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Preface

I first visited China in July 1976, two months before the
end of the Cultural Revolution. The country’s universities
were in a state of almost complete disarray, with faculty
members sent into “May 7 School” in the country or other-
wise prevented from doing their academic work. For most
students, sloganeering and rampaging had replaced study.
The physical conditions of the campuses were squalid or
worse. A generation of Chinese intellectual life had been
largely squandered and an enormous task of reconstruction
lay before those willing to take up the challenge. It had be-
come clear to thoughtful people that it would be only after
the obsessive ideological commitments of the Cultural Revo-
lution were silenced that the possibility of a genuine cultural
revolution could emerge, one in which individuals no longer
had their critical consciousness so stunned by political propa-
ganda that the expression of real thought and creative imag-
ining would again be possible.

In the almost quarter century since the upheavals of the
1960s and 1970s, China has opened itself to the rest of the
world. Again it is possible for those of us in other countries
to know Chinese culture and society, even as China itself

seeks to share in the parts of other cultures that it needs and



desires. Once more the universities of China are becoming
centres of genuine learning, not only playing vital roles in
the reconstruction of a great country but exercising positive
cultural influences in the wider world. For perhaps under-
standable reasons, it was Western technology, capital in-
vestment, and business management expertise that China
first looked for from the West. As president of McMaster
University in Canada from 1980 to 1990, I was privileged to
help facilitate part of that interchange. Funded by the Cana-
dian International Development Agency, my university was
host to several hundred junior faculty members, each one se-
lected to spend two years in intensive training in our labora-
tories and then return to build or strengthen key pro-
grammes in their home universities. Most of those visitors
were involved in science and technology disciplines, especial-
ly matters like iron and steel making, but there were a hand-
ful in the health sciences and a few, a very few, in the hu-
manities and social sciences. At the same time, our Faculty
of Business was responding energetically to requests from
China to establish in China programmes in business adminis-
tration. As I write this preface a decade later, China is vig-
orously working toward membership in the World Trade Or-
ganization. In the 1980s, as a professor of English literature
interacting with Chinese colleagues both in Canada and Chi-
na, I often wished that China and the government of Canada
would show a comparable zeal in helping the two countries
know each other in the ways made possible only through the
humanities and social sciences. That now appears to be hap-
pening, as students and faculty members in these disci-
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plines, in significant numbers, move back and forth between
China and other countries, partially hampered, of course,
by linguistic, social, and financial obstacles, but persisting
and making progress.

In October 1993, at the invitation of Peking Universi-
ty, I made my sixth trip to China, to lecture and give a
graduate seminar about Northrop Frye. It was the first time
as a visitor there that I was meant to function as a scholar
and professor of the humanities rather than as a senior ad-
ministrative officer of a university. Given the eminence and
importance of Frye and the stature of Peking University, it
was an honour, and a fascinating opportunity. I found the
twenty-one graduate students admitted to the seminar keen
and alert, delving deeply into the assigned text, The Mod-
ern Century. | learned that a growing number of faculty
members in China were genuinely interested in Frye and his
work. One of those individuals was Wang Ning, editor with
Jean O’Grady of this extraordinary cross-cultural volume.
Professor Wang was busy at the time helping organize the
first international conference in China about Frye, held the
following year. That conference has been succeeded by a
second, organized by Wu Chizhe, in 1999, out of which
have come Dr. O’Grady’s paper and several of the other con-
tributions to this volume. A third conference is in the early
planning stages. These animated meetings of thinkers from
several countries, all focused on the writings and life of
Frye, are the internationally visible manifestations of an in-
tense ongoing programme in China of reading, translating,
teaching, publishing, and writing about this major thinker
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and student of the human imagination. All of which poses.
the question, “Why is Frye the intellectual figure from the
West who, perhaps after Marx, is attracting such atten-
tion?” Readers of the papers in this volume will probably
find themselves formulating their own answers to the ques-
tion. As a long-time Frye scholar and general editor of his
collected works, 1 think, and hope, that his attractiveness
in China arises, at least in part, from what he says about
myth and concern, about the ways in which the imaginative
or hypothetical possibilities articulated in the human arts and
sciences can become the charter of our freedoms, even while
making possible concerned, responsible citizenship in the

world.

Alvin A. Lee
Professor and President Emeritus, McMaster University
General Editor, Collected Works of Northrop Frye (Univer-

sity of Toronto Press)
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Introduction

The International Symposium on Northrop Frye Studies
was held from July 15 to July 17, 1999 at the Inner Mongolia
University in Hoh-Hot, China. The other sponsors of this
significant event, actually the second international confer-
ence on Northrop Frye held in China, were Victotia Univer-
sity in the University of Toronto, Beijing Language and Cul-
ture University, and Shanghai Foreign Language Education
Press. Without their generous financial support, the confer-
ence would not have been the success it was. Although the
volume brings together some of the papers selected from the
symposium presentations, it is not merely a volume of con-
ference proceedings. The rest of the essays were solicited by
Dr. Jean O’Grady and myself exclusively for the volume,
Thus, the papers collected here would serve as an initiation
to scholars of Frye Studies, as is envisioned by Prof. Wang
Tong-fu, Editor-in-Chief of the Shanghai Foreign Language
Education Press.

The essays are divided into three parts, dealing with
three separate topics.

In the first part, all the essays deal with Northrop Frye
from new perspectives: his personality, and his critical theo-

ry, as well as his literary and cultural scholarship. Robert



Denham, a major scholar who has studied Frye for years,
explores an unknown aspect of Frye by a close reading of his
diaries on a personal and theoretical level, in such a way as
to help the reader obtain a better understanding of this great
thinker and Canadian scholar. To Denham, apart from other
possible functions, Frye’s diary serves as “a tool for record-
ing ‘everything of importance’ ... ; a place for interpreting
his dreams; a source for two novels that he plans to write

..; and a means for passing judgment on whether or not he
is maintaining his relations with his students, keeping up
with scholarship, and completing more mundane tasks, such
as ordering books for the library.” In this sense, Frye’s di-
aries are not only valuable to our scholarship, but themselves
autonomous works of scholarship which will prove invaluable
to future Frye scholars.

Jonathan Hart’s long essay tries to re-locate Frye in a
broader context of literature and culture as a step toward
constructing a poetics of context. His detailed summary of
Frye’s ideas will serve as a useful introduction for Chinese
students and scholars. He paints out that Frye is not only a
literary critic, but also a cultural and social critic, although
he has been accused on a number of occasions of being “a
formalist” and even “a-historical.” His critical theory cer-
tainly goes far beyond the formalistic doctrine of the New
Criticism. So aesthetics to Frye is “not something in a vacu-
um even if he did argue for the autonomy of literature.” To
Hart, “Frye’s social criticism has at its core the university, a
place of alternatives, of the critical and open spirit, an expe-
rience of authority that earns the right through knowledge
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and wisdom rather than through the imposition of external
force. The university gives an alternative reality to the unre-
al reality of the phantasmagorical horror of the historical
record of this century. Frye’s view of learning is concrete.”
As a university professor working almost exclusively at Vic-
toria College, Frye formed many of his insightful ideas
through teaching and class discussion. Frye's contribution to
linking literature and culture together lies in the fact that he
has presented major ideas about language and literature in
works of criticism that can be read and appreciated by a
broad audience. In today’s context of globalization where
humanities are obviously marginalized, when we re-read
Frye’s works we will feel they are closely related to our aca-
demic environment. Hart reminds us that “Even as the hu-
manities shrink and buckle and even as literature is traded
and transformed into every other conceivable discipline and
even as critical theory would displace the very literature of
which it is a theory, there is hope that if theory can be taken
seriously, partly as a result of the work of theorists like
Frye, literature can make a comeback within the university
and that the university can be a place of openness, hope and
real alternatives. Literature and culture are, in Frye’s theory
and practice, intimately connected.” His point of view is
supported by many other essays in this volume.

Wang Ning’s essay explores Frye’s connection (con-
scious or unconscious) with, and potential significance to,
the current debate on postmodernism and postcolonialism in
the broader context of Cultural Studies. For many people,
whereas Frye used to be popular in critical circles when the
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so-called “linguistic turn” was at its height in North Ameri-
ca, now that this “turn” is apparently out of fashion Frye
himself has become “an old-fashioned humanist.” But they
seem to have forgotten that Frye's archetypal theory and his
manner of doing research are more closely related to the an-
thropological approach, which finds particular embodiment
in the critical shift from the “linguistic turn” to the “anthro-
pological turn.” To Wang, Frye was a pioneering figure in
cultural studies who addressed many issues which are cur-
rently heatedly discussed among contemporary practitioners
of Cultural Studies — for instance in his research on Canadi-
an literature as part of “Commonwealth” or “postcolonial”
literature rather than as part of world literature. But “unlike
such postcolonial critics as Edward Said — who was born
and started his academic career in the United States — and
Gayatri Spivak — who came to the imperial ‘centre’ from a
postcolonial country and has been practising her postcolonial
critique in the ‘other’ (imperial) country rather than her
(postcolonial) motherland — Frye in his lifetime had never
left his motherland, but always identified himself as a Cana-
dian or North American critic speaking on behalf of Canadi-
an scholarship.” As an Oriental scholar standing outside of
Canada, Wang offers the reader ideas and a conclusion
which will help push forward Frye studies on a global scale.
For to us, scholars in China, the legacy of Northrop Frye
does not belong only to the Canadian nation but should be
appreciated by scholars in both the West and the East. That
is probably why, since 1994, two international conferences
on Frye studies have been held in a country to which Frye
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had never been and about which he knew very little, and an
ambitious series on Frye studies has been published by two
leading Chinese publishers, including not only four of his
own books but also a collection of essays about him.

Jean O’Grady deals with Frye’s ideas on liberal educa-
tion, which have not been adequately discussed by Frye
scholars. These ideas will certainly be relevant to Chinese
educators who want to popularize Chinese elementary educa-
tion and allow higher education to flourish, working toward
the building of a few world famous universities in China in a
not distant future. No matter how greatly the trend of glob-
alization might influence the humanities, liberal education is
always necessary and should be appreciated. O’Grady’s essay
presents Frye as an upholder of the autonomy of the univer-
sity: for him liberal education involves truth that is pursued
for its own sake, as opposed to being “pressed into the ser-
vice of an immediate social aim.” The question then arises as
to how the university does serve society — or, in more gen-
eral terms, whether learning actually betters the human con-
dition. O’Grady discusses Frye's distrust of the idea that any
perfect society can or should be constructed on earth, but
nevertheless stresses the far-reaching social dimensions of his
thought and the possibility he holds out of a “new mental
era” inaugurated by culture.

In an essay which provides a concrete illustration of
Wang Ning's contention regarding Frye’s study of Canadian
literature, Sandra Djwa reveals the role Frye played in the
writing of the Literary History of Canada — certainly part
of his strategy to decolonize Canadian literature and make it
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