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Abstract This paper discusses the biography, thought, and works of Li
Rugian (1852-1909). He was appointed Consul in Kobe 1882-84, during which
period he studied the political institutions and culture of Meiji Japan and the
West, eventually translating Washington Irving’s biography of George
Washington into Classical Chinese, a book which exercised a great influence
on late Qing reformers. Li’s literary theory strongly emphasized the
importance of originality. He also cultivated a style that was simpler and
closer to spoken Chinese than many of his contemporaries. He eventually
espoused a thoroughgoing reform of Chinese government and society. He
abandoned the idea of the centrality of Chinese culture for a worldview of
cultural relativity in which all cultures of the world are viewed as equally valid.
After his return to China Li became even more involved in reform activities,
but soon he became almost totally alienated from Chinese society and even
began expressing strong doubts about the whole tradition of classical writing.
In his poems and prose works, he warned Chinese intellectuals to abandon
their smug conservatism and adapt to the new world or perish, making fun of
his own society in biting satirical pieces that remind one of the writings of Lu
Xun’s May Fourth era. Li Rugian may, indeed, be the first Chinese author to
develop the idea of Chinese inadequacy and guilt which is so common in the
literature of the next century.
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#E Group of writers active in a small town by that name east of Zunyi &% in
Guizhou province." One of the most distinguished of these is Li Rugian ?ﬁ’%ﬁ
(1852-1909), the creator of highly original poetry and prose during China’s
late nineteenth century.” Although he is still largely unknown outside his
native province today, Li was an important forerunner of the May Fourth
Movement and anticipated a number of the most striking features of the
thought and literary creations of its greatest author, Lu Xun £47* (Zhou
Shuren fﬁjﬁﬁ” , 1881-1936), decades before the fall of the Qing dynasty. As a
result of his experience as a diplomat in Meiji Japan, Li was one of the first
Chinese scholars to promote a thorough reform of imperial China based to a
large extent on models derived from the West. He was highly receptive to

' For a bibliography of monographs and articles published in Chinese on the Shatan Group,
see my recent book Jerry D. Schmidt, The Poet Zheng Zhen (1806-1864) and the Rise of
Chinese Modernity. This paper is a summary of part of one chapter in a new book | am
writing about members of the Shatan Group after Zheng Zhen’s 2% death. Li Rugian was
the son of Li Zhaoqi T}i’«‘}?frﬁ (1813-84), who was the brother of Zheng Zhen’s wife,
Madame Li s (1803-73).

> There is a biography of Li Rugian in Zhou Gongshou ed., Xu Zunyi fuzhi, juan 20,
“Liezhuan shang” %I{f -, 10-11, 2753-56 (there is double pagination in this book) and a
brief notice about him in Li Shuchang, Zunyi Shatan lishi jiapu, 35a. See also the section on
him in Huang Wanji, Shatan wenhua zhi, 42-45. The only published journal article about Li
Rugian’s literary activities that | have found is Long Xianxu, “Jianlun Li Rugian de wenxue
chengjiu,” 50-51. In addition to this, there are the following five articles in Zunyi Shatan
wenhua lunji (er), ed. Li Duo: Zeng Xiangxian ¢4k, “Li Ruqgian: ‘Dudu xingzhou yu
nifeng”” 6 Fh: I 55 iﬂﬁ@“’ (Li Rugian’s “Whenever | travel by boat, | meet contrary
winds”), 229-34; Xie Zunxiu Zf£i{5, “Shatan ‘linglei’ shiren Li Rugian ji gi shi meixue
zhuzhang” ;“'H@é“%ﬁ}@"% "T}i’itﬁwiﬂﬁ%;?»} 3% (The “different” Shatan poet Li Rugian
and his esthetic ideas’), 235-43; “Li Rugian nianpu” f;}éﬁ# FiF ? (Chronological biography
of Li Rugian), 244-311; Zhou Shanrong fﬁJM%&’», “Li Rugian ‘Shanzhong zashi’ jiedu” Z?ii??i
<<p|H!§%‘?:‘T>> i (A reading of Li Rugian’s “Miscellaneous Poems Written in the
Mountains’), 322-35. | am indebted to Long Xianxu for providing me with a copy of his
unpublished work, “Li Rugian nianpu” (unpublished manuscript), 32 pp., which is an
expanded version of the article just cited, giving a fairly detailed account of Li’s life. In this,
Long quotes from another biography of Li found in juan 4 of Yang Zhaolin ;)%
Shouzhuozhai ji Ffi%fi&, but this book has been unavailable to me. There is also a
published article about a painting that Li Rugian had done in Japan by a Japanese female
painter to commemorate his mother, a work that was inscribed by fourteen well-known
Japanese and twenty-four prominent Chinese political figures in Yu Mingxian ﬁﬂtjit, “Li
Rugian ‘Daoqi yunlai tu’ de lishi yiyi he shiliao jiazhi” fjﬁi#?;& (Fop [FW R AR
ff1 i (The historical significance and value of the historical material in Li Rugian’s
“Painting of Rue and Turnip in a Paddy Field””), in Zunyi Shatan wenhua luniji (yi), ed. Li Duo,
377-81.
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many aspects of foreign culture and early in his career abandoned the
traditional idea of the centrality of the Chinese tradition. He soon became
highly critical of certain undesirable qualities of what he saw as the basic
Chinese character and, similar to Lu Xun, created a devastating portrait of a
China on the brink of disaster in both his poetry and prose. Although all of his
surviving writings are in Classical Chinese, Li was opposed to the conservative
and imitative aspects of much classical writing of his age and created a form
of poetry that avoided many of these shortcomings. Also like Lu Xun, Li was
interested in making foreign works accessible to Chinese readers and
published a translation of one of the most influential books of the late Qing
period, a biography of George Washington (1732-99,) a work that Lu Xun
read and learned from.

Although Li Rugian was strongly influenced by his contact with foreign
cultures, the most important source of his thought and literary creations was
not the West but rather the authors of the Shatan Group’s first generation,
particularly his uncle, the great poet and classical scholar Zheng Zhen £2%
(1806-64). The twentieth-century authority on Qing poetry Qian Zhonglian
%"HI‘%E (1908-2003; original name Qian Esun &%) called Zheng ‘“the
greatest poet of the Qing dynasty” & (37— u:ﬁ]‘ * and said that he “was not
inferior to Su Shi [1037-1101]" 77 ju¥l™, the latter usually regarded as the
Song dynasty’s most outstanding author. The widely admired Sichuan critic,
calligrapher, and poet Zhao Xi il (1867-1948) went a step further and said
Zheng was “the greatest poet of the ages and of the very first class” 7i*3%
Wy . In recognition of his original research on the Confucian Classics,
Zheng is still called the “Confucian Giant of Southwestern China” (Xinan juru
RN

Li Rugian’s Youth

A few days prior to Li Ruqgian’s birth, his father had dreamed that high
officials came to visit him with magnificent carriages, horses, and heavily

3 Jingchao F2FY or Nest of the Classics is a hao (pseudonym) of Zheng Zhen. Qian Esun
(zhonglian), Mengtiao’an shihua, 280 and Zhao Xi, Xiangsong shichao, 257, “Nanwang” [
2. | would personally rate Zheng as one of the three or four greatest Chinese poets of all
times. For more details about his position in the critical literature, see Schmidt, The Poet
Zheng Zhen, 3-6.
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laden chests, so he was perhaps disappointed that his son seemed to be only
a mediocre student when he started his education. Yet, by the time Rugian
reached the age of seven or eight, he was studying more diligently than most
adults, continuing to read after school let out. He even held a book in his
hands while eating his evening meal, and he was unwilling to rest whenever
his parents urged him to do so.*

Zheng Zhen loved the boy as if he were his own son and began supervising
his studies, once telling Li Rugian’s father: “Someday this boy is going to be
my successor!”’ f%Eljé‘fF”,%ﬂiﬂ J#=5~7> Rugian and his family took refuge
from the chaos around them in the Yumen ];TIJFIFJ Stockade near Shatan with
Zheng Zhen when Rugian was only ten years old, Zheng dying there the next
year. After the rebellions came to an end, and the civil service examinations
in Guizhou were restored, Li started studying for an official position. His first
attempt (1873) at the Provincial Examination was unsuccessful, but by 1875
he had received the degree of Provincial Graduate. By the end of the year he
was on his way to Beijing together with his father and a friend of his who had
also just passed the Provincial Examination. But this trip was in vain, for Li
failed his examination and traveled to Tianjin in search of some employment
to eke out a living. When he returned home empty-handed in the autumn of
1876, he discovered that his mother had passed away in the winter of the last
year, all by herself in the family’s home in Guiyang. This was the same year
that his Shatan Group relative, the prose master Li Shuchang 7'}}? il Pﬁ'
(1837-97) left China for England to serve in his country’s first permanent
embassy in a Western coun’cry.6

Four years later Li made another attempt at the Metropolitan Graduate
degree, but after he failed once more, his options seemed few, and his
family’s poverty worsened. Luckily, when Li Shuchang was appointed
ambassador to Japan in 1882, Rugian went along with him, departing from
Shanghai aboard a naval vessel on the first of the twelfth month of 1881
(January 20, 1882) and arriving in Yokohama twenty days later after stops in

* Zhou Gongshou ed., Xu Zunyi fuzhi, juan 20, “Liezhuan shang,” 10a, 2753 and Long
Xianxu, “Li Rugian nianpu,” (unpublished manuscript), 1.

> Ibid., 5.

6 i Shuchang was the son of Zheng Zhen’s mother’s brother, Li Kai i}i"lﬁj (1788-1844.) The
most comprehensive study of his life and work so far is found in Huang Waniji, Li Shuchang
pingzhuan, Guiyang: Guizhou renmin chubanshe, 1992.



Li Rugian, the Lu Xun of the Nineteenth Century 221

Nagasaki and Kobe. In the sixth month (July) of 1882 Li Rugian was appointed
Consul (canshi guan %4i7() in Kobe. Although Rugian obviously got this
position as a result of his family ties with Li Shuchang, not unusual for
Chinese diplomats of the age, he was qualified for the job, for he had already
obtained his Provincial Graduate degree, the basic minimum qualification for
such a post.

Kobe and George Washington

Li Rugian adapted to life as a diplomat in Japan very quickly. Kobe is only a
short distance from Kyoto, the former imperial capital and cultural center of
Japan, and in spite of his meager salary, Li managed to travel there and write
beautiful poems about famous temples like the Chionin #1fi[%, Honganji %+
%[ﬁﬂ], and Kinkakuji éfgjﬁj, as well as the scenic Lake Biwa ?5??@7 Similar
to other Chinese diplomats of the era, he also befriended many Japanese
officials and scholars, who were eager to compose classical Chinese verse
with him or ask him to write prefaces to their own collections of Chinese
poetry. His observations of contemporary Japanese society and politics told
him that Japan could serve as a model for Chinese reform, and he began
studying Japanese history and geography, much like his famous predecessor,
the poet-diplomat Huang Zunxian "F"_Iﬁg,f_l‘%ﬁﬁ (1848-1905). Although he never
produced a scholarly work on Japan that could rival Huang’s Treatises on
Japan (Ribenguo zhi [ !+ @9'?&,\),8 the preface he wrote to a Chinese translation
of a compilation of Japanese geographical knowledge, A Summary of
Japanese Geographical Gazetteers (Nihon Chishi Teiyo [!4#Z 1), shows
that he had a basic understanding of Japanese history.” He also must have
learned a good deal from Li Shuchang about Li’s travels in the West and the
program of reform that he was trying to promote to the Chinese
government.

7 See the following poems in Li Rugian, Yilaoxilu shichao, juan 3, 7-10, 652-53, “You
Zhienyuan” {i=1 [ E; “You Benyuansi” it S “You Jingesi” &[5 and “You
Pipahu” ib??%‘?ﬁﬁﬂ.

8 See Richard John Lynn’s contribution in this volume.

% Li Rugian, Yilaoxilu wenchao, in Xuxiu siku quanshu, juan 2, 14-16, 572-73, “Zuanyi Riben
‘Dizhi tiyao’ xu” B[4 #R4EEIT. The Japanese original was published in 1874 and
provided much material for Huang Zunxian’s study of Japanese geography. There is a
modern reprint in Genseiin Chishika, Nihon chishi teiyo.
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Contrary to most other Chinese diplomats in Japan and probably due to his
typical Shatan indifference to ethnic barriers, Li Rugian was also interested in
the many Westerners living in Kobe and frequently took part in their social
activities. Dancing was one of the most popular Western entertainments of
that age, and Li has left us a remarkable prose preface and poem about his
own participation in a dance ball that was held by the foreign diplomatic staff
in Kobe:

Dancing balls are the custom in all Western countries. Whenever there is
a holiday or a banquet, they invite men and women who dress in their
most beautiful finery. The men and women hold hands and lace their
arms around each others’ shoulders, lining up and choosing partners for
the dance in accordance with their rank. Kings, queens, high officials,
and famous women and young ladies all take pleasure in this. In the
summer of the Jiashen year [1884], the German and American consuls
held a dance at a tea party organized to send off the English consul
William Aston, who had been promoted ambassador to Korea, and since
| was a consul, too, they invited me to the dinner.”® That evening all the
Western ladies in the port attended. They were all made up and dressed
gorgeously, and the lamps and candles were resplendent. The dance did

not end until the sun came up. A marvelous party!"

Li composed a long poem to depict the impressions of the magnificent dance
ball, ending with his lament that he “had trouble with the steps” %ﬁi:@?»ﬁ
and could not join them. Conservative diplomats like Liu Xihong Z[&v%
(juren 1848) were shocked (at least officially) by such close contact between
males and females, and most Chinese found Western music
incomprehensible, but, although he has been outside China for a very short
time, the adaptable and open-minded Li Rugian enters into the fun and has
thoroughly enjoyed this “magnificent entertainment.””

'° This is none other than the same William P. Aston (1841-1911), who is famous for having

initiated the study of Japanese literature in the West by translating its second oldest work,

the Chronicles of Japan (Nihongi {145 or Nihon shoki |14 #/5) into English.

" Li Rugian, Yilaoxilu shichao, juan 3, 656, “Xilingshi ging guan tiaowuhui” F’lﬁﬂﬁiﬁ%@?}?ﬁ;

E{ There is also an electronic edition of this book in Li Rugian, Yilaoxilu shichao, Beijing:
eijing Airusheng shuzihua jishu yanjiu zhongxin, 2009, ebook edition.

™ For Liu, see Schmidt, The Poet Zheng Zhen, 231.
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But Li Rugian seems to have become bored with writing poetry to
Japanese friends and attending the occasional fancy ball. There was little
official business to take care of in Kobe, and he started thinking about
projects to keep himself busy. By this time, he must have realized that what
he found attractive in contemporary Meiji Japan had its sources in the West,
and he started doing research on Western history and culture. He seems to
have been particularly drawn to the United States and especially to its
founding father and first president, George Washington. Washington had
fascinated Chinese readers ever since they discovered him via a book entitled
Brief Monograph on the United States of America (Meilige heshengguo zhillie
:ﬁ,\@ﬁf B S) by the American missionary Elijah Coleman Bridgman
(1801-61, Chinese name, Bizhiwen ?E'HF,@ ). This work served as the basis of
the account of the United States, Explanation of the United States
(Heshengguo shuo f,’d’[ﬁsi'f;m‘) written by one of the earliest advocates of
learning from the West, the Guangdong scholar Liang Tingnan % i=#H
(1796-1861), who praised Washington as the hero who had liberated the
Americans from English tyranny.” The stature of Washington only grew with
time, and he figures prominently in the accounts of the United States
contained in Wei Yuan’s Ff\/fi (1794-1856) Treatise on Maritime Kingdoms
(Haiguo tuzhi Y [lit.) and in Xu Jiyu’s {# HZ?‘ (1795-1873) A Short Account
of the Maritime Circuit (Yinghuan zhillie ¥i#.['%), the most complete study
of world geography in Chinese up to the date of its publication in 1850." The
account of George Washington contained in these works was responsible to
a large extent for the generally positive attitudes that Chinese scholars had
during this period toward the United States as opposed to Great Britain,
which was normally seen as belligerent and inflexible.”

However, Li Rugian realized that Chinese readers still knew very little
about Washington, because the biographical and historical information
contained in earlier works was fragmentary at best. He determined to while
away his time by translating a reliable account of the life of this great man
into the Chinese language, or as his preface to the finished work tells us:

 There is a short biography of Liang in Arthur W. Hummel, Eminent Chinese of the Ch’ing
Period, 503-5.

'* For a brief biography of Xu, see ibid., 309-10.

> See the discussion of early Chinese images of the United States and George Washington
in Michael H. Hunt, The Making of a Special Relationship, the United States and China to 1914,
44-50.
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Washington was the founder of the United States. Whenever
Westerners talk about the great men of antiquity and recent times, they
always mention the two men Washington and Napoleon. When in the
autumn of 1882 | took part in our mission overseas and discussed ancient
and modern times with the people of that city and read cursorily various
translations, | got used to hearing about Washington’s fame. However, |
was troubled that there was nothing | could use to study his biography
and began searching all the bookstores without finding anything. In the
sixth month of this year, when | was appointed consul in Kobe, | had
little official work and had plenty of time to do translations, so | asked
our interpreter Cai Guozhao %%[ﬁ&'ﬁﬁ to purchase the Complete Biography
of George Washington written by the modern American scholar
Washington Irving, which is translated below." After reading the book
[I found it to be] detailed and factual, while straightforward and refined,
a work esteemed by Westerners. | then decided to translate [a part of it]
every day, finishing it all after three years. | smoothed out, polished up,
and put into order any places where the prose was unclear or obscure,
the language vulgar or inappropriate, or the writing disorderly or
confused. The book was completed only after five revisions. In general,
translating books is more difficult than writing them yourself!
[Translations] are like photographs or portraits, for they must be exactly
the same as the original in tone and spirit to leave one with no regrets.
They seem less than perfect if the tone and spirit do not follow the
modulations in mood [of the original] exactly. Mr. Cai and | were truly
exhausted by our single-minded devotion to finishing this book.
Although [our translation] is not necessarily identical to the original,
hopefully none [of Washington’s] deeds have been altered or omitted.
Written in the twelfth month of the eleventh year of Guangxu [January,
1886] by Li Rugian of Zunyi."”

Washington Irving (1783-1859) was undeniably the most popular American

' | have not been able to find out anything about Li’s collaborator Cai Guozhao, but
presumably he was a lower official or translator in the Kobe Consulate.

7 Li Rugian, Yilaoxilu wenchao, juan 1, 564, “Huashengdun zhuan xu” 2 @A . As can
be seen from the date, Li wrote this preface after his return to China, but the work seems
to have been completed in Kobe.
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author for early twentieth-century Chinese readers, his stories and sketches
being favorites of early translators of Western fiction like Lin Shu #3*
(1852-1924), who is now considered the foremost representative of the
Tongcheng fif%5 School of Prose during the late Qing and early Republican
period and who also wrote poetry in the “Song” style like Zheng Zhen and his
followers.” Li Rugian’s translation of Irving’s five-volume The Life of George
Washington, which had been published from 1855-59, is probably the first
rendering of Irving’s work into Chinese, preceding Lin Shu’s earliest Irving
translations (1906) by more than two decades.” It is also the longest text of
Irving ever rendered into Chinese.

Coming from a Han Studies %= background, Li Ruqgian appreciated the
detail and apparent reliability of Irving’s biography and the elegance of its
style.’® From his comments, he also seems to have consulted with
Westerners about the status of Irving’s writings in the West. As he tells us, his
Irving translation was a labor of love. It is likely that Li Rugian had learned
quite a bit of English during his stays in Shanghai and his posting in Kobe, but
it is probable that Mr. Cai had more linguistic competence than Li. Such
collaborations were common during the early period of translation of
Western books into Chinese, the most prominent example being Lin Shu,
who could not read English well but had his students translate works verbally
for him, which he then rendered into beautiful Classical Chinese that
frequently had more literary merit than the originals.

'8 See, for example, his “Record of a Visit to Westminster Abbey” (“Ji Huisiminside dasi”
ﬁéc‘lﬁtizifréir’pj 4=, literally “Record of the Great Westminster Monastery”), which
transforms a minor work by Irving into a masterpiece of guwen prose. Lin’s translation
seems to have been published for the first time in Lin Shu, trans., Fuzhang lu, 70-76, “Ji
Huisiminside dasi.” For Irving’s original work with the title “Westminster Abbey,” see
Washington Irving, The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent, 213-32. Fuzhang lu was a
partial translation of The Sketch Book. Lin also wrote many fine original works in Classical
Chinese, these being collected together in Lin Shu, Lin Qinnan wenji. For the so-called
Qing-dynasty Song style of poetry, see the discussion in Schmidt, The Poet Zheng Zhen,
Xi—XV.

' Li rendered the title of Irving’s original as A Complete Biography of George Washington
(Huashengdun quanzhuan # it = f@). A convenient modern edition of Irving’s original
work is found in Washington Irving, Allen Guttmann and James A. Sappenfield ed., Life of
Ceorge Washington. The work received highly favorable reviews when it was published and
is now considered the best biography of Washington written in the period from 1775 to
1865. See the editors’ comments in ibid., xxxvi—-xxxvii.

*° For the connection between Han Studies and Zheng Zhen and his followers, see
Schmidt, The Poet Zheng Zhen, 65-66.
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Li Rugian had obviously thought deeply about all the problems involved in
transferring a text anchored in a cultural context that was alien to most of his
readers into elegant Classical Chinese, or as he said: “Translating books is
more difficult than writing them yourself!”” His idea that great translations are
not just literal renderings of the original but “rather like photographs or
portraits” which “must be exactly the same as the original in tone and spirit”
is difficult to realize, but he spared no efforts in attaining his goal, revising his
manuscripts five times in all, a process that entailed a good deal of editing of
the original. The result may not have been perfect, but it is certainly one of
the best Chinese translations of a work of Western biographical literature
published before the twentieth century, and one modern Chinese scholar
includes it among the ten most influential Western historical works translated
into Chinese during the nineteenth century.”

Although Li Rugian made many friends during his three year stay in Kobe,
only one of these was to have a decisive influence on the course of his future
life. At this time the famed statesman Li Hongzhang’s % % (1823-1901)
eldest son, Li Jingfang %3¢+ (1855?—1934), was traveling under an assumed
name in Japan with the purpose of learning more about the Meiji Reform and
how they could be used to transform China. Social control was still very
strong during the Meiji period, and Li Jingfang was soon arrested and
mistreated by local Japanese officials, who probably thought he was a
criminal.” When he came to see Li Rugian for assistance in Kobe, Li Jingfang
immediately recognized that he was not an impostor and after negotiations
with the Japanese managed to get the Japanese officers responsible for his
abuse punished. This was the beginning of a long and fruitful friendship
between the two men.

* Fang Delin, “Xifang shixue de chuanru yu Zhongguo jindai zichan jieji shixue de

chuangli,” 17.

* Li Hongzhang had adopted Li Jingfang, who was the son of his younger brother Li
Zhaoqing ?EF’,%, as his son, when he had reached the age of forty without any sons of his
own. When Li Hongzhang was shot by a Japanese fanatic during the negotiations for the
Treaty of Shimonoseki, Jingfang continued the negotiations as plenipotentiary. He has
gained some notoriety as the official who handed over Taiwan to the Japanese, but he
made many positive contributions to China, serving also as ambassador to England from
1907-10. See Li Rugian’s preface sending off Li Jingfang on his mission to England and
Russia in Li Rugian, Yilaoxilu wenchao, juan 1, “Song Li Boxing Taishou chushi Ying E erguo
xu” EF [PE AN T R
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Back in China

When Li Shuchang left his post in Japan in the twelfth month of 1884
(Western calendar, January, 1885), Rugian returned home, because his
three-year term had come to an end, and also because he had to attend to his
father’s funeral. He stayed in Guiyang only a short while and was soon back in
Shanghai, most likely looking for employment, but with little success. He
even made a trip to Lishun to find a job, but this did not work out either.
Luckily, Li Jingfang did not forget the help Rugian had proffered in Japan,
and now he invited his old friend to live with him in his home in Wuhu, Anhui
province. It is no wonder then that Rugian was deeply saddened when
Jingfang set out from Shanghai in 1886 to take part in the embassy to London
lead by Liu Ruifen 57 (1827-92).” Rugian missed his friend badly, but
one good thing transpired this year: His biography of George Washington was
published in Shanghai in a lead type edition consisting of eight volumes,
copies of which are still in both the Beijing and Shanghai libraries. The
Chinese title is slightly different from the one mentioned in Li Rugian’s
preface, for it is merely called A Biography of George Washington
(Huashengdun zhuan # g3tifi).** It must have sold fairly well, because the
entire set was issued again in a lithographic edition in 1897 under the new
title A Succinct History of George Washington and the West (Huashengdun Taixi
shillie # 735 [ 1plIfE) by the pro-reform New Studies Society (Xinxuehui #+
%ﬂ»ﬁ), but one wonders if the book provided Li with much income to relieve
his poverty. In any case, he had not received a new diplomatic posting, and
in the hope that he could aim for something higher, he traveled to Beijing
once more in 1889 to take the Metropolitan Examination but failed again the
next spring. He went back to grinding deprivation in Shanghai.

3 For a brief biography of Liu, see Hummel, Eminent Chinese of the Ch’ing Period, 522-23.

% Another title for the book, The Complete Biography of George Washington (Huashengdun
quanzhuan % ;o = {i), is found on the inner title page.

» Long Xianxu, “Li Rugian nianpu” (unpublished manuscript), 20. The Xinxuehui (also
called Qiangxuehui #%¢) in Shanghai was a branch of the organization by the same
name established shortly before in Beijing by Kang Youwei 5u%t% (1858-1927), Weng
Tonghe #iffilf* (1830-1904), and others to promote reform and is now considered one of
the first political parties in modern China. The founding members of the Shanghai branch
included Kang Youwei, Huang Zunxian, the Song School poet Chen Sanli [fi=
(1852-1936), and several advisors to Zhang Zhidong 3=11[i (1837-1909).
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Return to Japan

Luckily Li Jingfang acquitted himself well as a diplomat, Liu Ruifen writing in
1889 at the end of his first three-year term that Li was:

. extremely talented and knowledgeable and with an intimate
understanding of Western learning. While assisting me in all negotiations
he has been able to handle everything in an honest way and has never
avoided hardship or danger. He is truly one of those men who are
diligent from beginning to end and are extraordinarily energetic.”®

Li Jingfang was not the sort of person to forget his friends, and when he was
appointed ambassador to Japan in 1890 to replace Li Shuchang, who had just
finished his second term in Tokyo, he invited Rugian to become the Chinese
consul for Yokohama, where he remained for the next three years, in close
proximity to his best friend. This time Li Rugian’s salary and expense account
were probably better, and he managed to visit such famous tourist sites as
Mount Fuji, Hakodate, Kamakura, and even Nikko, all of which were the
subjects of beautiful poems that he wrote.

Although he continued to associate with Japanese scholars, one of his
closer friends during this period was the young Zheng Xiaoxu £ r
(1860-1938), a major poet of the next generation of the Song School, who
was then employed in the Chinese legation in Tokyo and who would one day
have the dubious distinction of serving under the last Emperor Puyi 1%
(1906-67) as premier in the Japanese puppet state of Manchukuo.” Zheng
met Li Rugian the very first day he landed in Japan on the twenty-ninth of the
fourth month (June 5) of 1891, Li welcoming him to the Yokohama Consulate

2% |ju Ruifen, Liu Zongcheng (Zhitian) zougao, juan 3, 24b, 254, “Zhu Ying Canzan chuyang
giman zouqing jiangli shu” [ sl i W= ﬁ%?f;ﬁ’gﬁﬁ

7 For a short biography of Zheng, see Howard L. Boorman, Biographical Dictionary of
Republican China, 271-75. There is an illuminating discussion of his life and poetry in Jon
Eugene von Kowallis, The Subtle Revolution: Poets of the “Old Schools” during Late Qing
and Early Republican China, 208-31. One of the most valuable sources of information on his
activities in Japan is his diary, for which see the next footnote. Zheng’s first post was Vice
Consul of Tsukuji Z¥, a suburb of Tokyo which was one of the first ports opened to
foreigners but is now more famous for its fish market. In 1893 he was promoted to Consul
of Kobe and Osaka.
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just after his arrival. When Zheng learned that Li was from Guizhou, he asked
him about the famous Zheng Zhen, whose work he was reading a lot during
this period, and was delighted to learn that Zheng Zhen was the husband of
Li’s aunt. According to Zheng Xiaoxu’s diary, after this:

We had a free-wheeling discussion on learning, about which he had quite
a few original views and which quite overwhelmed me. Then he said to

me: “You are the crown of famous scholars now.”?®

Either at this time or somewhat later, Li presented Zheng with four scholarly
books written by Zheng Zhen along with a collection of his verse.*

In all Li wrote three poems to Zheng Xiaoxu during this period. We shall
discuss the first in a moment, for it was not addressed to Zheng alone. The
second was in response to a work by Zheng requesting instruction in the art
of writing, a sign of the great respect he had for Li Rugian.’® The third was a
parting poem composed when Zheng Xiaoxu was promoted from his job in
Tokyo to become the new consul in Kobe and describes how Li had spent the
last ten years “thinking about reforms” [l#i* and “seeking great writing”
fi A% 3" Like Zheng Zhen and Li Shuchang, Li Rugian was deeply dissatisfied
with the status quo and hoped to promote change through his poetry and
prose.

Another of Li Rugian’s close friends during this period was Li Zengxiang
Ifl,igfﬁi (d. 1901), who was soon to exert a major influence on the most
famous translator of Western scientific and sociological works of late Qing
China, Yan Fu #}& (1854-1921). Yan had been sent by the Qing government
to England to study at the Greenwich Naval College in 1877, where he became
a close friend and disciple of Li Shuchang’s boss, Ambassador Guo Songtao

8 Zheng Xiaoxu, Zheng Xiaoxu riji, vol. 1, 203.

% Zheng Xiaoxu’s poem of thanks was included in his collected verse. See Zheng Xiaoxu,
Haicanglou shi, juan 1, 13a, “Li Shousheng yi Zheng Ziyin shu sizhong ji Chaojingchao
shichao” %o 4 HR=" ”‘F‘}D@bﬁﬁ;ﬁdﬁ?ﬁ

3° Li Ruqian, Yilaoxilu shichao, juan 4, 18, 667, “Ci Zheng Sukan Xiaoxu Sheren jianzeng
yun” ﬁ,ﬁﬁ;‘é&%_?}?ﬁ *EJE@?@. Unfortunately, Zheng’s original was not included in his
collected poetry.

3 Ibid., juan 4, 21, 668, “Song Zheng Sukan Sheren fu Shenhu Lingshi ren” Eﬁﬂfs"ﬁ%‘rﬁ ~ &
*ﬁt’lqﬁgif{-
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H[t J[E“J #: (1818-91). After Yan returned to China and was appointed the
superintendent for Western learning in Tianjin’s Northern Naval Academy *
PSR (he was named president in 1893), L became his close friend and
eventually married his daughter to Yan’s son. Ll then proofread and made
numerous suggestions for Yan’s translation of Thomas H. Huxley’s (1825-95)
Evolution and Ethics (Tianyanlun fxiﬁrfl?rﬁ, 1896), one of the most influential
books in China at the turn of the century.*

Probably the most interesting literary product of the relationship between
these three men was a long poem about the practice of poetry that Li Rugian
presented to both Lii and Zheng Xiaoxu. This work starts out with the same
couplet that begins what is Zheng Zhen’s most detailed poem on poetry:*

HETD %ﬂ?ﬁ* I truly am not good at writing poetry,
P dC Butl know quite well what the word “poetry” means.>

=y

As one might expect, Li Rugian’s literary ideals correspond fairly closely to
those of Zheng Zhen and the Song School in general, but he does not
emphasize learning quite as much and gives special priority to the idea of
authenticity:*

H‘:ﬁﬂﬂl & For poetry to inspire men’s hearts for a myriad
generations,

’:’P’r[ﬁﬁj\ % It must hold fast to what is truly not artificial.®

In addition, Li Rugian’s stress on originality was perhaps even stronger than
Zheng Zhen’s:

TSR] One writes about the poet’s unique inspirations and

3 See the article Huang Kewu, “Zouxiang fanyi zhi lu: Beiyang shuishi xuetang shiqi de
Yan Fu,” 1-40, especially 22-31.

3 For a translation and analysis of Zheng’s poem, see Schmidt, The Poet Zheng Zhen,
263-64 and the discussion following.

3% Li Rugian, Yilaoxilu shichao, juan 4, 16-18, 666, “Yu Lii Qiugiao Zengxiang Daling Zheng
Sukan Xiaoxu Sheren lunshi” ?fﬁﬂ‘fﬁ%t@ﬁiJ\ﬁ ﬁﬁé‘*ﬁ%&ﬂﬁf, * Fﬁ.’ﬁ?—ﬁ

¥ For a general discussion of Zheng Zhen’s and the Song School’s theory of literature, see
Schmidt, The Poet Zheng Zhen, 247-88.

36 | Rugian, Yilaoxilu shichao, juan 4, 16-18, 666.
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mental images,

Brfik ~ i Wishing to escape from the ancients completely?’
Although his verse was deeply indebted to his former teacher, Li Rugian was
already developing his own personal style, which was just as original as
Zheng Zhen’s but tended to avoid the complexities of Zheng’s so-called
Abstruse (shengse aoyan % ¥ #+) Style and does not require as much
annotation for comprehension.?® It is difficult to gauge the influence of Li
Rugian on his two new friends, for Li Zengxiang is not known for his poetry
today, and Zheng Xiaoxu eventually developed a quite different way of
writing, but the young Zheng Xiaoxu could not help having been moved by
what Li Rugian told him and must have been gratified by the praise that Li
heaped on his early verse.

Li Rugian did not engage in any more translation projects during his second
stay in Japan, but his appreciation of Western culture continued to grow, one
of the more attractive products of which was an essay he wrote about an
American oil painting that he saw housed in Ueno ¥} Park in Tokyo.
Unfortunately, Li does not provide us with the name of the artist, but he does
tell us that his work was valued so highly that the Japanese government paid
the painter 60,000 yen a year in rent to keep the work in Tokyo.”® Western
oil painting had been known in China ever since the late Ming dynasty, when
Jesuit missionaries brought examples to that country, and Italian
priest-artists like Giuseppe Castiglione (1688-1766, Chinese name, Lang
Shining 9({{] #7) had been welcomed to the Qing court during the heyday of
the dynasty. However, even Castiglione was forced to adopt a mixed
Chinese-Western style for many of his works, and, in general, most scholar
officials had little appreciation of Western oil painting. In contrast, Li Rugian
found the American artist’s canvas, a battle scene from the American Civil
War, highly inspiring (literally “god-like” #) and “unimaginably wonderful”

37 |bid. The anonymous reader of this article has suggested that Li means that the
ancients should avoid imitating him, an interpretation which is also possible and which
strengthens Li’s emphasis on his individuality.

38 For the Abstruse Style, see Schmidt, The Poet Zheng Zhen, 71. Much of Zheng’s poetry
was written in another, simpler style.

3% Li Rugian, Yilaoxilu wenchao, juan 6, 14, 624, “Riben Dongjing youhua ji”’ FIA RO
I

=
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Ipd 3 R Li Rugian particularly admired the artist’s expert use of
geometrical perspective, something absent in earlier Chinese painting, and
the accuracy of his depiction of light and shadow, which allowed one to
determine the precise time of the day when the action occurred. Li also
marveled at the artist’s depiction of flames, rippling water, and clouds.
During his years in Japan, Li’s contact with Western and Japanese
civilization caused him to become increasingly tolerant of the differences
between different cultures, as can be seen in the following poem written in
1895, after he had returned to China:
RLERE L

A Song about the Apparel of Various Countries

Chinese women'’s costumes favor tiny feet,

AR g ]

SRR 15T PN Which are bound as slim as slender bamboo shoots.

EJE%'J\%‘;EW%?; Hence, they compete in wearing the most seductive
shoes,

AT HHEGT¥ Embroidered with a thousand stitches and flashy red
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and green.

The fashion among Western women is narrow,
narrow waists;

Young girls go hungry and refuse to eat meat.

Their loose hair hangs down over waists encaged in
corsets;

Even pregnant ladies bunch their bellies into a tiny
lump.

Japanese maidens go barefoot and don’t mind their
midriff,

Piling their hair high up and holding it down with coral
pins.

They wear wide kimonos with round collars and big
sleeves,

And put on straw sandals or wooden shoes that
clip-clop on their feet.

4% |bid.
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Manchus like big feet and wear shoes with high
platforms,
Priding themselves on long robes that trail on the
floor.
Their jade hairpins are a foot long and slant like a row
of wild geese;
They wear short-sleeved felt dresses busy with red
and purple.
[---]
The Miao people in Guizhou wear so many types of
clothes;
There may be more than one hundred twenty, but it’s
hard to say.
There are Phoenix Heads, Crows, Sparrows, Flowery,
Black, and Blue,*
With chisel-shaped hairdos and long skirts that look
masculine.
You can find about anything in China’s nine districts;*
People make fun of each other and find others ugly.

What they should know is that beauty is a creature of
habit;

Horses laugh at flying animals, and birds laugh at
them.

| have seen it all and have become more enlightened
than ever;

Let everyone follow their own customs and do what
comes natural.

No need to feel pressure or discriminate against
others;

When your habits are formed, feel at peace with
yourself!¥

# Li’s original note says that these are names of various Miao tribes.
* This is a reference to the ancient division of China into nine regions by the sage

-

Emperor Yu H after he brought the Great Flood under control.
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The attitudes expressed in this poem are only partially a result of Li’s
experience overseas and are just as much a product of the tolerance and
inclusiveness that characterizes the whole Shatan literary scene and
particularly Zheng Zhen.*

Unlike most contemporary Chinese intellectuals, Li Rugian was able to
come to terms with Christianity, too, writing a long poem on the subject
(“Catholicism,” “Tianzhujiao” == %), also from the year 1895. Zheng Zhen’s
closest friend, the great poet Mo Youzhi 1% (1811-71), had found the
religion highly intimidating, blaming it for causing the Taiping Rebellion and
undermining traditional Confucian values, but although Li Rugian never
professed the Christian faith himself, he was willing to tolerate it, an unusual
stance, particularly for a scholar from Guizhou, a province where some of the
nastier anti-missionary riots took place in the late nineteenth century.* The
first part of Li’s long poem recounts the earlier history of Catholicism in China,
starting with the late Ming Jesuit missionaries, who waited twenty years off
the shores of the Chinese empire, when they were finally admitted to the
court and “lent a piece of land” 757§[F",[’?,~ [ to live on. Their first success was
with “unemployed commoners” Z % * but the religion spread, though it
did not cause any difficulties for the early Qing dynasty, “which was stable as
a solid rock” 0['%65&.46 Only with the First and Second Opium Wars were
the missionaries able to disrupt China, because they were now protected by
the foreign powers who had so ignominiously defeated the Qing armies.
However, although Li personally finds little in the Christian message that
interests him and resents the attacks on China’s sovereignty that the
constant interventions by foreign powers on behalf of beleaguered
missionaries entailed, he does acknowledge that Christianity, as one of the
three major global religions, had its merits. Furthermore, ‘“His sermons spoke
of good faith and forgiveness, | Ideas which resemble the teachings of

# Li Rugian, Yilaoxilu shichao, juan 6, 4-5, 681-82.

* For Zheng’s inclusiveness, see Schmidt, The Poet Zheng Zhen, 33, 197-203, 243-45, and
341.

4 A discussion of Mo Youzhi’s hostility to Christianity and his fears for the future of
Chinese culture will have to wait until the publication of my new book on the disciples of
Zheng Zhen. See the account of anti-missionary activities in Guizhou in Zhou Chunyuan,
Guizhou jindai shi, 68-89. The most comprehensive study of Mo Youzhi’s literary works is
found in Huang Waniji, Mo Youzhi pingzhuan.

46 Rugian, Yilaoxilu shichao, juan 5, 17, 677.



Li Rugian, the Lu Xun of the Nineteenth Century 235

Confucius” ! FE, ] AU, Eﬁii‘“%ﬁ%ﬁ His final conclusion is that the best
course of action for all is mutual toleration:

ﬁ\rﬁ“@v{g"\j’ Who sets the standards for East and West?

HF Iﬁ%’ﬁﬁt[ﬂ Who decides white is more beautiful than black?
TipkEkER T~ Which of the five flavors is the most correct?

~Hy R Which of your five senses would you have removed?
F’ﬁ F I Let everyone go the route that they want,

e [P 9 And let us not ridicule one another.

f, [N | give this advice to the people of the world:
fydifiEE=  Leave everything you do to Heaven’s willt*

Both literally and spiritually, Li Rugian had traveled a long way from Shatan
by the time he wrote this poem, but we can easily imagine how his tolerance
for different cultures developed from the inclusiveness and openness of his
great teacher Zheng Zhen. Although, as we shall see, he was as patriotic as
other Shatan authors and deeply concerned about his nation’s future, his
Shatan background allowed Li Rugian to transcend national boundaries and
arrive at an ideal of cultural relativism and internationalism, a rare position
during his age in any part of the world.

Return to China and Reform Activities

After his return to China at the end of 1893, Li Rugian first stayed in Shanghai
and made one more unsuccessful attempt at the Metropolitan Graduate
degree in Beijing in 1894, even managing to enter the imperial palace to
receive an official appointment. The Sino-Japanese War broke out that year,
but before it had drawn to its humiliating close, Li was already in Guangzhou,
where he had rented a garden residence and prepared to take up his official
duties. His first post was Supervisor for Fiscal Affairs (Caiwu tidiao Eﬂ‘%’iﬁﬁ%ﬁf),
but he eventually rose to the lucrative position of Director (Zongban 5f##) of
Guangdong’s Government Silver Bureau (Guanyin ju Fi#). Yet, in spite of
Li Jingfang’s patronage, Li did not adapt well to official life in China.

47 1bid., 18-19, 678.
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According to Chinese protocol, when high-level bureaucrats from outside the
province came on visits, the lower local officials had to wait for an audience
with them in rows according to their rank and were only admitted when
summoned by name. Most officials used this time to chat about the weather
or gossip about recent scandals, but Li usually stood holding a book in one
hand and a wine cup in the other, which he continued to do even when
summoned to see his superior! Mo Youzhi’s nephew Mo Tang Fijil, the
youngest son of Mo Youzhi’s younger brother, Mo Xiangzhi fi ¥
(1827-99), who also served as an official in Guangdong, thought that Li’s
behavior was so odd that he jokingly gave him the nickname the “Old Man of
the Mountains” (Laoshanren #|!|*) with the unintended result that other
officials started calling him by this title and made him the butt of their jokes.

We have already seen how Li had discussed his desire for reforms in
Chinese politics and society with Zheng Xiaoxu in Japan, and he was certainly
privy to Li Shuchang’s earlier unsuccessful attempts to get the Chinese
government interested in urgently needed change. After his return to China,
Li’s service in the Chinese bureaucracy must have inspired him to try and take
action himself, for in 1889 or 1890, he sent a long letter to Zhang Zhidong,
strongly urging him to lead China in a program of thorough-going change.48
Li had probably come to know Zhang when he was still serving as
Governor-General of Guangdong and Guangxi, but when Zhang was
transferred from Guangzhou to serve as Governor-General of Hubei and
Hunan in 1889, with instructions to build a railway line from Lugou Qiao to
Hankou, Li must have seen him as a potential savior of the Chinese empire.*
Li’s letter is a remarkable document; after praising Zhang Zhidong and his
predecessors like Zeng Guofan in the Self-Strengthening Movement ¥ ¥52E)
and suggesting that Zhang might be in need of talented officials to help him,
Li launches into a violent attack on the court conservatives whom he blamed
for thwarting all attempts at change in China, and warns Zhang;:

4 See the discussion of Li Rugian’s ideas on reform in Huang Waniji, “Li Rugian yu Weixin
yundong,” 1-6.

49 Li Rugian, Yilaoxilu wenchao, juan 5, 616-17, “Shang Lianghu Zongdu Zhang shu” fﬁ‘xﬁ?ﬁ
FI’L'FF%%?} Li was a strong supporter of constructing railroads in China, something which
court conservatives strongly opposed. See his delightful poem about the difficulties of
travel in nineteenth-century China and the need for railroads in Li Rugian, Yilaoxilu shichao,
juan 7, 5, 691, “Xinglu nan” ¥Eg#E
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The danger that we run the risk of our holy nation being split up like a
pea and our land sinking into the depths is as close [to us] as our own
eyebrows. India, Egypt, Burma, and Vietnam have all been turned into
wastelands and sold into perpetual slavery precisely because they did
not know how to reform and have brought their destruction upon
themselves. [ ... ] Their example is before us. [ ... ] I feel that reforms
may be coming too late for us. If we go on like this for twenty or thirty
more years, | fear we will have no recourse. If we fail to take action now,
there will be a day when we cannot and are not allowed or permitted to
act. By our inaction, we will let the empire sink into oblivion, and its
millions of inhabitants become base slaves, all of which will have been
caused by those ministers who hold fast to tradition.”®

From such documents we can see how Li Rugian’s cultural relativism and
internationalism did not prevent him from being deeply concerned about the
fate of his country and striving to keep his “holy” land from following the
path of self-destruction that had doomed other countries to perpetual
servitude. However, although Zhang Zhidong was certainly sympathetic to
most of Li Rugian’s ideas and probably respected him because of his
association with the same literary tendencies that he himself supported, we
do not know what his response was, and in any case Zhang most certainly did
not hire the Old Man of the Mountains as a personal advisor.

In spite of the best efforts of the leading members of the Self-Strengthening
Movement, China continued to drift until the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese
War in 1894. The annihilation of the Chinese navy and much of its army during
the next two years caused such an uproar that the government was soon
forced to entertain reforms. The Hundred Days’ Reform that ensued aroused
great enthusiasm among Chinese intellectuals and even among many
Westerners, but the results could be foretold. As soon as Empress Dowager
Cixi 2&# (1835-1908) felt threatened, she with the help of court
conservatives launched a violent coup, which resulted in the imprisonment of
the emperor for the rest of his life, the cancellation of many of the new laws,
and the execution of some of the leading advocates of reform. Huang
Zunxian was nearly beheaded, too, but after foreign diplomats exerted

> 1bid., 24, 617.
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pressure on the Chinese government, he was allowed to retire into a form of
internal exile in his native place. Kang Youwei %%t} (1858-1927), Liang
Qichao fﬁ?ﬁ (1873-1929), and other reformers escaped overseas.

By this time Li Rugian was an unemployed official who had no powerful
connections in the world. Like many other Chinese intellectuals of this period,
he wrote poetry mourning China’s defeat in the Sino-Japanese War, one of
the best describing the Japanese capture of China’s naval base of Weihai in
1895, a topic which was also treated in one of Huang Zunxian’s greatest
satirical poems.”’ But the emperor never summoned Li Rugian to the capital,
and he had no meaningful contacts with any of the major reformers, so the
best he could do was agonize about the direction in which China seemed to
be headed.

Sometime just after the failure of the Hundred Days’ Reform, Li composed
one of his more fascinating prose works, the “Record of a Trip to the Country
of Zigzag” (“Weileiguo youji” ﬂéﬁu[ﬁ&'?ﬁ‘ﬁ%'), which was a product of the
revulsion he felt for contemporary Chinese society and his strong desire for
fundamental reform.>* The title of this piece alludes to a passage in Zhuangzi,

>' For two poems about the course of the war in Korea, see Li Rugian, Yilaoxilu shichao,
juan s, 13, 675, “Wen Chaoxian wei Riben suo ju” MIfH&EEEL | 4 A8 and ibid., juan 5, 19,
678, “Guangxu niannian Jiawu wuyue, Riben shi ru Chaoxian” “A7# & P17 = E[FIA ]
ftg, written in 1894 and 1895, respectively. The poem on Weihaiwei was composed after
the fact in 1898. See ibid., juan 7, 7-8, 692-93, “Lishun Weihai xing” #"f%3& <. Huang
Zunxian’s poem is found in Huang Zunxian, Renjinglu shicao jianzhu, xia ce, juan 8, 655, “Ku
Weihai” B34, and is translated in Schmidt, Within the Human Realm, 285-88. See also
the discussion of this work in ibid., 165-67.

>> Near the end of the piece Li refers to Cixi’s coup against the Emperor Guangxu and the
execution of the supporters of reform. He does not mention the Boxer Rebellion of 1900,
so the work was probably written in 1898 or 1899. The anonymous reader of this article
made the intriguing suggestion that Li’s prose piece on Zigzag may have been influenced
by late Qing fiction, e.g., “Liu E’s 2% [1857-1909] famous description of China as a sinking
ship in The Travels of Lao Can #7335+ and Zeng Pu’s %,TF{ [1872-1935] imaginary Happy
Slave Island in A Flower in the Sea 0)L Sins 25 [L [both in 1903]. After the failure of the
Hundred Days’ Reform, Liang Qichao, now in Japan, praised the genre of political novels
for propagating the idea of social reform through producing metaphorical/symbolic
anecdotes or stories ‘¥ Hr=" [‘Foreword on the Publication of Political Novels in
Translation’].” This is certainly possible, but, unfortunately, none of the Shatan authors
have anything to say about the vernacular fiction of their age. Like many of their
contemporaries, they possibly read such works for entertainment but did not consider
them “serious literature.” Li Rugian may have only been attempting to “update”
Zhuangzi’s fable of Zigzag.
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in which a disciple of Laozi by the name of Gengsang Chu Hi=¢2& travels
north to live in the mountains of Zigzag. He lets go his intelligent servants
and faithful concubines and lives with drabs and dowdies from then on and
only employs indolent men to wait upon him. Miraculously, the country of
Zigzag starts to have bountiful harvests, and the local inhabitants begin to
suspect that he is a great sage.”

The piece in Zhuangzi teaches the Daoist doctrine of non-action (wuwei =,
£%), but Li Rugian cleverly stands the original text on its head and uses the
concept of a state premised on the theory of non-action to satirize
contemporary China. At first it seems that Li is describing some earthly
paradise, which “occupies the lower reaches of the temperate zone, whose
climate is moderate, whose soil is fertile, whose people are elegant and
chaste, and whose natural resources are abundant,” but when he begins
describing some of this “paradise’s” customs and culture, there can be no
doubt that he is talking about the Qing Empire:

The customs of this country favor men and discriminate against women,
and everyone loves literary studies. No matter whether they are rich or
poor, high or low, its scholars know its old stories, and those who are
able to compose prose and verse become famous for their talent,
gaining the respect of the officials and commoners. They select their
officials by means of words and phrases collected from ancient texts,
which they call [examination] topics, thousands of men gathering
together to write about them. Their prose works beget new prose works,
and their poems beget new poems, and they think these skillful if pieced
together illogically with forced analogies and piled together like bits of
carved jade. Those of medium intelligence and above grow old and die
midst heaps of old paper, vomiting writings out of their hearts and lungs
and ruminating constantly on words and phrases.>*

By this time, Li had obviously lost faith in China’s civil service examination

33 Zhuangzi, “Gengsang Chu” Hi%%, #1. The passage has been translated in Burton
Watson trans., The Complete Works of Chuang Tzu, 248-54. | am using Watson’s rendering
of Weilei as “Zigzag.”

>* Li Rugian, Yilaoxilu wenchao, juan 6, 6, 620.
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system, and although he continued to compose works in Classical Chinese, he
was beginning to have severe doubts about traditional Chinese scholarship
and the type of prose and poetry many scholars of his age produced. His
teacher Zheng Zhen’s intellectual crisis had developed into a full-blown
malady.”

Li Rugian’s portrait of contemporary “Zigzag” society is more devastating
than any provided in classical literature before the twentieth century:

The farmers, workers, and merchants of the entire country are indolent
and ignorant. Their tools, clothing, and food are all rotten and spoiled.
The streets are narrow, filthy, and out of repair. The water channels are
plugged up, overflow, and are in total disorder. People defecate and
urinate everywhere on the streets, and when they wash their filthy
garments, they hang them in the market as if they were advertising
them for sale. When they walk outside, they bump their shoulders and
backs into each other, and when they go to market, they step on one
another. The stink of sweat assails their noses, and dust blurs their eyes.
Dirt and animal droppings clog their throats, for they share the street
with cows and horses. But the people of this country are satisfied with
this; they always seem delighted and say: “We are the country of
Gentlemen. We are the country of Confucian propriety.” It is as if they
do not know that in other parts of the world, America and Europe thrive,
and if they see these Westerners, they say: “They are barbarians! They

o eps 6
are uncivilized!”®

Although Li never traveled to the West, his long stay in increasingly
Westernized Meiji Japan had caused him to feel great shame over the
indolence, ignorance, and poor hygiene of the Chinese masses, who, for the
most part, were not even aware of these deficiencies but considered
Westerners to be uncivilized brutes. In this passage we see one of the earliest
expressions of the sense of inadequacy which became so pervasive among
Chinese intellectuals in the first half of the twentieth century. Similar to Mo

> For Zheng Zhen’s intellectual crisis, see Schmidt, The Poet Zheng Zhen, 203-26.
58 Ibid., juan 6, 6-7, 620-21.
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Youzhi, Li Rugian had transferred Zheng Zhen’s private guilt to the public
sphere.”’

The prognosis for “Zigzag” was grim, for the smug complacency of the
common people did not allow them to see their own faults, and the first
attempt at thoroughgoing change had been thwarted:

Now [after Western aggression] Zigzag was hardly a country. At this
time a lowly official of Zigzag, who was fervent in his loyalty and who
understood the age, saw that the people of his country were sinking
ever deeper and were about to be reduced to eternal servitude. Some
men came forth and proposed policies for self-strengthening and made
petitions for reform in order to wake up their ruler. Their ruler kindly
received these and then proceeded to change the defective laws and set
up a new government. The Europeans and Americans all changed their
view of Zigzag and rose up in respect, thinking that Zigzag would stand
on its own in ten years and be rich and powerful in twenty. Who could
have imagined that the country was too isolated and its defects too
serious that Heaven would not help it, and its Empress Dowager and two
or three conservative ministers suddenly overthrew its brilliant emperor
and murdered his faithful officials, canceling all of the new laws? All of
the country’s men of ideals and understanding were anxious and
distraught, knowing that the country would be dead before long. Not
only would the country die, they would die, too, along with their children
and grandchildren. Alas! Ruler of Zigzag! How foolish your ministers are!
They will cause the millions of people who inhabit your land of forty
thousand li to become slaves and turn into cattle and sheep.*®

Li held onto the hope that “some year August Heaven may send down
another Sage who will save these people [of Zigzag] from the floods and
fire” ffp & RI[REES 2~ F’}F[[Eﬁ"r}lﬁ?7ﬁ’}', but he was not very optimistic

>7 A discussion of Mo Youzhi’s guilt feelings will be included in my new book on the later
Shatan Group. Refer also to the study of the role feelings of guilt and inadequacy had in
the making of the modern Chinese identity in Jing Tsu, Failure, Nationalism, and Literature:
The Making of Modern Chinese Identity, 1895-1937.

58 i Rugian, Yilaoxilu wenchao, juan 6, 7-8, 621.
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that things would turn out this way. China should learn from Zigzag’s
example, but he lacked confidence that this would happen either:

[Like Zigzag] China is also a country of the Orient. Should it not heed the
warning of Zigzag’s example and make plans for complete change? Alas,
this is very difficult. The Classic of Documents says: “August Heaven has
no favorites and only helps the virtuous.”*® If Heaven wants to destroy
us, who can save us? It must be Heaven, for this is beyond the ability of
humans.®°

By the time he wrote this, Li Rugian was totally alienated from Chinese
society and was highly pessimistic about its future.

Lu Xun’s Critique of China and Li Ruqgian’s Influence

Even Lu Xun, one of the first May Fourth writers to give full expression to
modern Chinese feelings of inadequacy and guilt, does not provide us such a
negative account of Chinese life until he begins writing fiction in 1918,
attacking the “cannibalistic” nature of traditional Chinese society in his first
published short story “A Madman’s Diary” (“Kuangren riji” »= * EIF%I). This
was followed by his portrait of the main character Ah Q in his novella The
True Story of Ah Q (A Q zhengzhuan [® Q T, first published December 4,
1921-February 12, 1922), a man who strongly resembles the inhabitants of Li
Tt is
true that already in 1902 Lu was discussing what he felt was wrong with the

Rugian’s Zigzag in his ignorance, traditionalism, and self-deception.®

Chinese people with his classmates in Tokyo, citing such shortcomings as
their alleged lack of sincerity (cheng ??ﬁ) and love (ai &), both supposedly a
result of their “enslavement” by the Mongols and Manchus, but in spite of
his vow in 1904, when he quit his medical studies in Sendai, to devote himself

>9 Shangshu, “Taijia xia” 1.

8" Li Rugian, Yilaoxilu wenchao, juan 6, 8, 621.

8 Both stories were later published in Lu Xun’s first collection of short stories, Call to Arms
(Nahan i, 1923). The original texts are found in Lu Xun (Zhou Shuren), Lu Xun quanyji,
juan 1, 277-91 and 359-416. See the English translations in Lu Xun, Yang Xianyi and Gladys
Yang trans., Lu Xun: Selected Works, vol. 1, 39-51, “A Madman’s Diary,” and 102-54, “The
True Story of Ah Q.”
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to China’s spiritual ills, it took him fourteen years to begin putting his ideas
into a literary form that would be widely available to readers.®

Li Rugian never had the impact on Chinese society that Lu Xun had three
decades later, but he was not totally lacking in influence. His translation of
George Washington’s biography attracted the attention of some of the major
reformers, who began reprinting it in a serialized form in the most important
organ of the reform movement, the Journal for Contemporary Affairs (Shiwu
bao Eﬂf%ﬁ’ﬁ), set up by Huang Zunxian in Shanghai and first edited by Liang
Qichao. Issued every ten days and featuring reprints of government
documents, reformist editorials, and articles on modern science, this is now
considered the first modern Chinese magazine and was quite popular with a
run of ten thousand copies. Li Ruqgian’s translation appeared in the very first
issue, but since the journal folded in 1898, only a small fraction of
Washington’s biography was ever reprinted in it.> However, both the book’s
two original full Shanghai editions and the truncated version in the journal
continued to be read widely. This was most likely the primary source for
Huang Zunxian’s own knowledge of George Washington and the inspiration
for the following quatrain (1899) that he composed after he had been driven
from public service by the Empress Dowager Cixi:

- i;é—*,%?ﬂ bz One man flung up his arms, and a million men
shouted:
ﬁ"’?ﬁfﬁﬁlg’ﬁfﬂ “Down with subjection, no better than slavery!”

82 Lu Xun’s discussion of the defects of the Chinese character were not reported by Lu
himself but were the recollections of his classmate and close friend, the educator Xu
Shoushang #:4 (1882-1948), who was later killed by the Guomindang in Taipei. See Lu
Xun Bowuguan Lu Xun Yanjiushi, Lu Xun nianpu, 93. As with so much written about Lu
Xun’s early life, one wonders how much Xu’s comments reflect what really happened or
perhaps later political or ideological concerns. In any case, these comments are not as
devastating as what Li Rugian wrote or what Lu Xun himself wrote much later. Lu Xun’s
ambition to become China’s spiritual doctor is expressed in his famous preface to his first
short story collection Call to Arms. See Lu Xun, Lu Xun quanji, juan 1, 271-72, “Zixu” {i4-
and the translation in Lu Xun, Yang and Yang trans., Lu Xun: Selected Works, vol. 1, 33-38,
“Preface to Call to Arms.”

83 Chen Fukang, Minguo wentan tanyin, 3—4. The first installment of the biography is found
in Li Rugian trans., “Huashengdun zhuan,” Shiwu bao, vol. 1, fourth day of the seventh
month (August 12) of 1896, vol. 1, 59-60.
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N?J%E&ﬁl FJFJ Rulers, when the people are ennobled, they will
ignore your nobility;

%Uﬁ’%@“?‘?lrﬁ Don’t say you left the throne because of your sagely
virtue!**

Huang had learned a good deal from Li Rugian’s rendering of Washington
Irving’s biography of George Washington, and now he was warning the rulers
of the Qing Empire that if they did not change their ways they, too, would be
overthrown by a democratic revolution. Based on his reading of Li’s
translation, Huang finally said what Mo Youzhi, Li Shuchang, and Li Rugian
had probably thought but did not dare put down on paper.

But the story of Li Rugian’s translation extended even beyond the Hundred
Days’ Reform period, for the first rendering of a non-technical Western work
that Lu Xun himself read was probably the fragment that had been published
in the Journal for Contemporary Affairs. Lu Xun had his initial contact with
Western-style education in 1898, when he began attending the Jiangnan
Naval Academy 7 f-<fj% " in Nanjing, followed by three years of study
(1899-1901) in the Academy of Mining and Railroads f###5*{i in the same
city. It was also the beginning of his exposure to the wider world of Western
history, philosophy, and literature. According to his later recollections:®®

The principal [of the academy] during my second year [1900] was a
member of the Reform Party. When he rode in his carriage, he usually
read the Journal for Contemporary Affairs, and when he tested our
Chinese, he gave us questions he had made up himself, which were very
different from [those of] the other teachers. One time [he asked us to]
“Discuss George Washington.” Our Chinese teachers anxiously asked:
“Who is this fellow Washington?” . . . [The principle] established a

%4 Literally, “Don’t compare your abdication to Tang and Yu,” which alludes to historical
traditions about the ancient sage ruler Tangyao "3 passing on his throne, not to his son,
but to the virtuous Yushun 7{#% and Yushun then giving it to the virtuous man Dayu *ﬂ
Huang Zunxian, Renjinglu shicao jianzhu, vol. 2, juan 9, 827, “Jihai zashi” = H/x;ﬁ‘g%ﬁ

8 For this period in Lu Xun’s life, see Lu Xun Bowuguan, Lu Xun nianpu, juan 1, 59-80 and
David E. Pollard, The True Story of Lu Xun, 16-20. For Lu Xun’s reading of Li Rugian’s
translation, see Kudo Takamasa T # i, “Ru Shun no honyaku kenkyu (1),” 137-48; Lin
Chen, “Lu Xun, Li Rugian, Huashengdun zhuan,” 35-37; and Chen Fukang, Minguo wentan
tanyin, 3-4.
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reading room for periodicals, which, of course, included the Journal for
Contemporary Affairs.®°

As Lu Xun noted, his heroic teacher—who was no one else than Yu Mingzhen
il (1860-1918, jinshi 1890)*”—was a member of the Reform Party, i.e, he
still supported the recently failed Hundred Days’ Reform, and he continued to
run risks in his strong desire to change China by using the now proscribed
Journal for Contemporary Affairs with Li Rugian’s biography of George
Washington as part of his curriculum. It is however unlikely that Lu Xun would
have been able to obtain Li Rugian’s other works. Li Rugian’s poetry probably
did not circulate much beyond the circle of his friends and relatives in
Guangdong and Guizhou, and his collected verse was not formally published
until 1899. A year later Li Rugian’s eccentric behavior caused him to be
removed from his official position for some minor infraction of the rules, but
he was reinstated two years after that.*® However, in 1904, his literary
activities finally caught up with him. He had published his collected prose in
1900, and because his letters to high officials urging reform mentioned Kang
Youwei and Liang Qichao, he was reprimanded and removed from his post.
The offending names of Kang and Liang had been inked out by his publisher,
but this did not satisfy the censors, who were slow to respond but difficult to
escape from.®® Li Rugian was finished as an official and condemned to
poverty for the rest of his life.

Back in Guizhou

Throughout the disappointments of these years, and in spite of his contacts
with other cultures and a strong yearning for fundamental change, Li Rugian

® Lu Xun, Lu Xun quanji, juan 2, 295-96, Zhaohua xishi fFif- “f;, “Suoji” i, The book in
which this sketch appears was first published in 1926.

57 There is a new modern edition of Yu’s poetry in Yu Mingzhen, Ma Yazhong ed., Gu’an
shicun, the introduction to which contains a biography of Yu (1-14) and a discussion of his
poetry (15-27). It would be interesting to know for sure whether or not the young Lu Xun
read Yu’s poetry, since practically all of Lu’s early writing consists of classical verse. Lu’s
poetry in Classical Chinese is the subject of Jon Eugene von Kowallis, The Lyrical Lu Xun.
This book talks about Lu’s possible literary debt to such earlier poets as Du Fu but does
not discuss possible connections between it and late Qing classical verse. See ibid., 9.

88 | ong Xianxu, “Li Rugian nianpu” (unpublished manuscript), 29-30.

%9 Ibid., 30.
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never forgot his roots in Guizhou. Together with Mo Tingzhi $i'#J
(1817-89), a younger brother of Mo Youzhi, and a scholar from Guiyang
Prefecture named Chen Tian [fif'! (1849-1921), Li edited an important
anthology of late Qing Guizhou poetry entitled A Continuation of the Record
of Guizhou Poetry (Qianshi jilie houbian et &{JF}) in thirty chapters as a
continuation to the Qianshi jillie %5Fi#[% compiled by Zheng Zhen’s
brother-in-law Li Zhaoxun f;ﬁ:}‘*éﬁ (1804-64), his uncle Tang Shuyi ’?Iﬁﬂ%
(1792-1854), and his closest friend, Mo Youzhi.”

Li Rugian had already seemed out of touch with his society to his
colleagues even while he was serving as an official in Guangdong, but his
behavior became even odder when he finally returned to Guizhou and settled
in Guiyang. He began having violent arguments with his second wife and
started associating with a Buddhist monk named Liaoming ™[], spending
most of his time at the local temple discussing Buddhist philosophy. His
drinking also became more serious, and his family frequently found him
sprawled in a stupor in the middle of the street. Shortly before his death, he
asked Liaoming to give him the tonsure, and he passed away in Liaoming’s
temple in 1909, two years before the revolution that overthrew the Qing
dynasty. He was not famous during his own lifetime, and his great
contributions to Chinese political and cultural life remain largely unknown to
this very day.

And yet Li Rugian’s transformation was perhaps even more remarkable
than that of his more famous relative Li Shuchang. He came from the same
isolated and “traditional” background as Shuchang, but in some ways he
managed to travel even farther and came closer to the twentieth century and
beyond. As a boy, Rugian was exposed to the education provided by Zheng
Zhen, an education which inculcated skepticism about received traditions,
stressed rational thought, instilled optimism about a future that could be
improved by technology, and trained young minds to be open to many

7° Modern editions of these are Li Rugian, Mo Tingzhi, and Chen Tian ed., Qianshi jiliie
houbian, with a supplement in three juan to the original edition; and Mo Youzhi, Tang
Shuyi, and Li Zhaoxun ed., Qianshi jiliie, both in the series Zhongguo shaoshu minzu guji
jicheng. The second anthology is the subject of the article, Zhou Fugang, “Qianshi jiliie
chulun,” in Pei Hangang ed., Mo Youzhi yanjiu weniji, 1771-82. Chen Tian was a “classmate”
of Chen Kuilong.



Li Rugian, the Lu Xun of the Nineteenth Century 247

different points of view.”" Although Rugian had contact with Western culture
later than Shuchang, he immediately became fascinated by its manifestations
in Meiji Japan and quickly began studying one of the most important figures
in the formation of the modern world, George Washington. Li Rugian’s two
terms as a diplomat in Japan not only reinforced what Zheng Zhen had
taught him about toleration for other cultures but also convinced him about
the pressing need for fundamental change in Chinese society and politics. As
a lowly consul and even lower local official, he had even less ability to
influence central government policy than Li Shuchang, but this did not stop
him from continuing to urge reform after his return to China. He was
unsuccessful in his endeavors, but he did succeed in writing some of the most
compelling poetry and prose of the late nineteenth century. Like Li Shuchang,
his life was wasted by a system that seemed incapable of making the hard
decisions necessary for survival. Yet if anyone could claim to be Zheng Zhen’s
true successor, Li Rugian could. Zheng Zhen’s high opinion of Li was truly
prophetic, for he had developed and enriched all aspects of Zheng’s
modernity more than any other author of the Shatan Group.

Although it is still difficult to say how much influence Li Rugian had on early
twentieth-century China, there can be little doubt about the impact of the
Song School to which Zheng Zhen and he belonged on the rise of Chinese
modernity, both in the intellectual and literary spheres. Song School writers
like Zeng Guofan and Zhang Zhidong built China’s first modern industrial
complexes and created educational institutions that allowed Chinese
students to become familiar with the world’s most up-to-date knowledge and
pursue further studies in Japan and the West. Equally or perhaps even more
importantly, Song School authors created the outlines of Chinese modernity
that underlay many of the intellectual and literary activities of May Fourth
authors, including Lu Xun.

In spite of his vow to transform Chinese society through literature in 1904,
Lu Xun actually spent a good deal of his time after his return from Japan
living like a late nineteenth-century Song School scholar. On the material level,
he resembled Zheng Zhen in making his living by teaching and unlike Zheng,

' These four components of Li Rugian’s education under the guidance of Zheng Zhen are
among what | call Zheng’s “positive modernities,” for a list and brief explanation of which
see Schmidt, The Poet Zheng Zhen, 33.



248 Jerry D. Schmidt

he even managed to get a position as an official in the Ministry of Education
at Beijing from 1912-25 under the recently established Republic.”> However,
an even more significant sign of his Song School approach to life was his
strong commitment to doing careful research on ancient texts.”” Most of his
methodology was derived from the Evidential Studies (kaozheng ¥z or
kaoju ) of the Han Learning (as is true of much of early Republican
scholarship), an approach that he must have picked up from his extensive
reading in classical texts as well as his early association with Zhang Binglin
T8 (1868-1936), the anti-Manchu scholar who had taken refuge in Japan,
one of whose favorite topics of research, the Commentary of Zuo (Zuozhuan
“- 1), was a central text of many Han Studies scholars.”* It is true that Lu Xun
came to conclusions about Chinese literature that were at variance with his
predecessors, but Song School scholars were used to doing the same thing,
making dispassionate reason their primary guide in life.

A commitment to reason and impartial, empirical research is number one in
the list of Zheng Zhen’s positive modernities given in the Introduction to my
study of him, and we discover that Lu Xun and many other May Fourth
writers would have no difficulties agreeing with the other positive
modernities provided there. Lu emphasized the primacy of the individual,
was open to alternative ways of thinking, was relatively indifferent to ethnic
barriers, was sympathetic to women, was optimistic that China could be
changed, hoped to use science and technology to improve the lives of all
Chinese, promoted political and social change, and was able to pass on his
modernity to his friends and colleagues.”” Just as Li Rugian developed Zheng
Zhen’s modernities, Lu Xun also transformed the modernities that he had
received from the more advanced scholars of his age, exploring non-Chinese

72 Lu Xun Bowuguan, Lu Xun nianpu, 260-62 and 232-33.

73 Like Li Rugian, Lu Xun started doing translations of Western writings, in his case East
European short stories, during his stay in Japan. Of course, the subject of Lu Xun’s
scholarship was different from that of the earlier Han Studies scholars, for he wrote in
Classical Chinese about such topics as the history of science, comparative literature, and
traditional Chinese vernacular fiction, his research in the last field culminating in the
publication in 1930 of A Concise History of Chinese Fiction (Zhongguo xiaoshuo shiltie flifs! |
24pLIpE), an important contribution to a field of literature neglected by most earlier critics.
74 Like Zheng Zhen, Zhang also made major contributions to the study of the Shuowen and
general philology. There is a succinct biography of Zhang in Boorman, Biographical
Dictionary of Republican China, 92—98.

7> Schmidt, The Poet Zheng Zhen, 33-34.
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alternative ways of thinking and developing Li Rugian’s internationalism
(itself a product of Zheng Zhen’s indifference to ethnic barriers) by
translating Western writings from European countries that Li had never even
been exposed to. Similarly, the original Shatan (and larger Song School)
commitment to science and technology caused Lu Xun to go one further step
than Mo Youzhi’s sons by pursuing specialized technical training in Nanjing
and then a medical education in Japan.”® Lu Xun’s promotion of political and
social change was more radical than what Zheng Zhen, Li Shuchang, or Li
Ruchang had suggested, and finally his willingness to go outside the Chinese
tradition caused him to be attracted to Marxism from 1927 onward, like so
many of his contemporaries.

On the negative side of modernity, Lu was not as wracked by guilt as
Zheng Zhen, but early works like “A Madman’s Diary” and The True Story of
Ah Q demonstrate that he was deeply alienated from contemporary Chinese
society and culture, perhaps more so than Zheng and at least as much as the
Li Rugian of “Record of a Trip to the Country of Zigzag.” Similar to Zheng and
Li, he also suffered from the pervasive intellectual crisis of his age, and
although he was more future-oriented than Zheng or Li, he sometimes
expressed a wistful sense of loss for his past.”” Many scholars have stressed
the radical anti-traditionalism of May Fourth writers like Lu Xun, but a more
balanced view of the development of their modernity can only be formulated
by considering what they owed to their ancient tradition and their more
immediate predecessors.”® Writers like Lu Xun may have disliked many of the
late Qing scholars and authors still living during their youth, and they may not
even have realized how much they owed to them. Yet the nineteenth century
was not a blank space in Chinese intellectual and literary history. Rather it
was one of the most innovative and exciting periods of a three thousand-year
old tradition, and Zheng Zhen was probably its greatest poet, while Li Rugian
was his most outstanding student.

76 See ibid., 229-31, for a brief account of Mo’s sons. A much more detailed study will be
provided in my new book about Zheng’s friends and disciples after his death.

77 See, for example, Lu Xun’s short story, “My Old Home” (“Guxiang” {#5) in Lu Xun, Lu
Xun quaniji, juan 1, 344-58 with an English translation in Lu Xun, Lu Xun: Selected Works, vol.
1, 90—101.

7® For the more radical side of Lu Xun, see Lin Yii-sheng, The Crisis of Consciousness: Radical
Antitraditionalism in the May Fourth Era, 104-51.
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