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ABSTRACT: Everyday life is a central theme of Hong Kong poetry.
Many Hong Kong poets use the quotidian as a starting point for the
exploration of history and alternative imaginings. This mundane focus,
unlike the colonial dreamscape of Hong Kong as an economic miracle,
allows writers to reflect upon Hong Kong as a post-colonial and global
space. The Hong Kong writer Natalia Chan examines the complex na-
ture of everyday life within the space of the global and post-colonial
city. Chan’s poems deal with the essence of everydayness and use com-
modities to conjure up the vivacity of the urbanscape of Hong Kong.
Unlike the political and economic discourse that is usually used to define
Hong Kong, Chan’s work portrays Hong Kong as a city that offers the
possibility of daily re-creation against the background of history. In this
article, we will examine Chan’s use of the circulation of commodities
in the global world and explore the way fashion becomes a point where
high and popular culture, private and public domains, and local and
global interests clash, negotiate, and fertilize each other. Chan’s works do
not conform to the economic and prosperity discourse that has repressed
Hong Kong; rather, she guides her readers to re-experience the everyday-
ness of routines, to celebrate alternate ways of understanding the urbans-
cape, and to open themselves to the potentialities of art and the everyday.

Introduction

Everyday life is a central theme of Hong Kong poetry. Many Hong
Kong poets use the quotidian as a starting point for the exploration of
history and alternative imaginings. Since the 1970s, Hong Kong writers
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have explored the specificities of local culture by looking at an ordinary
day. This mundane focus, unlike the colonial dreamscape of Hong Kong
as an economic miracle, allows writers to reflect upon Hong Kong as a
post-colonial and global city.

This idea of everyday life, however, is written against a backdrop of
danger and anxiety. Since the signing of the Sino-British Joint Declara-
tion between Britain and the People’s Republic of China (hereafter PRC),
Hong Kong has remained under the cloud of a generalized anxiety,
caught in a perpetual act of ending (its official colonial history), transition
(from former colony to Special Administrative Region), and return (to the
motherland). The development of Hong Kong from a fishing village to a
modern city has rendered it a unique space that cannot be easily subsumed
in the national discourse (Chan 1995, 3). Though Hong Kong is often
marginalized and its culture dismissed, its unique situation has been cher-
ished by many well-established poets such as Ping-kwan Leung (3#),
Yip Fai (3£}i), and Natalia Siu-hung Chan (B241). They recuperate the
space of everyday life to illuminate Hong Kong’s unusual culture and its
complex relationship with both Chinese and Western culture.

The space of everyday life, to these poets, is double-coded. Its rou-
tines have become an “historical optic” through which the larger history
can be registered. In the case of Hong Kong, this historical optic allows
us to understand the city apart from its metropolitan outlook and de-
velopmental grand narrative, and to see how memories, emotions, and
locales are interwoven and shaped by history. Reciprocally, the poetics of
everyday life urge a transvaluation where reality can be critiqued and its
values judged.

The Hong Kong writer Natalia Chan, better known by her pen names
Luo Feng and Lok Fung (7&#l), explores the dislocations caused by bor-
der-crossing, colonialism, globalization, and disruptive socio-political
changes. Chan examines the complex nature of everyday life within the
space of the global and post-colonial city. To date, she has published three
volumes of poetry, Distance (FREE1988), Missed Encounter ($5:1997),
and the award-winning 7he Flying Coffin (FRKFERF2007). As winner of
the prestigious Biannual Hong Kong Literary Prize in 2007, 7he Flying
Coffin has attracted a great deal of critical attention in the local literary
community. Scholars and critics observe that Chan is able to navigate
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freely between the classic and the popular and between logic and emo-
tion to establish her own unique poetic style. 7he Flying Coffin consists
of five sections: “Romantic Network,” “Deconstructing Romance,” “A
Skier’s Discourse,” “City: Life and Death,” and “California Dreaming.”
The 52 poems, written over the course of more than a decade, explore
the nature of love and gender in the context of everyday life. With a
remarkable sense of humour and keen observation, she “translates” the
mundane quality of everyday life into vivid alternative images. By break-
ing down the dichotomies between high and popular culture, male and
female perspectives, the private and the public, and the local and the
global, she presents the various competing voices of women immersed in
the tensions of everyday life. Chan encourages the reader to use everyday
occurrences as a means of reflecting on the pressing problems of Hong
Kong and other global cities.

The quotidian in Flying Coffin is framed by historical moments, the
moments often understood to be the critical moments in Hong Kong’s
history between 1997 and 2003. For most citizens of Hong Kong, these
events were critical because of their magnitude, their scope, and their
destructiveness. From Hong Kong’s official reunification with the moth-
erland in 1997 to the Asian economic crisis and the outbreak of severe
acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) in 2003, the disillusionment of the
Hong Kong people has deepened: their high hopes for political inde-
pendence and economic prosperity have been dashed. These historical
events have heightened the self-awareness of Hong Kong citizens: they
have been required to examine their identity in a national and global con-
text, and to readjust their expectations for the future. Chan has described
Hong Kong as a city “on the edge of time,” even after the 1997 handover.
The Hong Kong people have had to find a way of dealing with the effects
of globalization and to come to terms with the new relationship with
the motherland. They remain at the margins in order “to keep a critical
distance, to be indifferent, and avoid being indulged in or obsessed by the
illusory glamour of the city” (Chan 2002, 3). Chan refrains from describ-
ing critical events directly; rather, she observes the mundane activities
that register their impact. To show how Chan reveals the resonance of the
everyday, this paper will mainly focus on five poems from Flying Coffin,
written between 1998 and 2004.
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In his analysis of everydayness in Japan, Harootunian reflects on West-
ern modernity and its transvaluation in the Asian context. He maintains
that the boredom and routine of a capitalist lifestyle cannot suppress the
potential of the everyday. Instead, the materiality of the everyday “was
called to stand in as the microcosm for the macrocosmic everyday world”
(Harootunian 2000, 89). To Walter Benjamin, the microcosm of the eve-
ryday challenges the progressive, repetitive, and linear time that defines
modernity. It shows “the everyday world as alienation brought on by rou-
tine yet still filled with possibility, the difference in the same” (Harootunian
2000, 107). The everyday could well be the site of “profane illumination.”
Chan’s poems similarly focus on material conditions, though she does not
take the clichéd view of Hong Kong as the product of economic success.
Instead, she sees in the city’s economic activities an encapsulation of its
liveliness and its colonial history, which can be transformative. The world
of commodities is not necessarily evil and oppressive: it can be perceived
as the site where the essence of Hong Kong—its vibrancy and agency—
can best be appreciated. Fashion, from this point of view, is the transitory
reflection of the material world that is often condemned as perpetuating
unfulfilled desire. Chan sees fashion as a phenomenon that links affect, ob-
jects, body, and the city, and encourages a larger historical perspective. She
not only elevates fashion’s lowly status but also relocates poetry as a means
of challenging the grand narrative. In her works, fashion, commodities,
and everydayness “serve as a historical optic to widen our understanding of
the processes of modernity” (Harootunian 2000, 4).

Chan’s poems deal with the essence of everydayness and use com-
modities to conjure up the vivacity of the urbanscape of Hong Kong. The
commodities depicted in Chan’s works represent much more than mere
consumer products. Unlike the political and economic discourse that is
usually used to define Hong Kong, Chan’s work portrays Hong Kong as a
city that offers the possibility of daily re-creation against the background
of history. In the following sections, we will show how Chan’s work devi-
ates from the dominant discourse of Hong Kong story and will examine
her use of the circulation of commodities in a global economy. Finally,
we will explore the way fashion becomes a point where high and popu-
lar culture, private and public domains, and local and global interests
clash, negotiate, and cross-fertilize. Chan’s works do not conform to the
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economic and prosperity discourse that has repressed Hong Kong; rather,
she guides her readers to re-experience the everydayness of routines, to
celebrate alternate ways of understanding the urbanscape, and to open
themselves to the potentialities of art and the everyday.

Poetry as Minor Tale: A Gendered Perspective

What strikes readers of Chan and what distinguishes her from other
equally renowned Hong Kong poets such as Ping-kwan Leung or Wai-
tong Liu (B{&%£) who share her concern with the quotidian is her pref-
erence for the “minor mode.” “Minor,” in its original musical sense, refers
to the interval “less by a semitone than the equivalent major interval”
(Oxford Dictionary). “Minor,” in the case of Chan, refers to her inten-
tion to refrain from directly portraying major critical events in her po-
ems. Her focus is on the “semitone,” the tone that often evokes sadness
and pensiveness. Rather than making judgements on the place where she
grew up, her poems challenge fixed ideas and ideologies about the way
the urban space of Hong Kong should be understood. Her lack of a grand
narrative and her focus on affect and feelings are both suggestive of the
minor mode. Minor tales are critical because they are in danger of being
overlooked. In Chan’s poems, the persona’s relation to the city is close to
that of the flineur as described by Baudelaire. By dwelling on the routines
of the urban residents—their commutes on public transport, their trips
to the mall— Chan presents the mundane with a kind of freshness. Like
the flaneur’s wanderings, the experiences depicted in her poems must be
understood as “part of a politics of strolling which relate these experi-
ences with the cultural apparatus™ (Patezold 2000, 216). While Chan
shares with her contemporaries an interest in the fresh and new, her per-
sonae do not cut themselves off from the past. For Chan, a new and fresh
perspective can only be generated from a conscious reflection on Hong
Kong's colonial history and a refusal to accept the dominant discourse.
A gendered point of view, one that focuses on the minor, would enable
such a nuanced perspective.

Feelings and emotions are often categorized as personal, subjective,
and unimportant; their fate is to be marginalized, neglected, and buried.
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Minor tales are critical because they escape rationalization and resist cat-
egorization. Feelings and sentiments are fragmented and incoherent. The
fact that they are not easy to understand or to rationalize is what makes
them attractive to Chan. The urban space of Hong Kong similarly can-
not be coherently presented or represented, and Chan refuses to impose a
coherent pattern. The fragmented feelings in a minor tale accurately rep-
resent the condition of Hong Kong. Our neglected feelings and memo-
ries must come to the forefront because they provide us with our picture
of, and affection for, the city. The five sections of Flying Coffin return
to the themes of love, relationships, Hong Kong’s future, and the alien-
ated sense of being away from home. Chan presents, in this unique way,
the multiple and heterogeneous perspectives that define a city. She looks
at the way commodities produced gendered sentiments and reflect the
physical existence of Hong Kong’s urbanscape. For example, in “In My
Days of Whitening,” the persona refrains from meeting people because
of her skin-whitening treatment. At the surface level, skin-whitening
products are agents of women’s beautification, yet the poem appropriates
them as a means of marking the passage of time:

Because of my passionate love

I am allergic to black spots

This is a kind of relationship

That ages with time

Penetrating further into the inner layer

It cannot be removed with the sea-extracted exfoliating scrub
It is a lifelong memory

That can never be removed'

The passionate quest for beauty may represent a stereotypical gen-
dered view, but the poem is about more than the function of commodi-
ties. Black spots are used as metaphors for the dark periods of life; the
lament for days gone by stresses the contrast between the surface level
(both the surface of the skin and the surface level of the poem) and the
latent (the consciousness of time passing). People in the city interact with
commodities on a daily basis, but for Chan the material satisfaction is less
significant than the sentiments the commodity can inspire. Rey Chow



FASHION, AFFECT, AND POETRY IN A GLOBAL CITY 99

observes that Hong Kong’s accomplishments are often viewed as a sign of
“deficiency, degeneracy, abnormality, and hence basic inferiority” (1993)
and, therefore, do not provide us with any thoughtful or instructive un-
derstanding of the city. The re-enchantment of commodities is celebrated
by Chan. Rather than treating them as trivial, gendered, or compensa-
tory, Chan uses the commodities to make a space that symbolizes the city
at the present moment.

“Minor” works (those by authors marginalized in their homelands)
can have political and collective importance.” The writing of minor tale
in the form of poetry is itself political. The decision to use poetry as the
platform to unravel the complex relation between the personal and the
collective is a challenge to the common discourse, like the challenge of-
fered by the petit récits @ la Lyotard to the grand narrative. Chan writes
about beauty products in “In My Days of Whitening” and “The Hair-
straightening Lover,” about fashion in “Fashioning Passion” and “The
Lover, My Clothes,” and about public transit in “The Railway Affectiv-
ity.” These ordinary subjects always trigger a more philosophical reflec-
tion on the condition of the city. The alternate way of reading Hong
Kong defamiliarizes the urbanscape. Chan’s poems are all minor tales that
attempt to reveal the complexity of the city and suggest that a gendered
perspective has a particular resonance. Patezold’s observes that “[t]he rap-
idly changing urban scenes require a flexibility and openness with regard
to the readings and rereadings of the symbolic meanings embodied in
the urban space” (2000, 218-219). Like the fléneur strolling around the
markets and historical markers, Chan’s works lead to an awareness of
new images and new readings of the contemporary culture. In Chan’s
case, poetry serves as a creative space of resistance that plays at the bor-
ders between high and low culture and between the sentimental and the
political. Such border skirmishes challenge the common sense and the
dominant (“major”) view.

The Profane Illumination of Fashion and Affective Bodies

While Deleuze and Guattari discuss the political significance of “mi-
nor literature,” Bennett’s examination of “minor tales” focuses on the
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enchantment of objects and the attachment to the non-human. Ben-
nett maintains that the disillusionment of the Enlightenment led to a
tendency to cut off any affection for the world (2001, 4-5). She calls our
attention to the minor tales of the people, the “alter-tale” of the every-
day that allows the world to be “re-enchanted.” Chan’s poems reflect this
view, but they extend Bennett’s scope to include not only objects but also
the urban space and the human body, particularly the female body.

Dress and fashion always have a specific temporal and social place.
Entwistle sees dress as “the visible form of our intention” and maintains
that the body “is not merely a textual entity produced by discursive prac-
tices but is the active and perceptive vehicle of being” (2015, 29). Follow-
ing this line of thought, fashion and its representation is both a means of
attending to one’s body and also an act of actualizing a dialectic between
body and self. Chan’s attention to fashion in her poetry highlights the
interaction between bodily experience and personal perception.

In “Fashioning Passion,” the range of clothes in the boutique do not
simply lure fashionistas to indulge their appetite for novelties but also
create a space where the self is formed. The juxtaposition of internal and
external space suggests a temporal collage of the cultural condition of
Hong Kong, linking the personal with the urban:

This beloved boutique acts as a city in its unsettled climate
Where one seeks solace in one’s own indulgence

At the outset of the poem, the persona is inside the boutique, but her
thoughts transcend its limited space, encompass the larger urban space,
and indulge in the sense of hovering in between. The poem zooms from
interior to exterior: “The smog buildup/ Casts a veiled vision over Vic-
toria Harbor.” The unclear path of the city (and its future) is symbolized
by the smog. Similarly, “The black cat cloaked with a layer of gray dust”
is connected to the persona “Wrapped in the checkered scarf.” This shift
from inner space to an imagined urbanscape and back to personal feel-
ings conveys the lived experience of consumption. If fashion can reflect a
perception of the city, Chan’s poems indicate the indestructible connec-
tion between the circulation of commodities and the destiny of the city.
The poem continues,
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In the nostalgia for trend retro, we realize

No fashion could be outdated

This references to fashion cycles highlights the commodification of
our memories. Hong Kong is considered a place of rampant consumer-
ism. Fashion is ever new and ever same. It is exciting and alluring, but
it can exert a numbing influence that deadens our initiative to challenge
post-colonial conditions. Chan’s poems refuse to conform to or simply
recycle a clichéd picture of Hong Kong:

But our act of forgetting only amplifies the awareness
Caught between the dolman sleeve and the A-line skirt
We can only accede that our complexion be, as fated,
Folded, flattened into strips or grids

For clothes are to be worn and

Nowhere else to be

Clothes become not merely commodities that encourage consump-
tion but a reminder of one’s agency in making conscious choices. The
intention to create an individual fashion style underscores the conscious
mind of the persona. She refuses to be stigmatized as shopaholic, who
consumes for the sake of consumption; instead, she uses fashion trends
as an emblem of a rejection of forgetting. To remember fashion cycles
and individual characteristics can be perceived as an attempt to highlight
one’s responsibility not to be numbed by the commodification of the city.
Consumers are not necessarily passive. To be aware of differences is a con-
scious act of an individual agent that combats forgetting. Chan’s poems
about fashion allow her to repaint the city, to re-imagine the urbanscape
through constant negotiation between the mundane and the creative.

Bennett values the minor because it calls attention to the “magical
sites [that are] already here” (2001, 8). Although Bennett does not state
clearly what magic these sites possess, her notion blurs the dichotomy of
enchantment and disenchantment. The magical sites in Chan’s poetry
are the sites of affect, feelings, and emotions that are created by circum-
stances and that shape the condition of our urban space. While Chan
focuses on the mundane aspects of everyday life and the popular culture
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version of glamour, she also looks at the way memories and identity are
shaped by these cultural narratives, which are often considered unim-
portant. In “The Lover, My Clothes” (translation by Wayne Yeung), the
notion of fashion is again appropriated to conjure up a city that is both
progressive and cyclical. The forces of both backward-looking nostalgia
and forward-looking consumerism, characteristic of post-colonial Hong
Kong, co-exist in the poem. The destiny of the city is reimagined in
surreal temporalities: “What if therere two summer seasons.” It is as
if the persona is asking whether the summer the city was born (July 1,
1997, was the date of the establishment of Hong Kong as PRC’s Special
Administrative Region), with its disputes and internal turmoil, can be
reworked:

What if there’re two summer seasons

So that the fixed deposit of love has a longer maturity

What if lovers are just my clothes

So that I can change the way I miss them like the latest fashion

The poem starts with a strong thirst for stability and sustainability
(the “fixed deposit”), which is immediately pulled back by the force of
swift changes in fashion. This dichotomy reflects the dilemmas that have
trapped Hong Kong people. Hong Kong can be viewed as a gendered
body that has to be dressed up by different imaginations, especially a
consumerist imagination:

Your mind is obscure behind the see-through chiffon dress

While my tassels on the jean become a burdening mess

No paisley prints blow away the green ending of a relationship
The folk embroidered weaves an ageless story too good to be true

The revelation of the persona is mythical, but is quickly demystified
by the following lines: “Clothes and people, once in, now out, / Drag on
a shadow from this year that/ Won't get you admitted to the next fashion
show.” Dwelling in the present is impossible for a city that is premised
on, and celebrated for, its speed. The moment now becomes a prosaic
instant that captures the flow of the city’s fashion industry, a cacophony
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of disputes that define the current condition of the city, and a personal
reflection of an urbanscape produced by metropolitanism. The awaken-
ing promised in Chan’s poetry is one that de-alienates the city and por-
trays it as vibrantly interacting with numerous internal and global forces.
For Chan, there is never a shortage of opportunities for self-reflection.
In this case, the revelation of potentialities and opportunities are already
embedded in the repetitive everyday world. This echoes Benjamin’s “pro-
fane illumination” (1978, 179), a concept that he used to describe the
materialist inspiration of the Surrealists” experience of Parisian urban eve-
ryday life and its new object world (Gordon 1997, 204). In Chan’s case,
the profane illumination can also be applied to the case of post-modern
Hong Kong, where the self-imposed consumerism can be challenged and
re-imagined in poetry. The emotions become a lens through which the
larger historical picture can be registered and witnessed. Rather than fo-
cusing on the “critical moments,” she portrays the way the mundane can
become a magical site, invoking both joy and disappointment, and shap-
ing the world in which we live.

The portrayal of the city is further mediated by the stress on affect in
Chan’s poetry. In his introduction to Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand
Plateaus, Massumi argues that affect is beyond personal feeling. He dis-
tinguishes among feelings, which are personal and biographical (links to
history and experience), emotions, which are social, and affects, which are
“prepersonal” (1987, xvi). The notion of the prepersonal requires some
explanation: it is a moment of unformed and unstructured potential. It
is the body’s way of preparing itself for action in a given circumstance by
adding a quantitative dimension of intensity to the quality of an experi-
ence (1987, xvii). Chan’s poems support Massumi’s view in her choice
of subject matter and in her use of language. Readers would agree that
the subject matter of Chan’s works shows an extraordinary range—from
technological gadgets (computers, cyberspace, TV sets), popular culture
(TV drama, film, music), pets (cats and lizards), to philosophical mean-
dering (life and death, relationships, the city). This collage conveys an
“unformed and unstructured potential” that encourages a different sen-
sibility and hence a new reading of the urban life. In terms of language,
her poems open up a creative space that refuses to be categorized easily.
She plays with language and form, putting advertising slogans, slang, and
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classical Chinese into the mix. These juxtapositions produce various ef-
fects (and affects), which compel readers to re-read her works. The com-
plexity of feelings evoked by her works represents the many-sidedness
of the urban space of Hong Kong. This many-sidedness is also evident
in her depiction of different districts of Hong Kong: Tsim Sha Tsui (a
popular tourist spot), Mongkok (frequented by local shoppers), Central
(downtown business district). By describing the range of activities that
take place in these districts and the various sentiments associated with
people who frequent them (travellers in Tsim Sha Tsui, locals in Mong-
kok, expatriates in Central), Chan is suggesting that the city and people
of Hong Kong are diverse and cannot be pinned down easily.

Another feature of affect that can be noted in Chan’s poetry is the
dynamic shift between “being affected” and “affecting” that occurs in the
relationship of the persona and the object described. One significant fea-
ture of affect is its two-way interaction. When you affect something, you
are at the same time opening yourself up to being affected. This dynamic
of exchanges and interactions is illustrated by the affection for objects.
The objects described in Chan’s works, including clothing, technologies,
and commercial products, are numerous and diversified. In “The Lover,
My Clothes,” the weather, the persona’s outfit, and the events in the city
are all interconnected and mutually affecting: “March mist with spring
rain, putting / A bohemian embroidered blouse on me, / Weaves two
separate cities with the thread of my cuff.” The two cities could be the
real one and the imaginary one. The image may also have a political edge.
The narrator may be referring to the connection between Hong Kong
and its motherland: no matter how different their political and economic
systems are, history has linked them together, just as textiles are woven
together. And again, this reminds us that the poem’s intention to re-en-
chant mundane objects and link them to the larger destiny of the city.

Chan’s poems focus on the continued interactions between the hu-
man and the inhuman and the energy that is generated by these dia-
logues. The instrumentality of objects is not the issue in her poetic world.
Rather we see the complex web of relationships wherein consumers and
goods are shaped by each other, and the inhuman becomes a constant
reflection of one’s identity. It is also important to note that the magical
sites of commodity do not bring merely awe, joy, and wonder but also
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incite fear and a sense of uncanny: there are many references to coffins,
death, and cemeteries in her descriptions of the cityscape.

Berween Local and Global: The Historical Optic of the Everyday

Another feature of affect is that it often emerges during a moment
of transition. Transition in this context can refer to circulations, lows,
transmissions, or contagions. Transition characterizes the urban space of
Hong Kong. Times of change inspire strong feelings and open up areas
of energy and potential. This is most vividly registered in Chan’s depic-
tion of the urbanscape. In a number of her poems, she turns urban dis-
tricts like Mongkok, Central, or Tsim Sha Tsui into characters in order
to explore their affect. In “Poetic Entry on Mongkok,” the stores selling
computer gadgets and pirated copies of films are used to evoke a critical
and gendered imagination of the city:

I return from the Long Vacation of Love Generation®

Bringing the film reels of memory in reverse time-space

And seeking the possibilities tantamount to the characters and plots
You're on my mind*

The references to Japanese soap operas and their English titles sug-
gest what Giddens calls a “global reflexivity” at both the linguistic and
conceptual levels. The dominant feature that characterizes globalization,
according to Giddens, is people’s ability to orientate themselves to the
world as a whole as both “locals” and “cosmopolitans.” Cheung argues
that in Chan’s poems, the “reproduction of the global in the local is found
in moments of daily consumption and appropriation of foreign com-
modities and cultures” (2012b, 9). The constant incorporation of popu-
lar culture and foreign elements in works of Chan highlights the cosmo-
politanism of the poet as well as the city that she writes about.

For a poet who uses fashion and commodities to reflect on life in the
city, a logical setting would be the shopping mall. Shopping malls can
be viewed as repressive institutions where identical mass-produced com-
modities incite desires and fantasies. They can also, however, be viewed
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as places that allow people to traverse various cultures and traditions.
In “Traversing between the New Year’s Eve and the New Year’s Day in
2003 (translation by Esther Cheung), the new year is crystallized in the
acclaimed shopping paradise—Hong Kong. The phantasmagoric images
of globalization and consumer society appear in miniature form in the

shopping mall:

A polar bear shakes its head on a man-made snow scene
Announcing the possibility of the revival of a dead city
One day in the middle of the shopping mall

An imposing Christmas tree reaches the fourth floor

Its green plastic or silky leaves

Are perfect matches with the glittering, white crystals

The celebration of the Western tradition, New Year, is undercut by
the poem’s caustic observations. The dichotomy between the nature rep-
resented and its artificiality, between the liveliness of the shopping mall
crowd and the dead city further conveys the poem’s revelation of disil-
lusionment in a prosperous city.

Seeing the intertwined branches and twinkles under the spotlight
She starts to believe

She has already been free from the tragic fate of an ugly duckling
Transformed into a swan

Desiring flight

But the illusory lights weigh her down

All the way to the far end of the staircase

The critique of the false promises of capitalism and its fabricated de-
sires is vividly evoked. Rather than dwelling on the evidence of economic
success embodied in the circulation of commodities in the shopping mall,
the narrator calls for a new beginning. This new beginning is not just the
persona’s but Hong Kong’s as well. It is time to get beyond the false
promises that have lingered since the colonial past: “She has put on her
overcoat again / Allowing time to be thinner than her clothing / Allowing
her apparel to outlive time.” The reference to outliving time suggests the
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persona’s willingness to think ahead to new possibilities, to have a pair
of fresh eyes for the New Year. The poem also hints at a moment of crisis
for the city. Benjamin’s discussion of the necessity to subject the modern
world to scrutiny is a useful reference point here. He maintains that “[h]
istorical materialism wishes to retain the image of the past which unex-
pectedly appears to man singled out by history at a moment of danger”
(1968, 255). To articulate this moment of danger, especially in the fluid
city, artistic responses and creative works of reflection must be timely
and immanent. In classical Greek tragedy, the resolution of a crisis is not
fated but depends on the characters’ actions and personalities. Individual
agency is required to make changes in society: “It is clear that crisis in this
sense requires the subject to exercise its capacity of making judgement
by evaluating and reflecting upon past and present experience” (Cheung
2004, 249). Given that Chan presents the struggle at the transition be-
tween the past and the future, the present becomes the moment when
reflection and evaluation must take place.

What links these temporalities together is the emphasis on circulation
among people and things—the mutations of the city. The changes in a
city are not reflected in the historical events that are considered critical
moments but in the continual mundane changes to the living space. As
shown in “Traversing between the New Year’s Eve and the New Year’s Day
in 2003,” we are affected and the city is imagined through these mun-
dane changes. The changes in space and in our life are best understood
through our feelings and affect. The uniqueness of affect is the passage
from one state to another: it is an intensity characterized by an increase
or decrease in power. In Chan’s poems, this intensity is registered in three
mutations: the mutations in the city, in the poets feelings towards the
city, and in the constructed relation between the city and history. The
changes in state create a chain reaction leading to a new convergence of
feelings, body, and external stimuli. This convergence, in turn, influences
the individual’s capacity to act in the world. It is hinted that the stronger
the intensity of the convergence, the stronger the resultant capacity to
reshape the world. In a way, the affect provides the poet with the power
to engage in the social dialogue. This is in keeping with the notion of
“minor”— the individual (or the affect) is always social and political.
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Conclusion: Art as Praxis and Poiesis

In the preface to 7he Flying Coffin, Chan comments on her debt to
Hélene Cixous. She reiterates Cixous’s idea of writing—as both natural
and necessary. Writing is a way for Cixous to fight against illness, silence,
and discrimination based on race, language, and gender. Chan notes it
is not that Cixous chose writing in her life, but the reverse (Chan 2007,
xxxvii). Chan also finds in poetry a tool that allows her to get close to
death, fear, and loneliness in the city. Through writing about death, the
poet is allowed to be reborn and to look at the world with a pair of fresh
eyes. This also explains why Chan continually challenges herself by deal-
ing in an ever-increasing range of subject matter. It is only through these
shifting perspectives and positions that readers will be able to understand
the city differently.

To conclude, Chan’s focus on fashion can be perceived as a kind of
mnemonic act reminiscent of Western writers such as Baudelaire: “It is
through such a dialectic of the empirical and the utopian that aliena-
tion can be disarticulated” (Cheung 2012a, 82). Chan’s poems can be
interpreted as possessing a similar magical power: her poetry reconfigures
the everyday, both particular and general. What Chan has demonstrated
in her poetry is a constant focus on the trivial, the mundane, and the
affective—those aspects of life that fail to capture the attention of histo-
rians. Her fresh perspective penetrates the microhistory that defines the
cityscape of Hong Kong. The lived experience that conjures up the city
is better illuminated through microcosms than macrocosms. Her works
are not simply reflections but critical negotiations of the local and global.
As Cheung points out, Chan’s urban poems deal with the dialectic be-
tween suppression and reflection, public and private: “Chan’s local place-
writing has become a means to produce a worlding process where the
historically placed places are now cast as points of critiques of life in a
global city” (2012b, 5). Chan’s poems succinctly deploy the everyday to
critique the post-colonial condition of Hong Kong and the state of the
world. Fashion and commodities closely link gender to the body. They
also provide worldviews based on the process of consumption. Still art
can use fashion and commodities to register enchanted moments when
everyday objects convey the uniqueness of Hong Kong. Chan succeeds
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in revealing anew the importance of the everyday and re-imagining the
potentialities buried in the longue durée of commodification.
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In My Days of Whitening

In my days of whitening

I refused visitors

Afraid of light

I failed to face the glint on my friends’ lenses
The sympathy and consideration

Though warm

Kill all rejuvenating cells

Because of my passionate love

I am allergic to black spots

This is a kind of relationship

That ages with time

Penetrating further into the inner layer

It cannot be removed with the sea-extracted exfoliating scrub
It is a lifelong memory

That can never be removed

SKII has a new mask that can render your face as fine and smooth as eggs

The dark pigments would be lightened in twenty-four hours

Use it for twenty-eight days straight

With wholehearted trust and patience

You always carry an aging weary face

On your rambling returns

Unfortunately I am allergic to eggs

And have no particular sensitivity to the causal dilemma between the
chicken or the egg

And fail to clarify

Whether we should fall in love and then break up

Or the other way round

Hence decided to have both processes

Run parallel

Obviously
I have no intention to treat you as
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Incurable suffocating pores or blackheads

Because deep cleansing and whitening

Would bring inevitable pain

I can only cut off my thoughts for you

Under the condition that my skin does not have to be fully cured

In my days of whitening
I am an inch taller, two kilograms heavier
Insomnia, anorexia, and fatigue no more

The skin is hydrated

Looking back  grateful to love myself
Could reduce wrinkles and blemishes
Let sunshine bring with it the chirping of the bird

1.2.2015
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Fashioning Passion

An attractive and well-dressed salesperson

Wearing a trending big hot fuchsia smile

Confided to me,

“It will turn chilly next week!”

Seizing two bags of clothes and a pair of shoes from him

I truly believe that

This beloved boutique acts as a city in its unsettled climate
Where one seeks solace in one’s own indulgence

The smog buildup

Casts a veiled vision over Victoria Harbor

The black cat cloaked with a layer of gray dust

The tangerine velvet stained with a lavender foam

Coupled with harlequin-colored sprinkled beads of love

The color-blinded confusion ignited the unimaginable sense of softness
and glow

Upon prehension the arms be sheltered for warmth

Wrapped in the checkered scarf

That should be no longer than five feet

Don’t burden the shoulders!

Enshrouded in seven feet of love

Is an unbearable fashion for the wounded neck
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Graciously, spring and summer pass

Autumn also withers with no expected surprise

Winter too is safe and sound

Without just cause

Would not stir any lingering thoughts for you or him
But like Amelie, the angel whimsically fancies a spectacle
In the nostalgia for trend retro, we realize

No fashion could be outdated

But our act of forgetting only amplifies the awareness
Caught between the dolman sleeve and the A-line skirt
We can only accede that our complexion be, as fated,
Folded, flattened into strips or grids

For clothes are to be worn and

Nowhere else to be

Not until heaven and earth meet at the horizon
Can I be separated from you

1.5.2015
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The Lover, My Clothes

What if there’re two summer seasons

So that the fixed deposit of love has a longer maturity

What if lovers are just my clothes

So that I can change the way I miss them like the latest fashion

March mist with spring rain, putting

A bohemian embroidered blouse on me,

Weaves two separate cities with the thread of my cuff

But leaves a gap in the shape of the rugged edge of the stamp.

April, with the cruelest sun, has an overcast face,

Flanked by showers and rainbows, which matches with an amethyst but-
terfly knot

Animating an aura, a frequency of the heartbeat

That could hold your hand as you jay-walk just in time,

Fill it with an inviolable force.

Stars pinch holes on the sky of May

As I sprinkle delicate glittering lip gloss

And tint slithering eyebrows, shining under the streetlights

My shadows at evenings striding behind your eyes.

And then so goes June, and then August,

Let’s not mention July when we go sour.

Time to lay out-of-season clothes in peace

To sort them out and bid farewell

Your mind is obscure behind the see-through chiffon dress
While my tassels on the jean become a burdening mess

No paisley prints blow away the green ending of a relationship
The folk embroidered weaves an ageless story too good to be true
Clothes and people, once in, now out,

Drag on a shadow from this year that

Won't get you admitted to the next fashion show

Turns out it’s not as hard as commonly believed

To throw away old clothes or get carried away by fashion
Lovers are my clothes
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Close is my tight hugging skirt, but closer is my cool skin
And sweat stains.

And gossips run about

How the dress doesn't flatter you!

If I had two summers

I'd give love a re-boot

Because how easily it slips off your memory

That July is my birthday

While a grey scarf once slipped into your wardrobe

Some day in winter on your birthday.

Translated by Wayne Yeung
2015
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Poetic Entry on Mongkok

1. Shun Wo Centre (take two)
Entranced into the Japanese soap opera disc market, entranced into 7he
Love Generation’s Long Vacation

Pressed between bodies trudging to and fro,

In cramped narrow alleyways with no fire escape

In search of a lost smile

That has been for a time abandoned on the roadside

Piano notes float timidly around the corner

Played gently by hesitant fingers, youth is

The will to stay in the hollowed chamber in solitude

Would you still hang around

The empty shot imbued with furniture leaves a heavy anxiety from within
and without the frame

I take a step forward to avoid the restless crowd behind

To almost be compressed onto the TV screen

When the eyes of the protagonist leaned close to my face

I stole a glance at our resemblance and in an instant

Again that glamour, that suspense, and that passion have been felled and
stepped on by

A large retinue of foot prints

Flattened into illegal pirated CD-ROMs

2. Sin Tat Plaza (take one)

Like a working camera

At the speed of light you

Dolly around the cramped space between the pressed bodies
Kindachi, Black Jack, the

Childish Kimura Takuya and

Matsu Takako who shrugs with delight

Whose smile would you like to capture

On your face

Following your light speed in the flying pose of Ultraman
I forebode
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To become the black speck of the universe

For the exit door is occluded by the projected light from the TV screen
Our relationship has reached an impasse; regrets no more

At the season finale you still have not informed me

Whether there’ll be a sequel?

3. Shun Wo Centre (flash back)

The criss-crossed escalators scattered with scrap papers

Akin to a pair of time tunnels in chiasmus

I return from the Long Vacation of Love Generation

Bringing the film reels of memory in reverse time-space

And secking the possibilities suggested by the characters and plots

Youre on my mind

Through the reflected glass pillars behind,

The two different TV screens play the same scene in unison

Where the game show host exerts much effort in his performance

From comic depictions of melodramatic suffering shown by dipping his
hand in boiling water

To puckering the rounded mouth into

A triangular-shaped kiss on the camera lens

I gaze at the bounding bodies on the screen, devoid of any desire to laugh
only

The swift neon lights flit past like the Taipei high-speed rail on heart-
beating axels;

Slowly frozen into a pale white face

Having been away from the city

The Japanese soap operas have changed their subject

In the multitude of visual images we can only grasp

The fleeting color and sounds

Only memory and imagination represent the present

Creeping beyond the edges of the city

Setting aside the promises made in history

We will then not only brush pass

1.12.2014
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Traversing between the New Year’s Eve
and the New Year’s Day in 2003

I put on the apparel of time

Allowing its sleeves to outgrow my arms
I leave time in my dress

Allowing its visage to outlive the vogue

Ever since winter time

The thermometer is changing faces all the time

My heart expands and contracts

Following the rising and falling notes of the Christmas carols
I turn to the last page of the calendar

Does tearing off the page of debt bring about a better year?
On the New Year’s Eve the cancer-stricken singer

Finishes her terminal journey

In this new, festive beginning

I am caught by total surprise
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The air-conditioner in the shopping mall is raised an octave higher
The freezing invisible air solidifies an icy visible landscape

A polar bear shakes its head on a man-made snow scene
Announcing the possibility of the revival of a dead city

One day in the middle of the shopping mall

An imposing Christmas tree reaches the fourth floor

Its green plastic or silky leaves

Are perfect matches with the glittering, white crystals

Deck the tree with names of commercial sponsors

And the white labels of the paper swan cutouts

Seeing the intertwined branches and twinkles under the spotlight
She starts to believe

She has already been free from the tragic fate of an ugly duckling
Transformed into a swan

Desiring flight

But the illusory lights weigh her down

All the way to the far end of the staircase

Treading on the layers and layers of the escalators
Starting from the lowest level

Our every step is an upward bound

Looking up to the glass roof on the top floor
Stars, moons, suns are within reach

With a closer look

She discovers the patterns of laser projections
Carol and hymn singing comes from afar, sublime and sweet
She has nothing but only an oversized coat

New year wishes can be rich and light

As light as the upward balloon and the moon
Wind is blowing from the corner of the staircase
Between last year and the next

She has put on her overcoat again

Allowing time to be thinner than her clothing
Allowing her apparel to outlive time

Translated by Esther M. K. Cheung
15.1.2013
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Notes

1. All translations are mine unless stated otherwise.

2. Deleuze and Guattari, in their discussion of Kafka’s literature, maintain that
“minor literature” can be identified by three features: deterritorialization, an
emphasis on politics, and collective value (1986, 16-27). Their extensive dis-
cussion of Kafka’s work may not be directly related to Chan’s case, but it
sheds light on the function of the minor mode—the writing of the marginal-
ized—in the reflection of larger historical and cultural contexts.

3. Both Long Vacation and Love Generation are Japanese TV series that were im-
mensely popular in Hong Kong in the late 1980s. The names of these series
are given in English in the poem.

4. The phrase “youre on my mind” is written in English in the poem.



