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Abstract:

In Transit is a bilingual poem about the movement of music across languages, technologies, platforms, and listening communities. Rather
than imagining a musical work as a fixed object that simply travels from one place to another, the poem follows a song as it is recorded,
translated, subtitled, clipped, streamed, recommended, restored, misremembered, and sung again. Each act of mediation changes both the
sound and the conditions under which it can be heard. Translation appears not as a transparent transfer between languages but as a form of
renewed listening; digital circulation likewise produces new temporalities, publics, and forms of intimacy. Moving between the images of the
human voice, headphones, screens, archives, and distant listeners, the poem asks whether a song can still be said to possess a single point of
origin once it has entered other lives. It approaches musical circulation as a sequence of departures in which alteration, rather than perfect
preservation, allows sound to continue.

Keywords: poetry; musical circulation; translation; mediation; digital platforms; listening publics

Contextual Commentary:

In Transit responds to the theme “Circulating Sounds: Translation, Mediation, and Publics in Global Music Studies” by approaching
music as a mobile cultural practice rather than a stable work. Its central figure is a song whose identity is renegotiated as it passes through
recording, subtitling, short-video circulation, algorithmic recommendation, livestream archives, audio restoration, and everyday acts of listening
and singing.

The poem takes up Christopher Small’s (1998) proposal that music is better understood as an activity, “musicking,” than as a thing. It
locates the song less in a fixed text than in the successive situations in which it is performed, heard, and repeated. Mediation, in this sense,
is not merely a channel between an original work and its audience. Georgina Born (2005) describes music as constituted through multiple,
interlocking mediations, bodily, technological, and social. The poem stages several of these in turn: the microphone that lets the song hear its
own voice, the platform that cuts it into fifteen-second fragments, and the restoration software that offers to remove a “noise” that was once part
of the room. The sixth section also reflects on the cultural judgments built into audio technologies, which Jonathan Sterne (2012) has shown to
rest on assumptions about what listeners will and will not hear.

The poem’s treatment of translation draws on Walter Benjamin’s ([1923] 1968) idea that a translation belongs to the afterlife of the original.
A subtitle may alter a metaphor; a distant listener may attach to a song a memory unknown to its composer. Such transformations need not mark
the disappearance of an original. They may instead be the conditions through which music remains audible.

The bilingual form carries this argument into the structure of the work. The English text was written as a poetic counterpart to the Chinese
rather than a literal rendering. Some images shift in passage: “{% [F3&” (stop) becomes “stop scrolling” ; the title “4%3[¢,” a transfer between
transit lines, becomes “In Transit” and returns in the final section as “changing trains.” Meaning circulates between the two versions much
as the song circulates between its listeners.

I
At first, it existed only in a room.
Someone drew breath.
Someone rested a hand on the keys.
The window was not quite closed,
so into the first phrase of the melody
slipped a car passing the corner.
No one called it noise.
Back then, a song was still a small thing,
small enough
to happen between two people.
Then the microphone moved closer.
For the first time,
the song heard
its own voice.

1I
When it left,
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it did not take the room with it.
It did not take the window,
or the fruit seller downstairs
at six in the evening.

The recording took away
only what could be taken.
Then, in another city,
someone put on headphones
and made those three minutes
and forty-two seconds
his own night.

He never knew there had been a car outside the window.
He knew only
that at two minutes seventeen,
a voice paused.
That pause
stayed with him
for years.

I
Later, the song
acquired subtitles.

As a sentence crossed one language,
it left one shoe behind.
Crossing another,
it came away with a door.
“H*%” became moon,
and moon was sung
until it no longer resembled FH #%.
Someone said
the meaning had changed.
But a girl far away
understood the sentence
for the first time.

She copied it onto paper.
Perhaps some things
appear for the first time
only after translation.

v
Then it entered the screen.
It was cut into fifteen seconds,
thirty seconds,
sped up,
looped,
laid beneath a wedding,
beneath footage of a war,
beneath a cat falling off a sofa.
Someone had heard only the chorus,
yet heard it a hundred times.
Someone never knew
there was a first verse.
The algorithm did not ask
where the song came from.
It asked only:
Will the next person
stop scrolling?
And music began to learn
another way to travel—
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no longer along maps,
but along
attention.

v
At two in the morning,
it is playing
in a convenience store in Seoul.
In Berlin,

someone has just turned it off.

In Buenos Aires,
someone has just pressed play

for the first time.

A performance that ended seven years ago
is still happening now
inside a livestream recording.
The singer is seven years younger.
So is the audience.

Only the person watching
belongs to today.
Messages keep appearing
across the screen:
hello
where are you listening from?
No one answers
where the music is.

VI
Years later,
someone finds
the earliest recording
on an old hard drive.
Inside it: breathing,
the faint shift of a piano bench.
And outside the window,
the car
that no longer exists.
The restoration software asks:
Remove background noise?
The cursor rests there.
A long time.
Then he says:
No.
And the car
passes the corner once again.
Passes a corner
long since demolished,
passes a room
that no longer exists,
passes through everyone
who has never been there.

VII
By now it is hard to know
which version
is the song.
The voice as first sung,
or the melody
someone hums wrong
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while walking home at night;
the sentence in its first language,
or the door
that appeared by accident in translation;
the stage,
the record,
the headphones,
the string of numbers
being copied somewhere
on a server,
or what remains in the room
after someone turns the music off,
not vanishing at once.
Perhaps a song
was never an arrival.
It is always
changing trains.
From lips into air,
from air into machines,
from one language
into another misunderstanding,
from one person’s memory
into another’s.
With every person it passes through,
it becomes a little less
of what it once was,
and a little more
of something
that had never existed before.
So do not ask
where it finally went.
Listen—
somewhere far away,
someone is singing it wrong again.
And because of that,
it lives on.
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