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Wu Ming-Y1’s Butterfly Effects

Christopher G. Rea’ » Chan, Chien-Cho

Abstract

What are Lepidoptera doing in the creative works of Wu Ming-Yi (b.
1971)? Butterflies are the focus of Wu’s photo-illustrated essay collections The
Book of Lost Butterflies and The Tao of Butterflies, and are prominent motifs
in his novels The Man with the Compound Eyes and The Stolen Bicycle. This
essay argues Wu’s butterfly motifs express an ecological vision grounded in
representations of “compound” perception, a vision attainable only through an
integrated view of multiple organisms that transcends a focus on the individual.
Comparing Wu’s works to butterfly writers such as Zhuangzi, Vladimir Nabokov,
and the Mandarin Ducks and Butterflies School of early twentieth-century
China reveals both commonalities and distinctions in how each developed the
valences of their shared motif. Wu’s “butterfly effects,” I propose, extend beyond
butterflies themselves, not least in his emphasis on precision in observation and
representation. Wu conserves, examines, and represents bicycle specimens with
the same care he treats butterflies: both are conveyances of meaning that are
multilayered, and with which we might allow our minds to go wandering, free
and easy, and take flight, “wing above wing,” beyond our individual selves.

Keywords: Wu Ming-Yi, butterflies, Zhuangzi, Vladimir Nabokov, Mandarin
Ducks and Butterflies School

" Professor, Department of Asian Studies, University of British Columbia, Canada.
” PhD candidate, Department of Asian Studies, University of British Columbia, Canada.
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BAE) o £S5 (B REFAKR A ARRAEF > 2021) - WM& (Gwennaél
Gaffric) % & %% A% &0y EH - AGwennaél Gaflric, La littérature a I’ére
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