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It has been long time that Chinese academic community acknowledged such a

judgment, that the modern times (specifically, it is from the mid-nineteenth century to
the mid-twentieth century) is the third academic peak following another two in the Pre-
Qin period which is 2000 years ago and the Northern Song Dynasty which is about
1000 years ago respectively. During this period, we witnessed outstanding achievements
in historiography and philosophy. It’s easy to count to more than 20 academic titans
like Wang Guowei, Liang Qichao, Chen Yinque, Chen Yuan, Hu Shi, Guo Moruo, Gu
Jiegang, Qian Mu, Fu Sinian, Xiong Shili, Feng Youlan, Liang Shumin. As Mencius
said, it is a rule that a true Imperial sovereign should arise in the course of five hundred
years. Over the past one hundred years, along with the vicissitudes of Chinese nation, in
the ideological and cultural circles, we saw an age of titans and big events, which left a
profound and splendid chapter in history.

Actually, it is not only in historiography and philosophy and even involved in all
aspects of Sinology, and if we viewed it panoramically (or focused in the first half of
20th century), we could see the similar situation in fields of modern literature and arts.
To name just a few, literati like Lu Xun, Guo Moruo, Mao Dun, Ba Jin, Lao She, Cao
Yu, Lin Yutang, Yu Dafu, Xu Zhimo, Zhang Ailin etc.; masters of arts like Xu Beihong,
Zhang Dagian, Fu Baoshi, Qi Baishi, Wu Changshuo, Liu Haishu, Pan Tianshou,
Lin Fengmian etc., and “Four Great Famous Opera Female Roles” represented by
Mei Lanfang. All of them constitute a marvelous phenomenon of history of modern
Chinese literature and arts with constant emerging of talents. Because their little bit late
appearance than the above-mentioned titans, and comparatively undistinguished features,
it’s not easy to use the term “peak time” to honor their achievements among thousands
of years history. It’s like the river of history make an abrupt turn here, revolution of
literature and arts break a new path.

It is no wonder that people will ask that, from the mid-nineteenth century to the
mid-twentieth century, China be in a grim and grave situation, it was hardly to find
a place to put a desk in tranquil, why can sinology, literature and arts experience
prosperous development for the past 100 years? This is really a big question. It cannot be
answered simply by Karl Marx’s well-known saying that “cultural prosperity sometimes
doesn’t be in pace with social development”, or as the ancient poem says, “misfortune

of country is fortune of poet, great changes bring great words.” In my view, by
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summarizing predecessor’s opinion and absorbing their main points, there are at least three reasons. I
will discuss it briefly for your reference.

Firstly, the progressively spreading of western learning to the East activates Chinese culture.
Ever since the mid-nineteenth century, the influence of western culture has been sweeping and
surging. The cultural clashing and merging between East and West, local and foreign, traditional
and modern constitute the main stream of the development of the past 100 years. I will make no
comments whether it’s good or bad. It is no doubt that culture needs clash, communication brings
vitality, especially for Chinese civilization with 5000 years history, it appears full vigor after such
kind of cultural clash. No matter what it is, contentions of a hundred schools of thoughts in Pre-Qin
Period, or introduction of Buddhism to China, merging of nationality, or the progressively spreading
of western learning to the East, if there are communications and stimulates, it’s like give somebody a
shot in the arm, bring new vitality and breaking new path. This is general characteristic of culture and
the fundamental reason of sustained development for over 5000 years of the broad and deep Chinese
civilization. It is exactly the ultra-stability make it’s not afraid of opening-up, the ultra-inclusiveness
make it grow continually a vement to absorb import theories in one hand and not forget the origin
of tradition. (from Survey of Feng Youlan’s History of Chinese Philosophy) It is exactly the introduction
and application of the viewpoints of evolutionism and materialism transform the traditional Chinese
historiography to a new face. We could find clues of positivism and rationalism in Wang Guowei’s
“Duplex Evidences” (ancient books and records with cultural relics), Chen Yinque’s “Cross-reference
of China and Foreign Countries” (foreign data with Chinese ancient books). They boldly apply “the
principle of bringing in” and believe that “you will not turn into sheep after eating mutton.” Mao
Dun once said that Lu Xun’s novels was different from each other during the “May 4th Movement”
period. Lu Xun himself contributed it to “reading of more than a hundred foreign novels at that time”.
Cao Yu'’s scripts were reborn from Eugene O’Neil, Mao Dun followed the example of Upton Sinclair
Jr., and such kinds of examples are too numerous to be counted. It’s exactly because of this, Chinese
culture and its literature and arts radiate its vigor and turn a new chapter of history.

Secondly, western expansion inspired Chinese scholars to work with a will to make the country
strong. Ever since the Opium War, western powers’ solid battleships and advanced cannons destroyed
the city gate of ancient empire, a nation with several thousands years magnificent history fell to an
abyss of humiliation quickly. As the old Chinese saying goes, “Courage comes after the sense of
shame”, “confront a person with the danger of death and he will fight to live”. Facing three great
challenges of safeguarding country, race and Confucianism, Chinese nation put up a brave fighting
spirit. No matter what attempts they tried, “dispute upon Ti and Yong (base and application)” or
“learning advanced technology from Europeans to fight against them”, it’s inevitable choice to go
abroad and embrace the world after eye-opening to the outside world. Since Rong Hong went to study
in the U. S. A 150 years ago, numerous talents and elites came together to form a trend of studying
abroad. No matter what they did, saving the country by science, by culture or by ism, it’s top priority

to rescue the nation and make her prosperity to rise in the world. It’s exactly the essence of Chinese



tradition. We Chinese think, “Every man has a share of responsibility for the fate of
his country”, and praise highly of being indomitable and becoming more brave through
setbacks. Therefore, people like Lu Xun sailed east toward to Japan, originally he wanted
to learn medicine to save the body of Chinese people, but he finally stopped his medical
practice and took up writing to save the soul of them, and then became a flag bearer
and valiant general of the New Cultural Movement; people like Chen Yinque went to
America and European countries for study. They traveled across countries and mastered
several foreign languages, just for re-examining history and pursuing new knowledge,
and they virtually laid the foundation of Chinese historiography. They might simply use
their pen as weapon to fight against enemies; Lin Yutang gave up his long-cherished wish
to translate 7%e Dream of Red Mansion into English and wrote a novel of Moment in Peking to
promote the overall interests of the nation directly; Xu Beihong used his great creation
of Zianheng and 500 heroic man, which is a combination of Chinese and western arts, to
encourage the morale of the nation; Mei Lanfang grow his beard to refuse performance
for Japanese invaders to show his fighting resolution... “As the sea flows, the characters
of a hero show.” It is their conscience and mission, their patriotism and sense of “taking
responsibility for the world” help to bring about their choices, secure their achievements,
and arouse their most creative enthusiasms and unearth their talents. They are shining
stars of modern Chinese academic culture, literature and arts.

Thirdly, holding fast to the root of Chinese culture makes it clear to all of
future orientation of Chinese culture. As the above-mentioned by Chen Yinque’s
“two aspects theory”—*"it is imperative for those who have a style of their own and
make achievement to absorb import theories in one hand and not forget the origin of
tradition.” This is master’s standard and demeanor : being well versed in both Chinese
and Western learning ; mutual assimilation of the ancient and the modern. If you make
a comprehensive survey of modern scholars, you will find that only those who familiar
with Jing,Shi, Zi, Ji, Confucianism, Buddhism, Zen as well as western learning can make
great achievements. But if we evaluate it separately, I attach more importance to latter,
“the root of nation”. In my view, modern scholars hold similar viewpoints. From Zhang
Nanpi’s “Chinese knowledge for base, Western Knowledge for use”, to Lu Xun’s “more
nationality, more cosmopolitan.” from Wang Guowei committing suicide out of royalty
to Confucianism, to Gu Hongming and Qian Mu serving as defender of conventional
moral principles all their life; from Lin Yutang’s theory of supreme standing of Chinese
culture” to Chen Yinque and Qian Zhongshu’s return to traditional practices, even their
writing styles were back to down typesetting, traditional Chinese characters and ancient
Chinese and never give up. We could find that almost all modern scholars reached the
same goal by different means, that is, departure from China, travelling across countries,

mastering several foreign languages and cultures. After holding double and multiple
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cultural backgrounds, they make profound comparison in a way of “Dig deep into it's essence,
and observe it beyond its boundaries”, and their last choice is return to Chinese tradition. Even
those people keep on advocating total westernization like Hu Shi spend latter half of his life to sort
out ancient records. He was too deep involved in textual research of Skui Jing Zhu for 23 years to
withdraw. As for the charm of Chinese arts, just one book like Lin Yutang’s 7ke /mportance of Living
let Americans bedazzled, it’s no wonder that Mei Lanfang’s Peking Opera tour to the U.S. and Soviet
Union gave knock-outs to their audiences. Bertolt Brecht, master of Expressionism, frankly expressed
his view that the artistic realm (presumption, stylization or call it “theory of dialectical theatre ™)
what he dreamed about attained a high degree of perfection in Mei Lanfang’s performance... Of
course, all these are the surface of things, you just know what it is and don’t know why and how
it is. It’s complicated because it is involved with the thinking style and language style of Chinese
nation. Take the structure of Chinese character as an example, because of pictograph and associate
compounds, it creates an effect of multiple shape and meaning with on character. One hundred years
ago, an American linguist wrote an article to elaborate the vividness delivered by pictograph in
Chinese character and the specific pictures it contains and multiple functions in its parts of speech.
Because Chinese character is not just abstract symbol, and contains rich materials that can be directly
perceived through sense, so it’s easy to convey the essence of poem. It opened a new chapter of
linguistic philosophy by recording the process of human thinking. How can we just think that Chinese
character is easy to convey the essence of poem? Is the linguist’s finds exactly the first sign of theory
of “civilization of Confucianism will save humankind”, which is inquired and advocated by western
scholars with insight nowadays?

Well, all in all, I am still unable to explain it clearly. If you want to know the truth and get
to the heart of the matters, please read the large series of Cultural Memory-Pictorial Biography of
Modern Chinese Cultural Celebrities, a grand launch by Jiangxi People’s Publishing House. It builds
up biographies and academic achievements records for dozens of masters in the fields of modern
Chinese literature, Sinology and arts with excellent pictures and accompanying essays and a well-
balanced collection. It is not only a systematic introduction of modern Chinese culture for foreigners
to arouse their interests in Chinese culture, but also an inspiration for domestic readers, especially
adolescents to open memory of tradition and carry on the tradition. This is so-called “as one piece
of fuel is consumed, the flame passes to another”, what do we pass and how do we pass? How do we
continue to climb the mountain on the shoulders of giants? It's hard to avoid “picture-reading” in an
era of reading picture, but we can not afford to merely stop here. The continuation of tradition lies in
two aspects, on one hand is tradition itself (memory), on the other hand is thinking. After reading the
“memory”, we should think twice. As for the right or wrong of my three viewpoints, I'd like to leave

it for reader’s judgement.

Zhu Xianggian
Jiangxi Yichun Ting Song Lou, summer of 2009
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