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Abstract
The paper focuses on describing different language techniques exploited in contemporary Chinese poetry of both “in-
tellectual” (zhishifenzi) and “popular” (minjian) camps. Six works are analyzed in-depth to show the textual mechan-
ics behind contemporary poets’ paratexts and their linguistic exploration. Both the “intellectuals” and “popular” poets
share a vision of poetic text as a “sublimation” of the ordinary, however in actual practice they rely on the notion of
a deviant textual substance that constitutes the very core of the poetic. Their pursuit for metalinguistic reflection leads
contemporary poets to a fusion type of text blending the linguistic phenomena of traditional Chinese verse and West-
ern modernism’s linguistic experimentation. They borrow traditional techniques such as parallelism, elliptical con-
structions, and nontrivial semantic links created through language phonographics to create connections with classical
images and the tradition of 20th century Chinese “new poetry” while simultaneously accommodating Western ideas
about language.
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AHHOmMayus
WzydeHne BO3MOKHOCTEH sI3bIKA COCTABISAET ONHY M3 INIABHBIX 3a]ad, KOTOPBIE CTaBUT Tepe] co00il coBpeMeHHas
11033usi. CTaThsi NOCBAIIEHA ONMMCAHUIO PA3JIMYHBIX SI3BIKOBBIX MEXaHU3MOB, UCIIONB3YyEMbIX JJISl PeLIeHHs ATOM 3a1a-
Yl B HOBEHIICH KUTAWCKOW TO33MU TPEICTABUTEISIMHA KaK «MHTEIUICKTYATUCTCKOTOY (Yorcuuiughanby3nl), TaK U «Ha-
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poxHOrO» (MuHbY3sHb) Tarepeil. Llens nccaeqoBaHus — HOKa3aTh YCIOBHOCTh KPUTHYECKOTO Pa3/IeNIeHUs] Ha «UHTEIl-
JIEKTyaJlOB» U «HApOIHUKOBY, ONMPAIOLIMXCS HA CXOJHBIC YCTAHOBKHU IIPU PEIICHUH NPOOJIEMBI COOTHECEHHUS S3bIKa
OOBIIEHHOT0 ¥ MO3THYECKOro. /7151 3TOro B cTaThe MPOBOAMUTCS aHAIU3 ILIECTU MPOU3BeAeHNH pa3Hbix aBTopos (U 1la,
Wnb Jlnayans, Croanptoans luks, Xanp bo, Wkan 13a0, SIn Ca100uHb), HalpaBIeHHbII Ha BBIIBICHHE KOHKPETHBIX
JMHTBUCTHYECKNX TEXHUK, KOTOpPBIE 3aJeHCTBYIOTCS NPH KOHCTPYHPOBAaHUH CTHXOTBOPHOTO TekcTa. W «uHTEmIex-
Tyanbl», ¥ KHAPOTHHUKI PA3AEISIOT 00Iee BOCIIPUATHE MTOITUIECKOTO S3bIKa KaK «CyOIMMAaIIm) S36IKa OOBIAEHHOTO,
HO B CBOEH TBOPYECKOI NPaKTHKE OHH IIOJAraloTcsl Ha WICI0 JIEBHAHTHOW IPHPOABI MOATHUECKOTO BBICKAa3hIBAHMUSA,
HaINpsMYIO CBSI3aHHOM C IMOITHYECKOi pyHKIHMeH s13bp1ka 1o SIkobcony. Obmiee cTpeMiIeHHe K MEeTaJIHHT BUCTHIECKON
pedexcur MOIBOAUT COBPEMEHHBIX IOITOB K COBMEUICHHIO SI3BIKOBBIX OCOOCHHOCTEH TPaIMIIMOHHOTO KUTaHCKOTO
CTHXa M JINHI'BUCTUYECKHUX IKCIIEPHMEHTOB 3aIafHoro MoaepHu3Ma. OHHM 3aMMCTBYIOT TPaANULMOHHBIC METO/BI, TAKHE
Kak Mapajyiein3M, JUIUNTHIECKHEe KOHCTPYKIMU U HETPUBHAIBHBIE CEMAHTHUIECKHE CBSI3H, CO3/1aBaeMbIE C TIOMOIIBIO
¢doHOrpaduKy, s CO3AaHHUs COOTHECEHHOCTH C KIACCHYECKHMMH 00pa3aMy U TPAAULMIMH KUTAHCKOH «HOBOW MO-
93um» XX BeKa, KCIUTyaTHPYsI IIPH 3TOM METOJBI 3amaJHoeBporeiickoro aBanrapaa. OQHOBPEMEHHO MOXHO 3aMe-
TUTH TIOJIIOC HAINPSDKEHUS, KOTOPBIN CYIIECTBYET MEXIY PeajbHON S3BIKOBOM MPAKTUKON COBpPEMEHHON KHMTaHCKOU
033U U TEM HJIeaTN3UPOBAHHBIM 00pa30M SI3BIKOBOI pealbHOCTH CTHXA, OPHEHTHPOBAHHOM Ha TOYHOE BOCIIPON3BE-
JIeHHe B HEM Pa3rOBOPHOH pedr (B pealbHOCTH, 0e3yCIOBHO, HACHIIIEHHON JeBHAMSIMU PAa3HOTO POAa, B TOM UHCIIe
HMEIOIIUMH JAUATICKTHYIO IIPHPOJLY), KOTOPBII MPOSHUPYETCs] B TEOPETHUESCKUX M KPUTHUECKUX PaboTax caMUX aBTO-
poOB.

Kniouesvie cnosa
aBaHrapHas noa3us, kutaickuii s3eik, U 1lla, Uup Jlnuyans, OysaH L31HX5, napamiennsm, nodTudeckas QyHKIHs,
Croanstoansb Iuka, Xanb bo, Xoii Jauyns, Yxan L[3a0, sxcriepumenTanbHast moa3ust, Su C100uHb

bnacooapnocmu
HUccnenosanue BrimonaHeHO Npu GuHaHCOBOM noanepxkke PH® B pamkax Haygnoro mpoekra Ne 19-18-00429 «3b1-
KOBBIE MEXaHM3MBl aKKOMOJAIlNH KYJIBTYPHBIX CHCTEM B pa3aHUHBIX BHAax auckypca XX u XXI BB.» B UHCTHTYTE
si3piko3HaHust PAH
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uuk HI'Y. Cepust: Uctopusi, pumonorus. 2022. T. 21, Ne 4: Bocrokoseaenue. C. 104-113. DOI 10.25205/1818-7919-
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Introduction

The exploration of the capacities of language has become one of the focal points in the great lit-
erary experiment of contemporary Chinese verse. This stems partly from the gradual increase in the
degree of poetic “philologism” around the world in the 20" century: exemplary philological poetry
aspires to compress and consolidate its aesthetic and informational structures through multidimen-
sional relationships with other texts . A new type of poetic text was created largely by 20™ century
avant-gardists and requires a different reading of the verse itself: the reader is made to partake in the
poet’s creativity. “New poetics” culminates in the concept of the “open work™ as explored by Um-
berto Eco [1989], emphasizing suggestiveness as a deliberate move to “open” the work and allow
the addressee to respond.

This paper contributes to earlier studies by focusing on the Chinese poetic reinterpretation of
avant-garde operating modes. In contemporary Chinese poetry, the avant-garde becomes inter-
twined with the traditional, which itself originally nurtured the Western avant-garde [Xie, 1999,
p. 4-6]. This study offers a unique perspective on Chinese verse by looking at how different ways
of thinking about language are deployed in poetic texts and paratexts %, and thus putting purely lin-
guistic observations in a broader cultural context. It also provides a multi-layered analysis of the
phenomenon of language-oriented poetry, drawing on different poets’ perspectives and discourses.
Their texts are the foundation of an ongoing debate about whether contemporary Chinese verse is

! Natalya Fateeva [2001] has explored this process in contemporary Russian poetry, however the same traits can be
observed in poetry from the USA, United Kingdom, Ireland, New Zealand, Australia, Canada, the Caribbean, India and
Kurdistan — it is an “acceleration in literary historicity”, to borrow an expression from Ronald Silliman [Williams, 2011,
p. 3]. This has been accompanied by a greater appreciation of the linguistic density of the poem as strata of competing
timeframes and languages [lIbid., p. 139].

21n this article, paratext refers to the essay-manifestos, theoretical and critical works, notes, prefaces, and, most im-
portantly, interviews that accompany works.
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106 JInreparypa u muHrBucTuKa Knuras

becoming more consciously language-oriented and less content-driven [McGann, 2007, p. xi]. Writ-
ing about the momentum of 20™ century philosophy and the impact of French deconstruction, Je-
rome McGann states that philosophy’s linguistic turn “made the scene of writing itself the source
and end and test of the art of critical thinking” [Ibid.]. In the field of contemporary Chinese poetry,
this becomes consciously and unconsciously mingled with modes of thinking about poetics as a cer-
tain philosophy of poetic language.

What remains somewhat overlooked by Chinese poets theorizing on poetry * is the fact that in
relation to ordinary forms of speech, poetic discourse possesses quite deviant properties, since it
takes on quite unusual conditions of communication (no addressee, autocommunication, cleft or
ectopic reference, etc.). While according to neopositivist approaches to language any utterance re-
quires verification (otherwise it doesn’t make sense), poetic utterances do make sense despite being
mostly unverifiable. This fact allows us to ignore deviations that become part of a new “poetic”
norm. In contemporary linguistic-poetics, irregularities and deformations are considered typical pat-
terns of poetic discourse [Levin, 2015, p. 225]. Much of what is perceived as an anomaly in relation
to the “normal” world, “natural language,” and narration “rules,” acts as the norm for the conceptual,
linguistic, and narrative organization of poetic discourse. Here, Chinese authors present a striking
paradox: while making extensive use of thematic selection (foregrounding) as a deliberate distortion
of language components [Leech, 2013, p. 31-33], they seem to ignore the complex nature of the
relationship between standard language and poetic language in their paratext. What is set aside are
the deviant properties of the poetic that originate from its pursuit for metalinguistic reflection and its
irrelevance as a source for verifiable textual constructions that could serve as exemplary models.

As Jakobson noted, this discrepancy stems from accentuating the primacy of the poetic function
[Jakobson, 1960]. Whereas practical language is a means of ordinary, quotidian communication,
poetic language becomes significant as an aesthetic phenomenon. Language is no longer a means of
describing or transmitting facts, thoughts, and emotions, but rather becomes the object and purpose
of the poem. We see it in the works of the so-called “popular” ({X:[H] minjian) poets and their oppo-
nents — the “intellectuals” (11543 zhishifenzi). Both perceive poetic language as a sublimation of
the language of everyday communication.

An extensive description of the popular-intellectual polemic can be found both in Chinese Poetry
in Times of Mind, Mayhem and Money [Van Crevel, 2008, p. 399-459] and in Li Dian’s [Li, 2008]
article on poetic debate in contemporary China, so it seems unnecessary to provide it here. There-
fore, this study will dwell only on the issues that are bound with poetic language perception sticking
to Li Dian’s usage of the term minjian as one that lacks an equivalent English term and thus, strictly
speaking, cannot be substituted with the “popular”.

The quest for a new philosophy of the poetic word in contemporary Chinese poetry is twofold.
It must accommodate Western notions of language and simultaneously reinterpret the classical tra-
dition (it is quite revealing that Yang Li #2%% (b. 1962) describes Martin Heidegger, Ferdinand de
Saussure, Ludwig Wittgenstein, and Gongsun Long ‘A fJE, a representative of the ancient Chinese
“School of Names”, as part of the same lineage *). The confluence of these two traditions happens
both among authors gravitating towards minjian poetry and among “intellectuals”. Yang Lian #5/4
(b. 1955) writes about this as “a creative connection between contemporary and classical poetic aes-
thetics” [Yang, 2010, p. 286].

3 As can be observed in a series of 50 interviews with contemporary Chinese poets conducted by the author in 2015
2019. The interviews were translated into Russian and later published on the Russian-language blog VerseVagrant, aka
Shi jianghu (www.versevagrant.com) and are fully accessible on the website.

*Yang Li. Vse sushchee est' stikh. Interv'yu s Yan Li (Everything is Poetry. An Interview with Yang Li). stikho(t)vor'e
blog (VerseVagrant), 2015. URL: https://versevagrant.com/2015/09/15/Bcé-cy1uee-ecTb-CTUX-UHTEPBBIO-C-sIH-TIH  (AC-
cessed 22.11.2018) (in Russ.).
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Exploring Language in “Intellectual” Poetic Practice

The “intellectuals” — including Zang Di A (b. 1964), Xi Chuan 74)I| (b. 1963), Ouyang
Jianghe FRFAYTIA (b. 1956), Xiao Kaiyu 7% JT 5 (b. 1960), Chen Dongdong % %< %< (b. 1961), Sun
Wenbo #h3C (b. 1959), and others — embark on a medley of linguistic experiments in an effort to
expose the independent nature of language. They emphasize contradictions between common usage
and nonce expressions by using language units that are transformed, deformed, and scrutinized
through the prism of metalinguistic reflection. Much effort is put into restoring the potential of lan-
guage by using words that have fallen out of usage or have had their meanings change. The origi-
nality of author’s text is achieved, among other things, through an increase in the status of a particu-
lar element vis-a-vis colloquial speech. Thus, the author juxtaposes poetic and practical language.

We will illustrate it with several examples, most of them dating back to the late 1990s and early
2000s and representing ideas about the function of poetic language at the most recent stage of their
evolution. A vivid example is the poetry of Yang Xiaobin 47N (b. 1963), who experiments with
the grammar of gender. Normally, gender is not expressed in standard Chinese, even though there is
a model of prefix derivation that allows specifying gender in animate nouns. Yang creates a whole
cycle of poems that is interspersed with numerous “feminine” derivatives marking inanimate ob-
jects. “She-bank monogatari” (ZHATYI1E Niiyinhang wuyu, 2011) exemplifies this approach:

Paper money flirting, wrinkling their waists, demanding:

do roll us into an afterglow.

Stories rearranging their hymens, while the stock market

reveals its soles, kicking out a pure white gleam.

Inside the pure white gleam there is a vast expanse of whiteness,
but will there be a heartthrob falling from the clouds?

A she-ingot answers with a smile: let’s

use a pocketful of ding dong as my pin number.

The pin locks up the womb, with savings

growing into the youngest cub. There’s no credit card

to turn on the she-ATM.

She curls her lip: let me finish my money laundering before bed.
Dozing off on some decimal point, she-economy

matures into a bride, her wedding night

hidden beneath a red paper envelope. She mourns:

pile me up into a stack of impenetrable paper °.

RRIME 54, GHERE
R B
MR AR, Ml
FRHBR, B aeie.
AL A B,
e IR ?
LIUERE: A
FIARIIT 24 75 25 30 2 B e
FRC T EAME, &
KRCER L. B —ikF
A RAFT T L o
AR LEIR P SO EREIE
EE/NEURIL b, L2
I RHTIR, EABKT
FRIFHIBL . WA R
IR B R AL AR .
[Yang, 2011, p. 80]

% All English translations are made by the author unless otherwise specified.
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108 JInreparypa u muHrBucTuKa Knuras

The poem references a she-ingot (X JCE nii yuanbao), she-ATM (LFEFN nii tikuanji), and
even a she-economy (Z £ 5% nii jingji). These new lexemes are designed to generate new meanings
that were previously unavailable. An erotic air emanates not only from the poem’s anatomic detail,
but also from its suggestive connotations, like the use of FH{£4t baihuahua (“gleaming white”),
which is often used as an epithet for silver coins. The poem’s £4£ huahua is closely linked to the
myriad temptations of the human world. Double meanings are interspersed throughout the text, add-
ing a new dimension to many of its structural patterns. The she-ATM is there to be “turned on” by
its presumably male user before going into “sleep” mode; she begs to be refashioned and become
impregnable to any “penetration”. The paradoxical logic of these linguistic neoplasms is further in-
tensified by placing them in a colloquial phrase.

The use of nonce words and impossible lexical combinations can also be observed in a substan-
tial portion of Ouyang Jianghe’s “intellectual” writing, including early works exemplified by “Glass
Factory” (33 T.) " Boli gongchang, 1987). The idea of subverting text that codifies a word in lan-
guage is an extremely important aspect of Ouyang’s verse and of experimental poetry more broadly.
In his early poem “Handgun” (F7#& Shougiang, 1988), Ouyang splits contemporary Chinese words
into their constituent parts, pointing out the resemblance of his experiment to the traditional mantic
practice of #7-i% chaizifa (fortunetelling by analyzing the components of a Chinese character).
This kind of wordplay emphasizes the difficulty of translating the poem’s title: the rather banal
word “pistol” takes shape in the text of the poem, becoming the binomen “hand + gun” ®. Wordplay
touches upon all layers of language; it not only manipulates linguistic fossils and set phrases, but
also experiments with poetic graphics, as in “Wild Hare” (¥f % Ye tu, 2009) by Han Bo #ii{H
(b. 1973):

Some gather grasses, some gather up heavens.

Both grasses and heavens are lent by a bank,

the young and vigorous make light of years lost, those past one’s prime cherish
bygone brilliance.

A wild hare takes the place of countless others,

gnawing, lowering, and raising his head with another kind of banality,

all accounts are a mess, stiff stalks stifling like a chaotic cloudlessness,
speechlessness uniting all things in one.

—AIRE, D AIREORE

BLECR 2B EH ARAT

OHERAE T, BB

— B, BAUEEA,

WEL RS ACD A ] T RS

MK H AN, BRI VS I TS

The three characters opening the final line’s last syntagm share graphic elements designed to in-
dicate the reading of the character. However, it is worth noting that due to phonetic changes, the
first character is read quite differently from the next two symbols, thus creating an imitation
of the traditional tautophone. The main features of a typical tautophone are its polyphony and un-
certainty of meaning. For example, the tautophone Z&#X chou-chou “sorrowful-sorrowful” can
transmit a wide range of human feelings by denoting different phenomena in the natural world. Han
Bo aims to recreate this effect using a different technique.

In his famous poem “In the Mirror”, Zhang Zao 5k & (1962-2010) also exploits creative word-
play with homograms built on the similarity of characters’ readings and graphics (Jing Zhong i+,

® Admussen N. Disassembling the Handgun. Review of Doubled Shadows, by Ouyang Jianghe. Boston Review, De-
cember 15, 2004. URL: http://bostonreview.net/blog/nick-admussen-disassembling-handgun-chinese-poetry-ouyang (ac-
cessed 22.12.2019) (in Eng.).

"Han Bo #if#. Han Bo de shi [#f#[#/iF] Poems by Han Bo. Shi lin, 2010. URL: http://www.xzbu.com/5/view-
1784126.htm. (accessed 24.06.2021) (in Chin.).
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1984). The graphic form of the character # mei (“meihua plum”) stresses its correlation with 1§ hui
(“regret”), thus creating a kind of trope that reminds one of the % xing (“evocation” or “stimulus”)
associated with the Classic of Poetry. Commentators have interpreted xing as borrowing an exterior
object to lead the reader or listener to the event that will be described in the next line; it is a prelude,
a proem, a general poetic introduction [Wang, 1992, p. 81]. Using iterative constructions that allude
to the Classic of Poetry, 73 ci literary songs, and i qu arias, Zhang Zao bestows upon his oeuvre
an unquestionable musical quality despite rejecting any rhythmometrical organization (rhyme, iso-
syllabic structure, regular stanzas, etc.). A similar effect is present in the works of Hei Dachun 2K
# (b. 1960). Even though his texts are difficult to understand orally (because of the homophony of
language and the complexity of his poetic phrases), as Qin Xiaoyu notes, they have a melody simi-
lar to that of traditional ci balladry [Qin, 2012, p. 69]. For example, Hei Dachun’s poem “Beans”
(*Z Dou, 1995) clearly falls into two quatrains, as is customary in the /4 xiaoling format, a type
of ci. The even lines end in rhyme, and all the rhymes are in level tones (*F- pingsheng), which is
preferable in traditional 11 Lishi. Furthermore, the first phonetic word of each quatrain also
rhymes with the line endings. All this reinforces the atmosphere of nostalgia that runs throughout
the poem.

Exploring Language in “Popular” Poetic Practice

Strategies employed by minjian authors lie on the other side of the spectrum, though they also
demonstrate manipulations of the “neutrality” of language. Yin Lichuan’s Fi)I| (b. 1973) poem
“Mom” (&4 Mama, 2000), for example, deploys several deliberately ungrammatical sentences
intended to violate the standard word order:

when | was 13 | used to ask

what are you living for. looking at you go to college

I also went to college, mom

what else are you living for. your eyes are still wide open
we haven’t talked quite a while. a woman

how can she be another woman

‘s mom. with the same body

I ought to do the things you haven’t done, mom

+ =m0

TEE N A, BR R
BETRE, 515

PRiEHE I 4 o PRI I
BAVBAE WL . — A& A
BASRA—ALAN

MU0 . 5 2 AR ABAI B i
ﬁ%@%&ﬁ%%A,@ﬁ

The right focus dislocation that marks the ungrammatical Chinese constructions is quite accepta-
ble in southern topolects, in particular Cantonese, and even in standard Putonghua [Cheung, 2009,
p. 197-232]. It is used to formalize an afterthought when the sentence has already been completed.
The enjambment in the sixth line is also noteworthy: it makes the seventh line begin with an attribu-
tive particle (1) de), which normally cannot act as the first component of a statement. It forces the
reader to return to the previous line and rethink it (“how can she be another woman’s” instead of
“how can she be another woman”). It stretches the intonational pause between the sixth and seventh

8Yin Lichuan F*fi)1]. Yin Lichuan shi xuan [3*7F)I|#%£] Yin Lichuan’s Selected Poems. Zhonghua shi ku [
J&] Chinese Poetry Database, 2000. URL: http://www.shigeku.com/shiku/xs/yinlichuan.htm (accessed 24.06.2021) (in
Chin.)
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110 JInreparypa u muHrBucTuKa Knuras

lines, emphasizing the segmentation of the sentence. The author is, in short, trying to create the illu-
sion of directly transcribing the colloquial.

We can also observe this technique in the work of Yi Sha 475 (b. 1966), who tries to “tongue-
tie” his poetic subject by actively using parcellation and lexical repetitions, and by completely
abandoning punctuation. This all seems to be aimed at distorting a “normal” text:

let me too compose a lyric poem

in a sissy manner

let me write about that fearless winter plum
imagination is underdeveloped

so I’ve got to master observing things
swaddled in an overcoat exploring the outdoors
| discover: plum blossoms have unfolded on a tree
an improbably ugly old tree

that can’t come into a poem so

a poet’s plum

blooms in a vacuum

with a doubt most deep

in absorbed concentration | move on

I’'m really just faking it too

coming to this sublime moment of my verse
like all other shameless poets

| stretch out my hand

plum o plum

spits in my face with its syphilitic poison

PAL R AR

5 H IR

LS A RANE A IR ML I
BRI KIE

WA AU
FERAE 7 4b

TR MHETTEM L
TLRAA SR 22 4
BOENTE A
EIN:iTLiE:

EIHEE

MBI SEE

Fel Sk [ AT AE
FCSRh th e R AT
PR OS5 B TR Rk
A AN ER R ARAE
T HF

e e

e — i Mg 7 °

An unexpected pun appears in the final line of “Meihua: An Unsuccessful Lyric Poem” (H1£:
— B K% Meihua: yi shou shibai de shuging shi, 1993), which plays on the fact that the Chi-
nese word for syphilis translates literally as “plum poison” *°. Apart from this pun, however,
Yi Sha’s poem is markedly devoid of any ornamentation. It aims to create a transparency of mean-
ing where linguistic clumsiness seems intentional. The same technique can be observed in Yu Jian’s
T2 “Flashcards” ({554 Biantiao ji, 1996-1999), a series of short poetic sketches describing the

°Yi Sha 75, Yi Sha shi xuan [f#75#Fi%] Yi Sha’s Selected Poems. Zhonghua shi ku [FF#£#F)%] Chinese Poetry
Database, 2000. URL.: http://www.shigeku.org/xlib/lingshidao/xinshi/yisha.htm (accessed 24.06.2021) (in Chin.)

01t became known as “plum poison” because the ulcerations that appear on the skin in the disease’s first stage were
thought to resemble plum blossoms.
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guotidian. A more refined version of “colloquial” stylization can be found in the work of Xuanyuan
Shike #F%4H (b. 1971), who gravitates towards a new understanding of a synthesis of the
minjian and the intellectual. His long, winding phrases are often structured with an eye to tradition,
reinterpreted to fit contemporary poetic practice. Xuanyuan Shike borrows classical text structuring
schemes and makes extensive use of parallel constructions that resemble the X4 duizhang paral-
lelism of the Lishi. They serve to create a semantic whole out of images that might otherwise seem
isolated, by exploiting the syntax, lexicality, graphics, and allusive potential of the language.
Xuanyuan and other poets tend to use parallelism as a tool to mark the most important part of their
poetic utterances, thus mirroring the traditional form in which the central part of a stanza is marked
by two parallel lines. As contemporary verse assimilates European organizing principles, parallel
parts shift to the most climactic moments of narration and can even appear in the closing lines of
a poem. Xuanyuan’s “Bai Juyi” (/& %, 2010) makes noticeable use of parallel structures, inter-
twining them with puns and graphic resonance — an unexpected choice for a Lower Body School
author:

let us sail West, without a chance of finding the nephew who wormed his way into
a dugout *

let us descend to hell, without a chance of encountering Dante, who has been
repaid a hundredfold

FRE, HREE R T
AR, B HK R T

The number of characters in these two lines is almost identical, and the number of words match-
es exactly. The two-syllable word 7 didong, meaning “a dugout,” corresponds to the monosyl-
labic word “mother-in-law” in the bottom line, which is a part of the idiomatic expression % & HJIE
EAF %4 duo nian de xifu aocheng po, or “who waits for a long time will be repaid a hundredfold”
(literally “the daughter-in-law who has suffered patiently for many years will become a mother-in-
law”). The lines are connected by a complete parallelism of syntactic structure, though the actant
semantics do not correspond. In the first line, the qualifier is a predicate accompanied by a locative
component, while in the second line, even if we decompose the idiom into its constituent parts, we
see an explicit causative construction. The equivalence of the syntactic positions does not prevent
them from performing different grammatical functions on a syntagmatic level. This form is not un-
common in classical duizhang-type parallelism. Andrew Plaks suggests naming this kind of
“sylleptic” nexus a “pseudo-parallelism” or “crypto-parallelism” [Plaks, 1988, p. 56]. For Plaks,
“crypto-parallelism” is an integral feature of the duizhang since it contributes to the creation of non-
trivial semantic links among textual components by subtly playing with our perception and interpre-
tation of their similarities and differences.

Xuanyuan Shike’s poem uses this structure in an attempt to bridge the cultural traditions and al-
lusive potential of China and the West. Dante’s descent into hell is likened to the legendary travels
of Zheng He, the subject of countless classical plays and a popular novel, “The Journey of Sanbao
the Eunuch to the Western Ocean” (—F KM PH 101847 X Sanbao taijian Xiyang ji tongsu
yanyi, preface 1597). Parallelism serves not only to provide a formal coherence to the text, but also
creates its semantic cohesion; without it the poem would break up into a series of independent im-

I This phrase alludes to the famous travels of Zheng He #5H1, who made a series of voyages to Southeast Asia and
the Indian Ocean from 1405-1433. According to historians, one of the reasons for these expeditions was Emperor Zhu
Di’s Z## desire to affirm his usurpation of the throne from his nephew. There were rumors that his nephew was alive and
hiding somewhere in China or outside its borders [Wang, 1998, p. 320].

12 Xuanyuan Shike #F4R%VE]. “Suo lin nang”: xiaoshi jiu shou [“UBEZE” /N /L E] “Qilin Purse”: Nine Short Po-
ems. Xuanyuan Shike de boke [#T #=#X%1 % 77 ] Xuanyuan Shike’s Blog, April 23, 2010. URL: http://blog.sina.
com.cn/s/blog_63ead5230100htfn.html (accessed 24.06.2021) (in Chin.).
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ages. The dethroned “nephew” descends into a hole in the ground, like the author of “Divine Come-
dy,” using a Chinese idiom to describe the uneasy relationships among relatives in a traditional
family.

Finally, this contemporary duizhang plays gracefully with the form of the characters involved. In
the word {£ ¥ zhizi (“nephew”) and in Dante’s name ({277 Danding), the characters are juxtaposed
by a parallelism containing the graphic element meaning “person, human.” Simultaneously, second
components of these words — ¥ zi and ] ding — can mean “son, child” and “adult man,” respec-
tively. Thus, the parallelism allows the words to be compared and contrasted by pushing identity to
a new level of abstraction.

Thus, parallelism helps us locate convergences between the minjian and highbrow authors. We
see it frequently in the work of Ouyang Jianghe (“Strawberry” H.%j Caomei, 1988, “Handgun,”
“Phoenix” A& Fenghuang, 2012), but also in the work of Yu Jian (“Flashcards”), who professes
quite a different poetic. Parallelism seems to be such a powerful and explicit mechanism of coher-
ence in classical Chinese verse that its structure-forming functions cannot be ignored in contempo-
rary poetic texts, too. Certainly, as Yury Lotman once noted, poetry in general presents a structure
in which all elements are in a state of parallelism at distinct levels [Lotman, 1976, p. 88]. Chinese
parallelism brings its own flavor to this structure.

According to Halliday and Hasan, grammatical parallelism is a sine qua non of internal cohesion,
since it is a common feature not only in poetry, but also in many other types of discourse [Halliday,
Hasan, 1976, p. 20]. Still, parallelism itself does not necessarily turn a sequence of sentences into
a text. This becomes clear when we look at sequences of similarly structured sentences from lan-
guage textbooks. Their function is to serve as an example of certain grammatical constructions, and
they can be considered to be a coherent text perhaps only in the form of found poetry. In Chinese,
with its lability of word units and relatively low morpheme per word ratio, parallelism sometimes
becomes the basic means of transferring syntactic information and, consequently, cohesion. Con-
temporary Chinese, even taking into account an increase in the degree of agglutination, still adheres
to textual mechanics of classical Chinese while making extensive use of its relics. In poetry, this
feature is exposed because of poetry’s extreme sensitivity to language shifts and its intertextuality.
This is the case not only in the Chinese tradition, but in contemporary verse in general. In Chinese
poetic text, parallelism, supported by a plasticity of syntactic functions, saturates the semantic vol-
ume of each word, pushing the reader towards a complex interpretation of a multidimensional poet-
ic utterance.

Conclusion

Just as his ancestor was convinced of the idealness of literature as a medium, the contemporary
Chinese poet views poetic language as the ultimate form of language. While contemporary “intel-
lectual” and minjian poets have a shared vision of poetic verse as a “sublimation” of the ordinary, in
practice they are increasingly aware that poetic language is itself a kind of deviation. It is a parade
of abnormalities, even as it aspires to let the ordinary rule. And therein lies the paradox of contem-
porary Chinese verse: Chinese authors see themselves both as continuators of Chinese aesthetical
and philosophical traditions as well as heirs of Western philosophy and Western modernism’s lin-
guistic experimentation. They borrow traditional techniques such as parallelism, elliptical construc-
tions, and nontrivial semantic links created through language phonographics to create connections
with classical images and the tradition of 20" century Chinese “new poetry”. Experiments of this
sort expand the capabilities of language and construct a type of text that relies on unconventional
usage supported by mechanisms for ensuring the semantic cohesion of the text; it explores language
boundaries and opens up Chinese poetry to the world.
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