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The international process of comparative literature had for a time nearly
stopped in mainland China; it is a welcome sign for scholars both East and
West to see it starting up again: “‘with the doors unlocked . . . fresh air from
the outside is being rapidly inhaled” (p. 89). Indeed, one of the functions of
this inaugural issue is to celebrate what its editors term a recent “upsurge”
of interest in comparative studies. That there has been more interest than
previously is certainly true. The editors point proudly to an international
conference held in August 1983 and to a nationwide one held in June of the
same year, as well as new courses and magazines springing up at universities.
However, the articles published in this volume were all selected from other
journals and translated from the Chinese by the editors. As yet there is
no international journal of comparative literature that regularly publishes
articles written in English. In general the editors aim only at giving a
representative yearly report of activities in the field by publishing notes,
translated articles from current Chinese publications, and important papers
delivered at scholarly conferences. The contents of this volume are as
follows:

“Synaesthesia,” by Qian Zhongshu [Ch’ien Chung-shu] is a veritable
goldmine of citations on this subject, long overlooked by critics and
thetoricians. They range from The Book of Rites on music to Ezra Pound’s
etymological fancies. The author compares examples of Chinese synaesthesia
with Western varieties, including John Donne and the Symbolists.

“Early Ideas on the Similarity and Spread of Myth,” by Zhong Jingwen
[Chung Ching-wen} is one chapter of a longer study of myth criticism in the
late Ch’ing dynasty which notes the widespread tendency among scholars of
this period to look ofr similarities between myths and legends of different

nationalities. The author praises these early comparative efforts as contribu-
ting to a “real scientific picture of myth.”” He also briefly compares Western

diffusionist theories with Chinese ones.
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“Art and the Overcoming of Difficulty — The Dream of the Red
Chamber,” by Yang Jiang [Yang Chiang]seeks to show how the author of
this novel was forced to find innovative formal solutions (artistic devices)
to the problems of new historical content, in particular the different kind of
love relationship involving Baoyu and Daiyu which evolved under social
circumstances entirely different from those of the feudal period, when the
conventions of “love at first sight” were established. The two lovers of
this novel live together for many years at the Jia mansion before actually
falling in love. The author draws brief parallels with early Greek stories,
Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, and Jane Austen.

“A New Look at ‘Cricket” — Comparative Literature is a ‘Literature of
Thought,”” by Fang Ping [Fang P’ing] is a parallel study of one of the
notebook stories of P’u Sung-ling and Kafka’s “The Metamorphosis.” The
author shows how abnormal or alienated relations between men are shown
through abnormal relations between men and insects in both fantastic stories.

“Self-Destruction and the Courtesan -- What links the Fates of Du
Shiniang [Tu Shih-niang] and Marguerite ‘Gautier,” by Sun Jingyao and
Xiong Yin [Sung Ching-yao and Hsiung yinj. The authors study two famous
literary figures created by two different cultures centuries apart in time.
Both figures, however, suffered as prostitutes under historical stages of
capitalist alienation, as portrayed in the fiction of Feng Meng-lung and
Alexandre Dumas fils.

As traditional comparative literature studies (parallels, myths, the artist

and his problems) these essays are all fairly informative and interesting. But
all lack theoretical sophistication, a fact which is noted by the authors
themselves. In addition I would say that too often Western works are only
cursorily compared with their Chincse counterparts. Also the overall view
of comparative literature as a historical process put forward in the volume
seems a bit simplistic in arguing that history itself leads inevitably to it:
“cultural interchange and merging is clearly the direction of human culture”
(p. 102) as Yuan Haoyi says in his valuable “Survey of Current Developments
in the Comparative Literature of China,” which concludes the volume.
The editors and authors refer often-to comparative literature as a “scientific
theoretical system™ (p. ii) which is developing “in accord with certain
theoretical laws” (p. 81), towards a “world literature” (p. 85). These
optimistic statements ignore a great deal of recent history in which an open,
international trend in literature had been an anathema to those in power
on the mainland. Cne hopes that the ideological winds will not blow in this
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direction again, but if history proves anything, it is that there are no guaran-
tees. We may have our doubts about the assertion that “the interchange
between cultures is a worldwide historical certainty’ (p. 89, my italics), -
but nonetheless the atmosphere of internationalism is palpably present in
this volume, and one can only lend a note of encouragement to their efforts
to determine what a “Chinese school” of comparative literature would be
like in terms of this avowed internationalism, beginning with “the realities
of China” (p. 122) as it is today.

Of course we can assume that any such “Chinese school” is going to be
thoroughly Marxist. The general text in the background of each of these
essays (with the possible exception of the first) is that of Marx, and the idea
that literature is a reflection of society. The authors are fond of quoting him
as a source of their insights into comparative processes. It is sometimes
hard to tell whether this is simply a conditioned ideological reflex or is
sincerely meant, since to claim that “‘the revolutionary teacher’s remarks
enlightened me and made me think” (p. 51) in a Marxist society is to be as
nearly conventional as it is possible to be. One can only hope for a more

pluralistic approach to the problems of comparative literature,
One surprising omission in the volume, however, is that there is no

representative influence study. I say surprising because Yuan Haoyi reports

in his survey that influence studies amounted to 60% of all papers that

appeared in 103 different publications between 1977 and 1983 (p. 125). It

does seem to be true (though whether or not this is a “general law” of
comparative literature I do not know), as Qian Zhongshu [Ch’ien Chung-shu]
observes, that when comparative literature first develops in a country scholars

must first clarify the history of relations with other cultures, but does this

mean that influence studies are “not of foremost importance” (p. 91)
anymore in the West because we have passed through this stage? And is this

a reason for not including such studies? It is to be hoped that some of these

influence studies, no matter how much they may point to the “early” stage

of development of comparative literature on the mainland, are to be present-

ed in future issues. '

William F. Touponce







