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Chapter Seven

objeCtifiCation and the long-Short line: 
yu jian

in contemporary China, there are many fiction writers with all man-
ner of collected works (文集、作品集、小说展示) to their name 
while they continue to write. Can Xue, Chen ran, Chi li, Mo yan, 
Wang Shuo and yu hua are but a few of those whose books have been 
on prominent display in the bookstores for years on end. especially 
their short and medium-length pieces (短篇、中篇) tend to be fre-
quently re-published in new, reshuffled arrangements between equally 
new book covers. things work differently for poetry, if we disregard 
the Complete Poems of haizi, luo yihe, ge Mai and gu Cheng that 
were occasioned by three suicides and one suicide-by-association, as 
discussed in chapter three. republication of the kind that signifies the 
re-confirmation of earlier success—as it does for fiction writers—has 
occurred for few poets, primarily in the Blue Star Poetry Treasure House 
series (蓝星诗库, people’s literature press), an open-ended project 
running since the mid-1990s. the stand-alone collections by yang 
lian and bei dao mentioned in chapter four are special cases, in 
light of their status as “dissident” poets in exile, which made domestic 
publication in the 1990s difficult for yang and impossible for bei dao. 
the Blue Star books are anthologies that survey individual, previously 
well-published poetic careers. different from fiction, however, the re-
confirmation of earlier success is embodied in a single anthology for 
each poet and not in multiple re-issues by multiple publishers. other 
recent series such as the Midnight Subway Poetry Series (零点地铁诗丛, 
Qinghai people’s press), the Dark Skin Poetry Series (黑皮诗丛, north-
ern Mountains literature & art press) and the Epoch Poetry Series (年
代诗丛, hebei education press) constitute the overdue recognition of 
poetic oeuvres whose unofficial reputation had not been matched by 
their official publication track record to date, rather than reconfirming 
earlier success.1

1 for bibliographical detail on series and stand-alone collections, see van Crevel 
2008a.
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Figure 7.1. yu jian, 1997 (photograph by pieter vandermeer)
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yu jian (1954) is one of the poets whose work has been antholo-
gized as a Blue Star book, in The Poetry of Yu Jian (于坚的诗, decem-
ber 2000), other authors in the series including Shizhi, Shu ting, gu 
Cheng, haizi, Xi Chuan, Wang jiaxin, Sun Wenbo and Xiao Kaiyu. 
barely three years after The Poetry of Yu Jian, which surveys the years 
1982-2000, the yunnan people’s press brought out the five-volume 
Collected Works of Yu Jian (于坚集,  january 2004). the first two vol-
umes total almost seven hundred pages of poetry from roughly the 
same period, but starting in 1975. the other three contain yu’s short 
prose and his critical writing, as well as high-profile interviews con-
ducted with the poet over the years. the appearance of yu’s collected 
works is even more remarkable if we bear in mind that in September 
2003, yet another substantial book of his poetry had been put out by 
the Qinghai people’s press: Poems and Images, 2000-2002 (诗集与图
像, 2000-2002); and that in 2001, the yunnan people’s press itself 
had brought out his Poetry: Collected Notes, 1996-1999: 1-216 (诗歌· 
便条集, 1996-1999: 1-216), a collection of very short poems. and the 
story doesn’t end with the Collected Works: a mere two years after their 
appearance the long March press published Only the Sea, Vast Like a 
Canopy (只有大海苍茫如幕, 2006), containing poems from the years 
2003-2006, and Poetry News (诗歌报) brought out Eighty-Eight Notes: 
Selected Notes 1996-2005 (八十八张便条: 便条集1996-2005选), in co-
operation with the Walt Whitman literature fund. the fund, whose 
Chinese name is 惠特曼出版社, is based in new york but appears to 
have readers in China as its primary audience.
 prior to this explosion of publicity in China, a collection of yu’s 
work entitled A Nail through the Sky (一枚穿过天空的钉子) had been 
published in 1999 by the tangshan press in taiwan, in a series of 
mainland-Chinese poetry collections edited by huang liang; this is 
also the subtitle of the first volume of the 2004 Collected Works. further 
back, yu’s domestic publication history includes two unofficial book-
lets, one containing the long poem «flight» (飞行), published when he 
won the first Wang Zhong Culture award in 1998, the other a reprint 
of substantial excerpts from the equally long «file 0» and photographs 
of its adaptation for the theater (1995); and The Naming of a Crow (对一
只乌鸦的命名, 1993), by the international Culture press; and three 
unofficial, slim collections in 1989-1990; and Sixty Poems by Yu Jian (于
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坚诗六十首, 1989), by the yunnan people’s press.2 in addition, yu 
jian’s poetry has appeared in scores of influential journals since the 
mid-1980s. examples range from the unofficial Them to the official Po-
etry Monthly. his poetry also features in all multiple-author anthologies 
that can lay claim to being representative of contemporary China.
 yu jian, then, is domestically the most widely published avant-
garde poet—and since the 1990s, his poetry has been translated into 
languages including danish, dutch, english, french, german, italian, 
japanese, Spanish and Swedish.3 his 2004 Collected Works are unique 
for their sheer size. each volume is exquisitely produced: the binding 
is good, the off-white paper is of high quality, the photographs are 
beautifully reproduced and the occasional, meticulous use of smaller 
type ensures that even the longest of yu’s long lines are not broken 
prematurely. bearing in mind that the Collected Works constitute a type 
of republication that is exceptional for poetry, one assumes that they 
were published with lavish external sponsorship of the sort discussed in 
chapter one—and wonders whether the poet’s fiftieth birthday pro-
vided the occasion.
 yu jian’s impressive publication history is matched by his reception 
history. numerous commentators have registered everything from ad-
miration to denunciation of his work. both his poetry and his explicit 
poetics have generated controversy more than once, his pièce de résistance 
«file 0» being the most conspicuous example. Soon after publication 
in March 1994, it was the subject of one of Xie Mian’s poetry seminars 
at peking university, following widespread disagreement concerning 
its literary merits and the question of whether this text was poetry at 
all, and commentators have since continued to lock horns over a text 
that elicits fanatical support and equally fanatical opposition. he yi 
holds that it is “a groundbreaking effort, linguistically and otherwise,” 
and that “this work can rescue our poetry.” Chen Qufei sets out on a 
long, systematic search-and-destroy mission leading to the conclusion 
that “misbehaving” apparently suffices to make one “avant-garde.” 
Cai yi declares that “this poetry stinks,” and that “it lacks any and all 

2 by date: yu jian 1989a, 1989b, 1989c, 1990, 1993, 1995b, 1998b, 1999a, 2000, 
2001a, 2003, 2004, 2006a and 2006b.

3 english translations of yu’s poetry include those published in Morin 1990, Ren-
ditions 46 (1996) and 56 (2001), Wang ping 1999, patton 2003b, the daChS poetry 
chapter (→ China’s Second World of Poetry → related material → translations), tao & 
prince 2006, The Drunken Boat 6-i/ii (2006, online) and Full Tilt 1 (2006, online).
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aesthetic feeling and literary value.” Zhang ning calls «file 0» “a con-
centration camp of words,” and ascribes “enormous significance” to 
its effect of “cleaning up the vocabulary of the contemporary Chinese 
language.” li Zhen sees it as capable of “dismantling the structure of 
an entire world,” in an essay that favorably compares yu jian with 
ouyang jianghe, as representatives of the earthly and the elevated 
aesthetics respectively—and so on and so forth. as regards yu’s ex-
plicit poetics, two of the many bones of contention have been his dis-
missal of metaphor and his role in the 1998-2000 popular-intellectual 
polemic.4

 Commentary on yu’s work, then, includes pieces by scholars whose 
poetics are utterly incompatible with that of the poet, such as Chen 
Qufei and Cai yi—and which are of interest precisely for that reason, 
contributing as they do to a bigger picture of Chinese poetry today. 
Conversely, there are those who worship yu and repeat his teachings 
like disciples. Xie youshun’s reception of yu jian’s poetry, for instance, 
shows the effectiveness of yu’s interventions as a critic who delivers the 
preferred commentarial vocabulary together with his poetry. Some-
thing similar holds for critics hu tingwu and Xia yuanming. Such 
extremes aside, more insightful commentaries on yu jian’s poetry and 
his broader cultural career include essays by Chen Zhongyi, he yi, 
hu yan, Xin yue, jan de Meyer, Wang yichuan, Michelle yeh, Si-
mon patton, huang liang, liu Shijie, Wang Zheng and Xiaohua, 
Zhang ning, Claire huot, li Zhen, Cosima bruno, gao bo, yu liwen 
and john Crespi.5

 the above reflections on yu jian’s publication history draw atten-
tion to his activism on the poetry scene. the Chinese word is 操作 ‘op-
erate,’ in itself a neutral term but nowadays frequently used to describe 
whatever artists and writers do beyond their work in the strict sense 
to maximize fame and material gain, with connotations of conscious 

4 Shen Qi 1995; he yi 1994, Chen Qufei 1995, Cai 1997, Zhang ning 1999, li 
Zhen 2001a: 201-214 (which, in light of his earlier writings such as 1994 and 2001b, 
should be viewed in the context of the popular-intellectual polemic, discussed in 
chapter twelve).

5 Xie youshun 1999, hu tingwu 2004, Xia 2005; Chen Zhongyi 1994: 156ff 
and 2000: 305ff, he yi 1994, hu yan 1995, Xin 1995, de Meyer 1996, Wang yi-
chuan 1998 (115ff, 261ff) and 1999a, yeh 1998a, patton 1998, 2003a and 2003b, 
huang liang 1999, liu Shijie 1999: 89ff, Wang Zheng & Xiaohua 1999, Zhang 
ning 1999, huot 1999: 209-214 and 2000 (78-82, 192-194), li Zhen 2001a: 201-
214, bruno 2003: 137ff, gao bo 2005: 180-242, yu liwen 2006, Crespi 2007a.
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manipulation toward increasing one’s status. yu is singularly active, 
and seems to relish being part of a poetry scene that has been caught 
up in metatextual battles since the early 1980s. What lies at the core of 
his success, however, is doubtless his poetry itself.
 following the discussion of «file 0» in chapter Six, this chapter fo-
cuses on other salient texts, in chronological order. Section 1 presents 
a content-oriented analysis, and prepares the ground for a discussion 
of the synergy of form and content in section 2. yu’s poems tend to be 
long; for some, the present context only allows for partial translation. 
all references are to the Collected Works. there are occasional, minor 
differences with earlier editions of cited poems, but they don’t affect 
the argument put forward here.

1. Objectification and Subjectification

yu jian was one of the two major voices in the colloquializing trend 
that challenged the primacy of obscure poetry within the avant-garde 
from the early 1980s onward, the other being han dong. as noted in 
chapter two, that yu, han and other poets associated with the type 
of poetry first published in Them have been called Colloquial poets is 
understandable, but their “colloquial” usage presents but one aspect 
of their art. as such, perhaps inevitably, this appellation is a simpli-
fication. Commentators have further noted that yu’s poems have a 
lot of time for concrete and conventionally trivial, non-poetic aspects 
of the daily lives of “ordinary” people, in both serious, partisan and 
humorous ways, as we have seen in chapter Six: Chen Zhongyi calls 
this quotidianism (日常主义).6 then there is yu’s avowed rejection of 
metaphor, meaning roughly, according to the poet himself, that what 
you see is what you get. in an example taken from yu’s poem «event: 
Writing» (事件·写作, 1989/1994), a bald eagle is a bald eagle, not an 
instance of symbolism feeding on clichéd cultural codes that will turn 
it into a eulogy of power. in all, within the avant-garde, yu counts as a 
leading representative, if not the leading representative, of the earthly 
aesthetic.
 not all commentators accept the non-metaphorical status of yu 
 jian’s language as a given, or something that is the poet’s to deter-

6 Cf Chen Zhongyi 2000: ch 14.
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mine. at the very least, however, they agree that yu has gone further 
than most of his contemporaries in creative reflection in his poetry on 
language as the material (物性), formed (具象) medium of that po-
etry as a linguistic construct, and on its relation to being (存在) and 
reality. With reference to traditional Chinese poetics, several critics 
have remarked that yu jian does not engage in culturally conditioned 
“expression of emotion and articulation of what is on the mind intent-
ly” (抒情言志) or writing literature to convey the Way. instead, they 
argue, his cool-headed observation and examination of the physical 
world defamiliarize human experience, thus establishing objectivity or 
objective representation. ideally, this leads to the ability to rename 
that world or, truer to the register of the original, to “name it anew”  
(重新命名).
 discussions of yu jian’s poetry in terms such as the above are very 
much to the point. rather than objectivity and objective representa-
tion, however, my analysis centers on the notion of objectification, which 
i consider to be a mechanism that operates centrally amid the distin-
guishing features of yu’s work. here, objectification doesn’t mean the 
denial of subjectivity in an other, such as the reduction of woman to 
a lust object under the male gaze. objectification in the poetry of yu 
jian is the presentation of human experience as dislodged from socially 
determined, conventional and habitual perception and interpretation. 
it denotes the process of objectifying and an attempt at objectivity, rather 
than its attainment, which is particularly impossible in contexts such 
as those of literature and art. for the made thing that is poetry, the 
notion of objectification only works if we recognize that it is artifi-
cial and indeed a manipulative intervention on the part of the poet—
and as such, ultimately, an expression of the poet’s sub-jectivity. With 
these qualifications, objectification offers a rewarding perspective on 
yu jian’s oeuvre. the mechanism of objectification is of course by no 
means unique to yu’s poetry, but his particular employment of it is 
worth a closer look.
 notably, as a global force in yu’s oeuvre, objectification is locally 
complemented by something i will call subjectification. that is, yu 
jian’s imaginative, personifying attention to (inanimate) objects that 
makes them subjects in their own right: say, raindrops and bottle tops, 
to borrow patton’s well-chosen examples.7 together, objectification 

7 patton 1998.
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and subjectification question the relevance of subject-object distinc-
tions and hierarchies. While i will not explore such distinctions and 
hierarchies per se, this effect is worth noting because it resonates in yu 
jian’s deconstruction of hierarchies of the lofty and the lowly, which 
we will encounter below.
 to set off the mature yu jian against his earliest years, let’s first 
have a look at an untitled poem from 1981.8 few may know that yu 
jian started out by writing poetry like this:

  1
Winter
sun’s flesh
frozen red

   2
Moon, her yellow skin peeled off
white ghost
hangs amid the trees

   3
There’s a patch of blue sky here
wind blows its cover to the darkest clouds

   4
A century struck with cancer
and the law disallowed from curing it
. . .

those familiar with the obscure poetry associated with Today will re-
call famous poems such as Mang Ke’s «Sky» (天空, 1973) and bei 
dao’s «notes from the City of the Sun» (太阳城札记, 1979?). like 
«Sky» and «notes», yu’s poem consists of a series of numbered stan-
zas or mini-poems. in addition to this particular form, it also shows 
the influence of early obscure poetry in a distinctly metaphorical lan-
guage anchored in a historical frame of reference that brings to mind 
the Cultural revolution. the image of the sick, lawless times, for in-
stance, can be seen to portray the Cultural revolution as a particularly 
painful excess of the pathology of China’s turbulent twentieth century. 
another example of yu jian’s initial obscure leanings, his «don’t be-

8 yu jian 2004a: 16-18.
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lieve....» (不要相信...., 1979), recalls the early bei dao’s best-known 
line (I—don’t—be—lieve!) and his imagery, in lines like these:9

Don’t believe that star
when it says it’s the eye of love

and

Don’t believe my strong hands
will steady the little boat of love

a completely different voice emerges in «luo jiasheng» (罗家生, 
1982), which stands at the beginning of yu jian’s original develop-
ment. even though this poem explicitly features the Cultural revolu-
tion, it could hardly be farther removed from his earliest work:10

 «Luo Jiasheng»
 
every day he’d ride an old bicycle
and come to work
as smoke was rising from the chimney
 
cruise past the office buildings
cruise past the workshop
cruise past the warehouse walls
and step inside that little wooden makeshift shed
 
workers standing at the workshop entrance
would see him    and say
luo jiasheng’s here
 
no one knew who he was
no one asked him who he was
the whole plant just called him luo jiasheng 

9 Mang Ke 1988: 8-11, bei dao 1987: 21-24, first published in Today 1 (1978): 
28-30 and 3 (1979): 37-40, respectively; bei dao 1987: 25-26, first published in To-
day 1 (1978): 31-32; yu jian 2004a: 14-15.

10 yu jian 2004a: 36-37. Whereas all other editions have a stanza division be-
tween tie and when, the Collected Works edition does not. the functionality of stanza 
divisions in the poem suggests that this is a misprint.
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the workers would often knock on his shed
and ask him to fix a watch    fix an electric clock
ask him to fix a radio 
during the “cultural revolution”
he was chased from the plant
in his trunk
they’d found a tie

when he came back to work
he was still riding his old bicycle
luo jiasheng
had quietly married
without inviting anyone
and at forty-two
become a father

right that year
he died
a furnace exploded
blew a big hole in his head
scary stuff

on the day he was buried
his old lady didn’t show up
a couple of workers carried him up the hill
they said    he was a little fellow
easy to carry
once he’d fixed your watch
it’d be better than new

smoke is rising from the chimney
workers standing at the workshop entrance
luo jiasheng
hasn’t come to work

by all accounts, «luo jiasheng» is the poem that established yu jian’s 
reputation, and it remains one of his most cited works to this day. 
early 1980s readers had recently encountered obscure poetry with 
its daring and sometimes overstretched metaphors, and root-Seeking 
trends that featured solemn references to Chinese history and mythol-
ogy. to them, «luo jiasheng» opened up a new orientation, much 
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like han dong’s «of the Wild goose pagoda», discussed in chapter 
two. the two poems are alike in their attention to ordinary people’s 
lives, their short lines and their colloquial, minimalist usage, and in 
the casual shock effects they deploy. in han’s, this is someone com-
mitting suicide by jumping off the proud symbol of Chinese-national 
culture that is the pagoda, rather than dutifully taking in the view and 
descending by the staircase. in yu’s, it is luo jiasheng’s violent, utterly 
meaningless death by an accident at work.
 «luo jiasheng» exhibits yu jian’s skillful employment of the low-
key style that set the new trend apart amid its literary environs. the 
final two lines, for instance, are a powerful understatement in light 
of what has gone before, precisely because of their flat, unmarked 
diction: luo jiasheng / hasn’t come to work. the poem’s composition also 
contains features that are typical of yu’s art. it smoothly conjoins the 
moving burial scene described by a detached narratorial voice with 
what appears to be a personal memory experienced by luo’s fellow 
workers: once he’d fixed your watch / it’d be better than new. objectification 
is visible in the willed superficiality of the speaker’s observations. this 
recurs throughout yu’s oeuvre and makes for another similarity with 
han dong; as in chapter two, i use the notion of superficiality not 
as a sign of the postmodern but to denote a mechanism that causes 
defamiliarization by blocking out conventional lines of reasoning and 
association. the causal relationship between the necktie and luo 
 jiasheng’s brutal removal from work, for instance, is not made explicit. 
first, this implicitly mobilizes the reader’s knowledge of the Cultural 
revolution: say, the fact that a tie could count as signaling bourgeois 
mentality or Westernization. Second, it makes the event “objectively” 
defamiliar, not to say absurd. third, this in its turn does in fact imply 
the opinionated, moral judgment in which the text pretends not to 
engage.
 lest the notion of objectification limit our vision of an oeuvre that 
is versatile within its unmistakable style, let’s consider a very different 
text. «a Wall» (墙, 1983) is another early poem, but thoroughly dis-
similar to «luo jiasheng»:11

11 yu jian 2004a: 75-76.
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 «A Wall» 
a wall without seasons
a wall that the sun doesn’t reach even at noon
a wall with no trace of human presence
a wall with all sorts of shadows on it
a wall suddenly stripped naked by floodlights
a wall that has “no through road” written on it
a wall with windows tightly closed
a wall without a sound    a wall that is earsplitting deafening
a wall where a murder was committed
a wall that’s eaten the windows
a wall written on the wall by a professor
a wall below her eyelashes
a wall sitting across from you sleeping next to you
a wall hidden in shorts
a wall made up of writing
a wall produced by eyeballs    a wall behind a tongue
a wall that laughs    a wall that is expressionless
a wall in the wilderness    a wall at sea
a wall with a calendar on it    a wall with the dragon as its zodiac sign
a wall between here and the parents’ bed
a wall that’s died    a wall in memory    a wall that’s immortal
a wall coming into the world with a cry every second
a wall disguised by a sofa and a tapestry
a wall from which it is impossible to flee
a wall that whichever way you look
remains unspeakable impossible to unmask and criticize
a wall that makes describing the above walls
feel like holding a pen is clutching a pickaxe
a wall

in the original, each line ends in 墙 ‘wall,’ with the exception of the last 
five, where the modifiers that precede the noun extend to two and three 
lines, respectively. in the translation, a wall stands at the beginning of 
each line, but the effect of the insistent repetition is comparable. in the 
first ten lines (down to eaten the windows), the wall appears to be outside, 
as opposed to the walls inside a house that appear in the poem’s final 
one third. observations presented as more or less empirical in lines 
1-7 go together with claims of personal perception in lines 5 and 8-10, 
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both sensory (earsplitting deafening) and imaginative, personifying and 
metaphorical (suddenly stripped naked, murder, eaten the windows). in lines 
11-17 and possibly 18, the wall-as-metaphor represents inaccessibility, 
including that of academic writing, of body language and of sexuality. 
the last third of the text is technically less cohesive than the first two 
thirds, as the wall invites alternating literal and metaphorical readings 
and the poem works toward its conclusion in an all-encompassing ab-
straction of its central image.
 two things about «a Wall» are typical of yu jian’s poetic oeuvre at 
large. first, there is the patient, repeated examination of a single word 
and, inasmuch as we wish to allow for the referential function of poetic 
language, a single thing. this allows for the combination and confron-
tation of separate if not incompatible experiential domains. i would 
venture that if it has to be either, «a Wall» examines a thing, rather 
than a word. a poem, conversely, that could be argued to examine a 
word rather than the thing to which this word claims to refer is «the 
naming of a Crow» (1990), the title poem of one of yu’s poetry collec-
tions mentioned in the beginning of this chapter.12 Second, «a Wall» 
breathes a sense of humor that is characteristic of other authors who 
rejected the solemnity of obscure poetry and went on to appropriate 
contemporary poetry in their various ways: han dong, but also, often 
in cruder ways, poets such as Macho Men li yawei and Wan Xia, 
and not-not poet yang li.13 this sense of humor finds more elaborate 
expression in yu’s oeuvre in later years.
 if there is any text from yu jian’s early years as a published poet 
that can compete with «luo jiasheng» in terms of canonical status, 
it must be «no. 6 Shangyi Street» (尚义街六号, 1985). in «no. 6 
Shangyi Street», the historical address of that name in yu’s native 
city of Kunming—where he has lived all his life, and with which he 
strongly identifies—is the home of Wu Wenguang. Wu is a historical 
person now resident in beijing, who has made a name for himself in 
the worlds of Chinese documentary movie-making, theater and more 
generally avant-garde culture. in the poem Wu’s home is where a 
group of male friends hang out. here is a first, long excerpt:14

12 yu jian 2004a: 228-230.
13 See day 2005a: ch 4 and ch 10.
14 yu jian 2004a: 130-133. the poem is dated june 1985 in Them 2 (September 

1985) and in yu jian 2004a. in yu jian 1993 and 2000, it is dated june 1984.
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we’d often pay our visits at dusk
open our cigarette cases    open our mouths
open the window
there was a painting by yu jian nailed to the wall
many people disapproved
they only knew van gogh
old ka’s shirt    was like a crumpled piece of cloth
we’d use for wiping the fruit juice off our hands
while he leafed through some dirty book
later he fell in love
and the two of them would often show up together
do their fighting there    do their flirting there
one day they announced that they’d split up
their friends relaxed    felt happy
but the next day he sent around wedding invitations
everyone was immaculately dressed    went to attend the banquet
the table was always covered with zhu xiaoyang’s manuscripts
his handwriting went every which way
that bastard he watched us like the police
facing those red eyes of his
all we could do was be a bit vague
just like the poetry that was all the rage
li bo’s slippers would sit on fei jia’s shoes
he was already famous    had a blue-sleeved membership card
he’d often lie back and rest his head on it
while he was telling us how to wear our shoes
how to take a leak    how to wash our shorts
how to cook cabbage    how to sleep    and so on
in 82 he’d come back from beijing
in a new overcoat more profound than before
he had the inside stories from the literary scene
sounded like the chairman of the writers’ association
the tea was old wu’s    the clock was old wu’s
the floorboards were old wu’s    the neighbors were old wu’s
the missus was old wu’s    the stomach medicine was old wu’s
the phlegm the cigarette butts the air the friends    were old wu’s

the reader is asked to forgive my translation of 打开灯 ‘turn on the 
light’ as open the window. a literal rendition would be open the light; hence, 
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the replacement in translation of the light by another household ob-
ject, that can be opened in english. the repetition of one word (打开 
‘open’) in a variety of contexts exemplifies yu jian’s habit of playing 
with everyday linguistic usage. here, the effect is that of putting inani-
mate devices such as cigarette cases and electric lights on a par with 
the mouth, by “opening” each in quick, mechanical succession, in a 
clear instance of subjectification. this complements the objectifica-
tion that occurs in downplaying the mouth’s conventional association 
with language as a distinguishing characteristic of human beings and 
their imagination and creativity—which is visible in poetry, among 
other things. there are another two examples of such repetition in 
the above passage, with a comparable effect of good-natured ridicule. 
first, we read about li bo telling the others how to go about several 
tasks in “trivial” daily business, including the act of sleeping, usually 
seen as something that comes to one naturally rather than having to 
be taught. next, the speaker lists Wu Wenguang’s “possessions,” rang-
ing from household conveniences to waste products and fellow human 
beings with whom he enjoys various degrees of intimacy. the willed, 
superficial realignment of conventional categories is clearest in this 
enumeration: the phlegm the cigarette butts the air the friends    were old wu’s.
 as for the names of historical persons in the poem, including that of 
yu jian himself, one might be tempted to take these as evidence of this 
poetry’s “authenticity,” as Xie youshun and other critics have done, 
in the sense of documenting historical, lived experience.15 if this recalls 
traditional Chinese notions of the relation of world, author and text, 
the difference is that the experience laid out here doesn’t contribute to 
a vision of the author’s behavior or position in the world as appropri-
ate for the traditional man of letters.16 «no. 6 Shangyi Street» is but 
one of many poems by yu that contain the names of historical persons, 
often those of other people active on the cultural scene. «When friends 
Come from afar» (有朋自远方来, 1985),17 for instance—its title tak-
en from the opening lines of the Confucian Analects (论语)—features 
Them poets han dong and ding dang. there, the appearance of “real 
people” in the text has little added value. in «no. 6 Shangyi Street» 
it entails reflection on things like the artist’s rise to fame, and on the 

15 Xie youshun 1999.
16 See owen 1979, esp 232-234.
17 yu jian 2004a: 134-135. notably, yu jian 1989a: 40-42 and 2000: 211-213 

have 从 for 自 in the title; the Analects has 有朋自远方来.
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opposition of a public persona and the pedestrian qualities of a private 
life:

lots of faces first appeared in that place
if you go into town today and ask around
they’re all celebrities now
outside a drizzle was falling
when we set foot in the street
as for the empty public toilet
this was the first time he used it by himself

perhaps the authenticity of «no. 6 Shangyi Street» doesn’t depend on 
our ability to establish whether the poem ever “really happened,” but 
rather on the convincing, mocking description of the ordinary-guy, 
male mateship experience as something that could have happened and 
that the poet could have been a part of. be that as it may, the private 
histories as they appear in the poem are casually linked to verifiable 
public history in the literary world. in the lines all we could do was be a bit 
vague / just like the poetry that was all the rage, the Chinese word rendered 
as vague is 朦胧 ‘obscure,’ ‘dim,’ ‘hazy,’ and the epithet of the obscure 
poets from whom yu jian and like-minded authors had been busy 
dissociating themselves for some time when «no. 6 Shangyi Street» 
was written. also, protagonists Wu Wenguang, fei jia, li bo and Zhu 
Xiao yang all contributed to the Kunming-based, unofficial Highland 
Poetry Compilation (高原诗辑, 1982-1983), as did yu jian under the 
name of dawei. the fourth issue, incidentally, contains a 1983 poem 
by Wu called «highland poets» (高原诗人) that may well have been a 
direct source of inspiration for yu’s «no. 6 Shangyi Street».18

 and there is still more literary history here, most of it presented in 
sarcastic fashion. li bo’s inside stories make him into a Mr Know-it-
all, and further down we read:

yu jian wasn’t famous yet
and would constantly be lectured
on an old newspaper
he’d write down lots of profound pen names

a central mood in the poem is that of nostalgia, for

18 See van Crevel 2007.
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. . . the years of wisdom
full of conversations that if they’d been recorded
could have made a famous book
those were the years when it was all happening

When the mates go their separate ways, these happy times inevitably 
come to an end, as does the poem:

wu wenguang    you’re gone
where do i go to bum my dinner tonight
after some grumbling    and some shouting
everyone finally split
all that was left was a bunch of old floorboards
like an old record    that sounds no more
in other places
we often bring up no. 6 shangyi street
saying that one day many years from now
children will go there on sightseeing tours

the “real,” historical no. 6 Shangyi Street may not have become a 
cultural landmark, but the poem certainly has.
 yu jian’s oeuvre contains a set of poems with titles made up of 
the word event (事件) followed by a specification, all but one from the 
period 1989-2002: for instance, «event: power outage» (事件·停电, 
1991) and «event: Snoring» (事件·呼噜, 2000). both A Nail through 
the Sky and The Poetry of Yu Jian anthologize them together, in separate 
“event” sections; yu’s individual collections include a total of seven-
teen such titles. as is true for other parts of yu’s oeuvre, including 
his verse-external explicit poetics, he has done some rewriting here. 
a 1982 poem entitled «three passengers» (三乘客) in The Naming of a 
Crow is retitled «event: three passengers» (事件·三乘客) in The Po-
etry of Yu Jian, and one entitled «experience no. 5: in Search of Waste 
land» (经历之五·寻找荒原, 1989) in one of his unofficial collections 
is retitled «event: in Search of Waste land» (事件·寻找荒原) in A 
Nail, The Poetry of Yu Jian and the Collected Works.19 at some point after 
1993, when The Naming appeared, yu must have adopted the “event” 
formula as a distinct category of texts within his oeuvre and expanded 
it backwards. he had earlier done so for the “opus” (作品) formula in 

19 yu jian 1993: 164-167 and 1990: 3-4.
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the titles of several dozen poems from 1983-1987, such as «opus 1» 
and «opus 108», not strictly in numerical order. both formulas con-
tribute to the mechanism of objectification: the “opus” poems because 
they are nameless except for the hard numbers, and the “event” poems 
because they suggest a vision of poetry as documentation or reportage. 
they remove poetry from things like romantic inspiration and the no-
tion of high art, by portraying it as one of many other activities whose 
output is organized along similar lines: running a bureaucracy, for in-
stance, that will produce matter-of-fact, documentary reports designed 
to fit a particular format. in addition to their titles, objectification and 
subjectification are in evidence throughout many of the “event” po-
ems in their entirety.
 let’s first consider the subjectifying impulse in these poems’ imagi-
native attention to (inanimate) objects. «event: power outage» con-
tains minute descriptions of people’s physical familiarity with their 
surroundings at home as they move about in darkness when electricity 
fails them. in «event: death of a palm tree» (事件·棕榈之死, 1995), 
the speaker’s exhaustive description of the tree reminds one of the an-
cient Chinese genre of poetic exposition (赋). the death of the tree is 
caused by a lack of respect accorded to it by human beings who plan 
to build a shopping mall where it stands. there are several more titles 
that speak for themselves, such as «event: three tennis balls near the 
Compound Wall» (事件·围墙附近的三个网球, 1996) and «event: 
floorboards Sticking out» (事件·翘起的地板, 1999). Conversely, in 
the context of the “event” series, especially when presented together as 
in A Nail and The Poetry of Yu Jian, titles such as «event: birth» (事件·

诞生, 1992) and «event: Wedding» (事件·结婚, 1999) put moments 
that normally count as existentially and emotionally important in hu-
man lives on a par with things like a burnt fuse, the felling of a road-
side tree, the loss of tennis balls and imperfect carpentry. thus, yu 
jian realigns divergent experiential domains in the titles of the “event” 
poems, just as he does on other levels throughout his oeuvre, down to 
that of the single line in «no. 6 Shangyi Street».20

 another example on the level of titles is «event: Writing», writing be-
ing an activity that is conventionally viewed as more worthy of literary 
representation than an “event” such as snoring, certainly in the con-
text of a poetic oeuvre. in the body of the poem, yu jian works toward 

20 yu jian 2004a: 249-250, 281-285, 306-309, 346-347; 254-255, 337-339.
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objectifying the phenomenon of (written) language usage, through at-
tention to its concrete tools (ink, pen, paper) and literary and linguistic 
terms such as metaphor, subject and adverbial modifier. the effect, however, 
is weakened by passages that seem grandiloquent and pompous when 
compared to other “event” poems. the lines are exceptionally long, 
even by yu jian’s standards; from here on, as in chapter Six, citations 
are in smaller type and occasionally require indentation.21

writing    this is the most glorious event of an era    the death and revival of words    high-
way or pitfall

magnificent details    right where a word emerges from obstruction    its original form fully 
revealed    to reach a predestined position in fate

in «event: Writing», the intensity and commitment that shape yu 
jian’s reflection on his art get in the way of his poetic talent. the poem 
never quite takes off in the way that other “event” poems do, weighed 
down as it is by abstractions, conceptualizations and explanations. it is 
theory rather than practice and explicit poetics rather than poetry.
 the “event” formula is highly effective in «event: paving» (事件·

铺路, 1990), because this poem shows rather than tells:22

 «Event: Paving» 
walking on the newly paved road    the workers push the tool cart
dragging sledgehammers behind them    shovels pickaxes wobbling on their heads
every road is now paved    coming into town
this is the last bit of bad road    a tear in the beautiful carpet
threatening the feet    raising worries for actions like strolling comfortably
everything must be flattened    roads and the falls and crashes that stem from them
old words like    medicinal liquor    barefoot    mudhole and caved-in
will be replaced by    even    and    regular    both shining with bitumen brilliance
this is a good thing    it’s in the plan    the workers get to work
wielding tools    meticulous measurements    devoted as if paving new vistas
this road is uneven full of bumps and holes    its geology isn’t constant either
with some stretches guarded by basalt    some places harassed by water
in one spot the twisted roots    of an old tree    that took 300 years to raise this clan
the hoe is a wonderful thing    it will dig out anything    flatten it out
turn high into low    even out any cavities

21 yu jian 2004a: 278-279.
22 yu jian 2004a: 240-241.
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some places    just within the plan’s imagination
need some digging too    to loosen up    their flatness just isn’t that of the design
thus    entirely    thoroughly    guaranteeing high-quality construction
three hundred thousand ants die    seventy-one mice    one snake
lots of hard stones are moved about    to fill non-standard holes in the ground
pebbles    sand    cement and bitumen to fill them up
and then    the road roller rolling over them    as if printing a newspaper
the work is finished    now there’s a road    black    shiny like glass
skilled engineering    from design to construction    it took just six days
this was the city’s final earsplitting event    hereafter
it will turn into legend    rust together with those sledgehammers    pickaxes
the road will open on day seven    to the city’s great delight
even    quiet    hygienic    no more worries about where the feet come down

«event: paving» offers a balanced elaboration of cohesive, concrete 
imagery: tools, machinery and human-made materials such as cement 
and bitumen on the one hand, and authentic “objects” displaced and 
damaged such as tree roots, mudholes, stones, animals and bare hu-
man feet, on the other. just like «event: death of a palm tree», the 
poem is an indictment of a modernization that carries with it destruc-
tion and disregard for the human body as part of the natural environ-
ment, even if the future invoked to justify these things is presented as 
a protection of that body, in this case against the falls and crashes that 
stem from bad roads. as such, «paving» is easily related to the destruc-
tive side of urban transformation in China since the 1980s, on which 
yu jian has commented in his short prose, especially with reference to 
Kunming.23 the message is driven home because the deaths of ants 
and mice, animals that normally don’t “count” in human delibera-
tions, are noted in precise numbers, in a pseudo-neutral, understated 
observation rather than an angry j’accuse.
 in spite of yu jian’s declared rejection of metaphor, there are good 
grounds to take «paving» in its entirety as just that, and to interpret 
it as an expression of resistance to the erasure, or the flattening, of lo-
cal and individual identity by centralization and standardization. yu’s 
most significant subject matter in this regard is that of language, which 
he addresses in dichotomies of foreign or “Western”—usually mean-
ing english—versus Chinese, and domestically of the Standard lan-

23 e.g. yu jian 1997b: 99-107.
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guage (普通话) versus regional languages or “dialects” (方言) such as 
those of yunnan or Kunming. in both cases, the former encroaches 
upon the latter. he sees “linguistic” issues such as the disappearance 
or indeed the repression of Chinese and regional idiom as expressions 
of the hegemonic ambitions of english in the world and the Standard 
language inside China; and english and Standard language idiom 
as part of discourses that ultimately represent dominant positions of 
political power. in his verse-external, explicit poetics, yu jian presents 
these views passionately and polemically. in his poetry he does so by 
alternating laid-back, informal usage with phrasings that feed on the 
politically correct language of government-sanctioned publications, 
in other words: by alternating private and public discourse, and the 
“unofficial” and “official” realities they represent, as we have seen in 
chapter Six. in «paving», official discourse resonates in a tear in the beau-
tiful carpet and everything must be flattened and guaranteeing high-quality con-
struction and skilled engineering, as well as, humorously, non-standard holes in 
the ground. the effect, exemplified in their flatness just isn’t that of the design, 
is one of all-pervading irony that combines cheerfulness with sadness, 
despair and bitterness between the lines.
 yu jian’s cheerfulness is a rarity in contemporary Chinese  poetry, 
exceptions being the more provocative, devil-may-care varieties found 
in Macho Men poetry of the 1980s, and in trends such as lower body 
poetry and other examples of what i have called extreme manifesta-
tions of the earthly aesthetic since the turn of the century. in «event: 
Conversation» (事件·谈话, 1990/1992), the undertones of yu’s 
cheerfulness are different from those in «paving». Whereas below its 
disciplined surface «paving» challenges modernization and its socio-
physical impact, «event: Conversation» has no such ideological am-
bitions. this poem is a positively clownish account of a visit to the 
speaker by an acquaintance who brings along a stranger, thus making 
an “intrusion” into the speaker’s home, for shelter from the rain. the 
poem’s clownishness derives, again, from the combined effects of ob-
jectification and subjectification. after the setting has been outlined as 
a very wet july, we read:24

24 yu jian 2004a: 256-258. according to yu jian 1990: 1-2 and 1993: 13-16, the 
poem was written in May 1990; the revised version in 2004a is dated 1992.
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we all stay at home    only the rain is taking a stroll    still circulating on the roads
this is good    home is home    rain is rain    the one doesn’t exist for the other’s sake
the door stops moving to consecrate its position    but we expect an intrusion
pores wide open after dinner    in licentious loneliness    we identify noises outside
seven pm    the weather report is finished    the rain will go on for another week
someone pays a visit    a fat person or a thin    with a black umbrella or a red
can’t remember    the intruders’ faces    dry or wet    we never pay attention to concrete 

facts

the phrase we never pay attention to concrete facts reads as a dig at an “over-
all,” dominant discourse (总体话语) that yu never tires of attacking 
for what he sees as its manipulation of abstractions to the detriment of 
concrete experience, especially in the politics of culture. in «Conver-
sation», the said phrase specifically leads into a portrayal of language 
as a ritualized, semantically empty type of social intercourse that is 
at best phatic in nature. viewed less optimistically, it is boring if not 
grotesque, and absurd in its arbitrariness:

the conversationist suddenly vanishes into thin air    only the mouth remains    the gums 
and the root of the tongue all inflamed

when the conversation picks up again    it’s drifted onto different waters
this time the syntax is    if.... then    and    if only.... then all would be well
and then    now what?    and    what would that mean? 
if only the rain fell toward the sky then all would be well    this would mean rescue
well put    fascinating    there’s always someone to point out the crux of the matter
followed by a broad grin    the mouth cruelly flashing to both sides at once
to dodge an explosion of teeth    but.... when that crucial word comes out
this indicates a climax is near    someone’s going to get angry    someone’s going to spit 

out their tea
someone’s going to rethink the whole thing    but let’s have some more tea first    clear 

our throats
have another cigarette    a full set of actions    gymnastics of conversation    possessing the 

order and the beauty of music
(moderato)    (andante)    (grave)    (con brio)    (allegro)
(con spirito)    (largo    tranquillo)    (three-four time)    (crescendo)    (da capo)
normally    three to seven ears will climb one mouth    while a few others
have long ago got on their motorbikes    and disappeared without a trace    faces with 

ears on them
watch the conversation    a line-up of subjects verbs objects complements modifiers at-

tributes    burst forth through the teeth
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and dry up on the surface of things right away    no matter how dry    the host must 
manage his own ears

listen intently    nod    sigh    smile    pour fresh tea    show that he’s taking it all in
this excites the conversationist    who expertly uses labiodentals    rounded vowels and 

nasals
as if correcting a night school student’s homework    here drawing a red line
writing ? somewhere else    and at the end    the assessment says    the theme still lacks 

profundity
the rain is still falling    something starts to seep through    never mind    the conversa-

tion    must once more transfer to a new topic
communication starts to be difficult    luckily    this room is dry    so we converse on dry 

things
dry furniture    dry marriages    dry extramarital affairs and wages    dry washrooms
dry tvs and magazines    dry weekends    dry holidays spent in dry places

the conversationist, or the one “making conversation” (谈着话的), 
is reduced to a free-floating mouth that produces linguistic structures 
such as syntactic patterns (if.... then and if only....) and sounds that con-
form to the phonology of the language used (labiodentals, vowels, na-
sals). to call this metonymy would be problematic because what yu 
does to the mouth is to make it autonomous: it no longer represents or 
substitutes for the conversationist. the poem makes the employment 
of the if only.... pattern in a well-behaved conversation look meaning-
less, in contrast to its imagined use as representing an impossible situa-
tion that would be truly significant (if only the rain fell toward the sky then all 
would be well    this would mean rescue), unlike the inconsequential chatter 
that goes on between the speaker and the visitors. 
 the clichéd nature of language usage is also manifest in the predict-
able patterns of dialogic interaction. if only to postpone the visitors’ 
exit back into the rain, the social desirability of harmony overrules 
semantics that should really lead to disagreement. impending con-
flict signaled by the conjunction but.... is quickly averted by more tea, 
cigarettes and the awkward clearing of throats: gymnastics of conversa-
tion    possessing the order and beauty of music. the protagonists opt for 
compromise over confrontation, and there is a good deal of sarcasm in 
phrases like well put    fascinating    there’s always someone to point out the crux 
of the matter and the host show[ing] that he’s taking it all in, while what is 
happening is no more than the mechanical operation of empty struc-
tures. the speaker likens these things to the rules that govern formal 
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education, a theme that recurs in yu jian’s poetry, by citing some of 
the most hackneyed words a teacher can write down when marking 
papers. there is no first-person singular in the poem, but since the 
speaker’s perspective frequently overlaps with that of the host receiv-
ing the visitors we may speak of the protagonists’ self-portrayal in the 
eyes of the host: as one of ordinary people, not heroes, in a type of self-
mockery that is indulgent rather than judgmental.
 the passage that starts with normally    three to seven ears will climb one 
mouth combines a ludicrous instance of yu’s imaginative attention to 
objects with a vision of conversation as a wet, physical element whose 
association with moist air or saliva bursting forth through the teeth 
is obvious. from the conversation we return to the rain, through the 
echo of the theme still lacks profundity in the next line: the rain is still fall-
ing. as the rain continues to fall, ominously, something starts to seep 
through, and the only way to keep this something out is to start all 
over again and talk about something else. here, conversation becomes 
human behavior intended to neutralize frightening manifestations of 
the natural world. We encounter another instance of the realignment 
of divergent experiential domains and the repetition of one word in a 
variety of contexts: dry furniture    dry marriages and so on. While the dry 
things listed in this line and the next differ in experiential status—from 
the institutionalization of human relationships to consumer items—
they are all plausible topics of informal conversation. Soon afterwards, 
the poem ends:

it’s eleven sharp    this is a normal time for parting    the rules say    we must all get 
some sleep

the rain is secondary    even if it rained any harder    they’d still have to go home    gone 
now

the acquaintance and so-and-so    open their umbrellas    to produce a small dry spot 
inside the rain

the rain keeps falling    engaged in a different type of conversation with the earth
the earth responds    sounds    fall into the mud
disappear amid the roots of all things

just like the conversation, the guests’ arrival and their departure are 
determined by conventional patterns: after dinner and at eleven pm, 
respectively. this vision of social intercourse as entirely mechanical is 
reinforced by the avuncular cliché that we must all get some sleep. in its 
final few lines, after a vintage yu jian description of the function of 
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umbrellas, the poem can be seen to wax philosophical. perhaps the 
conversation that takes place between the rain and the earth, with the 
powerful image of sounds that fall into the mud, is more meaningful 
than that between the human protagonists—but there is no way of 
knowing for sure.
 We get a closer look at the rain in «outside the poet’s Scope: ob-
servation of the life of a raindrop» (在诗人的范围以外对一个雨点
一生的观察, 1998). «outside» is yet another long poem. here are the 
first 38 of its 71 lines:25

right    it’s going to rain
the poet on a bar stool in the coffee shop
shoots a glance at the sky    quietly mumbles
and his tongue withdraws into the dark
but back in those dark clouds    its life    its
drop-by-drop tiny story    is only just beginning
how to say this    this sort of small thing    happens every moment
i’m concerned with bigger things    says the poet to his female reader
obedient to that invisible straight line    coming down
maintaining consistency    with surroundings    equally perpendicular to the earth
just like the poet’s daughter    always maintains consistency with kindergarten
and then    in skies twisted by pedagogy
becoming twisted    it cannot but become twisted
not in order to graduate    but in order to retain its wetness
it has not yet the ability to choose its locus
it does not know as of yet    that whatever its choice
to fall down is all that is within its rights    or maybe it knows
but then again    how to stop    here
everything is going down
happy little princelet    in self-styled coronation
on the verge of an overcast sky    lithely flashes by
divorces itself from the ranks    turns into a tiny tail
stuck upward    flattened out    twisting up again
lashing out    experiencing the freedom
and the unreliability of open space
now    it seems that it can do as it pleases
in a small space in the world    neither up nor down

25 yu jian 2004a: 327-329.
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junior high student out of class    on the road between home and the classroom
the poet maintains his composure    sizing up his reader’s chest like an honest man
but it dares not indulge in enjoyment of this wee bit of freedom
in the end having to become an appendage of something else
in the end having to team up    with one colossus or another
petty lowly luminophor
firefly fearful of individualism
longing for surveillance by the lights of summer nights
just like the poet    at the same time as writing poetry
also serves in a certain association    he has a membership card
descending faster now    losing all freedom

Starting in the poem’s title and continuing throughout the text, the 
conventionally lowly, inanimate object that is the raindrop is set off 
against the conventionally lofty human being that is the poet. the ef-
fect is not just, shall we say, an ontological upgrade of the raindrop, 
but also an ontological downgrade of the (male) poet, prepared in the 
irony of the preceding lines (this sort of small thing    happens every moment 
/ i’m concerned with bigger things    says the poet to his female reader). an in-
strumental moment comes in line 9 (obedient....), when there occurs the 
first of several shifts from the poet to the raindrop as the grammatical 
subject that remain unmarked by personal pronouns. yu jian could 
have used the neuter third-person singular 它 ‘it’ but chooses not to, 
and the reader discovers the shift only in retrospect. this is the reflec-
tion in syntax of objectification and subjectification combined.
 Subsequently, the dis-similarity of the poet and the raindrop turns 
into the similarity of the raindrop and the poet’s daughter. both are 
obedient to an invisible straight line produced by the larger systems of 
which they are a part and that will ultimately disallow their indepen-
dent existence: the laws of nature and those of education. this subject 
matter is familiar in yu jian’s oeuvre, and so is the mixing of linguistic 
registers. again, this pointedly implies that language is by no means a 
transparent, neutral and reliable tool that describes “reality,” and that 
its potential for shaping and distorting experience is greatest in institu-
tionalized discourses such as formal education and political ideology. 
the passage in which the raindrop divorces itself from the (revolution-
ary) ranks (脱离了队伍) is a case in point.
 the next step takes us back not to the poet and the raindrop but to 
the raindrop and the poet, in that order. the raindrop with its appar-
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ent freedom—and its lack of courage to indulge in this freedom—is 
now the point of calibration, and something to which the poet is lik-
ened. that is where the second and truly ingenious unmarked subject 
shift comes in, in line 38 (descending....). the first, in line 9, has prepared 
the reader for the seamless shift from the poet back to the raindrop 
(descending faster now). however, once we read the next half of line 38 
(losing all freedom), and because of the proximity of the poet’s descrip-
tion in lines 36-37 as serving in a certain association at the same time 
as writing poetry, the preceding twenty or thirty lines, outlining the 
incorporation of individual existence into larger systems, come to ap-
ply to not just the raindrop and the poet’s daughter but also to the poet 
himself. after the laws of nature and those of formal education, we 
may now justifiably think of the literary world as a third such system. 
it could be a contemporary Chinese literary world, if we take freedom 
as meaning political freedom or freedom of speech, and note that the 
raindrop-poet is fearful of individualism and the people’s republic has 
a government-sponsored Writers’ association that would easily qualify 
as a “colossus,” but the poem’s effectiveness doesn’t hinge on this spec-
ification.
 in line 41 (in a passage left untranslated here), the raindrop has 
finally caught hold of an iron-wire clothes-line. the equation of raindrop and 
poet recurs in lines 50-57:

. . .    it seems that it can choose anew
this right moves it to flaunt its talents    and possess its own form
while doomed to fail for want of the final touch    the weight of this form
has long ago determined that it’s all downward    a heaven-granted pitfall
just like our poet    rebels    howls
and then becomes legitimate    moves up in the world
with his aestheticist pen    giving his reader an autograph
desperately grasping at everything within reach

as earlier (line 35), there is a straightforward simile in line 54: just like 
our poet. the inevitable, downward fall of the individual raindrop is 
now literally likened to the poet’s “upward” social mobility. We recall 
the flippant supposition in «event: Conversation»: if only the rain fell 
toward the sky    this would mean rescue. 
 bearing this in mind, we may take the poem’s closing lines, when 
the raindrop and the poet meet, as asserting not just their coincidence 
but their inextricability or indeed their fundamental sameness:
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it has remained wet throughout
in this life    its victory is never to have been dry
its time    means water retention    up until it
turns into other water    splashed on the bottom of a trouser leg
of the poet who has just left the coffee shop    to leave a wet mark

2. Long Lines and Blanks

Who would want objective literature, if there were such a thing to 
begin with? i have stressed that objectification doesn’t lead to any-
thing like “true” objectivity, that it is artificial and a manipulative in-
tervention on the part of the poet, and that as such it is an expression 
of sub-jectivity. this is evident from the sympathy for luo jiasheng 
in the poem of that name, and for the all too human protagonists of 
«no. 6 Shangyi Street» and «event: Conversation», as well as from 
the indictment of standardization and modernization in «event: pav-
ing». objectification, then, is of course a particular type of irony, in its 
basic meaning of dissimulation or feigned ignorance. after the Maoist 
years, starting in the 1980s and coming into full swing in the 1990s, 
the resurrection of irony is among the most significant developments 
in contemporary Chinese poetry, with yu jian and Xi Chuan as two 
early contributors, each in their own way. as we have seen, yu’s irony 
often targets conventions of social intercourse and hierarchies of the 
lofty and the lowly, be they human beings or objects, poets or rain-
drops. proceeding from the content-oriented analysis in the preceding 
pages, to conclude this chapter i will elaborate on the proposition that 
objectification and the broader category of irony in yu jian’s poetry 
also draw on the formal qualities of his work, and that they are in fact 
contingent upon these qualities.
 the most striking thing about the form of yu jian’s poetry is what 
he calls the long-short line (长短句, with no obvious relation to this 
term’s denotation of aspects of the Song-dynasty lyric [词]): long lines, 
punctuated not by conventional marks such as commas, full stops, 
(semi-)colons, dashes and so on but by blanks roughly the size of a 
Chinese character. here is an example from «event: Conversation», 
with the translation in especially small type, to make it fit the original:
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十一点整    这是通常分手的时间    规距    大家都要睡觉
雨是次要的    再大的雨    都要回家    走掉了

it’s eleven sharp    this is a normal time for parting    the rules say    we must all get some sleep
the rain is secondary    even if it rained any harder    they’d still have to go home    gone now

let’s first consider the issue of line length. in the Collected Works, «a 
Song for people from our time» (唱给同时代人的歌, 1981) con-
tains lines of up to 20 characters. from then on, yu’s oeuvre regu-
larly includes examples of such visibly big poems, their frequency and 
their length—as in the number of lines—generally increasing during the 
1990s and after, although the poems in his recent collection Only the 
Sea, Vast Like a Canopy are noticeably smaller in both respects. excep-
tionally long lines occur in texts such as «fable    exodus» (寓言    出埃
及记, 1985/1994) and «event: Wedding», each poem spilling across 
three large pages and containing lines of up to 38 characters.26

 as for the blanks that punctuate yu jian’s poetry, they are also there 
from the beginning. the first blanks in the Collected Works occur in 
«rainy night» (雨夜, 1976). in the early years, the blanks are few and 
far between, and their usage is rather wooden. they make for a pomp-
ous, dramatic effect not unlike that created by varying indentation in 
the work of orthodox poets from the Maoist era, such as guo Xiao-
chuan and he jingzhi, whose echoes in the early avant-garde have 
been noted at other points in this study. Specifically, the blanks often 
function as alternative exclamation marks when they follow words like 
ah (阿) in phrases like ah    the setting sun and ah    eternal imperishable 
wind, in «judgment day» (末日, 1976), for example. these are the 
very “poetic” exclamations that yu himself later ridicules in «event: in 
Search of bleakness», when the speaker says about western yunnan:27

a flock of bright red goats (i mean the soil) with no one keeping watch
prehistoric omens everywhere    and i as a poet    one forcing his way in
stood there outside them    not knowing if i should start from ah or from oh

the flock of red goats followed by the reading instructions in (i mean 
the soil) is, of course, a send-up of the type of metaphor yu jian delights 
in “rejecting,” and leads into tongue-in-cheek self-reflection by the 
speaker-poet who worries about the proper interjections.

26 yu jian 2004a: 19-21, 263-265, 337-339 and 2006.
27 yu jian 2004a: 6; e.g. 8, 9, 11, 19-21, 23, 24, 26; 11; 218.
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Figure 7.2. Small type: a page from «event: Wedding» (yu 2004a: 337)
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«event: in Search of bleakness» is the first of a few dozen poems from 
the 1990s and since that combine long lines with the regular insertion 
of blanks, thus constituting what is the most typical form of yu jian’s 
poetry. What does this form do? in addition to things like the “clean” 
or “bare” feeling of texts without punctuation marks, what is the effect 
of the blanks, in comparison to their function in yu’s earliest work and 
in relation to the exceptional line length in his later work?
 one possibility that comes to mind is that in his later work, yu jian 
uses blanks where he might previously have used line breaks. techni-
cally, this is plausible enough, in that it would be the replacement of 
one kind of break by another. by way of an illustration, let’s make a 
few such replacements in a passage from «luo jiasheng»:

during the “cultural revolution”    he was chased from the plant
in his trunk    they’d found a tie
when he came back to work    he was still riding his old bicycle
luo jiasheng    had quietly married    without inviting anyone
and at forty-two    become a father

if carried through, this rewriting of «luo jiasheng» would substan-
tially reduce the number of lines in the poem. With yu jian’s gradual 
lengthening of line, however, the number of lines doesn’t go down and 
indeed tends to go up—as does the total number of words per poem, 
almost exponentially. it doesn’t matter which was first: the poet’s ac-
tive appropriation of a bigger space to fill with words, or the oppor-
tunity to use more words per poem that came with the decision to 
lengthen the line.
 expansion on the level of the line highlights another possible in-
terpretation of yu jian’s typographical development. this is closely 
linked to the feeling, explained in chapter Six, that the individual lines 
in «file 0» would prefer not to be broken at all, and would rather 
be one endless, circular line instead. Seen in this light, we may take 
yu’s long lines, or perhaps we should say his wide lines, as a compro-
mise. the fundamental component of most poetry that is the line is 
pushed to its limits, but yu retains the right to decide where it eventu-
ally breaks. the alternative would be for him to pour that one endless 
line into the space available on each page and have the typesetter or 
the word processor wrap it rather than break it himself, which would 
make his work—certainly the longest poems—more unambiguously 
like prose poetry. but with lineation, too, the sheer length and width of 
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his big poems make them visually massive. More generally speaking, 
as is true of yu’s verse-external poetics, his big poems come across as 
positively wanting to be there and appropriating discursive territory—
in contradistinction to the work of that other famous Colloquial poet, 
han dong, whose writings in both genres may be characterized as 
exercises in disappearance. yu jian, quite literally, has a lot to say and 
tends to fill his pages in a way that leads to association with physical 
stacking and storage. the reader will recall the «inventory of objects» 
in «file 0».
 how do these things lead to a relation of form to objectification 
and the broader category of irony in yu jian’s poetry? the answer 
lies in the physical experience of conventional punctuation marks on 
the one hand and blanks on the other. Commas and full stops, and to 
a lesser extent (semi-)colons, question marks and exclamation marks, 
are unspoken accessories to what we might call the words themselves, 
which can decelerate and terminate the physical momentum of these 
words. Witness the influence of punctuation marks on intonation, tim-
ing and rhythm in reading aloud—and in the “silent,” inward-aural 
experience of those things that takes place when we read without oral-
ly reproducing what we see on the page. by contrast, the absence of 
conventional punctuation marks forces the reader to continue moving 
without being able to stop, or to land, so to speak.
 how are the poems under scrutiny different in this respect from 
texts without any punctuation at all? Without the blanks, the earlier-
cited two lines from «event: Conversation» would read

十一点整这是通常分手的时间规距大家都要睡觉
雨是次要的再大的雨都要回家走掉了

it’s eleven sharp this is a normal time for parting the rules say we must all get some sleep
the rain is secondary even if it rained any harder they’d still have to go home gone now

one difference is that unpunctuated text has added potential for syn-
tactic ambiguity, certainly in Chinese, and indeed for ungrammati-
cal readings. if such problems—if that is what they are—do not seem 
acute in the above example, we should bear in mind that our reading 
is guided by the memory of these two lines and their translation with 
the blanks.
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More important, however, is the rushed feeling that unpunctuated 
text exudes. in poems that are punctuated by blanks, the absence of 
conventional punctuation precludes the coming to a halt of the words 
themselves, and hence their closure and reification; but the blanks 
also function as moments that invite reflection. if unpunctuated text 
is breathless, then blanks in a text without conventional punctuation 
marks are places to hold one’s breath. they offer space for a literal 
distancing from the words and, of course, suggest pauses in the reading 
process, whether silent or aloud; but without conventional punctua-
tion’s effect of decelerating and terminating the words’ momentum, 
such as in the falling intonation triggered by the anticipation of a full 
stop. the reflection that can take place during the blanks is of a kind 
that disallows or discourages the reader from interrupting the flow of 
reading, from landing: it is unresolved and irresolvable.
 Crucially, in its unwillingness to reify the words, the materiality of 
the poem leads the reader to suspect that its surface is dissimulative in 
nature, and that any defamiliarizing ignorance it may display—of hi-
erarchies of the lofty and the lowly, and conventions of social inter-
course, for instance—is feigned ignorance. the typical yu jian form, 
then, challenges readers to mobilize their thinking and to open their 
minds, just as these poems are open-minded or pseudo-naive vis-à-vis 
the world as we know it, or think we do.
 there are two final points that support this analysis. the first is that 
the peculiar form of yu jian’s poetry has an appreciable effect on its 
reciters, both the poet himself and others who read his work aloud, 
such as students in the classroom and those who read translations of 
his work at literary events outside China. in my experience, its reciters 
immediately identify the blanks as requiring special recitative treat-
ment, and tend to sustain an “unnatural,” more or less level pitch that 
rarely descends to a “natural,” sentence-final low. as a result, their 
recitation comes across as questioning and searching, and resisting the 
intonational urge toward conventional pitch patterns—and, toward 
conventional perception and interpretation in the broad rhetorical 
realm. this reinforces the mechanism of objectification, both as de-
fined at the start of section 1 and as a particular type of irony.
 Secondly, our examination of what i have called the most typical 
yu jian form brings to mind a remarkable moment in «file 0» that was 
flagged in chapter Six for its disruption of the poem’s overall rhythm. 
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that the poet is conscious of the effect of both the blanks and their 
sudden removal is evident in this passage:28

deficiencies: does not like physical education    sometimes whispers in class    does 
not regularly brush his teeth

note: report to teacher    he picked up a penny on the street    did not give it to uncle 
people’s policeman

comment: this student’s thinking is fine    but he’s no talker    who knows what’s 
on his mind

it is hoped that his parents    will examine his diary    report to us as necessary    to 
coordinate the upbringing

self-criticism: on 2 november 1968    did a bad thing
i drew a tank on a wall on a clean white wall on a public wall on everybody’s wall on 

a collective
wall was drawn a great big tank by me i perpetrated the crime of individualism must 

make a determined effort to mend my ways

the final two lines are the first of a mere handful in over 300 that con-
tain no blanks. notably, they are also the only two in the entire poem 
that contain the first-person singular pronoun 我 ‘i.’ and whereas the 
second half of the second line—i perpetrated the crime of individualism must 
make a determined effort to mend my ways—is especially ironic in its employ-
ment of politically correct, formulaic language, the preceding descrip-
tion of the “bad thing” works differently. Many of the modifiers in i 
drew a tank on a wall on a clean white wall on a public wall on everybody’s wall on 
a collective wall was drawn a great big tank by me do occur in the official dis-
course that yu jian is in the habit of parodying. but at the same time, 
in their exasperated, breathless succession, these phrases come across 
as a non-reflective burst of deeply involved, individual excitement or 
anger that has no time for blanks.

*

the typical yu jian form is an icon of objectification on the content 
level, and the effectiveness of the mechanism of objectification hinges 
on this iconicity. these things are essential to a poetic oeuvre that is 
of striking originality, within the framework of Chinese literature and 
beyond—and worth a Collected Works while the poet is alive and con-
tinues to write.

28 yu jian 2004b:  31-32.
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