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Appetizer

Sustaining Chinese culture like the ritual of breakfast cereal, one of the earliest classic chapter novels, Monkey (Xiyouji or Journey to the West), unfolds as a pilgrimage over eighty-one calamities revolving around the pilgrim’s flesh that gives immortality to whoever partakes it. This archetype resonates with the Freudian theory of the primordial, exiled sons killing and consuming their father in Totem and Taboo (1919), a reversal of Greek mythology’s Cronus devouring his sons—until Zeus. The Chinese have availed themselves of taboos similar to Western mythology and psychology, aided and abetted by language, particularly the word rou (肉 meat or flesh, pronounced ROE), as in cow rou for beef, pig rou for pork, even renrou (人肉 human flesh), indeed a leveling of all animals, humans included, to the extent that it demolishes what the West has deemed the master of the universe, the sovereignty and inviolability of the individual.

Renrou spans the fourteenth-century chapter novel The Outlaws of the Marsh’s renrou jiaozi (dumplings with human flesh stuffing) and the twenty-first-century’s web jargons, such as beirenrou (renrou-ed, doxed), as an internet user is identified, publicly shamed, canceled, and worse. Throughout centuries in between, Chinese Serial lays out a menu of serialized, cereal-like performances in fiction, film, and social media that cannibalize the Other figuratively or, in the case of serial killers onscreen, literally. Chinese serial diners, as is any living being, thus eagerly anticipate the final touch to the consummate feast they have historically relished, the closure in the “dessert” of Taiwan, the two parties as irrevocably asunder as the first and last words of the book title. A perfect meal for the eater is but another name for the perfect murder for the eaten, evidenced by the word “rou.” Ideographically, rou (肉) captures the look of the unwitting guest who was chewing dumplings with human flesh as well as the hapless netizen who was staked through the heart by countless online posts. Rou consists of two ren (人 persons) entering ko (口 mouth) opened at the bottom, an image rife with ambiguity.1 Rather than easing into the usual interpretation of humans eating meat to live, the enigma of rou begs the question as to whether humans are eating or being eaten, having a toothy bite or being the bite itself. To put the latter scenario in mixed metaphors from Americanism and from Chinese slang, two humans, one atop or A-diao the other, are shoved down the meat grinder for food or for cyberbullying. A-diao (A掉) is Chinese gamers’ argot for ate, annihilated. If the horseshoe square in rou (肉) denotes the human mouth or body, the person above has either nearly risen out of it or has sunken waist-deep into the digestive tract. Out of the human pyramid of doppelgangers, the one on top ascends like breath that is life, whereas the other below descends like waste that is death through the orifice of the rectum.

China’s never-ending toothsome and nauseous cannibalistic trope, the conceit for psychic ravishing and serrated perpetuity, continues in modern (neo)colonial feeding frenzy in Lu Xun, Wu Zhuoliu, Yu Hua, and others. Like a Chinese serial, writers and artists, out of habit, resort to the comfort food in a bowl of cereal as rich and filling as real meat, served in a utensil in the shape of an inverse cranium. Two homophonic doppelgangers, Serials and Cereals hail from the opposite poles of East versus West, two soundalikes that are a world apart. Etymologically, the word “serial” morphs from “Seres” or “silk-people,” stringing all the way from the legendary land of silk, China. In ancient Roman religion, by contrast, Ceres is a goddess of agriculture, grain crops, fertility, and motherly relationships, yielding the word “cereal.” Splicing serial narratives and cereal-esque goodies in Chinese culture, let us savor such food for thought; beware, though, of bits of “foreign bodies” when you chew—off-white, yellow-ish characters and objects already cooked up, even whitewashed, in English and in the Western frame of reference, i.e., table manners.

Embodying (neo)colonial powers, the epithet “foreign devils” in Lu Xun and his contemporaries has been, paradoxically, feared and fancied. However, the diametrically opposed impulse gravitates to idolization should one of the devils love chinoiserie to the extent that Robert Hans van Gulik does, a Dutch connoisseur and an amateur Orientalist, who sires the oc/cult in the Tang dynasty’s Judge-cum-Detective Dee on the big and small screen pursuing what would be categorized today as serial murderers. Inspired by Van Gulik, Chinese films and TV series on Judge Dee belong to this omnivorous East-West chop suey (雜碎 messy bits), “miscellaneous leftovers” stir-fried in the wok by early North American Chinese restauranteurs as well as in this work by a latter-day immigrant from Taiwan. Chop suey implies one single plate with ingredients thrown together, whereas this humble cook, adulterated by Western eating habits, parses it into ten courses and one dessert.

Inauthentic? But that is the essence of Cantonese chop suey of meats and vegetables fabricated for American taste, not to mention the fact that cannibalistic “chop sueying” is used as a verb to describe the action taken herein rather than as a noun for a kitschy dish, or as a verb to countenance a writing/reading/living in time rather than a platter of dead meats and plants. The event of consumption, whether of food from myriad dishes or words from myriad chapters, settles in the human body, chop sueyed in the stomach or the brain. To illustrate the fusion cuisine: which Western or Chinese master chef or scholar would spoil the integrity of presentation with a trilingual chapter title like the ninth course, so quaint as to look undisciplined, almost an academic curiosity or gimmick? Except that a semi-returnee from Journey to the West, this old monkey who burst out of the volcanic rock, Ilha Formosa (Island Beautiful), could not care less. An unconventional style answering to the I(sle)’s last hurrah on the eve of being engulfed.

Since the Chinese language makes no distinction between the singular noun and its plural form, any “I” dwelling on or drawn to the Isle shapeshifts between individual and collective, birthing a majority of one in the singular construct of “I(sle).” Chop sueyed together, among other ingredients, are Sinophone grammatical properties (or the lack thereof) and Anglophone assonant neologisms (with a parenthesis) in the spirit of this secret, exclusive recipe on serial/cereal. Within such a mismatch in the eye of purist grammarians spans the missing link of a Pacific duet, the link in the cantilevering, transoceanic bridge crossing the “t” to cancel a Sino–US duel, the twenty-first-century Thucydides Trap. Be that as it may, Formosa for “beautiful” in Portuguese happens to alliterate with “forsaken,” as an island is by nature a water-protected paradise and/or a water-bounded prison. The Passion of aìtaī (愛台 “Loving Taiwan” with aì in the fourth tone) is at its most heartachingly poignant at the moment of losing it, as much as one represses the homophonic twin, the Pieta of aītaī (哀台 “Mourning Taiwan” with aī in the first tone). To love is to mourn Taiwan, with the purposefulness of a tragic figure like Kuafu who chases the Chinese sun or Cuchulain who fights the Celtic Sea.

Dynastic TV dramas on Judge Dee and others invariably feature the proverbial “half-men,” eunuchs who usurp the imperial power, exposing the master–slave bond/age in hair dy(e)ing and figurative castration. Their male organs devoured by dynasties, eunuchs bite back. This flesh-eating chop suey feast expands to grace not only ancient China, but also modern Europe and America, where Oriental stigma of slanting eyes is transformed into stigmata of white and off-white—mainstream and ethnic—spiritual triumphalism. The linguistic and cultural hegemony schizophrenically splits the racial or immigrant other, skewing/skewering Oriental eyes, from Van Gulik to Gene Luen Yang, Domee Shi, and the like. Such self-Orientalizing meets one Asian immigrant talking back from Taiwan’s juancun, military dependents’ village—a solo prelude for a chorus should more immigrants raise their voices. An apology in advance to those with such a fussy stomach that, in a menu on Chinese serial, Chinese American offerings seem out of place like bits of immigrant bones, which, however, add unheimlich (uncanny or un-home-like) spices to an omnivore’s chop suey experience, sourcing far and near, exo- and endo-cannibalistic, chinoiserie and americano! Metaphorical cannibalism in Chinese texts thus traverses the Pacific in search of Asian North American doppelgangers chewing (up) Asian immigrants for ethnic identity. Doubling back over the great water, homeward bound verily yet warily, this magical menu even boasts of the as yet inedible rock of Taiwan, which fantasizes itself a tasty morsel to Japan to perish any thought of Red China’s maws. The subtitle’s “Colonial Slaves,” therefore, envelop the colonized as well as those yet to let go, or yet to suffer the Fanonian decolonization of the mind across the Netherlands, the Middle Kingdom, Chinese North America, plus my one and only isle in a centuries-long fade-away.

The tenth and final course returns to where Lu Xun’s “man-eat-man” chop sueying commenced, as seriality becomes deadly in Chinese TV dramas centering modern serial killers and dismemberments in Why Try to Change Me Now (2023 based on Shuang Xuetao’s 2016 novella), Who Is the Murderer (2021), Talking Bones (2018), Dr. Qin (2016), Drifting Away (2025), and more.2 Most of these TV series and films, such as Fruit Chan’s Dumplings (2004), are subtitled in English, lest the Anglophone audience find them unintelligible, indigestible. Questions remain: Why do the Chinese over centuries help themselves to the serial/cereal as entertainment and food for thought? While printed novels morph into digital media through the course of this argument, the current Chinese society with relatively low crime rates—and hardly any gun violence—begins to savor ritualized bloodletting not at the breakfast table but at nightly viewing/bingeing.

Does this turn to Sino-Noir signal a psychological displacement from one’s terminal condition, cowering under that which cannot be named—the dictatorship not so much of the proletariat as of the Party Secretariat? Instead of having the cake and eating it, Sino-Noir on serial killers honors the Party while having it on, spoofing it, while exposing, despite heavy (self-)censorship, the bloodiness under the Maoist Red Sun long after Mao.3 Instead of the mantra of “China Dream” or Chairman Xi Jinping’s sweet dream, the TV screen serializes, not in so many words, the perennial return of a nightmarish spectrality. Whatever the name of the unnamable spook is here and now, how to stomach the pun on “cereal” overall, which does not exist in the centuries-old Chinese diet except as congee, or rice porridge (粥 zhou) in the morning? How to cross the cultural divide when even words and things, the signifier and the signified, cereal and 粥, do not agree?

Regaling ourselves with the chop sueyed Chinese serials/cereals, readers-cum-eaters will nonetheless be struck by an insufferable sense of repressiveness. Gorging nonstop leads to heartburn, acid reflux, choking, even vomiting; ingesting overmuch flips into nauseous vacating. Invariably in denial of the text’s symbolic cannibalism or consumption of others for the self, literature and visual culture displace such a taboo by means of the license of the fantastical in Monkey; of Marxist and communist culprits of feudalism and Confucianism in Lu Xun; of romance and melodrama in Wu Zhuoliu; of avant-garde horror in Yu Hua and Fruit Chan; of dynastic distancing and detaching in Detective Dee dramas; of slavish bondage alchemized into bond to the master; of Asian North Americans feeding (off) Western stereotypes; of one Asian immigrant sharing one life story rather than any number of Asian Americans taking “immigrant license”; of Taiwan’s Nipponophiles feeling good by way of the well-nigh untranslatable nue’ai (虐愛)—“abused (abusing?) love” and “loving abuse (abuser?)”; and of the televised police procedural in a police state, among other serialized, ritualized iterations of cereals that taste just like meat. To make food go down, the feeder works magic on the feed, either because of the suspicious likeness of the self and the food, or because of the distancing of the self from the food, or because of both. After this teasing/teething Appetizer of an introduction that sets the table of contents—or just the table—the cannibalistic chop suey countenances Ten Courses and one Dessert, all in the flourishes of the Edwardian font becoming any designer menu at an upscale establishment. The looks are essential to the goods. The appetizer, ten courses, and dessert make “twelve dishes,” a perfect “Taiwanese banquet,” as Yang Shuang-zi puts it in her 2024 National Book Award-winning Taiwan Travelogue (204). Bon Appetit!




The First Course

Mythical Monkey: Eat People or Oneself, Spill Blood or Light
Basic human wants of hunger and thirst arise as one uses up, exhausts inner resources, compelling a quest for replenishment from the outside world. But eating has a way of readily abdicating the literal in favor of the metaphorical. The physical taking of food and drink never fails to rise or fall into a metaphysical figure of speech for deification or demonization. This transmogrification underscores one key symbiosis, normally repressed by humanity: living is dying; we eat dead things—hence death—to live; eating for self-sustenance through the passage of time implies being eaten by time, despite daily rituals of cleansing and cosmeticizing to fend it off; riding through life with good food and drink flips on its head into being ridden by mounting worries of life, including its foreboding end.

This is why the mythical Monkey’s antics endear him to readers for centuries, as he abides not by the law of nature. The sixteenth-century chapter novel follows the Buddhist monk Tripitaka chaperoned by his three half-divine, half-animal disciples Monkey, Pigsy, and Sandy on a journey to India for Buddhist sutras. Reincarnation of “Golden Cicada,” a disciple who offended the Buddha, Tripitaka suffers his penance, a mortal in this life portaged by the Dragon Horse on the long and arduous journey (303). The namesake cicada bespeaks long hibernation and rebirth. The cast of characters balances supernatural myth and animal fable. Collectively, the five-member pilgrimage comprises the head of Tripitaka, the mighty arms of Monkey, the insatiable belly and appetite of Pigsy, the strong shoulders of Sandy who carries the luggage on a shoulder pole, and, albeit often ignored, the legs of the Dragon Horse who transports the mortal body of Tripitaka all the way westward.

Monkey’s prelapsarian joy at the Shangri-la of the Water Curtain Cave at the Flower and Fruit Mountain screeches to a halt when he suddenly bursts into tears over the prospect of aging and dying. Monkey marshals a whole array of measures to stave off death, to neutralize time that devours all lives. A potentate over the animal kingdom, availing himself of nature’s riches, Monkey willfully transforms himself from a husun (猢猻 simian), marked by the Chinese radical of 犭(quǎn for dog or animal in general), to the self-designated “The Great Sage, Equal of Heaven.” Blessed by the mythical oviparous birth out of a rock, tutored by a Taoist Patriarch, and touched by Zen awakenings, Monkey manifests his power in self-generation. Monkey routinely plucks and blows on his body hair to make a single object or character. Moreover, he chews a handful of hairs and spits out the pieces to clone himself, de facto infinite self-regeneration to counter an army of heavenly troops or a horde of monsters.1 Monkey’s chewing does not involve any non-self, whatever the food source happens to be, but his own body part, admittedly the most detachable, expendable hair. In addition, chewing is normally followed by swallowing rather than spitting out. Turned on its head is the circular movement of eating others to live, which entails eating more of others. Transforming one single hair into one single thing alchemizes into munching on multiple hairs for little munchkins of oneself. These embodied self-images are eventually retrieved and reconstituted as body hairs. The integrity of the body suffers no attrition by self-willed self-splitting or by heaven-decreed mortality.

Bound by Yama’s messengers and brought to the underworld, Monkey pushes back and erases not only his life span of three hundred and forty-two years, inscribing a strikethrough of 342, as it were, in the “registers of the quick and the dead,” but also those of many of his beloved monkey subjects (40). Under erasure are life spans, an act deliberately taunting the powers that be, which are cancelled by a stroke of the brush. Monkey continues to wreak havoc on the order spanning heaven and hell, the sky and the deep sea. Arrested and smelted in the Taoist deity Laozi’s furnace of elixirs, Monkey obtains rather an inviolable, indestructible body, as though he becomes the elixir against all ills and evils. Henceforth bloodshot from the furnace smoke, his fiery eyes see through delusions of all kinds, a supernatural power misunderstood even by his own master Tripitaka. Not until the Buddha Palm, which imprisons Monkey for five hundred years under the Five Elements Mountain, is Monkey finally subjugated. The author Wu Cheng’en clearly privileges Buddhist Gods over their Taoist counterparts. Monkey’s ultimate submission does not come about without another of the Buddha


















[image: A candlelit scene from The Monkey King 2 shows a young man in ornate imperial robes and an elaborate headpiece as an elderly person touches his face. The subtitle reads: How supple!]
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