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The “Chineseness” in Modern Chinese Poetry
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With a great heritage of poetry, Chinese literature has a history of thousands of years. The Chinese language and
characters, with their richness, subtlety, and unique beauty, create poetry of unique characteristics. The Chinese
characters are basically pictographic, monosyllabic, and are full of homonyms. Each character is like a picture-word,
or word-picture. A character usually has multiple meanings, and many characters share the same pronunciation or
similar pronunciation. All of these make poets writing in Chinese easier to play on sound and shape. A Chinese poem
written in traditional complex characters is likely to lose part of the savor if transcribed into simplified characters.
Thus, | feel that the Chinese or the Chinese poem poets write in Taiwan has absolutely a savor which may be absent
in works written by users of other languages or Chinese from other areas. Judging from what modern poetry of
Taiwan has achieved in the past few decades, the Chinese language in Taiwan has indeed evolved and created a new
sensibility, interest, and vitality.
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| started writing poetry at the age of 20. In the past 40 years, | have written 15 books of poems. My poetic style
has undergone several transformations. But one thing remains the same: like all the other poets in the world, I try to
make the most of images, metaphors, rhythms, musical and visual devices to make my poetry. | attempt to blend
classical and colloquial languages, Chinese and foreign expressions, the lyrical and the political, the magnificent and
the vulgar, using what new sense and sensibility | have got to write my poems. Some scholars regard me as “one of
the most innovative and exciting poets writing in Chinese today.” I don’t know if I am. But | try my best to combine
in my poetry the elements of Western modernism and post-modernism with the merits of Oriental poetics and the
Chinese language.

*

For the past two decades, 1’ve taken great interest in exploring the specificity of Chinese writing. | have written
many concrete poems ( B i%¥ ) , hidden-character poems (*£ 3 ¥ ) , obsolete-character poems ( & % &) ,
non-character poems( 2£~ = 7% ), and poems which | call “modern Chinese haiku” ( # <~ & &t ¢ ) and “Tang
poetry haiku” ( & 3t ¢ ) | attempting not only at visual and audio effects, but at the specific features of Chinese
characters or “Chineseness.”

Collected here are some of my poems. You can find in them certain examples of my poetic experiments .
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Translated by Chang Fen-ling ( 3& %~# )

eMicrocosmos

1
I wait and long for you:
a turning die in the empty bowl of night
attempting to create the 7th side.
2
A great event on the desolate
winter day: ear wax
drops on the desk.
3
Multiplication table for kids of clouds and fog:
mountains times mountains equals trees, mountains times trees
equals me, mountains times me equals nothingness...
4
All the sorrow of night will be turned into golden
ears of rice by daylight, waiting to be
reaped by another sorrowful night.
5
Having constantly broken world records,
our lonely shot-putter throws his head out
in one put..
6
The white skin turns a mole
into an isle: 1 miss the glistening
vast ocean inside your clothes.
7
The story of marriage: a closet of loneliness plus
a closet of loneliness equals
a closet of loneliness.
8 *Trans. by Jennifer Feeley
Amour, or no more?
| say amour, you say no more; | say
No More N0 more N0 More, you say amour | mourn no more.
9
Chirping competition:
0-year-old aged cicadas teach 0-year-old
baby cicadas to sing “Happy Birthday.”
10
Ah man (%), come and
take a selfie:
encaged (I1]).

Note: The Chinese character “prisoner” ([A]) looks like a man (A)
confined to a frame.

11
Your voices suspend in my room
cutting through silence, to become
a bulb speaking with heat or chill.

Note: The No.12 poem is a visualization version of the No.11 poem.
The Chinese punctuation mark “ - ” (a period) is very much like a bulb
which gives off sound in silence or with silence.
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Note: The Chinese character & (pronounced as bing) means
“soldier.” &= and [ (pronounced as ping and pong), which
look like one- Iegged soldiers, are two onomatopoeic words
imitating sounds of collision or gunshots. The character

(pronounced as chiou) means “hill.”
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eButterfly-Mad

That girl was walking toward

me like a butterfly. Steadily she

seated herself right in front of the lectern.
There in her hair was a gaily-colored

hair pin: a butterfly on a butterfly.

For the past twenty years, in this

seashore junior high, how many butterflies
have | seen, human-shaped, butterfly-shaped,
carrying youth, carrying dream, flut-

tering into my classroom?

Oh, Lolita

One autumn day before noon, the

sun so warm, a dazzling yellow butterfly
entered through the window, circling between
the distracted teacher and the 13-year-old

girl concentrating on her lessons.

Suddenly she rose, to evade

those scissors-like glittering colors

and shapes, a butterfly scared of butterflies:
ah, she was startled by a butterfly,

and I, perplexed by beauty.
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( Breakfast Tablecloth of a Solitary
Entomologist )
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®A Lesson in Ventriloquy

aadaag@8adaaacaszan
Bldadagaasd0aaqedalaad
(I am gentle...)
Gaaladiaacazaagaada
Ad@sadaaaa®@ad?gadaa
(I am gentle...)

ulduluyUevuueuluuu
UnJBudlauvuduwuUuwe
vdulUluouuegalluluUu
vwUUuwGduviulduBduu
JuluyBuvluveuduu(
and kind...)

I wrote the poem “A Lesson in Ventriloquy”in 1994.
Ventriloquy is an art of speaking with no or little lip
movements. This poem can be viewed as a variation on
the theme of “the Beauty and the Beast,” monologue done
by a man, or the beast, toward his beloved, the beauty. A
man has wanted to speak words of love or make some
confession to his beloved. He tries very hard to use
ventriloquy to say “I am gentle and kind,” but somehow,
he is too nervous or too shy to express himself properly.
Before the right words are uttered, what come out are
numerous twisted sounds which either seem unrelated or
imply evil intentions. The beast produces a lot of
odd-looking words with the same sounds. | found all the
weird characters with the help of the computer for this
audio-visually striking piece.

The first Chinese character in either stanza of this
poem is the same ( & ) , but with different pronunciations
and meanings. In the first stanza it (pronounced as wu )
means “hate,” and in the second (pronounced as e ) “evil;”
both are quite “negative” words. The other characters in
each stanza are pronounced the same as the first one. This
poem owes much of its spectacularity to the aid of both
audio and visual elements.

*

In the poem “Breakfast Tablecloth of a Solitary
Entomologist”, | collect all of the 347 Chinese characters
with & (meaning “insect”) as their radical. Although I
believe hardly any reader can pronounce or define them
correctly, still 1 think this poem musical. As the whole
poem is “visually rhymed” with the same radical, this
character tablecloth owns a special “visual musicality” in
addition to the visual effect created by its poetic form. The
gathering and piling up of characters with the same radical
in this poem exemplifies the “law of large numbers” ( # + >
if £ % ) —beauty comes from plenty.
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eFootprints in the Snow (1976)

Cold makes for sleep,

deep

sleep, for

a feeling soft as a swan.

Where the snow is soft, a hastily scrawled line is left
in white, white

ink,

hastily because of his mood, and the cold:

the hastily scrawled

white snow.
Og_t/%l‘:‘ﬂ ( Footprints in the Snow, 1995 )
%
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The first “Footprints in the Snow” above was written
in 1976. The title comes from a piano piece by the French
composer Claude Debussy, “Des pas sur la neige”
(Preludes: Book 1, No.6). Nineteen years later (1995), |
wrote another poem with the same title. You may say my
poem in 1995 was a translation version of the previous
one, but this time | used non-character symbols and
punctuation marks only.
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eNation »trans. by Tong-King Lee & Tao Huang

demoNcracy demoNcracy demoNcracy demoNcracy demoNcracy
demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon
demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon
demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon
demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon
demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon
demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon
demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon
demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon
demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon
demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon
demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon
demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon
demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon
demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon
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demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon demon

This poem is square-shaped like the contour of the
Chinese character B (country), but inside the “frame”
you find 368 “pigs” ( % ) . The poem reminds me of the
opening scene of Charlie Chaplin’s film Modern Times, in
which we see a herd of sheep turning gradually into busy
workers in a “modern” factory. You can interpret it in
several other ways: homes (families) constitute a country
(nation); the people of a country are safeguarded by the
government just as pigs stay in their cozy pens (homes); in
a country there are many pigs (corrupt officials or
politicians)...

= country;
& %= nation;

= home or family;
* = pig.
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eFurniture Music

I read on the chair

I write on the desk

I sleep on the floor

I dream beside the closet

I drink water in spring

(The cup is in the kitchen cupboard)
I drink water in summer

(The cup is in the kitchen cupboard)
I drink water in fall

(The cup is in the kitchen cupboard)
I drink water in winter

(The cup is in the kitchen cupboard)

I open the window and read
I turn on the light and write
I draw the curtains and sleep
I wake inside the room

Inside the room are the chairs
and the dreams of the chairs
Inside the room are the desk
and the dreams of the desk
Inside the room are the floor
and the dreams of the floor
Inside the room are the closet
and the dreams of the closet

In the songs that | hear
In the words that | say

In the water that | drink
In the silence that | leave

eln a City Alarmed by a Series
of Earthquakes

In a city alarmed by a series of earthquakes, | hear

a thousand black-hearted jackals say to their children,

“Mama, | was wrong.”

I hear the judge cry

and the priest confess. | hear

handcuffs fly out of newspapers, blackboards drop into
cesspools. | hear

writers put down their hoes, farmers take off their glasses,

and fat businessmen strip off their clothes of cream and
balsam.

In a city alarmed by a series of earthquakes,
I see madams on their knees return vaginas to their
daughters.
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LUR > LUR » BUE With waves, with the surf, with the sea,

DI E > DB E = with a swash, a swoosh, a splash, with lush
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PSRRI AR - LUE of a sloping backdrop, solid mountains, and thick soil,

with a view toward the faraway,

with breaths, with laughs, with the surf, with a laughing surf,
with a sea of joyful tears, with the ocean’s lavish placard,
a special announcement of clear skies, with waves...
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ﬁq{{f-ﬁ[ﬁ ( Francesco Petrarca, 1304-1374 )
eSonetto 61

Benedetto sia 'l giorno, et 'l mese, et lI'anno,
et la stagione, e 'l tempo, et I'ora, e 'l punto,
e 'l bel paese, e 'l loco ov'io fui giunto
da'duo begli occhi che legato m'anno;

et benedetto il primo dolce affanno
ch'i' ebbi ad esser con Amor congiunto,
et l'arco, et le saette ond'i’ fui punto,

et le piaghe che 'nfin al cor mi vanno.

Benedette le voci tante ch'io
chiamando il nome de mia donna 0 sparte,
e i sospiri, et le lagrime, e 'l desio;

et benedette sian tutte le carte
ov'io fama l'acquisto, e 'l pensier mio,
ch'é sol di lei, si ch'altra non v'a parte.

HAE (Puccini, 1858-1924) *Gianni Schicchi

o0 Mio Babbino Caro

O mio babbino caro,

mi piace, e bello, bello;
vo’andare in Porta Rossa
a comporar I’anello!

Si, si, ci voglio andare!
Se I’amassi indarno,
andrei Ponte Vecchio,
ma per buttarmi in Arno!
Mi stuggo e mi tormento!
O Dio, vorrei morir!
Babbo, pieta, pietal

eCharacter Haiku: Country

abbreviated history of a country’s decline:
country, or, spear, arrow
dagger, hook, dot,
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