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Introduction

The Edge of the Island (E5Ifl#5%%) is a collection of Chinese poems, in English translation, by renowned
Taiwanese writer Chen Li [i%Z (1954 -); the translations were produced by the poet’s wife Chang Fen-ling
FEZLES in consultation with Chen. Given the relationship between the translator and the poet and the close
involvement of Chen Li in the translation process, the book is an excellent demonstration of how translation
and creative writing work in tandem. Of particular interest to this chapter are the concrete poems found in
the collection, most of which are merely paratextually treated rather than translated in the conventional sense;
that is: while the main text of the poems are left untranslated in Chinese, their titles are translated into English,
and footnotes and explanatory notes ate inserted in English to explicate the linguistic operations involved.

Paratextual treatment is premised on the understanding that the concrete poems are untranslatable by
virtue of their appropriation of the material-sensory qualities of the Chinese language. In justifying why she
has not attempted to translate the concrete poems in The Edge of the Island, specifically ‘A War Symphony’
HR S ZEH, Chen Li’s most acclaimed concrete poem, Chang explains that the piece taps into the visual and
aural signification potential of Chinese characters, such that ‘any relinquishment of its Chinese characters [via
translation] would mean the loss of its poetic charm and the significance of its technical form’ (Chen 2014: 17;
Chang, personal communication). Chang’s strategy belies a conception of translation that privileges the
semantic transfer of linguistic signs as its primary function. The problem is that while concrete poetry does
communicate ‘meaning’, the latter resides not at the level of the individual signifier but rather at the level of
the gestalt — the wholesome entity that is the poem. What distinguishes concrete poetry from other forms of
literary discourse, then, is that the meaning of the holistic text is not a gradual accruement of the semantics of
its constituent signifiers, but a cognitive-perceptual effect that emerges from the work in its entirety as a result of its
multimodal workings.

The concrete poems in The Edge of the Island raise general issues about literary untranslatability. When one
speaks of the untranslatability of (concrete) poetry, the implicit reference point is usually that of semantic
substance; or: what is the poem falking about? The fact, of course, is that a poem, in particular the concrete
poem, can talk about virtually nothing at the level of the isolated word or utterance and yet afford intense
‘meaning’ — not in the sense of a neatly articulated semantics but in the sense of an embodied affect.
Untranslatability, then, turns into a relative notion: a text can be said to resist transfer into another language
on the grounds that the referential value of its original words cannot be adequately communicated; this,
however, does not prevent the text from eliciting an effectual response in another language.

This chapter develops the idea of translation as a response in a target language to a work written in a
source language. This is done using a hands-on approach: we construct a case study based on our own
rendition of four concrete poems from The Edge of the Island. The purpose of this reflexive exercise is to
experience first-hand the embodied effect of Chen Li’s poems, to produce our response to them in English,
and to theorise on this experience.



Case Analysis
Eoxcample 1: White’ A

=

HHHHHEHHHHHHHHEHHEHEHABEEEAE
HHHHHHEHHEHEHHEHEHHEHEEEEHAEAA
HEHHHHBHBHHHHHEHEAHEEEEEEEAEE
HHHHHHHHEHHHHAHHEEAEAABEHE
HHHHHHHHHHHHBEEHHEEEBEEEEEE
HHHHHHEHHEHAHEHHEABEEAHEHEA
HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHBHHBHBHHBHHBEH
HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHBHHEHBHHBHHEH
HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHBHBHBHHBEAR
HHHHHHHEHHHHHBHHHHBHBHBHHBHBHHBEA
HHHHHHHHHHHHBHHHHBHBHEBHHBHHHBHBEA
HHHHHHHBHHHHEHHHBHHBBEBEHHBHHBHHBHA
(0
(G
0 T
0
(0

Fig. 1 Original text of “White’
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Fig. 2 Translation of ‘White”: ‘Aurora’
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Fig. 3 Translation of ‘White’: ‘Solar’
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Fig. 4 Translation of ‘White’: ‘Sunyata’



Example 2: ‘Breakfast Tablecloth of a Solitary Entomologist’ Ji58 R #22F  FE& £

IR RBERFEAT

L] S A S T TR Z B R A
AL A s 5 R e AR BT R
ORI B S0k o e e s R e
RS B e gl ek R AR
ST R T e sk 2 e AR A e
AR P i 2 B AR R IR
R AR o e 2 e W IS
IR do s 2% B WA 2E s LA
e 5 W R A e e e B R
A e X e AR R et 25 SRS A R T
e B T s e R M R R A
R e AR g TR M e R e
W ) A e AR 5
IRMRIA R ISHRERIRIR IR B
"o R A e R U A P et
T e BT R e T R 18
LR I e R MR R A I A
I Er i i A i i 0 P R O
dEisele ST A AR I I R
e R e A P AU AR
A SRR RREE

sl R M 2 5 S R T W S R 2

Fig. 5 Original text of ‘Breakfast Tablecloth of a Solitary Entomologist’
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Fig. 6 Translation of ‘Breakfast Tablecloth of a Solitary Entomologist’



Example 3: Photo of Egyptian Scenery in the Dream of a Fire Department Captain’ SR B2 5 Ky 6l 5 18
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Fig. 7 Original text of ‘Photo of Egyptian Scenery in the Dream of a Fire Department Captain’



Photo of Egyptian Scenery in the Dream of a Fire Department Captain
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Fig. 8 Translation of ‘Photo of Egyptian Scenery in the Dream of a Fire Department Captain’



Example 4: ‘A Serial Novel: Huang Chao Killed Eight Million People’ ##sk/\eii @ 55 5848 N \EHH
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Fig. 9 Original text of ‘A Serial Novel: Huang Chao Killed Eight Million People’
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A Serial Novel: Hitler Killed Six Million
1095
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(To be continued)

Fig. 10 Translation of ‘A Serial Novel: Huang Chao Killed Eight Million People™:
‘A Serial Novel: Hitler Killed Six Million’
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