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“Though I have time and again broached this subject with friends, it
has taken me a long time to finally dare to put down my views in wri‘ti'ng.'
For my views are as nonconformist as they are controversial. It seems to me
that the crisis confronting modern Chinese literature can be attributed to
two factors: one is the narrow concepts of social commitment, and concom-
mitantly nationalism; the other is the tradition of realism in creative writing.”
Thus declares Leo Ou-fan Leeé Bi B in a Chinese essay entitled “Requisites
for a Great Work of Art: The Importance of ‘Conceptualization’ in Literary
Creation.”’

Leo Lee had good reason to keep his thoughts private until August 8,
1980, about two years after the passions generated by the hsiang-tu%f+
(homeland) literary movement had subsided. Had his essay appeared earlier,
pro-hsiang-t'u theoreticians, such as Hu Ch’iu-ylian#f £k Jii,Yid T'ien-ts’ung
B} X B4 , and Hou Li-ch’ao 537 5 could have easily nailed Lee down as
an erh-mao-tzu — F F-spokesman or cultural comprador.

Assessing the “sense in Wang Wen-hsing’s = X8 nonsense,” Hu Ch’iu-
yilan submits that:

[from Wang’s point of view] it seems that anyone who [discusses matters]
from a national basis, ie., from the standpoint of one’s race, people,
and country, is [guilty of] nationalism, which is to him equivalent to
‘New Boxerism.” Now I would like to ask, is there any country in the world
whose - citizens do not ([relate themselves to the outside world]
from the standpoint of their own people? I can say there are none. Wang
Wen-hsing is a returned student from America, and I don’t need to produce
any other evidence than ...the 20th January 1978 State of the Union



Address by President Carter as an illustration. Within this thirteen-page
speech we do not find a single paragraph in which terms such as ‘our
people,” ‘our country,’” ‘my fellow Americans,’ ‘we Americans,” ‘national
interest,’ ‘our land,’ etc., are not mentioned. There is no individual who
does not love his country, his own people, or refuses to {see things] from
a2 national point of view — except, perhaps, Wang Wen-hsing. Se I am
asking this pai-ch i £3% [idiot or moron]: Is Carter a Boxer?"?

Compared to Hou Li-ch’ac, however, Hu’s name-calling is a model of
restraint. Hou’s intolerance of U.S.trained Chinese liberals is registered on
the first page of his preface to Hsiang-t'u My Love, a collection of incen-
diary polemics directed against anyone who does not ride the hsiang-t'u
bandwagon.

[Because I have been wrongly accused as a Communist sympathizer],
I was forced to put together my manuscripts, old and new, and publish
three books in 1977: Hsiang-t'u My Love, Imperialism and Compradorism,
and The Awmerican-Japanese-Soviet Imperiglists in Ching. 1 hope these
volumes will clear me before my libellers on the one hand, and thoroughly
reveal the real faces of eri-mao-tzu compradorism and imperialism on the
other. If it is felt that verbal exchange is not enough, that [such disputes]
must be settled by coming to blows, I shall be happy to go through it to
the end, because I love my land and Ilove my people.3

The, purpose of quoting rather extensively from Hu and Hou should be
clear. In a literary climate where ideology reigns supreme, the only way for
a writer to avoid harassment is to surrender to the socio-political pressures of
the times. Life is certainly less complicated when examined in an ultra-
nationalistic and patriotic light. Americans would not have seemed such
vulgar imperialists in Ch’en Ying-chen’s B i & “Night Freight” (1978)
if Nixon had not set foot on the Great Wall. Japanese tourists would not
have been revealed as whoring samurai in Hwang Ch’un-ming’s & # BH
“Sayonara: Goodbye” (1973) if their government had not severed diplomatic
ties with Taiwan.

This does not mean that there was less resentment against the Ameri-
can and Japanese presence in Taiwan before the series of political setbacks
precipitated by the Shanghai Communique. There was, for instance, the Liu
Tzujan 2| B A incident in 1957 which culminated in the destruction of the
United States Embassy and the Information Service headquarters by an angry



and indignant mob.* But open and massive denunciation of American and
Japanese as imperialists on the part of the writers surfaced only after they
had witnessed the betrayal of their government by their allies one after
another. The emergence of hsiang-tu literature, therefore, is umbilically
tied to the sentiments of nationalism which at times verge on xenophobia.

If liberals® like Wang Wen-hsing are labelled as cultural compra-
dors, it is precisely because they refuse to be enslaved by xenophobic
hysterics. A staunch advocate of modemistic literature since his under-
graduate days at Taita [National Taiwan University], he further aggravates
the hsiang-t u critics by declaring that “cultural and political aggression from
the West, unlike military offensives, should not be considered as an act of
invasion.”® To be sure, Wang is merely spreading the gospel of fair play and
free choice, convinced that what is intrinsically good in Chinese culture will
not be compromised by Western influence, just as sour plum juice has not
been replaced by Coke.

From the standpoint of Asiang-t% partisans, perhaps what is most
offensive about Western critical theories is that they unnecessarily complicate
the mission of a writer. Take Henry James’ measured consideration of
themes, for example: “No themes are so human as those that reflect for us,
out of the -onfusion of life, the close connexion of bliss and bale, of the
things that help with the things that hurt, so dangling before us for ever that
bright hard metal, of so strange an alloy, one face of which is somebody’s
right and ease and the other somebody’s pain and wrong.””’

Reasoned and fair-minded as James’ pronouncement appears, it makes
as much sense (or “nonsense,” in the words of Hu Ch’iu-yuan) as Hamlet’s
soliloquy to hsiang-tu advocates. To be aware of the “close connexion of
bliss and bale” is to flirt with moral irresolution, which is anathema to
the credos of this school of writing. A hsiang-t’u practitioner is spared
of such exquisite anguish because his mission is preordained: to expose the
exploitative practices of the imperialist-run processing factories; to castigate
the KMT’s indifference to the dire plight of the peasants, fishermen, and
workers; to highlight the glaring difference in the living standards of the haves
and have-nots. Last, but not least, to bombast anyone suspected of having
“imperialist connections” either in the capacity of a “running dog” or in the
innocent sprinkling of a Chinese conversation with English phrases.® In
short, to quote Hu Ch’iu-yilan again, the sacred duty of a modern Chinese
writer is to “reflect the fate of China, and the trials, tribulations, struggles,



failures, ignorance and shame which the Chinese people have gone through.””?

Such obsessions have enncbled the cause of the May Fourth writers.
In this respect Asiang-tu writing can be considered a revival of the central
realistic tradition of modern Chinese literature. If dramatists in wartime
China responded to the Japanese invasion by mass-producing the patriotic
three-act play Protect the Marco Polo Bridge,™® it is just as natural for the
hsiang-t'u writers on Taiwan to express their concern that national identity
is being gnawed away in the teeth of “imperialist aggression.” The crux of
the matter, however, lies not in the oceuvre of the hsiang-ts creed but in
the exclusionary partisan rhetoric of its dialectians. “Literature forlife’s sake,”
thus declares Yii T’ien-ts'ung in a letter to the editor of Ching Tide B &)
on July 10, 1977: “The criteria we use in judging a person or work should
be based on whether the ideal embraced by this person or work is correct
or not, and whether it is beneficial to the inferest of the majority. Moreover,
we should pay special attention to its content. If what the given work has
praised is in the interest of the majority, then [this work] should also be
praised. If what it criticizes is against the interest of the majority, then
(this work] should also be criticized.”’! This, then, is the definition of
Literature for Yi T’ien-ts’ung — a literature devoid of individual verve and
vision.

Life being ruled by the rmajority, any representation of reality that
does not reflect the topical interest of the hsinojen-wu/N A #jor “ordinary
people,” the Everyman in hand-to-mouth class, is guilty of misrepresenting
life. For this reason, poet Yit Kwang-chung 4x 3¢ 0 and novelist Pai Hsien-
yung [ 4¢ 5 come under fire: Yu for his “decadence,” “eroticism,” and
“escapism,” Pai for his “mawkish sentimentalism” in “whitewashing” China’s
moribund aristocrats.!?

Yii and Pai happen to be two Taiwan writers singled out for praise by C.
T. Hsia B 7 for their “continuing obsession whith China.” Hsia commends
Y for his “eminently successful attempt to combine the vibrancy and color
of classical Chinese with syntactical variety of a sophisticated modern speech
in his own poetry and prose.”*® Similarly, Hsia’s appreciation of Pai’s
talent is mostly grounded on his craft: “There can be no doubt that Pai
Hsien-yiing is the most important Chinese short story writer since Eileen
Chang 25 % ¥;. His best stories have a supple, limpid style capable at times
of sheer magnificence; a strong note of compassion rendered zll the more
poignant by the deliberate use of irony.”



The use of such terms as “syntactic variety” and “irony” bespeaks a
conviction that “metaphorical language expresses, defines, and evaluates
themes, and ...in effect [answers] questions that the novels themselves
neglected to ask.”’> As can be expected, such is not the concern of Asiang-
t'u critics. In charging Wang Wen-hsing with ignorance of Western literature,
Hu Ch’{u-yilian queries: “What is so difficult about T.S.Eliot’s celebrated The
Waste Land? Hasn’t its epigraph made it plain that in his view the whole
modern civilization is like a waste land? Once this is understood, what else is
difficult? Because everyone understands it, it has become a masterpiece of
twentieth-century poetry.”*6

This is not the place to argue with Hu whether The Waste Land is a
poem “everyone understands.” It is only necessary to point out that since the
framework of Eliot’s wasteland is the decline of Western civilization, it is
therefore a masterpiece. Now Pai Hsien-yung’s Taipei-en £ 4k A series is
also wastelandic in conception, but because the characters and their destinies
are Chinese, and because to Hu its technique reeks of Westernization and
modernism, Pai is dismissed in one breath with Yii Kwang-chung and Wang
Wen-hsing, artists who rely on their styles to reveal their themes, as antitheses
to hsiang-t‘u writers.

In .ne last decade, fervent hopes have often been expressed for the
dawning of an age of literary criticism. If the business of a critic is merely
to serve the public in the passive capacity as a literary bookkeeper, the
readers may be left forever in the dark regarding the distinction between
literature and entertainment. But on the other hand, if a critic reverses
his role and dictates his taste and ideological preferences not only to the
reading public but also to the writers, then literary criticism is reduced to
ideological pontification. If such catechism is inculcated in the name of
social or national interests, creative activity inevitably suffers unless one
considers propagandistic and opportunistic writing as literature. C. T. Hsia
is correct when he admits that he is very partial to Asigng-t'u literature but
not happy with the critical movement backing it. Thus he concludes cate-
gorically: “Wang Chen-ho T ji§ 1, Hwang Chun-ming, and Yang Ch’ing-ch’u
¥ 75 Bk were already writers of recognized importance before the term
hsiang-t u became fashionable. That is the way it should be: the term always
comes after the fact ... In earlier periods writers had time to grow because
the critics, aside from writing complimentary or nasty reviews, usually left
them alone.”"’




I

If one allows that it is no less a relevant task for imaginative literature
to deal with the irrationality of man than to report on the sociopolitical
fortunes of one’s country, [ would like to argue that after Ch’en Ying-chen
(1936— ), Pai Hsien-yung (1937 — }, Chlen Jo-hsi PR35 85 (1938— ),
Hwang Ch’un-ming (1939 ), and Wang Chen-ho (1940— }, one of
the most important fiction writers in Taiwan during the seventies was Li
Yung-p'ing 28 7k Z2(1947— ). ’

In terms of quantity, Li Yung-p’ing’s work to date is relatively slim:
a total of eleven stories. But while his output cannot compete in numbers
with such voluminous writers as Sung Tse-ai 7 B 3K, the sheer force of his
creative originality is impressive enough to invite comparison with Lu Hslin,
% A Eileen Chang, and Pai Hsien-yung as far as expanding the horizon of
modern Chinese narrative is concerned. I place Liin such eminent company
not only to underscore his worth, but more important, to emphasize the fact
that individual talent does thrive on benign neglect.’® Most of Lu Hsiin’s best
stories were published in the early twenties, before he turned to tsa-wen
# 37 as a more effective vehicle to carry his debates on literature and politics
with the nationalistic elements on both the left and the right. Thanks to her
residence in the foreign concession in wartime Shanghai, Eileen Chang was
able to insulate herself from patriotic claims and translate her claustrophobic

" anxieties into parables of the besieged human condition. While she may
be viewed as an “unwelcome muse”!® by her compatriots for her indifference
to national causes, it cannot be denied that her art endures precisely because
she refuses to limit her interpretation of experience on a temporal plane.
The horrors lurking in the dungeon of Ch’ich’iac’s heart defy socio-political
reductions. “The Golden Cangue” remains today as fresh a commentary
on depravity as it was when first published in 1943, because the subject she
had chosen for study is a perennial one: man’s capacity for self-damnation.

Similarly, the United States has provided Pai Hsien-yung a haven in

. which he can ruminate over the fate of those Chinese in Taipei for whom
Nationalist China has become an ancient regime. Had his mind not been
distanced by the Pacific Ocean, he would not have gained such a wondrous

_admixture of detachment and compassion that typify his characters in
Taipei jen: a fascinating collection of “generals without soidiers, ministers
without portfolios, {and] Helens without Troys.”® For, to borrow the title
of an essay by a Asiang-t'u pontiff, Pai Hsien-yung is himself one of “the last
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of the aristocrats,”?! the son of an eminent general in Nationalist China. He
would not be able to give an ironic assessment of the Nationalists’ mentality
of exile had he chosen to stay in Taiwan.

Compared with his predecessors, Li Yung-p’ing enjoys even more
extraterritorial freedom. He is, to begin with, a Malaysian citizen of Chinese
origin. Born and raised in Sarawak, he came to Taiwan in 1967 for study,
receiving his B. A. in English from Taita in 1971. Driven by homesickness, he
tries to recall his childhood in Sarawak through the medium of fiction. His
first story, “The La-tzu Woman” (1968), about 10,000 words long, epito-
mizes the mise-en-scéne and the ethos of his imagination.

“Le-tzu” is a contemptuous term for the brown-skinned natives in
North Borneo. The story is told from the viewpoint of a boy whose third -
uncle has married a lg-fzu. When the boy’s grandfather comes from China
for a visit and discovers this “miscegenational marriage,” the old man is
thrown into a fury, calling Third Uncle a “beast’ and threatening to disown
him. Later, however, Grandpa’s anger is somewhat mollified when he is
informed that the lg-tzu is proficient in Chinese. But he remains adamant
as far as his relationship with the Sarawakian woman is concerned because
she forgets to kneel down to offer him tea.

While the old man’s cultural chauvinism can be dismissed as an instance
of anachronism, the Third Uncle’s meanness toward the native woman cannot
be properly understood unless it is seen as a general sign of moral decay
which is to recur in many of Li’s later stories. In the present story, Third
Uncle marries the lg-fzu as a matter of economic convenience. He runs a
grocery store in the mountain areas and he needs a local wife for public
relations. After the nameless lg-fzu woman has given birth to the third child,
her health suffers for lack of medical care and nutrition. On top of this, she
is subjected to routine beatings when her husband is drunk, and to verbal
abuse when he is sober. Unattended, the narrator’s aunt dies of excessive
vaginal bleeding.

Of the eleven stories Li Yung-p’ing has published, only “The La-tzu
Woman” lends itself readily to moralistic interpretation. No one who comes
across Third Uncle’s reference to her as a “t’ien-sheng chien-chung”* (one
who is basely born) can help but feel indignant. As Yen Ydan-shupf J© X
put it: “I don’t have to elaborate what is already obvious in regard to the
content of the story. What the author intends to convey has come out on the

“surface. However, that a story is narrated in plain language does not neces-
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sarily mean it is a superficial one. Basically, as I see it, ‘La-tzu fit’ is a racial
storv, one that deals with the persecution of the minority by the ma‘ority.”%

The “plain language™ and the ostensible moral purpose of “The La-fzu
Woman™ are no longer to be found in Li’s second story, “The Mother in the
Besieged City™ (1970). If the established credos of a leading journal can in
any way foster the taste and the craft of a fledgling writer, a case can be made
of this story, which was published in Modern Literature B R B, The Intel-
lectual KEE3EE , towhich Li Yung-p’ing contributed his first story,is a month-
ly magazine with various features and interests and with no declared prefer-
ence for literary directions. Modern Literature, on the other hand,isa literary
journal dedicated to promoting modernism from Europe and America. That
“The Mother” happens to fit intc the modern mode of this journal may be
purely incidental. But more probably, by the time he was about to embark
on his second story, Li Yung-p’ing was sufficiently impressed with the experi-
ments of the modernist group at Taita and accordingly adjusted his own
metkod of apprehending reality.

If the term “modern” is restricted to imply a “distirctive kind of
imagination, one that insists on having its general frame of reference within
itself,” and that “the modern revels in 2 dense and often unordered actuality
as opposed to the practical and systematic,”® then we can say that the
literary facade erected around “The Mother’ is decidedly modern in its
evocation of jungle law and in the application of symbols and metephors as
signifiers of the apocalyptic vision.

As in the case of “The La-fzu Woman,” the locale of this story is
unnamed. However, tropical storms, forest, the scorching sun, the occasional
appearance of the nearly mute brown-skinned natives, plus our kriowledge
of the author’s place of origin, help us to identify the city in question as a
Ma avsian seaport. The story opens ominously:

The sky had finally darkened. The river appeared shrouded in a tall wall of
thick fog, making all the more obscure the unfathomable depths of the
swamps and the forest lying across the river, Nothing was visible there
except for a few particularly tall and lean coconut palms, jutting forlornly
into. the sky. There was neither breeze nor moonlight tonight. All was
quiet on the river,

The premonitory silence of the atmosphere is strengthened by the
scantiness of dialogue. The burden of action is bomne almost entirely by
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descriptive narrative. This is only appropriate, because psychological terror is
at times more effectively communicated by indirect metaphorical language.
The la-tzu have besieged the city for three days. They are suffering from a
severe drought the like of which has not occurred for decades. Driven by
hunger, the natives raided all the Chinese grocery stores in a neighboring
village a fornight before, beheading their owners and carrying the heads away
with them. The city where the narrator and widowed mother reside is
protected by some Malay policemen’in the service of the British government,
but even the white men’s firearms cannot drive the hungry natives back to the
mountains. They prowl around the edge of the jungle, beating their drums
at night in supplication for rain. “The townsfolk knew only too well that all
the natives needed was a windy and moonless night for carnage.”%

Most of the townspeople have left the area io seek refuge in other
places. But the woman, reluctant to part with her home and its treasured
mementos of China, hesitates until the last of her friends reminds her that
once the la-tzu attack, nothing will remain. Only then does the widow make
up her mind to flee with her son. They put a few necessities in a boat and
start for an unspecified place.

Halfway, however, the widow asks her son: “Pao-ko, let’s row back,
all right?”’?” The son is not a bit surprised by the question, as if it were a
matter of course that they should go back. After opening the front gate, they
discover the shadow of an old la-tzu squatting on a torn mattress, mumbling
to himself. The mother goes to the kitchen and returns with a bowl of rice
and leftover meat for the stranger. The lo-tzu is naked from his waist up,
exposing his bony shoulders and chest. “It suddenly dawns on me,” the
narrator comments, “that when anyone gets old, he will look like this,
whether he is a Chinaman cr a la-fzu 8 A hungry dog, smelling food,
claws to the old man’s side, groaning, begging for a bone. The picture of a
man and a dog munching their food together moves the narrator to observe
again: “For some time I was too confused to tell the difference between
the dog and the man.”%

Mother and son spend a restless night in which gunshots and screams
are heard, but fortunately they suffer no physical harm. The la-fzu is
discovered dead the next morning, blood dripping from his chest, his eyes
still gaping in terror at the bright skies. Peace is soon restored as the statking
Ia-tzu are driven away by the British police.

“The Mothet” is essentially a dramatization of claustrophobic tension,
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and as such it is difficult to summarize. Its thematic substance is so thin
that by the time we are finished with the story, we find ourselves wondering
waat moral intelligence we can possibly gather from it, the way we might
draw a “moral lesson” from “The La-fzu Woman.” But if we are willing to
abandon message hunting, a habit of mind of the hsiang-t'u idealogues, and
read this narrative as a reconstruction of a felt experience, then its significance
is not totally lost on us. “The Mother” recalls a similar attempt by Shui
Ching JK & to portray the precarious situation of overseas Chinese in terms
of a blackout in communication, Interestingly enough, Shui Ching’s *“Hi
Lili Hi Li...” (1966), conceived in the form of a danse macabre vibrating
to the beats of a “dense and often unordered actuality,” is also written in the
modernist vein. What distinguishes Shui Ching’s tale from “The Mother”
is the narrative point of view. To Shui Ching’s autobiographical hero, Y,
Brunei is but a place of transit for temporary employment. He is ready to
relocate whenever he can find a better job somewhere else. “For a Chinese
living in the South Sea Islands,” Y reminds himself in the story, “no place
offers true security.”®® The narrator’s field of vision is unmistakably that of
a visitor on a-tourist visa taking stock of his unstable position.

The South Sea Islands, however, are to Li Yungp’ing what Yokna-
patawpha County is to Faulkner. The lives of the widow and her son are
threatened by the drumbezts of the l-tzu, yet no sooner have they returned
to their home than the woman is seen feeding the old lz-rzu pauper. The fact
thzt they happen to be South Sea Islanders of Chinese ancestry presupposes
no a priori assumptions that they are better human beings than the lz-fzu.
When fallen to elemental passions, these Chinese are just as liable to commit
deeds of atrocity as the barbarous lg-fzu suffering from hunger. This
perception of human conduct unclouded by racial or political prajudice
becomes increasingly evident in Li’s later stories.

1

With the publication of “The Return” (1978), the allegorical impulse in
Li Yung-p’ing becomes more palpable. Though technically flawed by the
excessive use of the snake and the “poisonous sun” as ominous symbols,
this story is in all respects seminal for the information it provides on the
intricate human relationships that emerge in the serial stories under the title
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“Legends of Chi-ling.”

“The Return” is told in the familiar form of first-person narrative. .
It begins with the death of the grandfather: “According to my elder sister’s
~mother-inlaw, Grandpa appeared to be very disturbed during his last
' moments.””3! From what we can infer from the context, the old man has
been haunted by the thought of the returning vengeful seven-foot python he ‘j“
is supposed to have killed with a rake. The Li family has been growing red
peppers for generations. Grandpa has four sons. The oldest one died of a
snake bite when he was twenty. At the age of seventeen, the second son
brought home a prostitute twice his age. Wielding a cleaver, the old man
chased him cut of the door. The prodigal son died of syphillis years later.
The third one, the hardest working of the siblings, fell victim to a la-fzu riot.

The fourth son is the narrator’s father, the one most doted on by
Grandpa. Li senior supported him for eight years of high school, but has no
idea if he eventually graduated or not. This son turns.out to be a bum. He
was married at twenty-one, and had remained unemployed for six years.
Getting up at noon, he would light a cigarette and rub his eyes as he grope'd'
his way out of the bedroom. After lunch, he would ride his bicycle to Chi-
ling town where he would spend the whole afternoon sipping tea and reading
newspapers at a teashop until dinner time 3

His idyllic days come to an end after he has bought a hlgh school
diploma and found a job as a grade school teacher in the downtown distzict.
From then on, he spends only Saturdays at home. Already a father of eight
children, he is amorously related first to Widow Chang and later, to his
undoing, Sun Szu-fang’s wife. With the help of several able-bodied ruffians,
Sun breaks into Li’s school and gives him a sound beating. Li loses his
job and lies in bed for half a year.

Of the eight children Li has sired, one is a stillborn daughter. One
son is a moron who plays the role of the prophet of doom in this story,
interjecting between snivels, “Grandpa has returned.” In the eyes of the
family, the oldest boy is an outcast. When Sun Szu-fang and his gang charged
into the school premises, he had followed them. To his utter humiliation, he
found his father kneeling before Sun begging for mercy. After spending
several days at home in mortified bewilderment, he stole two chickens and
offered them to Sun Szu-fang to celebrate his birthday. Sun adopted him
as his godson.

As is the case in “The La-fzu Woman’’ and “The Mother,” the mother
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in this story is a stoic. She has never spoken a word. Since she is married to a
lecher and a drunk, muteness for her becomes as much a form of silent
protest as it is a tragic affirmation of traditional feminine virtue. Unfortu-
nately, her virtue is not enough to redeem her or her children from the
mire of moral depravity. In the year when Li was dismissed from school,
she returned from the field one day and witnessed two green snakes
copulating. Overcome by nausea, she collapsed on the spot. That evening,
she gave birth to a stillborn daughter. “From then on, Mother would often
hear the cry of a baby girl in the middle of the night. Just as frequently she
would see two green snakes on the roof beam, either chasing each other or
copulating.”>® That the sight of the copulating snakes causes stillbirth'in a
virtuous woman is itself a forceful commentary on the vice of sensuality.

The snakes, real or imaginary, finally unnerve the spirit of the mother
just as they have unhinged the sanity of Grandpa, In the end, she is driven
to the brink of hysteria and has to be revived by being force-fed the potent
lignor wu-chiapi 7N E.

in the meantime, the new crop of peppers is left to rot in the rain.
Li has failed to obtain a loan from Widow Chang from whom he has
borrowed, “‘on his knees,” on an earlier occasion. The cycle of disintegration,
spiritual as well as physical, is thus complete. The ending of “The Return”
suggests the fragility of virtue and moral goodness. The thrifty and hard-
working Grandpa dies half-demented. The saintly and sensible mother is
tortured by a sense of shame and humiliated by being an object of forced
carnality, a point to be elaborated in due course. Only the father appears
intact if only because he is the very source of shame and dissipation.

No summary of a story can illumine the technical aspects of its
narrative. Instead of developing his story, Li Yung-p’ing envelops it with a
number of seemingly unconnected incidents in which the present is often
juxtaposed with the past. Instead of relating events, Li would have us deduce
them. One instance should suffice. Formally, our knowledge of school-
teacher Li’s carnality is imparted to us by his extramarital affzirs. But no
less crucial information is confided to us through a subtle hint. We are told
that the twelve-year-old narrator has shared the bed with Grandpa since
childhood. Whenever he gets a fever, however, his mother takes him back to

“her side. One eveing, his father refurns half-drunk and crawls into the
woman’s bed. “I woke up and turned around, only to be slapped on the face.
Father yelled at me: ‘Roll back!” I buried my head in the blanket, my whole
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body was soaked in cold sweat.”**

This incident is linked thematically to the snake motif. The sight of
the snakes mating revives the woman’s memory of the violence and nausea
of sexual activity, and thus results in the miscarriage.

v

As indicated earlier, “The Return” is a prelude to “Legends of Chi-
ling.” The first of this series is “Wan-fu Lane” (1978). Though the “scorch-
ing sun” of “The Return” is retained as a recurring symbol of oppressiveness
and blinding passions, the snake has disappeared. The metaphorical language,
at times blown out of proportion in the previous tale, is expertly manipulated
as a tool of discovery.

Wan-fu Lane was originally called T’ien-chi (Frog) Alley. It was a strip
of stores with Liu Lao-shih’s coffin shop situated in the middle. During the
war, these buildings were appropriated by the Japanese as “security offices.”
Since then

the residents of the alley had often seen water mixed with blood seeping
underneath the walls to the nearby gutters. Its stench attracted
swamps of flies. The buzzing sound of flies still hovered over the
place years after the Japanese had departed. The storekeepers,
finding it hard to keep business alive, moved out quietly, one after another.
Soon rumors spread around that the area was haunted. In a period of two
years, the only one who cid not leave was the fortune-teller. Liu Lao-
shih’s mother originally planned to relocate, but after several futile
attempts to rent space in town, they could only stay put. No one would
want a coffin shop owner as a neighbor. Liu Lao-shih regularly closed his
shop no later than six o’clock in the evening.

Some time later, a pimp and his madame moved in one of the buildings
with several young prostitutes. It was the time of the Korean War.
[Because of popular demanrd]}, the cultivation of peppers became a pro-
sperous business. Once the farm hands in the hills had some spare cash
with them, they would cheat their wives and flock to the area for pleasure.
Soon Tjen-chi Alley was festooned with more than ten whorehouses.
The property of this alley was owned by the Ts'ao family in [Chi-ling]
township. Squire Ts'ao, finding the name of the alley a bit vulgar, peti-
tioned the district government to change it to the present name, the “Lane
of Ten Thousand Blessi.ng.”35
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With the exception of the prostitute Spring Blossom (Ch’un Hung),
nearly all the major characters in the present story have been introduced in
“The Return.” We have been previously informed, for instance, that Sun Szu-
fang and his godsons are wont to harass Ch’ang-sheng, the beautiful wife of
Lia Lao-shih, when she leaves her house for groceries in the morning. Now
Sun and Ch’ang-sheng have come into the foreground in “Wan-fu Lane.”

Briefly, “Wan-fu Lane” is a story of rape. “Anyone who had seen
Ch’ang-sheng would agree that she was beautiful, even though at that time
I did not realize that such beauty and purity in her would later become a
curse,” the narrative begins.> Ch’ang-sheng was orphaned at the age of
nine or ten; her whole family fell victim to a cholera epidemic that ravished
the area. Liu Lao-shih’s mother spotted her one day crying in the street and
took the orphan in. When she reached sixteen, she was married to Liu Lao-
shih. A delicate beauty known for her fair skin and complexion, she was in
every way a dramatic contrast to Spring Blossom who was as sensuous as she
was voluble,

No one in the community considers the coffin trader deserving of
such a pretty wife. “Just like a log of charcoal pressing upon her body,”
Spring Blossom cracks contemptuously when someone expresses regret that
such a good woman as Ch’ang-sheng is not blessed with children. Except for
her morning market tour, she seldom ventures outside the house. But this
does not discourage Sun Szu-fang and other local wastrels from spying on
her.

The Kuan-yin Festival on February 19 of the lunar calendar is a noisy
affair in Chi-ling. Seated on a sedan chair, the statue of the goddess is carried
from door to door through the neighborhood. At Wan-fu Lane, the ladies of
the night set up temporary altars with fruits and wine for sacrifice. An
aged “medium boy” dressed in a black Taoist gown, apparently in a trance,
responds to the cheers of the crowd by plunging a ceremonial sword into his
own chest. Blood spurts out from the wound, mixing with the burned out
red wrappers of the firecrackers on the ground. As the sedan chair
approaches Wan-fu Lane, some girls from the brothels rush out and prostrate
themselves on the ground, inviting the sedan bearers to step on them as a
gesture of self-mortification before the Bodhisattva.

That day, Sun Szu-fang and four of his godsons are seen in the hallway
of the Garden of Ten Thousand Fragrances, Spring Blossom’s residence.
He has taken half a dozen bottles of wu-chiap i for the occasion. After he
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has finished his business with Spring Blossom, he saunters out to the coffin
shop next door to watch the parade. Just then Ch’ang-sheng and her mother-
indaw return from paying homage to Kuan-yin. Under influence of the
potent liquor, Sun grabs Ch’ang-sheng by the waist and presses her face to his
mouth, saying, “Since your man cannot give you a son, why don’t you
borrow the seed from me? No need to bother the Bodhisattva.”

The mother-inlaw rushes out to help, aiming three long red-hot incense
sticks at his eyes. Sun knocks her down with a hard kick and carries off his
prey to the Garden. The old woman follows closely behind and is knocked
down again. When she regains consciousness, she can make out, through a
thick fog of incense smoke, only a few familiar faces. They include four local
dignitaries who serve as escorts of the Kuan-yin sedan. There is also the
fortune-teller, stealthily watching the activities in the Garden from across
the street.

- Ch’ang-sheng vindicates her chastity by hanging herself. Sun Szu-fang
is apprehended by the police, but as one garbage collector sarcastically
comments, “No big deal. So what about raping a woman from a good
family? At most jail sentence for one year. You can expect his return this
day next year.”” Liu Lao-shih reopens his shop on the fourth day, working on
two coffins well past six. No sooner has he removed the two coffins to the
front yard than he is seen carrying a cleaver to the Garden. His mother is
in the meantime standing by the entrance of the lane and pointing her finger
at the passersby, cursing: “May Heaven strike you with a thunderbolt.”
When she spots her son coming out of the Garden dripping with blood, she
remonstrates with him: “Don’t kill! Don’t kill!”” Liu Lao-shih ignores her plea
and heads straight to the poolhall owned by Sun Szu-fang. Because Sun is
in jail, his wife serves as a scapegoat. Afterwards, Liu gives himself up to the
police. Determined insane, he is sent to a mental asylum.

A year Iateri Sun is released on parole. His legs have been maimed by
the jailers. His business is ruined, and his godsons have deserted him. He
closes his poolhall and idles away his days sipping tea at Widow Chu’s
teashop, staring blankly at the lone and tall ku-lien-tzu (melia japonica)
tree in front of the district granary. As for Liu Lao-shih, Sun discovers in
the newspaper one day that he has escaped from the asylum. “Raising his
head, he saw someone who resembles Liu Lao-shih sitting under the k'u-
lien-tzu tree. Bare-shouldered, he was turning his threadbare shirt inside and
out as if looking for something.”
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Rumors are again out that Wan-fu Lane is haunted. Ch’ang-sheng is
said to have appeared at daybreak on her tour to the market, with a grocery
basket in her hand and dressed in her customary Chinese blouse and trousers.

\%

I have devoted considerable space to summarizing the story in the
interest of discussion. Iam fully aware, of course, of the futility of my effort
to impress the reader with the figurative richness of its language and the
evocative power of its imagery, which would not be perceivable except in
the original. For one thing, terms such as tiaolf, ch'ouffl, pieh®s, tenggz,
piaoBE, migof, nifE, and ting T are for us mere variant forms of “looking,”
cognate with kanZ or chien B,, but for Li Yung-p’ing they differentiate the
varying shades of observation on the part of the characters. For example,
when a middle-aged customer has done with Spring Blossom, he lowers his
head as he walks out of her room. The whore, with an enamel basin in her
hands, immediately installs her fleshy body before him to block his way.
“Sister Ch’un-hung (Spring Blossom), I'll come to see you again next time
* I'm in town,” the man pleads.

Spring Blossom in the meantime ¢k ou-cho taff} 3 fih, her gold teeth
flashing into a half smile. The man hurries out in quick steps, his head
lowered. After seeing him off to the end of the alley, Spring Blossom stroils
back to the Garden and passes by the coffin shop. She hsieh-hsieh ti p iao le
FHEHEE T Liu Lao-shih i-yen —HR and spits: “Coffin bug! Never see him
without a scraper in his hands!”

To be sure, if we replace ch'ou and pliao with k'an or chigo, the
literal meaning would not be distorted: she is either “looking at” him or
“eyeing” him. Presumably, any conscientious stylist would juggle with his
vocubulary for the sake of variety. In our context, however, ch ou means
not only to “gaze at” but to take stock of her man with indulgence and
tolerance. Spring Bloosom is a female double of Sun Szu-fang: buyers of
her charms become in turn the prey of her insatiability. Her feeling for Liu
Lao-shih is markedly different. He is not only out of her reach but his shop
is a constant reminder of mortality and bad Iuck. He is not worth a full
stare. Thus she casts him a “Slanting glance.” One can almost say “con-
temptuously” if one is doing a translation because p 20 in a different context
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might mean a “flirtatious look.”

Li Yung-p’ing handles his imagery with equally denotative precision.
While Spring Blossom’s “fleshy body” (jou-chan-chan ti shen-tzu b BR BREY B
F- )is overt reference to her sensuality and predatory nature, other meanings
underlying his selection of details are more subtle. One can only infer, for ex-
ample, that the Japanese have used the old buildings on T’ien-chi Alley as tor-
ture chambers by the sight of water mixed with blood seeping through the walls.
It seems as if the most painful of realities had best be left unarticulated.
Again, no one can say for certain if the bare-shouldered man sitting under
the k’u-lien-tzu tree is Liu Lao-shih. He looks like Liu from Sun Szu-fang’s
hallucinatory view because Sun has deﬁleq his wife. As far as the author
is concerned, whether Liu has returned to the area or not is immaterial.
For that matter, it is just as unimportant whether the young woman with a
grocery basket reported to be ambling around the coffin shop is really the
apparition of Ch’ang-sheng or the imagination of the fortune-teller. What Li
Yung-p’ing is interested in is the moral implications of the rape and its
subsequent psychological re-enactment in the minds of the guilty witnesses.

In forcing his will on Ch’ang-sheng, Sun Szu-fang has also violated the
sanctity of her tutelary deity whose image is often superimposed on her
pious worshipper. When the poor woman was overpowered by him, the faceof
the Goddess of Mercy revealed a compassionate yet bewildering (ei-meilg Bk)
smile. Not to be overlooked is the fact that Ch’ang-sheng is seldom seen
outside her house except for her morning tours. She made an exception on
the Kuan-yin Festival and it was on that day she was ravished. Her defile-
ment thus amounts to an act of sacrilege. Timid and self-effacing, Ch’ang-
sheng is another memorable female character whose saintliness is embodied
in her muteness. She did not even scream for help when Sun pressed his
mouth on her face. Yet her silent suffering and suicide constitute a powerful
indictment against the moral apathy of the community. Significantly, after
Ch’ang-sheng’s death, the accusing finger of her mother-in-law did not point
to any particular individual, but all pedestrians.

VI

“The Rain from the Sun” (1978) offers some inklings that Old Mrs.
Liu’s maledictory invocation for divine punishment is taking effect. Chi-ling
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is suffering from a severe drought, driving one pepper grower to such despera-
tion that he threatens to kill his wife and children at the Kuan-yin Temple
in order to open the eyes of the Bodhisattva. The only new major character
introduced is Hsiao Lo, one of the four wastrels who accompanied Sun to
the Garden. It is through his flashbacks that we are given fresh glimpses of
the rape. The hard facts remain unchanged, only the circumstantial details
are reordered. We are informed of the fact of Ch’ang-sheng’s rape in
“Wan-fu Lane.” Now the scene is displayed before us in “The Rain.” Hsizo Lo
is the eyewitness: “Half of Sun Szu-fang’s greasy black body sprawled
over Ch’ang-sheng’s snow-white chest, sucking and chewing dementedly
at the two nipples which had never suckled a baby before.”¥” Simi-
larly, the murder of Sun’s wife is reported in a new light. Before putting
the woman to death, Liu Lao-shih scooped out her breasts. But what is most
important in “The Rain” is the textual reinforcement of Ch’ang-sheng’s
image as the embodiment of Kuan-yin:

Hsiao Lac was attacked by another bout of nausea [owing to the
wu-chiag-p’i he had with Sun]. He quickened his steps to the gutter and
threw up all he had swallowed and immediately felt better. As be raised
his head, Ch'angsheng came into his view. She was wearing a flower-
patterned Chinese blouse and trousers with a grocery basket in her hand,
walking toward the Eastern Street Market under the blazing sun, her eyes
squinting. The fools from the hills all tilted their heads’,’éyeing her with
lascivious attention. Four urchins around fifteen years of age suddenly
materialized from Wan-<fu Lane and tailed after her stealthily, their faces
wreathed in mischievous smiles. They followed her up to the K u-lien-tzu
tree at the district granary and then ran off in four directions. They
surrounded Ch’ang-sheng in the middle and imitated the movements of
the sedan bearers, shaking, jumping and humming (pp. 10-11),

Shouts of “Pay your homage to the Bodhisattva! Pay your homage to
the Bodhisattva™ soon explode in all directions. In light of this epiphanic
configuration, as we have observed earlier, the snow-white body Sun Szu-fang
sprawled over is none other than that of the Bodhisattva. The severity of
the transgression must be reckoned accordingly. It is not clear if Ch’ang-
sheng is gang-raped or Sun is the lone rapist. Since Sun is the only one jailed,
one can surmise that Hsiao Lo is just an accomplice. However, since the
wrongs done to Tou 0 5 #% in traditional Chinese drama are repaid with three
years of drought, it is possible that Hsiao Lo and other witnesses t0 crime

18



are similarly incriminated for their connivance at injustice.

That Hsiao Lo is 2 man without mercy and pity is painstakingly demon-
strated to us by the sadistic way he butchers a dog (whose meat is supposed
to have aphrodisiac value). He stuffs a bitch in a hemp sack and closes it
up, intending to suffocate it. Disgusted with his inhumanity, his mother
warns him: “Heaven has eyes!” (p. 6). Indeed, Hsiao Lo appears to be a
doomed hanged man in the beginning:

The sunlight at 4:00 p.m, had slanted into the house. The lean and
long shadow of Hsiac Lo dragged across the court-yard. With the section
of his neck hanging lopsidedly on the opposite wall, it looked as if the
wu-ch ‘ang % % ghost onstilts at religious carnivals had come alive (p. 6).

It takes little imagination to associate the lopsided hanging neck of
Hsiao Lo with Ch’ang-sheng’s suicide by the rope. In a community whose
moral fabric is putrefied by lust and violence, Hsiao Lo’s mother seems to
be the only one righteous enough to deprecate the doings of his son and his
“godfather.” Significantly, she uses the Buddhist term niek 88 (“evil to be
recompensed with retribution™) to describe Sun Szu-fang’s sin: “No one
has raised a finger to stop the nieh committed by Sun Szu-fang. Everyone
turned out to be a stuffed duck, only gaping at the scene. If these people
are not the objects of divine retribution, Heaven is blind” (p. 5).

Similarly, Hsiao Shun’s wife, a neighbor, refers to Hsiao Lo’s torturing
of the dog as nieh. It is this neighbor who reports to him that some stranger
has come to town whose hair and beard have grown so long that his face is
completely covered. Anyway, those with uneasy conscience have all taken
him to be Liu Lao-shih and have not dared to leave their homes.

However, against the advice of his mother and Hsiao Shun’s wife, Hsiao
Lo decides to meet his nemesis. “I’'ve committed nieh and sooner or later
I’ll be punished for it. Why should I fear his cleaver?” (p. 7). So saying, he
secretes a butcher knife and heads for Widow Chu’s teashop, which is
swamped with people who cannot bear to stay at home any longer. They
seek protection in solidarity and exchange gossip in the teashop. No sooner
has Hsiao Lo joined'them than thunder is heard:

The long peal of thunder originated from the nine skies, rolling,
groaning, as if a throat had been throttled. Suddenly, it seemed that the
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heart of Chiling had stopped functioning. The main street in front of the
disirict granary was frozen still. No other sound was audible except for
the cawing of the crows fluttering around. . .

“The sky is going to change!” Widow Chu dropped the big bronze
kettle [on the table] and rushed to the front of the shop, sianding under
the eaves. The whole main sireet was deserted. The sun had burned for
a whole day and was now hanging on the edge of Chi-ing, dripping red . . .
Widow Chu was overcome by a shudder. Tﬁmi_ng, she saw Hsiao Lo's
raised chin. The expression in his eyes was one of total blankness, as if
he were in a trance. The sky was slashed by a sudden lightning, casting
a freezing glow of blood on the butcher blade (p. 17).

The long expected rain finally falls. The stranger under the & u-fien-rzu
tree, aroused from his nap, picks himself up. Hsiao Lo also wakes up and
carries his knife to meet the stranger. The two of them stand in the middle
of the street. “The man slowly raised his head and gazed at Hsiao Lo. ..
Then just as slowly he turned away, slinging the stachel onto his shoulder,
walked toward Eastern Stréet Market under the down-pour. . . Hsiao Lo,
greatly bewildered, felt as if his insides had been hollwed out. After a while,
he returned his knife [to the waistband] and moved toward the misty reddish
sinking sun . ..” (p. 18).

To readers accustomed to traditional storytelling, such an ending is
truly anticlimatic. The seiting bears the paraphernalia of a classic Western,
only the promised duel fizzles out in the end. If one interprets the drought
as a divine curse, the downpour of rain at this juncture can also be seen as
an emotional fraud. In the cosmic scheme of Injustice to Tou O, Heaven
would not relent until justice had been meted out. However, such
assumptions are distinctly traditional and “The Legends of Chi-ling” is
conceived and executed in the modernist mode. We cannot demand its
denouement to satisfy our fond expectations. Li Yung-p'ing’s universe is
essentially solipsistic: he is less interested in explaining the conduct of his
characters than in simply stating a situation and a mood. The only organizing
principle behind this series of tales is the rape of Ch’ang-sheng, and all
memories and incidents revolve around this central issue.

With his extraordinary ability to elicit intense human drama out of the
moral chaos in a self-contained legendary world, Li Yung-p’ing is an anomaly
in modern Chinese literature. The graphic description of suffering, hunger,
poverty, and social evils in the works of Lu Hsiin, Jou Shih 3% /A&, and Wu Tsu-
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hsiang &2 $H ## all make reference to a particular set of historical circumstances
in modern China. Li’s moral theme is the perpetuation of self-damnation.
The undoing of Schoolteacher Li is a good example. He is the son in the
family most doted on and one of the most educated in the community.
The weather is good and the land is fertile. Yet he frustrates the hopes of
his father, the devotion of his wife, and the expectations of his children.
And he ruins himself. He becomes a pathetic figure only when he is struck
with selfknowledge and condemns himself. When his son (the narrator in
the story) tells him that he is not going to school anymore, he is stunned.
After some reflection, he confesses: “My son, not everyone who attends
school turns out to be as worthless as your father.””3®

The same helplessness to check one’s devastating impulses is evident in
Sun Szu-fang. In overpowering Ch’ang-sheng, he is supposed to be the
vanquisher. Yet the mere mention of Liu Lao-shih’s name in the newspaper
would discomfit him so badly that the roles of the vanquisher and the
vanquished would seem to be reversed. Hsiao Lo, though presumably no
sexual offender, is reckoned as such for desiring Ch’ang-sheng in his mind.
Is the mysterious stranger who greéts him with an unknowing stare really Liu
Lao-shih? Again, it matters very little. What iscertain is that Haiso Lo’s guilty
conscience will not leave him in peace for the rest of his life. Like School-
teacher Li, he is aware of his own wickedness. “I’ve been a rotten one since
I was born,” he tells his mother: “I’ve a blood-sucking maggot in my brains.
Sooner or later I'll go crazy. Mother, you might as well forget me.””%°

VII

Obviously, Li Yung-p’ing’s nonchalance toward world politics and
social history would not endear him to the Asiang-tu inquisitors who insist
that a literary work must serve some social function. One wonders how a
work such as “Legends of Chi-ling” would have fared if it were published in
mid-seventies. Not only is the story devoid of “redeeming features” in the
sense that the author refuses to pass judgment on his characters, but the
narrative is interspersed with sexual images to heighten the atmosphere of
lust and petrifaction. If YU Kwang-chung had been castigated for making
the double bed an analogy of the battlefield in the Vietnam War,® Li Yung-
p’ing will no doubt stand condemned as a “skin flick” writer for “indecently”
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exposing the breasts of his heroines.

The reason why Li Yung-p’ing has not become a hsiang-t’u casualty
is not difficult to explain. As has been pointed out at the outset of this
paper, the Asiang-tu movement began to suffer setbacks in mid-1978 when
its base, the Ching Tide magazine was threatened with proscription by the
authorities for its alleged anti-government activities. Preoccupied with the
problem of its own survival, this camp would not want to make new enemies
and wage another war. But most probably it is his relative obscurity as a
writer that has spared Li from the fray. Yi Kwang-chung, Pai Hsien-yung,
and Wang Wen-hsing are established and influential. Compared to them, Li
is only a small fish. From the hsigng-tu perspective, a writer is important
only if his or her writing commands a large following. Wang Wen-hsing
certainly is no popular writer, but his position as professor of Western
Literature at Taita, the “hotbed of modemism,” enhances his pronounce-
ments on literature. Accordingly he must be dealt with, lest his views
misguide the “masses.”

Li Yung-p’ing, on the other hand, has no following. He can even be re-
garded as a “foreigner” who happens to write in Chinese. In an essay entitled
“A Personal Sense of Time: Nabokov and Other Exiles,” Alfred Kazin has
identified the mind of Nabokov as “professedly apolitical, scornful of all
public causes and ‘general ideas,” uninterested in the famous Russian ‘spiritua-
lity’ on the right and in the famous Russian passion for human betterment
on the left.”* Kazin further states that the “ability to find the world so
resplendently at his nerve ends, [the] exalted quality of selfreference means
for Nabokov the supremacy of fiction, the ‘anti-world’ over reality.””*?

As a person, Li Yungyp’ing may be passionately involved with public
causes and general ideas, but as a writer, as his work has sufficiently demon-
strated, he can be regarded as Nabokov’s spiritual kin. By directing the
attention of his students at Cornell to “what hangs on the wall” in one
chapter of Anna Karenina® by decrying the “mystical didacticism of Gogol
[and] the utilitarian moralism of Tolstoy,”* by dismissing Dostoevski as
a mediocre writer “with flashes of excellent humor, but zlas, with wastelands
of literary platitudes in between,”* Nabokov necessarily proclaims himself to
be a true believer in the self-sufficiency of art. This art is to be judged not
by the ideas it carries but by whether or not the artifact in question is able
to actualize the contours and the landscape of the specific world imagined
and created.
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Now Nabokov could not have practised t#is art had he stayed in Russia
after the Soviet rule, for as a self-sufficient artist he would hair_e to “dis so
that the Soviet Union may live.”* If Nabokov is an exile, Li Yung-p’ing is
an expatriate. In any event, both are claiming the rights of an extraterritorjal
writer. When exile becomes a way of life, reality is often confused with
iltusion and vice versa. For an exile, to be at home is to create an antiworld
in which memories of the past are amalgamated with sensations of the
present. As far as Li Yung-p’ing is concerned, this alloy of illusion and reality
has imparted a curious inordinateness of his descriptive realism. While we
feast on solid circumstantial details about such events as the Kuan-yin
Festival and such incidents as how Hsiao Lo goes about disemboweling the
dog, we know next to nothing about the town of Chiling. If Nabokov’s
achievement in Lolita “was to make the reader identify with Humbert
Humbert’s obsession rather than with Humbert Humbert himself,”*” we can
say as much for “Legends of Chiding.” What is important is the “legends”
(chi), not the locale (Chiling). For the same reason, it is the passions of
Schoolteacher Li and Sun Szu-fang that possess the relevance of an “objec-
tive correlative,” not their persons. To us, Chi-ling may be a Neverneverland
which happens to be Li Yungp’ing’s hometown. Not surprisingly, the
legends that bear its name appear to us as strange as they are familiar, like
all morality tales. In our instance, they can be read as tales about the
bestiality of man and the vulnerability of innocence—even if they are not
intended as such.
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