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FRED WAH 

The Object of Leung Ping-Kwan's Poetry: 

An Interview by Fred Wah 

Leung: Ye I v alwa written m hin . I' nl 0 un 

trying to writ in Engli h r ntly, h ping to ddr 

audience and to find new m an and to pr 

ing in Engli h, I ee the differ n e and I fi l a l t m r 

with hine e. On th one hand hine i my languag . I tart d 

u ing it early in life o I feel very comfortabl with it. With hin 

I can take many ri ks be au e I know the languag ow 11 and Im 

not afraid of making mi take . n the oth r hand b au I 

grown up in a colony Engli hr pre ent omething diffi rent. 

long time I re isted peaking or writing in Engli h b au p y h -

logically ... 

Wah: A en e of colonization? 

Leung: Ye . I refused to peak or writ in Engli h fi r mu h f my 

pa t even th ugh I tudied foreign literatur . I h t d chi 

becau e in our ociery Engli h repr nt d a c rtain t tu . v ry

body wanted co go inro th Engli h d partm nt th t ft r th y 

graduated th y could g tab tt r job with th g v rnm nt. ,ngli h 

p aker am to repr ent an lit la 111 i ty th t w uld lo k 

d wn upon p pie who could n t p k th ] ngu g . I r i t d th c 

atritud by n t u ing ngli h. 

Wah: W thi prim rily a la rhin th n? 

eung: n . i ..._ cncu lly, p · king , ngli ·I <li b · ·om · 

rhing bur I think ir r le in I 1 n I r g · s I ·t ·rmim:<l by th · 

t.:du ari n I nd i l r , ni1<uion it! in ch· c.. lony. For, lot > 

uni er it swdt.:r r , i u tu<lit.:d :hit <:st.: lang 1a1c an I lit ·ralllr · 

you uld1 ' r get s g o .1 J b Js < u w ul<l if you ha I 1radt1at ·<l 
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from the English department. As well, Hong Kong is a commercial 

society, so you need English. At an early age, English represented for 

me either a commercial language or an official language, because 

that's what you needed to fill out all sorts of forms. Subsequently it 

represented the attitude of a higher class of people who occupied 

certain privileged positions. However, by reading creative works

including underground writings-I was able to see other usages of 

English. 

Wah: But hasn't the language of commerce infiltrated Chinese as 

well? 

Leung: That's true. From the mainland perspective, the language 

used in Hong Kong is not pure Chinese; it is contaminated with 

commercialism. But, writing creatively in Chinese is a resistance to 

it; and the use of more colloquial Chinese is a type of resistance 

against the more formal uses of Chinese in mainland China. 

Wah: The criticism I heard in mainland China was not so much 

chat Hong Kong Chinese was filled with commercial discourse but 

that it was archaic. 

Leung: I can understand that too. Do you know why? Because after 

'49, and especially during the cultural revolution (1966-76), Chi

nese classics were criticized on the mainland but continued to be 

studied in Hong Kong. Historically speaking, since the period after 

the May Fourth Movement (1919), and in response to the New 

Literature Movement (1917), and so on, there has been a lot of 

criticism of classical literature. 

Wah: The switch to the vernacular? 

Leung: Yes, at that point the criticism of the classics was from a 

cultural perspective and there was a demand for new literature to 

reach out to the general public. But after 1949, and especially dur

ing the cultural revolution, literary criticism became linked with the 

desire for particular political ends. For example, the criticism of the 

Chou dynasty was actually aimed at Chou En Lai. Therefore, critics 

used cultural critiques of classical literary texts as a means to attack 
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ri al political figure . In fa t the ont mporary critici m of nfu

ciani m wa a critici m of more traditional con ervativ political 

force . o the whole atta k on the cla i wa not actually on

ducted in an academic or cholarly way, but rath r a a political 

campaign. From '49 until the beginning of the 80 th la i wer 

not really acce sible to mainland people. Ironically Hong Kong and 

Taiwan were the only place that could continue the tudy of cla i

cal hinese culture. 

Wah: I see. o there would be a greater influence of cla ical hi

ne e on Hong Kong and Taiwan. 

Leung: Ye , in pite of the mi conception that Hong Kong i a 

cultural desert. That's why it' o difficult to under tand Hong Kong. 

I can under tand perfectly the critici m coming from the mainland 

perspective becau e our cultural formation and literary produ tion 

have been o different. 

Wah: o their view of your poetry, although I don' t know if they'v 

even read it, would be that it is not very "modern?" 

Leung: Not exa tly in my ca e. The overall trend in Hong Kong ha 

been that we have had more opportunity to b in onta t with 

cla ical hine e literature. At the am tim , on th mainland, the 

u e of the hine e languag ha , in a very trang way, b en influ-

nced by, for example, th literal and tiff tran lation f Marxi t 

text . In my po try, however, I dialogue with cla i al ul-

tur but I al o e cap from the limit of an ar hai n 

by focu ing n m d rn ubj t . 

Wah: ut ther ' v ry uri u phenom n n g ing on in mainland 

hina righr now. T hi return ro th· c.la i I in the 80 , rh Lhird 

gener ri n (p t-mi ty, po t- 1980) returning LO nol so mu h th · 

las ical liter tur ·, Lhey d that W , burl th · nori n ('th purily 

of rh origin ry h ra ters and rhc clcm nd by all the c young po Ls 

chat, if y u' re g ing r be poet, y uh ve to be teep ·cl in the ba i 

of th· hin c language. 
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Leung: That, exactly, i a reaction to the earlier gcnerati n who 

threw away the cla ic . But in my p r onal devel pment, I've tried 

different kinds of things. I have written a erie of p em whi h are 

contemporary respon e to classical hine e literature and language. 

One of the things I'm working on now i a erie of poem call d, 

"Museum Piece ," which came out of an installation art project. 

From a contemporary po ition, I want to create dialogue with old 

artifacts which represent classical Chinese culture. uring the 80 I 

wrote a book of poems entitled, "Lotus Leave ," in which the lan

guage is very condensed and complicated. That text is a kind of 

modern Chinese version of the classical "thing" poetry ("yongwu 

shi")-poems about objects. When I first started writing, I reacted 

against the general trend in Taiwan and Hong Kong which, for 

some, had become a rather slavish adherence to classical embelli h

ment and beauty. So when I first wrote I became known for the u e 

of conversational language because I wanted to get rid of tho e clas

sical influences. I was reacting against the general mentality at the 

time which was not really to understand classical culture, but rather, 

to use it as a kind of decoration. 

Wah: Do you know Yu Jian's poetry? He's another one who want 

to write "thing" poetry and at the same time believes his responsibil

ity to the Chinese written character is very important. 

Leung: Yes, I met him in Belgium and we exchanged books of po

etry. I feel a certain affinity to him. As a young poet emerging in the 

90s, he seemed to be different from earlier poet like Yang Lian or 

Bei Dao. Although I started earlier (in the 70 ) and in Hong Kong, 

I feel closer to the younger generation writing in the 80 and 90 in 

mainland China and in Taiwan. Now when people talk about con

temporary Chinese poetry we should take examples from Hong 

Kong, Taiwan, and the mainland and look at example from differ

ent periods. What has been done in Hong Kong in the 70 Tai' an 

in the 80s, and the mainland in the 90 are particular moment of 

particular cultural contexts or crisi which induce poet to u e lan

guage to re pond to certain thing in certain way . I do ee a lor of 

affinity there but nobody ha actually looked at the e affinitie and 

difference . In order to understand the richne of ontemporary 
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hin e poetry w hould lool at th e diffi rent mom nt and dif

ferent effort from diffi r nt communiti . 

Wah: But th mainland writer eem to have be n v ry r J rant to 

including Hong Kong and Taiwan in their own r koning. 

Leung: I've noticed their exclu ion of u in their anrhologi and 

di cu ion . 

Wah: However, Yu Jian was telling m that he wa v ry proud to 

have entered a poetry conte t in Taiwan and won, but h do n t 

particularly care for the poets in Taiwan. 

Leung: What a pity! 

Wah: Do you think, in Hong Kong, that your identity i su h a 

floating ignifier; you don't know what's about to happen. 

Leung: That, in a way, creates anxiety, but it al o mak on mor 

fluid, more flexible in accepting others. 

Wah: It i kind of curiou , i n't it, that Hong Kong, b ing a mall 

enclave, an island, ha n't developed a trong n e of a ultural om

munity, a opposed to other "island" communiti . 

Leung: In rec nt year , becau e of th '97 i u , th r cem to hav 

dev loped a tronger n of identity. But fi r many y ar , I gu ~ 

b cau Hong Kong i uch a it of migrati n (primarily mainl nd 

hine e ming and th n g ing ba k, or ju t t pping bri Ay n 

their way thr ugh) that bcFi r 1970 th ·r w n' t really a writing 

mm unity. 

Wah: Whar happ n d in 1 970? 

cung: 1 he lalc 60 wa a pcri d o dram ti ch nge or Hong 

ng. 'he culrural Revolution beg n in hin . Various idea and 

cul rural movemencs rom rhc We r w ·re also imroduu.:d. B th th· · 

re ·s h d a ere cndous impa r on 1 long K ng ullUrc, rcaling a 

Lrans ur ati n period in irs d ·v ·lopmem. I J ng Kong' ultur l 
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identity took on many affinitie but al o di tingui shed itsd from 

both China and the We t. What happened in 1967 was imp n ant. 

There were riots because the Star Ferry wanted t rai the fa re fi ve 

cents and the prote ts became ymbolic of th general di c men t f 
the people. There was a great gap between the few very wealthy and 

the multitudes of poor. 

Wah: Was this class consciousness influenced by what wa going on 

in mainland China? 

Leung: Yes, in a certain manner. But it started off in the mo t 

spontaneous way-local student dissatisfaction, a strike at a factory, 

and so forth-these things came together in a spontaneou prote t 

against the living conditions in Hong Kong. So the leftists in Hong 

Kong, very much aware of what was going on in mainland China, 

wanted to use the occasion to overthrow the Hong Kong govern

ment. So it turned into organized violence conducted by the lefti ts 

in Hong Kong. 

Wah: Was it anti-Western? 

Leung: It was mostly anti-British. Now, the general public had mixed 

feelings. On the one hand they were not satisfied with their live 

and on the other hand they didn't identify with what was going on 

in mainland China at that point. They were less idealistic than French 

intellectuals like Sartre, who looked at Chinese communi m as a 

utopian thing. Many Hong Kong people, however, didn't really 

identify with Hong Kong leftists or with mainland practice . When 

the leftists murdered an outspoken radio DJ a lot of people in Hong 

Kong were turned against extreme leftist ideology and practice . 

Subsequently, one of the effects of the riots was that during the 70 

in response to this rejection of British coloniali m and Chine e com

munism, the Hong Kong government uddenly tried to do a lot of 

things-improve living conditions, create better acce to edu a

tion, social welfare, housing and o forth. An awarene of Hong 

Kong as different from the mainland and different from Britain 

emerged from this political context. In cinema and literature w an 

look at the 70s as a kind of formation period. o ma be the onr m-
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porary identity of Hong Kong though we an't a thi too l arl , 

wa form daft r 1967. 

Wah: Wa there a 'cultural ommunity' ari ing out of th 70 ? 

Leung: We could ay o. People born in Hong Kong aft r '49 w r 

grown up and tarted doing thing writing doing radio or TV 

documentary forming band and writing popular ong . Pri r to 

that, literature was primarily no ralgic memorie of the mainland 

denigrating the pr ent in compari on to the pa t. o it wa our 

generation of the 70s that was the first to write about rhi city, it' 

own formation and development. 

W: Let's step back a bit to your own situation paradoxically caught 

in your resistance to English and to the purity of hin . How ha 

this resi ranee, embedded now in your own poetic , a tualized it elf 

in your work? 

Leung: Well, we're talking about th e thing from a 1996 p r p -

rive, but at that time, in my struggles, I wa not a l ar a I am now. 

In recent years I've become more inter t d to di rn my wn 

po itions in relation to Hong Kong and con quently I've tart d t 

write more criticism. I'm not representativ , p rhap , but I want t 

articulate a iruation about which not that many p pl ar aw r . 

When I tarted in the lat ixti , I didn't kn w how to writ 

about the city. As a young kid I lik d tow lk around the tr er . I'm 

not a football player or anything lik that o I r ad a l t. My parent 

cam fr m th mainland and brought with th m r p t h r n w 

lirerarur , o I r ad a lot of mod rn hin e lit r tur and h r ign 

literarur in tran 1 tion- but I h d not read nything b ut H ng 

K ng. v n wh n I rudi d hine text in 1 m ntary ncl c nd

ary h I, they wer alw y ab ur N njing ncl Beijing, orh 'r pl e . 

I w ti fiecl with har. Ev n r d y we r r ·ly u e text · writr ·n 

b ur ng Kong. Jr w !way th e other pl e th. r w ·re m r · 

imp n nr. wh n I srarre writing I w nr ·<l co write b ut my 

sirn ri n ncl it w, tho di c. rep n ie and di fi ·r ,n es whi h be-

me he prob! 'ms J w f: e<l with . nc the luri ns r my 

dil ' tn w s through Lr ml rion. I h d studi ·d orcign lit r mre 

bur " hat was c ughr was rb · earl y lie ·rarnre, the Vi t ri ns r the 
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Romantic poet . I wa n't ati fled with that. As well, I wantcd omc

thing more interesting o I went to the library LO read thcr thing . 

For example, at tar erri , they have a new paper stall where thcy 

ometime get for ign magazines and ometime there were these 

underground American magazine circulating: Village Voice. Ever
green Review, Avant Garde. It was a good di covery for me in the late 

60s. And I found some small books of poems publi hed by ity 

Lights: Philip Lamantia, Allen Ginsberg, etc. I gue s I wa the only 

one at that rime that was interested in rho e things. And a a kind f 
training, I translated some of those poems. Later, Gary nyder, 

Gregory Corso, and so on. 
Actually, I edited some translations of this poetry and it was 

published in Taiwan in 1971. So I started as a poet a well as a 

translator. And when I introduced my translations, I would u e the 

occasion to announce a manifesto of some sort, to argue for a new 

poetics. Through these translations I was able to promote conver a

tional language, daily language and subject matters. I was able to 

say, "now you see there are people who write about everyday things 

and not about Eternity" and so on. So I started off by eeing olu

tions from other cultures, and that helped me, in a way, critique my 

own cultural community. I was able to import secretly something 

new from the "outside" to justify my experiments. I don't think 

there were other people reading books and magazines like that on 

the mainland or in Taiwan at that time. But I did publi h some of 

my translations because they were more lenient on checking transla

tions, especially since it was poetry. So the underground writing I 

was interested in at an early age seemed to open up new possibilitie , 

a less arty kind of expression. 
I was more interested in common people and daily object 

the kinds of things a person growing up in the city could relate to, 

rather than high-sounding hollow and flowery language. I think I 

was the only one who subscribed to Evergreen Review. Ir wa crazy. I 

even subscribed to The Village Voice. o of cour e I wa then criti

cized as being too Westernized. 

Wah: I experienced a very parallel situation. In Vancouver, in the 

early 60s we also felt we were ignored by the centre Toronto \V 

York. Our magazine, Tish, in fact, tarted partl becau e of a om

ment by omeone down ea t that their alignment' a mor north-
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outh to ew York. W 11 ' thought 

too. W re more inter t d in what going on in 

we' e had very imilar xp rien . City Lights 

etry 1945-60, Evergreen Review. 

ti l 

Leung: But I wa really lon ly at the rim . I wa th only on . But 

ince I did a lot of tran larion there were mor peopl who w r 

intere red in that eventually. 

Wah: But let ' get back to the pr ent ituation, to th e wat r of 

economic that are really at the ba e of these mov ment . 

Leung: Well, tho e strategies that I'v talk d about w r a tually 

about my poems in the 70 , early 80 , after that I did other thing . 

As to the present situation , I should point to my po m in thi 

collection (City at the End of Time, tran . by ordon ing) fr m 

the early 80 which ha a ection call d "Image of H ng K ng. " 

And from the late 80s I have another erie f po m about H ng 

Kong, again , but this tim I wa more aware of th vi ual r pre n

tation. There were more and mor book of pictur ab ut Hong 

Kong, all kind of repre ntation of Hong Kong. 

f cour , one of the form in whi h Hong K ng i r pr nt d 

i th world of comm rce, doing bu ine . Living in H ng K ng, 

writing about Hong Kong, it i a y t fall into th at kind f trap. 

n the one hand , you an avoid that kind f world (th w rid of 

obje t , comm r ial j t ), n r writ ab uc it and chink rhar l I ng 

K ng i a very cultural pla . Id n'r want to rake ch t pro ·dur ·. I 

want c a kn wledg thew rid of object nd mmer ·and w f: e 

iL But n the ocher hand, rh ·re ould be an rher trap, that i yo u 

an ea ily gl ri it: we are doing busine , we are doing it very well, 

we an nqu r ' hina. Thar would b<.: ano th er lcc<.:pti n I don\ 

wane ro fall int . 

In my lan.:sr poems I am trying w .1d lress wh r I was talking 

about earlier, rhesc obJ ·c.r po ·ms. Jn ch<.: cl '>sic.ii ~ hin ec.,e mod <.:, it is 

usu II' about l arnboo or about flowers a repre ·nra ti ve of hara -

ceri tics o a person, vii cue, ll1(W lity, .ind c.,o on. I t JI· from th , l 

kind o poetry and med tu make c.,om<.: use of it for mysel in rh · 
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pre ent situation. W are living in thi world of om modi tics, th111g1i. 

How are we going t deal with that? , t an wer you, I try w 
mak u e of thi formal po try, thi po try about bje t , lO respond 

to the present ituation. But in th u oflanguage I am al looking 

for different way . I do not have one method fi r olving these prol -

!ems but I'm aware of the world I live in. My po m are n ta tu lly 

repre enting thing but addres ing contemporary i ue , and in the 

process I am consciou of my language and trying to do omething 

about it. 

Wah: One of the terms, at least in the We t, that already e m to 

have descended on Hong Kong is the word "organization. " How 

would such a thinking impact on your writing? I mean you' re going 

to be "organized" (by something el e yet again)? 

Leung: I'm trying to resist the overall chematic sense of thing . 

When we talk about the grand narratives of the British, of the main

land Chinese, of the business men, there are so many kinds of stere

otypical idioms for Hong Kong, schemes for Hong Kong, o it's 

very easy when you are using language to be tempted to let rho e 

narratives organize your own poem. Also there's the language of 

advertising; when I write about objects I could very well u e the 

sweet language of advertising to write about objects, which could 

make very cure object poems for sale. I don't want to be organized 

by that kind of principle. 

Wah: One of the big organizers, of cour e, is the di cour e of the 

nation. How is that coming up in your writing? 

Leung: OK. This comes to the second thing I want to tell you. The 

first one is about business, the world of commerce. Then the econd 

thing is nationalism, the nation. Political celebration i not unlike 

advertising. They use the same language. At thi moment my erie 

of poems about the museum pieces is my an wer to that rype of 

nationalism. 

Wah: That is, to go back? 
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Leung: o ir nor thar imple. I rarr d thar n of po m , rh 

mu eum pie e ar th nd of 1995. Ar rhar parri ul rm m nr n 

now nationali m i a ery parado ical thing in Hong K ng. In 

1995 when I tarted writing that eri of p m , th r w r long 

line of p ople qu uing up to g t th ir Briti h pa porr . th r 

was thi general feeling of not-wanting-to-b - hine , f wanting 

to be a Briti h ubject. But at th ame time in th field of popular 

culture in televi ion there wa a revival of inter t in hin ul

ture. There are many cla sical Chine e torie b ing turned into 

variou popular TV serie -like "Th tory of the Thre Kingd rn . " 

Even Confucius' life wa made into a popular TV drama! udd nl 

symbols of Chine e nationali m are popular, the in-thing in Hong 

Kong. And in the discu ion of political i ue in then w pap r w 

sense a lot of national entiments again. Now that i r ally paradoxi

cal. The same group of people trying to get their Briti h pa port 

are uncritically accepting a Chine e nationali m. o curr ndy th r 

are people emigrating while at the am rim aying that no matter 

what, we are Chinese, we are one family, we have to ti k tog th r. 

Nationalism is coming back as a form of olution to all kind of 

ocial problems. There are more and more peopl talking a our 

going back to cla sical hine e culrure a if you will find, und r

neath Hong Kong idenriry, pure and original hin national har

acteri tics. I don ' r believe in rhar; rhere are probl rn wirh rhat kind 

of thinking. o my mu eum piec ar actually a erie f dial gu 

with classical hine e cultural obj t a a kind of r - xamin ri n [ 

hine cultur through the arrifacr from variou dyna ri . 

Wah: o your "Mu um" marizing rh - all d "pu-

riry" f rh ngm culrure? 

Leung: Y . And I would like to ce hinese ulrur · m >re ompli

cared and diver ificd. Wh never people ralk ab ut hine · ulrnre 

and naci n Ii m, rhey rend to impli fy everything. They wam ·very 

bod to rry r srick togccher and resisr the outsid ·. o these pi <.:ccs 

try to problemati1e such ideas, looking c ·ulture as imcr ting, 

c olving, and alw.iys having w Ltc.e rn:w halknge . 
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