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The Last Emporium: Verse and Cultural Space

Ackbar Abbas

1

Living in interesting times, as the old Chingse adage tells us, is a dubious
advantage. Interesting times are periods of violent transitions and uncer-
tainty. People in Hong Kong, faced with the prospect of 1997, clearly live
in interesting times. This essay is an invitation to think through some of
the manifold relations between a text and the cultural space in which it
is produced. The text is a volume of translations of some forty poems by
the Hong Kong writer Leung Ping-kwan (better known under his pen
name Ye 5i) rendered into English verse by the American poet Gordon
T. Osing. The cultural space is that structure of incompatibilities called
Hong Kong, the “Last Emporium” of British colonialism, a heteroclite
space made up of different speeds and times; a space particularly resist-
ant to linear or chronological modes of representation.

Evoking the cultural space of Hong Kong through a volume of verse
may seem a little perverse, because there is hardly a large audience for
poetry in this still-British colony. There is no equivalent to a figure like
Beidao here—for better or for worse. So a preliminary question to ask
is: how much of the Hong Kong situation can poetry, and specifically
Leung’s poetry, represent? There are a few points to consider when we try
to answer this question:

(a) Hong Kong as a specific cultural identity, worth studying in terms
of itself, is (perhaps surprisingly) a relatively new idea. In the past,
all stories about Hong Kong tended to turn into stories about some-
where else—China, Taiwan, the West; as if there were not enough
local substance to merit attention. It was only after Margaret
Thatcher’s visit to China, and even more so after Tiananmen, that



(b)

(c)
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people started talking more about Hong Kong as a unique cultural
entity—in line with Walter Benjamin’s dictum that only that which
is about to disappear becomes an image. It is as if both locals and
expatriates were suffering for a long time from what Sigmund Freud
called “reverse hallucination” As hallucination means seeing what
is not there, so reverse hallucination means not seeing what is
there. What is experienced in this reverse hallucinatory space then
is a kind of dis-appearance: it gives us a reality that is not so much
hidden as purloined; and a sense of the uncanny that is not so much
of the order of the déja vu as it is of the order of what we might call
the déja disparu. What I am trying to describe here are some of the
elusive co-ordinates of a colonial space in the process of changing:
toward what, remains to be seen.

A second observation concerns Hong Kong’s famous “energy and
vitality” This energy, it is important to note, can be directly related
to the fact that this is a city of transients—and staying for five weeks
or fifty years makes little difference. The city is not so much a place
as a space of transit. It has always been, and will perhaps always be,
a port in the most literal sense: a doorway, a point in-between. A
city that used to be located at the intersections of different spaces,
it will increasingly be located (as if to prove Paul Virilios thesis
for him) at the intersections of different times or speeds. There are
already signs of this happening. It is not by accident that the largest
current project is the proposed construction of the new airport on
Lantau, one of Hong Kong’s outlying islands. When completed, the
airport will be a kind of city within a city, but a city without citizens,
a semiotic or informational city populated by travelers and service
personnel. The other side then of the tourist image of Hong Kong as
junks—in-the-fragrant-harbor is this port-mentality I am trying to
sketch out: for whom everything is provisional, ad hog; for whom
everything floats—currencies, values, human relations—in a kind of
unconscious parody of a perfect post-structuralist dream.

There is another observation about Hong Kong’s energy and vitality
that could be related to what Td like to call decadence—a useful
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concept once it is shorn of all moralistic and fin-de-siécle overtones.
The energy here is an energy that gets very largely channeled into
one direction. One of the effects of a very efficient colonial admin-
istration is that it provides almost no outlet for political idealism
(until perhaps quite recently); as a result, most of the energy is
directed toward the economic sphere. Historical imagination, the
citizens' belief that they might have a hand in shaping their own
history—this gets replaced by speculation on the property or stock
markets, or by an obsession with fashion or consumerism. If you
cannot choose your political leaders, you can at least choose your
own clothes, We find therefore not an atmosphere of doom and
gloom, but the more paradoxical phenomenon of doom and boom:
the more frustrated or blocked the aspirations to “democracy” are,
the more the market booms. By the same logic, the only form of
political idealism that has a chance is that which can go together
with economic self-interest, when “freedom” for example could be
made synonymous with the “free market” This, I believe, is how
one can understand the unprecedented mass demonstrations over
the Tiananmen Massacre by the hundreds of thousands of the
middle-class who have never before marched in the streets. June
1989 in Hong Kong was a rare moment when economic self-interest
could so easily misrecognize itself as political idealism. There was
genuine emotion and outrage to be sure, which does not preclude
the possibility that many of the marchers were moved by how much
they were moved. In any event, the patriotic fervor in most cases
was short-lived and without political outcome. In the aftermath to
Tiananmen, amazingly complacent bumper-stickers appeared for a
while in the automobiles of the bourgeoisie, which read: “Motoring
in dignity, for freedom and democracy”” If the situation I have been
describing can be called decadent, it is not decadent in the sense of
decline (because we see what looks like progress everywhere), but in
the sense of a one-dimensional development in a closed field.

A final observation concerns the passing of sovereignty back into
the hands of China. The end of British rule, it should be obvious,
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will not mean the end of colonial rule, a simple return of Chinese
territory to the Chinese. Whatever Hong Kong used to be like in the
nineteenth century, it has since become a very different entity. It is
not true, as some may wish to think, that if you scratch the surface
of a Hong Kong person you will find a Chinese identity waiting to
be reborn: history has seen to that. The Hong Kong person is now
a bird of a different feather, a kind of Maltese Falcon. So when sov-
ereignty reverts to China, we may expect to find another colonial
situation, but with an important historical twist: where the colonized
state, while politically subordinate, is in many crucial respects nof in
a dependent subaltern position, but is in fact more advanced—in
terms of education, technology, access to international networks,
and so forth—than the colonizing state. This may well be a situation
unprecedented in the history of colonialism, and it might justify the
use of the term post-coloniality in a special sense: a postcolonial-
ity that precedes decolonization. Some foreshadowings are already
evident in Hong Kong’s present relation to Britain: it is the Hong
Kong and Shanghai Bank that has recently taken over the British
Midlands Bank and not vice versa. As for China, administering
the Hong Kong “special economic zone” after 1997 may be for the
Chinese authorities a little like handling a gadget from the future.
For example, one of the hiccups about the new airport, besides the
huge cost, is anxiety on the Chinese side about whether they will be
able to handle the extreme high-tech sophistication of the project.
The historical ironies will only become more accentuated as China
continues on its reformist course, as it looks likely to do, making the
formula of “one country, two systems” so much easier to dismantle:
what we will find will not be two systems (socialist, capitalist), but
one system at different stages of development; a difference in times
and speeds.

From these observations about the heterogeneous cultural space of
Hong Kong, I come back to the question: how representative are Leung's
poems? And the answer I want to suggest is that Leung’s poetry cannot
and does not wish to make any claims to be representative, “to speak
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for Hong Kong” These forty poems are not a microcosm of Hong Kong
society; they do not give us the history of Hong Kong in nuce. The easy
assumption of a homogeneous social space that would allow a part to
represent the whole—such an assumption is never made. As Leung tells
us in the piece entitled “An Old Colonial Building” (which also happens
to be the Main Building of the University of Hong Kong), his words are
not uttered from a strong position of centrality, “amidst the buildings of
chrome and glass,” but from the sidelines, on the margins, in relation to a
minor detail of structure, “beside / a circular pond riddled with patterns
of moving signs” However, relinquishmen of the claim to be representa-
tive is not as limiting as it seems, nor is it simply a form of modesty. In
historical context, it is more a mark of integrity and a tactic than a limita-
tion, especially when we see it in relation to a situation where group after
group is now coming forward to make the claim, more often than not in
bad metaphors and with varying degrees off credibility, to represent the
interests of Hong Kong. As Leung puts it in “Bittermelon,” where this
wrinkled and ordinary local vegetable becomes an emblem of what is
involved in writing poetry in Hong Kong:

The loudest song’s not necessarily passionate;
the bitterest pain stays in the heart.

In the rows of flowery, tiresome singing
you persist in your own key.

In these shaken times, who more than you holds
in the wind, our bittermelon, steadily facing
worlds of confused bees and butterflies and a garden gone wild.

This is not poetry as subjective self-expression, nor is it poetry that
“reflects” an objective reality; it is not even in any obvious way a poetry
of critical opposition. Rather, like the bittermelon, what the Hong Kong
poet gives us through a kind of quiet persistence are the real but non-
objective indices of disappearance. Thus in not speaking for Hong Kong
in any programmatic way, Leung's work registers much more forcefully
the fractures and sutures of a society in the process of mutation. In not
speaking for Hong Kong, he is able to show how problematic the issues
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of citizenship, community, and identity still are and how far we are from
a consensus about these things.

2

There is in Leung’s poetry a particular kind of violence that is well caught
in some lines by Lucretius that the film-maker Michelangelo Antonioni
likes to quote: “Nothing appears as it should in a world where nothing is
certain. The only certain thing is the existence of a secret violence that
makes everything uncertain” What strikes me as suggestive here is the
idea of a “secret violence™ a muted violence, violence with the sound
track turned off, as it were. This is not the violence that we get in mod-
ernist literature (even though Leung is himself a student of modernism),
which in Charles Baudelaire or T. S. Eliot or Lu Xun foregrounds the
shock experience that results from a kind of psychic overload of the
human sensorium. It is certainly not the heavily coded violence that we
see so much of in Hong Kong cinema and television, with the expected
thuds in the expected places. Nor is it like the recodings of violence that
we find in the films of Brian de Palma or David Lynch. There is very little
that is overtly violent in Leung’s work, which in its choice of language,
form, and subject matter usually projects a matte, non-sensational,
ordinary quality. But this is because it is not the violence of appearance
that Leung gives us, but of dis-appearance and indiscernibilities.

Take the opening poem of the volume “At the North Point Car
Ferry., which seems an exception in that it makes use of sequences of
surreal images that turn the familiar sights of Hong Kong into a post-
apocalyptic landscape. The last part of the poem reads as follows:

Up close to the body of the sea

her rainbows were oilslicks.

The images of the skyscrapers

were staggering giants on the waves.

We came through cold daylight to get here,
following a trail of broken glass.

The last roadsigns pointed to rusty drums,
everything smelling of smoke and burned rubber,
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though we couldn't see fire anywhere.
In the narrow shelter of the flyover,
cars and their people waited a turn to go over.

Leung’s poem reminds us a little of Jean-Luc Godard’s film Week-end
(1967) where a bourgeois couple’s casual weekend trip in a motorcar
becomes a catastrophe, and where long queues of automobiles jammed
on the highways serve as metaphor for capitalist society choking itself
in overproduction and the pursuit of pleasure. But the comparison only
underlines a difference that comes out in the last two lines: unlike in
Godard’s film, which ends up strewn with dead and mutilated bodies,
here no catastrophe real or imaginary has taken place. The imaginings
of disaster last a moment, after which things just go on as “cars and their
people waited a turn to go over” But this is the point: that things can just
go on, that no breakdown has actually taken place, that the system can
perpetuate itself: that is the catastrophe, the “secret violence;” which also
means that all apocalypses are now, to use Tadeusz Konwicki’s thoughtful
phrase, minor apocalypses.

The violence of Leung’s poetry then is keyed in the minor mode:
minor in the sense that things do not add up, not even into a catastro-
phe. What for example could be more catastrophic than the Tiananmen
Massacre which has all the ingredients of a major and tragic historical
event, after which nothing could be the same anymore? Yet this does not
entirely preclude the event from being appropriated and turned into a
world historical soap opera. Leung has three poems about Tiananmen,
a contemporary triptych which, when they are seen together, show well
how the minor mode operates. These poems, it seems to me, can be read
to be as much about Tiananmen as they are about the highly overdeter-
mined Hong Kong response to the event. Through the use of a simple
metaphor, that of furnishing a home, the poems allow us to follow the
changing attitudes to Tiananmen. The first poem “In the Great Square”
begins quietly with homely images of spring cleaning (*Wed begun
again housecleaning, sorting importances”), which reveal how ram-
shackle the house has become, and ends by registering the sudden
physical and psychic shock of the event:
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At midnight, pandemonium! We only wanted to change a few things,
to draw the curtain over that blemished picture —
wild sands scattered our signs, thunder blasted our tables and chairs.

In the second poem, “Broken Home,” the event is still fresh in the mind
but it has already receded a little into historical distance. The tone now is
more reflective and the emphasis is placed not on the moment of shock
but on the after-shock, and the growing perception of betrayal:

You say it was always a temporary home, we can build another.
Sure we can, our own hearts are the furniture.

The earth shakes and spirits are shattered like glass, broken like flower pots.
I bend down to lift you from the trampled ground

but find you and your promises of rebuilding a home with me
can't stand up.

The second to the last poem, “Refurnishing,” is shaped like a kind of post-
script to Tiananmen; or more precisely, it shows us how a post-scripting
or rewriting of history has been carried out. The same metaphor of
housecleaning is used, but it connotes something else now, as it is the
authorities who do the “cleaning up™:

They cleaned the floors till they shone like trackless water;
they soaped away the smells of cutlery, until
nothing had happened; the last smoke went up the ventilators.

Instead of brute force, what the authorities now use is the power of
images (what Roland Barthes used to call “mythologies”):

It could not have been a better year, really,

what with the best vegetables in the markets, undeniable images;
the nubby cucumbers, the plump new kidney beans won't allow
insidious interpretations. . . .

And the result? A restoration of old stabilities to blot out popular
memory:

The great old furniture, hauled into the parlor, is History,
solidly in place today . . .
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This is not a poetry of protest or indignation: it is worse. By mixing a
kind of quiet mimicry of official reasoning with indirect commentary,
the poem traces the processes of appropriation and recontainment as
they take place. And one of the questions it raises is the following—which
is more violent: the brutal, highly visible, repression—or the insidiously
subtle control through images? '

Such a question has clearly a local address as well, because it is this
latter, more subtle, violence that Leung projects in his poetic texts on
Hong Kong. For example, in a poem entitled “Images of Hong Kong,’
he enumerates some of the contradictions that play such a large part in
the daily life of the city, like the man “who studied anarchism in France

and came home / to work for ‘Playboy, then ‘Capital[,]” or the “Beijing

journalist who became / an expert on pets and pornography under capi-
talism.” These contradictions go largely unnoticed because of the many
resources of recontainment that are readily available here, like the irenics
of the mass media for example:

One has only to push buttons to change pictures
to get in on so many trends one can't even think,
too much trivia and so many places and stories
one can't switch identities fast enough. . ..

The danger then is of history too, at least our sense of it, being flattened
out into

... a montage of images,
of paper, collectibles, plastic, fibres,
laser discs, buttons. . ..

— which is like a form of schizophrenia.

What I am calling Leung’s minor mode can be related to his choice
of subject matter, with its fondness for banal and seemingly unpromis-
ing subjects. One of the four sections of the volume is devoted entirely
to “Things,” where Leung writes about paintings and papayas, potted
plants and pears, Chinese bittermelons and pomegranates. If the large
themes of life and destiny have been taken over by local soap operas,
and discussions of pressing political issues have been pre-empted by

51




Introduction to the 1992 Edition

professional politicians, there are still the small subjects and objects left
and these will have to serve. The minor mode can be even more clearly
related to Leung’s language, with its insistence on the ordinary, its avoid-
ance of bravura and rhetoric, its underplaying of the sensational. There
is very little verbal irony in Leung’s style, no line that describes how the
world ends not with a bang but with a whimper; generally speaking, such
verbal irony simply tries to overcome at the verbal level what cannot be
overcome at the level of social life. On the other hand, there is a great
deal of historical irony which places things without resorting to verbal
accentuation. It is as if Leung were intent in his “Things” poems to let
objects themselves speak without the distortions of language, as in the
poem “Papaya”™

I have your words, that you put down on paper,

but nothing at hand to return, so I write down

papaya. I cut one open: so many
dark points, so many undefined Hrmnmm.

However, this is not to be sure an attempt to bypass language altogether,
which would be a disingenuous enterprise. Rather it is a use of language
which implies the taking of what we can only call a political stand: this
ordinary language does not come on strong, insofar as a strong language
implies belief that one is speaking for the right and the true; it is a “weak”
language in its refusal to categorize, to reduce others to a mere object of
one’s own conception, i.e. to a cliché. For example, addressing some local
flame trees while riding in a double-decker bus, Leung writes:

I'suppose it's impossible to see you as youd like,

the way another flowering tree would see you.

I stick my head out for a really good look

so I can be sure of how your flowers differ from others.
You shake your head as if to say: “cliché after cliché!”

It is possible to see in the subdued intimations and projections of so
much covert violence in Leung’s poetry an allegory of a new kind of
colonial space, a space I have called decadent. The decadent in this
sense is what reduces choice, forecloses options, blocks exit. A poem like
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“Lucky Draw” catches well this decadent ethos of the “last emporium,’
with all its tacit assumptions; what Leung describes here is not only the
local passion for acquisition, but also and more frighteningly the inabil-
ity to imagine any other alternative:

People carry off their winnings

and hurry to hide them.

I am still here, walking slowly.
Goodbye, sir.

Goodbye,

madam.

I shout from behind, -
goodbye,

pumpkin and corn,

take care not to trip

carrying so many things walking.

But they think I am trying to catch up
and walk all the faster.

The question I want to raise now is how in a decadent situation, another
voice could be introduced—a de-cadence shall we say, a dissonance.
What T am raising is the possibility of the emergence of a postcolonial
sensibility, and a question about what such a sensibility might be.

3

Given the very complex historical conditions of Hong Kong, some of
which have been alluded to in the above, the postcolonial does not imply
the decisive leaving behind of the colonial heritage like a style of clothing
that can simply be put on or discarded. When Leung in his poem “In
Fabric Alley” refers to the clothing material we can buy in this famous
Hong Kong street —

... the thin, transhucent silk,

the cotton that drags its touch in the fingers, the coarse
wool that alters a growing body, the provocations

in the toes of shoes, the seductions in collars.

— he is also alluding to the way in which a whole political system has
bequeathed to us the socio-economic fabric of our lives. It is not a
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question of throwing away the fabric which has so much of our lives
interwoven in it, but of asking

How to go about tailoring something new,
to make it so it wears the body well?

Interestingly enough, one of the best commentaries on this poem is
provided by a recent story about a Hong Kong tailor. The tailor in
question is the appointed uniform-maker to government house. On the
imminent arrival of the new governor, Chris Patten, he very enterpris-
ingly ordered expensive supplies of gold braid and rare birds’ feathers in
anticipation of a request to make the traditional gubernatorial uniform.
But then the new governor decides to break with sartorial tradition and
chooses a simple business suit instead. The tailor is out of pocket and
in his frustration has even hinted at suing the government. The joke
though is on him. What he cannot see is that while it may be the same
colonial body that is still ruling Hong Kong, it now wears a new style of
clothes; and dealing with such discontinuities within apparent continuities
requires as ante “tailoring something new.’

The emergence of a postcolonial sensibility, as we read it in Leung’s
poetry, is a slow, tentative, uneven emergence, a difficult, messy birth.
Sudden jumps of insight and breakthroughs follow long moments of
blockage but may also be submerged back into them. There is hope in
the thought that when the “blocked places” that the corridors of an old
colonial building lead to are knocked open, we will find “stairs down to
ordinary streets” But at other times it looks as if frustration and pain are
all that are there, and hence the understandable temptation to nostalgia
and simplification, to find solace in the timeless and the eternal. Thus
a “travel” poem like “Mirror Lake” with its main contrast between the
puzzled human souls who live in time:

laughing and not knowing why,
grieved and not knowing why,

and the lake’s mirror face, with its timeless and calm acceptance of the
world, is a trope that comes close to sentimentality, to a simplification
of the historical issues. As if this mirror face were not (if one may be

54

Ackbar Abbas

allowed an obvious Lacanism) a case of the mirror phase, an idealized
image of perfection that might serve as point of orientation; there is no
such lake in Hong Kong or anywhere else in the world. A very different
observation however can be made about some of Leung’s other “travel”
poems (grouped in the last section under the title “Journeys”), where
he shows us that travel does not mean going somewhere else (there is
nowhere else); it implies simply the possibility of a change in direction.
Travel is not relocation as a kind of escape from local problems; rather,
it sharpens our sense of the local and of dislocation. For example, in
“Cloud Travel,” Leung writes:

Clouds are amazing, but you can't live there.
Our plane’s wings harvest

the houses far below,

a mountain chain,
a coast.

Qur old haunts in the city are left way behind

as we enter cloud banks.
Pretty enough, as I say, but no place to live.

Or take “The Moon in La Jolla,” where Leung tries to “translate into a
moon of La Jolla Hong Kong’s moon,” only to find that in this enterprise
translation, like travel, cannot settle for or in the familiar, and neither the
“imagery of Tang poetry” nor the language of Frank O’Hara can quite get
the job done.

We'll sit together over poems;

we'll watch the moon come up over the sea;

we'll be in different places together,

brewing tea and reading Tang poems, spend

our nights in foreign lands the closer together,

the old Tang imagery changed and changing us together.

Postcolonial space then is very much a mixed space, mixed not only
in terms of its historical structures but also in terms of the postcolonial’s
own subjective responses to it. It is marked by the simultaneous presence
of different historical layers and sensibilities anachronistically jostling

one another, and not easy to separate.
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The question then becomes one of how to negotiate this mixed
space, avoiding both complicity with a decadent ethos and the empty
solace of alienation. It would be tempting to read this space as arbitrary,
and so give up all attempts to arbitrate between signs and situations.
Everything then floats and drifts, ending in an eventual drift into indif-
ference. (Is it not such a misreading of poststructuralism that gives it so
much of its political charm?) What we find though in Leung’s best poems
is something more challenging, something that opens up the field not
by stressing the “arbitrariness of signs,” but through a process of what I
would like to call the arbitrage of signs. In a financial context, arbitrage
refers to the profit that could be made by capitalizing on the price dif-
ference between stocks or currencies that exists in different markets. It
involves buying in one market and selling immediately in another. As
such, arbitrage is a pretty single-minded activity. What I want to suggest
though is that something like a transformed mode of arbitrage is at work
in Leung’s writing. To be sure, it is not a question of using differences to
turn a quick profit, but of turning the cultural and historical differentials
that exist in a mixed space to positive use, instead of allowing them to
remain as mere sources of disorientation and confusion.

To illustrate, let me turn first to one of the most striking tropes in
Leung’s poetry, which gives us pairs of objects in a non-reciprocal rela-
tionship to each other, as in “A Pair of Pears “Streetlamp and Tin Leaf?
and “A Bronze Pair” All three poems can be read as affective responses to
a specific cultural situation. “A Bronze Pair” for example describes a pair
of lovers as two bronze statues, and continues as follows:

How often I've leaned to reach you,
caught out in clumsy yearnings,
wishing you to be a world that bears everything,
that frames perfectly my rough edges.

But sometimes you close yourself off completely
in a sealed space I can't enter, when,

through alterations of light I most need your unchanging
face, that, in ultimate longing, I imagine I see,
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There is more to this image of lovers in the process of being transformed
from organic to metallic forms than the romantic topos of unrealisable
passion (c.f. “Ode on a Grecian Urn” [by John Keats, 1820] or Tristan
and Isolde [Tristan und Isolde by Richard Wagner, 1865]). Through an
affective relation, Leung shows us something about social relations: how
positions, like that of “lovers,” no longer correspond to what they used
to be, and can be represented only as a structure of transformation or
mutation, from the organic to the metallic; and the unfamiliarity of the
new (metallic) form indicates that there is a cognitive jump to be made
across the gaps of representation. Moreover, this jump cannot be made
swiftly or smoothly or without interference; hence the experience of
others or of the world or of history is marked by a delay; a numb affective
non-reciprocal moment, a hysteresis. Nevertheless, history as hysteresis is
still history, and the numbness of affect is at least not an absence of affect,
but a kind of pause, a regrouping of energy.

Arbitrage then, in the sense I am giving the term, might be defined
as the ability to find movements and discrepancies in a situation that
seems to be fatal and foreclosed; the ability, to put it another way, to see
the humor even of a deadly situation. It is not to be sure humor of the
self-conscious intellectual kind associated with irony, or even gallows
humor. What Leung admires in other poets is the talent to laugh, to
male light of a serious situation; which is to say, the ability to change the
level of discourse. (As Benjamin once said, convulsion of the diaphragm
usually provides more opportunity for thought than convulsion of the
soul.) Thus in a poem like “At the Temple of the Three Su’s,” he visits the
temple in China dedicated to the great poet Su Dongpo, and imagines
a conversation with him over food and drink. The temple has become
something of a tourist attraction, threatened with being turned into
kitsch and used as an object of political propaganda. Leung, playing the
Frankfurt School cultural critic, asks some very earnest questions about
culture and politics, and imagines Su Dongpo’s reply:

... I may ask you
about your statue out front. Does it meet too neatly current
fashions in politics? And what about the common calligraphies and
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paintings

billboarding your life? I see—you don't care even to respond.

I'm another out-of-towner with nitpicking questions; you smile as if to say,
“Whod have thought in the past’s most dismal Double Ninth Festival

wed come to see, you and I, such pleasant days to drink.”

This humor neither is indifference nor is it political abstentionism. It is
rather a refusal to answer tendentiousness with a tendentiousness of one’s
own, It is the same quality that Leung admires in Bertolt Brecht (hardly
an example of non-commitment) whom he describes as someone who is
very careful not to turn life into a doctrine, not even a heretical doctrine:

You were Puritan to no heresy, living with such ordinariness.
Hundreds of human demons you received in relative calm.!

Leung’s own best work has the same kind of sly humor that he values
so much in other writers. One of the best examples is a set of poems
that are disarmingly called “Lotus Leaves” (some of which are included
in the first section called “Images of Hong Kong”). The title might lead
one to expect a series of elegant exercises in verbal genre painting. Leung
quite deliberately chooses a minor form to give us his most thoughtful
reflections on marginality, postcoloniality, and the linguistic and cultural
problems facing the Hong Kong writer. Usually the purpose of writing in
a recognizable genre is to let the reader know what to expect, to delimit a
certain field. In his “Lotus” poems however Leung uses genre to explore
and displace the limits of a field, the lotus leaf in each poem function-
ing like a different thought emblem. Thus in “The Leaf on the Edge,” he
reflects on the problematic nature of working in a milieu which is not at
the cultural center of things:

... On the edge,
I'm nowhere in particular, a smoke-signal in a sandstorm,
a border legend, a plotless detail in the weeds of history.

The emphasis however always falls on the possibilities and challenges of
working on the margins. Postcoloniality begins when subjects cease to
feel that they need to apologize for their lives just because they differ
from more centrally placed others:

58

Ackbar Abbas

Please don't make an imperial scene, or shout

anthems to the down-pours; don't pretend, with the breezes,
to grant us our ditties. Have you ever noted a marginal leaf,
observed the veins converging like noisy streets,

that challenge your blueprints’ rectangles? . ..

Beneath the winds’ quarrels, a hidden song needs other listening.

What Leung calls “other listening” is what I have tried to suggest by the
term de-cadence. Poems like these, in their quietly achieved imaginings,
manage to negotiate the built-in violence of-Hong Kong life. Something
like a distinct sensibility begins to emerge from dis-appearance. From
this point onwards it is perhaps more than a pious hope to believe that
genuinely innovative work could be done. Even here.

The next step, hopefully, is to gain some kind of recognition for this
emergence. Including a measure of self-recognition.

Notes

1. See Leung’s poem “Brecht-haus, Berlin.”
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