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The topic of Chinese ‘symbolism” during the May Fourth period has
received much attention; nearly every major anthology of modern Chinese
poetry contains in its introduction some reference to the influence of French
Symbolism on the work of poets such as Li Chin-fa, Mu Mu-tien and Tai
Wang-shu.! For me, the question of influence has appeared more and more
problematic, while the manner in which the symbolist aesthetic was received
and appropriated by the modern Chinese poets has attained greater signi-
ficance. The influence of the French Symbolist movement is problematic
because at 4 time when the voices of the literary revolution were calling for
the overhaul of traditional Chinese verse forms and classical rhetoric,
these modern Chinese poets were experimenting with a relatively modern and
foreign aesthetic which ironically held several parallels to traditional Chinese
verse. This paper investigates what “symbolist” aspects of Li Chin-fa’s and
Mu Mu-t’ien’s verse might be more properly attributable to the character of
traditional Chinese poetry, what aspects of their verse display the adaptation
of a truly modern symbolist aesthetic, and why that aesthetic may have been
appropriated by Chinese poets in the particular manner in which it was.

We should first examine the ways in which traditional Chinese verse
achieves some of the effects that French Symbolism aimed at. Why was
traditional Chinese verse particularly well-suited to act as a base for experi-
ments in Symbolist verse? In his book, The Symbolist Poem, Edward Engel-
berg lists some of the characteristics of Symbolist verse: “. . . montage-ike
imagery, a scarce use of verbs and connectives, syntactical contortions,
grammatical indirectness.”? Three of these traits find parallels in traditional
Chinese poetry: montage-like imagery, scarce use of verbs and connectives,
and grammatical indirectness.
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Under the rubric of “grammatical indirectness” we may include the
Symbolists’ interest in using an impersonal voice in their verse. In contrast
to what Engelberg calls the “ubiquitous T’ of Romantic poetry,” the Sym-
bolists favored indirect discourse. In Chinese poetry, the fact that the use of
personal pronouns is not obligatory allows the poet to avoid the necessity of
directly entering the poem. He may instead remain outside its immediate

- scope and assume an impersonal voice. Chinese grammar allows the poet to
avoid inserting the “I” into the poem directly and thereby accomplishes the
impersonal voice the Symbolists desired in their verse.

The absence of the personal pronoun, as well as the non-obligatory
status of verb tense and articles, makes Chinese verse particularly suggestive.
Instead of being directed intc a poetic environment where person, number,
time and place are all defined, the Chinese poet may attain a quality of time-
lessness and relative indefiniteness in his poem. The image stands alone,
unhampered by any accumulation of detail. It therefore remains free from
confinement in any one, limited relationship to the object. It may well be
said that this is a rather naive reading of Chinese poetics; certainly in the
course of accumulating a canon of verse, certain readings are endorsed and
even prescribed, yet what interests me here is that for the European orienta-
list of the nineteenth century, Chinese verse held the allure of suggestivity
and indefiniteness, and these western readings of Chinese, Japanese, and
Indian verse helped shape the western Symbolist movement. It is ironic then
that in championing the French Symbolists, Chinese symbolists found them-
selves unknowing supporters of the very tradition they sought to escape from.

Engelberg’s “montage-like imagery” and “scarce use of verbs and con-
nectives” may also be paralleled by traditional Chinese verse phenomena.
The juxtaposition of nouns and noun phrases produces a series of concrete
visual images which combine to create the montage. Symbolists made much
use of this technique in their pursuit of suggestivity. In traditional Chinese
poetry, the same “montage-like effect” is produced when noun and noun
phrases stand together.® It is left to the reader’s imagination to form
a composite image. In this respect, this “effect” in traditional Chinese poetry
resembles Mallarmé’s verse in being “a synthetic reconstruction into a non-
descript, pure totality from which al! kinds of personal emanations can be
derived.” .

In Chinese poetry we may attribute many Symbolist characteristics to
the non-obligatory status of certain grammatical directives which in English
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poetry, for example, do much of the organizing of symbols and meaning for
us. In French Symbolism, these aspects were the result of a conscious
avoidance of direct, definitive discourse, and the use of unconventional,
highly personal symbols. Let us consider a poem by Tu Mu (803-852) and
a fragment of Baudelaire’s (1821—1867) “Le Chat”.
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Smoke encompasses cold water — moon encircles sand

Anchored at night on the Ch'in huai near a tavern

The bar girl doesn’t recognize the bitterness of a
perished state

Across the river, she still sings the “Hou-t'ing hua.”

The first line presents the reader with two parallel images — the smoke
encompassing the water and the moon encircling the sand. The water acts
as a center for the line, and is both visually linked to the smoke, and
associatively {0 the moon by virtue of its coldness and a traditional associa-
tion in Chinese poetry of viewing the moon and water together. The image
evoked by the first line covers the entire spectrum of nature, from the fragile
smoke and the fine grains of sand to the seemingly limitless expanse of water
and moon. The infintisimally small and the infinitely expansive are re-
conciled and united by the term lung £ which carries a sense of suspension,
of “holding”. There is no time element, nothing to threaten the stillness
of the landscape.

The next line gives the location and the specific place, a tavern, as well
as stating the time — night. There is no description of the tavern,
no realist concern for its physical aspect, or Romantic “accumulation of
detail.” The tavern is nearly anonymous, and tends toward embodying the
general rather than specific, achieving a function as symbol. In the following
line again, there is no physical description of the girl to make her beautiful,
young, plain or haggard. The poet gives no hint as to his own disposition.
We are therefore left to assimilate the images for ourselves.

In the final line the poet combines the two images which set the poem’s
tone. He connects the image of the girl, unaware of the “bitterness of a
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perished state” to the image of her singing the “Hou-t’ing hua”, a sensual
song composed by the degenerate emperor Hou Chu of Chen. The poet
does not elaborate on his own feelings except with the use of the word yu
J& which means “still, even, strangely enough.” This suggests a discon-
certing element, a feeling that all is not right. The reader will quickly grasp
the sad irony, and the particularly haunting image of the girl’s singing strikes
us all the more by its contrast not only to the image of the perished state,
but also to the still and tranquil landscape. Tu Mu’s poem impresses us on
several levels — as a bittersweet observation of life, and as a poem of eerie
sensuality. Outside the stark irony and minimal disclosure of the poet’s
feelings, we are left to organize the poem and enjoy the many ways it strikes
us. It is left for us to perceive the full irony of the word yu.

Tu Mu has concisely crystallized the emotional impressions of the
poem. It is through his skill that this short poem evokes so many responses
and creates so many nuances. The poem is not allegorical, it does not serve
as an analogy or as an emblem. It is closer to medern Symbolism in that it
conveys a multifaceted and exiremely understated emotional experience by
way of symbols which achieve their meaning not through convention-bound
interpretations , but rather through their interrelationship within the poem
itself. The girl is not meant to represent any one, particular thing, e.g.,
sensuality, wantoness, innocence, ignorance, etc., but rather all these things
(perhaps): a complex figure, enigmatically presented without any description
or sense of her outside of her voice, carrying the strains of a sensual song
over the river through the still night air, mingling with the smoke and moon-
light over the cool waters and sands.

Baudelaire’s “Le Chat” is a fine example of French Symbolist verse;
it reflects many of their aesthetic and spiritual concerns. We may take it
as a point of comparison to Tu Mu’s poem and the verse of later Chinese
“symbolists.”

Dans ma cervelle se proméne,
Ainsi qu’en son appartement,

Un beau chat, fort, doux et charmant
Quant il miaule, on V'entend 2 peine.

Tant que timbre est tendre et discret;
Mais que sa voix s’appaise ou gronde
Elle est toujours riche et profonde
C’est 14 son charme et son secret.
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Cette voix qui perle et qui filtre

Dans mon fonds le plus ténébreux
Me remplit comme un vers nombreux
Et me réjouit comme un philtre.

Elle endort les plus cruels maux
Et contient toutes les extases;
Pour dire les plus longues phrases,
Elle n’a pas besoin de mots.

Non, il n’est pas d’archet qui morde
Sur mon coeur, parfait instrument,
Et fasse plus royalement

Chanter sa plus vibrante corde,

Que ta voix, chat mystérieux,
Chat séraphine, chat étrange

En qui tout est, comme un ange
Aussi subtil qu'harmonieux!

This poem inscribes a secret bond between the creature and the poet;
the reader is admitted into this privileged realm. It is for the poet, with his
heightened sensitivity, to make evident the subtleties of this world: when the
cat mews, “On I’entend 4 peine.” The cat symbolises a sensibility perceptible
only to the poet: “Dans ma cervelle se promene. . .” The poet attempts to
reconstruct and communicate that sensibility through the symbol of the cat
which embodies a purely indistinct impression of mental energy and sensua-
lity, mixed with mystical, quasiteligious images: “Chat séraphin, chat
étrange.”

Baudelaire describes the cat’s effect upon him as a musical one, exerted
by an intuitive force which is reduplicated in the poem through rich imagery
and subtle harmonies. The poet’s verse is thus a duplication of the cat’s
effect on him. Its similarities to the poem by Tu Mu lie in just this oblique-
ness and suggestivity.

The images do not rely on any conventionalised symbolic system;
instead they rely on the structure of the poem itself for context and meaning.
It was the attempt to concentrate meaning within the poem’s own, highly
personal symbolic system which set French Symbolist verse apart from its
predecessors. Similarly, Tu Mu’s imagery, while partaking of a tradition of
poetic imagery, does not confine itself to stock responses on a single level.
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The elements are not unusual in themselves, but blended into the dynamic of
the poem, create a distinctly original vision.

In these two poems, one may view the aspects of French Symbolism
present in traditional Chinese poetry. It is crucial to remember that apart
from the conscious desire on the part of traditional Chinese poets to create
suggestivity within their verse (various of the well-known shif g I,
especially the Tsang lang shih hua 38 8 & £F contain treatises on the aesthe-
tics of suggestivity), it was the nature of Chinese grammar that carried an
inherent quality of suggestivity. This makes it difficult to define the real
influence of French Symbolism on the verse of the modern Chinese poets of
the 1920%.

One could say that these poets rejected out of hand the classical tradi-
tion, but this would emphasize their polemics and ignore their poetics.
Certainly the discursiveness of pai hua K 5% necessarily put the poetry of
the twenties and the thirties at a remove from classical verse, but the subtle
influence of a poetic tradition is not so easily avoided.

While all the time arguing for a “new poetry”, the Chinese “symbolists”
found themselves appropriating a foreign aesthetic which sought to achieve
some of the very effects of classical Chinese verse. If the case of actual
poetic borrowing is thus made problematic, what were the other aspects of
Symbolism which encouraged Chinese poets 1o experiment with it? To
answer this question it might be well to roughly outline the literary scene of
early twentieth century China.

If literature is, as Northrop Frye suggests, a hypothetical proposition of
reality,” then certainly the self-conscious replications of classical Chinese
verse written in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century China were
propositions of rather unfocused realities.

Dense white clouds embrace Thunder Peak;

Wintry plum blossoms blush in the snow

After a vegetable meal I sink slewly into deep meditation,

As scatiered bell sounds fall on shadows in the monastery pool.

“Written During My Stay at White
Clouds Monastery on West Lake”,
Su Man-shu (1884-1918)°

Certainly this is one of the better poems of that era, but the poet’s theme and
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style is indistinguishable from the classical poetry of centuries past, and is
consciously constructed so as to place it squarely within that genre. How
did poems such as these reflect the ongoing turmoil of China’s emergence
into the twentieth century?

It was in hopes of making literature more accessible and genuine that

- the proponents of pai hua attempted to integrate the colloquial into Chinese
poetry. This move was at once political and aesthetic, but the underlying
impetus was essentially sumanist. The first systematic attempts to use pai
hua in verse came from poets such as Liu Fu %78 and Shen Yin-mo
th 7 B (January 1918, 37 & 4F New Youth Magazine) and Kang Pai-
ch’ing g {A1F, Yu Pingpo R ZF{H and Fu Ssu-nien {& 74 (1918,
%7 By New Tide).” These works were looked down upon by traditionalists
who regarded the colloquial language as a cheap and decadent substitute
for the long-venerated literary language.® Nevertheless, these modern writers
continued their experiments, and turned to the West for both new insights
into literature and confirmation of the validity of their literary enterprise.
Among the works of Western literary theory that the Chinese read was
Moulton’s Modern Study of Literature (1915)°. Moulton applied Darwinian
concepts to literary history and envisioned an evolutionary trend in literature
that transcended cultural boundaries. As McDougall points out, this evolu-
tionary theory provided the Chinese with an alternative to the commonly
held belief that Chinese poetry had been through a long period of decay
ever since the “Golden Age” of the T’ang masters.'® Chinese poets were now
able to legitimize their reassessment of Chinese literature and to place their
experiments within a universal scheme of evolution. As Hu Shih noted, this
reassessment was “led by men who knew their cultural heritage, and tried to
study it with the new methodology of modern historical criticism and

research. In that sense it was a humanist movement.”!

Moulton’s theories also allowed Chinese poets to place themselves in

a continuum of literary evolution rooted in traditional Chinese literature.
In doing so, they escaped being forced into an absolute renunciation of the
past in order to justify their aims for a new literature. They could instead
use the past as a point of departure, not of negation. Hu Shih, articulating
this position wrote, “Literature changes with time. Each period from Chou
to Ch’in and Sung, Yuan and Ming, has its own literature. This is not my
private opinion, but the universal law of the advancement of civilization.””!?
We see reflected in these comments a posture of defence, and certainly
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the attacks on pai hua were numerous and forceful. By calling forth “univers-
al laws” thinkers such as Hu Shih could use the evolution of western litera-
ture as empirical proof of the inevitable evolution of Chinese literature beyond
the classical tradition of the Chou to Ming transformation, and defuse the
vitriolic attacks on the “instigators” of pai hua, as now they could be seen as
caretakers of a predetermined phenomenon.

To further bolster support of their experiments, the Chinese writers
called forth the names of humanism and freedom. In his “Symbolism and
Vers Libre in French Poetry,” Liu Yending % 4L B8 saw the urge for free-
dom as being the essence of the universal modern spirit in literature and art:
“As for writers and artists, they must be guided by their own understanding
and feelings, they must not fear the anger of an “ism’ and must not heed
the antagonistic words of critics, they must write as they will.”'® Hu Shih,
in remarking upon the necessity to liberate literature, rejects the adage of
pouring new wine into old vessels:

This Chinese literary revolution must first seek a liberation of language and
style. The language of the new literature is pai hug, the style is vers libre.
They are both unrestrained by rules and regulations. At first glance,
this question of ‘literary form” may be considered unimportant. How-
ever, that would be to ignore the intimate relationship between form and
content. The restraint of form does not allow the spirit to develop freely,
and fine contents are unable to be fully expressed. If one wanis to have a
new content and a new spirit, one cannot but first smash the restraining
manacles and shackles. Thus, the recent poetic movement in China may be
taken as a great liberation of the poetic style. Because of this liberation
of style, rich materials, minute cbservations, elevated and profound ideals,
and complex emotions now and only now can be enclosed within poetry.14

Chinese symbolists felt that their concern with individualism and
the liberation of language placed them in a position similar to that of the
French Symbolists in late nineteenth century France. The two dominant
philosophical modes in Europe at that time were positivism and subjectivism.
The Symbolists were firmly situated in the subjectivist camp. Viewing the
material world as merely a stepping stone to the spiritual, rather than positing
some objective truth in the physical, the Symbolists emphasized the subjec-
tive imagination and individual perception. Chinese poets of the 1920’
sympathized with this perspective and saw in it likenesses to their own desire
to break free of the rigidly conventional verse form of traditional poetry.
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They sought to promote individual experimentation in the use of the collo-
quial, and interpreted the Symbolist movement in such a way as to provide
themselves with an endorsement of their own particular “urge for freedom.”
They embraced the French Symbolists’ concern with describing a purely
individual emotive event, rather than reiterating stock themes and images. -

‘Michelle Loi asserts that: “C’est avec Li Jinfa et Dai Wangshu qu’entrent en
Chine P’image et le symbole personnels.”*

Kai-yu Hsii aptly points out yet another parallel between the French
and Chinese Symbolists: ‘There was enough in the reality surrounding these
(Chinese) symbolists to complete a fin de siécle atmosphere for them . . .
Especially when they returned to China, the ugly chaos they found there left
them in despair and blinded them to the existence of any truly hearty
laughter in this world.”%6

The skepticism of the French Symbolists which doubted the Romantic
faith in transcendence was adopted by the Chinese poets to parallel their own
skepticism in the face of the turbulent intellectual, political and social
situation of China in the 1920’s.. The parallels we have noted are not absolute
equivalents, far from that. What has been established is rather a set of condi-
tions that led Chinese symbolists to emphathize with and appropriate French
Symbolist Goctrine. They adopted the French movement to serve as a prece-
dent and a voice for their own aesthetic. Thus, while the case for the
influence of French symbolism upon Chinese verse is problematic due to the
influence of the inherent qualities of Chinese grammar and poetry which
already had achieved many of the aesthetic aims of French Symbolism, we
can acknowledge the terrific impact of the French movement’s aesthetics
and sensibilities as interpreted by the Chinese poets for support of their own
experiments. o

Li Chin-fa

Li Chin-fa & £ % is acknowledged as the “father” of Chinese Sym-
bolism and is credited with its popularization. He wrote extensively in
/N B # Short Story Monthly, contributing articles of literary criticism,
translations of Furopean poets, sketches of biographies of western authors,
and his own works of short fiction and poetry. Among his articles was a
lengthy study of Anatole France and “The ABC’s of German Literature.”!’

Born in 1900 in Kwangtung provence, he left China in 1919 aboard
an English freighter bound for France. He studied in Paris and in 1924
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married a French woman. He returned to China the following year, and in
1928 became headmaster of the Nanking Municipal School of Fine Arts.
He fled China in 1938 with the coming of the Japanese occupation, and
returned in 1940. He started a literary magazine that year in Kwangtung —
The Literary Avena ( 3L 38).

In 1946 he left China and moved to New York, where he died in
1976.%® He wrote three books of verse: %I & Light Rain (1925), & 52}
FK Somgs for Happiness (1926), and 1t Z B Xl 5 Trials of the Exiled
(1927).

~ Li’s interest in Eurcpean literature was incorporated into his writings
in both superficial and profound ways. In the collection Trigis of the Exiled,
he uses the titles of Baudelaire’s poems “Spleen” and “Néant” for his own,
and similiarly borrows Laforgue’s “Mal Aimé” for his collection Songs for
Happiness. His decision to change his name from “Shu-lang” to “Chin-fa”
(golden hair) reflects another attempt to occidentalize his life. Loi gives two
possible explanations for why Li took this name. In “Poésie et politique en
chine”, she states that at one point in his memoirs Li tells of having a vision
while delirious with fever. In this vision, a golden-haired angel appeared to.
him and called him forward to the “glories of verse.”'® In Roseaux sur le
Mur, Loi ventures that the name might have been suggested by Claudel’s
Tete d'Or. In any case, it is evident that the taking up of this name was a
romantic and dramatic gesture which manifested Li’s inclination towards a
rather exotic “west”.

Besides adopting European titles and alluding to esoteric images,
Li’s poems presented no small amount of difficulty to the Chinese reader in
terms of structure and style.  Critics most commonly objected to Li’s
ambiguity and obscurity. In his introduction to Twentieth Century Chinese
Poetry, Kai-yu Hsii accuses Li of “presenting a series of pictures, without so
much as a string to thread them together for the benefit of the reader.””?°
Another critic, Chu Tzu-ch’ing, has a similar notion: “Li’s poetry has no
tangible organization. One may understand it in parts, but when the parts
are put together, the meaning is lost. . .. He is not concerned with meaning,
but in expressing sensibilities or feelings. His poems are like many small and
big beads with the connecting thread deliberately hidden by the poet who
expects the reader to supply the missing link. This is the technique employed
by the French Symbolists.”?!

The symbols used by a writer rely on either a conventional context
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or a context supplied by the poem. Discarding the conventional symbols
of Chinese verse, Li opted for a purely self-contained symbolic system. In
some of his poems, the logic does not hold together well, and what remains
is a series of poetic fragments. Still, some of Li’s connections may have been
lost to the Chinese critics due to the unorthodox way he constructs his verse,
rather than to any poetic error. When Chu claims that Li’s poetry is not
concerned with meaning, he is lamenting the absence of a conventional
narrative-type structure. For Li’s poems to ‘lack meaning”, we must take
“meaning” in a very literal sense, that is to say, denoting something unequi-
vocal, whereas*“feelings” are vague in comparison. Indeed, the concern with
“feeling” was one of the major criticisms levelled against Chinese symbolist
verse. It was exactly this concern which prompted Chinese symbolists to
evoke the terms “freedom of expression” and “humanism”. “‘Symbolists
emphasize mood, and mood is not as clear as thought. It is a vast desert;
it is unfathomable.”?

Hsii’s and Chu’s “missing thread” is not entirely apt with regard to
Symbolist aesthetics. The connections to be drawn are not, as the image
“thread” implies, unilinear, but rather, multidimensional. Each. symbol is
connected i~ the others by its relation to the body of imagery. A missing
thread imyiies that, given the thread, “meaning” would emerge, and that
the poem would thus be staticised and deciphered once and for all. One
should more properly envision a poetic fabric, woven of many crossing and
connecting threads, having a particular yet indefinite nature, and fluctuating
within the boundaries of its structure. A string of beads, on the other hand,
has its order and sense forever placed in a causal and unilinear sequence.
The “thread” is not hidden to provoke some mechanical search, but rather,
the “meaning” is vague by its very nature.

Hsii seems to belittle Li’s explanation for his obscurity:

If the reader fails to integrate the fragmentary pictures, some brillant, some

dull, some utterly incomprehensible, into a meaningful whole, Li declines

the responsibility by saying that life and reality are themselves fragmen-
23

tary.

This is perhaps not such a poor explanation. Li’s poems, and French Sym-
bolist verse as well, place their aesthetic squarely within the notion that
the poem is an attempt to recreate an emotional experience through the use
of symbols. Throughout this kind of verse, there is a sense that the poet is

37



not trying to offer a universal situation (i.e., using conventional images
and easily recognizible and interpretable symbols), but rather a strict-
ly personal one. This places the reader in the position of being
responsible for attuning his imagination to the poet’s in order to decode
the poem and participate in the reconstruction of the experience. If the
reader becomes lost in the obscurities of the poem, it may be attributable to
his lack of empathy and/or imagination, and not because the poet has failed
to provide clear enough “threads.” The fragmentary nature of life, the con-
fondment of real time and duration, the power of the imagination to inter-
pret the spiritual through the material, were all popular notions during the
Symbolist period in France, and all these notions, as we saw above, were
readily adopted by the modern Chinese poets for their own use. _

As in Symbolist verse, Li Chin-fa’s poetry is not centered upon a
process of unilinear reasonning, but rather upon an emotional and largely
ironic force. His inclination toward the ironic lends the poem a complexity
not to be found in simple, straightforward verse. Li instead emphasizes the
fragmentary and ambivalent nature of life. His poems are not a narration of
events with a beginning, middle and end, each part driving the succeeding
phase toward a conclusion, but rather they are presentations of a single emo-
tional event which is a product of an accretion of conventional imagery and
the poet’s personal signposts found in syntax, paralielism and the balance of
the poem. Li defends the deeply personal and unconventional nature of his
verse in these lines:

BB 4 B R
EF DR ITH

I 5ing folksongs without rhyme
Yet my heart pounds the beat

It was probably not only the obscurity of his verse that alienated Li
from his readers, but also the often grotesque images he used to covey a parti-
cularly decadent and foreign despair:

WLz A0
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38



Pink memories
Like rotten beasts by the roadside
Emitting stench

“Night Song”  trafs, by Hsii -

Besides adopting ' the spirit of French Symbolism which cast out
conventionalized rhetoric and presentation, Li also took its sentiment of
skepticism. This skepticism in French Symbolism challenged the Romantic
notion that the poet/creator could transcend the trammels of the material
world by means of his art. This skepticism was an acknowledgement of the
reality of death. In his poem “A Thought” Li clearly sets forth his feelings
about death in the best tradition of French Symbolism, incorporating
startling and original imagery, sentiments of skepticism and irony, and intense
pathos.

Fallen leaves HRER

Slashing blood [ £

On our feet ML

Life is but EHEE

A smile on the lips TEih R

Of Death K o

Under a half-dead moon, LEGHAT

You drink and sing iR 8K T -

The sound splitting your throat BRNGEF

Disappears in the northern wind. Bt BREL o

Ah! ki

Go and caress your belov'd. BEFEHE

Open your doors and windows, B4R I

Make her timid, and BE%EE

Let the dust of the road cover FEEH

Her lovely eyes. HEZET e

Is this the timidity LR E R

And anger ZEE o

Of Life? RAER?

Like fallen leaves WMBE R

Splashing blood on 7 RA
it e

Our feet
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Life is but A

A smile on the lips 3t i JEi 3k
ol

Of Death. S

trans. by Hsu

This poem presents us with an analogy — the leaves being crushed are
analogous to man’s Ife being crushed by Death. It contains an overwhelming
sense of bitterness and irony. “Life is but a smile of the lips of Death.”
Death seems triumphant, yet its victory is a hollow one because of its
absolute certainty. The uselessness of the struggle against death pervades the
poem. Men intoxicate themselves and sing, yet their cries are swept away,
“Floating away with the northern wind.”

In a gesture of despair, the poet advises the reader to “Go caress your
beloved”. This direct address draws the reader into the drama of the poem,
joining the poet in confronting the terror of death. Li has infected us with
the germ of death even as he would have us bring the dust of the road into
the countenance of our lovers. This dust is carried in by the same indifferent
and uncontrollable natural force that we saw above — the wind. The image of
dust covering the woman’s eyes does two things: it evokes an image of burial,
and of Death triumphing over Beauty.

Que batir sur les coeurs est une chose sotte
Que tout craque, Amour et Beauté

Baudelaire, “Confession”’

Life is summarized as a combination of anger and timidity: anger
at life’s meaninglessness, and timidity before the prospect of death. These
feelings are symbolized in the image of crushed leaves splashing blood. Man
is a natural being like the leaf, granted no transcendent status but rather
swept away by the wind and crushed under the force of death. Li gives the
leaves flesh and bood; his intention is not one of benevolent personification,
but rather grotesque fatalism.

In traditional Chinese poetry there are numerous instances of a poet
bemoaning his fate and Likening himself to a tumbleweed (for instance),
tossed about by the wind.# Yet rarely if ever has there been the ironic
duplicity of meaning and violent imagery if Li Chin-fa. The tumbleweed
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does suffer, yet it is unconscious of its fate, which is “natural” and therefore
acceptable. But Li’s bloody leaves die a particularly unnatural death. Li
thereby suggests that death, however “natural” it may be, is morbid and
frightening. This fear echos the French Syinbolists’ terror of death. No
matter how much Baudelaire calls on his spirit to rise above the material
world, (“Envole-toi bien loin de ces miasmes morbides, va te purifier dans
Pair supérieur”™), he remains trapped in mortality.

Li maintains a vague hope that time might yet bring salvation, and it
seems that in the following couplet he, like Baudelaire, is trapped in a night-
marish limbo of unconsciousness, seeking to awake to salvation:

KERERER
%R

I await the time of awakening from a dream
I await a dream of peaceful sleep

‘‘Expression of Time"

En haut, en bas, partout, la profondeur, la greve
Le silence, I’espace affreux et captivant

Sur le fond de mes nuits, Dieu de son doigt savant
Dessine un cachemar multiforme et sans réve.

‘“Le Gouffre”

While there is a doubtful possibility of salvation in the future, to seek
comfort in the past is absolutely hopeless.

RN BFRERRER
BHBERONEE
E—@ [xRE®E] -

If you wish to make us laugh

Then bring my lyre and play ‘“Never to Return’’
—“Never to Return”

IRIRR FE5K G 22 -

BR/IBEEE-

Your tears in my pupils
There is no way 1o look into the past

—“Expression of Time"
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#M> souvenirs,
ERABERHEE -

Qur souvenirs :
Are in the wilds searching for a way back

—“Expression of Time" trans. by Hsu

Spiritually Li, like Baudelaire, is weary of life, on the verge of accepting

death as the only hope of escaping life’s relentless ennui Here is one of the
clearest homages Li pays to Baudelaire:

AT VR R 8 !
BRRBEEDZTR]

Great Spirit! Raise your anchor!
Iam tired of the sweat of all forms of life!

—“Night Song” trs. Hsd

o) Mort, vieux capitaine, il est temps, levons 1'ancre
Ce pays nous ennuie, O Mort appareillons!

Sile ciel et la mer sont noirs comme 1’encre

Nos coeurs que tu connais sont remplis de rayons!

—“Le Voyage"’

At first glance, it is easy to dispense with some of Li Chin-fa’s symbolist

conceits as mere superficialities, a dilettante’s dalliance in a foreign culture.
It is difficult to confirm his sincerity, especially in the light of his later
renunciations of his youthful writings. However, one must also consider the
historical situation of Chinese poets at the time Libegan his experiments.
The sense of being alienated from one’s culture intellectually, yet not at
home abroad, can be evidenced in many works of the 1920’s.
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Silently
Walking alone,
Feeling inside
The sorrow of a homeless man
About to lose his country . . .
Ah, the quiet and chilly streets
At dusk, under rain.
Wang Tu<h ”mgzs



Li’s adaptation of foreign phrases and terms such as “spleen”, “néant”
and “mal aimé” may have been the only terms which adequately expressed
his particular feelings of alienation in a new world. Again, one cannot neglect
his strong sense of irony; the use of the word “souvenirs” in “Expression of
Time” is particularly ironic (see above). Why use a French word to describe
the past of China/Chinese?. Is it an imagined past or a real one? Does Li hope
that these “souvenirs” will bring some refuge in the “wilds”? Li’s irony,
and his use of highly personal and unconventional symbolism made his verse
difficult to understand. Whereas most critics begrudgingly granted him the
distinction of introducing French Symbolism to modern China, they found
other “Symbolists” such as Tai Wang-shu to be more readily appreciated,
since they did not, as Hsii notes, “sacrifice the familiar melody and rhythm
in the language that spoke effortlessly to the Chinese ears of the 1920’s”%

Mu Mu-t’ien B KX

When discussing melody and rhythm in Chinese Symbolist verse, the
name Mu Mu-t’ien comes to mind most readily. While concerned with the
French Symbolists’ notion of the relationship between music and poetry,
and the imagistic portrayal of mood, Mu is less attracted to their spirit of
decadence than is Li Chinfa. Mu dealt more in the modulation of images
and sounds. He develops images in groups that provide a constant counter-
point to each other, displaying subtle variations of theme, detail, and intensity.
His verse shows a careful control of rhythm, using the spatial arrangement
of characters on the page and the repetition of phrases and thyme schemes.

“Mu Mu-t'ien” was the pen name of Mu Ching-hsi, born in Kirin in
1900. In 1919 he graduated from secondary school and left China to study
liberal arts at Tokyo Imperial University, where he emphasized French
literature. In 1923 he returned to China, and taught at Peking Normal
University. In 1957 he voiced opposition to the Hundred Flowers and was
consequently purged. He published articles in Creation Monthly £13%& A T,
including one on Alfred Vigny, and one on the “Characteristics of French
Literature.”?’ His books were A Traveler’s Heart Ji% i(» (1927), Songs of an
Exile ¥ Z 88 (1931), and Notes on the Commonplace B 755
(1936). '

Like Li Chin-fa, Mu Mu-t’ien seniimentalizes the past. Li’s souvenirs
are “searching for a way back”, while in Mu’s poem “Pale Temple Bell”,
Mu displays his view of the past, “Half-forgotten bygones, eternal joy and
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sorrow.”’
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Pale tempie bell sounds decadent blurred
Diffuse in the exquisite but desolate misty

vale
——Dried weeds thousands of layers — —
Listen thousands of strokes
Ancient bell sounds drift away on gleaming waves
Ancient bell sounds drift away  on greygreen treetops
Ancient bell sounds  driftaway  on rusiling winds
— — The moon’s reflection  floating  floating — —
Ancient bell sounds drift away on sailing clouds
A tangy scent whiff after whiff
Withered grass in the marsh near the deserted road
— — An old grief  a perpetual vision a new wine cup ——
Listen that desolation stroke after siroke
From the ancient bell drifting out drifting out

toan unknown  blurred land
Ancient bell sounds  vanish in the wafting  floating haze
Ancient bell sounds  vanish in the wafting  floating haze
Ancient bells sounds  sink quietly in the murmuring

gentle waves of a sleepy stream
Ancient bell sounds  sink quietly in the faint distant

cloud-clad hills
Ancient bell sounds  flow into the universe immense
— — Half forgotten bygones eternal joy and socrrow ——
Soft ancient bell scunds continue o enter the Milky Way
— - Ah distant ancient bell sounds echo the songs of

an ancient land — —
Fitful ancient bell sounds reflect the songs of my fatherland
Listen broken ancient bell sounds in the vale
yellow and gray

They enter the unlimited space with their free, refined tone
Withered leaves dead grass  follow the severe northern wind
Listen the thousands of sirokes — misty, blurred —
The fantastic unlimited decaying yet perpetaal bell sounds

of my fatherland
Listen to them in a deserted vale at dusk.

~ trans. by Hsu
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This poem evokes the simultaneous presence of the past and present.
Mu makes full use of both imagistic and rhythmic modulation to create a
poem balanced between these two phases of time. On one hand Mu puts
forth the decadent nature of the past — its actual declined state. On the
other hand he acknowledges a kind of romantic myth which continues
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to exist in his imagination.

He holds onto this ambivalent vision of the past, and it is this vision
which is reconstructed as the bell sounds. In the first two lines we see this
adjectival structure:

B4 4:0) 13 Decadent  vague  blurred
WRETR IR A Exquisite desolate

There is a cross parallelism here — “decadent” and “desclate™; “exquisite”
and “vague-blurred”. This parallelism describes the poet’s contrasting feelings
about the past. It is to him at once a state of pristine past beauty and refine-
ment, and also a state which has been tainted by time and age, decadent in
both spiritual and physical terms. Indeed, the past scems to be in a constant
state of decline.

Throughout the poem there are images of dissipation and dissolution.
The past seems to be always on the verge of extinction, the final sound of
the bell at twilight in the valley is the end point of a set of images of light
which begin with gray mists and end with the dusky valiey. The poem is
posed at the edge of twilight; the past is never extiaguished, but seems rather
to lead a kind of half-ife — “decadent, eternal”. The poet posits the external
reality of his subjective vision against the external reality which is subject tor
decline and death.

The — marks in the text serve to emphatically isolate phrases sq as to
emphaszze a pause in the reading and single out these segments. These
isolated fragments refer to either temporal or spatial distance,or the perpetua-
tion of emotion beyond the bounds of time. For example, “— Moon’s re-
flection — wandering, drifting,” “dried grass a thousand layers, ten thousand
layers”, “— old grief eternal aspirations a new wine cup”. These fragments
of images provide a thematic refrain, and contrast with sections containing
phrases which are repeated several times, each time replacing an element in a
particular syntactic position.

HE BB KM mE
HE B ERHSN ABZR
HE BN ERBEZRR
— B MBE W
HE O EE ElE
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Ancient bell sounds  drift away  on the brilliance of waves
Ancient bell sounds  drift away  on greygreen treetops
Ancient bell sounds  driftaway  onrustling winds

— — The moon’s reflecion floating floating — —

Ancient bell sounds  drift away  on sailing clouds

In this section, Mu keeps the subject/verb elements constant while
changing the prepositional element. Thematically the image is modified to
move the sound of the bell over the waves, expanding horizontally up and
over and through the treetops which in turn provide vertical, oblique images.
Instead of aligning the prepositional elements in an unbroken, compound
sequence, Mu choses to place each in a separate line. This gives each image its
own identity, and prevents any sub-ordination. It focuses our attention on
the paradigmatic contrast.

Mu’s arrangement slows the reading of the poem, repeating the subject/
verb phrases produces a rhythmic touchstone, and the heavy, linear pace
that would be created by putting the elements in a compound arrangement is
broken. The section takes on the nature of a piece of modulated music;
the heavy use of reduplicated binoms adds to this musicality, and slows the
pace of the poem further. The syntactical, thematic and phonological
structure of the poem all create an atmosphere complementary to the central
theme of the poem — the constantly echoing bell and the never ending
preserice of the past.

Let us now consider briefly a poem by Mallarmé, and note how he
modulates images and creates his own kind of poetic song.

Apparition

La lune s’attristait. Des .s€raphins en pleurs
Révant, larchant aux doigts, dans le calme des fleurs
Vaporeuses, tiraient de mourantes violes

De blancs sanglois glissant sur 1'azur des' corolles.
— — C’était le jour béni de ton premier baiser

Ma songerie aimant a me martyriser

S’enivrant savamment du parfum de tristesse
Que méme sans regret et sans deboire laisse

La cueillaison d'un Réve au coeur qui l'a cueilli.
J’errais donc, 1'oeil rive sur le pave vieilli

Quand avec du soleil aux cheveux, dans la rue
Et dans le soir, tu m’es en riant apparue

47



Et j'ai cru voir la fée au chapeau de clarté

Qui jadis sur mes beaux sommeils d’enfant gaté
Passait, laissant toujours de ses mains mal fermées
Neiger de blancs bouguets d’étoiles parfumées.

The images of “séraphins en pleurs” and the “fleurs vaporeuses”
create a vaporous, ephemeral mood. Mallarmé uses imaginary and fantastic
beings in comjunction with the vision of the woman, and these elements
exchange connotations. The angels and the fairy are embued with romantic
shadings while the woman achieves a transcendent quality. The perfumed air
serves as a luminous conductor of images and scents.

The themes and images create a series of simultanecusly striking sensa-
tions; one perceives the poem not so much as a linear progression, though
that certainly is the unifying principle; but rather as a series of thematically
parallel images which constantly hark back to previous omes. The poet
modifies each set of images as the poem progresses, the theme slightly altered,
much like a sonata. For example, the moon hnage\is transformed into an
image of white bouquets falling from the perfumed stars, and this synaesthe-
tic device transforms a visual image into an olfactory/visual image. Images
are transformed; themes are modulated.

Mallarmé organizes the poem into three sections. The first contains the
celestial; the second, the “songerie” and the “cueillaison d’un Réve”, and
finally, the apparition of his lover. The rapport between the sections is not
a directly dynamic relation. That is, they do not represent a continuous
stream of action wherein force A acts upon object B and transforms it into C,
but rather, the poet creates a set of concurrent actions which are modified
into a symthethized totality. “Narration and description are replaced by
principle and secondary attitudes serving as channels of varying degrees of
identification of the subject’s desires with the object of his desire. Image is
superimposed on image, transposed from one level to another as from one
key to another, rising and ebbing, and silences.”?®

Just as Mallarmé creates a symphony of sound and sight suspended
before the reader’s gaze, Mu’s poetry concentrates on the emotional state
of the poet; there is a kind of static, suspended atmosphere which focuses on
the poetic experience. Where there is action, it is not completed. One
derives a sense of continued, unresolved action. There is no sharply defined
movement, no clearly demarcated cause, effect and result. The never
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exhausted but continually provocative status of the poem paraliels the imagi-
nation of the poet. The emphasis on “mood”, which certain Chinese critics
singled out as a major flaw in Symbolist verse, is certainly an important
element in Mu’s poetry. This emphasis, along with the experimentation with
the musical aspects of poetry were the two aspects of French Symbolism
which most strongly influenced Mu’s work.

In his book, The Symbolist Poem, Engelberg investigates the impact of
French Symbolism on English poetry, and puts forth the validity of such an
investigation:

(the validity of such a query) lies partly in that loose and still undefined
area we call Comparative Literature: two or more national literatures,
here confined to a particular genre, are compared, not merely in terms
of direct influence but also by exploring parallel developmenis without
mutual awareness, and by demonstrating a predisposition in the one
literature that makes it susceptible to the atiraction of certain aspects in
the other.ﬁ

In this paper I have attempted to follow the points outlined by Engelberg.
French Symbolism did strike a respondant chord in Chinese poets of the
1920°s. This was largely due to the emotional and intellectual affinities it
offered to these men, and because of the close relationship between Symbo-
list aesthetics and the nature of traditional Chinese verse. The suggestion
made by some critics that all of Chinese poetry is’ Symbolist (e.g. Loi’s
Roseaux sur le Mur), fails to distinguish between the aspects of Symbolist
verse which were inherent in traditional Chinese verse and the conscious and
deliberate efforts on the part of Chinese symbolist poets during the 19207
to infuse distinctly modern sensibilities and techniques into Chinese verse.
For example, Li’s decadence is far more brittle and ironic than most of tradi-
tional Chinese verse, turning its glare to illuminate a particularly existential
dilemma, rather than dynastic corruption, injustice or the general nature of
life. It addresses itself to the promise of a new life made possible by the
emergence of China into the twentieth century, and its contact with the
West, that phenomena which Hu Shih called the “Chinese Renaissance.”
In this promise, Li found only an intense feeling of alienation and skepticism.
He discarded the positivism of many Chinese intellectuals who found hope in
modern technology and philosophy, adopting instead a modern despair,
fabricating “souvenirs” and hoping for some unknown salvation. In terms of
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Symbolist sensibilities then, Li Chin-fa is much more distinctly Symbolist
than Mu Mu-t"ien.

Although Mu practiced Symbolist techniques, he partakes of a more
traditional sentiment. His longing for the past attzins a certain poignancy
since he is not straddling dynastic transition but a transition of ages which
carried with it a great upheaval of tradition. However, Mu’s melancholy is
quite different from Li’s fatalism. Mu’s “symbolism” is therefore confined
to his experiments in the musicality of poetry concentrating on the portrayal
of a particular emotional experience.

Chinese Symbolism was shortlived. Its demise was brought about by
two things. In attempting to move away from the highly allusive and there-
fore highly obscure verse of traditional Chinese poetry, Chinese Symbolist
poets merely substituted traditional esoterica with occidental esoterica. In
this respect, as Loi observes, it failed to carry out the aims of the literary
revolution.® As was the case in Europe, Chinese Symbolism degenerated
into an almost totally cerebral game which readers soon grew tired of.

Secondly, much of what determined literary value at that time was
the ability of a work of literature to assist in bettering the condition of
Chinese society. Critics such as Shen Yen-ping argued the value of Sym-
bolism:

. we must be aware of the shortcomings of Realism, which darkens
men’s hearts and makes them lose hope. It pierces men’s feelings and yet
the spirit remains deprived of any medicine. Neo-Romanticism is
flourishing, it may be able to point out the correct road to take, and give
men the strength not to abandon hope. Symbolism comes after Realism,
on the way to Neo-Romanticism. We must promote Symbolism in order
to arrive at Neo-Romanticism. We must promote Symbolism in order to
arrive at Neo-Romanticism, which is the correct ma.d.?’1

Despite this provisional value granted Symbolism, as the political and
social situation in China grew more and more troubled, writers and critics
both lost patience with an aesthetic which placed too much emphasis on
individual emotion and private experimentation. They demanded instead an
“engaged” literature. Among the many critics of Symbolism was Mu Mu-t’ien
who, along with other members of the Creation Society £ i& it € moved
from an “art for art’s sake” stance to a Marxist position. Perhaps the same
impulse that kept Mu from sharing Li Chinfa’ fatalism turned Mu’s melan-
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choly to social activism. In Notes on the Commonplace Mu finds harsh words
for Symbolists. He felt that they turned their backs on social responsibility
and “masturbated in their own empty thoughts”:

True literature must be a reflection of reality, and therefore true poetry
must be a realistic and truthful reflection of reality. . . We must now
demand Realist verse . . . We may properly and discretely use Symbolism,
but we cannot become decadent Symbolists and go looking for the grati-
fication of roses and fine wine, and seek the nostalgia of the sound of
Buddhist temple bells; this is totally x,\nacceptable.32

(my emphasis)

The skepticism and fatalism of Chinese Symbolists gave way to a more
didactic writing which turned outward to educate the people rather than
inward to explore highly personal thought. In 1936 Mu Mu-t’ien had unequi-
vocally denounced Symbolism, and in 1946 Li Chin-fa left China and all
literary pursuits.
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