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Poetry, Poetics and the Senses: An Interview
with Prof. Susan Stewart

Shi Huifeng

School of Foreign Languages,University of Science and Technology of Suzhou,China
No.1 Kerui Roud, Huqiu District, Suzhou City 215009, China

Email: smithwind@hotmail.com

Abstract Susan Stewart is the Avalon Foundation University Professor of the
Humanities and Director of the Society of Fellows in the Liberal Arts at Princeton
University, USA. She is fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, a
former MacArthur Fellow, and a former Chancellor of the Academy of American
Poets. Her most recent books are The Poet s Freedom: A Notebook on Making (2011),
Poetry and the Fate of the Senses (2002), which won the Christian Gauss Award
for Literary Criticism in 2003 from Phi Beta Kappa and the Truman Capote Award
for Literary Criticism in 2004; and The Open Studio: Essays on Art and Aesthetics
(2004), etc. Her most recent books of poetry are Red Rover (2012), and Columbarium,
winner of 2003 National Book Critics Circle Award. This interview begins with a talk
about her book Poetry and the Fate of the Senses. the Chinese translation of which
came out in February 2013, and covers issues concerning poetry, poetic creation and
the role of the senses. Stewart argues that the human senses have a history and that
works of art provide an enduring record of that history. She also expresses her idea
about how poetry can create meanings between persons and counter the denigration
and degeneration of the senses in contemporary culture as it expands our imagination
of the range of human expression.

Key words Susan Stewart; poetry; poetics; the senses

I have had a correspondence with Prof. Susan Stewart since 2010, when I be-
gan to translate her book: Poetry and the Fate of the Senses. In June 2013, when she
was making a scholarly tour in China and as chairperson attended the 2" Convention
of Chinese/American Association for Poetry and Poetics in Wuhan, we had an op-
portunity to meet each other for the first time. My interview with her began then and
continued by email in the following months. Our talk focused on her aesthetic and
philosophical ideas about poetry and the senses, involving both her poetry and her

criticism.
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Shi: Prof. Stewart, thank you very much for accepting my interview. My first
question is concerned with the book title, Poetry and the Fate of the Senses. Each
of the three substantive words, I think, bears multiple meanings. Would you please
clarify and illustrate the title in general? What do you want to emphasize or suggest to
readers, or what particular implications you want to convey?

Stewart: The title of my book is designed to indicate that the human senses have
a history and that works of art provide an enduring record of that history. The term
“aesthetic” itself is derived from the family of Greek terms for sense perception, just
as the word “poetry” is derived from the Greek word “poiesis,” or making. I was con-
cerned with this relation between sense perception and the intended creation of forms
of art, for such forms are both a response to sense impressions and new occasions for
sense impressions.

The idea that human beings literally “have a hand” in, or determine the fate and
development of their own senses was first expressed in Karl Marx’s Economic and
Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, where he writes “The forming of the five senses is
a labour of the entire history of the world down to the present.” Marx day-dreamed
that we might develop new senses—he proposed, for example, a “mineral sense,” that
might emerge as we evolve as a species.

As I was writing my book, I felt, and I still feel, that I was writing at a moment
of enormous changes in our use of our senses. In the developed, and developing,
world, we’ve come to live more and more within a realm of the visual, spending much
of our time attached to secondary images viewed on two dimensional screens. I did
not want to write an elegy for the full array of sense experience, but I did want to call
attention to the choices we are making at this moment in history and to the loss of a
certain alertness, an awareness of the natural world and appreciation of its beauty and
complexity, that has followed these changes.

Throughout my book, I am interested in art works in general [all of which are
created through “poiesis”], but I am a poet and so I focused for the most part on lyric
poetry—that is, first person expressions organized by lines and/or measured duration.
It is the work of lyric poetry to create the terms of face to face communication, to
preserve the memory of persons by registering how and why we speak to one another
under the compulsions of rhythm and physical presence.

Shi: According to Marx, we might develop new senses as we evolve as a species,
such as the “mineral sense” in the eye of mineralogists. Does this mean the senses of
human beings can be multiplicative if we keep alert enough to make “proper’choices
in natural world? In this changing world today, do you think what choices we should
make to keep our sensibility? Is this what you want to call our attention to by this
book?
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Stewart: Yes, it seems that Marx meant we could attune our senses in new
ways—and of course we have opportunities not only to use the traditional categories
of the five senses (seeing, hearing, touching, tasting, smelling), but also to explore our
capacities for synaesthesia. I don’t think we can make “proper” choices, for that indi-
cates we already would know what we might develop or discover, rather than finding
ourselves surprised by, and newly open to, sense experiences. But I do agree that we
can be alert against numbing ourselves and actively try to use our senses. For exam-
ple, listening only to very loud music or letting cameras “see” for us are ways of sup-
pressing our powers of hearing and seeing. I fear that our technology devoted to very
brief messages—"“texting” and “tweeting”—will do damage to our ability to engage in
conversation and to appreciate the many forms of written literature. In contrast, learn-
ing to play an instrument, to draw, to cook, or to recognize bird songs; immersing
ourselves in the qualities of materials—the flowers and fabrics and clouds and barks
and stones and shapes of water we see in an ordinary day; learning about the art forms
of cultures that are strange to us; reading the literature of the past and writing imita-
tions—all these activities might awaken our senses.

Shi: There have been many conflicting viewpoints since Plato’s time concern-
ing the relation of mind and body, or senses and reason, and you have discussed and
quoted a good few of great philosophers and writers in your book, I think, some of
them must have had more influence on your way of thinking about art, such as Allen
Grossman, whom you have made a special mention of in the very beginning chapter.
May I ask you to talk a bit more about those figures by naming a few of them who
have meant a great deal in shaping your aesthetical idea as a critic and a poet?

Stewart: I would say that the entire history of writing on poetry has had an im-
pact on me. To mention a few figures in chronological order, I would say Aristotle’s
emphasis on close observation of the art work and his interest in art objects as made
forms that otherwise would not exist have been foundational for me. I also have
learned a great deal about English meter and stanza forms from Renaissance debates
on the subject and have taken many devices of metaphor and ode form from the Ba-
roque. Giambattista Vico’s theory of poetic wisdom, with its emphasis on “verum
factum” and the role of metaphor in building culture and institutions, has also been
important. Kant’s positions on the disinterestedness of beauty, the mental experi-
ence of sublimity, and the freedom of reason; Hegel’s account of the role of making
in consciousness; Wordsworth’s approach to diction and to the social life of poetry;
Coleridge’s interest in the imagination all have been great resources to me. Of the
poets I have known in my own lifetime, Allen Grossman has been the greatest intel-
lectual influence on my work. Allen’s sense of lyric poetry as the preservation of the
image of the person, his belief in the poetic vocation, his deep understanding of the
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poetry of the past as a living force—these are gifts I rely on each day.

Shi: I noticed a word which has been repeatedly used— anthropomorphism—
in this book, in sentences like “Poetic making is an anthropomorphic project” (2), and
“My study as a whole has been concerned with the long historical and material project
of anthropomorphization” (327). It seems to suggest that the idea of anthropomor-
phism serve as a thread running through the whole book to emphasize the importance
of the senses, is that the case? If so, in a time of technology-dominated and digital
world like ours, why is anthropomorphism still important in relation to poetic cre-
ation?

Stewart: By “anthropomorphism” I meant to indicate that art works as a whole
give us an image of who we are and who we have been. What is a human person?
What does he or she care about? What do we think of as an adequate, or imaginative,
or grotesque, representation or expression of our being, and how do such representa-
tions and expressions change in time? When I make an art work I extend myself and
go beyond mere experience and so I convey something of my relation, not only to my
past and present, but also to my future and to what I can imagine.

To address the last part of your question, I worry about the passive way we talk
about technology. Technology is simply “know how” and we human beings have de-
cided to make and use it—we often forget that we as well can decide to ignore or de-
stroy it. We have a “digital world” because we have made one and “technology domi-
nates” only because of the myriad decisions we make each day to keep it functioning.
I have the impression that we speak more and more frequently of technology as we
speak of nature—as if it were something outside of us, with powers of its own, with
its own unknowable aims and consequences. This is, I believe, a mistake that may
result in a total eclipse of our own agency, both as individuals and as societies, for we
have made technology; we have not made nature. The first question to ask ourselves
is “what is human being for?” Surely the answer is not “to keep the machines running
and to make sure everyone has them.”

Shi: As you argued that poetry in its making and reception bound up with the
somatic, with memory as well as sense experience. From this and much reading of
your book, I guess you must live a life that is close to nature which is pastoral-like or
idyllic, for from your analysis of “Nocturnes,” I see you are very familiar with “natu-
ral” life, probably in a Wordsworthan sense. Is this the reason you keep a very strong
sensual imagination in relation to language and speech? And how much does it have
to do with your writing, both as a critic and as a poet?

Stewart: Every poet’s imagination owes a great debt to his or her childhood. I
spent my own childhood, about half of my time, in the countryside where most of my
family lived on dairy farms surrounded by meadows, springs, streams, and deciduous
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forests. The rest of the time I lived in the capitol city of our state where there was a
symphony and an excellent public library system and good public schools. I was for-
tunate to have a sense of contrast between the rural and the urban, which was in many
ways a contrast between the 19" and 20" centuries. Today I still live in both kinds of
places—in the city of Philadelphia and also in a rural area near Princeton. Silence,
changing light, weather, effects of wind and water, birdsong, the myriad forms of in-
sect and plant life, the presence of quick and wild living beings—I imagine I would
not be able to write without these phenomena around me. But I also benefit very much
from the sounds of street life and new cinema and great libraries and universities and
the varieties of languages that come from dwelling in the city. In Philadelphia we
have an enormous public park where it is possible to walk for miles in the forest and
we also have two rivers, the Delaware and the Schuylkill—on the latter it is possible
to row a small boat and I like to do that, too, on summer mornings. Wallace Stevens
wrote a wonderful poem, “A Completely New Set of Objects,” about the Schuylkill.

What does this have to do with poetry? As Coleridge, Wordsworth, Valery, and
many other poets have noted, walking and rowing and other everyday forms of rhyth-
mic motion are spurs to thought and composition. Yet any poet’s environment will
create a space of the familiar and the surprising that will enter into the construction of
a body of work. Yesterday, for example, someone put an old piano out on the edge of
the very busy street where I live in Philadelphia; people walk by, then return to play
it, or sit down to practice, or run their hands down the keys as they pass. It has created
a sense of wonder in those whose paths intersect it—it’s something out of place, yet
something inviting. The piano is an “art work™ I never could have anticipated—will it
appear in a poem? Will it provide some new sense of form in public space? Will it be-
come a ruin? Disappear? I don’t know yet, but it seems to have something to do with
poetry.

Shi: Thank you so much for giving us such a vivid description of your own life.
I think, your living in “both kinds of places,” especially your benefit from the sounds
of street life is very helpful for us in mediating our role in modern society. In the fol-
lowing chapter, you write: “By means of the incantatory, the poet acknowledges in
the work’s very being this inevitable paradox of human life: that we actively pursue
an eidos or fixed image of the human and at the same time passively long for its dis-
solution.... It is the figure of poetic making who most fully and tragically represents
the duality of this human desire for representation”(329). Both the paradox and the
duality are somewhat complicated. How should we understand it? Compared to other
literary genre, why is it the poem that tragically represents the duality?

Stewart: 1 am making a simple point there about what Allen Grossman has
called “the violence of representation.” We long to have an image of our thoughts and
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being, but as soon as we complete such an image, we are dissatisfied with it—not only
because we idealize the power and form of what we project about ourselves, but also
because we live in time and no stilled or static work of art will ever meet the terms of
such temporal change. And so we need new art; we constantly seek out new forms and
new means of making forms.

Shi: Since poetry-making is the process of form-giving, then what’s the relation
of poetry-making and other forms of art creation, such as novel, drama, painting etc.?

Stewart: Every culture has a system of genres that fulfill its needs. For example,
we have proverbs to organize and shape the world into predictable patterns and we
have riddles (which are often proverbs turned inside out) that break down our cat-
egories of thought and show us anomalies and paradoxes. Let’s survey some of the
standard definitions of the forms or genres you mention. The novel by definition is a
tremendously capacious and mutating form, and it can include first, second, or third
person point of view, omniscience and occlusion. That said, novelists most often have
relied on narrative structure in general and plot teleology in particular, as well as an
exploration of character that is both typifying and individuating. As Aristotle clarified
for us, drama involves many of these same features of multiple points of view, plot
teleology, and narrative form, but drama also involves the direct representation of ac-
tions and their consequences. Painting, which is the organization of color, line, and/or
texture on a two-dimensional, supporting, surface, can also be narrative, as in history
painting, or it can take any number of other approaches to its field of representation,
including the presentation of pure color or the application of objects. With the latter
practice, it begins to lose its two-dimensionality and become sculpture.

What distinguishes the poet’s work is that he or she makes forms with measured
language. Because language is both material and immaterial [the “matter” of thought];
because poetry has its origin in bodily rhythms and ritual occasions; because poems
can take narrative form and at the same time indicate cycles of return and transforma-
tion, the work of the poet overlaps with the work of other artists. Yet the lyric poet is
speaking in a first person voice, which may or may not be the voice of the poet and
that voice will be measured and punctuated by another set of forces and decisions.
Finally, I would say the fundamental immateriality of poetry [the poet can compose
even without pen or paper or other physical aids] gives it a particular relation to hu-
man memory—it arises from the pulse of feeling and returns, internalized through
memory and imagination.

Shi: In Chapter 2, especially with the section entitled as “Dynamics of Poetic
Sound,” you went to great pains to give us such a thorough analysis of the relation of
poetry and sound, to show us how much can be at stake in a poem, a word, a sound,
a pause, a break, etc. in terms of the poems of Stevens, Hardy and Hopkins. Do you
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mean to remind us that in poetry sounds always take predominance compared to
writing forms?

Stewart: Poets organize sound in particular patterns; there are many varieties of
rhyme, dissonance, assonance, consonance, interval and punctuation. Even though a
poem is on the page, the reader can “hear” the sounds of the words, lines, and stanza
forms. It’s true that some poets—John Skelton in the 15" century, Michael Drayton
at the turn to the 17" century, Abraham Cowley in the 17" century; Alexander Pope
in the 18" century; the Romantic poets John Keats and George Gordon, Lord Byron;
the American 19" century poet Emily Dickinson, the Irish modernist William Butler
Yeats, and, as you mention, Gerard Manley Hopkins, Thomas Hardy, and Wallace Ste-
vens—put sound in the forefront of their poetic practice. Sometimes it is a single line
or a single poem in a poet’s work that crystallizes the poet’s relation to sound, silence,
and noise. This is the kind of issue that is most interesting when approached on the lo-
cal level—through close reading of what the poet actually is doing. [ wouldn’t say that
other kinds of writing—particularly literary writing—don’t rely on sound and sound
play as well; sound is tremendously important in many novels, for example--think
of the sound of names and tics of speech alone in Dickens or what it’s like to read a
paragraph of Herman Melville’s prose or Virginia Woolf’s writing aloud. But with the
exception of the fictional poetry of the Victorian era, I’d say it is rather unusual for
poets to present their work as silent documents—poetry more often than not is framed
as living speech.

Shi: During your stay in Wuhan, you have given three lectures on poetics—"“The
Poet’s Freedom,” “Imagination and Freedom,” and “Freedom and Rhyme.” All of
them contain the word “freedom,, would you tell us more reasons why “freedom” is
used in all the three topics?

Stewart: These lectures come out of my new book, The Poet’s Freedom. I'm
concerned in them with the kinds of free play and open-ended process that art mak-
ing involves. As for these lectures, my first lecture was concerned with how the poet
begins to compose without knowing the outcome of the work; the second lecture ex-
plored how the imagination can be both an impediment and aid to freedom of thought;
and in my third lecture I considered how rhyme may seem to be a constraint, yet pat-
terns of thyme allow us to explore meaning beyond convention and to claim that it is
rhyme itself that determines, or undermines, our intentions in speaking. My goal was
to explore the inherent freedom in these practices—freedom as extension, as non-
teleological process, as release from utility.

Shi: I’'m much impressed by your analysis of Dickinson’s “A Narrow Fellow in
the Grass”; your indication of the pairing of identical letters in this poem is absolutely
wonderful! With your help I’'m coming to see the doubled letters—r, 11, ss, cc, 11, dd,
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ss, tt, ee, gg, 0o, etc.— culminating in a chorus of serpentines and “00” circles that
have emerged from the grasslike 11’s before they [ha]lltt (Poet s Freedom 160). But
honestly speaking, I have two doubts about this example: first, should we treat every
poem in the context of reading aloud as skillfully as you did? And then how can we
use our imagination that way?

Stewart: There’s no special trick to finding a pattern like this—it just requires
patience and close reading and a knowledge of the poet’s usual habits and history.
Dickinson put the pattern there for us to find, and even if we don’t “see” it, it has
something to do with the chilling effect with which the poem leaves us as we read the
last line. It seems to me we never can go wrong by going back to a work, by looking
at it from a new angle, by accepting we’ll never come to “know” or “explain” it as a
totality—and why would we want to?

Shi: My last question will be somewhat “teleological.” In translating your Poetry
and the Fate of the Senses, a great difficulty for me is: there are so many poetic or
critical terms and proper nouns, and probably because of this, at the end of the book
you have made long and detailed notes, I’'m sure they are helpful, would you give us
Chinese readers some advice on how to make a good use of them?

Stewart: I always try to leave a full “trail” of the influences and sources of my
scholarship—this is the standard of good practice in academic life and it is very im-
portant that readers can return to the source texts, either primary or secondary works,
and follow the scholar/author’s journey toward completion. Because we quote selec-
tively, it is also important to give readers an opportunity to know what the full context
might be. I try to make my books readable, even if they are sometimes difficult, and I
try to create a trove of references for anyone who would like to do more work in the
field. Many scholars now prefer to write without notes, but I find notes always gener-
ate new knowledge and insights as I finish a work. I have also experimented with new
formats, or revived older practices, for my scholarly work. In Poetry and the Fate of
the Senses, I thought it was important to have a separate index for anyone who wanted
to read the book as a commentary on particular poems, And in The Poets Freedom,
I requested wide margins and blank pages at the back of the book so that the reader
could use the “notebook” as a notebook.
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Abstract This paper is intended to examine Ezra Pound’s ekphrastic principle of
stillness based upon a thorough study of the interconnectedness between his “Canto
XLIX” and the Chinese landscape handscroll entitled Eight Views of Xiao Xiang.
It demonstrates that the last couplet of “Canto XLIX,” “The fourth; the dimension
of stillness./And the power over wild beast,” can be regarded as Pound’s ekphrastic
principle of stillness. This is also in accordance with the modern ekphrastic theory of
still movement put forward by Murray Krieger.
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It has been more than forty years since Murray Krieger submitted his most influential
essay, “Ekphrasis and the Still Movement of Poetry; or, Laokodn Revisited,” to the
first conference of the Iowa Center for Modern Letters in October, 1965 (263—88)."
Hitherto, “still movement” is taken as a new ekphrastic principle to measure the
interrelationship between “word” and “image” in the verbal representation of visual
art in poetry. It marks a revolutionary substitute for Lessing’s spatial-temporal
reduction principle in relation to painting and poetry. This theory has been greatly
developed by other critics and Krieger himself, including remarkable principles of
“entering and envoicing” and “a marriage of the visual and verbal emblems”. James A.
W. Heffernan contends that “[e]ntering and envoicing the mute still object, language
abandons its narrative impulse and gives itself up to graphic stasis”(308). Heffernan’s
principle of “envoicing” is virtually complementary to Krieger’s “still movement,”
emphasizing that the work of visual art in a poem is able to “cross the line between
graphic and verbal representation, between the fixed, silent beauty of graphic stillness
and the audible movement of speech”(308). Put it simply, an object d’art has the
potential to speak out rather than passively presents a mere description of its beauty or
value in an ekphrastic poem. Krieger’s newly-developed theory of ekphrasis regards
“word” and “image” as two emblems: the verbal and the visual. The verbal emblem

consists of arbitrary signs or man-made signs, whereas the visual emblem is made up
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of natural signs. Krieger argues that “the shift from natural-sign picture as picture-
as-code” makes words “turn themselves into a form,” “in effect a verbal emblem;”
thus, these two emblems are “complementary languages for seeking the representation
for the unrepresentables”(22). In this sense, Krieger defines the term of “ekphrasis”
as “the poet’s marriage of the two within the verbal art”(22). Following Krieger’s
trajectory of establishing the ekphrastic principle of “still movement,” readers may
produce an echo with Heffernan’s criticism due to Krieger’s shift of emphasis from
“movement” to “stillness,” in which Krieger articulates that his purpose is “to use a
plastic object as a symbol of the frozen, stilled world of plastic relationship which
must be superimposed upon literature’s turning world to ‘still’ it”(265-66). Krieger
takes T. S. Eliot’s lines from “Burnt Norton” as his manifesto of “the still movement
of poetry” and centers on the discussion of the archetypal motif of “jar-urn” ranging
from “a Chinese jar” through “a Grecian urn” to “a Tennessee jar” represented
respectively in the works of Alexander Pope, John Keats and Wallace Stevens. This
article will mainly use Ezra Pound’s representation of “a Chinese landscape painting”
in his “Canto XLIX,” together with his ideograms and hieroglyphs as visual images,
to reexamine the ekphrastic principle of “stillness,” which can be considered as an
extension of Krieger’s notion of “still movement.”

Pound’s “Canto XLIX” is an important ekphrastic poem in modern American
painter poetry, yet largely neglected by critics. It might be caused by a vague source
in the opening narrative, “for the seven lakes, and by no man these verses,” which
seduces both readers and critics to associate this canto with the poet’s imitation of a
certain place called “the seven lakes.” Only those who are quite familiar with Chinese
southern culture and Chinese landscape painting in the Song Dynasty (960-1270) may
determine Pound’s “Canto XLIX” is dependent upon a landscape handscroll entitled
Eight Views of Xiao Xiang. The scenic description in the poem is allusive to the eight
picture titles recorded in Mengxi bitan (Brush Talks from Dream Brook) written by
the Song scholar Shen Kua (1031-95), who accredited the scroll to the Song painter
Song Di (c. 1015-80). The original scroll had already been lost when Shen Kua
copied down the eight picture titles in his narration. Each picture title consists of
four Chinese characters and presents a nature image or a topographic scene along the
Xiao and Xiang Rivers within modern Hunan province, the central south of China. In
ancient times, this place is well-known for its watery land and misty hills with humid,
cloudy weather and peaceful life, a southern valley rich in fish and grain and a place
of seclusion as well for the exiled elites and statesmen banished by the Royal Court.
These eight pictures include as follows:”

Geese Descending to Level Sand -1 J& %
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Sail Returning from Distant Shore % i )3 1,
Mountains Market, Clearing Mist \l) 7 ¥ K,

River and Sky, Evening Snow 1L X %%

Autumn Moon over Dongting i Ji£ £k Fl

Night Rain on Xiaoxiang 3 7%

Evening Bell from Mist-Shrouded Temple ¥ 3 % 2
Fishing Village in Evening Glow it Ff 3 1

As Alfreda Murck has observed, “word choice emphasizes darkness and endings—
descending, returning, snowing evening, autumn night, rainy night, obscuring mist,
setting sun” (71). This is because the list is not only an authentic picture of the
beautiful scenery within the Xiao Xiang region, but also a reflection of the elites’
political failure and artistic taste. The evocative emotion is the result of their exile life
from the northern capital to the southern waterland. Since the Song Dynasty, many
painters would group their landscape paintings with such titles, which resulted in more
than one hundred scrolls currently preserved in Japan, America, Taiwan and Mainland
China. It may not be surprised that the modern American poet Wallace Stevens could
not help proclaiming eight picture titles as “a list upon his soul” after his visiting an
exhibition in New York in 1909 (137-38). Pound never mentioned Eight Views of Xiao
Xiang in his letters and essays. However, this does not mean that “Canto XLIX” is not
a creative imitation dependent upon Eight Views. Interesting enough, Pound’s canto
also consists of two main parts with eight stanzas. The first four stanzas represent and
present eight scenes of the Xiao Xiang region with descriptive lines of eight picture
titles as indicator. The last two lines of the fourth stanza, “in seventeen hundred came
Tsing to these hill lakes./A light moves on the south sky line, ” function as a transition
from the poetic description of Eight Views in the first part to the poet’s imagination
beyond the visual art through his unique ideogrammic method, juxtaposing myths,
history and folk songs into oneness in the second part. Thus, the last couplet is a
summation of the poet’s ekphrastic principle of “stillness,” the fourth dimension,
whose “power over wild beasts” (Pound, “Canto XLIX” 255).

As is known, in the physical world, one point is seen as one dimension, one line
in the same phase refers to two dimensions, and length, width and height constitute
three dimensions with the movements of up and down, back and forth, left and right.
When time as the fourth dimension is added to the three dimensional world, an object
appears to move more complicated in all directions within the spatial-temporal world.
As the contemporary ecopoet Gary Snyder says in his poem “Riprap,” “The worlds
like an endless/four-dimensional/Game of Go”(32). Time is a linear world travelling
from past, present to future. The endless moving of time makes the present moment
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become the past and soon merges into the future. When a static object is placed within
the temporal world, only words or metaphors can keep its spatial shape still moving
in the world of stillness. T. S. Eliot uses the image of “a Chinese jar” to denote the

relationship between “words” and “the still point of the turning world™:

Words move, music moves

Only in time; but that which is only living

Can only die. Words, after speech, reach

Into the silence. Only by the form, the pattern,

Can words or music reach

The stillness, as a Chinese jar still

Moves perpetually in its stillness. (Eliot, “Burnt Norton” 193; Krieger 264)

Krieger takes this poem as his “model statement” to illustrate the ekphrstic principle
of “still movement” in relation to “word” and “image.” The process of his poetic “still
movement” implies three levels when time is seen as the fourth dimension. First,
time runs endlessly forward and never stops at a given place; thus, according to the
theory of relativity, words can move in the temporal world. Second, words are “dead”
in the spatial world at the very moment when they are spoken out and become frozen
symbols or images in the literary world. Third, words have meanings and can be seen
as living things. When they die within a form or a pattern, their status of stillness
still conveys a meaningful idea to the outside world within that special pattern. At
this time, “words” as images can “still move perpetually” in the world of stillness.
Pound’s ekphrastic principle of “stillness” also takes time as the fourth dimension,
but “time” is metaphorically upgraded to “the fourth dimension of stillness.” Pound’s
“stillness” can be seen as the result of stilling words concerning history, myths and
songs in his poetic space. On the other hand, the poet as critic-viewer amazingly
finds that the scroll accommodates eight views of the Xiao Xiang region through the
painter’s brushstrokes and condenses them into “still points” within a spatial-temporal
structure of the Chinese landscape handscroll. The power of stillness, thus, like an
eternal energy, can control “over wild beasts.” Here, “wild beasts” may symbolize
the chaotic, uncivilized world, whereas visual arts such as painting, sculpture and
porcelain should be considered as products of civilization. Pound’s notion of “stillness”
appears to emphasize more its stilling power than its static status if compared with
Eliot’s concept of “the still point.” In this respect, Krieger’s ekphrastic principle of
“still movement” lacks of one crucial component—*the power of stillness.” Hence,
for Pound, the ekphrastic process of the “still movement” should be made up of four
main steps based on the word of “still.” First, “still” is used as a verb, referring to a
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power of stilling “words” and “images” into two emblems: the visual and the verbal.
Second, “still” is used as an adjective, indicating “the still point” after stilling “images.”
Third, the result of stilling “images” turns out to a static status, namely, “stillness,”
which is used as a noun. Fourth, a kind of power is embodied in the world of stillness
through “words” and can keep “images” “still” moving in the world of “words,” in
which “still” is used as an adverb.

In the first part of “Canto XLIX,” the poet revives the stilled Eight Views through

99

his verbal representation, because “words move” “only in time” as Eliot articulates.
Consequently, pictures and historical events are dynamically presented as “things in
motion, and motion in things”(Fenollosa 10). The poet adeptly frees eight views from
the frozen painting so that readers can hardly recognize their sources unless he/she is a
master of Chinese arts and culture. For example, the first stanza is a vivid description
of the painting entitled Night Rain on Xian Xiang based on some indicators such as

29 ¢

“heavy rain in the twilight,” “one lantern,” “heavy, bent reeds” and “the bamboo
speak as if weeping” (Pound 255). There is a special kind of bamboo with spots on
its skin growing in this region, which is legendarily said to be tears of Goddesses
Xiang A ic , two concubines of Emperor Shun in the prehistoric times (1.7 millions
years—21st century BC). Mount Ju £ 1] is a small island over Dongting Lake i £
i covered with such spotted bamboos and reeds, where villagers live on fishing from
antiquity. This is the place of exile and seclusion in the Song Dynasty. Many poets,
statesmen, painters and calligraphers left their outstanding works there when they
climbed Yueyang Pavilion {F: BH#% , opposite to Mount Ju, facing the vastness of the
lake. Leaning the rails, their threads of thoughts got them into a dreamy journey over
that mythical, misty and tranquil waterland. If readers have the potential to recognize
this typical cultural characteristic, then they will feel it easy to imagine the verbal
representation of three paintings in the second stanza. The lines, “Autumn moon; hills
rise about lakes/against sunset,” are indicative of Autumn Moon over Dongting Lake;
The lines, “Behind hill the monk’s bell/borne on the wind,” are related to Evening
Bell from Mist-Shrouded Temple; and the lines, “Sail passed there in April; may
return in October/Boat fades in silver; slowly,” are descriptive of the painting titled
Sail Returning from Distant Shore. On the same token, the third stanza narrates two
paintings. One is Mountains Market, Clearing Mist with a visible cultural symbol of
“wine flag” in the line, “Where wine flag catches the sunset.” The other is about River
and Sky, Evening Snow with a clue implied in the lines, “Comes then snow scur on
the river/And a world is covered with jade/[...]/The flowing water clots as with cold.”
The opening line of the fourth stanza, “Wild geese swoop to the sand-bar,” reminds
readers of the painting titled Geese Descending to Level Sand. The last painting
described in the poem is Fishing Village in Evening Glow: “Rooks clatter over the
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fishermen’s lanthorns, /A light moves on the north sky line;/where the young boys
prod stones for shrimp.” The images of “rooks,” “fishermen,” “lanthorns” and “shrimp”
constitute a pleasant picture of the returning of fishing boats in a village welcomed by
a group of “young boys,” the fishermen’s children.

According to the ekphrastic principle of “still movement,” the poet as critic-
viewer first enters the scroll to narrate the eight still points, namely, eight views, stilled
by the painter’s brushstrokes. This process can be seen as the poet’s freeing spatial art
within the temporal art. When the poet finishes his narration, his moving words soon
turn out to become another still point “after speech,” and “reach into silence.” How to
let “words” as the verbal emblem and “images” of Eight Views as the visual emblem
continue to envoice and still move perpetually in the world of stillness? Pound’s
solution is to seek a kind of extant ‘power’ within and beyond “words” and “images,”
which is mainly embodied in the second part of “Canto XLIX.” The two lines opening
with “A light moves ...” in the fourth stanza play a crucial part in creating such a
“power,” a kind of an eternal energy because of its opposite, yet circular direction
moving from “the north sky line” to “the south sky line,” and vice versa. After the
verbal representation of two paintings entitled Geese Descending to Level Sand and
Fishing Village in Evening Glow discussed above, the poet first uses the line, “A light
moves on the north sky line,” plus the semi-colon (;) to make a visible watershed so
that readers as viewers understand the implicit meaning of this line. Here, “a light”
refers to “the fishermen’s lanthorns” or “moonlight,” which “moves” throughout
this northern village within the Xiao Xiang region. Thus, “the north sky line” is a
topographical line, since the Xiao Xiang Rivers run into the north, where Dongting
Lake is situated. This “light” reactivates the eight still points (eight views) of the
handscroll, because the last painting of Fishing Village in Evening Glow is the verbal
representation of a real fishing village situated in the north of the Xiao Xiang. With
the pattern of “A light moves on the north sky line,” the poet enters the scroll, moving
freely from one view to another and envoices Eight Views in an impersonal tone with
the absence of the persona “I” in his verbal representation. This technique also reflects
the poet’s mastery of Chinese poetic aesthetics, that is, the poetic space is achieved
through the juxtaposition of small images without the appearance of “I” in a poem.

When the fourth stanza ends with the line, “A light moves on the south sky line,”
the poet starts his new journey beyond the scroll. Here, “the south sky line” refers
to both topographical and historical lines by adding time as the fourth dimension.
Accordingly, another power, “imperial power” that the poet shows his doubts and
admiration, is created spontaneously accompanied by his narration of ancient Chinese
history in a flashback from the last Qing/Tsing Dynasty (1644—1911) to the prehistoric
times. The poet narrates, “In seventeen hundred came Tsing to these hill lakes,” which



Ezra Pound’s Ekphrastic Principle of Stillness / Joan Qionglin Tan | 441

refers to Emperor Kangxi’s four visits to the southern Yangtze region during his reign
(r. 1661-1772). Therefore, the second “light” can be understood as “glory” or “imperial
power” of the Qing/Tsing, when the Qing/Tsing army invaded from the northern
border down toward the central and southern regions, which led to the collapse of
the Ming Dynasty (1368—1644) and the replacement of a new empire. The poet uses
the image of “the canal” to specify his spatial-temporal structure, a creative imitation
of the Chinese handscroll, because the canal is running forever from the north to the
south, which was built in the Sui Dynasty (581-618) and greatly expanded in the
Qing Dynasty. As the poem says, “This canal goes still to TenShi/ though the old
king built for pleasure.” Once again, the poet captures the adverb “still” to emphasize
the spatial-temporal meaning of “movement.” The canal goes to the northern end
in TenShi, the modern Tong County near Beijing and flows to the southern part “at
San Yin,” a place of the southeastern Yangtze region, in which the poet describes in
the third stanza, “they are a people of leisure.” The metonymical canal indicates that
“imperial power” not only brings convenience and happiness to people, but also gets
the rich country into debt. The poet compares such “imperial power” to “Geryon,”
the Greek formidable demon with three bodies; the emphasis is thus upon destruction
which the poet regards as “infamy.” To highlight the other side of “imperial power,”
the poet archeologically explores the original meaning of “imperial power” during
the prehistoric times, when Emperors Yao, Shun and Yi presided and carried out
“the abdication system” by choosing a virtuous, capable man as the tribal head rather
than giving the throne to his son. In this respect, “imperial power” in the prehistoric
times means a practice of egalitarianism among all members characterised by
peace, equality and the common ownership of wealth. The poet quotes two songs
to eulogise this good “imperial power.” One is “Ode to Clouds” and the other is a
folk song of peasants, both of which celebrate peaceful, collective work in daily life
during the legendary times of Yao, Shun and Yii. Interesting enough, the poet uses
Japanese version of “Ode to Clouds” with each letter capitalized, which comes from
Fenollosa’s manuscript. His purpose is for exoticism, which, in turn, serves the visual
emblem by stilling these words in his verbal representation. Although non-Japanese
readers cannot recognize these big letters, “KEI MEN RAN KEI/KIU MAN MAN
KEI/JITSU GETSU KO KWA/TAN FUKU TAN KAI™* (Legge 14), at least they can
sense the visual effect created by such images. This is also called “imperial power,”
under which people enjoy life through labour work, as the song sings, “Sun up, work/
Sundown; to rest/dig well and drink of the water/dig field; eat of the grain.” When the
poet asks rhetorically, “Imperial power is? And to us what is it?” he seems to seek the
modern meaning of “imperial power” within the verbal art. The poet strongly feels
such power existing in both the visual and verbal art, therefore, he gives a firm reply,
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“The fourth; the dimension of stillness./And the power over wild beasts.” Although
the triple-bodied giant Geryon is so fearsome, the poet can use the artistic power of
stillness to still it into a still point. Similarly, the beautiful scenes of Eight Views have
already been stilled within the frame of a handscroll by the painter, but the poet can
still use his poetic power to free these views from the stilled spatial form and once
again still them into silence within the temporal verbal pattern. This power of stillness
has, no doubt, the potential to keep the work of visual art “still moving perpetually in
its stillness” within the verbal art.

Pound’s ekphrastic principle of “stillness” appears to be more scientific
when he takes time as the fourth dimension of stillness. This is in accordance with
his contention that “[t]he arts, literature, poesy, are a science as chemistry is a
science”(Pound, “The Serious Artist” 42). However, Pound further explained that
this “precision” as “the touchstone of an art” “is of various and complicated sorts and
only the specialist can determine whether certain works of art possess certain sorts of
precision” (Pound, “The Serious Artist” 48). Based on Pound’s notion of “stillness,”
readers may understand why “various and complicated sorts” of precision are widely
practised in his Cantos. For example, in “Canto LXXX,” Pound points out “trees”
“under Abélard’s bridges” are “Elysium,” but this precision aims at speaking “for
serenity.” In Greek mythology, “Elysium” refers to heaven, a blissful place after death.
Hence, “trees” used as a metonymical device represent a visible tranquil place on
earth, which forms a sharp contrast to the flowing water “under Abélard’s bridges” in
Paris. In his lines, two Greek words, “zdvra ‘pei,” literally “all things flow”(Edwards
and Vasse 267) function as a visual emblem, indicating an authentic picture with
“things in motion, motion in things.” To illustrate the ekphrastic principle of “still
movement,” the poem continues its description in detail:

as he had walked under the rain altars

or under the trees of their grove

or would it be better under their parapets

in his moving was stillness. (Pound, “Canto LXXX” 547)

Hugh Kenner explains that this precision virtually creates “a rhyme of a stillness
felt with a setting remembered; and the trees, like the Arles graves, are called
Elysian”(Kenner, The Pound Era 479). Pound’s unique use of Chinese ideograms
and Egyptian hieroglyphs as stilled visual images in Canfos can be seen as his great
contribution to the practice of the dimension of stillness. This is related to Fenollosa’s
amazing discovery of Chinese ideograms as natural metaphors, a useful medium
for English poetry. After receiving Fenollosa’s manuscript from his widow, Pound
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articulates that “Fenollosa has left a most enlightening essay on the written character
(a whole basis of aesthetic, in reality)”’(Paige 106). In his letter to Iris Barry dated
“June, 1916,” Pound suggested,

you should have a chance to see Fenollosa’s big essay on verbs, mostly on verbs.
[...] He inveighs against “IS,” wants transitive verbs. “Become” is as weak as
“is.” Let the grime do something to the leaves. “All nouns come from verbs.” To
primitive man, a thing is what it does. That is Fenollosa, but I think the theory is

a very good one for poets to get by. (Paige 131-32)

What Pound was fascinated is that Chinese ideograms look like natural pictures,
although he acknowledged that “all the ideograms are not as musing”(Paige, 106).
The more he explored the functions of Chinese ideograms, the more Pound practised
consciously in his Cantos. In his letter to Katue Kitasono dated “15 November,
1940,” Pound declares that “[i]Jdeogram is essential to the exposition of certain kinds
of thought”(Paige 447). This idea is sparked earlier in his letter to George Santayana
dated “16 January, 1940.” Pound explains,

Chinese saying “a man’s character apparent in every one of his brush strokes.”
Early characters were pictures, squared for aesthetic reasons.

[...]

One ideogramic current is from picture often of preprocess, then it is tied to,

associated with one of a dozen meanings by convention. (Paige 430)

From Pound’s letters, we may safely infer that his placement of Chinese ideograms as
visual emblems in his Cantos expresses his deep thoughts traveling through time and
space, which he takes as the basis of poetic aesthetics. As Laszlo Géfin has noticed, “in
a Chinese ideogram the pictures are set side by side, from which the mind can grasp
invisible ‘things’—ideas, concepts, universals” (11). Pound takes “image” as dynamic

LRI

“vortex,” “not an idea,” but “a radiant node, or cluster,” “from which, and through
which, and into which, ideas are constantly rushing”(Pound, Gaudier-Brezeska 92).

Kenner explains this phenomenon by using a knot as a comparison.

Pull, and whatever your effort each lobe of the knot makes it impossible that
the other shall disappear. It is a self-interfering pattern. [...] The knot is neither
hemp nor cotton nor nylon: is not the rope. The knot is a patterned integrity. The
rope renders it visible. (Kenner, The Pound Era 145)
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Therefore, Kenner concludes, “For the vortex is not the water but a patterned
energy made visible by the water”’(Kenner, The Pound Era 146). In this sense, we
can understand when Pound says, “poetry is the more highly energized;” “the thing
that matters in art is a sort of energy, something more or less like electricity or
radioactivity, a force transfusing, welding, and unifying”(Pound, “The Serious Artist”
49). When Chinese ideograms as a cluster appear within the lines of his Cantos,
they create “patterned energy” of “stillness,” in Pound’s words, this power “over
wild beasts.” The ideogrammically “patterned energy” encourages human beings to
“preserve the tradition,” which Pound thinks the tradition “we preserve” as “a beauty,”
“and not a set of fetters to bind us”(Pound, “The Tradition” 91). “A return to origins
invigorates because it is a return to nature and reason. The man who returns to origins
does so because he wishes to behave in the eternally sensible manner”(Pound, “The
Tradition” 92). Pound provides readers theoretical grounds for his placing more than
one hundred Chinese ideograms in Cantos in an aim of preserving Chinese Confucian
tradition. The Chinese ideograms appeared in “Cantos LI-CIX” stand individually as
visual images, but when combined together, they present readers a brief verbal history
of ancient China from the prehistoric times to the last Qing/Tsing Dynasty, and they
also represent the ethic codes reflected in the canons of Chinese classics. In “Canto
LIIL” from three Chinese characters “ 32 ,” “ % ~ and “ & ,” names of three virtuous
emperors “Yao,” “Shun/Chun” and “Y{/Yu” in the prehistoric times, through Pound’s
favourite characters “ 7 H FHHr ,”“new, daily,daily, new” carved on Emperor Tching’s
bath tub, to the first dynasty with the Chinese character “ & ,” “Xia/Hia,” the poet
began his narrative parallel to the French Catholic Jesuit Father de Mailla’s translation
of Histoire générale de la China (1777-85) and the English missionary James Legge’s
translation of The Chinese Classics (1893). This precision enables the poet to still
these pictorial Chinese characters into “still points” within the lines of Canftos, and
through the dimension of “stillness,” these stilled spatial shapes are set free, moving
along the temporal line.

When Pound earnestly writes the Chinese ideograms “ IF 44 ,” literally “call
thing by their right names,” at the end of “Canto LI,” Pound seems to declare his
exploration of “orthography” as “a disciple of morale and of morals”(Kenner, The
Poetry of Ezra Pound 38). His pronunciation of “the fourth dimension of stillness” as
“the power over wild beasts” in “Canto XLIX,” to some extent, offers a good example
for the right name of the ekphrastic principle of “still movement,” which can be seen

as a complement to the modern theory of ekphrasis.

The research paper is financially aided by the State Social Science Fund of
China in 2011(Project No. 11BWW012).
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Notes

1. This article was reprinted in the Appendix of Murray Krieger’s book Ekphrasis: The Illusion
of the Natural Sign, 263—88. It was first published in The Poet as Critic, ed. by Frederick P. W.
McDowell (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1967), 3-26. Later, it reappeared in Krieger’s
another book with the title of “The Ekphrasis Principle and the Still Movement of Poetry; or,
Lokoon Revisited,” see Murray Krieger, The Play and Place of Criticism (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
Press, 1967), 105-28. The quotations in this paper are taken from Krieger’s book Ekphrasis.

2. The quotation comes from Shen Kua’s Mengxi bitan (Brush Talks from Dream Brook), and the
translation is given by Alfreda Murck in her book Poetry and Painting in Song China, 66.

3. Wallace Stevens wrote seven tiles except the picture title of “Mountain Market, Clearing Mist” in
his letter to his wife Elsie Viola Kachel (known as Elsie Moll) dated “March 18, 1909.” See Letters
of Wallace Stevens, 137-38.

4. The translation of this stanza is given by James Legge in “The Prolegomena” of The Chinese
Classics Vol. IV, that is, “Splendid are the clouds and bright,/All aglow with various light!/Grand the
sun and moon move on;/Daily dawn succeeds to dawn.”

5. The words come from Ezra Pound’s letter to Felix E. Schelling dated “June, 1915.”

Works Cited

Edwards, John Hamilton and William W. Vasse, eds. Annotated Index to the Cantos of Ezra Pound:
Cantos [-LXXXIV. Berkeley: U of California P, 1957.

Eliot, T. S. “Burnt Norton.” The Complete Poems and Plays, 1909-1950. New York: Harcourt,
Brace, and World, 1952:193.

Fenollosa, Ernest. The Chinese Written Character as a Medium for Poetry. Ed. Ezra Pound. San
Francisco: City Lights, 1964.

Géfin, Laszlo K. Ideogram: Modern American Poetry. Milton Keynes: Open UP, 1982.

Heffernan, James A. W. “Ekphrasis and Representation.” New Literary History 22. 2 (1991): 297-
316.

Kenner, Hugh. The Poetry of Ezra Pound. New York: New Directions, 1968.

---. The Pound Era. London: Faber and Faber, 1972.

Krieger, Murray. Ekphrasis: The Illusion of the Natural Sign. Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins
UP, 1992.

Legge, James. Trans. The Chinese Classics Vol. IV. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1893.

Murck, Alfreda. Poetry and Painting in Song China: The Subtle Art of Dissert. Cambridge and
London: Harvard UP, 2000.

Paige, D. D. ed. The Letters of Ezra Pound 1907—1941. London: Faber and Faber, 1951.

Pound, Ezra. “Canto XLIX.” The Cantos of Ezra Pound. London: Faber and Faber, 1964:



446 | Forum for World Literature Studies / Vol.5 No.3 December 2013

255-56.

---. Gaudier-Brezeska: A Memoir. New York: New Directions, 1961.

---. “The Serious Artist.” “The Tradition.” Literary Essays of Ezra Pound. Ed. T. S. Eliot. London:
Faber and Faber, 1960: 41-57.

Snyder, Gary. “Riprap.” Riprap and Cold Mountain Poems. San Francisco: Four Seasons
Foundation, 1969.

Stevens, Wallace. Letters of Wallace Stevens. Ed. Holly Stevens. London: Faber and Faber, 1966.

RfEYmiE: MLUE



Manifestation of Barthes’ “Death of the
Author” in Sepehri’s Poetry

Nasser Maleki
Faculty of Arts, Department of Foreign Languages and Literature, Razi University
Bageh Abrisham, Kermanshah, Iran

Email: n.maleki@razi.ac.ir

Maryam Navidi
English Department, University of Tehran, Iran
Enghelab Ave., Kargar Alley, Tehran, Iran

Email: navidi.m@ut.ac.ir

Abstract This article applies Roland Barthes’ theory nominated in his most pivotal
essay The Death of the Author to the art of Sohrab Sepehri, one of the Modern Iranian
poets. The study endeavors to extrapolate that Sepehri is not absolutely personal
and subjective in his art; rather, he tries to be impersonal and objective in half of his
verses. He, most of the time, struggles to hide himself in his poems, and there are
poems in which he erases himself to communicate his notions to the readers. Hence,
he follows Barthes’ belief that as the author’s ideas take the written form only the
text remains. In this sense, he is also following the Formalists and their idea about
the autonomy of a text as a self-contained entity which has subterranean connections
with its author. Considering such a perspective, the present study is to foreground
the manifestation of Barthes’ impersonality of author or “The Death of the Author”
in some of Sepehri’s poems. The findings show that Sepehri has aptly incorporated
the technique of conveying the entities of the world around him to his readers by
challenging their thoughts objectively and not through direct expression.

Key Words Sepehri; Barthes; depersonalization of art; transformation of art

In his most celebrating and autonomous essay “The Death of the Author” Barthes
puts a lot of emphasis on the science and principles of the Modern literary criticism
to state that, upon narration, a fact fails to keep its original voice (S/Z 35). This is to
say that the author’s voice fades out and becomes imperceptible after he pours out
his thoughts and notions in the narrative he is writing. From this perspective, the

author’s narrative is an upshot of an impersonal system. Reading Sohrab Sepehri from
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this standpoint one can note that for Sepehri, too, the procedure of poetic perception
incorporates the poet’s sympathetic involvement with natural objects throughout
the moments of acute observation or production when the poet loses himself into an
object, experiencing the features of the object by virtue of intensified perceptions
and intuiting attributes or realities of the object, not contrastingly perceived, so as
to provide the reader with an alternative for having manifold interpretations. This
bestows upon the readers freedom to get connected to the text through their individual
associating system and momentarily disregard the author’s aims and intentions. This
prominent impersonality in Sepehri’s poetry can be securely thought of in connection
with Barthes’ argument known as “The Death of the Author”. Sepehri holds to the
transformation of emotions not through expression, but through an exterior correlative
of inner feelings. Therefore, a written material or a work of art is an outer correlative
of author’s inner feelings. Put differently, an artist is to reveal his vocations in the
same outer correlative which is projected in a text or a piece of writing; thus, it could
be claimed that Sepehri recapitulates what Barthes has already proclaimed.

According to Barthes, the writer should not imbue his oeuvres with his
overflowed emotions and sensibilities; rather, by assuming an escape scheme he
impersonalizes his self by way of selecting objects that have no bearing to a multitude
of definite feelings and incidents which remind him of the personal emotions,
recollections and sentiments. Allowing for such a hypothesis, a credible resemblance
and uniqueness can be declared between Barthes’ idea and its counterpart in Persian
Literature recognized as Tajrid. While asserting the aptness of equating these terms,
Shafiy Kadkani contends that “every work of art is based on 7ajrid, in which some
chosen objects, events, or concrete objects embody the poet’s abstract ideas and
emotions” (63).

With the above introductory remarks on Barthes and on Sepehri’s style of writing
we can now draw a parallelism between Barthes’ theoretical proposition and Sepehri’s
practical artistic creation. Far away from Barthes, in another continent, Sepehri was
one of the most heterogeneous hunter of objective realities ever existed in the art and
literature of Iran, on whose Modernity, Yushij has remarked:

In facing the realities of life, the artist should be overflowing with sensibilities in
an appropriate time; hence, the artist’s objective experience leads to creativity.
Then poetic creation is the result of the artist’s hesitative moment in which
he is trimmed with observations. In this moment the artist retires to create art
(poem) using objects, situations, though these entities might occur in poetry by
employing tropes like metaphor, allegory, allusion, metonymy, synesthesia, etc.
(54)



Manifestation of Barthes’ “Death of the Author” in Sepehri’s Poetry/ | 449
Nasser Maleki Maryam Navidi

Embroidering on Yushij’s observations, one can say that the poetic process of artistic
creation depends on poets’ active sense of perception and imagination as described by
Yushij, hence the poetic perception includes the poet’s sympathetic identification with
natural objects during moments of intense observation._Consequently, the poet is not
able to reach such moment of impersonality without completely surrendering himself
to the work and the object under process. As quoted by Gray, this term “suggests
the artist’s sympathetic imagination, the capacity to forget his own personality and
enter imaginatively into the existence of others and other kinds of existence” (72).
Put differently, we may suggest that both sympathy and empathy are the involuntary
projection of ourselves into an object. Accordingly, Sepehri’s poetry is predominantly
aesthetic and sensuous in appeal, and it contains sympathy as well as empathy as the
point of central concern. The idea proposed here will be of use when we see that, more
than often, Sepehri metamorphoses himself into objects like animals, plants and other
entities to experience different situations. This is to say that he impersonalizes himself
in order to remove his own identity form the scene. Achieving this objectivity is equal
to the omission of every voice, which is Barthes’ slogan, as he elaborates on the issue
in his essay that “writing is neutral composite, oblique space where our subject slips
away, the negative where all identity is lost, starting with the very identity of the body
writing”(S/Z 26).

Considering the above mentioned hypothesis on the affinities enrooted between
Barthes’ idea in “The Death of Author” and Sepehri’s objectivity or impersonality, we
can now start discussing the poems selected for analysis in this paper. The first poem
we analyze and discuss here is “Traveler”. The traveler of the poem goes through
different places and resembles the inexorable brook. He is a pilgrim in quest of the
truth; the quest never ceases until the traveler attains it:

I’m traveling yet,

I imagine,

It is a boat in the world waters,

And [-am a passenger of the boat, have been chanting

The lively song of ancient mariners

To the ears of season chinks for thousands of years.

And I am sailing on... where will finish the feet tracks?

When will be unknotted the shoe laces by gentle fingers of leisure?
(113-123)'

The journey is historical yet it objectively refers to both the poet and all the humanity.
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The verb ‘imagine’ in line two objectifies the traveler’s voyage on the world sea. The
traveler imagines visiting the people of old primitive world in the remotest parts of the
history; their chant is being objectified to the song sung by the mariners in Coleridge’s
famous poem “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”. Additionally, the journey might
objectively illustrate the myth of the everlasting journey. Jung, in this regard, believes
that “the quest is also an archetype, and mariner or traveler is in search of a reality”
(96), a reality which is more substantial than that is embraced by the materialistic
society. Another outstanding quality of Sepehri’s poetry is the employment of the term
synaesthesia. Kadkani declares, “Sepehri is the master of employing synaesthesia, and
this is enrooted in his own new style; and this quality has always objectified his verse”

(72). The following extracts from “Traveler” are a good testimony to such a claim:

But sometimes,

The strange sound of growth,

Reflects,

In the brittle joint of joy

Knee while ascension knee gets dusty,

Maturity fingers,

Leave alone,

In the concrete geometry of grief. (Sepehri 14-21)

Such objectivity is further emphasized by Shamisa, as he says: “there is an objective
impressionism and dramatization in Sepehri’s poetry, especially in his ‘The Water’s
Footsteps’ and ‘Traveler’ as the poet employs different images like: blue color and
other complementary shades, horizons, sun beam, objects in the different positions,
living objects, fresh air .... In this respect Eslin believes that, every dramatic text is
literature, even if it is not performed on the stage, this point is common among the
narrative and objective genres like tales, epic poem, and drama. The main point that
separates drama from other narrative forms is the act of performance” (Shamisa 52).
The other poem worth considering in our present sense of study is “The Hidden
Bird”; it is supposed that Sepehri’s bird is the same as that of Keats’s nightingale
though there is no transparent evidence to such a claim. Sepehri calls her “the hidden

bird”; the poem opens with:

O bird who sings in the hidden places

I should speak with you.

And you open time by your song!

Whence you ached, you sing in your hidden vacancy,
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In order to snatch my life joy? (1-6)

Apostrophizing the hidden bird, Sepehri believes that the song of the bird dissolves
the sense of time. The poem objectifies the little hidden bird to convey his messages
of immortality of arts. This is demonstrated by the poet in the metonymic tone of the
song of the bird which is here taken for art in its general transplantation. The bird
and her song, one can say, might objectively refer to the everlasting notion of art
and its joy in contrast with mortality of other entities in the world. However, Sepehri
conceives that the bird is sad, and this sadness is revealed in the bird’s song. He

continues,

O hidden bird, where are you?

Under the veil of moist grass.

Or inside the joyous boughs?

You fly over the green eye of swamp,

Or you wash your feathers by the perception spring?
Wherever you are, tell me.

There are no enemy’s foot tracks.

Come out!

Thunder has not kicked the roof of clouds anymore.
Snake has not come out of its burrow quickly anymore.
The chain of storm has not rolled over the body of meadow.

Don’t worry anymore? (7-19)

In these lines, Sepehri reveals his sense of innovative metaphorical phrasing to the
readers by employing phrases like “veil of moist grass”. This is shown when he
compares the veil with the moist grass; here the boundary between human and non-
human is transgressed, especially in personifying the trees as “the joyous boughs”.
In the sentence “you fly over the green eyes of swamp, /or you wash your feathers by
the perception spring?” he bestows human features on the non-human swamp “whose
eyes are green”. Indeed, Sepehri eradicates the boundary between human and non-
human by personifying spring, and makes it available to an unconscious singer. Here,
this notion comes to the readers that, as the bird sings unconsciously, it objectifies the
artist (or the poet himself) who takes refuge in the Sepehri’s society and crises, as the
poet proclaims this notion in the line “there are no enemy’s foot tracks. Come out!”
In the next lines Sepehri says, “thunder has not kicked the roofs of clouds any more./
Snake has not come out of its burrow quickly anymore”. Sepehri again personifies
thunder that does not kick the roof of clouds anymore. The phrase “the roof of clouds”
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is a metonymy implying calm weather; hence the poet objectively describes the calm
weather by calling upon the natural objects. Similarly, snake implies enmity and
evil in the reader’s mind and the line “snake has not come out of its burrow quickly
anymore” reminds reader of the artist’s taking refuge in the previous sentence. The
lines “the chain of storm has not rolled over the body of meadow / The day is calm,
and quiet” personify and illustrate the crises of society; the poet instead of describing
the crises of society directly illustrates them by “the chain of storm” rolling in the
meadow. This ode enacts a drama which concerns itself with the changing nexus of
the relationship of the poet and the nightingale, along with the value system relevant
to each and the attempt of the reconciliation of antinomies, among such objects of
contemplation is death, a nasty, fearful reality or a transition into a higher, richer and
eternal life.

It is necessary here to recall Eslin and his dramatic notions on objectivity of
literature and fine arts. The first notion one can recall is “the Icon”, which is usually
known and discovered through the senses like the picture of an entity, the sound
of a bird or the blowing of wind in stormy climate. In fact, theses Iconic objects
are considered as external facts through which the author erases himself while
immediately evoking emotions in the readers, as they are innately able to associate
their senses with the objects. Sepehri accommodates all the above imagery senses
in his poetry and objectively evoked the same in his readers; it seems that in him, as
Eliot remarks, there was a separation between the heart which suffered and the mind
that created (qtd. in Tilak 354). To exemplify such an objectivity one must go to
another instance of Sepehri’s poem entitled “The Water’s Footsteps” where he says:

Life flies as big as death...

Death dwells in the pleasant climate of mind.

Death speaks of dawn in the nature of village night.

Death goes into the mouth with a bunch of grapes.

Death sings in the larynx of red throat.

Death is guilty for the beauty of butterfly’s wings. (345-350)

This poem is one of the most dramatically pictorial creations. The death embodiment
of the poem is apparently emphasizing metempsychosis of Buddhism. Meghdadi says,
“Buddhism believes that there is no death, since one accompanies the whole existence
of the world; hence death is a changing entity, and after death one’s existence transfers
to a living existence; therefore, death is vital, it is a part of nature” (48). In the line “life
flies as big as death ...”, the poet shows ‘life’ as a bird possessing wings, hence it is

an implicit metaphor, because Sepehri does not declare directly that ‘life is transient’,



Manifestation of Barthes’ “Death of the Author” in Sepehri’s Poetry/ | 453
Nasser Maleki Maryam Navidi

but he associates life’s fragility with the short life of a bird. In the other part of the
poem, Sepehri assures this idea that death is a part of life again: “our hands would
search something, if death did not exist...”, and this justifies Eslin’s notion of the
reconciliation of the opposites. In the next line, the poet dehabitualizes the readers’
traditional notions of death and says, “we should not be afraid of death; the death is
not the end of pigeon”. This objectively implies that death accompanies life again;
commenting on this Shamisa says, “Sepehri chooses a pigeon, since it flies, and is
elegant, so it is a living death” (220). It seems, as Northrop Frye claims, “the unity
of life and death is everlasting” (68). The very same idea might raise a question: why
do artists in general and Sepehri in particular personify death? The answer justifies
Frye’s acclamation that death is a part of life, and hence they supplement each other
in a Sepehrian way. In the next line of the poem “death inhabits in the good weather
of reflection”, the poet paradoxically implies that in spite of the disgusting view of
death, it lives in good weather, and he personifies it further as he “speaks with the
essence of village night about mourning”. In the next line, “death is tasted with the
bunch of grape in the mouth”, the poet draws upon the gustatory image of death in a
most objective manner employing a synaesthetic metaphor, so in this way he involves
the reader with more than one sense, the taste of death through one’s mouth. These

instances can transparently direct one to Barthes’ views about narrative art:

Extrapolating on the written forms of art, one can say that, as soon as a fact is
narrated no longer with a view to acting directly on reality but intransitively, that
is to say, finally outside of any function other than that of the very practice of the
term itself, this disconnection occurs, the voice loses its origin, the author enters
into his own death, writing begins. (S/Z 26)

Ironically, this is not an idea put forth by Barthes only. As Barthes, himself, reminds
us, Mallarme, in France, wrote that “it is language which speaks, not the author; to
write is, through a pre-requisite impersonality, to reach that point where only language
acts, performs, and not me” (Ibid). This kind of delicate practice of objectivity and
impersonality that Mallarme refers to is apparent in the poem “Always” by Sohrab
Sepehri. It is of primary importance to note that by taking the postmodern Jungian
assumption into consideration, Sepehri has implicitly described his Anima—an
archetype or myth which originates in the collective unconscious—in the poem.
Relying on Jung’s own words that “collective unconscious describes the psyche
which is not perceptible, I call it Psychoid” (436), we can consider Anima as spiritual,
everlasting and immortal. This is when immortality has been a quality that human
kind has longed for since the beginning of the universe. Sepehri, too, is a poet in
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quest of immortality; therefore he describes his wishes in the form of a spiritual
quest for the celestial female. Relying on the plausible assumption that Anima often
appears in the form of female figures that appear in dreams, pictures, poems, and
tales in the female figures we can argue that for Sepehri, this female figure stands as
a “primitive nocturnal nymph of speech” (Sepehri 6). Therefore, looking at Sepehri’s
“Always” with keen eyes we see that the female figure is used to objectify a concept
or allegorize a notion, and since the poet writes in order to let his Anima appear
indirectly, he is actually in quest of immortality, and by impersonalizing his wish, the
poet shapes an organic female figure and evokes the same in the readers.

Going through the different parts of the poem, we identify a wish or a desire for
immortality that is running through the word string; a wish that is hidden in a love-
quest which is equated with Sepehri’s personal emotion. So through an imagined
self destruction or loss of personal identity, Sepehri identifies himself with a beloved
outside himself, and escapes from the material limits and self-centered condition of
ordinary experience, to achieve a fellowship with essence. Nonetheless, it seems that
Sepehri did not directly mention the Jungian Anima in his poem.

In reality, the poet sets up and searches to solve the basic oppositions between
the inevitably mortal pleasures and the conceived possibility of immortal delight in
human life. The allegory (Anima) totally fails as his own intensity and authenticity
of a unique mystical vision invalidates his weak and faltering espousal of borrowed
philosophy. Therefore, it seems that he triumphs in his bold renunciation of that
espousal. The dichotomy disappears and the two (ideal, and reality) realize oneness.
As a result, in Sepehri’s “Always”, the poet faces the celestial figure and this is
when this nymph inspires the poet, pushing him toward poetic creation, as Hosseiyni
adroitly maintains, “this nymph or celestial figure is an immortal who is leading the
poet to the everlasting truth” (231). His poem, being objectively dramatic, does not
apostrophize the concept of Anima, and there is no evidence with which one can
call the celestial woman as being the mistress to Sepehri, because of the spiritual,
celestial, and immortal entity in this poem. Consequently, these descriptions are great
examples of Barthes’ idea of impersonality of author or Tajrid as it is called in Persian
literature. He associates the poet’s quest for ultimate harmony of the actual beauties
of this world with ideal beauty. The poet is in his pursuit of ideal beauty in order to
be immortal, because immortality is one of the qualities that human being has been
longing for throughout history. That is why Sepehri says:

Speak, O primitive nocturnal nymph of speech!
Under the very emotional boughs of wind,
Give in my childhood, to me.
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Amid these black always.
Speak, O colorful sister of perfection!
Fill my veins with softness of intelligence.

Reveal my pulse on roughness of love’s breath. (6-12)

One can say that only egoless, sensitive and receptive senses are required for the
poem’s perception. It is only the beauty that is omnipresent in the world of space
and time, and such a beauty moves towards beauty in any movement. This turns the
succession of time, itself, into a stillness of eternity. This poem is somehow saturated
with idea of the term “Empathy”. Gray believes that “it is a literary term coined by
Fitchenner to suggest the artist’s sympathetic imagination, the capacity to forget one’s
own personality and enter imaginatively into the objective existence of others and
other kinds of existence”(Gray 72). In a thoroughly absorbed contemplation, Sepehri
establishes a complete identification with the female figure by annihilating his own
personality and undergoing what is called an inner mimicry. All these illustrations are
intended to mark Sepehri’s sense of beauty, art, and impersonality in artistic creation.
It is conceived that the sense of painting shares dramatic manifestations revealing

in Sepehri’s “The Water's Footsteps™ as he says:

I am from Kashan.

I’'m a painter.

Sometimes I make a cage out of colors, sell to you

For the song of corn poppy which is confined in the cage
Refreshes your bereft solitude. (25-29)

From the beginning of the poem Sepehri confesses his job as a painter of life around
him, while in the following parts, the painting embodies as “a cage of colors”. In
another sense, the boundary between human and non human is transgressed, hence
the corn poppy of the poem is in the cage singing the songs that refreshes one’s
bereft solitude, and these sentences are conceived to be objective correlative through
which the poet depersonalizes himself. The other part of the poem, “a cage of colors”
is bound up with the fixed entity of painting (a bird) which is not living any more.
For this reason, the singing corn poppy of the cage refreshes “your bereft solitude”,
since corn poppy is humanized reminding the reader’s bereavement. Here it can be
articulated that Sepehri tends to dramatize most of his poetry by personifying the
human and non-human entities. In the next line, he puts mark on this idea in the same

poem, and he assures,
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How fancy, how fancy ...

I know

My tableau is lifeless.

I know well, my painting pool is devoid of fish. (30-33)

Here, despite all his struggles, the poet confesses that he is not able to give life to his
painting, since it is bereft of a fish standing as a symbol of life. Kermani says that
“fish is a Zoroastrian symbol and a component of Haft Sin, a group of seven entities
initially starting with the letter ‘S’ set on a table at New Year time in Iran”(156).
Sepehri’s vocations continue to impress his readers through its objectivity and
impersonality; to give it more vital growth one can refer to another poem by him “An
Oasis in a Moment” in which he says:

If you come to me,

I’m beyond nothingness

Beyond nothingness is a place.

Beyond the nothingness of the air veins,

Dandelions abound, bringing news

From the blossoming flower at the farthest patch of land. (1-6)

The underlying issue about the above lines must be understood in wider form than its
present. As Hosseyni points out “the poet impersonalizes himself to become one with
nothingness, where, there is no trace of industrialization, the dandelions of the poem
call people; and, this can be the poet’s utopia”(231). In another poem entitled “Presence
till Infinity” Sepehri says:

Tonight

The gate of a strange dream
Will open,

Toward words. (1-4)

In the above lines, there is a strange sense in the words; they actually wait to be
uttered, because they are in the timelessness and spacelessness. In this sense, Barthes

says:

To give a text an Author is to impose a limit on that text, to furnish it with a
final signified, to close the writing. Such conception suits criticism very well,
the latter then allotting itself the important task of discovering the Author (or
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its hypostases: society, history, psyche, liberty) beneath the work. (Barthes, The
Pleasure of the Text 147)

It is of significance to note that, what Sepehri and Barthes suggest is very similar in
essence. Sepehri believes that words wait to be uttered out of space and time minus
any author, and Barthes also negates author, his society, time, and his place. There are
only words which for Barthes are small units of sense or ‘lexias’, and Barthes aims “to
show how they carry many different meanings simultaneously on different levels or
in different codes” (S/Z 24). Therefore, there is only the text left alone with the reader.

Regarding such idea, Vernan asserts:

The reader is the space on which all the quotations that make up a writing are
inscribed without any of the being lost; a text’s unity lies not in its origin but in
its destination. Yet this destination cannot any longer be personal: the reader is
without history, biography, psychology; he is simply that someone who holds
together in a single field all traces by which the written text is constituted. (99)

Here the emphasis is on the impersonality of the text, and the unique role of the
reader in shaping the meaning of the text is highlighted and appreciated. Sepehri, too,

appreciates such concepts in the same poem, hence he says:

A friend’s breeze will vibrate
The stem of meaning,
And wonder will tear away. (19-21)

By associating the meaning to a flower, Sepehri asks the breeze to vibrate the stem of
meaning, until the wonder (ambiguity) is resolved. Therefore, Sepehri, like Barthes,
puts emphasis on the process of signification and interpretation that falls in the
territory of readership when the author’s connection to his product does not exist any
longer.

While one of the metaphysical concepts prevalent among most of the Romantic
poets is the idea of reconciliation between the creative potentiality and youth, it is
the creative power which makes the artist lose his intensity as he gets mature by the
passage of time. Therefore, Romantic poets had necromantic desire mixed with their
creative potentialities, and their premature death is the satiation of this enflaming
desire. By placing such a personal face on such a distant and inconceivable end,
Sepehri manages to approach his questions and thoughts about death in a more
concrete manner. Here, by personifying death, the poet, introduces a stylistic manner
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that pervades much of his works.

This study emphasizes the manifestation of Barthes’ objectivity or the death
of the author in some of Sepehri’s poems. The findings show that Sepehri’s idea of
objectivity and impersonality paves the way for Kadkani’s Tajrid. This idea is based
on impersonality of the poet in which something other than personal emotion exists.
Sepehri’s tendency for immortality wears the gown of female figure and his dramatic
technique reveals the poet’s wish for immortality. As stated before, dramatizing one’s
vocations, as incorporated in the works of the poet, is a way of objectifying the world
around their perceptions, the application of which was demonstrated in Sepehri’s
pictorial poetry. On the other hand, craving for death appears in the personification
of death in Sepehri’s “Traveler” and “The Water’s Footfall” through objective
representation. It can be claimed incontrovertibly that he either tries to give objects of
feeling, not the feeling itself, or he sympathizes with the observed objects, thereafter,
converting it to empathy, and consequently putting himself in those objects. In his
poems, he tends to glean and dramatize the worldly pictures around him, and this
aptly foregrounds Barthes’ impersonality of author in its real sense. It seems that the
hidden spring of action often lies in his thought and imagination which sometimes
become as vivid and powerful as to qualify for deception as the drama of interior.

Note

1.The quoted verses in the text are referred to according to their line number.
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Lemon, sapphire, moss-green, rose
Bri-Nylon Baby-Dolls and Shorties
Flounce in clusters. To suppose

They share that world, to think their sort is
Matched by something in it, shows
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Or women are, or what they do,
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Push through plate-glass swing doors to their desires-
Cheap suits, red kitchen-ware, sharp shoes, iced lollies,
Electric mixers, toasters, washers, driers. (70)
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In frames as large as rooms that face all ways
And block the ends of streets with giant loaves,
Screen graves with custard, cover slums with praise
Of motor-oil and cuts of salmon, shine
Perpetually these sharply-pictured groves

Of how life should be. High above the gutter

A silver knife sinks into golden butter,

A glass of milk stands in a meadow, and
Well-balanced families, in fine
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(Gas or electric), quarter-profile cats

By slippers on warm mats,

Reflect none of the rained-on streets and squares
o G RS RE, HEALYT L
BRI T B R K,

WEM N ERES, FREW

XALB) A R = X s R
K7 PR R X 46 70| ) B AR R
AENZRE L. BETAREZ L
AR T] AT A oy 3 L
LM e NS

BHRMRE, ERFREANHTER

BEE, MEMAL, BHEMINGFE,
BAFEITE

i AT, XLk, DURARET & o 5

FoRE AR T R A, RN



466 | Forum for World Literature Studies / Vol.5 No.3 December 2013

(A ®E) . Woz —NmesE
WEHEF, BRI L,
B Twa ) 24

They dominate outdoors. Rather, they rise

Serenely to proclaim pure crust, pure foam,

Pure coldness to our live imperfect eyes

That stare beyond this world, where nothing's made
As new or washed quite clean, seeking the home
All such inhabit. There, dark raftered pubs
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To taste old age, and dying smokers sense

Walking towards them through some dappled park
As if on water that unfocused she

No match lit up, nor drag ever brought near,

Who now stands newly clear,

Smiling, and recognising, and going dark. (113)
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1. Thwaite, Anthony. ed. Philip Larkin: Collected Poems(London: Faber and Faber,2003). L. ~f#
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Abstract The essay addressed the representations of gender, identity, and nationalism
in Theresa Hak Kyung Cha’s novel Dictee to argue that the text offers an interstitial
space to conceptualize an identity that both invokes and resists the attempt by the
dominant culture to contain the immigrant female self. The novel is composed of
repeated silences, peculiar pauses, and narrative gaps found in translations that
deviate from the original in an effort to explore the agency of an individual female
subject within the national social order. The term “mistranslation” refers to the
literary technique of directly altering meaning by leaving out an exact or equivalent
translation between languages. Through mistranslation, the text reveals and disrupts
the traditional use of translation during colonialism and imperialism as a method of
cultural domination.
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Theresa Hak Kyung Cha’s text Dictee (1982) is composed of repeated silences,
peculiar pauses, and narrative gaps found in translations and mistranslations between
English and French that explore the agency of a female subject within national
narratives of cultural and identity. The author’s innovative formal qualities include
frequent changing between English, Korean, and French that produce “mistranslations”
of the original meaning, thus creating a novel that complicates national narratives
of culture and identity. The book, which might best be called a mixed-media novel,
is an autobiographical compilation of prose, poetry, drawing, maps, diagrams, and
photography that follows the lives of several women including Cha herself, Yu Soon—
a Korean revolutionary leader, Joan of Arc, Demeter, Persephone, and Cha’s mother.
The author’s personal stories as a Korean native and Korean-American immigrant show
a resistance to the forces of integration and assimilation under colonial and imperial
forces. The poetic passages of the novel alternate between French and English to

represent the transitional female identity as expressed seen through the views of
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French colonialism and Korean nationalism. The term “mistranslation” refers to Cha’s
literary technique of directly altering meaning by leaving out an exact or equivalent
translation between languages. Through mistranslation, the text disrupts the traditional
use of translation during colonialism as a method of cultural domination. Similar
to Mikhail Bakhtin’s “word of another,” Cha understands language as composed of
multiple voices, most directly of the colonized other in resistance to the colonizer.
The text sees the act of translation as a form of both domination and resistance. While
the colonized are forced to use the colonizer’s language directly or indirectly, the
speaker actively shapes the words for double meanings that allow her original voice
through. In the dominant process of language reacquisition, the native language that
is now “colonized” becomes temporarily silenced, but never permanently erased from
consciousness. The colonial and imperial use of translation functions to assimilate the
female subject into the dominant social order based on cultural hierarchies, wherein
the colonized female individual is labeled as inferior.

Cha’s narrative of her own experience as a Korean immigrant woman in
twentieth-century America offers a different model of translation as a mode of
resistance. Translation in the text becomes the method by which immigrant subjects
re-insert a self-chosen identity into the linguistic and metaphoric space that arise out
of the overlap between two cultures, thereby allowing a third identity to emerge. This
third identity is located both between and beyond the dominant and subordinated
cultures. The alterative immigrant subjectivity is identified by Cha as tertium quid,
which in Latin means a “third thing.” A tertium quid subjectivity is positioned not
only in relation to the imperial and native culture, but also in relation to the individual,
internal consciousness of the female subject’s personal life in America.

The literary technique of mistranslation creates dissonance within the narrative
by dispelling the notion of equivalency in translation. The logic of equivalency
between two or more cultures minimizes linguistic and social differences to suggest
that meaning and identity are easily transmitted, unchanged between languages.
Equivalency in translation is based on the idea that one word of meaning can be seen
as an equal exchange for another meaning or experience. Yet it hides the fact that
there exist difference and cultural hierarchies.

The use of translation occurs between Korean, the colonial French, and English.
French is employed to refer the experience of French Catholic missionary activity in
colonial and postcolonial Korea. Specifically, Cha directs our attention to the French
colonial project to educate Koreans within foreign institutions of education that stress
language acquisition at the cost of suppressing native languages. English is employed
to refer to the language of the imperial United States during the mid-twentieth century
and later, as well as to refer to the experience of Cha as a female Korean immigrant in
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America who lives as a disenfranchised citizen. Cha employs these languages to show
that the imposition of an outside, foreign language increasingly suppresses Korean
language, cultural practices, and forms of knowledge.

More than showing the multiple layers of colonial and imperial domination
through the use of mistranslation, the passages create a new or third meaning that
is not found in a single language or culture. These alternative meanings that erupt
symbolize the ability of the Korean American subject to challenge dominant forms of
representation and immigrant identity by manipulating imperial cultural institutions
of language production, which demonstrates that subjectivity cannot be represented
uniculturally.

New forms of language and meaning challenge the dominant social order that
dictates proper ways of assimilation for the female immigrant. The proper ways
to assimilate include accepting the notion of equivalency that ignores the cultural
hierarchies and forces one to speak “properly” following the rules of grammar and
knowing when to be silent.'" Cha employs silence in unique ways throughout the
text and directly addresses the suppression of an individual voice in the colloquial
American phrase “bite your tongue” in an ironic sense in the poem “Urania/
Astronomy” when the speaker commands herself and the reader to stay silent. The
immigrant subject resists the “proper” roles of speaking and acting by breaking
the rules of language in order to express an alternative voice that narrates the lived
experience of domination and assimilation that enforces a silence upon the subject.

In our attempt to understand the function of translation as a method of
assimilation within the process of colonization and imperialism, it becomes apparent
that language is one of the first tools used to assimilate the subject under a new
order of rule. Language is an instrument of power that provides the means for
representation and constitution as a legitimate subject of the new nation. In The
Wretched of the Earth Frantz Fanon explains that language is the primary medium by
which the colonizers control the colonized subject because the ability to speak affords
the possibility of assuming a position within a culture (53). Lisa Lowe argues that
“deviation” in language, such as found in the mistranslations in Cha’s novel, is the
location where the self is articulated not only because the self resists racist domination
through language but also due to the unspoken narrative in the gap of translating that
allows the marginalized self to act (Lowe 38). In Cha’s text, colonization requires
the subject adopt the language of colonizers because it is language that transmits
the moral dualities of identity formation within the colonial social order, which
simultaneously legitimatizes and degrades the native subject. Colonization therefore
dictates a dualistic paradigm of identity formation that articulates a subjectivity within a
hierarchical framework of identity and culture. Writing on the subject of colonization,
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language, and identity, Lisa Lowe explains the contradiction of the colonial formation
of subjectivity:

The imposition of the colonial language and its cultural institutions, among
them the novel, demands the subject’s internalization of the ‘superiority’ of the
colonizer and the ‘inferiority’ of the colonized, even as it attempts to evacuate
the subject of the ‘native’ language, traditions, and practices. (97)

Lowe argues that the encounter between the colonizer and colonized demands that the
colonized must void or suppress notions of identity based in ‘native’ culture. However,
the attempt to void the native or pre-colonial culture is paired with the employment of
the native culture as a relational point of difference that defines the colonial culture,
thus creating a subject that is inferior yet necessary. The dissonance between the
attempt to erase the subject’s past and the attempt to employ the subject’s past as a
basis for moral comparison to the superior colonial culture creates the grounds for the
subject’s resistance. This resistance is precisely due to the fact that the contradiction
demanded by the colonial culture is too impractical.

Forced assimilation produces both the silences and fragmentations of the
indigenous and colonized subjects, which give way to the articulation of a dominant
social order that marginalizes the female immigrant. However, the dissonance between
the indigenous and colonial cultures provides a place for resistance to the dominant
culture because language is manipulated by the initially silenced individual to serve
the needs of a newly formed subject. This new subjectivity is fashioned partly in
resistance to domination, but partly as a personal and non-public representation of the
individual. Language is a tool of power used by the colonizers, but colonial language
can also be co-opted by the colonized to challenge the power of the dominant social
order. Dictee reveals this process through sections of poetry and prose that employ
autobiographical references to the female Korean American immigrant who breaks
the rule of language and the ‘proper’ order of assimilation by refusing inferior status.
For example, the poem in the chapter “Urania/Astronomy” begins with the speaker
listening to the sounds of swans and rain, then transits into a list of speech organs. The
poem takes the reader on an imaginative journey into the physical body in an attempt
to understand the origin and impact of speech.

In the opening stanzas, the speaker relates a feeling of confusion with images of

the physical body trying to express itself:

Impossible de distinguer les paroles

Exhalees. Affirmees en exhalation. . . .
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La language dedans. La bouche dedans
La gorge dedans
Le poumon [’organe seul

Toute ensemble un. Une.

Not possible to distinguish the speech
Exhaled. Affirmed in exhalation . . . .

Tongue inside the mouth inside

The throat inside

The lung organ alone. The only organ.
All assembled as one. Just one. (66-67)

Confusion arises in the first line because the speaker is unable to “distinguish the
speech” and unable to speak herself it seems. The focus on exhalation addresses the
anxiety about wanting to speak but being afraid to articulate sound and self. We are
caught in a moment of silence, where the repetitive stress on the words dedans/inside
draws further attention to the body and physical organs of breath and sound—the
tongue, mouth, throat, and lung.

By focusing on the body as the site of language production for the female
immigrant subject, readers become aware of the fact that language is not produced
merely through physical movement of organs, but depends upon a cultural ideology
that directs acceptable speech production. This brings to light Cha’s perspective on
the explosive interplay of the body, culture, and colonization as a process that relies
upon the immigrant for the expression of power and resistance to that state power.
Identity formation within the colonial social order demands dualistic and hierarchical
relationships wherein the integration of the subject is based upon identifying with
the dominant social order and the contradictory erasure of the native culture. As the
moment of speech gestures toward the subject’s formation and agency, the ambiguity
of meaning in the speech act embodies the silent agency of the subject, the unspoken
narrative of the self in the gap between languages.

The formation of identity in Cha’s text occurs through linguistic representation,
allowing the themes of resistance to come across in the act of speech itself. For
instance, the divergent punctuation in the first line of the second stanza occurs through
the placement of the period that alters the meaning between the French and English
lines. The French text reads: “La language dedans. La bouche dedans,” while the
English ‘translation’ (or mistranslation) reads: “Tongue inside the mouth inside.” The
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simple displacement of the period radically alters the meaning of each sentence in
each language, further underscoring the notion that meaning is culturally contingent.
The English version indicates a sense of unraveling as the imagery delves quickly
into the body via the speech organs. In contrast, the French sentence comes across
factually with a period separating the description of the tongue and mouth. The French
language thus functions as a perfunctory explanation while the English version gives
rise to a heightened feeling of panic by linking the tongue and mouth, suggesting
that both organs are encapsulated by something larger. The idea that the tongue and
mouth rest “inside” the body but also beyond the body, points toward the function of
ideology by suggesting the formation of identity is attached to any speech act.

The altered meaning of the aforementioned phrase between French and English
occurs with the lost period, which reminds the reader of the nonequivalency of
languages and cultures. In other words, Cha repeatedly articulates her view that
knowledge and identity are created in culturally specific spheres which are not
communicated ‘equally’ between cultures. This inequality shows that a subject is
never fully formed or integrated within any national order or ideology. It also indicates
that a subject must always have avenues of resistance to the dominant order that tries
to minimize difference and erase minorities within the majority. This calls forth the
dilemma elucidated by Edward Said when he inquires about the problems that arise
in asserting a different identity than that of the colonized self. The asserting of a new
identity is an effort to “discover the bases of an integral identity different from the
formerly dependent and derivative one” (213).

Frequently throughout the text Cha employs the technique of misplaced
punctuation that creates improper pauses in the narrative in order to stress the
impossibility of achieving absolute equivalence between cultures and meanings. The
minor grammatical change of one period does indeed alter the meaning of the stanza
because there is a pause in the French text that does not occur in the English version.
These discrepancies found in the mistranslation between two or more language
almost always involve a silence of lack thereof in the book. Thus, the placement of
silence or moments of pausing become the linguistic and metaphoric space where Cha
articulates an alternative Korean American agency.

Narrative gaps between translated texts represent the deceptive silence arising
in the processes of forced assimilation and translation wherein the female Korean
American speaker resists the inferior positioning imposed by the government. The
act of translation can also be an act of resistance. Mistranslations do not reproduce
the original form and therefore function to resist colonial/imperial attempts to erase
the native past and the present immigrant identity. These narrative gaps left from
mistranslation, as noted above, employ the logic of nonequivalency, which rejects the
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duality of superior and inferior social roles. Nonequivalency is also a rejection of the
concept of exchange value that makes different things the same and of the attempts to
obliterate the hierarchical relations between a dominant and oppressed culture.

As the poem continues, alterations in language accompany an emphasis on the
experience of erasure. This experience, however, gives rise to the events of resistance
found in repreated mistranslations and moments of silence in later chapters. The
untitled poem in the chapter “Urania/Astronomy” quoted above ends with images of
violence and dismemberment that are paired with images of resistance and deceptive

silence:

Mordpre la langue. Avaler. Profondement.
Plus Profondement. Avaler. Plus encore.

Ju'usqu’a ce qu’il n’ya aurait plus d’organe. (70)

Bite the tongue. Between the teeth. Swallow
deep. Deeper. Swallow. Again, even more.
Until there would be no more organ. (71).

The juxtaposition of these moments works to show the refusal of the Korean American
subject to be written into the dominant American narratives of assimilation that only
offer the immigrant inferior public roles within the national social and linguistic
order. The stanza below begins with the speaker telling herself, as well as the reader,
to devour the self. Immediately before these lines above, the speaker contemplates
the disappearance of written language by imagining the absence of punctuation,
sentences, paragraphs, pages, books. Here, we find the disappearance not only of
written language, but of speech as well. The violence of the act is disconcerting and
underscores limitations on agency as a marginalized subject. Even in the restraint or
violence upon the self, the subject ascribes value to the silence. From the outside,
the subject is silent, but from within ferocious activity taking place upon the self,
the tongue painfully disrupts the hegemonic order that attempts to control the female
subject.’

The impossible, agonizing act of eating one’s own tongue symbolizes the painful
process of speaking an imposed language of the dominant culture. Cha commands
how to bite and swallow the speaking instrument of the tongue; one must sever the
articulation of yourself in the forms made available through colonial and imperial
languages. The speaker wants to swallow her own tongue, the source of the speech
production that articulates identity, in an attempt to defy imperial demands to speak
and act ‘properly.’
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In this section quoted above Cha comments on the dissonance between the inner
self and external social reality created by that act of speaking the imperial or national
language. Craig Calhoun reminds us that “nationalism is not just a doctrine, however,
but a more basic way of talking, thinking, and acting” (11). Assimilation produces
painful moments for the immigrant who must renounce aspects of the self in order
to articulate an identity in the adopted culture. However, this violent form of self-
silencing by biting and swallowing one’s tongue is an act of resistance as well because
the speaker refuses to accept the dominant narratives that demand a subjugated
positioning in order to begin to speak. The speaker in Cha’s poem nullifies the rules,
both grammatical and ideological of the colonial/imperial cultures. The violent, self-
inflicted pain of silence through devouring speech organs suggests that the speaker
wants to control her own representational status in the language. Therefore, the subject
refuses to speak the imperial language in the terms set forth. Cha makes the body
acutely visible in these sections by materializing an otherwise invisible process. To a
certain degree, Cha indicates that it is the physical body that marks the limitations of
assimilation into the dominant culture.

In the final stanzas of the poem, the speaker “voids the words” of the dominant
language and then she “voids the silence” (73). This gestures toward the belief that
the speaker has the ability to void the imposed dictum of an inferior subjectivity that
conforms to the colonial/imperial paradigms of power relations. Voiding the silence
imposed by colonialism and imperialism gives rise to new forms of agency that are
articulated in the “broken speech” and “pidgeon” languages that stop and start at odd
times in relation to the internal demands of the individual rather than the external
demands of the nation.

The emphasis on interruption in the these stanzas below further underscores
the view that the immigrant subject will create an alternative identity by deviationg
from expectations of the dominant culture. The effect of introducing an alternative
identity or source of agency works to disrupt the dominant position of the colonial
language. Rather than a French (mis)translation of the text for this passage, there is an
anatomical drawing of the head, chest, and speech organs. This draws our attention to
the point that speech and language rules are produced by the ideology of the dominant
social order, which enacts cultural hierarchies and moral dualities between imperial

nation and immigrant subject.

Stop. Start. Starts

Contractions. Noise. Semblance of noise.
Broken speech. One to one. At a Time.
Cracked tongue. Broken tongue.
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Pidgeon. Semblance of speech.
swallows. Inhales. Stutter. Starts. Stops before
starts.

Stop start. Where proper pauses were expected.
But no more. (75)

The speaker’s interruptions and unexpected silences create hybrid forms such as a
“pidgeon” language. Repeated emphasis falls upon the notion of “proper rests” in the
passage above. However, Cha suggests that improper rests are the places where the
individual actively resists assimilation. These stanzas are composed of rests where
language is broken off and stopped short of expectation so that new meanings emerge.
The speaker begins but stops abruptly on the line, emphasizing the inhalation and
exhalation of breath that focuses upon the body. The physical function reflects the
interiority of the self wherein identity is demarcated by the breath and the pause—the
moments of silence that turn into contemplative resistance. The last line is a defiant
stance of the speaker’s rejection of the rules of speech and translation that demand
uniformity. After biting off and swallowing the metaphoric tongue of imperial culture,
the speaker articulates an alternative identity that does not conform to the “proper
pauses” in the language.

The text’s improper pauses are part of the new, hybrid language or pidgeon
speech that considered by the dominant culture as broken speech, however for Cha
this is precisely where a new subjectivity is formulated. The new language and agency
that she creates in this poem does not simply borrow from other cultures but actually
creates a new alternative language. This displaces hegemonic rules of order and
assimilation because it reveals the multiplicity of meaning that incorporates endless
forms of subjectivity. The speaker’s pidgeon language accords agency in other forms
that acknowledges the painful process of assimilation and resistance. The positioning
of the letter ‘g’ in the word pidgeon creates allusions to the common pigeon bird.
Thus, pidgeon speech is a play on words that hybridizes the word even further
because it also symbolizes freedom and escape from domination and social erasure in
the image of a flying bird.

Dictee disrupts the subjugated positioning of the Korean American subject in the
process of assimilation through language by manipulating the process of translation
that creates the possibility of an alternative identity within these indeterminate spaces
of speech. Rather than defining the subject in a dualistic relation between imperial
and native culture, the ‘cracked tongue’ subject speaks an alternative language that
contains reference points to both imperial U.S. and Korean cultures as well as colonial
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French culture. The tertium quid for Cha is this alternative immigrant subject who
resists assimilation into the dominant social order by refusing to speak “properly.”
In addition, the tertium quid identity refuses the abstract notions of native cultural
identity located only in relation to Korea or located within a dualistic framework of
the dominant and the oppressed. For example, the book opens with a prose poem that
questions the standards by which identity is defined:

From a Far

What nationality

or what kindred and relation

what blood relation

what blood ties of blood

what ancestry

what race generation

what house clan tribe sock strain

what lineage extraction

what breed sect gender denomination caste
what stray ejection misplaced

Tertium Quid neither one thing nor the other
Tombe des nues de naturalized

What transplant to dispel upon (20)

This opening poem demonstrates the text’s project as a whole to explore the social
methods of demarcating the self in a relational opposition to another. The text asks us
to imagine identity outside of social categories and cultural dualities by suggesting
tertium quid as the better possibility—identity found between the mistranslations
and the silences of the speaker. Identity throughout Cha’s unique text is not defined
in normative colonial or postcolonial categories based upon hierarchies, but
conceptualized as a hybridized form of a language that is shaped by the speaker, rather
than the nation or political elite. Korean American identity is understood in relation to
the dominant culture but is best defined by an internal dialogue that rejects hegemonic
dualities of order and meaning.

Notes

1. See Lisa Low, Immigrant Acts: On Asian American Cultural Politics, Durham: Duke UP, 1996.
Lowe examines the formal deviations of colonized literary production, which contradict national

narratives that attempt to incorporate the subject into the dominant social order.
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2. See L. Hyun Yi Kang, “The “Liberatory Voice” of Theresa Hak Kyung Cha’s Dictee.” Writing
Self, Writing Nation. Eds. Norman Alarcon and Elaine H. Kim. Oakland: Third Woman Press, 1994.
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Abstract This article aims to explore four types of cultural images of women in
Chinese literature—"“the New Woman” from the Republican China (1911-1949), “the
Strong Woman” in the Mao era (1949-1976), “the Feminine Woman” in the 1980s
and “the Bad Girl” in the 1990s—to illustrate how the status of women is a significant
indication of the development of modernity discourse. By exploring the four types of
women images in the linear development of Chinese women writing, this essay argues
that the idea of Chinese modernity is a historically specific structure in association
with some distinct women images. In other words, the New Woman image signifies
one dimension of modernity—a rejection of tradition and a break from the past,
whereas the Strong Woman becomes the “national resources” during the Mao era’s
pursuit of modernity with the creation of Feminine Woman as a counter response
to the dominant Maoist discourse, and the Bad Girl image turns into the “consumer
resources” in a consumer culture.

Key Words Chinese modernity; Women Images; Women Writers

The word “modernity” has been used by scholars in so many different ways that it is
necessary to be clear as to what the term is meant in this essay. A very authoritative
explanation of the term given by Anthony Giddens is that

at its simplest, modernity is a shorthand term for modern society or industrial
civilization. Portrayed in more detail, it is associated with (1) a certain set of
attitudes towards the world, the idea of the world as open to transformation by
human intervention; (2) a certain range of political institutions, including the
nation-state and mass democracy. Largely as a result of these characteristics,
modernity is vastly more dynamic than any previous type of social order. It
is a society—more technically, a complex of institutions—which unlike any

preceding culture lives the future rather than the past. (Giddens 94)
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In this sociological thought, Giddens seems to emphasize more on the objective
conditions that help produce modernity, but in my view, modernity can not only be
seen as a set of economic, political and social conditions that help liberate humankind
from ignorance and irrationality, but also a kind of “representation, a way of talking
about the world in which temporal transformations of the society are occurring”
(Chin 491). I agree with Sheldon Lu’s argument that “Chinese modernity, from the
mid-nineteenth century to the twenty-first century, is necessarily multifarious and
open to many possibilities of narration. We may enumerate a series of successive
or overlapping ‘modern’ moments: incipient modernity in Late Qing, May Fourth
Bourgeois modernity, capitalist semi-colonial modernity in Shanghai-Nanjing in
the Republican era, communist revolutionary modernity, socialist modernity (1950s
-1970s), the modernity of the new enlightenment in the New period (1980s), and
postsocialist modernity in the post-New period from 1989 to the present” (Lu 1).
China’s continuous striving for modernization in different historical periods has
unleashed many sensitive writers’ reflections on some specific problems revolving
around the process of pursuing modernity. This paper examines the literary
representations of Chinese women by Chinese women writers since women’s issues
and women writers’ own voices have always constituted a major part of Chinese
modern experiences. Chinese women writers provide various imaginations about
what it means to be “a modern woman”, forming an important part of the forces that
question different modernization projects and their consequences. Using the work
of women writers as my research materials, I hope to analyze the different types
of responses women writers have towards the prevailing dominant view of gender
relations in different historical contexts and the entanglement between nationalism
and feminism so as to arrive at a certain understanding of the lives of women in

contemporary China.

New Woman Image and Positive View of Linear Modernity

The word “modern” is used whenever “the consciousness of a new epoch formed
itself through a renewed relationship to the ancients”’(Habermas 3). Modern Chinese
women’s literature is generally dated from the late 19" century, during which time
there was a range of activities carried out by different social groups advocating the
need to change women’s lives and social positions. Many reformers in republican
China contributed China’s weakness to the inferior status of Chinese women;
consequently, they promoted women’s rights as a means of strengthening the nation.
Searching for women’s equal rights has become a signifier of Chinese modernity.
Influenced predominantly by the western thoughts, some male intellectuals such as
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Liang Qichao ( % )3 ) and Kang Youwei (H¢4 5) believed that the inhumane
treatment of the female body in the traditional practice of foot binding was the cause
of China’s weakness. Since the bound feet thwarted the development of a healthy
body and healthy offspring, foot-binding practice could only endanger the strength
of the whole nation. Thus those reform-minded intellectuals strongly advocated a
reformation of Chinese female body as one of the solutions to build a strong future
China. They also advocate women’s education as a way of China’s salvation. This
advocacy of anti-traditional, newly educated woman is always linked to the positive
views of linear modernity. The New Woman symbolizes the vision of a strong future
nation. Influenced by those male intellectuals, some women intellectuals such as Qiu
Jin ( B HE 1879-1907) began to publish articles in some newly emerging women’s
magazines, trying to awaken their fellow female Chinese to their own social status
and its entanglement with the national crisis that China was facing.

The pre-May Fourth production of the “New Woman” as image was soon turned
into real experiences during the May Fourth period. More elite women began to
unbind their feet, attend school to receive education, and became more open-minded.
This emancipation of Chinese women from the traditional Confucian beliefs was in
accordance with male intellectuals’ imagination of a strong new China. That is to say,
the process of national invention and the struggle to create a new gender ideology still
occurred simultaneously in China. May Fourth intellectuals, like their Qing precursors,
also believed that the emancipation of the Chinese women can lead to China’s strong
future, but they shifted from Qing reformers’ focus on the physical transformation
of the people to the ideological transformation. Only by abandoning the Confucian
doctrines and by adopting Western individualism could china become equal to the
west. May Fourth Movement’s radical emphasis on cultural transformation lead to
the emergence of a generation of “New Women”, who believed that the traditional
role of “good wife and wise mother” is less attractive than having a career and being
economically independent. These “New Women” became zealous supporters of the
male intellectuals’ efforts to liberate Chinese women. Under such kind of cultural
context, some major women writers such as Ling Shuhua (#&#(#) , Ding Ling (]
¥4) , Xiao Hong (Gf4) , and Chen Xuezhao ([%:%~HH) create a series of literary
female images to reflect on the concurrent emergence of “New Women”. Their works
deal with the emotional changes that were occurring in the lives of women, especially
how some women raised in a traditional Confucian ideology were transformed into
the new, educated urban women whose new demands and inspirations clash with the
traditional values from time to time.

One specific example of a literary New Woman in women’s literature is Meilin

( 2% ® ) in Ding Ling’s “Shanghai, Spring 1930” ( (1930 & %, L #E) ) .
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Ding Ling’s literary works shift from the early exploration of female subjectivity
and sexuality to the later emphasis on class and revolutionary struggle. “Shanghai,
Spring 1930 belongs to the latter category of her works. Part one of “Shanghai,
Spring 1930 tells the story of a male revolutionary Ruoquan (#5/%) , his bourgeois
writer friend Zibin (-F#) , and Zibin’s lover Meilin. At the beginning of the story,
Meilin is a passive elite woman who has simple charm and delicate beauty. Meilin’s
personality is largely shaped by the influence of her lover Zibin, who proudly keeps
her in an expensive lifestyle, but through contact with Ruoquan and his new ideas
about political and class struggle, Meilin begins to realize that her life is frivolous
and needs a radical change. She is dissatisfied with her life and wants to be with the
masses, try to understand the society and work for it. Towards this aim, she joins the
Communist Party and participates in a mass May Day Movement. Thus Meilin is
finally transformed into a New Woman who has discovered the key to self-fulfillment
in a larger political cause. She represents “the optimism associated with belief in the
linear process of modern nation” (Stevens 89) . Ding Ling’s handling of the heroine
seems to support the idea that women’s transformation into New Women can finally
lead to the salvation of China. We can say that the emergence of the “New Woman”
in early twentieth century China is wholly of and in modernity in the sense that these
new women had to be confronted with the conflicts between tradition and newness.
Since modernity in the May Fourth period largely means a break from tradition, the
“new woman” is a woman who possesses the attribute of newness and she is the one
who is in the process of remaking herself new.

Ding Ling’s representative work Miss Sophia’s Diary ( { 3% 4 & £+ ) H
i, » ) depicts Sophia as a quintessentially modern woman struggling between
self-loathing and self-love, between traditional expectations and modern freedom.
Confined by tuberculosis, Miss Sophia narrates her thoughts and feelings in her diary
while encountering with various friends and visitors. One visitor, Weidi (F528) | is
a puppy-like admirer who dotes on Sohia, which is much to her irritation. She tries
every means to torment Weidi and at the same time also spends a lot of time dwelling
on thoughts of Ling Jishi ( % 75 &) , another male visitor who is both handsome
and repugnant. Miss Sophia is clearly preoccupied with the search for self-identity,
swaying between taking pleasure in expressing herself and feeling pressured to
conform to social norms. She is emotional, depressed, obsessive, and bewildered by
her anxieties. She torments Weidi because of some deep-seated feelings of self-hatred,
confusion and disgust for her life. By depicting Miss Sophia as a character who is
experiencing a crisis in subjectivity, Ding Ling reveals her anxieties about modernity.

The 1950s and 1960s witnessed more examples of the dedicated revolutionary
heroines who sacrifice herself for the greater national good. These new archetypal
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heroines sometimes function to lead the male into proper conformity with the political
order, but generally speaking, the significance of gender is downplayed in order to
call for the creation of a strong nation and posit a progressive and linear notion of the

modern project.

Mainstream Discourse and Strong Woman Image

The mainstream discourse on Chinese women in the Maoist era tends to masculinize
women. As Meng Yue and Dai Jinhua notes, “The Maoist ideology of gender equality
camouflaged a socialist impasse that did not so emancipate as masculinize women”

(Meng & Dai 32) . This is partly because Chinese official discourse wants to tout
the values of the public good of society in the process of modernization. As a result,
images of energetic, hard-working female farm-hands, factory workers, soldiers, or
cadres become propagandized. In order to realize the so-called “Four Modernizations”,
the robust female factory workers and oilfield workers were highly praised of. “Since
time is different, men and women are the same” or “Women can hold up half the sky”
ideology produced the sexless “iron girl” models in all kinds of walks in this period
of China. The Maoist emphasis on the sameness of women and men constitutes part
of socialist modernity, but the slogans such as “Women can do whatever men can
do” and “Time is different, men and women make no difference” show that Mao’s
gender equality is still male-centered in that women are measured according to men’s
standards. Chinese women in this period did not exist as women in their own right;
instead, they were the national tropes that help build the socialist discourse. They had
no distinct feminine features but were only sexless images strengthening the socialist
discourse. Under such kind of dominant gender discourse, Chinese women’s self-
formation was largely forged through the new political aspirations of the nation and
Chairman Mao’s famous slogan “Girls love armed attire instead of silk and satin”( A~
% 2145 5% 1% ) became a unique historical phenomenon among Chinese women in
Maoist era.

Since the writings of women have been at the forefront of literary innovation
mainly in Post-Mao China and what I’m specifically interested here is how women
writers’ works are related to the socially accepted gender discourse in the process
of modernization, I’d like to focus mainly on the analysis of some prominent
women writers in post-Mao era. Women writers in post-Mao era began to make
efforts to deconstruct Maoist gender discourse. They try to demythologize Maoist
women’s liberation with a feminist critique. The “iron girl” or the strong woman
image was questioned in women’s writing. Shen Rong ( #t%¥ ) in her At Middle Age

C ¢ N3 4E) |, creates such a strong woman image. Lu Wenting ( [ifi SC &)
a devoted ophthalmologist whose dedication to work takes over all her time and
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energy, eventually becomes seriously ill and dies because of her long years of full
concentration on work and extremely bad material circumstances; however, while
in the hospital, Lu Wenting feels terribly guilty about her husband and children
because she believes she has neglected them because of busy work although she
has always been a good wife and good mother in others’ eyes. On the one hand, by
telling the plight of middle-aged intellectual who lived in cramped living space with
low salary, the story attempts to highlight the new role of Chinese intellectuals in
China’s new modernization program and point out their selfless dedication to China’s
modernization, but on the other hand, the author clearly questions the Maoist strong
woman ideology and set the readers thinking about the status of Chinese women
who are struggling in their efforts to balance the double roles both at home and at
work. It is this emphasis on both her role as a modern professional woman and on
the traditional role of wife and mother that makes Lu Wenting stand out as an ideal

character. But such an ideal woman suffers too much and has to die in the end.

Heterodoxy and Feminine Woman Image

In order to let “real woman” surface onto the historical horizon, women writers in
the 1980s began to question the so-called “state feminism” which is characterized
by a lack of attention to women’s own identity. Cultural images of Strong Woman
produced in the Mao era such as cadres, “iron girls” and successful professional
women are questioned, ridiculed and negated. In return, an emphasis on gender
differentiation in dress and social roles become the hallmarks of the 1980s and marked
a discourse of femininity in post-Mao China. Women writers in this period want to
reclaim their naturalized sexual identity that had been denied during the Maoist era.
Countless novels published in the 1980s introduce themes of love, romance, marriage,
divorce and sexuality with an emphasis on women’s biologically determined sexual
differences from men. Women writers such as Zhang Jie (7k¥%) , Zhang Xinxin (5
FfRD) , Wang Anyi ( £2242) and Tie Ning (k%) examined these issues in their
works, addressing gender dilemmas in this particular period.

Zhang Jie and Zhang Xinxin are two contemporary Chinese women writers who
are widely recognized for their fictional depiction of the problems of urban intellectual
women confronting conflicts in their careers and personal relationships. Zhang Jie,
for instance, in her representative work The Ark ( { Jj J#} ) ) , made the three
female protagonists realize that the virtues socialist society expected of them have no
necessary connection with their well-being. In order to depict them as individuals,
the author removed them from the family (all are divorced or separated) and put them
together in one living space in which the female characters have spiritual bonds and
solidarity. They are no longer under the restrictions gender difference imposed within
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the family.

Zhang Xinxin depicts the increasing competitiveness and individualism that
has marked post-Mao urban China. The story of her On the Same Horizon ( { {F
[A] — Hb 7> 2 1) ) focuses on the conflict that arises in the relationship between
the male and the female protagonists. The plot follows the changes that the female
protagonist is making in her life. She falls in love and marries an artist, sacrificing her
own last chance to enter university. In the beginning, she dedicates herself to caring
for her husband’s needs, but after a few years of marriage, she feels a deep sense of
frustration and emptiness. Gradually they begin to grow apart and finally get divorce.
She finally enters a film institute, specializing in directing. The novel focuses on
the complex psychological and emotional trauma that the female protagonist must
overcome before she can take the final decision to go her own way. On the Same
Horizon does not directly relate to China’s political and ideological aims, rather it
focuses on the author’s concern with the female’s process of searching for a self-
identity. Although feeling agonized, the female protagonist finally leaves her husband
and chooses to have an abortion instead of settling down to motherhood. The fact that
she is unwilling to be a source of comfort for her husband and chooses to fulfill her
own demands from life shows that the attitudes of women have changed. The novel
clearly rejects the making of women by the traditional gender discourse and depicts
women’s agonizing process of discovering a feminine self. The decision to escape the
limits of tradition is not an easy one. The result is the kind of psychological ordeal
that the female protagonist in the story undergoes. Whatever the consequences of her
choice, she has entered a new phase in her life. Her decision reflects the demands
of an educated urban woman who sees herself equal to her male counterparts, thus
standing on the same horizon, as the title indicates. By depicting such kind of female
protagonists, Zhang Xinxin tries to redefine what it means to be a real woman in
modern China.

Since the 1980s, many women writers are very sensitive to the social changes
with the development of China’s economy. Lin Bai ( #k [ ) ’s Record of Women's
Oral History ( (0% K=Y ) , for instance, wrote in this book hundreds of hours
of conversations with women in remote areas to tell the everyday life experiences
of 154 women. These women’s stories detail the desperate survival of women in
rural communities, especially the degradations they suffer when they attempt to
migrate to the city to find employment. The description of those marginalized migrant
women presents an important picture of alternative Chinese modernity. As the
commercialization and urbanization of Chinese society grow faster, women writers
express their concern when Chinese women confront the pressures they feel as women
and challenge the established hierarchy.
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Women writers in the 1980s wrote works to critique the incomplete nature of
Chinese women’s liberation. They tend to desire a return to a female identity or
female essence and are often critical of men for not being able to accept or deal with
strong women with distinct individualities. We can see that their collective push for
the desire of femininity is historically conditioned. It can be seen as a cultural critique
of the de-emphasis of women’s difference in the socialist gender policies. Ironically,
those women writers’ search for femininity was hijacked by the rapid development of
consumerism in the 1990s. Weihui ( ) °s Shanghai Baby ( { FI#EF L) D is
a typical example of taking the issue of womanhood and femininity further and more

daring into the domain of sexuality.

Urban modernity and Bad Girl Image

Leo Lee ( 4= Wk #5) in his famous book Shanghai Modern ( { I i JBE &) )
confidently declares the city to be the site of the Chinese modernity. The city
was where Chinese modernity manifested itself in multiple forms and shapes. By
identifying Shanghai as the “very embodiment of modernity” (Lee 5), Lee draws
attention to the local experience. If we agree Leo Lee’s wonderful analysis of
Shanghai in the 1930s as one of the key sites of Chinese modernity, today’s Shanghai
can even more clearly reflect distinct Chinese modernity since it is one of the most
prominent cities in China that experience the large scale urbanization. Different
generations of female urban writers cultivated their literary and aesthetic sensibilities
in this cultural matrix of Shanghai. Zhang Eileen ( 7K %% 1920-1995) and Wang Anyi
are two predominant writers who had the aesthetic sensibilities to depict the urban
modernity in Shanghai. Zhang Ailing questioned the meaning of modern civilization
and explored the impact of modernization upon human relationships. She began the
concept of creating legends in daily life and described the fatality of people’s lives.
She once described her portrayal of common Shanghai people as “legends” since
she argued that the mundane lives of the common people were “more legendary than
legends” (David Wang 77). The contemporary woman writer Wang Anyi continued
Zhang Aileen’s approach, delved into the lives of common Shanghai people and
explored their psyche when confronting various modern allurations.

In the past twenty years the growth of a market economy has dramatically
changed China. The market economy and open door policy had greatly transformed
Chinese people’s way of thinking. In the 1990s, a very different group of urban-based
writers offer new perspectives on contemporary Chinese women. Various images of
modern feminine women are created with the basic elements of traditional feminine
virtue and consumerism. The power to define women has been shifted from the state
to market forces. Due to such change of historical context, young writers known as
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beauty writers such as Wei Hui and Mian Mian ( § #f) wrote “Bad Girl” novels
to depict the changing complexities of women’s lives in an increasingly globalizing,
market-oriented China. Their candid, amoral portrayals of the heroine’s sexual
experience and admiration of the hedonistic cosmopolitan lifestyle mark the great
influence

Wei Hui’s semi-autobiographical novel Shanghai Baby (1999) presents a
“simulacrum of Western modernity” (Schaffer & Song 24). The protagonist Ni Ke

(15 A] ) is depicted as a babe yearning for bourgeois commodities and hedonistic
lifestyles. Her sexualized performance of femininity and her self-fashioning as beauty
objects both challenge and enhance phallocentric notions of woman as other. Roaming
around coffee shops, bars and parties, Ni Ke fluctuates between her Chinese boy
friend Tiantian ( X X ) who is sexually impotent and dying of a drug overdose and
her virile German lover Mark. This explicit binary opposition between a Chinese man
and a western man in terms of their sexuality is apparently too much for most of male
readers. Layers of historical traumatic memory are stirred by this blatant contrast,
because in a deeper sense, this sexual impotency hurts Chinese men’s dignity and
compels them to think about China’s weak position in the past, thus arousing a wide
spread negative male response.

Shanghai Baby echoes the American third wave feminism advocated by some
young women who focus more on the realms of female desire and female expressions
of sexuality. It apparently emphasizes female sexuality as the site of subversive female
self-articulation, but this articulation has been co-opted by consumerism and the
female body is turned again into the object of desire. Ni Ke’s free decision to choose
her lover shows a pervasive rhetoric of female empowerment. In fact, Ni Ke states in
the novel that today’s women are different from women in the past. They are a new
generation that has “more freedom than women of fifty years ago, more beautiful than
women of thirty years ago and have a greater variety of sexual orgasm than women of
ten years ago” (Wei Huill8) . The heroine’s unbridled, almost masculinized “Bad
Girl” sexuality and her claims of agency and empowerment are extremely fragile and
dangerous because the prioritizing of youth and beauty is always a central strategy
employed by the patriarchy to reduce women to objects who are being gazed by
male subjects. The confident, sexually assertive new type of Chinese woman Ni Ke
represents is actually conforming to globally defined standards of what it means to be
a modern women in the new age. The feminist critic Xueping Zhong, when discussing
the ambivalent responses among Chinese intellectuals to Shanghai Baby, points out
that “the gender politics of the 1990s have shown that the turn to sexual difference or
sexuality in the post-Mao era has encountered its specter: women could be turned into
national resources during the Mao era’s pursuit of modernity, they can also be turned
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into commercial resources in a consumer culture” (Zhong 654) .

Conclusion

May Fourth iconoclasm was not the only approach to modernity. As a result of recent
debate on globalization and the postcolonial concern with “alternative modernities”,
I also tend to think of Chinese modernity as different from western modernity. It is
true that many Chinese intellectuals employ Western ideas to design a blueprint of a
modern nation, but after a period of uncritical reception of Western models, Chinese
intellectuals began to envision the nation state in more accordance with China’s
situation. Thus a conceptualization of modernity as plural conditions is very necessary.
Pluralism is emphasized not only because various visions of modernity coexist, but
also because different groups participate in the modernization project. Chinese women
writers in different historical periods aptly represent Chinese women who have
had to confront a powerful array of both ancient and modern patriarchal traditions
that include the enduring Confucian belief systems and more recent Communist
ideologies, compounded by the influx of western ideas resulted from market economy
and consumerism. Chinese women writers’ reflections on women’s position in
Chinese society are formed according to the different historical, political and cultural
conditions. They are important indications of the development of modernity discourse.

The series of women images of New Woman, Strong Woman, Feminine Woman
and the Bad Girl in different historical times clearly show that women’s issues
become a signifier of Chinese modernity. The New Woman image represents a
positive view of linear modernity and hopes for a strong future China and the notion
of a Strong Woman in the Mao era itself is a reflection of the Maoist ideology in the
process of modernization. These two representations of Chinese women constitute
the male-dominant modernity discourses, whereas the advocacy of a more “feminine”
identity in the 1980s can be seen as a questioning of State feminism’s lack of attention
to women’s own identity. When it comes to the beauty writing practised by such
self-proclaimed feminist writers as Wei Hui in the 1990s, the new image of the
narcissistic bad girls’ yearning for living hedonistic life styles reveals that they are
totally overwhelmed by the lure of commodity fetishism and their blatant expression
of female sexual desires and encounters shows some modern urban women’s
desire to search for a cultural space of their own in the rapidly changing Chinese
social-economic context. We can see that in China, modernity is never a complete
westernization. The sedimentations of the past such as the traditional Confucian
values, together with the mores Socialist China all form complex attitudes to what it

means when talking about modernity in China.
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Abstract A Passage to India is the last and the most successful novel of E.M. Forster,
a British middle-class intellectual with liberal humanism ideal expressed in his “only
connect” motto. However, Forster’s liberal humanism ideal is incompatible with the
imperialism of his time. Forster criticizes the inhuman imperialistic behavior and
condemns it for its undermining of the cross-racial personal relations. As a firm anti-
imperialist and liberal humanist, Forster’s identity is a dislocated and embarrassing
one. Sensing that the empire is “resting on sand” with the inevitable fate of collapse,
Forster resorts to the Utopian concept of “democratic empire” as a panacea of
redemption. This depoliticalized ideal reflects the latent empire complex in Foster
and his double visions: what he opposes is imperialism, not empire. Instead, he shows
his great anxiety and concern to the fate of British Empire. 4 Passage to India is an
“epitaph on liberal humanism” and an elegy to the British Empire.

Key words A Passage to India; liberal-humanism; identity; empire;

A Passage to India is generally regarded as E. M. Forster’s masterpiece. When it
was published in June 1924, it was regarded as a major literary event and became an
immediate success: 17,000 copies sold in Britain and more than 53,000 copies in the
United States by the end of 1924. It was regarded by some people as a novel with a
political theme. However, Foster declared on many occasions that the novel was not
something intended political. In his prefatory note to the Everyman edition in 1957,
he said: “In writing it, however, my main purpose was not political, was not even
sociological” (Forster 317).

Then what is the novel really about? Forster continued, “It’s about something
more than politics, about the search of the human race for a more lasting home, about
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the universe as embodied in the Indian earth and the horror lurking in the Marabar
caves and the release symbolized by the birth of Krishna” (Ibid.).The truth is that,
as his previous four published novels, the novel shares the same theme---personal

relations, although it has a strong tint of politics and pessimism.

1. “Only Connect”: Forsterian Utopia

In his Morgan: A Biography of E. M. Forster , Nicola Beauman gives a vivid and
conclusive delineation of Forster and his ideal, “The very name of E. M. Forster
symbolized the importance of personal relations, art, the inner life, the traditions of
the rural life, the individual” (Beauman 368).

Personal relations are what E.M. Forster believes and cherishes all through his
life. In The Novels of E.M. Forster, Virginia Woolf pointed out that: “His concern
is with the private life; his message is addressed to the soul... This belief that it is
the private life that matters, that it is the soul that is eternal, runs through all his
writing ”(Wilde 46). Personal relations, expressed in another way, are the famous
Forsterian motto “only connect” in Howards End (1910) expounded by the central

character Margaret.

Only connect! That was the whole of her sermon. Only connect the prose and
the passion, and both will be exalted, and human love will be seen at its highest.
Live in fragments no longer. Only connect, and the beast and the monk, robbed
of the isolation that is life to either, will die. (Howards End 183)

“Only connect” became Forster’s well-known creed since then. Both in his life
and his works, he was searching for such a kind of connection, or in other words, a
harmony of personal relations. Take A Passage to India for example, the theme of
personal relations is present everywhere. At the very beginning, Aziz, the Moslem
doctor, was spending a social evening with some of his friends, and the question
“whether or not it is possible to be friends with an Englishman” was brought up and
stirred heated discussion. This question serves as a hidden line in the whole novel and
“connection” becomes a central issue. The three parts of the novel, namely, Mosque,
Caves and Temple suggest different seasons of a year in India. They also imply the
personal relations at different stages: the Mosque part is the beginning of establishing
connections, with the acquaintance of Mrs. Moore and Aziz as the typical symbol.
The second part, Caves, is the break of the connection yet to be soundly established.
It is a disruption of the personal relations with Adela’s accusation of Aziz’s attempted
sexual assault. The relations between East and West, between those who are “trying to
see India” and the natives, between the rulers and the ruled, are totally destroyed. The
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third part, Temple, implies a slight hope of renewed connection. Mrs. Moore died on
her return to Europe, Mr. Fielding and Miss Adela returned to Europe, and doctor Aziz
abandoned his job to find a new one in a native state. The ending ‘“No, not yet...No,
not here” is often quoted by critics as an ambiguous response to the question in the
first part: whether the Indians and the Englishmen can be friends, and it also shows
the dilemma of E. M. Forster’s “personal relations” creed.

Forster grew up in a transitional period from the late-Victorian to Edwardian
period in which his outlook and values were mainly forged. Forster was indebted
to Matthew Arnold, the liberal humanist although Forster once said that he himself
belonged to “the fag-end” of Victorian liberalism. Arnold’s liberal humanism ideal
is reflected in Forster’s life and works. What is more, Forster advocated a universal
connection that is both inclusive and transcendent.

In one of his lectures Foster said: “By the time I was writing novels and [
remember a section in them, personal relations are the only thing that matters, for
ever and ever.” Here, the “section” that Forster referred to was from Helen Schlegel’s
statement in Howards End. Forster did keep this in his mind, because all his novels
are about the personal relations, from his first novel Where Angels Fear to tread
(1905) to his last one A Passage to India (1924). This deep-rooted concept of “personal
relations” or, in other words, “only connect”, is the expression of Forster’s life-long
faith as a liberal-humanist.

The “only connect” ideal opposes imperialism, hegemony and class hierarchy;
it believes in freedom, equability, ration; it emphasizes the importance of personal
relations, the harmony between individuals and the cultivation of spiritual world. It
also proposes to bridge all the gulfs and barriers between the West and the East, to
surpass and transcend the differences of race, class, culture, gender and nation for
a universal Brotherhood and friendship. The ideal is a combination of the criticism
of the reality and the expression of romantic imagination. This concept of personal
relations, in final analysis, is Forster’s political Utopia.

Like many writers in the early twentieth century, Foster expressed his resistance
and opposition to the modernity and machine age. Forster’s opposition was strong but
he expressed it in a mild tone. His persistent “moral” is that “the life of affectionate
personal relations, disengaged from political and religious zeal by means of a tolerant
eclecticism,” (Crews 5) is supremely valuable. Forster just withdrew and retreated to
his liberal-humanism utopia in the case of any crisis, including the First World War,
which “enforced a radical reassessment of all the values Forster had inherited from
nineteenth-century liberalism and awoke feelings of fear and anguish for the future”
(Colmer 20). Although the War destroyed Forster’s faith in old-fashioned political
liberalism, it did not turn Forster away from Utopian politics. In 4 Passage to India,
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he thinks that the catastrophic failure of establishing personal relations between the
British and the Indians is the ultimate reason for the unsuccessful connection. He also
shows his faith through Fielding, a character with liberal-humanism in the novel that
“the world, he believed, is a globe of men who are trying to reach one another and can
best do so by the help of good will plus culture and intelligence “’(Forster 80).

According to Forster, the solution to human misunderstanding lies in human
nature, not in political institutions. In the 1930s and 1940s, he made a lot of speeches,
broadcasts and essays defining his liberal humanist position, the most famous is “What
I Believe” (1938) in which he declared: “I hate the idea of causes, and if I had to
choose between betraying my country and betraying my friend, I hope I should have
the guts to betray my country”’(Forster 66). Forster held the faith of “only connect”,
which is both a utopia and refuge for him in his life-long experience. The neglect of
politics in his novels is the latent expression of his utopian ideal.

2. The Dislocation of Identity

As pointed out by Parry in his The Politics of Representation in A Passage to India
that “Imperialism inflicted a catastrophic dislocation in the world it conquered
and colonized, generated now forms of tension within the metropolitan countries
and brought the West into a condition of permanent antagonism with other
civilizations”(Beer 27). The novel portrays both the dislocation of the identity of the
Forster as well as his main characters in the novel.

In the nineteenth and early twentieth century, the ideology of empire and
imperialism was dominant. As pointed out by C C. Eldridge, “the late Victorian and
Edwardian world-view was assuredly imperial” (Eldridge 4). Forster, however, saw
the ideology with intellectual sobriety. He belonged to the minority of his time who
swam against the current. Forster did not brag about so-called sacred cause of empire.
On the contrary, he was not confined to the circle of middle classes. He stepped out
of it and began to gaze at this circle, at himself, at others and at the world in a critical
way, from within and without. As an intellectual with liberal-humanism utopia ideal,
Forster hated “the idea of causes”, and hoped that he should have the guts to “betray
my country”. The denial of imperial cause means “treason”, in that case, Forster was
excluded from the mainstream ideology and identity: he was both challenged and
marginalized.

Many of the British writers in the nineteenth and early twentieth century showed
their pride in the imperial cause in their works, including some serious writers. Among
them, Kipling was the most feverous supporter and promoter of the imperial cause.
Forster showed his strong distaste to Kipling. In his Arctic Summer, he wrote: “Kipling
— whom I detest and I am sure you do too?” (Forster 246) The different attitudes of
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Kipling and Forster toward imperialism are clearly reflected in their characters in their
works, as pointed out by Jeffrey Meyers, “Kipling’s heroes became Forster’s villains”
(Meyers 30).

Forster’s strong opposition to Kipling lies in the great difference in their attitude
toward the issue of imperialism and the relations between East and West: Forster as
a strong anti-imperialist and Kipling as the imperialist. This does not mean that they
have nothing in common. As a matter of fact, they share the common idea that there
is a great gulf between East and West. However, their discrepancy lies in the way they
deal with the gulf. Kipling takes the gulf for granted, regarding it as impassable and
does not bother to surpass it, as depicted in his famous poem The Ballad of East and
West.

Forster shows no tolerance of Kipling over the issue of East and West. With
his liberal humanism belief, he proposes a friendship between different races and
cultures, and he thinks that the gulf between them can be bridged by establishing
and maintaining good personal relations. In 4 Passage to India, Forster shows the
possibility of this friendship even at their first meet. In the first part of the novel,
Aziz meets Mrs. Moore at the entrance of the Mosque for the first time. Mrs. Moore’s
respect for the Muslim’s religion by taking off her shoes before entering the mosque
wins Aziz’s friendship immediately. Aziz said: “Oh, can I do you some service now or
at any time?”(Forster 42) His heart “began to glow sweetly”, and he expressed great
joy and heartfelt wish by saying “You understand me, you know what I feel. Oh, if
others resemble you!” (Foster 45.)

According to Forster, the public school types have “undeveloped hearts”,
with Ronny in 4 Passage to India as a typical example: “His self-complacency, his
censoriousness, his lack of subtlety, all grew vividly beneath a tropic sky” (Forster
96). Forster thinks that they are responsible for the unsuccessful connection between
different races and cultures. Whenever Ronny appears, the happy atmosphere and
friendship among the Indians and British with a liberal ideal will be spoilt, as in the
case of Fielding’s tea party.

The dislocation of the main characters in the novel is expressed in their process
of transcendence and return. Forster’s main characters, including Aziz, Fielding, Adela
and Moore begin with the good intention of crossing the racial barriers to establish
good personal relations, but fail to do so due to some limitations, and return to their
starting point with a different outlook.

Dr. Aziz is a Moslem with Western education background. He shows no interest
in politics at first. In the opening part of the novel, when the old men “had reached
their eternal politics, Aziz drifted into the garden”. He meets Mrs. Moore at the
mosque and they become good friends. Aziz wishes to keep good relations with the
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English who show their respect to him and his religion. He tries to cross the difference
and avoid talking about politics. He just wants to live a calm life under the British
rule and continues his job as a doctor, and he shows his unconcern to political affairs.
He tells Fielding that the Marabar picnic “is nothing to do with English or Indians;
it is an expedition of friends.” Aziz cherishes the friendship so much that he shows
his late wife’s photo to Fielding and regards him as “brother”. He believes that their
friendship can transcend all the differences. However, the alleged assault against him
smashes his dream of “brotherhood” with the British. He is wronged and arrested,
and feels that Fielding has deserted him by standing on Adela’s side. Meanwhile, the
political consciousness awakes in him, and he is firm in his anti-British stand. Aziz
leaves his present job and finds a new one in the native state of Mau. He understands
that Fielding has made sacrifice for him, but “it was now all confused with his genuine
hatred of the English.” He feels relieved that he is “an Indian at last”. When he tells
Fielding that his heart is for his own people henceforward, he speaks that in Urdu,
so that his children might understand. He declares that he wished “no Englishman
or Englishwoman to be my friend”. National feeling floods in Aziz’s mind, and it
has a full show at his last ride with Fielding. He is no longer an ordinary doctor
serving in the British civil station; he becomes a fighter for the national freedom and
independence, with no illusions to the British and realizing that Indian’s independence
is the only way for his complete liberation from the tyranny of the British.

Apart from Aziz, the trace of transcendence and return can also be found in
Fielding, Adela and Mrs. Moore, which shows Forster’s awareness of the fragility of

his liberal values of “only connect”.

3. An Elegy for the Empire

The title of the novel, A Passage to India, originates from Walt Whitman’s poem
entitled Passage to India in which Whitman enthusiastically praises the building of
the Suez Canal and envisages the “marriage of continents, climates and occasions”.
Whitman has an optimistic attitude and predicts the possibility of universal
brotherhood and global order. However, after finishing reading Forster’s novel, readers
will find that it is not a passage to India and the novel is not about the “marriage” of
the East and the West. Rather, it is a novel about the failure of the practice of personal
relations and the dissolution of the British Empire.

The pride and prejudice of the colonizers about their empire can be sensed almost
everywhere in the novel. Their complacency and arrogance doubtlessly widen the
already existed gulf between the rulers and the ruled. The British imperialists regard
themselves as the ambassadors of the globe, who shoulder the mission of “the white

man’s burden”.
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They do not think the process of colonization is a one with conquest and for
material gain. Rather, they regard their behavior as responsibilities and duties: they
are bringing order, civilization and light to the chaos, savage, ignorant and Dark
Continent of the subjected races. They have the irresistible duty to rule. The pose of
“maintaining peace and keeping order” reminds us of Ronny Heaslop in the novel.
Ronny says that “we’re not out here for the purpose of behaving pleasantly! ... We’re
out here to do justice and keep the peace... I am out here to work, mind, to hold this
wretched country by force” (Forster 69). Ronny holds high the banner of civilization
as an umbrella in his mission. He does not think that he and the other officials are
bulling the Indians and exploiting India for material gains. On the contrary, he thinks
that they are there for India’s good, because they are intending to bring civilization,
order and law to this chaos and “wretched country”. The Anglo-Indians are so proud
that they can define and describe everything in India in their own terms. They are
so complacent and confident that they never consider that their representation of
“the other” may be a false one. The mission of civilization does not always have a
civilizing effect on either the rulers of the ruled, but the Anglo-Indians do not care.
They are always in the glorious dream of the white man’s burden.

The novel is based on Forster’s two visits to India in 1912 and 1921 respectively.
During these two visits, the situations in India change a lot, and the First World War
brings serious effects on Forster, who has to make alteration in his draft and original
plan for the novel. Forster witnessed the crisis faced by the empire and he showed his
anxiety to the fate of British Empire with a complicated emotion.

In A Passage to India, Forster gives a portrayal of the crisis. He sensed much
about the gulf between the British and the Indians. Even with good intention of the
main characters, the gulf still exists and becomes “impassable”. For example, in the
trip to Marabar caves, Aziz tried to show his hospitality and humor as an oriental as
well as a host. He hires an elephant and plays a joke by telling one of his servants
to let go the end of the elephant’s tail when another servant is climbing by it. Aziz
intends to amuse his British friends by doing this, but his Western friends, Mrs.
Moore and Miss Adela, “both of them disliked practical jokes”. In their eyes, the joke
“was a little piece of court buffoonery, and distressed only the ladies” (Forster 152).
Forster, the omniscient narrator in the novel, concludes Aziz’s behavior: “like most
Orientals, Aziz overrated hospitality, mistaking it for intimacy”. Forster tires to show
that there are gaps between the East and West, including a cultural one. The result is
always disappointing when one makes efforts to bridge it, as in the case of Fielding.
After Aziz is arrested, Fielding “was throwing in his lot with Indians, he realized the
profundity of the gulf that divided him from them”. The cultural gulf between Aziz
and Adela is the immediate cause of the Marabar Caves incident, which not only
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damages the established relations, but also strikes the confrontation of the rulers and
the ruled.

As an intellectual with the liberal humanist ideal, Forster showed his great
concern and anxiety about the fate of British Empire. “Democratic Empire” is the
direct expression of Forster’s ideal in the crisis, and it was regarded as the redemption
of the crisis. Forster suggested of a common humanity on which the foundation of a
democratic empire might have been well and truly laid. Forster believes that mutual
incomprehension and personal misunderstanding is the root of colonial problems, and
that without friendship between the races the British Empire “rests on sand”. It is the
“ill-breeding” that brings the crisis and dissolution of empire, as Forster points out in
Reflections in India — too Late, “never in history did ill-breeding contributes so much
towards the dissolution of an empire”. In the novel, when Ronny tells Mrs. Moore that
he comes to India not for the purpose of being pleasant, but for the purpose of keeping
peace by force, his words reminds her of his “public-school days”, and “the traces
of young-man humanitarianism had sloughed off’(Forster 70). It is clear that Forster
regards public-school system as the very reason for the loss of humanism spirits in
the British middle-class with Ronny as one example. Forster continues in the novel
to show his concern for the fate of the empire: “one touch of regret — not the canny
substitute but the true regret from the heart — would have made him a different man,
and the British Empire a different institution” (Forster 70).

Can “one touch of regret” really make the British Empire a different institution?
At least, in Forster’s eyes, it can. Forster’s “democratic empire” is the concrete
political attitude of his “only connect” ideal. To put it simple, Forster hopes that
the British Empire is an institution in which British and Indians can live as social
equals. Forster’s tries to use democratic empire as a measure to keep the empire
from collapsing and dissolution, which reflects the latent empire complex in him.
What he opposes is imperialism, not empire. As a matter of fact, 4 Passage to India
shows signs of Forster’s empire complex. In the whole novel, India is portrayed as a
“muddle”. When one leaves India and enters Europe, the muddle is also left behind
and the world with order emerges. This is experienced by Adela, Fielding and Mrs.
Moore. For Fielding, Europe is the place where “the civilization that has escaped
muddle, the spirit in a reasonable form”. Forster continues with his famous verdict in
the novel: “The Mediterranean is the human norm”. If Mediterranean is the human
norm, then India must be the deviation.

Forster shows his anxiety to the fate of the British Empire, and at the same
time, he feels that the Indians are not capable of self-government though they will
be free from British rule sooner or later. On their last ride, Fielding tells Aziz that
“the British empire really can’t be abolished because it’s rude” and he believes that
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“away from us, Indians go to seed at once”. That the India will fall without the British
Empire is Forster’s belief. The British Empire brings benefits to India, “the reason
and orderliness spreading in every direction, like a most health- giving flood”. Forster
has the pride of empire deep in his soul, but not in an arrogant way. “Democratic
empire” reveals both the ideal and dilemma of Forster as a liberal-humanist. Forster’s
overt anti-imperialism and latent empire complex are combined in the depoliticalized
concept of “democratic empire”.

Virginia Woolf once commented that “there is something baffling and evasive
in the very nature of his gifts”, especially in 4 Passage to India. In Culture and
Imperialism, Edward Said has no reservation about Forster’s solid stand against
imperialism, but he also questions the “ absence of national resistance” (Said 241)
to imperialism in the novel, particularly the ending part “not yet”, “not there”. Both
“evasive” and “absence of national resistance” indicates that Forster was trying to
avoid something. Forster’s denial of the novel as a political one may provide part of
the answer. The direct reason is that Forster faces the dilemma of his liberal humanism
ideal and the imperialism reality. The incongruity between the ideal and reality makes
Forster realizes that the practice of “only connect” in India under imperialism is out
of context. “Only connect” fails to function with imperialism. Forster finds that liberal
humanism is just ineffective in the imperial discourse, and he feels that imperialism
has dug its way to the grave by spoiling the personal relations between races. He also
senses that the British Empire would come to its end and its days are numbered. In
this sense, 4 Passage to India is an elegy for British Empire and “epitaph on liberal
humanism”.

Forster’s anxiety over the doomed fate of the empire goes hand in hand with
his sense of the bankruptcy of liberal humanism ideal. He draws a cause and effect
conclusion: because the imperialism refuses and fails to establish good personal
relations, the dissolution and collapse of the empire is inevitable. However, Forster
does not clearly declare it. Instead, he tries to show this indirectly through his main
characters in the novel.

In the imperial frame, “only connect” ideal is an illusion. To quote T. S. Eliot’s
words in The Waste Land, “1 can connect; Nothing and Nothing”. Liberal humanism
and imperialism can not coexist and imperialism can never be redeemed by liberal
humanism. “Resting on sand”, the collapse of the empire is unavoidable. In this sense,
A Passage to India is both an elegy for empire and an “epitaph to liberal humanism”
(Wilde 174).

4. Conclusion

E. M. Forster belongs to the few who can keep fully awake in the Victorian optimism
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and the “strained optimism” of Edwardian period. His “only connect” motto remains
to be unchanged throughout his life and his works, and he seems to develop the
capacity to adapt to his social environment without adopting its values. As a member
of the Apostles at Cambridge and later at Bloomsbury Group, he prefers to hover
at the margins of such cliques, and this “habitual location on the fringes of groups”
(Edwards 185) enables him to preserve his independence. Forster is an insightful
writer as well as a firm fighter against imperialism. A Passage to India which is not
meant to be political is the combination of the two sides of him. Forster reduces
history to personal relations, and his “only connect” ideal wrestles with imperialism
all the time. He envisages the failure of the imperialism, but his liberal humanism
ideal as a weapon seems to be invalid during the battle. Forster finally realizes that the
ideal of personal relations is not panacea for all the English ailments. Seeing clearly
that the British rule in India is not on a safe footing and it can not escape the fate of
dissolution, Forster is full of anxiety for the fate of the British Empire. As pointed out
by Winston Churchill, “the loss of India would mark and consummate the downfall of
the British Empire”.

As a fighter from the inside of the empire, Forster is a solitary one. While
criticizing the imperialistic behavior he is estranged by the British middle-class who
has “undeveloped hearts”. At the same time, he can not fully enter the camp of the
ruled because of the empire complex deep in his soul. His identity is a dislocated one,
as in the case of Fielding in the novel. Forster comes to realize that his “democratic
empire” is just an illusion, but he has to seek shelter in it. He also foresees the
independence of India from British rule, and he is right in predicting that the conflicts
between the Hindus and Moslems will bring trouble to the integrity of India. The
partition of India in 1947 proves his prediction right.
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SRR A, — IS . AR AL R AR,
SARFAEA 2 BV HIAEAK, XM b, AR S RAITRIE I E
AT T BRI, N UEETR SRS, AU ARI B AR« BATER R
DO DAL 2 e, FEVEVE SR T A H 7. B4 56 B AN 2 20K
WAEIFLE T, PO EAMENEE LA RN T . KEARL 2 KEHLEE,
WK EHFEEE, TATE N Rhgss” (6) o XM TETZ T
Sk A2 AL BB WNIET 2R, Feimn S SREBALN T ZORSCBL A R EAR. “9
BRYIA R T S BEA AR, M2 TRk, MRy RIAE 4.
SUEIRINAMB SRR T (4) .

FEBNLIX —ZIHLRAAL &, PSRRI S M AT30, JF D ImeAse
PR RAEAE VI RF MR RO I AR R, D PR RE T 4TI, Tl AR A S L
AL AL RLIL SR £, “ A, BRI 4 BT Bl R B 7 T ARG 1 5L
(6) o PUFARIAN “PERAET T AT, WRAE & HIAE . A S50 10 i,
AR L HK ) AT B 58 T 1) P12 o R, 5 S S AR B Al SRR 7 (6D
VERFARAE LR DU 5 M M2 A R (K — 2, Ao A e AU BB AR LS T 18

ZEMI LR A A BT, AN E KR AT REA A
. Y—MFA, ETFHNE, LANE, ZoWE. Ko N ENKS
TR H NG AT, BB LB T, REFHRES T
AE, AFANHAL2BTETRA, L FECPELKBE, FT
FMBEAOFAERTIHEA. WAZUZEER, EZENMNIERY T LG
HA. AT FEAE, RER TR LLWHE, HELANTHAR
A (118)

FEXBOG L, DURIEIEAR G H 8K, TCHAESREREXAMAEYE
ARIGHEER . ESRMY L6, R T AGAER 2. RbRd: 3
AR AR SR A5 B AE e W K1 o RANHIIEAT 270 N, AT LK, K
WARET, IR, EABATE SR, AT AR N R AR AR LR
WEAS T EoR W s 1, AR A, AR L A L ) R
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B FFEBLIRAE B g e R 2T (159) o MM AN B O e i kit
T fRE: “CURIIEAH — S AR NAZA T RS, IR H R E . 7“3
JE DR BATEE T AR S N o FRIAR, WERIRAE TR, AL AT A SEE A ? 7
(159> PSR BRI s 3R PERE AR B2, s —
PURERUL,  “ELEIRZH, EYRTCHEME RO T, SEER I sGR I &
IR, & FAT B i (242) o BRI EkiiE sk o & BiE #|
FEADACN I PUREAR B Ot B CRAT O FRBROT M RN IR L85
SR E ORI, 242 IR B SOIRSS Ui AN H ok ) ol PRIE PR PR o 3 el
KFER” (3) o XFPBEATN i PER” gl WA, EEER, EF
RO ST VE . IEIFEIVURF AR ARR “ FRIMERDISEEER I ER A IR, b 2R
TR R NR A . RiufEE 2SN RIG UG, JEHRE A O
RS2 I IS RVA LU NS00 iy, PEARFARLE B IE & S2 B SRA A7 1 1)
A, JEHGRA A ZAR S P NAZ A IS .

LAY WX T SCIR A2 R 8 R PYRp A (1 0 A 8 52 B R IR A A o AlAT DO (R 1
MNLF-HRS B O EARIBRZ TR o U PR AR 1227 PH 8 07 A 22 10 P R A
AL . PURF AR ASKRIRIA B UTIE TR K2 . PR iR
e (K10 G0 PUAF AR IR 2 S AL P22 JE X, SR 2N B COCTR B AL T 5 1 2
CAEVIRF AR AR AR JCHAE H I Tt L A Cah T2 S A,
VURF IR e B AR R i B DA S e M, IR B P& i —
*‘E'é:

P — AR T Bh S A, i, SIEMER. T, BTBRA%.
IR0 S ARl X ey s pn T B A A . BB, XBRELARK.
HTBREAXBEZFRE-NEZAG, MORTRT EHANA, EY
B MmENAHMAE ENTRENEN. YIARARXEE®RZFF 4
T T B2 T F 8K, ] WA KK T RFE LA RH B OHES,
FEEZ T NI I O IR AT 5 B0 B AR, Mo At R B R T A Rl X
WET. (345

PO b O U T AEAE B LA, AR Wk i E AL R, AR I S R
THF XU A B T AR ) KT RN LA R A e 2 3, AR AR
PRRSE AN ARG . T NC AR TR 23, JEAZRMATRAIEK,
MR T- St L m . AGHE, EmviRe R g5 R ot
DU IS EION, sCE R AE A, ey Agsis, A= Johl s
ARSI ALY (155) o PEREHB I NItk BRI, DO A ANS I
B, Ay B O AR SR L, RS T BOR IR RE R VEZ ST,
MBGET T H CREBIAAT o DAETX A INAE S AT A0S A AL 575 5K,
SN T WA B S R R
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DUEAE VPN 6 [ FRPR L S FR e FRAT IR A 58 AR5 ) A A 11, Ak T I LIRS 1,
A PRI FERE” (It All Adds Up 82) o 7532 /R il iX A AR v R0
g H IR S5 5 IR 2 R B In) RRR TN NAEAL 23 TR 00 AR 4E SJ A5 Ak SA
A5 77 2 TH AT PR FEAS NSRS PEI R 7 (Simmel 409) o 7 I Bl Al
AN R S5 A S I SE R 2 i 4 AR N RS A E B o A% e A BT 0
CROVOELET—FZINEPRE 2. RZEAMSXFIMEIE? —4T2n
BRRAS, PO ABOMI I AR — R IC A IS, AR, JERE R LAz
(FvE R, R EREFD A D, A QR L = e R e A B R . )
I IR AT IXFE PG, A8 H Ok TAMNIM T XA R B, sl
O N FHT RIS, BSOS CRSR RR O W N E IR 17 (66) .
KR “ESRERI A O FPREIER N T “LREA NS AAE” , (HE itk
T A PR 20 R R 8 S Ay 3 T A Ao 10— e e 3 TR RPAIE

B4 TR VEREAR, 76 HIE T Tl = SR S MR 2 g, i« TF iR
FEAFTHRE AR 7 (109) o S BRI HURE U S AR TR TG 50,
U PR gl ok T A B AR I . PEAE AR “ BRI A5 H S E A,
b B A AL 2 2E R I BE LA T 2 XOFHHT — 38 1 52 B9

ANEX =T & T A RIORES, RTTAKREAEALCENN—IDE
RN IE R AR KA. TR, AN R BAE N RAE X
THEUHER, ENEREALLEMTIENER, EHEHENEE
REMRETEEHEZNZEHE R, REANLERIENEN, RFEXND
BARAEL BRI, REEFREXMBEBNER, A “HERE” =R
HRMALEN., ERERER, —MATUAGLRERAE S48
EoME, BEABR. (198)

PUARFMRRE T AR T DGR Ry AE AR, RGOS — Py, PROGU ™ A 32 22
R NATHII R R, RN A A, A T SRR U4
I J R DRAST A AR U VA &5 BB A TSR 2 v o XA B R 1 F Ak VF 22 e PR A Y
RICZNAEWK, FERE T IR JRETIRTE, 45 Rl 2 im0

PRAGUR 25 R B2 I A 200, AR, —IRIESRYI . &8, K
HULLEZNFER, 32k T B3R, RLBANL, BOT T HCMYIREMBRE “ K
A FY), EEEFENFY, CEBAT, BT A HETmAEE R
i 2y . AMTIEERR V8 T ANRERE. T TR IEAERZE .
REHRAT LA A, AEMES LRgVF 2 )7, i UV E SRt 2k & 1 AR5 1)
8o HAEIXIL, B Mg, A ON? A2 Ehms T,
AN AL IS w7 (250) TSIV REAR S IX T 1T “ IEAEHK
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EIBFRIN PR 58 BN R AL B 78 R /D He PUREARIA A At
200 2R Bt A e i AR . BFRF ORI e AR A Lm0 A4 fE,  MEAE 26 2511
YES, MR AR B SRR =20 R, “ FRATTIH A s 5 0F 1 (R A RE ] L2
AT EE D H—— ARG AT E SN, AR AR
NE” (391)

DRI /N 45 R VRS, A VSRR i) S B T IR N AR 2 AT A TEIE,  PURRAR
MmIE . “IRAIAENE, Fod B/MEIR KRR (487) o “WH” 28
K N AR 7, X — 85 R AR T2 A BRI R A EL, AR )T, WA
W AR H, R AT o XA A — AN A B RE s H AR [EDRS il 1) 34 1]
PLR ANATTRITE 50« NATVIR 22 Wi 2 Bl 2 3, A8 A EDW T RTE 2% T 3 AW .

PR DU TR IR — 80 b, DI SR, KiESWE. 2R
SERMEATIFE, JEUBC BRI DA A g T A RIS ——%&
Gy BRMALR BRI ——RARM, wioe AR, g AI7EZnaf (8%
HMNYy, WEP Y, seE R BT W IREE v . SRR B R ORI T,
BAEARIZ] (L) HILE, BIEERERILZE, BIEES L RILE” U
All Adds Up 151)
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EXF¥RAREE. RHEAFTENTHAREZ —. ERBAE S AR T F 0T
HOAGE Ty Al b, A R RN IR I R, R AR LR R R B
R T AT BAXF GG, K 1980 451X 2 # 69 B 50 8] 2| 1990 44X
PRI KF A, ARDNRETFRREREAER, X CRIREEIIFR
ERANTRNRAR . KT ZREEARUREAREXHR=ARE LB
B R, RHEMHFENTR, ABRNTTRT —FH R RHEME.
REEiR: BE/M - wma BATEAM AT E#H BFANKREX
EEEN: Ex, BRFMBERAFLRXFEERXFHLE, LARERY
SNENE F IR Al 3T, £ EAEE REL UECFREMIFFMRT.
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2Ry “ T AR E S E R R L A A R MK 2 —” (Conner
481) , B35 AR B 22 i A7 “ S BRI G ML 3 ve EIS s ib AN 7 o
Y&y ik, 2t R R N U 4 58, 2 (CEL S5 UFARPEY  (Faith and
the Good Thing, 1974) . {(¥FA510)  (Oxherding Tale, 1982) . (" [AJfiigk)
(Middle Passage, 1990) UL Jf (Z405K) (Dreamer, 1998) , . (Hh[a]fii
2) T 1990 53R [ H K K542, BN RRIIR R « BB 3 AT 3R Ik
R EN TR Lmidh IR I oA T I A FE 1998 4F (122 mofl i, LK
2000 4 1 36 B EARZE MUK I AR LA U 4. 2003 4, 2y ik EH 2
REREEBLRE A

B TR /N UL, Z9ihie E A 3 SRR N UL, A BRI 22 4E ) (The
Sorcerer’s Apprentice, 1986) . (FHH N KL IHA G Z)  (Soulcatcher and Other
Stories, 2001) UAJ (&P kF e HALMERT % F) (Dr King’s Refrigerator
and Other Bedtime Stories, 2005) o HFg A4 JE W K22 TF e i & Box, 2
8 3 2 S 1B A AR AN I AR AN R 2, FLRRR /D DGR IR BR « 5 Rl
AL, ONIE 1992 4 56 B R AR R AR W . RS OMEZ 42, 25 ib il 70 18 )
P SE LR SO VPR 7 BT A, ) CFAAE S AP %e: 1970 AR BAR ) R
N2:)  (Being and Race: Black Writing since 1970, 1988) F1 (¥:5hykie. b
H 5 ) (Turning the Wheel: Essays on Buddhism and Writing, 2003) CH
RN SCEE I B F I USRI B EEE AR . J1Ah A 1990 FEARLBLK, 25 idhid B
K2 S5 A H %, OV EEEMS « D, BURM - AR HE L &
v o At a5 N SE 4 1 A AR 1 (Selzer 158)

BEORBLAE 1974 SR s idb s S A b Lo /E R 5HFRDE) — 284, i H.
Bl 5 A G (ALY AE N IJLER S Fs /DU (B8 BRI, (HAEREA
1980 FEARZHT, SCFPER T I DG AR Do H A B IR 5K 2
ZJE ) 1990 FEARHIN, X FHE DR AR A M . A KPR o6 L1 b R 1X
Bl PR R, FRATRAE S ST 2. M 1990 A - RETT4A,
TEZ TP SO N AR MR, ZrEadh i i oA PRIR FOGE R . AR HE
WO E B (IR SR EVEIR)  (African American Review) {E3: 1996
AT BRRAEI L TR R, S8 EIATE S h S WA ] —F R
L SR T, R AR SO e R AE 2000 AFFN 2001 A3 S A HE R EY
B MIFFCRE T o AE 98 B ST 2511 2003 4E 2 BB oL T A /R U« i ot 2
TEId 22 K% 20 4FEIF (A P, [ AL b i S S s T I oK R, AR
LWL, AN IRE 300 f (RO DURIATI SCEIE R .
AR SORE A2 i db i FORBUA — TR 2Rk, AR LA FZE R4
FE, JRE5S HAA G, DU A KIS A4

—. BATGE/NEAR
A ARE R E SCE S A IR AR R S SGERI S, R
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% A AR E I B AR A DU BNRZI 5 7 2% . IR « [&IER
(Jean Toomer) . PFEAfE « PR4EF (Richard Wright) F|H7/8 Kk « # H #% (Ralph
Ellison) . F2IFE4E « 55 H £ (Tony Morrison) FIZ [ 42 « Ik ve. (Alice Walker) 2%,
Al / WAV TR i e R A ) 22 2 N, EIE R« FE/KAE (Rudolph Byrd)
AN B HERNE AR —— ka3 . R T KRGS
2EL IR SRR A B B e A KA — RPN, XF B

Foeee OB AR R ESCERFAT LS ”  (Byrd,  “Oxherding Tale” 557) . i
AR AR T IX ARG, I HEE AR AAE S In e T A BN

WP | FE RV o A5 — IR B2 VTR N, £ /K 7 « 2 53dh an th 2238 7 A (1) G4 BRAR:
“HM 1970 FIFIRE N L2 I, TR —N 5w T B H bs, kA2 29 e
BATPT B BT BN GG, RSO m A — Bl e A —
BELAESS D) G IR AS BRI 8, AAATS ) @R TR W, AN 2 AR 5 Rk
JEVUJT )7 (Boccia 612) o XA 1 s Ay 41 I 2 5adh (1 /)N B A (0 28— & o

FH T 29 50 dh 4R it () B Sl 5 BEAR B ing, PR A AR O A K I A
() 3 BRI 2 — w2 2 R A o AN [ S AR S AR #is Bl 7 (Whalen-Bridge
247) o FEREM (B EREFEEE: SR A MM/ U 5 (Charles
Johnson'’s Novels: Writing the American Palimpsest, 2005) 21X /7 B AR ME
BRI o A AI: W5 2 sgadh (1) £ b i) R0 ERE 1 Ao AN [|] 7 22 AR 42 1) it 9
M, el gl i s A S T AN RIS 7 (8) o HindE (FE4
SR h, 29mgiebalt sz 28 hr B e CGRARED e p) e & e &,
TEAG S5 5 11 2 SAE A B () 25k b, 2F— P48 T NS B kAT A FF
M) “UFRPE” M. 78 CHURALUDY h, Qs m 7 R 5 I 5% 4, LA
FRORFNTE K AR AKFE, M2 T 3 AR R R CRIIE) AR JEXT
B EH ) ) O, H B 252 BIRKEE T 27 U HE FRAS RS PRI B 22 R . 7
L B R R AN UG (AR TR, FEREE T 2 R T MR T R T 2
(EL) WEMRE T N = 2RI TN S, FRERRH: “4
AR — 50 /N U AR R R T A I Y SR N B B KRR
IFHMEE MY T REAN SR TREESE” (9) .

Y5« BFEghl (Marc C. Conner) FlELBE « 4041 (William R. Nash) & %
HI1e SCEE (AR« Zuigath: E N E =K /NREK)  (Charles Johnson: The
Novelist as Philosopher,  2007) & 5 224 FERF 9T L) 3t /N i) ) — T E. %
SCEAEWE T 1 AR S T FHRE R, RIE L G e — 2 B %
P g s E R, AFEERINIL S . SRESEH 3 . % A FE X
DA S B T 2255, A 2 saadh /N U rhnl R PRI 6 iy AU SR T 2 K P U
W g “ 357 Waa e T A mies, B sz s B
2 PR AL HE ST 6 R 204 2 DB RO Bk 7 (xx) DAL, 3RATTEE
AT FRAAR L /N U R SR S RNSCAR IR, B 00 2 T A P 52 1) TS
Lo BARIT 22 SR RE 4, IF HER BB AR TIN5t 3 ” (xx)
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Whik « ZE/R¥F (Linda F. Selzer) (1) (BT AIE RN « 29880)  (Charles
Johnson in Context, 2009) & —#AEHEMAIRIEMHIITE . HAT NEIEY
MR T P R 2 IR AN R, 2RV AR U 24 5 3 1R /N SO 5 At P Ak P A 2
EELZ A B KR FEIRPEARXNS 2 b AN [RI B B R AR it RAL 25 1 S AT RN
EXAHTEINA, LI E o — 237 22 Bl 22 A1 1960 22 1970 RN 22 ] &
P15 |2 T A0 Ao e 8 56 IR I B3 4 45 1) RUEAT 45 2 S 2% 1R R, R T At 1) 4k
AR (R 5 R he BT 1980 4FAX, BEAMUORHGIFESEE NG, A
SR A T L TS RIS AR PR AR B R, (AR D) O X
—INSHRARERAE . AN 1980 AEAK BAK, 2y MOBCRBOGE AR TS A
RGP IEN, TR AR A N2 BB E 8RR 5N 1%
AR S 2 P, CPlaige) f CBARS) EaX 7 i s,

JUT- BT A 2% A0 FE IS 2 b /N i i N1 B T 29 aab i “ SR N3
/It (philosophical black fiction) 55 4% 48 M4 N S0 2 [ 22 57 . —$E 2R AL,
IR 2 NSTZRE R )@, GRS MR a5 R PT, Wb 555, (A2
WX SEPR B2 — PR R LA, e BN SR B AR TR S e A AL
AT T o XA R AE 2 JE r 2 A BTSUM I (protest novel) HR I
JE R e (EESRBANDY « (5 BrEADUALIEY « BLE (b
Ui 55 B A 2 AL ) 4 B S R AN SO R T D BRI RN BN
AR (AR SR FPAR B T 1970 AR AR LA IR 3N SC 52 HRF iy O AAS A2
A, AR N SO R B R R A2 S0 22 B0 A T MG A L,
M BR T 77 32 2 0 BT 22 b i 3 SCIRY i it 1 DG o R NI 0 1 Al 2 g 7
KERE, ARG T AR ARG BN o ARIEERIA T X BRiR B
RN R Z BB NAE R AN, AT “ HAE TR UrEs
Ret U oy B A EE 2 /DI El 157 (Johnson, Being and Race 120) . BI§ &£
B ) S BLAR AR 555N, FEAR G AR INF 8 8 438 0 0 ok 1) P o) R 2 3 &%,
Ol = TN i 0% s AT USCBUIR UE TR) /N U T AT (1K) i% - (Johnson, Being and
Race 1200 . H5Z M, MprFHoKki B AT H N “ 5. JF HEZE—F
7. MR, CR P E R E DS AR L B AT A
KIEGE . HEANRASE S (REMEEE N M—F/Nj”  (Byrd, Charles
Johnson’s Novels 13) o {EAME A, FEN ) 8 B i 317 3 F) N ) i, FRATT DG 2B
NIEZ B IR, RN TR NEMWEAE. B e
] o 54648 RN SCFAN ], L1 e b G T A 2 A HL I T R RN TE 4
AT AEAE BEAS S 52 B P TC B A5, A& 78 5% 1 5 VIR I S B ifes  AtuA)
REBA Sk ik NRFR AR N, BAAS IR s R B bR A, EE R AN 2
AOsARNEEAN, EFENLELGE, Wi,

FH T AT AL 48 SRS BRI M S B, AR AR i AR AR IS 7] A R %A 15
FITEIR T IO B APFR F A AT o VA A a0 5 8 B AT T AN T
ZUCF LM BR R, AHE ST T ARG R AEPE A 1AL 2 1 T A2 FR A
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SCEPRAE, AR ANSCEE G R A Z . FLUBE A - 1535 (Richard
Hardack) miitb PPABATER Y = & 52 BRAE 4, 0O A A4 s 38 £ Y 1R L
SR E T RS TN SRR T B, RN AN S R A BT A 25 1 42
AHAEAT BARAT I SRR, R KANTRZ AR TIXM AL, JF
SRR ¥ 0 20 ) PR BN UK . U R RAE I B AR, A
W, AP — 5 TR R T AR A OG E SCAL A, TR I 3T R ECR P AN TR
AL AR S, AN GME T2 B AE S TG =, A
EAERE T SC /NI A RIS AE, IR HES) BRATT 2 R il AR R B, Oy B AT 148 W]
R —MRER” (196) o JiAhIERFERRAZ D “— Iy s G
Gie T OUF P ML N XA S RIHES) 26 B AR S A E, JF
HIE R BN T I K517 (254) .

Z. FARHEBREMAR

bR T EAEENE, A )N A EIR A AN AL, IR AR AR
J7 R U AR M HOITE SRR e . B iR Bk, AR HARRRS R
AR R o R TORE 4758 AN IHES) T, Ao AR 6 [H 453 DI diAL 3%, Jf A
1960 A ALHIGES — e s R AR 22 F0], W5 | T ALHE 3048 « e 2808 « ILE e
DL o Wr 2= fER A IR 07« L9 IX A K ST A N A 3G Ak . 2 iadh s b
BRI, MSHERM (Ing) BEMRS S, JHUEEEHN AtEEs” . “ W
PR R TGSk 57 LSRN F RN BAIEZ o IR T E ok,
PR AN R N AT T IR R ANE BB e (G AE 2 k. Stk
[, 2ot b 5  OR AR AR A 2K, ZEE 2k “T6h 7 . “RK” .
“IAFE” M e B RRBWRIRZNBE AR N R X ER TG A
It LIS 2y A7 it K i g 1 7, EE iR e MR A T — R e AN m T 7 1
PR A B, A NS ST TS AR 1% BB B H T AN —FERI& e, JEXT L
FNPZ 3 SCRIRES TF . B4 oo v B YE 1 v o7 IIARRI Rl e o (AL,
AR SR B ARN T RAR 1R 2 53 /N DA 50 A — AN BT LS .

b, R TEEL R OGERIH IE & 2 E A S I R . R -
AR (William Gleason) 70T T (4L e 5 A B SR AR iy A4 56 s Uil izt
ez (4B ZAEG AR 8 BRI R 5 CHAED F, eES
IEE AR BRI ai ) B3, AR ZAE B AN, A4S S HRA A
T A PR RN A EE « S A A S e SR IERE
A-B) rh Tt e R AR AR SR B SO TS ST BB BIAR . A0 P AT 4l S
PILLE G, MEEARU AN (AR UL) A = R R 7 38 [ A% e F o SR
AT T R AR5 SCA Rl &, Bkl AT R ZE I i ORI, B Sl
2y b B BEAR 07 N B H Y, BUBCE IR (705) o BRAAE o Ak
Wr (Richard Collins) [FIFES T T AR X CBUREULY B2, A2y
R IE S Ul LABE g 0 7 IR “IRAITA @B SR s dag, g -
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Abstract As the first important book on American (black) humor study in China,
Black Humor and the Tradition of Humor in American Fiction by Su Hui undoubtedly
represents a new advancement in that area. The monograph contributes its original
ideas in many aspects of (black) humor such as its social background, narrative
strategy, and aesthetic function. Most significantly, it closely grasps the realistic
motivation of (black) humor—the absurdity of human existence and endows the study
with profound philosophical foundation. This paper mainly endeavors to explore the
book’s elaboration on the philosophical foundation, the prerequisite of humorists, and
the ultimate function of (black) humor from such aspects as the absurdity of human
existence, the wisdom to detect the absurd, and the transcendence of the absurd.

Key words Su Hui; black humor; absurdity; wisdom; transcendence

To the academic circle of both humor and foreign literature studies, Professor Su Hui’s
monograph Black Humor and the Tradition of Humor in American Fiction (2013) can
be said to be a big event. It deserves our attention and confirmation for many reasons.
As the first important book on American (black) humor study in China, it undoubtedly
represents an advanced level in that field and sets a good example for academic
research. In terms of methodology, it is a successful application of the approach of
comparative literature, freely travelling through works of different countries and times
and carves out a road of inheritance and development of humor poetics in the world
literature. In a sense, it rewrites the history of American Literature with the approach
of (black) humor. Additionally, it is also a successful combination of philosophy and
literature studies, endowing the argument with an enlightening effect to its readers.
The monograph contributes its original ideas in many aspects of (black) humor such
as its social background, narrative strategy, and aesthetic function. Most significantly,
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it closely grasps the realistic motivation of (black) humor—the absurdity of human
existence and endows the study with profound philosophical foundation. This paper
mainly endeavors to explore the book’s elaboration on the philosophical foundation,
the prerequisite of humorists, and the ultimate function of (black) humor from such
aspects as the absurdity of human existence, the wisdom to detect the absurd, and the
transcendence of the absurd.

I. The Absurdity of Existence: The Realistic and Philosophical Foundation of
(Black) Humor

The first significant contribution of Professor Su’s monograph lies in the fact that
she establishes the absurdity as the keynote of humor—humor in general and black
humor in particular, thus revealing the realistic and philosophical foundation of
(black) humor, and carries out a convincing argument through different approaches,
dimensions, and levels.

The absurdity of existence can be illustrated by the following three aspects:

First, the absurdity of the existence itself. Throughout the whole book this point
is emphasized time and again and can be regarded as the essential element of (black)
humor—the realistic and philosophical foundation (black) humor. For this, Prof. Su
finds out the influence of existentialism upon black humor and approaches the topic on
a level of ontology. According to existentialism, “the absurd is a state of being which
is absurd, the absurd in the origin of the world and the absurd of human existence
itself ”’(Su 254). On the one hand, as an individual life, a person can not decide his
or her birth and can only accept everything the world gives him or her. On the other
hand, each person is doomed to death, and death can be said the biggest nothingness.
This basically determines the absurd nature of existence. In this sense, Su Hui
correctly declares that “the black humorists tend to disclose the absurdity of the world
from the ontological level, define the absurdity as the essence of the world, express the
uncertainty of the world and life, and reveal the randomness and gradual declination
of the universe”(267). Furthermore, from the social and cultural background, the rise
of black humor was related to the spiritual crisis in American society after the second
world war. In this spiritual crisis, “the intellectuals were the most sensitive. They
determined that the world was an absurd, chaotic, and meaningless one, and expressed
this notion with different forms. The black humorists were the typical representatives
of such modern intellectuals” (Su 225). In face of the absurd reality permeated with
nothingness, “the black humorists decide that they must use a correspondent technique
of writing to reflect the illusion and fraudulence of the reality” (Su 279).

Second, the incongruity between people’s subjective desire and the frustrating
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reality. This should be a most powerful motivation that propels the generation of
(black) humor. On this point, the following two literary figures cited by the book are
quite typical.

In Bernard Malamud’s The Assistant(1957), there seems to be a incongruity
between the protagonist Morris Bober’s belief and his tragic life. Even though he is an
honest, sincere, and diligent man, he is constantly fooled by fate, and ends his life in
desolation and poverty. He believes that “hard work will definitely lead to wealth and
sincerity will be rewarded in the end”, but “his real circumstances prove to be very
frustrating” (Su 157). Although Morris is a sincere man, “his neighbors dismiss him,
his old customers abandon him, and even his wife does not regard his deeds as right.
As for his effort to support his family, he suffers the most. What waits for him after
his whole life’s work is the bankruptcy of his business”(Su 156-157).

Another telling example is Lemuel Pitkin in Nathanael West’s 4 Cool Million
(1934). Even though Lemuel has all virtues needed for a successful man such as
“ honesty, self-discipline, strength, frugality, bravery, mercy, and kindness”, he is
“nevertheless robbed, assaulted, and cheated again and again” (Su 199). The most
ironical part is, Lemuel’s moral codes and his good virtues make him an easy target
for utilizing and blackmailing, and his “heroic deeds” are treated with sneer.

Third, the big discrepancy between a person’s advertisements and his real
motivations. The German earl in Benjamin Franklin’s The Sale of the Hessiants
is such a typical figure. He is one of the most notorious hypocrites in the literary
world. On the one hand, “he keenly sends armies to North America so as to get the
compensation for all the losses, and lives a luxurious life with the blooded money”;
on the other hand, he is at pains to “emphasize the importance of courage, honor,
and God”(Su 43). While talking about “public benefit” all the time and promoting
goodness and virtues verbally, he shamelessly takes bribes from his people. Here,
black humor exhibits its best weapon—satire, the satire to expose and criticize the

dark side of humanity and the dehumanizing social mechanism.

I1. The Wisdom to See Through the Absurd: The Subject Prerequisite of (Black)
Humor

The second brilliant point of Professor Su’s monograph is that it defines the subject
prerequisite of humor—humor in general and black humor in particular: wisdom, the
wisdom to detect the absurd.

When analyzing Mark Twain’ humor, Professor Su clearly claims that “humor
needs wisdom and technique”(Su 118). Wisdom is a prerequisite of (black) humor
because “the comedy in reality is usually beclouded with some false appearance
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and can not be easily detected. Therefore, the artists need to undertake some
rational thinking about the comic feature of reality. Simultaneously, they need to
wield their wisdom to reveal the truth behind the false appearance with the special
mentality of comic art and identify the comic nature of the reality. Only when the
self-contradiction, perversion, and absurdity between the essence and phenomenon,
content and form are brought to light, can comedy truly come into being. Therefore,
to find out the comic configuration and people’s comic consciousness in life, one
indispensable thing is comic artists’ wisdom” (Su 118-119). Not coincidentally, a
well-known Chinese writer and scholar Lin Yutang expressed the similar opinion.
To him, “ when human civilization is in a low level and the flower of wisdom has
not blossomed, human beings can not have high-level self-consciousness and comic
consciousness can not be expected in such a state. Wisdom is the prerequisite for the
formation of comic consciousness and this is the internal logic why many theorists in
the world put comedy and wisdom side by side” (Su 119). To modern comedy master
Charlie Chaplin, “the more highly-developed the wisdom, the more successful the
comedy will be. Undeveloped humans can hardly have the sense of humor” (Su 119).

Yes, wisdom is a must for people to penetrate the absurd nature of existence,
to realize the vanity of humanity, and to detect the dislocation between people
desire and social reality. For this, Mark Twain is a remarkable representative among
American humorist writers, “with penetrating eye and humorous mood, he undertakes
a biting critique of society, a profound reflection upon human nature, and an ultimate
exploration of the world. The reason why Mark Twain becomes the master of humor
in the world lies in the fact that his humor is not only demonstrated in the form of
art or narration, in portraying some funny characters, or in witty language, but also
the embodiment of the author’s super sagacity and insightful thoughts, the powerful
weapon he uses to criticize the current malpractice and reflect upon humanity” (Su
90).

The reason why Flannery O’ Connor could create “eccentric, wild, horrible,
grotesque, and suffocating stories that contain deep substance in the apparently
relaxing humor” is that she “has an amazing insight into the dark side of humanity”
(Su 132). Soren Kierkegaard’s words also shed some light on the importance of
wisdom to humor: “Living in this world, one must be very sensitive to the absurd, the
more thoroughgoing and practical a person’s life, the more comic elements he will
find in the world”(Su 256).

To live in this secular world and achieve a sense of transcendence at the same
time, a person needs a wisdom most, as Su Hui insightfully observes, “ to live but
not feel like being confined in this world, to respect the law but feel highly above it
at the same time, to possess something but feel like possessing nothing, to give up
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something with the feeling of still having it, all these requirements put forward by the
high human wisdom, can only be fulfilled by humor” (Su 332).

II1. The Transcendence of the Absurd: The Ultimate Value or Function of (Black)

Humor

The ultimate value or function of (black) humor does not only lie in presenting
the absurd, but also in endeavoring to transcend it. And it is an important content
throughout Professor Su’s whole book. As exhibited in her book, “laugh” is the
weapon utilized by black humorists to match the absurd world and the defense
mechanism against the horror. Throughout the whole book, the transcendence of the
absurd is demonstrated as the follows:

First, with satire as its weapon, (black) humor strives to expose, reflect, and
transcend human ugliness, flaws, and the absurd in society. Professor Su sharply
points out that “aided by satire, to disclose the social and human defects is also
the persistent tradition of American humor” (34). Mark Twain is such a writer. He
“combines humor with satire and mercilessly exposes and criticizes all kinds of ugly
phenomena in American society” (Su 90). For this, he is regarded as “the mirror of
American society”. In The Gilded Age (1873), he bitingly satirizes the greediness
of humanity. In The Adventure of Tom Sawyer (1876), he satirizes “the vulgarity,
controversy, and greediness of urban petty bourgeois and the hypocrisy of the morality
and religion of the bourgeoisie” (98).

Similar function can also be seen in the humor of black writers. To a great extent,
“the purpose of black writers’ humor is to unmask and criticize the dark side of
society, thus promoting people’s awakening and helping them see the dark reality of
society clearly” (Su 144). Significantly, while satirizing, reflecting and criticizing the
reality, (black) humor in fact puts forward its appeal for the social transformation. As
is argued in Su Hui’s book, “black humor is concerned about how to face the dilemma
of existence. When black humor painfully laughs at institutions, values and traditions,
it provides due advice on reforming, bettering, or changing the painful reality” (224-
225).

Second, the consoling function of humor. This function already comes into its
own even in the period of colonial literature. Under those bleak living conditions,
“people need humor to conquer the predicaments and they often laugh at hardships
and misfortunes, and even exaggerate those miserable events until they are laughable.
In laughter, people feel their suffering is reduced, and their fear of danger subsides”(Su
166-167). This function is more valuable to African Americans. To them humor is
kind of “surviving strategy and has the function of psychological consolation” (Su
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143). This is because that under the situation of racial discrimination, black people
are bullied and persecuted in the white dominated world, and their “protest can not
change the reality”. They need outlets to release their feelings of powerlessness.
However, “the only way to make them enjoy the pleasure obtained through fighting
the oppression is humor, and humor has this defensive function to help black people
get some psychological comfort in their troublesome reality” (Su 144).

In a general sense, “the absurd reality in modern society produces a strong sense
of depression, anguish, and outrage in people’s hearts. The overwhelming mightiness
of the object and the disproportionate weakness of the subject pushes the tragedy to
the extreme. The weak subject can neither defeat the powerful object with its bravery,
nor demolish the perversion and absurdity of the object. It can only maintain a peace
of mind with the help of aesthetic attitude of comedy, and release its pain by an
irrational mentality” (Su 331-332). This surely is a classic elaboration of the consoling
function of humor.

Third, (black) humor represents a detached attitude towards life. This can
also be exhibited in Mark Twain’s (black) humor. To him, “humor is the means
to shake off and transcend the absurd reality, and it represents a detached attitude
towards the absurd and horrible world” (Su 180) The Jewish humor also expresses
this detachment. The Jewish humorists “ write the serious and tragic theme in a
humorous way with the technique of irony, infiltrating life with the spirit of tragedy
but transcending it with the spirit of comedy” (Su 162). This attitude of detachment
enables people to keep a critical distance from reality and see its absurdity more
clearly. To André Breton, “humor is a means for an individual not to be limited
and restricted by living environment and society. Humor makes it possible for an
individual to transcend the trivial reality” (Su 240).

This function can also be demonstrated by the customary strategy used by
(black) humor: irony. As Professor Su clearly declares, “irony is the narrative strategy
commonly adopted by contemporary black humorists and endows black humor with
more aesthetic quality” (298). And at the same time, “irony makes the aesthetic subject
obtain a spiritual transcendence”(313). D.C. Muecke also defines transcendence as
one of irony’s basic features and points out that the universal psychology of irony is a
condescending detachment and a kind of lightness. This lightness “ may be but is not
necessarily an inability to fell the terrible seriousness of life; it may be a refusal to be
overwhelmed by it, and assertion of the spiritual power of man over existence” (36).

Surely this paper can in no sense exhaust the monograph’s merits and values.
The above elaboration can only shed a little light on a very limited part of the many
contributions made by Su Hui’s book to (black) humor study. The book does have

more interesting and brilliant points for us to perceive and enjoy.
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Abstract Inspired by the poetic views of Ezra Pound and the opinions about the
methods coping with Chinese and Western theories which is proposed by Mr. Zhang
Longxi, Professor Zheng Yanhong takes a specific view both on the whole and
detailed levels and puts Rexroth’s poems into Chinese cultural context to investigate
the poetic elements which exist deep in the historical, cultural, intellectual and
psychological contexts. Finally the author achieves a unique understanding of
Kenneth Rexroth’s poetry and restores its value. The significance of this work lies not
only in the uniqueness of its topic but also in the universality which is concluded by
analyzing the texts and their surrounding elements from multiple perspectives. More
significantly, to some extent it has broken through the academic constraints of popular
notion of ‘theories first’. With the spirit of Pu Xue, a Chinese traditional textual
criticism school, this book promotes a kind of return to the research of the nature of
literature from the pure application of non-literature theories. In such a way it achieves
the goal of bringing together the west and the east culturally and innovatively.

Key words Zheng Yanhong; Kenneth Rexroth and Chinese Culture; academic value

In recent years, Chinese scholars have shifted their focuses from the macroscopic
level to the microscopic level of case study on American poets and their translations.
Fruitful accomplishments have been achieved in the fields concerning such big names
as Ezra Pound, T.S. Eliot, William Carlos Williams, Gary Snyder, Allen Ginsberg, etc.
It is another surprise that Kenneth Rexroth and Chinese culture written by Professor
Zheng Yanhong has been published by Foreign Language Teaching and Research
Press in 2012. On this work of such a high quality this paper will comment from the
following four aspects: research topics, research perspectives, research interests and
research methods.
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1. A Wise and Discerning Choice of the Research Topics

Kenneth Rexroth (1905-1982) may be an unfamiliar name to Chinese readers, but
his Chinese name Wang Honggong is well known in China. As a celebrated poet in
America he was as gorgeous as Ezra Pound in many respects, and he wrote poems,
art comments and translated verses. He was completely an organizer and leader
in the world of letters. Rexroth was one of the main leaders of the San Francisco
Renaissance, labeled as the “father of the Beats.” He was also a mentor and inspiration
to the Beats, including Gary Snyder, Allen Ginsberg, Jack Kerouac and others. He
loved Chinese culture and was considered as the most outstanding poet of those who
introduced and promoted Chinese culture in American poetry circles. He translated
and published four books of Chinese poetry collections: /00 Poems from the Chinese
(1956), Li Ch’ing-chao, Complete Poems (1979), The Orchid Boat: Women Poets of
China(1972), Love and the Turning Year : 100 More Poems from the Chinese (1970).
The last two books of those were translated with the collaboration of Chinese scholars
Zhong Ling. He also wrote many essays on Chinese culture, such as Sung Culture,
Science and Civilization in China, The Tao of Painting, The Chinese Classic Novel
in Translation, Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching, Tu Fu:Poems, Ssu-ma Ch’ien, Records of the
Grand Historian of China. Besides translating and introducing Chinese culture, he
adopted poetic elements in Buddhist and Taoist works for his own poetic creation, and
by imitating some poetic skills of ancient Chinese poems he had become one of the
most prominent poets who were good at absorbing foreign cultures. On this point he
was highly evaluated internationally by scholars. One’s literary status is not always
and necessarily relevant to his academic status. It may be the case that the one who is
very celebrated in the world of letters is obscure instead in the academic circles. For
example, during the time from 1920s to 1940s, Eliot and Yeats’ work had long been
the topics in auditoriums of universities and Pound had been rarely mentioned. But
nowadays as an undoubtedly important field in academic world the research on Pound
is always in full swing. By the same token Rexroth now is facing the embarrassment
as Pound has been treated in his obscure years, and his deserved status has not been
recognized completely. Donald Gutierrez has concluded that : firstly, as early as in
1927, he moved to San Francisco ,long away from the celebrities’ greenhouse, the
cultural center of New York ; secondly, although he is very active in the social and
cultural circles on the west coast, he always kept his distance from those important
figures in the academic centers on the east coast , and as an opinionated man, he
seldom echoed the mainstream literary criticism ; thirdly, his independent personality
cost him the lose of some academic allies(Gutierrez 142). Besides those, professor
Zheng Yanhong believes that his political views have played a main role for his long
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obscurity. As a radical anarchist, he often participated in activities of the Communist
Party of the United States. His political opinions caused him to be unwelcome to the
society and thus his academic status was affected adversely. So Rexroth 's poetry has
never become a popular topic in academic circles, he has long been ignored in poetry
circles in America and the research concerning him and his poetry remains empty in
many respects.

It’s a wise and discerning choice that Professor Zheng takes Rexroth ‘s poetry
as the research object. The author abandons the cliché of some western scholars
and expands Rexroth's poetry landscape from the perspective of traditional Chinese
culture and poetics, meanwhile a kind of system and integrity of research are realized
practically and prospectively for a poetic survey deep into textual details and on a
large scale. Therefore, this book, which centers on the research of Kenneth Rexroth,
has an important and innovative significance to the Sino-US academic fields. Besides
its wise and discerning choice of the research topics we can learn much more from the

other respects.

2. A Comprehensive Research and Mutual Proof with Interdisciplinary Views

Mencius said, “Is it right to recite one’s poems and reading his books without
comprehending his life? We should date back to the times he lived in and then be
friends with him.” Mencius means that it is not enough to understand one’s works
by reciting his poems and reading his books; furthermore, we should have a better
understanding of his time, which is to recall the history and be friends with the
ancients. The great scholar Chen Yinque also considered that people who undertake
academic research should take a comprehensive and sympathetic attitude toward the

research object. He said,

As for the remarks of the ancients, we shall not make comments unless we
have stood in ancients’ boots and grasped the textual meaning, because the works
written by the ancients mostly have something to speak of. If the context and the
background where he is from have not been fully understood, then no comment
shall be made. ( B 1% 179)

His great works,* Biography of Liu Rushi” and ““ a Paper Commenting on Poetry of
Baijuyi” are written in the way of mutual and textual proof between history and poetry
to integrate cultural, economic, social and psychological analyses so as to prove the
authenticity of literature and history. Coincidentally, Fredric Jameson, a contemporary
American neo-Marxist, puts forward the rationale of a comprehensive study which
also requires people to grasp the relationship and integrity of things. He believes that:
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Everything is so dependent on other things that one should integrate the life and
experience perceived by people as a whole in the analysis of specific works, and
that all the relevant events, all the partial facts and elements, should be grasped
as a general part of the whole process. ( #F5 1 Bl v « ZSURifh 282)

Jameson bases his “comprehensive study” on “dialectical criticism”, which does not
predetermine the result and scope, or judge aesthetics by the mono-value and mono-
structure. The research perspective of this book is deeply rooted in classical academic

tradition, about which the author expounds that:

Withstanding the test of time, this kind of research which combines the abstract
theoretical speculations, detailed texts, social backgrounds of history and
personal experiences of the author, is comparatively according with the laws of
the literary movement. ( XBAEMT 11)

The topic of this book is “Kenneth Rexroth and Chinese culture”. There are varieties
of definitions of “culture” which arouses lots of hot debates. This book adopts the
view of Raymond Williams, a British literature critic, who believes that culture is
related with people’s overall lifestyle and is the whole forms of thoughts and customs,
and is closely connected with people’s impeccable ideals. Chinese culture has a great
influence on Rexroth’s views on poetry, life and ideal. The book comprehensively and
systematically investigates the relationship between Rexroth and Chinese culture. In
his childhood, Rexroth often went to a theater in Chicago with his mother to watch
Guangdong drama. The colorful costumes and touching vocals of the actors attracted
him deeply. The author keenly points out that although the experience of watching
Chinese drama in his childhood had sown the seeds of love for Chinese culture in
his heart, his relish in Chinese culture derives not merely from his childish interests,
but mainly it is the result of his deep research into Chinese culture and his innovative
concepts formed in the practices of exploring into the Chinese poetry art. This
book has a profound revelation on Rexroth's motive of love for Chinese culture. By
analyzing Rexroth’s translation and views on poetry and cultural criticism, the main
chapters of this book are focused on the research of relationship between him and
Taoism and Buddhism and on the influence brought by Chinese classical poetry on his
writing. These research perspectives are not for service of narrating individually, but
are closely linked with backgrounds of the poet’s times, his personal experiences, and
the whole tides of poetic movement to analyze specific texts with theoretical thinking.
Meanwhile, the book does not adopt the western theories mechanically, or put some of



A Book as a Cross-cultural Landscape: A Review of Kenneth Rexroth and | 559
Chinese Culture / He Zhengbing

the concepts and methods as a panacea into any textual analysis, and the author insists
that:

(She)has no intention of applying a certain foreign literary theory throughout
the study; yet, the very kind of related concept, scope, research perspective and
methods of analysis provided by the foreign literary theories (such as theories

of “new Criticism”, “historicism,” “impact studies”, “cultural misreading” etc.)

undoubtedly have some functions as reference and guidance. (11)

As Rexroth’s views on poetry are discussed in the first chapter, the author by making
a comparison of the translation theories among Pound, Dryden, and Qian Zhongshu,
unscrambles Rexroth's views--- “translation of poetry is a consistent course of action”,
“the standard of success of poetry translation is assimilation”, “poetry translation
can inspire the poets”. The author’s analysis on Rexroth in this way is not for a
simple analogy with some celebrities’ viewpoints, but for a deep dissection into his
translation theories and translation works and for an indication of its referential value
to the contemporary poetry translation. There is a controversy on whether Rexroth's
translations of classical Chinese poetry are faithful to the original. Some regard
his translation as unfaithful, whereas some classify his translation as a “creative
translation” or “innovative translation.” For example, in Professor Zhong Ling’s

opinion, Pound and Rexroth’s translations are ‘innovative translation’. She says:

Translation of Chinese poetry by Pound, Wei Li, Binner, Rexroth which I call
‘innovative translations’ is different from those for academic research, all of
which are translated by scholars who base their translations on the principle of
fidelity to the original text.( £ ¥ 41)

On the basis of a comprehensive study and an objective and dialectical analysis of
Rexroth’s translations, Professor Zheng puts forward her own idea:

It is not enough to simply summarize Rexroth’s translations as ‘innovative
translation’, for his translations from Chinese poetry to English are in a
complicated situation, and worth a further study. Firstly, he has translated a
large quantity of Chinese poetry into English, which involves lots of poets and
influences a group of young poets. Secondly, his translation practice can be
divided into two periods: in the early phase, during which his main works are /00
Poems from the Chinese, Love and the Turning Year: 100 More Poems from the

Chinese ,he translated Chinese poetry by consulting other people’s translations;
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in the later stage, he completed the translation of The Orchid Boat: Women Poets
of China, and Li Ching-chao, Complete Poems in collaboration with Zhong Ling.
From a faithful view of translation, the later two kinds of works are apparently
better, because they are highly scrutinized for the accuracy with advice of a
Chinese scholar. ( #3EdT 30)

So she classifies Rexroth’s translations into three categories:

We call the translation of a poem comparatively faithful, if the majority of the
verses are paraphrasing translation and a few are parody translation; the “less
faithful ” translation is that in which there are both paraphrasing translation and
parody translation, and the former takes the main proportion, if the latter takes
more proportion, then it is called “unfaithful’. (31)

The book then analyzes the three categories by exemplifying Rexroth’s translation of

Dufu’s poems.

3. A Total Immersion in Poetics and Details

When talking about his way of reading, Zeng Guofan once said, “a good reader
should treat the book as water, and his heart as flower, paddy, fish and washing of
feet. Then it is easy to understand the word ‘immersion’. ” Zeng proposes one should
be infatuated with reading, and investigate deeply. The Modern British and American
poet Ezra Pound also emphasizes in his literary theory that we should grasp the
details for a deeper understanding. He said, “Obviously, if we really want to know
something, we need to know exactly a lot of relevant details.” ( -4 jE 9) Pound as a
poet proposed a method of distinguishing details from the view of evaluating poems,
and he emphasized that researchers should be immersed in the poetic conception and
meaning of the poetry. His opinion coincides with Zeng’s view on reading. Professor
Zheng accomplishes her work with so many years of efforts and explorations that she
calls herself just a little ant working patiently and carefully. We can see that her way
of pursuing scholarship has embodied the spirit of traditional intellectuals. Eight years
ago, when she was studying for a Ph.D. at Sun Yat-sen University, Kenneth Rexroth
had been her main research subject. First, she collected relevant material in China, and
asked her friends to search information in America. During her Ph.D. study, she was
invited to be an assistant scholar and work on the study of Rexroth’s translations in
the translation department of Chinese University of Hong Kong. Then she got to know
Professor Zhong Ling who is an expert on Rexroth too, works at Hong Kong Baptist
University, has interviewed Rexroth quite a few times and translated two collections
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of Chinese poems with him. When studying in the U.S. the author of this book has
ever interviewed Professor Zhong twice, sought advice from her by email, and
received much first-hand information sent by Professor Zhong. By comprehensively
analyzing the material, the author makes a deep exploration into the process of
Rexroth’s creation, the relationships among his works, and the mutual relevancy
between Rexroth and other poets. Then she explores all of Rexroth’s translation of
Chinese poems, makes a detailed analysis and classifies all the poems translated
by Rexroth, and also she explores some of the process of translating detailedly and
thoroughly. For example, in the ‘100 Poems from the Chinese’, Rexroth selected
13 poems of Mei Yaochen, six of which are mourning poems for his deceased wife,
which are imbued with sincere emotions and are Rexroth 's favorite. Professor Zheng
firmly believes that the reason why Rexroth chooses these poems is related with his
own life experiences. Rexroth's wife, Andrée Rexroth, who was extremely intelligent,
and good at painting, had so much in common with Rexroth that they lived a happy
life after their marriage. Unfortunately, Andrée died in her prime, at 38, for which
he felt so grieved that he wrote several poems to lament her. It’s no wonder that Mei
Yaochen’s mourning poems aroused an echo in his mind, so when he translated Mei
Yaochen’s poems, he melt his own emotions and experiences into the translation.
By citing examples and making compares between interpretations of the translation
and his original creation, the author comes to a conclusion: human emotions have
something in common; Rexroth’s inspiration of translation is from the exploration
for a resonance of the emotions between the translator and the author. In the chapter
of Rexroth’s Emotional Appeal of Chinese Culture, the author firstly makes a survey
on many important writers’ impressions on china since the 19th century: although
Emerson respects Confucius, he harbors some contempt and resentment for Chinese;
in poet Sylvia Plath’ works, images relative to Chinese people and things are often
negative; while Pound, Buck, Snyder, Rexroth take a quite positive attitude toward
Chinese culture, and they borrowed Chinese poetic ideas and cultural elements to
remedy the corrupt parts of western culture and innovate the modern literature. Part of
the valuable significance of this book lies not in a simple assurance of Rexroth’s love
of Chinese culture, but in this conclusion:

His keen passion towards Chinese culture does not only come from his interests
formed in his childhood, but mainly it is the result of his deep research into
Chinese culture and his innovative concepts formed in the process of exploring
into the Chinese poetry art.” This conclusion is drawn by the author from the
investigation of the facts that Rexroth had perused outlaws of the marsh, The Red
Mansion, The Golden Lotus, Romance of the Three Kingdoms, and some other
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artistic works of poetry and paintings in the period of Song dynasty. ( ¥ #g [
223)

4. An Exploration into a Specific Topic in Great Textual Details

The esthetician Benedetto Croce thought that:

Language activity is not the manifestation of thought and logic, but a kind
of fantasy, which is displayed vividly, and passionately in forms of images.
Therefore, it mingles with the poetry activity, and they are mutually synonym.
What is mentioned here means the real and pure language which is the nature of
language. And even when the language is used as a tool for thought and logic,
and used as symbols of some views, it should still maintain its nature.” ( Ul J& 2=

- A 41)

Therefore, there is an inner link between language and poetic spirit (that is the
nature of poetry language), but in the academic field, poetry usually is taken as an
objective linguistic material, so it is hard to completely explain the intrinsic link
between language and poetic spirit. Professor Zheng starts her research in a unique
way which is based on the analysis of the text. She has been exploring the language
material for the core of the poetic spirit and depicted the historic narration of the
poetic images and conceptions of Chinese classical literary theories. In such a poetic
context she analyzes the different poetic conceptions displayed in Rexroth’s poetry;
also, by analyzing Rexroth’s texts, she reveals his assimilation and application of the
techniques of Chinese poetry, and excavates the Taoism implied in them; with her
poetic perception, she catches the profound implication of Rexroth’s poetry which
originates from the poet’s understanding and appreciation of ‘Kong’ , studies the
characteristics of his assimilation of the language form of Zen classics, which the
poet applies in his creation, and reveals religious experience and Zen implication in
meditation which are abounds in his poetry. This kind of academic effect of such a
way of research can be described as what Wai-lim Yip puts, “(this way of research)
is centered on the aesthetic considerations”, and “causes the images of poetry to
reappear” so that the researchers can take part in the creation and enjoy the writer’s
delight and the consequence of interpretation will not be so dominant to overshadow
the poetry’s original meaning ( ' 4 BE 9). It is well known that Chinese classical
poets and scholars take Zen and Taoism as theoretical sources for a deep survey of
the poetic experiences which constantly depend on the subjective understanding of
the unity of nature and human. The differences between Chinese poetics and western
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logical methods have led to a helpless silence for Chinese scholars in the international
academic field. This kind of situation is true at home.

To some extent the history of Chinese literature criticisms in 20th century is the
history for all kinds of schools of western criticisms to performing by turn in
China and Chinese cultural circles.” ( HliiJK 96-100)

Against such a backdrop professor Zheng Yanhong has been groping for a new way
which is undoubtedly pioneering and innovative. It’s significance lies not only in
establishing the cultural identity of Chinese poetics , but also in the efforts of digging
out some of the universality of Chinese poetics and applying it to the analysis of the
discourse of Western literature , and finally reaching a mutual understanding culturally
and internationally. Essentially, this is a confidence—based dialogue about culture and
poetics. This kind of confidence is solid because of its authentic origins and rich
theoretical foundations. In the introduction the author quoted Mr. Zhang Longxi 's

words:

We can not apply the western theories mechanically, but we should reduce all the
theories to the basic and original theoretical issues and depend on many respects
such as language, expression, understanding and interpretation to investigate
the methods for expressing and solving problems both in views of china and the

west.” ( FRFEVE 41)

In the book the author always insists such a position of an equally dialogue. For
examples , while discussing the term, “emotional fit” which is proposed according
to Rexroth 's translation, the author believes that Rexroth 's so-called “ assimilation”
quite coincidentally reaches the same end of interpretation as the “ideal perfection”
proposed by professor Qian Zhongshu. And she quotes material from “Seven Essays”
by Mr. Qian for a comparative analysis. She also investigates the nature of poetry
translation and finds that the significance of translation is mainly focused on the
inspiration it brings for writing. Thus the systematic research of Chinese poetic
elements in Rexroth's poems is developed accordingly. In another example, the
relationship of those double concepts in a series of Chinese poetic terms such as “heart
and object”, “sense and image”, “emotion and nature” is systematically analyzed and

an ultimate purport is achieved as what the great scholar Wang Guowei had put:

Nature is a word which can be provided with a richer connotation related to all
kinds of true feelings beyond the literal meaning of natural scenes. So the poetry
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imbued with both natural scenes and true feelings can be called works of high
quality. Otherwise it can’t count as excellent poetry. ” ( 45111 26)

Taking such points of view as a theoretical context, the author expounds the
relationship between emotion and nature in the poems and translations of Rexroth.
Her interpretation with a textual comparison is categorized into the following three
ways: to veil emotion for a better visibility of natural images, to express emotion with
natural images, to express emotion through natural images.

As important theses concerning cultural development of China in this century, the
inheritance of ancient culture and the communication with foreign culture are seldom
discussed synthetically and valuably in forms of case study. This book, exploring into
a specific topic in great textual details has to some degree solved the problem as how
to understand and absorb the western cultures on the basis of inheritance of Chinese
culture. Thus there appears a kind of new academic landscape which differs greatly
from some current ones which purely advocate the adoption of western theories.
In many quotations the author uses as the basis of argumentation we can figure out
that she has inherited the classic experiences, perspectives and academic methods
such as the way of using mutual and multiple evidences with interdisciplinary views
of poetics, philosophy, and history. Basically this is a valid way to incorporate the
western culture and refine the Chinese culture.

5. Summary

Professor Zheng puts the daily life and academic experiences of Rexroth into analysis
of textual details for a deeper understanding of his poetry and translations. She takes
some key concepts of Taoism and Zen as the referential theories as well. Thus a whole
new synthesized perspective is emerging for the mutual understanding of the world
literatures. And finally a new poetic value is achieved by promoting an academic
universality which is concluded by analyzing the texts and their surrounding elements
from multiple perspectives. When talking about the influence of Rexroth’s works the
author writes:

His artistic accomplishment is a unique and individual poetic kingdom where
there are devotions of special poetic forms, precious experiences of writing and
landscapes of poetry with incorporated elements of Sino-US cultures. ( J #Hg T
249)

By the same token, this book on Rexroth’s poetry is also a unique kingdom which
abound beautiful landscapes of academic innovations inspired by the ideas of ancients
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and contemporaries.
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