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A Hermit At Large

by Lu Hsun

L

My relations with Wei Lien-shu were, come
to think of i, rather odd; for the chain of events
bupan with one funeral and ended with another.

I used to heav his pams mentioned when 1
was at the cily of 5. It was sald that he was a
very stiange fellow: he specialized in zoology amd
vel taught history in the Middle School; he was
aloof and supercilious' in manner and yet had a
tendency to mind other people’s business; he
ingisted that the family aystem must be destroyed
anid yet he always sent part of his 2alary to his
grandmother as soon as he received it, with never
a day’s delay. There were many other stories
told about him., He was, in a word, a claracter
in the city of S, an unfailing topic for idle con-
versation. In the Auturun of one year I happened
to be staying with some relatives at Cold Stone
Mountain. Their name was Wel and they were
Lienshu's kin, Buat they knew even less about him,
and seemed to look upoen him as if he were-s
foreigner. “He is different from usall,” they zaid
in suwming him up.

This was not strange, for although modern
education had alveady had a history of over twenly
yeais in China, Cold Stome Mountain did noteven
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have a primavy sckool. Ih the mounfain village,
Lienshu was the only one who had gone out to
gtudy. He was, therefore, reaMly different. However,
they also enviel him, for he was said te earn a
lot of monev,

Toward the end of Autumn dyzentery’ began
to be prevalent. I was rather alarmed by it myself
and was thinking of returning to the city. I heard
that lLienshu's prandmother was amenp those
alflicted and tha! she was in a very serious con-
dition because of her age, There waz no physician
in the villaze. Licnshu’s iinmediate family consisted
of only his grandmothey, who lived a simple quiet
life with a maid seivant. Lienshu’ had lost his
parents while still in his childhood and was reared
and brought op by this grandmother of his. She
suffered a great deal of privations’ th her day,
hat now she was without wants. Since Liensty
was unmarried, his house was naturally a very
quiet and lonely one. 'This wag prohably cne of
the things thal caused people to look upon him as
somewhat odd.

Cold Htone Mouniain was one hundred I by
land or seventy K by water, from the city, requir-
Inz at least four days for a special messenger to
veacn Lien-shu and back, In the monotony of villaga
life, an event like this was news of the first mag.
nitnde,* which every onevanted te figd oat about.
On the second day it was made known that her
condition had become critical® and {hat a speeial
niessenger had been despaiched. But she breathed
her last during the fourth watehof the same night,
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uer last words being: “Why cant I have a last
meeting with Licnshud”

The head and nearer members of the clan,
reproginiatives from the grandmother’s family and
idlers gathered In a crowded room to devise ways
and means to cope® with the situation, They figured
that by the time Lienshu arrived it ought to he
encoffining time, Her coffin and burial elothes had
been prepared long in advance and required mo
atlenlion., Their one problem was how to deal with
the chief mourner, for they anticipated’ that he
would introduce innovations® in the funeral cere.
monies. As a result of thiz council it was decided
that there were ihree eonditions that the chief
mourner mugt fulfill: (1) he must wear white;
{2) he must kowtow; (3) he must have Buddhist
aud Tanist priests to conduct funeral services. In
obher words, everything must be done the way it
had always been done.

After they hail decided upon these essentialy
they arranged to meet again in {he front kall of
the house of moarning on the day of Lienshu’s
avival and conduct 4 bold parley® wilth him, They
agreed to dispose” themselves in astrategic" posi-
tions and to suppurt one ansther in a concerted'™
attack, All the villazers gnlped" with excitement
anid waited curiously for developments. They knew
Lienshu for a “revolutionary” who “eats religion’,
a wan develd™ of common swnse and justice anrd
they auticipated a violent struggle between the
parties, perhaps even something quite unexpecte:i,

It was said that Lienshu arrived in the
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afternoon. Entering the honse, he only made a
slight bow before the spirit {ablet of his grand-
mother, whereupon the head of the clan proceeded
with the prearranged prog.amme. Hs summoned
Lienshu fo the fromt hall and, after a rather
lengthy introduction, plunged into the subject in
hand. He was echoed from one end of the hall to
the other, giving Lien-shu no chance to put in a
word in rebuttal.”® Finally they tired themselves
out and silence fell on the room, with everyone
walfching tenzely Lienshu’s mouth. But Lienshu
betraved no ciwlion whatebar, He simply said,

“Tll do everything you say.”

This was entively unexpected. A burden fell
from the breasts of those present, but at the same
time they seemed to be opressed by a new and
heavier burden, for Lien-shu's acquiescence™ see-
med to be too strange to betrue, and might really
mean something else. The curious vitlagers were
very much dirappointed. “How strange it is,” they
sald, “He sayvs that he'll do everything they want,
Let us go and see.” Thal he would do everything
they wanted him to meant that everything would
be done in the usual and customary way, which
in turn meant that there was nothing - such to be
seen. But the villagevs wanted to sce just the ~ame,
and so, after twilight, they all foregathered in the
funeral hall with ecager anticipations.

I was among those that went to seethe cere-
mony, sending beforehand incense and candles as
an offering to the deceased, When I arrived at the
house of mourning, | found Lienshu already
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engaged in enshrouding the dead. He was a short
max of lean sharp features, with looge tale and
a thick dark beard and evebrows occupying u Luod
portion of his faue, dominated by bripht and Laen-
ing eyes. He did his jub of enshrouding well; he
did it in an orderly and mszthodical manner, ayil
he were an oxpert” at it, and he impressed {he
spectaiors lave tahly in spite of themselves. Ac-
cording to well-established tradition at Cold Stone
Mountain, the representatives of the family of (e
deceased weve bound to offer crificisms no matier
how wi™" {hings were proceeding, but Tdenshu was
never rofiled® by these eritivisms, and quicly aud
oblipingly made whalever changes tihgl were e
manded. A while labied old lady stapainig Lefors
me could not help emitting™ a sigh of apprecia.
tion,

The enshrouding wa~ followed by kowiowiug,
then woeping, which tie women did with inpeo
vise. " librettocs” The buly was then pab inioihe
coffin, followed by mere kowbowing and weeping
until ‘he lid was nailed dron, There was a amvmoen.
tary milenee which wai almust immediately sag-
ceeded by g tensenesy, a feeling of surprise apd
dissatis’action in the atmosphere. It had suddenly
occuried Lo everyone, ay it had oecowrred to n,
that during all the time Lien-shu had not shed a
single tear. He enly cat distractedly™ upon the
mouinei’s stiaw mat, his eyes glittering thiough
hiz swarthy® countenance,

The encoffining was thus concluded in thiy
atmosphiere of suwrprize aad dissatisfaction, an
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the spectators were about to disperse while Lien-
shu continaml to sit absis actedly on the straw mat.
But suddenly his tears began to fow, Tollowed by
sobs, which m suediately turned into long howls
Iike o wounde t wolf howline in the wilderness at
night, cries that conveved pain, fury and sorrow.
This was something not called for by old tradition,
and was unexperted and as a4 consequence the
assembly was taken by surpriss and did not know
what {o do. After a while a few went up to him
to persuade hi n {0 stop crying. Moie went to him
nuiil he wa= surecinvled entively, but he kent on
making his heart-breaking eries. oblivio =™ of the
people arcund him,

Since thelr cffuits {o persuade him to stop
crying were of nn avail,”® they desisted” and walk-
ed away from him awkwardly, He cried and cried
for about half-an-hour when he suddenly stopped
and went inside without offering any thanks to
the mwourners. Some one went in to peep and came
back with the report that he bad gonc into his
grandmother’s ruvom to lay down. and anpeared to
have gone off to sleep.

Two days later, the day hefore T was tostart
bazk for the city, I heard heated discussions among
the vilagers. Thoy sald that Lienshu wanted
to burn up most of the furniture as offerings to
his grandmother, and to distribute the vest to
those who lal ssived her in her life-time, and
paricularly to the maid who waited upon her at her
death bed, Moreover, he wanted to let the maid
have the use of the house as long zs she live!.
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Hiis telalives and kin talked arainst it unfil their
longues we.e woen out and thelr lips dry, but it
Was 10 use.

Prabably it was mostly ont of curiosity that
I sfopped by his house on my way to the city to
oifer fiim my condolence” He came oul wearing
unhesimed white cotion, and looked very much the
raine as I fiesl saw Lim, veiy much aloof. I com.-
Torted himy the hest T could, but he, oubside of
perfunctory ® answers, only raids__

“Thank you for your kiudness”

1L

It was ecarly in the sawne winter that we mui
Loy the third time in a boc'tsiore in the city of
2. We nodded to ea_h otheras acquaintances. Buf
it was not until tward the end of the year, after
T lost pay nosition, tha! we caiae to know each
uther well. I went to see Lim a great deal bacause
1 a1 nusthing o do and wanied coapany, and
bhocwwse I owas toll that thouph he was by nalure
aloof he liked to awsociate with those in unhappy
cipeumstances, But fo:tunes rize and fall, and
those whe ave In anhanny civeumsatances may noi
amwars remain so; consequently he @id not have
ety fricnds of long slasiding, This reputation
wa: inrdeed true for he received mez as soon az 1
send n oy wacd His guest roorn was simply fur.
nished with some book cases begsides tables and
clairs. Though he washnown asa “revclutiymiary”,
thers were {ew books on the shelves. He bad heard
that I had lost my position. After the usual words

16



