First Person

Found in translation

WHENEVER | SEEAT-SHIRT WITH ASIAN CHARACTERS, | suspectit
translatesinto “stupid tourist.”

Morelikelyit’s accidentally meaningful gibberish, as | concluded from
the Global Technology Initiative trip to Chinaand Taiwan last spring.

SJSU tapstop engineering undergrads, along with a few interdisciplinary
interloperslike me, to spend a fortnightin technology development

countries, alternatingambassadorships between India and China since 2004. QQ /e
Although our group spent a semester studying Chinese cultural history, | was linguisti- Q' | KNOW »
callyunder-prepared with amere three language classes and a tenuous grasp of their four-tone FUTU R E

speech, barely remembering hello—nihdo, and thankyou—xiéxie.

Once there, | was awed by the artistic nature of Chinese written language, evenrevelingin
theevocative glyphs of strip malls. | felt like | was inan urban art installation as we were bused A DREAM
around hot and hazy Beijing, Shanghai, Hangzhou, then Taipei. A history lesson itself, the lus- e
cious calligraphy of the printed Chinese language was generated by artistsin antiquity from WQ
the object that each symbol depicts.

Interspersed throughout this vibrant visual and verbal communication werestabs at
Englishiconography onsigns and shirts, ranging from hilarious to profound. Aslender lady
sported the message “Gangster Lovely Gangster,” and a stocky matron was insightfully embla-
zoned with “Orient Native Overlap.” | bought my nephew a tee with the quizzical cotton query
“The manwhowantsagarden fair, or small or very big. RESULTS. RESULTS AND ROSES. Califor-
nia Dreaming. Dave’s Surf Shop.” My younger niece will receive a top with alongermeditation
that concludes with “be sure to know /who you are before meet someone new/and hoping that
person know who you are.” Xiéxie, random translation, for providing me with the best advice
I'veevergiven.

—Karin McKie
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