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Local Cultures and Customs at the Equator:
Cantonese folksong and Bamboo-twig Poetry in
Singapore and Malaya

KO CHIA CIAN*
Abstract

In regards to narratives concerning the Chinese migrations or diaspora, the
notion “southbound” (nanlai F%K) represents the economy and labor mobility in
Nanyang and symbolizes the geographical traces of literary and cultural diffusion,
which deserves further analysis. Migrations and diasporic literati constituted
a context in which Sinophone literature and culture in Singapore and Malaya
originated and formed both the early literary circles and production of literature in
the two regions. The immigrant society was comprised of dispersed Chinese with
various dialects, and therefore, in addition to Han poetry, Cantonese folksong (Yue
ou EF8) and bamboo-twig poetry (zhuzhi ci 775 5d]) were two other common
literary forms depicting local customs and characteristics. These writings not
only touch upon the survival experiences of the emigrants’ subjectivity, but
simultaneously highlights the encounters, changings and developments of languages
in a foreign land, which gave rise to the imaginations of the literati towards their
emigrant society and homelands.

This article looks at how Cantonese folklores at the time during the Great
East Asian war and bamboo-twig poetry—written by those diasporic Chinese who

crossed Southeast Asia and came in contact with cultures near the Equator—became

* KO CHIA CIAN, associate professor, Department of Chinese Literature at National Taiwan
University.
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essential literary forms describing local customs, and in turn, allowed the writers to

engage in reflection.

Keywords: bamboo-twig poetry (zhuzhi ci), Cantonese folksong (Yue ou),
Nanyang Topography, Diasporic Han (Chinese) Poetry, Sinophone
Malaysian Literature



