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Pidgin Poetics: Language Contact and Global Trade in Late Qing Bamboo Branch
Lyrics
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Pidgin English first appeared in China along the Pearl River Delta as a lingua
franca composed of a mixture of Chinese and European languages as early as the 18th
century. This language spread to the Yangtze River delta in the mid 19th century when
an increasing number of Cantonese merchants and workers travelled to Shanghai to seek
opportunities after the First Opium War. This talk traces the sounds of pidgin in through
analysis of dictionaries, folksongs, and poetry that emerged in the port cities of
Guangzhou and Shanghai. I explore how pidgin was incorporated into classical Chinese
poetry and how it reflected and shaped the literary soundscape of nineteenth-century
China. | argue that pidgin English created a polyphonic space in which sinographs and
European words, literary language and local tongues, and classical images and
contemporary anecdotes intertwine to generate diverse and at times contradictory
meanings. Through an innovative collocation of the sinographic, literal, and phonetic
features of Chinese characters, the pidgin words and expressions craft in these poems a
multilayered structure of meanings based on the semantic, visual, and phonetic values
of the sinographs. The usage of pidgin, therefore, opens up a wide array of interpretative
possibilities. Unlike traditional bamboo branch lyrics in which foreign words are
transcribed and incorporated to domesticate strangeness and consolidate the imperial
order, these pidgin poems have an inverse effect: their use of pidgin English alienates
the native, the conventional, and the familiar landscape/soundscape.
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Yuging Liu is a lecturer in the Department of Asian Studies at the University of
Edinburgh. She is currently a recipient of a research fellowship from the Centre for
Chinese Studies at the National Central Library, and a Visiting Scholar in the College
of Liberal Arts at National Taiwan University. She specialises in Chinese literature, with
a focus on multilingual poetry, lexicography, and Sino-European contact. Her research
has been awarded grants and fellowships from the British Academy, the American
Council of Learned Societies, and the Association for Asian Studies. Her current book
project examines the history of pidgin in China, as well as its appropriation and
adaptation in Chinese and English literatures from the eighteenth to the early twentieth
century.



