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Kalpa Ashes and Orchid Flowers:
Two Classical Chinese Poetry Collections in
Singapore’s Japanese Occupation Period

(Abstract)

Lap Lam

During the Japanese Occupation, Singaporean people lived in utter misery and extremely
inhumane conditions. This dreadful experience has been recorded in various historical
writings and individual or collective memoirs. The author recently rediscovered three
classical Chinese poetry collections about the Occupation, including Xie Songshan’s Sea
of Blood, Li Xilang’s Collection of Kalpa Ashes, and the Collection of Orchid Flowers
edited by Zheng Guanghan. Xie’s poems are produced in the form of a historical record,
recalling the Sook Ching Massacre and various social and economic vices during the
Syonan years. The Collection of Kalpa Ashes, in contrast, expresses in a lyrical way an
individual poet’s emotional reaction toward this horrible period, while the Collection
of Orchid Flowers presents correspondence poems written by a group of authors, using
the imagery of flowers to represent their anti-Japanese sentiment, their ethnic identity
and longing for recovery. This article focuses on the latter two collections. It first recalls
the anti-Japanese movement and pre-occupation Chinese literary writings in Singapore
and Malaysia, and second, explicates the uniqueness of the two collections within the
so-called lunxianqu wenxue (Literature in the Occupied Areas) and wartime literature.
Through textual analysis of the poems, the author examines the living experiences and
mentality of Singaporean Chinese writers during the Occupation, and how they recon-
struct the loyalists’ poetry tradition in their writings, as well as the relationship between
narrative and lyricism, individual and group expression. The arduous hardship these
writers experienced reminds us of the story of Wang Pengyun and Zhu Zumou during the
Allied Forces’ occupation of Beijing in 1900. Confined in the capital city, Wang and Zhu
produced the Gengzi giuci (Song Lyrics of the Autumn of Gengzi) to express their anger
and frustration. The two poetry collections studied here can be seen as an echo to the
Gengzi giuci: both are lyrical records of the mistreatment and humiliation that Chinese
people suffered in occupied cities, only that the condition in Singapore was much worse.
In light of this literary connection, one can further recognize the historical significance of
Li Xilang and Zheng Guanghan’s poetry collections.

Keywords: Japanese Occupation of Singapore classical Chinese poetry  Collection
of Kalpa Ashes  Collection of Orchid Flowers Li Xilang Zheng Guanghan
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