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On Affinity Between

Literatures

When one reads James Wright’s poem entitled:

As I Step over a Puddle at the End of Winter, I Think of an Ancient

Chinese Governor.
and comes to lines like:

Did you find the city of isolated men beyond mountains?
Or have you been holding the end of a frayed rope

For a thousand years?

one finds unmistakable affinity between an American poet writing about his
solitude on the bank of the Mississippi in the 1960s and a Chinese poet sitting
uneasily in a boat being towed upstream on the Yangtze in the ninth century.
When one marvels at Dai Wangshu’s Chinese translation of Baudelaire’s
Fleurs du Mal or of Federico Garcia Lorca’s “Romance de la Guardie Civil
espanola”, one finds affinity too between translator and poet, though it varies
in scope, depth or intensity from poem to poem.

Affinity works in all sorts of ways. It is not restricted to any one period,
but can cut across centuries. Revival of interest in ancient authors shows af-
finity at work between one generation and another. Charles Lamb’s Speci-

mens of English Dramatic Poets Who Lived about the Time of Shakespeare



sl 3

revealed a Romantic interest in Jacobean drama which was to find a modern-
ist sequel in T. S. Eliot’s revaluation of Webster and Tourneur in the next
century.

Perhaps the most thought-provoking kind of affinity is to be found where
people least expect it: between literatures of widely divergent languages and
traditions.

There has been such affinity between Chinese and European literature
from 1900 onwards. On the face of it, nothing could be wider apart than these
two, each with a distinct social and cultural background of its own.

Yet after the Chinese had suffered repeated military defeats at the hands
of the Europeans in the second half of the nineteenth century, a cultural
situation arose in China marked by a mounting interest in Western technology
and institutions. From 1896 to 1908, Yan Fu took it upon himself to introduce
to the scholar-mandarins a whole new ideology by translating some of its
basic books, ranging from L’Esprit des Lois and Wealth of the Nations to On
Liberty. There was still some doubt about whether the Europeans, devilishly
clever as they appeared to be in building steamships and forging howitzers,
had any polite literature. This was effectively dispelled by Lin Shu’s transla-
tions of Western novels, ranging from Alexandre Dumas fils’s La Dame aux
Camélias to Charles Dickens’s David Copperfield, which revealed the depth
of their feeling as well as, in some cases, the refinement of their manners.
Mirs. Harriet Beecher Stowe’s “protest” novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which
Lin also translated, made both the translator and his readers indignant over
black slavery and apprehensive about yellow slavery, a fate that seemed to be
hanging over the heads of the Chinese.

English Romantic poetry made its impact too, at first mainly by
quotable lines of a political significance. Three Chinese versions of Byron’s

“Isles of Greece” appeared in quick succession in Shanghai at the turn of the
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century and the translators were, respectively, a half-Japanese monk-poet, a
German-trained educationist and Dr. Hu Shih, a disciple of the American
pragmatist philosopher John Dewey. These versions, of varying degrees of
accuraC); and poetic felicity, appealed to an intelligentsia who were getting
daily more restive under the rule of the Qing emperors. Thus they were ex-

traordinarily stirred when they came to lines like:

*Tis something, in the dearth of fame,
Though link’d among a fetter’d race,
To feel at least a patriot’s shame,
Even as I sing, suffuse my face;
For what is left the poet here?

For Greeks a blush — for Greece a tear.

Must we but weep o’er days more blest?

Must we but blush2— Our fathers bled.

Soon enough, they also bled, in insurrections which eventually overthrew the
Qing Dynasty and established a Republic.

Shelley’s “Ode to the West Wind”, translated somewhat later by the
poet-historian Guo Moruo, stirred a new generation of Chinese intellectuals.
The line most often quoted—and not by poets alone, but also by revolution-

aries in prison and even on the eve of their execution — was the ending:
If Winter comes, can Spring be far behind?

Perhaps that was precisely the kind of effect Shelley meant to achieve, but
did he have any idea that it would be so fully realized in distant China?

In all this, one sees affinity.

With the rise of the New Culture Movement of 1919, things took a more
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decisive turn. There occurred a gigantic language reform. All writings, ex-
cept official notices, antiquarian essays, and polite verses for ceremonial
occasions, were henceforth to be done in baihua, the plain speech, instead of
wenyan, the literary medium which had remained virtually unchanged for
over a thousand years. Many to this day lament this rash change, particularly
poets of the old school, but it certainly facilitated, among other things,
translation of foreign works, literary and otherwise. The Communist Mani-
festo was translated from a Japanese version in 1920, and soon China
was convulsed in changes that shook the world. For that slim book showed
the Chinese intelligentsia and the nascent working class that there could be a
juster, more equitable society than the bourgeois democracy many of their
elders had been hankering for. The immediate task, however, was to deal
with problems arising out of a medievalism which was supposed to be mori-
bund but actually still had plenty of kicks left. Here again translation of for-
eign literary works proved to be helpful. Ibsen’s Doll’s House touched a chord
in every feminist heart in China, which however only caused the sardonic Lu
Xun to ask, “What happened to Nora after she left her husband?”

For Lu Xun found affinity elsewhere, namely, between the suffering
masses of Eastern Europe and those of China. He started his literary career by
writing an essay on the “Satanic” Byron and translating the short stories from
Poland and Russia. A medical man by training, he believed in Darwinian
evolution but in his later years moved on to Marxism, translating with stub-
born passion the treatises on art and literature by Lunacharsky and other So-
viet theoreticians. In between he wrote his own stories which, classically
~ Chinese in their economy of words, were European in their approach, structure,
atmosphere, down to their direct, abrupt way of presenting dialogue, a nov-
elty in Chinese fiction. He practiced the art of earthbound realism, etching

sharply a few significant details, but always managed to stop this side of
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dullness by his feeling for poetry. A giant bestriding both the classical Chi-
nese and the surging modern worlds, he actively supported those new trends
in art and literature that voiced the protest of the poor against the rich— the
terrifying etchings of Kithe Kolowitz and the intense, vigorous woodcuts of
the young left-wing artists of Shanghai. There were also bonds of sympathy
between him and Bernard Shaw the iconoclast, as also between him and pro-
gressive American journalists — Agnes Smedley, Edgar Snow and Harold
Isaacs.

Thus affinity between Chinese and Western literature in the twentieth
century has had many manifestations, but never purely literary. Confronted
with an acute problem of survival, China has been attracted by those ele-
ments in Western culture that answered to her needs and aspirations at a par-
ticular point of time. Many literary endeavours were impelled by a sense of
crisis.

Has there not been repulsion also? Yes, of course. Different sections of
Chinese writers were repulsed by different things in Western literature: some
by its pandering to popular taste for sex and violence, others by its abstruse
over-abstraction, still others by its exaggerated sense of its own importance
or enlightenment. But even in repulsion there was attraction of opposites,
while the mainstream in both literatures had a lot in common, being subject
to the same pressures of modern life and aspiring to express the same hopes
for a better world.

How did China’s long classical tradition react in these encounters and
confrontations? It resisted change, of course. However, it had within itself
elements that responded to calls from the outside world. The reason why it
had such resilience was precisely that it could in some way or other accom-
modate modifications and reforms. Even when it failed to contain the

onslaught of the new, it acted as a shock absorber and a sieve, for long expe-



