


only to find two copper coins

one coin to pick up for a good new year
one coin to buy cake for his grand aunt

Whereas the didactic emphasis in the first rhyme might be the debasement of worldly
goods such as money, the latter part of the thyme carried another common character: White
Egret. White Egret is comic relief in Taiwanese folk rthymes: he always trips because of his long
legs. In the second rhyme centered on this character, White Egret discovers “two copper coins”
upon tripping - and decides on spending half of the sum “to buy cake for his grand aunt.” While
the first thyme used an abundance of food characters, here we see the importance of food as
investitures of status (i.e., "gift gestures"). “Cake” is specifically for one’s eldest aunt as a
highly-prized treat appropriate for someone of an older generation and therefore higher status.
This is further evidence for a hierarchy of food and food characters” and their symbolic values.
In this thyme, White Egret trips, spilling his basketfuls of fish, but then stumbles upon two coins
which he uses to but cake for his Aunt. He thus transforms food as sustenance into food as the
recognition of social hierarchy and filial piety. In “The Northwest Rain Falls,” Egret trips over
the puddles in the rice paddy and misses his nest. If, as with Catfish woman, Carp’s bride might
potentially lust after wealth, inappropriately for a bride and against Buddhist and Confucian
principles, she would be overlooking her duty as a wife to produce children and, like White

Egret, would “miss her nest.”

2 K.C. Chang, ed. Food in Chinese Culture: Anthropological and Historical Perspectives. 151.
“In Sung, one’s eating habits mirror one’s social position”
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In contrast, Carp is the first but not only non-food commodity that was symbolic in the
following rhyme, the previous Auntie Golden Fire is featured in her own rhyme as Lady Firefly -
which is more indicative of her higher, other-worldly status:

Lady Firefly”

Lady Firefly comes to tea:
but the tea still boils in the pot.

She would have plantain instead;
but the fruit is too cold.

Let’s have dragon eye23 -
if only they needn’t be shelled!

Here’s a hardy guava
flesh full of seeds
hard as teeth,

making my teeth fall out
with every bite.

Just as the Carp is inedible, so is the Firefly. Whereas she served as an intermediary between the
Land deities and the lost travelers, a messenger between two worlds as symbolized by her being
the only source of light on the dark road in the monsoon rain, here we see a character who can

afford to be a picky eater: each food item is rejected for very specific reasons, implying wealth

22 il Sl (EINEEE),” accessed April 17, 2015,
http://www.dang.idv.tw/child. htm#%E7%81%ABY%E9%87%91%E5%A7%91
A version of the nursery rhyme transcribed in Han characters:

KREBRBR, RERE BHEE
BERS, BER,

FEIRZRERR, MRBERTF ERFLEN
EMBE—TEKE BFEhE—TEKRE,

# A regional fruit similar to lychee: with juicy white flesh, a hard pit, and a scaly shell.
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and luxury. Both types of characters and their behaviors and connotations imply status above
what is common, what is eaten - creating a symbolic hierarchy appropriate to illustrate
Confucian moral hierarchi6524. As an qunt, in “The Northwest Rain Falls,” firefly also represents
elder women in Carp’s family or elsewhere in the kinship system. She would thus be a potential
ally for Carp’s new wife, much as fireflies provide light for lost travelers. Women, since they
marry into their husband’s families, are wanderers and travelers. Firefly also glows like “Carp’s
gold.” As a fellow wife and traveler, Aunt Golden Fire would share the perspective of an
in-marrying wife and be a potential ally and supporter who would help Carp’s wife into the
family and succeed as a wife - perhaps in a similar fashion as the Western fairy godmother. This
symbol helps the two distinct narrative lines in the rhyme become a cohesive Confucian lesson
about marriage.

The Northwest Rain itself is both fertile and destructive and the sign of an uncertain
future. Dark and light symbolism alters throughout the thyme: Carp’s marriage is uncertain.
Aunt Golden Fire and the local deities Land Father and Land Mother are beseeched to help with
the marriage. The deities might represent Carp’s wife’s parents, whose guiding spirits might set
her on the correct path, not lusting after wealth but having children. Catfish woman is the
potential lust for wealth which could lead Carp’s wife to neglect her duties, and White Egret is
the trickster who represents the folly she could thus suffer “only to miss her nest.” This thyme
addresses a potential bride’s perspective regarding the prospects and potential problems of

marriage.

24 Fung Yu-Lan, 4 Short History of Chinese Philosophy, New York: The Free Press, 1948.
38-48.
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CONCLUSION. What I’ve accomplished here is the translation of a cluster of three related
nursery rhymes with common characters, linguistic analysis, and a concise symbolic
interpretation that provides an index of symbols and characters for the immigrant and non-native
reader. Food in the Taiwanese oral tradition operates as cultural symbols: this anthropological
argument establishes food as having unique value in what I hope has been established as a
legitimate genre beyond arbitrary artistic merits. This shall suffice as a step towards a full study

and poetic translation, which is beyond the scope of this undergraduate thesis.
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