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ABSTRACT

The female-persona lyric is a newly defined genre by the
- present study, although the “speaking on-behalf-of the other”
mode ({5 #8) has been the significant form of the lyrics of bou-
doir complaint (B%55¥) in classical Chinese poetry. The genre is
- located in the space between the male poet and the female
persona he assumes and is take as an instance in which the
boundary between the feminine and the masculine is crossed
over. The main ideas exercised in my argument are the concept
of androgyny in contemporary feminist criticism and the Chinese
philosophy of t'ai-chi (X&) —the focus is the psychoanalytic
modeling function of the genre. Form this psychoanalytic per-
spective, the female-persona lyric is viewed as a simultaneous
presentation of different voices: the voice of human species (the
voice of the pre-Oedipal and the imaginary), the voice of gender
(the lack and the discontentment of the masculine in the patriar-
chal society), and the voice of sympathy and guilt, alienation,
and social injustice —in short, the voice of an androgynous sub-
ject, which always yearns for going beyond the gender.

* An early version of the present paper was read to the 14th Congress
of the International Comparative Literature Association, Edmonton,
Canada, August 1994,
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l. Preliminary Observation

Wisely or unwisely, we take it for granted that a dramatist
should speak in different voices, assuming the roles of a beggar, a
lawyer, a king, and a princess. Yet it may be astonishing, or at least
rare, for a lyric poet of masculine gender to speak and express himself
in the persona of a female. This crossing the boundary of gender may
be considered as a form of androgyny, one of the focal points in con-
temporary feminist theory. This female-persona mode of lyrics is
rather uncommon in English poetry, but it has been established as a
significant form in Chinese boudoir lyrics. To be sure, if we include
those lyrics sung in English plays, for example, those of Shake-
speare’s plays, the case would be different. We exclude them for the
time being simply because they are bound up with the dramatic situa-
tions where they appear—they are the voice of a dramatist, not a lyri-
cist. However, if one goes through some anthologies of English love
poetry, one still can find a number of female-persona lyrics, for ex-
ample, Robert Burn’s “Song” (“O whistle, and I’ll come to ye, my
lad”) and “John Anderson My Jo” (Stallworthy 52; 184), Robert Her-
rick’s “The Mad Maid’s Song” and Frances Cornford’s “Two Poems”
(“She Warns Him” and “All Souls’ Night”) (Betjeman and Taylor 55;
174-75).) Of course, we can recall some more famous ones, such as
Marlowe’s “Nymph’s Reply to the Passionate Shepherd” and Shel-
ley’s “The Indian Girl’s Song.” In fact, the present study is up to the
Romantic period in English poetry and up to the 7°ang dynasty in
Chinese poetry only. We do not know why female-persona lyrics are
unpopular in English classical poetry, and in fact, little is done aca-
demically in this area. We do know about some conditions which may
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account for the flourish of the lyrics of boudoir complaint, whose
significant form is the persona or the tai-yen mode (XS HE) (tai-yen
means “speaking on behalf of the other” ). According to a recent
study of boudoir lyrics (Hsu 547-670), the fettering power of Confu-
cianism, the civil system and yearly civil examination held in the capi-
tal, the commercial travelling, the palace system of emperor’s concu-
bines and ladies-in-waiting, and finally, the abundance of wars, all are
the conditions which deprive a lot of women of their right to a proper
family life with their men and therefore provide fertile soil for the
flourish of the lyrics of boudoir complaint. It is true that the women in
the female-persona lyrics are, in general, deprived women, most often
the abandoned women, the lonely palace ladies, and the women
whose husbands or lovers have gone to wars or have left home for
commercial travelling. And the female-persona lyric is, in general,
women’s love and sorrow. This social reality may account for the
flourish of the lyrics of boudoir complaint, but has no power to ex-
plain why the female-persona mode is chosen by the male poets. The
general notion of sympathy is inadequate in explaining this literary
phenomenon which involves the problem of gender. Some psychoanalytic
levels behind the female-persona lyrics must be explored. The fe-
male-persona lyrics confront us with an ambiguity of gender, an am-
biguity of the “I” and the “Other,” which, needless to say, contributes
itself significantly to the dispute over the problem of gender differ-
ence and its ramifications in cultural, social areas. we may ask: isn’t it
possible that human species is androgynous on the psychoanalytical
level as revealed in the female-persona lyrics? Isn’t possible that the
dichotomy and the boundary of femininity and masculinity in personality
and in writing are rather arbitrary and deceptive in front of the exam-
ples of female-persona lyrics, as we shall see in the case of Shelley
and Li Po?

Indeed, the androgynous subject has recently aroused a debate in
feminist criticism. The debate begins with Showalter’s attack against
Woolf’s androgynous vision of gender relation as a myth and retreat,
an escape from a confrontation with her own painful femaleness
while Toril Moi, coming from a French feminist background, relying
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on Lacan’s psychoanalysis and Derrida’s deconstruction, defends
Woolf’s androgyny as a deconstruction of the falsifying metaphysics
of gender difference. Elaine Showalter sees the androgynous subject
as a “full balance and command of an emotional range that include
male and female elements” but the concept is suspected and rejected
by her as lacking “zest and energy” (263-64) whereas Toril Moi re-
gards the androgynous subject not as “a flight from fixed gender iden-
tities, but a recognition of their falsifying metaphysical nature” and
the concept is advocated by her as a genuine feminist position (13-14).
What is at issue is: whether feminist theory should hold on a single
sex identity or go beyond this position and arrive at an androgynous
perspective.?

Ecriture feminine or feminine writing is a central point in
French feminist criticism. Cixous may be its most comprehensive and
eloquent exponent. For her, writing is by nature feminine, or bisexual
as she sometimes calls it. Yet, on the lower level, feminine writing
can be distinguished from its opposition, that is, the masculine writing:
the latter is dominant in the patriarchal society, characterized by phal-
locentrism. What must be noted is that Cixous does not hold an essen-
tialist view of femininity and masculinity, but regards their relation as
an instance of the Derridean differance.

Hence androgyny and ecriture feminine shall set the tone for our
investigation of female-persona lyrics in the coming sections. To put
the cart before the horse, let me say in advance that the androgynous
perspective will be in the process of the argument substantiated by
Lacan’s psychoanalysis, Kristeva’s semiotic, Lotman’s modeling
function, the Chinese philosophy of #’ai-chi (the primordial whole
combines the yin or feminine and the yang or the masculine), and
above all, Peirce’s mediative, semiotic model.

Il. The Androgynous Subject
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Drive the orioles off the branches,

So they can sing no more!

For their song will wake me up,

And forbid me to meet my dear afar in my dream.
—Chin Ch’ang-Hsu, “Spring Complaint”
(Yu 281)
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Upon jade steps the white dew-drops grow,
Which moisten my gauze stockings in the deep night.
I pull down the crystal blind
And watch the autumn moon clear and bright.
—Li Po, “Jade-Steps Complaint”
(Li 374)

Why did a Chinese classical poet of masculine gender have to
speak in the person of a feminine gender and thus give rise to female-
persona lyrics? To what extent, could the female persona be taken as
the Peircean icon of the poet himself? Icon refers to the sign which
bears a resemblance to its object: “An icon is a sign which would
possess the character which renders it significant, even though its
object had no existence” (Peirce 2: 304), or “A possibility alone is an
Icon purely by virtue of its qualify; and its object can only be a First,”
Peirce says (2: 276). Meanwhile, what kind of psychological identifi-
cation and modeling function may be involved? Modeling function is
a concept developed in Russian semiotics: Ivanov, from a cybernetic
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point of view, suggests that “man cannot govern his own behavior
directly and creates signs in order to control it indirectly” (29), and
therefore, “the basic function of every semiotic system is the model-
ing of the world,” and “every semiotic world model can also be re-
garded as a program for the individual and collective behavior” (36).
Lotman follows this notion and observes that language and literature
respectively function as the primary and the secondary modeling func-
tions (The Structure 9-10), and further links the modeling function to
the particular structure of literature, saying that artistic text is inclined
to be a I-I communicative system (self-communication) more than a I-
S/he system: in the former the “information” is “qualitatively trans-
formed” and “this leads to a restructuring of the actual ‘I’ itself”
(Universe 22). Lacan, from the psychoanalytic perspective, also hints
at the modeling function of language, observing that “in its symboliz-
ing function speech is moving towards nothing less than a transforma-
tion of the subject to whom it is addressed by means of the link that
it establishes with the one who emits it” (83). Finally, but with a
strong sense of mediation, Peirce suggests that “a person is not abso-
lutely an individual. His thoughts are what he is ‘saying to himself,’
that is, is saying to that other self that is just coming into life in the
flow of time” (5: 423). Then to what extent, could a temale-
persona lyric be considered as a particular case of Lotman’s
“auto-communication,” Lacan’s “symbolization,” and Peirce’s

. “saying to himself’? To what extent, could the female persona be
considered as such an other “I,” a particular “function of symboliza-
tion,” the “other self” of the poet?

The common character of these female personae is their under-
privileged position and consequent loneliness and sorrows. These
lyrics have been approached from a social point-of-view, taken as a
critical reflection of the social reality through women, its obvious
victims. Meanwhile, poets have been praised for their sympathy for
the deprived women. That is to say, sympathy has been considered in
its external sense: a sympathy for the Other. This social interpretation
and external sense of sympathy is valid by itself, but it fails to explain
why the male poet has to speak in the persona of a female. Some deep
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psychological levels must be explored in order to account for the
modeling function of female-persona lyrics.

To begin with, sympathy should be considered in its internal
sense, taken as an expansion and regulation of the poet’s psychic zone
in a process of identification, identifying himself with, or losing him-
self to, the Other, that is, the female persona in the present case. One
may notice that there is an ambiguity in Li Po’s poem: my English
rend.tion is in the first person voice, but the Chinese original borders
on a third person voice. This ambiguity is due to the deletion of the
grammatical subject (“I” or “She”?) in the Chinese poetic syntax and
due to the concise expression of the poem. This ambiguity is not un-
common in Chinese female-persona lyrics, which reveals to us its
subtle but always incomplete process of identification. To draw on
Lacan’s psychoanalysis, we may say, sympathy or identification is a
case of the mirror stage and the imaginary, a return to the pre-Oedipal
stage where the “I” sees its image of unity and where the subject and
the object have not been further split by the third party, that is, the
Father and the Symbolic. To draw on Peirce’s theory of icon, we may
say, sympathy or identification means making the female persona an
icon so that the poet can mediate through it and participate in the
qualities of the icon. The Lacanien mirror and the Peircean icon could
possibly reinforce each other and merge together (Eco 215-237).3 In
Chinese female-persona lyrics, this sympathy and identification some-
times involves also a specific kind of Narcissism: a male poet portrays
himself as a deprived woman, and through an imaginary or iconic
identification takes as his own the virtues, the beauty, and the depriva-
tion of the woman. Finally, this Narcissism takes a political turn in
meaning: a deprived woman of beauty and virtue is iconic to a de-
prived politician or scholar of great talent and integrity, that is, iconic
to the poet himself. Certainly, some of Li Po’s poems entertain such a
Narcissistic interpretation.

According to the Chinese philosophy of ¢’ai-chi (X#&), origi-
nated from the I-ching or Book of Changes (55%%), the universe is
originally in the state of a primordial whole called #’ai-chi, which
splits or degenerates into two primary forms, the yin (}&) (the femi-
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nine) and the yang (%) (the masculine) and therefore human being,
into female and male. The philosophy of #’ai-chi or primordial whole
has been presented in the form of an icon: a circle is divided by a
S-shaped moving line into two fish-shaped parts: the shiny, white part
and the shaded, dark part—more surprisingly, the shaded part con-
tains a small bright circle while the shiny part contains a small dark
circle, thus indicating that there is masculine in the feminine and there
is feminine in the masculine. In short, the ¢’ai-chi icon represents a
simultaneous opposition, complementarity, and penetration between
equals, and is supposed to capture the dynamics of the universal
forces. This #’ai-chi philosophy and icon dominates the Chinese
thought and has abstracted great interest and favorable comments
from the world. J. E. Cirlot observes that “the two parts so formed are
invested with a dynamic tendency which would be missing if the divi-
sion were by diameter. . . Each half includes an arc cut out of the
middle of the opposing half, to symbolize that every mode must
contain within it the germ of its antithesis” (Wilden 256). Grison
comments that “in sum they are the expression of a universal dualism
and complementarity. . . They are inseparable, and the rhythm of the
world is the rhythm of their alteration” (Wilden 257). Guenon con-
siders the t’ai-chi icon a representation of “a universal whirlwind
which brings opposites together and engenders perpetual motion,
metamorphosis and continuity in situations characterized by contra-
. diction” (Wilden 257).* Or, in the words of Richard Wilhelm, whose
wonderful German rendition of the Book of Changes has made the
difficult text accessible to the Western reading public, the “two prin-
ciples are united by a relation based on homogeneity; they do not
combat but complement each other. The difference in level creates a
potential, as it were, by virtue of which movement and living expres-
sion of energy become possible” (281-282). These favorable com-
ments about the ¢’ai-chi philosophy and icon suggest to us a dynamic
and hopeful perspective of the problem of gender and the possibility
of an androgynous subject. Now the point is that this philosophy of
the androgynous subject may be turned into something with a psycho-
analytic dimension. We may say, for instance, when the individual
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assumes a gender, the individual degenerates from the primordial
whole of human species, and there comes a sense of lack, for being
deprived of the plenitude of the primordial wholeness. We may ask at
the same time that when one speaks, does one speak from the primor-
dial whole of human species, or from the already split forms of the
masculine and the feminine, or from both? This preliminary psycho-
analytic re-formulation of the philosophy of ¢’'ai-chi or primordial
whole may contribute something to the definition and the recent de-
bate of the androgynous subject in feminism as briefly summarized
before. To be sure, 1 am in support of a dynamic definition of the an-
drogynous subject, and indeed, from a general psychological perspec-
tive, as Cook has suggested, “the blending of positive masculine and
feminine characteristics within a person” is considered as possible
and favorable (33).

Psychoanalysis since Freud has established a close bound be-
tween literary writing and particular psychic zone named as the un-
conscious or fantasy (Freud), the Imaginary (Lacan), the semiotic
(Kristeva), and the bisexual (Cixous)—Kristeva’s semiotic is closely
linked to the instinctual, rhythmic impulses, differing itself from the
general notion of semiotics as developed by De Saussure and P.S.
Peirce. It appears to me that this psychoanalytic position presumes an
androgynous subject, which embraces the masculinity and femininity.
To me, it may be most probable that poetic writing is a return to the
androgynous subject and from where the poet speaks, although this
return is always incomplete. The female-persona lyric is such a psy-
choanalytic return to the androgynous subject, an expression of the
subject’s discontent with the conscious, with the Symbolic, with the
masculine, in short, with the hegemony of the phallic, patriarchal cul-
ture. The male poet has to release his repressed femininity, and the
means of release is emotionally to turn himself into a female. And this
is the psychoanalytic function of female-persona lyrics. It is primary,
compared with the biographical, social, political modeling functions
of a female-persona lyric we have mentioned earlier. The psychoana-
lytic and the social-cultural functions do not cancel each other but co-
exist in female-persona lyrics. Meanwhile, the poet’s sympathy could
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be considered as a redemption and guilt in the patriarchal society
where the males are privileged, for the androgynous subject is always
fair to all the elements it embraces.

Ill. Ecriture Feminine

The binary opposition of masculinity and femininity is ap-
proached as a point of departure and deconstructed by recent French
feminist theorists, notably, Helene Cixous and Julia Kristeva. Their
method is Derridean in a double sense: a Derridean re-reading of
Freud and Lacan, working within the system of binary opposition
until the system is exploded, and finally, exploring the Derridean no-
tion of “differance” (meaning simultaneously “difference,”
“differing,” and “deferral” ). Cixous lists a number of oppositions in
the form of binary, such as activity/passivity, father/mother,
man/woman, exposes these binaries as unequal pairs in our patriarchal
society, and finally denounces these oppositions as disastrous forms of
“essentialism,” false representation of human reality. (“Sorties” 90-
98). She advocates a non-exclusive form of bisexuality: an “non-
exclusion either of the difference or of one sex,” a “self-permission,”
a “multiplication of the effects of the inscription of desire,” according
to “each other, male or female” (“Medusa” 254). Historically, the
feminist Cixous continues, “woman is bisexual,” whereas man keeps
his “glorious phallic monosexuality;” that is, woman is opening up for,
and benefiting from, this “bisexual” tendency of the human species
(“Medusa” 254). As one can see, Cixous’s concept of bisexuality is
almost a synonym for androgyny, a concept we have discussed in the
preceding section.

Meanwhile, Kristeva is suspicious of any absolute form of gen-
der identity, and rejects any essentialist notion of femininity and ecri-
ture feminine. Kristeva “displaces Lacan’s distinction between the
Imaginary and the Symbolic into a distinction between the semiotic
and the symbolic” (Moi 161), and associates literature with the former.
Briefly, the Lacanian Imaginary is a complex phenomenon, linked to
narcissism and the formation of the subject , mediating between the
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real, which is unthinkable for the human consciousness, and the sym-
bolic, which is social and culture, in the Lacanian trilogy. The
Imaginary first reveals itself in the mirror stage, which takes place in
the child of 6 months old, which exhibits in an exemplary situation
the dialectic between identification and alienation, between fragments
and unity, between the child’s incapability and the imagined perfec-
tion as projected by himself. As Lacan suggests, the child assumes the
unified “specular image” but “its motor style remains scarcely recog-
nizable” and the body is unable to coordinate in a unity (2). The
specular image is “fixed” and “inverted” in contrast with “the turbu-
lent movements that the subject feels are animating him”—the specu-
lar image is an alienated one, which “prefigures its alienating destina-
tion” (2). In spite of this alienation, the mirror stage “is still pregnant
with the correspondences that unite the I with the statue which man
projects himself” (2). The mirror stage continues until 18 months old,
until the child comes to the Oedipal crisis in which the Phallus and
Father splits up this dyadic unity between the child and its image,
between the child and the mother and the world. The Symbolic Or-
der is the Law of the Father or Phallus; the entry into the Symbolic
means to the child a primary suppression and a loss. And all human
culture and all life in the patriarchal society is dominated by the Sym-
bolic Order, including the human language. What must be noted is
that the mirror stage , or if you like, the Imaginary, repeats itself and
interrupts the symbolic in the form of fantasy/dream/arts including
literature in the development of the I while the I lives on. For Kristeva,
literary writing is a threshold between the semiotic and the symbolic,
or an intrusion of the semiotic into the symbolic: the semiotic fluid
motility, or the semiotic chora as Kristeva calls it, “exists in practice
only within the symbolic and requires the symbolic break to obtain
the complex articulation we associate with it in musical and poetic
practices” (“Revolution” 118), or “we shall have to represent the se-
miotic (which is produced recursively on the basis of that break) as a
‘second’ return of instinctual functioning within the symbolic, as a
negativity introduced into the symbolic order and as the transgression
of that order” (“Revolution” 118). In Kristeva’s psychoanalysis, the
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semiotic is associated with the pre-Oedipal phase, with the pre-
Oedipal mother, whom Kristeva takes as a figure that “encompasses
both masculinity and femininity” (Moi 165). Writing, or aesthetic
practice as Kristeva calls it, should not be reduced to a single feminin-
ity but goes along with “the multiplicity of every person’s possible
identifications” (“Women’s Time” 210).

Both Cixous and Kristeva deconstruct the essentialist opposition
of femininity and masculinity, yet retain them as a “differance” acti-
vated within a historical-cultural context. For Cixous, writing is akin
to the bisexual or feminine: “there is no invention of other I’s, no
poetry, no fiction without a certain homosexuality (interplay therefore
of bisexuality) making in me a crystallized work of my ultrasubjec-
tivities” (“Sorties” 97). Yet on the secondary level, a “distinction be-
tween feminine and masculine writing” is possible (“Medusa” 253).
The feminine writing superimposes itself upon writing (which is by
nature already bisexual or feminine) and reveals itself in being non-
exclusive, oceanic, fluid, and so on as illustrated in Cixous’s own
writing. Kristeva rejects any essentialist form of feminine writing, yet
advocates “the gestural, rhythmic, prereferential language of such
writers as Joyce, Mallarme, and Artaud,” which allows the semiotic
motility to disrupt the symbolic, phallic order (Jones 362-63). This
avant-garde writing is “semiotic” in Kristeva’s definition, and, we
may say, “feminine” as well, for it is not only in contrast to the Sym-
bolic but also in contrast to the phallic, masculine hegemony of the
Symbolic. I shall use “femininity of writing” to signify both Cixous’s
“the feminine” and Kristeva’s “the semiotic,” while making allow-
ance for the difference between them.

In making good distinction between sex (men and women) and
gender (masculine and feminine as categories of cultural inscription
in society), Cixous holds on her theory of bisexuality, saying that
“there are men who do not repress their femininity, women who more
or less forcefully inscribe their masculinity” (“Sorties” 93). In writing,
which has been the enterprise of the male and the expression of phal-
lic culture, works which inscribe “femininity” are therefore excep-
tional, Cixous mourns (“Medusa” 93). From the present perspective,
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the female-persona lyric is an instance in which a male poet releases
his femininity suppressed in the phallic culture and returns to an an-
drogynous subject or bisexuality in Cixous’s terminclogy. Yet the
very femininity is not totally spontaneous but rather suppressed as it
is in our phallic culture. Freud’s argument that civilization is always
suppressive and generates discontents (1961) is right only when civi-
lization refers to a non-androgynous one. In poetry, not necessarily in
the female-persona lyrics, femininity teases the masculinity from
within as we shall see in the case of Shelley and Li Po .

Shelley’s “Prometheus Unbound,” “Ode to the West Wind,” and
some other poems are notable for their sublimity or masculinity. For
example,

The crawling glaciers pierce me with the spears

of their moon-freezing chrystals; the bright chains

Eat with their burning cold into my bones.

Heaven’s winged hound, polluting from thy lips

His beak in poison not his own, tears up

My Heart; and shapeless sights come wandering by,

The ghastly people of the realm of dream,

Mocking me: and the Earthquake-fiends are charged

To wrench the rivets from my quivering wounds

When the rocks split and close again behind,;

While from their loud abysses howling throng

The genii of the storm, urging the rage

Of whirlwind, and afflict me with keen hail.

“Prometheus Unbound,” 31-43

(Reiman and Powers 137)

Thou
For whose path the Atlantic’s level powers
Cleave themselves into chasms, while far below
The sea-blooms and the oozy woods which wear
The sapless foliage of the ocean, know
Thy voice, and suddenly grow grey with fear,
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Any tremble and despoil themselves: O hear!
“Ode to the West Wind,” 36-42
(Reiman and Powers 222)

The opening passage of “Prometheus Unbound” (written in 1819) is
sublime in any sense: meeting Longinus’s, Kant’s, and even feminist
definition. The Titan Prometheus is described as almost the earth or
universe itself, tortured by the “glaciers,” “Heaven’s winged hound,”
“ghastly People of the realm of dream,” the “genii of the storm,” and
the “whirlwind,” eating into the Titan’s “heart” and “bones.” The cry
of Prometheus the Sufferer is indeed “the echo of a great soul,” a
voice of sublimity as defined by Longinus (66). Meanwhile, a sense
of fear and pain is aroused from this torturing scene and fits perfectly
Kant’s definition of sublime: the feeling of the sublime “involves a
pain, which arouses in us the feeling of our supersensible destination”
(97). In Kant’s dialectic theory the sublime begins with pain and fear,
but transcends it by comprehending by our Reason the “inadequacy of
all sensible standards” (97). A feminist would associate the sublime
with the masculine, the phallic, and hears behind Prometheus’s suffer-
ing voice “the same self-admiring, self-stimulating, self-
congratulatory phallocentrism” (a phrase from Cixous, “Medusa”
- 249). Shelley’s psychological identification with Prometheus the Suf-
ferer is unquestionable, and shall we say that Shelley, like Prometheus,
suffers not only from the tyranny of Jupiter, but also from his own
phallocentrism? To be sure, this feminist reading of mine has a de-
constructive notion itself.

“Ode to the West Wind,” written in the same year of 1819, is as
sublime and cosmic as “Prometheus Unbound,” but with an une-
quivocal lyrical personal voice.> We find in the poem the cyclical
movement of the seasons, the steep sky’s commotion, the echoing of
“0, hear!.” And finally, the “Atlantic’s level powers/Cleave them-
selves into chasms, while far below/The sea-blooms and the oozy
woods . . . know/Thy voice, and suddenly grow grey with fear/And
tremble and despoil themselves” as we are told in the passage. The
word “fear” (the pre-condition for the Kantian sublime) is unequivo-
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cally present in the passage and is mingled with the overall feeling of
the sublime.

Among the sublime voices of the Autumn, we hear the most per-
sonal, most lyrical tone of Shelley:

Oh! lift me as a wave, a leaf, a cloud!
I fall upon the thorns of life! I bleed!

This speaking subject “I” in this passage is rather feminine, remarka-
bly differing from the masculine West Wind that acts as a center and
exerts the power to “preserve” and to “destroy,” and, surely, differing
from the phallic voice of Prometheus. Here Shelley speaks in his own
person (as a male) but with a feminine tone. What is most striking and
revealing to us is that the voice is so like the one we hear from an
Indian girl, a female persona Shelley assumes in his another poem:

O lift me from the grass!
I die, 1 faint, I fail!
—“The Indian Girl’s Song”
(Reiman and Powers 370)

This is the most lyrical, most feminine voice of this female-persona
lyric of Shelley. The Indian girl and the British young man Shelley
share almost the same femininity! From the perspective of androgyny
or bisexuality, Shelley in these feminine passages relieves his own
femininity and redeems himself from the confinement of the mascu-
line ego or phallocentrism. I said “almost” because 1 am going to
enunciate the difference between them. The British young man falls
upon “the thorns of life,” unlike the Indian girl, who falls upon “the
grass.” The hardship of “thorns of life” redeems the speaking subject
from a total femininity. Meanwhile, this femininity is further re-
deemed by the masculine character of the speaking subject, who is,
like the West Wind, “tameless, and swift, and proud.” This is to say,
the feminine voice in “Ode to the West Wind” should be described as
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there is femininity in masculinity and masculinity in femininity as in
the ¢t’ai-chi icon. Again, an essentialist opposition between masculin-
ity and femininity is deconstructed in Shelley’s androgynous subject.

No one will not be impressed by Li Po’s sublime and masculine
voice, and perhaps no Chinese poet in classical poetry excels him in
this respect. Let us hear his thundering lyrical voice in his famous
“The Road to the Frontier Shu is Hard:” (ZjiE):

B S PRk
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Ah! Oh! Alas! How dangerous! How high!

The Road to the frontier Shu is hard, harder than climbing
up to the sky!

You see but sad birds crying among ancient trees—

The male birds circling among the wood, followed by their
mates.

You hear but nightingales’s wailing under the deep night
moon—

Mountains are left to sheer sadness.

The road to the frontier Shu is hard, harder than climbing
up to the sky!
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Upon hearing these words your rosy cheeks would wither!
Away from the sky lesser than one foot are the cliffs,
And against the cliffs dead pines hang up-side-down.
Cataracts and torrents compete for their roars, dashing
upon cliffs and rocks,
Like thunders echoing among ten thousand valleys.
A dangerous place it is!
Alas! For what should you come here from afar?

(Li 1: 199)

I have no way to reproduce in translation the sonorous voice, the sub-
lime style, the masculine melancholy, the overtone of self-exile. Yet
from our present feminist perspective it is an agonized voice of phal-
locentrism, which should be relieved for the contentment of an an-
drogynous subject. With this feminist understanding, we are not sur-
prised to find out that Li Po is also known for the feminine sensibility
of his other poems, an opposition to the masculine sensibility in his
sublime lyrics. However, we are still astonished to find out that Li Po
has produced a lot of female-persona lyrics, around 25 in total, ac-
cording to my statistics, excelling all his contemporary poets in num-
ber, if not in quality. Li Po even dedicated a poem entitled “To My
Wife” to his wife and spoke in the persona of the wife: the female
persona in the poem complains about Li Po’s alcoholism. Li Po’s
female personae in general are palace ladies, abandoned women, and
lonely young wives whose husbands left home for war or commerce.
The types of women chosen as the personae reflect to some extent the
social reality and problems of Li Po’s time. Yet what we are here
concerned with is the problem of femininity and masculinity of writ-
ing and the possible psychoanalytic function of female-persona lyrics
in general. Let us begin with one of Li Po’s poems entitled “On Be-
half Of a Beauty Sadly Facing a Mirror” ({32 ARKE%) (Li 3: 1486):

WG ERER
TTEGH]
gk A



Man in Woman’s Voice and Vice Versa 201
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Bright is the golden-magpie mirror;

Luminous is the jade table upon which the mirror stands.
Wiping and rubbing—the mirror now glitters like an icy
moon;

How bright and full is its light!

My rosy cheeks faint yesterday;

White hair is abundant since last year.

I have wasted my prime time on make-up powders—

Oh, how sad when I look at the reflection of my face!

A number of things interest me. First, the title indicates clearly that
this female-persona lyric is speaking on behalf of someone else. But
in most female-persona lyrics, the phrase “on behalf of” is deleted,
and this deletion is unmistakably significant, for it suggests that the
space between the speaking subject and the persona is now blurred.
An internal identification and sympathy as discussed in the previous
section becomes possible. Second, a poem with a leading phrase “on
behalf of” does not necessarily mean that the boundary between the
‘ speaking subject and its persona can not be crossed over. The mirror
image and its white hair reflection is not necessarily the privileged
area of this female, but constitutes in fact a component of Li Po’s
deep psychic zone as revealed in Li Po’s another poem entitled
“Invitation to Drink” (¥ 31#) (Li 1: 225):

BERREMZAKR B
FFIMERNGEE?
BRI aE
BB RRERE?
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Do you not see the water of Yellow River come from
the sky, rushing into the sea with no return?

Do you not see the bright mirrors of grand parlors
Grieving us with white hair?

Our hair is like dark-green silk in the morning,

but snow flakes it becomes in the evening!

The mirror image and its white hair reflection expresses itself as a
suppressed femininity of self-pity in the previous female-persona
lyric. Now the same feminine touch is undermined by the over-
whelming phallocentrism and disturbs at the same time the very phal-
locentrism from within and makes it uneasy in the present poem of Li
Po’s own voice. It is another instance in which femininity and mascu-
linity act upon and deconstruct each other as we have seen in the case
of Shelley.

IV Generic Description

I have tried in the preceding sections to go beyond the social
level and meditated upon the possible psychoanalytic functioning of
female-persona lyrics, not in the instinctual sense of the Freudian
psychoanalysis, but from the perspective of androgyny or bisexuality
as expounded in contemporary feminist theory and from the perspec-
tive of a primordial wholeness of human psyche as suggested in clas-
sical Chinese philosophy. I believe that human species is endowed
with an androgynous subject, and human being suffers from a split of
an androgynous whole. The female-persona lyrics is an expression of
our desire to return to the state of androgyny in the example of the
male: man speaks in the persona of a female and releases his feminin-
ity suppressed in the phallic culture. In fact, we have two Freud: the
Freud biologist and the Freud semiotician. The Freud semiotician
emphasizes on the semiotic, cultural process through which a human
being is shaped into a semiotic, cultural man. The Freud semiotician
uncovers for us, with a sense of urgency, the suppressive power of
culture and our discontents. From our present perspective, the gender



Man in Woman’s Voice and Vice Versa 203

difference and the fixation of gender roles are nothing but a signifi-
cant component basic to the cultural process which is necessarily sup-
pressive.

The essentialist notion of femininity and masculinity can not be
held without qualification in gender nor in writing. The ecriture femi-
nine or feminine writing should not be interpreted as an essentialist
version, but is always in the relation of differance to its opposition,
the masculine writing. The distinction between the feminine style and
the masculine style is not something new, but has been recognized
and differently named in critical writings East and West long ago.
What may be new in our study is that the problem of femininity and
masculinity is linked to the problem of gender, to the modeling func-
tion, to the androgynous subject, and to a specific lyrical genre called
“female-persona lyric.” What interests us is that femininity in female-
persona lyrics is overwhelmed by the masculine, phallic voice and yet
is able to disquiet the very masculinity and phallocentrism from
within, as shown in Shelley’s “Ode to the West Wind” and Li Po’s
“Invitation to Drink.” /

The female-persona lyric is a lyricai genre newly defined in the
present paper. To conclude my investigation, let me reconstruct this
lyric genre according to Todorov’s triadic model as I did in my stud-
ies of other lyric genres, for example, love poetry (1989), landscape
poetry (1990), and carpe diem poetry (1993). Todorov’s model is
based on the three aspects of the literary text as Todorov sees it,
namely, the verbal, the syntactic, and the semantic. According to his
recapitulation in his famous study of the Fantastic (1975), the verbal
component refers to “the properties of the utterance itself” and “its
performance” which involves the author and the reader. The syntactic
component accounts for “relations which the parts of the work sustain
among themselves.” The semantic component consists of “the
‘themes’ of a literary text whose “transformations and combinations”
may be profiled against the background of “some universal semantics
of literature.” Finally, these three components “are manifested in a
complex interrelation” in all literary texts and genres (20). As one can
see, these three components have been deepened and substantiated in
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the present paper by the concepts drawn by contemporary feminist
and semiotic theories.

My generic description will be brief. The semantic component
of female-persona lyric as a genre refers to the problem of gender, the
androgynous subject, the modeling function on the psychoanalytic
level, aside from its social functioning. As to the syntactic component,
female-persona lyric is similar to love lyric in the sense that an ad-
dressee is inscribed as a structure in these lyrics—this time, the ad-
dressee is not a lady, but a gentleman; this time, the poet speaks not in
his own voice but in the voice of a female persona, and this female
persona is, in the last analysis, part of his androgynous subject. All
these features will bear on the verbal component of female-persona
lyrics. The verbal component is related to the problem of feminine
writing, the on-going differing process of femininity and masculinity
in style. It is interesting to note that the most masculine poets, such as
Shelley and Li Po, are inclined to produce most feminine poems, or to
bind together femininity and masculinity in a dynamic whole in their
poetry. Needless to say, these three components, namely, the semantic,
the syntactic, and the verbal, penetrate each other in female-persona
lyric as in other lyric genres.

NOTES

! Some lyrics are ambiguous in gender, for example, Robert Her-
rick’s “Chop-Cherry” (Betjeman and Taylor 56) and Sir Walter
Scott’s “An Hour With Thee” (Staliworth 179).

2 Showalter’s and Moi’s polemic arguments on the issue of an-
drogyny are reprinted in juxtaposition to each other in Eagleton’s
Feminist Literary Criticism with Eagleton’s fair review in her Intro-
duction. See Eagleton.

3 Recently, Eco develops a wonderful concept of mirror, which
is a critique as well as a further development of Lacan’s Mirror stage
and Peirce’s concept of Icon. See Eco 215-237.

* However, Anthony Wilden seems to have reservations for the
dynamic world as suggested by the #’ai-chi icon, and his main interest
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in the essay to which I am indebted for the quotations is not philoso-
phy but the process of the perception of an icon. He comments that
“Here the root metaphor of ‘opposition betwen equals’ denies the
reality of Chinese society, where yang (‘male, light, active’) domi-
nates yin (‘female, dark, passive’)” (255). But I would suggest that
this denial is the violation of the primordial, universal yin-yang prin-
ciple and is an index of the alienation of our historical moment in the
long development of human species.

3 According to G. M. Matthews, “Ode to the West Wind” is “the
only lyric with an unequivocal lyrical personal voice.” Matthews’s
essay is collected in the present edition of Shelley’s poetry. For the
quotation, see Reiman and Powers 682.
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