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PUBLISHER'S NOTE

This short history deals with Chinese literature
from the earliest days to the May the Fourth
Movement of 1919, giving a brief introduction
to classical Chinese literature and a general
survey of the chief writers and their most
important works. The development of Chinese
literature since the May the Fourth Movement
will be covered in a forthcoming publication,
“A Short History of Modern Chinese Literature.”
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An illustration for the novel Water Margin by Liu Chun-yu, a woodcut artist

of the Ming Dynasty



I. THE ORIGIN OF CHINESE LITERATURE

Literature is the form of art which reflects life through
verbal images. An author in his writing inevitably
refiects his view of life and the world around him; thus
good writing encourages us to advance, while bad writing
drags us back. Hence the social significance of literature.

China’s long and glorious history boasts many writers
who were pioneers in the realm of ideas, and many
works which move readers deeply and have a profound
educational significance. Some of these have won uni-
versal recognition. Indeed, the socialist realist litera-
ture of New China is growing out of this outstanding
heritage.

It is both rewarding and necessary to look back on the
history of this centuries-old literature, for this enables
us to understand more clearly the achievements of past
writers, the gradual development of China’s literary
tradition, and the extent to which it was infiuenced by
the life and struggles of the times. This will also help
us to see how for thousands of years the Chinese people
have fought for a better life, and from the goodly heritage
they have left their descendants are drawing sustenance
to strengthen them in their work today.

All primitive literature grew out of labour. As Lu
Hsun says:

The primitive men who were our ancestors had no
language at the start, but to work together, they had
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to exchange ideas, and so they gradually learned to
make different sounds. If they did not know how
to express their weariness when carrying logs, for
instance, one of them might cry: ‘“Ho-yo! Ho-yo!”
and this was a kind of literary creation. If the others
approved of it and took it up, the thing was “pub-
lished.” Once such sounds were recorded by means
of symbols, you had literature; so the originator was
a writer, a man of letters of the “Ho-yo school”. . . .
Even today we can find many folk-songs by illiterate
poets and folk stories by illiterate novelists. These
are all illiterate authors.

This points out that the earliest authors were the labour-
ing people, who composed the first — unwritten — litera-
ture during the course of their work.

To lighten the burden of their toil and express the
joy of achievement, the ancient Chinese, like the first
men in every country, created rhythmic sounds and
language which became the earliest poetry; while, as the
centuries- went by, labour heightened their perceptive
powers and their aesthetic sense developed.

In the early vernacular literature, myths and legends
had a special significance.

As the life of primitive men was hard and their knowl-
edge was limited, they had no scientific explanation for
natural or social phenomena: heaven and earth, the sun
and the moon, mountains and rivers, wind and rain,
thunder and lightning, birds, beasts and plants, the origin
of human life, the invention of tools, or men’s struggle
for a happier existence. Instead they tried to under-
stand and explain these things on the basis of their own
experience, thus creating many beautiful myths and
legends.
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The story of the flood is a case in point. This myth is
widely known, different versions existing in different
parts of China. But the best known of all the heroes
alleged to have pacifled the flood is Yu the Great.

Yu'’s father, Kun, undertook the arduous task of curb-
ing the flood. He consulted two wise creatures that lived
in the water and constructed dykes to prevent inunda-
tions, but the flood only became worse until Heaven grew
angry and killed him, and his corpse was left three years
without burial. In these three years, however, his body
remained unrotted and Yu was born from it to go on with
his work. Yu struggled against many monsters and evil
spirits who obstructed him; he raised great earthworks to
stop the flood’s advance and cut channels to let it pass.
After toiling for eight years, he finally pacified the flood
and enabled the people to live in peace and happiness.

This myth tells of the courage and perseverance of our
ancestors in their battle with nature, and how undaunted
they were by death and difficulties— when one fell
another stepped into his place. Though this myth may
strike modern readers as fantastic, it reflects men’s deter-
mination to build themselves a better life. Stories with
a deep significance like this can educate successive
generations and become a force to impel society forward.
They remain, too, an inspiration for later writers, leav-
ing their mark on the nation’s poetry, fiction and drama.

Early Chinese literature was also rich in songs and
riddles, but after the lapse of so many centuries the
majority of these are lost, while some were so modified
when recorded by later scribes that we no longer know
their original form.
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