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Abstract  In recent years, research on East Asia, including the China, Japan, 
South Korea, North Korea and other countries and regions, is gradually valued 
by a group of young Chinese scholars. Eastern regions studies concentrate on 
how classical Chinese culture was popularized, absorbed and recreated in East 
Asia. The four East-Asian countries of China, Japan, South Korea and North 
Korea are geographical neighbors and mutually dependent upon each other. And 
in the past two thousand years, the neighbors, separated only by small bodies of 
water, have been communicating frequently with each other culturally, 
economically and politically by sea and by land. The Chinese characters that 
have been used for a long time and the thoughts, religion and literature 
transmitted through Chinese language constitute the so-called “Chinese Cultural 
Circle.” 
 
Keywords  modern Chinese literature, East Asia’s human geography, Eastern 
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In recent years, some young and middle-aged scholars in the Institute of 
Literature of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences have turned their attention 
away from Western civilization to Eastern civilization, which refers to studies on 
such countries and areas as China, Japan, South Korea, North Korea and 
Mongolia. Western Regions Studies focuses on how Buddhism in India and the 
Islamic civilization of central Asia merged with the Han civilization of the 
Central Plains via the desert and oasis civilizations of Xinjiang in China. Eastern 
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Regions Studies concentrate on how classical Chinese culture was popularized, 
absorbed and recreated in East Asia through land and sea routes. The powerful 
invasion of Western civilization in modern times resulted in a new round of 
conflict and the mixtures of different civilizations. 

The four East-Asian countries of China, Japan, South Korea and North Korea 
are geographical neighbors and mutually dependent upon each other. In the past 
two thousand years, these neighbors, separated only by small bodies of water, 
have been communicating frequently with each other culturally, economically 
and politically by sea and by land. The Chinese characters that have been used 
for a long time and the thought, religion and literature transmitted through 
Chinese language constitute the so-called “Chinese Cultural Circle.” However, 
the long-distance intervention of the European and American powers in the past 
hundred years has fragmented the cultural map of the region and also brought 
about open hostilities between the neighbors. In the middle of the 20th century, 
along with the economic take-off of Japan, South Korea and China, the economic 
exchanges among the neighboring countries have achieved much. However, the 
building-up of an East Asian consciousness has been heavily frustrated in spite of 
the great efforts spent on it. The cultural stance, ambition, wisdom and 
perseverance of the East Asian countries have all been put under test and the road 
ahead is long and winding. This paper is concerned with this tortuous road that 
began in 1894. Here “the road” will be cut into three sections (1894–1916; 
1917–27; and 1928–37) and viewed from the perspective of modern Chinese 
literature. 

From the Sino-Japanese War of 1894 –95 to the Early 
Decades of the Republic of China (1894 –1916) 

In 1868, Japan began to learn from the West and started the Meiji Restoration, 
which brought about the political reform and economic rise in Japan. In the 
Sino-Japanese War of 1894–95, Japan destroyed the Beiyang Navy of the Qing 
dynasty and then, according to the Treaty of Shimonoseki, occupied the province 
of Taiwan. In 1905, the Japanese government forced the Yi dynasty of Korea to 
sign the Japan-Korea Treaty of 1905, which led to the Japanese occupation of the 
Korean Peninsula and the subjugation of Korea. In the international situation of 
inequality and turbulence at that time, the countries in East Asia began to learn 
from the West and started their own process of modernization one after another. 
During this process, they established different identities, adopted different 
strategies, and worked in different directions. In 1898, the national crisis in China 
shook the government of the Qing dynasty and Kang Youwei 康有为 united 
1300 scholars from different provinces, and presented a joint petition to the 
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imperial court. In this way, the Hundred Days Reform was started. The scholars 
intended to follow the model of the West and reform politics, education, industry 
and commerce. What is more, the Meiji Restoration in Japan also provided an 
example. The facilitating conditions provided by the “Chinese Cultural Circle” 
formed in the previous two thousand years also prompted the Chinese scholars to 
follow the Japanese way. In addition, it was easier for Chinese people to learn the 
Japanese language due to the similarities of the two cultures and languages. 

Zhang Zhidong 张之洞 discovered this idea at the end of the 19th century. He 
observed that it was time-consuming to learn Western languages, which are 
widely used. Therefore, they should be learned by the young men who have not 
yet started their official careers. The translation of Western books would bring 
about quick success, so this project was suitable for middle-aged men who have 
already occupied government positions. However, the most direct route to 
success is to learn the foreign languages of East Asia and translate these books. 
Therefore, it is better to learn a foreign language than to follow foreign teachers; 
and it is better to translate books from the East than to translate Western ones.1 

Liang Qichao 梁启超 , who had been to Japan and accumulated some 
translation experiences, is an example of this approach. According to Liang, it 
takes a Chinese about one year to learn the Japanese language and half a year to 
learn to write in Japanese. A few days spent on learning to read Japanese would 
bring about a small success and a few months a large one. Liang believed the 
best way to learn Japanese is to read Japanese books. The Chinese characters 
take up 70% or 80% of the Japanese language; and the words written in kana are 
only connectives and auxiliaries. Japanese grammar requires that notional words 
should be put before the functional words in the sentence. One can convert the 
sentence order while reading if he understands the grammatical rules. And if the 
connectives and auxiliaries are learned and remembered, then books can be read 
without any obstacles. Liang wrote a book named Hewen handu fa 和文汉读法 
(The Chinese way of reading Japanese language). The scholars who read this 
book were able to appreciate Japanese learning with only a little effort.2 

Due to this reason, the “School of Eastern Languages” was established after 
the Sino-Japanese War of 1894–95 to supplement the School of Combined 
Learning founded in 1862. Liang set up the “Datong Company of Translated 
Books” in Shanghai with the translation policy of “Eastern languages first and 
Western languages second.” From 1896, when Tang Bao’e 唐宝锷 and another 
twelve Chinese were sent to study in Japan, more and more Chinese students 
went there due to the short distance and the low tuition. In 1906, the Chinese 
students in Japan numbered 8,600; and it is estimated that the Chinese students in 
                                                   
1 Zhang Zhidong, 1998, 9745.  
2 Liang Qichao, 1941a, 81.  
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Japan were no less than 15,000 before the May Fourth Movement in 1919. The 
large number of Chinese students studying in Japan made possible the translation 
of Western books from the Japanese language and became the trend at the turn of 
the 19th century. Before that, a few works by the Japanese writers, such as Liuqiu 
dili zhi 琉球地理志 (The geography of Ryukyu, 1883), Oumei geguo zhengjiao 
riji 欧美各国政教日记 (A record of the politics and religion of the European and 
American countries, 1889) and Dongyang shiyao 东洋史要 (A brief history of 
Japan, 1899) had been translated into Chinese. Huang Zunxian 黄遵宪, who was 
one of the reformists and was the ambassador to Japan, after studying and 
researching in Japan for over ten years, wrote the Riben guozhi 日本国志 (The 
record of Japan), which had 500 thousand words. When the book was published 
in 1895, it was considered as a treasure by the Chinese people and the readers 
claimed that “the book was a real miracle and it was the only one in the past 
hundred years.” After that, the translation of Japanese books became a fashion in 
the early 20th century and, one after another, translated books were brought out, 
the number increasing all the time. According to the statistics offered by Tan 
Ruqian 谭汝谦 in Zhongguo yi Ribenshu zonghe mulu 中国译日本书综合目录 
(A catalogue of the Japanese books translated into Chinese) and the supplement 
made later, more than 1,000 Japanese books had been translated into Chinese 
from 1869 to 1911, greatly surpassing the total number of Western books 
translated into Chinese.3 And according to the statistics of Gu Xieguang 顾燮光 
in Yishu jingyan lu 译书经眼录 (A record of translated books), altogether 533 
foreign books had been translated into Chinese from 1901 to 1904. Among them, 
there were 321 Japanese books (60%); 55 British books (10%); 32 American 
books (6%); 25 German books (4.7%); 15 French books (3%) and 81 books 
(15%) of other countries.4 From the long-term point of view, the work of the 
Chinese students in Japan not only influenced modern Chinese literature, but also 
provided some leading figures for the new literature of the May Fourth 
Movement and the left-wing literature movement in the 1930s. In the 20th century, 
more than two thousand Japanese books of literature were translated into Chinese. 

The literary translation done during the time of the grave political crisis would 
inevitably be invested with the color of political utilitarianism. The Chinese 
translation of Japanese literature started with the translation of political novels. In 
the 1870s, the Japanese people waged political struggles for civil rights and 
political rights; and the Japanese students studying in Britain began to translate 
political novels. At the same time, some Japanese politicians accepted the 
suggestion of the French writer Victor Hugo and wanted their citizens to read 
more political novels. Therefore, the fervor of writing political novels was at 
                                                   
3 Tan Ruqian, 1980. 
4 Gu Xieguang, 1957.  



YANG Yi 354

high pitch in Japan in the 1880s. After the Hundred Days Reform in China ended 
in failure in 1898, Liang Qichao fled by a Japanese warship and borrowed the 
book Jiaren qiyu 佳人奇遇 (The adventures of a beautiful woman) from the 
captain. He then translated the book into Chinese as he read along; and the 
translation was published serially in Qingyi bao 清议报 (The China discussion) 
at the end of that year. At the same time, the translated book was promoted in “Yi 
yin zhengzhi xiaoshuo xu” 译印政治小说序 (A preface to the translation and 
printing of political novels) published in the first issue of Qingyi bao. In this 
Preface, Liang stated: “Long before the European countries started their reforms, 
novelists with great learning and lofty ideals usually put their experiences, 
ambitions and political ideas into their novels. The publication of a novel would 
often bring about great changes in the opinions of the people. Political novels 
played an important role in the political reforms of such countries as Britain, 
America, Germany, France, Austria, Italy, and Japan.”5 As for the function of 
Japanese political novels, Liang further commented: 

 
The novel was also one of the factors which contributed greatly to the Meiji 
restoration. In the fifteenth and the sixteenth years of the Meiji reign, the 
voices of civil rights and democracy permeated the whole country. After that, 
Western novels depicting the revolutions in France and Rome were translated 
one after another. And the popularity of translating Western novels increased 
with every passing day, which then led to the creation of political novels, such 
as Jiaren qiyu, Hua jian ying 花间莺 (Nightingale among the flowers), Xue 
zhong mei 雪中梅 (Plum in the snow), Wenming dongjian shi 文明东渐史 
(The history of the eastward spreading of civilization), Jingguo meitan 经国美

谈 (The stories of general approval). The writers were all great politicians of 
their own times. The characters in the novels were created to express the 
political opinions of the writers, so the books should be viewed as more 
significant than novels. And among the many novels, Jingguo meitan and 
Jiaren qiyu influenced people’s thinking most.6 

 
Jiaren qiyu told the stories of Orchid, the daughter of a Spanish general; Red 
Lotus, a female revolutionary in the independence movement of Ireland; Ding 
Tailian 鼎泰琏, a Chinese patriot devoted to overthrowing the Qing dynasty and 
restoring the Ming dynasty; and Tokai Sansi, a Japanese student. Tokai Sansi 
traveled to more than twenty countries in Europe, America, Asia and Africa and 
talked excessively about the Japanese national crisis and the revitalization of the 
country. At the same time, he also expressed his longing for the American spirit 
                                                   
5 First issue of Qingyi bao, December 23, 1898. 
6 Liang Qichao, 1941b, 41–42.  
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of independence. The experience of translating of the book prompted Liang 
Qichao to write the political novel of Xin Zhongguo weilai ji 新中国未来记 (The 
future of a new China). In that book, he also had the hero traveling to different 
provinces in China and various countries in Europe and America. Whenever the 
hero opened his mouth, he would make a speech or argue for constitutional 
politics. 

Later, Zhou Hongye 周宏业 translated Jingguo meitan and changed it into a 
Chinese chapter novel, relating the history of the rise and fall of a small country 
named Thebes. At the same time, the translator’s political ambition of reforming 
the Chinese government and struggling for the civil rights were also voiced. The 
continuous publication of political novels demonstrated the political enthusiasm 
of the reformists in the late Qing dynasty. Liang Qichao said passionately: 
“There appeared such political novels as Jiaren qiyu and Jingguo meitan, in 
which the general political situation was described and discussed. At the same 
time, beautiful women and unrighteous men were also portrayed. I was moved 
and overwhelmed after reading a few chapters.”7 The whole of Chinese culture 
was impressed with the heroic spirit and the political ideals conveyed in the 
political novels of that time. In addition to political novels, literary works 
translated from the Japanese language also included science fiction, adventure 
novels and detective stories. 

With the addition of the over one hundred English novels translated by Lin 
Shu 林纾, the narrow and limited viewpoint that “the European and American 
novels never reached China” could surely be refuted. At the same time, the types 
of novels were enriched, which was one of the benefits of translating Japanese 
and English novels into Chinese. The people of that time felt rather acutely and 
deeply about this, so some of them said that “although the novel in our country 
was an independent literary genre, its types were so few.”8 Others thought that 
“different from Western novels which were carefully divided into many types, 
Chinese novels were roughly classified into the three types: heroic adventures, 
love stories and ghost stories.”9 However, the division of novels into the political 
novels, science fiction, adventures and detective stories only reflected the subject 
matter and social functions of this literary genre. The “humanitarian discovery” 
and the aesthetic essence were not to be touched until the New Literature 
Movement of the May Fourth Period. 

The ideas of the Meiji Restoration contained in Japanese novels were absorbed 
by the Chinese people through literature; and, at the same time, the subjugation 
of Korea also rang a bell of warning, reminding the Chinese of the responsibility 
                                                   
7 Ibid., 1941c, 55.  
8 Yu Mingzhen, 1907.  
9 Anonymous, 1905. 
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of saving their country. In the first decade of the 20th century, three issues became 
the most frequent subjects of Chinese novels. First of all, the war between the 
China and Japan in the Qing dynasty was paid due attention in novels such as 
Zhongdong dazhan yanyi 中东大战演义 (The romance of the war in the East, 
1900), Zhongdong hezhan benmo jilüe 中东和战本末纪略 (A brief account of 
the peace and war in the East, 1902−03) and Xiaoxian yanyi 消闲演义 (A 
romance of leisure, 1921). Second, a historical lesson was learned from the 
difficult condition of Korea after its subjugation. Novels of this type include 
Chaoxian wangguo yanyi 朝鲜亡国演义 (The history of the subjugation of 
Korea, 1915), Chaoxian tongshi 朝鲜痛史 (The tragic history of Korea, 1915), 
Riben mie Gaoli canshi 日本灭高丽惨史 (The tragic history of Korea conquered 
by Japan, 1915−16) and Huitu Chaoxian wangguo yanyi 绘图朝鲜亡国演义 (A 
history of the subjugation of Korea with illustrations, 1920). Third, the heroic 
deed of An Jung-geun assassinating Ito Hirobumi and other magnificent feats of 
Korean people were celebrated in many novels, such as Xingshi qiwen yingxiong 
lei 醒世奇文英雄泪 (The cautions of the age and the tears of the heroes, 1910), 
Aiguo yuanyang ji 爱国鸳鸯记 (A pair of patriotic lovers, 1915), Han’er sheshen 
ji 韩儿舍身记 (A story of a Korean man sacrificing himself, 1915), Wangguo 
yingxiong zhi yishu 亡国英雄之遗书 (The will of the hero in the conquered 
country, 1918) and An Chonggen waizhuan 安重根外传  (A legend of An 
Jung-geun, 1919). The above-mentioned novels showed enough sympathy for 
and understanding of the national crisis of Korea and much respect for the 
resistant behavior of the Korean people. 

The subjugation of Korea and the aggressive expansion of imperial Japan 
opened the Chinese intellectuals’ eyes to the impending national crisis. Chen 
Yinque 陈寅恪 studying in Germany said: “I am shocked to learn that the 
dustpan-shaped land has been invaded twice during the past ten years.”10 He 
deplored the subjugation of Korea and felt indignant at Japan’s action of 
annexing other countries. At the same time, he also expressed, with great 
depression, concern about his own country. Liang Qichao who was in exile in 
Japan also published Chaoxian wanghuo shilüe 朝鲜亡国史略 (A brief history of 
the subjugation of Korea) and cried out loudly, “Shocked by what Japan has done 
to Korea in the past two months, I decided to give a detailed account of the 
Japanese actions in the hope that it can serve as the tortoise and mirror for my 
own country.”11 The tortoise could be used to tell fortune and the mirror to 
identify beauty and ugliness. Therefore his purpose was to arouse the Chinese 
people’s consciousness of saving their country from being conquered. The works 
depicting the conquering of Korea by Japan reached its peak in 1915, which 
                                                   
10 Chen Yinque, 1993, 1.  
11 Liang Qichao, 1904.  
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alluded to the fact that Japan, which had seized part of the Shandong Peninsula, 
issued an ultimatum to the government of Yuan Shikai 袁世凯, forcing him to 
sign the Twenty-one Demands. It thus can be seen that the Japanese government 
intended to repeat the “logic of a gangster,” annexing China with an unfair treaty 
as it had done to Korea. Such novels as Chaoxian wangguo yanyi attacked the 
Korean Prime Minister Lee Wan-Yong for secretly signing the Japan-Korea 
Annexation Treaty because his behavior was no other than helping the villain to 
do evil. It was also detected that the root cause for the subjugation of a nation 
was the “worms” appearing within. Liang concluded: “To sum up, Korea was 
ruined by traitors. This one made some trouble for the purpose of gaining power 
and that one created some disturbances after he had foreign powers to depend on. 
The ones who preyed upon the people and fattened themselves formed a clique to 
pursue selfish interest…. This example could serve as a warning for the people of 
later generations.” Lee Wan-Yong’s behavior of ruining his country could serve 
as a mirror reflecting Yuan Shikai’s “ugly face” as a traitor who signed the 
Twenty-one Demands. 

The Period of the New-Vernacular Literature of the May Fourth 
Movement (1917–27) 

The May Fourth Movement broke out in 1919 in China with the Paris Peace 
Conference as its direct cause. China had declared war on Germany in 1917 and 
became a member of the Allied powers. Therefore, the Chinese government 
wanted to revoke the privileges of the foreign, imperialist powers in China and 
regain control of Shandong Peninsula. However, Britain, France and America 
made a compromise with Japan and refused the legitimate demands of China. 
They even decided to transfer Germany’s privileges in Shandong to Japan. The 
news provided the incentive for the mounting public indignation in the 
universities in Beijing and more than three thousand students assembled in 
Tian’anmen Square and then demonstrated in the streets. They called on “the 
Chinese government not to sign the Peace Treaty.” They also demanded that 
“China should struggle against the foreign powers for sovereignty and punish the 
traitors within the country.” This movement, known in Chinese history as the 
May Fourth Movement, quickly spread to Shanghai and other places and finally 
gained a nation-wide influence. Before the May Fourth Movement in China, the 
students and the people from all walks of life in Korea also demonstrated on the 
streets on March 1, shouting the slogan of “long live the independence.” 
However, their movement known as the March First Independence Movement 
was put down by the soldiers and policemen controlled by Japan. The patriotic 
mass movement breaking out in China and Korea corresponded with each other 
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and sped up the ideological and cultural modernization in East Asia.  
The May Fourth Movement was characterized both with patriotic passion and 

with cultural rationality; and the two formed a reciprocal relationship. The 
passion showed that the national dignity could not be violated and the rationality 
required that the enlightenment of the Chinese people should not be delayed. 
Chen Duxiu 陈独秀 who had studied in Japan and had participated in the 1911 
Revolution started the journal Xin qingnian 新青年 (New youth), advocating the 
new thinking. At the same time, he invited Hu Shi 胡适, a Chinese student 
studying in the United States, to launch a literary revolution and also solicited the 
service of Lu Xun 鲁迅, Zhou Zuoren 周作人 and Qian Xuantong 钱玄同, the 
Chinese students studying in Japan to popularize revolutionary ideas and 
promote the “literature of the people.” 

Zhou Zuoren had made a speech at Peking University in 1918 and given an 
account of the development of Japanese literature after the Meiji Restoration. His 
literary perspective obviously surpassed that of Liang Qichao who concentrated 
solely on political novels. The speech later was published in the first issue of 
volume five of Xin qingnian in July 1918, opening the eyes of Chinese 
intellectuals to many Japanese novelists and their works. Authors and novels 
introduced in this speech included Tsubouchi Shoyo, a literary realist and his 
work The Elements of Novel; the Futabatei Shimei, a proponent of “the art of 
life,” and his novel Drifting Clouds; Ozaki Kōyōand Kōda Rohan, members of 
the Kenyuusya that advocated the idea of “art for art’s sake”; Kitamura Tokoku 
and his literature of idealism; the naturalistic literature of Kunikida Doppo; 
Natsume Soseki and his literature of leisure; Mori Ogai and literature of 
recreation; the literature of hedonism by Nagai Kafu and Junichiro Tanizaki; and 
the idealistic literature of the Shirakaba School. In the eyes of Zhou Zuoren, 
these schools had been formed in the world of literature, and were considered as 
progressive in literary thought during the May Fourth Movement. 

Chinese literature at this time sometimes was very dramatic. Kuangren riji 狂
人日记 (Diary of a madman) by Lu Xun was published in the fifth issue of the 
fourth volume of Xin qingnian in May 1918. The next piece in the volume of 
“novels” was Zhou Zuoren’s article “Du Wuzhe Xiaolujun Yige qingnian de 
meng” 读武者小路君《一个青年的梦》 (After reading The Dream of a Young Men 
by Mr. Mushanokoji), which was an introduction to a full-length Japanese drama. 
The unintentional arrangement of the editor however aroused the interest of Lu 
Xun. The translation of the Japanese literature during the May Fourth Period 
started with the works of the Shirakaba School. Xiandai Riben xiaoshuo ji 现代

日本小说集 (A collection of modern Japanese fiction), co-translated by the 
brothers Lu Xun and Zhou Zuoren, included 30 works of fiction by many writers 
of the Shirakaba School, such as Mushanokoji Saneatsu, Arishima Takeo and 
Shiga Naoya. After he finished Yige qingnian de meng, Lu Xun said that he “was 
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quite moved. And the ideas were clearly communicated, the confidence strongly 
demonstrated and the voice vividly expressed.” This four-act play of more than 
eighty thousand words described a young man who heard the cries and the 
anti-war speeches made by the souls of the men killed in the war. Then the young 
man saw “big Russia,” “big Britain,” “big France,” “big Germany,” “big 
Austria,” and “big Japan,” symbolizing the imperialist powers, walking on the 
stage and preaching war. Finally the “Goddess of Peace” gave an anti-war speech. 
From an artistic perspective, the play was a little direct and childish, but after he 
finished translating the play, Lu Xun said profoundly that this play might “help to 
analyze the national character of Chinese people” and “cure some diseases 
deeply rooted in their mentality.” He further explained: 
 

The theme of the play is to protest against the war, which was written clearly 
in the preface, so the translator does not have to repeat it. However, I think 
some readers might say that the Japanese people should read the book since 
Japan is a militant country. Why do Chinese people have to read the book? 
Privately I do not agree with them. It is true that the Chinese people are not 
good at war, but they have not openly criticized the war as evil either. And 
they are not willing to participate in the war, but they do not sympathize with 
the people who are forced to go to the war. They are only concerned about 
themselves without taking others into consideration. For example, when they 
talk about the annexation of Korea by Japan, they would say “Korea should be 
our territory,” which is quite frightening.12  

 
What Lu Xun criticized was the cowardice, numbness, and arrogance in the 
mentality of Chinese people when they talk about domestic war and their 
relationship with neighboring countries. 

It should be noticed that the translation of the Japanese theories of literary 
criticism came into fashion from the May Fourth Period to the 1930s. Among the 
270 translated Japanese works, there were 110 books of literary theories. The 
most influential one was Lu Xun’s translation, The Symbol of Depression, which 
was a posthumously published manuscript left by the Japanese literary critic 
Kuriyagawa who was killed in the Kanto earthquake. Lu Xun introduced the 
book by saying: 
 

The theme of the book is quite clear and just as the author said: “depression 
and regret resulting from a suppressed life is the basis of literature and the way 
of presentation is symbolism in the macro sense.” However, “the so-called 
symbolism here is definitely not the one advocated by some French poets in 

                                                   
12 Lu Xun, 1981a, 192–96. 
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the past century. And the literature of the past and the present actually are all 
presented in a symbolic way.” The author accepted the philosophy of Bergson, 
regarding an ever-growing life as the basic of human existence; he also 
adopted the scientific ideas of Freud, searching for the origin of life and energy. 
And eventually he applied both to the interpretation of art, especially literature. 
However, his theories are different from the old ones. Bergson thinks of the 
future as unpredictable and the author regards the poet as a prophet. Freud 
considers sexual desire as the origin of life, and the author believes life 
originated from the vivacity of sexual power. It thus can be said that this book 
stands out among the books of the same kind. It is neither as arbitrary as the 
books of science nor as mysterious as the books of philosophy. At the same 
time, it is not as detailed and trivial as other books of literary theories. The 
author is very creative, so the book is a fantastic creation. It can be said that he 
holds unique insight and a profound understanding of literature.13 

 
The book achieved influence in China when Lu Xun published his translation 
serially in Chenbao fujuan 晨报副镌 (Supplement to the morning newspaper) in 
1924 and published it again with other books in Weiming congkan 未名丛刊 
(The anonymous series). The influence of the book was enhanced after Lu Xun 
used it as the text book for literature and art in Peking University and The Peking 
Women’s College of Education. In the middle and late 1920s, Kuriyagawa fever 
gripped China and his major works, such as Ten Lectures on Modern Literature, 
Out of the Ivory Tower, European Literature Review, On the Trend of Literary 
Thoughts and The History of European Literary Thoughts were all translated into 
Chinese. When recalled the memory of listening the lecture of Lu Xun, Xu 
Qinwen 许钦文 said: 
 

After Mr. Lu Xun finished Zhongguo xiaoshuo shilüe 中国小说史略 (A brief 
history of Chinese fiction) in Peking University, he began to take The Symbol 
of Depression as his teaching material. He translated the book and gave 
lectures at the same time. The students selecting the course were many and the 
guest students were even more. The long lecture hall was always crowded with 
many students since the lectures on literary theory were very few at that time. 
What is more, Mr. Lu Xun not only explained the text, but also talked about 
the way and the experiences of writing as he had done in the class of 
Zhongguo xiaoshuo shilüe.14 

 
Jin Youlin 荆有麟 also recalled: “I remember Thais by Anatole France was used 
as an example in The Symbol of Depression. And Mr. Lu Xun first of all told the 
                                                   
13 Ibid., 1981b, 232.  
14 Xun Qinwen, 1959, 68. 
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story of Thais and made a fair judgment on her. Then he explained the reason 
why this example was given in the book. Although it took long time, the listeners 
seemed to be bewitched.” Lu Xun huiyi 鲁迅回忆 (A remembrance of Lu Xun) 
traced these memories and restored the charm of Lu Xun’s lectures. We should 
now take a look at how he talked about Thais in his old age. 

The masters of literature are those with great abilities, which are seen in Thais 
by Anatole France. There are two translated versions of that novel in China. The 
story is about an eminent monk who was cultivating himself in desert. Then, he 
suddenly thought of Thais, a famous prostitute in Alexandria who negatively 
influenced people. He then decided to persuade the woman to become a nun so 
as to save her and the young men attracted to her. At the same time, he himself 
could also accomplish immeasurable achievements. Everything went smoothly 
and Thais agreed to be a nun, so the monk violently destroyed all the clothes she 
had worn before. However, it was strange that the monk could no longer 
concentrate on his cultivation after returning to his room. He had illusions of 
monsters and naked women. He then fled away, which however did not help. He 
knew that he had fallen head over heels in love with Thais, but a group foolish 
people forced him to go on acting as the sacred monk. They followed him 
everywhere to pray and do other religious services, which made him feel like 
tasting the bitter herbs. He finally decided to ran back to Thais and express his 
love. However when he eventually said “I love you” to her, Thais’s death was 
drawing near. She then died after saying that she had seen heaven.15 

According to Lu Xun’s analysis, the plot of Thais was designed with reference 
to Freud’s theory of psychoanalysis, which had also provided the profound 
psychological foundation for the idea of literary criticism in The Symbol of 
Depression. Therefore, the symbol of depression was considered as the basis of 
literature, which constituted an important trend of literature in the 1920s, 
especially for the Chinese students studying in Japan and those who had listened 
to Lu Xun’s lectures. Long before the book was translated into Chinese, Guo 
Moruo 郭沫若 declared in “Xuedeng” 学灯 (The lamp for learning) of Shishi 
xinbao 时事新报 (Newspaper of current affairs) that “literature is the symbol of 
depression, which is the definition of literature that I believe.” He then published 
an article in Chuangzao zhoubao 创造周报 (Creation weekly) in 1923, saying 
that “literature and art are the symbols of depression. No matter whether they are 
pure creations or the reflections of reality, works of literature are all concerned 
with the blood and tears, which in turn are originated from the depression of the 
people, society and the world.”16 Later in 1926, he talked about his collection of 
love poetry named Ping 瓶 (Bottle) and said that “Ping can be interpreted from 
                                                   
15 Lu Xun, 1981c, 304.  
16 Guo Moruo, 1923.  
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the perspective of a symbol of depression.”17 Yu Dafu 郁达夫 said in Wenxue 
gailun 文学概论 (An introduction to literature) that “symbol is the material of 
presentation and the impurity of the former will lead to that of the latter. The 
depression chosen by the symbol belongs to the artists. People usually talk about 
the artist’s unique feature, which I think is none other than depression.”18 It also 
should be mentioned that this idea later circulated in college education in the 
1920s and the 1930s. When the essence or the origin of literature was mentioned 
in the books of introductions to literature, they were frequently associated with 
the symbol of depression. For example, in the books by Tian Han 田汉 who had 
studied in Japan and Xu Qinwen who was a student of Lu Xun, the idea of 
Kuriyagawa was promoted. 

The May Fourth Period was quite different from the late Qing dynasty in that 
the men of literature of the May Fourth had surpassed the reformists in terms of 
the thinking on the relationship between literature and the nation. Due to the 
different living conditions of the people in the different East Asian countries, the 
intellectuals of the May Fourth took a two-way route. For one thing, they tried to 
absorb progressive Western ideas by way of Japan and the Japanese language; for 
another, they endeavored to present national integrity and honor by writing 
stories about Korea. The works by some passionate writers, such as Muyang 
aihua 牧羊哀话 (The sad soliloquy of the shepherd) and Yalu jiang shang 鸭绿

江上 (On the Yalu River) by Jiang Guangci 蒋光慈 belong to this type. Muyang 
aihua by Guo Moruo was written in the February and March of 1919 and 
described Min Chonghua 闵崇华, the Korean viscount who was unwilling to 
surrender to the enemies and lived in seclusion with his family in the mountains 
after the subjugation of Korea. His daughter Min Peiyi 闵佩荑 and the son of his 
servant Yin Ziying 尹子英 were childhood sweethearts. However, the father of 
Ziying and a second wife of Min Chonghua ganged up with the Japanese. They 
intended to assassinate Min Chonghua so as to seek rewards from the Japanese. 
Ziying was killed mistakenly by his own father for the sake of saving Min 
Chonghua. The young girl Min Peiyi became a shepherdess in the mountains 
after losing her family and lover. She sang a most sad love song, hoping in vain 
that her lover would come back someday. According to the textual research of 
Rina Fujita, a Japanese scholar and Guo Moruo’s granddaughter, this work was 
based on the story of Lee Eun, the third son of the Korean emperor. In late 1918 
or the early 1919, the Japanese Mikado granted Lee Eun a marriage with a lady 
from an aristocratic Japanese family. According to the Korean custom of that 
time, an engaged woman had to remain unmarried for her whole life if the 
engagement was canceled. At the same time, her brothers and sisters were also 
                                                   
17 Yu Dafu, 1982a, 237.  
18 Ibid., 1982b, 67.  
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forbidden to get married. As a result, Min Gabwan, the childhood sweetheart and 
engaged girlfriend of Lee Eun was deprived of her family since her father and 
grandmother died of broken hearts. And the young lady was forced to be an exile 
to Shanghai. 

In the fictional story by Guo Moruo, Lee Eun is changed into Yin Ziying and 
Min Gabwan into Min Peiyi. That is to say, the title of the young man and the 
family name of the young lady were kept in the novel. The hero was killed by the 
Japanese and the pro-Japan power while the heroine was reduced to a life of 
sadness and loneliness. The tragic love story and the destiny of the country were 
united in the story, which reflects a cognitive way of thinking in literature. Guo 
Moruo talked about his intention of writing this story in Chuangzao shinian 创造

十年 (Literary creations over the past ten years), saying: 
 

The year 1919 came in the blink of an eye, and the world war lasting for five 
years came to an end. The Paris Peace Conference with an aim to divide the 
spoils started from January. Therefore, the “Shandong Issue” was discussed 
heatedly and my second work Muyang aihua came into being. I drew upon the 
experience of going from Beijing to Japan via Korea and borrowed Korea as a 
stage so as to express the anti-Japanese emotion.19 

 
Guo Moruo here was drowning in the sorrow he felt for his own motherland. 
Therefore, the sadness in Muyang aihua was felt not only because of the 
subjugation of Korea, but also because of his own country that was about to be 
divided and conquered by the imperialist powers. The image of the 
“shepherdess” was employed by Guo to express his sense of national urgency, so 
the author actually conveyed his sorrow at the fall of his country by describing 
the misfortunes of the lovers. It should also be noted that sheep were not raised 
by herdsmen in Korea, so the image of sheep was used metaphorically by the 
author to express his deep concern for his own country. 

From Revolutionary Literature to Left-Wing Literature 
(1928 –37) 

The year 1928 was considered as the dividing line in the development of Chinese 
literature for the reason that after that year, various kinds of political and cultural 
powers in China were reorganized. The Great Revolution launched cooperatively 
by the Kuomintang and the Communist Party of China failed and the 
Kuomintang began to expel and murder the leftists in the name of “purge within 
                                                   
19 Guo Moruo, 1958, 54.  
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the party.” A group of leftist writers withdrew from the front and went to promote 
revolutionary literature in Shanghai. Such senior members as Guo Moruo and 
Cheng Fangwu 成仿吾 changed the direction of the Creation Society, which 
then began to advocate “proletarian literature.” Young and vigorous members 
who had studied in Japan, such as Li Chuli 李初梨, Feng Naichao 冯乃超, Zhu 
Jingwo 朱镜我  and Peng Kang 彭康  took with them their newly-learned 
Marxist thoughts and intended to turn over a new leaf for Chinese culture and 
literature by way of criticizing “May Fourth.” Jiang Guangci, just back from the 
Soviet Union, and Qian Xingcun 钱杏邨, Meng Chao 孟超, Hong Lingfei 洪灵

菲 and Dai Pingwan 戴平万, all of whom had withdrawn from the front, worked 
together to establish the Sun League, putting forward the idea that literature 
should reflect the class consciousness of the proletarians. In 1929, some of these 
writers travelled to or studied in Japan, such as Jiang Guangci, Lou Shiyi 楼适夷, 
Feng Xianzhang 冯宪章 and Ren Jun 任钧, and organized the Tokyo branch of 
the Sun League. Due to such reasons as the failure of Kuomintang-Communist 
cooperation, the severance of the diplomatic relationship between China and the 
Soviet Union, and the travels of the above-mentioned writers, the intellectual 
resources of the Chinese revolutionary literature almost all came from Japan. 
Even literary policy and information from the Soviet Union were obtained via 
Japan. Therefore, one of the members of the Creation Society said that “the 
proletariat art movement in China was inseparable from that of Japan.”20 

Study on the literature of that period would clearly reveal that the stiff and 
rigid application of theory was not very effective in maturing the works of 
Chinese literature. The over-pursuit of the new theory would result in the 
separation between literary concepts and literary creation. The novel writing of 
Lu Xun, however, benefited not only from his study of classical Chinese novels 
and his reading of the works by Gogol and Landreev, but also from his deep 
understanding of Japanese literature. For example, although the famous short 
story A Q zhengzhuan 阿 Q 正传 (The true story of Ah Q) was originally created 
by Lu Xun, the many twists and turns and the discussions made in the story to 
some extent reminded the readers of Natsume Soseki, who was known for his 
soft and lingering writing style and for his “literature of indulgence.” Lu Xun 
translated two stories by Akutagawa Ryunosuke in 1921. “The Nose” describes 
an ancient monk who is always laughed at by others due to his long nose. Then 
he has his nose shortened with secret Chinese therapy, but he is ridiculed all the 
more by the other people because they are not used to his new look. Finally, he 
feels relieved after restoring his nose to its former length.  

“Rashomon” is the story of a servant taking shelter from rain in Rashomon 
after being fired. He then sees an old woman plucking hair from dead bodies on 
                                                   
20 Shen Qiyu, 1928.  
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the city wall to make wigs and sell them for money. The servant tries to stop the 
woman from doing that, but she retorts by telling him that “she would starve to 
death if she did not do that.” Then the servant instantly turns himself into a 
robber and robs the old woman of her things. According to Lu Xun, the Japanese 
legend said that “the monk who was enshrined and worshiped in Naidōjō had a 
long nose and the author of the story simply rewrote the old legend. The humor 
in the work somehow over-revealed the talent of the writer, but it was simple and 
elegant compared with some of the Chinese humorous stories.”21 As for the 
second story, Lu Xun thinks that “it was a historical story (which however it is 
not) and was also well written. The ancient story was given new life and in this 
way, the ancient and the present were closely related.”22 The special significance 
of Akutagawa Ryunosuke would not have been discovered unless Lu Xun 
himself talked about it. And the meaning of this discovery lay in that it gave Lu 
Xun the psychological opportunity of writing the Gushi xinbian 故事新编 (The 
old tales retold). In the preface Lu Xun writes: 
 

The sketches constitute the majority, so the book should not be considered “an 
introduction to literature.” Some of the narratives originated from old books 
and others are pure inventions. Since I do not respect ancient people as much 
as I do the modern people, there are unavoidably some slick expressions. 
However, the ancient people are not portrayed rigidly, which might give them 
some space of existence.23  

 
Here “the slick expressions” might indicate that Lu Xun’s poignant style of 
combining the ancient and the modern was mixed with the humor of Akutagawa 
Ryunosuke. And the fact that “the ancient were not portrayed rigidly” remind 
readers of Akutagawa Ryunosuke’s way of “giving new life to the ancient stories.” 

The reason for mentioning the literary creation and translations done by Lu 
Xun during the May Fourth period when discussing the literary turn in 1928 is 
because the left-wing literary critics then thought that only they themselves kept 
pace with the times. Therefore, they charged forward in the world of literature 
with half-baked theories. Their courage should be admired, but they somehow 
neglected the Chinese situation and the innate law of literature. They attacked Lu 
Xun and other established writers by declaring that “the age of Ah Q is over and 
the technique of ‘Ah Q zhenzhuan’ is dead.” The idea of “death speeding up the 
new birth” and the objection to the combination between the old and the new 
made Lu Xun say with a sigh that “one was not able to write the new literature 
                                                   
21 Lu Xun, 1981d, 226.  
22 Ibid., 1981e, 227.  
23 Ibid., 1981f, 342.  
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and was not willing to write the old one.” And his words remind us to reflect on 
Chinese literary development. After 1928, Lu Xun began to translate Russian 
literary theories, policies and works from Japanese to Chinese, such On 
Literature and Art by Lunacharsky, Art and Social Life by Plekhanov, Razgrom 
by Fadeev and Dead Souls by Gogol. The translation of literary theories was 
related to the evolution of Lu Xun’s literary thought and he wrote: “I should be 
grateful to the Creation Society for ‘forcing’ me to read a few scientific books of 
literary theory. Now I come to understand some of the tricky and entangling 
doubts of the literary historians. And then I translated Plekhanov’s book on art so 
as to correct my prejudiced idea of only believing the theory of evolution.”24 Lu 
Xun did not mean to say that the theory of evolution should not be believed; he 
simply added a new and scientific dimension to the theory of literature. At the 
same time, he compared his translation of the literary policy of the Soviet Union 
to Prometheus’s behavior of stealing the fire for the human beings in the Greek 
mythology: “I steal the fire from other countries for the purpose of cooking my 
own flesh.”25 By way of translation, Lu Xun tried to approach literary theories as 
much as possible and also to compare the theory with his own understanding of 
literature so as to correct his prejudices. 

Of course, the revolutionary writers of that time usually got to know 
proletarian literature and art theory by the translation of Japanese writers. 
Marxist theory was first translated into Russian and then into Japanese, so 
nobody could be sure whether the essence of Marxism was preserved or not 
during the process of translation. The readers of that time had neither the time 
nor the ability to tell whether the theory was distorted or mistaken during the 
translation or not. For example, Fang Guangtao 方光焘, who was a member of 
the Creation Society and had studied in Japan, translated A Study of Literature 
from the Social Perspective by Hirabayashi Hatsunosuke to promote the ideas 
that the literary movement is part of the class struggle and that proletarian 
literature should be the tool and weapon for proletarian struggle. This theory of 
weapon and tool exerted great influence on later revolutionary literary theory in 
China. Aono Suekichi, in his article “Natural Growth and Purposeful 
Development” divided proletarian literature into the two periods: “natural 
growth” and “purposeful development.” Li Chuli also wrote an article of a 
similar title, emphasizing that “the consciousness of purpose” is the yardstick to 
distinguish proletarian literature from non-proletarian literature. He even 
combined that theory with Upton Sinclair’s ideas and put forward the notion that 
“all literature is generally and unavoidably propaganda. Sometimes it is 
unconscious and often it is purposeful.”26 Among the Japanese proletarian 
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25 Ibid., 1981h, 209.  
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literary theorists, Kurahara Korehito was the one who knew Chinese 
revolutionary literature best. Lu Xun said that “Kurahara Korehito translated 
some books of literary theories and novels from Russian, from which I benefited 
a lot.” He then mentioned the talk between Jiang Guangci and Kurahara Korehito 
about translation and also said satirically that “Qian Xingcun recently supported 
himself using Kurahara Korehito and argued with Mao Dun 茅盾  about 
Tuohuang zhe 拓荒者 (The pioneers).” This remark refers to the fact that Qian 
Xingcun published the article “Zhongguo xinxing wenxue zhong de jige juti 
wenti” 中国新兴文学中的几个具体问题 (A few specific problems in the new 
literature of China) in the first issue of Tuohuang zhe to criticize “Cong Guling 
dao Dongjing” 从牯岭到东京 (From Guling to Tokyo) by Mao Dun and his 
fictional creations by citing repeatedly from “On Proletarian Realism Again” and 
“The Content and Form of the Proletarian Literature” by Kurahara Korehito. 
However, Qian sometimes accepted foreign theories uncritically and even 
introduced the plausible ideas of Kurahara Korehito, such as proletariat realism 
and the creative method of materialist dialectics. 

During this period of time, the Japanese invaders were planning the September 
18 Incident in Shenyang and supported the dethroned emperor Puyi 溥仪 to 
establish the Manchukuo. At the same time, they also moved hundreds of Korean 
immigrants to the three provinces in the Northeast of China. In April 1932, the 
Korean patriot Yoon Bong-gil took orders from Kim Gu, the Regimental 
Commander of the Korean Patriotic Legion and killed the Japanese senior 
general Shirakawa Yoshinori in Hongkou Park Explosion Case in Shanghai. 
Many works of Chinese literature depicted the Korean patriots and people as the 
friends who shared the same fate with the Chinese people. Baiyue de xiangcun 
八月的乡村 (The village in August) by the northeastern writer Xiao Jun 萧军 and 
“Meiyou zuguo de haizi” 没有祖国的孩子 (The children away from motherland) 
by Shu Qun 舒群 were the most famous pieces among the works of this type. A 
writer with the pen name of “Anonymous” (the real name is Bu Naifu) wrote the 
most works about the Korean people and left three novels and eight short stories 
altogether. The works by “Anonymous” are characterized with the aesthetic and 
mysterious flavor of a legend and add a strange color to the works about the 
Korean people. His dazzling works can be compared to shining stars. For 
example, Beiji fengqing hua 北极风情画 (North Pole’s customs) opens with a 
weirdo whose face has a miserable expression and is covered with long hair. He 
looks into the North from the peak of Mount Hua and sings a song too tragic to 
be heard. A night’s talking and drinking reveal that this person is the Korean 
Captain Mr. Im who followed the troops led by Ma Zhanshan 马占山, a famous 
anti-Japanese general in China, and withdrew to Siberia. And in that cold and 
desolate city, he falls in love at first sight with Alleria, the daughter of a deceased 
Polish general. They enjoy their passionate love like two gambling maniacs. The 
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love shows to readers that before the World War, there were two most tragic 
nations in the world: Korea in the east and Poland in the west. The sorrow 
resulting from the subjugation of these countries and the loss of families is mixed 
with the passionate love of the two foreign lovers. However, the soldiers are not 
allowed to take their families along with them when the troop withdrew from the 
city; and Alleria, who can not stand the sadness of separation, commits suicide. 
She leaves a will, asking her lover to climb up the mountain peak and sing the 
song of their separation after ten years. This scene, which happens on the peak of 
Mount Hua at the beginning of the novel, is his action of fulfilling the promise. 
For the purpose of collecting writing materials, “Anonymous” even visited Kim 
Gu, the head of the Provisional Government of the Republic of Korea. He also 
wrote Hanguo de fennu: Qingshanli diexue shiji 韩国的愤怒——青山里喋血实记 
(The wrath of Korea: a faithful record of the blood shedding in Qingshanli) on 
the behalf of Lee Beom-seok, the chief of staff of Kim Gu and made friends with 
him in spite of the age difference. This novel draws upon the experiences of Lee 
Beom-seok after he followed Ma Zhanshan to Tomsk and fell in love with a 
Polish girl. The snow-covered peak of Mount Hua witnessed their aesthetic and 
mysterious love story. The young lovers from two small and weak nations had a 
passionate and fire-like love for each other, but their relationship came to nothing 
at the end due to the subjugation of their countries. A double tragedy is revealed 
in the story. And beneath the tragic love of the life-and-death separation lay the 
tragic story of the subjugation of the nations. The unrestrained and strange 
description enhances the emotional appeal of the stories about the Korean refugees. 
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