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Duanmu Hongliang (1912-1996) was one of the most talented

writers in the modern period of Chinese literature. His poetry, prose,
painting, and calligraphy are all works of art, and each has its unique
style. None of his contemporaries can match the brilliance of his
descriptions of the vastness and the wild nature of the plains and desert
of northern China, as well as the spectacular images of nature in his
early literary works. Some of his short stories from the 1940s remain as
lasting literary treasures.

Howard Goldblatt is Research Professor of Chinese at The University
of Notre Dame, USA and Haili Kong is Professor of Chinese Language,
Literature and Film at Swarthmore College, USA.
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Publisher’s Note

It is a recent phenomenon that authors of Chinese origin have been
attracting more international attention in the literary world, probably as a
result of China’s increasing cultural interactions with the outside world
in the past two decades. As such, it was not coincidental that the 2000
Nobel Prize was awarded to Gao Xingjian, an author of Chinese origin.

With the mission to bridge the gap between Chinese and Western
cultures, The Chinese University Press is uniquely situated to play an active
role in this area. Thus, this Bilingual Series on Modern Chinese Literature has
come into existence. Under the able guidance of Professor William Tay
and other members of the Advisory Committee, it is planned that five to
six titles will be added to the list annually. They will be important works
by major authors and will be presented in a bilingual format for cross-
cultural appreciation. This means the Committee has either to identify the
best existing translations, or to commission experts who can do the job
equally well. Each author in the series will also be introduced by a noted
scholar in the field to put the work in a critical perspective.

The publisher appreciates the invaluable advice of the Advisory
Committee, and sincerely thanks all those who have helped to make this
series a reality.



Introduction

Translated by
Howard Goldblatt and Haili Kong

Duanmu Hongliang (1912-1996) was one of the most talented writ-
ers in the modern period of Chinese literature. His poetry, prose,
painting, and calligraphy are all works of art, and each has its unique
style. None of his contemporaries can match the brilliance of his
vivid descriptions of the vastness and the wild nature of the plains
and desert of northern China, as well as the spectacular images of
nature in his early literary works. Some similarities in style are dis-
cernible only in the works of contemporary writers Lin Yaode and Mo
Yan. Some of his short stories from the 1940s remain as lasting literary
treasures. Owing to the fact that the twentieth-century Chinese liter-
ary field was extremely ideologically-biased and highly politicized,
to which can be added personal prejudice and other factors, Duanmu'’s
works were ignored for a long time. Only after his death in 1996 has
the study of Duanmu and his works really gained momentum. The
first four volumes of a projected eight-volume Collection of Duanmu
Hongliang's Works have been published in the past decade. They in-
clude his fiction, prose, as well as essays, which partially makes up for

years of neglect.

Duanmu Hongliang was born into a wealthy landowning family
in Changtu, Liaoning province, Northeastern China in 1912. His
original name was Cao Hanwen. It was said that some of his ancestors
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x 2 Introduction

were high-ranking officers in the Qing imperial court. His family was
not only rich but also influential in the region. At the age of five,
Duanmu began practicing calligraphy, composing poetry, and
learning traditional painting skills. He particularly fell in love with
the classical novel Dream of the Red Chamber; his admiration for its
author, Cao Xueqin, lasted all his life. He was considered a “prodigy”
in his hometown, where, beginning in childhood, he acquired a solid
foundation in Chinese traditional culture. When he was eleven, his
open-minded father sent him to Tianjin to receive a western education.
While enrolled in a renowned boarding school in Tianjin he edited a
student journal and began writing stories in the vernacular language.
After the “September 18 Incident” in 1931, Duanmu was actively
involved in radical student movements. In 1933, he barely escaped
from Beijing to Tianjin after only one year as a history student at
Qinghua University. Homeless, he fell into a state of depression.
However, he soon found a way to pour his melancholy and fury into
literary writing. The result was the 500-page novel Khorchin Banner
Plains, which the twenty-one-year-old Duanmu completed in only four
months. But owing to the chaos of war and other factors, publication
of this spectacular epic novel was delayed for six years. Therefore, his
short story “The Sorrows of Egret Lake,” published in October 1936,
became his début work, one that revealed his talent. After that, his
works were published one after another, like a torrent. Within less
than a year he published eleven short stories and one novel and soon

became associated with the well-known northeastern writers in exile.

After 1938 the year Duanmu and Xiao Hong formed a union as a
couple, they drifted in exile, sojourning to Chongging and Hong Kong.
Interestingly, this drifting period turned out to be their peak of liter-
ary creativity, for which Liu Yazi once commented, “They galloped
together in the literary field like a perfect pair of jade.” In 1941, Xiao
Hong died of illness at the age of thirty, leaving Duanmu alone. Sad
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xii 2 Introduction

and lonely, he left Japanese-occupied Hong Kong for Guilin, where
he led a reclusive life, refusing to see visitors. For half a year he was
unable to write a word. Then his creativity blossomed. He completed
a short story “First Kiss” within a day. This was obviously the second
time, after the novel Khorchin Banner Plains, that his emotions poured
out in torrents in his fiction writing. The difference was that the emotion
now was neither nostalgia over the lost homeland in Northeastern
China nor a thirst for social change, but a strong sense of loss and
loneliness. Overall, the 1940s saw another harvest of short stories from

Duanmu Hongliang.

During the nearly thirty years after 1949, owing to incessant
political campaigns, especially during the anti-Hu Feng movement
and the Cultural Revolution, Duanmu was persecuted and targeted
as a bad element several times. He was lucky enough to survive these
campaigns; but, on the other hand, there was no way for him to write
any good stories. Only after the Cultural Revolution did he resume
his literary career, writing poetry, prose, essays, and memoirs, and
starting the ambitious novel trilogy Cao Xuegin. Unfortunately his
health went from bad to worse, and finally he left this world, without
being able to complete the third volume of Cao Xuegin. Fortunately,
however, he partially fulfilled his lifelong dream of following in Cao

Xueqin's footsteps.

Duanmu Hongliang's fictional works (including five novels and
nearly a hundred novellas and short stories) were almost all published
during the War of Resistance. In terms of theme and content, the year
1942, when Xiao Hong passed away, constitutes a line that divides
Duanmu’s fictional writing into an early period and a later one. The
six-year period after 1936, when Duanmu published his first story, is
the early period. From the very beginning Duanmu'’s literary themes

and the literary discourse he created crossed regional lines. His



Hawm 3 xm

RORRALRIAE =+ M T oA AR - FURRY A L REIE A M
A BERREIE B EALERE UL - EENRES L > FEE
HOSERE  MAMHE - ¥FERAS—MTHHA AR
Bl > BAE—RZAMSER T ER/DNE QY - BREEFAEER
ICTER ) Z B A B B B D R R E M B BRI - AR
MR - BEEEAEREERERTHRILRENEHNEE L
BHIBE > T RSN B IVER - B > WHFER T A
A S — 1 SR /) s 44 SR A

—JUEILELEKIE =R RBIGER RS > %524
A RGEB R SCHE T > SARRUGRE » MBAT FTRIMEAE > R
ARRER/DBT » HEISCEDMBIRAX G TX2AE - BT T
KB - 8O0 RS> FERER > BRI ERG TREDH(ES
FOORIAIE - RAMERRANE@RERAT - REAEE h AR
O B RIF i E R R R CE DD B =8 0 E R T AL - R
WERMECEHNE  2PE T -R-REBBEESFHNE -

s ARBE R B/ DNSAIE (RS AR A/DEE R PR/
EREZEEETIRFF R o R EEMAE R > WAL XM —
U A AR R # A NS AR AT R A K - L=
FIAEER T —R/DSLMRIET IR L B o s AR RE5C



xiv ¥ Introduction

geographical, historical, and cultural backgrounds are always multiple
and plural. The range of coverage he represented extends from far-off
frontiers in Northeast China to prosperous metropolitan areas; from
the wild, primitive, and vast prairies to dazzling Shanghai and the
wartime capital of Chongqing. The coverage of his literary themes
includes either patriotic passion, or the sentiments of homesickness
and nostalgia. Duanmu Hongliang used literature as a channel to
express internal sorrow and at the same time to usher readers into
experiencing the drastic changes of the times as well as tasting the
psychological crises of the exile. Another aspect worth mentioning is
that he was a linguistic genius and had a special talent for capturing
the uniqueness of dialect. The Northeastern dialects or bandits’ argots
of northern China, the Wu dialect of southern China, and Shanghai’s
“Chinglish” all appear so vividly and naturally in his writings that
the silent written narrative is enhanced by special audio sound effects

and colored with a strong local native-soil flavor.

After 1942, the subject matter and style of Duanmu’s stories
changed dramatically. The boundless flat landscape and spectacular
rivers and lakes were replaced by the sophisticated, nuanced, and
changing psychological world of subjectivity of his main characters.
The shifting situation of the time was deflected into magical allegories
with mythical and symbolic color. Although Ding Ning, the autobio-
graphical protagonist of Khorchin Banner Plains, reappeared in some
of his stories, for instance in “Harbor” published in 1943, this image
of someone yearning to become a hero of his times or at least a “new
man” now became a mere passive observer who had to conceal his
conflicted mind and lost inner world behind a playboy’s appearance
and carefree attitudes. Memories of his childhood turned out to be a
means for further exploring the pain and wandering of the author’s
subjectivity, rather than a mirror to reflect the changes and chaotic life
of the time. Duanmu adopted various symbolic, allegorical, even surrealistic
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methods to represent the world, such as reconstructing folk leg-
ends and allegories to indirectly reflect or mock the realities of life.
In other words, the style of Duanmu’s literary creation changed
from romanticized and idealistic realism in his early stage to allegori-
cal and dialectic symbolism or modernism. These changes demon-
strated Duanmu'’s rethinking and re-understanding of society, life, and,
particularly, the self.

Due to the limited capacity of this collection, we have selected only
eight stories that Duanmu wrote during the War of Resistance,
representing changing themes and styles and artistic achievements

from both his early and late periods.

“The Sorrows of Egret Lake,” Duanmu’s literary début, was pub-
lished in a nationally circulated literary journal in 1936. It is a story
without much plot. The theme was the most common theme of left-
wing literature in the 1930s: poverty and hunger in the rural areas and
the consequences of growing class conflicts. However, the difference
here is that the story opens with a strong native-soil flavor; natural
imagery that only existed in traditional Chinese poetry and arts
(radiating reflections of the lake, the moon’s light, foggy atmosphere,
and chirping insects) introduces readers to a harmonious world of
human feelings and natural surroundings. When this harmony is
suddenly interrupted by the emergence of the mother and the
daughter who come to steal beans at midnight; this rupture such a
breaking-down leads to a thought-provoking sense of awkwardness,
regret, and embarrassment for the bean-field guards as well as for the
reader. However, the contrast between the beauty of the natural
imagery and the ugliness of human society reaches a new compromise
and promise at the end of the story, where sympathy and under-
standing, even mutual help exists between the field guards and the
thieves. At the end of the story cock crow seems to call for the coming
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