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AST IS EAST, AND WEST IS WEST, but often the twain have met. 
The preceding sentence is not a misquotation. Of course, Rudyard 
Kipling, toward the end of the nineteenth century, wrote that the 

twain would never meet. But as far as literature was concerned, never 
turned out to be less than 25 years, as writers in the West began looking 
seriously at the Chinese written language as a way of revivifying their 
own artistic traditions and practices. One of these was Henri Michaux. 

In Michaux’s case the result was a reconceptualization, as well as a 
revivification. His encounter with Chinese writing helped to lead him 
away from writing. He no longer viewed his art primarily as linguistic: 
the locus of meaning for him shifted from sign to line. The changed 
ground of his art seems to call for a new interpretative practice. To 
establish this point, the question of Chinese influence on Western 
literature needs to be situated more fully in a larger framework – within 
the history the transfer of the technology of textual production. 

1. Some historical preliminaries: transfer and resistance 

That history suggests that Kipling’s famous line needs retrospective, in 
addition to prospective, revision. Through the sixteenth century in 
China, science and technology may have been more advanced than in 
Western Europe. In China, by the eleventh century, a market economy 
had developed. Contrary to image of a closed China, China has long been 
open to foreign influence. From such considerations one could argue that 
modernity began in China well before the twentieth century, perhaps 
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before it began in Western Europe1. If one takes seriously Francis 
Bacon’s assertion that printing, gunpowder, and the magnetic compass 
separate the modern from the ancient world (Bacon 1994: bk. I, aphorism 
129, p. 130-131), then China could be considered be the fount of 
modernity: all three inventions appeared first there2. 

To Bacon’s list of inventions one could add paper. Paper was 
invented in China by the late third century B.C.E. and spread from there 
to the West. Printing appeared in China around the eight century C.E., 
and movable type during the eleventh century, well before their 
appearance in the West3. In the West, these inventions were crucial to 
the development of the book trade. Without paper, mass production of 
books would have been difficult: papyrus could have been used, but 
would not have resisted the moisture required in Gutenberg’s printing 
process; vellum was too expensive to use in large quantities. To reflect a 
moment on our own situation, the rise of the modern academy is difficult 
to imagine without printing and paper, especially in the area of literary 
studies: without them, there would have been no easy access to the 
objects of study (in the form of standardized texts) and no easy 
distribution of the studies of those objects (perhaps not a particularly 
terrible loss). 

If paper, a crucial element of the technology of textual reproduction, 
was transferred to the West from the East, it came with little trace of 
what it was at least in part intended to transmit in its original context – 

                                                 
1 Joseph Needham makes the claim for the advanced state of Chinese science and 
technology (Needham 1970: p. 297, 414). (Some, however, such as Jonathan Spence, 
would demur that China did not enter the world of «universally valid science» until 
twentieth century [Spence 1992: p. 149].) On the development of the Chinese 
economy, Janet Abu-Lughod points out that paper money and credit were in China 
long before they were in the West (Abu-Lughod 1989: p. 15-16), and McNeill and 
McNeill describe China as the first market society (McNeil and McNeil 2002: p. 121). 
Pomeranz points out the difficulty of distinguishing the Chinese economy from that 
of Western Europe before 1750. As for why the industrial revolution took place in 
Britain rather than, say, China, the key differences were coal supply and colonies in 
the New World (Pomeranz 2000: p. 280). 
2 While all three inventions appeared first in China, it is not clear that all three were 
transferred from China to the West. With gunpowder there is the least doubt of its 
transmission. There is a strong possibility that the magnetic compass came to the 
West from China. Printing may have been an independent invention in the West. 
The evidence for its transmission from China is at best circumstantial. See Yee 
2001b: p. 274-275. 
3 The dates for key developments in the history of Chinese printing are from Tsien 
1987, with the exception of the invention of paper. The date of the earliest paper 
artifact, a map, comes from Cao (1990: p. 17). 
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texts written in Chinese characters. Some spoken Chinese words were 
adopted in European languages, but not elements or features of the 
writing system. In a sense there was a dissociation of language from the 
means of production. Paper and print seem to have served as pan-
European, if not quite universal, means of book production, and were 
easily adapted to Western scripts. In order to employ the technology of 
bookmaking there was no need to sinicize those scripts. 

To be sure, there was some interest in the Chinese written language. 
Some saw in it the possibility of a universal language. The antiquity of 
Chinese writing suggested to some that it was the ancestor of all 
languages. As such it would contain some element common to all 
languages, and thus be able to unite the world’s diverse languages. The 
universality of the writing was also suggested by the presence in Chinese 
graphs of elements that were originally pictographic or ideographic. 
Francis Bacon noted: «It is the use of China, and the kingdoms of the 
high Levant, to write in characters real, which express neither letters nor 
words in gross, but things or notions» (Bacon 2001: bk. II, ch. 15, p. 129). 
Chinese graphs seemed less abstract than Western alphabetic writing and 
seemed to make possible more direct communication: they allowed people 
who did not know one another’s language to read one another’s writings. 

Inspired by this example and others, some European intellectuals, 
such as Leibniz, thought that the discovery of truth would be made 
easier by the use of a philosophic language, one in which an alphabet 
were replaced by written characters corresponding to the elements of 
thinking. Such a language would make manifest relationships between 
ideas and thus lead to clearer reasoning: 

Quare sive linguam vel saltem scripturam haberemus philosophicam, […] 
quae scilicet pro alphabeto uteretur elementis cogitendi, res scriberentur 
definitionibis suis. Et quod in algebra aequationes, id theoremata ubique 
essent, et infinita problemata proponi solvique et theoremata nullo negoito 
demonstrari possent, nec ea scriptura uti cuiquam nisi rerum intelligenti fas 
esset, et in poestate foret uniuscujusque ut in arithmetica sine errori 

ratiocinari. (Leibniz 1976: p. 14)4 

                                                 
4 «In the same way, if we were to have a philosophical language or at least a 
philosophical writing, […] which would use the elements of thinking instead of an 
alphabet, we could write things down by means of their definitions. And just as in 
algebra there are questions everywhere, here there would be theorems everywhere, 
and we could propose and solve infinitely many problems and demonstrate theorems 
with no trouble, and it would not be right for anyone who does not understand 
things to use this writing, and everyone would be able to reason without error, as in 
arithmetic.» (English translation by Brendon Lasell, St. John’s College.) 
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In Gulliver’s Travels, however, Jonathan Swift cast doubt on 
endeavors such as Leibniz’s by a literary reductio ad absurdum. Swift 
pushed the notion that the most immediate communication would take 
place through pictures to the next logical step of communicating with 
recourse to objects themselves. The result is inefficiency and 
awkwardness. To communicate with others, one would have to carry 
bundles of objects and pull them out at the appropriate times (Swift 
2002: pt. III, ch. 5, p. 147). 

After Swift, Samuel Johnson also objected to Chinese writing on 
grounds of efficiency: 

Johnson called the East-Indians barbarians. BOSWELL. ‘You will except the 
Chinese, Sir?’ JOHNSON. ‘No, Sir.’ BOSWELL. ‘Have they not arts?’ 
JOHNSON. ‘They have pottery.’ BOSWELL. ‘What do you say to the written 
characters of their language? ‘JOHNSON. ‘Sir, they have not an alphabet. 
They have not been able to form what all other nations have formed.’ 
BOSWELL. ‘There is more learning in their language than in any other, from 
the immense number of their characters.’ JOHNSON. ‘It is only more difficult 
from its rudeness; as there is more labour in hewing down a tree with a stone 
than with an axe.’ (8 May 1778, Boswell 1980: p. 984-985) 

Initial appearances to the contrary, Western alphabetic scripts are 
more efficient than Chinese writing. Alphabets are easier to learn than 
the logographic Chinese script. In English twenty-six letters and their 
corresponding phonetic values need to be learned in order to begin 
reading and writing. Becoming literate is a more complex matter with the 
Chinese script. In addition, it is more economical to produce movable 
type for alphabetic scripts than with Chinese characters. Most texts in 
English, for example, would require upper- and lowercase letters, 
numerals, and punctuation marks – probably fewer than a hundred 
different kinds of type pieces. This quantity contrasts with the thousands 
that would be required to produce a Chinese text. Western alphabets 
thus seem to have been better suited than Chinese characters for movable 
type: in China movable type was not widely used and did not supplant 
woodblock printing, as it did in Western Europe, until late in the 
imperial era. 

In the West, printing and type were a way of rationalizing the space 
of writing. Type regularized the appearance of letterforms, enhancing the 
readability of texts. The desire to rationalize language went along with a 
desire to rationalize nature. Number, mathematics, was the means for 
doing this in natural philosophy. Functions came to express laws of 
nature, and numerical coordinates on a type of grid were used to 
rationalize geographic space. In such an environment, sinicization of 
Western scripts might seem irrational, and even antimodern. 
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For much of the history of the interchange between East and West, 
then, the influence of Chinese writing on the West has been slight. 
According to a major strand in modern linguistic thinking, this is no 
anomaly. The West did not have much to learn from China about 
writing, for Chinese script and Western alphabets turn out to have a 
functional equivalence. Since at least the early twentieth century, 
linguistic theory, following Saussure, has tended to regard writing as 
parasitic on speech, as an effort to represent the spoken word: «Langue et 
écriture sont deux systèmes des signes distinctes; l’unique raison d’être du 
second est de représenter le premier» (Saussure 2005: p. 45). The sole 
object of linguistics is the spoken word. Excessive respect for letters has 
led to instances of a tyranny of writing (Ibid.: p. 53). 

Specialists in Chinese linguistics and literature, giving up the 
sinologists’ customary belief in Chinese exceptionalism, have tended to 
follow this view. Chinese graphs are regarded as attempts to represent 
words, spoken words. Chinese characters thus are not pictographs 
(pictorial representations of objects), not ideographs (representations of 
ideas), but logographs. Each character represents a word or, perhaps 
more accurately with regard to the modern language, a complete 
syllable5. More precisely Chinese graphs are morphosyllabic. Thus the 
Chinese writing system has been assimilated into linguistic theories 
developed in the West. 

2. Literary responses to the Chinese written character before Michaux 

Some of those working in the literary arts, such as Guillaume Apollinaire 
and Ezra Pound, have drawn their own conclusions, and tried to 
introduce a visual component into their poetry. In Calligrammes 

                                                 
5 Despite years of scholarship to the contrary, the popular conception of Chinese 
script as ideographic persists. As William Boltz writes, «Chinese characters stand for 
words rather than for individual sounds» – thus the term «logographic» (Boltz 2003: 
p. 4-6). Only about 500 of the more than 40,000 Chinese characters are derived from 
pictographs and ideographs (DeFrancis 1989: p. 99). The vast majority of Chinese 
characters are compounds having a phonetic and semantic component. De Francis 
has objected to the use of the word logographic, on the ground that it understates 
the extent of phonetic representation in the writing system (DeFrancis 1984: p. 88). 
He proposes «morphosyllabic» as a better technical term. If one understands words 
as having sounds, however, then much of the ground of DeFrancis’s objection falls 
away. Hansen has tried to revive the description of Chinese writing as ideographic, 
arguing that philologists have been dogmatic in their insistence that writing is a 
representation of speech (Hansen 1993: p. 382-383). He tries to take seriously the 
claim of traditional Chinese scholarship that Chinese script is based on the visual. 
But it is hard to get around the argument that in order to read Chinese, one must 
know the spoken words associated with the characters. 
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Apollinaire manipulated the typography and layout of poems to form 
visual patterns related to the poems’ subjects and themes. As has often 
been pointed out, calligram combines Greek καλóς (beautiful) and γρáµµα 
(letter), morphological elements in «calligraphy» and «ideogram». 
Apollinaire took an interest in Chinese ideograms in his youth, and he 
initially called his calligrams «idéogrammes lyriques» (Apollinaire 1965: 
p. 1075). Beyond a notebook compiled when he was eighteen, there does 
not seem to be much direct evidence that Chinese script influenced 
Apollinaire’s poetry. The calligrams seem also to have been inspired by 
cubism and a desire by Apollinaire to emulate the simultaneity of visual 
art and the multiplicity of perspectives of cubist painting in poetic art. 
But as Saussure says, Chinese graphs are «l’exemple classique» of an 
ideographic writing system (Saussure 2005: p. 47), so it is also likely that 
Chinese characters were not far from Apollinaire’s thinking. And if so, it 
seems that Apollinaire alludes to them primarily for their figural or 
pictorial character. 

Ezra Pound recognizes the same quality, but in seeking to make art 
new, looks to the structure of Chinese graphs as a basis for poetics. What 
he ends up formulating is a sort of mechanics of meaning. It is almost as 
if for Pound the originary language of the modernization of textual 
production should be able to supply a basis for further modernization. In 
Pound’s view the production of meaning through Chinese characters is 
like assembling parts in a factory or workshop. Complex meaning is 
produced by an accretion of simpler signifying elements. According to 
Pound’s oft-cited example, to «define red», or perhaps more accurately, 
to suggest «red», the Chinese:  

put together the abbreviated pictures of  
 
   ROSE   CHERRY 
     IRON RUST   FLAMINGO 
 
That, you see, is very much the kind of thing a biologist does (in a very 
much more complicated way) when he gets together a few hundred or 
thousand slides, and picks out what is necessary for his general statement. 
Something that fits that fits the case. That fits all the cases. 
 The Chinese ‘word’ or ideogram for red is based on something everyone 
knows. (Pound 1960: p. 22) 

The process of producing meaning is aggregative, resembling the 
production of compounds from elements: at some point enough elements 
have been combined to suggest a generalization or a meaning. Pound 
thus identifies the ideogrammic method as the method of science (Pound 
1960: p. 26). 



Reading within the Lines 

 49

As a primary source of inspiration, Pound cites Ernest Fenollosa, 
author of The Chinese Written Character as a Medium for Poetry, which 
Pound edited. What interests Fenollosa more than the structure of 
Chinese characters is their syntax. They are uninflected; function 
depends on word order, and word order corresponds to the natural order 
of cause and effect, as in a transitive sentence: «Chinese notation is much 
more than arbitrary symbols. It is based upon a vivid shorthand picture 
of the operations of nature» (Fenollosa and Pound 2008: p. 45). The 
relationship between thing and sign is not arbitrary. To illustrate this 

point, Fenollosa considers the sentence ��� «man sees horse»: «First 
stands the man on his two legs. Second, his eye moves through space: a 
bold figure represented by running legs, but unforgettable once you have 
seen it. Third stands the horse on his four legs» (Ibidem). The three 
characters in the sentence are alive in the sense that they all have legs. 
The sentence has the quality of a «continuous moving picture». This 
dynamism is characteristic of Chinese writing: most of the primitive 
characters, Fenollosa claims, are «shorthand pictures of actions or 
processes» (Ibid.: p. 46). According to Fenollosa, sentence formation in 
Chinese is both an imitative and signifying practice. 

3. Michaux and Chinese writing I 

The influence of Chinese script on Apollinaire, Pound and Fenollosa had 
all been made manifest before Michaux wrote about Chinese writing. But 
I have not found any evidence that Michaux was influenced by any of 
them. He had shown an interest on Egyptian hieroglyphs and Chinese 
characters during his youth, and by the time Michaux wrote on the 
subject of Chinese writing system, he had developed views more complex 
than those of his immediate predecessors.  

In Un Barbare en Asie, Michaux, like Pound, recognizes that Chinese 
characters are ensembles of elements. The process of assembling a 
character, however, does not always lead to the concreteness that Pound 
valued. For Michaux, Chinese writing tends toward abstraction: it is 
more closely related to mathematics than to material objects:  

Le Chinois possède la faculté de réduire l’être à l’être signifié (quelque chose 
comme la faculté mathématique ou algébrique). Si un combat doit prendre 
place, il ne livre pas le combat, il ne le simule même pas. Il le signifie. Cela 
seul l’intéresse, le combat lui-même lui paraîtrait grossier. (Michaux 
1933/1967: p. 364) 

In Michaux’s account the Chinese sign becomes like an algebraic 
variable, it lacks concreteness and stands for an indeterminate object. To 
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illustrate what he means, Michaux provides an example similar to 
Pound’s example of «red». 

Prenons une chose qui a l’air bien simple à représenter: une chaise. Elle est 
formée des caractères suivants (eux-mêmes méconnaissables) : 
1) arbre; 2) grand; 3) soupirer d’aise avec admiration; le tout fait chaise, et 
qui se recompose vraisemblablement comme ceci: homme (assis sur les talons 
ou debout), soupirer d’aise près d’un objet fait du bois d’un arbre. Si encore on 
voyait les différents éléments! Mais si on ne les connaît pas d’avance, on ne 
les trouvera pas. 
L’idée de représenter la chaise elle-même, avec son siège et ses pieds, ne lui 
vient pas. […] 
Ce caractère, qui est un des caractères composés les plus faciles, montre assez 
combien il répugne au Chinois de voir tel quel un objet […]. (Ibid.: p. 365) 

Chinese script is neither pictorial nor concrete. Even the character � 
«bright», often cited as an example of how Chinese characters can be 

formed by combining different elements (� «sun» and � «moon»), fails 
to re-present. According to Michaux, the elements are no longer pictorial 
enough to convey what they mean: 

Et cette signification est établie par un tel rien, qu’un simple Européen ne 
peut espérer déchiffrer la pièce. Par-dessus cela, quantité d’éléments sont 
décomposés et ensuite recomposés par fragments, comme on ferait en 
algèbre. 
S’il s’agit d’une fuite, tout sera représenté sauf la fuite – la sueur, les regards 
de droite et de gauche, mais pas la fuite. Si l’on vous représente la vieillesse, 
vous aurez tout là, sauf l’expression de vieillesse, et l’allure de la vieillesse, 
mais vous aurez, par exemple, la barbe et le mal au genou. (Ibid.: p. 364) 

Whereas Pound thinks the construction of Chinese characters leads 
to transparency because the elements are based on «what everyone 
knows», Michaux thinks otherwise. The elements of the graphs are not 
based on common knowledge. They need to be deciphered. One has to 
have prior knowledge of the code in order to read them. As a consequence 
Michaux comes to a different conclusion as to the value of the Chinese 
written character to Western literature. Pound thought that Fenollosa’s 
work on the Chinese written character dealt with the «fundamentals of 
all aesthetics» (Fenollosa and Pound 2008: p. 41), and that the Chinese 
writing system, if not providing a basis for a universal language as earlier 
sinophiles had hoped, would ground a universal poetics. At the time of 
Un Barbare en Asie Michaux seems to have harbored no such hope. He 
points out the limited diffusion of Chinese writing beyond China’s own 
borders. 
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Dans la création des caractères chinois, ce manqué de don pour l’ensemble 
massif, et pour la spontané, et ce goût de prendre un détail pour signifier 
l’ensemble est beaucoup plus frappant encore et fait que le chinois, qui 
aurait pu être une langue universelle, n’a jamais, sauf le cas de la Corée et du 
Japon, franchi la frontière de Chine et passé même pour la plus difficile des 
langues, 
 C’est qu’il n’y a pas cinq caractères sur les vingt mille qu’on puisse 
deviner au premier coup d’œil, au contraire des hiéroglyphes d’Egypte dont 
les éléments, sinon l’ensemble, sont aisément reconnaissables. Ici pas cent 
caractères simples, même dans l’écriture primitive. Le Chinois veut des 
ensembles. (Michaux 1933/1967: p. 364-365) 

Michaux here mentions a primitive writing. Fenollosa and Pound 
also refer to primitive Chinese writing, implying a more modern Chinese 
writing, but in general they tend to ignore the history of Chinese writing, 
treating it almost synchronically. Michaux seems more cognizant of that 
history. In another example, Michaux points out how the graph for 
elephant has transformed through time:  

Même si le Chinois représente tel quel l’objet, au bout de peu de temps, il le 
déforme et le simplifie. Exemple: l’éléphant a, au cours des siècles, pris huit 
formes. 
 D’abord, il avait une trompe. Quelques siècles après, il l’a encore. Mais 
on a dressé l’animal comme un homme. Quelque temps après, il perd l’œil et 
la tête, plus tard le corps, ne gardant que les pattes, la colonne vertébrale et 
les épaules. Ensuite il récupère la tête, perd tout le reste, sauf les pattes, 
ensuite il se tord en forme de serpent, Pour finir, il est tout ce que vous 
voulez; il a deux cornes et une tétine qui sort d’une patte. (Ibid.: p. 365) 

Michaux places greater emphasis than Pound and Fenollosa do on 
the changes in the forms of Chinese script: 

Le Chinois a le génie du signe. L’ancienne écriture chinoise, celle des sceaux, 
ne contenait déjà plus ni volupté dans le présentation ni dans le tracé, 
l’écriture qui lui a succédé a perdu ses cercles, ses courbes, et tout 
enveloppement, Dégagée de l’imitation, elle est devenue toute cérébrale, 
maigre, inenveloppante (envelopper: volupté). (Ibid.: p. 379) 

Here Michaux refers to a change from seal script to what became 
known as the standard script. Figure 1 will help to explain what Michaux 
is talking about. 
 



Cordell D. K. Yee 

 52

 
 
Figure 1. Chart of five styles of Chinese script (traditional order of 
development right to left). Calligraphy by Chen Bojin. 

 
In Figure 1 the saying wen yi zai dao has been written vertically five 

times, each time in a different style. The saying’s concision is matched by 
the uncertainty about its meaning. It might be translated as «Writing is 
for conveying the way»6. In Idéogrammes en Chine Michaux seems to be 
translating the saying when he writes, «Voie par l’écriture» (Michaux 
1975: p. 839). He does not explain what it means. One way of 
interpreting it, however, will emerge from an exposition of Figure 1. 

From right to left the styles of writing appear in what is usually 
taken to be chronological order. The rightmost style is known as the seal 
script, dating from the third century B.C.E7. It is followed by the clerical, 
standard, semicursive, and cursive scripts. The standard script dates from 
about the second century C.E. It is sometimes called the «perfected 

script» (zhenshu ��). From a formal point of view, the standard form 
seems to be the one from which the others arise. The other forms seem to 
be striving toward it. This becomes more apparent if one considers a 
different ordering of the styles (Figure 2), which may be more accurate 
from an archaeological point of view. Figure 1 assumes that the cursive 
and semicursive scripts were based on the standard script, but the 
archaeological evidence suggests that such scripts were first based on 
clerical and seal script8. The eighteenth-century calligrapher Wang Duo 

                                                 
6 The saying derives from a statement by the philosopher Zhou Dunyi (1017-73): 

«������» (wen suo yi zai dao ye» [writing is that which is for conveying the 
way]) (Zhou 1966: chap. 28, p. 6a). Wen (writing) can be understood as literature or 
as script. In this overview of the history of Chinese writing I revisit some ideas first 
developed in Yee 2001a. 
7 More accurately, this style is known as the lesser seal script to distinguish it from 
the greater seal script. There are forms of writing older than the seal scripts, but for 
centuries the artistic tradition was unaware of them.  
8 The clerical script, dating to about the third century B.C.E., cursive script, dating 
to at least the second century B.C.E., and semicursive script, dating to at least the 
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sensed something similar: «The origin of cursive script is fundamentally 
in seal script» (Wang 1993: p. 652)9. 

 

 
 

Figure 2. Chart of five styles of Chinese script (alternative arrangement). 
 
In the movement from seal to standard script Michaux senses loss. 

The character of the script changes from circularity, curvilinearity, to 
rectilinearity. Michaux sums up the transformation as a process of 
becoming cerebral. One way in which the script became more cerebral is 
that its elements became more rational; the elements were rectified. 
Characters in the seal script can be intricate and thus difficult to 
memorize. Each character seems to present a different set of structural 
elements; each seems to have its own organizing rules. In addition, 
reproducing graphs in the seal script presents difficulties, since it is hard 
to tell where one stroke ends and another begins. 

The standard script seems to address those problems. The contours 
of the characters have been simplified, as have the components of the 
characters: there are more straight lines and more figures composed of 
straight lines. The types of strokes have been reduced to basically three: 
dots, lines, and hooks; or points, lines, and angles. In the traditional 

criticism, the standard script is described as «square» (fang 	) and 

«straight» (zheng 
) (see, for example, Xiang 1994: p. 526). These 
adjectives are also classical Chinese geometrical terms (see Martzloff 
1997: p. 274), and the coincidence in terminology seems more than 
accidental. In the movement from seal to standard script, writing was 
mathematized. The writers who established the form «used the brush and 
fit the compass and the square» (Jiang 1994: p. 384). Its forms became 
clearer and more abstract, thus easier to read and reproduce – more 
mathematical in the etymological sense of more learnable (though still 

                                                                                                                        
second century B.C.E., were all roughly contemporaneous with early forms of the 
standard script. For the dating of the various styles, see Qiu 2000 and Tseng 1993. 
9 All translations from Chinese texts are my own. 
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not simple). Chinese writing thus may convey the way in the sense of 
mathematical reason, contrary to characterizations of it as inefficient and 
cumbersome. Chinese script can be seen as developing toward increased 
communicative efficacy, though perhaps not in the only path that would 
lead to such an end. 

In moving from seal to standard script, the Chinese writing system 
became more efficient from the standpoint of communication by 
becoming more legible, and more efficient from the standpoint of 
reproduction. Elements of characters are more easily recognizable, and 
the structure of characters is easier to discern. The lines of the standard 
script are straighter than those the seal script and thus are easier to carve 
into wood for woodblock printing. The standard script was often written 
on a grid, each graph occupying a square, which emphasized the 
rectilinearity of the writing. From such an arrangement it is not difficult 
to imagine each graph occupying a piece of square type. The standard 
script was a logical choice for a type style, and as a printed form, it has 
been stable for more than ten centuries. Chinese printed texts from the 
ninth century are still highly readable today. Such is not true of early 
texts in the West printed in blackletter10. The aspects of Chinese graphs 
that interested Pound, those related to the construction of Chinese 
graphs, were those that helped to put book production on its modern 
course. The Chinese standard script was more modern than it seemed to 
eighteenth-century Europe. 

The mathematization of Chinese script also made it more abstract – 
cerebral in another way. As Michaux observes, the elements that were 
originally ideographic or pictographic are not immediately recognizable. 
The formal features of Chinese script have become disengaged from 
imitation. 

From what Michaux says in Un Barbare en Asie, it seems that the 
outcome of the cultural exchange between China and Europe was not 
entirely a historical accident. Some of the technology developed in China 
for reproducing writing may have been adopted and adapted in Europe, 
but not Chinese script. As pointed out before, the claims for its possible 
universality were overstated, and perhaps false. According to Michaux, it 
seems doubtful that Chinese script could provide a basis for a universal 
aesthetics. 

                                                 
10 Frank Romano says, only partly in jest, that Gutenberg was the «last person to 
get away with bad typography» (Romano 2003: p. VII). He intends to give an 
indication of how far typography has come. 
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4. Michaux and Chinese Writing II  

More than thirty years later Michaux moved away from this view and 
took more seriously the possibility that Chinese script had more than 
local significance. This move also entailed departing from a linguistic 
theory that held that signs were arbitrary, and that writing was an 
adjunct to spoken language. In effect Michaux tried to complete what 
had been incomplete – the partial transfer of the means of textual 
production from East to West. 

Michaux began producing works in pen and Chinese ink, bringing 
him closer to calligraphic technique. Mouvements is thought to reflect his 
interest in Chinese thought (Parish 2007: p. 36-37), particularly the sixty-
four hexagrams of the Yi jing (Classic of changes), which also caught the 
interest of Leibniz before him. Michaux also reexamined the history of 
Chinese script and the productive processes behind it. One occasion for 
this reexamination was his writing a preface for a book on Chinese 
calligraphy. At roughly the same time he was working on Émergences-
résurgences, in which his thinking and aspects of his artistic practice 
resonate with what he says in that preface. 

The movement of his thinking can be summarized as a shift from the 
writerly to the painterly (a painter, in its basic sense as one who applies 
paint, pigment, to a surface). He begins to see script as something other 
than language. In Émergences-résurgences, he says that Chinese painting 
«converted» him (Michaux 1972: p. 548). Painting helps him to recover 
what is primordial. Through it Michaux becomes devoted to a world of 
signs and lines. This statement suggests his awareness of the traditional 
presence of writing in the space of Chinese painting. Paintings were often 
inscribed with poems or other textual material. The inscriptions would 
emphasize the linearity of Chinese painting, noted by Michaux in Un 
Barbare en Asie. The co-habitation of script and painting is no surprise 
given that they draw upon common technical resources: what Michaux 
understands to be referred to as the «four treasures» of the scholar’s 
studio: brush, paper, ink, and inkstone (for grinding inksticks). Though 
both script and painting can signify, what interests Michaux is not signs, 
but lines, which had drawn Michaux’s attention since at least 
Mouvements. 

For Michaux, lines are dynamic: they have momentum. As a result 
they are a way of escaping language. The lines he has in mind are not to 
be understood as written. He wishes to have nothing to do with words: no 
alliance with them is conceivable: «À bas les mots» (Ibid.: p. 368). 
Through words one enters into relation with geometric forms and such 
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things as apples or herrings on a plate. These are static and inert, at best 
still lifes. 

Language is also encumbered, weighed down by a history: «Immense 
préfabriqué qu’on se passé génération en génération, la langue, pour 
condamner à suivre, à être fidèle, qui pousse à montrer un important 
standing» (Ibid.: p. 550). It passes from generation to generation as a 
ready-made structure: it is codified, rule-bound, organized, and 
hierarchized. As a result it tends toward immobility and stasis. These are 
opposed to art: for in Michaux’s view, art is «ce qui aide à tirer de 
l’inertie» (Ibid.: p. 594). 

Signs contribute to that inertia. In the word for the science of signs, 
«semiotics», the Greek etymology is still visible: a σηµεῖον is a point or an 
element. Signs entail stops: they are too strongly associated with 
language, articulation, to promote movement. Insofar as they are a part 
of language, they imply arrest, for one must pause, however briefly, to 
interpret them. Thus Michaux is interested in participating in a world by 
means of lines. What Michaux prefers is a «continuum». 

In Émergences-résurgences Michaux experiences lines as lacking 
direction and purpose: lines seek without knowing what they seek; they 
refuse what is found immediately. Looking at Chinese script, Michaux 
has a similar impression of lines: «Traits dans toutes les directions. En 
tous sens des virgules, des boucles, des crochets, des accents, dirait-on, à 
toute hauteur, à toute niveau; déconcertants buissons d’accents» 
(Michaux 1975: p. 817). Strokes lacking order, not acting in concert, 
going off in all directions (a situation tantamount to lacking direction) – 
such seems to be the character of cursive script, an example of which is 
pictured on the verso of the page on which the passage just cited appears. 
What Michaux sees in the cursive script matches what Wang Duo, a 
practitioner of the art, sees: «Constantly disorderly, / its control is up to 
deviations. […] Its wondrousness lies in irregularity» (Wang 1993: 
p. 652). 

In the movement from standard to cursive script, Michaux detects a 
shift from the writerly to the painterly. Written linguistic signs were 
detached from their models, gradually loosened from «le cordon 
ombilical» of resemblance, in a rejection of the relationship between word 
and object. Graphs dependent on reality disappeared (Michaux 1975: 
p. 825). Thus Michaux describes ideograms as without evocation: they do 
not suggest anything beyond themselves (Ibid.: p. 819). Like Michaux, 
the Chinese writing system renounces words. 

Part of Michaux’s aim in renouncing words is to gain spontaneity, 
something that is lacking in writing, at least in the written words of the 
West. Spontaneity is something that he finds in the art of Chinese 
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writing. Chinese graphs appear to him to lack body, form, figure, 
contours, and symmetry, as well as any rule of simplification, unification, 
or generalization (Ibid.: p. 818). They are of unending variety. The result 
is even more abstraction than he had recognized before in Chinese script. 
What was once a source of frustration for Michaux (and something to be 
avoided for modernists like Pound) becomes what he seeks. Abstraction 
brings pleasure, a pleasure associated with freedom: «Abstraire, c’est se 
libérer, se désenliser» (Ibid.: p. 835). Adding to its aura of freedom, the 
art of Chinese writing is absolutely unencumbered (Ibid.: p. 837). A 
practitioner of the art can move swiftly in employing brusque, gliding 
strokes that meet with no resistance (Ibid.: p. 821-823). Such strokes 
would produce the sense of continuity that Michaux seeks in Émergences-
résurgences. 

Michaux’s consideration of brushstrokes leads to a reformulation of 
signification, one independent of language. Writing does not imitate 
nature, as it does for Fenollosa, but embodies it by means of 
brushstrokes. The strokes become almost living things in their own right, 
they possess an internal principle of movement. They fly, they know how 
to bend and rebound (Ibid.: p. 841). Michaux wrote presciently in Un 
Barbare en Asie when he said that for the Chinese «la peinture doit tenir 
la place de la nature» (Michaux 1933/1967: p. 376). By the 1970s, 
however, the painterly has assumed a broader meaning than before. 
Brushstrokes constitute a world in themselves. At its best, the brushwork 
is inspired in the fundamental sense of being in-spirited. Contrary to what 
earlier writers such as Pound and Fenollosa thought, it is the separation 
of the strokes from language, their minimalist syntax, not their 
proximity to language, that leaves space for poetry. It is their 
extralinguistic character that allows them to complete a poem: «elle est 
l’expression qui rend le poème valable, qui avalise le poète» (Michaux 
1975: p. 843). 

As an example, we can take this poem by the eighth-century poet 
Zhang Ji: 

��	
 
Mooring at Night at Maple Bridge 
 

������ 
moon / descend / crow / call / frost / fills / sky 
The moon sets, a crow caws, frost fills the sky. 
 

������� 
river / maples / fishermen / fire / (to) face / anxious / sleep 
Maples by the river, fishermen’s fires – facing them I fitfully sleep. 
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������� 
Gu- / su / city wall / outside / Cold / Mountain / temple 
Outside the wall of Suzhou, from Cold Mountain temple 
 

	� !"#$ 
night / half / bell / sound / arrives / traveler / boat 
The sound of the midnight bell reaches this traveler’s boat. 

The poet’s vocabulary is spare and somewhat general. The verb for 
the crow’s cry, for example, is used for other animals as well. The poet 
provides little specification: he provides enough detail to suggest that the 
poem takes place during a winter night. Other details are left to the 
imagination of the reader. Or in the case of manual transcription, the 
execution of the graphs can complete the poem. Transcriptions of the 
third and fourth graphs of the fourth line will serve to illustrate this 
point. 

 

  
Figure 3. Rubbing of Zhang Ji’s poem, 
«Mooring at Night at Maple Bridge», 
inscribed by Yu Yue in ca. 1906. 

Figure 4. Transcription of Zhang Ji’s poem, 
«Mooring at Night at Maple Bridge», by 
modern calligrapher (work purports to bear 
seal and signature of Qiyuan, a member of 
the Manchu Aisin-Gioro clan). 

In Figure 3 the late Qing-dynasty scholar Yu Yue transcribes the 
poem mostly in semicursive. The character for «bell» (fourth graph in the 
leftmost column of Figure 3) is written faintly, perhaps suggesting that 
the bell emits a soft or low or indistinct sound. The observer in the poem 
may be distant from the sound’s source. In Figure 4 a modern 
practitioner of the art of writing transcribes the poem mostly in cursive, 
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but renders the two characters in question (the last two graphs in the 
third column from the right) in forms more closely resembling the 
standard script. As a result they stand out against the indefinite forms of 
the rest of the transcription. The clarity of the characters may suggest a 
corresponding clarity or distinctness in the bell’s sound ringing out from 
the winter’s frosty air. The observer may be near to the bell, resulting in 
the clarity of the sound. The transcriptions thus suggest two different 
ways of completing the poem, each implying a different mood and a 
different spatial relationship between scene and observer. 

Some of these effects may be possible with print technology, and 
concrete poets may be working toward similar effects. But even they 
must deal with artistic means that come to them prefabricated. Unless 
they are typographers or type designers themselves, they have to draw 
on type fonts made by someone else. In that sense they are abstracted 
from the material of their art11. 

In this regard Michaux becomes more concrete than the concrete 
poets. His abstraction of lines from language brings him closer to artistic 
material. Primary among the material of the strokes is ink. It is black, 
and in Émergences-résurgences Michaux says blackness leads to the 
fundamental, the origin. It is also liquid, like water, and as such it has no 
inherent form (Michaux 1975: p. 839). This quality makes possible the 
spontaneity and the freedom of movement that Michaux finds in the art 
of Chinese writing and seeks in his own practice. Ink can also lead to 
what appears to be disharmony and impurity. 

The messiness of ink is suppressed by printing technology. With 
movable type the flow of ink is restricted for the sake of accuracy of 
reproduction. In order to enable an art based on linework, print 
technology must be discarded. It separates the maker from what is made. 

Incidentally, Apollinaire came close to this realization and sensed a 
limit to the potentialities in typography and printed text. He called his 
calligrams «une idéalisation de la poésie vers-libriste et une précision 
typographique à l’époque où la typographie termine brillamment sa 
carrière» (Apollinaire 1965: p. 1078). But whereas Apollinaire envisioned 
adapting poetry to new technologies, Michaux reverts for a time to an 
older one: a brush. 

                                                 
11 Possible exceptions to this disjunction between literary and typographic 
production include Samuel Richardson and William Blake, who were printers as well 
as writers. Richardson could try to set type in a manner that suggested the form of 
handwritten letters, but the fonts that were available to him did not permit him to 
imitate the letterforms of handwriting. 
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Compared with modern printing, a brush affords Michaux, as a 
producer of lines, more direct control over the productive process. By 
means of strokes, Michaux enters into relations with «ce qu j’ai de plus 
précieux, de plus vrai, de plus replié, de plus “mien”» (Michaux 1972: 
p. 549). The important word here is «mien». In drawing lines, Michaux 
seeks to reclaim ownership, to reassert authority over his work12. 

After producing ink works with brush, Michaux switches to modern 
pens. They seem better suited to his wish for continuity and fluidity. If 
he wishes to maintain flow, he needs to be done with the brush. The tip of 
a brush can hold only so much ink. It may run out quickly depending on 
how much pressure is exerted on it. Modern pens have greater capacity 
than brushes, and thus can maintain the flow of ink longer13. 

In the flow of ink Michaux finds power: «Le flot qui coule, souverain, 
semble impudent. Plutôt – car il coule assez mollement – il me rend 
impudent par son noir barbare» (Ibid.: p. 585). He seeks a sort of 
barbarousness, a breakdown of a static order. Flow rules over stasis: it 
means power and boldness. For Michaux, ink has a negative capability. 
It has the power to cross out, to produce a blackness that can encompass 
all. It is not only destructive, but its action is described in terms 
conventionally associated with disapprobation and negation, terms that 
suggest here that its negativity attracts Michaux: «Ce sale flot noir, qui se 
vautre, démolissant la page et son horizon, qu’il traverse aveuglément, 
stupidement, insupportablement, m’oblige à intervenir» (Ibid.: p. 590). 

Going back toward the painterly – a going back from the point of 
view of the means of production – leads to a more direct connection 
between artist and work. There is no mediation by language. The pre-
existing structures of language limit what can be written. A true auteur is 
not a «copiste» (Ibid.: 605), in the sense that all writerly artists are: they 
rely on a syntax and lexicon that are prefabricated for them. By working 
                                                 
12 What Michaux suggests here may provide some insight into the history of textual 
production in China. If the art of Chinese writing is an art of making lines, as 
Michaux seems to regard it, it makes sense that long after the development of 
woodblock printing and movable type, manuscript texts remained an important 
means of circulating literary texts. There may have been economic reasons for why 
movable type did not gain wide use in China, but if handwriting is an imprint of the 
mind, it is understandable that the members of the intellectual elite would wish to 
maintain its currency. 
13 Michaux’s own line work resembles the seal script more than the cursive. Cursive 
script requires modulation of brush strokes. Seal script requires somewhat less 
nuanced brush control, and is more imitable by a modern pen. As Dong Qiang notes, 
Michaux’s view of Chinese writing is ahistorical in the sense that he regards all styles 
as produced by brush, when the seal script was originally an engraved or carved 
form (Dong 1999: p. 56). 
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more directly with ink, the strokes left on the paper more accurately 
trace what comes from the dynamic interior of the auteur in the form of 
gestural. This is an aspect of the art of Chinese writing that for Michaux 
seems universalizable. His movement toward the painterly answers his 
own question posed in Idéogrammes en Chine: 

Une langue en Occident, qui aurait eu seulement une parcelle des possibilités 
calligraphiques de la langue chinoise, qu’en serait-il advenu? Les époques 
baroques qui s’en seraient suivies, et les trouvailles des individualistes, les 
raretés et bizarreries, excentricités et originalités de toute sorte […]. 
(Michaux 1975: p. 845) 

Michaux works out the implications of his movement toward the 
painterly in more detail in Saisir (1979). The title might be understood as 
«grasping», the action of holding a pen or other writing implement. 
Michaux recounts that grasping for him once had a less tactile sense of 
apprehending, getting a grasp on things. He had a desire to re-present 
things, such as animals, but this desire aroused his «sentiments 
d’opposition», so that the more he determined to render an animal, the 
more he refused to do so. Oppositional sentiments find expression in 
oppositional imperatives, such as to escape from likeness and to disobey 
form: «J’avais toujours eu des ennuis avec les formes / J’étais tout 
antipathie pour les formes» (Michaux 1979: p. 948).  

Forms imply stasis, to which Michaux, as before, opposes mobility: 
«À la fin SAISIR n’était plus que dynamisme, un saisir abstrait, ou y 
tendait» (Ibid.: p. 939). Such an abstract grasping is made possible by the 
tactile grasping of a pen. The meaning of abstraction thus undergoes a 
shift. It does not denote a lifting off of form, but a lifting off of movement 
and what lacks a fixed form. To grasp is to translate: «Saisir s’abstrayant 
de plus en plus, saisir le tendance, saisir l’accent, l’allure, l’espace. Saisir 
ce qui sous-tend» (Ibid.: p. 979). 

Michaux seeks to rediscover the primal dance of creatures, beyond 
form. The artistic means for this rediscovery is the line: «La ligne n’est 
pas un abrégé de volume ou de surface, mas un abrégé de cent gestes et 
attitudes et impressions et émotions» (Ibid.: p. 960). The primal dance is 
even beyond body, beyond what one can see on bodily surfaces. The 
dance may not even need to be visualizable: «Plus particulièrement ce 
que je voulais n’était pas le mouvement tel qu’on le voit en photographie, 
mas le mouvement initial, essentiel, à la base, tel qu’on le ressentirait les 
yeux bandés» (Ibid.: p. 962) 

In human terms line as gesture would translate internal gestures: 
«J’aurais voulu dans un homme représenter le geste, partant de 
l’intérieure, le déclenchement, l’arrachement; l’irruption coléreuse de cette 
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intense, subite, ardente concentration d’où va partir le coup, plutôt que le 
coup arrive à destination» (Ibid.: p. 963). The string of qualifiers here 
suggests the limited ability of language to grasp these internal gestures. 
As an attempt at explanation, language is, in James Joyce’s phrase, 
«almosting it» (Joyce 1984/1986: 3.366, p. 39). A language often tries to 
capture a myriad of such gestures by means of a set of a few words. 
According to Michaux, a line as gesture is better suited for this project of 
grasping life as it is actualized. It is more nuanced, more concentrated an 
expression than language: «Gestes plutôt que signes» (Michaux 1984: 
p. 1249). 

Michaux’s interest in lines of verse or prose is superseded by an 
interest in lines produced by the writing instrument – the paths, or ways 
of ink on paper. The line is no longer a representation of a succession or 
an arrangement of sound, but a transcription, or trace, of movement. 
Through the line Michaux regrounds poetics in a sort of material science. 
The line has to do with making, or poetics, in its fundamental sense. It 
constitutes text in the older sense of something woven from threads or 
lines. It also has to do with a transference of power, but not in the same 
way as Fenollosa thought. Fenollosa’s transference of power was a 
simulacrum or imitation of a transference of power. Furthermore, he 
understood Chinese writing in its printed form. When the graphs are 
reproduced by mechanical means, there is, as Walter Benjamin 
suggested, a loss of aura (Benjamin 2002: p. 104). The transference 
Michaux envisions is more direct and physical. He seeks to recover what 
W.B. Yeats once called the «nonchalance of the hand» (Yeats 1919: l. 13, 
p. 162). 

5. Toward a hermeneutics of the line 

Recourse to Chinese culture is often seen as an aspect of modernism’s 
interest in primitivism. It was, and it wasn’t. Chinese writing dates from 
antiquity, so interest in it could be taken as an interest in what could be 
an ancient source of wisdom. Such interest could also be seen as an 
instance of returning to the original scene of modernity, in an effort to 
modernize further, and perhaps even go beyond modernity. 

In Michaux’s hands Chinese script becomes more than an illustration 
of views of language that came to be prevalent in Europe. Chinese 
cultural development is not simply a variation on European history or a 
stunted version as far as the development of technology was concerned. 
The Chinese writing system comes to have significance not as a universal 
language, one that could dissolve barriers among various tongues, but as 
a record of bodily movement. Such traces of movement can cross cultural 
boundaries more easily than language: «De la naissance à la morte, un 
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trait modèle universel» (Michaux 1984: p. 1253). They can also open 
regions of the self that are inaccessible to language. 

Since the advent of printing, the material aspects of writing have 
been suppressed. The example of Chinese writing helped Michaux to see 
how to recover a means of expression preserved to a certain extent in the 
art of Chinese writing. The result for Michaux is a need for a revision in 
interpretive practice. Interpreting a «poetic» work becomes primarily not 
a matter of reading between the lines, but within the lines.  

This last point raises the question of what sorts of hermeneutic 
procedures would be necessary. Michaux leaves this question largely 
unanswered. He does suggest that his lines are more than «geste-
mouvements»: they express passions, but also represent real movements 
and all sorts of movements yet unimagined (Michaux 1972: p. 641). 
«Inimaginés» implies that no words exist for the movements traced by 
the lines he intends, so at least Western critical discourse would seem to 
be inadequate to the task of interpretation. Western critical discourse 
faces a similar deficit in the face of Chinese manuscript texts. Western 
practices of critical reading do not account for how a traditional Chinese 
reader worked with a text. At one level the graphs on the writing surface 
were meant to be looked through or past; at another they were to be 
interpreted as expressing or embodying personality, movement, and 
intent. In addition a new transcription was potentially a new, previously 
unimagined interpretation of a text. Michaux is trying to bring this 
fullness of textual experience to the West. For criticism to keep up with 
Michaux, we in the West may have to move toward the painterly, give 
up some of our language, and borrow yet again from China – import its 
ways of reading lines. 

 
Cordell D. K. Yee* 
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