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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis seeks to map out the development of literary modernism in the 

1930s and 1980s People’s Republic of China (PRC). Despite the long temporal 

halt, these two periods are innately and historically related to each other. Much as 

Chinese literary modernism was a literary legacy of Western modernism, its 

decades-long development provided it with the conditions for a second life. When 

it reemerged in the 1980s, it bore unique national characteristics that, in turn, 

enriched the realm of global modernism. In short, the distinct historical and 

national context of the twentieth century China dictated that Chinese literary 

modernism could not be a mechanical reproduction of its Western counterpart. 

The importation and translation of Western modernist creative and critical works, 

together with the modernist practices of modern Chinese intellectuals, contributed 

to the formation and rise of modernist literature in the 1930s, as well as its revival 

in the 1980s PRC. 

Structurally, this thesis identifies three localities of global modernism in 

the works and literary theory of Fei Ming, Mu Dan, and Wang Zengqi. It argues 

that these writers’ modernist practices and distinct writing styles not only 

represented the characteristics of Chinese literary modernism, but also added 

diversities to modernist literature in the global context. Methodologically, I pair 

the Chinese modernists with their Western counterparts, including Virginia 

Woolf and T.S. Eliot. This comparison helps to find similarities between 

modernist works across time and place, and to identify the unique features of 

Chinese literary modernism. In practice, when studying the three modernists’ first 

encounters with literary modernism in Republican China, as well as their 

respective experience in the PRC, I seek to (i) present three modes of initiation of 

literary modernism at the beginning of the twentieth century; (ii) trace the 

development of literary modernism both in the republican era and its revival in 

the PRC; (iii) show the process of Chinese literary modernism growing its 

distinct characteristics and evidence its second life. In short, Chinese modernists’ 

participation in the building of global modernism and their contributions to the 

enrichment of literary modernism in the global context are two foci of my thesis. 
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In the final analysis, this thesis engages research on Chinese literary 

postmodernism. No matter the literary movement’s status in the PRC, then and 

now, how and why it differs from the development of postmodernism in Western 

literature and culture are valuable research questions. 
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Introduction 
 

This thesis will focus on three important figures in the development of literary 

modernism in the People’s Republic of China (PRC)—Fei Ming (1901-1967), Mu Dan 

(1918-1977), and Wang Zengqi (1920-1997). The main argument of the thesis is that Chinese 

modernist practices, which began as a product of Western influences, not only contributed to 

the development of Chinese modernist literature but also enriched global modernist 

literatures and cultures given the distinct Chinese characteristics of these selected writers’ 

literary styles. The study compared these Chinese modernist writers with English modernist 

writers, namely, Virginia Woolf (1882-1941) and T. S. Eliot (1888-1965), and found 

similarities between their respective modernist literatures as well as the unique characteristics 

of Chinese literary modernism. The findings revealed how the West influenced Chinese 

modernist literature at the beginning of the twentieth century, which led to the development 

of Chinese literary modernism in the PRC. The findings of the study also filled a gap in the 

field of world literature, in particular, the way Chinese literary modernism served as an 

afterlife for Western literary modernism, not in spite of but because of the latter’s global 

ambitions.  

This thesis is comprised of an introduction, four main chapters, and a conclusion. The 

first three main chapters will present a comparative study of three pairs of modernist writers, 

namely, Fei Ming and Virginia Woolf, Mu Dan and T. S. Eliot, and Wang Zengqi and 

Virginia Woolf. This pairing of writers sought to establish the authenticity of Chinese literary 

modernism through a close analysis of Fei Ming’s, Mu Dan’s, and Wang Zengqi’s orbit of 

writings. The final main chapter will discuss modern Chinese intellectuals’ confrontation 

with the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), the trajectory of Chinese literary modernism after 

1949, and how literary modernism regained a second life in the 1980s.  

The first chapter will compare Fei Ming’s Bridge with Woolf’s To the Lighthouse in 

terms of their method of stream of consciousness. Although numerous critics, such as Zhu 

Guangqian, have pointed out the similarities in these two writers’ narrative styles, little 

critical effort has been made to further demonstrate these similarities. In the textual analysis 

of Bridge and To the Lighthouse, this chapter will show the similar use of the stream-of-

consciousness technique by these two writers, thereby revealing their shared understanding of 

the idea of reality. The influence of Freudian psychoanalysis on Woolf was substantial, and 

its Chinese introduction and translation also impacted Fei Ming, which resulted in their 
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coincidental use of stream of consciousness. Yet the unique characteristics of Fei Ming’s 

writing style suggests that this imported modern psychology alone did not contribute to Fei 

Ming’s stream-of-consciousness writing. By contextualizing Fei Ming’s fiction in Republican 

China and taking his personal life into account, this chapter will argue that Fei Ming’s 

affiliation and familiarity with Buddhism was contributed importantly to the distinctness of 

his stream-of-consciousness literary style. 

In transitioning to the genre of modernist poetry, the second chapter will focus on Mu 

Dan, an important member of the Nine Leaves School and a key player in the development of 

Chinese modernist poetry. This chapter will compare Mu Dan with T. S. Eliot and analyze 

Mu Dan’s acceptance of Eliot’ theories on poetry. In the midst of Eliot’s many poetic 

theories, three will be emphasized: the impersonal theory, his attitude toward tradition, and 

the objective corrective. The chapter will argue that Eliot’s poetic theories and practices 

facilitated Mu Dan’s transition from quasi-romanticist to modernist, which was also a major 

turn many Chinese modernist poets made in the 1940s. Western modernist poetry and poetic 

theories facilitated the building of not only Chinese modernist poetry but also Chinese 

modern poetry; however, modern poets were also able to tap into China’s long history of 

poetry and its legacies of poetic tradition. This explains why there were still many traditional 

Chinese poetic characteristics in Mu Dan’s modernist poems, such as his use of poetic images 

and semantic presentations. Moreover, Mu Dan’s personal experiences, such as his 

participation in the expeditionary army and the unjustified censorship he received in the PRC, 

also intensified the singularity of his modernist writing in the realm of modernist poetry. 

Finally, this chapter will highlight the distinctness of Mu Dan’s modernist writing as 

exemplified by his different attitude toward the future of human beings revealed in the 

comparison between his “Effect of Reduction” and Eliot’s “The Hollow Men.”  

The third chapter will discuss the writer Wang Zengqi, using, once again, Woolf as 

Wang Zengqi’s Western counterpart. The focus of this chapter is on the changes that took 

place in literary practices, literary theory, and criticism as shown in the resemblance of Wang 

Zengqi’s early experimental work “Revenge” to Woolf’s stream-of-consciousness work “The 

Mark on the Wall.” The similarities in their writing styles and narrative structure suggest 

Wang Zengqi’s imitation of Western modernist works at the early stage of his writing career. 

The comparison between Wang Zengqi’s literary principles and many of Woolf’s will unveil 

their similar understanding of literature, art, and the relationship between art and politics. On 

the basis of his teacher Shen Congwen’s (1902-1988) insights into short fiction, Wang 
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Zengqi formed his idea of prosified fiction, which, in my opinion, was one of the most 

significant contributions to both Chinese and global literary modernism. Therefore, the case 

of Wang Zengqi not only offers the intersection of Chinese and Western modernist literature 

but also indicates their parting moment.  

The final chapter will discuss modern Chinese intellectuals’ confrontation with the 

CCP by mapping out the trajectory of Chinese literary modernism after 1949 and by showing 

how literary modernism gained a second life in the 1980s. In particular, Wang Zengqi’s 

participation in the making of a revolutionary model opera made him stand out among other 

Chinese modernists who remained silent during the Cultural Revolution. This chapter will 

feature Wang Zengqi’s unique experiences during the Cultural Revolution to show his 

maneuvers in his forced cooperation with the CCP. Moreover, Wang Zengqi’s experiences 

were reflected in his modernist writing in the 1980s, which gained him more fame in China’s 

contemporary literary circles. In the analysis of two versions of Wang Zengqi’s “Special 

Gift,” respectively written in 1948 and 1980, this chapter will point out their differences to 

show the changes in Wang Zengqi’s writing style. This analysis will also unfold the impacts 

of Wang’s experiences in the PRC on his modernist practices in the 1980s, which I believe 

represent the uniqueness of Chinese modernist literature in the contemporary PRC.  

Literature Review 

The lack and ill-development of industrialism and capitalism (Giddens 15)—two 

basic elements that the emergence of modernity requires—, are evidence of the belated 

emergence and dysplasia of Chinese modernity. Consequently, Chinese modernism, the set of 

cultural and aesthetic styles that accompanied Chinese modernity, differed from Western 

modernism. From the perspective of global modernism, Chinese modernism is still a 

marginal player. It is situated in the comet’s tail of global modernism in terms of both its 

temporal and spatial position. This position of Chinese modernism, according to many 

scholars, is a reproductive copy of Western modernism, and scholarship on Chinese 

modernism falls under the typical paradigm of “local modernism.” As Hayot has suggested:  

scholarship on Chinese modernism differs little from scholarship on any ‘local’ 
modernism, [and] scholarship on all ‘local’ modernisms will tend, as a result of 
this framework, to move first toward the production of generic identity (there is 
such a thing as modernism in a Chinese or Japanese context) before generating a 
sequence of local differences (and this modernism is not the same as modernism 
in general in ways X, Y, and Z). (Hayot 150)  
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Hayot’s paradigm proposes an X-Y plot for the assessment of global modernism, with 

the X axis representing modernity and the Y axis representing modernism. With Western 

modernity and Western modernism at the origin of the axes, all other local modernisms 

situated in the plot are based on their respective discursive coordinate. Although using 

Western modernism and modernity as indicators amounts to supporting their originality, 

thereby further sustaining the hierarchy of global modernism, the fact that other local 

modernisms are also on the plot legitimates their validity as well as their differences. The 

problem with such a paradigm is that with Western modernism and modernity as the origin of 

the coordinates, the evaluation of all local modernisms inevitably follows the pattern of 

Western modernism and modernity. Within such a pattern, modernism is often “understood 

as reflexive expressions through creative means in the modern lifestyle and experience” and 

“is a form of critique of modernity” (L. Chen 175). Based on Western modernist history, 

while modernism was an integral part of modernity, it also always stood in opposition to 

modernity (L. Chen 175). Therefore, not only did this pattern fix the relationship between 

modernism and modernity, it also defined modernity based on the situation of Western 

modern society. In this sense, the different background of China indicates that the legitimacy 

of and criticism on Chinese modernism is controversial.  

In fact, in studies on Chinese modernism, many scholars have evidenced its existence 

in early twentieth-century China in different ways. Considering the entwining relationship 

between modernism and modernity, there are two ways for critics to approach the topic. One 

starts with finding signs of Chinese modernity at the turn of the last century, thereby proving 

the existence of Chinese modernism, and vice versa. Leo Ou-fan Lee’s Shanghai Modern: 

The Flowering of a New Urban Culture in China, 1930-1945 is one fine example of the first 

approach. In this treatise, Lee gathered numerous data on the development of the cultural 

industry in Shanghai in the 1930s and 1940s to evidence the emergence of modernity in 

Shanghai at that time. On the basis of these documents on Shanghai modernity, Lee thereby 

deduced that the Neo-Sensation School, which appeared at that time in Shanghai, was one 

major branch of Chinese literary modernism. Lee’s assessment of Shanghai’s modernity 

differed from the Western evaluation of modernity, as Lee mainly shed light on cultural-

related areas while only slightly touching on other social, economic, and industrial fields. Yet 

Lee’s innovative method still successfully revealed the existence of modernity in Republican 

China by downplaying the singularity of Shanghai, and therefore proved the authenticity of 

Chinese modernism.  
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Lee’s student Shih Shu-mei took a different point of departure regarding the topic. In 

The Lure of the Modern, Shih directly engaged the intellectual and literary trends in early 

twentieth-century China to propose her idea of semi-colonial modernism in Republican 

China. Shih challenged the commonsensical relation between modernism and modernity, 

arguing that the former is always criticizing the latter, and that in a semi-colonial society, 

“modernism is not constituted by sentiments against modern establishments and industrial 

conditions of existence; on the contrary, it fancies and fantasizes about them” (L. Chen 185). 

Shih’s remodeling of the relationship between Chinese modernism and Chinese modernity 

went further than Lee’s paradigm, for Lee’s Shanghai Modern followed a syllogistic form. 

Based on the premise that modernism is an inevitable derivative of modernity, Lee claimed 

that the culture derived from Chinese modernity was Chinese modernism by proving the 

existence of modernity in Republican China. However, Shih repudiated Lee’s syllogistic 

form by proposing “a unique kind of modernism that has no modernity to interact with” (L. 

Chen 185). Hence, after Lee had proven the existence of Chinese modernity at the turn of the 

last century, Shih unchained it from the paradigm of Western modernism. 

While Lee and Shih stressed the distinct sociological background of Chinese 

modernism, Tang Xiaobing concentrated on its temporal hysteresis. Tang pointed out that 

“nonsynchronous synchronicity,” one feature of Chinese modernism, should be the focus in 

the study of Chinese modernism (X. Tang 53). He claimed that  

to propose a modernism in a culture that has not gone through the Western style 
of modernity and has in fact functioned as the other of this experience (modern 
Chinese history being a rich document of painful confrontations with a 
formidable West), we must come to terms with a subject that is neither the 
radically different other of the Western subject nor a simple replica of the 
Western consciousness. (X. Tang 53)  

Tang agreed with Shih on the uniqueness of Chinese modernity and argued that 

Chinese modernism had a different pattern from Western modernism. Tang further stated that  

a modernism of the subaltern subject, therefore, is a historical necessity grown 
out of this interactive coexistence that is marked by a ‘nonsynchronous 
synchronicity’; the insurgence of such a subject has to be recognized by a 
remapping and reimaging of the imaginary world space. (X. Tang 53) 

Tang’s strategy of constructing Chinese modernism focused on its differences from 

Western modernism. Tang rejected the view of Chinese modernism as a delayed copy of 

Western modernism; instead, he treated the nonsynchronous synchronicity as one of the 

distinct characteristics that made Chinese modernism unique.  
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Another special characteristic of Chinese modernism lies in its entanglement with 

state ideology. Ever since its first appearance in the West, modernism has maintained a 

confrontational relationship with the politics; however, the relationship between modernism 

and politics was even more complicated in modern China. Chinese modernism came into 

being when modern Chinese intellectuals urgently demanded the “new” and “modern,” which 

were reflected in their keenness for Western imported “new things” of all different aspects—

culturally, socially, scientifically, politically, and psychologically. As Tang Tao pointed out,  

[t]he literature of feudal China has a long history and it is adorned with numerous 
works of excellence. But as the feudal system was collapsing at the turn of the 
century and as China by then had been reduced, both politically and 
economically, to a semi-colonial state, the end of feudal literature became more 
and more apparent even though it refused to die a natural death. (T. Tang 1) 

Therefore, modern Chinese intellectual’s nationalist struggle used Chinese modernist 

literature to stifle the development of feudal literature. This also coincided with the political 

revolutionists’ agenda at that time. In fact, the development of Chinese modernist literature 

was almost always at the same pace as that of the national request for modernization. At the 

beginning, modern Chinese intellectuals’ pursuit of modernity and their urgency in 

responding to Western colonial and cultural imperialism turned China’s cultural arena into a 

receiving land of Western thoughts and practices. In addition, with the state’s support, the 

development of Chinese modernist literature functioned as an enlightenment project in 

Republican China.  

Though these scholars’ researches established the existence and legitimacy of Chinese 

literary modernism, their focuses mostly centered around relatively developed and 

westernized areas of China, especially the city Shanghai. After the Manchurian Qing 

government opened its domestic markets to the outside world under the forces of Western 

imperialism in the mid-eighteenth century, big cities received huge impacts as a result of 

imported goods and the cultures that produced them. As the first wave of impacts charged at 

big cities in coastal areas firsthand and more strongly than those inland areas with relatively 

backward economy, Western modern culture also had more influences in the former than in 

the latter. Consequentially, Shanghai, perhaps the most important port city of China, secured 

its position as economic, diplomatic and cultural center of China and gradually earned its 

fame as a metropolis. In retrospect, it would be fair to assert that with the efforts of those 

Haipai writers and artists, Shanghai since the early 20th century has gradually become one 

cultural institution of modernism, in parallel with Thomas Mann’s Venice, Charles 
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Baudelaire’s Paris, James Joyce’s Dublin and Virginia Woolf’s London. That might also be 

one major reason for many scholars of Chinese modernity or modernism to pay their 

attentions on culture and literature in Shanghai, including Haipai literature, which was one 

concentrated representation of Chinese literary modernism. However, one apparent feature of 

Haipai literature is that almost all its works focus on urban scenes, to be more specific, the 

urban scenes in Shanghai.  

In this sense, many previous studies on Haipai literature only emphasized one kind of 

modernist literature whereas overshadowed other types of modernist works in the early 20th 

century China. Given the feature of Haipai literature, it mostly reflects Chinese metropolitan 

modernism as most Haipai writers devoted themselves to the penetration and depiction on the 

inner worlds of modern citizens while living their modern life in the modern city Shanghai in 

modern time. By contrast, the modernists selected in this thesis are very different from Haipai 

writers in terms of their own location and their writing objects. Especially the two Jingpai 

writers, Fei Ming and Wang Zengqi. Both of them came from provincial area—Fei Ming was 

born in Hubei Huangmei and Wang in Jiangsu Gaoyou—and they didn’t share rich life 

experiences in metropolis like Shanghai or Beijing while they started their literary creation. 

Despite the fact that they had lived in Beijing for a period of time after they already gained 

fames in literary circle, they still settled their stories in remote countryside instead of big 

cities. Also, their characters are normally not those modern urbane citizens but rustic 

countrymen with some of them being illiterate. Therefore, to study their literary works would 

all allow us to peep the appearance and development of Chinese modernism outside the 

central place Shanghai, and draw a new point on the diagram of modernism’s global network. 

Tang discussed the entangled relationship between Chinese modernism and politics 

from the Revolution of 1911 to the foundation of the PRC. While it is true that after 1949 

Chinese modernism experienced a decades-long dormant period under pressure from the 

CCP, it eventually gained a second life in the PRC in the 1980s. After the successive deaths 

of Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai, and Zhu De in 1976, Deng Xiaoping became the controlling 

power and Chinese modernism encountered its revival. Deng’s reform measures redirected 

the national project of modernization. Before Deng’s reforms, the revolutionary ideology of 

“modernization” was never in accordance with the public’s request for individuality. Instead, 

it demanded a nationwide devotion to achieving the collective goal of industrialization set by 

the CCP. Deng’s political reforms, which provided urban households with opportunities and 
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gradually dismissed Mao’s method of collective production in rural areas, encouraged the 

growth of individuality.  

The productive outcomes of Deng’s reforms also generated a cognitive change among 

Chinese intellectuals. For one thing, they began to feel freer in self-expression without 

worrying too much about possible negative consequences. This change benefited the thriving 

of Chinese literary modernism around 1980. Even though literature in the PRC was still 

propagandist after the end of the Cultural Revolution, the relatively loose sociocultural 

environment facilitated the resumption of Chinese modernist intellectuals’ unfinished 

enlightenment project, which started at the beginning of the twentieth century. Therefore, in 

the 1980s, many Chinese modernists were jubilant with the economic boom and believed that 

their demands for modernity and the enlightenment project were in rapport with those of the 

government’s modernization agenda. Wang Jing specifically depicted the prosperous 

development of Chinese modernist literature during the 1980s in High Culture Fever: 

Politics, Aesthetics, and Ideology in Deng’s China. Wang offered “a prosopography of the 

1980s’ vanguard intellectuals who appointed themselves China’s spiritual and cultural 

saviors while the economy bloomed and Marxist ideology and social relations dissolved 

without them” (Kinkley 864). With confidence, modern Chinese writers began to endeavor in 

the making of world literature in the 1980s. 

Because of the efforts of many critics, the topic of Chinese literary modernism is no 

longer neglectable in the realm of global modernism. This thesis is built on the insightful 

thoughts offered by previous scholars, and will present a different perspective from which to 

approach Chinese literary modernism. The thesis proposes three kinds of emergences of 

literary modernism in modern China represented by three Chinese modernist writers. Their 

experiences in Republican China and the PRC, respectively, will map out the trajectory of 

Chinese literary modernism and reveal its distinct characteristics, which have enriched global 

modernism.  

The Thesis 

Based on the existing studies on Chinese literary modernism, I believe that Chinese 

modernism requires a different method of study. To begin with, this thesis makes the point 

that Chinese literary modernism emerged in various ways. While Chinese modernism did not 

happen naturally, it was neither only the aftermath nor a replica of Western modernism. 

Although Chinese literary modernism was under the influence of Western literary modernism 
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at the beginning, their diverse social contexts and cultural backgrounds predetermined their 

different trajectories. In this sense, Chinese literary modernism cannot be considered a 

mechanical reproduction of its Western counterpart. Moreover, there was no single unilateral 

force that facilitated the occurrence of Chinese literary modernists; instead, Chinese literary 

modernism was the product of both cultural imperialism and the enlightenment project of 

modern Chinese intellectuals. The interference of wars also added more nationalist concerns 

to many Chinese modernist works. Respectively, the Sino-Japanese War made national 

salvation the goal of many Chinese modernists, and the later domestic War of Liberation 

enveloped some Chinese modernist intellectuals who used to be modernists or had modernist 

inclinations with Communist ethics. Hence, literary modernism in China was born as a hybrid 

and gradually grew into its own cultural identity. 

The identification of three Chinese modernists—Fei Ming, Mu Dan, and Wang 

Zengqi—was based on their different approaches to modernism. First, Fei Ming represented 

those who were immersed in the life of early twentieth-century China and spontaneously 

formed their modernist thoughts with some knowledge of Western modern philosophy. 

Second, there were those whom critics often held as models of Chinese-Western literary 

modernism, such as Mu Dan; it was the imitation of Western modernist poetry that largely 

shaped their modernist poetic writing. Finally, there were also writers like Wang Zengqi who 

consciously started their experimental writing under the influence of Western modernist 

works and eventually formulated their modernist theories with Chinese characteristics. These 

different approaches represented the various ways literary modernism emerged and 

developed in Republican China. Therefore, a discussion on each of these three modernists 

will offer one origin of Chinese literary modernism; moreover, this discussion will evidence 

the fact that Chinese literary modernism was neither a mere aftermath nor a simple replica of 

Western modernism. Instead, from its very beginning, the birth of Chinese literary 

modernism was different from that of the West.  

As each of these Chinese modernist writers represents a different literary genre, these 

three modernists offer three points of departure for the discussion on Chinese modernist 

literature: fiction, poetry, and criticism. Although these three genres do not incorporate all the 

literary genres that are associated with literary modernism, due to the length limit of this 

thesis, only these three writers’ viewpoints were observed. As a literary genre, poetry has the 

longest history in China, as the first literary book in China, Shijing 诗经, was a collection of 

folk lyrics. Ever since the late Ming Dynasty, fiction has been popular among the public. 
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Therefore, these two genres are necessary for any discussion on Chinese literature. Moreover, 

one feature of Chinese modernist literature, according to my observations of Fei Ming and 

Wang Zengqi, as well as Wang Zengqi’s proposal of prosified fiction, is the intertexture of 

poetry and fiction. Thus, the discussion on Chinese modernist poetry necessarily relates to 

Chinese modernist fiction, and vice versa. Meanwhile, to demonstrate the authenticity of 

Chinese literary modernism, theoretic analysis is necessary. Hence, the inclusion of criticism 

helped to reveal the innate similarities of literary modernism between the West and China, 

and also provided a theoretic foundation for the textual analysis of poetry and fiction. 

Together, these three genres will serve as three cross-sections of Chinese literary modernism 

and help demonstrate its development.  

Furthermore, these three modernists’ various life experiences in the PRC will show 

the Chinese modernists’ entanglements with state politics. To be specific, Fei Ming and Mu 

Dan represent modern intellectuals’ common experiences in the PRC the most. Fei Ming 

lived in a remote countryside with his family during the Second Sino-Japanese War and 

returned to Beijing after hostilities had settled down. On the eve of 1949, he voluntarily 

suspended his writing and worked as a university teacher thereafter. Mu Dan went to 

America in 1949 and returned to China in 1952 with enthusiasm to participate in the building 

of the new country. He worked as a university teacher and translator before the CCP 

convicted him of being a counter-revolutionary. As a result, he had to physically labor in the 

fields and write statements of repentance on a daily basis (Mu, 穆旦全集卷一 Collection of 

Mu Dan's Works 8). It was not until after Deng Xiaoping became the leader of the CCP that 

Mu Dan officially resumed his poetic writings, in the late 1970s. The commonality of Fei 

Ming and Mu Dan, as well as many Chinese intellectuals’ experiences in the PRC, was that 

their creative writing careers had ended, completely or at least for decades. While the 

censorship they received might have varied due to their various political status, they all had 

to write confessions from time to time. This was generally the situation for modernists in the 

PRC, except for Wang Zengqi, who avoided severe censorship because of his appointment by 

Jiang Qing (1914-1991) during the Cultural Revolution. Wang Zengqi participated in a 

government cultural project: the making of a revolutionary model opera. His participation is 

worthy of study not only because his survival in the PRC as a modernist was a singularity, 

but also because his later modernist writing in the 1980s directed many young Chinese 

modernists. In fact, I believe that Wang Zengqi’s modernist writing in the post-Mao era 

produced new ramifications for literary modernism in China.  
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Combining, these three Chinese modernists serve as three localities not only of 

Chinese modernism, but also of global modernism. The different points of departure of their 

modernist journey, the different fields that they devoted into, and the different final 

conclusions they gave to their modernist request presented a diagram of one way of the 

development of literary modernism in the 20th century. Due to their shared genealogical 

trains, Jingpai literary school and Southwest Associated University, these three localities are 

closely tightened together to build an even stronger case, a case that how Chinese literary 

modernism energized the global modernism especially when Western modernism was 

already on the wane. 

As for the theme of the thesis, I argue that Chinese literary modernism functioned as a 

turning point in the rupture between Chinese classical literature and Chinese modernist 

literature. From the late nineteenth century to the early twentieth century, successive foreign 

invasions and domestic revolutions destroyed the last feudal dynasty in China. The country 

soon transformed from a feudal society to a semi-colonial society. At that time, most Chinese 

intellectuals embraced the modern age enthusiastically. Many of them actively learned from 

the West, including Western literature and theories. Those Western importations functioned 

as symbols of the “new” and “modern” and contributed to the building of a modern China. As 

this thesis will show, I believe that it was the development of modernist literature in 

Republican China that accelerated Chinese intellectuals’ transformation to their modern facet. 

Chapters One through Three, for example, will offer several cases of Chinese modernist 

writers’ conversion to literary modernism and their transformation as modernists. 

Furthermore, while mapping out the development of Chinese literary modernism from the 

1930s to the 1980s, this thesis will emphasize the distinct characteristics developed during 

this period and thereby evidence its contribution to the making of global modernism. 

Methodology 

The conjunction and differences of two periods of literary modernism in China, the 

1930s and the 1980s, respectively, served as a good historical case. A comparative study of 

this case helped to map out the role literary modernism has played in the development of 

China’s modernity. Despite a long temporary halt, the two periods of Chinese modernism are 

innately and historically related to each other. This thesis will incorporate the development of 

literary modernism in 1930s and 1980s China and thereby draw a diagram of the evolvement 

of the distinctness of Chinese modernist literature. In this diagram, while the three Chinese 

modernists will serve as three localities of literary modernism, two junctions, the Jingpai 
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Literary School and the National Southwest Associated University, will function as two 

focuses of the research. 

To begin with, this study followed one genealogical train of the Jingpai Literary 

School, specifically, from Fei Ming and Shen Congwen to Wang Zengqi. The study aimed to 

make the case that literary modernism in China was not only a (national) branch or adaptation 

of global modernism; rather, it was a significant component of what has now become a 

globalized Western modernism by virtue of it having a life of its own in China. Fei Ming’s 

spontaneous commencement of modernist writing exemplifies how modern Chinese writers 

began their experimentation with modernist writing without much knowledge of their 

Western counterparts. Fei Ming’s family background and domestic education had confined 

him to traditional and classical Chinese learning. It was not until his undergraduate years at 

Peking University and his travels to Beijing, where he made the acquaintance of Zhou Zuoren 

(1885-1967), did he begin to read and learn about Western modern literature and criticism. 

This suggests one way that local modernism emerged, which was not a complete imitation of 

Western literary modernism in Republican China. As for Wang Zengqi, he was more 

advanced than Fei Ming in terms of his exposure to Western modernist writings and theories. 

Wang Zengqi’s early imitating works evidenced the influence of Western modernists on 

Chinese modernists in the first half of the twentieth century. He also inherited some of Fei 

Ming’s and Shen Congwen’s writing styles and literary principles, which resulted in Wang 

Zengqi’s later modernist writing and literary theory of prosified fiction. Wang Zengqi’s 

inheritance of modernist legacies from both Chinese and Western sides, as well as his 

recreation of Chinese literary modernism, indicated the possibility and outcome of literary 

modernism’s second life in China.  

While the Jingpai Literary School was the common ground of Fei Ming and Wang 

Zengqi, the National Southwest Associated University served as the hinge between Wang 

Zengqi and Mu Dan, who were both students at the university. Wang Zengqi officially 

enrolled in the university in 1939, while Mu Dan first went to Tsinghua University in 1935, 

and then moved to Yunnan and entered the National Southwest Associated University in the 

same year that Wang Zengqi did. It turned out that living at the university impacted the 

literary practices of both Mu Dan and Wang Zengqi. While the nation was mired in the 

Second Sino-Japanese War, the National Southwest Associated University functioned as a 

shelter for many Chinese modernist intellectuals. Many established writers and poets with 

overseas experience taught at the university; therefore, students like Wang Zengqi and Mu 



 13 

Dan were able to learn Western literature and theories there. Take Mu Dan as an example. On 

the one hand, with Bian Zhilin (1910-2000), whose poems began to transit from the 

romanticism of the former Crescent School to modernism during his teaching at the 

university, as Mu Dan’s teacher, Mu Dan inherited both classical Chinese poetry traditions 

and modern Western poetic culture. On the other hand, because of the contributions of some 

foreign teachers in the English Department, such as William Empson (1906-1984), Mu Dan’s 

interests in modernist poetry developed rapidly and he began his modernist writing in 

vernacular Chinese while studying at the university.  

Discussions on some Chinese modernists’ experiences in the PRC have focused on 

how political factors influenced the development of the unique characteristics of Chinese 

literary modernism. The three modernist writers in the current study, again, represented three 

types of experiences of modern Chinese writers and poets in the PRC. My discussion will 

gravitate toward Wang Zengqi’s participation in the making of the revolutionary model opera 

Shajiabang 沙家浜 during the Cultural Revolution in Chapter Four. This particular 

experience of Wang Zengqi, as I will argue, makes a case for and demonstrates the complex 

relationship between literary modernism and the ideological state apparatus of the PRC. 

Although the complexity and duality of modernism made its association with politics rather 

vexatious, in China, the relationship between modernism and politics is even more intricate. 

Both the social and cultural contexts of the early 20th century China have imposed too many 

tasks all once on Chinese modern literature. As Sebastian Veg suggests, “modern Chinese 

literature was preoccupied with enlightenment, science, progress, and, most importantly, 

literary realism, at a time when ‘modernism’ in the West is associated with a critique of 

rationalism, of the alienation of industrial modernity, and growing preoccupation with literary 

form (‘high modernism’)” (Veg 28). The background of modern Chinese literature 

determined that literary modernism, though situated at a marginalized position, was still one 

part of the national mission of modernization at that time. In fact, the consensual goal of 

learning from the West indicated that Chinese literary modernism, despite its often-apolitical 

attitude, was actually facilitated by politics sometime. While it is undeniable that many 

Chinese modernists have lived a catastrophic life, especially considering the cruel and unfair 

treatments they received during the Cultural Revolution, there were still many cases when 

politics was in accordance with modernism and even contributed to its burgeon. For instance, 

the series of political reform started from late 1970s also set the stage for the reappearance of 
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literary modernism in the 1980s. Yet, generally speaking, politics was for most of the time, 

an impediment for Chinese literary modernism. 

Although my thesis tends to minimize the effect of politics in the development of 

Chinese literary modernism, I am aware of the many unsolved questions caused by the 

special relationship between modernism and politics in China. This was also the case for 

modernism in Russian, which was “politically far more radical”, the complex sociopolitical 

background made modernism and politics almost always stay in an entangled state. However, 

due to the relatively loose control of the literary field during the two focal periods of literary 

modernism studied in this thesis, I tend to avoid too much emphasis on the question of 

politics and its relation to Chinese literary modernism.  

 In summary, the two selected genealogical trains each represents a different 

triggering point of entry into Chinese literary modernism in the early twentieth century, and 

their respective developments also contributed to the mapping of its trajectory and 

contributions to the making of global modernism.  

The Rise of Global Modernism 

In the field of literary and cultural study, the frequency of international 

communication on literature and culture among different countries and areas dramatically 

accelerated with the increasing pace of globalization, especially for the field of modernist 

study, which came to think of itself as global in step with the rise of global modernism. 

Although transnational literary relationships already worked in multiple ways in the early 

twentieth century and “shaped the nature of modernism as a truly international 

movement…for a very long time, scholars focused on [the] London/Paris/New York axis and 

neglected exchanges that did not fit in with this model” (Jaillant and Martin 1). However, 

there were still exchanges that took place outside of this model. For example, in Nadel’s 

revisiting of the cultural exchanges between members of the Bloomsbury group on the 

“Orient,” she revealed the oriental style’s impact on these members, such as Vanessa Bell’s 

reminiscent painting of oriental art, Virginia Woolf’s “constant references to China and Japan 

throughout her fiction and through the sustained and remarkable interior landscapes of her 

characters” (I. Nadel 23), and Duncan Grant’s Abstract Kinetic Collage Painting with Sound 

(1914-15), “which parallels one of the largest and perhaps most renowned painting in China, 

‘Riverside Scene at the Qingming Festival’” (I. Nadel 23). Conversely, Nadel also provided 

evidence of the Bloomsbury group’s influence on China, such as “Roger Fry’s watercolour in 
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the writer Lin Shuhua’s home” (I. Nadel 25) and Xu Zhimo’s (1897-1931) motivation to 

found “the influential Crescent Moon group” (I. Nadel 25). All those findings revealed the 

aesthetic interactions that were not arresting enough in previous Eurocentric modernist 

studies.  

Since “modernism came into being in a world framed by colonialism, where visions 

for improvement and innovation overlapped with and often caused brutal destruction” 

(Wright 125), the problem with previous European-centered studies (which is probably still 

ongoing in current global modernist studies) was that the dominant narrative of the 

centralities often bracketed the peripheries by rejecting their legitimacies. This 

center/periphery model inevitably posited a single modernity and a single modernism, which 

excluded the existence of other agencies of modernism, such as China. Moreover, because of 

this paradigm, nascent modernism in colonial and semi-colonial countries and areas become, 

at best, a replica or a regressive version of Western modernism. Sometime, the prefix “pseud” 

appeared in front of “modernism” in discussions of some local modernisms. Hence, it was 

necessary to conduct a more equal dialogue between the “center” and the “periphery” in 

order to comprehensively study literary modernism.  

Fortunately, “this situation changed in the early 2000s, with a new wave of 

scholarship on the modernists’ engagement with imperialism, colonialism and globalization” 

(Jaillant and Martin 1). Douglas Mao also confirmed this change by crediting the emergence 

of new modernist studies to “the invention of the Modernist Studies Association (MSA) and 

its annual conferences” on or about 1999, and characterized this change as “expanding 

modernism” (Mao and Walkowitz 737). In Mao and Walkowitz’s view, this expansion of 

modernism included three strands: temporal, vertical, and spatial expansion (Mao and 

Walkowitz 738). In particular, spatial broadening meant that modernist works produced in 

areas and countries like Asia and China gained more attention, which required a re-

evaluation, especially of their contributions to the making of global modernism. In Peter 

Kalliney’s treatise Modernism in a Global Context which he wrote for Bloomsbury’s New 

Modernisms series, he also asserted that “travel and translation are right at the core of 

modernism’s aesthetics of motion and dissonance” in the very first chapter “An Aesthetics of 

Motion” (Kalliney 3). No matter using the phase of “spatial broadening” like Mao and 

Walkowitz or the simpler word “travel” used by Kalliney, modernism’s nature of filling with 

communication and fusion of different cultures since its very beginning predestinated its 

global path. Like Kalliney suggested, “cultural exchange” of modernism sometimes 
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“followed the routes set by European imperialism” (Kalliney 3). In fact, like Kalliney 

suggested, “it would be difficult to overstate the impact of postcolonial studies on the way 

scholars now think about modernism” (Kalliney 25) ever since the emergence of postcolonial 

theory. For Kalliney, he summarized that “recognizing imperialism’s effects has led to two 

major changes in the study of modernism”: “influential reinterpretations of canonical figures” 

and “a recalibration of the modernist cannon” (Kalliney 25). He also pointed out that with the 

additional help of the New Historicaim appeared in the 1980s which “encourages critics to 

think more deeply about literature’s political and historical contexts,” critics are encouraged 

“to consider how Western European imperialism affected literary production” under the 

impact of postcolonialism (Kalliney 26). At least, this is the case for Chinese modernism. 

Even though some critics, especially domestic critics, tend to view Chinese modernism as 

part of the enlightenment project initiated by modern Chinese intellectuals, the fact that it was 

under the influence of Western imperialism that the concept and idea of literary modernism 

came into China was undeniable. My thesis, which situates Chinese literary modernism on 

the context of global modernism, doesn’t deny the existence of the imperialist period or the 

imperialist influence on Chinese modern literature, but only tries to downplay its importance 

and bring the attention back to the cultural comparison by providing textual analysis.   

The use of textual analysis within a comparative frame of work would unavoidably 

hint Damrosch’s proposed method in reading world literature. Damrosch defines world 

literature as “a subset of the plenum of literature” which “encompass[es] all literary works 

that circulate beyond their culture of origin, either in translation or in their original language” 

(Damrosch 4). In this sense, global modernism could also share this straightforward 

definition and encompass all modernist works that circulate around the globe considering its 

aesthetics in motion. Damrosch weighed the textual content much more over its original 

contexts, both historically and culturally. For him, focusing on the text itself would reveal 

even more information than a specialist would find by contextualizing the piece of work. 

While I am not completely on board of such method since Damrosch was not raise it for the 

study of global modernism, I do agree on adding more percentage of close reading so as to 

moderate the influence of imperialism in the study of Chinese literary modernism as well as 

global modernism. Yet, it does not mean that my study only provides three independent case 

studies on the three Chinese modernists, Fei Ming, Mu Dan and Wang Zengqi with separate 

close reading on each of them. I locate these three because I believe their modernist efforts 

and their positions as three origins of global modernism were still undervalued and 
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underestimated. The two junctions, Jingpai Literary School and the Southwest Associated 

University, not only connected them together tightly, but also helped to explain when, where 

and how did their modernist quests begin. While offering the historical and cultural 

backgrounds of the initiation of Jingpai Literary School and Southwest Associated 

University, my thesis goes beyond the mere close reading and sketches out the proliferation 

of Chinese literary modernism through the first half of the 20th century. 

However, for global modernism to truly break away from its previous Eurocentric 

paradigm and embrace a global perspective without prejudice was not an easy thing to 

accomplish, especially considering that the modern agenda of modernization also induced a 

top-down process of assimilation imposed by the West. Take Casanova’s model built based 

on the case of James Joyce as an example. Casanova paid much attention on those non-Paris 

modernist writers (like Joyce) who used Paris, perhaps the authority of modernism during the 

most developing phases of modernism, to explore the realm of modernist literature and free 

themselves from the limitation and boundaries of their national or regional literary traditions. 

Yet, it does not mean that modernist works outside the regime of Paris are nothing but 

desperate attempts of periphery modernists to be assimilated or admitted by Paris modernists. 

After all, Paris’s absolute position as the capital of the literary world was only secured for the 

19th and early 20th century before many other cultural institutions of modernism began to 

thrive all around the globe. For Chinese modernists, including those who were unaware of 

their modernist identities or unwilling to limit themselves only within the category of 

modernism while producing modernist works, and critics on Chinese modernism, they also 

face the same vexation of most periphery modernists. On the one hand, their aspiration of 

participating in the building of global modernism and their second-row seat determined that 

they need to follow the pattern set by previous modernists with well-established fame and not 

to protrude too much different edges while producing their modernist works. On the other 

hand, they also want to remain the distinct characteristics they inherited from their own 

cultural traditions and only in this way, could their modernist creations get rid of the label of 

being a simple replica of Western modernist literature. My selection of three Chinese 

modernists, though they have all exposed to the influence of Western modernism which made 

their member of the hybrid modernism of China, their personal writing styles and their 

unique characteristics suggest their competitiveness in the system of global modernism. In 

addition, some of their literary works, such as many fictions of Fei Ming and Wang Zengqi 
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are still lacking enough circulation worldwide. Therefore, to identify these previously 

undervalued localities also contribute to the building of global modernism’s network.    

In this thesis, I will analyze Chinese literary modernism in the context of global 

modernism, using the comparative method, and will initiate a dialogue between the three 

selected Chinese modernists and their Western counterparts. By providing more textual 

analysis instead of background research, I will downplay political assimilation in the process 

of globalization. With the close reading of each pair of Chinese and Western modernists’ 

literary practices, this thesis will attempt to be more belletristic and text-based to reduce, if 

not eliminate, any possible underlying political implications.  

Background of Chinese Literary Modernism 

Because of its complexity, the discussion on Chinese modernist literature has always 

been intertwined with the more general topic of modern Chinese literature. Hence, in order to 

map the trajectory of Chinese modernist literature, one must first trace back to the beginning 

of modern Chinese literature. As Zhang Longxi has suggested,  

modern Chinese literature is inseparable from the concept of Chinese ‘modernity’ 
and therefore inseparable from the social and historical conditions at the turn of 
the nineteenth century to the twentieth, which witnessed unprecedented 
challenges to traditional Chinese social structure, the collapse of the Qing 
Empire, and the end of dynastic history. (L. Zhang 41)  

According to Zhang’s suggestion, the beginning of modern Chinese literature was 

also the starting point of China’s possession of modernity. This starting point, however, is 

still a controversial topic. Conventionally, historians and critics have held the view that 

“modern Chinese literature came into being on the heels of the new Culture Movement of 

1919,” since the “new literature [that] appeared, and within a couple of decades, dominated 

the cultural scene” in the 1920s was different from literature of the “past 2000 years” (Y. Hu 

54). In other words,  

[i]t was written in the vernacular language; its frame of reference was more 
frequently modern Euro-America rather than the Confucian classics; its 
protagonist was rarely the traditional literati but a modern individual, either a 
New Woman (xin nüxing) or a modern man, speaking a markedly different 
language and revealing a psychic landscape quite different from that of the 
familiar literati. (Y. Hu 54)  

Due to the dramatic social transformations that began in 1917 and culminated in the 

May Fourth of 1919, many critics have viewed the sequence of events that happened during 

this period as the beginning of cultural modernity in China (Donald and Zhang 977). While 
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some scholars, such as David Wang, have extended the beginning of China’s modern era to 

an additional half century before 1911 (D.-w. Wang), most domestic critics, however, still 

mark the literary revolution in 1917 as the boundary between classical literature and modern 

literature in China. These scholars considered the series of literary transformations made in 

the late Qing Dynasty, which David Wang mentioned, as the prelude of Chinese modernist 

literary history (Qian, Wen and Wu, 中国现当代文学三十年 The First Three Decades of 

Chinese Modern Literture). During the three decades from the 1920s to the 1940s, 

Republican China underwent drastic transformations socially, politically, and culturally. 

Modern Chinese literati actively participated in the nation-building of a modern country and 

produced tremendous creative works during the process of modernization. For one thing,  

they engineered a ‘literary revolution’ (wenxue geming), argued for the wholesale 
rejection of traditional Chinese literature and aesthetics, including the late Qing 
tradition, and demanded a new national literature that was fit for a revolutionized 
subject, in tune with everyday experiences and expressions, free of classical 
associations, and accessible to the masses. (N. Huang 68)  

Due to the outbreak of the First World War, European imperial powers loosened their 

grip on China for a while, and Chinese national industries grabbed this opportunity to 

expand. Meanwhile, the Revolution of 1911 ended thousands of years of feudal monarchy 

and provided the reconstruction of Chinese society with basic necessities. Advances in 

printing techniques enabled the formation of the modern literary market and accelerated the 

circulation of publications among the public. Modern Chinese intellectuals who yearned for 

modernization initiated the New Youth1 journal in 1915, which began the New Culture 

Movement, an enlightenment movement in modern China (Qian, Wen and Wu, 中国现当代

文学三十年 The First Three Decades of Chinese Modern Literture 4). Following its two 

banners, Mr. De (Democracy) and Mr. Sai (Science), Chinese modern intellectuals bashed 

conservative traditionalism, which they believed was a major impediment to China’s path to 

the new democratic republican era. It was during this period that Western culture rapidly 

gushed into China on a large-scale basis. The critique of Confucian values and the demand 

for Western technical knowhow facilitated revolutions in the literary and critical arenas.  

Moreover, as the vernacular tongue replaced classical language, “a new breed of 

foreign-educated writers and intellectuals who often aligned themselves with their 

 
1 The maiden issue of this journal came out in September 1915, in Shanghai, and was titled Youth Magazine. 
Beginning with its second issue, its title changed to New Youth. The journal’s publication location moved to 
Beijing after 1917. 
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counterparts in the modern Euro-American world” (N. Huang 67) zealously introduced many 

Western literary “isms,” including literary modernism. Chinese literary intellectuals at the 

time realized that in order to promote political reforms, they must first respond to the urgent 

need of cultural enlightenment. They used literature to introduce to their fellow countrymen 

the Enlightenment movement in the West. Therefore, from the outset, the transplantation of 

Western literary modernism pertained to the motion of modernization. Such practical goals as 

national salvation, sovereign integrity, and social equality collectively motivated modern 

Chinese intellectuals to learn from the West.  

Admittedly, although literary modernism in the early twentieth century stayed at the 

margins of the country’s historical changes, and played the role of a supplement in literary 

mainstreams, such as realism and romanticism, judging from the point of view of aesthetic 

vision and formal practice, many of the key figures of Chinese modernist literature should 

simultaneously be credited with being modernists (Donald and Zhang 981). This was mainly 

due to the different meanings of modernism in two cultural arenas. While in the West, 

modernism was simplistically characterized as “a label for the dominant tendency of 

twentieth-century literature and art, as opposite to romanticism, realism, or neo-classicism,” 

in China, “literary modernism diverge[d] from other isms but [did] not exclude them” (J. 

Zhang 103). For example, Lu Xun and Guo Moruo (1892-1978), two defining figures of 

socialist realism and romanticism, also applied many modernist elements in their literary 

works. Lu wrote his “Madman’s Diary” in a highly introspective tone and included ceaseless 

depictions of the protagonist’s psycho-state in the narrative (Lee). Both of these features are 

typical in modernist writings. Under this circumstance, the discussion on Chinese modernist 

literature should inevitably start with a brief retrospect of modern Chinese literature. 

Chinese modernists, as I defined them, were writers and artists who employed 

modernist thoughts in their works as they searched for and practiced new linguistic and 

literary forms to create what critics came to call “modern literature.” Because of their efforts, 

Chinese modernist literature in the early twentieth century developed from the 1920s through 

the 1940s to the 1980s. These three chronological dates respectively refer to the three prime 

periods of Chinese literary modernism. Starting in 1921, the increasing need for information 

outside the country culminated in the introduction and translations of Western literary 

theories and works for Chinese intelligentsia (Qian, Wen and Wu, 中国现当代文学三十年

The First Three Decades of Chinese Modern Literture 12). “Writers rarely worked alone; 

most were associated with clusters of writers, critics, artists, theorists, mobilized around a set 
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of publication channels” (N. Huang 69). This situation facilitated the formation of myriad 

literary societies. Statistically, the number of domestic literary societies soared from 40 in 

1921 to more than 100 within the following two years (Qian, Wen and Wu, 中国现当代文学

三十年 The First Three Decades of Chinese Modern Literture 13). Tang’s History of Modern 

Chinese Literature included a one-page-long list of all the literary societies Mao Dun 

collected by the end of 1925 (T. Tang 16). The list showed a large range and number of 

literary societies at that time. Despite their various focuses, almost all of these societies 

shared the same interest in introducing or imitating Western literature. For example, Zheng 

Zhenduo (1898-1958) included “introducing World literature” in his speech delivered in 

November 1920 for the Literature Research Society, which was “the first, and most 

influential literary society in the history of modern Chinese literature” (Kong 41). During the 

eleven years of publishing Short Story Monthly, the journal of the Literature Research 

Society, it had presented 804 translated foreign works written by 304 foreign writers from 39 

different countries. As for its publishing series, over 50 percent of it was translated Western 

literary works (Kong 48).  

Whereas the Literature Research Society held their tenet of “Arts for life 为人生而艺

术,” the Creation Society “formed by Guo Moruo, Yu Dafu (1896-1945), Tian Han (1898-

1968), Cheng Fangwu (1897-1984), Zheng Boqi (1895-1979), Zhang Ziping (1893-1959) and 

others, who were then all studying in Japan” (T. Tang 15), believed in “arts for arts’ sake 为

艺术而艺术” in their early phases. Members of the Creation Society shared an inclination 

toward European didacticism and romanticism, including aestheticism, symbolism, 

expressionism, and decadence (Qian, Wen and Wu, 中国现当代文学三十年 The First Three 

Decades of Chinese Modern Literture 13), many of which were part of literary modernism. 

Later founded in 1925, the Crescent Moon group “defended their pursuits in the name of 

freedom” (N. Huang 70). Its leading figure, Xu Zhimo, who once studied in England, paid 

much attention to the many aesthetic and cultural principles of the Bloomsbury group (L. 

Lin). On this front, Patricia Laurence’s Lily Briscoe’s Chinese Eyes: Bloomsbury, Modernism 

and China presented many detailed interactions between the famous modernist group in 

England and some modern Chinese intellectuals, including Xu Zhimo, in the early twentieth 

century.  

Because of these literary groups’ efforts in introducing foreign (mainly Western) 

literature to China, modern Chinese literature developed prosperously in the Post-May Fourth 
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age. In the field of fiction, “revolution on various scales was a prevalent theme in Chinese 

fiction of the 1920s-1930s” (N. Huang 71). One of the first prominent trends was the 

“Problem Novel 问题小说,” which intended to depict life by asking metaphysical questions, 

such as what was life’s meaning and nature (Qian, Wen and Wu, 中国现当代文学三十年

The First Three Decades of Chinese Modern Literture 50). Most writers of Problem Novels 

were members of the Literature Research Society. In the midst of the rough-and-tumble 

society, with the determination to make a difference but with indetermination on the methods 

and solutions, writers of Problem Novel cast their doubts in their literary practices. Some of 

them tried to transcend their literary works to their philosophical thoughts, such as Bing Xin 

(1900-1999), Wang Tongzhao (1897-1957), and Xu Dishan (1894-1941). The former two 

preached abstract terms like “love” and “beauty” in their literary works, which combined 

elements from romanticism and symbolism; the latter resorted to religious philosophy in his 

literary creations (Qian, Wen and Wu, 中国现当代文学三十年 The First Three Decades of 

Chinese Modern Literture 48). The emergence of Problem Novels was also the fruit of the 

stimulus of European and Russian literary works, which advocated “arts for representing life” 

(Qian, Wen and Wu, 中国现当代文学三十年 The First Three Decades of Chinese Modern 

Literture 48).  

In addition to Problem Novels, “Native Soil Fiction 乡土小说” was another 

influential literary trend that reached its maturity in the Post-May Fourth period. The most 

celebrated writer of Native Soil Fiction was undoubtedly Lu Xun (Qian, Wen and Wu, 中国

现当代文学三十年 The First Three Decades of Chinese Modern Literture 52; N. Huang; T. 

Tang). As a literary giant in modern Chinese literary history, Lu Xun’s literary achievements 

were way beyond the collection of Native Soil Fiction (Qian, Wen and Wu, 中国现当代文学

三十年 The First Three Decades of Chinese Modern Literture 52). It was under his influence 

that more and more modern writers turned their gaze to broader spaces outside cities, such as 

the vast countrysides that took up the most area in China. The most successful writer after Lu 

Xun in the field of Native Soil Fiction was Shen Congwen. Although Shen Congwen moved 

to Beijing in 1922 and spent most of his life in urban areas thereafter, his “enchanting and 

often gloomy narratives of the mountainous region of West Hunan” (N. Huang 74) won him 

fame among his urban readership. Overall, Native Soil Fiction helped to complete the 

geographic map of China in modern Chinese literature. As for the writers in the Creation 

Society, their contributions were mainly located in modern Chinese romantic writing. Their 
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learning from the Japanese “Privacy Novel 私小说” and Western modernist techniques 

resulted in their literary practices, which stressed the conflicting inner worlds of human 

beings. Writers such as Yu Dafu, who wrote Sinking, often used direct monologues to express 

the repressed anguish of their characters’ inner mind.  

Later on, psychological writing bifurcated into two branches in 1930s China. One 

branch included writers like Ye Lingfeng (1905-1975), who employed psychoanalytical 

writing under the impact of Yu Dafu and became a crucial member of the Haipai writers’ 

group; the other branch included writers like Shen Congwen, a Jingpai writer, who wrote his 

fiction works with modernist elements. Haipai writers generated, perhaps, the most heated 

wave of psychoanalytical writing in Republican China. Those Haipai writers, or as some 

critics have called them, “New Sensationalists 新感觉派,” marked “the rise of literary and 

artistic modernism in China” (N. Huang 75). One important prelude to the emergence of 

psychoanalytical writing, according to Zhang Jingyuan, “was the circulation of the bi-weekly 

magazine Trackless Trolley 无轨列车  in 1928” (J. Zhang 104).  

Shortly thereafter, “the publication of Xiandai 现代, with a French title, Les 

Contemporains, marked the writers’ coming-of-age in 1932 as an important literary school” 

(J. Zhang 105). Most of the writers who were associated with Xiandai lived in Shanghai. 

Their shared residential location, as well as their similar writing focuses and styles, tied them 

together. With the course of internationalization beginning in the 1930s, modern lifestyles 

became a new norm for the Shanghainese. In its gradual transformation to a state comparable 

to international cities like Paris, London, and New York, writers in Shanghai, Haipai writers, 

experienced and at the same time cultivated the life of modern men in a modern city. 

Psychoanalysis, stream of consciousness, and symbolism were all distinct modernist 

characteristics that their writing featured. Most characters in their works were morbid or 

pathological. Inside their seemingly vigorous bodies were empty and lost souls. These Haipai 

writers conveyed the feelings of indifference, loneliness, and purposelessness of those empty 

and lost souls who lived in modern Shanghai in their literary works. The morbid and 

pathological characters created by these writers were both the creations of a turbulent society 

and their anxious and perplexing inner world. Essentially, these Haipai writers formed a 

critical attitude toward Chinese modernity, which was perhaps slightly different from 

Woolf’s faraway but forever-chasing lighthouse or Proust’s time- and space-transported 

madeleine. Instead, it was expressed by Haipai writers’ depiction of the nightly dancing 
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parties2 in the metropolis of Shanghai. The dances glissaded an iridescent vortex of modern 

life that consistently sucked up and spit out alienated human-shaped creatures. Despite the 

differences in expression, the similar feelings penned by the Haipai writers were the result of 

their common experiences as modern people who lived in modern cities.  

Accompanying the flourish of Haipai writers’ fictional writing, modernist poetry also 

bloomed in the 1930s. In fact, by 1917, modern poetry had already begun its rapid 

transformation simultaneously with modern fiction. Michelle Yeh even asserted that “as an 

effort to ‘revolutionize’ Chinese pioneers of modern poetry promulgated an agenda that was 

more radical than modern fiction but somewhat similar to modern drama” (Yeh 152). Yeh 

concluded that the difference between modern Chinese poetry and classical Chinese poetry 

was that  

modern poetry replaces the classical Chinese language with the contemporary 
vernacular, it no longer conforms to any traditional Chinese poetic forms but 
favors free verse or other imported forms from Europe and Japan, such as the 
sonnet, haiku, and concrete poetry. (Yeh 152)  

Yeh also supplemented some other differences, such as “literary conventions in terms 

of theme and imagery as well as structures of feelings and worldview” (Yeh 152), to this 

point. In fact, it was more difficult for modern Chinese poetry to make its transformation than 

modern Chinese fiction, as the root of classical poetry in China was more deep-set than that 

in classical fiction. “Classical poetry is venerated as a national treasure not only because of 

its extraordinary artistry or because it is part of the standard curriculum at schools, but, more 

importantly, because it has helped shape the Chinese language” (Yeh 154). It was also a 

major impediment that revolutionists like Liang Qichao (1873-1929) and Huang Zunxian 

(1848-1905) encountered and were frustrated by.  

Whereas they were encouraged to add new vocabulary in Chinese poetry, they did not 

touch on the more fundamental issue of the structure and the logic of the Chinese language. It 

was Hu Shi (1891-1962) who freed Chinese poetry completely from the shackles of 

traditional poetry with his famous tenet “Eight Don’ts” on modern poetry. Despite “Eight 

Don’ts” paying no attention to “the specific qualities of imagery and musicality that are 

essential to Pound’s ‘A Few Don’ts by an Imagiste’” (Yeh 157), their forms were similar. Yet 

this change was not easy. Since Chinese readership had already accepted the traditional 

aesthetic paradigm of classical poetry for thousands of years, for them, the changes in 

 
2 For example, Mu Shiying’s “Shanghai de Hubuwu 上海的狐步舞”. 
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modern poetry implied challenges to their perceptions of their native language, accustomed 

traditions, logic, and thinking habits. Because of the indefatigable efforts made by modern 

poets, such as Hu Shi, Shen Yinmo (1883-1971), Yu Pingbo (1900-1990), and Fu Si’nian 

(1896-1950), modern Chinese poetry finally became accepted by its readership at the 

beginning of the 1920s (Qian, Wen and Wu, 中国现当代文学三十年 The First Three 

Decades of Chinese Modern Literture 96). In the early 1920s, Chinese modernist poets 

infused their rich emotion into their free verse. Guo Moruo’s “Goddess 女神,” with its 

“absolute freedom and absolute autonomy” (Qian, Wen and Wu, 中国现当代文学三十年

The First Three Decades of Chinese Modern Literture 99), was one of the finest examples of 

this. In the late 1920s, poets in the Crescent Moon group conducted a shift in modern Chinese 

poetry. They no longer composed their poems with unlimited expressions of emotion; rather, 

they began to restrict their feelings and reflect their intellectual thinking between the lines.  

Similar to the aforementioned Haipai writers, many modernist poets infused their 

feelings of loss, pessimism, and confusion into their poetic writings, and many of their poems 

were also published in Xiandai (Sun). However, at this stage, most Chinese modernist poets 

expressed their incomprehensible sentiments of only modern life, rather than explain or 

ponder anything rationally in their poems. Comparing the Haipai writers, the difference 

between them was that while Haipai writers mainly reflected their mixed feelings toward 

modern cities in their literary works, those poets included more nostalgia in their poems. On 

the one hand, they were wandering in a modern city and witnessing the depravity of 

humanity at the end of the century like Baudelaire and Verlaine had once experienced 

(especially during this period, symbolism had affected Chinese modernist poets to a large 

extent); on the other hand, their inherent Chinese literati thinking patterns made them seek 

comfort from their spiritual home, a home built in their memory of the past and rooted in 

their cultural heritage. Hence, instead of directly exposing the darkness of the modern era, 

this group of Chinese modernist poets, such as Dai Wangshu (1905-1950), Bian Zhilin, He 

Qifang (1912-1977), and Feng Zhi (1905-1993), used poetic images such as an alley in the 

rain, a mysterious summer night, a smoke-filled temple, and a lonely bridge, which also were 

frequently featured in Ancient Chinese poems, to contrast with their fast-tempo life in 

modern times.  

As for the Jingpai writers, instead of focusing on life in a metropolis, they gazed at 

relatively remote and regressive areas of China. It is worth noting that the name Jingpai 



 26 

might actually be problematic. First, different from the Haipai writers who gathered in the 

city of Shanghai, a large portion of (if not all) Jingpai writers were neither born nor grew up 

in Beijing, and they had not anchored their writing careers in Beijing; second, the similarities 

in terms of writing styles shown in those Jingpai writers’ literary works scarcely had any (if 

not no) direct relations to the city of Beijing. In other words, there were no distinct signs or 

influences of the city of Beijing in Jingpai writers’ literary works as the imprints of the city of 

Shanghai showed in the Haipai writers’ works. Instead, many Jingpai writers, like Fei Ming, 

Shen Congwen, Xiao Qian (1910-1999), and Lu Fen (1910-1988), set their stories in remote 

and peaceful countrysides. The Jingpai writers’ literary writing tended to avoid the political 

vortex and advocated individualism and freedom. Taking Fei Ming as an example, he seldom 

included any social events in his fiction works; instead, he weaved his fiction with images of 

a peaceful life. At the same time, he also employed modernist elements, such as stream of 

consciousness, in his writings. In fact, many of Fei Ming’s modernist fiction works 

encouraged many Jingpai writer’s modernist writing practices.  

Actually, in the 1930s, there was one more cluster of modern writers in China: the 

League of Left-wing Writers (Left League). The Left League was not purely a literary society 

as it also organized many political activities. Most of its writers were devoted to 

revolutionary realistic writing. Although some of them also plied some modernist elements in 

their writings, such as Ding Ling’s (1904-1986) use of psychological analysis in The Diary of 

Mrs. Shafei, compared with the Haipai and Jingpai writers’ modernist works, the relatively 

small amount and scale of the Left League’s modernist creations have rendered it 

insignificant in the discussion on Chinese modernist literature.  

In the 1940s, as the whole nation became trapped deeper in the Second Sino-Japanese 

War, the country was trisected into three regions: the Guomindang (GMD)-controlled area, 

the liberated area ruled by the Communist Party, and the enemy-occupied area. Yet the 

hotbed for literary modernism in the 1940s was in Yunnan Province, where the National 

Southwest Associated University moved to in the late 1930s. The gathering of professors 

with overseas experience at the university facilitated the introduction of Western modern 

literary theories and works. This, in turn, encouraged Chinese modernist writers’ 

experimental writing. For instance, Wang Zengqi began his modernist writing while he was 

studying at the National Southwest Associated University. In the field of poetry, Chinese 

modernist poets also made huge progress at this university. In addition to the many celebrated 

modernist poets, like Wen Yiduo (1899-1946), Feng Zhi, and Li Guangtian (1906-1968), 
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who taught at the National Southwest Associated University, some Western poets, especially 

William Empson, “a preeminent literary critic and poet from Britain who had accepted a 

position of visiting professor at Peking University at the start of the war” (Yeh 159), were 

also faculty members there.  

Under their tutelage, a new generation of poets were exposed to major figures of 
British High Modernists, including Eliot, Yeats, and, above all, W. H. Auden, 
who visited China in 1938 and published Journey to a War in the following year. 
(Yeh 159)  

Half of the members of the Nine Leaves School attended the National Southwest 

Associated University and they were all interested in Anglo-American modernist poetry.3 As 

one of its prolific poets, Mu Dan associated with many Chinese modernist intellectuals at the 

university and therefore was familiar with the anxious yet perplexing feelings that were 

deeply rooted in Chinese modernist intellectuals. Mu Dan accurately sensed the dilemma of 

Chinese intellectuals mired in the time of cultural conflicts and the war, and he created many 

of his famous modernist poems in the 1940s. Besides,  

as a volunteer soldier in a Chinese military expedition that fought the Japanese in 
Burma, he witnessed half of the 50000 troops perishing in a harsh environment… 
[and] this unspeakable experience [found] its paradoxica manifestations in his 
poetry where innermost feelings [were] juxtaposed with a deep distrust of the 
capacity of language in representing love, loss, and trauma. (N. Huang 78)  

Hence, Mu Dan’s modernist practices always exuded a deep sense of self-reflection. 

The development of Chinese modernist literature was almost completely suspended in 

the first 30 years of the PRC. With the Party’s restrictions on the literary and cultural field, 

only ideologically correct literature—revolutionary realism and revolutionary romanticism—

continued its existence in the PRC. It was not until Deng Xiaoping’s economic reforms that 

Chinese modernism began to be revived in the late 1970s and early 1980s. While many 

writers of younger generations, such as Mo Yan (1955- ), Can Xue (1953- ), Yu Hua 

(1960- ), and Su Tong (1963- ), initiated their sensational literary movements in the PRC in 

the 1980s, most writers during the 1920s through the 1940s had already ended their writing 

careers (some of them even lost their lives before or during the Cultural Revolution). Yet for 

the few who resumed their writing practices, like Mu Dan and Wang Zengqi, they 

 
3 This group was actually founded in the 1980s. Among the nine members of this group, four of them were 
students at the National Southwest Associated University: Mu Dan, Yuan Kejia, Zheng Min, and Du Yunxie. 
The other five members were: Chen Jingrong, Tang Qi, Tang Shi, Xin Di, and Cao Xinzhi. These five poets 
were “active in postwar Shanghai in association with two journals, Poetry Creation and New Poetry of China” 
(Yeh 159). 
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successfully carried forth their unfinished project of modernist writing after its decades-long 

abeyance. For instance, Wang Zengqi’s “The Love Story of a Young Monk” was popular 

both in critics’ circles and the public in the 1980s. 

In conclusion, the retrospect of Fei Ming’s, Mu Dan’s, and Wang Zengqi’s literary 

practices, as well as their life experiences, served as case studies in this thesis. With 

comparisons between their modernist works and those of their Western counterparts, I will 

next unravel the uniqueness of Chinese literary modernism, which contributed to the making 

of global modernism.
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Chapter1                                                                                        
Synchronization from Afar: Fei Ming and Virginia Woolf 

 

1.1.1 Woolf and Fei Ming’s Acceptance of Freudian Theories 

Look within and life, it seems, is very far from being ‘like this’. Examine for a 
moment an ordinary mind on an ordinary day. The mind receives a myriad 
impressions – trivial, fantastic, evanescent, or engraved with the sharpness of 
steel… Life is not a series, of gig-lamps symmetrically arranged; life is a 
luminous halo, a semi-transparent envelope surrounding us from the beginning of 
consciousness to the end. Is it not the task of the novelist to convey this varying, 
this unknown and uncircumscribed spirit, whatever aberration or complexity it 
may display, with as little mixture of the alien and external as possible? We are 
not pleading merely for courage and sincerity; we are suggesting that the proper 
stuff of fiction is a little other than custom would have us believe it. (V. Woolf, 
Virginia Woolf Selected Essays 48) 

In the wake of the First World War, as Europe suffered from the onset of doubts about 

the effect of industrial civilization on humanity, Virginia Woolf ruminated on the 

phenomenon of life. This was no coincidence. In England in 1910, people demanded 

increasingly for “a radical change, in the social and political realms as well as the aesthetic” 

(Lewis 88). Specifically, Woolf categorized three kinds of human relations that shifted “on or 

about December 1910”: “those between masters and servants, husbands and wives, parents 

and children” (V. Woolf, Character in Fiction 74). These three relations encompassed most 

essential themes that usually appeared in literary works, namely, the issue of human 

sexuality, the gap between different generations (this may also include topics related to the 

inheritance or rebellion towards tradition), and socio-political matters. Despite these various 

areas, the Age of Confidence’s sense of unity became increasingly difficult to find in all 

fields. Both the War and the rapid development in society, science, and humanities smashed 

any hope for order and revealed what reality really was: fragmented and fragile. Also, 

progress in psychology made by psychologists such as Titchener, Wertheimer and Freud 

began to experiment the introspective methods. All these simultaneous changes impelled 

modern artists to reverse the source of their inspiration from the world outside to the mind 

inside and to reshape their recognition towards the idea of “real”. Virginia Woolf was one of 

the hardest thinkers on this topic. 

Woolf first encountered psychology through her father, Leslie Stephen. Since Stephen 

held the literary tenet that “literature is the highest imaginative embodiment of a period’s 
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philosophy,” and was “fully aware of philosophical tradition and kept abreast of 

contemporary intellectual development, including in psychology” (Johnson 179), young 

Woolf was “at the very least raised in the environment permeated by current psychological as 

well as philosophical discourse” (Johnson 182). After her marriage to Leonard Woolf, Woolf 

engaged further in modern psychology and, together with Leonard, formed the Bloomsbury 

Group with Clive and Vanessa Bell, Roger Fry, and Lytton Strachey as members. This 

“group of friends” (L. Woolf 23) soon laid their eyes on Freud’s works. For example, 

Leonard reviewed a translation of Freud’s The Psychopathology of Everyday Life for the New 

English Weekly two years after his marriage, and years later revealed that “Virginia had read 

The Psychopathology of Everyday Life at some point before she wrote Mrs. Dalloway” 

(Johnson 185). Moreover, Hogarth Press, founded by the Woolfs, undertook its biggest 

financial gamble since its foundation: it came to be the official English publisher of Freud’s 

works and those of his disciples. With the proliferation of information supplanting the 

wisdom of storytelling in the modern age, Woolf’s familiarity with modern psychological 

developments undergirded her ideas on modern literature. In her attack on materialists, Woolf 

accused them of being “concerned not with the spirit but with the body”—therefore, with 

objects, with exterior circumstances, with an over-simple psychology, with appearances, with 

the unimportant, and with the transitory—because they neglected “the true and permanent” 

(V. Woolf, Modern Fiction 47). 

To further illustrate her dissatisfaction with the realists of her time, Woolf praised 

James Joyce and the Russian novelists and held them as her ideal modern writers. She 

claimed that “in contrast with those whom we have called materialists, Mr. Joyce is spiritual” 

as “he is concerned at all costs to reveal the flickerings of that innermost flame which flashes 

its messages through the brain” (V. Woolf, Modern Fiction 49). In Woolf’s mind, Joyce’s 

method of capturing and preserving the momentary thoughts fleeting in the human mind 

“bring us closer to what we were prepared to call life itself” (V. Woolf, Modern Fiction 50). 

Moreover, other than complimenting Joyce’s way of writing, Woolf also unreservedly 

professed her admiration for the Russian writers: “The most elementary remarks upon 

modern English fiction can hardly avoid some mention of the Russian influence, and if the 

Russians are mentioned one runs the risk of feeling that to write any fiction save theirs is 

waste of time” (V. Woolf, Modern Fiction 51). She praised them by stating, “[I]f we are sick 

of our own materialism the least considerable of their novelists has by right of birth a natural 

reverence for the human spirit” (V. Woolf, Modern Fiction 51). In commenting on Joyce and 
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the Russian writers, Woolf placed spirituality as her centermost concern, positing that the 

inner mind of beings, if properly represented, was a much more nuanced means to achieve 

realism than any faithful account of the material world would be. She claimed that “whether 

we call it life or spirit, truth or reality, this, the essential thing, has moved off, or on, and 

refuses to be contained any longer in such ill-fitting vestments as we provide” (V. Woolf, 

Modern Fiction 48). Woolf’s “ill-fitting vestments” here refers to the conventional way of 

writing which normally requires some “have to have” elements (such as plot and ending) that 

materialists employ following their law of fiction. By obsoleting these “ill-fitting vestments”, 

Woolf situated herself as a modern human and dived into the ocean of human consciousness 

in order to search for a kind of reality—one that can truly reveal realness. As a result, the 

individual psychological states of mind became the priority of Woolf’s fictions.  Ergo, she 

had no doubts about choosing the literary technique of stream of consciousness, which 

tracked the flux of thoughts so as to create the effect of the real, as the major form of her 

writing. 

It was not only Woolf who was interested in stream-of-consciousness writing; the 

shift of turning inward was also popular among other modernist writers, including those 

living in post-1911 China. Roughly a decade later, on the faraway side of Eurasia, China was 

suffering in the same perplexity which English had experienced. According to the chronicle 

of events provided by Kong Qingdong, 1921 was a catastrophic year. On the one hand, the 

mother nature callously tyrannized the land with earthquakes, floods, droughts, snowstorms, 

and many other disasters; on the other hand, social chaos caused by foreign menaces, local 

gangsters’ uprisings, warlord dogfights, workers’ strikes and inside fighting of the 

government made the situation even worse (Kong). In the mid of all these adversities, 

modern Chinese literature kept thundering ahead. Started from the crisis on traditional 

Chinese culture roughly around 1915 (also the starting point of May Fourth Movement), to 

1919, the year of “problem novels”, when many modern Chinese writers projected their 

confusions to their literary creations, Chinese writers were early preparing their energies, 

waiting to change the countries through thoughts, through culture, and more directly, through 

their expertise: literature.    

Like all kinds of literature that popularized in the turn of century China, the rise of 

stream-of-consciousness fiction in early twentieth-century Chinese writing was first and 

foremost due to literary travels and translations of Western philosophical and psychological 

work. Take Freud’s psychoanalysis as an example. As early as 1907, Wang Guowei 
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mentioned the term “unconsciousness” in his Introduction to Psychology, a translation of 

Harold Hoffding’s Outlines of Psychology. In 1914, Qian Zhixiu published his research essay 

“The Study of the Dream” in Eastern Miscellany and introduced Freud’s identification of 

“dream” as a proper object of study. Later on, Chen Jia’ai discussed the concept of “stream of 

consciousness” in his 1919 article “The New” (J. Chen; J. Zhang). Other than the efforts 

made by Chinese intellectuals, some foreign scholars who toured China also contributed to 

the spread of Freudian psychoanalysis. For instance, “around 1920, Bertrand Russell 

delivered a series of lectures in Beiping entitled ‘The Analysis of Mind’,” and another 

Western thinker, John Dewey, who went to China in 1919, also “had a considerable impact 

on Chinese intellectuals” (J. Zhang 12). Although “as a philosopher, he [John Dewey] paid 

no attention to Freudian theory, he introduced three of his contemporaries to the Chinese 

audience: William James, Henri Bergson, and Bertrand Russell” (J. Zhang 13).  During the 

1920s, many Chinese intellectuals also started to apply Freud’s literary views through Lu 

Xun’s translation and introduction of the Japanese theorist Kuriyagawa. Lu Xun’s works on 

Kuriyagawa contributed to the emergence and development of stream-of-consciousness 

fiction in the Chinese literary arena. His “Madman’s Diary” brings forth the interior world of 

the madman and renders exterior time and action secondary. Also, the free use of flashback, 

parenthesis, and textual excursus disjoint the traditional protocol of fiction writing. Overall, 

the book brims with irrational and illogical self-consciousness created by the inward 

perspective as well as disordered narrative. Other than Lu Xun, some other writers, such as 

Guo Muoruo, and Yu Dafu4 also voluntarily practiced psychanalysis writing in 1920s. 

Especially Yu, his literary works were largely consisted of narrative on characters’ memories, 

dreams and illusions and insinuation of psychological illness. Yet, some domestic critics 

pointed out that during the first ten years after the May Fourth Movement in 1919, many of 

these Chinese writers’ experimental practices were based on an attitude of teleology. As they 

regarded stream of consciousness as a symbol of “new” and “modern,” their imitation of 

Western stream-of-consciousness writing was at most an enlightenment request (Guo and 

Yang 101).  

Meanwhile, outside the field of creative writing, many Chinese intellectuals expressed 

their criticism of related topics. For example, Zhu Guangqian not only “kept an open mind 

about Freud,” he was also interested in “the aesthetic implications of Freudian theory” (J. 

 
4 Guo Moruo’s stream-of-consciousness fiction “Can Chun 残春” was published in 1922, and Yu Dafu often 
used psychoanalysis in his literary works. 
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Zhang 27). Zhao Jingshen and Zhou Zuoren also “took an active part in helping Freudianism 

to settle down in China” between 1920 and 1930 (N. Wang, Freudianism and twentieth-

century Chinese Literature 9). Since Zhou was the central figure of the Jingpai 5 Literary 

School from the start (J. Wang 3), Zhou’s interests in Freudian psychoanalysis had quite an 

impact on many Jingpai writers, such as Fei Ming, Shen Congwen, Wang Zengqi, etc.6 These 

Jingpai writers’ attitudes toward psychoanalysis departed from writers of an earlier time. 

They acted as contemporaries of their Western counterparts and actively participated in the 

building of world literature (Guo and Yang 102). Especially regarding Fei Ming, both Wang 

Zengqi and Zhu Guanqian highly praised his literary practices, which adopted the Western 

stream-of-consciousness technique and applied many modernist elements, and noticed the 

incredible resemblance between Fei Ming’s literary works and Woolf’s stream-of-

consciousness novels (Z. Wang, 汪曾祺全集卷三 The Collected works of Wang Zengqi 456). 

This chapter aims to first expose the similarity between these two writers’ stream of 

consciousness by using Fei Ming’s Bridge and Woolf’s To the Lighthouse as examples, and 

then unveils the uniqueness of Fei Ming’s stream of consciousness with Chinese 

characteristics. 

1.1.2 Fei Ming’s Early Life Experience and Writing Styles 

“Fei Ming,” the pseudonym of Feng Wenbing, which means literally to “abolish” 

one’s name, is “a moniker with strong Taoist overtones” (Shih 190). In his childhood, Feng 

 
5 The term “Jingpai” refers to the modern Chinese writers who remained in northern China, as the main literary 
circle had moved to Shanghai in the 1920s and 1930s. This was not a voluntary literary group initiated officially 
by any specific writer. Rather, the term emerged first in a debate launched by Shen Congwen. In October 1933, 
Shen published the article “The Attitude of Artists,” in which he satirized the group of artists who enjoyed 
fancying themselves as uninhibited idlers and paid more attention to the broadcasting of their works rather than 
their actual contents. Although Shen didn’t limit his list of dandyish artists to those in Shanghai, for the writers 
who then lived in Shanghai, they believed that it was them whom Shen was truly attacking. Therefore, they 
immediately responded by publishing articles that criticized those still living in Beijing. On January 1, 1934, 
Shen published another article, “Views on Haipai.” This time, he specifically defined the term “Haipai,” which 
later on gave birth to the term Jingpai, as a literary group whose principle was mainstream ideology. Hence, the 
writers who lived in Beijing and Shanghai received the collective names of Jingpai and Haipai, respectively, 
primarily due to the proximity of their geographic locations to these cities, and then their two separate literary 
principles. Jingpai writers’ literary principle of detaching literature from political combats and focusing on life 
itself, along with their insistence on the freedom of literature and their refusal to commercialize literature, 
situated them opposite of both left-wing writers and Haipai writers. One could even argue that it was in the 
rebellion against mainstream ideology, in the debate with Haipai and the Left-wing League, that Jingpai was 
really constituted (S. Li 33). 
6 It is necessary to point out here that writers of both the Jingpai and Haipai literary groups paid attention to 
psychoanalytical fiction. Specifically, representatives of Haipai, such as “Liu Naou, Shi Zhecun, Mu Shiying, 
and other so-called ‘New Sensationalists’ received Freudianism simultaneously through European and Japanese 
sources and applied it creatively to their own writings” (N. Wang, Freudianism and twentieth-century Chinese 
Literature 9). Due to the limitation of the length of the paper and for more relevance, I will only examine the 
Jingpai writers’ association with psychoanalysis in this paper.  
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lived with his grandparents in Yuejia Wan, a small town which several temples located. 

Young Feng was fond of frequenting these temples. As Feng grew up, he went to Huangmei 

Octagon Advanced Elementary School, which was a new-style school in Huangmei province. 

With its modern curriculum, all the textbooks used in that school were unified prints 

published by the Commercial Press. In 1915, Feng graduated with excellent grades and one 

year later, he entered Hubei NO.1 Normal University where he officially met with “modern 

culture7”. Impassioned by the two banners of the New Youth magazine: science and 

democracy, Feng was enthusiastic about the ideas of revolution, both in literary field and 

politic field. He also began to practice vernacular writing, and later on got in touch with Zhou 

Zuoren through correspondence in 1921. The next year, Feng joined in Peking University’s 

preparatory school to prepare for his further study there. During his study in the English 

Department at Peking University from 1924 to 1929, Fei Ming8 read abundant Western 

fiction, claiming that he had read them prior to his exposure to Chinese fiction (W. Feng 

345).  

Not only did Fei Ming acquire basic knowledge of Western literature during his 

college years, he also encountered a determinant for his writing career: his teacher and close 

friend Zhou Zuoren9. Especially after 1927, when many writers and intellectuals had already 

moved to the southern part of China10, Zhou, who remained in Beiping, became a major 

influence on Fei Ming. Feng began to frequent11 Zhou’s study12 and later completed his first 

novella, “Water Caltrop Pond 菱荡” there. After his graduation, Fei Ming initiated the 

literary magazine The Camel Grass at Zhou’s suggestion, and his close relationship with 

 
7 This “modern culture” refers to both literary ideas and political thoughts advertised by the New Culture 
Movement. Before Fei Ming went to Hubei NO.1 Normal University, he was trained in a relatively more 
traditional way. For example, he still needed to learn many Chinese classic poems and the Three-Character 
Classic.  
8 Feng Wenbing began to use the name “Fei Ming” in 1926. Therefore, when discussing issues happened after 
1926, I use the name Fei Ming.  
9 Before Feng went to Peking University, he had already written several letters to Zhou (roughly from 
November 1921 to 1922), attaching his own poems. However, he did not meet Zhou in person until he went to 
the university (Mei 77). 
10 Such as Lu Xun and Hu Shi. Mei Jie has found Feng’s private letter addressed to Hu. In the letter, Feng 
claimed that he had read Hu’s experimental poems many times and found them very inspiring. As for Lu, in one 
of the letters Feng sent to Zhou, he mentioned that he was thrilled when he had learned that Lu was Zhou’s 
brother. Moreover, Feng attempted to visit Lu in 1923. Unfortunately, Lu was not at home that day and Feng’s 
visit only left a mark in Lu’s diary: “Feng Wenbing came today, not seen” (Mei 86). 
11 The line “Fei Ming came” frequently appears in Zhou’s diary from 1922 to 1937,  
12 Zhou’s study situated at the western town eighth bay number eleven Beiping, well known as Bitter Rain 
Study 苦雨斋. Due to Zhou’s prestige in modern Chinese literary circle, many modern writers and intellectuals, 
especially many Jingpai writers, used to gather in his study and talk about literature. 
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Zhou made him a loyal follower of Zhou13. In the meantime, he commenced writing Bridge 

and The Biography of Mr. Neverwas. Soon, his “poetic fiction,” which conveyed “the beauty 

of words” (Z. Zhou 112) made him conspicuous in literary circles in modern China, and his 

personal style also influenced many Jingpai writers, such as Shen Congwen and Wang 

Zengqi. 

Fei Ming had a hoarse voice due to a childhood illness, and his writing style echoed 

his voice. Most of the time, his writing lacked a certain clarity and much resembled a 

crepuscular forest. It created an enigmatic aura that trapped curious readers who wished to 

step on a well-paved path and enjoy a delightful feast for the eyes throughout the tour; but, at 

the same time, it also frustrated those readers with its unintentionally-designed labyrinth that 

they might misinterpreted as a deserted garden with meaningless dead ends. Only those with 

enough patience and less vanity could unravel the refractive rays of light in the hazy air (the 

everyday random occurrences described in the book) and bathe directly in the sunlight (the 

essence of life). Following this analogy, one might find Fei Ming’s Bridge a perfect example 

of such an unintended yet exquisite tour de force. Fei Ming had built this “bridge” for over 

ten years and still concerned it as an unfinished project (Fei, 桥 Bridge 8). Instead of 

considering Bridge a piece of incomplete work, I argue that the writer was too indulged in the 

process of building the bridge and that, in the end, he thought the other bank of the river was 

no longer important. Zhu Guangqian commented on Bridge: 

As for Bridge, [what] we need to ask is not whether it follows the common 
discipline of novel, but whether it is well-written or not, and is there anything 
new in it. Judging by existing rules, we could easily find tons of accusations to 
qualify the Bridge as a terrible; however, as for itself, it can still be viewed as a 
“groundbreaking” work despite its unavoidable flaws. There has never been such 
kind of article in China even though it appears to be a traditional article from the 
old world on the surface. Discarding all the superficial storyline and the simple 
logic and straightforwardly piercing into one’s deep core, it [Bridge] resembles 
very much to Proust or Mrs. Woolf [’s works], yet these modern novelists are still 
not familiar to Mr. Fei Ming to this date. The form and style of Bridge is indeed 
highly evolved yet independent. (Zhu 13) 

Zhu’s finds were rather accurate. Both Fei Ming and Woolf weaved their characters’ 

continuous consciousness into seemingly insignificant randomness that happened in daily 

reality. In the end, the narrator’s regular muttering and the protagonist’s unceasing thinking, 

 
13 This circle did not officially exist. Here, I use it to refer to a group of friends centered around Zhou. In fact, 
they were also the major members of the Jingpai Literary School, including Yu Pingbo, Bing Xin, Zhu 
Guangqian, Liang Zongdai, Bian Zhilin, He Qifang, Li Guangtian, etc. 
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combined with a picture of both real and imaginary settings, together blurred the line between 

reading and living for readers. To elaborate how these two writers excellently created this 

effect through the modernist technique of stream of consciousness, this study will analyze Fei 

Ming’s Bridge and Woolf’s To the Lighthouse in three respects: first, their similar 

perceptions of “reality” as well as the fragmentary way of presenting it; second, their constant 

use of shifting subjects and its highly abstractive effect; and third, their frequent use of the 

images of “vision.”  

1.2.1 Woolf and Fei Ming’s Understanding on Reality 

In Woolf’s literary works, “reality” often “lies very likely in the dark places of 

psychology” (V. Woolf, Modern Fiction 50). Erich Auerbach celebrated the achievement of 

Woolf’s narrative style in his analysis of To the Lighthouse: 

What takes place here in Virginia Woolf’s novel is…to put the emphasis on the 
random occurrence, to exploit it not in the service of a planned continuity of 
action but in itself…. To be sure, what happens in that moment—be it outer or 
inner process—concerns in a very personal way the individuals who live in it, but 
it also (and for that very reason) concerns the elementary things which men in 
general have in common. It is precisely the random moment which is 
comparatively independent of the controversial and unstable orders over which 
men fight and despair; it passes unaffected by them, as daily life. The more it is 
exploited, the more the elementary things which our lives have in common come 
to light. The more numerous, varied, and simple the people are who appear as 
subjects of such random moments, the more effectively must what they have in 
common shine forth. (Auerbach 578)  

Auerbach’s summary is rather precise in terms of the concentration Woolf put on the 

momentary details in the life of her characters. In To the Lighthouse, Woolf begins with a 

scene of Mrs. Ramsay knitting a pair of brown stockings while predicting the weather with 

Mr. Ramsay and several guests at the Ramsay’s house. Mrs. Ramsay’s inner activities occupy 

the whole narrative of many paragraphs, yet her overwhelming flow of consciousness is only 

about some trivial matters that occur in any housewife’s daily life—in contrast to the 

commonsensical major events, such as the war, social upheaval, and death, that Woolf lightly 

skimmed in the second part of the book. This uneven proportion of narrative arrangement 

reflects the Woolf’s focus on writing: the inner world of the mind. The hovering between 

each individual’s consciousness takes up the focus of the story, whereas the actual journey to 

the lighthouse is reduced to uninterpretable symbols.  
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Moreover, Woolf’s reality was reflected more in the “metaphor and simile of the 

narration and in the characters’ imaginings” than simply the description of “the narrator or 

actually perceived by someone” (Parkes 654). For instance, Parkes pointed out that: 

fewer than one third of the presentations of the real sea are ‘pure’ – without any 
admixture of fantasy-image, metaphor, and other meaning constituted by the 
perceiver – and if one includes the sea as imagined by the characters or embodied 
in the metaphor and simile of the narrative, the ratio drops to less than one 
quarter. (Parkes 654)  

Therefore, Parks concluded that Woolf’s “reality of the sea includes the images and 

likenesses by which the characters’ perceptions of it are informed, its appearances in their 

fantasies, and all the tropes by which their experience is mediated to the reader” (Parkes 655). 

Then, he quoted young James Ramsay’s meditation when they finally completed the trip to 

the Lighthouse that “[S]o that was the Lighthouse, was it? No, the other was also the 

Lighthouse. For nothing was simply one thing. The other Lighthouse was true too” (V. 

Woolf, To the Lighthouse 177) to contrast James’ father Mr. Ramsay’s realist idea that 

“everything is what it is: one thing, and not another thing” (Parkes 656). Neither metaphor 

nor simile depicted objective reality directly. Parkes’s analysis further proved that the 

characters’ subjective reality has been filtered by the mind of the author. Moreover, other 

than reflecting the inner world of the characters, since To the Lighthouse is both fictional and 

autobiographical, it also partly served as an elegy to Woolf’s dead parents as well as a 

remembrance of her past. In this sense, the novel also functions as representing the writer’s 

inner reality. Likewise, although Fei Ming treated his Bridge as a prose fiction, the story is 

filled with the author’s childhood memories. As he believed that “creation should be a 

process of rumination so that it can become a dream” (W. Feng 322), thus, in Bridge, almost 

all the settings and images were aroused from his childhood memories. Using Chen Jianjun’s 

Fei Ming’s Chronicle as a reference, one can easily find the archetype of Shijia Zhuang in Fei 

Ming’s grandparents’ town. Moreover, in a preface he wrote for Bridge (Fei, 桥 Bridge 8), 

Fei Ming professed that he had a secret memory which includes a bridge and a pagoda in his 

hometown that he used to frequent when he was a toddler. 

To Fei Ming, the distinction between “real” and “fictional” is also blurry. He once let 

his protagonist Mr. Neverwas speak out about his understanding towards “truth” and 

“fiction”: 

Foreign books said: ‘histories are all false except the names while fictions are all 
true except the names.’ Therefore, pseudonymous names do not militate against 
the fact that fictions can be real. … The Story of Mr. Neverwas could be a fiction 
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since all names in it are pseudo, --- actually, the truth in that story is also false, it 
is like a dream of Mr. Neverwas … talking about facts, then After Mr. Neverwas 
Taken Plane is completely the truth in all aspects and what Mr. Neverwas has is 
not only a lonely life. It can be viewed as history, it can even be considered as a 
book of philosophy. (W. Feng 809)  

To sum up, Fei Ming distrusted so-called history and doubted its objectivity and 

authenticity, whereas he believed that fiction was more real as it was based on the writer’s 

real experiences, no matter empirical or sensorial. With the characters carrying out these 

experiences, the realness was therefore achieved. To Fei Ming, objective reality was distorted 

and often misguided, while literary work, which represented the inner world of the subjective 

mind, better expressed his idea of “reality.” Because of his skeptical attitude toward the 

realness of documentary history as well as daily reality, Fei Ming’s fictions seldom discuss 

current social events or involve significant historical processes. In this aspect, Fei Ming went 

further than Woolf, who limited those major social events as parentheses.  

As for his characters, Fei Ming always put their inner world in the spotlight. Taking 

Bridge as an example, the general storyline is a love triangle among three characters, Xiao 

Lin, Qin Zi, and Xi Zhu, yet Fei Ming did not deploy the storyline with any dramatic plots; 

instead, he only roughly cast a shadowy environment and exquisitely portrayed the three 

protagonists’ moment-to-moment inner thoughts and sentiments. In this sense, reading this 

fiction is very much like appreciating a Chinese ink-and-wash scroll painting. One can 

dissect the long roll segment by segment and scrutinize each of them closely without the 

feeling of fragmentizing a synthetic whole. Moreover, even with numerous details offered in 

the narrative, the outer appearance of the three main characters, as well as their social statuses 

and family backgrounds (one can vaguely detect that the general timeframe is roughly around 

the turn of the century), are still indiscernible.  

Interestingly, as in Woolf’s arrangement of the timeline in To the Lighthouse, Fei 

Ming also skimmed over a roughly ten-year period between part one and part two. In the 

beginning of part two, the narration is as follows: “In front of the readers’ eyes, there is only 

one blank page from the previous content, yet, this blank page represents ten years” (W. Feng 

454). During this ten-year blank page, readers can vaguely tell that there were some events 

that happened to the characters, as the narrator explained:  

Xiao Lin was no longer the Xiao Lin of ‘the kettle of Cheng Xiaolin’, he had 
walked thousands of miles before he came back to this ‘place of first cry.’ It’s not 
that we know nothing about where he went and how he lived; however, the story 
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should begin from where it is supposed to and not concern too much. (W. Feng 
454) 

It seems that Xiao Lin’s “life outside Shijia Zhuang” was not of interest to the author. 

On the contrary, the author was fully dedicated to carving one week of Xiao Lin’s childhood 

and five months of his youthhood during Xiao Lin’s stay in Shijia Zhuang. This arrangement 

once again resembles Woolf’s To the Lighthouse, in which the single day before the Ramsays 

planned their trip takes up most of the novel.  

Other than the distribution of contents, many details in Bridge also reveal Fei Ming’s 

philosophical recognition of the “real.” For example, in chapter “Well,” Fei Ming 

transcended the dialogue between Xiao Lin and his sister about a pile of drawn stones to 

philosophical thinking. Xiao Lin’s sister blamed him for doodling a heap of stones on her 

paper fan. Xiao Lin claimed that he was imitating his father, who used to be a good painter, 

yet Xiao Lin’s sister argued that his “stones” were not the stones in the painting but the 

stones on the ground.14 Xiao Lin further refuted his sister, insisting that if her claim was true, 

then the weight of the stones would have torn her paper fan. In accusing the sense of reality 

of Xiao Lin’s painted stones, his sister expected the stones to be more artistically expressive 

and have more aesthetic value. However, Xiao Lin’s childish yet incisive riposte presented 

the writer’s two implications: first, the similarity of appearance was not necessarily a 

judgement of realness—just like the stones drawn by Xiao Lin, no matter how vivid they 

looked on the paper fan, they were still not real stones; and second, what had been 

established did not necessarily amount to realness. Xiao Lin’s sister disliked his painting 

because the stones did not look like those of her father’s. But painting is painting and there 

was no reason to reject Xiao Lin’s stones for their lack of resemblance to the presumed 

original ones. At the same time, these stones were not merely stones per se. In this case, they 

serve a similar function as Woolf’s “lighthouse”: helping the writer to convey philosophical 

thoughts. In light of this, both the stones and the lighthouse are apt for Woolf’s 

summarization: “Nothing was simply one thing” (V. Woolf, To the Lighthouse 177). In this 

sense, Xiao Lin’s stone might contain his own understanding and memory of his father while 

being symbolized as Xiao Lin’s challenge and rebellion towards paternity; the stone might 

also embody Xiao Lin’s imagination and perception on the outer world that nothing is really 

real and vice versa. Like Woolf’s cognition of “reality” buried deeply in her pursuit of a 

 
14 Here, “the stones on the ground” refer to stones in reality, a geological matter. 
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certain life form, Fei Ming’s definition of “reality” also rooted from his life philosophy. And 

the following sections will further elaborate this point.  

1.2.2 Woolf and Fei Ming’s Similar Narrative Style 

Woolf and Fei Ming’s similar idea on “what is reality” turned their gazes inward. By 

revealing mental-emotional processes of their characters, they endeavored to search a sense 

of objective reality from subjective sentiments and their narrative on characters’ 

psychological movements were disjointed and illogical. In order to better present their 

characters’ consciousness, both Woolf and Fei Ming tended to ply an indeterminate narrative 

point of view. This indeterminism meant that the flux of consciousness in the narrative could 

simultaneously belong to multiple characters. Consider the following paragraph from To the 

Lighthouse:  

But his son hated him. He hated him for coming up to them, for stopping and 
looking down on them; he hated him for interrupting them; he hated him for the 
exaltation and sublimity of his gestures; for the magnificence of his head; for his 
exactingness and egotism (for there he stood, commanding them to attend to him) 
but most of all he hated the twang and twitter of his father’s emotion which, 
vibrating round them, disturbed the perfect simplicity and good sense of his 
relations with his mother. By looking fixedly at the page, he hoped to make him 
move on; by pointing his finger at a word, he hoped to recall his mother’s 
attention, which, he knew angrily, wavered instantly his father stopped. But, no. 
Nothing would make Mr. Ramsay move on. There he stood, demanding 
sympathy. … It was sympathy he wanted, to be assured of his genius, first of all, 
and then to be taken within the circle of life, warmed and soothed, to have his 
senses restored to him, his barrenness made fertile, and all the rooms of the house 
made full of life… (V. Woolf, To the Lighthouse 34) 

The complexity of this paragraph lies in the ambiguity of the owner of these inner 

thoughts. It might be James Ramsay, Mr. Ramsay’s young son, who secretly grumbled about 

his father’s everlasting cold and indifferent appearance; it could also be Mr. Ramsay himself, 

imagining how his son might hate him. It could even be any of the guests in the Ramsay’s 

house, gossiping about the problematic relationship between Mr. Ramsay and his son. The 

uncertainty of the point of view generates multiple possibilities, just as what life is filled 

with.  

One finds too in Fei Ming’s work a similar use of multiple consciousness ownership. 

The following paragraph from “Bridge”15 is an example: 

Indeed, he has no idea what he is looking at while standing there. The soul from 
the past is growing dimmer and blurrier along with the current two back shadows 

 
15 Bridge has 51 chapters and each chapter has a different title, normally after a place name or time term. 
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[here, the writer is very possibly referring to the Qin Zi and Xi Zhu’s figures 
since Xiao Lin is viewing them from behind]. It is very much like a dream. The 
color is still the color on the bridge. [When] Xi Zhu turns around her head, [she 
is] very surprised at this view. ‘The water under bridge is making mournful 
sounds’, [it seems that Xiao Lin] hears the sounds immediately, and then smile at 
her [Xi Zhu].  From this moment, the center of the bridge became the other bank, 
Xi Zhu stood there still, whilst the elegant demeanor last forever with nothing to 
linger about. The impression of this moment is really profound. (Fei, 桥,桃园
Bridge, Peach Garden 101) 

This paragraph, though difficult to translate since most of its sentences are incomplete 

and some are grammatically challenging,16 typifies Fei Ming’s style. In it, the point of view 

shifts without warning. In the beginning, it is Xiao Lin who is standing in front of the bridge, 

his mind wandering. Immediately, the “soul” pops out from nowhere. It seems that Xiao Lin 

has somehow fallen into a limbo state, and the writer is not only penetrating into his inner 

mind but also depicting the vision formed in his head. This vision is built by both Xiao Lin’s 

sentiment that the “Xiao Lin” who has passed this bridge as a child no longer exists, and the 

actual view in front of him—Qin Zi and Xi Zhu’s backs while crossing the bridge—becomes 

increasingly blurry. The overlapping of the two views creates a sense of haziness, where 

everything else in-between has evaporated, just like the palimpsest of life becomes 

transparent. Following Xiao Lin’s déjà vu, two comments appear: “It is very much like a 

dream. The color is still the color on the bridge.” Who is giving these comments? They might 

belong to Xiao Lin since he was experiencing strong feelings; it could also be the writer’s 

remark as he tries to directly tell his readers what the moment was like. Or they might even 

belong to a ghostly narrator who flashes through the narrative every now and then. After the 

parenthesis, the narrative shifts from Xiao Lin’s perspective to that of Xi Zhu’s. The quoted 

classic Chinese poem seems to be Xi Zhu’s realization of “this view,” a view of her standing 

on the bridge, with water running under the bridge while Xiao Lin smiles at her. Yet 

considering that there is no subject in the sentence “hears the sounds immediately, and then 

smile at her,” the aura of this situation becomes mysterious. In this way, the point of view 

from which the scene is described hovers between each individual character. 

1.2.3 Woolf and Fei Ming’s Visions 

In fact, the aforementioned quotation from the chapter “Bridge” is not only an 

exquisite description of the characters’ inner activity but also a vital turn in Xiao Lin and Xi 

 
16 This is a relative incorrectness based on the modern Chinese grammar system that has incorporated the 
English grammar system. In general, the rules for Chinese idiomatic expressions are much looser than those for 
English expressions. 
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Zhu’s affection for each other. In the first ten chapters of Bridge, only child Xiao Lin and 

child Qin Zi appear in the story as a couple of intimate playmates. When they grow older, Xi 

Zhu enters the story as Qin Zi’s cousin, and it is after that moment that the affection between 

Xiao Lin and Xi Zhu (and the affection of Xi Zhu toward Xiao Lin) starts to vary. Even 

though most love triangles are full of drama, Fei Ming diluted the plots and only sketched the 

visions formed in Xiao Lin’s and Xi Zhu’s minds. This momentary vision of Xiao Lin and Xi 

Zhu also revealed Fei Ming’s life philosophy. As an amateur17 of Buddhism and Taoism, Fei 

Ming embraced the idea that the completeness of life was impossible. Personally, Fei Ming 

was always deeply world-weary. Despite his pessimism, a momentary vision that created a 

sense of completeness appeared in his literary works from time to time. Between the external 

“unreal” world and his internal “real” world stands Fei Ming’s bridge, which is made of 

moment-to-moment consciousness. The bridge links the two worlds and synthesizes a new 

one, and the sense of completeness is achieved by those ephemeral visions.  

Furthermore, passing the bridge is not the only visionary narration in Fei Ming’s 

Bridge. In chapter “Tower”, Xiao Lin and Xi Zhu were talking about a small picture drawn 

by Xi Zhu which was about a woman holding an umbrella in the rain. The picture, especially 

the umbrella evoked Xiao Lin’s sentiments that he felt completely detached from the whole 

universe when he was standing under an umbrella. Their conversation started from here, 

wandered freely and ended with Xiao Lin’s exclamation that “I often observe my own 

thoughts, it is almost like analyzing geometry, not allow any ambiguity. I can’t feel life is as 

real as dream, but I do feel the realness and beauty of dream” (Fei, 桥,桃园 Bridge, Peach 

Garden 119). 

Fei Ming’s possession of vision is quite similar to that of Woolf’s. To Woolf, “[t]he 

word ‘outer’ has stretched to accommodate the two realms: actuality and reality” (McNees 

21). In her diary, Woolf once wrote: 

… [I] got then to a consciousness of what I call ‘reality’: a thing I see before me; 
something abstract; but residing in the downs or sky; beside which nothing 
matters, in which I shall rest & continue to exist. Reality I call it. And I fancy 
sometimes this is the most necessary thing to me: that which I seek. But who 
knows – once one takes a pen & writes? How difficult not to go making ‘reality’ 
this & that, whereas it is one thing. (V. Woolf, The Diary of Virginia Woolf, III: 
1925-1930 196)  

 
17 This word might be somewhat inaccurate since Fei Ming was born in Huangmei, the birthplace of Chinese 
Zen, and was brought up in an environment filled with Buddhist influences. He wrote a specific work related to 
Buddhism in order to refute some Buddhist-related issues that appeared in a book by Xiong Shili, a philosopher 
in modern China.   
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In To the Lighthouse, the female character Lily, the painter, is also constantly in the 

process of seeking. Throughout the story, Lily tries to acquire an intimacy from Mrs. Ramsay 

that can help her complete her painting. She observes her surroundings and tries to catch even 

a thin light that flickers around each relationship of these people. In the end, her completion 

of her painting with a final brushstroke is due to her arrival at the unspeakable vision that she 

had been chasing after for years.  

In the age of Freud, Woolf was a member on the cruise of psychoanalytical studies. 

Therefore, Woolf was fully aware of Freud’s hypothesis on subconsciousness as well as the 

danger of allowing the conscious self to be completely swamped in the marsh of 

subconsciousness. Woolf’s characters always tend to search for an amorphous vision hiding 

under the flow of consciousness. These amorphous and unspeakable visions cast a shadowy 

penumbra in Woolf’s texts, and it is in this penumbra area, life, inanimate objects, and even 

some casual movements or events teem with profound meanings. In his reading of Woolf’s 

stream of consciousness, Auerbach observed that “we are constantly endeavoring to give 

meaning and order to our lives in the past, the present and the future, to our surroundings, the 

world in which we live; with the result that our lives appear in our own conception as total 

entities” (Auerbach 549). Woolf jointed her intangible visions together so as to complete the 

jigsaw puzzle of life, and these visions in turn showed Woolf’s attempt at touching quasi-

subconsciousness, or at least to evidence the existence of subconsciousness.  

Fei Ming, on the other hand, took one more step than Woolf in his contribution to the 

field of subconsciousness. While Woolf aimed to unravel the nature of human relations, 

showing her perceptions toward life and pursuing the idea of wholeness in To the Lighthouse, 

Fei Ming’s Bridge seems to be rather aimless. In fact, the writer was quite chary about his 

writing purpose. In the preface of Bridge, the writer confessed that he was not ready to reveal 

the reason why he had spent so much time writing the novel. He circumvented that the 

laboring he spent on writing Bridge was nevertheless meaningful, and he had changed a great 

deal since he wrote the first chapter. The writer used words like “bewildered” and “grow” to 

describe his writing process (Fei, 桥 Bridge 8). It seems that to the writer, this work was 

written more for himself rather than for his readers. This ambivalent attitude toward what he 

wanted to achieve in his work was also revealed in the last chapter of Bridge, in which he 

inserted the Buddhist story about the Bodhisattva voluntarily sacrificing himself to save a 

hungry mother tiger. The following is the dialogue between Xiao Lin and Xi Zhu about the 

episode: 
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He [the monk] asked me [Xiao Lin] if I had read sutra before, I said I haven’t 
read much, [but] I like a story in it, [it is about] the Bodhisattva feeds himself to a 
tiger on the mountain. He interrogated me ‘why do you like the story of the 
Bodhisattva feeds himself to the hungry tiger on the mountain?’ I thought the 
tiger is tiger, why say hungry tiger? Yet, because of his interrogation, I suddenly 
had an epiphany. I thought what Xi Zhu said to me last night and that gave me a 
hint. Last night, when I was about to leave, Xi Zhu added ‘Don’t you afraid to be 
eaten by mountain tigers?’ I heard what Xi Zhu said, pondering it while walking, 
if there really comes a tiger, I think I would not be afraid. Because when a tiger 
eats something, he would not leave any traces, which means there would be no 
carcass left behind, and the dead’s appearance would not show on the body of the 
tiger, only the fur of the tiger would be [even more] beautiful, and that’s the most 
beautiful thing in the world. [Therefore,] when the monk asked me, why do you 
like the story? I really had an epiphany, as if I have already understood life. My 
life and tiger’s life, they are the same life, [hence] there is no such thing as ‘I was 
eaten by the tiger’, it’s the ignorance of life. (W. Feng 654) 

Before Xiao Lin’s chat with the monk, he claimed that being eaten by a tiger was not 

a horrible thing since the fur of the tiger would still be beautiful. Here, the fur of the tiger was 

actually no different from the tiger itself. Hence, the tiger remained a symbol of beauty. For 

Xiao Lin, or perhaps also for the writer, beauty was the only thing that mattered, and his 

epiphany on the equality of lives further sustained his previous idea. He professed that as 

long as “life” (here, life refers more to an abstract idea than a specific individual’s vitality) 

existed, there was no need to fuss about who was the host of the life. Viewing Xiao Lin’s 

rumination as a whole, it is clear that the central point of Xiao Lin was the beauty of 

completeness. Later on, the monk’s remark to Xiao Lin, “Ask yourself, isn’t the 

completeness what you are looking for?” also further evidences this point. At this moment, 

the misty air that hovered over the whole text becomes clearer, and the purposelessness of 

Bridge also becomes understandable.  

There is nothing didactic in the novel at all—the love triangle between Xiao Lin, Qian 

Zi, and Xi Zhu matters little, the whereabouts of their future lives do not matter, the agony, 

the suffering, and the happiness, the relationships, all of these common topics do not matter 

at all for the writer; only the inherent and eternal beauty of the completeness of life matters 

the most.18 As long as Bridge aroused readers’ sensory response to the beauty between the 

lines, the writer’s writing, or as expressed by Fei Ming, the writer’s dreaming, was 

meaningful. One might even surmise that Fei Ming’s stream-of-consciousness novel 

functioned as a hallucinogen, for it led to a lucid dream in which beauty was boundless. In 

 
18 Fei Ming’s idea of completeness might have come from his expertise in Buddhism. In his theoretical work on 
Buddhism, he clearly professed his pursuit of the status of completeness (Fei, 阿赖耶识论 Thoughts on Alaya-
Vijñāna). 



 45 

light of this, Fei Ming’s stream-of-consciousness novel is one step more advanced than 

Woolf’s in that it touches the margins of subconsciousness. This one step might have resulted 

more from Fei Ming’s entanglement with Buddhism than his understanding of Bergson’s 

philosophy or Freudian psychoanalysis. Fei Ming asserted that dreams and memories are the 

sixth stage of Shi,19 which corresponds to consciousness in the field of modern psychology 

(Fei, 阿赖耶识论 Thoughts on Alaya-Vijñāna 4). Interestingly, Freud placed dreams in the 

area of subconsciousness. This different classification initiated Fei Ming’s proximity to the 

realm of Freud’s subconsciousness.  

1.3.1 The Uniqueness of Fei Ming’s Stream-of-consciousness Writing 

From a pictorial perspective, both Woolf and Fei Ming’s stream-of-consciousness 

fictions break the boundary between different genres as each of them could be viewed as a 

painting with different cultural connotations. For Virginia Woolf, her close relationship with 

Roger Fry rendered the influence of the Post-impressionist painting on her philosophical and 

aesthetical views. Through Lily Briscoe, Woolf weaved her philosophical as well as aesthetic 

views into the fabric of her literary text. In Lily’s painting, there was a triangular purple 

shape which Lily intended to indicate “Mrs. Ramsay reading to James”:  

It was Mrs. Ramsay reading to James, she said. She knew his objection --- that no 
one could tell it for a human shape. But she had made no attempt at likeness, she 
said. For what reason had she introduced them then? He asked. Why indeed? --- 
except that if there, in that corner, it was bright, here, in this, she felt the need of 
darkness. Simple, obvious, commonplace, as it was, Mr. Bankes was interested. 
Mother and child then --- objects of universal veneration, and in this case the 
mother was famous for her beauty --- might be reduced, he pondered, to a purple 
shadow without irreverence. (V. Woolf, To the Lighthouse 48) 

Lily renounced the verisimilitude and plied color uncommonly. Instead, “feeling” 

became the decisive factor of the artist’s composition: “She felt the need of darkness.” While 

impressionist focus on capturing the ephemeral moment of light rays and objectively record 

the nature under the effects of color and light, the Post-impressionist tend to express more 

visionary moments and free themselves from the obligation to ‘mimic’ the subject matter. 

Thus, a Post-impressionist artist might ponder more on the composition of the picture and the 

feelings it might arouse. Is this exactly what Lily Briscoe was doing in To the Lighthouse? 

She reduced the actual beauty and vividness of Mrs. Ramsay and tried to arrive at her 

 
19 Shi, the transliteration of Sanskrit vijñāna, or in Chinese, 识, is a Buddhist concept. According to Fei Ming’s 
theoretical work on alaya-vijñāna, there are eight Shi in total in Vijñāptimātratāsiddhi (Theory of 
Consciousness-Only). The first five Shis are eye, ear, nose, tongue, and body, the sixth shi is mano-vijñāna, the 
seventh is manas-vijñāna, and the last one is alaya-vijñāna. 
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momentary vision which would allow her to capture the essence of the intimate harmonious 

relationship between the mother and the son (or more broadly, among all the people in the 

house) so as to transfix the moment in her painting. At the end of the novel, with the trip to 

the Lighthouse finally achieved, Lily acquired her vision in both the actual trip and her 

reminiscence, and added the last brush to her painting to finish it. This movement also 

indicates Woolf’s familiarity with the Post-impressionist painting as defining form with short 

brushstrokes of broken color is one significant technique of Post-impressionist painting.   

Other than using the technique of Post-impressionist painting to describe Lily’s 

drawing, Woolf also adopted the style of Post-impressionist painting in her writing style. In 

Part Two, entitled, ‘Time Passes’, Woolf depicted the deserted empty house as: 

So with the lamps all put out, the moon sunk, and a thin rain drumming on the 
roof a downpouring of immense darkness began. Nothing, it seemed, could 
survive the flood, the profusion of darkness which, creeping in at keyholes and 
crevices, stole around window blinds, came into bedrooms, swallowed up here a 
jug and basin, there a bowl of red and yellow dahlias, there the sharp edges and 
firm bulk of a chest if drawers. Not only was the furniture confounded; there was 
scarcely anything left of body or mind by which one could say “This is he” or 
“This is she.” Sometimes a hand was raised as if to clutch something or ward off 
something, or somebody groaned, or somebody laughed aloud as if sharing a joke 
with nothingness. (V. Woolf, To the Lighthouse 120) 

In this paragraph, the image of darkness spreading in the house resembles the process 

of drawing, with pigment dyeing the canvas. The writer abandoned the traditional way of 

portraying each objects or events eidetically, instead, she contoured only the outlines of 

semblance and try to evoke the subjective inner feelings by constructing the vague shape of 

things. In fact, many memories in chapter two were vague shadows from the past. Together, 

the dance of these shadows constituted a picture which mostly consisted of lights and rays. 

Different from Woolf’s Post-impressionist painting, Fei Ming’s Bridge is more of a 

Chinese ink-and-wash painting. In the previous quotation of Fei Ming’s manifesto towards 

“real” and “fiction,” his claim that “it is like a dream of Mr.Neverwas” further explained his 

perception on “literature” and “dream.” Fei Ming was always obsessed with the relationship 

between these two concepts. In his article “About Dream,” he opined that:  

Creation should be a process of rumination so that it can become a dream … 
When a writer starts to write, he cannot predict what he will achieve. Word after 
word, line after line, one after another, it is like the unpredictability of a dream. 
Nevertheless, one can only dream his own dreams. Therefore, [one’s dream 
occurs] unintentionally, but for a reason.  As a result, when we [readers] face him 
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[the writer and his literary works], [we are] inevitably dreaming his [writer’s] 
dreams. Yet, it is still real. (W. Feng 3) 

Fei Ming implemented this belief that “literature is the dream” in almost all of his 

literary works20. In turn, his indulgence of dreams led to the negligence of the present life, 

including sensational social transformations. Consequently, Fei Ming created a spatial and 

temporal gap from reality in his literary works. This gap on the one hand prevented the reader 

from relating the narrative to their everyday reality; on the other hand, it also secured the 

writer’s very own state of mind from being exposed in the narrative. In chapter “Peach 

Orchard” of Bridge, Xi Zhu commented on the concept of dream that “Dreaming is really 

interesting, one makes a dream yet oneself is also an observer” (Fei, 桥,桃园 Bridge, Peach 

Garden 128). While the writer was weaving his plotless story, he simultaneously watched the 

story with his readers from a distance. In Bridge, there are many places where the subjects 

“we” and “you” jump out from nowhere in the narration. Such as in the beginning of the 

chapter “Wanshou Palace,” the narration goes:  

Till today, when we walk into that room of that clan temple, (no one has taught in 
here for over twenty years) [we] can see many askew handwritings of different 
sizes on that faded wall. This is really a meaningful finding. The fonts are so 
childish, the language is also that childish, [it] makes you joyful and melancholy 
all at same time, [and] all of a sudden, you recalled many things in childhood, yet, 
you immediately realized that you are pacing in a room, catching the little souls 
of someone you don’t know, perhaps you come across him every day on the road, 
but you have no ways to know, and he can’t even dreaming a dream that he had 
left this kind of marks and bothered you to find. (Fei, 桥,桃园 Bridge, Peach 
Garden 16)  

In this paragraph, the narrator seems to be omnipotent. The personal pronouns “we” 

and “you” are often interspersed in the narrative. In this way, the narrator constantly plays the 

role of a tour guide for readers, whereas readers consequently fill the position of tourists. 

Meanwhile, despite the writer’s penetration of the characters’ inner minds, this appearance of 

“we” and “you” makes it impossible for readers to fully immerse themselves in any 

characters’ consciousness.  

Moreover, Fei Ming also constantly reminded his readers that this “Shijia Zhuang” 

they are visiting is not the real Shijia Zhuang. Perhaps, none of the people, including Xiao 

Lin, the narrator or the author himself, were interested in the real Shijia Zhuang; it is only the 

Shijia Zhuang in Xiaolin’s head that worth lingering on. Also, the best annotation of Fei 

 
20 Other than his last work, After Mr. Neverwas Taken Plane, his works are all reminiscences of his childhood 
memories. 
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Ming unique way of weaving dream (fiction) might be the short essay of Baudelaire, 

Window, which Fei Ming quoted in the preface of his novel The Story of Bamboo Grove:  

Looking from outside into an open window one never sees as much as when one 
looks through a closed window. There is nothing more profound, more 
mysterious, more pregnant, more insidious, more dazzling than a window lighted 
by a single candle. What one can see out in the sunlight is always less interesting 
than what goes on behind a windowpane. In that black or luminous square life 
lives, life dreams, life suffers. (W. Feng) 

The quotation of Baudelaire’s essay reveals Fei Ming’s attitude towards “distance” 

and “imagination.” It suggests a special distance the writer created for his readers. This 

distance was close enough for the readers to enter the dream of the writer, and at the same 

time long enough to kept them from making contact with the center or even staying there.  

Fei Ming also managed to blend Western modernism with Chinese characteristics 

both in light of syntax and style. Although Fei Ming composed his literary works in the 

vernacular, he often inserted lines of classical Chinese poetry and traditional idioms into his 

writings. Most importantly, Fei Ming’s inheritance of those Chinese literary traditions was in 

accord with his use of modernist elements. For instance, in the aforementioned paragraph 

describing Xiao Lin’s visionary moment, Fei Ming borrowed the line “the water under bridge 

is making mournful sounds”21 from Wen Tingyun (812-866), yet the appearance of this line 

in no way decreased the passage’s modernist philosophical thought.  

Moreover, with one place at a time, even though Fei Ming offered many detailed 

places of Shijia Zhuang, the panorama of the village was still missing. In light of this, the 

resemblance between Bridge and the Chinese ink-and-wash scroll painting is again evident. 

As the long scroll painting gradually unfolds, the two-dimensional painting comes to life with 

a dynamic performance. A few seconds after unrolling it, the river on the picture flows, the 

mountain extends, and the symbols in the empty places of the background sky float with the 

clean natural air. Similarly, Bridge continues as a wisp of smoke, stretching on the paper, 

above the quiet, small village. This effect might remind those readers well exposed to the 

principles of Chinese classical garden architecture—“changing scenery with every step 移步

换景”.  In fact, Fei Ming named many chapter titles of Bridge after places, such as Wanshou 

Palace, Beach, Tea Stall, and Huahong Mountain. The design of the shifting scenery projects 

a sense of dynamism in Fei Ming’s pictorial artistic work. Hence, even though Fei Ming’s 

 
21 The original Chinese text is 桥下水流呜咽. 
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fictions were influenced by Buddhist thoughts and Freudian psychoanalysis, he 

spontaneously developed a stream-of-consciousness writing style that bear resemblance to 

Woolf’s narrative art. 
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Chapter 2                                                                                                             
A Chinese Poet’s Salute: Mu Dan and T. S. Eliot 

 

2.1.1 A Brief Introduction on Eliot and Imagism 

While stream of consciousness as a narrative mode and its literary achievements by 

writers such as Virginia Woolf are one reference of Western literary Modernism in China that 

facilitated the formulation of Chinese Modernism, in transitioning to the field of poetry, one 

of Woolf’s close friends, T. S. Eliot, a banner writer of Imagism and whose poems were 

“quickly recognized as a major statement of modernist poetics” (Lewis 129), will serve as a 

pivot in this chapter. Not only was Eliot a nonnegligible figure in the field of Anglo-

American poetry, especially in the genre of Imagist poetry, he was also a major influence on 

Chinese modernist poets as his writings and theories on poetry facilitated modern Chinese 

poetry’s march toward Modernism. The purpose of juxtaposing Woolf’s stream-of-

consciousness writing and Eliot’s Imagist poetry is twofold: stream-of-consciousness fiction 

and Imagist poetry are compatible due to their shared derivation and philosophical 

foundation; and the close friendship between Woolf and Eliot, as well as their similar 

aesthetical attitudes, are reflected in their respective works22.  

According to Fletcher, “Imagism (aside from its remoter sources and influences) 

[was] derived from the conversations of T. E. Hulme and the members of his 1908 Poets’ 

Club and the activities of later groups entering around Hulme” (Fletcher 184). After his trip 

to Canada in 1908, which “had made him feel the inevitableness of verse” (Beasley 3), 

Hulme delivered his essay “A Lecture on Modern Poetry” in the Poets’ Club, in which he 

“advocated writing in free verse and juxtaposing distinct images on separate lines to convey 

the new emotions conjured up by the modern world” (Beasley 3). This essay contained “an 

extension of his exploration of the complex relationship between reality, consciousness and 

language in ‘Cinders’ and ‘Notes on Language and Style,’” and was also “influenced by his 

reading of the free verse poems of the French symbolists” (Beasley 3). In 1909, Hulme left 

the Poets’ Club and started another group with Ezra Pound that “focused its discussion and 

writing on the poetic image” (Beasley 3). According to Beasley, “Hulme’s theorizing of this 

approach to poetry,” which “formed one of the bases for the influential imagist movement 

 
22 For more details, please refer to the Brief Introduction to Western Imagism in the appendices. 
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founded by Pound in 1912” (Beasley 4), was one of his two important claims to posterity, 

with the other being his interpretation of  continental philosophy. Roughly from 1907 to 

1912, Hulme was deeply impacted by Henri Bergson, the French philosopher whose theories 

contributed to Western modernist writers’ turn inward. Yet Hulme’s own philosophical 

propensity gradually shifted away from Bergson’s “so-called romantic philosophy towards 

the classicism of the Action Française group” (Beasley 4). Later, Hulme became “a champion 

of avant-garde art,” and his assault on Romanticism in philosophy and politics continued in 

his publication of A Notebook. Hulme continued to reject “the romantic or, as he was now 

calling it, ‘humanist’ attitude, in favour of the classical or ‘religious’ attitude” (Beasley 4). 

Overall, on the aspect of poetic aesthetics, Hulme attacked vehemently the overly abstract 

and verboseness of Victorian poetry. 

Although Hulme provided the philosophical foundation and a general aesthetic 

attitude for Imagism, it was Ezra Pound who really initiated the movement. Imagism was 

“first given shape in 1912, and kept going in a series of Imagist anthologies until 1917” 

(Ayers 2). After 1909, Pound “gradually emerged as the chief theorizer of the Imagists” 

(Fletcher 184). He first conjured the term “Imagist” to “characterize the style of recent work 

by his friend and collaborators, the American Hilda Doolittle (H.D.) and the Englishman 

Richard Aldington” (Ayers 2). He praised H.D. as an “Imagiste” for “the movement purged 

poetry of excessive rhetoric and overly stated imagery through the ‘direct treatment of the 

thing’” (I. B. Nadel 47). In addition to his pursuit of conciseness, Pound believed that ideal 

new poetry should be free from pedantic conventions and should be restrained. Moreover, 

Pound “recalled Walter pater’s aestheticist dictum” that “all art constantly aspires towards the 

condition of music” (Lewis 83) and ergo included musicality as a concern in his criteria for 

poetry. Pound clarified his three tenets of Imagism in 1913: “1, direct treatment of the 

‘thing’, whether subjective or objective; 2, to use absolutely no word that does not contribute 

to the presentation; 3, as regarding rhythm: to compose in the sequence of the musical phrase, 

not the sequence of a metronome” (Lewis 83). These tenets shaped the outlook of Imagist 

poetry. 

The First World War shattered humans’ confidence and the development of modern 

psychology challenged people’s perception of reality, which required revolts against the 

immediate past. Therefore, many modern artists tried to blaze a new path for modern 

literature and the arts that was a better fit with the modern age. While the psychological term 

“stream of consciousness” had already encroached the field of modern fiction, its impact also 



 52 

reached the genre of modern poetry. Pound had read “all of Henry James’ writing, in the 

process of editing the James issue of The Little Review from 1916 to 1918” (Wagner 88). As 

the brother of William James, who gave currency to the phrase “stream of consciousness,” 

some of Henry James’s literary works also contained traces of stream of consciousness. 

Hulme was once attracted to the philosophy of Bergson, who was an important contributor to 

the application of stream of consciousness in literature. In this sense, as a part of literary 

modernism, the emergence of both Imagist poetry and stream-of-consciousness fiction 

benefited from similar philosophical thought and modern psychological development. 

As “a kind of paterfamilias to the modernists…offering advice, editorial instruction, 

support, and, when possible, money,” (I. B. Nadel 2) a more significant contribution by 

Pound was his abilities as a talent scout, especially in the case of T. S. Eliot. Regarding Eliot, 

Pound commented that “Eliot’s Waste Land is I think the justification of the ‘movement’, of 

our modern experiment, since 1900” (Pound 178). As Ayers pointed out, “Pound and the 

Imagists, in offering an object-like poetry, presented their readers with the relatively modest 

challenges of wit and the epigram. The poetry of T. S. Eliot tests readers and commentators 

more robustly” (Ayers 12). Eliot and his work should be included in any discussion of 

modernist poetry, and his personal relationship with Woolf adds more justification for his 

central status in this chapter. Two years after Woolf completed her stream-of-consciousness 

work “The Mark on the Wall”, Woolf’s Hogarth Press published Eliot’s second volume of 

poetry, Poems, despite the fact that Eliot was still “a relatively unknown poet” (McIntire 3). 

Eliot’s relationship with Woolf extended from the professional. Not only did they maintain a 

more than 20-year friendship, there might even have been some erotic sentiments between 

them. Woolf once confessed to her sister Vanessa Bell that “I had a visit, long long ago from 

Tom Eliot, whom I love, or could have loved, had we both been in the prime and not in the 

sere; how necessary do you think copulation is to friendship? At what point does ‘love’ 

become sexual?” (McIntire 3). In this sense, despite their differences in politics, religion, and 

other aspects,23 their personal and professional relationship involved mutual affection.  

2.1.2 Eliot’s Influence 

Eliot’s influence did not reach China until the 1920s. At the beginning, his name was 

occasionally mentioned in newspaper articles, such as in one written by Mao Dun (1896–

 
23 Eliot was in favor of political conservatism and later converted to religiosity, whereas Woolf was a feminist, 
an atheist, and a leftist writer.   
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1981) published on August 27, 1923 in Wenxue Zhoubao 文学周报. In the article, Mao 

mentioned that Eliot was one of the writers for the British magazine Adelphi. Zhu Ziqing 

(1898–1948) brought up Eliot in his translation work of R. D. Jameson’s Pure Poetry (Liu 

101). The first Chinese intellectual to give a comprehensive introduction of Eliot was Ye 

Gongchao (1904–1981). Ye professed that he had often met Eliot in person when he had 

studied in England, and he admired Eliot so much that he wished he could produce a work 

like “The Waste Land” (Ye, 文学·艺术·永不退休 Literature, Arts, Never Retire 266). As an 

advocate of Eliot, Ye actively made quite an effort to introduce Eliot to modern Chinese 

poetry circles. Ye published a series of articles discussing Eliot and his works (both creative 

works and critical works), such as Eliot’s essay “Tradition and Individual Talent” in The 

Crescent (Ye, 文学·艺术·永不退休 Literature, Arts, Never Retire 266), and his article 

“Eliot’s Poems” published in the Tsinghua Journal went beyond the exclusive introduction of 

Eliot as it also contained some Western critics’ criticisms on Eliot.24 In April 1937, three 

years after his “Eliot’s Poems” article, Ye wrote another article, “A Revisit to Eliot’s Poems,” 

in which he claimed that Eliot’s poems and poetic criticism had already become “the base for 

a new tradition,” and many young poets, including Wystan Hugh Auden (1907–1973), were 

heirs of Eliot (Ye, 再论艾略特的诗 A Revisit to Eliot's poems 123).           

Because of these early articles on Eliot’s work, introductions and translations of Eliot 

continued to accrue in China after the mid-1930s. Some influential domestic periodicals, such 

as Poetry, Modern, and The Crescent, all published articles on the topics of Eliot, Pound, and 

Imagist poetry (Liu 103). As for the translation of Eliot’s poetry, Zhao Luorui (1912–1998) 

published the first Chinese version of Eliot’s “The Waste Land” in June 1937. The translation 

by Zhao, a graduate student at Tsinghua University, benefited from Ye, who contributed the 

aspects of contents and skills, and the American professor Robert Winter, who helped Zhao 

with syntax and Western references (Liu 102). As a result, when Zhao met Eliot in person in 

1946 while he was giving lectures in America, not only did Eliot thank Zhao for her 

translation, he also invited Zhao to translate another work of his, Four Quartets (Liu 102). 

Because of Zhao, the translations of both Eliot’s poetry and criticisms grew rapidly. Many 

modern Chinese intellectuals, such as Cao Baohua (1906–1978) and Shao Xunmei (1906–

1968), all translated and imported Western criticism on Eliot and his poems (Liu 103).  

 
24 In his article, Ye listed three books about Eliot at the beginning, and two of them were criticisms on Eliot: The 
Poetry of T. S. Eliot by Hugh Ross Williamson and T. S. Eliot, A Study by Thomas McGreevy (Ye, 艾略特的诗
Eliot's Poems 111). 
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The first ones to accept and adopt Eliot’s thoughts on poetry were in the Crescent 

School. For example, Xu Zhimo subtitled his poem “West Window 西窗” (1928) “Imitating 

T. S. Eliot.” Yet even though their open attitudes and overseas experiences encouraged poets 

in the Crescent School, such as Xu Zhimo, to accept new Western literary theories, many 

modern Chinese poets’ major principle still accorded more with Romanticism at that time. In 

the transitioning from Romanticism to xiandai pai (“modern school”) in modern Chinese 

poetry history, Bian Zhilin played a vital role. Bian admitted that Eliot and his “The Waste 

Land” had influenced his poetic writing in the early and middle stage of his writing career 

(Bian, The Carving of Insects 16). He also professed that he fell in love with Western 

Modernism literature at first sight (Bian, The Carving of Insects 3). Interestingly, Bian had 

traversed many different literary schools and associated with almost all of their members. For 

instance, he was a friend to many Jingpai writers, such as Li Guangtian, He Qifang, and Lin 

Huiyin (1904–1955), on the one hand, while also befriending many poets from the Crescent 

School, such as Xu Zhimo and Fang Lingru (1896–1976), on the other hand. Moreover, he 

was familiar with Fei Ming, who was a member of the Yusi Society 语丝社, Feng Zhi, who 

formerly belonged to the Chenzhong Society 沉钟社, and Dai Wangshu (1905–1950), who, 

according to Bian, was a prolific modernist poet (Bian, The Carving of Insects 4). In turn, 

Bian’s fame and his broad social network benefited his publicity of Eliot’s poems and 

theories in modern poetry circles in China. 

In 1940, Bian began to teach at the National Southwest Associated University. During 

this period, not only did Bian translate the work of Mallarme, Verlaine, Valery, Eluard, and 

Fort, he also “turned to Yeats, Auden, and Eliot” and “drew from the short stories of Virginia 

Woolf, D. H. Lawrence, E. M. Forster and Ernest Hemingway” in his translation course 

(Israel 410). At the invitation of his department colleague Robert Payne, Bian translated some 

of his own poems written earlier, such as “The Composition Distances 组织的距离,” 

“Resounding Dust 音尘,” “Fish Fossil 鱼化石,” “Fragment 断章,” “The Rain and I 雨同我,” 

“Solitude 寂寞,” “The Peninsula 半岛,” “The Migration of Birds 候鸟问题,” etc. Following 

each translated poem, Bian attached a snippet of a recollection specifying its composition 

background. He also added explanative footnotes for each poem for the sake of clarity, 

similar to Eliot’s explanatory comments in “The Waste Land.” Meanwhile, Bian also 

translated many Western literary works and theories into Chinese, modernist literature in 

particular, such as the poems and theories of Auden and Eliot. As a result, Bian’s translations 



 55 

not only strengthened his students’ understanding of Western modernist poetry but also 

provided them with a protocol for China’s modernist poetry based on his embedment of 

modernist elements in his creative compositions. Compared with the lyricists in the Crescent 

School, Bian’s poems contained more philosophical ruminations and intellectual thinking. 

Instead of inserting direct dialogue to express the poet’s personal feelings, Bian tended to use 

symbolic images to convey his thoughts. In other words, the focus on intelligence surpassed 

the need to express emotion in many of Bian’s poems.  

Bian’s intelligent poetry 智性诗, facilitated under the influence of Eliot’s poetic 

theories, was a major shift in the history of modern Chinese poetry. As the first translator of 

Eliot’s “Tradition and Individual Talents” in China, Eliot’s impersonal theory, in which he 

stressed the importance of the poet’s rational thinking in the process of composition by 

asserting that “poetry is not a turning loose of emotion, but an escape from emotion; it is not 

the expression of personality, but an escape from personality” (T. S. Eliot 21), Eliot’s theory 

left an impact on Bian’s poetic thoughts. In the preface to Bian’s The Carving of Insects, he 

claimed that he always tended to be emotionally restrained while writing his poems, as if he 

was deliberately trying to be a cold-blooded animal (Bian, The Carving of Insects 1). In 

believing that impersonalization freed him from the limitations of individual ego 小我, 

transitioning from being inward and one-sided to outward and comprehensive (Bian, The 

Carving of Insects 7), Bian was inclined to exclude any hints of his personal life in most of 

his poems (Bian, The Carving of Insects 6).25 Instead, Bian paid more attention to 

philosophical subjects, such as the concepts of relativism, time, and the universe, which 

frequently appeared in many of his poems. For instance, in Bian’s short poem “Fragment” 

(1935),26 the shifting of perspective—from the viewers on the bridge to the sightseer on the 

balcony—expresses a sense of relativism.  

Moreover, while Eliot tirelessly emphasized the importance of tradition and that “a 

man [should] not to write merely with his own generation in his bones, but with a feeling that 

the whole of the literature of Europe from Homer and within it the whole of literature of his 

own country has a simultaneous existence and composes a simultaneous order” (T. S. Eliot 

 
25 This inclination of Bian’s was consistent throughout his writing career, with only a few exceptions. Based on 
a romantic affair Bian had in the autumn of 1933, he wrote several love poems, such as “Untitled 无题” (Bian, 
The Carving of Insects 6).  
26 Bian translated a version of “Fragment”: “You take in the view from the bridge,/ And the sightseer watches 
you from the balcony,/ The gracious moon adorns your window,/ And you adorn another’s dream” (Bian, The 
Anthology of Bian Zhilin 128). 
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14), Bian came up with his theories of Huagu 化古 and Hua’ou 化欧. Huagu encouraged 

Chinese modern poets to adopt lines and images from classical Chinese poetry. Personally, 

Bian’s taste for classical Chinese poetry favored poems from the Late Tang Dynasty—he 

admitted that there were some imitations from the poems of Li Shangyin (c.813-c.858) and 

Jiang Baishi (1154-1221) and the lyrics of Huajian Ji 花间集 in his early writings (Bian, The 

Carving of Insects 16). The Hua’ou theory dealt with the transplantation of Western poetic 

elements into the Chinese context. For example, Yuan Kejia pointed out that in addition to 

Eliot’s impersonalization theory, Bian also applied Eliot’s method of “objective correlative” 

in his poetic writing (Yuan Kejia 15). In general, Bian defended his theories of Huagu and 

Hua’ou by arguing that on the one hand, only literature with national characteristics had a 

world meaning; on the other hand, European literature had almost became a synonym for 

world literature since the Medieval period, and at the time, Chinese literature was also 

included in the corpus of world literature, or as Bian hinted, it was part of “European 

literature” (Bian, The Carving of Insects 15). 

2.1.3 Eliot at the National Southwest Associated University 

Bian’s innovations in modern Chinese poetry influenced a young generation of 

modern Chinese poets, especially those who studied at the National Southwest Associated 

University. Although it was established in the remote city of Kunming, the university 

functioned as a window for Chinese intelligentsia during the late 1930s and 1940s. It had a 

large number of faculty members who had overseas study experience, especially in the 

Foreign Language and Literature Department, such as Ye Gongchao, who was mentioned 

earlier as the first to give a comprehensive account of Eliot, and Feng Zhi, another famous 

modern Chinese poet with worldwide fame. The university served as a depository for 

imported and translated Western literature and literary theories in China at that time. 

Moreover, three foreign teachers, Robert Winter (1887–1987), Robert Payne (1911–1983), 

and William Empson, were also employed then. Access to Western literary modernist 

cannons and theories made the university a hotbed for Chinese literary Modernism. In the 

genre of poetry, many Western modernist poets were favored by teachers and students on 

campus, among which T. S. Eliot was one of the most idolized poets. 

In the Foreign Languages and Literature Department, in addition to Bian and Ye 

Gongchao, Feng Zhi also made an effort to introduce modern Western poetry to students. As 

“the best lyricist in modern China” (Lu 3), Feng was also “a Goethe scholar and disciple of 
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Rilke” (Israel 409). In the early phase of his writing career, Feng was under the influence of 

Romanticism. During his studies in Germany, Feng’s affection for Rilke grew strong. Along 

with his reading and translating of Rilke’s literary works, Feng’s personal writing style also 

shifted accordingly. Rilke’s life experience as a modern man evoked similar sensations in 

Feng, who turned to more inward and contemplative writing. For instance, he learned from 

Rilke’s special poetic style, Dinggedicht or Betrachtungsgedicht, to examine his writing 

objects the way a painter does. Gradually, Feng transitioned from being a romanticist to a 

modernist. He was no longer satisfied with merely expressing emotion in his literary works 

and began to add more intellectual contemplation in his poems.         

As a prolific poet, Feng also blended images of classical Chinese poetry into his 

modern writing. For example, Feng asserted that while writing his long poem “Travel Notes 

in the North 北游,” he could not help but think of Du Fu’s lines (Z. Feng 251).27 Moreover, 

the poems and image of Du Fu impressed Feng so much that not only did he become a 

eulogistic object and an oft-quoted reference in Feng’s poems, he was also a facilitator of 

Feng’s later spiritual transformation to left-wing writing (H. Zhang 616). Nevertheless, the 

most efficacy of Feng’s fondness for Du Fu was that he offered a prototype for the 

combination of Western modernist literary and Chinese nativist literary traditions. As Eric Yu 

has suggested, “Chinese literature has a long lyrical tradition, where philosophical ideas are 

often considered to be too ‘dry’ for the poetic treatment” which made “poetry with strong 

meditative leanings” a rarity in modern Chinese poetry, yet Feng’s “sonnets are highly 

regarded for the meditative musings that fuse seamlessly with nature imagery and subtle 

feelings” (E. Yu 1). Regardless of the accuracy of Yu’s assertion on Chinese literary 

tradition, his oxymoronic assessment of Feng’s poems as “philosophical lyricism” is 

plausible. This particular quality of Feng’s poetry impacted many of his students since Feng 

was a respected and beloved professor at the University.     

In addition to the efforts made by these Chinese professors, the three foreign teachers 

in the department also offered their students, perhaps, more direct contact with modern 

Western literature. According to the university’s records, “Winter taught courses in English 

poetry, contemporary poetry, E. M. Forster, and Shakespeare,” and “Payne offered courses in 

fourth-year English composition, English poetry, the contemporary novel, and Elizabethan 

literature” in the department (Israel 412). Among these three teachers, William Empson 

 
27 Here, Feng was referring to Du Fu’s 此身饮罢无归处，独立苍茫自咏诗 from his 乐游园歌. 
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received the warmest affection from students. In many students’ reminiscences, they all 

mentioned their beloved Mr. Empson with gratitude and respect. For example, in Wang 

Zuoliang’s “Yearning for Mr. Empson 怀燕卜荪先生” written in 1980, he declared that 

Empson’s presence on the campus per se was already significant. Not only did Empson’s 

identity as a modern Western poet make students feel more affinity to current Western 

poetry, his fondness for contemporary Anglo-American poetry and his willingness to share it 

with his colleagues and students made his contribution more valuable. Moreover, Wang 

claimed that Empson’s treatise Seven Types of Ambiguity was just as popular and influential 

among students in the department as it was in Anglo-American literary circles. Empson plied 

the methods he proposed in his essay to analyze and discuss the poems of W. B. Yeats and T. 

S. Eliot in his Modern English Poetry course. Most importantly, Empson provided his 

students with the newest modernist literary works from the West. For instance, it only took 

one year for Auden’s “Spain” (1937) to cross the ocean and reach the ears of the students at 

the university. Wang even claimed that it was largely due to Empson’s courses and his 

encouragement that prompted students to put Eliot and Auden on a pedestal and start their 

experimental writing of modernist poetry (Z. Wang, 中外文学之间 Between the Chinese and 

Foreign Literature 4). 

With the efforts of all these teachers at the university, many students’ focal interests 

gravitated to Western modernist poetry, especially those of Eliot. There were quite a few 

successful attempts in the students’ experimental writings. Some of them voluntarily formed 

literary societies to gather with friends with shared interests in literature, such as the Nanhu 

Poetry Society 南湖诗社 and the Dongqing Literary Society 冬青文艺社. The Nanhu Poetry 

Society was the first literary society at the National Southwest Associated University. It was 

named after a lake in Mengzi, the current location of the university. With Wen Yiduo and 

Zhu Ziqing as its supervisors, the society members came from the Chinese Department, the 

Foreign Language and Literature Department, and the Education Department. While this 

society did not have a clear tenet, its major target was to study and create new poems (viz. 

modern poems). After the university relocated to Kunming, the Nanhu Poetry Society 

changed its name to the Gaoyuan Literary Society 高原文艺社 and its membership doubled. 

The society had various activities, such as literary seminars, May Fourth Movement 

commemorations, poetry recitation gatherings, and some lectures held by literati outside the 

university, such as Xiao Qian, the vice editor of Hong Kong’s Ta Kong Pao. Xiao delivered a 

speech in May 1939, and after Xiao gave his guidance and suggestions, the Gaoyuan Literary 
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Society was renamed the Nanhuang Literary Society 南荒文艺社 and it recruited more 

students from other universities, like Sun Yat-sen University and Tongji University. Society 

members passed their works to Xiao to be published in Ta Kong Pao (G. Li 170).          

After this society gradually peaked following the winter of 1939, another literary 

society, the Dongqing Literary Society, appeared. This time, in addition to Wen Yiduo, Feng 

Zhi and Bian Zhilin also participated as supervisors. Despite several short standstills due to 

political pressure,28 the duration of the Dongqing Literary Society was as long as the 

remaining lifespan of the university. In February 1942, the Wenju Literary Society 文聚社 

made its debut. The name Wenju was chosen by Shen Congwen, and its periodical Wenju 

declared its tenet as “pure artistic.” In other words, it drew a restrictive line between politics 

and itself. According to its records, the different literary works published in Wenju magazine 

interosculated in the same pursuit: beauty (Y. Lin 476). In the following year, the wall 

newspaper Gengyun 耕耘 appeared on the university’s news wall. As the core member of the 

Gengyun Literary Society, Yuan Kejia published many of his modernist poems in Gengyun. 

The Gengyun Literary Society aimed to advocate “art for art’s sake” and literary modernism. 

The joint efforts made by teachers and students at the university created an atmosphere in 

which Chinese Modernism could flourish. Almost all the required elements—open attitudes, 

resourceful literary materials, relatively permissive environment, genuine understanding, 

similar vision, etc.—were all there, calling for young Chinese modernists to come onto the 

stage. These young Chinese modernists did not disappoint, especially Mu Dan, the leading 

figure of the Nine Leaves School; with his enthusiasm for literary modernism, Mu Dan 

productively composed many excellent modernist poems.  

2.2.1 Mu Dan’s Early Writing Phases 

Mu Dan’s first brush with modern poetry occurred between 1934 and 1937, when he 

was a student at Nan Kai Middle School.29 Despite the insertion of some modern vocabulary, 

 
28 Generally speaking, the university was under two political pressures: one occurred following the Southern 
Anhui Incident in early January 1941, when the Nationalist Party arrived in Kunming to arrest those that they 
believed to be potential criminals; the other occurred in 1942, when university students stood up against a high 
official of the Nationalist Party, Kong Xiangxi (1880–1967), who allegedly used an airplane to travel with his 
family and dog during the emergency. 
29 Among the poems he wrote during this period, nine of them were published in his school journal, Nan Kai 
Middle School Students 南开中学生 (NKMSS). These nine poems are “Wanderer 流浪人,” “Summer Night 夏
夜,” “Mystery 神秘,” “Two Worlds 两个世界,” “Dream 梦,” “An Old Carpenter 一个老木匠,” “Eve 前夕,” 
“Winter Night 冬夜,” and “Grief of the National Calamity 哀国难.” There are no acknowledged versions of 
translations of Mu Dan’s poems during his middle school study; thus, the translated version was provided by the 
author of this thesis. 
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like universe and casino, the early writings of Mu Dan were not modernist or very 

Westernized, yet these poems were nonetheless modern in term of the language and its 

themes. For example, in the poem “Mystery 神秘,” at the beginning of the poem, the young 

poet propounded his understanding of the world and life while asserting that the most 

mysterious thing in the whole world was actually oneself per se:   

Friend, there are no mysteries in the universe 
remember, the most mysterious one is yourself. 30 

After those lines, the poet made an analogy that the world was like a big casino, and 

no one could ever figure out its game or get out of it until the end of the world.31 The poet’s 

pessimistic attitude toward life was already evident in his early writings. At this stage, the 

language and rhetoric used in these poems were still in accordance with normal Chinese 

grammar.32 In fact, Mu Dan had taken Ancient Chinese Literature as one of his major 

courses,33 and the lyrics of his “class song”34 were from the poem “Meeting with an Old 

Friend 赠卫八处士”35 written by the poet Du Fu in the Tang Dynasty.  

In 1935, Mu Dan published in the third volume of NKMSS the essay “Appreciation of 

the Shi Jing 诗经六十篇之文学评鉴,” in which he discussed the emergence of literature 

based on the synthesis of Maoshi Daxu 毛诗大序 and the thoughts of Zhu Xi (1130-1200). In 

this essay, by suggesting how to better appreciate Shijing, Mu Dan revealed his opinions on 

poetry. First, he believed that great literature should have emotion, and thus a good poem 

 
30 30 There are no acknowledged versions of translations of Mu Dan’s poems during his middle school study; 
thus, the translated version was provided by the author of this thesis. The original text is “朋友，宇宙间本没有
什么神秘，要记住最秘的还是你自己” 
31 The original text is “世界不过是人类的大赌场，朋友/好好的立住你的脚跟吧,什么都别想/那么你会可看
到一片欺狂和愚痴,一个平常的把戏/但这却尽够耍弄你半辈子/或许一生都跳不出这里/你要说，这世界太
奇怪/人们为什么这样子安排？我只好沉默，和微笑/等世界完全毁灭的一天，那才是一个结果/暂时谁也
不会想得开” 
32 By saying “normal Chinese grammar” here, I am referring to the linguistic habits in vernacular writing and 
everyday speech. 
33 According to its remaining records, the curriculum at Nan Kai Middle School was mainly divided into two 
parts: English and Chinese. For the Chinese part, there were four courses available: 1. The Thoughts of 
Confucius and Other Schools from Pre-Qin Times to the Early Years of the Han Dynasty; 2. Ancient Chinese 
Literature; 3. Modern Chinese Literature; and 4. Practical Writing. Mu Dan selected courses 2 and 3. (Yi, 穆旦
年谱 A Chronicle of Mu Dan 16) 
34 The “class song” is a song voted by the whole class and is used to represent the class. Its function is similar to 
school uniforms.  
35 The poem was translated by Gu Hongming 辜鸿铭. The first four lines are “In life, friends are seldom 
brought near/ Like stars, each one shines in its sphere/ To-night, oh what a happy night/ We sit beneath the same 
candle light 人生不相见/动如参与商/今夕复何夕/共此灯烛光.” The meaning of these four lines is clearly 
celebrating friendship.   



 61 

should express the poet’s emotions; and second, he argued that a piece of poetry is 

meaningful to the reader only when the reader finds himself/herself interested in it. In this 

case, readers should abandon any poems that they do not feel intrigued by (Yi, 穆旦年谱 A 

Chronicle of Mu Dan 20). In the midst of his quasi-romanticist insistence that poetry should 

be the carrier of emotion, Mu Dan’s attitude on tradition was also revealed. Even before he 

attended university, Mu Dan had already spontaneously reached a consensus with both Eliot 

and Bian that modern poets should not simply cast tradition away; instead, they should 

modestly learn the useful parts from it. As a modern poet who later on publicly turned his 

back on almost all elements of traditional Chinese metrical verse (such as the requirement for 

rhythm and the use of classical allusions), he was in fact proficient in the Chinese poetic 

tradition and also retained some of its feature in his literary practices. For instance, in the first 

stanza of “The Miserable 不幸的人们,” the poet wrote:  

In the distant past there were brutal wars 
and resentful maids and self-drowned poets (H. Wang 24). 

The combination of the two images of “brutal wars” and “resentful maids” might 

remind Chinese readers of the lines in Chen Tao’s “Long Xi Xing 陇西行,”36 and the “self-

drowned poets” might refer to Qu Yuan.37 Hence, it is evident that Mu Dan already possessed 

a historical sense of being a Chinese poet in the early phase of his writing career.  

Despite Mu Dan’s adaptation of the classical Chinese poetic tradition, it was his 

incorporation of elements of Western modernist poetry that made him stand out among his 

peers. In October 1938, Mu Dan began the long march from Hunan Changsha to Yunnan 

Mengzi,38 and this experience left an indelible impression on Mu Dan. In retrospect, this 

march served as the prelude to Mu Dan’s modernist expedition. During this march, Mu Dan 

and his colleagues visited many famous historic and cultural sites, communicated with local 

 
36 Chen Tao was a poet in the late Tang Dynasty. The famous lines mentioned here are “可怜无定河边骨,犹是
春闺梦里人” from his poem “陇西行,” which is about the frontier war and the poet’s sympathy with both the 
dead soldiers and their wives (or perhaps the word “widows” is more accurate here) at home, who are pining for 
their husbands.  
37 Qu Yuan 屈原 (c. B.C. 340-278) was a Chinese poet and minister who lived during the Warring States period 
of Ancient China. He drowned himself after been exiled because of the slanders against him by a treacherous 
court official. 
38 Announced at Changsha Temporary University in October 1938, Mu Dan’s name appeared on the list of 
students who were allowed to walk to Yunnan Province. The original name of the list was “应行发给甲种赴滇
就学许可证学生名单.” Due to concerns over safety, only male students who were in good health and not 
underweight were listed as “first class”(甲等), allowing them to embark on the over 1,000-mile trek with their 
bare feet. See more in John Israel’s A Chinese University in War and Revolution, published by Stanford 
University Press.    
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people (many of them were ethnic minorities in the Yunnan area), and collected folk songs 

and ballads. Encouraged by professor Yuan Fuli (1893–1987), the students kept diaries to 

record their thoughts and what they had learned along the way (Yi, 穆旦评传 Criticism on 

Mu Dan 38). As a hard-working student, Mu Dan bought a portable English dictionary and 

tore off each page after he had finished memorizing it (Yi, 穆旦评传 Criticism on Mu Dan 

81). Mu Dan’s efforts in English learning, on the one hand, solidified his second-language 

foundation, which later enabled him to better understand Western literature; on the other 

hand, it also triggered Mu Dan’s intoxication with Western poetry. This marching experience 

was reflected in some of his poems, such as “Walking in the Wilderness—A 3000 Li Long 

March 原野上走路---三千里步行之二.”39 The poem is full of signs of excitement and high 

morale as if they were not undertaking an arduous long march but a carefree hike. This, of 

course, was just a delusion. The living conditions during the long march were horrible: each 

student lived on six cents a day (three for food, one for the kerosene in their lamp, and two 

for pocket money); they all needed to wear leggings to prevent their legs from swelling; and 

after arriving at some small towns, they found themselves unable to take a hot bath without 

first soaking permanganates in the public baths (Israel 37). Perhaps it was because of his 

enthusiasm as a young man, or his deliberate intent to encourage readers, or his almost 

compulsive leaning toward optimism, Mu Dan’s memorial poem negated these bad living 

conditions. As a result, Mu Dan’s poem revealed his patriotic attitude as well as his early 

leaning toward Romanticism, considering the abundant elements of romanticism in the poem. 

While it seems that the long march accelerated his transition to Romanticism, Mu Dan’s later 

experience at the National Southwest Associated University completed his shift from 

Romanticism to Modernism.  

2.2.2 Mu Dan’s Conversion to Literary Modernism 

Mu Dan’s conversion to literary modernism occurred during his studies at the 

National Southwest Associated University; more specifically, he benefited from both the 

introduction of Western literature in class and the opportunities to practice what he had 

learned while circling multiple student societies. Among these beneficial factors, the most 

direct impact on Mu Dan might have been Empson’s course Modern English Poetry. In that 

 
39 Although this poem was published in the 666th volume of Ta Kung Pao—Zhan Xian 大公报---战线 of 
Chongqing in 1940, the exact composition date was not reported in the publication, which was quite unusual for 
Mu Dan’s literary works in the 1940s. Judging from its contents, it is highly possible that this poem was written 
(if not completed) during the long march in 1938. 
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course, Empson brought his Chinese students into the realm of Western modernist poetry. 

Empson used his personal treatise Seven Types of Ambiguity, in which he organically 

analyzed the features of ambiguity in Western modern poetry, as the main textbook. As a 

result, his ideas of ambiguity were represented in many of Mu Dan’s poems. For example, in 

one of Mu Dan’s poems published in 1947 (after he had already taken many of Empson’s 

courses), “China in Hunger 饥饿的中国(选四),” one stanza stood out: 

I see at every gate hunger 
Or evil, his complacent brother; 

Nowhere could we escape from his  
Gazing eyes: we are thus taught to become. (H. Wang 147)  

The word “his” in line three could either refer to “hunger” in line one or “evil” in line 

two; or it could also imply that all people were starving, thus depicting a vivid and typical 

picture of China in the early twentieth century, where starving men stood by the road and 

stared at passersby. It might also signify personified China, the country itself, watching 

people starving on its land with pity and anger.  

Another example is the first part of Mu Dan’s famous poem “A Farewell Remark 赠

别”: 

Here so many youth are fanciful, 

And then step in the crowded road, 
Hazy is your tiredness, and clouds and rivers, 

They lost their self and before long forget it, 
 

For so many times your garden is open, 
Your beauty, regained, your heart frozen, 

A singing voice is so nice of all seasons 
When the wingless dewdrops condense— 

 
When you’re old, by the fire, alone, 

You’ll be aware of a soul, quietly, approaching, 
He was a lover of your infinite variation in youth, 

Now dream broken, he loves the sorrows in you. (H. Wang 99) 

In this poem, not only is the feature of ambiguity applied, but the similarities between 

it and W. B. Yeats’s “When You Are Old” are so apparent that the last referenced stanza is 



 64 

almost a rephrasing of Yeats’s lines. However, compared with the clear messages that 

Yeats’s poem conveyed, the subject and object in Mu Dan’s “A Farewell Remark” are 

obscure. Wang’s translation of this poem starts with the location “here,” yet throughout the 

whole poem, there is no specific description of the place “here.” It is possible that the word 

“here” refers to the place where the poet said farewell to his friend; it is also plausible to 

interpret “here” as a certain time point in one’s lifetime since in Chinese, the word zhe 这 can 

be understood as either a space term or a time term,40 and the word zai 在 can be followed by 

either a location or a moment. If the word “here” refers to a moment, then the phrase “the 

crowded road” functions as a metaphor for one’s life road after youth. The third line is even 

more difficult to understand. While the line “hazy is your tiredness” may recall readers’ 

experience of how the feeling of tiredness gradually dwindles away, the hidden meaning of 

“the clouds and rivers” is vague. The line might indicate the past or a past experience, or it 

might suggest something precious from one’s youth. No matter what the line was meant to 

portray, the only definite answer provided by the poet is that they will all be forgotten “before 

long.”             

The second stanza also contains many ambiguous symbols. For instance, in the first 

line, “for so many times your garden is open,” the “garden” here might be a metaphor. 

Compared with lines from another poem by Mu Dan, “Spring 春,” in which the image of a 

“garden” also appears, “If you awake, push the window open, Watch the beauty of desire 

overflowing the garden” (H. Wang 65), the image of an “opened garden” might signify a 

wonderland full of energy, enthusiastic and beautiful dreams, and perhaps even “desire” as 

the poet mentioned in “Spring.” If this is the case, then the image of a “garden” not only 

proved the influence of Empson’s theory of ambiguity on Mu Dan but also conveyed Mu 

Dan’s modern self-consciousness. In traditional Chinese culture, “desire,” or the Chinese 

syllable yu  欲, is usually regarded as dangerous, immoral, and shameful. Normally, yu is 

aroused by an evil temptation that cannot be controlled. Even the beautiful Ancient Chinese 

verse “the color of the spring overwhelmed the garden, and a red apricot grows beyond the 

wall” 41 was derived from the idiom “红杏出墙.”42 Therefore, in traditional Chinese culture, 

 
40 For example, the Chinese phrase zhetian 这天 and zheshi 这时. 
41 The original line is “满园春色关不住，一枝红杏出墙来,” which depicts a beautiful spring scene with many 
flowers blossoming.  
42 This is a negative idiom that usually refers to a woman who has cheated on her husband. 
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yu is, most of the time, a negative word, whereas in Mu Dan’s poems, the concepts of an 

open garden and desire are justified as being positive.  

Furthermore, in addition to those ambiguous images, the whole poem is veiled in a 

sense of uncertainty. While Yeats’s poem is clear about its use of the personal pronoun 

“you,” readers of Mu Dan’s poem might be confused as to whom it is address to. The word 

“you” in the poem could be a metaphysical person, which means that the second-person 

pronoun is speaking directly to readers; or the poem could be read as a soliloquy that the poet 

has addressed to himself. The ambiguity of the subject is also in rapport with Empson’s 

opinion that poetry should be self-contradictory so that readers can decode or interpret it 

themselves. This idea shares some similarity with many Western modernist writers’ 

intentional design of a “story without ending” that is open to multiple interpretations.  

Another contribution from Empson was how he trained Mu Dan to appreciate 

modernist poems as a connoisseur. Many modernist poems, especially Eliot’s, are rather 

difficult to understand, especially to a non-native speaker. Even though Eliot added abundant 

footnotes for his poems, they are still complicated for many readers. In this case, as a native 

speaker with rich knowledge of the English cultural tradition, Empson’s lectures on Eliot as 

well as some other Western modernist poets were beneficial to his Chinese students. For 

example, because of his identity as a contemporary peer of the poet, Empson’s lecture on 

Eliot’s “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” was not by the book at all. Instead, it was 

unique in that he often provided his students with much inside information and the most up-

to-date connoisseurship. With his efforts, he gradually led his students to bid farewell to 

Romanticism and turn to Modernism (Z. Wang, 论诗的翻译 On Verse Translation 24). In 

Mu Dan’s case, after he enrolled at the National Southwest Associated University, the most 

evident change in his poems was his propensity toward literary Modernism from his earlier 

affiliation with Romanticism. To better highlight this change, the image of a rose, which 

appeared in two poems Mu Dan wrote at Tsinghua University and the National Southwest 

Associated University, respectively, will make it clearer.   

In January 1937, in the university’s weekly magazine Tsinghua Zhoukan, Mu Dan 

published the poem “The Story of a Rose 玫瑰的故事.” He attached a short paragraph of 

exordium before the poem in which he confessed that the poem was written after he had read 

modern English writer L. P. Smith’s short work “The Rose” and he intended to capture the 

beauty sealed in the original text. The whole poem narrates a love story told by an old man to 
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a young, newly married couple. In the poem, the image of a rose serves as a token of love. In 

general, the subject of the poem is simple and clear, and the emotion conveyed throughout 

the poem is rather direct. By contrast, another poem, “A Song of a Rose 玫瑰之歌,” written 

three years later with the same image of a rose, was much more complicated, both in terms of 

its subject and the poet’s emotions. In that poem, Mu Dan stretched each line to more than 15 

words, with the longest at 26 words, which was rather rare in modern Chinese free verse and 

completely irregular in terms of the traditional Chinese poetic structure. The elongation of 

lines was in rapport with the poem’s subject implied in the subtitles. The poet divided the 

poem into three parts, and in each part, there is a subtitle specifying the subject of that part. 

These three subtitles tell a short story that ends with a question:  

A young man standing on the bridge of reality and dream.  
The bridge is washed away by the current of reality and he hides himself in the 
vacuum.  
Fresh air comes in, and will he be healthy? (H. Wang 15)  

Despite the same image of the rose used in the title, the subject of this poem was 

utterly irrelevant to “The Story of a Rose.” Moreover, while in “The Story of a Rose” a rose 

as a symbol of love appears in the body of the poem, in “A Song of a Rose,” there is no direct 

use of a rose except in the title, and inner confusion and anxiety permeate throughout the 

poem. The poem starts with a wish:  

I’m so tired, I’m going elsewhere to find a dream, 
Where there’re green fields, ripen fruits, and a bright sky, 

Where sunshine smells good, and seasons grow, 
When I’m free, I will sleep under the azure sky. (H. Wang 15)  

It seems that “I” longed for rurality or, more specifically, “I” longed for freedom, to 

detach “I” from a workaday life. Although the poet did not directly depict the “reality” that 

“I” wanted to escape from in this stanza, the underlying contrast suggests that “reality” was 

not ideal. Perhaps reality was the opposite of the dream: no green fields, no ripening fruits, no 

bright sky, no sunshine, no seasons of growing; most importantly, “I” was probably not free 

in reality.  

Then, a mysterious “you” appears in the next stanza: 

Who said it’s real here? You take me spinning in your dressing room, 
And tell me this is love, this is hope, and that is grief; 

Boundless whirling fluids push you and you lay me in your arms, 



 67 

When dusk fades into darkness, a dark figure slips near. (H. Wang 15) 

Suddenly, a question has been cast: “Who said it’s real here?” Who asked this 

question? Who used to think that here was real? Who is this “you”? Considering that the 

scene occurs in a “dressing room,” it might be rational to surmise that this “you” is a female, 

very likely a young woman (accompanying a “young man” who appears in the subtitle). In 

this case, the scenario of a young man and a young woman “spinning” in her dressing room, 

with one laying in the other’s arms, has a sense of the romantic. It is likely that they were 

waltzing in the room. Perhaps the young man was convinced that “here is not real”; therefore, 

his lover, the young woman, may have been trying to persuade him to stay by telling him 

what she believes to be the same thing. (The second line of this stanza can be interpreted 

differently. The original text is “告诉我这一样是爱情，这一样是希望，这一样是悲伤.” 

The Chinese phrase “这一样” can be translated as the aforementioned version of “this is,” or 

it can also be understood as “this same is,” which implies that two separate things are in fact 

the same). Or perhaps it was the young woman, or both, who believed that “here is not real,” 

and then names objects in the dressing room using abstract symbols, such as love, hope, and 

grief. In either version of interpretation, romance and love is mentioned yet without 

emphasis.  

The image of a rose no longer carries the mission of conveying love in this poem like 

it does in “The Story of a Rose.” Love is no longer the center of this poem; instead, the 

expectation of a dream life becomes the main focus. Thus, the poet ended the first part with 

the following stanza: 

Oh, let me go, now that all is in vain here in this place, 

I’m going elsewhere to find a dream, and out of any place where catkins fly, 
Because it often rains in my heart, and now it’s brighten up,  

In the cracks of clouds and mists I see a haze of cloud, like a dream. (H. Wang 
15) 

In this stanza, two traditional images that are often used in classical Chinese poetry 

appear: flying catkins 飞絮 and rains in the spring 初春的梅雨. Xu Liqian compared this line 

of Mu Dan’s with the line of He Zhu43 in his poem “Qingyu’an 青玉案: 一川烟草，满城风

絮，梅子黄时雨.” Xu pointed out that while He Zhu enjoyed a place full of flying catkins 

and spring rains, Mu Dan on the contrary, was trying to get away from it. Moreover, whereas 

 
43 He Zhu 贺铸(1052-1125), a poet of Northern Song Dynasty. 
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the two images in He Zhu’s poem exist as objective reality, in Mu Dan’s poem, they become 

metaphorical and exist inside the poet’s mind (Xu 138).  

In the second part, the poet offered pictures of the young man’s life in reality, in 

which “all is fading away, all is sickened and void” (H. Wang 15) and “I” is aware of what 

kind of life “I” will have if “I” follow her: 

Naturally, I could follow her into a mysterious maze, 

Where I’m like a silkworm, shutting myself in a self-made cocoon of youth, 
Walking, talking about movie, dining in the restaurant, organizing a decent 
family, and invite modest friends for a tea party, 
But I’m ready for a wild outcry, I curl myself up in endless homesickness. (H. 
Wang 17) 

Apparently, a life with movies, restaurants, and tea parties is not interesting to “I”. 

What “I” desired was “a wild outcry.”  This sense of desire made Mu Dan’s poem 

fundamentally different from Yeats’s “When You Are Old.”  

In the next stanza, the poet wrote: 

And the hot season ends too soon, the season with so much smoke and rain; 

And I’m getting old, and you see me by the fire day and night, 
Murmuring as if in a dream, like a rock stricken one tide after another, 

While I think that memory is empty, feeling no warmth before a fire. (H. Wang 
17)  

Although this stanza is, again, very similar to Yeats’s lines in his poem “When You 

Are Old” in terms of the setting, “I” is not enjoying a cozy old life. Instead, the memory of 

that life is empty. Here, “I” once again announces his aversion to reality by imagining a 

twilight without memories.  

Up to this point, most of the lines convey sentiments instead of reasons, and the basic 

tone seems downcast. Yet in the last stanza, the tone suddenly changes. “I” directly points out 

the following: 

I grow up out of traditional poetry, and our sun is too old, 

Without change of atmosphere and turnover of the world, men die in monotony 
and tiredness, 

Rush! Because I see a new green flame burning from the old root of the earth, 
And I’m going to the railway station to catch up the train of 1940 for a blazing 
furnace. (H. Wang 19) 
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Here, what the poet wanted to express is finally clear. As a modern poet, Mu Dan was 

eager to learn and practice modern poetry rather than linger in traditional poetry. Therefore, 

he chose “rose” for the title, a flower that more frequently appeared in Western poetry than in 

traditional Chinese poetry. Most importantly, despite the poet’s consistent attention to and 

sorrow at the unpleasantness of real life, his ruminations on this unsatisfying situation 

transcended from a simple apology, as in his early poem “A Night Watchman 更夫” written 

in 1936, to more complicated sentiments. In “The Song of a Rose,” the young man “I” was 

sad and bored with reality, not only because of its poverty but also because of its 

changelessness, its monotonic aspect. For the young man, “I” was willing to sacrifice love for 

a dream life, and for the poet, Mu Dan was determined to stick with modern poetic writing 

instead of returning to traditional poetry.  

From “The Story of a Rose” to “The Song of a Rose,” Mu Dan’s progression shows 

that he was placing increasing emphasis on intelligence.44 Mu Dan once commented that ever 

since the twentieth century, especially under the influence of Eliot, to write poems with 

intelligence became popular in the Anglo-American poetry field. In Mu Dan’s mind, this 

change was inevitable since poets in capitalist countries fell into the abyss of material life. 

Yet without a spiritual ideality, poets had no passion to trigger their inspiration (Mu, 穆旦全

集卷二 Collection of Mu Dan's Works 53). 

2.2.3 Influence of Eliot’s Poetic Theories on Mu Dan’s Poetic Practices 

While Bian initiated the tendency toward intelligence in poems, under the influence of 

Eliot’s poetic theories, Mu Dan’s modernist writing matured. Mu Dan’s college friend Zhou 

Jueliang once recalled that he and Mu Dan borrowed Eliot’s work The Sacred Wood from 

Empson and both felt cheerful about the concept of modernism (J. Zhou 20). In particular, 

Zhou pointed out that Mu Dan was very interested in Eliot’s ideas articulated in his essay 

“Tradition and Individual Talent” (J. Zhou 20). Wang Zuoliang also confirmed Mu Dan’s 

fondness for Eliot by adding that at university, they were both attracted to not only Eliot’s 

“The Waste Land” but also his critical articles and the quarterly he edited (Z. Wang, 穆旦的

由来与归宿 Mu Dan: His Whence and End 492). Moreover, Mu Dan as a translator45 

translated many English modernist poems after the 1950s, including Eliot’s poems “The Love 

 
44 In Jin Kemu’s article on modern Chinese poetry published in 1936, he pointed out three mainstreams of 
modern poetry: Zhi “intelleigence,” qing “sentiment,” and ganjue “feeling” (Ke 465). 
45 In fact, as a translator, Mu Dan used his birth name, Zha Liangzheng, for his translation works.  
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Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” and “The Waste Land.” Despite all this evidence of Mu Dan’s 

access to and admiration for Eliot’s poems, to compare their poems is not easy, especially 

considering the repulsiveness Eliot had toward a simple comparison between any two works 

of art. However, for the sake of clarity, I will focus on several of Eliot’s principles on poetry 

and analyze their influence on Mu Dan’s literary practices. 

In “Tradition and Individual Talent,” Eliot emphasized the importance of tradition 

from the very beginning. To Eliot, tradition was not only “follow[ing] the ways of the 

immediate generation before us in a blind or timid adherence to its successes” as “we have 

[already] seen many such simple currents soon lost in the sand; and novelty is better than 

repetition”; instead, Eliot believed that “tradition is a matter of much wider significance” and 

“cannot be inherited,” and the only way to obtain it is “by great labour” (T. S. Eliot 14). As a 

Chinese poet who had a reputation of being modern, Mu Dan was more impressed by the 

poetry tradition of the West than that of China (J. Zhou 20). Wang Zuoliang even drew the 

conclusion that the best parts of Mu Dan’s work were not Chinese at all (Mu, 穆旦诗集

Collection of Mu Dan's poems 1939-1945 122). In this sense, Mu Dan’s endeavors of 

learning all the accessible Western poetry of his time met Eliot’s criterion that any poet 

“beyond his twenty-fifth year” should have a historical sense that “compels a man to write 

not merely with his own generation in his bones, but with a feeling that the whole of 

literature of Europe from Homer and within it the whole of the literature of his own country 

has a simultaneous existence and composes a simultaneous order” (T. S. Eliot 14). Yet 

considering Mu Dan’s own nationality and the limited access to Western literature he had at 

that time, it is necessary to also take his familiarity with Chinese poetry traditions into 

account.  

Despite Mu Dan’s negative attitude toward traditional Chinese poetry,46 the 

appearance of the oft-used images from classical Chinese poetry in Mu Dan’s modern poems 

suggest otherwise. Mu Dan’s poem “May 五月” shows that his actual feelings toward 

traditional Chinese poetry might have been more intertwined than he implied. In this poem, 

the form of both classical Chinese poetry and modern poetry exist at the same time. Take the 

first two stanzas as an example: 

 
46 In one letter from Mu Dan to Guo Baowei written in 1975, Mu Dan mentioned his feelings when reading a 
traditional Chinese poem. He pointed out that readers usually did not need to deliberate much; instead, the 
whole poem seemed like a lump of Shiyi, expressing only some poetic feelings (Mu, 穆旦全集卷二 Collection 
of Mu Dan's Works 190). 
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May comes in the smell of rape flowers, 
Cuckoos fly and fondle men into work, 

Everything grows well in a fine summer, 
Travelers wander and fall into homesick. 

 
Browning, Mauser, and portable gun No.3, 

Or a revolver that shoots into man’s muscles, 
They give me rejoice soon after despair; 

At a black gunpoint, you could see that 
Through the twisted channels of the barrel of history, 

I get out and gain a rebirth. 
Endless plots; pain of growth is yours, 

It’s you who taught me Lu Xun’s satire. (H. Wang 37)  

Wang discovered that the juxtapositioning of those two distinct styles was intended to 

make a sharp contrast between two poetic styles, two spiritual worlds, and two ages (Z. 

Wang, 穆旦的由来与归宿 Mu Dan: His Whence and End 494). However, for a poem like 

this, Wang’s insistence that Mu Dan’s success was due to his complete ignorance of 

traditional Chinese poetry seems inappropriate. Wang claimed that the reason Mu Dan 

acquired “a language” (English/modern Chinese) was because he relinquished “a language” 

(Chinese/traditional Chinese) (Mu, 穆旦诗集 Collection of Mu Dan's poems 1939-1945 123). 

Apparently, Wang was trying to compliment Mu Dan’s mastery in modernist writing by 

hinting at his parting with traditional Chinese poetic writing. However, how could one 

relinquish something if one had never had it? Putting Wang’s self-contradictory comment 

aside, no matter what exact paradox Mu Dan was trying to reveal in “May,” his novel 

arrangement of this poem at least proved his awareness of the Chinese poetic tradition in 

terms of image, style, and form. He may have criticized the unclearness and excessive 

emotions of traditional poetry, but he still kept an open mind to those so-called “old images” 

and believed that even old images could transmit new feelings (Mu, 穆旦全集卷二

Collection of Mu Dan's Works 147). Moreover, in the original Chinese version of “May,” 

every line in the four-line stanzas is the same length, and the modern poetic version 

encompassed the former one in terms of typesetting. This might imply a siege of modern 

lines charging toward the classical Chinese lines. This arrangement is rather similar to Eliot’s 

“The Waste Land,” such as in the first part, “The Burial of the Dead,” where Eliot inserted 

four short lines in German:  
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Frisch weht der Wind 
Der Heimat zu 

Mein Irisch Kind, 
Wo weilest du? (T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land 6) 

Eliot dealt with this insertion in the same way Mu Dan did in “May”: indented and 

separated from the main body of the poem. In Mu Dan’s version of the translation of “May,” 

he translated these four lines in a way that was closest to the form and tone of a classical 

Chinese poem. 

In addition to his perception of tradition, Eliot also proposed his Impersonal theory in 

“Tradition and Individual Talent.” On the one hand, Eliot stressed that “the progress of an 

artist is a continual self-sacrifice, a continual extinction of personality,” and he believed that 

“it is in this depersonalization that art may be said to approach the condition of science” (T. 

S. Eliot 17); on the other hand, he specified that the other aspect of his “Impersonal theory of 

poetry is the relation of the poem to its author” (T. S. Eliot 17). That meant that  

the mind of the mature poet differs from that of the immature one not precisely in 
any valuation of ‘personality’, not being necessarily more interesting, or having 
‘more to say’, but rather by being a more finely perfected medium in which 
special, or very varied, feelings are at liberty to enter into new combinations. (T. 
S. Eliot 18)  

Following this theory, the poet should not confine himself to the territory of his 

personal emotions and be satisfied with merely expressing them. In the view of Eliot, “the 

poet has not a personality to express, but a particular medium, which is only a medium and 

not a personality, in which impressions and experiences combine in peculiar and unexpected 

ways” (T. S. Eliot 20). Therefore, Eliot proposed that “poetry is not a turning loose of 

emotion, but an escape from emotion; it is not the expression of personality, but an escape 

from personality” (T. S. Eliot 21). In the process of Eliot’s depersonalization, the poet was no 

longer a romantic troubadour with rich emotions to sing, but an intelligent scientist with a 

thorough pondering of his reagents: words, phrases, images, etc.       

Among all the modern Chinese poets that were influenced by this theory of Eliot’s, 

Mu Dan’s accomplishments in depersonalization are perhaps the most commendable. His 

“Eight Poems 诗八首” discusses how love differs from that in many traditional love poems 

in Chinese poetry history. In terms of the poetic images, instead of typical romantic images 
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such as wind, flowers, snow, and the moon,47 Mu Dan’s poem is filled with unfamiliar and 

novel images like the womb of death, darkness, granite, and ghosts. Moreover, Mu Dan’s 

“Eight Poems” contains more philosophical thinking than romantic expression. Take the first 

one, for instance: 

Your eyes have seen this disaster of fire, 
You see not me, though I am enkindled by you. 

Ah, that which is burning is but mature years, 
Yours and mine. We are separated like mountains! 

 
In the process of Nature’s metamorphosis, 

I happen to love a temporary piece of you. 
Though I weep, burn out and live again, 

Dear, it is only God playing with himself. (Mu, 穆旦诗集 Collection of Mu Dan's 
poems 1939-1945 81)  

Zheng Min pointed out that there was a struggle of contradictions between three 

strengths: you, me, and God, who represents fate and the objective world (Zheng 33). 

Between you and me, there is an intense attraction but at the same time insurmountable 

distance. Because of the objective force of God, love is impeded. Zheng proclaimed that the 

line “it is only God playing with himself” served as a shocking turn because me became God. 

Hence, while God made me suffer, he was actually making himself suffer too. The tyrant and 

slave fell into the same miserable relationship and this complicated the situation; in Zheng’s 

opinion, it transcended the poem (Zheng 34). The intertwined relationship became 

paradoxical in the eyes of the poet, and he transcended this simple love relationship to a 

philosophical question about the relationship between temporality and eternity. Moreover, 

Since Mu Dan professed that his poems always tended to be “hard and clear front” (Mu, 穆旦

全集卷二 Collection of Mu Dan's Works 145), he often presented his readers with restrained, 

and perhaps distant at times, impressions. Therefore, even as a love poem, there were no 

passionate expressions in it. 

Another key point of Eliot’s creativities in the theory of the work of art is the 

objective correlative, which, in Eliot’s mind, was the “only way to expressing emotion in the 

form of art” (T. S. Eliot 145). Eliot raised this point in his assessment of Shakespeare’s 

Hamlet and argued that due to the lack of an objective equivalent, Shakespeare did not 

 
47 These are the most typical romantic themes in classical Chinese poetry: 风花雪月. 
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complete Hamlet the character as well-rounded and plausible as he had wished. Eliot further 

explained that an objective correlative meant that “a set of objects, a situation, a chain of 

events which shall be the formula of that particular emotion; such that when the external 

facts, which must terminate in sensory experience, are given, the emotion is immediately 

evolved” (T. S. Eliot 145). Although Eliot’s objective correlative was first designed for his 

discussion of drama, his constant use of the phrase “work of art” indicated its wider 

applications. As for poetry, the area that Eliot had the most sufficient qualifications to speak, 

the objective correlative certainly could have served with the same effect.         

In Mu Dan’s poems, the uses of Eliot’s objective correlation are many. The most 

obvious one might be the scenario of city life, which is often portrayed as a negative theme in 

Mu Dan’s poems. In “Offering 祭,” city life is divided into two pictures: a miserable one, 

with poor workers dying in silence; and a luxurious one, with the rich factory owner knowing 

nothing about the suffering of the workers. In “The Temptation of Snake 蛇的诱惑,” “I” is 

deeply tired of the seemingly prosperous city life and wishes to escape from it. In “The Song 

of a Rose,” the young man is also dreaming about leaving routine urban life. In another 

poem, “Tide 潮汐,” the poet even directly claimed that “[t]he prosperity everywhere is 

Hell”48 (Mu, 穆旦全集卷一 Collection of Mu Dan's Works 44). In short, the scenario of 

modern urban life served as a function of the poet’s target, and by criticizing it, the poet 

delivered his feelings about modern city life to his readers and woke a corresponding emotion 

in them. In turn, his readers might have felt more connected to the poems. 

This, again, resembles Eliot’s “The Waste Land.” For example, in the third part, “The 

Fire Sermon,” the lines are as follows: 

Under the brown fog of a winter noon 
Mr. Eugenides, the Smyrna merchant 

Unshaven, with a pocket full of currants 
C. i. f, London: documents at sight, 

Asked me in demotic French 
To luncheon at the Cannon Street Hotel 

Followed by a weekend at the Metropole. (T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land 12) 

In comparing this depiction of Mr. Eugenides’s life with the life of the young man in 

Mu Dan’s “A Song of a Rose,” a similarity does appear: 

 
48 This was translated by the author of this thesis, the original text is “看见到处的繁华原来是地狱.” 
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Naturally, I could follow her into a mysterious maze, 
Where I’m like a silkworm, shutting myself in a self-made cocoon of youth, 

Walking, talking about movie, dining in the restaurant, organizing a decent 
family, and invite modest friends for a tea party, 

But I’m ready for a wild outcry, I curl myself up in endless homesickness. (H. 
Wang 17) 

Both poets’ attitudes about day-after-day routine life were the same and their 

aversions to this reality were also similar, despite their different social and cultural 

backgrounds. In this sense, instead of importing Eliot’s ideas, Mu Dan transplanted them into 

the Chinese context. In Mu Dan’s poems, his frequent use of images that were unfamiliar in 

traditional Chinese poetry, such as the aforementioned “rose” and the mysterious “God,” 

tended to be hard and cold like “marble,” “Mauser,” and “darkness,” which helped him to 

provide “hard and clear front” impressions to his readers. Notably, these mostly imported 

images also functioned quite well among Chinese readers who were unfamiliar with these 

images, either in terms of recognizing their inherited concepts or in light of understanding 

their positions in the lines. In this sense, Mu Dan not only successfully transplanted Western 

modernist poetry characters into modern Chinese poems, he also upgraded Eliot’s idea of 

objective correlative by creating the same effect with a set of objects, a situation, or a chain 

of events that were distant from his common readers’ perceptions but still managed to evoke 

the expected emotions from them. In a word, Mu Dan made a connection through feelings 

between his Chinese readers and Western modernist poets, two groups that were distant from 

each other, and most people in the former group had difficulty in acquainting themselves to 

the later one in their lifetime, even with the similarities he harbored in his lines.  

2.3.1 The Comparison between Mu Dan and Eliot’s Literary Practices 

In addition to the unconventional themes and attitudes of Mu Dan that suggested his 

modernist identity, he also shared a modernist spirit that was similar to Eliot’s. For instance, 

Mu Dan created a modernist “I” in his poem “Myself 我”: 

Split from the womb, no more in warmth, 
An incomplete part am I, yearning for help,  

Forever myself, locked in the vast field, 
 

Separated from the body of Many, out of a still dream, 
I ache in the flow of Time, catching hold of nothing, 

Incessant recollections do not bring back me. 
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Meeting a part of me we cry together, 

The mad joy of first love, but breaking out of prison, 
I stretch both hands only to embrace 

 
An image in my heart, which is deeper despair, 

Forever myself, locked in the vast field, 

Hate mother for separating me from the dream. (Mu, 穆旦全集卷一 Collection of 
Mu Dan's Works 39) 

All the images and associations in “Myself” are modern: womb, giving birth, locked 

in a vast field. Not only is this a poem that requires philosophical thinking, its atmosphere is 

utterly despairing. The poet set a pessimistic tone from the very beginning by implying that 

one’s birth into life is the start of a tragedy. As Cui Wenjin suggested, the image of a 

“womb” is rather unusual in Chinese poetry (Cui 58). Its novelty paused the reader for a 

second, yet, it was exactly this one-second pause that strengthened the power of the language 

(Cui 59). The “vast field” might not be the poet’s deliberate employment of the allusion to 

Eliot’s “waste land,” but for modern readers, the reference is nonetheless there. Cui also 

pointed out that the second stanza represented the poet’s modernist perception of the concept 

of “Time” (Cui 60). Considering that Mu Dan capitalized the term “time” in his own 

translated version, Cui’s opinion is quite plausible. The poet viewed time as no longer linear; 

instead, he leaned toward the modernist concept of time, which was fragmental and 

overlapping. In his poems, time became individual, subjective, personal, and imaginary (Cui 

60). Moreover, the desperation that permeates the poem was also new in China’s modern 

poetry history. Even the image of “mother,” which usually represents warmth, kindness, and 

love, became hatred in Mu Dan’s poem. There is no evidence to prove that this “hated 

mother” who is “separating me from the dream” was subtly referring to Shakespeare’s 

Hamlet, whose unfaithful and weak mother brought him endless pain. Yet considering Mu 

Dan’s familiarity with Shakespeare’s plays, it might be plausible to infer that Mu Dan 

partially borrowed the image of Hamlet’s mother as a reference and created his own image of 

mother in “Myself.”  

Compared with Mu Dan, Eliot’s adaptation of Hamlet was quite obvious. Although 

Eliot had openly denounced the play for its lack of objective correlative, “two lines from 

Hamlet may have been in Eliot’s mind when he came to write ‘The Hollow Men’ (1925)” 

(Tearle 92). Originally, the lines are addressed by Hamlet to his mother Gertrude: 
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Eyes without feeling, feeling without sight, 
Ears without hands or eyes, smelling sans all, (Shakespeare 175) 

Tearle pointed out that in “The Hollow Men,” there were two lines that were similar 

to those above in Hamlet: 

Shape without form, shade without colour, 

Paralysed force, gesture without motion. (T. S. Eliot, Collected Poems 1909-1962 
79) 

Tearle believed that these two lines were Eliot’s adoption of Hamlet’s rhythm and 

vision (Tearle 93). Tearle also pointed out that Eliot’s imitation of Hamlet was successful 

because  

Eliot’s echo of Hamlet’s lines in ‘The Hollow Men’ thus turns this idea on its 
head: what failed in Hamlet is made to succeed in ‘The Hollow Men,’ because 
Eliot’s poem of fragmentation and decay seeks not to represent an objective 
correlative but to exploit or represent a failure of articulated emotion. What made 
Hamlet hollow for Eliot renders ‘The Hollow Men’ full of meaning. (Tearle 95)  

Following Tearle’s indication, then, the possible adoption of the mother-and-son 

relationship in Hamlet also made Mu Dan’s poem more successful, or at the very least it 

brought novelty to Chinese readers.  

In terms of the sentiment of despair that permeates the poem, Eliot’s “hollow men” 

reappeared as the “living deads” in Mu Dan’s “Effect of Reduction 还原作用.” In Eliot’s 

poem, he created a desolate land where many scarecrows stood still. His hollow men seemed 

to have little hope (one could also argue that instead of hope, what they had was fear) and 

they were “leaning together,” “perhaps as an attempt to form a unified and godlike 

semblance, albeit without true substance” (Howard 9). Their “attitude and action of ‘leaning 

together,’ back to back and head to head, functions as an imitation of Janus, the Roman god 

of beginnings” (Howard 9). Therefore, these hollow men might be imitating the god to 

acquire the ability of knowing the past and seeing the future. The poet broke these hollow 

men’s dream by brutally unveiling their impending death. As Howard suggested, these 

hollow men  

hopefully wish to postpone or avoid completely the void or nothingness 
associated with the approaching darkness and death—though ultimately the 
hollow men shift their attitudes by surrendering with hope to the eyeless night of 
death and the aurora of a potential rebirth. (Howard 9)        

To stress the unavoidable future of death, Eliot also used images like a cactus-strewn 

land, fading stars, and a valley of dying stars to stress the sense of the deserted and lifeless in 



 78 

his lines. In the end, the famous line “This is the way the world ends, not with a bang but 

with a whimper” conveys the poet’s deepest despair. Compared with the possible reference to 

this line in the final scene of Marlow’s monologue, “It seemed to me that the house would 

collapse before I could escape, that the heavens would fall upon my head. But nothing 

happened. The heavens do not fall for such a trifle” (Conrad 92; Sanders 8), this final line 

might be easier to understand. To end with a bang is at least a dramatic ending, which might 

indicate memorable. By contrast, to end with a whimper suggests a sad and dreary ending, 

which is unnoticeable and forgettable.  

The same pessimistic thoughts were also revealed in some of Mu Dan’s poems. In his 

“Effect of Reduction,” modern workers become zombie-like creatures, suffering from Kafka-

like transformations in their dreams: 

A pig in mud dreamt of himself growing wings, 
He who was born in the sky wants to take wings, 

He cried in pain when he awoke from sleep. (H. Wang 33) 

The pig might represent an alienated human who was stuck in the mud while 

dreaming of growing wings to escape. Yet just as pigs cannot have wings, this dream can 

never come true. Ergo, the “cried in pain” is destined to be “cried in vain.” The second stanza 

depicts an even crueler image: 

He was anxious but couldn’t get out of bed; 

Flea and rats stick to his body. They asked: 
Do you love me? Yes, I love you. He said. (H. Wang 33) 

The paralyzed moment, which often happens after one immediately wakes up, is an 

experience that many people might have. Therefore, the first line may immediately awaken 

readers’ personal feelings, which would be a combination of terrifying, feeble, and anxious 

sensations. While in the first stanza, “he” still had a dream, in the second stanza, very much 

like the hollow men’s concession, “he” had to aggrievedly fake his love for fleas and rats. 

The most similar image to the hollow men is at the beginning of the third stanza: 

Eight-hour work made anyone an empty shell. 

One is afraid that the hanging thread be broken,  
A spider smelled it and saw no more use in it. (H. Wang 33) 

The empty shell bears the same symbol as Eliot’s hollow men. The workers were 

deprived of the meaning of life by living like eight-hour working robots. Even a spider 

despised this kind of inanimate life and “saw no more use in it.” The “hanging thread” creates 
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the similar effect of Eliot’s “cactus land” as they both signify deficient water, and 

consequently, the perishing of human life.  

While Eliot ended his “The Hollow Men” with a whisper in a lullaby rhythm, 

predicting a silent dead future, Mu Dan presented a sad, depressed, yet not at all hopeless 

picture to finish his “Effect of Reduction”: 

There he saw that deformation is in vain, 

He began to learn to walk on the ground, 
All is endless, and an endless delay. (H. Wang 33)   

The word “there” at the beginning of this stanza refers to the “large wasteland” 

mentioned in the previous stanza. Although the term “in vain” suggests the same failure as 

the hollow men’s praying, at least “he” has seen and realized this fact. To fight against 

alienation, the reduction process must be initiated, yet returning to an animal state of being 

was not the solution in the mind of the poet. It was to turn back to commercial and technical 

society and search for the natural state of human beings, or perhaps real humanity, as the only 

effective way. Therefore, “he began to learn to walk on the ground.” In an industrial society 

where people had already become eight-hour workers, Mu Dan called for a return to the very 

beginning, where the world was still unpolluted.  

Actually, I believe that there is a translating error in Wang’s translated version of Mu 

Dan’s “Effect of Reduction.” In the original text, the last line is “一切是无边的，无边的迟

缓.” Wang translated the last word 迟缓 as “delay,” yet it might be more accurate to translate 

it as “slow” since that word may better describe his walking path when “he” started to learn 

how to walk on the ground again. If this is the case, then, there is still a possible bright future 

ahead as long as “he” keeps practicing. Therefore, hope remains. Juxtaposing Mu Dan’s 

“Effect of Reduction” with Eliot’s “The Hollow Men,” one finest difference appears, that no 

matter how similarly pessimistic they both were, Mu Dan always left one crack of light in the 

darkness. Mu Dan, and perhaps many other modern Chinese poets (if not all of them), had a 

compulsion to look at the positive side. While it was not the only reason, this kind of 

compulsive optimism did play a vital role in the making of China’s modernist poetry’s 

characteristics. 
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Chapter 3                                                                                                           
An Unexpected Echoing: Wang Zengqi and Virginia Woolf 

 

3.1.1 Early Years of Wang Zengqi’s Literary Writing  

In 1939, the Sino-Japanese War forced Fei Ming to leave his old home in Huangmei 

County for his aunt’s house near Fifth Founder Temple. In the autumn of that year, Fei Ming 

started teaching in a primary school and earned the title Mr. Feng Er. That same year, one 

young man was thrilled to learn that he had been accepted to the Chinese Language and 

Literature Department at the National Southwest Associated University. There is no direct 

evidence showing that this young man had met Fei Ming in person at this stage; however, he 

soon became perhaps the last heir of the Jingpai writing group and practiced his modernist 

writing, which contained massive traces of Fei Ming’s influence. This young man was Wang 

Zengqi.  

Born in a traditional wealthy landlord family, Wang’s childhood was rather 

comfortable. Almost all of his relatives were literate, and his grandfather was a Bagong 拔贡, 

a scholar ranked slightly higher than a Xiucai 秀才, in the Qing Dynasty. He owned large 

tracts of farmlands, two pharmacies, and one cloth store. According to Wang, his grandfather 

taught him the Confucian Analects and guaranteed that he would be a Xiucai if the Qing 

Government did not meet its doom first. As for Wang’s father, Wang called him “the 

cleverest person” (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 261)—well read, good at painting, 

proficient in almost all the Chinese musical instruments (e.g., erhu, pipa, and guqin), handy 

in craft-making, and, most of all, affectionate to his children. Wang recalled that as a 

teenager, his father sometime shared his drink and smoked with him. Wang’s biological 

mother died three years after his birth due to pulmonary disease. Wang’s only memory of her 

was her delicate handwriting (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 262). 

Wang’s environment while growing up nurtured him to become an easy-going youth 

with an affable temperament. He spent most of his childhood and teenage years in the GMD-

controlled areas of Jiangsu and Zhejiang, which were economically well-developed and 

politically stable, which enhanced his indifference to politics and, consequentially, any forms 

of involvement in social movements. Thus, different from many passionate youths at that 
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time who applied to university with some revolutionary blueprint in mind, Wang’s only 

concern was to study “pure” literature—which meant that his propensity to practice literature, 

or more precisely to learn more about literature, was solely out of his own interest, rather 

than the pragmatic idea of viewing literature as a contributing link to a social revolutionary 

system. Wang once described his half-year-long experience of living in a temple with his 

family to avoid Japanese invaders when he was a second-year high school student. In 

addition to his syllabus texts to prepare for the upcoming university entrance examination, he 

brought two fiction books with him: Ivan Turgenev’s A Sportsman’s Sketches and The 

Collected Fictions of Shen Congwen. According to Wang, these two books spurred his 

interest in literature and greatly influenced his own writing (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui 

Anthology 265). The fact that Shen was teaching at the National Southwest Associated 

University at that time made the university even more appealing to Wang. After he enrolled, 

he took all three courses offered by Shen during his university studies. Therefore, it was 

mainly his love of literature and admiration of Shen that drove Wang to the National 

Southwest Associated University.  

Although Wang studied in the Chinese Language and Literature Department, he spent 

most of his time reading translated foreign fiction during his university years. According to 

his account, Andre Paul Guillaume Gide and Jean Paul Sartre were two of the most popular 

writers among the students. In addition to Gide and Sartre, Wang also read Virginia Woolf, 

whose stream-of-consciousness mode of narration left traces in his early works, such as “The 

Bell Ring of Primary School” and “Revenge” (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 268). 

As for his studies, Wang recollected many professors’ interesting teaching styles, such as 

professor Wen Yiduo who used pointillism and the comparison between the poetry of the 

Tang Dynasty and Post-impressionist painting to teach Classical Chinese Poetry (Z. Wang, 

汪曾祺全集卷四 The Collected Works of Wang Zengqi 357). This snippet of reminiscence 

was the tip of the iceberg of possibilities as well as openness to the foreign literary world in 

the Chinese Department. Thus, even though Wang’s English was not very good (in fact, his 

graduation was one year late due to his failure in an English and a Physical Education 

course), he still encountered and inherited many foreign works and theories.  

As Wang’s recalled, probably due to the spirit of Peking University, the atmosphere 

in the Chinese Language and Literature Department was freer than in any other departments 

at the university at that time. There were neither specific rules for how professors should 
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conduct their classes nor strict discipline for students. Wang admitted that he was not a “good 

student” in the traditional sense: he seldom took notes in class and often skipped classes to 

spend his days at the teahouse and nights in the library (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui 

Anthology 266). In other words, while at the university, Wang did not receive a disciplined 

education, just as he had not while growing up. This lack of suffering continued under the 

free atmosphere of the National Southwest Associated University, which provided Wang 

with another shield.  As a consequence, the absence of discipline and direct involvement in 

social chaos fostered Wang’s liberalist tendencies, and this influenced his writing style as 

well as his attitude toward life and politics, which will be discussed later. 

Despite Wang’s self-assessment of not being a “good student,” he actually won many 

professors’ compliments. Shen introduced Wang to the then current literary circle as someone 

who “writes better than me” (Z. Wang, 汪曾祺全集卷一 The Collected Works of Wang 

Zengqi 2). Wen Yiduo also held Wang in high regard. Shen and Wen’s compliments made 

Wang the most promising young writer in Kunming—the same status as Lu Ling (1923-

1994), who was highly recommended by Hu Feng, had in Chongqing (Z. Wang, 汪曾祺全集

卷一 The Collected Works of Wang Zengqi 2). Similar to Mu Dan, Wang also voluntarily 

participated in many literary societies at the university, such as the Dongqing Literary 

Society and the Wenju Literary Society. The development of literary societies at the National 

Southwest Associated University also encouraged Wang’s literary practices as those societies 

offered a healthy hotbed for future artists.  

3.1.2 Wang Zengqi and the Jingpai School 

At the National Southwest Associated University, the relationships between 

professors and students were harmonious and there was no factional fighting within the 

department. Wang claimed that Jingpai was probably the only factional school, if any, in the 

department. This claim was evidenced by the inclusiveness of the syllabus textbook 

Freshmen Chinese Literature 大一国文, which included many works by modern writers who 

were categorized as Jingpai writers, such as Lin Huiyin, Ding Xilin, and Xu Zhimo.49 Wang 

even professed that this textbook was entirely a collection of Jingpai literary works (Z. Wang, 

 
49 To label Xu Zhimo as a Jingpai writer would be controversial as his literary style did not share much of a 
resemblance to that of other Jingpai writers, yet considering his significant position in the New Crescent 
Society, which had partly been transformed into the Jingpai group, and his close relationship with many Jingpai 
writers, such as Lin Huiyin and Shen Congwen, here, his name is also juxtaposed with the Jingpai writers 
because of his influence and social connections.  
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汪曾祺全集卷三 The Collected Works of Wang Zengqi 356). Thus, despite the fact that the 

university was seated in Yunnan Province, far away from Beijing, it still provided an 

advantageous environment for Wang to appreciate Jingpai literature.    

Among all the Jingpai writers, Shen impacted Wang the most. In terms of the writer’s 

life experience, Shen was quite a legend in modern Chinese literary history. He went to 

Beijing in 1923, hoping for an opportunity to pursue his college studies. However, as a 

county man with only an elementary school diploma, it was almost impossible for Shen to be 

accepted by any university in Beijing. Fortunately, because of the open atmosphere of Peking 

University under its president, Cai Yuanpei, the university’s policy allowed Shen to sit in its 

classroom. Therefore, he audited a class at the university during the day and kept at his 

literary practices at night. During Shen’s stay in Beijing, some writers and poets saw his 

talent and became his patrons, such as Yu Dafu, who was the first to pay attention to Shen (S. 

Li 91). Yu Dafu treated Shen to a nice meal and gave him some money, and then cheered 

Shen up with his inspiring words. Their association became a much-told story about how a 

well-known writer encouraged a promising youth. Xu Zhimo also lent his hand to Shen at 

that time. He introduced Shen to the New Crescent Society, which eventually assimilated into 

the Jingpai group (S. Li 92).          

While living in Beijing, Shen set most of his literary stories in his hometown of 

Xiangxi, a small area in northwest Hunan Province. In this case, Shen resembled Fei Ming, 

who also constructed most of his stories based on life in his hometown. In fact, the story 

context of remote, quiet countrysides, rather than a bustling metropolis, was one distinctive 

feature of Jingpai writing. Whereas Fei and Shen tended to construct their stories based on 

their hometown memories, Wang went even further in his attempt to practice Impressionism. 

He situated his stories in small and nameless places in the areas of Jiangsu and Zhejiang that 

readers would not recognize, such as Anzhao Village in “The Love Story of a Young Monk” 

and a street near Backstreet Pin River in “Special Gift.” Accompanied with the unnamed 

locations, Wang also blurred the timelines of his stories. In Wang’s early fiction, such as 

“Green Cat” and “Revenge,” there were only vague timelines in the stories, such as from the 

late Qing Dynasty to Republican China. This period of time served as the background of 

many of Wang’s writings. Wang had fixed this period of time as a neutral zone to exclude 

wars and social revolutions, and he used this background to compose freely, which distanced 

his readers from contemporary life. The vagueness of the context not only liberated the writer 

from historical references so that he could compose stories with more allusive possibilities, 
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but it also endowed his stories with an aura of the mysterious and peaceful beauty that 

appealed to urban readers. Considering the social background of China during Wang’s time, 

which was filled with wars, revolutions, and all kinds of government agendas, to stick with a 

pure artistic pursuit was not easy. Therefore, the blurry background functioned as a distance 

that separated the story from current real life, both of the writer’s and that of his readers’.  

Since there is no historical context to support any direct contact between Wang and 

Woolf, nor detailed records of any conversations between Wang and Fei Ming, the role 

Wang’s mentor Shen Congwen played in establishing Wang as a Chinese modernist writer is 

important. However, compared with Woolf and Fei Ming, whose stream-of-consciousness 

writings were Wang’s major concern, Shen’s impact on Wang was much more profound in 

terms of his literary thoughts. Wang inherited Shen’s legacy as an advocate of pure arts and 

as a liberal artist who renounced any cooperation or compromise with commerce or politics. 

Moreover, instead of worshiping a sense of beauty as the most paramount meaning of 

literature as Fei Ming did, Wang was more prone to Shen’s principle of listing the 

appropriateness of words as his supreme pursuit in literary practice. Shen’s preference for 

appropriateness over euphuism or conciseness arose from one of his austere views: that the 

arts should be as close to life as possible. By insisting on the closeness to life, Shen was not 

arbitrarily dichotomizing literary work as “real” and “false.” In fact, he even asserted that the 

realness of a story was not important as long as the story was appropriate. However, Shen’s 

proposal of “appropriateness” was a bit abstract and confusing as there were no specific 

illustrations to delimitate the degree of appropriateness, nor explanatory reasons for his 

emphasis on appropriateness. In terms of delimitating the degree of appropriateness, 

quantitation is not used in the arts field, so Shen’s emphasis on appropriateness could be 

linked to his ambition of building order within his literary world.      

As an outcast of both the Guomindang and Communist Party in modern China, Shen 

experienced a much more turbulent life than most of his contemporaries. Shen found that he 

did not fit in to the general order socially, politically, or artistically, and therefore, he suffered 

from constant censorship from the government and misunderstanding from his peers, on the 

one hand, and financial hardship as a result of rejecting the temptation of commercial profits 

and politic advantages because of his libertarian leanings, on the other hand. This experience 

may have motivated Shen’s dream of establishing a new order, or even returning to a pre-

existent order as long as it provided organized life again, in his literary realm. After all, 

holding tightly to his own faith was almost the only thing he could do as an individual 
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isolated from the chaotic social environment. Shen’s new order would not ask a writer to beg 

for rights or permission before creating or publishing literary works. It would require nothing 

but the faithfulness of the writer, and it would allow different aesthetic views and 

philosophical ideas to exist at the same time. Most of all, it would encourage both writers and 

readers to actually “feel” all the unsaid, complex but more-than-real emotions between the 

lines rather than to simply “read” the black and white.  

Therefore, in Shen’s fiction, the real satisfaction came not from his accuracy, or his 

skill of weaving stories, or drawing on his hometown, Xiangxi, a place with the whimsy-of-

nature; instead, it came from the unspeakable emotions that he passed on to readers through 

every single fiber that was embedded in the paper, even in those blank spaces where the ink 

had yet to soak in. All the secret whispers of the writer slipped into the heart of his readers 

via the connection between the fiber in the paper and the capillaries in the fingertips the 

second the reader touched the pages. Exactly because of these beliefs, Shen freed his fiction 

from any previous conventions, both on matters of what to write and how to write. Just as 

Woolf proclaimed, “if a writer were free and not a slave, if he could write what he chose, not 

what he must, if he could base his work not upon convention, there would be no plot, no 

comedy, no love interest or catastrophe in the accepted style” (V. Woolf, The Common 

Reader 85). 

Apparently, Shen’s literary principles appealed to Wang, and his impact on Wang was 

especially evident in Wang’s post-1980s literary practices. Perhaps only after experiencing a 

more personal catastrophe could Wang better imagine his teacher’s feelings. Compared with 

Shen, Wang had a rather carefree childhood and youth, as he was born into a wealthy family 

and was accepted at the best college in the nation. Even though he had already highly 

appraised Shen’s literary works during his young adulthood, his admiration for Shen 

remained more on an aesthetic level, as he was also a liberal and avoided most of the political 

storms during the first half of his life. Wang was a nearly avant-garde, passionate young artist 

whose experiences in his favorite field were based entirely on his own instincts and interests. 

His affection for Woolf developed because she was exotic and he enjoyed Fei Ming’s works 

because his words appealed to his eyes. Of course, Wang’s literary connoisseurship was 

higher than the aforementioned suggestions, and his steady taste in appreciating literature 

indicated that his selected reading lists of Woolf, Fei Ming, and Shen were not random, yet it 

is plausible that Wang’s experimental writing in his early writing career was more of an 

exploration to search for his preferred style. Therefore, in his early career, his writing 
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principles as a mature writer had not ripened yet. His works in this early stage had already 

integrated Western modernist literary techniques and Chinese cultural aesthetics, but his 

thoughts as a mature writer and critic ripened after he entered his sixties. His manifesto of 

prosified fiction, which was discussed and compared in the previous section, was meaningful 

fruit of his decades-long ruminations. 

In Wang’s recollection of his college life, there was almost nothing but laughter and 

leisure. Although this might have been because of Wang’s optimistic character and writing 

style, it was also because of his hermit lifestyle during a politically turbulent time. Despite 

the rapidly changing social environment during Wang’s youth, Wang seemed to live in a 

translucent bubble, always one inch away from the “outside” world. As time went by, the 

wall of the bubble became thinner and more and more volatile; therefore, behind every 

seemingly happy day, there was unshakable tension lurking, waiting for the moment to 

puncture it. Under this circumstance, in which life in reality seemed unreal, it was natural for 

Wang to follow the path paved by Western modernists, who had shared the same 

experiences. Among those Western modernists, Woolf, with her painstaking efforts to seek a 

way to irradiate even one ray of warm light into the cloudy world amid her suicidal attempts 

to actually jump into fragmental life and grasp whatever possible visions that were beneath 

the surface of overwhelming sadness and hopelessness, attracted Wang to become an 

advocate of Modernism in China. On the other hand, Fei Ming’s melodious chattering of the 

equanimity of his Peach Garden suited Wang’s inherent wish of living a peaceful and 

beautiful life.  

If Wang’s later life had remained the same as he had spent his youth, he might not 

have become a smart and skillful writer with the abilities of imitation and adaptation and 

good taste in reading. Fortunately, like a felix culpa, a turbulent experience occurred after 

three decades that distilled Wang’s thoughts, and his teacher’s precious sediment gradually 

settled and began to shine. Woolf, commenting on Chekhov, who was also on the list of 

Wang’s favorite writers, claimed that Chekov’s primary interest was “in the soul’s relations 

with other souls, but with the soul’s relation to health—with the soul’s relation to goodness” 

(V. Woolf, The Common Reader 177). If so, then Woolf herself was a meddlesome doctor 

who had attempted to build a real relationship between different souls, even though she was 

fully aware of the impossibility of real genuine communication between human beings in 

modern times. Corresponding to that, Fei Ming’s goal was to connect the soul to beauty. In 

his work, a girl’s everyday attire and make-up could be beautiful and poetic. For Shen, 
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however, he struggled intensely to excavate a tunnel for the soul to communicate with itself. 

Perhaps this was the only way that Shen could actually feel its existence. The existence of 

this relationship was also the only reason that Cui Cui, her grandfather, the two brothers, and 

everyone else survived in the beautiful yet quiet, remote, and hopeless border town.  

After Wang reached his prime, there was no possible relationship left for the soul to 

rely on. Each individual became so isolated from others, each soul became so independent, 

that even the hope of having a relationship with anyone or anything was like a buried antique 

sleeping quietly under the dirt. This is probably why Wang’s fiction was so hard to 

categorize. He presented modern people in a delicious hodgepodge of life—steaming, full of 

vigor, colorful—with no moral judgements. In his works, happy monks ate pork and were 

married, hardworking prostitutes deserved the same respect as craftsmen, girls bravely 

pursued pretty boys, and a successful businessman’s special gift was his ability to separate 

passing water from his bowels. Almost all the characters in Wang’s later works were happy 

and carefree folks. They worked, they rested, they lived. None of them ventured to tear the 

cloth of life, and any issues that remotely related to the soul never crossed their minds. Every 

one of them were independent from the world, and every piece of Wang’s fiction works were 

independent from the writer’s living world.  

As an heir of Jingpai Literary School, Wang’s literary works also resemble Fei 

Ming’s literary works in terms of the writing style. In one of his articles, Wang wrote: 

What needs to be censured about stream of consciousness? With the development 
of human’s cognition, the fact that human’s consciousness is flowing, and not 
always rational, regular, and sectional, was discovered. Stream of consciousness 
changed the relationship between writer and character. The writer no longer only 
watches as an outsider, overlooking or doing whatever he wants to the character; 
[instead,] the writer’s consciousness flows simultaneously with the character’s. In 
this way, the writer can be closer to his characters, and consequently closer to life 
and closer to realness. Stream of consciousness is not about a theory, it came 
spontaneously. Lin Huiyin was obviously influenced by Virginia Woolf; Fei 
Ming hadn’t read Woolf’s literary works, but his own works are very similar to 
Woolf’s…. Stream of consciousness has deconstructed the traditional narrative. I 
was influenced by modernism and stream of consciousness during my youth. (Z. 
Wang, 汪曾祺全集卷五 The Collected Works of Wang Zengqi 288) 

Wang’s comments on stream of consciousness, in addition to his acknowledgments 

that he liked and was influenced by modernism and stream of consciousness, there are two 

points that are worth noticing in his comments. First, although Wang was fully aware that the 

concepts of modernism and stream of consciousness first appeared in the West and 

subsequently transported to China, he insisted that “stream of consciousness is not about a 
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theory, it came spontaneously” (Z. Wang, 汪曾祺全集卷五 The Collected Works of Wang 

Zengqi 288). Wang wanted to establish the originality of stream-of-consciousness writing in 

China, and this motif might have been one reason why Wang highly appreciated Fei Ming, as 

he believed that Fei Ming was one of the, if not the first, earliest Chinese writers who had 

successfully implanted the idea of stream of consciousness in his writings. Second, Wang 

mentioned Lin Huiyin and Fei Ming, two Jingpai writers, in his commentary on stream of 

consciousness, especially the latter one. Wang had shown his admiration for Fei Ming many 

times. Fei Ming manifested profound influence on writers in Beijing in the 1930s and 1940s 

and his influence was like an underground river providing nutritive water for contemporary 

Chinese literature (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 242). In the preface that he wrote 

for one version of Selected Fictions of Fei Ming, Wang even alleged that it would take at 

least 20 years for people to truly appreciate Fei Ming’s value in modern Chinese literature 

history (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 243). 

As a young writer in the 1940s, Wang benefited from Fei Ming, one of three modern 

Chinese writers who had influenced him (in addition to Shen Congwen and Lu Xun), and his 

literary works. (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 65). Wang claimed that Fei Ming had 

adopted features of late Tang Dynasty’s poetry in terms of his writing style, and therefore it 

was not poetry but fiction that Fei Ming had produced (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui 

Anthology 68). In fact, Wang’s literary works also contained poetic narratives. Take his 

fiction work “Revenge”50 as an example. In this work, Wang used the format of poetry in one 

section of his narrative: 

The sun shines on the harbor, spreading the taste of salt on the leaves of the 
poplars by the docks. 

The sea is green, fishy. 
A large nameless fruit, as big as a head, is rotting.  

Seashells in the sand gradually turn to lime. 
Above the white foam of the breakers flies a bird, only one bird. The sun has set. 

The glow of the evening sky is reflected on many foreheads, painting them half 
golden. The many people surge toward the tip of the delta, then turn around and 
disperse. 

 
50 Wang had rewritten “Revenge” several times. The work was first published in Ta Kung Pao in 1941. He then 
rewrote the story under the same title and published it in Renaissance in 1946. After that, when fiction was 
included in Xiehou Ji (邂逅集) in 1949 and in Wang Zengqi Short Fiction Selection in 1982, Wang made some 
more changes. These efforts show Wang’s attention to this story. 
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Far away places appear a mist. 
Standing in the mist, I see the sails recede into the distance.  

There comes a boatful of melons, a boatful of colours and desires. 
A boatful of stones, a competition of sharp edges. Perhaps— 

A boatful of birds, a boatful of white lilies. 
Apricot blossoms sold in the depths of alleyways. Camels. 

The sound of the camel bells sways in a mist of willows. Ducks cry, one 
thoroughly crimson dragonfly. 

The pitiful green phosphorous fire before the rain. 
A city of lights! 

Hey, guest! 
Guest, this is only one night. 

Your hunger, your thirst, hearty eating after hunger, drinking when thirsty, a 
day’s tiredness and its dissipation, all kinds of beds, all kinds of dialects, all kinds 
of diseases, better not to remember, better to forget them one and all…. Do you 
feel moved by yourself? (Z. Wang, Revenge 35) 

This part of the story resembles a poem more than a paragraph of fictional narrative. 

Yet closer examination suggests that it is not a poem technically as some lines seem to circle 

back to the mode of fictional narrative, such as “The glow of the evening sky is reflected on 

many foreheads, painting them half golden. The many people surge toward the tip of the 

delta, then turn around and disperse.” These two sentences do not look like lyrics, at least not 

in the common way. Yet the format of this part does fit with the format of poetry. 

Considering that Wang had praised Fei Ming’s lyrical writing style, it might be rational to 

surmise that Wang’s adaptation of lyric writing was a product of Fei Ming’s influence. 

Moreover, Fei Ming’s writing habit of consistently shifting the perspective also appears in 

many of Wang’s literary works. In the passage above, the last paragraph begins with “Your 

hunger, your thirst” and ends with a question that is addressed to “you”, yet there is no 

specific person who represents this personal pronoun. In the previous sentences, only “I” 

occurs in the line “Standing in the mist, I see the sails recede into the distance.” However, 

even in this line, the personal pronoun remains problematic. Shih Shumei’s translation was 

based on the last version of “Revenge,” published in Wang Zengqi Short Fiction Selection in 

1982. Originally, the translated word “I” was the Chinese character zi (自) which normally 

represents “self.” That might be the reason the translator added the word “I” here. However, 

the previous line is 人看远处如烟, which literally is “people see the faraway places appear a 

mist.” This version of the translation ignored the word “people.” In this sense, the word zi in 
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the next line could be a substitute for “people” in the previous line. Since no specific person 

represents “people,” consequently, the character zi could be anyone. Thus, translating the 

Chinese character zi to the English word “I” might not produce the precise meaning. In this 

case, all the personal pronoun, such as  “I” and “you,” and the word “people” signifies 

nothing in particular. This kind of ambiguity in perspective was also very typical in Fei 

Ming’s works, which has already been covered in detail in Chapter 1. Therefore, it might be 

reasonable to suspect that Fei Ming had influenced Wang so much that it had infiltrated into 

his own writing habits, and even his thinking habits.  

In addition to these writing habits, Fei Ming also shaped Wang’s attitude toward 

stream-of-consciousness writing. Wang had advertised Fei Ming’s usage of stream of 

consciousness several times. In his article “About Style,” he praised Fei Ming’s fiction as 

overflowing with a beauty of sincerity, and that Fei Ming’s stream of consciousness came 

from real life rather than Western theories (Z. Wang, 汪曾祺全集卷三 The Collected Works 

of Wang Zengqi 339). Moreover, in his opinion, Wang attributed the reason that Fei Ming 

wrote stream-of-consciousness works that were similar to Woolf’s was because Fei Ming 

always followed his genuine thoughts, like the flow of a river, passing through every 

grassland that it encountered, flowing forward (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 68). 

Wang acknowledged that this analogy was borrowed from Zhou Zuoren, and he highly 

recommended Zhou’s comments on Fei Ming as he believed that Zhou was one of two people 

who truly understood and appreciated Fei Ming (the other one was Zhu Guangqian, yet Wang 

modestly did not list himself as being among those who very much understood and 

appreciated Fei Ming). Wang pointed out that even though neither Zhou nor Fei Ming had 

used the phrase “stream of consciousness” directly before, there was no denying the fact that 

what Fei Ming had written was stream-of-consciousness works. In the preface that he wrote 

for one of Fei Ming’s works, Wang commented: 

This word [stream of consciousness] was imported from foreign countries. But 
the absence of this noun doesn’t amount to the absence of its existence. China has 
Chinese stream of consciousness, which is not the same as Proust’s or Virginia 
Woolf’s, but there is no denying the fact that that is stream of consciousness. 
Wen Feiqing[’s] and Li Shangyin[’s poems] from the late Tang Dynasty are 
[examples of stream of consciousness writing]. As a comparison, Li Shangyin[’s 
poems] are more unrestrained and untraceable, while Wen [Feiqing’s poems] 
inevitably suffered from frivolousness and were gingerbready. Fei Ming was 
influenced more by Li. Some people have said that Fei Ming[’s literary works] 
are not stream of consciousness [writing], [then] what are they if they are not 
stream of consciousness [works]? Admittedly, Fei Ming[’s fiction works] are 
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more like Woolf’s literary works rather than Ulysses. (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集
Wancui Anthology 241) 

This quotation shows how strongly Wang adored Fei Ming’s stream-of-

consciousnessstyle. He defended the legitimacy as well as the originality of Fei Ming’s 

writing, even though he was fully aware of his position’s controversy and the devalued 

position of Fei Ming in modern Chinese literary history. To testify that a writer was non-

mainstream and put him on a pedestal was a dangerous move, especially in China where the 

evaluation of a writer was politically delicate. Only a true advocate would venture to do so. 

Moreover, in Wang’s “About Style,” he wrote: “I talked so much about Fei Ming, you might 

think: aren’t you talking about yourself?” (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 69). From 

this assertion, it seems that Wang was rather proud to admit the similarity between his 

literary works and Fei Ming’s works. Even though Wang had learned the term “stream of 

consciousness” from foreign literature, such as Woolf’s works, he learned how to implement 

this term into his own literary practices equally from Woolf and Fei Ming, if not more from 

the latter.  

However, as Wang had already pointed out, Fei Ming had never heard of, or at least 

never mentioned, the term “stream of consciousness.” Therefore, when discussing Fei Ming’ 

works, despite Wang’s own confirmation of Fei Ming’s position as a modernist writer, Wang 

juxtaposed “stream of consciousness” and “poetic” to describe Fei Ming’s writing instead of 

only using the former term. Moreover, the fact that Wang traced Fei Ming’s writing style to 

Ancient Chinese poet Li Shangyin also indicated Wang’s insinuation that poetization and 

prosification were distinct characteristics of stream-of-consciousness fiction in China. 

Wang’s implication was understandable since the Chinese language had a centuries-long 

custom of making allusions 用典 and rhyming 押韵. The use of allusions condensed 

sentences to make them more concise, while rhyming beautified the narrative, making it more 

lyrical. Both of these qualities are integral to poetry, which means that fictional narratives 

with these two qualities may resemble poetry. In Wang’s view, when a writer who had 

mastered the Chinese language and appreciated the classical tradition of using allusions and 

rhymes, such as Fei Ming, unconsciously implemented these conventions, which were 

perhaps still amorphous, so that they resembled Western stream-of-consciousness writing in 

his own literary practice, the outcome was prosified fiction.     

3.2.1 Wang Zengqi’s Modernist Quest 
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Wang started his writing career in the 1940s, and it was not until his death in 1997 

that he stopped writing. As a modern Chinese writer, the longevity of Wang’s writing career, 

which spanned almost five decades, was impressive as many modern Chinese writers and 

poets ended their careers in the PRC. Generally speaking, Wang’s writing career experienced 

three phases. The foundation of the PRC was a watershed between the first two phases, and 

the new era in the post-Mao period served as the background of the third phase. In each 

phase, Wang’s writing varied in terms of style, theme, and content.  

Wang started writing in 1940, when he was a college student. As mentioned earlier, 

Wang buried himself in translated foreign literary works, especially modernist fiction. As a 

result, his early writing practices were impacted by those foreign modernist literary works. 

Wang asserted that his affection toward Virginia Woolf’s works and stream-of-consciousness 

writing grew during his time at the university (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 256). 

He also acknowledged that some of his early works, such as “Revenge” and “Green Cat,” 

were deeply influenced by the stream-of-consciousness writing technique (Z. Wang, 晚翠文

集 Wancui Anthology 268). Taking “Green Cat” as an example, this short fictional work is 

almost like a Chinese version of Woolf’s “The Mark on the Wall” in terms of its style and 

structure. It starts with “I” suffering from insomnia due to the noise of flying cars outside. 

Then “my” thoughts begin to flow—from a picture of Gorky “I” saw in a magazine in the 

daytime to the figure of Gorky created by painters and sculptors, and then from Gorky’s style 

of fictional writing to the news that “my” friend Bai wanted to write a novella about a green 

cat. After that, “I” is immersed in remembering “my” several conversations and meetings 

with Bai. At last, “I” suddenly returns from all the memories and realizes that “I” had already 

sat still for several hours. In other words, the whole story is triggered by the noise of cars and 

a picture of Gorky, which links the protagonist’s free psychological association to Bai’s 

unpublished novel. There is a story within the story in “Green Cat,” and the narrative circles 

back to the very beginning—the noise of cars and the image of Gorky at the end of the work. 

This circular structure also appeared in Woolf’s “The Mark on the Wall,” which begins and 

ends with the same trigger: the mark on the wall. Moreover, the spatial and time narrative of 

“Green Cat” strictly follows the protagonist’s stream of consciousness, regardless of the 

exterior action and objective time, which is also a typical characteristic of stream-of-

consciousness fiction.  



 93 

Auerbach, commenting on Woolf’s stream of consciousness, remarked that 

“remembrance causes past realities to arise, which has long since left behind the states in 

which it found itself when those realities occurred as a present” (Auerbach 542). His 

comment can also be applied to Wang’s “Green Cat.” In “my” long remembrance, “I” 

describes the at least half-day-long meeting with Bai in his room with detail, and several 

parentheses, such as Bai’s experience at a barber shop, Bai’s childhood memory of his uncle 

and his uncle’s cats, and the lovely kitty in Bai’s fiction, are also included. Therefore, even 

though “I” only spends several hours physically with Bai, psychologically, “I” has lived for a 

much longer time due to remembrance and free association. In addition, the mental-emotional 

processes of “I” are rather disjointed and illogical. For example, the very first paragraph 

begins with the following: 

what was I thinking just now?—another car flying past, and the vibration upsets 
me. Just like, just like, [I] can’t figure out just like what. Cars go home, cars went 
home. (Car ‘s’ ?51) what kind of hawker is still hawking at this hour? Hawking 
about what? And there are also pedicabs, why can’t [I] hear the squeak of their 
axles during daytime?—why am I so stupid, why [do I] don’t know anything, 
why [am I feeling] separated from everything, why can’t [I] tear everything apart 
to see [what’s inside]? Why do I have no inspiration at all, [why am I] apathetic 
and indifferent? Why am I not a genius!—Hai,52 hawker, what are you hawking 
about? Try telling [me] your story. You are tall or short? You are not happy? You 
have no hope? What dream will you have tonight?—you car, you ‘oooo…,’ you 
are so rude! It’s a quarter past two a.m.—what was I thinking just now? The price 
of cigarettes rose again, (I smoked a cigarette,)—what was I thinking?…oh, ohoh, 
I thought about Gorky! (Z. Wang, 汪曾祺小说全编 The Whole Collected 
Fictions of Wang Zengqi 221)  

This beginning paragraph plied the steam-of-consciousness method to present the 

character’s psychological associations. The existence of the writer is entirely concealed, only 

the psychological movements of the protagonist pushes the narrative forward. In addition to 

the general features of stream-of-consciousness writing, the contraction in “Green Cat” is 

also similar to Woolf’s in “The Mark on the Wall.” In Woolf’s text, all free psychological 

associations pivot around one center—the mark on the wall, which has no real significance 

per se. The significance of this mark on the wall is in its very function, as a medium for the 

flow of the protagonist’s consciousness. By guessing what might have caused the mark, the 

protagonist’s inner thoughts create five storylines: fire—crimson flag and red knights; mark 

made by a nail—miniature, people who used to live there, and the occasional and rapid pace 

 
51 In Chinese, the plural “s” is represented by the character 们, which normally refers to animated things. 
52 This is a Chinese modal particle, 嗐. 
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of life; small rose leaf—Shakespeare, Greeks, and a sense of illegitimate freedom; a point 

that projects from the wall—a small tumulus, antiquary, retired Colonels, and a pleasant 

world with no Table of Precedency; and a crack in the wood—the shadow of shades, the 

wood, and everlasting life. Therefore, the writer used these associations, which randomly 

occurred in the protagonist’s mental activities, to express her thoughts on concepts like 

history and the future, past and present, and the incomprehensibility of life.  

Similarly, Wang’s “Green Cat” is also constructed with this petal-like structure, only 

this structure is built in the inlaid story of Bai within the whole story. In “Green Cat,” the 

protagonist’s insomnia stirs up his thoughts. Instead of being triggered by one thing, like the 

mark on the wall in Woolf’s fiction, the wandering of the protagonist’s thoughts is followed 

by different mediums—the cars’ noise, the picture of Gorky, Gorky’s style of rumination, 

and Bai’s fiction of a green cat. After the illogical balderdash, the story of Bai, with its petal-

like structure, begins. With the image of Bai sitting in the middle of the structure, the first 

association is a meeting with Bai on a raining day. This remembrance brings out “my” 

opinion that modern people are suffocating themselves by clogging their own “dramatic” 

emotions. Then, after the meaningless greetings, “I” notices a title on the draft of Bai’s 

fiction, “Green Cat”; thereafter, small talk about the cat led “me” to think about a barber, a 

hairstyle, and the beauty of the “eternal moment.” From there, the narrative continues to 

Bai’s experience in the barber shop as well as a piece of Bai’s childhood memory. “I” 

directly quotes Bai’s fiction in this part, and consequently, the discussion about the style of 

an article and the miserable current social conditions begin. Interestingly, Wang even 

mentioned one of Woolf’s works, “A Room of One’s Own,” in “Green Cat” as irony of the 

character Bai’s living conditions. In the end, the story goes back to the similar linear 

structure—the cars’ noise, Gorky, the green cat. In this way, Wang applied his impressions of 

Woolf’s stream-of-consciousness writing to his modernist practices. Compared with Fei 

Ming’s stream-of-consciousness works analyzed in the previous chapter, Wang’s early 

stream-of-consciousness works are much more Westernized in the aspects of both style and 

content. 

3.2.2 The Comparison between Wang and Woolf’s Literary Criticisms  

 Wang expressed his idea of prosified fiction, such as that in Fei Ming’s works, in his 

manifesto “The Prosification of Fiction.” In my view, this article is very similar to Woolf’s 

“Modern Fiction” as they both explained their most sincere and pertinent attitudes toward 

modernist as well as stream-of-consciousness writing. In his article, Wang unfolded his 
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prediction that “prosification seems to be one (not the only one) of the tendency of literature 

all over the world” (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 32). From the writers and works 

mentioned subsequently, Wang’s idea of prosified fiction mostly included literary works that 

could not be easily categorized into any particular literary genre. These works were not 

typical fiction as they might be sections of a diary, a collection of short essays, a book of 

miscellany, a literary memoir or autobiography, or a continuous piece of prose and/or poem. 

In a nutshell, these were works that made common readers uncomfortable about judging them 

as fiction in the traditional sense. Very much like Woolf’s new form of writing, Wang’s 

prosified fiction contained some of poetry’s insistence on “certain rights, such as rhyme, 

metre, poetic diction; and at once carried ‘all the dirty work’ Woolf defended for prose” (V. 

Woolf, Virginia Woolf Selected Essays 106). Only with at most a little bit of arbitrariness, 

one could insinuate that the newness of Wang’s ideas on prosified fiction to Chinese readers 

with conventional appetites was equivalent to Chekhov’s literary works, which shocked and 

reshaped British readers’ minds. Wang’s similarities with Chekhov were revealed in an 

article written in 1947, in which Wang laid out his modernist ruminations, which also greatly 

resembled those of Woolf. In fact, this kinship between Wang and Chekhov also served as a 

thoroughfare leading to the residential community in which Wang and Woolf both enjoyed 

resting their minds. To be more accurate, Wang did not gain access to that residential 

community purely from learning from Woolf; instead, his teacher Shen Congwen, who 

stepped into that community before him, had a more direct influence on Wang.  

Shen gave his speech “Short Fiction” in 1941. In it, Shen admitted that “a good 

literary work, contained a strength of waking up people’s inner kindness tendency other than 

merely making people sense the beauty” (Shen). Yet he continued by saying that this 

“kindness tendency” did not imply socially defined moral virtues, because in Shen’s mind, 

although society required these moral virtues, they could be taught and learned in many “easy 

ways,” such as by using quasi-religious terms like “God” and “devil” and catchwords like 

“youth association” and “new life.” These “easy ways” either dealt with humans’ minds or 

modified their behaviors, and thus ultimately fulfilled the social requirements of moral 

virtues in modern times. Therefore, Shen’s understanding of “kindness tendency,” and his 

ideas on the real function of fiction, were much higher than those utilitarian merits, such as 

moral virtues or disciplined social behaviors. Fiction is much more abstract than many other 

mediums, such as school education and even social conventions, which can be directly 
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distinguished. In general, Shen believed that fiction could inspire people to move one step 

away from their animal instincts and walk toward the territory of more humanity.  

Shen’s career in short fiction included a call for a similar mind in the West. Although 

Woolf never gave a speech on short fiction, as she was strongly against any attempts to 

arbitrarily define short fiction, she did mention some of her opinions on this topic, mainly 

through her critique on the Russian writer Chekhov. Reynier pointed out that in Woolf’s 

discussion on Chekhov’s “simplicity,”  

more unexpectedly, simplicity becomes synonymous with ‘humanity’, a call ‘to 
understand our fellow-sufferers’, a form of sympathy ‘not with the mind – for it is 
easy with the mind – but with the heart’…in other words, Chekhov’s short 
stories, through their characters’ portrayals, represent a shift from intellectual to 
emotional understanding and require a similar shift in the reader. (Reynier 22)  

I find an innate logic in Shen’s adherence to “kindness tendency” and Woolf’s 

“sympathy with the heart” alike as they both aimed at humanity as their goal.  

Shen admitted that short fiction seemed to have no future on the surface. With an 

appropriate arrangement, a long novel could contain historical value or significance, drawing 

more attention from common traditional readers; and with its sense of entertainment, drama 

could prosper in the commercial market and consequently stabilize political situations as it 

delivered messages in a rather straightforward way. Thus, within these two genres, even 

some shallow products could be squeezed into the palace hall of great works, or at least good 

works. However, compared with these two genres, short fiction does not have any of these 

advantages. Yet because it is “futureless,” Shen claimed that short fiction was much purer in 

the sense of literariness. In his explanation, it was too difficult, if not impossible, for short 

fiction to be profitable in terms of both money and fame, ergo, only those who truly 

appreciated short fiction or, in Shen’s words, truly loved pure “arts,” and were willing to 

sacrifice themselves as outdated by the main literary circles, or even to be censored as 

reactionary writers, were devoted to short fiction. Woolf also addressed the purity and 

perfection of the short story, which was very much in line with Shen’s emphasis on “the truly 

pure arts,” yet Woolf’s way to achieve it was with the notion of brevity. She stressed that a 

short story should be an art of proportion, which, coincidentally, was exactly the same 

argument in Wang’s article “The Essence of Short Fiction.” 

Wang’s follow-up essay, “The Essence of Short Fiction,” further manifested his 

complemental ideas developed on what Shen had established. Wang suggested one of his 

personal criterions for fiction: when a work looks too much like fiction, it is not exactly 
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fiction per se. This was coincidentally in accord with Woolf’s refusal of the simple definition 

of short fiction. Moreover, Wang shared the same belief as Woolf that short fiction resembled 

poetry the most. Including Shen, all three maintained that emotion should be the very first 

source of fiction, just like emotion in poetry. This quasi-Romanticism, emphatic dependence 

on emotion pre-excluded any other possible inspiration for literary creation. In other words, 

the political concerns and commercial profits Shen had listed for the long novel form were 

stultified for short fiction writers. 

It is clear that Woolf, Wang, and Shen shared the same endorsement that short fiction, 

and preferably all fiction, should not be encroached by anything other than art itself. 

Although Woolf was more popular as a novelist, her obsession with Chekhov’s short stories 

and her own practices in short fiction suggest her affection toward the genre. Shen’s selection 

of short fiction as his ideal genre was because it was, in Shen’s mind, farthest from the vortex 

of politics and markets, which suggests that it had the least possibilities to be utilized or 

censored by merchants and politicians, and therefore short fiction had the potential to explore 

the land of pure literature as far as possible. As Shen’s best and dearest student, Wang 

inherited many of Shen’s propositions. After witnessing and experiencing particular social 

upheavals in the PRC, Wang went further on his ideas of literary criticism, and his previous 

adoration of short fiction eventually evolved into what he called “prosified fiction.” As 

Woolf’s “Modern Fiction” was a model of Western modernist works, Wang’s “Prosified 

Fiction” established the tone for Chinese modernist fiction works.  

3.3.1 Wang’s Ideas on Prosified Fiction 

Wang believed that “perhaps, traditionally, the fiction in [a] strict sense should 

resemble [a] mountain, while prosified fiction is more like water” (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集

Wancui Anthology 33). To clarify his analogy of water-like fiction, Wang listed five features 

of his ideal prosified fiction. First, prosified fiction should not have so-called grand themes. 

Wang’s circumvention of grand themes, which were favored by mainstream literature and 

were much more easily appraised by the public, was his optimized strategy, which resulted in 

the same outcome as Shen’s preferred genre of short fiction. In this case, behind this of 

Wang’s subtle declaration was his pursuit of the pureness of literature, a steadfast standpoint 

he shared with Shen. Wang further explained that  

in the eyes of those prosified fiction writers, there is no such things like grand 
theme or minor theme. What they focus on are usually small issues, [such as] a 
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corner of life, a piece [of life]. Even [if] there is a grand theme, they would still 
minimize it. (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 33)  

This assertion could, on the one hand, be treated casually, as it was nothing but a self-

declared preference by a writer with a “moderate temperament,” like Wang himself (Z. 

Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 33). In this sense, the circumvention of grand themes 

was a choice made according to the writer’s own taste. On the other hand, the refusal to 

include grand themes could also be interpreted as exhibiting an attitude—an attitude that 

fiction should be like “clean water instead of bitter medicine…its function is to nurture, not 

to cure” (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 34). The words “medicine” and “cure” both 

insinuate the didactic purpose implanted in fiction. In this way, to refuse grand themes is also 

to refuse the olive branch offered by politics as well as the market, both of which often 

attempted to use literature for brain-washing propaganda and money-making advertisements, 

respectively.  

Wang also detailed that the most distinct external feature of prosified fiction was its 

looseness of structure (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 35). To explain this, Wang 

used the foreign writers Chekhov, Maupassant, and O. Henry as examples. He highly 

appraised Chekhov’s unconventional deployment of structure in his fiction. Wang believed 

that because of Chekhov’s extraordinary courage in ignoring structure, he became liberated 

from it and was able to enslave structure under his free will. On the contrary, Maupassant and 

O. Henry spent their lifetimes playing with carefully-arranged structure, which encumbered 

their works with its side effect of being factitious. He also included some Ancient Chinese 

literati’s ideas on echoing 伏应 and intermittence 断续 to liberate the traditional rules of 

narrative (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 36). 

At this point, Wang was quite determined and persistent as he also delivered similar 

thoughts in his 1950s  essay “The Essence of Short Fiction.” In that essay, Wang introduced 

his ideas on the distinction between short fiction, middle-length fiction, and long fiction. He 

pinpointed that causality structure are vital in long fiction. Wang also criticized some short 

fiction, which he regarded as pieces cut out from a longer novel (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui 

Anthology 37). Wang made the analogy that it was like a tailor memorizing his 

measurements: adding details would diminish readers’ complete imaginary impression of the 

story, and in the end, readers would only remember insignificant details, such as how tall the 
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character was or how big the character’s nose was (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 

37). 

Moreover, Wang reproached that environmental descriptions were meaningless and 

useless. He pointed out that sometimes it was not necessary for an event to happen at an 

autumn dusk rather than in a spring morning. For Wang, all those unnecessary descriptions in 

short fiction were artificial knots that functioned to tie up the discrete storyline. Even short 

fiction with appropriate amounts of descriptions of meaningful issues, in Wang’s eyes, were 

only an excellent section of a long novel. These types of writers of short fiction focused too 

much on the so-called standard disciplines and rules of fiction. Contrary to their wishes, 

while this kind of standardization seemingly pledged to be qualifications for fiction, at the 

same time they prevented it from being ideal or even satisfying.  

Wang not only stripped away the rules for structure, he also discarded the strict 

discipline on language. Wang pointed out that writers of prosified fiction were deeply 

involved in language as they knew that without language there was no fiction. “They want 

their language to be refined, accurate and amiable. Their attitudes toward life overflow 

naturally between their written lines, according to a saying currently popular in Western 

[circles]: [they] pay attention to the language’s implication on the theme” (Z. Wang, 晚翠文

集 Wancui Anthology 36). In Wang’s mind, as language was the medium for expressing the 

story, there was no content without form, and hence the language itself was very important, if 

not more important, to the story. In his “The Essence of Short Fiction,” he even raised a call 

to all editors to retain the format of the original version of short fiction works since to a short 

fiction writer, the form of the story was also part of the writer’s expression, which deserved 

to be untarnished (Z. Wang, 汪曾祺全集卷三 The Collected Works of Wang Zengqi 26).  

After several decades, in his “The Prosification of Fiction,” Wang seemed to have 

attenuated his persistence on the significance of language, as he continued to insist that 

“writers of prosified fiction are not prophets, or saints, or omniscient God, or persuasive 

orators. They are readers’ friends. Therefore, they want their readers to be unconstrained.” 

Thus, much as Wang still subtly insisting on the graciousness of prosified fiction’s language, 

he nonetheless leveled the position between the prosified fiction writer and the readers (Z. 

Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 36). Wang had abandoned his earlier, almost elitist, 

posture and swerved to a more populist attitude. Yet, despite his milder tone, Wang’s 

insistence on polishing and focusing on language remained unchanged. Moreover, 
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considering that Wang adored Fei Ming’s poetic works very much, the language of his 

prosified fiction also contained poetic elements. His understanding of the essence of short 

fiction also shared a consensus with Woolf as she also believed that her ideal short story 

should be “closer to poetry and drama than to the novel” (Reynier 27). 

After the first three features of prosified fiction, Wang acted like he was suddenly 

reminded that there was a thing called plot: “oh, there is also plot. Plot, that doesn’t matter” 

(Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 35). In this way, instead of merely listing the fourth 

feature of prosified fiction, Wang also unveiled his carelessness regarding plot and 

maintained that prosified fiction was about impressions most of the time. He called these 

works that only cared about creating a sense of feeling or impression the “quiet arts” (Z. 

Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 35). In particular, Wang pointed out that Fei Ming’s 

“The Story of Bamboo Forest” was a fine representation of this kind of prosified fiction as it 

contained the feelings of only a few kids in their daily lives. Wang described this as “running 

water of their poetic life” (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 35). Interestingly, the 

translation of the term “stream of consciousness 意识流” also contains the same Chinese 

character 流, which has the same connotation as running water.  

Moreover, in Wang’s “The Essence of Short Fiction,” he also directly borrowed 

Woolf’s “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown” to illuminate his ideas on short fiction. Combined 

with Wang’s other positive comments on stream-of-consciousness fiction, it might be 

reasonable to surmise that this plotless feature of Wang’s prosified fiction was at least partly, 

if not completely, evolved from the stream-of-consciousness writing technique. It is also 

noteworthy that after summarizing the nostalgic and reclusive characteristics that appeared in 

the aforementioned prosified fiction, Wang added a rhetorical question:  

[W]hat is not good about this? I don’t think the influences of this kind of fiction 
is negative. Writers of this kind of fiction are those who love life and have a 
persistent attitude towards life. They didn’t forget about the noisy restless 
mundane world outside their windows (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 
36).  

Perhaps no other modernist writers from other countries exhausted themselves so 

much to claim that they were still watching and caring about issues happening in the outside 

world while trying to dig out from the inside world of human psychology as hard as they 

could. In “Modern Fiction,” following Woolf’s famous analogy that “life is not a series of 

gig-lamps symmetrically arranged; life is a luminous halo, a semi-transparent envelop 
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surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness to the end” (V. Woolf, Modern Fiction 

49), there was no special statement that their inward staring did not necessarily equate to the 

negligence of the outside world. This difference might have been caused by state policies 

after the 1940s, especially after the foundation of the PRC, which will be elaborated more in 

the next chapter. 

Similarly, Wang’s last feature of prosified fiction, no excessive characterization, was 

also influenced by state policies, though in a more delicate stepwise process. Actually, there 

were two lines hidden in Wang’s summarization of this feature. For the first one, Wang wrote 

that under the influence of the theory of characterization, many characters turned out to be 

distinctive stand-outs yet false. He used an analogy that prosified fiction writers only painted 

one or two roses rather than putting a bunch of roses in the steamer to distill one drop of rose 

fragrance (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 33). The refusal to include typical 

characterization was understandable since most writers wanted their characters to be real and 

sincere, especially considering the negative impacts of the theory of characterization at the 

beginning of the PRC, when the character Gaodaquan 高大全 (flat, grandiose, and perfect) 

represented the most typical model. Wang also inserted another analogy, indicating that 

characters in prosified fiction did not acquire a sculptural fashion. By arguing that characters 

of prosified fiction resembled more of a sketch by Repin than a sculpture by Michelangelo, 

Wang claimed that prosified fiction only sought to create characters that were real in spirit 

but not in appearance (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 34).  

He further declared that prosified fiction usually did not contain psychological 

analysis, as prosified fiction writers did not like to “excavate” people’s deep minds (Z. Wang, 

晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 34). Here, any reader familiar with Wang’s early works would 

feel that this was strange, as he used to devote so much effort to psychological writing. 

Perhaps one could peek into some unsaid reasons from Wang’s self-questioning directly 

following the aforementioned analogy: “what rights does one have to excavate other people’s 

minds? People’s minds are concealed. Let them to be concealed then” (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集

Wancui Anthology 34). It seems that modern Chinese intellectuals’ nightmare of being forced 

by the previous state’s cultural policies to confess their genuine revolutionary minds to the 

Party still haunted Wang’s mind, so that in the new era, he voluntarily chose to evade 

psychological areas.  
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Overall, Wang’s admiration for Woolf and Fei Ming led him to modernist narrative, 

or more precisely stream-of-consciousness writing, at the beginning of his writing career. 

After several decades of confrontation with the state ideology, Wang’s literary theory 

evolved into his proposal of prosified fiction; one might even call it a viable version of 

stream-of-consciousness fiction in the PRC. This evolving process will be covered in detail in 

the next chapter. For now, one specific example of Wang’s prosified fiction will be 

presented.  

3.3.2 The Phenomenon of “The Love Story of a Young Monk” 

In October 1980, Beijing Literature published the novella “The Love Story of a 

Young Monk”, which quickly became another representative work of Wang’s. The 

publishing process was winding, however. Li Qingquan, the editor of Beijing Literature, in a 

retrospective article, claimed that he had heard about this novella at a meeting when an old 

comrade53 commended the novella for its “very charming” quality, even if it was “seemingly 

meaningless” (Q. Li 98). When Li hurried to meet this old comrade during a break and asked 

if he could also read the novella himself, the old comrade was displeased and dismissed the 

novella as “non-publishable” (Q. Li 99).  

Two main reasons account for the “non-publishable” state of this novella. First, 

despite the relatively free atmosphere in the arts field after the Cultural Revolution, the terror 

of extreme leftism was still rampant among the public. Wang’s fiction was set not during the 

PRC’s time or on the Communist side during the War of Liberation; instead, it depicted a 

picture from the “old time”—the period before the Chinese Communist Party was in power 

and the domestic situation was extremely delicate. During Mao’s time, the Party’s agenda 

included the dominate literary theme, which defined society prior to Communist control as 

“old,” a synonym for “evil,” and vis-à-vis the New China under the Party’s leadership as 

“new,” meaning “good.” Moreover, not only did Wang set his story in the old time, there was 

nothing to suggest that the writer had condemned “Old China” and embraced “New China.” 

In addition, even though the writer himself had suffered from the aftermath of the Cultural 

Revolution, Wang’s fiction, as the writer claimed, was charged with happiness. Compared 

with contemporary literary works of the time, such as Scar Literature, Introspection 

Literature, and Reform Literature, his novella seemed “out of place.” It was too delightful to 

read, with depictions too enjoyable for the eyes. Overall, the story was “too apolitical.” 

 
53 According to the book Wang’s children wrote, Old Man Wang Zengqi, this old comrade was Yang Yumin, 
Wang’s friend in the Peking Opera Troupe.  
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According to Wang’s eldest son, Wang Lang, before writing the novella, Wang consulted 

some of his friends in the Peking Opera Troupe about his irresistible urge to write this story, 

yet none of his friends understood or supported his idea of writing such a story (Wang Lang 

163); after all, most writers of the time were focused on representing reality and/or exposing 

significant social problems. In comparison, Wang’s profession that he had nothing “serious” 

in mind except the goal to express beauty and healthy humanity seemed inappropriate.  

This leads to the second reason for the comment about the novella being “non-

publishable.” Other than “feeling” that the novella was beautiful, none of its readers could 

clarify what the story was about. The title of the novella 受戒 literally means “Buddhist 

Initiation”—to be officially initiated into monkhood. However, the event of initiation does 

not happen until the very end of the story, whereas the rest of the story is filled with issues 

irrelevant to the theme of monkhood. The other more popular translated title of this novella is 

“The Love Story of a Young Monk”, yet there are not many love affairs involved in the story, 

whereas only a hazy feeling that resembles the emotion of first love appears in some parts. 

The plotlessness and consistent parentheses of local folklore rendered the story 

nonconventional and difficult to comprehend.  After making its debut in public, however, the 

novella soon became a sensational phenomenon. 

The “plot” of “The Love Story of a Young Monk” is very simple. At the beginning of 

the story, a young man, Ming Hai (his parents call him Little Mingzi at home), decides to 

become a monk in his early childhood and goes to a nunnery. On his way to the nunnery, 

Ming Hai meets a girl his age named Little Yingzi, who lives near the nunnery. Upon arrival 

at the nunnery, Ming Hai begins his monk life with five other monks and, meanwhile, plays 

with Yingzi. Eventually, Ming Hai goes to Shanyin Temple for his initiation ceremony, and 

after the ceremony, Little Yingzi meets him in a boat to row him back to the nunnery. On 

their way back to the nunnery, Yingzi asks Ming Hai if he would like to marry her. The story 

ends with Ming Hai saying yes. Proficient in mastering the Chinese language, Wang 

contoured this simple story so elegantly that it brims with an aura of harmony. However, 

other than a sense of beauty in the semblance, readers might have found the novella 

unfamiliar and even absurd. Therefore, the publication of this work immediately received 

massive responses, both positive and negative. Those who favored the novella praised it for 

its fascination and sensuality, immersing themselves in Ming Hai’s peaceful life that Wang 

had weaved (T. Zhang 72); others found the story confusing and absurd.  
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Generally speaking, three aspects of the novella made it stand out from other 

contemporary literary works. First, the fact that the content of the work is basically a love 

story between a young monk and a girl is perplexing. In the early 1980s, most writers in the 

PRC were still on their way to recovery from the Cultural Revolution, and Wang’s prosified 

fiction stood out as eccentric among mainstream literature. At the time, there were mainly 

three schools of literature in the domestic literary field: Scar Literature, Introspection 

Literature, and Reform Literature. Scar Literature was named after Lu Xinhua’s novella Scar 

(1978). Writers of this school voluntarily took on the task of exposing the trauma caused by 

the Cultural Revolution. In turn, the popularity of their literary works not only provided 

healing and comfort but also politically sided with the Party’s determination to assail extreme 

leftist actions, such as the Cultural Revolution. Almost simultaneously, Introspection 

Literature and Reform Literature appeared. The former emerged from Ru Zhijuan’s novella 

“The Story of an Editing Mistake” (1979). In this fiction, Ru tried to search for the essential 

cause of the catastrophe of the Cultural Revolution. While both Scar Literature and 

Introspection Literature overflowed with sadness and pain, Reform Literature appeared to be 

more vigorous and constructive. It was filled with positive motivations to view reform as the 

best way out for the nation.         

Wang’s “The Love Story of a Young Monk” shared little in common with its peers at 

that time. Wang’s fiction was filled with happiness and delight, and his characters were in 

good physical and psychological health as no serious starvation or emotional abuse existed in 

their lives. The monks did not even need to follow any religious rules and regulations. For 

example, Ming Zi’s uncle Ming Shan “never wore his Buddhist ceremonial garment in the 

nunnery; even his dark grey Buddhist robe was left aside. Usually he would throw on a short 

Buddhist jacket, exposing a yellow belly” (Z. Wang, Story After Supper 84). The Second 

Master, Ren Hai, had a wife who “would come to live for several months between summer 

and fall every year because the nunnery was cool” (Z. Wang, Story After Supper 84). The 

Third Master, Ren Du, “was most likely to win when playing cards” and he was very 

attractive to girls and young wives. As for the Old Master, he “was a very dull and lonely 

man, sitting in his closed room all day” and a vegetarian who also ate meat on Chinese New 

Year and holidays (Z. Wang, Story After Supper 85). The free lifestyle of Wang’s characters 

presented an extreme opposite of the heroic and austere lifestyles portrayed in revolutionary 

literature.  



 105 

Second, the general structure of Wang’s “The Love Story of a Young Monk” is 

characteristically loose. For most common readers, all they got out of this work was the 

obscure affection between the young monk and the girl. Other than that, the narrative on the 

local customs of Mingzi’s hometown, the life of monks in the nunnery, the trivial plans for 

Yingzi’s elder sister’s wedding, and Mingzi’s initiation ceremony are all in the background, 

yet without these events in the background, the narrative would contain merely several lines 

in which Yingzi proposes to Mingzi and Mingzi says “yes.” Because Wang weaved these 

loose plots with such elegant language, after readers read the work as a whole, they came 

away with a sensational satisfaction not only from the novella’s content but also from its 

form. Without the effort of building up the harmonious and peaceful ambiance, the final love 

scene would not have had the cathartic effect of such liberating purity and beauty. Therefore, 

it is fair to say that Wang’s aesthetics also partly relied on their discursiveness, which, 

notably, departed from orthodox realist writing.  

In the PRC, socialist realism was considered mainstream literature. According to 

Zhou Yang, one criterion for socialist realism was the socialist perspective, which meant that 

the writer needed to situate himself/herself in the revolutionary process and try to truthfully 

present the conflict between the old force and new force while showing the promising future 

of the new China. This revolutionary conflict required fiction to have elements such as a 

problem or a cause and a solution or an ending. The linkage between them brought out the 

plot. From this perspective, Wang’s “The Love Story of a Young Monk” was out of sync 

with the orthodox expectations of socialist literature. There are absolutely no conflicts in the 

story, let alone any problems or solutions. Actually, this is also typical of almost all of 

Wang’s literary writings. One might be able to assert that all of Wang’s fictions lack 

“necessary” conflicts, even if they possessed more plots than “The Love Story of a Young 

Monk”.  

3.3.3 The “Wang Zengqi Style” in the 1980s  

Different from the aforementioned three main streams of literature in the 1980s, there 

are hardly any painful memories or suffering stressed in Wang’s works. For one thing, none 

of Wang’s characters complain about their lives. They embrace their fates regardless of 

injustice or distress. Compared with Scar Literature or Introspection Literature, which aimed 

at exposing painful wounds and arousing readers’ sympathy or empathy, Wang’s fiction 

seemed much more insipid, as no intense emotions such as deep hatred or anguish existed to 

arouse the pathos of the readers. Most of Wang’s stories dealt with quotidian life. If it were 
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not for the artistic language, many of Wang’s works could be regarded as explanatory 

memorandums of local folk customs. It seemed that Wang had an inexhaustible recourse to 

draw from when elaborating the picturesque lifestyles of people in many different places in 

China. Of course, that is not to say that all of Wang’s characters lived their lives without any 

obstacles or misfortunes. After all, the historical and political background against which 

Wang set his works was not too different from those found in Scar Literature, Introspection 

Literature, and Reform Literature. All the adversities that happened during the period these 

three schools of literary works recorded them also happened to the characters living in 

Wang’s constructed world.          

To give a specific example, in Wang’s “A Tale of Big Nur,” after the leader of the 

local trumpeters, Liu, ravishes the main protagonist, July Cloud—a beautiful young virgin, 

“the neighbors did not say much. ‘That dirty beast!’ the girls and women cursed” (Z. Wang, 

Story After Supper 149). This curse is the only comment made about this criminal event. As 

for the victim herself, despite her feelings of perplexity and sadness, she seems to have taken 

the horror of the crime peacefully. In the story, Wang depicted July Cloud’s immediate 

reaction after the misfortune as such: “July Cloud did not shed tears or try to drown herself in 

the nur. This kind of thing happened to a girl sooner or later, she thought philosophically” (Z. 

Wang, Story After Supper 149). After comforting herself, she does experience the urge to 

seek revenge, “But why him? It should not have been him! What was to be done? Get a 

kitchen knife and kill him? Burn down Lianyang Temple?” (Z. Wang, Story After Supper 

149), yet the character extinguishes this urge immediately: “No! She had to consider her 

invalid father. Upset, she sat on the bed utterly confused. Then it dawned on her that it was 

time to get up and prepare breakfast. She had to make nets, weave mats and go to the market” 

(Z. Wang, Story After Supper 150). Surely the fact that July Cloud was called back to her 

daily duties right after being raped emblemizes her numbness, which might have resulted 

from long-time suffering and consequently made readers feel more compassionate toward 

July Cloud. However, what is more important is the writer’s attitude. The writer offered an 

ordinary yet reasonably promising ending to this story. After being tarnished, July Cloud 

feels stronger affection toward Eleventh Boy as she realizes that he was the one to whom she 

wished to lose her virginity. Therefore, she secretly begins to date Eleventh Boy. After Liu 

finds out about her affair with Eleventh Boy, he beats him badly, which leads to his own 

exile. As for July Cloud, because Eleventh Boy is in slow recovery, she needs to take care of 

both him and her father by herself, yet “her eyes were as bright as ever, but their expression 
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was more profound. She had become a capable young wife. Would Eleventh Boy recover? 

Certainly!” (Z. Wang, Story After Supper 155). 

Coincidentally maybe, Wang’s character July Cloud resembles Shen Congwen’s Cui 

Cui in light of their similar life experiences. Both were supported by a strong male patriarch 

(July Cloud’s father and Cui Cui’s grandfather) in their early lives so that they grew up 

worry-free. Yet before marriage and committing themselves to the next patriarchal system, 

their guardians lost the ability to support them, both emotionally and financially (July 

Cloud’s father was physically disabled and Cui Cui’s grandfather died). Therefore, not only 

did the burden of life suddenly fall on their shoulders, their pending marriage also presented 

them with a predicament. In Cui Cui’s case, she no longer had her grandfather as a 

matchmaker to clear up the misunderstanding between her and her beloved Er Lao. In the 

case of July Cloud, not only did she lose her patriarch-in-charge, her father’s illness also 

confined her prospect of marrying a person capable of supporting her invalid father. In 

comparison, July Cloud should have been more miserable because she was forced to lose her 

virginity to a criminal.  However, while Shen tied Cui Cui’s future happiness entirely to the 

vague predicament that Cui Cui’s lover may or may not come back, Wang’s July Cloud had a 

much more promising future, as the writer ended the story on a definite and promising note. 

Instead of feeling sorry for the character, like the usual pity for the vulnerable and the 

unfortunate, readers might have been more inspired or even cheered by July Cloud.  

Most of all, Wang deliberately diminished the influences of time and social 

backgrounds on his characters. In this sense, these characters’ predicaments were cast by life, 

not political or social situations. Taking the example of “A Tale of Big Nur,” before the 

terrible event befell July Cloud, life in the Big Nur was bustlingly jolly. For Eleventh Boy 

and his group, who were all tinsmiths, they were “very loyal and helpful to each other” and 

they “looked after their sick companions and never competing for customers. If they went 

into partnership, they shared the profits” (Z. Wang, Story After Supper 137). According to the 

description of the local customs, the people who lived in this area consumed many tin 

products; therefore, tinsmiths did not need to worry about their income, and their work was 

not that difficult. As for July Cloud’s group, even though their job as porters required 

strength, they were already accustomed to this kind of work and enjoying their simple life. 

Moreover, male chauvinism had no place in the town. Women shared the workload with men 

as much, if not more, as they shared rights and freedom.  
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They earned the same amount of money as the men and adopted their fast way of 
walking like a gust of wind, or sitting with legs wide apart. They also wore straw 
sandals and dyed their toenails red with garden balsam. They did not avoid raw or 
cold food. They talked and cursed like men. They even chanted the same rude 
songs. (Z. Wang, Story After Supper 141) 

No oppression or injustice due to political or social issues took place in this tale. In 

this sense, Wang’s Big Nur resembled Shen’s border town very much as both of them 

represented an exotic, dreamy land.  

Unlike the common settings in Scar Literature, Introspection Literature, and Reform 

Literature, which were mostly based on the realistic society of the writers’ immediate past or 

present, the literary worlds created by Wang were much more remote from reality. Even 

when there were some elements or pictures of reality slipped into Wang’s literary worlds, 

they were often modified or decorated carefully by the writer. Wang once professed that he 

rarely used to think of his readers when he was writing since he was satisfied with just getting 

compliments from his teachers or colleagues, and he remained that way the first two years 

after he resumed writing. However, as the number of his readers grew, he began to feel that a 

certain responsibility had fallen on him that he should take his published works more 

seriously (Z. Wang, 汪曾祺全集卷三 The Collected Works of Wang Zengqi 221). Instead of 

pondering over issues related to politics or social movements, which were widely 

acknowledged as “serious” in the country back then, Wang summarized his new principle of 

writing as “being good to the hearts of mankind” (Z. Wang, 汪曾祺全集卷三 The Collected 

Works of Wang Zengqi 222). This principle might be partly the reason why Wang detoured 

around miserable memories and avoided aching cries in his literary works. 

In another work by Wang, “Story After Supper,” the writer recorded some thoughts of 

the main character, Guo Qingchun, after narrating his legendary five decades of life 

experiences:  

Guo wandered…. It was impossible to foretell one’s destiny. But for Liberation, 
where would he be? Still selling water-melons, persimmons and cabbages?…. If 
he had not lost his voice, what would he have become? Perhaps a star married to 
Zhaodi. Then Yu Xiaoling would be his daughter, whose surname was Guo, not 
Yu…. (Z. Wang, Story After Supper 258)  

This reminiscing of different possibilities in one’s life was very different from 

modern Chinese writers who had appointed themselves as the secretaries of national history. 

Take another modern writer, Wang Meng (1934-), who also adopted the technique of stream-

of-consciousness writing in his literary works, as an example. When his characters sank into 
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their own recollections, their ponderings were usually tightly connected to a special period of 

time that affected the destiny of the whole nation.  For example, in “Voices of Spring” 

(1980), the inner thoughts of the protagonist, Yue Zhifeng, while he was taking a train were:  

He had not been back to his old home for more than twenty years. Whose fault 
was it that he had been born from the wrong womb? Landlord, landlord! He had 
gone back once in 1956, once was enough for loneliness—he only stayed at home 
four days, but his self-criticism lasted twenty-two years! (M. Wang 140)  

Wang Meng and Wang Zengqi were both seniors in the contemporary Chinese 

literary circle when they started their writing careers at a rather early age, around the 1940s 

and 1950s, respectively. Affected by a series of political and social movements, they did not 

resume their writing until the 1980s. As prestigious writers who returned to their stages after 

their decades-long absence and wrote abreast with writers of younger generations in the new 

era, and as modern Chinese intellectuals who experienced the cephalocaudal cultural 

turbulence, they reflected their different responses to past history and their opposite attitudes 

toward the status quo and planning of the development of modern Chinese literature through 

their distinct literary styles. Comparatively speaking, Wang Meng’s attachment to the Party 

was much closer than that of Wang Zengqi. He participated in some underground Party 

activities in 1945 while Wang Zengqi was still a student at the National Southwest 

Associated University. When Wang Meng joined the Party in 1948, Wang Zengqi was 

unemployed and financially dependent on his wife in Beijing. Moreover, while Wang Meng 

actively identified himself as a writer within the Party, Wang Zengqi was frequenting 

marginal intellectuals who still lived on campus at Peking University, such as Shen 

Congwen, Tang Shi, Fei Ming, and Lin Huiyin, who shared liberalist tendencies and most of 

whom died or stopped their literary writing after the founding of the PRC.  

Because of his alienation from the Party and politics from the very beginning, after he 

dared to regain his creative freedom (perhaps not exactly free, but at least relatively free, 

especially compared with the previous 20 years) in the 1980s, Wang Zengqi still lacked the 

strong motivation to voluntarily participate in any political issues and to make his literary 

works “useful” so that the Party could utilize his fiction works as advertising maneuvers to 

promote whatever the regime required at the time. Moreover, because of his special 

experience during the Cultural Revolution, he always maintained a clear mind so that no 

political or social kitsch could easily infect him. His works were concerned more with eternal 

and universal themes like life and fate rather than current realistic issues like social 

movements or political agendas.  
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In addition to its unusual theme and distinctive feature of being plotless, Wang’s most 

famous work, “The Love Story of a Young Monk”, also had plenty of interesting details that 

appeared to be absurd. On this matter, another contemporary Chinese writer, Bi Feiyu, 

offered insightful discoveries in his speech at Zhejiang University. He listed several examples 

of absurdity in this novella. For example, in the beginning part of the novella, when the writer 

tries to point out that it is natural and reasonable for Mingzi to become a monk, he 

commented: “his native village was known for its supply of monks, just as other places were 

famous for their pig castrators, mat weavers, coopers, cotton fluffers, painters, or prostitutes” 

(Z. Wang, Buddhist Initiation 176). Bi pointed out that the amusing effect of this line was 

twofold. First, by listing six careers, this expression delivered a sense of verbosity. Yet 

according to Bi, this kind of verbosity was necessary as it deconstructed the sacredness of the 

idea of monks. Suddenly, the monks had nothing to do with religion, it was only a choice of 

livelihood. Second, the word monk appeared right after mentioning a prostitute, whose career 

is based on sex, which is forbidden for monks. In this way, putting these two completely 

opposite terms together created a dramatic contrast that was absurd and amusing at the same 

time. Bi also listed some other examples, such as Wang’s descriptions of the other five 

monks in the nunnery. For instance, Bi noticed that after Wang constructed the financial job 

of Mingzi’s uncle Ren Shan in the nunnery, which was to collect and record the incomes of 

the monks, he asked a rhetorical question: “Monks needed to provide Buddhist services, and 

there were charges for the services—otherwise, what was the use of being a monk?” (Z. 

Wang, Buddhist Initiation 182). In Bi’s opinion, this rhetorical question showed that the 

attitude of the writer was not tied to any so-called common sense or traditional moral 

discipline. Actually, there are many similar cases in the novella that would suggest the same. 

For instance, there are two regular card players who often came to the nunnery to play cards 

with the monks, and one made his living collecting duck feathers while the other hunted 

rabbits and stole hens on the side. The writer commented that they were “both decent 

fellows” (Z. Wang, Buddhist Initiation 185).  

Those “absurdities” are absurd to readers not only because they go against common 

sense or even beyond general acceptance at times but also because the writer’s attitude shows 

in his narrative. It is rather evident that the writer endowed these absurdities with 

righteousness. He legitimized behaviors that were normally considered inappropriate, 

immoral, or even illegal. Combined with his unorthodox selection of the theme and setting, 

his distinctive construct of the narrative structure, his unfamiliar writing style of plotlessness, 
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and his deliberate deconstruction of all the absurdities, Wang posed worthy questions for 

thought to his readers, which were what exactly is “normal” and what is “absurd”? How 

should they be distinguished? Who gets to decide how? This was particularly needed at the 

beginning of the 1980s since for too many years, these questions were never raised. Instead, 

the whole nation was sinking into a fighting pit with several pairs of rivals: the left against 

the right, rightness against wrongness, comrade against enemy. The absolute obedience to a 

dichotomized thinking pattern and the fanatical adoration of taking sides boiled every 

manipulable nerve.       

As for independent minds, the relentless coerced self-criticism wore out their strength 

to be humorous and light-hearted. Perhaps that was also partly the reason for the 

overwhelming sadness and indignation that dominated most literary works after 1977. 

However, through his witty narrative, and by deconstructing the idea of sacredness while 

transcending secular life to a form of truly simple lightness, Wang singlehandedly built a new 

temple on the wasteland of Modernism, a temple in which no Gods were worshiped, no souls 

were prayed for, no communications were wanted, and no relationships were needed. 

Nationwide, Wang counterattacked the state with his unconventional works that even the 

very criterion of “political correctness” was not suitable to be applied to. He bestowed his 

profound thoughts on his light words and soothed the nation’s rattled nerves caused by 

decades-long revolutionary realism and revolutionary romanticism. Worldwide, he pushed 

the modernists’ common feelings of loss to the extreme, until loneness, fragmentality, and 

disorganized life were no longer a nightmare of fear that kept the modernists awake in the 

dark nights.  



 112 

 

Chapter 4                                                                                               
Modernists in the PRC 

 

4.1.1 CCP’s Cultural Policies  

Fei Ming entered the realm of modernist writing with no technical support or 

philosophical guidance from any particular Western mentor, while his faithful advocate and 

Jingpai school of literature heir Wang Zengqi was heavily influenced not only by Fei but 

also, if not more so, by Western modernists, especially Virginia Woolf. Based on the 

comparative analysis between the literary thoughts of Wang and those of Woolf in the last 

chapter, with Wang’s two representative essays, “The Essence of Short Fiction” and 

“Prosified Fiction,” in particular, the results suggest an innate resemblance between them. 

Their ideal modernist works shared nearly one-to-one corresponding features, and the early 

phase of Wang’s modernist practices frequently contained clear traces of his imitation of 

Woolf. However, the final synthetic outcome of Wang’s modernist works—his most 

prestigious literary works in the 1980s—rendered a somewhat different appearance. In 

retrospect, the divergence between Wang and Woolf began to culminate during the first 30 

years of the PRC’s founding, which was also a major turning point for Chinese literary 

modernism. The factors of the divergence were many, and the most direct ones were the 

CCP’s cultural policies and the writers’ reactions toward them. 

Despite the difference in time and space, to compare the PRC of the 1940s with 

Europe in the 1930s is fruitful in that both periods were significant eves of their respective 

pivot to literary Modernism. Partly due to the hysteresis of much social development after the 

late Qing Dynasty, Chinese literary modernists encountered a dilemma in 1946, the year the 

National Southwest Associated University was dismantled. The inevitable choice was that 

they had to either self-reeducate to be part of the Communist left and actively throw 

themselves into the service of the CCP’s revolutionary cultural agenda or maintain their 

previously liberal attitude toward and belief in the necessity of separating literature from 

politics. These two choices were similar to those that Western modernists were given “when 

the rise first of communism and then of fascism and Nazism [led] intellectuals to feel that the 

time had come to take sides in the struggle” (Lewis 224). 
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For liberal-leaning modernists, the foundation of the PRC foreboded ever bigger 

storms for them. Perhaps not all realized the precariousness of the situation they would face 

in the 1940s, yet even the least sensitive mind could see the omen of a series of drastic 

transformations that lay ahead. In fact, after 1942, the increasingly powerful Communist 

Party had already begun to reap cultivated followers in the arts field. The Party’s ideology 

was mainly led by Mao Zedong, a shrewd politician, tactical strategist, and literary 

enthusiast. He had written many poems, especially during his early revolutionary years, and 

many of these poems were celebrated not only because of their encouraging characteristics, 

which met the needs of nationals during a difficult time, but also because of their use of 

catchy and beautiful lyrics that appealed to both virtuosos and common folks. However, as 

Ingalls has argued, despite Mao’s “poetic brilliance and literary genius,” the quintessential 

purpose of Mao’s poems was to “record his own practice as a master-strategist” and to 

“intend and expect to instruct them [juniors equipped with the temperament and intellect to 

emulate him] in aspects of his grand strategy never fully mentioned in his prose” (Ingalls 9). 

In other words, for Mao, his political needs were prioritized over his fondness for literature 

and arts. On the one hand, as the future autocrat liked to produce and present artworks of his 

own, Mao’s personal literary and artistic tastes influenced his guiding thoughts on cultural 

aspects, consequentially reshaping the model of national mainstream literature. On the other 

hand, the rank of importance of social cultural aspects paralleled military matters only if the 

cultural aspects served as powerful weapons in the Communist Party’s revolutionary 

program. Mao believed that a CCP-led ideological cultural front was as effective and 

necessary as many of his military strategies, which brought Mao high prestige within the 

CCP, and vice versa, as indulging in ideologically incorrect culture to blaze its trail within the 

country would lead to an inside-out disaster.  

Moreover, at the historical juncture where he was fighting against Wang Ming, Mao 

needed to establish his authority within the Party more than ever. Wang Ming, a high-ranking 

CCP official who had attempted to subdue Mao by virtue of his special role as the selected 

Chinese representative of the Third International, was famous for his proficiency in Marxist 

theory, and his overseas experience also made him appear to be more intellectual and literate 

than Mao. Therefore, for the sake of a power struggle and the position of the one and only 

highest official in the Party, Mao needed to make some gestures in the cultural field to prove 

his ability to govern. Furthermore, in view of the national cultural situation at large, the GMD 

had actively advocated that all nationals reevaluate and resume following traditional 



 114 

Confucian values and discipline. By contrast, Mao’s attitudes toward cultural affairs that 

capitalized the word “new” seemed much more appealing to literate Chinese who had 

undergone and supported the New Cultural Movement in the late 1910s, diminishing Jiang 

Jieshi’s policies on the cultural field by insinuating that they were a series of backward 

moves away from modern life, a concept that had just been established in China. Hence, 

opposite to Jiang’s retro proposal, Mao’s strategy legitimized the cultural legacies of the May 

Fourth Movement and his rave reviews of Lu Xun helped the CCP to gain favor among many 

intellectuals, including those in Nationalist areas who were dissatisfied with the GMD’s 

cultural policies and censorship. Meanwhile, Mao also tied the future of modern Chinese 

culture to Marxism with his instructions on literature and arts and he began to redirect 

modern Chinese literature and arts to the political left. Thus, it might be fair to say that Mao 

shot three birds with one stone: his series of proposals for the field of literature and the arts 

he announced in 1942.  

For a long time, Mao’s “Talks at the Yan’an Forum on Literature and Art” was the 

cornerstone of the CCP’s cultural policies. At this forum, Mao prioritized two lines as 

directions for the development of modern Chinese literature and arts: the class line and the 

mass line. Chen has asserted that “The Yan’an Talks laid down the foundation of Chinese 

Marxist literature, specifying that art comes from life, and clarifying methods of artistic 

creation and standards of art” (X. Chen 83). Boorman summarized Mao’s ideas in his speech 

in four points: 

First, said Mao, literature exists primarily for politics, not for entertainment. It 
must serve the general political purposes defined by the Party. Second, literature 
is designed for the masses. It must be brought down to the level of the common 
folk—workers, peasants and soldiers—in order to explain the Party’s programs 
and policies in simple, concrete language. Third, writing must be consciously 
native, in substance drawing upon China’s rich store of ‘revolutionary tales’ and 
folk literature capable of being interpreted in an appropriate political light, in 
style drawing upon the pithy language of the common people. Fourth, writing 
must be based upon immersion in the everyday life of ‘the masses’ and must turn 
its back upon ‘bourgeois themes’, subjective inspiration, dilettante imitation of 
non-Communist Western models, and effete escapism. (Boorman 112) 

These four points covered the fundamentals of Mao’s literary principles. Since Mao 

was determined to adapt Marxism to Chinese reality decades before he delivered this speech, 

he proposed these literary principles in definitive terms (Thompson 5). Similar to his 

harbingers (Joseph Stalin, for example) in the Soviet Union, Mao also forbade any bourgeois 

sensibilities within the Party and, later on, the whole nation. In particular, he condemned 
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bourgeois literary works and censored artists with potential bourgeois propensities. Hence, 

Modernism, with its bourgeois origins, became increasingly marginalized in mainstream 

literary circles. On the contrary, Realism, even though it was mainly inspired by Modernism, 

was entrenched in the center. Compared with Modernism, which favored ambivalence and 

ambiguity while abandoning verisimilitude, Realism, with its straightforward narrative and 

its long-rooted history in Chinese literature, fell victim to political manipulation and 

ideological propaganda. As Mao believed that literature existed primarily for politics, not for 

entertainment, he defined “culture” in Communist China in the same terms as those used to 

define the army. From the outset, Mao dichotomized literature as either a useful weapon at 

the service of the CCP or a hostile weapon that intended to destroy the CCP. In light of this, 

the significance of establishing ideologically correct literature as a standard against all others 

was paramount.  

Like the regime in the Soviet Union, Mao demanded that literature function as 

propaganda instead of revealing writers’ psychological experiences. In fact, Mao not only 

directed that literature and arts serve politics, he also required them to obey politics. This 

compulsory requirement forecasted the exclusion of Modernism; at once it forewarned of the 

enthronement of socialist realism, a combination of collectivism, patriotism, and heroism. 

The scenario that Vaughan depicted, that “from the 1880s-1890s, the deepening crisis in 

bourgeois-capitalist society led to the decline of realism and the rise of modernist schools—

futurism, cubism, expressionism, dadaism, surrealism, etc.—all of which meant a widening 

of the gap between art and the masses” (Vaughan 85), reversed at this point. While the term 

“socialist realism” was probably imported to China from the Soviet Union and its idea was a 

product of Marxism-Leninism philosophy, socialist realism, as Vaughan put it,  

[was] a world-wide artistic phenomenon that arose under the influences of the 
great social changes at the end of [the] nineteenth century and the beginning of 
the twentieth—the sharpening contradictions within capitalist society, the crisis in 
bourgeois culture and the rise of a socially conscious proletariat.  

James also wrote that “it [was] therefore the reflection in the arts of the struggle for 

the victory of socialism” (Vaughan 85). In this case, socialist realism was about to celebrate 

another victory in Mao’s China after its triumph in the Soviet Union. 

Inevitably, the discussion both on socialist realism and Modernism led to the struggle 

between mass culture and high culture. When Mao addressed that literature should be 

designed for the masses, he was actually concerned about the classes. As a proletarian 

regime, all literature and arts should serve the interests of proletarians. Specifically, Mao 
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listed four types of social rank in order of descending importance: workers as the leaders of 

the revolution; peasants as the allies of the revolution; soldiers as the main force of the 

revolution; and the petty bourgeoisie, laboring masses, and intellectuals in cities as the 

cooperators of the revolution. Combining, these four groups of people represented Mao’s 

idea of the masses. Although the fourth rank seemingly overlapped with those who 

contributed to the part of high culture that represented Modernism, their real status in the 

proletarian cultural system was rather low. Take the writers’ groups as an example. Even 

though as intellectuals they were included in Mao’s list of the masses, they did not possess 

the luxury of writing their literary works freely since Mao had specified the “correct” writing 

subjects, themes, and styles. Moreover, Mao also assigned the task of popularization to 

Chinese writers and artists, proclaiming that 

in the past, some comrades, to a certain or even a serious extent, belittled and 
neglected popularization and laid undue stress on raising standards. Stress should 
be laid on raising standards, but to do so one-sidedly and exclusively, to do so 
excessively, is a mistake. The lack of a clear solution to the problem of ‘for 
whom?’, which I referred to earlier, also manifests itself in this connection. (Z. 
Mao 264)  

Unlike the Communist Party in the Soviet Union, the CCP’s revolution embarked on 

a different road of encircling cities through rural areas and seizing power by armed civilians. 

Consequently, the majority of the Party members as well as the Party’s allies and supporters 

were workers, peasants, and soldiers. Many of them were illiterate and did not have the 

ability to appreciate fine arts; hence, according to Mao’s verdict, literature and arts needed to 

be as simple and plain as possible. Among all the different literary “isms,” Realism claimed 

the most possession of this required quality. Modernist writers, on the contrary, “made their 

works difficult in direct response to mass literacy, to separate themselves and their literary 

readers from the mass market” (Whitworth 117). Moreover, Whitworth summarized John 

Carey’s argument: “[B]y alluding to obscure works of literature, and by denying readers the 

pleasures of linear narrative and character identification, [modernist writers] excluded the 

vast majority of readers” (Whitworth 117). Modernism, from the very beginning, was 

designed to cater to neither semiliterate nor amateur readers. Although modernist literature 

relied heavily on the novel, which “for most of this period…was considered a popular, rather 

than elite genre” as it “often described the lives of the lower and middle classes, were 

generally available in cheap editions, and could be read by the newly literate and by women,” 

and therefore were often “seen as less ‘literary’ than works written in verse for a more elite 

audience…to prove the significance of ‘the art of fiction,’ the modernists transformed the 
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popular genre of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries into something much more difficult 

to read” (Lewis 156). In other words, the belletristic modernist works produced by cultural 

highbrows were naturally separated from the ill-educated masses, which happened to be the 

dominant population in the PRC.  

4.1.2 Chinese Intellectuals’ Reactions in the PRC 

With the maturing of Mao’s cultural ideology, which was included in the CCP’s main 

policies on the cultural field, Chinese intellectuals reacted variously. Generally speaking, in 

the 1940s, there were mainly three groups of writers located in three disparate areas, and each 

of these three groups represented a different attitude toward the Party’s policies. 

Correspondingly, their responses as well as coping strategies were also differentiated from 

each other. First, there was a group of pro-Communist writers who voluntarily gathered in 

Yan’an in 1942. Particularly after Mao’s “Talks,” these writers actively produced “many 

works of high quality” following Mao’s law of literature and arts, and “compared with those 

[literary works] published before, these works [were] marked by their distinctly new 

characteristics” (T. Tang 64). Tang Tao pointed out that  

according to Zhou Yang’s statistics, for example, of the 177 pieces of work 
collected in the People’s Literature Series, 101 are about the anti-Japanese war, 
the people’s liberation war, the people’s army and its relationship with the 
people. Forty-one are about problems in the countryside and other anti-feudal 
struggles, including the people’s fight for rent reduction, their efforts to get even 
with the landlords, their determination to bring about land reform and the work 
they did in tackling feudal superstition, illiteracy, unhygienic practices and forced 
marriage. Sixteen pieces are about historical events, mainly stories about the 
agrarian revolution in northern Shaanxi Province. The remaining twelve have 
other themes such as the work-styles of cadres. (T. Tang 65) 

From this summary, one can see the prosperity of the literary development in the 

CCP-led Liberated Areas. Writers in this group abandoned their former personal writing 

principles to fulfill their patriotic pursuits and to cater to the Party’s political demands. 

Compared with the CCP’s success in gaining the support of writers, the GMD seemed 

to be at a disadvantage in the 1940s. Although there was still much headway made by writers 

in the GMD-controlled areas, with some voluntary works produced by intellectuals such as 

Zhang Daofan and Liang Shiqiu, the proposed “national consciousness” of the “national 

literature” of the GMD had been directed to represent “loyalty, filial piety, benevolence, love, 

faithfulness, righteousness and peacefulness” (T. Tang 68), the eventual outcome of which 

turned out to be not that optimal. Tang concluded that there were two major reasons for this:  
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[F]irst, the Kuomintang set national contradictions against class contradictions. It 
urged progressive writers not to ‘adopt the standpoint of the workers and 
peasants’ and turn out works which carried ‘hate’ against the exploiting classes. 
Secondly, the Kuomintang did not make any distinction between ‘national 
consciousness’ and feudal thinking. In promoting what it called ‘national culture’, 
it was in fact propagating the ideas of feudalism. (T. Tang 69) 

Despite the correctness of Tang’s opinions, he rightly pinpointed the weak spot in the 

GMD’s cultural policies. Instead of appealing writers to serve the people as the CCP did, the 

GMD’s series of cultural moves bluntly demanded that writers provide their assistance and 

service to one particular party. In the moment of national catastrophe, the CCP’s publicizing 

strategy, which called for a push to save the nation, certainly won more favor. Moreover, 

financially, the rapid rise in the cost of paper and printing, in addition to heavy taxes, caused 

much discontent among writers. Difficult living conditions also exacerbated the development 

of literature in the GMD-controlled areas. 

As for those who were neither in Yan’an, witnessing the momentum of the CCP and 

left-wing literature, nor in the GMD-controlled areas like Chongqing, their choices were 

limited: they could side with the CCP and evidence themselves as left-wing writers with 

Party spirit; they could flee to Chongqing and seek a position in the GMD’s cultural system; 

or they could continue to seek a corner in which to maintain their reclusive lifestyle and 

freely compose their literary works, though that option appeared to be more and more 

difficult to obtain. Up until 1946, the National Southwest Associated University provided 

these writers their last free corner.   

Granted that in hindsight, the first choice seemed to suggest a promising future in 

terms of a writing career, the reality was that no matter whether artists were genuinely sincere 

or plainly phony, it was still highly difficult for them to prove their possession of the Party 

spirit and to be accepted by this newly in-power Party. Many modern writers such as Ding 

Ling, Xiao Jun, Wang Shiwei, and Ai Qing, who moved to Yan’an and devoted themselves to 

revolutionary careers, experienced several painful thought-reforms after the warm welcome 

they had received at the beginning. It was even more difficult for those whose literary works 

did not fit into the categories of “socialist realism” or “socialist romanticism,” the two “isms” 

that had acquired a high recommendation from the Party. In the eyes of the CCP, the 

dysplastic development of Modernism was mostly pushed by marginalized artists with more 

or less liberal tendencies, such as the literary trends of Zhou Zuoren, Fei Ming, Shen 

Congwen, and Wang Zengqi that this thesis has focused on. Despite the realistic factors in 

those Chinese modernists’ literary works, in Mao’s China, the clear-cut criterion of the 
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artists’ political stands as well as their aesthetic principles barred them from mainstream 

literary circles. Moreover, because of their emphasis on abstract subjects such as beauty, 

humanity, and truth, which all were emphatically listed as influences of capitalism in Mao’s 

“Talks” speech in 1942 (Department of Modern Chinese Literature of Peking University 

523), their artistic careers were predestinated to reach the ruthless fate of abortion in the PRC.  

As for the marginalized artists mentioned earlier, the 1940s might have been the 

golden age of the border city of Kunming, in which they dwelled because of their attendance 

at the National Southwest Associated University. Despite challenging living conditions—

inflation, lack of daily essentials, constant Japanese air raids—the professors and students in 

Kunming were able to maintain high morale due to their relatively free academic 

environment (compared with Chongqing, the GMD-ruled area, and Yan’an, the CCP-ruled 

area)54. Of course, this did not mean that the professors were completely neutral or politically 

naive. Such as the two artists who shared the same interests in folk tales while mutually 

disliking urban culture, Wen Yiduo and Shen Congwen could be viewed as a pair of 

counterparts in terms of political stands: while the CCP accepted Wen as a respectful left-

wing fighter, it regarded Shen as a spiritual noble who had turned his back on the masses and 

revolutions, and as a consequence, Shen received hostile treatment in the PRC. In retrospect, 

the National Southwest Associated University was the last cradle for liberal intellectuals or 

any modern Chinese intellectuals who were not politically committed. They were later 

censored for standing opposite of the masses and having no possession of the Party spirit, and 

many of them suffered very inhumane treatment, especially during the Cultural Revolution. 

Nevertheless, in the 1940s, before the establishment of the PRC, the silhouette of literary 

Modernism lingered most frequently in this area. 

4.2.1 Fei Ming’s Choice Made in the PRC 

On the evening of November 7, 1948, the student society Fangxiang Society 方向社

held a symposium on the topic “The Direction of Today’s Literature” at Peking University. 

Several literary predecessors with liberal tendencies, such as Zhu Guangqian, Shen Congwen, 

Feng Zhi, Fei Ming, and Wang Zengqi, participated (Qian, 1948 天地玄黄 1948, Tiandi 

Xuanhuang 260). Albeit Yuan Keja, the chair of the symposium, had proposed discussing the 

 
54 The most reputable names in the history of modern Chinese humanities were almost all on the faculty list at 
the National Southwest Associated University: Yang Zhensheng, Feng Youlan, Zhu Ziqing, Wen Yiduo, Wang 
Li, Feng Zhi, Shen Congwen, Bian Zhilin, Chen Quan, JinYuelin, Ye Chaogong, Wu Han, Shi Zhecun, Fei 
Xiaotong, etc. 
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topic in the aspects of sociology, psychology, and aesthetics, the actual discussion revolved 

around the relationship between the arts and politics. In particular, a simile of a traffic light 

drew the attention of all the participants (Qian, 1948 天地玄黄 1948, Tiandi Xuanhuang 

261). In his speech, Fei Ming claimed that he was no longer a writer as he believed that no 

true writer would ever allow being told what and how to write. In Fei Ming’s mind, writers 

and artists were supposed to be the ones who provided guidance, not the other way around. 

He openly asserted that literature was the expression of genius and it should only be a record 

of the genius’s thoughts, ergo, it bore no responsibility to society (J. Chen 265). In fact, Fei 

Ming’s lack of political mind and his candid personality were evident in multiple cases. For 

one thing, while his other friends were crafty enough to shy away from their previous 

respected teacher, Zhou Zuoren, who was imprisoned at that time, Fei Ming visited his 

teacher in prison regardless of the others’ suggestions. His personality shaped his diction to 

be straightforward. In light of this, Fei Ming’s infertility in creative writing after the founding 

of the PRC might have resulted from his belief that the “new age” was no longer suitable for 

literary works, at least not for literature that met his criteria. 

Although Fei Ming was caught up in idealist apriorism, which was definitely against 

Mao’s dialectical materialism, and his creative writing career was also terminated, he was 

still cheerful for the seemingly promising future of the new country. During his participation 

in the Land Reform Movement in 1951, the idea to write a novel that included abundant 

images of all the different social classes’ reactions to this movement sprouted at once 

(unfortunately, the writer never fulfilled his plan). One year later, Fei Ming filed his Party 

membership application. In the same year, only four months after he transited from Jiangxi, 

where had he joined the Land Reform Movement, to Beijing and resumed his teaching job at 

Peking University, he and three other professors55 were transferred to Dongbei Renmin 

University (J. Chen 277).56 From 1952 to 1955, Fei Ming did not publish any works. He was 

busy teaching courses on Du Fu and Lu Xun at the university when he began to suffer from 

an eye illness. Starting in 1956, he began to publish some academic papers and short 

editorials, but he never used the name Fei Ming again, instead signing his articles “Feng 

Wenbing.” Along with the erasure of the name Fei Ming, his previous modernist exploration 

also ended.  

4.2.2 Mu Dan after 1949 
 

55 These three professors were Yang Zhensheng, Liu Yuchang, and Zhao Xilu.  
56 The current Jilin University grew out of Dongbei Renmin University. 
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Mu Dan went to America in August 1949 and married Zhou Yuliang in December of 

the same year. According to Zhou, she and Mu Dan’s life in Chicago was comfortable. Zhou 

worked part-time in a biology lab while pursuing her Ph.D. degree and Mu Dan worked as a 

temp in a post office. Meanwhile, Mu Dan published some of his English poems from time to 

time (Mu, 穆旦全集卷一 Collection of Mu Dan's Works 5). After Zhou’s graduation, she 

could easily have found a job at many universities in America. However, Mu Dan insisted on 

returning to his home country after their marriage. Although they began their return in 1950, 

it was not until 1952 that they were allowed to enter Hong Kong (Mu, 穆旦全集卷一

Collection of Mu Dan's Works 6). In Hong Kong, their official status was “in transit”; 

therefore, they were held at a police station before they were granted permission to move to 

Guangzhou. There was no doubt that their return, despite their voluntary willingness, was 

troublesome. Mu Dan worked at Nankai University beginning in May 1953. In addition to 

teaching classes, he was devoted to his translation works. As a translator, he used his 

autonym, Zha Liangzheng, and the name Mu Dan was buried for a very long time. Albeit, 

Zha expressed his wish to resume his poetic writing in 1972, after the Gang of Four was 

overthrown, but his wife, Zhou, prevented him from doing so since she was afraid that Zha’s 

poetic writings would again bring their family troubles. Several published poems of Mu Dan 

composed in the late 1970s were all of his secret writings. 

In those final Mu Dan poems, some obviously mocked the poet’s personal, and 

perhaps the nation’s, experiences. In “Song of Siren 妖女的歌,” the poet narrated the story of 

a Siren living behind a mountain that sang to us “who love me, devote all you have.” 

Therefore, us had to offer any tributes that they had again and again. In the end, the only 

happiness left for us was the idea of losing (Mu, 穆旦全集卷一 Collection of Mu Dan's 

Works 315). This process of devotion and loss was almost exactly what Mu Dan had 

personally experienced. Another poem of his, “Fly 苍蝇,” also expressed similar dispiriting 

feelings of the poet. In fact, the themes of desire and disillusionment often appeared in Mu 

Dan’s late poems. In March 1976, when the cloud of terror still had not completely cleared 

out of the literary circles in the PRC, the old poet sang out his most pessimistic emotions in 

his “Song of Wisdom 智慧之歌”: regret, despair, sadness, and pain. In the last two stanzas, 

Mu Dan wrote: 

Only pain stays with me in everyday life, 

Every day it punishes me for my self-content; 



 122 

When the colorful sky is being condemned,  
What color could remain in this wasteland? 

 
But the tree of wisdom stands evergreen, 

Feeding on the fluid of my suffering, I know; 
I feel being mocked by its green growth, 

And I curse the shoot of each bud. (H. Wang 187) 

In this poem, Mu Dan again employed one of his favorite images, the wasteland. He 

purported that only a tree of wisdom was left on this colorless wasteland, yet, instead of 

worshipping this tree, “I” cursed every leaf of its growth. Compared with Mu Dan’s early 

poems, this shift might have been due to his skeptical attitude toward the situation in the late 

1970s. After too many attacks, Mu Dan was no longer simplistically hopeful and cheerful 

about every seemingly promising change.  

4.3.1 Wang Zengqi’s Special Experience in the PRC 

Accompanied by his wife Shi Songqing, who was employed as a tutor at Peking 

University, Wang went to Beijing in 1948 and lodged in one of the student dormitories on 

campus, where he often ran into Fei Ming and dined at Shen Congwen’s home. Since Wang 

had not received his college diploma, he was unemployed at first. Fortunately, with Shen’s 

help, Wang finally got a job at the history museum as an office clerk in charge of writing 

synopses for antique collections. During this period, Wang occasionally wrote literary works, 

mostly prose and only two fiction works, “Artist” and “Encounter.”57 In both of these stories, 

the writer employed the stream-of-consciousness technique and implanted many of his own 

sentiments of loss and dismay and his unsatisfaction with his then current life. Wang’s 

demoralized feeling was understandable as 1948 was a troubled year, especially for Peking 

University and Beijing. Although as a bystander who did not actually work at the university, 

he did live on campus. Therefore, Wang had witnessed many student movements during that 

time, yet he did not mention or comment on them; only through his literary works was his 

perplexity spotted. The fact that Wang lived in the center of the heated vortex of a rapidly 

changing society, he managed to escape participating in any social or political movements, 

which suggests three things: first, Wang was, despite his established reputation, still an 

outsider of the main literary circles at that time; second, Wang genuinely disliked any 

 
57 This date is according to the record in The Chronicle of Wang Zengqi, written by Xu Qiang. In The Collected 
Works of Wang Zengqi, published by Beijing Normal University Press, there are three fiction works listed under 
the year 1948. 
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collective social activities, especially those related to politics; and third, Wang was either 

completely unable to think politically and had no sensitivity when it came to politics or 

extremely cunning and tactful enough to successfully avoid involvements in any social or 

political movements that he disliked. 

In March of the following year, Wang voluntarily signed up to join the southward 

corps of the Fourth Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army. Along with 

soldiers, there were many professors, intellectuals, and college graduates in this corps. 

According to Wang’s son, Wang’s motivation to join the army was rather “impure”: he was 

hoping for a chance to change his job as an office clerk and at the same time enrich his life 

experiences (L. Wang 63). Other than these explanations, there might have been a practical 

concern for Wang’s act. As Wang’s son admitted, once Wang joined this corps, his wife 

automatically received revolutionist cadre’s family treatment. That is to say that although 

Wang joined the revolution less than one year before the establishment of the PRC, he was 

still considered a revolutionary cadre by the Party and his family received corresponding 

treatment. However, because Wang had a short period of experience in the Renaissance 

Society,58 where he participated in military training before attending high school, although he 

did not actively participate in any particular event, this experience was considered a stain by 

the army. Therefore, he did not get a chance to fight all the way to Guangzhou with the army; 

instead, he was assigned to a girls’ middle school. In the summer of the following year, Wang 

returned to Beijing and worked as a director in the editorial department for the magazine 

Shuoshuo Changchang 说说唱唱. In September of that year, the Beijing Federation of 

Literature and Arts Circle initiated another magazine called Beijing Literature and Arts; Lao 

She was the chief editor and Wang was responsible for collecting drafts. Because of his good 

rapport with his colleagues, Wang’s life was comfortable (L. Wang 69). As for the three 

major movements that happened at the beginning of New China—the suppression of counter-

revolutionaries, the war against U.S. aggression in Korea, and land reform—Wang was 

involved in only two of them: he was assigned to write an article that criticized the film The 

Life of Wuxun by the director of the Beijing Municipal Committee Publicity Department, Li 

Bozhao, in May 1951; and he went to Jiangxi Province with a team led by Feng Zhi for land 

reform works. As a result, Wang’s article “The Mistake of Wu Xun,” on the one hand, was 

 
58 The Renaissance Society later became a secret spy organization of the GMD, but Wang was no longer a 
member then. Wang only joined the society because his training instructor demanded that he do so, but he was 
not active in the society.   
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proof of his obedience to the Party and, on the other hand, his land reform works did not 

draw too much attention to him during the campaign. Generally speaking, Wang lived more 

like a common cadre than a writer. He had not produced any fiction or prose from 1950 to 

1955 since he felt that his old inspiration was no longer suitable for the new society, and his 

life in that new society was still unfamiliar to him, ergo, he needed to rest his pen for a while 

(L. Wang 63). 

Even though Wang encountered some difficulties in producing new literary works at 

the beginning, the urge to write remained. In 1954, just in time for the national 

commemoration of the 200th anniversary of Wu Jingzi (1701-1754), the writer of The 

Scholars 范进中举, Wang began to rescript the Peking Opera’s The Scholar following the 

commandment of the Beijing Federation of Literature and Art Circle. Since Wang used to 

play Qingyi 青衣 in elementary and middle school and had basic training for the Peking 

Opera, this work was a piece of cake for him. However, Wang was not satisfied with only 

rewriting the opera; he also ventured to transplant some modernist thoughts and techniques 

into his new version of the opera. For one thing, he added a psychological analysis of the 

characters in his new version. Wang wrote a long paragraph that described the protagonist 

Fan Jin’s inner thoughts after he passed his exam and began to imagine his promising future. 

By adding such a description, the psychological state of the protagonist was more clearly 

revealed than in the traditional version of the opera. Moreover, Wang also employed 

colloquial expressions, which added more folk flavor in his renewed version of the opera (L. 

Wang 75). Yet because of these innovations, Wang’s script was not accepted by the directors 

(including Lao She) at first; it was only after affirmation by Wang Kunlun, the then current 

vice mayor of Beijing, that the opera began to be rehearsed by director Xi Xiaobo in 1956 (L. 

Wang 76). After its debut, the opera received massive positive reviews and eventually won 

first prize at an opera contest held in Beijing that year59. The experience of rewriting the 

opera endowed Wang with more fame and more connections. He associated with Zhao Shuli, 

Xiao Jun, Duanmu Hongliang, Lin Jinlan, Deng Youmei, Wang Yaping, and Kang Zhuo 

more frequently because of the success of the opera. It also became part of the reason Wang 

worked in the Peking Opera Troupe after his forced labor in the countryside. Most of all, this 

experience foreshadowed Wang’s later experiences during the Cultural Revolution that made 

him a singularity among modern Chinese writers. 

 
59 For more details on Wang’s reedited version of The Scholar, please see appendices.  
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Wang’s convicted Rightist life started in the summer of 1958. His labor reform took 

place at the Agricultural Science Research Institute in Zhangjiakou. Because the leaders at 

the institute respected intellectuals, Wang did not suffer from any heavy laboring. At the end 

of the year, originally, Wang was ready to be rid of his title of Rightist due to his good 

relationship with the local residents. Yet considering that he had only been there for less than 

one year, the leaders at the institute decided to keep Wang on for one more year. Then, Wang 

was removed from the Rightist list by the Party in the fall of 1960. However, because his 

original work institute had no intention of welcoming him back, Wang had to stay at the 

Agricultural Science Research Institute. Finally, after Wang had a chance to move back to 

Beijing, there were two jobs waiting for him—one at the Central Experimental Drama 

Theater and the other at the Beijing Opera Troupe. Considering that he was more familiar 

with Peking Opera, Wang chose the latter. 

4.3.2 Wang’s Contributions to Shajiabang 

The turning point in Wang’s career occurred in 1963, when Wang received the task of 

revising the modern Shanghai Opera Spark Amid the Reeds 芦荡火种, which later was 

renamed Shajiabang 沙家浜 by Mao Zedong. Wang and his collogues moved into the 

Summer Palace to concentrate on the revisions. According to Wang’s colleague and friend 

Yang Yumin, it took them only 10 days to rewrite the first draft and Wang wrote several 

significant parts, such as “Zhidou 智斗” and “Shouji 授计” (Y. Yang 37). In retrospect, the 

most popular segments of the libretto in Shajiabang were all written by Wang. For Wang, 

this experience was unexpected. In his early behaviors, he was not as anti-politics and anti-

revolutionary as his teacher Shen; neither was he as psyched by the success of the revolution 

and the beginning of the new country as Fei Ming was. As a result, he was neither targeted 

like Shen nor voluntarily had to rebuild himself into someone who was everything but 

himself. Moreover, he was not an antique from the old times as his age and experiences 

might have suggested. Wang’s friend Shao Yanxiang once commented that considering the 

fact that Wang treated his children as completely equal and respected their own life choices 

without any judgment, Wang was more akin to the younger generation like Jueming and 

Juehui (both are characters in Bajin’s novel Family 家) (S. Yu 230). In this case, the Party’s 

(more specifically, Jiang Qing’s) decision to activate Wang in the new age was actually more 

rational than it seemed. 
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As a product of political conflict, the revolutionary model opera was without doubt an 

example of how to plant political metaphors into literary texts. More precisely, it was a joint-

marriage between politics and the arts. Among all the different literary genres, opera was the 

priority in accomplishing the CCP’s cultural missions due to the openness of the theater and 

its maneuverability to achieve the purpose of popularization. Behind the success of model 

operas, there was a long period of factional fighting. However, the artists who worked on 

model operas were separated from those who had initiated and leveraged this cultural 

experiment to gain more controlling power. Regardless of whether it was out of the 

accidentality that fate likes to amuse humans or it was because of his own talent and 

willingness that leaked through his previous editing experience, the reality was that Wang 

was noticed by Jiang Qing, who asked him to participate in her theater experiment during a 

period “without any precedent or equivalent in [the] history of Chinese communism or any 

other communist movement in the world” (Chesneaux 138). 

Wang revealed the rationale behind the adaptation of Spark Amid the Reeds to his 

alumnus Hsu Kai-yu in 1973: 

From the beginning the adaptation focused on how to shift the emphasis from 
underground activities to open, armed struggle, which is the principle of the 
Communist movement. Underground espionage, secret-agent work, merely 
supports the main armed confrontation, not the other way around. (Hsu 58) 

Behind this rationale was actually an underground over-pressing on some officials in 

the Beijing Municipal Government, such as Mayor Peng Zhen. Mao seemed to believe that 

there remained some “enemies within the Party” among the high-ranking officials in Beijing. 

Therefore, the new adapted plot in the play was also a reminder or even a warning. However, 

this factional fighting had nothing to do with Wang, who was acutely aware of his situation 

that he was treated merely as “restricted use” by Jiang Qing. Obviously, Wang could only 

follow the instructions that came from his superiors and edit the opera in a way that the Party 

officials, especially Jiang Qing, approved and satisfied. This might be the smartest move for 

him giving the fact that he was “restricted used” as a modern intellectual in the PRC. Yet, 

Wang managed to mark his personal style in his reedited version of Shajiabang and even 

inserted some modernist characteristics in it.  

Wang had manifested several times on different occasions that he was quite proud of 

the two famous parts in Shajiabang, “Zhidou” and “Shouji,” both of which were mainly 

written by him. In the opera, the most famous lines that Chinese people still liked to quote in 

everyday life were these: 
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AH-QING: Commander Hu, have a cigarette. 
                 (He accepts one, lets her light it for him) 

DIAO DE-YI: (Staring at her back, sings—reverse xi-pi swaying beat) 
                 This is not an ordinary woman! 

AH-QING: (Follows up singing) 
                 What dirty tricks does Diao De-yi have up in his sleeve? 

HU: (Sings—xi-pi swaying beat) 
                 This little Diao, he makes no allowances even for my sake! 

AH-QING: (Follows up singing) 
                This stupid hay bag serves, after all, as a good cover for me. 

DIAO DE-YI: (Thinks, then takes out his cigarette case to offer a smoke to AH-
QING) 

                Have a smoke! 
                (SISTER AH-QING declines) 

HU: She doesn’t smoke. What are you doing? 
DIAO DE-YI: (Follows up singing) 

                Her attitude is neither hostile nor subservient. 
AH-QING: (Sings—xi-pi flowing-water beat) 

                His expression is neither this nor that. 
HU: (Sings—xi-pi swaying beat) 

               What’s Diao De-yi up to with his tricks? 
AH-QING: (Sings—xi-pi flowing-water beat) 

               What are they? Chiang’s men or Wang’s men? 
DIAO DE-YI: (Sings—xi-pi swaying beat)  

               I must try devious ways to find her out. 
AH-QING: (Follows up singing) 

               I must watch his words and expressions to guard against him. 
               (she wants to enter the house. DIAO DE-YI calls to stop her) 

DIAO DE-YI: Sister Ah-qing! 
               (Sings—xi-pi flowing-water beat) 

               The commander has just said, Sister Ah-qing is really an extraordinary   
               woman. 

               I admire your courage, composure, and presence of mind, 
               And you dared to trick and fool the Japanese devils. 

               If you weren’t determined to fight Japan to save our country, 
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               You couldn’t have been so selfless and so brave. 
AH-QING: (Follows up singing) 

               Chief of Staff, you are wasting your good words. 
               I dare not say I was selfless in saving others’ lives.  

               I run a teahouse; all I look for is good business. 
               For this I must observe the ethics of “rivers and lakes.” 

               The commander comes often, though he goes away often, 
               I need a big tree to lean on, to shelter me with its shade. 

               Of course, it was also the commander’s own good luck,  
               That the danger awaiting him melted away. 

No More Generals and Emperors on Stage 
DIAO DE-YI: (Follows up singing) 

               The New Fourth Army has been here a long time,  
               That big tree also has an extensive shade, 

               You also deal with them many, many times. 
               Perhaps you arrange things for them, take care of them even more   

                thoughtful than you do us…     
AH-QING: (Follows up singing) 

                I built a seven-star stove, 
                My copper kettle boils water from all Three Rivers; 

                I set up a table of four sides with eight seats 
                To accommodate people from sixteen different directions. 

                All who come here are my guests, 
                And all I have is this mouth of mine. 

                I greet them with a smile whenever we meet, 
                But after we part I think nothing of it at all. 

                The moment they leave, their tea gets cold… 
                (SISTER AH-QING throws the leftover tea in DIAO’s cup on the 
ground. Diao  
                is stunned.) 

AH-QING: (Follows up singing) 
                What’s there to be thoughtful or not thoughtful about? (Hsu 73) 

This segment of the libretto was so popular that even a phenomenal teleplay in 2017, 

In the Name of People, designed a scene for the characters to act out this part of the opera. 

The longevity of this paragraph of libretto proved Wang’s excellent performance in rewriting 
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the opera; at the same time, it also hinted at a deeper yet significant fact, that this libretto 

could be applied to different contexts. Scrutinizing the dialogue between these three 

characters, one might find a sense of the “street smart” in these characters, especially the 

lines by Ah-Qing near the end of the quotation above. In the original Chinese version, not 

only are those sentences rhymed perfectly, which conveys a beautiful sense of the musical, 

they also show Ah-Qing’s wide horizons, which, in comparison, made Diao De-yi’s 

suspicion look petty. With her answer, Ah-Qing dodged the key point of the question without 

leaving any trails for further investigations. Most of all, Ah-Qing’s answer could be used in 

almost any kind of situation when trying to avoid showing his/her side or preference. That is 

why, in the television show in 2017, when there were no more serious political disputes on 

class standpoints, the characters still sang this part of Shajiabang at a dinner party to show 

the unspoken struggles of the different sides. 

As a highly sensitive political product, model operas were considered serious 

missions. Therefore, all the images in the opera were symbolic. For example, the social 

structure of Shajiabang’s setting can be divided into four groups—reactionaries, radicals, 

surrenderers, and invaders—and the main characters in the play were designed to be situated 

in these four groups. The New Fourth Army official Guo Jianguang 郭建光 represented a 

radical who actively fought back against the Japanese army; Hu Chuankui 胡传魁 and Diao 

De-yi 刁德一 acted as representatives of the GMD, who were in the groups of reactionaries 

and surrenderers; and the Japanese army was the invader. In addition to these characters, 

common folks, such as Sister Ah-Qing 阿庆嫂, who was a symbol of the masses, played 

strong supporters of the CCP. Yet while it seemed that each signifier in the play was 

corresponding to the one signified, Wang managed to obscure their inner relationships by 

breaking one pair’s one-to-one relationship. In Ah-Qing’s wondering of whether they were 

“Chiang’s men or Wang’s men,” the meaning of these two phrases were definite as they 

represented Chiang Jieshi and Wang Jingwei. However, over time, the two signifiers 

“Chiang’s men” and “Wang’s men” slid into a broader meaning: they could have represented 

any two different factions. For example, in the TV show, there were no Chiang or Wang men 

to speak of, but this pair of signifiers still worked as it hinted at a different signified one. 

The result that Wang’s reedited part could easily accommodate to different context 

might due to Wang’s intentional attenuation of the political propagandistic feature of the 

play. For one thing, comparing with other dialogues in the play, the paragraph wrote by 
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Wang is much less mimetic. Originally, the revolutionary opera should be made as a clean-

cut work of socialist realism. Its main function was to advertise the positive image of the 

CCP and to educate the masses, sometimes illiterate masses via the entertainment they could 

immediately understand. Therefore, in Jiang Qing’s view, the setting of the play should be 

strictly realistic and every line in characters’ dialogue aims for a direct purpose, such as 

describe the characters’ movement or herald their next moves. For example, Wang recalled 

an anecdote of Jiang during their making of the play. In the beginning, there was a line “芦花

白早稻黄绿柳成行”, describing a view with white reed catkins, yellow paddy rice are and 

green willows that line up. Jiang asserted that she has been to Suzhou area for a field trip and 

found out that these three plants do not ripe at the same time. Ergo, she insisted to change the 

original line to “芦花放稻谷香岸柳成行”, which means that the reed catkins are 

blossoming, the paddy rice smell good while willows forming line on the bank of the river. 

Wang found this changing ridiculous as there was no real difference between these two 

versions (Z. Wang, 汪曾祺全集卷五 The Collected Works of Wang Zengqi 241). This 

anecdote reveals Jiang’s obsession with the mimetic effect of the revolutionary model opera. 

On the contrary, Wang paid more attention on the psychological sides of the play. For 

instance, the dialogue he wrote for main characters on the one hand traces their inner thinking 

process, on the other hand, also reflects the psychological contest between these characters. 

Besides, Wang also added more literariness to the play. The aforementioned most famous 

part of the play was almost deducted because Jiang didn’t like it. Thanks to Wang’s boldness 

to secretly keeping this part, audiences now could enjoy this witty dialogue.  

Moreover, the rationale that Wang explained to his college friend was also a result of 

a political strategy: to emphasize the efforts of the CCP on the frontline battlefield during the 

anti-Japanese War. All of these examples function as support for the previously established 

premise of this chapter, that it was highly difficult, if not impossible, for any modernist 

thoughts or modernist elements to meander in the strictly-marked land of socialist realism, 

and almost all the modernists who were famous for their shared identity of Jingpai School 

writers aborted either their creative writing career or their faith in modernist writing in the 

PRC. Under this circumstance, what Wang managed to achieve was more than smuggling his 

personal style into a literary text that was under the supervision of politics; he also preserved 

as much integrity of literature as possible and paved a way for Chinese Modernism to regain 

its glory when the right time came.  
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4.3.3 After the Cultural Revolution 

Wang joyfully participated in the parade of celebrating the downfall of Jiang Qing 

and her anti-revolutionary ring in October 1976. However, when most intellectuals were 

welcoming the end of the Cultural Revolution and the beginning of a new period (maybe still 

traumatized and concerned), Wang was inspected over and over again due to his association 

with the model operas and his presence at Tiananmen Square as the sole writer. Wang wrote 

many self-reviews to expose his relationship with Jiang Qing and the role he played in Jiang 

Qing’s experimental theater. In the spring of 1979, Wang eventually got rid of his Rightest 

hat and began to resume a comparatively less politicized life. Within two years, Wang had 

already begun to re-collect ideas for a novella. He became more prestigious after the 

publication of his representative works, such as “The Love Story of a Young Monk” and 

“The Tale of Big Nur.” However, despite the still legible figure of Modernism in Wang’s 

works in the 1980s, there were also a great deal of changes from his early modernist writings 

in the 1940s. A comparison of two versions of a particular story, “Special Gift,” which Wang 

first created in 1948 and rewrote in 1980, will highlight these changes. 

In the early version of “Special Gift,” Wang began with a paragraph describing the 

protagonist’s mental activities: 

A day has pas[sed]. No matter saying this line with any tones, this day won’t 
come back again. The new page is still not covering yet, just like a train arrived at 
a station, still puffing at there, [and] now is evening. In the evening, that old wall 
clock knocked eight times, there is still quite a long time before it knocks ten 
times. For many people, at least for several people here, this is a good time. It 
could be [said] as the best time, if be included in a day. What is even more 
suitable is to make this period of time independent, it is still away from the next 
day, and it also isn’t hanging behind the first day. (Z. Wang, 汪曾祺全集卷一
The Collected Works of Wang Zengqi 197) 

Although this might not be considered an exact stream-of-consciousness depiction, it 

is at least a soliloquy by the narrator. It does not connect directly to the plot; instead, it serves 

more to create an atmosphere of the character’s quiet, peaceful, and maybe dull life. Faintly, 

it also exudes a sense of world-weariness, which was quite evident in Wang’s early literary 

works. Yet in the new version of “Special Gift,” its beginning contains a more realist style: 

“Those who lived in the same street as Wang Er well knew how he had made his fortune” (Z. 

Wang, Story After Supper 53). 

Moreover, the transition to a relatively realist style can be spotted in the diminished 

mental process of writing; it also reveals the absence of ambiguous yet seemingly meaningful 
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sentences, such as in the first version of “Special Gift,” in which the writer had inserted 

simple everyday dialogue,60 which was about greeting each other after supper. The writer 

commented that there was no point to this greeting other than the tradition of having this kind 

of conversation after supper was finally finished. The writer added “this is an end, this is also 

a beginning” (Z. Wang, 汪曾祺全集卷一 The Collected Works of Wang Zengqi 197). This 

line was separated from the other lines and formed an individual paragraph, despite the fact 

that it contained only one sentence. This kind of style appeared quite often in Wang’s early 

works. In fact, it was also a typical style in Fei Ming’s works. When the writer wanted to 

single out something seemingly meaningless, or at least its meaning was not obvious, the 

sentence became significant and serious instead. This technique enticed readers to linger on 

the sentence and try to decode whether there were any hidden messages behind it. Just like 

Woolf’s and Fei Ming’s visionary moments, this kind of arrangement slowed the readers’ 

reading pace and planted some enigmas between the lines to tease the readers’ minds. 

Therefore, readers were not simply being told a story by a storyteller; they were also invited 

to step into the story once in a while. 

This kind of writing style almost completely disappeared in Wang’s later writings. In 

the new version of “Special Gift,” no serious moments as such can be found in the text. It 

seems that Wang had abided by his own promise to “go back to realism and go back to 

national traditions” (Z. Wang, 晚翠文集 Wancui Anthology 28) that he spoke about at a 

symposium that Beijing Literature had organized for him in 1987. Yet in addition to this 

“compromise” of giving up psychological writing, the new version of “Special Gift” is also 

not exactly a literary work of Realism in the traditional sense. For example, although Wang 

had added more content to this new version, the whole story turned out to be even more 

plotless. Wang detailed many traditions such as how to run a business and how to train an 

apprentice in that place at that time. This new material was not literally related to the original 

central plotline. The whole structure of the fiction became looser, and the plot became 

multilinear so that no central character could be identified. It was also not the kind of socialist 

realism that was popular in the contemporary PRC for many decades. As it contained all the 

features Wang had listed for prosified fiction, it might be rational to surmise that the new 

version of “Special Gift” was Wang’s attempt at the prosification of fiction. 

 
60 The writer did not specify the speakers of the conversation.  
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In fact, Chinese modernists were not the only writers to fuse Modernism and Realism. 

With the arrival of the Second World War, many Western modernists also began to pivot 

their previous experimental writing to a more realist style, yet the difference between these 

Western modernists and Chinese modernists, represented by Wang, was that the reasons for 

their redirection were diverse. The two major changes in Wang’s later literary writing reflect 

his experiences during the first three decades of the PRC. Wang’s rationale behind these 

modifications to his creative writing and his turn to Realism might have been the result of an 

aftershock of Wang’s previous upheaval. Or perhaps, after three decades of watching and 

experiencing, Wang realized that only Realism would never be obsolete in socialist China. As 

for Modernism, it could only survive and develop as a byproduct of Realism. Moreover, since 

Modernism and Realism are not completely opposites, blending them together might have 

been the optimal way to let their respective beauty shine. Furthermore, this blending also 

brought out the best uniqueness of Chinese Modernism, which was not so much a 

philosophical product but rather a vulnerable infant that had secretly survived after decades-

long wrestling with politics and ideologies. Therefore, Chinese modernist works were not 

filled with multiple techniques; instead, they were poetic, prosified, and apolitical, while not 

overstepping the invisible boundary. The second change made by Wang, which was the 

intensification of the feature of plotlessness, might have been relevant to the writer’s personal 

experiences. One of the overt features of model operas was its stereotypes. There were many 

strict principles that the narrative had to follow, such as the three prominences or the heroic 

image of “Gaodaquan.” In this case, Wang’s emphasis on plotlessness seemed like a 

counterfire, or a mosaic shield, to prevent the story from being interpreted in a single way, 

and consequently, from being censored in an exclusive way. 
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Conclusion 
 

In 1976, “Carl Andre’s rectangular pile of bricks, Equivalent VIII (1966), annoyed 

lots of people when shown at the Tate Gallery, London” (Butler 1). Andre intended to display 

this pile of bricks as a sculpture, a project of art, at the museum. However, this sculpture 

composed of bricks challenged many viewers’ conception of art. Andre was not the first to 

shock an audience. In 1917, Marcel Duchamp displayed Fountain (1917), a urinal he bought 

at a chain store on Fifth Avenue in New York City, signed “R. Mutt,” and proclaimed it was 

art. While both works looked like a joke in the eyes of those accustomed to conventional 

artworks, they each experienced a different reception. When Duchamp applied to exhibit 

Fountain publicly at the Grand Central Palace on April 10, 1917, the Board of Directors of 

the Society of Independent Artists, which “Duchamp himself had helped found and promote 

on the lines of the Parisian Salon des Indépendants” (Howarth and Mundy), did not reject it, 

since Duchamp had already paid a fee, but they refused to have it placed in the show area. 

The Board of Directors, though tolerant in accepting “all members’ submissions, took 

exception to Fountain, believing that a piece of sanitary ware—and one associated with 

bodily waste—could not be considered a work of art and furthermore was indecent” 

(Howarth and Mundy). On the contrary, although Andre’s Equivalent VIII had also enticed 

questions “about its context rather than its content” (Butler 1), the Tate Gallery still accepted 

it as an art project. In the postmodernist era, questions about its legitimacy as a work of art 

made little sense; as Butler stated, “it seems to be generally accepted that it is the institution 

of the gallery, rather than anything else, which has made it, de facto, a ‘work of art’” (Butler 

1). The different treatments of the two artists’ artworks evidenced the public’s increasing 

acceptance of various forms of artistic works. Granted that viewers still had questions about 

works like Equivalent VIII lingering in their minds, they no longer rejected it by questioning 

its legitimacy and moral decency. This not only marked a triumph (and perhaps 

simultaneously the death) of modernism in terms of public understanding but also signified 

the beginning of the postmodernist era.  

The international situation in the 1970s was volatile, as the first economic recession 

post-Second World War hit capitalist countries; Eastern Europe and Western Europe were 

engaged in a seemingly endless skirmish due to the ongoing Cold War; and protesters 

demanding new rights and equality marched in the streets of many countries. In fact, this 

series of changes was already in progress before the 1970s. According to Sarup,  
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[m]any people [were] aware that Western societies since the Second World War 
ha[d] radically changed their nature in some way[, and] social theorists have used 
various terms to describe these changes: media society, the society of the 
spectacle, consumer society, the bureaucratic society of controlled consumption, 
post-industrial society, a fashionable description of such societies is that they are 
postmodern. (Sarup 133)  

In the postmodern era, postmodernity came into being after the term modernity lost its 

defining power. Accompanying the term postmodernity, postmodernism, which represented 

the associated culture, made its debut. “The term postmodernism originated among artists and 

critics in New York in the 1960s and was taken up by European theorists in the 1970s” 

(Sarup 131).  

From the 1970s to the early 1980s, “the hypothesis of postmodernism was under 

development on a number of different fronts,” including architectural postmodernism—the 

first branch of postmodernism—new accounts of a consumer society, and the waning of 

metanarratives (Connor 2). In Connor’s view, “at this stage, it was a genuine puzzle for 

anyone trying to get a secure fix on the term ‘postmodern’ to make the different sorts of 

argument applied to different kinds of object line up” (Connor 2). Connor also pointed out 

that  

perhaps the principle problem was how to synchronize the arguments of those 
who claimed that the societies of the advanced West had undergone fundamental 
changes in their organization, and who therefore seemed to be characterizing a 
shift from modernity to postmodernity, with the arguments of those who thought 
that they discerned a shift in the arts and culture of these societies from a 
distinctively modernist phase to a distinctively—or distinctly—postmodernist 
phase. (Connor 2)  

One thing for certain was that various changes were progressing in the 1970s West, 

and these changes facilitated the development of postmodernism. 

Within the PRC, the Cultural Revolution and its aftermath had led to a tumultuous 

China in the 1970s. Specifically, in the literary field, the rupture between China and the West 

was, on the one hand, the severest after 1949 due to the widening of the breach between them 

that had accumulated over the previous several decades, and on the other hand, China and the 

West were about to arrive at another merging point after the succession of events that had 

occurred in the PRC. After the CCP gained influential power in the 1940s, its cultural 

policies were always versatile, and the literary field was always a major battlefield on which 

the Party carried out its ideological purges and political maneuverings. Almost all of the 

literary campaigns, including those against Wang Shiwei in 1942 and those that occurred 
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after the liberation, such as Criticizing Wuxun Zhuan 武训传, Criticizing Researches on A 

Dream in Red Mansions 红楼梦, and the Campaign against Hu Feng, though initiated in the 

literary field, were all colored with the Party’s ideology and political intentions (Q. Hu 133). 

In the mid-1960s, with negative comments on the traditional Chinese play Hai Rui Dismissed 

from Office 海瑞罢官 as the tinder, one of the severest political conflicts inside the Party 

began to flame.61 Soon after, the Expanded Meeting of the Political Bureau of the Central 

Committee of the Communist Party of China in May 1966, and the Seventh Plenary Session 

of the Eighth Central Committee of the Communist Party of China in August of the same 

year, marked the commencement of the Cultural Revolution (S. Chen 162). With the 

increasing fervorization of the Cultural Revolution, the conflicts within the Party spread over 

the whole country and thereafter caused more social upheavals. Yet these successive changes 

did not lead to the transition from modernism to postmodernism; on the contrary, even 

Chinese literary modernism became more marginalized, if not completely died out, in the 

beginning decades of the PRC. 

Most domestic critics had reached a consensus on dividing modern Chinese literature 

into two parts: modern Chinese literature and contemporary Chinese literature.62 

Chronologically, they tended to view 1949 or thereabouts as the watershed between modern 

Chinese literature and contemporary Chinese literature. Starting in the early twentieth 

century, a series of movements in the literary and cultural field—popularizing the vernacular, 

modern free verse, and Western modern literary theories—facilitated the transition of 

Chinese literature from its traditional form to its modern form. With the influence of these 

movements peaking in 1911, many critics marked the outbreak of the Revolution of 1911 as 

 
61 The literary play and its main protagonist, Hai Rui, were merely camouflage for the criticizing of Peng 
Dehuai, who was the Vice Premier of the State Council at that time. At the 1959 Lushan Meeting, Peng 
expressed to Mao Zedong his findings of the problems with and possible reasons for the Great Leap Forward 
Movement. Soon after, he was discharged from all duties and moved to the suburbs of Beijing. When Jiang 
Qing had the play revised, she associated Peng with Hai Rui and reversed the theme of the play from praising 
Hai Rui’s integrity to repudiating Hai Rui for hatching political plots. With Mao’s consent, this play was further 
used as an excuse to carry out Mao’s mission of censoring the current Beijing Municipal Committee. This play 
was reedited by the vice mayor of Beijing, Wu Han. When Yao Wenyuan’s article Wen Hui Bao 文汇报, which 
contained severe accusations against the play, was published on November 10, 1965, the current mayor and first 
secretary of Beijing, and the Vice-chairman of the National People's Congress Standing Committee, Peng Zhen 
did not realize the real intention behind the article and refused to reprint the article immediately in Beijing 
Daily. Peng’s refusal further sustained Mao’s belief that the Beijing Municipal Committee was independent 
from the Party’s leadership. Therefore, Mao organized more meetings on this issue and commanded more 
campaigns against those whom he believed were not under the control of the CCP. Henceforth, the Party 
conducted more purges on both party members and outsiders, with an emphasis on the artistic and cultural 
fields. 
62 Supporters of this delineation were Chen Xiaoming, Chen Sihe, Qian Liqun, and Hong Sicheng, among 
others. 



 137 

the commencement of Chinese literary modernization and thereby the beginning of modern 

Chinese literature. The term modern here refers to both a temporal dimension and different 

characteristics of Chinese literature, such as a renewal in syntax and semantics. During this 

process, literary modernism contributed to the transformation of Chinese literature, from its 

classical form in feudal Ancient China to its modern form in Republican China, and it 

symbolized an updated Western culture at that time.  

After the CCP gradually took control nationwide, the direction of modern literature in 

the PRC began to differ. Especially in the first three decades of the PRC, the trajectory of 

Chinese literature was almost in a single track. Hong Zicheng claimed that from the 1950s to 

the 1970s, only one “particular literary form” dominated China’s literary field (Hong 3). The 

most fundamental principle of Hong’s “particular literary form” was that literature should 

serve politics. Zhou Yang, the spokesman of Mao Zedong and, by extension, the CCP in the 

1950s and 1960s, made this principle fairly clear. According to records, during a speech Zhou 

gave at Peking University in the late 1950s, a student questioned why literature and the arts 

should serve politics instead of the people. The student further gave the example of 

Beethoven’s symphony, claiming that it was melodious yet irrelevant to politics. Zhou 

riposted that it was because politics was the concentrated reflection of economics. He 

borrowed the student’s example and argued that the reason the student found Beethoven’s 

symphony euphonic was exactly because Beethoven hid his political attitude inside his 

melodies (X. Huang).63 Surely, Zhou’s answer was tricky. He circumvented the student’s real 

question and offered a seemingly impeccable yet irrelevant response. Nevertheless, Zhou 

successfully impressed the students with his eloquence and distracted them from the real 

question (D. Yang 9). This anecdote of Zhou provides a snippet of the situation back then. 

Without many dissenting voices, it was acknowledged nationwide that literature and the arts 

should serve politics in Mao’s PRC. Yet, as Yang Dingchuan has suggested, the fact that 

Zhou only rebutted the student’s example rather than accusing the student of insinuation as 

posed by the question might have indicated that, personally, Zhou agreed with the student, at 

least secretly (D. Yang 10). A few years later, Zhou revealed his real attitude in a People’s 

Daily editorial column that preached that literature and the arts should serve and work for the 

people. This column eventually led to his censorship and political charges during the Cultural 

Revolution.  

 
63 Zhou was making the case that Beethoven tore up the movement he gave to Napoleon after he heard about 
Napoleon’s usurpation, and Zhou thereby claimed that Beethoven’s music was a eulogy for bourgeois 
revolution. 
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Zhou’s case was not merely a personal matter; in fact, his downfall signified a further 

fragmentation of modern Chinese literature. Following Chen Sihe’s summary, there were 

several breaks in the development of contemporary Chinese literature. First, criticism of Hu 

Shi in the early 1950s denounced the liberalist tradition of the generation of modern Chinese 

intellectuals who were the nucleus of the May Fourth Movement, and thereby deprived them 

of their abilities and their right to criticize society freely. Second, the campaign against Hu 

Feng in 1955 purged the Left-Wing Literary Group of dissenters. Third, shortly thereafter, 

the Anti-Rightist Movement in 1957 targeted intellectuals who grew up in the 1950s and 

disfranchised their right to criticize reality. Finally, when the CCP discharged Zhou, a self-

appointed interpreter and defender of Mao’s thoughts on literature and the arts, from his post, 

it also cut off almost all the connections between contemporary Chinese literature and 

modern Chinese literary traditions inherited from the May Fourth Movement to 1949. 

Henceforth, the tradition of modern Chinese literature was erased in the PRC (S. Chen 163). 

With the expanding rupture between modern Chinese literature and contemporary literature, 

literary modernism, which was one of the significant legacies of modern Chinese literature in 

the early twentieth century, almost went extinct during the first three decades of the PRC. In 

its stead, realist literature, or more precisely revolutionary realist literature and revolutionary 

romantic literature, became the mainstream. Under these circumstances, the development of 

Chinese modernist literature stagnated. By contrast, while postmodernism took the stage in 

the West, realism became the dominant discourse in the PRC.   

During the first stage of the Cultural Revolution, the Party’s ideology was the primary 

drive for the development of modern Chinese literature.64 The incident of Lin Biao’s air crash 

on September 13, 1971, marked the second stage of the Cultural Revolution (S. Chen 164). 

The Party’s continuous tight control over literary and artistic publications generated literary 

distortions like Hongnan Zuozhan Shi 虹南作战史, Jinguang Dadao 金光大道, and Yanyang 

Tian 艳阳天, which were practically synonyms of the time. Against this background of tight 

intellectual control, China entered the 1970s. Compared with the hurricane-like 1960s and the 

radically changing 1980s, the 1970s proved to be an insipid decade (T. Li 3), yet this decade 

incubated the thriving of modern Chinese literature that was to flourish in the 1980s. 

Especially for the revival of Chinese literary modernism in the early 1980s, the 1970s 

functioned as a prelude.  

 
64 Hereafter, I will only refer to openly published literary and artistic works, not those created underground. 
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In 1976, three important leaders of the PRC successively passed away: Zhou Enlai on 

January 8, Zhu De on July 6, and Mao Zedong on September 9. These successive deaths 

brought almost the same degree of upheaval as the Tangshan Earthquake on July 28 of the 

same year. Overall, the whole nation was in mourning in 1976. In particular, the death of 

Zhou was a flashpoint for the sufferers of the Cultural Revolution, as well as the terminus of 

the square culture that was popularized for decades and culminated during the Cultural 

Revolution in the PRC. Because of Zhou’s prestige among the public, especially considering 

his efforts to protect as many intellectuals and cultural relics as possible during the Cultural 

Revolution, people flooded into Tian’anmen Square to express their eulogies to Zhou. This 

act reached a climax on April 4 of that year, also known as the Tian’anmen Incident. 

Reputedly, it was the Gang of Four who gave the order to violently suppress the public’s 

protest. Despite the nuance of the demanders’ specific requests, this event echoed the May 

Fourth Movement on the cultural front as they were both an outcry for change. Meng Fanhua 

even elevated the meaning of the Tian’anmen Incident as “an awakening of a nation to 

demand democracy while against autocracy” (Meng 31). One month after Mao’s death, on 

October 18, the government officially announced its judicial decision on the Gang of Four, 

which symbolized the end of the Cultural Revolution. 

In the post-Mao PRC, cultural policies began to shift. Deng Xiaoping’s economic 

reforms and “opening up” policies provided contemporary Chinese literature with a relatively 

freer space for expression. During the transition of literature from Mao’s China to Deng’s 

China, Chinese literary modernism again played a vital role. In this sense, the revival of 

Chinese literary modernism in the early 1980s posed two interesting questions: first, why and 

how would the literary movement be resuscitated after having been suppressed by the PRC 

for decades; and, second, how did modernism gain a second life after its exile?  

This thesis has mapped out the development of Chinese literary modernism roughly 

from the 1930s to the 1980s using the practices of three Chinese modernists—Fei Ming, Mu 

Dan, and Wang Zengqi—as representatives, including their different approaches to literary 

modernism and their respective experiences in the PRC. Specifically, the study of their 

modernist writings in the late 1970s helped to complete the project of Chinese literary 

modernism in the history of contemporary Chinese literature. Respectively, their encounters 

as well as their reactions represented three types of Chinese modernists in Mao’s China. 

Among them, Fei Ming stopped his creative writing in 1948, Mu Dan secretly composed 



 140 

several poems in the early 1970s, which were published posthumously in the late 1970s, and 

Wang Zengqi regained his fame in the 1980s with his modernist fiction works.  

Admittedly, most of the older generation of Chinese modernists ended their writing 

careers before or shortly after the founding of the PRC, both voluntarily and involuntarily. 

Many of them physically labored in the fields or factories during the Cultural Revolution, and 

some of them lost their lives due to the ill treatment that they received. However, for those 

who still had an opportunity to produce literary works, they continued writing, publicly or 

secretly. The cases of Mu Dan and Wang Zengqi discussed in this thesis have exemplified the 

insistence and perseverance of Chinese modernists. Mu Dan was on the Elimination of 

Counterrevolutionaries list in 1954 due to his participation in the expeditionary army during 

the Second Sino-Japanese War, and the court officially sentenced him as a 

counterrevolutionary in 1958. Though reluctantly, Mu Dan left the dais to perform heavy 

labor thereafter, such as organizing books in a library and cleaning public toilets. In his spare 

time, however, Mu Dan continued his translation work. Starting in 1973, he began to 

translate and edit a volume of Anglo-American modernist poems, and about one year before 

his death, he resumed his poetry writing. For a modern intellectual like Mu Dan, he could 

have avoided all these miseries by living abroad, and he had justifiable reasons to forgo his 

modernist writing, yet he chose to continue it. As for Wang Zengqi, he returned to his 

modernist fiction writing in 1979. Jiang Qing’s endorsement of Wang Zengqi enabled him to 

stand on the rostrum of Tian’anmen with Chairman Mao to watch a parade during the 

Cultural Revolution. With this honor, Wang could have followed Hao Ran (1932-2008) in 

becoming a eulogist of the CCP. Instead, he only burnished several revolutionary model 

operas that Jiang had assigned to him and remained silent until he could write modernist 

fiction works again in the late 1970s.  

For younger generations of modern Chinese writers and artists, those who were born 

after 1949 and grew up during the 1960s and 1970s, their propensity for literary modernism 

was understandable as they were also victims of the PRC’s political turbulence. They 

witnessed the encroaching political power over the artistic industry, which was later used as a 

propaganda tool, and they spent their childhood and even youthhood experiencing a 

nationwide kitsch in place of a proper education. Chen claimed that the underground works of 

these young writers and poets marked their spiritual awakening (S. Chen 182). They refused 

to participate in the weaving of the “myth of utopia,” and they tried to record their subjective 

experiences and rational thinking as an individual in their writings (S. Chen 182). Under 
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these circumstances, literary modernism, a trend of the suppressed literary school that 

opposed collectivism, became their optimal choice. With its unique characteristics, such as 

fragmentation and temporal disorder, modernist writing evaded the manacles of revolutionary 

discourse at that time. For example, in Zhao Zhenkai’s (1949- ) Waves 波动, the writer used 

the technique of fragmentation to create the effect of montage. The montage-like narrative 

accredited the authenticity of these personal experiences described by the writer, thereby 

empowering the language to be more empathetic. Chen pointed out that Zhao also employed 

the technique of defamiliarization in Waves, which consequently revealed the “dark and 

bloody” reality hidden within a mythical world forged by the authorities (S. Chen 185). In 

this case, for the younger generations of Chinese writers and artists, literary modernism was a 

symbol of individualism that distanced them from the discourse of the totalitarian regime.  

The persistence of the older generation of Chinese modernists in rebuilding their 

modernist discourse was partly due to the fact that Chinese literary modernism was 

unfinished. Exterior forces, such as the urgent demand of nationalism during the Sino-

Japanese War, the suppression of political struggle during the domestic war of the liberation 

period, and the oppression of the ideological purge in the beginning decades of the PRC, had 

cut it short. Two genealogical trains—the Jingpai Literary School and the National Southwest 

Associated University—that were discussed in this thesis are examples of this rupture in 

Chinese literary modernism. Many Jingpai writers, including Zhou Zuoren, Fei Ming, Yang 

Zhensheng, He Qifang, Xiao Qian, Lu Fen, Shen Congwen, and Wang Zengqi, all terminated 

their modernist writing and pivoted to other related works before or just after 1949. Except 

for Wang Zengqi, who continued his modernist writing in the 1980s, none of these Jingpai 

writers had accomplished their modernist expeditions. Moreover, the reviving of literary 

modernism also led to many modern Chinese writers’ returning to their liberal position. In 

modern Chinese history, the May Fourth Movement symbolized the beginning of 

enlightenment, liberation, and modernization. As one legacy of the Movement, literary 

modernism also shared these labels. Hence, the revival of literary modernism in post-Mao 

China was a representation of contemporary Chinese writers’ confrontation with the state.  

Compared with Western literary modernism, which faded out along with the 

development of Western society and was replaced by postmodernism, the unfinished project 

of Chinese literary modernism was akin to a young man who had been detained for both 

justifiable and unjustifiable reasons in his prime; after he was finally released from jail, it was 

only nature for him to try to find his way back to his previous life. At least, this was the case 



 142 

for Wang, who was considered the last heir of Jingpai writers and poets of the Nine Leaves 

School, including Mu Dan, Yuan Kejia, and Zheng Min, among others. For the modern 

intellectuals who studied or worked at the National Southwest Associated University, many 

of them also played vital roles in the resumption of literary modernism after 1976. For 

instance, Wang Ning pointed out that scholars like Yuan Kejia and Chen Kun contributed 

significantly to the introduction of modernism after 1978 (N. Wang, 接受与变形：中国当代

先锋小说中的后现代性 Acceptance and Transformation 140). In particular, Yuan’s edited 

version of Selected Works of Foreign Modernist Literature65 was quite influential among 

readers at that time (N. Wang, 接受与变形：中国当代先锋小说中的后现代性 Acceptance 

and Transformation 140). In this sense, Chinese modernists’ urgent need to continue their 

unfinished projects initiated in Republican China facilitated the revival of literary modernism 

in the 1980s. 

There was no denying the fact that in its origin, Chinese literary modernism was 

under the influence of Western modernist literature and theories. Likewise, contemporary 

Western literature and theories also influenced the second thriving of literary modernism in 

Deng’s China. There were many similarities in the two waves of the development of literary 

modernism. For one thing, literary modernism served as a beacon of positive ideas, such as 

“new” and “modern,” for Chinese people. Moreover, the emergence of literary modernism 

during each period was a combined outcome of modern Chinese intellectuals’ negative 

acceptance and voluntary learning. Moreover, the development of literary modernism in 

China adhered to the political agenda of modernization in both periods. Furthermore, its 

development was always intertwined with other schools of Western literature entering China. 

For the first time, accompanying modernism, there were many other Western literary “isms,” 

such as romanticism and realism. In its second revival, literary modernism was a mixture of 

Western modernist and postmodernist literary works that propelled Chinese literary 

modernism. For example, Yuan Kejia included some postmodernist works of Jorge Luis 

Borges and Gabriel Garcia Marquez in his Selected Works of Foreign Modernist Literature, 

which had huge impacts on Chinese avant-garde writers in 1985. Partly due to their genetic 

lineage, the relationship between modernism and postmodernism has often been obscure. 

Nonetheless, the question remains: why did postmodernism play only an accompanying role 

 
65 This is an anthology series of foreign modernist literary works. Its original Chinese title is 外国现代派作品
选. It was published by Shanghai Literature & Art Publishing House from 1980 to 1985. 
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in modernism in the PRC when in many areas of the West, it had already become the 

dominant movement? 

The prefix “post” in “postmodernism” is less meaningful in the sense of subjective 

historical time because rather than, as Russman put it, “a phenomenon that emerged ‘after 

modernism’…to replace [modernism]; postmodernism is…an ultimate expression of the 

nihilistic tendencies of modernism, tendencies which were present from its beginning and 

have continued to the present” (Russman 123). The “ultimate expression of the nihilistic 

tendencies” characterized postmodernism, with its features of irony, paranoia, and dispersal. 

Postmodernists’ fondness for parody, pastiche, anarchy, temporal disorder, looseness of 

association, fragmentation, and vicious circles might also have contributed to it.   

Despite the real relationship between modernism and postmodernism, there is no 

doubt that they are symbiotic. This symbiotic relationship is not so much in terms of their 

successive timelines but in their innate continuity. Granted that postmodernism is, in many 

ways, a rejection or replacement of modernism, it still carries many characteristics of 

modernism. For instance, many features of postmodernism are the same as those of 

modernism, like fragmentation, temporal disorder, and looseness of association (Connor 2). 

Jameson also acknowledged that there is, and always will be a  

powerful alternative position that Postmodernism is itself little more than one 
more stage of modernism proper; it may indeed be conceded that all the features 
of Postmodernism I am about to enumerate can be detected, full-blown, in this or 
that preceding modernism. (Jameson 49)  

For a contradiction, Jameson borrowed the perspective of cyclic history and 

pinpointed that modernism had become “a set of dead classics, which ‘weigh like a nightmare 

on the brains of the living,’ as Marx once said in a different context,” meaning the younger 

generation of the 1960s, just like what the culture of “an older Victorian and post Victorian 

bourgeoisie” meant to modernists in the prime time of modernism (Jameson 50). Jameson’s 

refutation mapped out the logical sequence of modernism and postmodernism. For Jameson, 

postmodernism’s replacement of modernism was inevitable because modernist theories 

ceased to be novel and modernist works lined dusty shelves with previous “isms” that 

modernism once stood for.  

Jameson proclaimed that in many ways, postmodernism “transcend[ed] anything that 

might have been imagined at the most extreme moments of high modernism” and it “no 

longer scandalize[d] anyone and [was] not only received with the greatest complacency but 



 144 

ha[d] themselves become institutionalized and [were] at one with the official or public culture 

of Western society” (Jameson 51). Jameson’s further claim that  

what has happened is that aesthetic production today has become integrated into 
commodity production generally: the frantic economic urgency of producing 
fresh waves of ever more novel-seeming goods (from clothing to airplanes), at 
ever greater rates of turnover, now assigns an increasingly essential structural 
function and position to aesthetic innovation and experimentation (Jameson 51)  

exposed his attitude that postmodernism was derived from a highly-developed 

commodity society. Jameson’s depiction of the intertwining of arts and capital further 

revealed one of his ideas on postmodernism, that postmodernism was the byproduct of a 

capitalist society in its developed stage. By contrast, late 1970s and early 1980s China was 

still in recovery from the chaos of the Cultural Revolution and the famine of the Great Leap 

Forward Movement. Even after Deng’s economic reforms and his policy of “Socialism with 

Chinese Characteristics” in 1978, it still took a decade for food stamps to completely 

disappear in the PRC. Therefore, the preconditions for the emergence of postmodernism were 

insufficient in the PRC at that time. With the continuation of Deng’s state capitalism, whether 

postmodernism could have evolved or had evolved in the PRC is another possible topic for 

further projects.  

In addition to the insufficiency of China’s social development, such as the degree of 

national economics, industry, and commodity, on the cultural front, postmodernism was also 

excessive in late 1970s China. For postmodernism, it was even harder to define it than 

modernism as it was ultimately an attempt only—an attempt to explain everything that 

unfolded in the postmodern era when everything seemed confusing” (Powell 12). Modernists 

suffered from the collapse of the Age of Confidence and witnessed the death of reason. They 

followed Friedrich Nietzsche, who announced the death of Enlightenment values, God and 

Christian morality and thereby lived in a world centered around a void. They mourned the 

void-like world they had to live in while searching for everything that might fulfill the void, 

and that is when “aesthetics—art—became central” (Powell 13). Postmodernists, on the other 

hand, no longer cared whether the void existed or not. This might have been a desperate 

move after having witnessed the modernists’ Sisyphean method of searching for 

postmodernism. At the same time, it might also have been a practical choice, as postmodern 

life deprived postmodernists the possibility to understand it or present it with a simple 

definition in the centerless postmodern world. Moreover, McHale offered his thesis that 

while “the dominant of Modernism writing is epistemological…the dominant of 
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Postmodernist writing is ontological” (McHale 58). This philosophical differentiation of 

modernism and postmodernism shows the fundamental difference between them.  

The situation in the late 1970s and early 1980s PRC was different from that in the 

West. While Western postmodernists derived their theories from a turning away from 

modernism, in post-Mao China, the legacies for contemporary Chinese writers were works of 

realism. For them, their urgent demand was to shy away from the revolutionary discourse that 

dominated the literary mainstream for decades. Accompanying this demand, many Chinese 

intellectuals also desired individualism after decades-long collectivism. Herewith the return 

of modernism, an “ism” that first emerged after the May Fourth Movement and therefore was 

baptized by the spirit of individualism as well as liberalism, became one of the approaches 

that modern Chinese intellectuals used to repulse authoritarian state rule.  

Hence, in late 1970s and early 1980s China, with the mission of literary modernism 

was left unfinished, there was no room and also no need for postmodernism at that time. 

Moreover, while postmodernism posited “a consequent weakening of historicity, both in our 

relationship to public History and in the new forms of our private temporality” (Jameson 55), 

there was no way for contemporary Chinese intellectuals to attenuate their historical sense, 

no matter in light of collective remembrance or personal experiences. Their immediate needs 

were to overthrow the authoritarianism of the Propaganda Department. Therefore, with many 

intellectuals already familiar with modernism, it was a more efficient choice than 

postmodernism. In fact, from the end of the Cultural Revolution to the early 1980s, most 

Chinese were in recovery from the immediate past and were trying to find a new path. Based 

on the Marxist view of history, the new successors of the CCP had to at least take the past 

chaos as one reference so as to avoid it in the future. At the same time, it was also too risky to 

take a sharp turn on the cultural front.66 That is also partly why Western postmodernism was 

not accessible enough in the late 1970s PRC.  

By way of conclusion, my discussion of postmodernism sought to constellate my 

thesis about the vitality of literary modernism in the literary circles of the PRC. Although 

modernism was only an airborne concept for Chinese intellectuals in the beginning, it gained 

distinct and extensive experience after it had established a life of its own in the PRC. While 

literary modernism might have served as an attempt to capture the vertigo moment of modern 

life in the West, in the process of Chinese modernity, it also bore a mission of enlightenment. 

 
66 Although it is not entirely appropriate, the June 4 Incident in 1989 might be one example. 
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Considered in terms of comparative literary history, the journey of literary modernism to 

modern China accounted for Chinese literary modernism’s long lifespan. It was never merely 

a marginalized literary style that certain writers embraced; rather, it was entangled with the 

public’s demands for a modern society, with the intellectual’s pursuit of pure art and 

sometimes even in step with the state’s agenda of modernization.  

The unique status of Chinese literary modernism enriched global modernism by 

providing a special path for modernism to branch out and proliferate. The case of Chinese 

literary modernism also presented a unique mode of developments as well as missions among 

different global modernisms. Therefore, using a comparative methodology, my project of 

Chinese literary modernism represented by three origins not only mapped out its trajectories 

by supplementing two genealogical trains that were underestimated for a long time, but also 

identified three more localities of global modernism and their contributions to its creation. 

Furthermore, as my thesis has established, the development and the appearance of literary 

modernism in China were different from those in the West. After literary modernism 

regained a second life in the PRC, its characteristics became more distinct. Hence, Chinese 

postmodernism, if it does exist, is also a variant of Western postmodernism, as the 

uniqueness of Chinese literary modernism predetermined its consequentially unique 

successor in the culture of contemporary China.
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