Where Is “I”” in Classical Chinese Poetry?
An Experimental Interpretation

Mei-shu Hwang

Since Wang Kuo-wei (FEJ#E) classified the classical Chinese poetry
into two types: one ‘“a world with I (self)” ( %3k 3£ ) and the other
“a world without I (self)” (43t 1% ), there have been various explana-
tions and arguments about the nature of the latter. It is true that the Chinese
poet usually does not like to stand out and say, for instance, “I wandered
lonely as a cloud ...” or “My heart leaps up when I behold / A rainbow in
the sky ...,” Yet “a world without I’ does not mean that the poet is absent
or completely at one with that world.! But where is the poet? The present
paper tries to find an answer to this through a comparison between the
Chinese painting and poetry in terms of viewpoint or perspective and to
suggest a tentative angle in the appreciation of Chinese poetry, and painting,
too.

In his long discussion of the treatment of time and space in classical
Chinese poetry, Huang Yung-wu (3% 7k i) says that a poet, like a painter
or film photographer, may shoot his pictures from one fixed viewpoint or
from various places and angles. He may zoom in or out to change the scope
from a close-up to a long shot or vice versa. In other words, a poem may
contain several viewing points and the impressions of different moments.?
Unfortunately, Huang analyses no painting to support his ideas.

To my knowledge, Feng Tzek’ai ( ¥ F-f& ) has made the best compari-
son between Chinese painting and poetry in his Painting and Literature
(%&£ B2, first published in 1934). He writes, “A painter and a poet
look at nature with an identical attitude. They are different only in methods
or media or expression.” He adds that, in terms of the nature of media,
the verbal language is three dimensional (including the dimension of time-
flux), while shape and color (the medium of painting) is two dimensional
(of space only). But the poet likes to use the 3D medium to present nature
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in 2D “pictures.”” For example, when the poet says “ Bf i KK~ (Field
wide, sky lower than the tree[s])® or “%@?ﬁﬂﬁf%% > (Over the
twigs of the evergreen pine hangs the blue sky) (origiﬁalperﬁphases), he is
looking at the scenery as a picture in a frame. On the contrary, the painter
often employs his 2D medium to express a 3D world by means of multiple
or indefinite viewpoint perspective. He explains this with two paintings
by Ch’ou Ying ( #L.3% ), a very famous artist of the Ming dynasty, and
his own drawings of “‘corrected” perspective. In the following, (a) is one
of his simplified drawings of Ch’ou Ying’s work, and (b) is his own drawing
in perspective:

®)
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According to his analysis, Ch’ou Ying sees the objects from four VPs (view-
points) of different levels: VPl — from the top of a high ladder at the
eastern corner of the yard when he looks at the steps, mat, and the central
table; VP2 — from the center of the yard when he looks at the shrine; VP3 —
from the top of a high ladder at the center of the yard when he sees the
drum and bell; VP4 — from the top of the shrine when he looks at the two
long tables on both sides.*

Now, if we are not preoccupied by the traditional Western perspective
of one fixed viewpoint, we may find the multi-VP way of seeing much more
interesting in the light of psychological reality in time-flux. It is only natural
that before entering the main hall of a temple, a visitor sees the steps; when
he comes into the hall he notices the mat and, then, the sacrifice-table in
the center. It may appear strange at this moment that he does not see the
shrine and the table at the same time, which are placed so closely together.
But, as we know, the shrine is the most solemn object in the hall, he would
look at it with a different mood. In other words, his attitude, and perhaps
his actual position too, begins to change before, or as soon as, his eyes turn
to the shrine. The drum and bell, two of the symbolic instruments of the
temple, must be seen in a like mood. Then, when he turns around he looks
at the two side tables.

Before we go any further, it is necessary to make clear that the term
“‘perspective” is used here in a rather loose sense to indicate any “picture”
— in painting or poetry — that may show a viewing point or points of a
painter or a poet. With this understood, we may come back to drawing (a)
above, of which the perspective seems to me more complicated than what
is already said. Here, the painter depicts not only his impressions of different
objects seen from different angles as Feng explained, but also different.
impressions of the same object seen at different moments. Judged from the
tops of the two side tables in reverse perspective, he is looking from inside
out; but if we ignore the tops, we may find that they are viewed from outside
in a quite normal perspective. This “adjustment” could be the result of
technical necessity because when a painter comes to translate his impressions
into a painting on a flat surface he has to consciously stand away in order
to find a distance that may enable him to see the total impression in a more
or less logical order. (So does a poet in composing his lines.) But could
this ambiguity of indefinite or multi-VP perspective be a result of a happy
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accident by mistake, or is it an artistic ach1evement7 A few more examples
may be helpful in making this clearer.

To me, the traditional Chinese artists neither observe nor ignore the
physical world of time and space. For instance, flowers of different seasons
may appear in one painting, and these flowers have all the objective, concrete
characteristics in shape and color but are not copies of nature. The painter
selects, re-creates, and presents — not represents — ‘what he sees and feels
at various time and space. Here is another example of opposite-VP
perspective, with emphasis on three more important figures of Buddha:

“Preaching Buddhism”
a Tun-Huang mural

Opposite:

A detail of the above mural



WHERE IS “I” IN CLASSICAL CHINESE POETRY? 35

In this painting of the T’ang dynasty entitled ‘“Preaching Buddhism,”
(#7EM ),° the central table and its base in front of the preacher is seen
in perspective, whereas the rest is from a reverse direction. Generally
speaking, the best and most convenient relationship between a speaker and
a listener is to sit facing each other. To portray such a face-to-face relation-
ship on a 2D surface, with both their faces shown to the spectator, the only
possibility is to draw one face through the reflection of a mirror. Obviously,
to arrange such a mirror in a painting with a big audience in a place like
this would not be possible. Our painter has wisely solved the problem by
presenting the relationship through a double-VP perspective — with the
preacher and his table as the focus of the listeners and the rest (including
the buildings in the background) from an opposite direction. I think this
is easy to follow if the spectator is more imaginative and less scientific.
In history, such an arrangement between the speaker and listener should
be familiar to people, judged from the stage convention in both classical
Chinese and Western theatres — that is, a down-stage actor may deliver his
lines with full face toward the audience while his listener sits up-stage facing




36 TAMKANG REVIEW, Vol. XV, No, 1,2,3,4

also the audience. I believe the convention is still alive in Peking Opera and
some other theatres. This double-VP presentation in painting may have the
advantage of suggesting a two-way communication between the speaker and
the listener. It seems more like an artistic achievement than a result of
ignorance of the laws of perspective. Here is a copy of another mural on
top of a cave entrance.®

The square seats are also in reverse perspective. Why? The very obvious
reason to me is that the painter must have taken into his considerations
the location of the painting. As a rule, an entrance or gate is the “mouth”
of a building for going out to the outside world. To make the painting 2
part of the cave, it should also be made to look toward outside. Therefore,
there is nothing more natural than the application of the reverse perspective.
People who can accept the modern art like the works of Surrealism should
have no difficulty in the appreciation of such a viewpoint. _

To an objective mind used to 3cientific rules of perspective, both in
the East and West, paintings like these are conceived of wrong knowledge
of reality and are therefore unnatural. Yet to a subjective mind capable
of free, intuitive association and imagination, they can be more suggestive
and more natural. And “being natural” has been a very high, if not the
highest, criterion of achievement in art and literature in China. It does not
mean to copy nature; it is an artistic achievement that shows no trace of
artistic effort. In appearance, such a work of art or literature looks like that
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of an innocent child, yet it is the sincerest expression of what the artist
feels, thinks, and sees. For instance, in calligraphy, the so-called return-to-
childhood style ( jXR Z &% ) is considered the most natural and the best.
A work of this nature has usually all or some of the carefree characteristics
of children: simplicity in form, exaggeration as a means for emphasizing
the object of main interest, and indefinite or multi-VP for presenting
psychological reality in timeflux. In a brief survey of 588 prize-winning
paintings by school children aged from 7 to 14, of which 244 are Chinese
and 344 are from Japan, Korea, and Western countries, I found that exaggera-
tion of central human figures, animals, or inanimate things of main interest
is quite common among children all over the world. The following is one
by a West-German girl of 13 years of age.

There are 12 paintings using obvious multi-VP perspective, of which 9 are
by Chinese children-(aged from 7 to 10) and 3 by Western children (aged
from 8 to 12).7 Paintings of correct bird’s-eye view are not included in the
statistics. The following are some of these 12 examples and works by
traditional Chinese artists. 8
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Above:
t-2, Feng Tzek’ai’s drawing of
Ch’ou Ying’s work

Below:
1-b. Feng’s drawing in corrected
perspective.

B ,:51‘ T

\ Ii h :

Y
\

m \\i\\\\}\

A

N4 f‘f T

Opposite above:

2.

By an Italian Child of 8.
It is not of bird’s-eye view but
of Multi-VP perspective

Opposite below:

3.

“A  Lady Watching the
Evening Sky” — Notice the
floor and screen in reverse
perspective and the sizes of
the lady and the child
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4. " “A Contest of Singing and Playing™ — by a Chinese girl of 7. Notice the desk

and the size of the teachers behind it in the light of their importance in the
painter’s mind.

Though paintings like these are of a small minority in Chinese art and
children’s work, the analyses above, I hope, may illustrate my point that
the free use of the multi-VP and mixed opposite-VP perspectives is not the
result of a mistake of some happy accident, but is planned and natural.
And it must be mentioned that 1 have not included in my examples any
Chinese landscape paintings because: (1) Though any long scroll of landscape
may clearly show the multi-VP perspective, it is technically inconvenient
to be reproduced here. (2) It is difficult to say for sure how many viewpoints
there are in a landscape of “regular’” proportion (within 1:2 in width and
length} simply because the direction and size of a tree, a rock, a mountain
range, etc.,cannot be easily judged as those of a table, a house, a room, or
a screen.

So much for the perspective in painting, and we shall now come back
to the viewpoint in Chinese poetry. Like the painter, the Chinese poets
have been less scientific and more childlike than the Western poets and,
therefore, are interested in presenting their experiences and impressions
of various moments in a similar carefree manner. Wai-lim Yip’s favorite
analysis of Wang Wei’s “Mount Chungnan” is an excellent illustration of
this multi-VP perspective. He writes:
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The Chungnan ranges verge on the Capital,
(viewer on level ground
looking from after
— Moment 1)
Mountain upon mountain to sea’s brim,
White clouds — looking back — close up.
(viewer coming out
— Moment 2)
Green mists — entering — become nothing,
(viewer entering
— Moment 3)

Terrestrial divisions change at the middle peak.
(viewer atop peak looking

down
— Moment 4)
Shade and light differ with every valley.
(viewer on both sides of
Mount simultaneously
— Moment 5)
To stay over in some stranger’s house —
Across the water, call to ask a woodcutter,

(viewer down on level
ground
— Moment 6)9

Though Yip does not tell us where the viewer exactly is at Moment 2 (coming
out from where? where is he now?) and how he could be on both sides of
the mountain “simultaneously,” he has shown us clearly that the poet has
stopped at six different places to enjoy the scenery from various angles and
directions. Chinese poems of this kind are easy to find, But before we study
another example of a slightly different nature, we may go back a little to
Feng Tzek’ai’s observation: the Chinese poet likes to use the 3D medium
to present a 2D world. Judged from the examples he cites to support his
opinion, he is only thinking of single lines that fit his “picture.” As a matter
of fact, not only may a complete poem like “Mount Chungnan” present a
3D world; there is the dimension of time-flux in a single line like “ & K&
ik Z  (Look sideways it is a mountain range; look from' another
direction, it is a peak [they are peaks]), “ &8 B &=Ly ” (The light
boat has passed ten thousand mountains), or “ FH A FH4E ~ (The green

PNy
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mist{s], [when [ have] entered, [is] no longer visible). Now let us have
a look at Wang Chih-huan’s ¢ - 7} ) “A Visit to the Heron Tower” ( Z#8
1)

H B ik ih =

The white sun along the mountain declines [-d]

KO A w o

The Yellow River into the sea runs [ran]

AR5 + B H
Wish to see as far as 2 thousand I/ sight

gL —F &
Again go up a flight of stairs.

A quick reading of this quatrain may give us the impression that the poet
has been to two stories of the tower and seen the sunset, river, and sea from
different angles. But a second reading may suggest a different picture, which
is beyond the normal means of a painter. When the poet is looking at the
sunset, he must face the west. But since it is geographically impossible for
him to see the sea there, the river-into-sea picture must be imagined. The
action of line 4 can be physical or also imagined.'®

From the analyses of the two poems above, we can say that a poet may
not only move freely from one standing point to another, but also travel
between the immediate reality and the world of his imagination. He has
even greater freedom in “drawing” his pictures than a painter, who can
hardly express Wang’s experience and feeling of visiting the tower, or lines
like “ B =T~ (The white hair [is] three thousand yards [long])
and “ g2 K K _EZE » (The water of the Yellow River comes from
heaven).

In connection with the discussion above, two unique aspects of the
Chinese language may be mentioned at this point. First, unless there are
words like tomorrow, yesterday, last year, etc., the Chinese verbs do not
tell us the time of action. This tense-less verb form, which is in nature
different from the present tense for habitual actions and truth in English,
makes the action of a poem appear in the present and, therefore, more
like a painting or film, which is always in the present tense.!’ This present-
ness, especially in poems without the appearance of “I” — the speaker or
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actor, may create a more adjustable and flexible aesthetic distance for the
reader. '

Secondly, in regard to location or position relationship among images
and objects, no matter how many viewpoints or what kind of perspective
a painter may choose for a painting, there are always fixed relations between
and/or among individual shapes, colors, and lines in the form of trees, houses,
rocks, clouds, or even blank spaces, simply because they are fixed, definite
forms and cannot be changed by the spectator’s will or imaginative power
at all. This is also true in works of Dadaism, Surrealism, or Expressionism.
But a Chinese poet may sometimes give us only individual images without
any indication of their shape, size, or relative location. Take for instance
the famous lines by Ma Chih-ylian ( FE % 3% ):

withered vine(s) old tree(s) evening crow(s)

A1 wook A ES

little bridge(s) flowing water people’s house(s)

Ho#E O moR oE K

ancient road(s) west wind lean horse(s)

Y B W T

evening sun westward setting

B B A R E

broken-hearted man (men) at heaven’s end.

The reader may arrange these nine images (or nine kinds of images) of the
first three lines in various shapes, sizes, positions, and relations — and in
different numbers too since the Chinese nouns have no plural form. This
last characteristic may offer to the reader another kind of freedom.’® In
this light, we may say that an English poem of scenery can usually give us
a much more definite picture than a Chinese poem of similar nature. Take
the last two lines of Walter De la Mare’s ““Silver”:

And moveless fish in the water glean,
By silver reeds in a silver stream.

and William Carlos Williams’s small scene:
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so much depends
upon

a red wheel
barrow

glazed with rain
water

beside the white
chickens

Here, though the reader may also choose his own favorite shades of silver,
red, and white, and picture different numbers of fish, reeds, and chickens,
he is told that there is only “a” stream, “a” wheelbarrow, and the reeds
are “in’ a stream and the wheelbarrow is “beside” the chickens.

However, we must add that. though a classical Chinese poem leaves
more room to the reader’s imagination and association than an English
one, he is also very much conditioned by factors concerning the poem itself
and his literary and cultural background. But a thorough study of these
factors is beyond my knowledge and too complicated to be included here.
The present paper ventures only to have a brief look at them from the point
of image sequence and shall approach it in terms of aesthetic effect,’
versification or the musical patterns of poetry, and the cultural concept
of spatial relation, to be illustrated by a further analysis of Ma Chih-yian’s
lines quoted above.

First of all, we can say that the poet’s grouping of the nine images
follows our common sense of association, which makes it easier for the
reader to “see” his picture — or easier for the poet to control or guide the
reader’s mind. According to our common knowledge, vines grow on trees
and crows look for trees to perch by evening; when there is a bridge across
a river or stream there are usually houses nearby; and the lonely traveler is
riding along the road in the wind. (This is more interesting than the wind
is associated with or expressed through the trees.)

Secondly, the order of these three groups or units follows a common
conception of the Chinese — thinking from the general to the particular
(e.g.,from scenery to a horse on a road), which can be found in many other
poems and life manners in China. '

Thirdly, the sequence of images in each of the three groups (ie., ina

line) is a much more complicated problem. It is perhaps more logical for
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the poet or traveler to see the trees first, or to be attracted by the crows
first if they are flying toward the trees. But to begin the line with & % (old
trees) or B f& (evening crows) would not only be against its musical pattern
but create certain difficulty for the riming of the whole verse. It is true
that a great artist (a poet or a painter) usually looks up to naturalness ([ #X )
or some universal order as the highest law of his creation, and he may some-
times try to bend the conventional rules a little to suit his own aesthetic
purpose. This is not always realized. A less artist tends to hold works of
great masters and establishéd rules or long existing conventions to be his
highest standard of naturalness, consciously or without knowing it. In
other words, rthyme, meter, and other mechanics of versification may play
an important role in the arrangement of image sequence, to both major and
minor poets. But this is only one side of the whole story. To the general
reader who is used to the traditional poetic forms, the aesthetic effect of
image sequence is usually not as vital as the rhythm, especially when the
grouping of images follows the logical, habitual order of sequence. To him,
each group of the images is a wholeness by itself. He goes from line to line
(unit to unit) and then back to a certain distance in order to have a look
at the total picture. This initial step of viewing process (from individual
lines to the whole poem) is different from the spectator’s approach to the
appreciation of a painting, who would usually grasp the overall impression
first and then go from one detail to another and back to the whole picture
again. Up to this stage, we can say that the poet could have stronger control
of the image sequence ovér the reader than the painter. But the sequence
does not always play as important a role as some critics think. It is perhaps
for a similar reason that the opposite and multi-VP perspective in traditional
Chinese paintings and children’s work is often ignored by most critics and
spectators, and even artists, either as a merit or as a defect. '

To sum up: though the above discussions on Chinese painting and
poetry are quantitatively inadequate as a foundation to draw any definite
conclusion, we may at least say that there is always an “I” in a poem, as
there is always a viewpoint or viewpoints in a painting, only sometimes it-
is difficult to ascertain where the poet exactly is. The indefinite or multi-VP
perspective, when it is used, allows the poet and the painter, and the reader
and the spectator too, to move more easily from one viewing point to
another, back and forth, and even in and out of the world of reality and that
‘of imagination. The absence of verb tenses always gives a poem a sense of
presentness like that .of a painting. This and the non-appearance of “I’
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help make it more convenient for the reader to feel free to wander in the
land of a poem without feeling the appearance of its original “owner’’ there
to interfere, as a spectator may roam in a painting. The indefinite location-
relationship of images and the no-number characteristic of the nouns offer
to the reader an extra freedom to picture the images and his relationship
with them. But all these conscious or unconscious activities are performed
or-happen within certain aesthetic and cultural conventions.
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There are numerous discussions on Wang’s concept. See for instance: Yeh Chia-
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which contain only the prize winners’ work, selected by “well trained’” artists.
Maybe the Chinese children do more of such paintings.

These paintings are from: 1-a and 1-b — e E B , pp. 53, 61; 2 and 4 —
the seventh and tenth coflections of the Exhibition of World School Children’s
Art in R.O.C. respectively; 3 — &4 % B =T & , edited by publisher ( Lih 3%
fLEEAT , 1964),p. 157.
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Novels into Film (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press,
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novels and film, see pp. 48-64.
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For further examples and discussions on the advantage and disadvantage of such
lines and the number of nouns, see my “Peking Opera: A Study on the Art of
Translating the Scripts with Special Reference to Structure and Conventions”
(Dissertation, 1976), pp. 15-22, 83-86, 171-72.

Waidim Yip has made very significant analyses on the importance of image
sequence in the light of cinematic effect. See specially his Ezra Pound’s Cathy
(Princeton: Princeton University. Press, 1969), pp. 22-26.

For more examples and related analysis, see my dissertation, pp. 164-73; or the
slightly revised version of it: “Translating Verse Passages in Peking Opera: Pro-
blems and Possibilities” (Part 1), Tamkang Review VII, 2 (Oct. 1976), pp. 108-112.






