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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Makiko MORI

Unfinished Revolution: A Paradox of Mourning
Subjectivity in Su Manshu’s The Lone Swan

Abstract Su Manshu’s # 2 5k (1884-1918) The Lone Swan (Duanhong
lingyan ji Wi % Eid, 1911, 1912) is best known for a sustained use of subjective
voice and a thematic emphasis on tragic love. Critics have often credited the
novella’s intensely tragic narrative for spearheading a new kind of literary
subjectivity that became a cornerstone of modern Chinese literature as heralded
by the May Fourth critics in the late 1910s and the 1920s. However, very few
have examined this new subjectivity as an effect of Su’s critical engagement with
a late Qing nationalist narrative. Su’s novella was an appropriation of the
anti-Manchu revolutionary narrative of a nation, which hinged on a paradoxical
mode of envisaging a new China through a temporal return to the past and by
means of a tragic sacrifice of the individual. Following a brief analysis of Su’s
early piece published in The People’s Journal (Minbao I #k), this article
demonstrates how The Lone Swan elaborated on an excess of individual sacrifice,
while developing the new, mourning subjectivity as a witness to the unfinished
revolutionary enterprise of forging a powerful nation. Su’s narrative of cultural
devastation resonates with Lu Xun’s (1881-1936) late Qing work, but, in the
May Fourth period that immediately followed, this sense of despair would
become an unequivocal object for overcoming.

Keywords Su Manshu, anti-Manchu revolution, mourning, martyrdom, literary
modernity

Introduction

This article examines a narrative of cultural devastation and mourning at the time
of post-Imperial crisis in China, taking as an example Su Manshu’s 72
(1884-1918) novella, The Lone Swan (Duanhong lingyan ji Wi JEid, 1911,
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1912)." The novella is well known for its sustained usage of the first-person
confessional narrative, which is infused with an intense sense of despair, or
“indescribable sorrow” (nanyan zhi tong), to use the narrator-hero’s words.” As
Jaroslav Prasek has put it in his pioneering work on modern Chinese literature,
exaggerated individualism and melancholy subjectivism are unmistakable
symptoms of the “modern mental complex” unfettered from “the spectacles of
tradition.” The existing literature often credited Su Manshu’s hypersensitive
narrative voice for spearheading the trend of an alienated interiority, which
would soon become a cornerstone of China’s literary modernity as heralded by
the May Fourth iconoclasts in the late 1910s and the 1920s.* However, if Su’s
narrator in the early 1910s seems akin to an anti-traditional narrator later in the
decade, the literary subjectivity in The Lone Swan is still distinct from the later
counterpart at least on one important ground—that is, how it responds to a
crumbling of “the spectacles of tradition” (PrdSek’s phrase) and, thus, how it
negotiates with the threatening specter of Western dominance in the new context
of the world. Su Manshu’s novella attempts to resuscitate “the spectacles of
tradition,” rather than accepting its demise, and creates a utopia of traditional
China while deliberately keeping the notion of civilizational progress at bay.’

The Lone Swan was published in serialization in 1911 and 1912, the
critically transitional years of Chinese history when the Xinhai Revolution
put an end to the Qing dynasty. This was also the time when China’s
two-thousand-year-old Imperial order collapsed without generating a
definitive prospect of national renewal, despite the foundation of the Republic.
Immediately preceding these historical events, late Qing intellectuals were
divided into two major political camps, reformers and revolutionaries, who
upheld different visions of China’s national survival and whose respective
narratives of China as a nation significantly conflicted. Reformers wanted

' The novella was serialized first in a Java-based Chinese language paper in 1911, and later
continued in the first year of the Republic (i.e., 1912) in a Shanghai-based paper The Pacific
Daily (Taipingyang bao). The first publication in book form appeared in 1919 in Shanghai. In
this article, I use the text included in the 1985 reprint of Su Manshu quanji, which was
originally published in 1927.

2 Su Manshu, Duanhong lingyan ji, 116.

3 Jeroslav Prisek, “Subjectivism and Individualism in Modern Chinese Literature,” 1-28.

4 Leo Ou-fan Lee, The Romantic Generation of Modern Chinese Writers, 58—78; Yang Lianfen,
Wan Qing zhi Wu Si: Zhongguo wenxue xiandaixing de fasheng, 218-53.

> As Hung-yok Ip has cogently demonstrated in her analysis of Su Manshu’s work, Su’s
renouncement of the family is distinguishable from an iconoclastic critique of indigenous
Confucian familial values, or the May Fourth exaltation of Western values. See Hung-yok Ip,
“Buddhism, Literature, and Chinese Modernity: Su Manshu’s Imaginings of Love
(1911-1916).”
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constitutional monarchism and pursued an inclusive Chinese identity in the
framework of the Manchu-Qing rule; by contrast, revolutionaries sought to
overthrow the “foreign” Manchu regime and establish a Han-Chinese nation.
Despite their apparent disagreements, however, the two discourses of a nation
both elevated the political importance of the individual as a building block for
China’s new national community.® More importantly, the two groups shared a
strong political investment in China’s historical past: They both upheld an
indigenous past as a promising ground for forming China’s subjective identity
in the age of nationalism.” Although the extant literature on Su Manshu
stressed his genealogical affinities with May Fourth literature, Su’s cultural
nationalism, as epitomized in his novella’s yearning for the national past,
makes a stark contrast to what Theodore Huters has aptly called the May
Fourth “ideology of rejection,” that is, a rejection of all indigenous
inheritances from the past.® As I demonstrate in this article, The Lone Swan
is significantly informed by the late Qing prototype of cultural nationalism.
With the narrative investment in China’s cultural heritage and tradition, Su’s
vision of Chinese modernity clearly contradicts the May Fourth ethos of
modernity.

To be more precise, however, Su Manshu’s narrative is a critical
appropriation of the ethno-nationalist narrative of a nation, rather than the
reformist counterpart, as is evident in its use of an anti-Manchu theory of
revolution—namely the notion of guocui, or the national essence. As Viren
Murthy has lucidly demonstrated in his monograph on the revolutionary
theorist Zhang Taiyan (1868—1936), the revolutionary notion of the national
essence was an ideological expression of “cultural resistance.”” Late Qing
revolutionaries used the term revolution (geming) to signify a temporality of a
return and a restoration (guangfu) of “the cultural particularity of nation,” as
it was understood in terms of the Han-Chinese racial lineage that stressed
“spiritual and ethical development.” With such imperatives of a return, their

® Liang Qichao (1873-1929) and Sun Yat-sen (1866—1925) are the representative reformer and
revolutionary, respectively. See, for instance, John Fitzgerald, Awakening China: Politics,
Culture, and Class in the Nationalist Revolution, 67—88; and Peter Zarrow, China in War and
Revolution 1895-1949, 53-74.

7 For an incisive analysis of the late Qing adoption of China’s cultural past and tradition, both
by reformers and revolutionaries, see Viren Murthy, The Political Philosophy of Zhang Taiyan:
The Resistance of Consciousness, esp., Chapter 2.

8 Theodore Huters, “Ideologies of Realism in Modern China: The Hard Imperatives of
Imported Theory,” 153. As Huters has discussed, May Fourth proponents “created for
themselves an intellectual framework in which the native product was always at fault for not
living up to a new and transcendent ideal.”

® Viren Murthy, The Political Philosophy of Zhang Taiyan, 52.
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definition of revolution was distinct from the modern Western counterpart,
which “became a part of a progressive discourse of civilization,” a discourse
that the Chinese revolutionaries bitterly regarded as materialistic and
utilitarian.'® In the late Qing context, the notion of revolution opposed both
the Manchu “foreign” rule in China and the West’s global dominance for
inhibiting China’s ethno-nationalist formation. The revolutionaries like
Zhang, therefore, identified themselves as “descendants” (yimin) of the
Ming dynasty (1368—1644) rather than as the subjects of the Qing.'
Furthermore, against “an oppressive dynamic encroaching on China and
other Asian countries,” the revolutionary notion of the national essence also
became “a transcendental symbol of anti-imperialist struggles.”'?

The Lone Swan’s proclivity for China’s cultural past has substantial
relationships with the late Qing revolutionary notion of the national essence.
Su’s novella is unmistakably built upon an anxious desire to overcome a
sense of cultural and spiritual alienation, and it attempts to forge China’s
new collective identity rooted in the country’s glorious national past, which
is put in stark contrast to, on the one hand, the contemporary China and, on
the other hand, the looming specter of Western civilization. The narrative
revolves around the narrator-hero Hehe Sanlang’s earnest hope to return to a
place of origin. And here, Sanlang’s motherland is rendered into an
authentic epitome of China’s cultural tradition, despite its being lodged in a
foreign land, namely Japan. Su’s novella meshes the hero’s yearning for his
personal identity, to be formed by his reunion with the family, with China’s
national desire for regaining a powerful collective identity grounded in the
glorious cultural past. The novella also advances a collective voice of
defiance against the widely assumed Western superiority in the narrative by,
for instance, including an episode about Su’s own eight-volume work, titled

"% Tbid., 54-55.

" Tbid., 82.

2 Ibid., 52, 84. Murthy’s study calls into question the notion that anti-Manchu revolutionaries
sacrificed anti-imperialist struggles for a narrative of Han-Manchu antagonism. For the studies
that advance this line of reading, see, for instance, Rebecca Karl, Staging the World: Chinese
Nationalism at the Turn of the Twentieth Century, 117-48; Kai-wing Chow, “Imagining
Boundaries of Blood: Zhang Binglin and the Invention of the Han ‘Race’ in Modern China,”
38. Besides Zhang’s writings, the formation of the Asia Solidarity Society in Japan also
showcased the Chinese revolutionaries’ pursuit of a pluralistic vision of the world, in which
China and India, nations of long civilizational tradition and colonial oppression, could claim
their rightful part on a par with the dominant Western nations. See Viren Murthy, The Political
Philosophy of Zhang Taiyan, 84-86. Su Manshu is said to have been involved in the Society
along with Zhang. See Rebecca Karl, Staging the World, 270, fn. 65
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Sanskrit Grammar (Fanwen dian %:3C ) (more on this below)."> However,
The Lone Swan ultimately relinquishes the anti-Manchu revolutionary promise
that a return to the past, or a rejection of the dominant contemporary trend, is a
fundamental catalyst for China’s national collective formation. Sanlang’s reunion
with the family does not liberate him from deep sorrow, nor does the narrative
embrace of “the spectacles of tradition” help engender a new national identity.
Sanlang becomes a defeated mourner, and the presumed essence of China’s
cultural tradition turns out to be an illusion. Simply put, then, The Lone Swan
exposes a despairing recognition of China’s historical impasse that was acutely
felt on both the individual and collective levels at that time.

Below, I first examine Su Manshu’s 1908 work, which was published prior to
The Lone Swan and which recounts the historical trauma of the Manchu conquest
in the seventeenth century. This work reveals Su’s ambivalent attitude toward a
totalizing revolutionary narrative that appropriates traumatic individual deaths as
nationalist martyrdoms. In this work, Su underlines unceasing pathos of the
celebrated dynastic martyrs, portraying them as regretful mourners rather than as
triumphant heroes. The next three sections offer in-depth analyses of The Lone
Swan, exploring how the novella develops this critical attitude toward the
revolutionary ideology. I examine the converging narrative significance of
Buddhism and Japan, a significance that encapsulates the contradictory pulls
between a desire to forsake the mundane ties, as expressed through Sanlang’s
religious renouncement of familial relations, on the one hand, and a desire for
restoring the deprived identity of belonging, as represented by the hero’s constant
yearning for the warmth of family, on the other hand. The novella ultimately
declares it impossible for Sanlang to overcome “indescribable sorrow” caused by
his simultaneous renouncement and embrace of familial bonds. This individual
impossibility of self-empowerment carries over onto the collective level. In the
end, Sanlang’s despair gives rise to mourning subjectivity, which cannot serve as
an agency to form a national collective, but which, instead, functions as historical
witness to the unfinished revolutionary enterprise. By advancing an emergent
community of mourners toward its end, The Lone Swan thus underlines the

3 Su Manshu produced a few pieces of writing related to India and they are inextricably
entwined with the late Qing revolutionary trend. In 1907, the organ of the Revolutionary
Alliance, The Peoples Journal (Minbao), published the prefaces to Sanskrit Grammar,
including one by Zhang Taiyan, whom Su befriended after Zhang’s exile in Tokyo in 1906; the
publication of the work per se is, however, unconfirmed. See Liu Wu-chi, Su Man-shu, 46—47.
In addition, in The People’s Journal, Su also published a partial translation of the work by Sri
Aurobindo Ghose (1872-1950), an Indian revolutionary poet who was widely respected
among Chinese revolutionaries at that time. For a summary of the story, see Liu Wu-Chi, Su
Man-shu, 55-56.
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overwhelming sense of cultural devastation. Written and published at the time of
the weighty national crisis in the final days of the Imperial order, Su Manshu’s
tragic novella is a critical response to the unprecedentedly devastating degrees
and kinds of cultural predicament. In the conclusion, I offer a brief discussion of
Lu Xun (1881-1936) in hopes of showing how Su’s despairing narrative shared
some traits with Lu Xun’s despondent response to the marked sense of cultural
impasse in his late Qing writing. Reading Su’s novella in terms of its relations
with the late Qing revolutionary narrative of a nation, this article offers a deeper
understanding of the historical conditions that gave rise to modern prototypes of
an intensely tragic narrative and alienated individual subjectivity, bereft of a
positive dialectical relationship to a national collective formation.

The Limits of Martyrdom: Recounting the Pathos of History

Su Manshu was born in Yokohama in the Tokyo area in 1884, the son of a
Chinese comprador from Canton and a young local woman. The birth mother
soon left him behind in the care of her older sister, who was, indeed, the
comprador’s Japanese concubine. After spending several years in China, the
teenage Su returned to Yokohama in 1898 to attend the Datong School, a school
established for Chinese students in the port city. And there, under the sway of the
time, he quickly developed into a typical patriotic youth. As is well known, a
significant portion of China’s revolutionary formation converged in Tokyo and
adjacent areas, including Yokohama, where a number of dissident Chinese
intellectuals found asylum and where various patriotic endeavors took place.'* In
1903, the year Zou Rong’s (1885-1905) sensational Revolutionary Army
(Geming jun) was published in Shanghai, Su joined two revolutionary
associations that Chinese students formed in the same year in Japan, namely the
Youth Association and the Volunteer Corps to Resist Russia. But Su was soon
sent back to China, as his revolutionary engagement was known to his family
sponsor in Japan. As Leo Ou-fan Lee has noted, after that, “Su drifted farther and
farther away from the revolution,””” or he at least disengaged himself from
revolutionary activism. He took the Buddhist tonsure in his paternal ancestral
home of Canton, traveled extensively and incessantly to Southeast Asia and
within China and, most notably, consciously began to engage in literary

'* For an informative historical illustration of Tokyo as a critical locus of anti-Manchu
revolutionary activities, see Mary Rankin, FEarly Chinese Revolutionaries: Radical
Intellectuals in Shanghai and Chekiang, 1902—1911, 20-24; and Rebecca Karl, Staging the
World: Chinese Nationalism at the Turn of the Twentieth Century, 151-76.

15 Leo Ou-fan Lee, The Romantic Generation of Modern Chinese Writers, 61.
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endeavors, in both indigenous and foreign (i.e., European and Sanskrit)
traditions.'®

However, Su Manshu’s move to literature by no means suggests his
categorical relinquishment of revolutionary sentiment. Literature is
inseparable from politics and history, as is attested to by Lu Xun, who spent
his early years in Japan between 1902 and 1909—that is, before he emerged
as a literary giant of modern China with his short stories published in New
Youth (Xin gingnian). As Lu Xun reminisced in 1925, among Chinese
students in Japan at that time, there were two major responses to the rise of
“a revolutionary trend of thought (geming sichao).” Some were drawn to a
group of European poets, in particular Lord Byron (1788—1824) for his
heroic fight for the Greek War of Independence from the Ottoman Empire:
Chinese patriots vehemently admired Byron’s heroism and found in him a
moral support for their own ethno-nationalist resistance against the
Manchus as a “foreign” colonizer within. Lu Xun can be counted as one of
them.'” And yet others attended to searching, collecting, and circulating
historical records of the seventeenth-century Manchu conquest in order to
“revive the old, forgotten hatred and facilitate the success of revolution,” or,
simply put, to call for revolution as an act of racial revenge.'® Despite
suppression by the Qing government, An Account of Ten Days in Yangzhou
(Yangzhou shiri ji), a record documenting atrocious violence and terror in
1645, was one of the most widely circulated at that time."” Of importance
here is that, as Tze-ki Hon has demonstrated, the revolutionaries often
believed that the historical manifestation of the nation was found “in the
loyalty and sacrifice of its citizens.”*® Along with the sentiment of revenge,
therefore, anti-Manchu revolutionaries were also very much preoccupied
with such topics as displacement, loss, suffering, pain, and death, as

'® For a biographical summary of Su’s life, see Liu Wu-chi, Su Man-shu. Su Manshu’s literary
affiliations included Nanshe [the Southern Society], a literary group of revolutionary
sympathizers; but he also published in Qingnian zazhi [Youth magazine] founded and edited
by his friend, Chen Duxiu (1879-1942)—a magazine soon to be the very basis of the May
Fourth iconoclasm under the new title Xin gingnian [New youth]. In terms of the style of
writing, Su chose a classical prose for The Lone Swan. However, he also composed some of
his essays in a new and expressive style of writing, popularized by the influential reformer of
the time, Liang Qichao. See, for instance, Su Manshu, “Wuhu Guangdong ren.”

17 See Lu Xun, “Moluo shi li shuo.”

8 Lu Xun, “Za yi,” 220-21.

! For a detailed analysis of this particular late Qing phenomenon, see Peter Zarrow,
“Historical Trauma: Anti-Manchuism and Memories of Atrocity in Late Qing China,” 95.

2 Tze-ki Hon, “Revolution as Restoration: Meanings of ‘National Essence’ and ‘National
Learning’ in Guocui xuebao,” 269.
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evidenced in their exaltation of martyrdom.’

In the same essay Lu Xun named Su Manshu specifically in connection with
Lord Byron. Su was one of the first Chinese translators of Byron’s poetry, as in
his The Selected Poems of Byron (Bailun shixuan), which was published in
Tokyo in 1909. Su idolized the English poet as a man of action dedicated to “the
lofty ideals of Love and Liberty” (his own English); and his engaging
involvement with Byron through translation imparted to his creative outputs
(poems and works of fiction) a uniquely solitary, sentimental, and romantic
quality.*® This is also evident in his novella, The Lone Swan, in which Su inserts
his own translation of Byron’s poetry—an excerpt from “Childe Harolde’s
Pilgrimage” (1818)—at the critical juncture of narrative development. Through
his engagement with Byron, Su’s nationalist understanding of anti-colonial
struggles was thus elevated to the aesthetic level. At the same time, however, an
influence of foreign literature alone cannot explain the import of the mourning
subjectivity that Su creates in the novella. In fact, the key to better understanding
the novella’s particular note of despair lies in the other strand of Su’s
revolutionary endeavor—that is, his engagement with the records of China’s
historical trauma.

Su Manshu’s interest in the historical records of the individuals who died for a
collective cause is clear in his 1908 work titled “A Record of Virtue from
Canton” (“Linghai youguang lu” I&if#a05%). Generally speaking, the fact that
this work was installed in the twentieth issue of The People'’s Journal (Minbao),
an organ of the Revolutionary Alliance, would testify to Su’s allegiance to the
late Qing ethno-nationalism, which called for racial resistance and revenge
against the Manchu-Qing regime.”> In the preamble Su writes:

In the Yue area on the southern coast, people’s conscience remains

2l Shan Zhengping provides a brief yet informative analysis of the opposing views on suicide
and its logical relation to late Qing patriotism, between Zhang Taiyan, a revolutionary, and
Liang Qichao, a reformer. See Shan Zhengping, “Wan Qing de geming baoli yu wenxue,”
178-79. Wang Hui also identifies “a mode of negation,” such as religious reclusion and suicide,
as an important characteristic of late Qing revolutionaries: Zhang Taiyan exalted these acts of
self-denial as “the highest expression of individual subjectivity.” See Wang Hui, “Zhang
Taiyan’s Concept of the Individual and Modern Chinese Identity,” 232.

2 For an analysis of Su’s approach to translating Byron, see Chu Chi Yu, “Lord Byron’s ‘The
Isles of Greece’: First Translations”; and Shengqing Wu, Modern Archaics: Continuity and
Innovation in the Chinese Lyric Tradition, 1900-1937, 348—64.

2 Fujii Shozo regards this piece as an exemplification of Su’s allegiance to the revolutionary
cause, in particular its ideological notion of the national essence. See Fujii Shozo, “Kindai
Chiigoku ni okeru Bairon juyd o megutte: Sho Heirin, Ro Jin, So Manshu no baai,” 230.
However, as I demonstrate, this 1908 essay exhibits Su’s ambiguous attitude toward the
revolutionary ideology, rather than his categorical embrace of it.
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unchanged even on the occasion of losing the country (wangguo). Their
devoted chastity and constant virtue exalt unfading honor; their talents are
extraordinary, intentions marvelous, and they are admirably resourceful and
brave. Every time I find such a remnant record, I immediately copy it down.
How could I let glowing virtue of the past be buried in the dark? . . . I would
like to widely disseminate poetry that the ancients sang and books that they
read, so as to transform people’s spirit imperceptibly; then naturally, those
against their conscience [at present] should also begin to repent (hui).**

Su ardently admires those virtuous individuals who remained filial and loyal
at the time of the Manchu conquest—specifically in Canton, his ancestral
home—even at the cost of their lives. In this 1908 work, Su collects episodes
of seventeen individuals, both anonymous and prominent. In particular,
however, he seems to have felt strongly for Han Zuxin (aka Han Ke,
1611-59), a poet-monk and a son of the last Minister of Rites of the fallen
dynasty, to whom an opening paragraph is dedicated, immediately following
the above quote.

“A Record of Virtue from Canton” largely consists of excerpts from 4 New
Account of Canton (Guangdong xin yu |~ Z§i1E), written by the eminent Ming
loyalist Qu Dajun Jii k¥ (1630-96).>° The episode of Han Zuxin, which Su
copied from Qu, underlines how Han’s Buddhist tonsure served as a living
testament to the deplorable loss of China’s cultural essence; it also unreservedly
praises Han for his use of poetry to rail against the eclipse of tradition under the
Manchu regime. In principle, Su Manshu recorded Qu’s writing word for word.
Importantly, however, Su made one significant alteration to Qu’s account,
rephrasing the poet-monk’s virtues, which Qu had worded as his “love for a
monarch” (junfu zhi ai), into his “love for a race” (zhongzu zhi ai). Whereas Qu’s
admiration for Han was based on the latter’s loyalty to the lord-subject nexus,
which was a key value of the Imperial order, Su instead located Han’s virtues in
his purported fidelity to a Han-Chinese race as opposed to the Manchus.”® A
deliberate change that Su made here and his deployment of the term, “a race,”
evidences Su’s subscription to the general framework of the late Qing
revolutionary narrative of a nation, which not only condemns the Manchus for
destroying China’s authentic cultural tradition, but also appropriates an

% Su Manshu, “Linghai youguang lu,” 1.

% Another source text upon which Su bases his work is Dai Mingshi’s #4&t (1653-1713)
collection Dai Hefu ji ##i)4E [Collected works of Dai Hefu], which provides accounts of
distinguished Ming officials who died in martyrdom on the battlefield. Su adopted only four
from Dai’s collection, whereas he borrowed thirteen from Qu Dajun’s.

% Compare Qu Dajun, Guangdong xin yu, 352, and Su Manshu, “Linghai youguang lu,” 2.
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individual’s suffering, trauma, and death to promote a collectivistic goal of
forging a Han-Chinese nation.”’

However, Su Manshu does not categorically embrace the revolutionary narrative
of “love for a race,” nor does he indulge in the “culogistic imperative.”™ As Hu
Ying has discussed, the “eulogistic imperative” that re-emerged in modern China
did not simply reproduce a precept of traditional martyrology: Instead, it was a
mechanism to advance a new set of ideological agendas, in terms of which a
particular representation of martyrdom was called for. A martyr’s death gains
significance by means of an ideological ascription; and, thus, the “eulogistic
imperative” often exploits an individual’s death for a collective purpose.” Yi-tsi
Mei Feuerwerker is right to point out the persistence of “a tradition of literary
martyrdom” in modern China, a cherished literati tradition that “claim[s] to be
witness to a higher moral truth while remaining subject to those holding absolute
power.”*® In Imperial China, the truth signified a heavenly principle (zianli), and
it was perfectly legitimate to air grievances over a degeneration of a moral order.
This traditional moral sentiment also runs through Qu Dajun’s accounts,
especially as it was evident in his praise of Han Zuxin for paying homage to
“love for a monarch.” In the late Qing, however, as China’s Imperial order has
lost the command of credibility, what exactly constituted “a higher moral truth”
was no longer given. Simply put, there was no secure ground upon which to
determine which individual deserved the honor of martyrdom, or in terms of
what new moral authority to glorify certain deaths, but not others. The
revolutionary imperative of eulogizing an individual act of self-sacrifice, and its
implied elevation of racial revenge as a new moral ideology, should thus be
understood as a deliberate response to the cultural disorientation at that time.

Su’s 1908 writing on China’s historical trauma unequivocally underscores the
righteousness of loyalist grief and the right to protest the depravation of cultural
tradition. It also indicates Su’s awareness of how the revolutionary call for a
racial revenge involves an ideological appropriation of the original, historical
context of grief. Most importantly, however, this essay advances the pathos of

%" This can also be corroborated by Su’s particular emphasis on Canton (i.c., Linghai W% or
Yue %) as the object of native-place sentiment, as Sun Yat-sen developed as part of
revolutionary rhetoric. See Su Manshu’s 1903 essay, “Wuhu Guangdong ren.” Unlike
reformers, such as Kang Youwei (1858—1927) and Liang Qichao, Sun Yat-sen “believed that
links of lineage and locality could be turned to the service of the nation.” See John Fitzgerald,
Awakening China, 85.

% Hu Ying’s words. See Hu Ying, “Gender and Modern Martyrology: Qiu Jin as Lienii, Lieshi
or Niilieshi,” 122.

% Hu Ying, “Gender and Modern Martyrology.”

% Yi-tsi Mei Feuerwerker, Ideology, Power, Text: Self-Representation and the Peasant
“Other” in Modern Chinese Literature, 17.
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history. The particular selection of episodes collected in the work ranged beyond
the revolutionary proposition, and it indeed indicates Su’s astute perception of
the limits of a narrative of revolutionary heroism. The work shows his inordinate
fascination with an excess of sorrow and grief that continues to haunt the here
and now, suggesting, thereby, his ambivalent attitude toward a totalizing claim of
a revolutionary narrative. However glorified in the name of “love for a monarch”
or “love for a race,” an individual’s traumatic act of self-sacrifice never seems to
be able to attain adequate solace or reciprocation. Thus regrets persist, as in the
sorrowful episode of Han Zuxin, whose deep woes Su Manshu clearly hears, as
Qu Dajun did: Although hailed as a loyalist monk for his religious renouncement
of the world upon the fall of the Ming, neither the Buddhist tonsure nor
posthumous eulogy can truly liberate him. This sense of pathos of history is also
tangible in yet another account of the poet-monk, Lingding shan ren, whose grief
drives him near derangement.”’ Likewise, although a suicide is an ultimate act of
fidelity for a woman, her physical death, in defense of chastity or virginity, does
nothing to appease her sorrow or stop her regretful spirit from haunting the living.
As shown in the three consecutive accounts of virtuous women included in Su’s
work, their tragic sacrifices, which were clearly paid as homage to Confucian
moral ideals, were not properly reciprocated: They remained hovering in the
present as ghosts, searching for their surrogates through whom to air their
unhealed anguish.’> Thus, had it not been for a brush with Qu Dajun, their
unmitigated grief would not have found proper condolences (diao). And yet, like
Han Zuxin and Lingding shan ren, Qu was also a forlorn poet-monk himself,
who continues his life in mourning, inhabiting a liminal space between a painful
memory of a bygone time and a desolate state of the present. What Su’s 1908
work advances is, then, less an endorsement of the “eulogistic imperative” than
an invocation of profound pathos of history. In The Lone Swan Su Manshu
foregrounds this pathos of history at the time of national turmoil, which
inevitably creates a host of tragedies of unredeemed sacrifices on the part of
individuals. As I discuss below, through the engagement with the revolutionary
notion of the national essence, the novella explains how an individual’s pursuit of
personal liberation may be tragically circumscribed by the revolutionary,
collectivistic demands for individual sacrifice.

The Buddha’s Path: Leaving the Family

The Lone Swan is set against a time following the abolition of the imperial

3! Su Manshu, “Linghai youguang lu,” 2-5.
* Ibid., 5-8.
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examination system in 1905.* The novella opens with a scene in which a
sixteen-year-old Hehe Sanlang takes the Buddhist tonsure, or “leaves the family”
(chyjia), as its Chinese expression literally means. It should be noted that,
throughout the story, family is unfailingly analogized to the national essence and
it consistently functions as a surrogate of a national collective: The object of
narrative desire is, therefore, as much the family as the Chinese nation. On the
surface, this may be read as indicative of Su’s endorsement of a dialectical
relationship between the individual and the national, to be mediated by the
family—a dialectic that Haiyan Lee calls the “Confucian structure of feeling.” In
her insightful analysis of late Qing and early Republican sentimental fictions,
Lee identifies a new type of dialectic between the individual and the national,
which sanctioned “the nation ... as an extension of the family and patriotism an
extension of filiality.”** However, Su’s novella does not conform to this
sanguine dialectical model. It is rather the tragic dissociation of the individual
from the national that Su’s novella embodies, in particular as shown in Sanlang’s
ultimate disavowal of the family. The novella, in the end, decries the individual’s
heroic self-sacrifice as amenable to the formation of a national collective.

The opening of the novella takes place at a Buddhist monastery in precipitous
mountains on the coast of southern Canton, where Sanlang takes the Buddhist
tonsure and tearfully renounces his clinging to the family, albeit in its absence.
The narrator utters, with a deep sigh: “Everyone tells me that [ have no mother;
but is it really true that I have none?”* If these utterances seem to suggest a
faint hope of reuniting with his mother, however, the hope is still ominously
undermined by the ways in which the narrative represents Sanlang’s religious
vow as more than an inevitability caused by family circumstances. This
monastery is a place with particular historical significance, where the surviving
adherents (yilao) of the Song (960-1279), then conquered by the Mongols,
escaped to take the tonsure: Thirteenth-century Song loyalists are a structural
analogy to seventeenth-century Ming loyalists, with whom anti-Manchu
revolutionaries often identified themselves. Sanlang’s despair as an abandoned
orphan, then, clearly mirrors the loyalist grief over the fallen sovereignty.

The opening paragraph reads as follows:

Here stands the ancient monastery, Sea Cloud, still intact, as it was in the
days when the house of Song fell and Lu Xiufu, carrying the child emperor
in flight, had taken his own life and that of the child at Yan Mountain, thus
dying for the honor of the country rather than permitting the rebel pursuers
to take their lives. The surviving adherents of the dynasty retired to this spot,

3 Su Manshu, Duanhong lingyan ji, 133.
3* Haiyan Lee, Revolution of the Heart: A Genealogy of Love in China, 1900-1950, 92.
3% Su Manshu, Duanhong lingyan ji, 3.
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shaving off their hair to become monks. Day and night, they cried to
Heaven, ever watching for, and beckoning to, their emperor’s departed
shade. Thus, even to the present day, mournfully clustering clouds fill the
sky as far as the eyes can reach among the mountain crests; and at times,
may be heard the dolorous thrumming of ocean waves, which make the
hearer sigh all the more deeply when the tragic past looms up again.*

Sanlang here duly eulogizes Song loyalists’ honorable deaths and praises their
altruistic deeds of self-negation. But the unmistakable emphasis on the
historical pathos here does not accord with the “eulogistic imperative.” By the
same token, this sorrowful opening does not glorify Sanlang’s pursuit of the
religious path as a heroic deed of self-denial. Dynastic martyrs’ grief still
continues to haunt the place, as the narrator claims that he hears their
mournful cries resonating with ocean waves: Neither their suicides nor
religious renouncement of earthly ties could offer deliverance or consolation.
The novella’s opening scene thus foreshadows an impasse of Sanlang’s
aspiration to quell his “indescribable sorrow” wrought by his attachment to
the world. What this confessional narrative ultimately reveals is Sanlang’s
tragic (cangi) experiences, as the narrator addresses the audience.’’

On the most general level, what imparts a tragic quality to the novella is a
string of fateful events that results, one way or another, from Sanlang’s being “a
poor and wretched child” (danhan wugao zhi er).”® As recounted by his
childhood nurse, whom he chances upon after his ordination, as he had lost his
father at an early age, his mother hoped that Sanlang would have a better life in
the “superior country” (shangguo): Sanlang is indeed Japanese, but he was
brought to and raised in China, where his mother left him in the care of his late
father’s good friend.” Soon, however, with the passing of his foster father, and
without a clue of his mother’s whereabouts (because of his Chinese foster
mother’s malevolent deeds), Sanlang was reduced to being an orphan with no kin
to open his mind to, and no place that he could call home. This circumstance
further caused a breach of the once agreed-to marriage arrangement between
Sanlang and Xuemei, which particularly torments the latter. In summation, the
novella’s narrator-protagonist is deprived of not only his own flesh and blood but
also his hope of forming his own family. Sanlang’s decision to take the tonsure
and “leave the family” once and for all was, then, as he explains, to put an end to
his “indescribable sorrow,” induced by his incessant yearning for the warmth of

3¢ Ibid., 2. Translation is based on George Kin Leung’s, with slight modifications. See Su
Manshu, The Lone Swan, 1.

*7 Ibid., 26.

¥ Tbid., 30.

* Ibid., 14.
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family, and to allow Xuemei to pursue her own “domestic joy” (jiating zhi le)
with another person.40 As I discussed above, however, on a figurative level,
Sanlang’s deep grief as an orphan resonates with the painful national memory
of the Song loyalists. Sanlang’s tragic narrative, then, actually hinges on the
ways in which the narrator’s already tragic consciousness of the self is
catalyzed, rather than quelled, by his religious vow and trip to the
motherland.

As Sanlang learns the whereabouts of his long-lost mother in Japan, the idea of
reunion ignites hope in his mind, which he has once determined to extinguish in
taking the Buddhist tonsure. The narrator’s eager anticipation is evident in
Byron’s romantic poetry that he contentedly chants aboard a ship from Hong
Kong to Japan: The recited excerpts befittingly reveal his most youthful,
dynamic, and romantic aspirations that had been completely absent from him as a
lone, wandering monk in China.* And his reunion with his mother is, to borrow
Leo Ou-fan Lee’s words, “one of the most lachrymose parts of the novel,”* as
evident in the family’s and Sanlang’s recurring and excessive shedding of tears in
a remembrance of the deep pains of separation that they had to endure. These
tears also highlight Sanlang’s excitement in rejoicing in “the joy of my first taste
of domestic blessing” (jiating lejing). Japan is indeed “a heavenly garden”
(tianyuan).43 He quickly recovers from his previous despair and embraces his
natural attachment to the family: He feels as if “all my previous suffering and
loneliness were fully compensated for.”** Gradually, however, this awakened
hope begins to exacerbate his sorrow.

The Spectacles of Tradition: A Return to the East

Sanlang is biologically Japanese. But he is less a Japanese than a “sinicized

“ Ibid., 30.

1 See Su Manshu, Duanhong lingyan ji, 37-41. Byron’s original poem, excerpted here, reads:
“And I have loved thee, Ocean! And my joy / Of youthful sports was on thy breast to be /
Borne, like thy bubbles, onward; from a boy / I wanton’d with thy breakers—they to me /
Were a delight; and if the freshening sea / Made them a terror, —’twas a pleasing fear, / For |
was as it were a child of thee, / And trusted to thy billows far and near, / And laid my hand
upon thy mane—as I do here.” The classical Chinese rendering of Byron’s poetry in the
novella is based on Su Manshu’s own translation, included in two of his works, Selected
Poems of Byron (Bailun shixuan) and The Voices of the Tide (Chaoyin). Supposedly, Zhang
Taiyan helped polish Su’s classical Chinese rendering.

2 Leo Ou-fan Lee, The Romantic Generation of Modern Chinese Writers, 66.

4 Su Manshu, Duanhong lingyan ji, 65.

“ bid., 58; Su Manshu, The Lone Swan, 47. This sense of hope is also symbolically
illustrated in an episode about his restoration of health at home, after falling ill shortly after his
reunion with the family in Japan.
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Japanese,” as Liu Wu-chi has rightly described the hero.*’ And, throughout the
narrative, his place of identification remains China. Japan is of course not China;
however, in The Lone Swan this foreign country is represented less foreign than
indigenous, and less as modern Japan than as ancient China. During his trip to
and sojourn in the motherland, he no doubt benefits from various modern
inventions and means of transportation; and yet, a commentary on Japan is not
developed in any more extensive manner than merely to make a cursory mention.
The narrative significantly plays down the country’s modern traits, and it also
suppresses the unsavory side of Meiji Japan as an emerging imperialist nation at
that time—save for a brief mention of his cousin serving in the Imperial Japanese
Navy.*® Su’s novella advances, instead, Japan as an insulated and Sinicized
island, which imparts painting-like serenity (i.e., youqiao bu xiao) to the
landscape, as in the town of Zushi, a city where he stays with his mother and
younger sister. As described by his female cousin, Shizuko (Ch. Jingzi),
furthermore, Hakone’s mountainous scenery is comparable to that of Mt. Luofu,
as sung of in Tang poetry.”’ Such a deliberate representation of Japan as an
emblem of traditional China renders the Eastern Island into a Sinicized utopia,
filled with serene, poetic, and aesthetically pleasing qualities that are
categorically lacking in the “real” China. In the novella, China is said to be in
“the last phase of an age,” where “the dividing line between a human being and a
beast is a mere narrow thread.” Such an exaggerated contrast between China
and Japan may be seen as “overtly unnatural, unrealistic and artificial,” as the
May Fourth Romantic writer Yu Dafu (1896-1945) put it in criticizing Su’s
work.*” However, if read in terms of the late Qing revolutionary notion of the
national essence, the novella’s particular representation of Japan as a Chinese
utopia should make full sense.

Zhang Taiyan wrote that a revolution had to be understood, first and foremost,
as a project that was designed “to restore the Chinese race, to restore the Chinese
states and countries and to restore Chinese political power.”® In Su Manshu’s
novella, which begins in despair at the loss of an object of self-identification,
Japan becomes a promising place of domestic blessing and, thus, accordingly, a

% Liu Wu-chi, Su Man-shu, 90. See also Leo Ou-fan Lee, The Romantic Generation of
Modern Chinese Writers, 65.

% Su Manshu, Duanhong lingyan ji, 59. Sanlang’s aunt makes a passing mention to his
son—with the respectable career and a family—in order to bring attention to her adopted
daughter, Shizuko, about whose future (i.e., a marriage prospect) she worries, in contrast to
that of the son; this Navy cousin, however, never appears in person, nor is he mentioned again
in the story.

47 Su Manshu, Duanhong lingyan ji, 45, 69-70.

* Ibid., 15-16; Su Manshu, The Lone Swan, 13-14.

* yu Dafu, “Zaping Manshu de zuopin,” 118.

% Quoted from Viren Murthy, The Political Philosophy of Zhang Taiyan, 83.
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place of national blessing, in which China can locate its authentic ground of
subjective identity. As a narrative device, Japan invokes China’s national hope to
become rejuvenated through forming a meaningful connection with its glorious
cultural past. A strong nationalist desire to “restore Chinese political power”
through a return to its past civilizational prime is also encapsulated in the
narrator’s frequent use of the phrase, “a return to the East (dong gui),” rather than
a future-forward moving to the West. The phrase literally designates Sanlang’s
return to the country located eastward from China, that is, Japan, and this return
to the East is unmistakably a journey in search of the lost mother (i.e., dong gui
xun mu).”' And yet, this convergence between the East and the mother, or the
origin, amply suggests the novella’s appropriation of the revolutionary
imperative, which emphasizes a temporality of a return as an ultimate means of
national fulfillment.

In fact, The Lone Swan stages the spectacles of China’s cultural past, while
suppressing or, at times, bluntly refuting the Western claim of universality. For
instance, Sanlang’s childhood nurse describes his mother as “a matron dressed in
[China’s] old-fashioned garments (guzhuang furen).”>* Shizuko’s collection of
books contains Neo-Confucian volumes from the Song, several worm-eaten
copies of Sanskrit books from the Tang, and classical Chinese translations of the
Sanskrit epics of ancient India, Mahabharata and Ramayana, “that are no longer
extant in China (Hantu yi shichuan yi).”> Part of Shizuko’s library is also an
eight-volume Sanskrit Grammar, which is the author Su’s own work. Although
those titles may appear to be making up a random collection of archaic volumes,
this eclectic assortment is perfectly in line with the anti-Manchu revolutionary
notion of the national essence as the ground of “cultural resistance” (Murthy’s
words). Here, Sanlang’s younger sister tells him of the great admiration that she
and Shizuko hold for classical Indian literature, stating that the Sanskrit language
is far more “refined and beautiful (yal/i)” than European languages: Sanlang
enthusiastically approves their cultural view, which resists the lure of the widely
assumed Western superiority in language and literature.™

This cultural sentiment that resists the threats of modernity and calls for a
return to China’s cultural past is also palpable in Sanlang’s careful
characterization of a Spanish minister in Hong Kong, named Rev. Lopez, as his

31 See, for instance, Su Manshu, Duanhong lingyan ji, 17, 21, 23.

32 Su Manshu, Duanhong lingyan ji, 14.

> Ibid., 65.

> Ibid., 88. Shengqing Wu writes: “Su, in rejecting Western hegemony but actively absorbing
aspects of its culture, engaged in a calculation of the advantages and disadvantages of foreign
cultural influence.” See Shenqing Wu, Modern Archaics, 364. In addition, it should be noted
that Byron’s poetry that Sanlang recites aboard the ship to Japan also underscores a nostalgic
feeling for the ruined civilizations of Greece, Assyria, and Rome as well as a desire to negate
and transcend the force of modern history.
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Western friend:

This minister, a native of Spain, had brought his wife and daughter to this
spot several years before, and had built a modest home on Pacific Mountain.
He seldom left his home, his main delight being the collection of antiques of
the south and rare flowers and shrubs. I had great admiration for him. Quiet
and retiring by nature, far removed from all that was vulgar, he was a true
light among Christians. In his heart there was no intention to harm; he had
no thought of making a conquest of our country. In view of these
considerations, I studied English under him for two years; and there grew up
between us a friendly affection.” (emphasis added)

Although Rev. Lopez is one of the minor characters in the novella, his spiritual
and material aid is critical in enabling Sanlang’s return to the East. The novella’s
defiance against Western dominance in the modern world is, therefore, the other
side of the same coin as the narrative representation of Japan as an imaginative
repository of China’s national essence.

In more concrete terms, however, Sanlang’s desire for the cultural past, as
located in Japan, is directed toward Shizuko. He is captivated by her unsurpassed
moral constancy as demonstrated in her feelings for things and people that were
lost and forgotten. For instance, in Sanlang’s view Shizuko is one and the same
with a lady drawn in her painting, titled “Flower-Swallows” (Huayan), which is a
response to an artistic conception that she explains as follows:

When the lotus was in full bloom in the pond of our garden, numberless
purple swallows rested among the flowers every night. Even after the
flowers faded, the swallows did not leave. Understanding their constancy
(gingxing), 1 called them the flower-swallows and painted them
accordingly.’

Here, “Flower-Swallows” is presented as a token of the painter Shizuko’s eulogy
dedicated to the swallows’ constancy, or to their unfading sentiment for the
original place of coming together, that is, a lotus pond, even after the passage of
time has left there only a withered ruin. This act of eulogy displays her ability to
perceive the swallows’ dedication and a sentiment of pathos, and it is not an
exultant act of glorifying their constancy: By painting the lady—who quietly
expresses sympathy for the swallows—in the frame, Shizuko also visually
reveals a feeling of pathos on her own part. On yet another occasion, Shizuko

55 Su Manshu, Duanhong lingyan ji, 33; Su Manshu, The Lone Swan, 29-30.
3¢ Su Manshu, Duanhong lingyan ji, 87; Su Manshu, The Lone Swan, 74.
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relates to Sanlang a woeful story of the renowned Ming loyalist Zhu Shunshui
(1600—1682), or “the surviving adherent of the fallen dynasty (wangguo yimin),”
whose library she purportedly inherits from her own gentry ancestors. Again,
however, the narrative interest does not lie in extoling Zhu’s heroic resistance at
the time of the Manchu conquest, a resistance that eventually forced him to live
in exile in Japan. Rather, as is evident in Shizuko’s tearful recounting, the
narrative highlights the historical pathos with which the loyalist had to live and
end his life: Whereas he could never return to his homeland again, Zhu’s last
words on his deathbed were spoken in his native tongue, but they were
incomprehensible to those who survived the Chinese loyalist. The profundity of
the loyalist’s grief thus remains inaccessible, unable to attain proper
condolences.”” In this light, Shizuko, who retells the Ming loyalist’s pathos in
tears, is Sanlang’s kindred spirit, equipped with the faculty to perceive the
inevitable pathos of the individuals wrought by historical turmoil. As a monk,
Sanlang views the world as a place of regret and torment, but this notion of the
world is not simply religious: More importantly, it is based on his keen attention
to the pathos of self-sacrificing individual, whose grief and suffering could meet
no form of redemption. As Sanlang admiringly put it, Shizuko “has risen above
the vulgar horde and entered into the society of saints (chao fan ru sheng),”*
precisely because of her ability to acknowledge the swallow’s and Zhu’s deep
pathos—not to mention her cultivation in classical Chinese poetry and
appreciation of ancient Indian literature. Sanlang indeed “loves Shizuko like my
bone and flesh.””’

In the existing literature, Shizuko and Xuemei have often been understood as
representing the two conflictive trends of the time, namely the dominant force of
the modern West and the diminishing tradition of China, respectively. While
arguing for Sanlang’s tragic “triangle” relationships with them as a symptomatic
indication of the hero’s, and the author’s, frustration in reconciling traditional
China and the modern West, however, critics based their reading on an assumed
difference between the two nations, namely China and Japan (as the surrogate of
the modern West), rather than on substantiated textual evidence.” As I have
shown above, Shizuko represents nothing but traditional China, as evidenced in

37 Su Manshu, Duanhong lingyan ji, 71.

% Ibid., 89; Su Manshu, The Lone Swan, 76. See also the immediately preceding exchanges
between Sanlang and Shizuko, in which she enthusiastically praises his painting for invoking a
boundless potential of pure and ancient classic painting. Su Manshu, Duanhong lingyan ji,
85-86.

% Su Manshu, Duanhong lingyan ji, 78.

0 See, for instance, Chen Pingyuan, Ershi shiji Zhongguo xiaoshuo shi di yi juan 1897—1916,
271; Leo Ou-fan Lee, The Romantic Generation of Modern Chinese Writers, 68—69; and Perry
Link, Mandarin Ducks and Butterflies, 42.
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the kind of moral constancy and aesthetic cultivation that she displays. Quite
contrary to the widely held assumption in the literature, therefore, Shizuko is a
manifestation of Sanlang’s desire for reclaiming the lost community of China:
She exemplifies a little more expressive and amplified counterpart of Xuemei,
whom Sanlang equally praises as “an extraordinary maiden of high virtue and
hidden worth (gude youguang giniizi ye).”®" Postulating the Manichean divide
between tradition and modernity and assigning each category of a temporality to
China and Japan, respectively, the existing studies gloss over the particular late
Qing revolutionary vision of a nation, which claimed that the nation’s modern
formation hinged not on the linear temporality of civilizational evolution but,
instead, upon the “ruptured temporality that goes against both the Qing dynasty
and progressive view of history.”"> The Lone Swan negotiates with the specter of
the modern West by resurrecting “the spectacles of tradition” in Japan, where
Sanlang’s attempt at overcoming his sorrow seems to become almost successful.
The problem is, however, that neither Sanlang’s reunion with the family in
Japan—which overlaps with his prospect of marrying Shizuko—nor the
narrative’s portrayal of Japan as “a heavenly garden” helps engender a secure
ground of subjectivity formation. His mother implores him to marry Shizuko
and settle in with the newly reunited family in Japan; and this marriage may
offer an opportunity to fulfill his filial responsibility, an opportunity that was
previously unavailable to him. Although he took the tonsure, if he followed the
Shin-Buddhist practice of Japan, as he muses, he can continue cultivating his
new identity grounded in the familial bonds.”® However, this blissful prospect
cannot countervail his accumulated sorrows over the years, or he cannot stand
violating the religious vow, which vouches for his constancy to Xuemei. When
the hopeful future seems to have finally become imaginable, therefore, Sanlang
hurriedly “departs the family” (/ijia) once and for all and returns to China.
Relinquishing the bond of family in this manner, The Lone Swan thus
underlines a vulnerable of faith in the family and in the nation, by extension.
This tragedic sense of fragility and alienation is also obvious in the novella’s
formal design, by means of which Japan, rather than China, lodges a glorious
tradition of cultural China. The speculated hope of recuperating China’s

' Su Manshu, Duanhong lingyan ji, 29. The notable exception is Gilbert Fong, who also
makes a similar observation to mine. See Gilbert Fong, Subjectivism in Xu Zhenya (1889-193?)
and Su Manshu (1884-1918): Chinese Fiction in Transition, 164—65. It should also be noted
that in the novella’s representational world, Xuemei is hardly audible or visible, except in her
letter and via a confidante, and she has no face-to-face contact or conversation with Sanlang. It
is thus Shizuko, and not Xuemei, who exemplifies Sanlang’s yearning for an archaic, albeit at
times eclectic essence of the national past.

2 Viren Murthy, The Political Philosophy of Zhang Taiyan, 81.

% Su Manshu, Duanhong lingyan ji, 75-76, 82.
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cultural past is invested in the foreign land, and Japan as the emblem of China’s
national essence turns out to be a mere mirage. As the revolutionary advocacy
of a return to the past becomes a fantasy, then, the relinquished motherland
transforms into poignant reminders of the individual and national pathos. In the
end, therefore, The Lone Swan significantly undermines the revolutionary
notion of the national essence and critiques the heroic exaltation of the
individual sacrifice.

The Mourning Martyrs: A Community in Limbo

Su Manshu’s novella cannot afford the narrator, Sanlang, the role of agency to
form a new national collective. Instead, it turns him into a mourning figure, a
figure that represents the individual’s lost opportunity of collective sublimation.
Paradoxical as it may sound, Sanlang as a mourner is also a martyr because it is
his most sincere pursuit of his bond, be it familial or national, that causes his
tragedy of unfulfilled desire. We can thus call him a mourning martyr. It is
important to note, however, that unlike a conventional martyr, he does not and
cannot anticipate eulogistic sublimation or heroic glorification. Sanlang himself
unswervingly refuses to disremember the dynastic martyrs’ historical trauma and
to sublimate their wounds in promotion of the totatitarizing cause. The novella’s
refusal to capitalize on the individual’s tragic losses and historical trauma in the
name of “eulogistic imperative” is also evident in Shizuko’s expressions of a
sentiment of pathos and regret as discussed above. Through this characterization
of Sanlang and Shizuko as mourning martyrs, the novella brings focus to the
question of mourning subjectivity.

It is worth noting that the unmistakable note of despair in The Lone Swan, as
expressed in the formation of the mourning subjectivity, is entwined with the
notion of sentiment or ging. Narratives of sentiment abounded in Su Manshu’s
time, as in, for instance, Xu Zhenya’s (1889-1934) Jade Pear Spirit (Yu li hun),
the 1912 publication of which coincided with Su’s work.** In Jade Pear Spirit, a
lovesick male protagonist is granted an ending in which he dies a martyr on the
revolutionary battlefield (i.e., the Wuchang Uprising in 1911): This heroic death
triumphantly elevates his private passion and suffering, abiding by the Confucian
filiality, for the collectivistic picture of the national formation.”” However, the
literature that compared the two works often unduly elided the important

% Late Qing and early Republican discourse of ging was an appropriation of the late Imperial
cult of ging. The importation of the nation-state ideal renewed the extant discourse of ging. See
Haiyan Lee, Revolution of the Heart, 10, 15; and Yuan Jin, Zhongguo xiaoshuo de jindai
biange, 127-31.

% Haiyan Lee, Revolution of the Heart, 83-92.
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difference between Su’s and Xu’s respective treatments of sentimental heroes
against the contemporary backdrop of late Qing revolution.®® Su Manshu’s
despairing narrative exposes the individual’s failure to achieve a dialectic
unification with either the family or the nation; and, in this critical sense, Su’s
narrative is at complete odds with the “Confucian structure of feeling”—the
archetype of which Haiyan Lee has located in Xu’s narrative—which advances a
positive dialectic between the individual and the national, as mediated by the
family.” The Lone Swan does not offer a catharsis: Filiality is never sublimated
into patriotism, and the locus of the family fails to be organically integrated into
that of the nation. The dialectical relationship between the individual and the
national is confirmed, if only faintly, in the very tragically frustrated attempt to
attain it. In Su’s novella, sentiment signifies an excess and an impasse of the
individual and national desires.®® An excess of sentiment is a negative testimony
to the possibility of forging a powerful sense of individual subjectivity as
amenable to a national collective formation. Therefore, sentiment or ging
underlines the limits of revolutionary enterprise, rather than its victorious feat.

In fact, before his trip to the motherland, Sanlang already reveals his
devastated notion that no phenomenon or living creature can ever get away from
sorrow, insofar as it is “love” (ai) that brings into being all that exists in the
world.®” This notion is confirmed at the moment of an intensifying romantic
affection during his stay in Japan: The narrative warns Sanlang that the tale of
sorrow has not yet been concluded. He loses peace of mind as Shizuko’s “waves
of sentiment” (ging bo) gush toward him, and he thinks of himself as a futilely
struggling bird that wants to flutter but cannot, with wings trapped in “the net of
sentiment” (ging wang).”’ He thus laments: “Alas, one who is tied by the threads
of sentiment encounters difficulties and resentments aplenty. From the old days
to the present, it has ever been thus. How could I today wallow in the longing for
family and destroy myself with such trivial worries (xianchou)?”’" Here Sanlang
wishes to deny his fated entanglement with “the threads of sentiment” as merely

% See, for instance, Chen Pingyuan, Ershi shiji Zhongguo xiaoshuo shi di yi juan 1897—1916,
270-72; Gilbert Fong, Subjectivism in Xu Zhenya (1889—193?) and Su Manshu (1884-1918);
Perry Link, Mandarin Ducks and Butterflies, 42; and Yuan Jin, Jindai wenxue de tuwei,
380-410.

" Haiyan Lee, Revolution of the Heart, 83—86. The fact that Lee’s monograph makes no
mention of Su Manshu, despite his being an important writer of sentiment at that time, may
also indicate how Su’s work contradicts the “Confucian structure of feeling.”

% In 1916, Su thus wrote: “the most difficult thing to solve in the world is none other than
sentiment.” Quoted from Leo Ou-fan Lee, The Romantic Generation of Modern Chinese
Writers, 77. For the original line, see Su Manshu, Suizan ji, 261.

 Su Manshu, Duanhong lingyan ji, 32.

7 Tbid., 99, 121, 126.

"' Ibid., 110-11; Su Manshu, The Lone Swan, 90.
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“trivial,” but he cannot attain nirvana. He cannot become an enlightened monk or
a revolutionary martyr.

In the novella, this profound note of despair is reverberated and heightened by
the increasing number of mourning individuals. Towards the very end of the
narrative, we see the nascent formation of a community of grief-stricken,
orphaned and disowned young individuals on the margin of society. In the most
immediate terms, this emergent mourning community includes three orphaned
monks: Sanlang, now back in China; Chao’er, a son of Sanlang’s late nurse; and
Faren, Sanlang’s soul mate and disowned adopted son. Indirectly, the community
also encompasses the two women, Shizuko and Xuemei, as well as the reader of
the novella by virtue of the narrator’s recurring solicitation of empathy toward
his, and the nation’s, tragedy.”> Evidently, however, this emergent community of
mourning subjectivity cannot suggest a hopeful outlook on a national community
formation. On her part, Shizuko would perhaps continue to live in the sorrowful
memory of her lost love, Sanlang. Xuemei is already dead: By the time Sanlang
returned to China, she had already starved herself in protest against the newly
arranged marriage. Although she thus proves her untarnished love for Sanlang in
the act of self-sacrifice, she cannot contribute to a collective formation in a
substantially positive manner. Confronted with her tragic death, all that is left for
Sanlang is to mourn over the ever-deepening state of “indescribable sorrow,” not
only of his own but also of the community at large.” The firm commitment to
the sentiment of faithfulness and loyalty as richly developed in the novella thus
becomes a source of painful memories and a poignant reminder of the
individual’s, and the nation’s, frustrated desires. In the end, the novella advances
the act of mourning as the only available, albeit deeply negative, means of
affirming one’s identification with the family and the nation—even though these
objects of self-identification have already become inaccessible. In the final
analysis, then, with a proliferation of mourning subjectivity, the ending of The
Lone Swan underlines an overwhelming sense of cultural devastation, which
bears testimony to a frustrated revolutionary ideology of the national essence and
its unfulfilled promise of a positive dialectical relationship between the
individual and the national.

Unfinished Revolution: Toward the May Fourth Literature

Su Manshu’s The Lone Swan is less a sentimental story than a story of cultural

72 Sanlang often inserts such phrases as “the reader should try to imagine this” (duzhe shi
xiang) and “reader, please think about this” (duzhe si zhi). For a concise analysis of the
novella’s frequent invocation of the reader, see Yang Lianfen, Wan Qing zhi Wu Si, 243-44.

3 Su Manshu, Duanhong lingyan ji, 15657, 167-68.
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devastation, which responds to the ethno-nationalist narrative upheld by the late
Qing revolutionaries. The novella engages in a revolutionary hope that promises,
though misleadingly, a restoration of the national essence as being a means of
forging a national collective—which is represented by Sanlang’s hope to regain
the secure ground of personal identity through a return to the family. The
anti-Manchu revolutionary glorification of the national past was a cultural
response to, or “cultural resistance” against, the specter of Western dominance
and its new discourse of universal civilization. And yet, as I discussed in this
article, Su’s novella elaborates on the individual’s desolate relations with this
nationalist narrative of a nation. In the novella, the national past is not a catalyst
for a collective formation; and, in such a state of cultural devastation, the
revolutionary notion of the national essence cannot be an effective means of
staging “cultural resistance.” Sanlang’s frustrated pursuit of the familial bonds
through his homeward journey to Japan poignantly underlines an impasse of a
subjectivity formation on the part of the individual. Lacking in substance and
foundation, namely the individual constituents of a new nation in the making,
then, the formation of China’s new national collective becomes a fantasy. This
desolate outlook is most expressively advanced in the novella’s illustration of an
emergent community of young mourning martyrs toward its end. In putting
forward the mourning subjectivity, Su Manshu brings to light the unfulfilled
revolutionary enterprise and profound uncertainty about an individual’s capacity,
or rights, to function as an agency in the larger picture of national imperative.
The strong presence of Sanlang’s subjective voice in the narrative text invokes an
intense despair at China’s individual and collective tragedy.

In retrospect, as Yuan Jin has insightfully noted, this overarching note of
despair may well be considered a birth pain (zhentong), or an inevitable historical
phenomenon at the immediate aftermath of the folding of the Imperial order.”*
The mood of despair is, however, not merely limited to Su’s writing. For instance,
Lu Xun’s writing in the late Qing also expresses and responds to the deep sense
of cultural devastation. Born a few years before Su, Lu Xun—or Zhou Shuren, as
he was then known prior to his adoption of the penname in 1918—formed
teacher-disciple relations with Zhang Taiyan and engaged in writing and
translation during his sojourn in Tokyo in the 1900s. Naturally, he closely
experienced China’s political and cultural turmoil, including the fiasco of the
1911 Revolution. When compared to Su, Lu Xun was far less sympathetic to the
anti-Manchu revolutionary narrative of a nation, in particular its notion of the
national essence, as Fujii Shozo observes: Lu Xun was deeply skeptical about the
possibility of forging China’s national collectivity based solely upon the
recuperation of the national essence, or the resources perceived as native to his

™ Yuan Jin, Jindai wenxue de tuwei, 410.
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country, nor was he able to agree with a racial revolution as a fundamental means
of forming a national collective. For, in his view, the more pressing national
question was how to break through the national inertia.”” It is not to say,
therefore, that Lu Xun’s response to the cultural devastation was identical with
Su’s in mode, breadth, or profundity of insight. As a literary giant of modern
China by common consent, Lu Xun was no doubt a much more rigorously
intellectual and critical writer than Su was.

However, a feeling of desolation was still an inevitable and common trait of
literary responses to the devastating national predicament in late Qing and early
Republican China. As Theodore Huters has incisively illustrated, Lu Xun’s early
essays written during his years in Japan betrayed “an exceedingly pessimistic
mood”: As in “On Cultural Extremes” (“Wenhua pianzhi lun” 1908), for instance,
there was a lurking suspicion on his part of whether or not China could form “a
transcendent individual subjectivity” and accord its members a sense of
individual agency to overcome the country’s national predicaments.”® Broadly
speaking, Lu Xun’s despair converged on a sense of frustration at the ineffectual
notion of the individual subjectivity vis-a-vis China’s historical imperative of
forming a new national community, just as was the case with Su Manshu.”” As
Eileen Cheng has illuminated in her recent study, it is also indicative to note here
that Lu Xun engaged upon mourning, an act of “[r]e-membering the past and
paying homage to the dead and forgotten”: He was “wary of ... leaving behind
the dead without honoring their memory or confronting the possibly redemptive
meaning of loss.””® Lu Xun’s career as writer of “New Literature” began in 1918,
the same year as Su Manshu died prematurely at age thirty-four. It was not an
easy task to solve the disrupted linkage between the individual subjectivity
formation and the totalizing national imperative: As Huters explicates, and as
evident in Lu Xun’s May Fourth short stories, in the new era of iconoclasm, the

" As Fujii comments, Lu Xun’s dissatisfaction with the anti-Manchu revolutionary ideology
was also evident in his outright rejection of the pan-Asian political alliance, which his teacher,
Zhang Taiyan, had advanced, and toward which Su also unmistakably expressed his sympathy.
See Fujii Shozo, “Kindai Chiigoku ni okeru Bairon juyé o megutte.” For an insightful
discussion of Lu Xun’s engagement with Zhang Taiyan’s political thinking, see Viren Murthy,
The Political Philosophy of Zhang Taiyan, 223-42.

7 Theodore Huters, Bringing the World Home: Appropriating the West in Late Qing and Early
Republican China, 254-58. See also, Lu Xun, “Wenhua pianzhi lun.”

7 Note, however, that Su Manshu remained curiously silent on the notion of the people, which
was critically constitutive of both the reformist and revolutionary discourses of a nation in the
late Qing.

® Cheng explains that Lu Xun advanced an “alternative mourning narrative” while refusing
the more conventional form of mourning that is “construed as a coming to terms with one’s
loss in order to achieve closure and continue as a functioning member of one’s community.”
See Eileen Cheng, Literary Remains: Death, Trauma, and Lu Xun's Refusal to Mourn, 35.
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problematic fragility of a notion of the individual became further compounded by
an emergent ethical anxiety on the part of fiction writers—an anxiety that was
derived from a growing recognition that an act of literary representation bore
weighty moral liabilities to the bleak social realities and relations. During the
May Fourth period, therefore, Lu Xun dealt with not only the difficult prospect of
an individual identity formation, but also an additional conundrum of the time,
namely the ideology of realism.” That being said, however, for all the attempts
to create a new departure for the country, the May Fourth “New Literature”
movement and its basic tenet of iconoclasm—and literary theories and practices
in the following years—unequivocally signified a bid to overcome the troubling
sense of cultural devastation and seek a dependable ground upon which to form
the individuals’ positive dialectical relationship to China’s national rejuvenation
and liberation.
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