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Chapter thirteen

More than Writing, as We speak: 
yan jun

this final chapter functions as a coda in that it is short, it is different 
from the preceding, regular chapters and it attempts to end this study 
in a way that transcends simple termination—but most of all, that it 
is to do with music. Brevity aside, its difference from chapters one 
through twelve lies in that it covers much less material than any of 
those and that it is no hardcore scholarship inasmuch as section 1, a 
report on a spectacular poetry recital in 2003, tends toward the jour-
nalistic instead. i first wrote this for the publications page of the Mod-
ern Chinese Literature and Culture resource Center, a forum which 
has room for a wide range of things including quick on-site reports and 
translations.
 i hope to do more work on interfaces of poetry and music or poetry 
and other art forms in future. here, rather than expanding the origi-
nal piece into something more like the preceding chapters, i choose to 
present section 1 in its original form as a recollection of the experience 
at the time, with only minor editorial changes. as such, it is a stepping 
stone toward section 2, which contains some brief reflections on the 
current state and scope of the Chinese avant-garde as a more or less 
coherent, easthopian poetic discourse. in chapter one, i said that the 
difficulty of studying something from our own time lies in the closeness 
and the ongoing transformations of the object of study. this chapter 
presents the original on-site report—indented like a long quote, and 
thus set apart from the main narrative of this study, which was draft-
ed in 2007-2008—in the hope of conveying the excitement of studying 
something from our own time, which has precisely the same source. it 
is positively wonderful to experience firsthand not just poetry’s writ-
ten, static sediment but also its dynamic emergence in local settings 
with which it interacts, be they institutional or individual, public or 
private, formal or informal, domestic or foreign in whatever way.
 But it is for the reader to decide what section 1 conveys: difficulty, 
or excitement, or both, or something else.
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Figure 13.1. yan jun, 2007 (photograph by Qiaoqiao)
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1. Three-Dimensional Performance

Beijing, May 2003—peking university is one of several schools that 
have left their mark on contemporary Chinese poetry, through 
the voices of poets and those of scholars and critics. in Decem-
ber 2002 alumnus huang yibing, also known as poet Mai Mang, 
offered lively reminiscences on poetry at pku in the 1980s and 
the early 1990s during an informal seminar at the university’s 
Department of Chinese. a few months on, on 26 March 2003, it 
was time for the pku May Fourth Literary society’s annual Lake 
with no name poetry reading (未名湖诗歌朗诵会), participants 
in the twenty-first edition including Liang Xiaoming, Che Qianzi, 
song Lin, sun Wenbo and others. since the 1990s the date of the 
reading has been fixed in commemoration of famed poet and 
pku graduate haizi, who ended his life on 26 March 1989.
 as in the past couple of years, the reading marked the begin-
ning of a poetry festival made up of a series of events in March 
and april. this year’s motto was an adaptation of Descartes’ fa-
mous words, with 诗 shÊ ‘poetry’ replacing the near-homophonous
思 sÊ ‘think’: 我诗, 故我在, meaning something like ‘i do poetry, 
therefore i am’ or, in a free rendition and counter-pun, ‘i sing, 
therefore i am.’ the program included a Women’s poetry recital 
in the sculpting in time café (雕刻时光), which used to be locat-
ed outside the university’s small east gate, but the remaining few 
blocks of traditional alleyway architecture there have long since 
been torn down to make room for the pku science park, and 
sculpting in time has moved to the Weigongcun quarter. the 
recital took place in the garden of its beautiful second outlet at the 
foot of the Fragrant hills, northwest of the city. Different genera-
tions were represented by Xiaoxiao, tong Wei, yin Lichuan, Cao 
shuying and others including Zhou Zan, founding editor of Wings 
(翼), an influential unofficial journal for Women’s poetry. the 
april program included lectures by Zhou, with special attention 
to the work of Mu Qing, and by yang Xiaobin, on narrativity in 
present-day poetry. presentations by Zang Di and tang Xiaodu 
that had been planned for the following weeks were canceled be-
cause of the sars crisis, along with just about all other organized 
gatherings of more than a handful of people, in order to lower 
the danger of contagion. on 8 april, about a week before the 
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true proportions—well, the beginnings of the approximate pro-
portions—of sars in Beijing were made known to the public, a 
third poetry recital still slipped through. it was well worth it.
 poetry in the time of sars: let’s hope the virus is contained 
soon enough and funding for medical facilities beyond China’s 
privileged coastal cities is increased sufficiently to dispel the associ-
ation with love in the time of cholera. By early april rumors about 
the spread of sars in the capital had been persistent enough to 
put one on the alert and create the sort of collective consciousness 
that will make people try harder than usual to suppress the urge 
to cough or sneeze. But at the time of yan jun’s reading the at-
mosphere wasn’t nearly as tense as it has since become, and if the 
experimental duo fm3 and video artist-cum-Vj Wu Quan donned 
mouth masks for their technical-artistic accompaniment of yan, 
this was theatrical behavior as much as anything else. 
 yan jun (1973) lived in Lanzhou, where he studied Chinese at 
the northwest normal university and worked as an editor until 
he moved to Beijing in 1999. he has since become a central figure 
in the unofficial music scene, as a critic, a publisher and an artist. 
he has also made himself heard in poetry, as contributing edi-
tor of the unofficial journal Writing (書, that’s right, the full-form 
character), with three issues since 2001 including a special issue of 
yan’s own work, and as the author of an unofficial book of poetry 
called Infrasonic Sound (次声波, 2001), a selection of his poetry from 
1991 to 2000. [postscript: in 2006 yan jun brought out a second 
unofficial collection of his poetry, called Impossible (不可能), with 
one side “traditionally” threadbound.1 the reader soon discovers 
that the opposite side is glue-bound and the thread functions to 
keep the book closed exactly where it should be opened in order 
to be read. in april 2007, during a recital at the one Way street 
bookstore on the grounds of the old summer palace in northwest 
Beijing, yan ostentatiously “forced” open a new copy of Impossible 
before he began to read.]
 yan’s performance on 8 april took place in the thinker 
Café. its english name is probably the original rather than a 
transl(iter) ation. in Chinese, the café is called 醒客 (xÌ�ngkè), mean-
ing something like ‘aware guest’ or ‘aware traveler,’ through 

1 yan jun 2006b.
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Figure 13.3. yan jun as support act for hei Dachun and Vision, 2002
(photograph by Maghiel van Crevel)
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association with 侠客 (xiákè) ‘knight errant’: a neologism of clear 
phonetic inspiration. the thinker Café is part of the wonderful 
all sages bookstore (万圣书园) on Chengfu road, between pku 
and tsing hua university. all sages was once based in a couple 
of rooms along the same alley as the original sculpting in time, 
and likewise shifted its location to rise from the rubble once the 
demolition crew had moved in to pave the way for science.
 if yan jun is a young voice on the poetry scene, he is well 
known for the spectacular acoustics of his readings, and a good 
crowd had assembled by the time the lights in the café went out. 
yan has a deep, powerful voice and isn’t shy about using it to the 
full to roar and sing, such as when he participated in the guang-
zhou poet’s Voice happening (诗人发声) in november 2002, be-
fore an audience of about five hundred. What’s more, he is in the 
habit of reading his poetry to the accompaniment of music and 
soundscapes. When he appeared in December 2002 as support 
act for one of hei Dachun’s recitals with the rock band Vision, 
he operated the sound equipment himself. it was a good reading 
but nothing like that in the thinker Café, where fm3’s and Wu 
Quan’s acoustic and visual contributions allowed yan to concen-
trate entirely on his vocal delivery.
 the overall effect was that of a three-dimensional poetry per-
formance. in the first dimension, the technician-artists projected 
a dynamic, sometimes poetically repetitive collage of documen-
tary images on a large screen facing the audience. these included 
fuzzy, newsreel-type footage of the american-British invasion of 
iraq, of operations on the ground as well as political leaders like 
Donald rumsfeld and saddam hussein orchestrating the events. 
this was alternated with glimpses at other worlds such as the 
inside of a hospital, with a double focus on the helplessness of 
patient-victims and the power, both comforting and macabre, of 
medical personnel, the “army clad in white” hailed in the Chi-
nese press as the vanguard in the fight against sars. another 
recurrent image was that of a child learning to read, implying a 
vision of education as another system held together by seemingly 
self-evident power relationships. the audience also got a good 
look at residential areas with the character 拆 ‘disassemble, tear 
down’ slapped onto the walls of houses marked for demolition, 
an eye-catching bit of local color in contemporary Chinese cities 
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and the sort of thing that is typically appropriated by the hip and 
disaffected for decorating t-shirts. just in case the general politi-
cal position of the collage needed any elucidation, unmistakable 
signals were delivered by famous footage of the decapitation of a 
giant Lenin statue somewhere in the former soviet bloc.
 But while many of the images had explicitly ideological themes, 
they also included pensive, stationary shots of a bird, of the stern 
of a boat traveling through the waves and of the mechanical cho-
reography of traffic on an intersection. Moreover, the collage was 
visually manipulated throughout by the adjustment of color and 
contrast settings, and by the overlying projection of different im-
ages. if the entire show displayed obvious socio-political engage-
ment, this didn’t get in the way of its aesthetic qualities. the overall 
mood was one of alienation, oppression and bleakness—but also 
one of bitter-sweet melancholy, nostalgia and compassion, leading 
to association with godfrey reggio’s Koyaanisqatsi.
 one reason for such association is that in yan jun’s collage, 
as in reggio’s cinematic masterpiece, the images were not accom-
panied by their own sound. in Koyaanisqatsi, breathtaking views of 
natural and human-made environments lie amid music by philip 
glass, now majestic and then maniacal. this method is essential-
ly one of defamiliarization. it intensifies both the visual and the 
acoustic experience in themselves—and yet, paradoxically, it also 
undoes their conjunction because they can to some extent be sep-
arated by an act of will on the part of the audience. similarly, the 
images in yan jun’s collage acquired new meanings, because in 
a second dimension of the performance they were accompanied 
by semi-musical, computer-generated soundscapes and by yan’s 
recitation of his poetry.
 a third dimension took shape in the projection of fragments of 
this poetry in its written form below the images described above. 
Crucially, these “subtitles” rarely if ever coincided with the texts 
that yan jun was reading aloud. thus, (i) blurred images of tanks 
and soldiers, rumsfeld or saddam or Lenin, medical doctors and 
nurses, pupils and teachers, anonymous townsfolk and other living 
and lifeless matter would be (ii) accompanied by yan jun’s voice 
amid an eerie soundscape, saying things like abolish mental slavery 
or against ourselves, against everything we are against, and (iii) simultane-
ously subtitled by—and, as it were, translated into—written snip-
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pets of poetry such as i heard the sound of dark clouds, or imprisoned in 
song, catching fire, like a dream vanished in valleys of art, forever, or welcome 
to the underground! the effect was electrifying. 
 yan jun’s poetry is perhaps best realized and experienced in 
settings like that of his recital at the thinker Café, but considered 
in isolation on the page, it is also definitely worthwhile. his prose 
poem «against all organized Deception» (反对一切有组织的欺
骗, 2000), the source of the above quotations and of the subtitles 
during the performance, brings to mind an unlikely combination 
of intertexts: works by allen ginsberg and William Burroughs as 
well as by Xi Chuan, most of all «salute». «against» and «sa-
lute» are similar in stanza structure, sentence-level devices like 
parallelism, and occasionally even in their specific imagery. the 
associative leaps in «against» are another feature that yan jun 
shares with Xi Chuan—and, in different fashion, with the novels 

Figure 13.4. two of the three dimensions in the remix of the event: fuzzy, newsreel-
type footage of us Defense secretary Donald rumsfeld during a pentagon press con-
ference, with “subtitles” that read i heard the sound of dark clouds. the inverted apple 
logos flutter across the screen throughout. to hear and see all three dimensions si-

multaneously, play track 6 of Sub Jam 012 (yan jun 2005, also available online).
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of Burroughs, especially in the negotiation of fragmented histori-
cal, fictional and dreamlike or intoxicated experience. intertextu-
ality with ginsberg is clearest in yan’s dogged socio-political and 
ethical commitment, and in his anarchist streak.2

 the literary-sociological context of yan jun’s writing and its 
performance is formed by other trends in poetry of recent years, 
with young authors displaying social engagement in decadent, ar-
rogant or idealist fashion, while also being down to earth, direct 
and irreverent. somehow these poets are ultimately unassuming 
and less obsessed with the greatness of poethood than most avant-
garde authors to date. Beijing-based Lower Body poets yin Li-
chuan and shen haobo are prime examples, each in their own 
inimitable way. so is Wenmang, whose pen name means ‘illiter-
ate,’ originally from Chongqing and now living in guangzhou af-
ter several years in north and northeast China. Wenmang’s work 
is riddled with expletives and profanities. occasionally marred by 
the speaker’s self-indulgence, it contains urgent, aggressive indict-
ments of social problems. he has published in unofficial journals 
like Original Writing and put a number of his poems to music, for 
unofficial circulation on a CD called Our People Are Everywhere (到
处都是我们的人, 2003). the music is extremely unconstrained, 
which is both its charm and its curse.
 yan jun’s april performance, too, was recorded in full. he 
plans to issue some of the video and audio material on CD-rom 
through his unofficial record label called subjam / iron hench-
man Workshop (铁托工作室). Below is a translation of «against 
all organized Deception», which played a central, overarching 
role in the thinker Café recital. the poem is all over the place, 
but in a strangely energizing manner. there is much China in 
here, most of it anchored in a rough-edged present. there is self-
mockery and humor, there is anger and vicious obscenity, there 
are allusions to divergent sources: yu hua, Li Bai, Maksim gorky, 
the popular-intellectual polemic, the May 1968 paris riots, the 
Book of Jin (晋书), Mao Zedong, «the internationale», john Len-
non and more. there is playful and serious contemplation, there is 
cosmopolitan rebellion and courage and style—and there is a re-
laxed self-consciousness of all that. yan jun makes things happen.

2 yan jun 2001: 149-152.
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more than writing, as we speak 469

 «Against All Organized Deception»

last night, i dreamed of soy sauce—last night, i began to germinate—last 
night, the vast desert moved far away, like a sigh. i heard the sound of dark 
clouds, while under the eaves, the last of the young ones who had to move when 
their houses were torn down finished his cigarette. last night, for lack of a 
woman’s tears, shanghai turned into a city of wooden stallions—last night, for 
lack of thin mist crossing the bridge, guangzhou turned into pill heaven.... and 
in xining, the streetlights went out while a fellow hiding a knife in his clothes 
ran through the alley splattered with sheep oil—last night, the beijing god went 
out the door.

against all organized deception!

against meetings at dusk, stars twinkling. against yelling my name from a 
tree-top, against cries in the drizzle. against capitalist contemplation. against 
those who are two-faced and triple-knived. against dead souls reincarnating in 
another corpse. against your lowering of my IQ. against a movie interrupted 
halfway through—when the light rips through our overcoats, the nightmare 
fairy stops in mid-air, she’s got no love and no future, and her loneliness is our 
loneliness.... against power.

to the flea market, imperishable and immortal!

yesterday you were a scholar, today you’re a thug, tomorrow you’ll be talking 
in your sleep and turn into a philosopher. could that really be what life is all 
about? could it really be that cell phones won’t come through but airplanes can 
just strut about in public, scratching brittle skies? go out, together with the ox, 
prince of demons, go see that god—a year should be enough for you to learn to 
be silent, observe, go live in iron-n-clay caves and sob. winter is coming to an 
end, you must believe your memories.

sex is a cure-all!

against advertisements, against forgetfulness. against tearing up anyone’s ID 
and ugly face. against coming through meteoric showers clad in a golden cape 
but forgetting your daughter’s name. against carnivores dancing. against com-
puters dying. against living like a sickle. against night fragrance dying at night. 
against faddish magazines and dotcoms. against day-dreaming, see-through 
garments, the heart exploding like goose feathers.... booze killing a man from 
ten steps away.... dumb shits ruling the world.... porn magazines for exam 
papers.... against fear.
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let the storm rage with greater force and fury!

against qigong masters, against rock stars. against electricity destroying the 
earth’s beautiful atmosphere. against closing the bars where wandering spirits 
go. against a god gone around the bend. against breast worship. against sell-
ing flowers, against selling out nether world flowers with seven stars roaming 
above, against flowers for valentine’s day and for mother’s day, against eating 
flowers. against skin. against azure conspiracies.

free the grasslands from the artist’s hands!

doubts come from blood pressure stimulating the brain, but could worship 
really come from hunger? hence, against the speech of the mantis, against the 
mysophobic scientist—she has hurt me! and then against intellectuals disguised 
as thugs. likewise, against forests disguised as wooden homes to foreign birds, 
finally carried off by street acrobats selling their art, imprisoned in song, catch-
ing fire, like a dream vanished in valleys of art, forever....

free the computer’s body!

one hears it said that sound going around can wake up night shift workers, and 
that blood falling can hit black people born in the fifties. your casual drawings 
of air and wooden sandals will make the afternoon grow longer, until the thief 
comes down from the slopes and blankly stares into the sunset. and those fel-
lows holding meetings in the sky, they’ll dance and tumble down. and people 
are gathering, it’s time to get going.

welcome to the underground!

there is no such thing as punk theory, only punk action.

if dead then bury me.

believe in the infinity of love and other articles for daily use.

the world is yours.

against entertainment journalists and their twisted grins.

sing a song on rusty nails.

leave a little happier.

noise can improve your life, but please don’t perform inside a study filled with 
smoke—he says, with dark clouds packed overhead, science is but superstition. 
then he says, cigarettes give the angry a headache, snacks make hippies ponder, 
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smoke will change the life of an iron henchman. as for human life, a human 
being’s full life, a human being’s full life.... his territory is clean, the neighbors 
howling every day, he says, no savior from on high delivers.

gay love—so what.

learn from comrade li bai—
change the world, change ourselves.

do you believe in reincarnation now?

cattle in the distance and their staring eyes: against matrimony.

abolish mental slavery.

one who has money needs a moneybag.

spring’s every detail resembles a coastline.

into the trees! like a bird looking down on the struggle.
into the trees! and welcome the foxy women.
into the trees! disband america.

whoever can fly is a magician.
except mosquitoes, of course.

against. against everything.
against ourselves. against everything we are against.
against everything we are not against.
against everything about ourselves.
against everything we must not be against and cannot be against.

against.

2. Writing, Event Culture and Poetry Opening Up

i have suggested that while yan jun’s poetry can hold its own as 
“mere” writing, it is best realized and experienced in its live perfor-
mance. Fortunately, the technology that enables him to do what he 
does also enables more people than his live audiences to get a sense 
of what happens when he does it. on the MCLC resource Center 
website the above report and translation are followed by the written 
texts of several of yan’s poems and audio recordings of the recital. in 
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addition, a CD-rom yan later made of the event contains a remix of 
his recitation of «against all organized Deception», set against an 
edited version of the visual dimension which includes shadowy shots 
of yan jun, fm3 and Wu Quan during the original performance. the 
vocal part is a remix too, called «against Cannot Be against» (反对不
可能反对) and containing several simultaneous loops of yan’s voice 
reading strings from the original poem’s penultimate stanza. the CD 
is called Sub Jam 012; the material is available in full from DaChs 
Leiden, including the video recording. a third online resource is yan 
jun’s Myspace page, which contains the audio recording of a perfor-
mance at pku in 2006.3

 as writing, yan jun’s poetry sits comfortably inside the discourse 
of the avant-garde as this developed in the 1980s and 1990s. as part 
of larger cultural trends summed up as technologization and reme-
diation, it prompts reflection on the current nature and scope of this 
discourse, which is no longer limited to writing on the page and read-
ing from the page, so to speak. the acoustic and visual dimensions of 
yan’s readings make them eminently fit for performance of a more  
memorable type than that practiced in many present-day poetry  
recitals in China and elsewhere.
 the 2007 edition of the Lake with no name poetry reading at 
pku was a case in point. Without wanting to detract from the quality 
of many of the contributions as writing on the page, one was struck by 
the sheer dreariness of most of the readings by well-known avant-garde 
poets as well as authors who had only recently taken up the pen. What 
is the added value of recitation if the reciter’s ambitions don’t exceed 
the standard, unmarked, unoriginal spoken representation of the writ-
ing on the page? this is not to say that successful recitation requires 
special effects. the human voice itself can captivate an audience—as 
long as it energizes what it has to say, recreating it at the moment of 
recitation rather than delivering it like a perfunctory classroom assign-
ment with eyes glued to the page. if worse comes to worst, painful 
misreadings will reveal that the reciter is mechanically processing the 
writing rather than experiencing the text as living  language.
 although this discontent stems from about twenty years of regular 
recital attendance, i am guilty of generalization here. Festivals in Chi-
na and elsewhere also feature reciters whose individual styles punctu-

3 Van Crevel 2003c and 2005, yan jun 2006a.
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more than writing, as we speak 473

ate the dreariness. and to be sure, there were favorable exceptions at 
pku in 2007. one was hu Xudong, who has been known to read 
in his native sichuanese to considerable effect. his easy manner on 
stage and his articulate, well-timed, humorous delivery ensured that 
there was more in it for the audience than the ritual confirmation-by-
polite-applause of the poet’s authorship of texts read out in otherwise 
unremarkable ways. in hu’s case, the only drawback is that he is so 
easy on stage that the stories he tells about his poetry come danger-
ously close to being longer than the poetry itself. a second exception 
was yan jun, who had less technical-artistic support than during the 
thinker Café reading—just one laptop computer, which he operated 
himself—but managed to keep the audience spellbound nonetheless. 
he did so through a combination of effective lighting, computer-
generated soundscapes and a repetitive reading like that of «against 
Cannot Be against», using two short poems called «january 1st (For 
those Who’ve never seen snow)» (1月1日 [给没见过雪的人], 2007) 
and «February 13th (For those Who’ve never seen rain)» (2月13
日 [给没见过雨的人], 2007). and there are more: the pku festival’s 
2003 edition famously included a reading by Che Qianzi, who is re-
nowned for many unforgettable performances using simpler means 
than audio-visual equipment. Witness, for example, his “reading” at 
the rotterdam poetry international festival in the same year, beauti-
fully documented in one of Victor Vroegindeweij and Daniëlle van 
ark’s Camera poetica film clips on the poetry international Web: this 
qualifies as nothing less than theater, with masterful vocal delivery.4

 the bigger picture here may be that of “event” (活动) settings, which 
are quickly gaining in importance in socio-cultural life in China. in his 
work on poetry recitation john Crespi characterizes the “event” as a 
decentralized and highly autonomous practice that has superseded the 
centralized, orchestrated political movement (运动). he views its rise 
and current ubiquity as nothing less than a reorganization of public 
life that is taking place in tandem with the state’s deliberate promotion 
of the cultural economy (文化经济).5 poetry recitation in whatever 
form constitutes but a tiny fraction of what we may broadly term event 
culture, but it is important to recognize that the evolution of the poetic 
discourse doesn’t take place in isolation.

4 Che 2003.
5 Crespi 2001 and 2007b, Crespi & tsou 2007.
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on that note, just as yan jun combines poetry with soundscapes and 
video, thus making it part of something bigger, it is precisely because 
appreciation of his work doesn’t hinge exclusively on a command of 
Chinese or the availability of translations that for him, uploading a re-
cording of a Chinese-language poetry reading onto his predominantly 
english-language Myspace page is the most natural thing in the world. 
as such, because he crosses boundaries between media and genres 
and because what he does with words involves infinitely more than 
their referential and prosodic functions in one particular linguistic en-
vironment, he is naturally part of globalization, be it in “Chinese” or 
“foreign” settings. or, it is precisely because he operates primarily in 
avant-garde music and sound—which are, on the whole, less incom-
patible with popular culture than poetry—that once what he writes 
becomes part of a full-fledged performance, it is less definitely high art 
than most other avant-garde poetry.
 in chapter one, i noted that the advent of the internet has meant 
vastly more than technical change and that its effects on various as-
pects of the poetry scene may make it a landmark for literary-historical 
periodization; and that online developments have an interface with 
multimedial poetry performance that is crying out to be further ex-
plored. More generally, one side of the poetic discourse that this final 
case study highlights is the breakdown or at least the increasing po-
rousness of compartmentalization between poetry and other arts, the 
Chinese and the foreign, the high and the low, and so on.

*

this doesn’t mean that the “old thing” is going to disappear. “Mere” 
writing isn’t an old thing in any bad sense, and we should have plenty 
more of it. What it does mean is that the poetic discourse that has been 
the subject of this book will likely be opening up in new ways, as it con-
tinues to move through a rapidly changing cultural landscape—and 
that it is, quite literally, evolving as we speak.
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