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“The Memory of a Seagull Visiting an Egret” by Llinos Evans

This poem’s rhyme cannot be replicated in English.
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The Seagull single-mindedly hunts and shoots an Egret; the Egret falls, the Seagull flees.
Guilt chokes the Seagull: Alas! Paranoid, it leans on unusual thoughts.

The Seagull sees one Doctor Egret; Egret is skilled, wings black as naught.

Doctor Egret remembers: ‘Seagull is abhorrent, such biting cruelty!”

The Egret hisses: “Ah! Cut off Seagull’s wings, please!”

The Seagull hesitates, processing. Shooting the Egret dead, a dark mist falls coldly.

Try to interpret the Seagull.

Background: The One-Syllable Article

This poem takes inspiration from the work of Hu Mingfu and Yuen Ren Chao, a linguist who
produced three one-syllable articles (7] & X # téngyln wénzhdng) poems. Starting in 1916, Chao
published Hu Mingfu’ s Lion-Eating Poet in the Stone Den (Jiti K &5 ) (Chao, 1916), which
he would progressively refine over time. He later published Aunt Yi (¥#i%£) and Record of
Chickens Perching on the Machine (#lLZHEMEFL) in his book “Language Problems” &5 5 [/
(Chao, 1980). The trio were most famously showcased in one of his major works, Yuyan Wenti
(Chao, 1968), though they were made at different times. Despite their strange names and even
narratives, the symbolism is incredibly deep (Chao, 1980; Ceng and Chu, 2022)'. He called them
stories in his original text, but they are often referred to as, and in my opinion are, poems. He
Hengxing (2018, 2019) has written admirable work on this subject, even showing ways to lengthen

the work within the syntactic constraints.

Chao’s trilogy of works was originally made to demonstrate the homophony of Mandarin Chinese
in comparison to Literary Chinese, within the context of a campaign to phoneticize Sinitic
languages. Chao is often misconstrued here as being anti-romanisation entirely given the creation
of these poems, with Lion-Eating Poet in the Stone Den being memetically? cited online as a titular
example. However, this could not be further from the truth, and Chao himself notes such in Yuyan
Wenti, believing to have been misrepresented by a rushed media interview. It should be noted that
Chao himself was a proponent of romanisation, having been an architect of Gwoyeu Romatzyh
(Chao, 1980) and General Chinese (Chao, 1983). Chao’s position was that he acknowledged that
Chinese as a language family cannot be fully romanised: when studying philology, one should write
in the script they are studying; when studying Chinese literature or history, characters are an

obvious must; but in contexts such as science, engineering, agriculture, commerce, military affairs,

1 All poems are available online: https://www.gushiwen.cn/shiwenv 4b4celdecf73.aspx,

https://www.gushiwen.cn/shiwenv_29c3{f37284ae.aspx,
https://www.douban.com/note/198170836/? i=5775698NIgwjE5
2 Pertaining to the replication of concepts, usually in an ironic way, as seen in memes.
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and education, Chao believed his Gwoyeu Romatzyh was perfectly justified (Chao, 1980). It should
nevertheless be noted that Sinitic languages already have some form of phoneticization: the Dungan
language of the Mandarin family is cyrillized and has been for generations, and Southern Min often
uses the Church Romanization promoted by missionaries due to the spoken word diverging too far
from the Han script to fully map meanings anymore (Kloter, 2005). There is no greater case for the
need for characters than Literary Chinese, where every character is of a single syllable, the syntax
is based on Classical Chinese, and the script represents a semantic system that is fundamentally
different to Mandarin Chinese (Chao, 1980; Fuller, 2024). This was Chao’s core argument: Literary

Chinese is the absolute barrier in the pursuit of Chinese romanization.

Being made by a linguist, each of Chao’s works carries the same gimmick: every single syllable is
the same, only differentiated by tone when read in Mandarin, yet they are all perfectly legible when
read in Old or Middle Chinese. Ergo, should a Mandarin speaker hear these poems, they would
sound completely incomprehensible. When one knows the characters and Literary Chinese, though,
the meaning reveals itself. The goal of this work was to replicate Chao’s study and show the

potential for variety within what could be a literary genre in its own right.

Methodology

With the aforementioned understanding, I chose /yi/ as my syllable to replicate this linguistic
experiment. It is not terribly difficult to make one of these: /yi/ syllables are plentiful, and Chao
demonstrated their potential in Aunt Y. I used Pleco’s search function to find syllables with the

term “yi” + the tone number, formed a lextionary, and inspected dictionaries to find and understand

ancient meanings (Kroll ez al, 2017; Love, 2025).

One challenge I faced with this is that one cannot decide a narrative before writing a one-syllable
article; or at least, one must be extremely familiar with the wordstock to conceive a poem. The
writer is dealt the cards, and they must write with them. Upon reviewing the lextionary produced,
I chose the narrative of an individual killing another, fleeing, and, when seeking therapy for what
they did, the psychologist, of the slain’s species, was not very forgiving. One can interpret this,
including who is right or wrong, in many ways. What I will say is that this reflects some of my own

past mistakes — and many have I made!

Another challenge is ensuring that what is written works within the poetic and grammatical
constraints of Classical Chinese (Van Norden, 2019; Fuller, 2024), as well as considering the classical
meanings of characters (Zhang and Chen, 2015; Lu, 2016; Kroll ez al, 2017). Should this not be
done, the work falls apart. I took some inspiration from HE, Fu poetry as well, which commonly
focuses heavily on one or two topics, uses an excessively wide vocabulary, and varies line lengths,
aiming to be chanted to encapsulate a situation (Cai, 2007; Cui and Cai, 2012). While I did not focus
on a single topic, the wide vocabulary and varied line lengths gave me security in my choices. I

would therefore not call this a uz— it is a one-syllable article through and through. It could perhaps
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be considered ¥ Zhiguai literature, with its tall tales and odd premise being reminiscent of Pu
Songling (Pu, 2017).

So, what is the result? Let the Hanyu Pinyin speak for itself:
Yiylylyl ylyl, yIyl

Y1yl yi, yi; yi, yi yi yi.

Yiylylyl, yiyl yiyl

Yiylyl,“ylylyl ylyil”

YiyTyi:“Y1! Yiylyil”

Yiylyiyi ylyl, ylyl

Yiyiyiyl Yiyiyl
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Appendix A: Han Character Annotations

Because many of the Han characters used in this poem are obscure, it becomes necessary to include annotations. These will be extensively detailed to
cover the full breadth of linguistic meaning. As there is an appendix with Simplified characters, both scripts are included. The criteria for inclusion was
based on the Y i 7KF-% i Chinese Proficiency Test 3.0’s Band 7-9 list published by the Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China (2021).
All characters mentioned below are not on the cited list. Quotes from the Classical dictionaries? are included not just for evidence, but also to make the

table pseudo-bilingual; some are definitions, others refer to usage, depending on what was accessible to me at the time.

Table 1: Annotations for characters not within the HSK 7-9 vocabulary list
(Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China, 2021)

Traditional | Simplified | Hanyu | Components | English meaning Classical Source(s) Quote
Pinyin
g 5 yi Bt + & Seagull, syn. B9 (Kroll ez | Jiyunin Kangxi (FEiH) RV, KEE. K&, B
al,, 2017) Dictionary (Zhang and ., —4K5E.
Chen, 2015)
= yi +:+"7+ 5 | To concentrate solely on; Kangxi Dictionary (&) EERER, REREE.
single-minded (Kroll er al, (Zhang and Chen, 2015), (CIEfE - B 1) #EF L HE,
2017). specifically citing the AEREHEZ o
classics i~ Mencius
In modern China, it is also (Meng, 2016, p. 98) and
an anti-fraud version of — FEfE Zuo Zhuan (Zuo,
2018, p. 186).*

8 For an easy way to view Classical dictionary sources digitally, particularly Kangxi Dictionary and Shuowen Jiezi, I must recommend https://zi.tools/, which includes
modern equivalents as well.

4 Oddly enough, my version of Mencius corroborates the Kangxi Dictionary quote, whilst my copy of the Zuo Zhuan, from the same publisher, does not. Because they
are Simplified Chinese editions, my assumption is this is due to differing simplification ideologies between Baihua translators, as Zuo Zhuan has an additional
translator involved. The quote can be verified at the following Chinese Text Project (Sturgeon, 2020, 2021) link: https://ctext.org/pre-qgin-and-
han/ens?searchu=%FE8%8B%A5%E7%90%B4%E7%91%9F%E4%B9%8B%E5%B0%88%E5%A 3%B9%EF%BC%8C%E8%A A%B0%E8%83%BD%E8%81%BD%E4%B
9%8B%E3%80%82
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(1) for use with bank notes
(Kroll er al, 2017; Li, 2022).
< yi X (itselfa | To shoot (Kroll ez al, 2017) | Kangxi Dictionary (i) FE LA M S
radical) (Zhang and Chen, 2015) | (%7 « %) W H T2 (. 55
SR, EAIRE, HERAHEZ
%
iy i) yi H+ 5 Egret, water bird. Shuowen Jiezi Zhu (Xu, CERSCRRTTEY RIFEV)SREL S .
2015) [FH (GFEKE) 5. KEH.
Defining it as an egret is a (FE) B SEHEMEARR] 22 . 850
little difficult, as Bl HENG R HERG . AR
identification chiefly comes BEE, WEREES. BOK#. &5
from a Spring and Autumn FEAE. 1N, . TRV
Annals description. Kroll ez TN 1 CGEKED) B REUR
al. (2017) states it is a heron; . [ZHEEFA. SEALRAE. 1B
Pleco states it is an egret-like M. [AEEEREE T
bird (Love, 2025). Mo ] RSB NTR. [$ZE &
L. THBRTE PN, &
UKD ke, 4 CEARERD)
BREE . AERS. ]
A yi Y+ g To kill with a bow and Shuowen Jiezi Zhu (Xu, CRROCIATE) TRFH IR, [
arrow (Kroll er al, 2017). 2015) gy o BrEHE. Wi, m.
BrH, THEZ. B, (M- B
B, G (BB BE. S8
MR . &, MHFRE. %M
HEEAE. 7, M. thElz &
o (M) SRR, H. KERK
o B, TR, BHEMA
., B (AR 5 Es: &
&R WECIBZ iR B . JUIFRCIEI

2
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ApHEZ . | N\H. 5. [JE
BaegE. REtl. Eif+:ﬁ|3 ]
W ML [fEH 3. BRE

o ]

% yi i+ % To flee, escape, evade (Kroll | Shuowen Jiezi Zhu (Xu, CGRCRETE) BETRAM. [t
et al., 2017). It comes from 2015) PLEE R ToiRE, A, 5/
rabbits being able to flee. Erya Xin Zhu (Wang, ZRhIRE, Ry%. 1 NZ R [®

2021, p. 125) . BEV. 2. ] oSt ik
., MMNZRZE. &, EK
. BEE. 3 (FH) 1Efe. &K
M) Rk, MMNRE. HHEL
e, MENTREMRZ . BTk
=
CORMERE) B, &, i,

LS| yi M+ & Shortness of breath; Eryain Kangxi (FHE - BEF) BEEd.
palpitations (Zhang and Dictionary (Zhang and (Ei» SHE, AR
Chen, 2015; Love, 2025).5 Chen, 2015; Wang, 2021, | (Bi) FZE=: LiEH.

p. 142)

e yi 1 +% To sob or wail.6 Jiyvunin Kangxi (BERRD)  CGHE) RBEY, MRERR.
Dictionary (Zhang and ORERTE
Chen, 2015)

75 yi 1 + 3 To incline towards, to lean, | Kangxi Dictionary CREERY S fmts, . (fE <[4
to pause (Kroll et al, 2017). | (Zhang and Chen, 2015) | #2) f& & J&.

£ yi + X The colour black (Kroll er Kangxi Dictionary (ZETY (BFE)  CHEE) B
al, 2017). (Zhang and Chen, 2015) | ] (&#E) (EERE>EEYT), &K

o <JEAESB

> Kangxi Dictionary is not an English-medium source, so this definition is translated by myself.

¢ Translated from Kangxi Dictionary.
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SAER. HIE « B> S AR CaH
o <ab>UWEE: X, B,
NCHHE « BER) RBRAE T EMZE
L4 yi +Z A shining black, associated | Shuowen Jiezi Zhu (Xu, GRYETE) SHEVIBEARM, [
with wood in classical 2015) (FFY TEmitiER. (5
sources (Xu, 2015; Zhang Y o IR, P, w7 AR
and Chen, 2015). o MORBIE-L/\ L. BIEE, dnKeE
. TR 2. [REY). HEE
+-EE. PG AER. [ (BIEE)
ARAERS . B TR EM . TiRRAH.
A ZHRUN T E R i, ]
gl yi Z+ L To be stingy and greedy. Fangyanstates thatitisa | (J7F) 8l. %, &M, HILILHZ
dialect term specific to MNEMAMEHE S, BREZ i, 5
the state of Chu (Yang, AR B, IR,
2022, p. 229). This claim
is repeated in Kangxi
Dictionary (Zhang and
Chen, 2015).
i yi + &F To bite (Kroll et al, 2017). Shuowen Jiezi Zhu (Xu, (RO TE) fasdviiEd. [k
2015) o (- HEED) o Wi FEIRE
o WIEH: iz, MEFEW. b0, i)
o N 272l . 05w
gl @S (RE) EEis:
AFMELARME . ) M. A, [fasa
Pl WEfE+EEs. ]
= yi b+ K + | To exercise, train, practice, | Fangyanstatesthatitisa | (&) ZU. #F &R, BRIEZHE
rehearse; to take pains and regional synonym from | #f, B#ZHEZ, F&EZMHEE,
between the states of B E 2.

4
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apply oneself; to examine or
inspect (Kroll er al, 2017).

Qin and Jin (Yang, 2022,
p- 7). However, here it
means 7} “remainder,” a
unique classical
meaning.

It is mentioned in detail
in Kangxi Dictionary
where its other meanings
are shown (Zhang and
Chen, 2015).

fir, KORH A

(EHE) Bt (AE - UFE) B
AR ez . (14 - TE'%» E
(RE) %,

AA G, KRRIE L fES ’E$

il

Sentence-final particle
expressing grief; “alas!”
(Kroll et al, 2017)

Shuowen Jiezi Zhu (Xu,

2015) notes it being used
in the ffsg [Analects of
Conficius) (Kong, 2016,
p- 132).

CRROCHRFIED A VIE St .
[BAEHE. 5K (ER) « CREE
H#E) 5l. B, 2EH. (KRR .
FER BRI o ANHUSENE . GiET
Yoo RIMER. HAEE. (SR
) Bl TSRO . RS IRMER
o SLOCHEHE) o (ERDY . (EED
RALS T = . @iiE (EREH) H:
ZREWMARRERZ, A2,
DB T2, JhUE Rz &
ko FIEZ H LFImiZ. JREHIH. ]

M. &, [l HEE—

o GaE) o TH: |, REF.

%&(%?»oﬁﬁiﬁ M R 5
B RAIRGL . ]

| yi X+

1

To mow or chop down; can
be used as a noun for a

Kangxi Dictionary and
Shuowen Jiezi (Xu, 2015;
Zhang and Chen, 2015).

(F&T) TIFE) o 2
CfEaE) i) (R SNy (B

5
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sickle/scythe (Kroll ez al,
2017).

By the time of £ j% Yupian
(c.543, see Kangxi
Dictionary citation in
quotes), 400 years after
Shuowen Jiezi, semantic
broadening had occurred to
imply killing, which this
poem uses.

) SENY) (IERR) ), X
(FRSC) ZHEW. [..]
NAER) B, .
X (HRE) .

Stuck fast; inert, immobile,
at a standstill, easy and
relaxed, slow and measured
(Kroll et al, 2017).

Here, the appearance of not
moving forward is used to
imply hesitation.

Jiyun in Kangxi
Dictionary (Zhang and
Chen, 2015)

(FEF) (NFHDY  (FERE) ¥

) (D) #wHEY), MKELL. ERE

o TRIEED: AHTH.
N ASEFRD) RAED
N Am REKD) BB

(RR3C) e

yi [+ & The rising up of mist or Shuowen Jiezi (Xu, 2015) | (ERCHF) FaUIEREATH. A
clouds, a meaning 2%, (MF) . [HE. ] B, Jt
mentioned in 1453 Shangshu THHEE. EHER
(Kroll et al, 2017)

13 yi 1 +F Here, it is used as a third Kangxi Dictionary CFEFRY CANFEDY  (GF30) BRL

person pronoun, usage
associated with Wu Chinese.

In Classical usage, it can be
used this way, but the

(Zhang and Chen, 2015)

Hundred Family
Surnames (Cheng and
Wang, 2023, p. 224)

CFEFRD) R (B RHRY) GE
) LHEY (ERE) REV), K&
i et (EF - A FrEEtA
TEK—T o

6
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meaning expands further. It NAEH. (s« Ldis) FEG
is also commonly used for o (Bt « W) PHEEER, B
exclamation/rhythm and SR L, MEEAR.  GE) AdE:
this/that. Pre-Han dynasty, B, .

it is used to introduce a X Gk

statement contrary to what

is expected (Kroll ez al, CHZFWEY ALY, AP, &
2017). It can also be a name, gz, HetE&

and is among those in the

Hundred Family Surnames

(Cheng and Wang, 2023, p.

224)
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Appendix B: Simplified Chinese Version

For the sake of completeness and accessibility, this is a version of the poem in Simplified Chinese.
(BigEHIC « &)

Ba X4, #m, ik,
Borg, gk 8, FhE.
BigEs, BN, £,
shEL, “HRrsl, &7
BE%R: “rE! XNEH!D
BeaiE, K85, BHE,
7RI
AEE,
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