turns the poem into one that is no longer, like the original Ma
Zhiyuan and Wei Yingwu poems, about man confronted by and conforming to na-
ture, but about man dominating nature. And in the line of thought of mutual in-
fluence between texts one may also wonder if a combination of the two classical
poems has any consequence for the readers’ understanding of them. If classical
and modern texts can be mutually reflective, so can two classical texts; the new
Luo Qing poem at least draws Ma Zhiyuan’s poem and Wei Yingwu’s line closer
together and brings the reader to interpret both poems along similar lines of
thought. Such postmodern ideas are clearly a matter of interest to Luo Qing, who
lets mythical or historical figures interact with contemporary persons in his poem
‘On How Du Fu was Influenced by Luo Qing’ (?‘%ﬁﬁ]vmﬁ’ 55@? | Ey7%).418 Tt is not
without reason that postmodern critics like Matei Calinescu tie rewriting closely to
rereading, as ‘the repeated reading of certain classics over time generates the idea
of rewriting them and, more importantly, that rewriting ideally asks for rereading,

or for the kind of attention that is characteristic of reflective rereading’.419

418 Published in China Times (fl Iﬁiﬁlﬁﬂj? #), 20 October 1994.
419 In Bertens 1997: 243.
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DISUNION

In the serial form and the above examples of video poems, the question of what
constitutes a unity came up: the titles suggest that we are dealing with two or
more poems composed on similar grounds, but in the end there actually turns out
to be only one poem. This question of unity and coherence, of centripetal and cen-
trifugal forces, is of course also relevant to non-serial poems. Until the rise of
postmodernism, unity by and large counted as one of the basic principles in po-
etry, and many readers are probably still inclined to approach a poem from the
idea of it being a complex integrated whole, regarding wholeness and coherence as
positive qualities. All of the poems discussed so far clearly evolve from that per-
spective, even though the degree of unity as well as the importance ascribed to it
may vary somewhat.

In 1995 a poetry book was published which appears to seek the opposite: Xia
Yu’s Friction: Indescribable. The poems in it have a strong postmodern outlook
with much tension on both syntactic and lexical levels, because the relation be-
tween the words, phrases and sentences are very loose, disjointed like grains of
sand, and also the images are very loosely arranged. As a result, fragmentation
and disunion seem to be the basis of these poems instead of coherence. That Xia
Yu is in this book less concerned with matters of coherence may come as no sur-
prise, as she notes in her foreword that the book is composed of phrases and
words which she literally cut with scissors from her second book, Ventriloquy: it is
a reincarnation, a palimpsest. She first cut everything, arranged it all on the table,
and then formed new poems, pasting words and phrases in an empty photo album
— a cut-and-paste procedure which is still visible in the typography.

Let us look at the short poem ‘Tllustration’ Jﬁ[ﬁﬂ:

then
se-

cretly those self-restraints have long lasted
such an ordinary apiary body flesh
opens with the shadows
in this way
glass glassy
encounter
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in a pale youthful reflection of light
the difference between existence itself and the appearance of life
populace ravings metal fatigue word exhaustion420

The poem lacks most of the cohesive elements that still characterized the previous
examples. From a grammatical point of view it is full of disruptions: there is not
one regular, complete sentence and the verse lines are grammatically unrelated,
apart from the first lines, i.e. the first four characters, which clearly have to be

read together as a short phrase: ‘then / se- / cretly’ jit / ['E%J / féﬁfﬁ . Regarding sub-

ject matter and imagery, the poem does not give much to hold on to either. The
images are not related as they were for example in Yang Mu’s ‘To time’, nor is the
ground between tenor and vehicle of an image given, such as in Chen Li’s poem

‘Cloudburst’ (chapter 2). What is for example ‘apiary body & ] [%J?E}? We can read

it as ‘the apiary that the body is — comparable to a basket of fruit — and we can
connect it to the next line: an apiary body opening with the shadows’. But what
does that mean? And how does it relate to glass or a glassy encounter? The second
stanza speaks of quite different things; the first two lines in it — the spring light,
existence and life — provide an abstract observation about life. And finally the
three negative images in the last line denote a certain ennui.

No doubt the reader’s imagination will immediately start building with the
elements offered to it. Yet, cohesive meaning is obviously not the poem’s first con-
cern. In the preface Xia Yu writes that she wanted ‘to regard words as musical
notes and colors’. She ‘looked upon herself as a painter’ and ‘the words and
phrases as colors. One day I was looking for a word intervening between serge and
khaki color and hit upon “degenerate”; that day I wore an olive green shirt, the
“degenerate” that happened to fall down on my skirt fitted wonderfully.’42t This
kind of ‘play’ must haven given Xia Yu a feeling of liberation, similar to the one
Luo Fu described: to feel free to let go of convention. From a certain point of view
Friction: Indescribable could therefore be said to be a very personal and intuitive
book of poetry. How many others would associate ‘degenerate’ with a color be-

tween serge and khaki? That does not mean that it is therefore spontaneous, au-

420 Xia Yu 1995: 27. As the pages of the book are not numbered, I have for the sake of convenience
done so myself, starting with one at the title page and continuing through the end without restart-
ing anywhere. My page numbers refer to that numeration.

421 Xia Yu 1995: 11.
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thentic and thus belongs to the ‘natural category’. On the contrary, even though
intuition must have been important in the creation process, these ‘found’ poems
are more ‘artificial’ — or have a more artificial appearance — than Yang Mu’s con-
sciously crafted ‘natural’ poem. This is due to the importance of randomness and
the consequent fragmentation and disunion of the poems through parataxis and
maximum lexical tension, and is increased by the fact that Xia Yu has laid the pro-
cedure of their coming into existence bare by way of the layout and her foreword.
As a result Friction: Indescribable is one of the most extreme examples of the
changed attitude toward language, as described in the previous chapter. Xia Yu
here even goes one step further: the book proceeds from the most extreme mate-
rial possibility of language, in trying to employ language as if it were paint. She
wants to use words in the same way as the impressionists used colors; to use lan-
guage as if unaware of its cultural baggage — as if language were not language with
its conventional referentiality. ‘Natural’ poems operate from the opposite: from
the certainty that language denotes meaning.

Nevertheless it is difficult, if not impossible, to completely get rid of meaning,
as Xia Yu remarks in the end: ‘T must acknowledge that meaning is an extraordi-
narily tyrannical temptation. Imagery particularly is. And finally I excused myself
for not being a painter after all, meaning that I am just not capable of resisting
that temptation.’422 The reader will experience the same: it is impossible not to
make associations and find connections between all those more or less separate
phrases and words: thus, even the seemingly greatest disunion may well evolve
into a more coherent whole. Even when poems only exist of prepositions, adverbs
and conjunctions, as in the small booklet With of (Met van, 2002) by the Dutch
poet K. Schippers, meaning arises, especially when read aloud.

Surely ‘illustration’ forms no exception to this. When the opening of the ‘api-
ary body’ is taken as a woman’s body, for example, the poem may refer to a new
sexual relationship, which has to happen in secret, i.e. carefully, not in the light
but in shadows. ‘Those restraints have long lasted’ may refer to personal con-
straints or an old relationship, which makes someone resist the new one for a long
time. Such a new, secret relationship gives rise to glassy, that is, very fragile en-

counters. The second stanza seems to equate the new situation to ‘a bleak spring

422 Xja Yu 1995:13.
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reflection of light’, suggesting a cautious new beginning, a change. And this rebirth
makes one see the difference between the abstract idea of existence and factual,
individual life. The concluding line describes the appearance of that life: full of
ennui — which might be the reason why the restraints are put aside and new rela-
tionships are given a chance. However, since the centrifugal forces in this poem
are clearly stronger than the centripetal ones, interpretations may differ consid-
erably, probably more so than in the case of a poem in which centripetal forces
dominate, like for example Luo Qing’s ‘Examples of Video Poetics’.

Xia Yu concludes her foreword as follows: ‘T know that words are never likely
to turn into colors, nor into musical notes, nor into vines, and the attempt of this

poetry album is perhaps a failure, but I hope that the poems will remain [?Jfk e

].’423 The appreciation of Friction: Indescribable may in the end greatly vary:
some critics completely negate it and label it as non-poetry; others appreciate the
experiment but not the actual poems; and yet others affirm Xia Yu’s hope and ap-
preciate the poems as they are: for their color, rhythm and associative meanings.
One may also be especially attracted by comparing the original collection, Ven-
triloquy, and its palimpsest, Friction: Indescribable. As the original continues to
be reprinted as well, both collections exist side by side, and together form an in-
teresting object of study. Let me give a small example to make the difference

clearer. The first poem, ‘Private Conversation With Animals, 2’ @?ﬁ@?ﬁﬁﬁ:’ﬁ) is
from Ventriloquy, the second, ‘Demanding an Example’ (joI722{7]), comes from

Friction: Indescribable:

private conversation with animals (2/4)

the towels of a nine-headed family all hang on the same stick
the bathroom is always dark and humid

the towels that have never fully dried slowly

rot and turn black the nine-headed family

washes their faces every day but never

clean

they sleep in a large multiple bed

like nine towels sticky against each other

the only proof of such a thing as time

the soap in the bathroom that is consumed incessantly

and becomes thinner and smaller after which it can no longer be seen
whether there is life

423 Xia Yu 1995: 16.
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in the foam of time but
that never changes never disappears
only rots until it turns black424

demanding an example

when someone demands an example

the colored towels

slightly leaning towards sadness and emptiness
all hang on the same stick

and prove that the unknowable black

is arranged in the bathroom

like quiet music

apart from this the night is

an elegantly formed grave

under the wolf tooth colored moonlight425

Lines 2 to 5 of ‘Demanding an Example’ clearly echo the first poem, but ‘private
conversation with animals, 2’ is more expansive and more transparent. The sec-
ond poem is more surprising, because it is more concise and less coherent with
regard to grammar, imagery and meaning — even though it is probably more co-
herent than ‘Illustration’. The difference between these two poems — one from
Ventriloquy, one from Friction: Indescribable — is typical of the two poetry books
as a whole.

Friction: Indescribable marks, I believe, a turning point in Xia Yu’s oeuvre.
The more transparent poems in her first two books chiefly function by way of im-
agery and clever irony, whereas Salsa profits from the experience of the cut-and-
paste-procedure of Friction: Indescribable. The poems in Salsa explore the elas-
ticity of language itself in its various ways. Still, the difference between Friction:
Indescribable and Salsa is palpable; Salsa is in a sense also the opposite of Fric-
tion: Indescribable. Salsa, as we have seen, does not seek freedom through para-
taxis and fragmentary structures of ‘found’ poems, and instead pushes language to
its other extreme by making extensive enjambments. Because of that, the poems
in Salsa are more coherent, more balanced, and give the impression of being fully
controlled — even though intuition may have been an important factor in creating

them as well.426 While Friction: Indescribable mainly raises a feeling of disunion,

424 Xija Yu 1991: 16, second of a series of four.

425 Xia Yu 1995: 33.

426 Xia Yu herself emphasizes her intuitive approach in writing poetry (personal communication,
autumn 2005).
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Salsa rather remains undecided, raising feelings of both coherence and disunion:
the ongoing streams of words and phrases are constantly interrupted by the nec-
essary reconsiderations that every next line brings along, and the realization that
no reading ever fits all the pieces satisfactorily. Abrupt, unexpected images in-

N

crease this feeling of disunion, as in ‘give time some time mF[E%lJE ! Eﬂj fifl, which is

in itself a relatively comprehensible poem, but ends very suddenly with the lines:

[...]

but i have loved

if dying wasn’t just drifting off alone
music is vertical

thus we lie horizontal427

Or ‘To Be Elsewhere’ (title originally in English) which concludes with the follow-

ing answer to a simple question:

[...]

question: who are you, so easily chilled and weary
answer: I only know that a thread hangs from my sweater
just pull it and it will grow longer and longer

and I will completely disappear+28

Many poems in Salsa flutter like that, going off suddenly in unexpected directions,
through hilarious images which seem to arise out of the blue. ‘Somehow’ (title
originally in English), for example, shifts from a hand fan to cockroaches and hav-
ing sex, and from there to thieves.429 In the poem ‘Cold / Noise / Anguish Sepa-
rated’ Cﬁfj’\(ﬂ"‘(ﬁ /P;ELI’% /”F]?fiﬁ fflf~), an observation about a kissing couple in the
subway train is suddenly interrupted by a relatively long section about the black
dot on the maps in subways, indicating the location, which is erased by frequent
use.430 In ‘Hell of the Ego’ ([ IZypvEYR}) the reader may wonder why the somnam-
bulist who awakens says: ‘hey, it is raining’ — a remark that only becomes clear

through another poem, ‘Soul’ (original English title), where another awakening

makes people say the same; there the connection is made between the sounds of

427 Xia Yu 1999: 5.
428 Xija Yu 1999: 4.
429 Xija Yu 1999: 134.
430 Xia Yu 1999: 72.
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rain and of a projector.43! In ‘Loving Each Other’ (Zr {1 ) the poem halfway
suddenly shifts from the perspective of a ‘one and only’ relation between two lov-
ers to the relationship between a text and its translation, saying that the text
would not have been any worse or better off with a different translation — suggest-
ing the same for a love relationship.432 Such sudden shifts of perspective, even
when the links can be discovered, prevent the poems from having one clear centre
or one main line, with the exception of a few poems like ‘Bringing Her a Basket of
Fruit’ (tﬁb S 1), ‘Emotionless Ensemble (with Circus)’ (87245 [IFf
[IFLHE]), ‘Pure and Lofty and Good Intentions’ Giry#FZfiy3=23 Hi), or ‘Queuing
up to Pay’ (£H#% [ =<) which are more narrative in structure — but even these po-

ems show intentional breaks and leaps where possible, frustrating common ideas
of narrativity, unity and coherence.

With this kind of poetry Xia Yu has found a large readership, especially
among youngsters; and among young poets we find some who seem to proceed
along the road she has taken, Ye Mimi for example. Born in 1980 Ye has only pub-
lished one book of poetry so far, called Pitch Dark (37? F1, 2004) — enough to make
her one of the latest rising stars in Taiwan and have her invited to the Rotterdam

Poetry International Festival in 2007. Take for example the next poem ‘And All
the Sweat is Left There’ (= ﬁﬂ’@é?ﬁ TEHEY, 2004):

your curry is on someone else’s plate name inscribed in someone else’s story
when you awake they will have long grown accustomed to the dark humming

some Syrupy pop song
someone washing their hands in the bathroom next door squeezes their soap
into a fish

the persimmon he bit from is more golden than lion

when the weather gets this cold they agree to meet in sun-twist fields

she says Happy New Year

but he is bored and has to have a smoke

a ghost nods off beneath the blackboard tree  in punishment the kittens are forced
to crouch in tummies

we are mortified at vomiting a layer of sea

the skin of which could not be whiter

things are not like it imagined they would be nor are they like the other way it
imagined them

she wants the wind  so he dispenses wind

he wants the fire so fire she dispenses

431 Xia Yu 1999: 118 & 137.
432 Xia Yu 1999: 132.
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the girls hook their pinkies in the crooked lane hatch their secret plots

day after tomorrow it will rendezvous with its familiar in the red mailbox as
agreed

best to bind them up  for recycling

if you are tired my dear  please play me with a tremolo harmonica

it longs to bear a book-bag on its back  stroll naked down the avenue

later he escorts her across the bridge and midway experiences a temple

crisp as a cucumber  their brows

mock moonlight hangs suspended in the air

he rubs her eyes rubs  out a storied welt and all the sweat is left there

— translation by Steve Bradbury433

The poems of Ye Mimi, who also writes essays en short filmscripts, often seem a
succession of snapshots from daily life, or from dreams — as she says herself in an
interview with Shin Yu Pai in the internet magazine Fascicle, referring explicitly to
the long poem ‘A Moth Laid Its Eggs in My Armpit, and Then It Died’ (57 ff& ™ &
I, IR =, 2003).434 Although Ye Mimi’s sentences are written in a smooth col-
loquial language, her way of ‘recording’ is very capricious and expressive, with
much feeling for the rhythm and ambiguity of the Chinese language. In the given
example — a love poem, but not one of the traditional kind — each line contains
one or more image, creating a strong painting-like effect in each phrase, but often
the lines and sentences are jumpy and seemingly unrelated, both syntactically and
from the point of view of the images. The curry, the inscribed name in someone
else’s story, the ghost that nods off, the kittens crouching in tummies and so on —
how do they all fit in with each other? It is not even always certain what the sev-

eral occurrences of ‘it’ () refer to. The lines and images frequently make large
leaps, providing few or no relations to hang on to; readers are thus given much
space to create their own poem. From this point of view Ye Mimi’s disunion cer-
tainly measures up to Xia Yu’s, and in a different way Ye Mimi also likes playing
with the Chinese language. She frequently exploits the ambiguity of plant and
animal names; ‘In the Mountains Near at Hand’ (it SLTRY[T[H, 2000) we first
read about a ‘pencil-box tree’ (Z7|rjf##) and then ‘the empty pen and paper squeeze
their way among the trees’.435 Or in ‘His Days Weigh Like Years With Her’ ({47 [

PP ), she puns upon the word ‘basil’, which is in Chinese *Jb%-‘»,*iﬁ, Jjiucengta,

433 Ye Mimi 2004: 28-9; translation Ye Mimi 2006: 11-2.
434 Shin Yu Pai 2006-7: http://www.fascicle.com/issueo3/main/issueo3_frameset.htm
435 Ye Mimi 2004: 137, translated by Steve Bradbury, Ye Mimi 2006: 13-4.
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meaning literally ‘nine stories tower’: ‘Will they build for her a basil/“Nine stories
tower”?’ (F‘ﬁ]'F'EJﬁT ﬁ?ﬁlﬁb%’;—,— EE‘JUFQ%?)’. She also regularly uses nouns as verbs
and the other way round; for example ‘She hairs his chest he heartens her sweet-
heart / [...] / he ocean fleets a vessel / she mountain passes a night’ (F4piFSZ (1w
IR IIPPOTR AR / L1/ PR 290 / P9 gy (s [also from "His Days Go
by the Way her Years’]). 436 Of course word classes like nouns and verbs are in
Chinese not quite the same as in English and other Western languages, but one
can say that some Chinese words are applied in some functions more than in other
functions; hair, ocean and mountain (ffi57,5,]!|) are always used as what we call
nouns. ‘Heartens her sweetheart’ (IF ¥ #ppy ‘[ﬁ 4f) are homonyms in Chinese:
ginglang ta de ginglang. Like Xia Yu’s ‘poems of disunion’, Ye Mimi’s poems
foreground disunion, randomness and language games, and as such frequently
suggest a fully willed incoherence, making these poems clearly belong the ‘artifi-

cial’ category as well.

In this chapter I have tried to show that, in addition to the changed attitude to-
ward language and the rise of the serial form, poets have found other ways to
stress their poetry as a construct, namely rewriting and extreme disunion, in
which other means of composition, such as quotation and procedural poetics are
used as well. Although the last examples of ‘poems of disunion’, from Xia Yu’s
Salsa and Ye Mimi’s ‘And All the Sweat is Left There’ actually do not belong to the
category of rewriting, I have added them anyway as they are another illustration of
the continuing development of stressing the artificiality of the poem, namely by
way of extreme fragmentation and incoherence. Besides, in the case of Xia Yu,
these later poems seem a continuation of her previous work, grown out of her pal-
impsest poetry book.

There are many ways of rewriting, as the examples show. The fact that I have
here concentrated only on those that draw explicit attention to their constructed-
ness does not mean that all rewriting does so, just as not all rewriting is necessar-
ily postmodern. Rather, rewriting has only been discovered as one more means to

break with the air of authenticity and spontaneity of much earlier poetry — some-

436 Ye Mimi, Poetry International Rotterdam, translated by Steve Bradbury, Ye Mimi 2006:
http://www.fascicle.com/issueo3/main/issueo3_frameset.htm
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what similar to the changed applications of the serial forms, which have also al-
ways existed in different ways. What these kinds of rewriting have in common,
and where they differ from the intertextuality that literature has always known, is
irony and playfulness, together with the characteristics already seen in the previ-
ous two chapters, i.e. it questions the function of language as a tool of communica-
tion and the status of poetry. One is no longer searching for truth, as in Yang Mu’s
earlier poetry, because this is not believed to exist. Instead, one points to the many
contradictions, the many possibilities — in poetry, in society, in life. As authors are
no longer in full control of the meaning of the text — they are no longer creators of
meaning — the texts are without closure or resolution, leaving a lot of space to the
reader. Language has in a sense become less human and more autonomous, turn-
ing reality, and thus the author and the reader, into an effect of language. But
there is a sliding scale in this: the degree of ‘openness’ and of disunion clearly dif-
fers. In comparison, though Luo Qing’s poems point to the new possibilities, his
poems are still quite coherent and comply with the rules of reason; Xia Yu'’s po-
ems, on the other hand, defy these rules. Her poems represent many possibilities

— in fact, they are these possibilities.

203



Afterword

Identity and nationalism, modernism and postmodernism, colonialism and post-
colonialism, cultural studies, deconstruction, gender studies and feminism, or the
influence of political and market forces and so on — all kinds of approaches, lean-
ing heavily on American trends, have been used in Taiwan in recent years to look
at poetry and literature in general, but many of them were short-lived.437 Sung-
sheng Yvonne Chang even speaks of a ‘theory boom [...] among comparative litera-
ture experts in Taiwan’s foreign language and literature departments around the
mid-1980s, making intellectual facility with cutting-edge theories a prestige capi-
tal in the academic community.’438 The problems of identity and nationalism are
probably by far discussed most extensively — perhaps partly out of a need to le-
gitimize why Taiwan poetry deserves to be discussed in itself, independent of the
greater Chinese literary scene. Identity in poetry has continued to be discussed,
especially in Taiwan itself, with shifting perspectives. After much emphasis on
Chinese identity in the 1970s, one can see in the 1980s ‘a growing tendentiousness
toward a native Taiwan literary history, independent of Chinese heritage’,439 and
under the influence of postcolonialism, the identity perspective has been adapted
once more, including the colonial history and the history of the indigenous people.
Since the late 1980s the approach of postmodernism has been a widely used
method of looking at Taiwan poetry as well. Some of the innovations dealt with in
this study — innovations that got off to a slow start in the 1970’s and continue until
now — were soon enveloped by the term ‘postmodernism’ and ‘postmodern litera-
ture’.

The first introductions to postmodern developments in the western arts ap-
peared in the 1980s, and essays on postmodernist literature in Taiwan followed.
Liao Xianhao refers to a first introductory article on postmodernism in painting by
Yang Shihong, ‘The Dialectic of Contemporary Fine Arts: An Effort to Analyze
Postmodernism’ (3}l {* S_FafufEaE © i £ 2 3%)’, which was published in

437 Cf. Sung-sheng Yvonne Chang 2004: 17-44 (chapter one) for a fuller account.
438 Sung-sheng Yvonne Chang 2004: 26.
439 Lisa Lai-ming Wong 1999: 31 (note 60).
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1983 in the magazine Artists £:"55 440 According to Liao, the boom in postmod-

ernist poetry started in 1985, when the poetry magazine Grass Roots was resusci-
tated by Luo Qing, Lin Yaode, Huang Zhirong, Bai Ling and others.44t Worth men-
tioning are also Luo Qing’s What Is Postmodernism ({i’ff[ L N2 &, 1989)

and Meng Fan’s ‘Theory and Practice of Taiwan Postmodern Poetry’ ( R
%E{U%F%&’f‘“ (%, 1990), because of their considerable length.442 But as Michelle

Yeh points out in a reaction to Meng Fan, ‘The Smokescreen of Postmodernism:
Rethinking “Theory and Practice of Taiwan Postmodern Poetry™ (&2 (¥ sk iz —
i< ,ﬁ % 2kl [‘“ETFEJ@E]%E'?“EH Be>pur |, 1992), the rise of postmodernism has
caused some problems in Taiwan literary criticism: poetry critics have, intention-
ally or unintentionally, constrained and effaced the richness of poetic texts
through their assiduousness in emphasizing a number of postmodern concepts;
and a related problem is that the postmodernism pursuers are rather one-sided
and neglect or distort literary history.443

Indeed, some poetry critics in Taiwan are quick with notions like form and
language games, subverting typography, kitsch, collage and montage, disappear-
ance of meaning and center, and so on, just to name several aspects of this ‘trans-
avant-gardism’ (%ﬁfj = &), as Meng Fan calls it in a short newspaper article on
two poems by Luo Qing.444 These critics nearly seem blinded by postmodernism
and its related concepts, and in their enthusiasm they become somewhat uncriti-
cal, which frequently results in superficial name-dropping. In order to convince
the reader of the existence of postmodernism in Taiwan poetry, Meng Fan for ex-
ample combines complex philosophies and poetics as divergent as those of Fredric
Jameson, Francois Lyotard, Jacques Derrida, Charles Bernstein, Thab Hassan, Ro-
land Barthes, Julia Kristeva, Mikhail Bakhtin, Michel Foucault, Claude Lévi-

440 Issue 17:5, cf. Liao Xianhao 1996.

441 Liao Xianhao 1996: 441.

442A small selection from the enormous number of discussions related to postmodernism: Jiao
Tong, ‘Avant-Garde Poetry’ ( ﬁrﬁ» ?ﬁ*), in Jiao Tong 1998; Chen Yizhi (2000), ‘Constructs of Post-
Modern Poetics from Taiwan (F' s ]’*‘% =X EI”J@?F%), paper presented at the International Aca-
demic Conference on Taiwan Literature Since the Lifting of Martial Law (&8 ] ?ﬁif/ SIS
(5351 ¢7) held in 2000; Liao Xianhao (2003) Beautiful New Century: Early Modermsm Modern-
ism, Postmodermsm (%"F‘ﬂ o SR A o R RS EERLE).

443 Michelle Yeh (aka Xi Mi) 1998: 204.

444 Ku Ling 1987. Meng himself uses the term ‘transavant-gardism’, which he translates as chao
gianwei zhuyi %’ﬁrj i 3K
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Strauss, John Barth, Harold Bloom, Hans Robert Jauss — each summarized or
mentioned in a couple of sentences or sometimes a few paragraphs — within the
space of some seventy pages.445 Even though some observations are accurate — for
some of the characteristics which are often ascribed to postmodernism do indeed
occur in Taiwan poetry — papers on postmodern poetry frequently end up being
predominantly enumerative and superficial in both theoretic and literary interpre-
tation: heedless indeed, as Yeh holds, to literary history and diversity in Taiwan
poetry, but also to the diverse stands in postmodern theory.

The quick succession of all kinds of literary theories for examining poetry or
literature in general, of which some (like postmodern theories) last somewhat
longer than others, seems a result of the wish of Taiwan’s critics to prove the coun-
try’s progress in the literary and cultural field and corresponds to the decade
thinking discussed in the introduction to this study. Some critics take a passive
attitude towards the poetry itself, being more concerned with what is going on in
critical discourse (in the USA) and with following the latest trends. In my opinion,
the problem with some of these studies that take postmodern or other literary
theories as their starting point is that they become self-fulfilling. To avoid this, I
have rather wanted to concentrate on the poetry itself, as explained in my intro-
duction, and to trace some of the historical developments of its language and form
— two important aspects that constitute poetry and that were changed most drasti-
cally in and after the Literary Revolution of 1917.

In doing so, I soon found large discrepancies between texts written in the
1950s and in the 1990s, which cannot be (fully) accounted for by the fashions of
literary criticism, or by the simple fact that they are written by different people. By
paying attention to the intrinsic quality and characteristics of the poems, valuing
them as ‘objects’ unto themselves, I detect a development that seems to me to be
accurately described as a shift from naturalness to artifice — showing some paral-
lels with Marjorie Perloff’s observations on American-English poetry.44¢ Although
I believe this ‘radical artifice’ is a new tendency in the so-called experimentalist
poetry (as distinguished from more conservative, straightforward poetry), I cer-

tainly do not mean to suggest that this has become the common way of writing in

445 Meng Fan 1990.
446 Marjorie Perloff 1991.
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Taiwan; the ‘natural’ way of writing is still quantitatively dominant and continues
to develop in manifold ways. The reason why I focus on this ‘artificial’ trend, apart
from the fact that for me personally it involves a more exciting way of writing, is
simply because, in my opinion, it marks an important and interesting develop-
ment in Taiwan poetry. The ‘natural’ kind of poetry has developed in diverse ways
along the line of poetry written before the Second World War; the ‘made things’,
the constructs demarcate a substantial difference with this, as the approach to
language and to the status of poetry changes. While this idea of ‘made things’
might in itself perhaps not be entirely new — one might call it a variant upon Vik-
tor Shklovsky’s idea of ‘laying the procedures bare’, as opposed to ‘hiding’ them, in
a dichotomy that can be applied to literature of many times and places — the main
difference is that now slowly the materiality itself, of language, of poetry, is be-
coming the focus, instead of the meaning that is conveyed.

Does this mean that the poetry in this trend is in no way concerned with be-
ing realist in the sense of displaying contemporary life — an issue that has always,
but especially in the wake of identity problems, occupied many minds in Taiwan
ever since the writing of New Poetry began? In his famous article ‘On Realism and
Art’, structuralist Roman Jakobson deals with the uncritical use of the word ‘real-
ism’ in literary criticism, a term which is seldom clearly defined.447 Simply put, ‘it
is an artistic trend which aims at conveying reality as closely as possible and
strives for maximum verisimilitude.’448 But Jakobson points to the very subjective
usages of the term and distinguishes among several types of realism — judged by
what the author intended with the text, by what the reader makes of it, or esti-
mated by critics according to the characteristics of the nineteenth-century move-
ment ‘realism’, and so on. Moreover, he states that many literary movements
strive to be more realistic then the previous one, in a different, better way. Thus
Dostoyevski said ‘T am a realist, but only in the higher sense of the word’, and the
Symbolists, the Futurists, the Expressionists, and so on made similar declara-
tions.449 Jakobson explains this as follows: ‘The words of yesterday’s narrative

grow stale; now the item is described by features that were yesterday held to be

447 Jakobson 1921
448 Jakobson 1921: 1.
449 Jakobson 1921: 3.
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the least descriptive, the least worth representing, features that were scarcely no-
ticed.’ 450

Changing awareness and judgment of both reality and of realistic traits in
poetry were already visible in the 1970s debate between the different generations
of poets and the critics Tang Wenbiao and Guan Jieming. The nativists took real-
ity to mean showing concern with the daily life of the common people, but many
poets from the older generation, whose backgrounds and experiences differed
from the younger generation, also felt that they dealt with what preoccupied them
in life, though they concentrated on different aspects of it. At the same time the
way of expressing this in words, in poetry, also took a turn, from the more com-
plex, more unconventional imagery of the elder poets to a more straightforward
poetry that embodies much less tension. Many of the poets of this more straight-
forward style, who also came to influence the elder generation, still cherished the
same objectives as the poets before them, in the sense that the writing of poetry
was a serious undertaking of expressing a truthful meaning in a way they felt aes-
thetically worthwhile. With the ironic approach that Luo Qing took in some of his
poems, an attempt was made to write poems of the playful, irreverent kind, knock-
ing poetry from its pedestal. His best poetry uses irony as a means to create more
distance between the author and the poem and between the reader and the poem,
making poetry a less emotive affair, even anti-lyrical. Those poems, as seen in this
study, do not want to represent one truthful reality, but point to the existence of
many realities alongside each other. Through irony they show some of life’s para-
doxes and the impossibility of obtaining absolute truth.

On a somewhat different level, the radically artificial way in which such
views are expressed in poetry can still be said to bear traces of actual reality.
Marjorie Perloff indicates the significant role the media have played: through tele-
vision, advertising, the computer and internet, the materiality of language and the
‘makeability’ of the world have become increasingly important concepts all over,
and it would be strange if this would not somehow have its reflection in literature.
Yet, someone like Luo Qing will probably also, like Dostojevski, the Symbolists
and others, claim that he is more realistic than those writing before him — realistic

in a different, better way. In fact, he has said that when he began writing he felt

450 Jakobson 1921: 2.
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that it was impossible for a young person with any self-respect not to write and
give his view upon things, in the hope that it might contribute something to the
society he lived in.45! And probably he was not the only one to believe in the bene-
fits of literature to society — which was after all a very common point of view in
Chinese traditional literature, and also in the 1920s and 1930s when literati saw
‘themselves as social reformers and spokesmen for the national conscience. This is
entirely consistent with the prevalent ethos of nationalism in the May Fourth era’,
in the words of Leo Ou-fan Lee.452 While Luo Qing should perhaps be considered a
kind of go-between, who has written much non-ironic poetry as well, and has not
published much since his last book in 1988,453 a similar relation to society can be
seen in the work of others writing in the radically artificial trend, like Chen Li, Lin
Yaode, Liu Kexiang or Hong Hong. Chen Li, for example, as discussed in chapter
one ‘ironizes’ Taiwan’s identity problems in his later books, and many of his po-
ems have, like Luo Qing’s, a firm footing in day-to-day reality. Still, even though
this poetry originates in Taiwan, by virtue of the diverse techniques that are used,
it is poetry that pre-eminently lends itself for reading and interpreting in a larger
context than just the history and reality of the nation in which it has come into be-
ing — in contrast to many pure nativists.

Among all the poets in the artificial line, Xia Yu stands out as the one who
takes the playful side of poetry to the highest levels, making use of irony, ambigu-
ity, paradox, multiplicity, incoherence and so on. Reality and realism, of any kind,
certainly do not worry her, yet that does not mean that her work is completely cut
loose from reality. Phrases and parts of her poems bring to mind contemporary
urban lifestyles, in sexual pleasures among other things; and they have apparently
given enough to hold on to for readers and critics to label her as one of Taiwan’s
first feminist poets. Yet by reducing her work to that, one overlooks the most im-
portant aspect of her work: the pure delight of creating (for both author and
reader), of pushing the limits, of ‘operating’ the materiality of language with its
visual, acoustic and multi-interpretable effects. This development begins in her

second collection, Ventriloquy, continues in Friction: Indescribable and Salsa,

451 Personal communication June 1996.

452 Cf Leo Ou-fan Lee 1973: 37.

453 He only published a couple of poems scattered in journals, one or two books of young people’s
poetry, and a new edition of his first collection Ways of Eating Watermelon.
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and has lately culminated in her newest ‘poetry’, the beautifully designed, trans-

parent book Pink Noise (55" 5’[P§éf{, 2007). About this book she herself remarks

in an interview that one could just as well call it ‘non-poetry’.454 She made this po-
etry by clipping English phrases from internet blogs and archives and all kinds of
other websites. Subsequently the English-Chinese translation software in the
Sherlock program in her Apple computer translated these English texts into Chi-
nese, which she again adapted somewhat. Can poetry be more anti-lyrical? Such a
way of writing ‘poetry’, yet another sort of palimpsest, reduces the artist’s share in
the creation of art — much in the sense of Marcel Duchamp’s readymades. Fully
personal creation and expression, authenticity, is superseded by pre-
manufactured phrases and sentences, making random or non-rational procedures
more important than conscious design — or at least equally important, because the
author remains the one who selects the words, the phrases and their order.

Just as Duchamp’s personal national identity is irrelevant for appreciating
and interpreting his readymades, Xia Yu’s poetry cannot be called typically Tai-
wanese or Chinese — it is still less related to the specific Taiwanese context than
for example Chen Li’s work, which also transcends the national background even
though he every now and then does refer to it. As such Xia Yu’s work might
prompt readers, critics and sinologists to ask, as has been done in the case of
many other Chinese and Taiwanese writers: ‘Is this Chinese literature, or litera-
ture that began in the Chinese language?’455 According to Lisa Lai-ming Wong the
lack of a Chinese cultural identity in Chinese and Taiwanese literature is a ques-
tion that many Western sinologists are concerned with.45¢ This is a legitimate and
understandable question of course, as these specialists are often occupied full-
time by the literature (and language) they teach; they perhaps tend to identify
themselves with the smaller, national context, and want to firmly embed literature
in its native nation.457 This is not the perspective I have wanted to take in this

study, for the value of much twentieth-century Taiwan poetry lies beyond that.

454 Interview by A Weng with Xia Yu (A Weng 2006: 42-49).
455 Stephen Owen, quoted by Lisa Lai-ming Wong 1999: 205.
456 Lisa Lai-ming Wong 1999: 204.

457 Cf. also Milan Kundera 2005: 51.
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Character Index For Chinese Names

(including life years of a number of prominent writers)

A Weng [7 5 1952—

Ai Qing Y EFFJ 1910—-1996

Bai Ling [ I# 1951—

Bai Qiu [ 17} 1926~

Bai Xianyong (Pai Hsien—yung) [ 1P} 1937—
Bei Dao %), 1949—

Bei Ling E.‘ﬁﬁ 1950—

Cao Cao El,l i 155—220

Chen Duxiu [{i/87 1879-1942

Chen Fangming [ PH] 1947 -

Chen Guying [{fi#'j&s 1935~

Chen Jinbiao @%ﬁ}?ﬁ-’? 1937

Chen Jiying [f{iz= 1908—1997

Chen Kehua [jiju % 1961

Chen Li Bﬁifﬂ? 1954 -

Chen Mingtai (Ch’en Ming—tai) @F'EJ’Fi 1948—
Chen Qiyou, see Du Ye

Chen Shaoting [t ) =

Chen Yizhi [{i.7 1953~

Dai Wangshu Eﬁ&gﬂﬁv 1905—1950

Deng Yuping "g’ﬂﬁi“ 1925—

Du Fu f ] 712-770

Du Heng f+-1907—

Du Guoqing #[87F 1941—

Du Ye (Chen Qiyou) %1 (J{t¥f[1) 1953~
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Duoduo % % 1951—

Fang Si 7 |l 1925—

Gao Shangqin ﬁ.'J =

Ge Xianning if[ {17 1897 - 1972

Gu Jitang [1;&%{ 1936—

Guan Guan Fh, Fh, 1929—

Guan Jieming E%,Jﬁ'i—“ﬁgj (John Kwan-terry) 1939—-1993
Guo Moruo E“BH% ¥, 1892-1978

Guo Hanchen #[ij# =

Guo Qiusheng (/7 %

Han Yu éﬁﬁ;@ éﬁﬁ;@ 768—824

He Qifang {13, 1912-1977

He Shengfen {f 2075

Hong Hong 7545 1964—

Hu Shi F‘FJ&% 1891-1962

Huang Chengcong ﬁ[ JEEd

Huang Chaoqin ﬁ[ {17 1897 - 1972

Huang Hesheng :FE[[TE'J 4 1938 -

Huang Shihui fﬁ #1900 - 1945

Huang Shugen :FETI it 1947—

Huang Yong ¥ [ 1711936 -

Huang Yongwu :FETI < 1936—

Huang Zhirong i[[ :ﬁw% 1956—

Huang Zunxian ¥ : 1 €771 1848-1905

Ji Bangyuan (Chi Pang—yuan) /%1% 1924—
Ji Hong %5~ 1927—

Ji Xian sel5k 1913—

Jian Zhengzhen [ % 1950—

Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kai—shek) i% /i 7| 1887-1975
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Jiang Jingguo (Chiang Ching—kuo) ﬁ'?if“”’ Z 1910-1988

Jiao Tong £ Aff 1956
Jiaoran fi% IR 1965—

Jin Lian %ﬁ};ﬁ_l 1928 -

Ku Ling 7, % 1955—

Lao Zi #~" 6th century BC

Li Bai % [ | 701-762

Li Jinfa % £ 57 1900-1976
Li He % ’;Eﬂ 700—816

Li Minyong % 5P} 1947—

Li Nan % [ 1952~

Li Nanheng % [l

Li Peiling 2 4]

Li Ruiteng % fﬁﬁ‘fé 1941—

Li Sha % 7} 1924~

Lian Wenqing s 7]

Lian Yatang 1747

Liang Jingfeng %{*FJ 1% 1944—
Liao Hanchen &1 1912—1980
Liao Xianhao %t} 1955~
Liao Xuelan &=

Lin Hengtai ﬁ‘ﬁt,—? 1924—
Lin Huanzhang #/52 1939—
Lin Huixiong #2445 1959~
Lin Kefu i 4

Lin Leng ﬁﬁﬁ 1938 -

Lin Ruiming #f# JF‘F 1950—
Lin Yangmin #f 57" 1955 -
Lin Yaode #f#£ 1 1962—-1997
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Lin Yu ﬁ*ﬁ)} 1957—

Lin Zongyuan #3Fi 1935 -
Liu Kexiang %[l # 1957~
Liu Xie #|7{ 5th century
Long Yingzong #&3#5 1911—
Lu Ji [££$ 261—-303

Lii Jiang "84 1953—

Lu Xun £%3* 1881 - 1936
Luo Fu 2?[% 1928—

Luo Men k&flf] 1928—

Luo Qing ,%é?‘ I 1948—

Luo Xing &/~ 1935—

Luo Zhicheng ,%é?ﬁ“?‘} 1955—

Ma Zhiyuan F, 35 ca. 1250—ca1321/1324

Men Waihan [If| 9} &
Meng Fan =5 1959—

Meng Haoran = {ﬁ SR 689 - 740

Meng Jiao = ¥’ 751 - 814
Mo Naneng {é&ﬂﬂﬁi 1956—
Mo Ren gl *1920—

Mu Mutian #£7% =\ 1900 - 1971

Peng Bangzhen /11T 1919~
Qiao Lin ﬁﬁ 1940 -

Qin Zihao E‘f =+ 5 19111963
Rongzi 74—~ 1928 -
Shangguan Yu F}{~"1928—
Shang Qin F:ﬂff] 1930 -

Shen Qi ﬁ;ﬁ

Shi Wengqi #5 ¥ fel
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Sikong Tu | q&ﬂ 837 - 908

Song Ying A'jE

Su Dongpo #xpli# 1036—-1101

Su Shaolian #x {Vﬁﬁ_ 1949 -

Su Weixiong #kraihc

Su Xuelin #r=5MF 1897-1999

Sun Zhongshan (Sun Yatsen) #7f[1|[] 1866 - 1925
Tang Wenbiao % 4 11 1936—-1985
Tao Yuanming [#¥1[ 365—427
Tian Jian ['Ifti] 1916—1985

Walis Nokan | B2 Fp[ﬂ; 1961—
Wang Bi — jfj 226-249

Wang Changling ~* FEI""“” 698-757
Wang Dugqing = YEiE 1898 - 1940
Wang Lan — 71922~

Weng Nao ;7] 1908—

Wei Yingwu & =17 737 - 792/3
Wen Xiaocun ¥ &4} 1928—

Wen Yiduo ¥~ % 1899 - 1946
Wu Sheng 4t §4 1944 -

Wu Yingtao 1916—1971

Wu Yongfu 74§ 1913~

Wu Zhuoliu (Wu Cho-liu) 1900-1976
Xi Mi 4 '14 (Michelle Yeh)

Xia Ji’an k¥t 19161965

Xia Jing E)ﬁ 1925 -

Xia Yu 4= 1956—

Xiang Ming ][] 1928

Xiang Yang [F]J ['F 1955—
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Xiao Xiao FAY 1947—
Xiao Ying [ 7t

Xin Yu & 21933 -
Xiong Hong ¥[I” 1940—
Xu Bing (#{F 1955

Xu Chi {#1#1914-1994
Xu Huizhi 73,V 1966
Xu Yushu {# = ?}
Xu Zhimo (#&.% 1897-1931

Ya Xian Jg]qé‘j“ 1932—

Yan Xi Fé[ 3% 1916~

Yan Yuanshu #i7+ 4V 1933—

Yang Chichang ﬁi@ FE 1908 - 1994

Yang Hua % 1906-1936

Yang Huan ##5 1930-1954

Yang Lingye = ‘?J 5 1923-1994

Yang Yunda 72 3% 1933—

Yang Mu (Ye Shan, C.H. Wang) #-¢ (2 ) 1940
Yang Shaomin #} ' =

Yang Shihong ﬁi%‘-i‘r( 1947—

Yang Shouyu ﬁH“EJ} 1905—1959

Yang Yunping 5% 1906 - 2000

Yang Ziqiao ﬁ] 1951 -

Ye Mimi # 151 1980-

Ye Ni # yd

Ye Shidao & 7 & 1925 -

Ye Weilian (Yip Wai—lim) & 5&5 1937 -

Yu Guangzhong # A {11928 -

Zhan Bing Z1)F 1921—
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Zhang Beiwen 3=} 1 ==

Zhang Cuo (Dominic Cheung) =5 1943—
Zhang Daofan 3=}ii% 1897 - 1968
Zhang Hanliang 3= U

Zhang Mo %%gl 1931—

Zhang Wojun 5;%9%’( 1902—-1955
Zhang Xianghua ?Fﬁﬁ" 1939 -
Zhao Tianyi #i— & 1935—

Zhao Zhiti #iH115}

Zheng Chouyu &%~ 1933—
Zheng Liangwei £ L {&

Zheng Shusen £ 2% 1949—
Zhong Dingwen ¢ ’[fL}?ll 1914 -
Zhong Lei &iF¢ 1920—

Zhong Ling %Ej?—ﬁ 1945 -

Zhou Mengdie ’]?,J?J % 1920—
Zhou Zuoren ’ﬁj [+~ 1885—-1967
Zhu Dianren gﬁ* 1903—
Zhuang Zi j~" 4th century BC
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Xu Huizhi, White Snake Speaks
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Samenvatting

Van transparantie naar kunstmatigheid:

moderne Chinese poézie van Taiwan na 1949

Dit proefschrift is een studie van de moderne Chinese poézie van Taiwan na 1949,
dat wil zeggen van de poézie geschreven in het Standaardchinees dat guoyu wordt
genoemd, met speciale aandacht voor één bepaalde ontwikkeling, die ik typeer als
‘van transparantie naar kunstmatigheid’.

In het Westen wordt Chinese literatuur vrijwel onmiddellijk geassocieerd
met literatuur uit de Volksrepubliek China. Pas in de tweede plaats denkt men ook
aan literatuur uit de Republiek China (Taiwan), waar de nationalisten onder lei-
ding van Chiang Kaishek zich in 1949 terugtrokken nadat ze de strijd met de
communisten op het vasteland hadden verloren. Vanuit een literair standpunt is
het opmerkelijk dat veel westerse literatuurcritici de Taiwanese literatuur lange
tijd over het hoofd hebben gezien, omdat er tijdens de jaren '50 tot 70 meer lite-
raire experimenten en discussies plaatsvonden dan in het gesloten, communisti-
sche China.

Hoofdstuk 1, ‘Oppositions: Poetical Debates from the 1950s to the 1980¢s,
begint met een globaal literair-historisch overzicht van die experimenten en dis-
cussies. De vraag die in dit hoofdstuk centraal staat is hoe, waarom en voor wie
poézie zou moeten worden geschreven volgens de dichters, critici en lezers in Tai-
wan. Tussen de jaren '50 en ’80 schommelden de ideeén over de ‘identiteit’ van de
moderne poézie heen en weer tussen moderniteit en traditie, het kosmopolitische
en het inheemse, individualiteit en collectiviteit. Andere terugkerende punten van
discussie, die daar uiteraard mee samenhangen, zijn de relatie van poézie tot ener-
zijds de realiteit en anderzijds de verbeelding, en het gebrek aan lezersbelangstel-
ling.

Veruit de meest invloedrijke discussie, waarin al deze ingrediénten samen-
kwamen, was die van 1972-3 (aangezwengeld door Guan Jieming en Tang Wen-
biao). Hierdoor gingen veel auteurs van de zogenaamde modernistische, verwes-

terde, individualistische stroming, die onbegrijpelijkheid werd verweten, minder
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‘hermetisch’ schrijven, hoewel hun werk nog verre van helder genoemd kan wor-
den, en begonnen ze te denken over de kwestie van een Taiwanese identiteit in de
poézie. Het soort dichtgenootschappen dat in de loop der tijd werd opgericht, be-
vestigt die algemene tendens: poézie werd vaker direct betrokken op het dagelijks
leven en geschreven in een toegankelijker stijl. Maar er waren ook dichters die
minder gingen schrijven of gedurende enkele jaren zelfs helemaal stopten. Chen
Li’s minieme productie in de jaren 1980-1988 is daarvan een voorbeeld. Een enke-
ling, zoals Shang Qin, trok zich weinig aan van de discussies en ging min of meer
op dezelfde voet verder. Aan het einde van de jaren 80 lijkt de polarisering te zijn
afgenomen en heeft de discussie haar heftigheid verloren. Het werk van iemand
als Xia Yu, die in die tijd begint te schrijven, lijkt er dan ook niet door te worden
gehinderd, maar de kritiek op haar bundel Wrijving: onbeschrijflijk (1995) — te
individualistisch, te moeilijk, afbraak van de Chinese taal — maakte duidelijk dat
veel mensen nog altijd volgens dezelfde lijnen dachten.

Het eerste hoofdstuk geeft de algemene achtergrondkennis die vereist is
voor een goed begrip van de specifieke ontwikkeling die in de volgende drie hoofd-
stukken uiteen wordt gezet, onder de overkoepelende titel “The Poem as Construct’.
In dit deel van het proefschrift wordt de poézie zelf grondiger bestudeerd, met
speciale aandacht voor de zogeheten modernistische (experimentele) tendens. Het
algemene idee dat ten grondslag ligt aan deze hoofdstukken is de verschuiving van
transparantie naar kunstmatigheid in de laatste twee decennia van de twintigste
eeuw, zowel in de taal als in de vorm — dezelfde twee die aan het begin van de
twintigste eeuw, toen de klassieke poézie geleidelijk aan werd vervangen door de
moderne poézie, ingrijpend waren veranderd.

Hoofdstuk 2, ‘A Changing Attitude to Poetic Language’, is gewijd aan de
taal. Het overgrote deel van de poézie in Taiwan na 1949 is geschreven in een pro-
za-achtige stijl, dat wil zeggen in een taal die wordt gekenmerkt door conventio-
neel-correcte syntactische relaties. Aan de hand van voorbeelden van Ji Xian, Luo
Fu, Chen Li, Wu Sheng, Li Minyong en Luo Qing laat ik zien dat de meeste poézie
is geschreven in vloeiende vrije verzen, die worden afgebroken op een natuurlijke
plaats in de zin en zodoende de indruk geven van spontaniteit en authenticiteit.

Beeldspraak is de voornaamste bron van spanning en verrassing. Alles draait uit-
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eindelijk om communicatie, om het overbrengen van betekenis, vandaar dat ik
hier van ‘transparantie’spreek.

Tegen het einde van de jaren ’80 komt hierin verandering. Ook Xia Yu’s po-
ezie is geschreven in de prozastijl, maar haar latere werk haalt het idee van de
vloeiende, grammaticaal netjes afgebakende versregel overhoop. De gedichten van
Xia Yu zijn een spel met de zinnen, betekenis wordt voortdurend uitgesteld. Haar
poézie is dan ook niet langer meer enkel een vorm van expressie met taal als in-
strument, maar draait juist om het onderzoek naar hoe taal werkt; ze tast de gren-
zen van de taal af en rekt die op. Omdat de materie van de taal zelf nu meer cen-
traal staat, geeft het gedicht niet langer de indruk van transparantie, maar krijgt
het kunstmatige karakter van de poézie de nadruk: de taal vestigt de aandacht op
zichzelf.

Iets vergelijkbaars gebeurt in diezelfde tijd met de vorm: er komen verschil-
lende nieuwe poétische vormen op die ook specifiek de aandacht voor hun con-
structie vragen. In hoofdstuk 3, ‘Serial Forms’, wordt de seri€le vorm als een
nieuwe structurerende vorm bestudeerd. Het gaat hier om poétisch werk waarbij
een hoofdtitel verschillende, schijnbaar onafhankelijke delen overkoepelt, die op
hun beurt getiteld of genummerd kunnen zijn. De afzonderlijke onderdelen van
deze seri€le vormen, die vrij veel voorkomen in de Taiwanese po€zie, kunnen zelf-
standig leesbaar zijn of samen een integraal geheel vormen, waarbij de delen enkel
betekenisvol zijn in hun relatie tot elkaar. Centraal staan vragen als: hoe nauw
hangen de delen samen? Wat voor onderliggende structuur ligt er aan het geheel
ten grondslag? En hoe dwingend is de coherentie tussen de losse delen, met ande-
re woorden, zijn ze middelpuntzoekend of -vliedend?

De gedetailleerde analyses van drie voorbeelden (Yang Mu’s ‘Etudes: twaalf
aardse takken’, Luo Qing’s ‘Zes manieren om watermeloen te eten’ en Xia Yu’s
‘Zinnen maken’) laten zien dat deze werken strak gestructureerd zijn, en vooral
dat ze expliciet de aandacht naar de constructie zelf trekken, door middel van hun
presentatie, de subtitels, vormbeperkingen en uitzonderingen daarop. Daarmee
zijn deze made things (een term van Marjorie Perloff, uit Radical Artifice: Writing
Poetry in the Age of Media) tegengesteld aan de meer ‘natuurlijke’ vormen die ge-
bruikelijk waren in de poézie van die tijd. Ze lijken het resultaat van een dialecti-

sche ontwikkeling in de Taiwanese poézie: van de ‘rigiditeit’ van de vroegere klas-

276



sieke poézie, via de volledige ‘vrijheid’ (die als meer natuurlijk werd ervaren), naar
een synthese van beide. In tegenstelling tot de klassieke poézie beperken deze
strakke seri€le vormen zich niet tot vaste patronen die vooraf zijn vastgelegd: ze
volgen niet steeds opnieuw dezelfde regels maar creéren nieuwe structuren in elk
nieuw werk.

Aansluitend onderzoekt het laatste hoofdstuk, ‘Rewriting and Other Artifi-
cialities’, andere specifieke nieuwe vormen, waarin parodie, citaatkunst, procedu-
rele verskunst en incoherentie centraal staan. Voorbeelden van Shang Qin, Luo
Qing, Chen Li en Xia Yu brengen opnieuw de ‘gemaaktheid’ van dergelijke gedich-
ten aan het licht.

Al deze analyses maken duidelijk dat ‘radicale kunstmatigheid’ een belang-
rijke verschuiving vertegenwoordigt in de Taiwanese poézie van de laatste decen-
nia. In plaats van een kunst die zichzelf voordoet als natuur, ontstaat hier een
kunst die pronkt met haar eigen kunstmatigheid. Deze poé€zie draait niet langer
uitsluitend om ‘betekenis’ en ‘waarheid’, maar vooral ook om het plezier van het
scheppen en de omgang met de taal als materie. Door de ludieke en ironische be-
naderingswijze wordt tegelijkertijd de hoge status op de hak genomen die van
oudsher aan poézie werd toegekend. Als zodanig is deze poézie duidelijk verweven
met de grotere, mondiale literaire context en ontstijgt ze de Taiwanese realiteit

waarin ze ontstond.
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