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Forever Behind.
A Critical Narrative of a
Half-Hearted Hardy Fan

Shouhua Qi

The evening of September 23, 1994. JFK International Airport.
After six years of having not seen me and more than 18 hours of trans-
pacific and transcontinental flight, across a dozen time zones, my par-
ents finally walked towards me. Hug. Laugh. Tears. And a big lump
in the throat. There was so much to celebrate and so much catching up
to do. Yet the first thing my father did, with the shaking hands of a
65-year-old who had barely survived the blizzard of the Cultural Revo-
lution, was to dig out of his carry-on bag a book. He thrust it into my
hand. It was a copy of Thomas Hardy’s A Pair of Blue Eyes in an edi-
tion I had co-translated eight years before.

It was one of those rare moments in one’s life when the thing,
long-expected and way overdue, finally arrives. During the years after
the completion of the translation, I had been like a young father, who
has had everything to do with the creation of a new life, and yet at the
time of birth has to wait outside the delivery room. To be shut out of
the last stage of such a process is agony. In this case, the waiting hap-
pened to be prolonged, the anxiety had been mounting, and there was
little else anyone could do to help.

Indeed, the delayed arrival of this book symbolized the rather
awkward position of a young scholar. During my 10-year long relation-

ship with Hardy, 1 seemed to be falling forever behind and not able to
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catch on with whatever was the trend. This was the case when 1 was
working on my master’s thesis, and translating Hardy in the China of
the 1980°s where the old literary ideology, though challenged, still
dominated. I was to find myself in a more awkward position at gradu-
ate seminars in the U. S. of the 90’s where interpretive communities
were singing a completely different tune.

Although it was very late after we finally got back to our home in
Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, I locked myself in my little study to have an
intimate moment alone with my book, caressing the beautifully de-
signed cover pages, fondling every single word, font, color, and pat-
tern, feverishly flipping through the pages to revisit the scenes which
had challenged me the most and caused me many a sleepless night, due
to their linguistic and cultural idiosyncrasies. These scenes proved to be
the most delightful when they were finally captured with as little loss of
beauty as possible in Chinese.

The contract for translating A Pair of Blue Eves was signed near
the end of 1985, when China was still caught in the tide of a revival of
learning which had begun fervently early 1980°s. That was after years
of cultural proletarianization. Classics from Western as well as Chinese
literature were hot items in bookstores. Cervantes, Dante, Boccaccio,
Chaucer, and Shakespeare, translated by an older generation of schol-
ars of foreign literature, were being revised and republished. So were
Hardy's major novels like Tess of the d'Urbervilles.

Riding the crest of this tidal wave, the editors at a prestigious pub-
lishing house, specializing in translations of foreign literature , were in-
terested in new projects in Western Classics. Having finished my
master’s thesis on Hardy, I suggested A Pair of Blue Eyes. They liked
it, and my partner, a professor of English who was living in a different
city, and I plunged into this project with fervor.

I'was responsible for translating the preface and Chapters 20 — 40
and writing the translators’ note. Both full time college teachers, we
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had to burn a lot of midnight oil. To live up to the three cardinal prin-
ciples of translation upheld in China — faithfuiness, expressiveness,
and elegance, we often labored long over a particular word, phrase, or
sentence to catch the spirit and color of the original and recreate it in a
very different target language.

To ensure stylistic consistency, we kept the post offices busy for
quite some time by sending the manuscript of every chapter to each
other for comment and revision, creating a little tale of two cities of
our own. At the busiest time, my wife, my father, and my mother-in-
law were mobilized to help “climb the squares,” a Chinese expression
for the slow process of copying manuscripts.

By the time it was done, it was almost 1987. By then, however,
the renaissance seemed to have cooled off. With the economy changing
into a market gear, the nation was caught in another fever. More and
more people fell all over themselves in hot pursuit of dollar signs. Fe-
wer and fewer people had the patience to chase the stars or listen to the
nightingale on the balcony. The pace of life was getting faster, and
pop culture was the thing of the day.

Naturally, our publisher had difficulty promoting the sale; the or-
ders from bookstores fell measurably short of the six thousand copies
minimally required to break even. Thus, the proof of the book had
been locked in the dark limbo of a storage room ever since, despite our
repeated efforts with the editors.

Finally, early 1994, finding the waiting too suspenseful for our
liking, and worried that a longer night of sleep for the book might
bring even more and worse nightmares, we each of us offered to con-
tribute 1000 Yuan, the equivalent of two months’ salary for a college
professor , to resurrect the book. We could not afford to wait for anoth-

er major revival of learning.

My “infatuation” with Hardy had begun back in 1983 when I was



searching for a topic for my master’s thesis. It is one of those moments
in one’s life when we seem to know exactly what we want to do, and
meanwhile are fretful, uncertain, and overwrought with anxiety. It was
then that 1 stumbled upon Tess of the d Uurbervilles. 1 came. | saw.
And 1 was conquered.

I fell in Jove. It was a love mingled with an abundance of pity and
fear. Then I checked out another of Hardy's novels. Another. Still an-
other. And | made up my mind. I proposed the thesis, and was ap-
proved.

Hardy, of course, seemed a natural fit for a Marxist approach. As
John Goode explains, a Marxist approach to Hardy study would be
both historically and theoretically relevant though not without its prob-
lematics ( Kramer 22). A Marxist approach to Hardy in the context of
China would seem even more “relevant” for, as is well known, a sim-
plistic or dogmatic Marxist approach had dominated the literary dis-
course there for quite some time. The landscape of Western literature ,
classic or modern, had been littered with footprints left by the specter
of sinicized Marxist criticism. A poor peasant girl goes to claim kin
and is victimized by an aristocratic ( though Alec is a pseudo-aristo-
crat) rake? Nothing fits more conveniently than a reading through the
lens of class struggle and materialistic determinism, which is exactly
what is done in the translator’s note for Zhang Yuru’s edition of Tess.
There is a lot of validity in such a reading. But somehow I was not
content.

There was another possible reading of Hardy which could also
claim much relevancy in the context of China; sexual politics. Women
in China, according to Mao Zedong, were exploited and repressed not
only politically, economically, and religiously, but also sexually. At
the bottom of the social structure based upon Confucian ideals, a girl
had to obey her father, a wife had to obey her husband, and when she
became a widow, she had to obey the son. Indeed, the double stand-
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ard in sexual politics had operated on two planes. The rich and the
powerful —- gentry classes, feudal lords, and emperors from the great
Tang and Han dynasties to powerful political figures in modern times
— could indulge in sensual pleasures, keeping an entourage of concu-
bines, mistresses, and simple girls. The poor and the weak, on the
other hand, had to be content with an extremely ascetic life. While the
man had the license to sow his wild oats, the woman had to preserve
her chastity by observing a very strict moral code of behavior.

The sexual exploitation and repression of woman was symbolized
by the high and tight collars she had to wear and by the 1000-year-old
political institution of foot-binding which could, it was believed, in-
crease her sexual charm. It was also thought to ensure her female chas-
tity by confining her social circles within the household.

The subject of class and gender repression of woman has been ex-
plored by many modern Chinese writers, e. g. Lu Xun, particularly in
his short story “New Year’s Eve. "' It had also been utilized politically
as a powerful weapon by the Communists during the Chinese Civil
War, to call upon the poor and down-trodden to rise up against the rul-
ing class. A dramatic example can be seen in the opera, “The White-
haired Girl. "*

Thus, reading Hardy, in terms of his treatment of sexual morality
in Tess of the d’Urbervilles, Return of the Native, Jude the Obscure as
well as A Pair of Blue Eves, would be relevant both historically and
culturally. It would have a subversive effect on the Confucian hierarchy
and double-standard which had been condemned officially since the be-
ginning of the modern era but was still practiced by the rich and the
powerful. It had also remained deep rooted in the mass culture, as was
manifested in the widespread female infanticide in the rural areas.

Paradoxically, such a reading in the China of the 1980’s, though
more liberalized than before, would still have to fit itself into the meas-
urements of the orthodox literary ideology. Angel, Henry, and their
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preferences, and the murderous social environment surrounding Tess,
Sue, and Jude would by necessity have to be explained, explicitly or
implicitly , as testimonies of bourgeois and petty bourgeois hypocrisy.
This hypocrisy, it has to be pointed out, was either absent or had been
eliminated in the socialist New China, just as the tragedy of the white-
haired girl could only happen in the old China before 1949. Tronically,
reading Hardy for its moral and political subversiveness would be im-
practical both historically and culturally.

Deviating from the orthodox course for literature study, 1 decided
to take a less political path. I wanted to be faithful to the overflow of
powerful emotional responses 1 experienced in reading Hardy’s novels.
I'saw in Hardy’s tragedies — the unfolding dramas of the trios of Tess,
Angel, and Alec; Eustacia, Clym, and Wildeve; Elfride, Stephen,
and Henry; and Jude, Sue, and Arabella — the destruction of beauty.
In every single one of these tragedies, the scales were tipped against
the main characters by a blind force which draws its life from a multi-
plicity of sources — personal, social, and supernatural — and indulges
in sporting with the fates of these characters.

The inquiry into my emotional responses eventually evolved into
the main contention of my master’s thesis: Hardy’s major novels can
produce pity and fear and effect the proper purgation of these emo-
tions, as conceptualized by Aristotle, through a successful reconcilia-
tion of the tragic ideal, traditionally identified with classic tragedies,
with the modern novel which is biased genetically towards realism.

While working on the thesis, I traveled to universities in Beijing,
Shanghai and other big cities to gather whatever secondary sources
were available pertaining to my topic. At Fudan University in Shang-
hai, I happened upon the index card for Dale Kramer’s Thomas Hardy:
The Forms of Tragedy (1975). Excited, I checked with the librarian
who kindly informed me that the book was in the hands of another
graduate student in the English Department.
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