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Abstract  Tian Han is well-known for writing realistic and revolutionary works 
in modern Chinese literature, but his early dramatic works are full of Western 
aesthetic decadence which values “art is for art’s sake.” He was strongly 
influenced by Oscar Wilde and his Salome, which can be found from his 
translating Salome to directing it performed on the Chinese stage, and to his own 
drama writing in 1920s. He did his best to balance art and life in his dramatic 
works in order to make them accepted by the masses in China. However, in 1930 
he declared in his Self-criticism Directed at Ourselves that he would give up 
writing the aesthetic and decadent literary works and transfer to “art is for life’s 
sake.” The conflict between art and life through his works and theories 
demonstrates his complex about Salome. 
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Introduction 

After the May Fourth Movement instigated the development of modern Chinese 
drama in the 1920s, a succession of playwrights appeared one after the other. 
Among these dramatists, Tian Han emerged as the creator of the richest, most 
accomplished works. The Southern Drama Society (Nanguo she), which he 
founded, was one of the earliest groups to specialize in drama, and he played a 
major role in popularizing modern drama and launching the leftist theatre 

                                                               
* Translated by Todd W. Foley. This article is supported by the Research Foundation for Youth 
Scholars of Beijing Technology and Business University. 
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movement. 
Naturally, Tian Han is most commonly remembered as both the founder of the 

revolutionary theater movement and the composer of the words to the Chinese 
national anthem, “The March of the Volunteers” (Yiyongjun jinxing qu). The rich 
aesthetics and sentimentality of his earlier plays, however, continue to lack 
sufficient attention and understanding. Tian Han’s early drama, produced from 
1920 to 1929, displays an infusion of neo-romantic characteristics and differs 
both thematically and stylistically from the works he produced after his turn to 
realism in 1930. This sort of Western dramatic modernism exhibited in his early 
plays resulted from the influence of English aesthetic decadence (weimei-tuifei 
zhuyi) and presented the difficulty of reconciling the idea of “art for art’s sake” 
(wei yishu er yishu) with “art for life’s sake” (wei rensheng er yishu). An 
example of this may be seen in his translation and staging of Salome (1893), a 
play by the British aesthetic- decadent Oscar Wilde (1854–1900). From the 
publication of his translation in 1921 to the Southern Drama Society’s staging of 
the play in 1929, Tian Han remained focused on Salome, and his dramatic works 
of this period undeniably demonstrate the influence of this play.  

Tian Han’s Translation of Salome: Loyalty to the Aesthetic 
Decadence of the Original Work 

Not only was Salome the only tragedy Wilde ever produced, but it stands as a 
classic embodiment of the ideas and artistic styles of aesthetic decadence. 
Advocates of “art for art’s sake,” aesthetic decadents emphasized the idea that 
beauty was the ultimate goal of art, seeking the fleeting pleasures of sensual 
enjoyment and refusing to let art become either a kind of bourgeois rationalism 
or an implement of utilitarianism. Embracing dandyism, they retreated into an 
aesthetic utopia to avoid the spiritual crisis brought on by modern civilization, 
and in doing so they maintained a certain resistance toward both the capitalist 
system and the de facto order of society. The original model for Salome was the 
story of the death of John the Baptist from the Bible, to which Wilde added 
elements of aesthetic decadence and a melodiously rhythmic language to portray 
a Salome who was ruthlessly in search of beauty. While Salome may appear to be 
instinctively paranoid and an incarnation of limitless desire, hidden underneath 
this image is actually a significant intellectual depth: A modernist representation 
of the anti-Enlightenment in English literature, Salome embodies fearlessness 
and self-conviction that stands in sharp contrast to the panic, blind faith, desire, 
degeneration, cynicism, and violence present in the atmosphere of fin-de-siècle 
society. 
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Aesthetic decadence was transported from the West in the early twentieth 
century, arriving to the Japanese literary scene around the transition from the 
Meiji era to the Taishō period (1910–15). After seeing a production of Salome in 
Tokyo, which was performed nonstop following its first successful staging in 
1912, Tian Han became captivated by both aesthetic decadence and the play 
itself. Many modern Chinese authors studied abroad in Europe, America, or 
Japan, and they became the first devoted messengers of aesthetic decadence, 
transporting it into the realm of modern Chinese literature. It was in this way that 
Salome reached China, enjoying such a favorable reception that from the early 
1920s through the 1940s, this “fleur du mal” of aestheticism was translated into 
Chinese six times, becoming known as “the most retranslated work of Western 
literature.”1 In 1920, a supplement of The Republican Daily News (Minguo ribao) 
published a joint translation by Lu Si’an and Qiu Peiyue entitled Saluomu (a 
Pinyin Romanization of their Chinese rendering of Salome). The next year Tian 
Han’s translation, rendered as Shalemei, appeared in The Journal of the Young 
China Association, published serially beginning with the ninth issue of the 
second volume. In 1922 this translation was published by Shanghai Zhonghua 
Press as its own book, which contained illustrations by the English painter 
Aubrey Beardsley and an introductory poem, “The Misanthrope’s Night Song,” 
by Guo Moruo. Although four or five more translations of Salome appeared in 
the following twenty years, Tian Han’s has remained the most important and 
influential. 

Compared with the work of his contemporary translators, Tian Han’s Salome 
was the most faithful to the principles of the original. Translated plays were 
instrumental in the birth and development of modern Chinese drama, and the 
scripts of the earliest plays were all taken from translations. But because of their 
situation with respect to the traditions of Chinese literature and the demands of 
the time, translators of Western drama often inserted their own aesthetic 
preferences. Under this process of “local assimilation” (bentu hua), “many works 
called translations could have more accurately been considered adaptations, or 
even, in some cases, entirely new creations.”2 A Record of the Black Slave’s 
Appeal to Heaven (Heinu yutian lu), for instance, was the 1901 adaptation of 
Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and The Young Mistress’ Fan was an adaptation of Oscar 
Wilde’s Lady Windermere’s Fan. While these “adaptations” often only slightly 
altered the names of people and places, they often involved significant 
interpretive abridgements to the original texts, sometimes to the extent of 
changing a tragic ending to a happy one that would please the Chinese masses. 
                                                               
1 Xie Zhixi, He er butong: Zhongguo xiandai wenxue pianlun, 3. 
2 Wang Lieyao, Jidujiao wenhua yu Zhongguo xiandai xiju de beiju yishi, 124. 
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These sorts of translations “were generally unfaithful and quite far from the 
original, to say nothing of their correctness; any notions of fidelity and accuracy 
were discarded with a string of glib words.”3 This wave of adaptations caused 
translation to be regarded as creative work, and as a result, “the beauty and style 
of the original work, even including important dialogue, was completely 
extinguished.”4 Commenting on these sorts of translations, Lu Xun “long felt 
they owed a large debt to both authors and readers alike.”5  

It was not until after the 1920s and 1930s, however, that representatives of 
May Fourth literature began initiating literal translation (zhiyi). Guo Moruo, for 
example, commented in 1923 that “naturally the ideal translation must not depart 
from the words, phrases, and meaning of the original text—but even more 
importantly, the translation must not depart from the original spirit of the work.”6 
Qu Qiubai maintained in 1931 that “translations should properly introduce the 
basic meaning of a text to Chinese readers, allowing them to grasp the ideas just 
as they are presented in the original English, Russian, Japanese, German, or 
French texts.” 7  Additionally, Lin Yutang promoted three main criteria for 
translation—“the standard of faithfulness, the standard of smooth coherence, and 
the standard of beauty”—which bore a responsibility to the original text, the 
readers, and art in general.8 Before this new approach to translation took form, 
Tian Han’s Salome, translated in 1920 and published the next year, completely 
preserved Wilde’s original style. Not only did Tian Han faithfully translate 
Salome’s original tragic ending, but, even more impressively, he authentically 
retained the literary techniques and linguistic characteristics of Wilde’s 
aestheticism. On the other hand, Tian Han also appreciated the aesthetic 
decadence which Salome represented through the “unconditional devotion of 
[her]self to beauty and art.” Furthermore, “the consistency of so many aspects” 
between Tian Han and Wilde, “such as individuality, experience, taste, 
accomplishment, and even style and artistic pursuits,” confirmed that Tian Han’s 
translation of Salome “was undeniably recognized as the best and most widely 
disseminated.”9  

The greatest challenge Tian Han faced with his translation, characterized by its 
fidelity to the original text and respect for the author’s creative spirit, was 
presenting late nineteenth-century European aesthetic decadence to Chinese 
                                                               
3 Li Ji, “Lu Xun duiyu fanyi gongzuo de gongxian,” 312. 
4 Zheng Zhenduo, “Mr. Lin Qinnan,” 187. 
5 Lu Xun, Lu Xun quanji, vol. 10, 238. 
6 Guo Moruo, “Lixiang de fanyi zhi wo jian,” 331.  
7 Qu Qiubai, “Lu Xun yu Qu Qiubai guanyu fanyi de tongxin,” 270.  
8 Lin Yutang, “Lun Fanyi,” 417–32. 
9 Yu Fenggao, Shalemei: Lishi he yishu, 249. 
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readers. However, as a representative of this style of translation marked by its 
faithfulness to the original text and author, Tian Han helped spark off the 
well-known vigorous debate between those promoting “art for life’s sake” 
(rensheng pai) and those in favor of “art for art’s sake” (yishu pai), which was 
seen most prominently in the debate lasting from 1921 to 1924 between the 
Literary Association (Wenxue yanjiu hui), which supported “art for life’s sake,” 
and the early Creation Society (Chuangzao she), which supported “art for art’s 
sake.” The Literary Association supported the use of realism in literature to 
reflect the current conditions of life and society, using literature as a tool to 
change life and society for the better. In addition, it emphasized that “modern 
Chinese literature is the literature of blood and tears, not the literature of flowers 
and the moon; it is grey and gloomy Russian literature, not the aristocratic, 
graceful and elegant Anglo-American literature.”10 The Association expressed 
the hope that “China’s young artists and writers would never again close their 
eyes and dream of elaborate pagodas, forgetting that they are actually living in 
pigsties.”11 Conversely, many members of the Creation Society had studied 
abroad in Europe and America, and had thus come into contact with both 
classical romanticism and the new wave of modernism that was widely current at 
the time. Proponents of “art for art’s sake,” they paid particular attention to the 
fullness and beauty of literature and promoted the idea that art is a way of giving 
expression to individual human emotions. Rather than taking literature as an 
instructional tool for society, they recognized the aesthetic value of literature 
itself and felt that art attached to politics was a betrayal of art. 

The Literary Association and the Creation Society were two new forces in the 
Chinese literary scene at the time, and the question of translation became the 
focus of a prolonged clash between the two factions because of their different 
conceptions of literature. As a result, Zheng Zhenduo, a leading member of the 
Literary Association, referred to Tian Han, a founding member of the Creation 
Society, as a “blind translator” for the way in which he remained faithful to 
Wilde’s aesthetic decadence. The Literary Association maintained that “in 
translating a work, aside from strong subjective preference, it should be 
propelled by a sense that it ‘suits the needs of a general readership’ and 
‘sufficiently addresses the problems of the time’.” 12  It also called upon 
translators to “first open their eyes and look at the original text, then look at 
contemporary China, and only then begin translating.”13 
                                                               
10 Quoted in Wu Lichang (eds.), Wenxue de xiaojie yu fanxiaojie—Zhongguo xiandai wenxue 
paibie lunzheng shilun, 312.  
11 Ibid., 313. 
12 Ibid., 317. 
13 Quoted in Xian Liqiang, Xunzhao guisu de liulangzhe: Chuangzao she yanjiu, 125. 
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At the time of the May Fourth Movement in China, the structure of society 
was in turmoil, and the changes were just as great as those experienced in 
nineteenth-century Great Britain and France. Within the short span of twenty to 
thirty years, the Qing dynasty collapsed, the Republic was established, Yuan 
Shikai set himself up as emperor, Zhang Xun restored the monarchy, warlords 
incessantly battled for power, China suffered the pressures of imperialism, the 
Nationalists fought the Communists, and political conflicts continued to arise one 
after the other. The people were left without knowing which way to turn, and 
“chaos” became the defining characteristic of this transitional period. While the 
Literary Association represented the hopes of the literati by promoting “art for 
life’s sake” and using realism to awaken the masses and rebuild society, the 
Creation Society represented another faction of mostly young artists and writers 
who had lost hope for the current situation. Repeated revolution and defeat left 
them with a pessimistic and distrustful attitude toward politics, so they instead 
turned to Western aesthetic decadence, embracing it heartily and hoping to use 
the basic enlightening capacity of literature to construct a new position for art, 
with the ultimate dream of using the aesthetics of pure art (chun yishu) to critique 
traditional literature and morality. From today’s perspective, such an attitude may 
be seen as the awakening of a certain aesthetic modernity and the roots of literary 
modernism in China, although at the time it was met with criticism from every 
angle. The Literary Association felt that, rather than helping to rebuild society, 
works produced as “art for art’s sake” by the Creation Society were useless and 
misguided at a time when China was ridden with problems. Believing that such 
an attitude would extinguish the revolutionary consciousness of the Chinese 
people, they charged that the talented authors of the “art for art’s sake” 
movement were “afraid of ugliness, reality, and resistance ... they dare not see, 
dare not face the truth, dare not think. Fleeing from reality, they wish to create 
their own paradise (leyuan) from illusions and yearning.”14  

If it can be said that Tian Han’s translation of Salome was fulfilled in a 
“paradise” far from reality, as the Literary Association charged, then Tian Han 
bringing Salome to the Chinese stage was the result of his wandering between 
“paradise” and reality. 

Tian Han’s Undecadent Version of Salome on Stage 

Tian Han devoted himself to staging Salome in China, hoping that it would plant 

                                                               
14 Quoted in Wu Lichang (eds.), Wenxue de xiaojie yu fanxiaojie—Zhongguo xiandai wenxue 
paibie lunzheng shilun, 319.  
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a beautiful flower in the “excessively barren” soil of Chinese drama. Finally, in 
1929 his long-held dream became a reality in Nanjing. The eight years between 
his translation of the play and its staging—a delay which was mostly due to the 
great changes in China’s political situation—forced Tian Han to change his 
portrayal of Salome from decadence to undecadence, hoping to win the affection 
of Chinese audiences. The fin-de-siècle decadence was turned by him into a 
vigorously anti-feudal, anti-traditional romanticism. Tian Han’s favorite 
characteristic of Salome was her rebellious spirit and her rejection of all the 
trappings of traditional morality, as he felt that the reality of Chinese society of 
the time called for such qualities. This sort of application of Salome’s image to 
contemporary circumstances demonstrates the desire of the artist himself to fit 
his art to the current situation, as well as the inevitability of bringing art into a 
certain relationship—and struggle—with politics. In the atmosphere of society at 
the time, the conflict between art and politics, which was a conflict between 
aesthetics and ideology, could not be easily solved. This may be easily seen from 
Tian Han’s two defenses of Salome. 

Originally published in the Southern Special Supplement (Nanguo tekan, no. 2) 
of the July 7, 1929 issue of the Central Daily News (Zhongyang ribao), an article 
by Tian Han titled “The Attitude of Art and Artists” (Yishu yu yishujia de taidu) 
stated the following: 
 

This Salome was Wilde’s masterpiece, the staging of which was banned by 
the British government because it contradicted the Bible. Are English 
people not religious? So, the play was prohibited. Afterwards, when the play 
was performed in France, Wilde wanted to become a French citizen. From 
this, one can see Wilde’s desire for freedom, a channel for rebellion, and a 
spirit of resistance.  

While Salome has been performed in other countries hundreds of times, 
in China it has been performed only this once. Thus, my translation of 
Salome was finally brought to fruition in the eleventh year of the 
Republic—after seven or eight years during which it was never 
performed—because we had an excellent Jokanaan, Salome, and Herodias. 
The play’s resistance to the de facto attitudes of society is abundantly clear, 
which is why we chose it.15  

 
In this section of his article, Tian Han specifically emphasizes the importance 

of Salome’s rebellion against traditional religion as well as its resistance against 
the general attitudes of society. Chinese society at that time was going through a 
                                                               
15 Tian Han, Tian Han wenji, vol 14, 196–97; emphases in the original. 
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tumultuous period of replacing the old with the new: Intellectuals were 
advocating revolution and “new thinking” (xin sixiang), and challenging 
traditional Confucian thought from the angle of discourse and ideology. 
Moreover, there was certainly an urgent need for borrowing a model of Western 
or foreign thought to resist traditional Confucianism. It was in this environment 
that Salome appeared on the broader Chinese intellectual scene and was 
consciously interpreted as anti-feudal and anti-traditional, regarded as the most 
direct and efficacious mocking of Chinese traditionalism and the idea of 
literature as a vessel of morality.  

Tian Han published another article in the next supplement (no. 3) on July 12, 
five days after the previous one. It was called “The Relationship of Politics with 
Art and the Times” (Yishu yu shidai ji zhengzhi zhi guanxi) and emphasized 
similar points: 
 

Art is an artistic leap which tends toward idealism, while politics advocates 
maintaining the present situation. Artists cannot wait—impatient, they desire 
to resist the present morality. Take Salome, for instance, which everyone 
now recognizes as a masterpiece although it was originally prohibited on the 
British stage. Oscar Wilde took the play to France, and even wanted to 
become a French citizen: From this one can see the specific differences that 
art and artists have from politics. The indications of art are quicker than 
politics; art is the forerunner of politics.16  

 
From this passage, it may at first appear as if Tian Han was emphasizing the 

difference between art and politics; however, he was actually entrusting art with 
the important task of being the “forerunner of politics,” promoting the idea that 
art often propels society forward. His declaration represented the sentiment of the 
vast majority of intellectuals at the time: They hoped to use artistic productions 
to revolt against traditional morality and the social status quo to promote a new 
kind of anti-traditionalist modernism, allowing modernist thought to seep into the 
hearts of the people and thereby gradually change the old China into a new, 
modern China. Understood against this background, the image of Salome 
undoubtedly came to be seen as ostensibly “undecadent,” (though, ironically, in a 
way even more faithful to the underlying agenda of most nineteenth-century 
British “decadents,” including Wilde)—taking on the utilitarian mission of 
“resistance, revolt, and freedom.” Moreover, intellectuals saw Salome as a means 
of promoting these principles.  

                                                               
16 Ibid., 200; emphases in the original. 
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Behind Tian Han’s earnest pleading with the masses to accept both the play 
and his “new thinking,” however, was his desire to allow people to perceive, ever 
so slightly, the enchanting “pure art” of Salome. He could not immediately stage 
it in China and expect it to become instantly recognized as the masterpiece he 
knew it was—it was only performed eight years later since his translation when it 
was “because we had an excellent Jokanaan, Salome, and Herodias,” and Tian 
Han felt it could be suitably executed. “This play,” wrote Tian Han, “so full of 
beautiful sensory description, with a strangely musical poetic foundation and an 
enchanting symphony, has been performed in Europe and America hundreds of 
times, but I’m afraid this is its first attempt in China.”17 In his essay “Before the 
Performance,” Tian Han even went as far as to state that:  
 

The motivation for staging the play was not because Salome was necessary 
for the present, objective environment in China, but because enough talent 
came together just at that time. I felt that, due to this coincidence, the play 
should be realized. Moreover, the state of Chinese drama seemed 
excessively desolate, so planting such a beautiful flower seemed like it may 
have a positive effect.18  

 
From this self-contradictory defense, one can clearly see Tian Han’s 

ambiguous stance towards Salome’s aesthetic decadence: Because of the artist’s 
pursuit of pure art, he found it difficult to separate himself from his feelings of 
admiration for the play. To perform this “art-for-art’s-sake” masterpiece on the 
Chinese stage at that time, however, Tian Han as the director had to present 
Salome as “for life” (wei rensheng), bringing individualism into contact with the 
laboring masses and attempting transform the sensory beauty of the play into a 
positive moral education. In this way Tian Han presented his revisionist 
interpretation of Salome in an effort to persuade the masses to accept the original 
aesthetic and decadent Salome. In his essay “Our Own Criticism,” Tian Han 
wrote the following:  
 

Only within its own era can art be active, depressed, or hope to achieve! 
                                                               
17 Ibid., 340. The character Salome was played by the up-and-coming star Yu Shan, who had a 
graceful appearance and delivered a forceful, enthusiastic, performance. Not only did her 
performance cause a sensation in Nanjing and Shanghai, winning her widespread praise for her 
success in the role, but the photograph of her holding Jokanaan’s head and kissing it became a 
classic image in the history of Chinese theater. Jokanaan was played by Chen Ningqiu, 
Herodias was played by Yi Su, Herod was played by Wan Laitian, and the young Syrian was 
played by Jin Yan.  
18 Ibid., 340.  
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These are the basic cries of the artist who lives among the masses. From his 
works you can surely see his hope to achieve a new life, the dejection which 
will inevitably be encountered and, out of this dejection, the discovery of a 
new, dynamic path! 

The female lead in Salome has the following lines: “Thy mouth is so red! 
The red blasts of trumpets that herald the approach of kings, and make 
afraid the enemy, are not so red.” 

Art, using Wilde’s manner of expression, is just this kind of “red blasts of 
trumpets,” which announces the coming of a new era and frightens away the 
enemy.  

Wilde has always been considered an author with a particularly strong 
individual character. Could performing his script in this period, especially 
such an artistic play as Salome, not be considered a rebellion against the 
times? Would it not be considered “not for the masses” (bu minzhong)? But, 
intelligent masses, you must freely select your cultural nourishment. Salome 
contains precious nourishment for you! 

The young Syrian, Salome, and Jokanaan—these three characters, 
although one loves Salome, one loves Jokanaan, and one loves God—all 
share the same spirit, single-mindedly putting all of their effort into seeking 
the one they love, even sacrificing their lives for this love! You, the masses, 
lovers of freedom and equality, learn from this single-minded, indomitable 
spirit and seek out that which you love!19  

 
In this essay, Tian Han takes the aesthetic senses of love that the young Syrian 

has for Salome, and that Salome has for Jokanaan, and compares this love with 
the spiritual love that Jokanaan has for God. The young Syrian’s love transcends 
different notions of class, Salome’s love transcends different religious beliefs, 
and Jokanaan’s love transcends ordinary pleasures of the flesh. Regardless of the 
specific nature of their love, however, all the characters display a sense of 
fearless searching for the self as well as an open resistance to upper class society, 
patriarchy, and political authority. The three characters are identical in their 
revolt against tradition and their pursuit of freedom, and Chinese intellectuals of 
the time who embraced romanticism strongly identified with the characters’ 
struggles. This was the “precious nourishment” that Salome provided of which 
Tian Han spoke. 

An apt description of Tian Han’s ambiguous attitude toward Salome’s aesthetic 
decadence shows that he “strove to employ literary and artistic techniques to 

                                                               
19 Ibid., 340–43. 
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achieve his goals of ‘societal reform’ and the ‘perfection of individuality,’ 
building an ideal society of ‘Chinese youth’ with a perfect ‘union of spirit and 
body’.” This type of romantic fervor and humanist idealism made Tian Han “very 
nearly, though not quite fully, embrace aesthetic-decadent principles.”20 Actually, 
Tian Han’s “undecadent” staging of Salome catered to the widespread sentiment 
of Chinese audiences at the time: Unable to allow them to clearly see the 
profound aesthetic modernity of “art for art’s sake,” the performance had to settle 
at the level of modernist cultural enlightenment. During the process of staging 
Salome, many marks of aesthetic decadence became overpowered by 
romanticism. Wu Zuoren, for instance, one of the founding members of the 
Southern Drama Society, experimented with realistic set design for the first time 
in the history of Chinese theater, and he collaborated with Xian Xinghai to 
arrange the music for Salome’s dance, which was based on a Beethoven minuet. 
“A realistic set, music from Beethoven, actors brimming with passion—all of 
these elements taken together made Salome’s artistic impression stand out in the 
eyes of the Chinese audience: Salome completely shed the filth of erotic 
decadence, breaking away from tradition with a rebellious position, and 
embracing the future with the conviction of a revolutionary.”21  

Drama is a type of artistic form that allows for direct, face-to-face contact 
between the audience and the art, making it more effective as an educational tool 
than poetry or the novel. At such a transitional period when the whole nation was 
seeking change, this sort of undecadent interpretation of Salome’s image was, in 
reality, a compromise Tian Han could not help but make. For him, a successful 
result consisted of audience acceptance and practical instruction. Due to this 
compromise, the original Salome—a Western literary image of anti- 
enlightenment modernity—was consciously transformed into a representation of 
Chinese enlightenment modernity.  

Tian Han’s Attempt to Balance Art and Life in His Works 

In his oscillation between the purposes of writing “for art” and “for life,” Tian 
Han still gave voice to his own individual dramatic creation. His work of the 
1920s undoubtedly reveals a strong aesthetic decadent influence from Wilde’s 
Salome, and while he had no choice but to create a Salome without the decadent 
aspects for Chinese audiences of the time, he also incorporated this characteristic 
into his own creation. In the plays A Night in the Café (1920), The Night the 

                                                               
20 Xie Zhixi, Mei de pianzhi: Zhongguo xiandai weimei-tuifei zhuyi wenxue sichao yanjiu, 72.  
21 Zhou Xiaoyi, Weimei zhuyi yu xiaofei wenhua, 194.  
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Tiger was Captured (1921), and Tragedy on the Lake (1929), for instance, the 
differences in social class undergirding each love story indicate social and 
political dimensions: Rich people become immersed in wealth and prestige, 
while the poor struggle through each day, yearning for freedom and change while 
hoping to find beauty and joy in life. In each of these plays, Tian Han reflects 
these most basic demands of Chinese society, attempting to use romanticist love 
stories to bridge the gaps between different classes. The characters Bai Qiuying 
(A Night in the Café), Wei Liangu (The Night the Tiger was Captured), and Bai 
Wei (Tragedy on the Lake) are all Salome’s “sisters,” whether they come from 
the countryside or the city. These female characters all demonstrate the same 
search for freedom and fearless spirit of rebellion. Not only do they reflect 
society’s strong opposition to feudalism and tradition in the quest for individual 
liberation through enlightenment thought, but they also instilled in women of the 
time the bravery to rise up against patriarchy. These are the positive meanings 
which the undecadent Salome carried for Chinese society.  

The undecadent images of Tian Han’s Salome and other characters were actually 
a product of society at the time, promoting intellectuals’ goals of rationality and 
enlightenment and reflecting the inner struggle of an artist trying to reconcile 
differences in modern Chinese poetics. To say that Tian Han never truly understood 
the aesthetic decadence that Salome represented, however, is not entirely fair. It is 
true that he always strove to include both political matters and elements of realism 
in his dramatic works, supporting the claim that his plays are not without a goal or 
a certain utility, and that they are neither capitalist nor removed from the masses. 
Salome, however, contains hidden implications in two major ways: The first 
through Tian Han’s emphasis on symbolism, philosophical meanings, and 
subjective emotions, and the second through the fact that none of the play’s 
characters ever achieve any real salvation or redemption, occupying instead an 
illusory reality without any real hope. Taken together, Tian Han’s works reflect a 
kind of adolescent melancholy and a youthful petit-bourgeois indecisiveness and 
nostalgia, along with the passive resistance commonly held by young people 
against the corruption of the time. From this perspective, the works may be 
considered decadent. One critic has commented that “Tian Han’s plays, rather than 
representing the sorrowful mood of most Chinese youth, instead reflect the 
sorrowful moods of youthful French literary decadents.”22 This is most evident in 
his 1928 play The Sound of the Ancient Pond (Gutan de shengyin) . 

The events of this play take place by a pond deep within the mountains, where 

                                                               
22 Quoted in Wu Lichang (eds.), Wenxue de xiaojie yu fanxiaojie—Zhongguo xiandai wenxue 
paibie lunzheng shilun, 324.  
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a poet lives in an isolated pagoda with his elderly mother and another woman 
named Meiying. The poet rescued Meiying, a dancer, from the corrupt 
“enticement of the world” and “intoxication of the flesh,” imagining that in a 
refined, artistic existence the human soul can find redemption. By casting off the 
“cruel world,” the poet uses Meiying as an experiment in the realization of his 
own ideals. Through the poet’s tutelage, Meiying comes to understand that “life 
is fleeting, but art is enduring,” willingly shutting herself in the poet’s home to 
read books so that she might invigorate herself to live anew. The poet, however, a 
masculine instructor of enlightenment, actually seeks the perfect synthesis of 
spirit and flesh. After wandering about for several months, he returns to pay a 
visit to his Meiying, bringing with him a fashionable scarf, silk shoes, perfume, 
and sheet music. Just as he attempts to establish a new life which satisfies the 
demands of both the spirit and the flesh, he is horrified to discover that Meiying 
has jumped into the water and killed herself, leaving behind a final poem: 
 

Ancient pond beneath the balcony! 
Ancient pond of unfathomable depths! 
Ancient pond reflecting the shadows of the trees! 
Ancient pond submerged in the moonlight!  
Ancient pond with fallen leaves floating! 
Ancient pond with strange patterns dancing! 
Ancient pond, you hide everything I fear, 
Ancient pond, you hide everything I yearn for, 
Ancient pond, you are the drifter’s birth, 
Ancient pond, you are the drifter’s grave. 
Ancient pond, when I kiss you I would like to hear 
What kind of sound you will make.23  

 
If we compare this farewell poem with the final monologue Salome delivers 

when she is holding Jokanaan’s head, we will discover that Meiying’s infatuation 
with the beautiful and mysterious ancient pond is simply another version of 
Salome’s desire for Jokanaan. Meiying’s complicated feelings of fear and 
yearning regarding the pond are comparable to Salome’s love-crazed state—a 
mixture of love and hate for Jokanaan. Furthermore, Meiying’s longing to hear 
the sound of the pond’s response to her kiss is comparable to Salome’s strong 
desire to kiss Jokanaan’s lips. Salome is overwhelmed by the desire for 
Jokanaan’s flesh beauty, while Meiying is seduced to death by the “voice of the 

                                                               
23 Tian Han, “Gutan de shengyin,” 41–42. 
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pond” which symbolizes the “spiritual seduction.” Both characters sacrifice 
themselves in the instant of the “kiss.” 

According to Tian Han’s own explanation, the poetic symbol of “the voice of 
the pond” is taken from a haiku by the Edo-period Japanese poet Matsuo Bashō: 
“the ancient pond/a frog leaps in/crisp sounds from the water.” The crisp sounds 
of this ancient pond are “filled with the true meaning of life and the happy 
sounds of beauty,”24 displaying an Eastern aesthetic world which bespeaks a 
kind of eternal attraction toward life. At the end of the play, the poet wants to 
destroy the pond as revenge for taking away his beloved Meiying and see what 
kind of sound it makes then. In a scene brimming with mysterious and 
melancholic aesthetic decadence, the poet jumps in, shouting “old pond, 
despicable old pond!” 

In an essay entitled “Criticizing Ourselves” (“Women de ziji pipan”), Tian Han 
pointed out that all the plays first performed by the Southern Drama Society, 
“regardless of whether they were fresh creations or translations, all had a 
common, melancholy sentiment surrounding the “anxiety of the spirit and the 
flesh.”25 This profound sentiment is clearly transmitted in The Sound of the 
Ancient Pond, as the poet is pleased with himself for “giving a spiritual 
awakening to a person obsessed with the flesh,” while at the same time 
fantasizing of attaining harmony between these two elements: “Oh, Meiying, if 
only you knew how I’ve looked after your spiritual life— though forbidding you 
from seeking carnal pleasures, it was not my intention to shut away my oriole 
and keep her from singing, or for my orchid’s fragrance to become dulled 
through tears.” In addition, we see Meiying’s own uncertainty regarding the 
conflict between spirit and flesh: “I’m a woman accustomed to drifting. The 
south, the north, the Yellow River, the Yangtze—there is no place where I haven’t 
once left a trace, but there is also no place where I haven’t once left my soul. It is 
as if my soul, at one moment or another, looks to the mountains beyond the 
mountain, the waters beyond the water, the worlds beyond the world. As soon as 
she arrives in this world, her heart has already made preparations to go to another 
one. I truly believe what the gentleman says, that art is the place to which the 
soul is entrusted, although my soul tells me that even the palace of art is not 
someplace she can become accustomed to dwelling. She never has a moment of 
peace.”26  

Spirit and flesh, life and death, life and art—these conflicts are also the 
subjects of Wilde’s Salome. While The Sound of the Ancient Pond reflects the 
                                                               
24 Ibid., 417. 
25 Tian Han, Tian Han wenj, vol. 14, 340–43. 
26 Tian Han, “Gutan de shengyin,” 31–32, 34, 39–40. 
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most vexing problems for an author with an inclination toward aestheticism, Tian 
Han’s conflict between spirit and flesh is not entirely the same as Wilde’s. Tian 
Han colors this conflict with romanticism, persistently holding only the 
“harmony of spirit and flesh” as the way to realize his dream for the young China. 
“We the ‘old China’,” said Tian Han, “are already done for because of the 
disharmony between our spirit and flesh. The youth of the ‘young China,’ 
however, will rescue both the flesh from the spirit and the spirit from the flesh.”27 
Clearly, Tian Han was sympathetic toward the embodiment of naturalism, 
humanism, and individualism, and in his view the harmony of body and soul was 
urgently necessary for the enlightened, modern China. Demonstrating the 
importance he placed upon the unity of spirit and flesh, Tian Han once quoted 
Kuriyagawa Hakuson’s On Artistic and Literary Trends (Wenyi sichao lun): “The 
demands that people feel of the flesh have never been as sorrowful or as acute as 
those of the modern era. These demands are becoming more intense for the 
people of today, while at the same time incorporating the strong demands of the 
spirit as well. This is just like it was for the Ancient Greeks, who wished to see 
the richness of life in the unified condition of the body and soul. This is a 
characteristic of modernity.”28  

In his interpretation and performance of Salome, as well as in his creation of 
other plays, Tian Han did his utmost to reconcile the opposition between life and 
art, soul and body, and romanticism and reality. He did this in response to the 
reality of the times, and his performances achieved great success. However, 
because his works contained a certain aesthetic sensibility and poetic language, 
they incited a host of criticism. Xiang Peiliang, for instance, once denounced 
Tian Han’s plays as superficial; Su Xuelin criticized his plots as artificial and 
unreasonable; and Chen Chujun published the following criticism in the Central 
Daily News: “Why must each play produced by the Southern Drama Society 
elicit cries of dejection over the defeat of love? Why not create or select some 
plays that relate to the problems of society and carry some revolutionary spirit? 
Continuing to perform such romantic tragedies, I feel, brings no benefit to 
society and can only be harmful.”29 A certain voice from the people gave Tian 
Han even more cause for shock and reflection, asking, “How can we, fellow 
citizens, unable to adequately clothe ourselves or satisfy our hunger, remove 
ourselves from reality in search of a soul?” After a performance in Nanjing, a 
letter signed “a young soldier” also put Tian Han on alert: “Esteemed gentleman! 
Your work must bear so many demands of the time. Most admirable sir, please 
                                                               
27 Tian Han, Tian Han wenji, vol. 14, 23. 
28 Ibid., 20. 
29 Ibid., 345. 
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do not consider oneself as tender, elegant, highbrow and removed from the 
material world—we the masses are suffering from hunger and cold, and are 
awaiting your rougher, braver art!”30  

Given the steadily deteriorating Chinese political situation and increasingly 
aggressive imperial invasions, the modern Chinese consciousness needed to shift 
its emphasis from the individual to society, and from the struggle between the 
individual and society to the struggle between the oppressed classes and their 
oppressors. In 1925 Lu Xun called upon writers and artists to walk away from 
“the pure ivory tower of ‘art for art’s sake’” and bravely return to the real 
concerns and struggles of daily life. In 1930, Tian Han offered a final criticism of 
the sentimentality and aesthetic inclinations of his former petit-bourgeois works. 
In his important transitional essay “Criticizing Ourselves,” Tian Han admitted 
that “formerly, in the Southern Society, our passion outstripped our judgment, 
our romanticist tendencies overpowered rationality, and our petit-bourgeois 
sentimental decadence restricted our whole dramatic movement, even to the 
point of leading us down the wrong road.” Therefore, he decided “to completely 
dispense with the sentimental, skeptical, and indecisive wanderer, being aware of 
the tasks of the times.” He declared that by “clearly recognizing art as struggle, 
all future campaigns will make it sharper and more profound,” and that “after 
discarding aestheticism, no longer would they produce drama for drama’s sake.” 
Finally, they would “clearly recognize the relationship between the Southern 
Society and the masses,” and would “have a conscious goal for handling the 
creation and dissemination of art in an effort to achieve a certain necessary 
result.”31 

Conclusion 

Tian Han held ambiguous and extremely complicated feelings toward the 
aesthetic decadence of Salome. On the one hand, he had a deep understanding of 
the play and held onto the undying dream of an “art for art’s sake” aesthetic; on 
the other hand, considering the political atmosphere of China at the time, he 
applied his understanding of Salome to his creative process in order to avoid 
criticism from society, having no choice but to reluctantly discard a variety of 
elaborate decadent characteristics. He did his utmost to draw art and life closer to 
one another so that his works would receive the acceptance of the masses.  

Tian Han’s difficulty of reconciling art with life is representative of the 

                                                               
30 Ibid., 333. 
31 Ibid., 232–33, 352. 
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struggles many writers and artists had throughout the course of modern Chinese 
literary history. In the long debate between those promoting “art for life’s sake” 
and those in favor of “art for art’s sake,” many unwittingly changed allegiances 
and departed from their original principles of art. Representative members of the 
“art-for-art’s-sake” group, such as Tian Han, Zhang Wentian, and Guo Moruo, all 
switched over to the side of “art for life’s sake,” while representative members of 
that faction, such as Zhou Zuoren, Zhu Ziqing, and Yu Pingbo, ended up 
supporting the more escapist parts of aesthetic decadence. According to Tian Han, 
this seemingly extreme switching back-and-forth had a dialectical nature due to 
the fact that art has a dualistic nature, embodying the values of both culture and 
society. “Art for life’s sake” and “art for art’s sake” are really just two faces of 
one body of artistic value: “although each side waves a banner, neither can offer 
a dependable fortress.”32 Or in other words, “art for life’s sake and art for art’s 
sake don’t constitute a substantial opposition, but rather a conflict between the 
conscious responsibility for the enlightenment of society and the prioritization of 
individual, personal aesthetics.” This demonstrates, to a certain extent, that for 
intellectuals during such a tumultuous transitional period, particular historical 
conditions gave rise to both conflict and oscillation between realism and 
modernism as well as humanism and individualism. After all, “the constant 
tug-of-war between humanism and individualism in the May Fourth period 
demonstrated the general state of mind of most intellectuals.”33 
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