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Introduction 

     The Edge of the Island (島嶼邊緣) is a collection of Chinese poems, in English translation, by renowned 
Taiwanese writer Chen Li  陳黎 (1954 -); the translations were produced by the poet’s wife Chang Fen-ling
張芬齡 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 are 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’ 
戰爭交響曲, 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 talking 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.  
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Case Analysis 

Example 1: ‘White’ 白 
 

白 

 
Fig. 1 Original text of ‘White’ 
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Aurora 

 
a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a 
a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a 
a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a 
a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a 
a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a 
a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a a u r o r a 

a ura aura aura aura aura aura aura aura aura 
aura aura aura aura aura aura aura aura aura 
aura aura aura aura aura aura aura aura aura 
aura aura aura aura aura aura aura aura aura 
aura aura aura aura aura aura aura aura aura 

u u u u u u u u u 
u u u u u u u u u 
u u u u u u u u u 
u u u u u u u u u 
u u u u u u u u u 
︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ 
︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ 
︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ 
︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 

Fig. 2 Translation of  ‘White’: ‘Aurora’ 
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Solar 

 
s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r 
s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r 
s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r 
s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r 
s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r 
s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r s o l a r 
s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l 
s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l 
s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l 
s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l 
s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l 
s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l s o l 

o o o o o o o o o o o 
o o o o o o o o o o o 
o o o o o o o o o o o 
o o o o o o o o o o o 
o o o o o o o o o o o 
︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ 
︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ 
︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ 
︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 

Fig. 3 Translation of  ‘White’: ‘Solar’ 
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Sunyata 

 
Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata 
Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata 
Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata 
Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata 
Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata Sunyata 

Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun 
Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun 
Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun 
Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun 
Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun 
Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun Sun 

u u u u u u u u u u 
u u u u u u u u u u 
u u u u u u u u u u 
u u u u u u u u u u 
︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ 
︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ 
︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ 
︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ ︶ 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 

Fig. 4 Translation of  ‘White’: ‘Sunyata’ 
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Example 2: ‘Breakfast Tablecloth of a Solitary Entomologist’ 孤獨昆蟲學家的早餐桌巾 
 
 

孤獨昆蟲學家的早餐桌巾 
 

虭虮虯虰虱虳虴虷虹虺虻虼蚅蚆蚇蚊 
蚋蚌蚍蚎蚐蚑蚓蚔蚕蚖蚗蚘蚙蚚蚜蚝 
蚞蚡蚢蚣蚤蚥蚧蚨蚩蚪蚯蚰蚱蚳蚴蚵 
蚶蚷蚸蚹蚺蚻蚼蚽蚾蚿蛀蛁蛂蛃蛄蛅 
蛆蛇蛈蛉蛋蛌蛐蛑蛓蛔蛖蛗蛘蛙蛚蛛 
蛜蛝蛞蛟蛢蛣蛤蛦蛨蛩蛪蛫蛬蛭蛵蛶 
蛷蛸蛹蛺蛻蛾蜀蜁蜂蜃蜄蜅蜆蜇蜈蜉 
蜊蜋蜌蜍蜎蜑蜒蜓蜘蜙蜚蜛蜜蜞蜠蜡 
蜢蜣蜤蜥蜦蜧蜨蜩蜪蜬蜭蜮蜰蜱蜲蜳 
蜴蜵蜷蜸蜺蜻蜼蜾蜿蝀蝁蝂蝃蝆蝌蝍 
蝎蝏蝐蝑蝒蝓蝔蝕蝖蝗蝘蝙蝚蝛蝜蝝 
蝞蝟蝠蝡蝢蝣蝤蝥蝦蝧蝨蝩蝪蝫蝬蝭 
蝮蝯蝳蝴蝵蝶蝷蝸蝹蝺蝻螁螂螃螄螅 
螇螈螉融螏    螐螑螒螓螔螖螗螘螚螛 
螜螝螞螟螢螣螤螪螫螬螭螮螯螰螲螳 
螴螵螶螷螸螹螺螻螼螽螾螿蟀蟂    蟃 
蟄蟅蟆蟈蟉蟊蟋蟌蟑蟒蟓蟔蟗蟘蟙蟛 
蟜蟝蟞蟟蟠蟡蟢蟣蟤蟥蟦蟧蟨蟪蟫蟬 
蟭蟯蟳蟴蟶蟷蟹蟺    蟻蟼蟾蠀蠁蠂蠃 
蠅蠆蠈蠉蠊蠋蠌蠍蠐蠑蠓蠔蠕蠖蠗蠙 
蠛蠜蠝蠟    蠠蠡蠢蠣蠤蠥    蠦蠨蠩蠪 
蠫蠬蠮蠯蠰蠱蠲蠳蠶蠸蠹蠻蠼蠽蠾蠿 

 
 

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

 
 

 
 

Fig. 6 Translation of ‘Breakfast Tablecloth of a Solitary Entomologist’ 
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Example 3: ‘Photo of Egyptian Scenery in the Dream of a Fire Department Captain’ 消隊隊長夢中的埃及風景照 

 
 

消隊隊長夢中的埃及風景照 

火 
火火火 

火火火火火 
火火火火火火火 

火火火火火火火火火 
火火火火火火火火火火火 

火火火火火火火火火火火火火 
火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火 

火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火 
火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火 

火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火 
火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火 

火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火 
火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火 

火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火 
火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火 

火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火 
火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火 

火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火火 
 
 

Fig. 7 Original text of ‘Photo of Egyptian Scenery in the Dream of a Fire Department Captain’ 
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Photo of Egyptian Scenery in the Dream of a Fire Department Captain 
 

fla 
redflaredfla 

redflaredflaredfla 
redflaredflaredflaredfla 

redflaredflaredflaredflaredfla 
redflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredfla 

redflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredfla 
redflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredfla 

redflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredfla 
redflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredfla 

redflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredfla 
redflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredfla 

redflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredfla 
redflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredfla 

redflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredfla 
redflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflaredflared 
 
 

Fig. 8 Translation of ‘Photo of Egyptian Scenery in the Dream of a Fire Department Captain’ 
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Example 4:  ‘A Serial Novel: Huang Chao Killed Eight Million People’  連載小説：黃巢殺人八百萬 

 
連載小説：黃巢殺人八百萬 

 
１０９５ 

 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 
殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺殺 

 
（待續） 

 
 

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 
 

sskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskill 
sskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskill 
sskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskill 
sskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskill 
sskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskill 
sskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskill 
sskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskill 
sskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskill 
sskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskill 
sskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskill 
sskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskillsskill 
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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’ 

 

 

 


