Poetic Experiments with Chinese Characters

Chen Li (Taiwan)

For the past two decades, I’ve taken great interest in exploring the specificity of Chinese

writing. | have written many concrete poems, hidden-character poems, obsolete-character

poems, non-character poems, and poems which I call “modern Chinese haiku” and “Tang

poetry haiku,” attempting not only at visual and audio effects, but at the specific features of

Chinese characters or “Chineseness.”

Here | would like to present some examples of my experiments.

® “A War Symphony” (8 % 584 )
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“A War Symphony,” written in 1995, is possibly my best-known work. The whole poem
consists of many lines but only of four characters—It, £, f&, and - (you may even say
it’s composed of only one character ., since the other three characters can be seen as its
transforms). The first stanza is composed of hundreds of It (bing), meaning “soldier.” The
second stanza is made up of = (ping) and = (pong), which look like one-legged soldiers;
they are onomatopoeias imitating sounds of gunshots or collision: when combined, they are
associated with ping pong (table tennis). In the last stanza, you see hundreds of fr (qgiu),
which visually suggests a soldier without legs, and literally means “small hill,” having the

implication of “tomb.”

(Allow me to show you a video of this poem—an animation made by a Taiwanese female
artist, Xiu-jing Wu [£ % F ] https:/youtu.be/jZjjSy-7e9Q)

The Polish poet Bohdan Piasecki, who teaches translation in England, years ago translated
this poem into English like this:



AmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAman AmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAman
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Aman AmanAmanAmanAmanA manAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAman
Aman A man A manAmanAmanAmanAman AmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAman AmanAman
AmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAman AmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAman
Aman Aman AmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAman
AmanAmanA man A manAman AmanAman AmanAman AmanAman AmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAman
AmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAman
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AmanAmanA manAman AmanAmanA man Ah man Aman A man A manAman AmanAmanAman Ah menAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAmanAh
AmanAmanA man Ah men A .man Aman Ah man Aman A man A man Ah man Ah man A man A man Ah man Ah men A man Aman AhmanAh men AmanAmanAh
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AAh man A man Ah men Ah men Ah man A man Ah men Ah men Ah man Ah man Ah men Ah men Ah man Ah man Ah men Ah men Ah man Ah man Ah men Ah men Ah
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AhmenAhmen Ah man Ah men Ah man Ahman Ahman Ahmen AhmanAhman AhmanAhman AhmenAhmen
AhmanAhman AhmanAhmen Ahman Ahmen Ahman Ahmen  AhmanAhmanAhman Ahmen Ahman
AhmanAhman Ahmen AhmenAhmen Ahman Ahman  Ahmen Ahman  Ahmen Ahman
Ahman AhmenAhmen Ahmen Ahman Ahmen
Ahman Ahmen Ahman Ahmen Ahmen
Ahman Ahmen

Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen
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Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen Amen
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In the first stanza, he substitutes “A man” for ft. In the second stanza, “Ah man” and “Ah
men” are used to replace the scattered £ and . And in the third stanza, fr is replaced by
“Amen,” which may be interpreted as a prayer at the funeral.

The following are two other translations done by Professor Cosima Bruno (teaching at
SOAS University of London), and Professor Yi-ping Wu (£ }7) from Taiwan with her

student Ci-shu Shen (i 5 %) respectively:



tum tum tum tum tum tum tum tom tom tom tam
tum tum tum tum tam tum tum tum tom tom tum
tum tum tum tum tam tum tum tom tam tum tam
TUMTUM TUM TUM TUM TUM TUM TUM TUM TUM
TUMTUM TUM TUM TUM TUM TUM TUM TUM TUM
TUM TUM TUM TUM TUM TUM TUM TUM
TUM TUM TUM TUM TUM TUM TUM TUM

bom bom bom bom bom bom bom bom bom bom
bom bom bom bom bom bom bom bom bom bom
bom bom bom bom bom bom bom bom bom bom
BOM BOM BOM BOM BOM BOM BOM BOM BOM
BOM BOM BOM BOM BOM BOM BOM BOM BOM
BOM BOM BOM BOM BOM BOM BOM BOM
BOM BOM BOM BOM BOM BOM BOM BOM

BOM 7T BOO thomb TO0OMB tou TUM BOM TUM
TouM T0UM BOOM toum tum TUUM B TUM
BOUM TOUMB TOMB TOMB tombtotom U

BOM @@ OUT TUM TOUM TUM
tum B TOUM TOUM BOOM TUUM B TUM
toumbTOMBTOMB TOMBTOmb

TOMB TOMB TOMB TOMB TOMB
TOMB TOMB TOMB TOMB TOMB TOMB
TOMB TOMB TOMB TOMB TOMB TOMB
TOMB TOMB TOMB TOMB TOMB TOMB TOMB

Bruno’s version is a comic-like presentation with Futurist dynamics, by using such
onomatopoeias as tum, TUM, bom, BOM, BOO, bomb, BOOM, toum, TUUM, BOUM,
and TOUMB to imitate the sounds of the army marching or bombs exploding. In the first two
stanzas, the lowercase words in the first half are capitalized and getting bigger in the latter half,
which suggests the battle is getting all the more violent and bitter. In the third stanza, the
words are scattered with “tomb” and “TOMB?” interspersed between, which suggests the
soldiers are wounded, defeated, or killed. In the last stanza, the capitalized word “TOMB” is
repeated numerous times but getting smaller and fading out, which suggests the dead soldiers
may ultimately be forgotten and become insignificant to the world.

Wu and Shen’s version consists not of words but of lines in different shapes to present the

battlefield and the graveyard. Instead of translating the poem, they draw to show us the picture
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of the war. The straight line similar to the letter “ i ” is very much like a soldier wearing a
helmet; the crooked line similar to the crooked “ j ” is implicative of a wounded, handicapped,
or crippled soldier; the semi-circular bump or hunch in the last stanza is easily associative of a
corpse or of a tomb or grave:
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Some reader mentioned on the Internet that there might be some relation between “A War
Symphony” and the poem “Ping Pong,” written by the German poet Eugen Gomringer (1925-).
| searched for the poem immediately and found | had never read it before. Yet this poem is

very much like a translation version of part of the second stanza of “A War Symphony’”:

ping pong
ping pong ping
pong ping pong
ping pong

I think this may be regarded as a coincidental encounter of two authors who are strange to each
other; Gomringer’s poem was written in 1953, and | was born in 1954,

e Visual Musicality

The Chinese characters are basically pictographic, monosyllabic, and are full of homonyms.
Each character is like a picture-word, or word-picture. And often a character itself may contain
two or three or more characters. For example, the character B (meaning “bright”) contains
two characters: H (meaning “sun”) and H (meaning “moon”). 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.
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(A video of the poem “A Lesson in Ventriloquy”:
https://youtu.be/60zIUKURIMA)



| wrote the poem “A Lesson in Ventriloquy” ( *£3% 3% ) 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 “l 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:

B R BN R R I EE AR 1B
PUZEE S A BB UE TS E T

WL WS TMIR 2 1 ) SE R ZEAA
ZiiE i R EE Ve BN TR &

TS OB IS U R i aL R SR R E A
SHE 1SR W SR S SR AR SR RS AT S
I e R R e R S RIS 0 S
B HEsS IR SR R AR hE 5 22 SR T AR 15 e 50
A7 B R A e B RSB T SR ARER (

aadaa?@8@aaaacazan
BlddagaaQaajqeédalaa0d
(I am gentle...)
Gaaladiaaazaazaaaas
RAdzadaaaa®addgadaa
(I am gentle...)

uduluyOevluuveulvuu
UnJBuduaguvudguuUlu
wQululeouueellulvlu
vUUuwlduviulliduBdul
JuluyTuvluveuldvu(
and kind...)

The first Chinese character in either stanza of this poem is the same (“%”) , but with
different pronunciations and meanings. In the first stanza it means “hate,” and in the second
“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” (# b 5 & & feh% £ £
" ) I collect all of the 347 Chinese characters with tf (meaning “insect”) as their radical.
Although I believe hardly any reader can pronounce or define them correctly, still I 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:
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The gathering and piling up of characters with the same radical in this poem exemplifies
the “law of large numbers”—beauty comes from plenty. | apply the similar writing strategy to
my two other poems to add up their meaning and interest. In “A Prayer of Gears” (& #. ) ,
sixteen characters with the radical “£%” (tooth/gear) are used to bring forth as well as clarify
the theme of this poem: life is in itself a endless process of mutual strife, gnawing, and
compromise. In “Dada” (:£:if ) , fifty-two characters with “i_” (pronounced as ‘“chuo,”
meaning “walking/moving”) as their radical are included to add comic elements to the poem

with erotic and sensuous implications:



* “A Prayer of Gears” (# #.5)

SCH > FAM
Hy—A= 4t
WILENZ T30
g - o
PlEEr—4H
it > LUR
Rt o A
BRI
Eiineal - ey
BIEHITTE
ENE =29y
A EHIEY
R AT
LR FHEHY
PRE - K IRHY
etk
RG]
LG DLkY|
BAEH e
BB
S > P fFIHE
FHRIT
SRR Y
BERE
LIS i
EREE - e
N
BRERH B e
BEf AR BN A
U YR 5L A
R > AE
HAFTH T EH R
iz - &
BTV
(Y - ERlErY
Lk

IE -3
MR
AREAREEHY
AzanSk[EIAE
ACH > FRATE
DUBRAYIEDS
TEHF RAHY 23K
> i
B EO
Ay BEP Fh T
JERE -
i o
TR
TR ARAY
RHZH B
s BRI
BZEE > Wt
NZ ST
fedd R
S IRN A h
fEeER
HATHEE
BB

Oh Lord, our

life is so,

so strugglingly
revolving, a set

of tooth-biting

gears, the planets

that bite and fall
ceaselessly, with you
as our center, with
night as our center.
What ties us is

the unfathomable
fear, the provocation
of omnipresent
darkness. We’re the
eternal mechanism

led by others

yet leading others,
unable to twist off ethics,
morality, passion, and
fury. Oh Lord, we are
traveling in the universe,
the metal family

with grim hard edges,
an eye for an eye, a
tooth for a tooth, circling
in nothingness, the
lonely hedgehogs that
rub each other’s
humble bodies to keep
warm. Please tolerate
our discord and
friction, tolerate

our daily trivial

dirty fight for

power and profit,

ceaseless

biting and falling:

a collective living body
that we can’t but accept.
Oh Lord, we are

silent mills

revolving

in the prison of time,
Sisyphuses who push
and grind cyclically,
grinding desires, grinding
agony, grinding out
spots of mystic

ecstatic starlight

of powder, the heroin
that makes death dizzy,
the flowers of evil

that make night tremble. So
strugglingly we bite

and revolve because

oh Lord, they will
follow the light and see
our hereditary

garden of soul.



* “Dada” (éé )

2RIl p2

i BZIR
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e R B SR
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AT > A

i PZIR

LR IVINE N e T
EE
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HEB T RAARE 5
o AL AT A

T - R

| finally reached her

i_-shaped bed,

a water bed floating on the sea of the world.
I, a weary swimmer, turned into a swinger,

as tired as ever, because of constant merrymaking.

She placed herself over me, in her

i_-shaped bed,

ordering me to touch her with my external tiny body and

make her cry out “dada.”

I advanced, so did she.

I retreated, but not she. Her voices

zoomed in and out, out and in.

She pushed; I ushered her in and out.

We meandered, wandered, lingered and staggered, with
her part encountering mine over and over:

dadadadadadadada...

We were carried away to where no motor, radar, or
vibrator could carry us to.
Please describe all the wonder and pleasure.

How... how do | put it?

The frontier we’ve reached is accessible to no others.
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® More Concrete Poems

Many of my concrete poems take the shape of a square, a circle, a triangle (or a pyramid). |
also present them in many other poetic forms according to the messages | attempt to convey,
such as shapes imitating a butterfly, a vending machine, and the Island of Taiwan as well as
irregular or unnameable shapes. Here are some examples, along with brief notes or
interpretations:

* “Three Poems in Search of the Composer/Singer” ( = 5 &5 it df B IF R )

2 Wind Blowing over the Plain (*xiE L & ek )
(I —— )

(U —— )

3 Footprints in the Snow (£ + & &)

%
%

%

Note: The meanings of the four Chinese characters in the second poem are as follows—
= hush; 1= mouth; = empty; A= man.
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The above “Footprints in the Snow” was written in 1995, but nineteen years before (1976) |
had already written a poem with the same title, which comes from a piano piece by the French
composer Claude Debussy, “Des pas sur la neige” (Preludes: Book 1, No.6) :

K% 7SR Cold makes for sleep,

pZSESID| deep

R - 752 sleep, for

KIE— R TR R a feeling soft as a swan.

TEIAYHL TR N — TR E AT Where the snow is soft, a hastily scrawled line is left
THARAA® G in white, white

2K ink,

RHTOME - 2 hastily because of his mood, and the cold:

TR the hastily scrawled

HE&mNE white snow.

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.

* “Photo of Egyptian Scenery in the Dream of a Fire Department Captain”
(FPFHEF P 2 FB)

K
NN

Note: The Chinese character >k = fire; %= inflammation; %= flames.
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* “White” (6 )

HEEEHEEHEEEEAEAEEEEEEEEEEH
HEHHHEEHEHEAEAEAEHEEEEEAH
HEAHAEAEEIEAEAEAEEEEEEEER
HHHBHAEEHEEAEABHAEAEHEHEEEEH
HHEHEHAEEAEAEAEAEHEHEEEAA
HEAEAEAEAEAEAEAEAEEEAEAR
HHHHEHEHHEHHEHHEHHEHHHHEEEAA
HEHHHEEHHEHHEHHHHHHEHEHEEEHEEHEAH
HHEHEHEHEHEHHEHEEEEEEEEAA
HHHHEHHHHHHHHHHHEEHEHEEEHAE
HHEHHEHEHHEHHEHHEHHEHHHHEHEHEAHA
HHEHEHEHEHEHHEHAEEHEEEEEHEAH
LT T T
T
e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e
LI T T
L T e e e

Note: The first half of this poem consists of two Chinese characters 5 (white) and H (day); the
other part is made up of non-characters. After this poem was completed, the paintings of Mark
Rothko (1903-1970), an American painter whom | like very much, came into my mind. The whole
poem is a process of peeling off or fading out, or declining: from characters to shapes to dashes, and
then to dots, from solid lines to dotted line, with shades of color getting pale. It is a process from
brightness to darkness, from daytime to nighttime, from life to death... The space below the last dotted
line hides the gradual disappearance of the light, and finally the complete blankness which
symbolizes the deep of the night. Here lies the paradox: the deep of the night is not black, but
“white, ” since the paper on which the poem is written is white: after the night is over, the day is
bound to appear. In this way, | present the cycle of night and day, of dying and rebirth.
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* “White No.2” (¢ No.2)

[ e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e
[ R o e e e e e e e e e e s e e P e e e e
oo e e o s e s s e s e s s e e s e e e e e e
[ I e e e o e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e
T o s o s o s o s o s s o s o s e s e e
T e e s s e s s s s s s s s s s s S e
SELIELIE (E LRI LE (R R e LR e R R
ELIEUE (R LRI e (ARl e R L e LR B A
ELAELIELAE LNE 0E AR R MR e (e e AR R R e e AR LML A,
R LELE e LR (R AR e e U L LRI A
ELELE R LR LE (R Rl e R e LR e LM
E DU JUE UE L D LS 0E DB LUE LR MR e L e L ME M B LA

llllllllllllllllllllllll

llllllllllllllllllllllll

llllllllllllllllllllllll

llllllllllllllllllllllll

llllllllllllllllllllllll

........................
........................

Note: The Chinese character &= cock; /= hanging; = old.

The following are interesting comments made by Chang Fen-ling on this poem—

Besides being seen as a process of ejaculation, this poem can be seen as a lament on the
weakening or aging body, on the loss of energy. The function of J& (the cock or penis), a
symbol of masculine vigor, is deteriorating, from its sexual function to just hanging ()
there, to getting old () and upside down. You can only pray to God (), feel forsaken ( 1=
alone), sigh in distress ( / = exclamation mark). You may have something to say ( - = colon),
but find yourself speechless. The “.” in the last two lines may be a period, which implies
there is nothing to say about it, or a drop (of urine), which sadly implies the penis’ only
function at the end of a man’s life.
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* «A Square Cake” (- H.73 2545 )

—UTEEEZ S TR RS #ES E
T BB EA L ALK AR E R E B
TR ITIEL) SR KA AHEE 22 B il
% £ WA R EWE S R ERE A
B4 B R B HEE TS EREER SR
R R R KERE RARME N
2 LB H £ E I REARE R —R R IR
£ Aok A K e B ST EL R R AR
Fres N F A RV E—EE SR
T Rttty T B R o R FHAK PRI B T AR
A BN A AR TR R
Hugim Y &R B — & 7 Wi H S
¥ o B 2 i — A 832 1 RIS H B 10
BRPZREHBAARRAGDELRS
HFAREETRACENYD L SEE/YE
¥R 2% BT AR F BEEBZRE
TRABEABAALBABYHEDRABT
HBOARBRZ Ak 5 86 THE
Note: This poem is shaped like a square cake. The topic sentence is hidden in its diagonal line: “A
square cake generously turns into a leaning tower of the multiple senses of sight and taste ” (- #.-

A~ > R AR R 2 £ 2 £35 ) . This poem can be read line by line either horizontally or
vertically.
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* “Nation” (&

D e e e e e I e e T e e I e e i A e e

] S]] ] S]] ] S S S SR ] S St S S S S S SR
] SR ] 0] ] 0] ) SR S SRY ] S St S S SR S S S

I

] SR S S S S0 S S| S S0 S SRS S S Sl Sy S8 Sy gy
S]] S S S S S SR SR SR SRS S S SRS S e S gy
) Y] S S S S0 S S| AL SR SRS S SR SR SRl Sy S Sy Sy oy
S]] S S S S S SR ST SR S S S S SR S S S gy
S]] S S S S S S S S S S S SR S e gy
SR SRR S S SR S SN SRR S D RS S e g gy
S]] S S S S S S S S S S S SR S e gy
SR] SRR S S S S N SN SRR S B S Y S e S gy
SRS S S S S B S S B RS S S S gy
] SRR S S SR S S U SRR S B S Y S e g afey
SRS S S S B DS S SUDI DY U SUSY S S S S gy
] SR SR] S S SRS S S SR SR SRS S S SR Sl S e e gy
SRS S S SRS DS S SUSIDR RUS Sf Sef Supnf nfey

Note: The poem is square-shaped like the contour of the Chinese character (country), but inside
the “frame” you find 368 “pigs” (Z<) . This poem reminds me of the opening scene of Charlie
Chaplin’s film Modern Times, in which we see a herd of swine 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; ZZ= home or family; [E{ZZ=nation; Z= pig.
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* “A Vending Machine for Nostalgic Nihilists” ( 3 ¥k & 2 & %

B
FRAEHE
HHZ

FRIBENE
HEAEEE/K
LR EE

5 ey

PN
PRbgE

(3 A1k
AT

Mother’s milk
Drifting cloud
Cotton candy

Daydream

Charcoal coffee

Star perfume
Sleeping pill
Misty poetry

Marijuana

Condom

Shadow facial tissue

Moonlight ball pen

FHE e
05 O

oL e+H @M
OIs1 @Ff A @AY
Q@iEL: @i @ihi
@R @HE @ISET
Oz @ S @Ek
| EN-a Floeecy
Q% @=Ri
OEHE @I FRE
OrEN @FEREEM
OinHE @R @iKkAE
O @Li @ity

@@= R
@15 F B=R

Please choose the button

@cold ehot

@ large packet @medium packet @small packet
@instant @enduring @tangled

@canned @bottled @aluminum foiled

@with nostalgia @with passion @with death

@ with chirping of insects @with twittering of birds @pure

@for vegetarians @for non-vegetarians
@1two pieces in one @three pieces in one @aerosol

@of Freedom brand @of Peace brand @of Opium War brand

@for commercial use @for noncommercial use
@cextra-thin @transparent @water-proof

@gray @black @white
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* “Five Rings” (1 %)
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—Olympic: Convivial, competitive, of five rings...Of words and words

 ALAPTOP IS ATEL,
. ENTT o o
RRNVENT TAX A € 0
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33
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Olympic wind gusts from Mount Olympus, compressing

the gods’ private words and private works in transparent,

ultra-thin discs of light, spinning and sending them on to reach

the five realms and four sides, and, when you are not noticing, gently
wafting over Mount Parnassus, to be prifted as poems by the muses. ..

Of five rings, of five realms, of synergy: a self-breeding
microcosmos. Swords and spears forge signposts. Hand basins
adopt oaths without bloodshed. The five continents’ ancient arms

are repewed by laurels of rushing waves in the round basins;
five-color bubbles foam up, a fairy tale serial.

Convivial, jovial, digital/gaming, the past links through
the present, the four seas are Ine family, a cell phone is
a stadium, a laptop is a temple. Drinks reward brains wracking,

victory parties honor gfforts, rings of perspiratiln pay homage
to the earth as entertainment tax, a selfless celebration.

Of words and words: in ink, cold spring, hot spring,
fountain, sauna, all cleanse nerves and foft odor. Father and
daughter-in-law bathe together, black and white bathe together,

Hermaphroditus bathes: mixing fine and foul to purify and innBvate,
a stunning Venus rises from foam, from a sea of words.

Competitive, a gymnastic friendly for leaf, olive, cinnamon, parsley,
pine twig... Light presents shadows as awards to the winners.

At dusk, the gods withdraw to be the observers behind the night screen,
sign their names with starlight. Across the Milky Way,

a dazzling tug-of-war between brain/strength and beauty.

English translation by Elaine Wong
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“Five Rings” ( I #& ) was written in 2013. The topic sentence (subtitle) of the poem is
taken from a poem | wrote in 1995, “The Olympic” ( B +k™ sk ) : “Olympic: Convivial,
competitive, of five rings...Of words and words” ( BELARUCH [ : BFHRAY - SBeRAy - AR
ORRREED FEHLISTEHY ) | divide the topic sentence into five parts, using each part as the first
word(s) of each stanza (each ring). The rule of this five-ring poem is that since it is shaped in
five interlocking rings, an identical Chinese character is used by both stanzas where any two
rings interlock.

* «“Butterfly-Mad” (i ¥z )

iIB-R AL EEA S
BB - EE

A P AT SR (AR (L
B E > —E O
25 - ifbilk b2

SRR AR
B - BRES
S DUATY » DU
A - P - B

FHE AT 2

U FERESE

KEFAT > Pt

1B > —&JR5EHY

Pyl > ZFEIMA > AHER
T B YR
N+ =Rk [

RIS - R

5T IR PAPIIR B 1
B g > — Ry
BRI - A Ry T

% HINERR

That girl was walking toward

me like a butterfly. Steadily she

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

hair pin, a butterfly on a butterfly

For twenty years in this

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

tering into my classroom?

Oh, Lolita

That 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

the scissor-like glittering colors

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

and | confounded by beauty.

Note: This poem is shaped like a butterfly (or several butterflies). The third stanza is a central,
pivotal line: “Oh, Lolita.” You may call this an Oriental “Lolita” poem.
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* 4«18 Touches” (+ ~45)
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While it’s dark, touch our hearts and change
their ciphers lest they be embezzled by the lovelorn.
While it’s dark, touch my porcelain-spoon-like white hand.
If thirsty, use it to ladle and drink the moonlight on my breast.
While it’s dark, reach the sky to touch the transparent phonetic 1,
4%, L willl give you my goal, give you a 1. While it’s
dark, touch its golden posts and have a ride on the swing with
the virtual goalkeeper by using paradoxical and hesitative language.
While it’s dark, touch the sky piano; the universe rents us its music hall
just once in our lifetime, our hearing must walk on the heavenly wire.
While it’s dark, touch the perfume bottle by my groin and lift its lid,
lift & reveal my mortal Eden, with one deep breath after another—
While it’s dark, touch the end of the island’s vertebrae, Eluan Beak, which
also has a nose to breathe; it spreads its eluan, and | spread the sail.
While it’s dark, touch the Paiwan chieftain’s glass beads; the ever-fattening
hundred-pace snake turns into an eagle, whose feather is put in my hair.
While it’s dark, touch the iron clip in the fairy tale; the broken leg the trapped
muntjac left behind while escaping is made into stuffing for 101 millet cakes.
While it’s dark, touch the stuffing of my millet cakes on my round and soft
breast plates; eating it, night gets deeper, a hungry man gets even hungrier.
While it’s dark, touch Puyuma children’s songs—the owl will scratch the eyes;
oh, sleep, sleep on my shoulder—they’ll lull every sad animal to sleep.
While it’s dark, touch the copper gong of the inland Pazeh tribe; strike it
and build a fire, burning the water bamboo field on my body.
While it’s dark, touch Red-headed Island’s taros; touching twice, they
say, is sosoli, a quick touch, ah soso—it turns out to be my breast.
While it’s dark, touch the eye of Cape Santiago; | see no marten: only the
moon shines upon the coastline of my shoulders where galeras row across.
While it’s dark, touch Turoboan’s lips; the shimmering stream runs
through the gorge, making delicate intimate sounds of mouth harps.
While it’s dark, touch the silver & gold sand deposited on my skin;
your Liwu River is producing sugar and salt on my body.
While it’s dark, touch this drifting ball, which drifts
from the Black Ditch to my bay of white knees.
While it’s dark, touch your gold sneakers;
I'll give you my goal, give youa 1.
I want you to raise your foot,
give itakick into
the goal...

Note: “18 Touches” (- ~ #i) is a Chinese popular song with erotic allusions 4, %, 1 (similar
to b, p, m) are three phonetic symbols of Chinese. Eluan Beak is the southernmost point of Taiwan.
Eluan is a transliteration of the Paiwanese word for “sail.” Red-headed Island is also called Orchid
Island, where the Yami (the Tau) people live. Sosoli is the plural form of “taro” in Yami language
(soli, the singular form), and soso means “breast.” Turoboan, where the Liwu River runs through, is
the ancient name of Hualien, famous for its Taroko Gorge. Black Ditch is the old name of Taiwan
Strait. The original poem in Chinese is shaped to the contour of Taiwan. In some sense, this poem is
a mini map of Taiwan's history.
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® Hidden-Character Poems

* “Country” (&)

— ‘ EDITEDBY
$«< | EARIOS
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More than seventy so-called “hidden-character poems” ([Z=7:F ) are collected in my

book of poetry Light/Slow ( (#= /4% ) , 2009). In writing these poems, | draw on the
hieroglyphic feature of Chinese characters: several characters lie latent or hidden in one
character. What | do is make those hidden characters come on the stage to play their roles.
Professor Andrea Bachner discusses some of my hidden-character poems in the newly
published The Oxford Handbook of Modern Chinese Literatures. Among my hidden-character
poems are thirty three-line poems | called “Character Haiku” (= &t). She translates one of
them, “Country” (& ), as follows:

B Country
B TR abbreviated history of a country’s decline:
"2 AN country, or, spear, arrow
Lo~ dagger, hook, dot,

In the book she says, “In this poem Chen Li stages the ‘abbreviated history of a country’s
decline’ as an exercise in graphic form. The Chinese character for country, [, is stripped of
its power, one element, one stroke at a time, until nothing is left but a single dot without any
conventional semantic meaning. That the elements of the Chinese character for country refer to
weapons—spear (%), arrow (), and dagger (f)—transforms the second line and the
beginning of the third line into an appositional phrase, rather than a mere series in which
loses more and more of its elements. The dot, the last remnant of the character [, together
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with the commas that separate the different stages of decay, invoke an image of blood drops.
This felicitous formal structure leads to the execution of the word country and, by extension, of
the idea of nationhood, as if the graphic elements of this Chinese character determined its
semantic meaning. The implication is that the idea of country—and perhaps, more specifically,
the Chinese nationalism invoked by the character’s use in the terms ({52 for ‘nation’ and
for ‘China’—is bound to lead to violence and to self-destruction.”

The characters or radicals =z (“or”), X (“spear”), < (“arrow”), [ (“dagger”), L.
(“hook™) and ~ (“dot”) are all component parts of the character (“country”). This poem
can be seen as a variation of “A War Symphony”: a gradual process of a solid and stable
country falling apart. The three lines are symmetric in form: the first and the third lines
consists of seven entities; the second line consists of eight entities (I follow such a rule of
symmetry in the thirty “character haiku” I write). You may argue, “But in this poem the eighth
character of the third line is missing. ”” Well, it’s not missing because the last entity is a blank,
which exists by means of its absence, implying a country’s complete destruction or non-

existence.

* “Dan” ( @ )

AT s & S REAVALER © B T5EZ5h - S
A HAL - SRS > SRR
FRiet > HEERRBEIR © 22 > FSET

Those who stand here possess the fertile parts of the body: whoever, except death,
holds the position gains vitality. Fart rolls, urine flows, shit’s out;
you can fuck and be fucked. Leaving it blank, you are as good as dead.

Note: This poem is taken from a group of my poems named “Obsolete-character Haiku” (= &t ) .
The title of the poem /& (pronounced as “dan”) is an obsolete Chinese character, whose meaning is
not clear. It is made up of two characters: 7 (“body” or “dead body”) + 5 (“possess”). When
J7 is combined with other characters, fresh and vital (though seemingly vulgar) meanings are
formed:

Ji& (fart)= 7 (body) + [L (successive) —break “successive” wind;
& (urine)= 7 (body) + 7K (water);

F& (shit) = 7 (body) + ¥ (rice);

J& (cock or fuck) = [ (body) + /i (hanging);

= (cunt) = 7 (body) + 4T (hole).
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* ¢ ove Poem” (%)

PRUZHT > EXFZEME Jiu pi gan, zhun xi lu hu

R ECHHEIRIGE - 2 ji min nu ting chi fu xian, zhen

IRIGRZAS - [l yao xia da gun pie. Tong nu

W AR & = B pi yao ji jie wan jian he gun shen

it Do RSEAAR BAER AL Er wan ge zhe huo lang jue nuan

THEE sz - die bo cuo pi zhe gu:

ZEHE - TE - B Lu shan, gi i, jian qi

Va5 2 Z A —— ju yu ran lu feng yan li—

Hik - 2R MU Liu die, xi tiao nao han zhi
(B E L) (xiu you ruan yu hang fen)

ARURESTES - BifiED pan kang yi min mang gian, po xian

AEZEHI RS S huan an jun bi gou gi gin cai ji

REMEE 22 En en fan pi pi, feng feng hong

(s = ST > FEIGE shen shen. Li gian, fang dong

HERCEREIE o TRK dong min ga hao yi e. Qiu ci

SEREME > [EARE e cai mao you, dian mi gin...

(Romanization done by Google Translate)

Note: The whole poem is made up of obsolete or rarely-used Chinese characters (and punctuation
marks). These characters are meaningless to readers now, which, in this sense, helps reveal the
theme of this poem: all words of love are meaningless (or false); they are significant (or true) only to
lovers falling in love. In the blind eyes of lovers, every word is loving and beautiful.

® Modern Chinese Haiku

* Microcosmos ( (/] &) )

Reading Japanese haiku inspires me to write about contemporary life in similar poetic
forms. The result of such experimentation is my book of three-line poems: Microcosmos: 200
Modern Haiku ( (-] # & & & & 200 5 ) ) , whose title comes from Bartok’s
Microcosmos, a musical composition containing 153 piano pieces. Here are some examples of
my “modern Chinese haiku” :

WE > OEER
— R A TAER A ZE iR
1 S T
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I wait and long for you:
a turning die in the empty bow! of night
attempting to create the 7th side

(Microcosmos, 1:14)

—HRERNARRH H
RS T B
TR AR e B A

White skin makes a mole
an isle: I miss the glistening
vast ocean within your clothes

(Microcosmos, 1:66)

TR NI TS :
SRR » LRt
R LTRSS

Multiplication table for kids of cloud and fog:
mountains times mountains equals trees, mountains times trees
equals me, mountains times me equals nothingness. ..

(Microcosmos, 1:51)

EAPIEE - —(ERAEA R
—ERAEA R R
— {2

The story of marriage: a closet of loneliness plus
a closet of loneliness equals
a closet of loneliness

(Microcosmos, 1:97)

The last two poems are written based on “pseudo-arithmetical” formulas. Maybe they could be

seen as examples of how modern poetry in Taiwan creates surprise out of the commonplace.

FG
O pRHIE MR O Ry
gfjiEng A H R

Chirping competition:
0-year-old old cicadas teach 0-year-old
baby cicadas to sing Happy Birthday

(Microcosmos, 11:2)
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T RER?
RRE - R R
VRIRIS - (R TR

Amour, or no more?
| say amour, you say no more; | say
NO mMore NO More NO More, you say amour | mourn no more *

(Microcosmos, 11:52)  *English translation by Jennifer Feeley

AT > e
BRI

Ah man, come and
take a selfie:
encaged

(Microcosmos, 11:58)

Note: The Chinese character “prisoner” ([A) looks like a man ( A\ ) encaged.

| presented previously two versions of my poem “Footprints in the Snow”: one of them

seems a translation version of the other, written in non-character symbols and punctuation

marks only. A similar self-translation appears in Microcosmos:

IREN RS R E TR F5 1]
VliE R - BORH
UL B2 TE R EE AR

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

(Microcosmos, 11:47)

(Microcosmos, 11:48)

The latter poem is a visualization version of the former poem. The Chinese punctuation mark

“ o ” (a period) is very much like a bulb which gives off sound in silence or with silence.
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* “Tang Poetry Haiku” (2 :#F &)

9
PR
&
il
e (FrRL)
Bed (In front of my bed: bright moonlight)
is (I wonder if it’s frost on the floor)
(Looking up, | see the bright moon)
home town (Dropping my head, | miss my home town)
using Li Po’s Still Night Thoughts”
12
Bt (& L
=
*F AR (BFF )
Loving mother line /&wanderingson’s  on (Lines of thread in the hand of a loving mother
make the coat on the wandering son’s back.)
intensive (Before he left she made intensive stitches
fearing that he would be slow to return.)
talk (Whose talk is it that the gratitude of the inch-tall grass

is enough for all the sunshine of spring?)

——using Meng Jiao’s “Song of a Wandering Son”’

One day in 2008, | spent a whole night skimming through the well-known Chinese
collection 300 Tang Poems on the Internet and completed 12 poems which I called “Tang
Poetry Haiku.” The following is my rule: with the original classical poem visible on the page, |
made some characters faded or faint to highlight the characters | selected. The highlighted
characters, combined in sequence, formed a new modern poem. However, | had problem with
the twelfth poem. | came across a good poem but failed to transform it with the rule I set for
myself. A good idea struck me: why not use an S-shaped proofreader’s mark to change the
order of the characters? In this way I exchanged “4%” (line) with “##-” (wandering son),
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transforming the traditional sewing line of thread into the modern internet line, twisting a Tang
poem into a contemporary haiku: “Loving mother & wandering son’s online intensive talk.”

(The English translations of Chen Li’s poems here are done by Chang Fen-ling and Chen Li
unless otherwise stated.)
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Chen Li [#%Z was born in Hualien, Taiwan, in 1954. After graduating from the English
Department of National Taiwan Normal University, he returned to his hometown and taught in
junior high school. He also taught creative writing at National Dong Hwa University. In recent
years he has been the organizer of the Pacific Poetry Festival in his hometown. He is regarded as
“one of the most innovative and exciting poets writing in Chinese today.” A winner of many
important poetry prizes in his country, Chen Li has published 14 books of poetry and is also a
prolific prose writer and translator. With his wife Chang Fen-ling, he has translated over 20
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