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Abstract The new vernacular, a literary language that narrows the gap between
written and oral language, has played a vital role in the past more than four score
years since its birth in the May Fourth new literature. However, the evaluation
towards the new vernacular is still controversial and uncertain due to the
constraints of research documents that can be available or because of the
prejudice and stereotyped opinions held by scholars. This paper is written to
explore the origin, features and some debates concerning the new vernacular and
propose my personal views for the purpose of furthering this study in this field.

Keywords new vernacular, May Fourth Movement, classical prose, Westerization

TE PR R T DU SO iy e Ve A PR Rl T Sk v AR 1 S v
o AR E RS\ A ZEA S ST TR T B H T E R RAR T,
FARRBES RS . BH N THREESCE. 5ERAaW. 5ERAE. 5
BRAL TR IR RBOC 2R, JFXT & PR A (1 ) B A6 18 A 78T, DUBEIE TO7 K.

KA Rk A, flUissh, e, ki

Around the new vernacular, some scholars put forward several invaluable
viewpoints, yet they regard the literary revolution as the purely individual
activities of Hu Shi #]i& and Chen Duxiu Ff#li75. They only know some
individual facts but neglect the overall background, ignorant of the origin and
development behind the significant and complex language phenomenon. This paper
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is written to explore the origin, features and some debates concerning the new
vernacular and propose my personal views hoping to further this study in this field.

1 A new language created by translation

Where does the new vernacular originate from? It is no doubt that the social
conditions like rapid emergence of big cities and new intellectuals together with
the advocacy of new literature and the objective requirement of new literature
development can all be attributable to the birth of the new vernacular.
Nevertheless, the genuine origin of the vernacular is derived from the need of
translating the western literature faithfully, in other words, the new vernacular is
created in translated literature purely for the consideration of the vast majority of
the target readers.

In May 1918, when Liu Bannong x*}:4& published his translated poem “I
Walk in the Snow” in Xin gingnian ##4F (New Youth), he wrote in translator’s
preface, revealing some information in this aspect. It read as follows: “When
reading this poem in Vanity Fair (a monthly magazine in the United States) two
years ago, I first tried to translate it in traditional forms of poetry, ¢i poem, and
rhymed prose, but failed because of the limitations of styles. Then I followed the
method of translating Buddhist Scripture and conveyed the sense directly when
confronted with some subtle places in translation, but the translation couldn’t
satisfy me. I had intended to create a style of literal language but failed due to the
great difficulty. So I would have to try doing it later.” It is not unique but has its
counterparts. Hu Shi, in the preface to his Changshi ji %484k (New Poems of
Experimentation), the 2" edition, revealed that his translation of “Over the
Roofs” written by Sara Teasdale in the vernacular marked the new era of his new
poetry. It can be said that the target languages both Hu and Liu adopt in
translation have something to do with the new vernacular. The only difference
between the two lies in the degree but not in nature, that is, Hu achieved his
initial success but Liu was still feeling his way in exploring the right target
language.

While talking of the problem of translation, Qu Qiubai K11 said to Lu Xun
il “The genuine ‘faithfulness’ in translation can’t be obtained if the translated
text is expressed in classical Chinese.” The words sound somewhat arbitrary but
there is some truth in it. The faithful reproduction of the original style and flavor
might as well be realized by means of the vernacular. Although Lin Shu #s7
made great contributions in introducing the western literature by means of free
translation in the classical Chinese, his free adaptation at random, no paragraph
division in the whole chapter, no line marker for dialogues and the arbitrary
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change of proper names are very difficult to please his readers who know the
foreign languages. AS a result, the translation of foreign novels in the vernacular
gradually appeared at the end of the Qing dynasty. Zhou Guisheng {2, Wu
Guangjian ffi)t##, Bao Xiaotian %X and Zhou Shoujuan fiJ&HY, to name
just a few, were representative translators in this aspect. The new vernacular
came into being unconsciously and was accepted by readers during the
dissemination of the translated novels. Unlike the traditional language in
vernacular novels, this kind of vernacular, based on the modern spoken language,
absorbs some classical words and excluded some excessively uncommon dialects.
Its grammatical structures somewhat bear some characteristics of foreign
language influence but read smoothly and naturally, and therefore is very easy
for readers to accept. The following quotation is taken from the detective novel
The Extraordinary Adventures of Arsene Lumpin, Gentleman-Burglar translated
by Zhou Guisheng. The opening paragraph of this novel is dialogues between
father and daughter, but there is no quotation mark to identify each other’s
words:

EE, IRINAI LFEFAERTEM?
A%,ﬁﬁm1m4%%,{ﬂk&ﬁkmm BRNKFARLM .
TR, RMA KK b, R E AR RGN,
I — 3l F sl BRI R 1) g B ALLE

WA B, XA ST B AR IR ZE X RIS, BT USSR T, A4 fiAS = 2%
T

WHRE LB SN AR, ER—ANANEEFRKE, AL EL
ANEZRE, Gl RSFECEH T T, REACL=+LERFNT,
Kﬁﬁf*mw
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The translation of The Extraordinary Adventures of Arsene Lumpin was first
published in installments on Xin xiaoshuo #i/Mit (New Novel), (Issue 8-24)
between the year 1903—-1905. It was really commendable for the translator to
express the complications and subtlety of the original novel by means of so
smooth vernacular without the trace of any dialects. The same merits can also be
found in Wu Guangjian’s translations of The Three Musketeers and Twenty Years
After written by Alexandre Dumas. The following excerpt is taken from Chapter
21 of the translated work of Twenty Years After, depicting the inner feeling of a
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duke who lived under the reign of Louis XIV and was sent into prison by the
Cardinal Richelieu but resolved to escape from prison:

RTIL AR, B ERAKT, WML AR O MK B RS
ARRAERPLCEH LT, XA, WA fHE—F. IRATRERA Tk
T, RAMKHAT AH, A MR NE S MBS A W] 8 %
1 HWT B R DGR AR, AN I, RART o T AR A, 1
S A A, R AL A ANt g We 7 O% T AR I, AT XA SO
Ko Bt b, OBEESE . BOREARIN, RXIHAZI, H—
L NIE AT S . A B AT TR, BRE AL, W X, &
SPE R . R XA, AR OO T =R,

KRBT o ABLIVRE T, SUaFHESE . AT 3, F kL A
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BT AT — 88, R k. b2 i 2 PRI ok, A s g 27k,
e LU R R, ROk WG T AL, EMETCIRIR Y. I T
T8, Rt E. BN E, SBEE, HEE T BRE L, L
AR MR A — A1 A5 ) e $RA — A i, S MBS AT AR R, MBERAES, W
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MATIIIE . M IR S P AR AT, WOEA T o B WAL AT, At AR 0]
Sk, AN W LG SR NGB AL A, BGEDBOE T, R IEAN T .
AR T AL, MBS o 5 R IR SRR ¥, — FAEA A B 9]
P L, B A R T EAE B LA LA K A £ 551042 T —4
Wy, Uit AR Aok T, ANHECHRE .

Although the tone of story-telling like “readers” is occasionally used, the
translation in the vernacular is quite vivid and successful except that some
individual sentences do not read naturally.

The following is an excerpt of Thomas Hardy’s short story The Honorable
Laura (1881) translated by Zhou Shoujuan:

The target text (TT):

FH A € 7 (R HS SR £ HE 17T — K, R B e =, BIRIRIAE 2K
. ML BT, A LT, RS AN EE T XN TR,
MR, W@EEEE, @R, AKX, M7 AR s. Bin
VTR B R 1, IO AR — N SR ARl b, MR O E . SO
SEo AR TIN, WRAARIKE PG TR E A, XL S
AN BRI Z K o AT K5 M i 22 XA BT AE K, BT LU 2 S IR 0
N TSR R WA O, By AW, A8 Al — BU e/ e, A
FRRARE o AR IR VR 204K IH — AN Bl (0 dle AR S ML, T L % 508 i 19— BT oty
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The source text (ST):

It was a cold and gloomy Christmas Eve. The mass of cloud overhead was
almost impervious to such daylight as still lingered; the snow lay several
inches deep upon the ground, and the slanting downfall which still went on
threatened to increase its thickness considerably before the morning. The
Prospect Hotel, a building standing near the wild north coast of Lower Wessex,
looked so lonely and so useless at such a time as this that a passing wayfarer
would have been led to forget summer possibilities, and to wonder at the
commercial courage which could invest capital, on the basis of the popular
taste for the picturesque, in a country subject to such dreary phases. That the
district was alive with visitors in August seemed but a dim tradition in weather
so totally opposed to all that tempts mankind from home. However, there the
hotel stood immovable; and the cliffs, creeks, and headlands which were the
primary attractions of the spot, rising in full view on the opposite side of the
valley, were now but angular outlines, while the town let in front was tinged
over with a grimy dirtiness rather than the pearly grey that in summer lent such
beauty to its appearance.

The selected version, though containing some simple classical phrases
occasionally, is limpid and smooth on the whole. It isn’t an easy task for the
translator to render it so well in such fresh and beautiful Chinese. Lu Xun and
Zhou Zuoren JfE N once praised Zhou’s translation as “the slim light in
darkness and a crane standing among chickens™.!

In 1921 and 1922, Xiaoshuo yuebao /)it H# (Novel Monthly) carried
articles of Shen Yanbing ¥LJfi¥K, Zheng Zhenduo ¥#%4F and Shen Zemin ¥
[, discussing the translation of western literature. They placed special emphasis
on the literal translation, arguing that the translator tried as much as possible to
convey the flavor and style of the original texts rather than alter them at will.
These are pertinent ideas, indicating that the literary translation has taken the
right course. Guo Moruo #E8i#7 recalled that Qian Junxu #7745, his classmate
studying medicine in Japan, rendered I/mmensee by German writer Storm into
Chinese all by himself. When Qian gave his translation in a style of story-telling
to Guo. The latter thought that this translating method was not good enough to be
accepted. Guo made his remarks in Xuesheng shidai WX (Student Times):
Qian Junxu had no experience in how to use the new vernacular since the May
Fourth Movement, whose translation lost the style of the original by adopting
traditional form of story telling. Dissatisfied at Qian’s translation, Guo

! Zhou Shuren, Zhou Zuoren, 1917.
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retranslated it with a signature of the two. Judging from these examples, the new
vernacular more or less fits in with the requirement of new literature.

Not only the new vernacular but also the concrete layout including the
punctuation and the appearance of the third person “ith” (she) are all the outcome
of translation.

There was only one character ft. (he) to designate the third person pronoun in
Chinese, which had no distinction of sex as well as persons and things. So the
English word “She” can not find its equivalent in Chinese. In May 1918, the
second issue of Xin gingnian carried Zhou Zuoren’s translation of An Attempt at
Reform by Swedish writer August Strindberg. Whenever meeting the English
“she”, Zhou translated it into the Chinese character “fh”, then added another
character “Z¢” (female) after it in the bracket. Hu Shi claimed that he didn’t agree
with Zhou Zuoren on this point. When Hu translated Maupassant’s novel, he
used “f” and added “HSZc(1)” after it to refer to a female in the third person.
Hu’s rendering was opposed by Qian Xuantong %% [f] who was in favor of
Zhou’s suggestion of coining the character “ith” Qian wrote one article “The
Translating Method of the English Word SHE” which was published on 2™ issue
of Xin gingnian. This creative translation of “fis” was gradually accepted by the
society. Many years later, when Lu Xun mentioned the creation of ‘4> in his
article “In Memory of Mr. Liu Bannong”, he said, “this matter sounds
insignificant if viewed from the today’s point of view, but that was more than ten
years ago, the mention of the new punctuation alone would bring about great fuss
of many people as if their parents have died.”

When Shi Zhecun Jitiifify complied Zhongguo jindai wenxue daxi " EITY
KRR (The Collection of the Translated Works Since the Modern times of
Chinese Literature), he wrote in the introduction of the book: “The translated
literature in the modern times has formed a new type of vernacular which is quite
different from the ancient vernacular, and the transition from the old to the new
was occurring gradually. This inference was made only after we had recently
read numerous translations, novels and essays. Judging from these facts, we
might as well conclude that the early translation of foreign literature has played
an evident influence on the literary language of Chinese writings.” In my opinion,
Shi’s idea holds water and sounds reasonable. Suppose that the vernacular
employed by Western missionaries indeed impact Chinese literature, then its
influence first manifests itself in Chinese translated literature which in turn
passes its impact on the creative language of new literature , hence an indirect
influence (few Chinese writers believe in Protestantism). Therefore, the
translated literature in modern vernacular language can be said to be the indirect
source and origin of the May Fourth vernacular.
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2 The characteristics of the May Fourth vernacular

Knowing the origin of new vernacular, we now can summarize some features of
this new vernacular through comparison.

In “Wenxue gailiang chuyi” 3072 R % (“A Modest Proposal for the
Reform of Literature”), Hu Shi first proposed that the dead language of the
classical style should be replaced by the vernacular literature, the orthodox
language, arguing that the current writings should adopt the common and popular
words. However, some of Hu’s ideas seem too simplistic. Later on, with the
support of Qian Xuantong, Chen Duxiu, Liu Bannong, Lu Xun and Fu Sinian f#
Hi4E, the concrete reform plan gradually became distinct. In this sense, the new
vernacular is the achievement of many concerted effort. Its features can be
summarized as follows:

Firstly, the new vernacular is built on the ground of modern oral language. Just
as Hu Shi put it, “to write in the way that words are actually spoken in everyday
life”. That is the daily speech spoken by the four hundred thousand Chinese
people. What Fu Sinian called “speech by means of God” in his “Zenyang zuo
baihua wen” /SR L “How to Write the Vernacular” is roughly equivalent
to what Lu Xun suggested in Er xin ji .08 (Collection of Two Hearts):
“absorb the language of story telling but get ride of the glib tongued phrases,
listen to the small talk but eliminate the unorganized random, acquire the spoken
language of the public and preserve the words and phrases that are easily
understandable”. Compared with the previous Chinese, the new vernacular is a
kind modern spoken language with lots of disyllabic words, polysyllabic words,
but the monosyllabic words are reduced. There are more disyllabic words in
vernacular than in classical language (the western linguists claim that Chinese is
a monosyllabic language because they focus their research on the classical
language rather than the vernacular.) According to my statistical data collected
from the Chinese vernacular reading book called Lao qi da 272K (Chinese
Language) complied about six hundred years ago in the Yuan dynasty, the
number of disyllabic words and polysyllabic words accounted for nearly 40% of
total words. The proportion of disyllabic words and polysyllabic words are much
higher in modern spoken language than in the Yuan dynasty. However, because
of the increase of new characters, the phenomena of one word with many
different meanings and one word with several different usages are reduced. Many
suffixes including the suffixes of nouns like “zi” and “er” JL as well as those
of verbs like “zhe” # and “le”T confine the meanings of words, avoiding
misunderstandings. Dialects are seldom employed in the narrative language but
the dialogues may contain dialect elements according to different characters.
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There are substantial disparity between the new vernacular and the language in
ancient vernacular novels including Sanguo yanyi — [Hi# X (The Three
Kingdoms), Shuihu zhuan /Kty (Water Margin) and Honglou meng #1454
(A Dream of Red Mansions).

Secondly, the new vernacular absorb intentionally those Westernized
languages (but it can not be called Westernized vernacular ). Some new words
that does not exist in Chinese such as “bagong” % T (strike) and “youmo” #
# (humour) have been absorbed into the vernacular and the syntactic structures
in the vernacular are very accurate. For example, the opening paragraph in Lu
Xun’s novel Kong Yiji {L.Z T reads as follows:

The Source Text (ST):

WIS A% R, SRR AS R #R 2 2 — A OB R &, B
TP A AK, W] AR . (TN, B3R BEME AL T T, RRAREAE DY SOk
KW, Xt AT, AR KRS, —— SR Abu A, A
I TR A 2430, (R UK iR A, E A S, Y
IE

The Target Text (TT):

The layout of Luzhen’s taverns is unique. In each, facing you as you enter,
is a bar in the shape of a carpenter’s square where hot water is kept ready for
warming rice wine. When men come off work at midday and in the evening
they spend four coppers on a bowl of wine—or so they did twenty years ago;
not it costs ten—and drink this warm, standing by the bar, taking it easy.
Another copper will buy a plate of salted bamboo shoots or peas flavored with
aniseed to go with the wine.”

In the above quoted paragraph, the inverted sentence and parenthesis is
intended to express the meaning more accurately, especially the parenthesis after
the dash is by no means not indispensable. The vital importance of this technique
lies in the many-fold meanings hidden beyond the words, involving whether the
content of the novel can be correctly expressed and comprehended by readers.
Lun Xun made it clear in his article “Guanyu fanyi de tongxin” J¢FH#3 0 (F
“Letters about Translation”:

The need for literal translation is to introduce new content as well as

? Yang Xianyi & Gladys Yang, 1981, p. 39.
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new expressions. The Chinese grammar or words is not so accurate to
express very complicated ideas. To solve the difficulty, I think it feasible
to take more pains to introduce exotic syntactic structures, regardless of
whether they are ancient or foreign, and make them our own. Take
Japanese as an example, the westernized sentence structures in Japanese
articles are not uncommon., which are quite different from the time when
Liang Qichao #JHi# write Hewen handu fa L (The Chinese
Reading Methods of Japanese).

Lu added:

Although my own translation of “IlI¥J5 KB F % T doesn’t read
smoothly, yet I by no means render it into “H3&1lIF”, because the original
sentence focuses on the mountain, and the version can’t concentrate on the sun.
Personally, I maintain that the translator should make this distinction even if
we agree translation is also a creation.

According to Lu Xun, the inverted sentences can be found in everyday life:
“IRk, N, —MpPE L. 7, this example is taken from Shuihu zhuan,
which sounds very familiar to our ears and is used in our daily conversation.
Furthermore, there is no punctuation in the traditional articles which can cause
many ambiguous and obscure interpretations due to different pauses in reading
unpunctuated ancient writings. A case in point is “ F R &K H LA If we
punctuate the ten characters according to the three-three-four cluster pattern, the
original sentences reads as follows: “ N X, %K. BILA®? ” This sentence
means that the guest is asking for the permission of the host for his stay; If the
ten characters are divided in accordance with the five-five pattern, the original
sentence can be punctuated as “ KM%, KEAM. ” In this case, the
sentence means oppositely compared with the previous one, indicating that the
host refuses the guest to stay. Another example is Du Mu’s #:4% “Qingming” i
W] “The Mouring Day™: “7& WIS T Y2y 23 it _LAT NBXWraR A5 1) 19 5% (] Ab A A3 18

446" If the twenty eight words are divided into four lines, each containing
seven characters , then a heptasyllabic quatrain is made:

ER ALK EEZ R2
e AT NAR TS .
17 90 2K AT AR AT

O 3 1 A AR A

A drizzling rain falls like tears on the Mourning Day;
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The mourner’s heart is going to break on his way.
Where can a wineshop be found to drown his sad hours?
A cowherd points to a cot’ mid apricot flowers. (Tr. X. Y .Z)

If the twenty eight characters are punctuated according to 5-6-3-6-8 patterns,
then it becomes a ci-poem:

IR, 2y gyt EAT N, SRS, A ) AT AL ? AT, SRR A AR A .
A drizzling rain on the Mourning Day,

Travelers along the road in a hurry,

A broken heart on the way.

Where can a tavern be found?

A cowboy,

Pointing to a distant village of apricot flowers.

The above-mentioned examples are good enough to prove the great
importance of punctuations. Meanwhile it is urgent for modern Chinese to learn a
new set of punctuations from the western countries.

Thirdly, the new vernacular inherits the ancient modern vernacular and
absorbs some plain classical words and expressions except that it generally
avoids using allusions (because allusions are unfamiliar to readers and therefore
difficult for them to understand.) Generally speaking, the new vernacular in the
main after the May Fourth Movement can’t be regarded as a break with the
traditional vernacular. Whoever read many traditional vernacular novels know
that such words as “bian” f# and “dao” & have a high rate of recurrence in
conventional novels. A careful reading of the new novels written in new
vernacular language show that these words likewise appear frequently. It can be
exemplified by Lu Xun’s Kong Yiji, a novel of 3000 words in length but the
character “bian” appears 25 times, much more than the frequency of “jiu” &f,
“iushi” #ijE. Besides, the character “dao” or “shuodao” #ii& is used 13 times,
more than the word of “shuo” 1i. Furthermore, words like “rushi” #IZ in
traditional novels are frequently used. It can be seen from above analysis that the
vernacular novels during the May Fourth literature indeed have some relations
with the traditional novels, and absorb some plain classical words from them.
The new literary language that Zhou Zuoren, Fei Ming %4 and Yu Pingbo 7
A strived for is a mixture of the foreignized words, classical words and
dialects. However, no allusions are employed in the novels,which draws a clear
division between the new vernacular and the traditional one and also marks the
dividing line between the new vernacular and the modern vernacular.

Fourthly, the most commendable characteristic of the new literature is its
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remarkable achievement in literary language. The origin of the vernacular can be
traced back to the late Qing dynasty, but it was not the literary language. Just as
Cai Yuanpei %470} said in the introduction to Zhongguo xin wenxue daxi: “The
use of the vernacular is intended not to replace the classical language but to
popularize knowledge and aim at easy understanding.” At that time, the
pragmatic writings for the majority of citizens was written in the vernacular but
the classical language was still the dominant medium of orthodox literature
because the advocates of the vernacular thought that the vernacular was merely
vulgar thing not elegant enough for formal occasions. It was not until the
beginning of literary revolution that the vernacular gained the position as the
literary language. Despite the short history of new literature, the linguistic artery
of some new works has attained a high degree of perfection. Some works are
very successful in the richness of images, the depth of flavor, the recurrence of
melody, implicitness of diction, the skilled use of symbols and the poetical
ideorealm of novels. In the first vernacular novel Kuangren riji 7 ANHd (4
Madman’s Diary) by Lu Xun, the symbolic meanings of “the moonlight”, “Mr
Antiquity’s old ledgers”, and ‘“history without chronology” as well as the
sufferings of eating and being eaten that runs through the whole story are
heart-stirring. In Kong Yiji fL.Z C, the dirty and tattered long gown that Kong
Yiji was reluctant to take off and his embarrassing appearance squatting
cross-legged on a mat and walking with two hands impressed readers; In
Guxiang "% (My Homeland), the detailed description that Runtu [#+ moved
his lips several times before he finally uttered the word “master” and the mention
of the incense-burner candlesticks are thought-provoking; In Yao %5 (Medicine),
the title of the novel is of profound significance, and the two new graves adjacent
to each other with a wreath of red and white flowers at the top contains a deep
symbolic meaning; In Zhufu #it&5 (The New Year Sacrifice), the threshold
bought by Xianglin’s wife to be trampled on by thousands of people to atone for
her sins in life is an image that leaves much room for imagination; Furthermore,
the image of the fly that flies in a small circle and comes back in the same place
embodies Lii Weifu 2 4i#y himself in Zai jiulou shang (E##% L (In the
Restaurant). The abobe mentioned images created by Lu Xun are deeply etched
in readers’ minds. After reading Shangshi 11 (Regret for the Past), the grieved
and sorrowful voice of Juansheng and the barks of the peke that appears four
times in the story are still echoing in our ears for a long time. In Guxiang, the
monologue at the end of the story that “for actually the earth had no roads to
begin with, but when many men pass one way, a road is made” is philosophical
and poetical. Apart from Lu Xun, in Tai Jingnong’s &##4¢ story Hongdeng %I.
'T (The Red Lantern), the white-haired mother made offerings praying for her
killed son to express her grievance. This scene of redeeming the lost soul on the
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night of The Ghost Festival makes readers throb with terror. In another story by
Tai Baitang 3 %  (Wedding Ceremony), the life sentiments, whether
heart-rending or fascinating, is depicted sincerely, vivid to life. If we read the
short stories of Peng Jiahuang 25J%, namely, Chen Sidie de niu FIUZ )4
(The Cattle of Mr Chen) and Mei de xiju W (The Remarkable Play),
infinite sympathy and plenty of humor permeates the stories. It can be safely said
that the classical vernacular stories had never reached such high achievements as
that of new fictions in the literary language, artistic flavor and abundant images.
If the language in San yan =5 (Three Words) written by Feng Menglong 5 %F
& and Er pai 411 (Two Slappings) by Ling Mengchu #%5#] is labeled as
popular literature, then the new vernacular of the May Fourth Movement
deserves the title of the language of refined literature. In prose writing, Lu Xun,
Zhou Zuoren, Zhu Ziging K HiE Yu Dafu #§iA%, Ye Shaojun 444, and
Bingxin #K.(» can rival with the masters of ancient prose writers. Although the
achievements in new poetry are inferior to the fiction and are no match for the
ancient classic poems, such new poems as “Laoya” £ (“The Old Crow”) by
Hu Shi, “Lu zhong mei” ¥4 (“The Coals in Stove”) and “Fenghuang
niepan” KEEA (“Nirvana of Phoenix™) by Guo Moruo, “Xiaohe” /M (“A
Brook”) by Zhou Zuoren, “Huangli” #i% (“The Oriole”) by Xu Zhimo fx&EE,
and “Sishui” %E7/K (“The Dead Water”) by Wen Yiduo [H—% have attained
extraordinary level in their symbolic images, syllables and rhymes. It must be
admitted that some new literature writers are still immature and mediocre in
linguistic expression, few to the degree of extreme foreignization which is hardly
readable. However, the main stream of new literature healthy and positive
particularly in its linguistic contributions. A true estimation of May Fourth
literary language in its achievement can ensure the correct foundation and target
for future development of Chinese literature.

3 Three divergent views concerning the new vernacular

Let’s begin our discussion on this topic from the thirties of the 20™ century. Qu
Qiubai was the earliest representative in this aspect, who expressed his
dissatisfaction at the May Fourth new vernacular in one article called
“Guimenguan yiwai de zhanzheng” %[ 1L S (“War Outside the Gate
of Hell”). Qu argued that the new vernacular deviated from the requirement that
it should be understood by the majority of masses and the target of “literature
written in national language and national language used for literature” proposed
by Hu Shi. In Qu’s opinion, the weakness of new vernacular can be justified by
the following reasons: 1) the new literature made some compromises in
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preserving certain remnants of classical elements which were beyond the
comprehension of the public; 2) the traditional vernacular in old novels and plays
were adopted in the May Fourth new literature. With time passing on, the old
vernacular had lost its vitality and became dead language spoken by the dead
persons but could not be comprehended by the living people.” In this sense, Qu
concluded that the new literature movement was in fact “a war outside the gate of
hell”, resulting in the language spoken by half man and half ghost. What Qu
Qiubai said was a bit similar but contrary to the opinion of Hu Xiansu #J/G5# in
Zhongguo wenxue gailiang lun " E3C2AM RS (On the Reform of Chinese
Literature): “Provided that essays written in vernacular would change with times,
the articles during the Song and Yuan dynasties had changed so much that they
were beyond comprehension.” Qu and Hu represent two extremes but
complement each other in that Qu insisted on the absolute vernacular while Hu
opposed the use of vernacular. 3) Qu Qiubai maintained that the new vernacular
absorbed lots of foreignized vocabulary and sentences. Some were feasible and
can be understood, but others were unreasonable and can’t be comprehended.
There were still some long sentences that sounded strange, similar to a new kind
of classical language. 4) Qu Qiubai held that the Chinese characters should
thoroughly be eliminated in order to be understood by the masses and those
ordinary people, and that the new vernacular must take the road of transforming
the Chinese characters into letters. In a word, Qu Qiubai thought badly of the
new vernacular, considering the new literature to be neither fish, flesh nor fowl.
The above mentioned five aspects are true in a sense and to a certain degree but
Qu is too simplistic and absolute in his thought. Can we say the vernacular of
several hundreds of years ago was the language of ghost that had been dead?
Isn’t it completely necessary if some classical phrases are absorbed into the new
vernacular? Can the literature that can be understood by the vast majority of
masses deserve the title of good literature? The idea of eliminating Chinese
characters amounts to committing cultural suicide and leads to severe
consequences both in politics and culture.

Another representative opinion is Zheng Min %, a poet and researcher of
foreign literature whose thought can be reflected form one article “Shiji mo de
huigu : Hanyu yuyan biange yu zhonguo xinshi chuangzuo” AR Mm%
W EA b [E B ERAIME (“Retrospect at the Turn of New Century: Language
Reform and New Poem Creation™) carried on the third issue in Wenxue pinglun
XEFVFR (Literary Review) in 1993, Quite different from Qu Qiubai’s criticism
that the May Fourth new literature is conservative and makes compromise with
the classical language, professor Zheng criticized the new literature movement

3 Qu giubai, 1998, Volume 3, pp. 642—643.
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had gone too far. At the beginning of this article, Zheng raised one
thought-provoking question: Why is there no great works and poets that win the
international recognition? The answer of Zheng to this question reads as follows:
That is due to fact that the new literature, that is, the new vernacular at the
beginning of the 20" century is determined to make a break with the classical
literature, negating tradition both in language and substance and deviating from
the classical poetry. Hu Shi and Chen Duxiu are the two major proponents of
negating the classical literature, persisting in the orthodox position of vernacular
literature. In Zheng’s opinion, the new literary language should not originate
from the vernacular novels represented by Shi Nai’an Jiifif &, Cao Xueqin %
fr and Wu Yanren #BFA which Hu Shi called the orthodox literature. When
talking of Chen Duxiu, Zheng said: “Chen, more radical than Hu, called for the
downfall of the classical literature.” Zheng thought that the attitudes of those
advocates played a significant influence on new literature, especially on the
production of new poetry, delaying the development of the vernacular from the
original spoken language to the all-out modern language. The emphasis on the
easy understanding of the spoken language together with the preference for the
Western grammar prevented the vernacular from becoming mature. Instead, the
starting point of reform should be based on the literary language developed
mutually from the combination of classical language and vernacular. Just as
Zheng said, “Each word in the classical literature that appears in the vernacular
might be involved in its original reference, influencing the textual meaning and
adding extra emotion to the original text, that is to say, producing what we call
‘intertextual effect’. For instance, numerous images at hand such as willow,
chrysanthemum, plum blossom, pine, rain, cuckoo, phoenix, crane, to name just a
few, create new ‘significant’ when used in new speech structure, hence the name
of metaphor.” There are many misunderstandings in Zheng’s article when she
commented on the propositions of May Fourth literature movement. For instance,
Zheng mistakes Chen’s opposition of the stale classical literature as the complete
negation of classical literature. However, there exist many valuable truths in what
she said that deserves further consideration. The development of new literature
must be based on the inheritance and absorption of the cream of the classical
literature including the rich experience in Tang poems and Song ci poems as well
as the advantages of parallelism and antithesis in parallel prose. As a matter of
fact, both Lu Xun and Chen Duxiu had adopted many parallel structures in their
vernacular to make the writings forceful and smooth, providing readers an
enjoyment of beauty.

The representative figures of a third opinion are Liu Zaifu x#5%& and Li Tuo
Z[¢. They are somewhat opposed to the new vernacular, thinking that it is a
Westernized language which is unacceptable to the public. By quoting Qu



The origin, features and evaluation of the May Fourth new vernacular 613

Qiubai’s article, Li Tuo sang high praise for the language of Jin Yong’s 4:J#
novels, arguing that Jin’s novels displayed the powerful vitality of the traditional
vernacular. What Liu and Li said is worth exploring further but there are some
obvious biased places in their comments: firstly, they have exaggerated the
Westernized elements of the May Fourth new vernacular; secondly, there are
some wrong evaluations on Jin Yong’s language. In fact, the degree of
foreignization in the new vernacular varies according to different writers. Some
read smoothly and naturally; some read awkwardly like Hu Feng #iX. who is
very difficult to read. Therefore, we can’t treat them all alike. With regard to Jin’s
novels, they are not completely traditional vernacular, but are greatly influenced
by the May Fourth new literature, absorbing the advantages of new language.
When Jin was young, he loved reading Lu Xun and Shen Congwen together with
Wu Guangjian’s translations of The Three Musketeers and Twenty Years After
written by Alexandre Dumas.

To discuss the above mentioned three opinions, we take Lao gi da as an
example to explore whether the traditional vernacular is dead language or not as
well as whether there is any vitality in it. For the sake of easy understanding, I
have made some explanations in the brackets and new punctuations have been
added.

CORBMRMIE CHE> HR? 7 “ FRM BT £ B0OR 7 “ A8 () ke 7
CRAALEE T URILNBE T ER? 7 CRIXAY-HE T Rt “REX A
PI—HET R, B5FEDNAEBEAABIRKR? 7“3k (kO ke
TR, R BT SR . B L, ORIGIE 7.7 IRk (KD fEn 4
EEERTAG? 7 AR (KO R BUEA 27 “RIXHRSL I 1L
IABIAAG? 7ol IR BB R, S (28) IR, hE.”
ORI, WEADOLEER N R 7 “IRHERIES AR ? 7 “RAE
POLFR R 7 R AT R 7 “ERTE . T AT R
T A TR? 7 R HHE R, B2 I 52 73045, s s
MRS, MBI EGO, BOA R A, XA R R . W RS AT
“YFEEASC? 7 “PRRTE. FT s AN U R A TR 7 I,
IR ChlD 258 & 450 TR, I Sl — A AR, #eaE (HD
e B, T="1."

After reading the selected passage from Lao qi da written in the classical
vernacular about five or six hundred years ago, we feel that there is little
difficulty in understanding it. College students think that about 90% of the
original text can be understood even if there is no note or explanation. A
comparison between modern and classical vernacular reveals that there is no
substantial change except for some mirror differences in words and sentences. It
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can be seen that Qu Qiubai is not correct when he said that the classical
vernacular including that of 1911 revolution was “dead language” or “language
spoken by the ghosts”. Actually, the classical vernacular is still alive, at least a
living language to certain degree which can stand the test of time even if judged
by the criteria of reading and listening. Of course, if it is read to the uneducated
or illiterate people, there must be many places that they can’t understand. They
may ask such questions as “what is Analects of Confucian” and “what is
Mencius”. Such Chinese characters as “=ii, SN, 3C15, €84 are all Greek
to them. Nevertheless, it is none of the business of whether the language is dead
or alive but a question of popularizing the compulsory education to enable those
illiterate people to be educated and well informed.

Judging from the above passage, we can see the inherent relation between the
vernacular in the Yuan dynasty and that of the May Fourth period as well as the
evolving tendency of language from simplicity to complication and a shift from
coarseness to refinement. In classical vernacular, one character always bears
several functions: the Chinese character “na” 7 (that) sometimes stands for the
opposite meaning of “zhe” iX (this); sometimes for the interrogative meaning
“na” WF (where); sometimes for the verb “nuo” #E (move). The Chinese
character “huo” 'k sometimes refers to “shaohuo” %% -k (make a fire);
sometimes to “huoban” {kff (partner). Another character “z4i” B can be used
to designate “bizhi” £ H but when it is used to mean “zhiban” {8 (on duty),
it is also the same character. In a word, the same Chinese character in classical
vernacular can stand for several characters. However, in modern vernacular, the
same character is divided into several different characters according to their
different uses and meanings, creating more new characters like “na” W,
“nuo”, “zhi” {8, “huo” 1k to express meanings accurately. But during the May
Fourth period there were still some characters that were used confusingly. People
didn’t distinguish between “na” I and “na” W, and “lihai” Ji% was still
used interchangeably with “/ihai” F)3. In some novels of the May Fourth
literature, “zheme” X4 was often replaced by “zhemen” iXAl. At first, I
thought it was due to the influence of dialect. Later on, only when I found the
same use in Yuan drama did I realize that was the usage passed down from
ancient time. All these facts show that the new vernacular during the May Fourth
Movement inherits and develop the classical and modern spoken language
instead of breaking with the tradition. As can be seen from the above, the new
vernacular is not the Westernized vernacular but the inheritance from the ancient
vernacular.

During the May Fourth Movement, Hu Shi advocated the integration of
vernacular and literary language, maintained the consistency of spoken language
and written language and put forward the proposition that writing poems is just
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like writing proses. Hu’s words make sense if they are viewed from the
perspective of advocating the vernacular literature. However, Hu’s proposals are
too simplified in theory and may lead to the deviation in practice if we take the
genuine relationship between classical Chinese and vernacular, spoken and
written language, ordinary and new vernacular, prose language and poetic
language into consideration. The spoken language, just like mineral resources,
should be extracted, washed, refined, cast to exclude its crudity ad vulgarity
before it finds its way into literary language. Since the thirties of the 20™ century
onwards, two writers named Zhao Shuli ## ¥ and Yao Xueyin ZkTHIE have
made great efforts in this aspect and made significant contributions. Their
achievements can’t be attributed to a simple consistency of vernacular and
classical Chinese, nor are the results of writing in the way it is spoken. As to Hu
Shi’s proposition that writing poems is just like writing essays, it is especially
misleading, which is made clear by Mei Guangdi ##)¢iti: “The poem and the
prose are evidently distinct from each other. The poetic diction and the prose
diction have been diverged since the birth of poem and prose. It is inappropriate
to transfer the diction of prose to poems without making necessary changes. In
one word, the poetic revolution can only be realized by means of poetic diction.”
Mei’s remarks struck home, hitting hard at the ills of new poetry theory of Hu
Shi. Although Hu Shi placed great emphasis on artistic experience of Tang poems
and Song ci poems, he confused the poetic language with the prose diction,
neglected the minor difference between the two and therefore hindered the
development of new poetry. Standing on the grounds of pushing forward the
literary revolution, Qu Qiubai in the thirties maintained that literary language
should accommodate itself to the spoken language of the public and the sole
criterion of judging the success of literary languages hinges on whether they can
be understood by the majority of ordinary masses. Qu’s opinions brought about
the danger of weakening and deconstructing the literary language. In true reality,
absolute integration of vernacular and literary language can hardly be realized.
Even if it is possible, it can’t necessarily contribute to the development of written
language. This is our conclusion drawn from the discussion about the vernacular
and literary language.
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