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The Literati’s Cane as an Existent Thing

LI, Xi
School of Architecture and Landscape
Center for Aesthetic and Aesthetic Education
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Abstract

As a multivalent thing, a stick can be called a scepter, a mace or
a cane according to its context in the West. Yet in China, there is only
one word zhang (f{) which may be preceded by various adjectives
that specify various particular respective meanings for their owners.
Unlike the Western tradition, the signifier of social status in China
was firstly announced by the bird-sceptre to honor “the elders”; this
follows the ideology of filial piety. However, when life was
disciplined by a symbolized object, the body itself was also
transformed into a permanent insignia. Since the Middle Ages,
Chinese poets and Zen Buddhists began to “phenomenologically
reduce” the meaning of the object with their bodily experiences in
narratives which made its authentic existence reappear as a cane,
which thus gave birth to a literati’s thing in both text and image in

later times. Tao Yuanming (365-427 C.E.), the poet in the Eastern Jin
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Dynasty, started to write on his walks with a cane along the river to
clarify his existence as himself. In Bai Juyi’s (772-846 C.E.) works in
the mid-Tang dynasty, the red-cane was emphasized as Bai Juyi’s only
friend during his arduous official career. Meanwhile, the rise of Zen
Buddhism exerted a profound influenced on the connotation of the
cane. In Zen, canes were used to strike or interrogate pupils and help
students suspend their reliance on objective references. Later on, Su
Shi (1037-1101 C.E.) frequently referred to the /ightness of his cane to
express his feelings of freedom and leisure during the exile in
Northern Song Dynasty. Thus, the cane was finally characterized as an
existent thing for Chinese literati in both artistic writing and bodily
experience, and we tend to define it as an object of philosophy which

was generated with the notion of facing the authentic self.

Keywords: Literati’s Cane, Zen Buddhism, Self, an Existent Thing,

Phenomenological Reduction
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