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Abstract 

This thesis is a comprehensive thematic study of the unique prose poetry collection 

Wîld Grass by  the famous modem Chinese writer Lu Xun. It provides a general s w e y  of 

previous Wild Grass studies both in China and abroad in the past 70 years in Chapter 1. The 

survey clarifies the achievements and defects of those studies, and finds that they are still 

insufficient and can and should be M e r  expanded. 

By employing a comprehensive methodology, including close reading, rhetoricd 

analysis, intertextual interpretation. and some standard psychoandytic insights, the thesis 

explores the themes of Wild Grass on three different levels. In Chapter 2, on the histoncal 

level, the thesis reveals the theme of social and political criticism of the dark redity of mid- 

1920s China. In Chapter 3. some Wild Grass poems are interpreted on the philosophicd 

level to show the theme of Lu Xun's meditations on the ego. will to life. and the meaning of 

human existence. In Chapter 4. the thesis examines some Wild Grass poerns on the 

emotional level to display Lu Xun's dilemma of love and moral responsibilities at a crucial 

juncture of his life when he contemplated deserting his old-style wife and accepting a young 

lady's love. Some poems are informed by a strong awareness of repentance, which is 

essentially an ernbodiment of Lu Xun's sense of morality and responsibility. 

In its conclusion, the thesis surnmarizes the inte1Iectual and artistic values of Wild 

Grass, deeming it a magni ficent book marking a creative peak in Lu Xun's career and an 

achievement in modem Chinese literature of the twentieth century. Lu Xun's spirit O P  

stmggle, awareness of repentance, and subjective emotion and lyricism that are incorporated 

in Wild Grass have become an important legacy for Chinese literature and the Chinese 

people. The symbolic and surrealistic features, the expressionistic characterization, the 

structure of the logical dilernma, and elegant language make Wild Grass a great modem 

masterpiece. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Wdd Grass (Yerao. !@@) is a unique collection of prose poetry (sam~enshi, BTS) by 

the farnous modem Chinese writer Lu Xun (@ai&, 188!-1936). Prose poetry, as a subgenre 

similar to the short poetic essay. fint emerged in 1920s China. In the 1930s it was formally 

called prose poetry. Lu Xun's Wild Grass contains twenty-three pieces of prose poetry. Al1 

were written during the period from 1924 to 1926 and published successiveIy in the literary 

weekly Tafking String ( Yusi. is-). in July 1927 d e r  Lu Xun wrote an inscription to them, 

these prose poems were republished as a collection under the title WiZd Grass. At prcsent this 

collection is contained in volume two of the 1987 edition of The Cornplete Workî of Lu Xun 

(LU Xun quanji. &if&&). 

Compared in size with other collections in Lu Xun's Compfere Workî, Wild Grttss is a 

shon book of only seventy pages. The length of each prose poem varies from three hundred to 

three thousand Chinese characters. However. owing to its admirable artistic distinction, 

stylistic originality. and the impressive thematic complexity, WiZd Gruss is very significant in 

Lu Xun's creative output as well as in the whole of modem Chinese literature. It has become 

an indispensable text in studies of Lu Xun and of modem Chinese literature as well. 

Lu Xun himself chenshed a special fondness for Wild Grass. In its "Inscription" (Tici, 

Es), he declared: "1 myself love my Wild Grass."' In 1929 he expressed his sorrow to a 

fkiend for being unable to write prose poetry like Wild Grass any more.' in 193 1 Lu Xun 

[LU Xun, "Tici" (Inscription) to Wild Grass, Lu Xun Quanji f$iK&g (Complete works of Lu Xun), 
Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1987, vol. 2, p. 159. Hereafler LXQJ- In this dissertation, unless otherwise 
noted, English translations are my own. Others' translations may be slightly changed wherever I think it's 
necessaxy. 
? ~ e n g  Xuefeng ?q%@, Huiyi Lu Xun @fL$&& (Recollections of Lu Xun), Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 
1953, p. 23. 



mentioned it again in his "Preface to the English Edition of Wild Grass" (Yecao yingwen yiben 

These twenty some short essays were al1 written in Beijing between 1924 and 1926, 
as indicated at the end of each piece, and published one after another in the periodical Yii- 
ssu. For the most part they are oniy smdl  reflections of the moment. Since it was 
dificult to speak out directly at the time. occasionally the phrasing is very muddled. 

Now 1 would like to mise sorne examples. Because 1 was critical of the sentimental 
poetry then widely current, I wrote Wu-fi shih-lien Rm%z (My lost love), because 1 
hated the numerous sideline-observers of  society, 1 wrote the first Fu-chfou EZfi 
(Revenge); and because I was alarmed by the despair of youth, I wrote H s i - i v a n g  
(Hope). Che-yang t i  chan-shih z@m&f (Such a fighter) was written because of a 
feeling that men of letten and scholars were assisting the warlords. La-yeh !&a+ (The 
dry leaf) was composed for the person who loves me and wants to preserve me. After the 
Duan Qimi Government fired upon the unamed populace 1 wrote T'an-r 'r»r ri hsüeh-hm 
chung #fgm&@q (Arnid pale bloodstains), at which time 1 had already fled to other 
quarten. When the Feng-ttien $* and Chih-li &!ft warlord factions joined in battle I 
wrote khzieh -% (The awakening), and &er this I could no longer remain in Beijing. 

Therefore, this much can be said, the larger proportion of [these essays] are small and 
pale blossoms growing on the rim of deserted Hell. and for that reason cannot be 
considered as objects of beauty. And yet. this Hell is also bound to be destroyed . . . 

Afterward. I wrote no longer this kind of thing. The era, which is changing daily, 
doesntt allow this kind of writing and even this kind ofthought to exist. I think that 
perhaps this is fine? 

The preface is the most detailed. and also public. explanation of the genesis of Wild 

Grass by the author himself. In 1932. Self-SeIection of Lu Xrn ( L u  Xzrn zL~z(anji, g--iR $%%) 

was published In it Lu Xun selected a total of twenty-two pieces of short fiction, prose. and 

prose poetry. Wild Grass poems numbered seven, almost one third of the book. In the preface, 

Lu Xun also specifically mentioned Wild  Grass: 

) ~ h i s  English edition o f  Wild Grass was translated by Feng Yusheng i%R!&. The project failed when the print 
was destroyed duting the Shanghai Anti-Japanese Campaign starting on January 28. 1932. 
-'LU Xun. "Yecao yingwen yiben xu" !#fq%fti&fVF (Preface CO the English edition of Wild Grass), LYPJ, vol. 
4. p. 356. The first three paragraphs are William Schultz's translation in "Lu HsCIn, The Creative Years," 
unpublished Ph. D. dissertation, University of Washington, 1955, p. 296. 
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When I had some minor impressions and thoughts, I would write a few short 
compositions. More pretentiously, they were called prose poetry. Later on the? were 
published in one volume under the title of Wild Grass.5 

In this preface. Lu Xun also told that he had withdrawn from the Se[fSeZection some 

Wild Grass pieces that might convey "a feeling of heavy oppression" to his readers. -4s for the 

reason. he said: "1 am unwilling to transmit the ioneliness that 1 rnyself felt so bitterly to the 

young people who are having a rosy drearn like 1 did when 1 was YOLUI~."~ The book does not 

include the rnost grotesq~e and gloomy poems such as "Revenge" (Fuchou, Eh) and 
"Tombstone Inscriptions" (Mujiewen. g@ft), which are perhaps. in Lu Xun's view. arnong 

the pieces that might convey "the feeling of heavy oppression." 

In 1934 Lu Xun once again mentioned Wild Grass in a persona1 letter. He said: 

The technique of my book Wi[d Grass is not bad. but the mood is too dejected. Because 
the book was written after I suffered many hardships. 1 hope you will be able to break 
away from the influence of this dejected rn00d.~ 

In view of Lu Xun's own comments, two points become clear. First. Lu Xun tended to 

treat Wild Grass in a tone of understatement. He called it "smail essays" (xiaopin. h%). 

"small reflections of the moment" (suishi de xiao ganxiang, %EJifmfl\gg). "shoa 

compositions" (duanwen. g*), and finally "prose poeüy." Second, Lu Xun womed that the 

subject matter and artistic effect of Wild Grass, which are usually perceived as despairing and 

nihilistic, might depress the readers, especially China's youth in the historical context of the 

1930s, a time for the Chinese people to resist the Japanese invasion. Therefore Lu Xun's own 

S"~ixuanji xu" $ i4-g $ Ff; (Preface to self-selection of Lu Xun), LXQJ, vol. 4, p. 456, Leo Ou-fan Lee's 
translation in Voicesfrom the Iron House, 1987, p. 9 1 .  
6~bid. P. 457. 
7 ~ u  Xun, a letter to Xiao Jun 8s dated October 9, 1934, in LXQJ. vol. 12. p. 532. 



comments should not be understood as a self-denigration, as a critic declared: "The author was 

. . . to become disenchanted with his work [of Wild G~uss ] ."~  

Seventy years have passed since Wild Grass was first published as a collection. Wild 

Grass has not only survived the twentieth c e n q  but also been recognized as a great work in 

modem Chinese literature. Wild Grass studies in the past seventy years witnessed a particular 

phenornenon. that is, no matter who the literary critics are, and what ideological attitudes they 

take toward Lu Xun, they almost unanimously compliment the artistic achievement of Wild 

Grass. For example, the renowned critic Jaroslav Prusek once enthusiastically lauded the 

aesthetic value of Wild Grass: 

Undoubtedly his greatest work of art, which corresponds exactly to the concepts of what 
modem poetry should be. is the collection of his poems in prose in Yeh-ts'ao !@$ CVM 
Grass. Here Lu Hsün created a work of art which, in relation to the penod and 
environment it was created, is almost a miracle? 

Another highly regarded critic. Tsi-an Hsia also praised Lu Xun's art that is embodied in 

Wild Grass, although his study focused on its "dark side": 

The rest of the book (referring to al1 the poems in Wild Grass except for " M y  Lost Love") 
is genuine poetry in embryo: images imbued with strong emotional intensity. flowing and 
stopping in darkly glowing but oddly shaped lines- like molten metal failing to find a 
mold. I o  

Su Xuelin is perhaps the only scholar who entirely denied Lu Xun's political and moral 

qualities, sometimes by quoting certain pieces of Wi[d Grass like "Revenge" and "Amid Pale 

Bloodstains" as evidence to illustrate Lu Xun's " ferocity and ruthlessness," and "malignity in 

his mind."] 1 But she too cou1d not but admit the artistic merit of FVild Grass: 

8~harles, J. Alber, " Wild Gras,  Symmeüy and Parallelism in Lu HsUn's Prose Poems," in Critical fisays on 
Chinese Lirerature, William H, Nienhauser, Jr. ed., The Chinese University of Hong Kong, 1976, p. 2, 
9~aroslav Prusek, The Lyrical and rhe Epic, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1980, p.56. 
10~si-an Hsia The Gare of Darkness, Seattle and London: University of Washington Press, 1968, p. 150. 
' [ S U  Xuelin SE$#$, Wo lun Lu X m  Ei.e@3 (1 comment on Lu Xun), Taizhong: Wenxing shudian, 1967. p. 12. 
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The language [of Wild Grass] is cairn, sharp, accurate, and epigrarnmatic as well as 
sophisticated, precise, profound. and beautifhi. It fuses the sentences of Buddhist 
classics with the Western color to achieve a distinctive style. . . . inside there are many 
poetic and picturesque descriptions of nature. which are not only absent in classical 
literature, but also seldorn seen in new literature.12 

However. compared with the manimous compliments on the artistic achievement of Wild 

Grass, the interpretations of and comments on its themes, significance, effect and the author's 

intention Vary greatly fiom the 1920s to the present. 

In Chapter One of this dissertation, I shall oRer a general survey on the history of the 

seventy years of Wild Grass studies, especially its thematic studies, both in China and abroad. 

This survey will cl&& the achievements and defects of those studies. Also based on this 

survey, 1 have decided on the subject, goal, and methodology for the dissertation. 

Through this general survey, 1 found that previous studies of Wild Grass within China 

and abroad demonstrate different features. in China, Wild Grass studies have been constantly 

irnpacted by ideology in different histoncal stages. In the late 1920s. Wild Grass was severely 

attacked by leftist writers and theorists during the discussion of "revolutionary literature" 

(geming wemue. q&ftq). They tended to quote some passages from Wild Grass that they 

felt were pessimistic or nihilistic to denounce Lu Xun and his thought. This sort of attack 

ceased with the end of the discussion in the second half of 1929. In the 1930s and the I940s, 

the value of Wild Grass was gradually recognized, but the commentary on it was not adequate. 

During the period fTom the 1950s to the 1 %Os, the mainland China authorities strove to make 

use of Lu Xun as  a tool to strengthen Maoist ideological control. Wild Grass studies became a 

continuous process to find Lu Xun's "fighting spirit." Although numerous critical essays and 

more than haif a dozen books were written interpreting Wild Grass during this time, most of 

them were shaped basically under the influence of govemment ideological censorship. 
- - - - - - - 

I2su Xuelin ;h:g$$, Utongguo ersamhi niandai zuojia @-3 +*ft@% (Chinese writen in the 1 920s and 
the 1 930s), Taibei: Chunwenxue chubanshe, 1983, p. 394. 



Therefore many of the studies do not have high academic value. In the 1990s, with the 

Chinese government policy on literature and art graduaily becoming tolerant. Wild Grass 

studies in mainland China began to flourish. 

Outside China CVM Grass remains a relatively peripheral work and needs many more 

studies. For instance. there have aiready been two specialized books published in English on 

Lu Xun's poetry in the classicai style.13 By contrast there is no specidized book in English on 

Wild Grass. and even a complete English translation is not yet available. Except for Leo Ou- 

fan Lee's study of Lu Xun. which contributes a prominent chapter analyzing Wild Grass. very 

few specialized articles are found in English. Many comments on Wild Grass are general and 

introductory. seen in books and articles which deal with topics related to Lu Xun and/or 

modem Chinese literature. but not specifically to Wild Grass. 

The s w e y  of Wild Grass studies leads me to the conclusion that the studies are still 

insufficient and c m  be M e r  expanded. Especially at present, Wild Grass has proven itself to 

be a long-iasting work of creative intelligence, emotional sincerity. and imaginary power that 

has shaped one particular aspect of Lu Xun's legacy and become a rare specimen of modem 

Chinese literature. The time for a comprehensive study of WiM Grcm h a .  finally corne. 

Based on the importance of Wild Grass and the inadequacy of previous studies. 1 chose 

Wild Grass as the topic of my dissertation. Because the most significant disagreements in Wild 

Grass studies concem its themes, my study will be mainly a systematically thematic study. 1 

shall provide interpretations for most poems in Kild Grass, and also offer necessary analyses 

of their aesthetic characteristics, wherever they are helpful, to reveal Lu Xun's intention or the 

themes of the poems. 

In order to make my interpretation valid, accurate, and acceptable. 1 shall utilize a multi- 

level interpretation. It is inspired by some relevant methods of particular scholars. When Lin 

13They are David Y. Ch'en's Lu Hsün Compfere Poems. Arizona State University, 1988 and Jon Kowallis's The 
Lyrical Lu Xun, A stuc@ ofHis Chs ica l - s~ le  Verse, Honolulu: U. of Hawaii Press, 1996. 



Yü-sheng delineates Lu Xun's complex consciousness. he classifies it into three levels: the 

conscious and explicit level. the conscious but unexplicated level. and the subconscious level. 

He considers Wild Grass as an important source for fathoming the nature of  Lu Xun's 

subconscious during the period from 1924 to 1926.14 As far as Wild Grass itself is concemed. 

Leo Ou-fan Lee points out: " We can easily detect in the collection three interwoven levels - 

the evocative. the imagistic. and the rnetaph~rical."~j Because of the complexity of Lu Xun's 

consciousness and art. 1 shall treat Wild Grass as a multi-theme collection of prose poetry and 

attempt to illustrate its three major themes on different levels: the histoncal level, the 

philosop hical level, and the emotional level. 

In Chapter Two, 1 shall deal with the first theme of Wild Grass on the historical level, 

that is. the social and political criticism of reality. As shown in the brkf survey in Chapter 

One, many scholars have explicated this theme to underline the significance of Wild Grass as 

social and historical criticism. Some scholars aiso examine Lu Xun's motives in the 

composition of Wild Grass on the historical level. For instance. Jaroslav Prusek argues: 

The impulse for Lu Hsün to create this poetry did not stem from any morbid moods and 
feelings. but on the contrary. these persona1 confessions are proof of how Lu Hsün's 
thinking was dominated by one single thought: anxiety for his nation and the fipht for its 
future. . . . its impulse is in the need for new and exact expressions of the feeling of the 
revolutionary epoch. 16 

Based on this understanding, in Chapter Two. placing Wild Grrrss in the historical 

context of its production, 1 shall interpret a number of Wild Grass poems to demonstrate Lu 

Xun's social criticism and his spirit of resistance against the warlord politics in the mid-1920s. 

I 4 ~ i n  YCL-sheng, The Crisis ofChinese Consciortsness, Madison: University o f  Wisconsin Press, 1979. p. 105. 
I S ~ e o  Ou-fan Lee, Voicesfiorn the Iron House, Bloomington and indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1987, p. 
93. 
16~aroslav P m e k  The Lyrical and the Epic, Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 1980. p. 57. 



In Chapter Three, I shail reveal the second theme of Wild Grass. that is, Lu Xun's 

philosophical meditations on some universai issues, such as the ego, will to Iife. and the 

meaning of human existence. As early as 192% Lu Xun explicitly told a Fnend that "his 

philosophy was al1 included in his Wild Grass."t7 Xu Shoushang (iqss). Lu Xun's life time 

friend, also considered the book a general outlook on his life and the world: " Wild Gmss can 

be said to be Lu Xun's phil~sophy."~g William Lyell is perhaps the first Western schoiar to 

examine Wild Grass on the philosophicd level. He says: "From an abstract point of view. Lu 

Hsün was writing about . . . the ultimate question of life. des* and meaning. . . . He expressed 

this wonder most openly in the prose poems of  Wild Grass."~9 Leo Ou-fan Lee recently gives 

an opinion about how an interpretation of Wild Grass should be done. He says: "1 consider 

that. in order to be honest to Lu Xun's art. an analyst should raise his interpretation to a more 

abstract, philosophicai level and need not make political explication on hearsay evidence."zO 

When dealing with the theory of interpretation. Steven Mailloux distinguishes two 

different strategies: histoncizing and allegorizing. The former is "a strategy of placing the text 

in the historical context of  its production" to tind its social and historical meaning. while the 

laner is "a strategy that assumes poetry cm refer to a second. more universal level of meaning 

beyond its particular historical reference.''Z1 

According to Maillo~u's theory. I shall analyze CVild Gruss. especially those pieces 

cornposed in a Framework of  logical dilemma, at the philosophical level to illustrate Lu Xun's 

I7zhang Yiping g2-8%, "Yemiao zatan" %J&&.$? (Miscellaneous talks in a wild temple), no. 5 .  in Jingbao 
fukan $?#@/Pl (Supplementary of Beijing Herald). March 3 1. 1925. 
1 8 ~ u  Shoushang iFB$$. Wo suo remhi de Lu Xun -fkf!$ik$!@J@fjR (The Lu Xun that 1 knew). Beijing: Renmin 
wenxue chubanshe. 1952, p. 42. 
19~illiarn Lyell. Lu Hsün's Version of Reafiy, Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of Cal ifornia 
Press, 1976, p. 309, 
2 0 ~ e o  Ou-fan Lee, "Lu Xun yu xiandai yishu yishi" @ a % f n , f i  (Lu Xun and the consciousness of 
modern art), in Tim-hong de nahan f%~~t3 ! ! f l&Y$  (Voices tkom the iron house), Taibei: Shidai fengun 
chubanshe, 1995, p. 397. 
21~teven Mailloux, "lnterpretation," in Critical Terms for Lirerary Stu& Frank Lentrichia and Thomas 
McLaughlin ed. Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1990, p. 124. 
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persona1 philosophical vision - "a second, more univena1 level of meaning beyond its 

particular historicd reference" - that is. to value the will to life and personal responsibility. to 

challenge the troubled hurnan life. and to progress forever. 

In Chapter Four. 1 shdl explore the third theme of Wild Grass. that is Lu Xun's emotional 

dilemrna between love and moral responsibility. This interpretation is mainiy made on the 

emotional level. a level that has been generdly ignored in previous Wdd Grass studies in 

mainland China. Jon Kowallis has a good idea on the effect of different interpretive levels. 

He asserts: "Interpretation of Lu Xun's work can be done at various levels ofmeaning. and this 

is a worthwhile undertaking for d l .  not merely the domain of the specialists."" But lie 

attempts to base his studies of Lu Xun's classicd-style poetry "on an emotional level." because 

studies on the emotiond level "might bring us closer to knowing the 'real' Lu Xun."" 

Wild Grass was written during the time when Lu Xun started his romantic association 

and established his love relationship with his student and later common-law wife Xu 

Guangping (ir-r?, 1898-1968). This f i a i r  significantly influenced Lu Xun's life and 

writing. For a long time, Lu Xun's sorrowful, old-style, arranged marriage with his wife Zhu 

An (%a. 1879- 1947) and later his cohabitation with Xu Guangping were intentionally or 

unintentionally ignored by many mainland China s ~ h o l a r s . ~ ~  They hoped not to "tarnish" the 

image of Lu Xun, who was once defined by Mao Zedong (%@S. 1893-1 976) as "an 

unprecedented national hero on the cultural front. who is the most correct, the bravest, the 

firmest, the most loyal, and most zealous hero."2s William Lyell first points out that the 

change in Lu Xun's private life, or to put it concretely, his romantic involvement. love, and 

x~on  Eugene von Kowallis. The Lyricd Lu Xun - A  Study offf is  Cimsical-S~Ie Ferse Honolulu: University of 
Hawaii Press, 1996, p. 5. 
"lori Kowallis. The Lyricai Lu Xun, p. ix. 
1 4 ~ a n y  scholan view Xu Guangping as Lu Xun's legitimate wife, calling her Lu ,Yun/tren @ifl*h (Lu Xun's 
wife). A few serious scholan cautiously use a vague term to cal1 her Jingsong furen RifiAA (Madam Jingsong. 
Jingsong is a pen name of Xu Guangping). In Lu Xun museums in both Shaoxing and Beijing. Zhu An's bedroom 
is still closed as  a forbidden area to visiton. See Wang Runhua %ilif+, Chongrin renîhi Lu Mrn S#riAiEBiB 
(Re-understand Lu Xun), in Ershei shiji .I-f--l&Z (The 2 1 st century), no. 12. 1992, p. 109. 
2 S ~ e e  Selected W o r h  of Mao Tse-tung, Bombay: People's Publish House. 1954. vol. 3. p 144. 
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persona1 w m t h  of the cohabitation with Xu Guangping greatly influenced his writing 

~ a r e e r , ~ ~  This flair certainly lefi a mark on Wild Grass. Leo Ou-fan Lee argues: "1 dways 

consider that Wild Grass is a symbolic incorporation of Lu Xun's imer conflict and turinoil - 

according to Kuriyagawa Hakuson's definition. It represents a surrealistic dream and has little 

relationship with outer social and political reality."" The so called Kuriyagawa's definition 

refers to the Japanese literary theonst Kuriyagawa's viewpoint about the genesis of literature. 

that is. an author's imer turmoil. resulting from suppressed anguish, becomes the root of al1 

artistic creati~ity.'~ 

Based on the above suggestions, in Chapter Four i shdl  treat Wild Grass prirnady as a 

confession of the private feelings of Lu Xun, who. consciously or unconsciously. revealed his 

ernotional and moral aa te  of mind in the prose poems. 1 shall attempt to pay particular 

attention to the texts which contain Lu Xun's private allusions and richly suggest his profound 

emotional dilemma between love and moral responsibility at the critical juncture when he 

contemplated deserting his wife Zhu An and accepting Xu Guangping as his lover. This 

interpretation is a new atternpt, for few scholars have explored the theme of persona1 emotion 

and morality in Wild Grass poems before. In the process of my interpretation. boih what the 

textual object offers the reader to interpret and what the reading contributes to the 

interpretation are equally emphasized. 

The multi-level interpretation does not necessarily interpret each Wild Grass piece on 

only one particular level. On the contrary. the same poem may be examined successively on 

different levels to reveal its different themes from different perspectives. This approrich differs 

26~i~ l iarn  Lyell. Jr.. L u  Hsün's Vision of Reafis, Berkeley. Los Angeles, and London: University of California 
Press, 1976. p. 3 IO.  
2 7 ~ e o  Ou-fan Lee, Tiewtchong de nahan %Bq@l~fiiP% (Voices fiom the Iron House), 1995. p. 395. 
Z8~uriyagawa Hakuson HJI( QM, Kurnon no shocho gFLJ4, &f& (SymboIs of mental anguish), Lu Xun's 
translation is in WTQJ. 1973, vol. 13, p. 18. 
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from what has ofien been used by many mainland China scholars to classiS. each and every 

piece of the twenty-three prose poems into different discreet thematic categories.29 

The second way I shall discuss the poems is a comprehensive interpretation. that is, to 

treat the poems on di fferent levels as di fferent coherent series. Each poem in a series is 

supposed to express a relevant theme. to present munially-related characten. and. sometimes. 

to achieve a similar artistic erect. Lu Xun himself once stated that his misceIlaneous essays 

are essentidly a comprehensive entirety: 

What each of rny miscellaneous essays presents is often one nose. or one mouth, or one 
piece of hair. To combine them. they become almost the entirety of a certain image. . . . 1 
also write postscripts. . . . They become a complete visuaiization.30 

Although Lu Xun's statement concems his miscellaneous essays. it is also applicable to 

the poems in Wild Grass. Evidence shows that Lu Xun himself treated Wild Grass collection 

as an integrated entirety. Each poem in the collection was originally published under an 

ordinal number such as "The first piece of Wild Grass" or "The twenty-third piece of Wild 

Grass." In view of this we know that Lu Xun had aiready forrned a general idea about the 

themes and aesthetic characteristics of Wild Grass before he initiated the project. 

Therefore 1 shall try to pay special attention to the thematic relationship of the poems. 

Chief images will be classified and analyzed as diverse chains. The achievernent of ihis 

comprehensive interpretation will be displayed in the three summaries to the three main 

chapters and in the conclusion of the dissertation. 

In this comprehensive methodology, 1 shall also apply in my analysis a11 possible 

strategies such as close reading. rhetorical andysis, and some standard psychoanalytic insights. 

1 shall refer to Lu Xun's biography. his other works, and any related extemal materials that can 

2g~or  example, as Xue Wei Zn, Feng Xuefeng Iqf e, and Sun Yushi $h3?6 did. 
3 0 ~ u  Xun, "Zhun fengyue tan houji" @%,fi i&Gi2 (Postscript to Quasi-Romunces), LYQJ. vol. 5. p. 382. 



be applied as evidence to explore a variety of aspects of these poems from form to content to 

support my distinctive arguments. 

My goal is to produce some novel results that previous studies have not been able to 

achieve. 



Chapter One. A Brief Survey of Wiïd Grass Studies 

1 shall start my dissertation with a general survey of Wild Grass studies in the past 

seventy years. This survey will help us to obtain a general concept about the past and current 

situation of WiId Grass studies and understand better the advances that this dissertation 

attempts to achieve. In this survey 1 found that Wild Grass studies in mainland China 

displayed different charactenstics from those oveeeas, therefore I introduce them separately 

as follows: 

WiZd Grass studies in mainland China 

According to the different developments in different historicd eras. this survey will 

discuss Wi(d Grass studies in mainland China in terms of three stages: the period from the 

1920s to the 1940s. fiom the 1950s to the 1980s. and the 1990s. 

The period fiom the 1920s to the 1940s is the first stage in Wild Grass studies. One O€ 

the earliest comments. which is still somewhat influential in criticaI circles today. is Gao 

Changhong's (&fia) opinion. in 1926, Gao said: " M e n  1 read 'Autumn Night' (Qizrye. 

&E), the first piece of Wifd Grass in Yusi issue three, I felt surprised and it made me 

wonder. What surprised me was that Lu Xun never produced this kind of writing before. 

What made me wonder was this history penetrating his mind.lll Although Gao Changhong's 

comment focused on only "Autumn Night," he was the fint to speak out that WiZd Grass is 

different from Lu Xun's other writings and it reflects Lu Xun's deep imer mind. Gao 

Changhong's argument of a "history penetrating his mind" may be correct in my 

understanding, but it has been cnticized time and again for more than half a century.' With a 

careful scrutiny 1 found two reasons that could account for this. The first reason is that Gao 

l ~ a o ,  Changhong &-k!kI, "Zoudao chubanjie" z%q % &# (Walk to the circle of publication), in Kzlangbiao 
(Humcane), no.5, November 1 1 ,  1926. 

*one exarnple is Sun Yushi $bE&. See his Yemo yanjiu g@@% (Wifd Grass study), 1982, p. 279. 
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Changhong's comment contains his personal resentrnent and arrogant attitude towards Lu 

Xun. Lu Xun himself. and many scholars as well. didn't like it. Ln a private letter Lu Xun 

once criticized Gao Changhong and his comment. saying that "he pretends to be my intimate 

fiend and comrnents on the bone by licking the skin.") The second reason perhaps lies in 

that mainland China scholan tend to view Wild Grass as a work protesting against the outer 

world rather than a work "penetrating his own rnind" in order to underline Lu Xun's "fighting 

spirit." It was not until the begiming of the 1990s that a few scholars started to accept Gao 

Changhong's argument as somewhat reasonable in so far that Wild Grass is a work that both 

criticizes the outer world and penetrates his own inner mind.4 

Gao Changhong's comment is actually not a formal literary critique of Wild Grcrss, but 

somethhg like a reading impression. Formai comrnentary on WiId Grass appeared in 1928 

when Lu Xun became involved in the discussion of "revolutionary literature" (geming 

wenrue, geirftf ). In the discussion, a group of lefiist writers who were centered around 

launched an attack on Lu Xun in their series of polemical essays alleging Lu Xun's thought to 

have lagged behind "the revolutionary era" and classifj4ng him as "a non-revolutionary 

writer."* Wild Grass became one of their major targets of criticism. Qian Xingcun's "The 

this sort of criticism. Afier he quoted some paragraphs fiom a number of Wild Grass poems, 

Qian concluded: 

The life that Lu Xun observed is only like this. Therefore no sooner is the book Md 
Grass unfolded, than you feel oppressed by its cold atmosphere. just like stepping on a 
dark and scary ancient road. If what is described is not anguished hurnan life, it is gray 

3 ~ u  Xun, "Haishang tongxin" @ka{s (A letîer fiom the sea), in LYQJ, 198 1 .  vol. 3. p.398. 
Wang Yao E s  and Li Helin 9m.Bfi. Zhongguo xiundai w e m e  j i  Yecao Gushi Xinbiun de Aengming 
=1tX*htB&&S%i&$~+P4 (Modem Chinese literature and the debates on tVild Grass and Old Tales 
Retold), Shanghai: Zhishi c hubanshe, 1990. 
5 ~ b o u t  the discussion, see Tsi-an Hsia, The Gate of Darkness, 1968. Chap. 3. 
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and dim destiny; if it is not cruel slaughter, it is hostility towards society; if it is not the 
death of hope, it is the destruction of hurnan life; if it is not the killing of spirit. it is the 
worship of dreams; if it is not to curse human beings to death. it is to explain the 
demonization and beastlization of hurnan being. . . . Al1 of these are to lead the young 
people towards the road of destruction and to excavate numerous graves for the youth 
who are following him.6 

Obviously. Qian's criticism of Wild Grass was not sincerely grounded on a scholarly 

foundation. He simply enumerated the unusud subject matter. gloomy atmosphere. nnd 

nightmarish images in some GVild Grass poems as evidence to illustrate the so-called 

backwardness of Lu Xun's thought without exploring the real significance of these qmbolic 

poems. According to the leftist theorists. revolutionary literature should manifest the 

essential tendencies and determinants of the epoch and shouid be full of positive, optimistic. 

and progressive spirit. Any passive elements such as pessimism and disappointment are 

intolerable in revolutionary literature. This is the fimdament of their cnticism of Wild Grass. 

Qian Xingcun's radical criticism has proven incorrect today. However. his opinion at least 

threw some light on the fact that the motifs presented in Wild Grass. such as darkness, voici, 

despair? death, meaninglessness. and the gloomy mood throughout the whole book, 

established a particularly distinctive attribute that was rarely seen in the new Iiterature during 

the May Fourth era. Therefore, since the very beginning of Wild Grass studies. how to 

analyze and evaluate its themes and aesthetic effects has become a crucial issue. 

With the change within the Communist leadership in its literature and art policy. the 

attack on Lu Xun staged by Shanghai-based leftist writers ceased in the second half of 1929. 

tn March 1930, the League of Lefi-Wing Wrîten of China (Zhonggro zuoyi euojia Zianmeng, 

mzg@%RP) was established and Lu Xun, owing to his nationwide reputation, was 

6 ~ i a n  Xingcun, "Siqule de Ah Q shidai" &hf%Jm~flqft (The era of Ah Q that has died), in Toiyang yuekan 
kmfi Pj (The sun monthly), 1928, no. 3. 



CHAPTER 1. A BRIEF SURVEY 

pushed to the position of its leadership.7 In the 1930s China entered the era of resisting 

Japanese invasion outside and demanding democracy and hurnan rights fiom the 

Guomindang Nanjing Government inside. Under these cucurnstances, the 1930s and 1940s 

witnessed a hesitation and stagnancy in Kild G m s  snidies. The reason for this is perhaps 

related to Lu Xun's otvn understatement of Wild Grass and the historical context of that 

period. Many critics and scholan kept a cautious silence towards Wild Grass. in 1935, in 

order to record the achievements of the new literature in its first decade from 19 1 8 to 1927, 

The Grand Series of Chinese New Lirerature (Zhongguo .vin wenxue dari. B%fifta%A%), 

a sizable collection of Chinese new literature with ten volumes in total, was published. 

Volume six and volume seven are prose. More than two hundred pieces of outstanding prose 

produced during these ten years were selected and reprinted in these two volumes. Yu Dafu 

(mi&%, 1896- 1945) took charge of the editing of Lu Xun's prose. He selected twenty five 

pieces of Lu Xun's prose. among them six fiom Wild Grass. In the preface to volume seven, 

he gave a general comment on Lu Xun's prose w-riting, claiming that his achievement in 

prose, together with Zhou Zuoren's, "is the most colorfid and greatest."* But he did not refer 

to any poerns fiom Wild Grass. Some literary historical books published in the early 1930s 

also lefi Wild Grass untreated, while their authors usually complimented Lu Xun as "the 

greatest fiction writer? 

The critic who fint attached a high value to Wild Grass was Li Subo. In his book A 

Sîudy of SrnaIl Essays (Xiaopinwen yanjiu, /j\&x@fR), which was published in 1932, Li 

Subo analyzed a number of WiZd Grass poems and gave a general acclamation: 

7 ~ e w  study indicates that the top leading group of the Communists tried to make use of Lu Xun's reputation to 
establish a unified literary front in the 1930s. See Li Hui %@, "Ningwang Xuefeng" %%%@ (Look at 
Xuefeng with reverence), in Xinhua wechai %qft#@ (Xinhua abstracts of essays), 1995, vol. 1 1 ,  pp. 1 30- 1 .  
8Zhongguo xin w e m e  dmci Bgfiff%jc% (The great series of Chinese new literature), Zhao Jiabi i&%jlri-. 
ed., Hong Kong: Wenxue yanjiushe, 1935, vol. 7, p. 15. 
90ne example is found in Wang Zhefus £-Pi% Zhongguo xin w e m e  yundong shi 9 Xfiff%S 8 fk (A 
history of Chinese new literature movement), Beijing: Jiecheng yinshuju, 1933, pp. 296-298. 
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What needs to be mentioned seriously is the author's precious and rare gifi. the 
collection of extrernely poetic small essays - Wild Grass. It is a wondemil blossom in 
the bleak garden of China's Iiterature and art. Just as what is drawn on the front cover 
of this little book, between the gray. dark sky and ground. there are a few stems of 
grass, green. pleasing to the eye. and quite lovely. . . . We only perceive its beauty. but 
cannot Say why it is beautiful. . . . From it wise readers cm obtain real and unusual 
strength. ' 0  

Prior to Lu Xun himself calling WiZd Grass prose poetry. Li Subo defmed it as poetic 

prose (shi de sanwen, sm%ft).l This tem, like prose poetry, also reveals the aesthetic 

essence of Wild Grass. Li Subo first associated Wild Grass with Charles Baudelaire's 

Flowers of'Evil (Les Fleurs du mai) and made a b k f  cornparison between them. The 

statement that " We only perceive its beauty. but cannot Say why it is beautiful." is perhaps, to 

some degree, a cornmon perception of WiId Grass critics in the early 1930s. At that stage, 

the now widely shared and iasting intellectual and aesthetic values of Wild Grass had not 

been fully realized. 

Generally speaking, the responses to PViM Grass directly evoked fiom the critics in the 

1930s were inadequate. In the 1940s several critical articles specifically on Wild Grcm 

appeared. Arnong them Xue Wei's "On Wild Grass" ( L m  Yecao. ik!@%) was perhaps the 

most important one. Both his critical method and opinion should be noted. He divided the 

poems into two categories. The first category, beginning with "The Passerby" (Guoke, ag), 
mainly "anatomizes the author himself' by displaying the dark side of his own mind; while 

the second category, beginning with "Autumn Night." mainly calls for "a direct attack against 

the darkness" of contemporary ~ o c i e t y . ~  By making a cornparison between Wild Grms and 

Lu Xun's social commentary essays wrïtten during the sarne period, he also pointed out that 

Lu Xun's essays mainiy protest the outer environment, while Wild Grass is rnainly "a book 

I o ~ i  Subo %$(O, Xiuopimvenyunjiu /j\&XmfR (A study ofshort essay). Xin Zhongguo shuju. 1932, pp. 
f 12-3. 
I~bid., p. 89. 

12xue Wei %S. "Lun Yecao" (On IVifd Grass), in Lu Xun saniun @fa#it (Miscellaneous comment 
on Lu Xun), Shanghai: Xinwenyi chubanshe, 1953, pp. 7 1-1. 
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that describes the dark corner of his own mind at that time,"i3 Both Xue Wei's method and 

his conclusion were widely adopted in laterwild Grass studies for several decades. 

Following Xue Wei's model. many later students classified Wild Gruss poems into different 

thematic categories. Some emphasized more Lu Xun's spirit of struggle against social 

injustice; some ernphasized more his inner conflict; others attempted to strike a balance 

between the two. 

The period from the 1950s to the 1980s is the second stage in Wild Grass studies. It is a 

slowly evolving stage. In 1954, Wei Junxiu's Erploration of Lu Xun's Wild Grass ( Lu Xun 

yecao tansuo. f$&i!f~@~) was published. It is the first specialized book on Wild Grass. 

The author analyzed al1 the twenty-three prose poems. Abundant relevant materials from Lu 

Xun's other writings and fiom memoirs conceming Lu Xun's life were recommended in his 

exploration of the significance of each poem. The book becomes a helpful reference for later 

studies of Wild Grass. 

However, the tendency to sanctiw Lu Xun and to overstate the significance of social 

criticism in Wild Grass began to emerge in the 1950s. The preface to Wei Junxiu's book was 

wrîtten by Zhang Yu who. after quoting Mao Zedong's description of Lu Xun as  "not only a 

great writer. but also a great thinker and a great revolutionary." declares: 

The period when Wild Grass was wrïtten was a high point in Lu Xun's whole career. 
. . . At that time, Lu Xun had shifted from generd criticism of certain thoughts or 
phenornena to vigorous and consistent attack against the reactionary ruling class more 
directiy. and shifted from ideological criticism through literature to a desperate fight by 
means of face-[O-face and even bloody violence. (original emphases) l 

He defines Lu Xun as a staunch social revolutionary. In his opinion, no matter what 

kind of material Wild Grass employs, it is never a "pessimistic work," but "a revolutionaiy's 

l31bid., p.70. 
'"bang Yu $#&, "Yecao zhaji, daixu" %3-$;fLiEi, (Reading notes of CViid Grtrss, in lieu of a prcface), in 
Wei Junxiu JI@@, Lu ,binyecao tansuo, #iR%g#@$ (fiplorution of Lu ,fin's Wild Grass), 1953, pp. 4-5. 
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lyrical poetry of stniggle." l 5  Here Zhang Yu fim mingled literary discome with ideological 

discourse and then identified social critique with practical social struggle. Zhang Yu's 

argument actually diverged fiom the academic attitude and became a clumsy footnott: to Mao 

Zedong's politically-oriented appraisal of Lu Xun. 

In 1 956. the twentieth anniversary of Lu Xun's death. Feng Xue feng (?''se). Lu Xun's 

student and disciple. published his book On WiId Grass (Lun Yecao. ike9). Following 

Xue Wei's strategy, Feng divided the twenty-three Wild Grass poems into three categories: 

The first category includes "Autumn Night" and six others, which are "poetic." "healthy. 

positive. and combative." though they also contain some "pessimistic elements." Five in the 

second category are "sharp satincal poems." i6  The third category. including the remüining 

eleven pieces. Feng said. "obviously reflects the author's mood of emptiness and 

disappointment. and the deep contradiction in his thought."17 When Feng Xuefeng located 

the "healthy, positive. and combativet' feature in some pieces. he also correctly pointed out 

the depressed mood in othen. But his opinion became a target of criticism after 1957. when 

he was condemned as a "rightist" (yorrpaifenzi, GE*?), a political charge against 

"dissidents." Since then Chinese scholars tended to schematize the collection and explain 

away its predominantly depressing mood. 

For example. in the later 1950s and the beginning of the 1960s. Xu Qinwen (i%%*), 

another student and disciple of Lu Xun, wrote several articles denying any "pessimism and 

skepticism" in Wild Grass. He maintained that "the fighting spirit in Wild Grass. needless to 

Say, is ardent."'* Xu Qinwen even argued that Wdd Grass was not written during the same 

time as Wandering (Panghuang, %@), Lu Xun's second story collection, but later - in spite 

l5lbid.. p.7. 
16~eng's judgment is not accurate. Stnctly speaking there is no standard piece of satire in Wild Grars. i will 
provide my argument about this in the conclusion. 
I7~eng Xuefeng 1-9t@.  Lun Yecao ik%@ (On Wild Grass), 1956, p. 15. 
18xu Qinwen iTR*, "Yecao chutan" %!f@m& (A tentative exploration of Wild Grass) in Wenyi Bao 
(Literary Gazette), 1959, no. 24. pp. 32-33. 
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of the general agreement among scholars as to the simultaneity of their writing. In this way 

he attempted to illustrate that Lu Xun's "fighting spirit" contained in Wild Grass is stronger 

than that in Wandering. Without andyzing themes and effects of Wild Grass by refemng to 

its subject matter. techniques, style. and tonality, Xu Qinwen mechanically adhered to the 

Maoist literary theory and made every effort to deduce that Wild Grass is a revolutionary and 

optimistic work full of etemal fighting spirit. since it is a pmduct of the social and ideological 

determinants specific to the warlord era by "a great revolutionary" Lu Xun. Thus his 

argument provided an extreme version of political interpretation. bearing obvious marks of 

the Maoist era. 

During the long penod of two decades from 1957 when Mao Zedong launched the 

Campaign against Right-Opportunism (Fandui youqing jihuizhuyi, 5?i(fgf@#I& &:X) to 

his death in 1976 when the Great Cultural Revolution (Wenhua du gerning, As&. 
1966-76) was brought to an end, China was under severe Maoist ideological control. There 

was no tolerance of dissension in the academia. China lacked the free atmosphere necessary 

for al1 intellectual studies. Academic studies of WiId Grass became impossible at the time. 

During this period few were willing to engage in the troublesome Wild Grass studies. Except 

for some papers. only one book, Li Helin's Annotation and Explanation of Lic ,Yzin!s IViid 

Grass (Lu Xun yecao zhujie, $$ifl!@&a&), appeared in 1973. There was actually no 

significant progress on the study of Wild Grass at that time. 

Afier the Cultural Revolution ended in 1976, Wild Grass studies entered a flourishing 

stage in the 1980s. Five specific books, a collection of academic essays. and a great number 

of articles were published.19 Sun Yushi's Wild Grass Study (Yecao yanjitc. !@@I&%) can be 

19~hese books are Min Kangsheng's D j u  bianyan de siaohuo &%&&m/l\E (Small flowers at the 
rim of hell.), Shanxi renmin chubanshe, 198 I ;  Xu Jie's iqs Yecao quanshi %s&@ (Annotation and 
interpretation of Wild Grass), Tianjin: Baihua wenyi chubanshe, 198 1 ; Shi Shangwen * and Deng 
Zhongqiang's $,'&$!E Yecao qianri ( A  simple explanation of Wild Grass), Changjiang wenyi 
chubanshe, 1982; Sun Yushi's 4h3Zfi Yecao yanjiu !f!f$IifF% ( Wild Grass study), Zhongguo shehui kexue 
chubanshe, 1982; Yecao yanjiu lumvenji !!!f@@fRa*#Z ( A  collection of Wifd Grass study essays), edited by 
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viewed as a representative work in this period. It is comprehensive with treatment on the 

content, form, artistic genesis of Wild Grass, and an informative sumrnary of Wild Grass 

studies fiom the 1920s to the 1970s. However, a general examination of Wild Grass studies 

in the 1980s will show there were no significant breakthroughs. especially in the thematic 

study of Wild Grass. The prevaient methodology of many critics at that tirne was still the 

Maoist theory of reflection used by Xue Wei in the 1940s. Frequently asserted were stilI "the 

fighting spirit." "social reproach" of Wild Grass, and Lu Xun's "self-anatorny."20 Lacking 

alternative critical approaches and viewpoints, Wild Grass studies seem to have entered an 

impasse during this period - many scholars were repeating what others had said. 

The 1990s can be considered the third stage. During this period. the academic 

atmosphere in China gradually becomes free. In Wi[d Grass studies, a number of'new 

students appear. They try to explore Wild Grass fi-om many new perspectives with 

alternative methods. As a result. plenty of academic papers have been published. Many of 

them provide new insights to varying degree on its whimsical subject matter, expressive 

mode, visionary effect. elegant rhetoric. and so on. 

New interpretations of the thernes of Wild Grass and the author's intention are 

frequently put forward. For example Jing Hui's 1992 reading of  "The Passerby" (Guoke, 

3%) offers a brilliant insight. He argues that the passerby, the little girl, and the old man in 

the poem represent Lu Xun's three distinct egos, and symbolize the emotional and intellectual 

fluctuation of his imer mind. Each of the egos acts as a judge to interrogate the other two." 

Another essay which analyzes four poems of UWd Grass and views thern as "a special 

senes" is also important and novel in its argument. Although the author does not specify 

- -  

the Association of Lu Xun study of Jiangsu province, published inside the association, 1984; Wang Jipeng 
ZR@, Yecao llingao ! E f ~ ~ ~  ( A  treatise of Wifd Grass), Chunfeng wenyi chubanshe, 1986. 
20~un Yushi RH6, 1982, p. 1. 
".Jing Hui @@, ''Linghun de zixinp: cong wenbei de xiangzheng yiyi xi 'Guoke"' R I  b?J $: fi* &!t!7%a 
gx62% (The self-examination of  the soul: to explain "The Passerby" fiom the syrnbolic meaning of the 
text), Lu Xzin yanjitc #i&WfR (Lu Xun studies), 1992, no. 4, pp. 30-2. 
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explicitly what kind of series they are, his argument that these poems are related to Lu Xun's 

experïence of love is still clear. He declares that "The Good Story" (Hao de gzishi. 

@&&s) can be read as "feelings of longing for a beautifil and harmonious life of love." 

and "The Passerby" (Guoke. s g ) ,  "Dead Fire" (Sihiio. RA) . and "Dry Leaf' (Laye. Ew) 

characterize the different stages of love that Lu Xun underwent fiom initiation to rnaturity.22 

This is a totally new vision that has not been attempted before. but it has received Iittle 

attention from scholarly circles. Even though the essay has been neglected. it is among the 

few essays that 1 have found to echo some of the arguments that I shall provide in Chapter 

Four. 

With the prosperity of Wild Grass studies in the 1990s, even some senior scholars have 

started to revise their previous viewpoints by "re-interpreting" Wild Grass.3 Many of the 

papers that appeared in the 1 990s focus on a single poem or a few pieces. or examine Wild 

G r m  h m  a particular angle or in a particular aspect. Ambitious and comprehensive studies 

are rare, and no new book on Wild Grass is published at this time. 

CVild Grass studies outside China 

Since the 1950s Wild Grass has become an international topic. As early as 1 955 

WiIliam Schultz wrote in his Ph. D- dissertation, entitled "Lu Hswi, the Creative Years," a 

concise but insightful comment upon Lu Xun's prose poetry: 

Yeh-rs 'ao ( Wild Grass) is an altogether di Rerent matter. These ha1 f-poetic. hal f- 
critical comments on diverse events observed in Peking between 1924 and 1926 are 
unusuai among the works of an imaginative character. None of the habitua1 genres are 
employed, and they are a thing apart as to fom, mood, manner of expression, and 
overall artistic effect. A distinctive spirit of critical reproach identifies them as coming 

*youyang X*, "Yecao: yige teshu de xulie" S8: -+%%htiBPJ (Wild Gms: a special series), LuXun 
yanjiuyuekan @S@fRfi PJ (Lu Xun study monthly), 1993, no. 5, pp. 214. 
%un Yushi $h3ZEl for example, published a senes of "Yecao chongshi" %f@a%(Re-explmation of Wild 
Grass) in the magazine Lu Xun yanjiu #B@% (Lu Xun studies) in 1996. But it is a pity that the "re- 
explmation" has not given rnany new insights. 
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from Lu Hsün's hand, but, when contrasted with the short stories, there is seen to be a 
stark, even a barren mood not a peculiar feature of his works of fiction, although 
suggested perhaps in the poetic story Yao. Lightly sketched irnpressionistic word 
pictures. they derive from a spirit suspended halfway between hope and despair. 

Freer here under a symbolic imagery and a poetic style. the author was able to speak 
out with greater force and clarity. Almost every selection grew out of a positive. 
pragmatic belief. but the mood under which they were written was tinged with 
hesitancy. indecision and despair. Even the few which ernploy a comic situation cannot 
escape a hollow. bitter ring; and not one disappoints the reader who has learned to 
expect the sardonic laugh or the censorious jab. Combining a practiced ski11 in incisive 
cnticism with a decided genius for precise. pointed expression. this collection. when 
taken as a unit, reveals an excellent blending of his greatest gifis.Z4 

In order to demonstrate the variety of subject matter and artistic charactenstics of the 

collection, Schultz translated nine prose poems from Wild Grass and included them in his 

dissertation.15 Both his cornrnents and translations are arnong the earliest in the English 

language. He calls WiZd Grass "an altogether different matter," and notes Lu Xun's 

inauguration in it of an unprecedented genre, subject, style. and artistic effect. His opinion is 

reveding even today. 

In 1956 a C hinese magazine printed an article "Lu Xun and his Wild Grass" (Lzi Xiin he 

tade yecao, gi&%l f&8tl!@e) by a Czechoslovakian scholar, who. by comparing the 

evocative description in Lu Xun's first story collection Cal1 to Arms (Nuhan. @j@) and the 

radical attitude in his social commentary essays with the indecisive feelings in W U  Grass, 

argues that WiZd Grass is mainly a work expressing Lu Xun's inner p~yche.'~ This opinion 

seems to be an expansion of Gao Changhong's view. so it was later refuted by Xu Qinwen? 

24~illiam Schultq "Lu HsOn, The Creative Years." unpublished Ph. D. dissertation. U. o f  Washington, 1955. 
pp. 293-4. 
25~hey are "Inscription," "Autumn Night," "Ying de gaobie" E@(I~~JBR~J (The shadow's Leave-Taking). "The 
Beggars," "Gou de bojie" (The dog's retort), "My Lost Love," "Hope," and "The Passerby." 
26~erta Krebsova, "Lu Xun he tade Yecao" &3;#I (Lu Xun and his Wild Grass), in Wenyi bao 
*t l6f  (Literary Gazette). special supplement to 1956 vol. 20. p.33. 
2 7 ~ ~  Qinwen iqR*, "Yecao chutan" !Ef@B]@ (A tentative exploration of Wiid Grass), In Wenyi btro *if;@ 
(Literary Gazette), no. 24, 1959. 
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Another early commentary on Wild Grass in the English language is found in Tsi-an 

Hsia's book The Gate of Darkness. in which one chapter was focused on the dark sidè of Lu 

Xun's thought and art. Tsi-an Hsia examines the social and cultural genesis of Lu Xun's 

"darkness" and uses WZd Grass as evidence to show the influence of  the Chinese traditional 

culture on Lu Xun. He lauds WiId Grass as "genuine poetry" with "unique interest" and 

"strong emotional inten~ity."'~ He highly appreciates the novel language of CVild Grtiss, 

pointing out that "he let pai-hua do things that it had never done before - things not even 

the best classical writers had ever thought of doing in wen-yen." In this sense. he saqs. "Lu 

Hsun was a tmly modern   ri ter."^^ Most importantly Tsi-an Hsia observes the non-rralistic 

characteristic in WiId Grass. He cautions: 

Those who admire Lu Hsün as a great realist should be reminded of the dimensions of 
his realism. He began several pieces in The WiId Grass with the statement "1 had a 
dream . . ." and those drearns have such a bizarre beauty and delirious terror that they 
are really nightmares. Even pieces not marked out as drearns have that nightmarish 
quality of inconsequence and the shock of misplaced reality. In The Wild GrasSs. 
therefore, Lu Hsiin glanced into the unconscious.30 

Although Tsi-an Hsia's book is not specifically on Wild Grass. his view is of great 

significance for the later Wild Grass studies in the English-speaking world. His 

psychoanalytic insight that "Lu Xun glanced into the unconscious" inspired, and was iterated 

by, later scholars such as Leo Ou-fan Lee and Lin Yü-sheng. This insight asserts a pnvileged 

access to the intimate mental and physical experiences of Lu Xun's own life. 

In 1972, Charles J. Alber presented a paper on WiZd Grass at a panel discussion on Lu 

Xun at the annual meeting of the Association for Asian Studies in New York. Its final draft 

was published in 1976. This is an important and timely paper, the purpose of which, 

28~si-an Hsis The Gare of Darkness, Seattle and London: University of Washington Press, 1968, p. 150. 
29~bid., p. 15 1. 
30~bid.. p. 152. 
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according to Alber, was "to arouse interest in Lu Hsün's prose p ~ e r n s . " ~ ~  In the paper. he 

expressed his dissatisfaction with Wild Grass studies in mainland China: 

Many critics have looked back on the collection with a certain distaste, a certain sense 
of displeasure. Many tind in the poems thoughts and emotions which are paradoxical. 
contradictory. and above dl .  depressing. Nor have contemporary critics. for thnt matter. 
altered past judgments.32 

Alber was aiso disappointed to find that Selected Worh of Lu Xun. translated by Yang 

Xianyi and Gladys Yang and published in 1956, did not include Wild Grass poems 

"Inscription." "Revenge," and "Tombstone Inscriptions," the last two of which. in Alber's 

opinion. are among "the most grotesque" and "the most important" pieces? In order to 

remedy this defect. he himself translated these two poems and printed them. together with the 

Yangs' translation of "The Beggars" and William Schultz's translation of "Inscription." as an 

appendix to his paper. 

As for the studies of WiId Grass outside China, Alber points out that the first English 

language book devoted to Lu Xun by Huang Sung-rang avoids any discussion of his prose 

poetry. In the then Soviet Union, critics almost totally ignored Wild Gruss. although a 

complete translation of the collection did appear in 197 1. 

Even though Alber's paper deals mainly with syrnrnetry and parallelism, a leading 

structural characteristic of Wild Grass, he aiso provides his distinctive idea conceming the 

theme of these prose poems. He says: 

The cosmos which Lu Hsiin creates for Wild Grass is. admittedly, rather 
oversimplified and romantic. Essentially, the world is a battleground of two opposing 
forces, the forces of good and the forces of evil. On the one side there is creation, on 
the other destruction. Light stniggles against darkness, love against hate, hope against 

3i~harles, I. Alber. " Wild Gran, Syrnmetry and Parallelism in Lu Hs(lnls Prose Poems," in Critical Evsayir on 
Chinese Literaturr, W il1 iam H. Nienhauser, Jr. ed., The Chinese University of  Hong Kong, 1 976, p. I . 
32~bid., p.2. 
33~harles, J. Alber, p.3. William Schultz's translation also does not include these two poems. 
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despair. The poet is trapped, as it were, between the two forces, in a no-man's-land - 
somewhere "between dark and light, life and death, past and hture." He is caught 
between action and inaction, in a semi-conscious state of emotional and psychologicai 
pa.raly~is.3~ 

Without making any reference to others' opinions, Alber's idea is novel and distinctive. 

Emphasizing Lu Xun's psychological impasse fiom the emotional and moral perspective, 

Alber defi nes the conflict in "Beggars" (Qiuqizhe, ;fieg) between the nanator "1" and the 

beggars as an "ernotional conflict" and "Revenge " as a "quasi-morality play."3s Although 

some of Alber's arguments seem not to be absolutely accurate, his distinctive interpretation is 

based on the text of the poems and his own understanding, and can serve as a paradigm of 

originality in the 1970s. 

Since the 1950s some Japanese scholars have successively published their studies of 

Wild Grass. There also appeared two complete Japanese translations, by Takeuchi Yoshimi 

(fi 8) and Iikura Shohei (&f l%y) .36  The Japanese scholars' views are to some extent 

based on the Chinese scholars' opinions. In 199 1 A Cornpiele Explanarion of Lu Xun's Wild 

Grass, (Rujin yaso zenyuku, %-38e2@), a specialized book in Japanese, was published. 

It provides not only the third complete Japanese translation of Wild Grass, but also a 

complete interpretation. Although many of its interpretations follow Li Helin's and Sun 

Yushi's studies, the book does offer a few new viewpoints that are worthy of note. The 

author pays appropriate attention to the relationship between the motivation of the 

composition of WiId Grass and certain important events in Lu Xun's personal life, such as Lu 

Xun's estrangement fkom his younger brother Zhou Zuoren (M #A) and his romantic 

involvement with his student Xu Guangping.37 

34~harles. I. Alber, p. 3. 
35~bid.. p. 5 and p. 8. 
3 6 ~ e e  Katayama Tomoyuki # il1 @fi. Rojin yaro zenyaku @iK!!!f@Î% (A complete explanarion of Lu Xun's 
Wild Grass), 199 1 ,  p. 278. 
371bid.* pp. 253-6. 



CHAPTER 1. A BRIEF SURVEY 27 

in his Voicesfiom the Iron House. Leo Ou-fan Lee contributes a whole chapter to the 

discussion of Wild Grass. Lee's principle viewpoint on the theme of WiId Grass, as shown in 

the title of the chapter "The Impasse between Hope and Despair." was actually formed in his 

previous paper entitled "The Tragic Visions of Lu Hsün: Hope and Despair in WiId Grass," 

which was presented at a panel discussion on Lu Xun in 1974. Regarding Wild Grass as 

"literary clystailizations of his dark moods and tortured feelings which comprise a surrealistic 

world of the subconscious."~~ Lee declares that the poems in the CViZd Grass collection 

"bring out not merely his dissatisfaction with the socid environment but also, more 

importantly. certain configurations of his inner tensions which certainly go beyond the 

realistic confines of politics and political ideology."39 h his convincing analysis of a number 

of Wild Grass poems. he consistently traces the intellectual and psychological predicament in 

Lu Xun's deep mind. and locates some pnvate morbid feelings such as anguish self-doubt. 

pessimism, and nihilism in the poetry, which had been. to different degrees, intentionally or 

unintentionally ignored by many Chinese scholars around the time Lee's book was published 

in 1987. Lee's book has profoundly affected the study of Wild Grass in the 1990s. and has 

provided a solid foundation to hrther and comprehensive WiZd Grass studies. 

Based on previous achievements of Wild Grass studies both in China and outside 

China, 1 shall explore the different themes of WiZd Grass fiom various perspectives and hope 

my study will produce some new results. 

38~e0  Ou-fan Lee. Voices/rom the Iron Horrse, 1987, p. 89. 
391bid., p.9 1. 
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Wild Grass was written during the period fiom 1924 to 1926. It was a time when 

warlords of different factions controlled China. Constant civil wars took place arnong these 

warlords, drawing China into a dark era full of political, military, and economic chaos. In 

1924 d e r  the d e h t  of Wu Peifu (ZR?, 1873-1939) and the removal of Cao Kun (BE, 

1862-1 938) fiom the presidency, the victonous Feng Yuxiang (?qZ#. 1882- 1948). Zhang 

Zuolin (%CE, 1875-1 928), and other powefil  military chiefs in the Iower Yangtze 

provinces, reached a compromise to inaugurate Duan Qinii (&@a, 1865- 1936) as the 

Provisional Chief Executive (Linshi zong zhizheng, @Bf,$$&,a) of the Beijing govemment. 

As a senior member of the Beiyang militarists, Duan Qirui enjoyed considerable prestige. 

even though he did not comrnand much military strength of his own. 

The Duan Qirui reign ( 1924- 1926) proved to be an atrocious dictatorship. His 

govemment excluded the formal participation of the Guomindang. On March 18. 1926, his 

army opened fire on a large crowd of peaceful petitioners, killing forty-seven and wounding 

one hundred and fi@. Afier the massacre Lu Xun wrote a series of articles denouncing the 

cruel slaughter of civilian lives by the Duan Qirui govemment and called March the1 8th "the 

darkest day since the Republic."' The last two pieces in WiZd Grass were written after the 

massacre. At that time he had taken refuge in a German hospital, because he was said to be 

on the list of those wanted by the governrned 

Literary works are always created within a particular social context at a particular 

moment of history, and it is beneficial to understand literary works by c o ~ e c t i n g  them with 

'LU Xun, "Wuhua de qiangwei II" %EB(J%f#&, X (Rose without flowen II), in Lu Xun Quanji f%ifliÊ% 
(Cornpiete works of Lu Xun), Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1987, vol. 3. p. 264. Hereafier LYQJ. 
'~urnon spread via Beijing's newspapers that over fie people including Lu Xun were ordered arrested. 
Actually only Li Dazhao and another four were listed as wanted by the goverment. See Xue Suizhi and 
othea ed., Lu Xun shengping shiliuo huibiun, &BYye$$jC% (A collection of the historïcal materials of Lu 
Xun's career), Tianjin renmin chubanshe, 1983, vol. 3, p. 395. 
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the social and histoncai background in which they were produced. The above introduction 

provides the minimum necessary background for a better undestanding of the theme of 

social and political criticism in Wild Grass. Although Lu Xun's criticism of society and 

politics is mainly incorporated in his miscellaneous essays, it is also evident in Wild Grass. 

especially in such pieces. whose subject matter is somewhat related to the harsh and 

dissonant reality under warlord mie. as  "Amid Paie Bloodstains" (Dandan de xuehen zhong, 

i%?%m&@q) and "The Awakening" (Yvue. -%). 

"Autumn Night" (Oitrve. @.k7$33 

"Auturnn Night." the opening piece. has become the most well known prose poem of 

Wild Grass and even of modem Chinese literature in the sense of both its popuiarity and 

aesthetic merit. It is ofren included as an indispensable piece in secondary school a d o r  

college literature courses, and various literary selections. 

The poem can be divided into two parts. The first part describes the first person 

persona's garden under the autumnal dark night. A number of tangible images are depicted in 

this part to construct the natural scenery of the garden. Among them. two date trees are the 

most conspicuous: 

As for the date trees. they have lost absolutely al1 their leaves. Before, one or two boys 
still came to beat d o m  the dates other people had missed. But now not one date is left. 
and the trees have lost ail their leaves as well . . . They may have lost al1 their leaves 
and have only their branches left; but these. no longer weighed down with h i t  and 
foliage, are stretching themselves luxuriously. A few boughs, though, are still 
drooping, nursing the wounds made in their bark by the sticks which beat down the 
dates: while, ngid as iron. the straightest and longest boughs silently pierce the strange. 
high shy . . 

3 ~ h i s  poern was dtten  on September 15, 1924 and published in Yusi if@, vol. 3, December 1, 1924. 
4 ~ ~ ~ 1  vol. 2, pp. 162-3, The translation is in Lu Xun Selecred WorkJ, h-anslated by Yang Xianyi and Gladys 
Yang, Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1956, vol. 1 ,  p.3 1 7. Hereafler LYSW. 
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Besides the date trees, there are also some wild flowers and wild grass in the garden. 

Above the garden is the night sky. which. accompanied by the rnoon and stars. "dusts the 

wild plants in my courtyard with heavy fiost."j 

The landscape of the garden is not necessarily presented for its own sake but as a 

visuaiization of the author's feelings and meditations. The chief natural images in the poem 

are endowed with anthropomorphic foms. thus the natural scenery is subtly woven with Lu 

Xun's feelings and emotion. The sky is "strange and high." It seems willing to detach itself 

from this mortal world. so that people will not be able to see it again. It has scores of eyes. 

eyes of stars. which are blinking coldly. A smile appean at the corner of the sky's mouth. as 

though deep in contemplation. When the date trees silently pierce the sky with their iron-like 

boughs, the sky feels more and more uneasy. as if eager to escape. The date trees, "silent still 

and as rigid as iron, are resolved to inflict on it a mortal wound. no matter in how many ways 

it winks al1 its bewitching eyes5  The little pink flowers are having a "dream of spnng" 

under the heavy frost. The date trees also have a dream - in the aunirnn they will be 

weighted down with bright foliage and dates again. 

A garden of fantasy full of dreams and imaginations is vividly presented in the hrst 

part. It is so fantastic that even the 1 persona himself seems to be Iost in it, or more accurately, 

Iost in his own reverie. With a shnek, a fierce bird that is wandenng at night passes. The 

"fierce bird" (eniao, ,%%) is Lu Xun's private designation that refen to an owl. Its shriek 

suddenly breaks the silence of the fantastic garden and draws the I persona back to reality. 

Then, at midnight, he h e m  a laugh, the only sound in the poem that accompanies the shriek 

of the owl. Half lingering in fantasy, the 1 persona realizes thst the laughter cornes from his 

own rnouth. 

*1bid., p. 163, the Yangs' translation in LXSIV, vol. 1. p. 3 17. 
6~bid., p. 163, the Yangs' translation in LXSW. vol. I ,  p. 3 18. 
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In the second part the I persona returns to his study. With the dreams of the little pink 

flowen and date trees still haunting his mind, he adminngly watches several tiny green 

insects flying against the Iampshade. Entenng the room fiom the garden through a hole in 

the window paper. they thrust themselves towards the fire of the Iarnp. 

"Autumn Night" is a deceptively easy piece with ordinary images in a seemingly naturd 

garden. But when the fantastic nature of the garden and the anthropomorphic form of the 

main images are identified. the allegorical and syrnbolic attributes of the poem are shown. Its 

interpretation therefore becomes intricate. In a dark. cold, and inauspicious atmosphere. a 

silent confrontation is perceptible between two ranges of images: the date trees, the little pink 

flowers, and the little green insects versus the sky. the moon, and the stars. The confrontation 

behind the distorted setting reveals an invisible tension in the author's inner mind. 

Usually there is a consensus in scholarIy circles about the syrnbolic meaning of the 

leading images in "Autumn Night." The date trees are a symbol of Lu Xun himself. whose 

sober and irreconcilable personality is figuratively expressed in the poem. The little pink 

flowers symbolize China's youth. who, although trivial in strength in contrast with the harsh 

environment. still cherish a dream-like faith in the future, while the sky. the moon. and the 

stars are an incorporation of the oppressive reality or, more concretely, the warlord reign. 

However. the ambiguity of the ailegorical context of the poem generates interpretive 

variations upon some minor images. For instance. the image of the owl has long been 

debated. Some scholars classi@ it into the range of the sky, arguing that it nies to the garden 

and cries out to assist the evil power represented by the sky, and the 1 persona laughs to hold 

its vain endeavor in contemptS7 

A contrary opinion comes from other scholars. William Schultz, for instance, writes: 

' ~ i  Helin $fq&, Lu Xun-vecao zhlrjie BiR!l!f@%f# (Annotation and Explanation o f  Lu Xun's Wild Grass), 
Shanxi renmin chubanshe, 1973. p.29. Sun Yushi 3h3.b- holds a slightly different opinion. H e  remarks that the 
owl is flying to escape, and the 1 persona's laugher is a victorious one, broken for the owl's defeat, Set. Sun 
Yushi 3hZ6 Yecaoyanjiu Bq6ff-R (Wild Grass study), Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe, 1982, p. 22. 
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Among others of a positive nature may be mentioned the cry. sounding either like a 
wounded wolf in the wildemess or a wandering owl, which rings out in hi-tu-che. 
("The Misanthrope." $'&$'.g) and ch'irr-yeh ("Autumn Night") respectively. It is the 
voice of protest, a lonely cry amidst depressing ~ i lence .~  

Schultz does not examine the owl image in isolation. but associates it with other 

relevant images in Lu Xun's fiction. This intertextual association helps to bnng out a 

convincing interpretation. The owl image actually frequently appears in Lu Xun's various 

writings. A comprehensive observation will rnake its symbolic meaning more 

understandable. in traditional Chinese culture, people eye the owl as "a bird of ill-omen" - 

its emergence or cry heralds disastereg Therefore Lu Xun calls it a "tierce bird" and its cry a 

"fierce voice" (esheng. ,Ea). But in his writing he changed its "ill-omen" nature by 

endowing it with a rebellious meaning. For instance. in 1924, the same year he composed 

"Autumn Night." Lu Xun was dissatisfied with the inactivity in contemporary Chinese 

literary circles and hoped for a powemil voice to awake the people and society. He wrote: 

"Where is the tme fierce voice of the monster owl. only one cry of which is able to shock the 

people?!"1° 

By associating the owl's cry with other symbolic sounds such as the wounded-wolf-like 

cry of the autobiographical protagonist Wei Lianshu (as&) in Lu Xun's fiction. and by 

identifiing the metaphorical nature of the owl image. Schultz's interpretation that "it is the 

voice of protest, a lonely cry amidst depressing silence" is quite logical and reasonable. 

Controversy also exists over the interpretation of the little green insects. In the poem 

they are described as pitifûl in appearance: "Like sunflower seeds with their large heads and 

small tails, they are only half the size of a grain of wheat, the whole of them an adorable, 
- - 

8 ~ i l l i a r n  Schultz, "Lu HsUn, The Creative Yean," unpublished Ph. D. dissertation. University o f  Washington. 
1955, p. 373. 
~ o l f r a m  Eberhard, A Dicf ionary of Chinese Svmbols - Hidden Symbols in Chinese L fe and Thought, G. L. 

Campbell, Routledge, and Kegan Paul trans., London and New York, 1986, p. 221. 
l 0 ~ u  Xun, "Yigme?" es? (Music?) in W(CIJ. vol. 7. p. 53. 
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pathetic green." Although they are small, they boldly dash themselves against the chimney of 

the lamp. "One hurls itself into the chimney from the top. fdling into the flame. Two or 

diree others rest on the paper shade of the larnp, panting."ll 

In the 1950s some scholars considered the Iittle green insects as symbols of ordinary. 

brave people. who struggle to seek brightness or hope. Although they may fail in their 

endeavor, they never retreat." In the 1970s, a different interpretation was put forward by 

other scholars. One argued that the little green insects are too insignificant to syrnbolize 

those ordinary, brave people who seek bnghtness at the expense of their lives, because "their 

image is ugly rather than beautifhl and the author's feelings towards them is not admirable but 

ironic."13 Afterwards a more extreme view was imparted. arguing that the little green insects 

are never images of "heroes" but "egoists." "Only because they fear darkness and coldness of 

the auturnn night, and want to seek safety. do they struggle to squeeze inro the house."14 

This sort of argument was derived from the Iiterary criterion prevailing in the Maoist 

era, according to which a literary "hero" should be a completely virtuous image from its 

appearance to its motive for action. Otherwise it is not. The scholars who hold this 

viewpoint ignored that Wild Grass was not created in the so called "revolutionary realistic 

mode" that was harshly advocated by the authonties in the Maoist era. 

Leo Ou-fan Lee provides a different viewpoint. He regards the little green insects as "a 

subtle reminder. perhaps, of the turnultuous flights of his own fantasy."l5 This viewpoint is 

applicable. It also can be extended in terms of what kind of "tumultuous Bights of his own 

fmtasy" it could be. 

- - - - 

L I ~ .  vol. 2. p. 163, the Yangs' translation in LXSW, vol. 1, p. 3 18. 
I2wei lunxiu E l B .  Lu Xun yecao tamuo. f$B!iff@#% (Erploration of Lu Xun's Wiid Grass. 1953). 1953. 
p. 63. 
%ee Li Helin f m#. 1973. p p .  32-3. 
1 4 ~ i n  Kangsheng mbW, Diyi bianyan de .riaohua a.Ffii&#EfS/b% (Small flowers at the n'm of hell.), Shanxi 
renmin chubanshe, 1981, p. 18. 
5 ~ e o  Ou-fan Lee, Voices/rom fhe lron Horne, 1 989, p. 105. 
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Lu Xun hirnself once obsemed the phototaxis of insects in his essay: 

As for the insects that dash to the lamp, somebody says that they are to admire light; 
somebody says that they are to seek heat; somebody says that they are for sexual desire. 
Al1 will do. I only wish they would not go around and around.16 

Although Lu Xun's remark is not particularly on "Autumn Night." it can still be used as 

a reference to his feelings. At the end of the poem. he writes: "1 yawn. light a cigarette. and 

puffout the smoke, paying silent homage before the lamp to these green and exquisite 

heroes."I7 As an implied authorial presence, the 1 persona's praise of the little green insects 

guides the reader's rational and emotional response to achieve an aesthetic consent. The 

authorial voice in the text should not be ignored in the interpretation. 

Combining Lu Xun's own observation of the insects in the essay and the authorial voice 

in the poem. we know that it is their courage that makes the I persona pay "silent homage 

before the Iarnp to these green and exquisite heroes." They are not just "going around and 

around." No matter what they are seeking, they really dash toward the fire. Even though 

their pursuit might be Fatal. they still persist. not considering the possible tragic result. In this 

sense they are totally different from the fly in Lu Xun's story "In the Wineshop" (Zai 

jiuloushang. a@Ï#k), which flies in a small circle and finally returns to its original place. 

As an important symbol. Lu Xun created it to reflect the hesitation and hopelessness of sorne 

Chinese intellectuals. 

Lu Xun describes the little green insects with sustained Iarnent and sympathy, and treats 

them in a sincere tone, even though they do not manifest decency and power. They are in his 

mind "heroes," who bear a strong tragic meaning due to their dauntless sacrifice. In short, the 

little insects can be taken as a symbol OF the tenacious spirit to act. It may well be understood 

I 6 ~ u  Xun, Wuti Z@ (No title), in U Q J .  vol. 8. p. 102. 
I'LxQJ. vol. 2. p. 164, the Yangs' translation in LYSW, vol. 1, p. 3 19. 
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as an incorporation of one significant aspect of Lu Xun's own spirit and can be found in many 

Wild Grass poerns. especially in "The Passerby" (Guoke. 2%)- 

"Autumn Nightl' has been cherished for a long time by readen owing to its elegiac 

diction. fantastic imagery. lyrical tone. and profound significance. The date trees have 

erected in readen' mind perhaps the most admirable image in Wild Grass, which represents 

righteousness, sobriety, tenacity. maturity, and selflessness. They epitomize Lu Xun's most 

precious intellectual quality: never compromise with dark power and dways seek for a bright 

future. This intellectuai quality, to varying degrees, penetrates many Wild Grass poems. 

"Revengel' [Ftichoti. g&) and "Revenge II" (Fuchou qi'er. SFI~LK-)~~  

The only two poems which share the same title in the collection are "Revenge" and 

"Revenge IL" They may be regarded as variations of the sarne theme. In "Revenge," two 

naked lovers stand face-to-face in the open wildemess. each holding a sharp, pointed dagger 

in hand, and each about to hug or kill the other. Onlooken rush over from al1 sides like 

swarms of larvae or ants and stretch their necks high to expect an exciting sensation. But the 

couple eventually neither hug nor kill. There is not even the Ieast sign that they intend to hug 

or kill. The onlookers' appetite for lust or violence cannot be satisfied. In the stalemate, they 

finally [ose interest and dry up. Although the couple also dry up during the stalemate, they 

are intoxicated in "great pleasure" for their grotesque "revenge" on the crowd: 

At length only the vast wildemess remains and this dned couple. completely naked, 
standing in the middle; with dead men's eyes they enjoy the pedestrians to dry iip, the 
great bloodless massacre, and are etemally plunged into life's giddy, excruciating 
bliss. I9 

18~hese two poerns were wrinen on the same day of  December 20, 1924, and both published in Yusi isg no. 7 ,  
December 29, 1924. 
l 9 L Y Q ~ .  vol. 2, p. 173. Charles, J. Albefs translation in "Wld Grass, Syrnmetry and Parallelism in Lu Hsiin's 
Prose Poems," in Critical Essays on Chinese Literature, William H .  Nienhauser, Jr. ed., The Chinese University 
of Hong Kong, 1976, p. 24. 
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In "Revenge II." Lu Xun adopts Christ's crucifixion fiom the Book of Matihew as its 

subject rnatter and translates this ancient biblical story into a modem text directed at 

contemporary Chinese politics. At the moment the Son of God is nailed on the cross. a 

crowd gathes to enjoy the exciting spectacle. 

Al1 around is hate. pitiable, execrable . . . Al1 the passers-by insult and cune him. the 
chief priests and the scribes also mock him, the two thieves being crucified with him 
ridicute hirn too.10 

Christ refuses to drink the wine mixed with myrrh. He wants to stay sober to see how the 

Israelites treat the Son of God. ln great agony from his broken bones, "he savors the sorrow 

of the pitiable creatures who are cruciQing the Son of God, and the joy of the execrable 

creatures who are cruci@ing the Son of God." Even though the pain shoots through his heart 

and rnarrow. he is intoxicated in "great ecstasy and compassion" for his more grotesque 

"revenge" on the crowd.? 1 

Anguish at the spiritually paralyzed crowd of China is a reiterated theme of Lu Xun's 

writing, not only in prose poetry. but also in his stones and essays. For example. in 1923. 

one year before he wrote "Revenge" and "Revenge II," he wrote in an essay: 

The masses. especially in China are always spectators at a drama. If the victim on 
the stage acts heroically. they are watching a tragedy; if he shivers and shakes, they are 
watching a comedy. Before the mutton shops in Beijing a few people ofien gather to 
gape, with evident enjoyment, at the skiming of the sheep. And this is al1 they get out 
of it if a man lay down his life. Moreover, afier walking a few steps away fiom the 
scene they forget even this modicum of enjoyment. 

There is nothing you can do with such people; the way to save them is to give hem 
no drarna to watch? 

2 0 ~ Q ~ .  vol. 2, p. 174, the Yangsr translation in LYSW, vol. 1, p. 324. 
2i~bid., p. 175. 
"LYPJ. vol. 1, p. 163, Leo Ou-fan Le& translation in Voicesfirn the Iron Hmse, 1987, P. 72. 
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Attempting to launch an enlightenment to change the minds of the crowd was what 

several generations of Chinese intellectuals wanted to do d e r  the middle of the Qing dynasty 

when China gradually becarne the target of aggression by powerful Western countries and 

Japan. But even d e r  the Revolution of 19 1 1 and the May Fourth Movement in 19 19. the 

enlightenment achieved litile and the crowd changed little. This made Lu Xun very 

pessimistic. 

This pessimism conceming the ignorant Chinese crowd is powemilly visualized in the 

striking scenes in "Revenge" and "Revenge 11." When Lu Xun cnticizes the apathy and 

cruelty of the crowd. his feelings are paradoxical. The protagonists' target of revenge is 

precisely the people Lu Xun wants to Save spiritually. This paradox determines that the 

revenge can only be "a passive revenge? In "Revenge" the protagonists neither hug nor kill 

in order not to give the crowd "a drarna" to watch. In "Revenge II" Lu Xun protests the 

majority's tyranny over an awakened individual, who can only sacrifice his own Iife in the 

hope that the crowd may awaken in the future.2J 

Both poems are compact in structure. They are written without line breaks. but they are 

highly poetic in that conventional modes of versification such as pronounced rhythm, 

sonorous words, and repeated verses are employed to achieve a poetic perfection. 

Although these two poems bear some similarities in the aspects of theme and structure, 

a number of differences cm still be found in artistic expression and effect. First, the subject 

matter of "Revenge" is visually erotic? while the subject matter of "Revenge 11" is 

physically violent. "Revenge" is quiet and still - no voice is exhibited in the scene. Except 

for the silent swarming of the larvae-like or ant-Iike onlookers, there is no action either. 

=This is a term used by Su Xuelin to criticize "Revenge," in Su Xuelin %g#, Wo lun Lu Xun ~i~~~~ (1 
comment on Lu Xun), Taizhong: Wenxing shudian, 1967, p. 12. 
2 4 ~ h i s  argument evolves from Charles Albefs viewpoint. He maintains that the protagonist "enjoys suffering on 
the cross, because he knows that his own anguish will cause the Israelites much greater anguish in the tùture." 
See Critical Essays on Chinese Lirerature, p. 9. 
25~harles Alber, in Criticai h s a y s  on Chinese Literatztre, p. 9. 
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From beginning to end. the couple stand still in the open wilderness. Iike a splendid sculpture 

high above the horizon. The description of the "thick layers" of larvae-like or ant-like 

onlookers and of their stretching necks to watch visually enhances the sculptural effect of the 

scene. By way of contrast. "Revenge II" is agitated and noisy. In a turrnoil. the soldies beat, 

mock, and insult the Son of God. They wildly hammer nails through his palms and the soles 

of his feet. The clicking sounds of the hammering and the curses of the crowd mix with 

Christ's painfùl rnoans. The whole poem is presented in a visually and audibly disturbing 

scene. Its effect is similar to a stage play. 

Secondly. in "Revenge" the confrontation between the protagonists and the crowd is 

presented on the emotional level and in the ciuthor's unintrusive attitude. Without any 

emotional indulgence, Lu Xun narrates the confrontation in a totally cdm tone. He even 

gives up the privilege of describing the protagonists' imer feelings and motives. By contrast. 

the conflict in "Revenge 11" involves bloody violence. Ail the descriptions oFChristls 

suffering are rendered with the author's strong emotion. At the end of the poern, he cannot 

help but intnide to present a didactic comment: "Those who reek most of blood and filth are 

not those who cruci@ the Son of God. but those who cruci5 the son of rnad1~6 

The author's intrusion with a direct comment is not often seen in the Wild Grass poems 

that are written in a third person narration. A few other examples can be found only in 

"Snow" (Xue, z) and "Amid Pale Bloodstains." The verse quoted above becarne a well- 

known epigram, which profoundly encompasses Lu Xun's indignation at not only the failure 

of the awakened to enlighten the crowd, but also the participation of the crowd in the 

persecution of the awakened. 

Critics offered various cornparisons between these two poems from different analytic 

perspectives. Charles Alber argues that "Revenge" is "a quasi-morality play," while 

"Revenge II" is "highly humanistic." Furthemore, "Revenge 11" itself balances "Revenge" in 
- 

2 6 ~ .  vol. 2, p. 1 75, the Yangs' translation in LYSW, vol. I ,  p. 325. 
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the sense that "The crowd depicted in the former t d y  becomes dehurnanized. The animate 

actually becomes inanirnate.l127 Leo Ou-fan Lee also makes a comparison of "the tone and 

mood" between the two: 

It is revealing to compare the tone and mood of the two poems. While "Revenge II1 is 
more "individualistic" in its alienating confrontation between the lone couple and the 
crowd. the ending for "Revenge II" seems more "h~manis t ic . "~~ 

All these cornparisons assist us to understand better these two famous poems with the 

same title. in which Lu Xun focuses his criticism not only on dark society. but also on the 

mental ignorance of the Chinese masses. This theme can also be found in his story 

"Medicine" (Yao, Z5-j). in which the awakened character Xia Yu ($h$j) conflicts with both the 

oppressive authorities and the ignorant crowd. 

"The Lost Good Hell" (Shidiao de hao divu. %f$#,kftl(t,81)Z9 

"The Lost Good Hell" is presented in a dream and reads like a mythical allegory with a 

relatively complete plot. Thematically it is one of the most arnbiguous poems in Wild Grass. 

It describes the successive fights between god, the devil, and man to control hell. The 

opening two paragraphs are a prologue, in which the first person narrator tells of his 

fomiitous encounter with a devil close to hell. The rest of the poem is a monologue of the 

devil. whose story constnicts the principal part of this allegorical poem. 

It was when heaven and earth were the color of honey that the devil overcame god and 

controlled the three regions: heaven, earth, and hell. Under the devil's rule, the ghosts in hell 

lived a terrible Me. Many years passed, the ghosts awakened and finally cried out to rebel. 

Man arose to respond to the ghosts' rebellion, defeated the devil, and became the new d e r  of 

27~harles Alber, in Crirical Eîsays on Chinese Literatzire, pp. 8-10. 
2 8 ~ e o  Ou-fan Lee. Voicesfrom the Iron House, 1989, p. 105. 
29This poem was written on June 16, 1925 and first published in Yusi no. 32, June 22, 1925. 
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hell. Man's emissary reorganized hell and ruled over the ghosts with the majesty of man. 

"The decadent face" of hell changed; the ghosts' situation. however. became even worse than 

before. 

Sorne fictional techniques are employed in this poem. Because there are clear 

characters and plots. it is not dificult to observe its surface meaning: since man became the 

new d e r  of hell. the situation of the ghosts worsened. However. the moral this allegorical 

poem presents and the explanation of its chief allegorical agents such as god, the devil. and 

man have long been controversial in the interpretations. 

In 1956 Feng Xuefeng tried to reveal the theme of the poem: "On the one hand 'The 

Lost Good Hell' foresees the darkness of the Guomindang authorities. On the other hand it 

also betrays the author's pessimistic viewpoint towards the revolutionary future at that time." 

As for its allegorical agents. Feng argued that hell "refers to contemporary Beijing under the 

reign of imperialism and the Beiyang warlords. It also can refer to semi-colonial and semi- 

feudal China in general." The devil. of course. refers to the warlord rulem and the ghosts 

refer to ordinary people. while man "obviously refers to the members of Guomindang who 

had not yet seized power at the tirne? Feng's interpretation was echoed by Wang Yao. 

another Chinese Cornrnunist scholar. He came fonvard to Say that Lu Xun "had the 

presentiment of a genius that these people (the Guomindang) could never shoulder the task of 

destroying hell and liberating the ghosts."31 

"The Lost Good Hell" waç written in 1925, but the Guomindang seized power and 

established China's new government in 1927. How can the theme of the poem be to 

denounce the Guomindang's future nile? Was Lu Xun really able to "foresee" or "have the 

presentirnent of a genius" about the Guomindang's future? Although Feng and Wang's 

viewpoint does not sound plausible, it has been repeated again and again by many Chinese 

30~eng Xuefeng i4TQ. Lun Yecao ieR@ (On Wiiû Grass), 1956, p .  25. 
I ~ e e  Wang Yao Zfg;, " Lun Yecao" it%@ (On Wild G m ) ,  in Lu Xun iuopin lunji @fi!!& if% 

(Commentary collection of Lu Xun's works), 1984, p. 129. 
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scholars for more than half a century. and become an interpretative canon of this poern.32 

Also during this interpretative process. Lu Xun has been dressed up as an anti-Guomindang 

hero with a genius for foresight. 

It was not until the 1980s or so that some scholars started to challenge Feng and 

Wang's point of view. For instance, a histonan of Lu Xun studies asks: 

If it was really as Feng and Wang's articles have said that Lu Xun in 1925 had already 
"foreseen the darkness of the Guomindang authonties." does that not mean they have 
overestimated Lu Xun's predictive abilities and made him into a "fortune-tellerfl?33 

Even though Feng and Wang's interpretation of god  the devil. and man is problematic, it has 

remained the exclusive interpretation. No alternative and reasonable interpretation has been 

put forth to replace it since. in view of the above-mentioned facts. 1 attempt to provide a 

novel and reasonable interpretation by rneans of a careful examination of both the text of the 

poem and the histoncal context in which it was produced. 

Rather than viewing god, the devil. and man respectively as "the Qing dynasty, the 

Beiyang warlords, and the G~ornindang,"3~ 1 regard them as referring to the rules of different 

historical stages in China, that is. the imperid dynasties established by the Chinese people, 

the Qing dynasty ( 1644- 19 1 1 ) that was established by the Manchu people, and the Republic 

of China the fist  modem govement.  

The time "when heaven and earth were the color of honey" can be considered a remote 

past. The defeat of god can be regarded as an allegory of the termination of the Ming 

3 2 ~ e e  Li Helin %m&$, i 973, p. 147: Sun Yushi $I\H6. Yecao yanjiu $!f@@fs (Wiid Grass study). Zhongguo 
shehui kexue chubanshe. 1982, p. 114; Li Xifm +%A,, Yige weidaxunqitche de xinrheng -+fikg* 
% b ! J d . b F  (The menta1 voice of a great explorer), Shanghai wenyi chubanshe, 1982. p. 59; and Sun Yushi M\E 
6, Lu Xun Yecao chongshi, viii @B!@$a.$, A (Re-interpretation o f  Lu Xun's WiId Grass, viii), in Lu Xun 
yanjiu yuekan giRRfF%8 Pj (Lu Xun study monthly), 1996, no. 8, p. 2 1 .  
33Yuan Liangjun 3 RB, Dangdai Lu ,Yunpnjilcshi %If@3UÎJf%!k (A contemporary history o f  Lu Xun 
study), Sharwi jiaoyu chubanshe, 1992, p. 305. 
3 4 ~ i  Xifan %$f?K. Yige weida xunqiLrhe de xinsheng -+##;jC3*gB(14i8p (The mental voice o f  a great 
explorer), 1982, p. 59. 
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dynasty, the Iast imperial regime with Chinese as ernperors. The devil's victory accordingly 

can be interpreted as the beginning of the Qing dynasty. established by the Manchu people 

after a long bloody fight in the conquest of the Chinese people. Lu Xun cornrnented on this 

grievous event a number of times in his essays. For instance, in April 1925, one and half 

months before he composed "The Lost Good Hell." when he discussed the social disorder 

that usually occurred during the time of dynastic changes. he especially mentioned the 

people's suffering in the Iate Ming and the rebel leader Zhang Xianzhong's (%if&.*.) cruelty. 

He said: "From an extreme chaos of numerous groups of bandits. a person would emerge. 

who was relatively smart, or relatively canny. or a foreigner. He would create relative order 

in the world. . . . Therefore. 'thousands of families became happy' or, to use a proverb, 'the 

world was in great peace' (tianria raiping. X7;hlF.)."35 LU Xun's remark is applicable to 

the fact that "a foreigner" or, to put it concretely. the Manchu d e r .  finally created "relative 

order in the world'' by founding a new authority, that is the Qing dynasty. after the extreme 

social chaos in the later Ming dynasty. Therefore it may also serve as a footnote for the 

description in the poem: After the devil conquered hell. he proclaimed "Hell is in great 

peace" (diria taiping. &F;k-y). In another essay, Lu Xun wrote in an ironic tone, "The 

imperial family of the Qing . . . had great humanity and virtue, and then it won over the 

country."36 This remark also assists in understanding the image of the devil, who "came in 

person to hell and sat in the midst of it, radiating great brightness over al1 the gh0sts."3~ 

During a long historical penod of more than two hundred years, the Chinese people 

suffered heavily fiom political and racial oppression under the nile of the Qing dynasty, or in 

Lu Xun's words. "had been slaves for two hundred and fifty year~.''3~ Lu Xun's criticism of 

'*LU Xun, "Dengxia manbi" #TT@% (Jonings by lamplight). in LYQJ, vol. 1 .  p. 2 12. 
3 6 ~ ~  Xun. "Weizhang he timu" ki$E#laQ (Assays and topics). LYQJ, vol. 5, p. 122. 
"LYQJ, vol. 2, p. 200. the Yangs' translation in M W ,  vol. 1, p. 346. 
3 8 ~ ~  Xun, "Suanzhang" (Sente an account), LYPJ, vol. 5 ,  p. 5 14. 
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the nile of the Qing dynasty throws light on the allegorical description of the devil's hell. 

Under the rule of the devil, 

hell had been long neglected: the spiked trees had lost their glitter. the edges of the 
boiling oil no longer seethed. at times the great fires merely puffed out a little smoke.39 

Instead of viewing "man," who "fought against the devil" and " forced him to withdraw 

from hell." as representing the Guomindang, 1 suggest that this ailegorical agent represents 

the republican revolutionaries led by Sun Yat-sen (a) ih, 1866- 1925). After the 

Revolution of 19 1 1. which was launched by the republican revolutionaries and brought an 

end to the Qing dynasty. Sun Yat-sen was inaugurated as the Provisional President of the 

Republic on January 1. 1912 in Nanjing. in February Sun offered to favor Yuan Shikai 

(mm, 1859- 19 16), the most powerful former military leader of the Manchu government. 

with the presidency if he would openly declare his support for the Republic. Yuan Shikai 

accepted and was fomally inaugurated as the Provisional President on March 1 2, 1 9 12 in 

Beijing. After the inauguration of the presidency, he tried to establish a constitutional 

monarchy. 

This historicai event is perhaps suggested in the poem where man gave "the highest 

post to the Ox-headed Demon (Niushou Ah Pang, ' ~ ~ ~ ~ ) , "  who in the legend is a 

powerhl demon with the head of an ox and the strength to move a mountain, and serves as 

the guard of hell? I tend to interpret the Ox-headed Demon as refening to the powemil 

warlords, who formerly served as militarists of the Qing dynasty. in fact, not only Yuan 

Shikai, but also his successon such as Li Yuanhong (@i%lfL, 1864-1 928), Cao Kun, and 

Duan Qirui, had ail been former rnilitary leaders of the Qing dynasty. It is also interesting to 

note that the contemporary Provisional Chief Executive Duan Qirui, according to the Chinese 

3 9 ~ ,  vol. 2, p. 200, the Yangs' translation in LEIV, vol. 1 ,  p. 346. 
j0see the foomote of the poem in LXQJ, vol. 2, p. 201. 
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custorn, had a "birth picture" (shengxiao, Y g )  of the ox. because he was bom in the Year of 

the Ox. Lu Xun once called him "a fox" who stole "the power and prestige of a tiger" to 

maintain his reign of terror." Therefore it seems plausible to view the allegorical agent Ox- 

headed Demon. who niles over al1 ghosts with the majesty of man. as the northem warlords. 

Lu Xun's private reference to "man" as the leaders of the republican regime is also 

closely related to the historical context at the time. In 1925 when "The Lost Good Hrll" was 

written. the Beijing warlord govemment was China's exclusive legitimate govemment and 

was formally recognized by the international community. It was also the fist  modem 

government of China. During the republican period. modem political. administrative. and 

legd institutions were established. The warlords govemed the nation under the republican 

banner - the banner of "man." Among the warlords centered on the AnfÙ Clique. a political 

bloc headed by Duan Qirui. many were even self-styled believers in socialism. 

It was due to the establishment of the Republic that in 1912 Lu Xun became an officiai 

in the newly-established Ministry of Education. Lu Xun once mentioned this in his 

autobiography: "The revolutionary government was established in Nanjing. The minister of 

education recruited me to be an official. 1 moved to Beijing and have worked there till 

now."42 This autobiography was written twenty days before "The Lost Good Hell." We 

should note that Lu Xun addressed the republican governrnent as "the revolutionary 

government." At least he thought its initial stage was "revolutionary." His remark helps us to 

understand the implication of the following description: 

Man then wielded absolute power over hell, his authority exceeding that of  the devil. 
He re-established order, having given the highest post to the Ox-headed Demon. He 
also added fuel to the fires, sharpened the sword-hills and changed the whole face of 
hell, doing away with the former decadence+ 

"LU Xun, "Yi Wei Suyuan jun" fL%;kmE (Remembering Mr. Wei Suyuan). LYQJ, vol. 6, p. 65. 
4 2 ~ ~  Xun. "Ewen yiben Ah Q Zhenghuan xu ji zhuzhe zixu zhuanlue" # k f  B$WQEER& %% E l  
(Preface to Russian edition of The Tme Siory of Ah Q and the author's brief autobiography), LYQJ, vol. 7. p. 83. 
4 3 ~ ~ ~ ,  vol. 2, p. 200. the Yangs' translation in LXSW, vol. 1 ,  p. 347. 
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This can be viewed as a spectacle of the incipient stage of the Republic, which 

overwhelmed the imperial system in terms of power and reputation. But careful readers also 

find an irony in it. Lu Xun first indirectly expresses his dissatisfaction with the fact that the 

Republic fell into the hands ofthe warlords - "Man gave the highest post to the Ox-headed 

Demon," and then directly depicts the disasters that happened to the people (ghosts): 

At once the mandrake flowers withered. The oil seethed as before, the swords were 
sharp as before, the fires blazed as before, and the ghosts groaned and writhed as 
before. until none of them had time to regret the good hell that was 1ost.M 

China's society in the 1920s resembled just what is allegoncally described in the poem. 

Owning both military strength and political legitimacy. the warlords mled China in absolute 

dictatorship. while the people suffered tembly. In view of this. the author intnides and, 

through the mouth of the devil. articulates a direct condemnation: "This was man's success 

and the ghosts' rnisfort~ne."~j With the above analysis the theme of the poem becomes clear: 

the Chinese people's Iife under the republican regime was worse than that before the 1 9 1 1 

Revolution. So the "good hell" under the imperial system was "lost." 

Lu Xun. however, does not really mean that the imperial system was good for the 

Chinese people. He once divided China's history into two cycles. the cycle that people could 

temporarily settle into as slaves and the cycle in which people wanted to be slaves but 

couldn't.46 In the imperial regirne. there were probably some opportunities for the Cliinese 

people to have a relatively stable life as slaves, while in the republican era even the 

opportunity to be slaves was lost. He explicitiy utters his disappointment with the Republic 

in an essay of 1925, the sarne year he wrote "The Lost Good Hell": 

41bid.. p. 200, the Yang' translation in LYSW, vol. 1, p. 347. 
4S1bid., p. 200, the Yang' translation in LYSW, vol. 1, p. 347. 
4 6 ~ ~  Xun, "Dengwia manbi" {TT@& (jottings by larnplight), in LYPJ. vol. 1 .  p. 2 13. 
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I feel there has been no Republic of China for a long tirne. 
I feel that 1 used to be a slave before the revolution [of 19 1 11. Not long after the 

revolution I was cheated by the slaves and became their slave. 
1 feel that many subjects of the Republic became the enemies of the Republic. 
m.. 

i feel that everything should be done again. 
m.. 

I feel that the origin of the Repubk has been lost, although only fourteen ycars have 
past!47 (emphasis added) 

Lu Xun's own words - "the origin of the Republic has been lost" - can be viewed as 

the best summary of the theme of the poem. He denounces the warlord politics. shows his 

sympathy for the Chinese people's suffering, and regrets the Republic falling into the hands of 

the former militarists of the Qing dynasty. In the republican period the Chinese people 

suffered even more than in imperial times. This therne is also implied in the title "The Lost 

Good Hell." The poem should have nothing to do with the mle of the Guomindang. In 1925 

the Guomindang acted mainly in the south. It launched a war against the northem walords 

in 1926. and finally won and became the new ruling party of C hina in 1927. that is. hvo years 

later than the writing of this poem. 

"The Vibration of the Decre~it Line" (Tzribai xim de zhundong. -?$%& m @ 8 ~ ) 4 8  

This poem consists of the 1 persona's two drearns about a woman's life. The first dream 

displays a rnelancholy scene, in which a young woman, in order to make a living and feed her 

little daughter, is selling her flesh. Under a tyrannical male body. her thin and small body 

"vibrates with hunger, agony, panic. shame, and joy." Although she is reluctant to do this, 

she feels gratified because she is able to tell her daughter: "We have something to eat 

t~day."'~ The second dream shows a scene of many years later. The mother becomes old 

4 7 ~ ~  Xun. "Huran xiangdao III"  .gp&g,33], (Sudden thought III), in LYQJ. vol. 3. p. 16. 
48This poem was wn-nen on Iune 29. 1925 and published in Yusi igg no. 35. July 13.1925. Hereaficr "The 
Decrepit Line." 
4 9 ~ ~ ~ ,  vol. 2, p. 204. 
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and the daughter grows up. There is never any gratitude to the old woman for raisine her 

daughter, only resentment. because her career as a prostitute has brought shame to the whole 

family. The little grandchild wields a reed leafas a sword towards her and shouts: "Kilt!" 

Her feelings are sevrrely hurt. At midnight she goes out and stands in the center of the 

wildemess. Nude. stretching her arms high towards the sky like a Stone sculpture. she recalls 

al1 "hunger, agony. panic. shame. and joy" in the past and speaks out in "a wordless Ianguage 

that is between man and animal, and lacking in the hurnan world."jO At this moment her 

whole decrepit body vibrates, like boiling water floating on raging fire. The air around her 

vibrates too, like the ocean tide in a storrn surging violently in the boundless wildemess. 

Lu Xun's concern over the misfortune of women, which is the theme of the poem, is easy 

to identiQ. The main part of the poem is a realistic, self-revelatory account focusing on the 

protagonist's poverty and humiliation. The image of the wornan is reminiscent of other 

rniserable female characters in Lu Xun's fiction such as Xiang Lin's Wife (Xianglin sao, 

@#frB),sl Fourth Shan's Wi fe (Shansi saozi, q m  E T ) ?  and Aigu ($&&).53 The 

difference is that the nameless woman in "Decrepit Line" is among the earliest images of the 

oppressed and hamed urban people in modem Chinese literature. In this sense she is sirnilar 

to the workwoman Chen Ermei (E116fi)jJ and the rickshaw rnanj5 in Yu Dafu's fiction. The 

poem offers a picture of the urban Iife of ordinary Chinese in the 1920s. which was 

characterized by poverty and starvation. "The Decrepit Liner' presents the woman's 

prostitution against the setting of poverty and starvation. but it is not aimed at accusing the 

~ O L ~ J .  vol. 2, p. 106. 
~ [ L U  Xun, "Zhuhi" (The new-year sacrifice), .LYC)J. VOL 2, pp. 5-23 
"LU Xun, "Mingtian" B!X {Tomorrow), U Q J .  vol. I l  pp. 450-7 
S 3 ~ ~  Xun. "Lihun" $$!@ (The divorce), LXQJ. vol. 2. pp. 14-54 
5 4 ~ ~  Dafu fi$%%, "Chunfeng Chenmi de wanshang" g R i n @ H u  (The night intoxicated in the spring 
wind), 1923. 
5 5 ~ u  Dafu @i&;kl "Bodian" (Meager fimeral gifi), 1924. 
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"The Decrepit Line" is the only poem in WiId Grass that directiy presents ordinary 

people's suffering. Its theme of social criticism is explicit. Artistically. the reader should pay 

speciai attention to the last part of the poem. Sharply contrasting with the previous matter-of- 

fact descriptions, it is "totally s~rrealistic."~~ in this part, Lu Xun deliberately intenveaves 

markedly variant diction, both literal and figurative, into literary effects that c m  be perceived 

by different senses: sight, hearing, touch, and imagination. The nude old woman, her figure 

like a Stone sculpture, her wordless language, her decrepit body's vibration, the vast expanse 

of the wildemess. and the powerful responses from nature are combined together to structure 

one of the most splendid scenes in Wild Grms. 

"Such a Fighter" (Zhevan~ de zhanshi. @& ifif-] 57 

This poem, according to Lu Xun himself, "was written in reaction to the fact that men of 

letters and scholars were assisting the warl~rds."'~ At the opening of the poern. he asserts 

"There will be such a fighter!" The fighter appearing in the poem is armed with "neither a 

well-poiished Mauser nor an automatic pistol." "He has nothing but himself, and for weapon 

nothing but a lance hwled by barba ri an^."'^ 

In spite of his poor outfit, he still strides into the battle field. There, everyone he meets 

nods at him. Above their heads hang ail kinds of flags and banners, embroidered wiih 

honorable titles: philanthropist, scholar, writer, elder, youth, dilettante, gentleman, etc. They 

Wear ail kinds of overcoats, embroidered with fine names: scholarship, rnorality, national 

culture, public opinion, logic, justice, orientai civilization, etc. The fighter knows that their 

nod is "a weapon used by the enemy to kill without bloodshed, by which many fighters have 

"~his  terrn is used by Leo Ou-fan Lee in his comment on the Iast part of the poem. See Leo Ou-fan Lee, "Lu 
Xun yu xiandai yishu yishi" &&q3n,ltz$giY (Lu Xun and the consciousness of modem art), in 
Ti--hong de nahan &Eqrn~VfJ@ (Voices fiom the ïron House), 1995, p. 299. 
"This poem was written on December 14, 1925 and published in Yusi s%, no. 58, December 2 1, 1915. 
"LU Xun, "Yecao yingwen yiben xu" !Ef@%fCi@*@ (A preface to the English edition of Yecao), LYQL vol. 
4, p. 356. 
r ' ~ ~ ~ J  vol. 2. p. 214, the Yangs' translation in LYSW. vol. 1 ,  p. 354. 
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peri~hed."~ He raises his lance and hurls it at them. Ml the flags and overcoats crumble and 

fail to the ground. Those who nodded at him have escaped. 

"Such a Fighter" is the only poem in which the fighting spirit of "a fighter" is transformed 

into an active attack. Furthermore the fighter's faith stays steadfàst and his morale remains 

high - he has been endowed with limitless courage by the author. Because of this, it has 

long been asselted that Lu Xun's fighting spirit reaches its "climax" in this poem."' 

1 pay appropriate attention to the symbolic meaning of the primitive lance that the fighter 

uses as the weapon. Lu Xun once figuratively cailed his essays of social cnticism "dagger 

and lance" (bishou he rouqiang, f5 8@lft#i).6' in the realm of Lu Xun studies, "dagger and 

lance" has become a synonym of his essays, which nurnber several hundred pieces and 

involve nurnerous topics on China's society and culture. 

The fighter is usually read as a self-portrait of Lu Xun. Ln view of this the active attack 

against the surrounding world by the unyielding fighter can also be regarded as a figurative 

incorporation of his constant social and cultural cnticism. But he was only a writer and in his 

deep mind, he ofien felt his writing was ineffective in changing society and people's mind. 

Sometimes he was sad about this, as he wrote in a classical-style poem. "Dallying with 

writings, one gets caught in a written net J Resisting the times, runs afoul of worldly 

sentiment./ Slander, when built up, can dissolve the very borie:/ I leave behind naught but 

words on paper s t r o ~ n . " ~ ~  Lu Xun's sadness is also irnbued in "Such a Fighter." Shortly after 

the fighter launches the attack, he finds his enemy is "nothingness" and the battle field "the 

lines of nothingness." He even loses his target of attack. He seems to have won, but actually 

he has been defeated: 

@?bid.. p. 2 14, the Yangs' translation in M W ,  vol. 1 ,  p. 354. 
" ~ e i  Junxiu I!@%, 1954, p. 179; and Sun Yushi fi1\H6, 1982, p. 34. 
"LU Xun, "Xiaopinwen de weiji" 1]\&5*s(l@.fi (The cnsis o f  short essays). LYQJ, vol. 4, p. 576. 
63 Lu Xun, "Ti Nahan" @P@@ (Inscribed to Cal1 tu Arms), LXQJ, vol. 7, p. 442, Kowallis' translation in The 
Lyrical Lu Xun, 1 996, p. 254. 
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The nothingness has escaped and won the victory, because now he has become the 
criminai who killed the philanthropist and the rest. 

* - 
At last he grows old and dies of old age in the lines of nothingness. He is not a 

fighter afler d l .  and the nothingness is the victor." 

"Amid Pale Bloodstainsl' (Dandan de xuehen zhonn. f@ 4i 16' 

This poem. which has a subtitle "In Memory of Some Who Are Dead. Still Living. and 

Yet Unbom" (Jinian jige sizhe he shengzhe he weishengzhe, 

f Z , $ k f i / î - ~ X i M l ë 8 ~ ~ & ~ ) , 6 6  was written d e r  the March Eighteenth Massacre, when 

Duan Qirui, the Provisional Executive of Beijing government, ordered his troops to open fire 

on students and other peaceful civilian demonstrators, who gathered to protest the 

government's compliance with Japanese interference in China. In the incident forty-seven 

demonstrators were killed, two being Lu Xun's students. The killing greatly disturbed Lu 

Xun and made him feel extreme anguish. It was at this juncture that he wrote this poem. 

In the third person, the intrusive author not only reports, but also cornments on and 

evaluates the actions and motives of the characters from an omniscient point of view. The 

diction is literal. instead of figurative. as is usually the case with poetic diction. Lu Xun 

strongly condemns the warlords' bloody killing of' the peaceful demonstrators. He employs 

"the creator" as a metaphor to signify its opposite, the destroyer, to denounce the warlord 

killers. He explicitly declares "the creator is still a weakling": 

In secret, he causes heaven and earth to change, but dares not destroy this world. In 
secret, he causes living creatures to die, but dares not preserve their dead bodies. In 
secret, he causes mankind to shed blood, but dares not keep the bloodstains fresh for 
ever. In secret, he causes mankind to suffer pain, but dares not let them remember it 
forever. . . . He has not the courage yet to destroy mankind.b7 

@LYQJ, vol. 2, p. 2 1 5, the Yangs' translation in LYSW, vol. 1, p. 362. 
65~his  poem was wriîten on April8, 1926 and published in Yuri igg no. 75, April 19, 1926 
66This subtitle was originally lacking and added by Lu Xun in 1927 when Wild Grarr was first published as a 
collection. 
67 MQJ, vol. 3, p. 21 1, the Yangs' translation in LYSW, vol. 1, p. 361. 
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"The creator" does not have the courage to destroy mankind. because he needs "loyal 

subjects." He wants them to live in a state between "sobriety and drunkemess. consciousness 

and unconsciousness." He makes them desire either to live or to die. "This is what he wants 

them to be."' As a strong protest against the warlords' bnitaiity. in the poem Lu Xun appeals 

to a "rebellious fighter," who "sees through the creator's game. And he will arise to awaken 

or else destroy mankind, these loyal subjects of the creator."69 

Although he did not approve of the ineffective and vulnerable petition? Lu Xun 

embedded his commendation of the demonstrators in the rebellious fighter, the visionary 

image of directly resisting "the creator." As an antagonist of "the creator." the rebellious 

fighter has a more determinate target of revenge than the protagonists in "Revenge" and 

"Such A Fighter." He, however, like al1 protagonists with a rebellious mind in Wild Grass. 

remains a loner. He still suffers frorn being disappointed by the crowd - "the loyal subjects 

of the creator." If he cannot rescue them, he will destroy them. Furthemore he does not 

show enough strength to be a powerfùl fighter. AI1 he can do is to remernber and face the 

violence: 

He remembers al1 the intense and unending agony; he faces squarely the whole welter 
of clotted blood; he understands al1 that are dead and a11 that are living, as well as al1 
that are being bom and dl that are yet unbom? 

This paragraph achially reflects Lu Xun's humanistic vision. His rebellious fighter 

represents only an emotional and moral revenge and is unable to rebel against "the creator" in 

a more effective way. At rnost, it evokes fiom the audience emotional sadness and moral 

indignation at the brutality of the warlords and is powerless to change society effectively. 

68 Ibid., p. 22 1 .  
691bid., p. 222, the Yangs' translation in U S F V ,  vol. 1, p. 362. 
70~fter the March 18 Incident, Lu Xun wrote: "'Petitioning' should stop." See "Sidi" (Dead field). L Q J ,  
vol. 3, p. 267. 
7 1 Ibid., p. 222, the Yangs' translation in MStY, vol. 1 ,  p. 362. 
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But from an ultimate perspective, it is powerful in the sense ofjustice and morality. In this 

sense, the rebeliious fighter is a superior antagonist and will be bound to triurnph over "the 

creator." Therefore at the end of the poem, Lu Xun writes: 

The creator. the weakling, hides himself in shame. Then heaven and earth change color 
in the eyes of the fighter." 

Justice and morality will finally win over evil. This is what Lu Xun hoped. Even though 

it was still in the darkest days, he predicted a hopefùl future for the Chinese people. 

Although his prediction sounds romantic and unrealistic. the stanza cited above becomes the 

most encouraging passage in Wild Grass. 

"The Awakening" (Yiiue. -%ln 

In April 1926 when this poem was written. warlord Feng Yuxiang of the Zhili faction was 

fighting the northeast warlords Zhang Zuolin and Li Jinglin (3RM). Zhang and Li's planes 

flew several tirnes daily to bomb Beijing. This triggered Lu Xun's inspiration to write this 

last piece of Wi[d Grass. "Each time I hear their engines attack the air, 1 feel a certain slight 

tension. as if 1 were witnessing the invasion of Death, though this heightens my 

consciousness of the existence of Life."'" 

Perhaps because of the threat of death, Lu Xun senses his responsibility to finish editing 

some young writers' manuscripts that have accumulated in hand. In editing these 

manuscripts. he feels that the young writers are unhappy. In their writing they cry out in 

protest. Lu Xun quotes a paragraph, which says that the conternporary society is so chaotic 

and gloomy that it is even worse than a s tede  desert. Lu Xun shares the same feeling. He 

cannot help but consent and solemnly give a direct comment: 

- - 

"lbid., p. 222, the Yangs' translation in WSW, vol. 1. p. 362. 
" ~ h i s  poem was written on April 10, 1926 and published in Yusi no. 75, April 19, 1926. 
74 LXQJ, vol. 2, p. 223, the Yangs' transIation in LXSW, vol. 1, p. 363. 
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Yes, the young people's spirits have risen up before me. They have grown rugged, or 
are about to grow mgged. But I love these spirits which bleed and sufTer in silence." 

Lu Xun's compliment to the young people, of course, conveys his respect for those young 

demonstratoe killed or wounded in the March Eighteenth Massacre. "Their spirits become 

rugged because of the onslaught of wind and d~s t . " '~  The atrocity of the warlord govemment 

and the blood of the civilians awaken the youths and make them rugged. The title of the 

poem suggests "the awakening" of Chinese youths. 

Sumrnary 

Analyzing some Wild Grass poems in the historical context of their production, we know 

that the political and historical criticism of the dark sociev is one of the most important 

themes of Wild Grass. Lu Xun's cnticism rnainly focuses on two targets: the warlords' 

political tyranny and the crowd's spiritual ignorance. 

First of d l .  Lu Xun spares no pains to expose and denounce the warlords' brutal rule. He 

identifies warlord politics with "the dark night sky" ("The Autumn Night"), "hell" ("The Lost 

Good Hell"), and "a desert" ("The Awakening"). The conflict between Lu Xun and the 

warlords is uncompromising, even if it is ineffective. The date trees, as his symbol, 

unyieldingly confiont the dark night sky ("Autumn Night"). The brilliant protester in "Such a 

Fighter" brings hirnself into a face-to-face battle against the enemy. Lu Xun even invokes a 

powerlül "rebellious fighter" to rescue the Chinese people. However, al1 these rebellious 

images, like Lu Xun himself, are images of the lonely awakened. who see the social evils but 

have no effective way to change them. Thus they are often faced with a paradox. In most 

cases they can only engage in an emotional resistance like the date trees in "Autumn Night" 

"Ibid., p. 224, the Yangs' translation in MSW, vol. 1, p. 365. 
"Ibid., p. 223. the Yangs' translation in LXSW, vol. 1, p. 363. 
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or a moral protest like the rebellious fighter in "Amid Pale Bloodstains." Occasionally a 

brilliant fighter such as in "Such a Fighter" launches an active attack, but his tight is so 

ineffective that he is unable even to tind a reai enemy. 

The other target of social and political criticism in Wild Grass is the ignorant crowd. Lu 

Xun sympathizes with their suffenng ("The Lost Good Hell") and hopes they will awaken 

("Revenge II"), but more fiequently he expresses his disappointment in them. There is no 

sign of their awakening ("Revenge" and "Revenge II"). They don't even redize their situation 

is getting worse ("The Lost Good Hell"). in view of this, Lu Xun occasionally feels deep 

despair towards them: if they cannot be rescued, they deserve to be destroyed ("Arnid Pale 

Bloodstains"). Of course this radical attitude indicates Lu Xun's outrage against the bioody 

suppression of the warlords and the apathy of the crowd. But this never means that his 

protagonists can really destroy the crowd. What the awakened protagonists can do is either to 

perish together with the crowd ("Revenge") or to sacrifice himself for their salvation 

("Revenge II"). Because Lu Xun has no effective way to facilitate a mental rescue of the 

crowd, he feels disappointed. The reader c m  easily detect in Wild Grrrss a rnelancholy tone, 

which is partly an echo of Lu Xun's disappointment. 

Some poems relating to the theme of social criticism are written in the third person - 

there are only six such pieces in FWd Grass - as "Revenge," "Revenge II," and "Arnid Pale 

Bloodstains." Some are written in the first person. In this case. the first person narrator is 

either a fortuitous auditor or witness such as in "The Lost Good Hell" and "The Decrepit 

Line," or an insignificant participant as in "Autumn Night." These poems. by and large. voice 

Lu Xun's protest against the outer world and show less introspection than those poems in 

which the fust person n m t o r  is the central character. And the poems that aim at social and 

political criticism account for oniy a small part of Wild Grass. 

Social and political criticism is only one theme of the Wild Grass poems. In the past, 

because some mainland Chinese SC holars overemphasized this theme in Wild Grass, thei r 
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interpretations obviously bear marks of the influence of the Maoist ideology and sound 

implausible. Taking Feng Xuefengls interpretation of "The Lost Good HelI1' as an example. 

on the one hanci, he argues that the image of "man1' refen to the Guomindang. while on the 

other hand he asserts that the Guomindang cannot fulfill the task to destroy hell and liberate 

"the ghosts." So he concludes that "the poem does not conform to reality."" It seems to me 

that it is not the poem, but Fengfs interpretation that does not conform to the text of the poem, 

the intention of the author. and the historical context. 

A majority of poems in Wild Grass are scarcely related to outer society and 

contemporary history, but dis play a more "introspective nature."" Therefore 1 shall examine 

other themes of Wild Grass beyond social and political criticism in the following chapters. 

n Feng Xuefeng ?qs@, Lun Yecao ie!@@ (On Wild Graîs), 1956, p. 26. 
78 Leo Ou-fan Lee considers most of Wild Grass pieces are introspective except for some such as the 1st few 
pieces, which demonstrate a more combative frame of mind. See Voicesfrom rhe lron House, 1989, p. 90- 
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In his life. Lu Xun experienced two penods of depression. The tint was from 1 9 12 to 

19 18. The second was from 1923 to 1926, approximately during the same time that he 

composed Wild Grass. During the first period of depression Lu Xun was disappointed with 

China's social and political disorder since the Revolution of 19 1 1. For seven years, Lu Xun 

lived alone in the Shaoxing Hostel (Shaoxing huiguan, k%%&m in Beijing.' He served in 

the Ministry of Education and used up the spare time in studying Buddhist classics. collecting 

ancient Stone inscriptions. and editing literary classics. He felt extremely lonely, recording 

his feelings in a later essay: "The sense of loneliness grew fiom day to day, entwining itself 

about rny sou1 like some huge poisonous snake."Z 

It was in the May Fourth New Culture Movement (lïa%ififtfki&ib, 19 18-1 92 1) that 

Lu Xun, urged on by his friend Qian Xuantong (@EH, 1887-1939), started to w-rite for the 

New Yozcth (Xin qingnian. ggq) and other magazines. His stories and miscellaneous 

essays wrïtten at this time were extremely successful and brought him nationwide recognition 

as the founder of modem Chinese literature and one of the outstanding inteIlectuals of 

modern China. 

By the beginning of the 1920s, the high tide of the May Fourth New Culture Movement 

graduaily subsided. The intellectual leaders of the New Culture Movement, centered around 

the New Youth magazine, split in 192 1. The pragmatist Hu Shi (mg. 189 1 - 1962) left the 

New Youth group and began research on Chinese classical and vemacular literature. The 

Marxists Li Dazhao (*fF;k@l, 1889-1927) and Chen Duxiu (m@ifF. 1880-1942) 

concentrated more enthusiastically on social revolution instead of cultural reconstruction. 

'LU Xun didn't move his mother and wife from his hometown Shaoxing to join him in Beijing until 19 19. 
2 ~ u  Xun, "Nahan zixu" Phofffi $ @ (Self-preface to Cdffor  AM). LYQJ, vol. 1, p. 41 7. The translation is in Lzi 
Xun Selecred Works, translated by Yang Xianyi and Gladys Yang, Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1956, vol. 
1, p.36. Hereafter LYS W. 
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Without the active participation of the right-whg and left-wing leaders. the New Culture 

Movement greatly lost its energy. Lu Xun had no party affinity and, as an advocate of 

individualism and democracy, and a radical opponent of Chinese traditional culture, he 

couldn't agree with either side. 

When the New Culture Movement actually came to an end in the mid- I920s, Lu Xun 

experienced his second depressed period. He entitled his second fiction collection - written 

approximately during the same period as Wild Grass - Wandering (Punghuang, %@) to 

record his "wandering" feelings. More explicitly he explained them in an essay: 

Later the New Youth group broke up. Sorne of its members rose to high positions, some 
went into retirement, some rnoved forward. And 1, after seeing this transformation of 
my cornrades of the united fiont, was lefi with the label "author" and went on pacing up 
and down in the desert. But it was too late to get out of writing what 1 called table-talk 
for various magazines. When struck by any idea, 1 wrote a short piece - prose poems 
to give hem a high-sounding title - and these were later printed as Wild Grass. If I 
had more systematic material 1 went on to write short stories. But as 1 was now a fiee 
lance, unable to forrn a camp of my own, though technically 1 had improved a little and 
my ideas were perhaps less limited, my fighting spint had diminished considerably. 
Where were rny new comrades-in-arms? 1 seemed to be in a very bad position. So 1 
called the eleven s t o k  of this period Wandering, hoping that the future would be 
different.3 

During the second depressed period, what Lu Xun underwent was not only loneliness as 

in the 19 1 Os, but more serious inner agony. Shortly before and during the composition of 

Wild Grass, Lu Xun became involved in several trying issues, such as persona1 disputes 

within his own family, public polemics with other scholars, and a Iaw suit against his 

superior. Thus besides intellectual "wandering," Lu Xun also suffered fiom severe emotional 

painfulness in his personal life. 

3 ~ u  Xun, "Zixuanji zixu" $i@#S $ % (Preface to Self-selecrion), LXPJ. vol. 4. p. 456, the Yangs' translation is 
in USW, vol. 3, pp. 201-2. 
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One source of Lu Xun's emotionai s u f f e ~ g  may be related to his breakup with his 

younger brother Zhou Zuoren.4 On Iuiy 19, 1923, Zhou Zuoren announced his sudden 

severance of brotherly affection with Lu Xun without offering a reason. On that day Zhou 

Zuoren handed him a letter, which reads: 

Mr. Lu Xun: 
1 didn't know until yesterday - but it is unnecessary to mention the past. I am not a 

Christian, but fortunately 1 can stand it. I also don't want to blame anyone - wt: are ail 
pitifid people. All my previous rosy dreams turned out to be illusory. What 1 see now 
is perhaps real life. I want to revise my thoughts and enter a new life. From now on 
please don? corne to the back compound again. 1 have no other words. I wish you to be 
at ease and take care of yourself. 

July 18, Zhou ZuorenS 

What Zhou Zuoren meant by "1 didn't know until yesterday" may refer to something that 

happened on July 14, 1923, five days before he handed over the letter to Lu Xun. Since that 

day Lu Xun was forced to cook and eat by himself. As he wrote in the diary: "Since this 

evening 1 begin to eat in my own room. I cook a dish by myself. This deserves a record? 

Half a month later he moved out with his wife to another re~idence.~ On July 1 1. 1924, when 

Lu Xun went back to the previous house to pick up his books and utensils, the Zhou Zuoren 

couple came out and abused him verbally and physically.8 M e r  that he never met Zhou 

Zuoren again. During the period fiom 1924 to 1926, as a main contributor to the masazine 

TaZking String (Yzrsi, i3-), Lu Xun did not attend the monthiy banquets sponsored by the 

"eo Ou-fan Lee, Voices/rorn rhe lron H o m ,  1989, p. 90. 
%%ou Haiying ed., Lu Xun. Xu Guangping mocang shtnin man %a. i?l-F%s;#EiX (Selected 
letters that were kept by Lu Xun and Xu Guangping), Hunan wenyi chubanshe, 1987, p. 34. 
6~~ Xun. Diary of July 14, 1923, LYPJ. vol. 14. p. 460. 
'LU Xun. Diary of August 2, 1923, Ibid., p. 462. 
8 ~ u  Xun, Diary of Iuly 1 1, 1924, which reads: "1 went to the Badaowan residence to pick up rny books and 
utensils. As 1 entered the western charnber, Qimeng (Zhou Zuoren) and his wife suddenly appeared to curse and 
beat me. . . . His wife recounted my crimes with a lot of filthy language. As her fabrication contained IoophoIes, 
Qimeng corrected them. But t finalty went with rny books and utensils." ibid., p. 500. 



magazine in order not to encounter Zhou Zuoren, who was d s o  one of its editors and 

contributors.9 

Seventy years have passed since the breakup between these two beloved brothers, who 

were both among those farnous leaders of the New Culture Movement and who enjoyed an 

equal prestige nationwide. Despite a variety of guesses at its reasons. the event rernains a 

mystery in Lu Xun studies.10 For whatever reasons, it greatly disturbed Lu Xun; he felt hurt 

and regreâul. These feelings are implicitly expressed in some of his writings such as the 

story "Brothers" (Diiriong, %Ji!,) and the prose poem "Kite" (Fengzheng, bd,q). 

Lu Xun's physicd frailty may be another cause of his depression. At the time he wrote 

Wld Grass, he was in his mid-forties. He was not old, but in poor health. In September 

1923, shortly after his estrangement fiorn his brother, he fell il1 for thirty-nine days because 

of a relapse of his tuberculosis.~ l in Lu Xun's diary of 1924 there are as many as thirty-five 

records of his illness, pain, seeing doctors, and taking medicine.l2 In September 23. 1925, he 

found himself with a sudden and continuous fever. He suffered another severe attack of 

9 ~ u  Xun, "Wo he Yusi de shizhong" Ri@iEgt#t@ (1 and the beginning and ending of Yusi]. LYQJ. vol. 4. p. 
168. 
I * M O S ~  scholars consider that the dispute started due to tinancial reasons. At that time. these two families lived 
together in a large compound and the finances of the whole Zhou farnily were managed by Habuto Nobuko 
W k f g - f ,  Zhou Zuonnls Japanese wife. The Zhou Zuoren couple's extravagance brought about Lu Xun's 
dissatisfaction. But the direct reason that triggered the event, judging from Zhou Zuoren's letter, may lie deeper 
than the finances. 

Shang Chuandao @ji 14 (190 1 - 198 1), who had an intimate relationship with both families at the time, 
recalls: "The reason of the event was perhaps that Zhou Zuoren's wife started a rumor to Say Lu Xun had taken 
liberties with her. She also spoke to me that Lu Xun eavesdropped beneath the window of her bedroom. it was 
absolutely impossible, because rnany fiowers and bushes were planted in fiont of the window." See Chen Shuyu 
~~~, Lu.Yun shishi qirchen iu &i&ezs&3 (A real record of Lu Xun's historical facts), Hunan wenyi 
chubanshe, 1987, pp. 76-7. 

No rnatter whether Nobuko's words were m o r  or not, it was the tension between Lu Xun and Nobuko that 
triggered the breakup of the Zhou brothers. As f x  as Zhou Zuoren is concerned, he was only an outsider. 
Kowallis offered a new insight by saying that one factor involved besides famiIy finances "was Zuoren's desire 
to step out fiom the shadow of his elder brother, for Zuoren was on the road to becoming an essayist, prose 
stylist, and academician of the first order." The Lyrical Lu Xun, 1996, p. 49. This event involved the private 
life of the persons concerned, any guess cannot be absotutely convincing. [t is the biggest rnystery in Lu Xun 
studies and will perhaps remain a mystery forever. 

LU Xun. Diaries of Septernber and October in 1923, LYQJ? vol. 14, pp. 466-7 1. 
1 2 ~ u  Xun, Diaries of 1924, Ibid., pp. 483-524. 
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tuberculosis. in the subsequent five months, he went to Shanben Hospital nineteen times for 

treatment.13 Poor health made him look elderly. Both his Fnends and opponents cailed him 

"an old man." In 1927 when Mao Dun commented on Lu Xun's unyielding state of mind 

incorporated in "Such a Fighter," he wrote: " What a pungent and stubbom old man Lu Xun 

is!"[J In 1926, Gao Changhong cursed Lu Xun for being "a canny old man" and "having 

fallen mentally and physically i11."15 As a result of Lu Xun's poor health, his depressed mood 

of regret at aging and illness occasionally fmds its way in the Wild Grass poems, such as 

"Hope," "The Passerby," and "Dry Leaf." 

The third reason shodd be attributed to his open polemics with Chen Yuan (ER, i., 896- 

1970) and other Anglo-American educated scholars, who were centered on the magazine 

Modern Review ( X h d a i  pinglun, aft-È?Fi&). The polemics started in the autumn of 1924 

over Lu Xun's support of the student rebels at Beijing Women's Normal University where he 

gave a one-hour lecture each week. Chen Yuan's group sided with the university authorities. 

Before long their polemics escalated into mutual attacks, which continued for the whole of 

1925 and didn't stop until the middle of 1926. During this penod Lu Xun spent much time 

and energy in writing polemical essays, which he himself called "boring stuff."lf~ He entitied 

his two essay collections of 1925 and 1926 Unfucky Star (Huagaiji, %zB) and Sequel to 

the UnIuc@ Star (Hungai ji  xubian, qs#Sg%) in memory of his bad luck and distress. 

The fourth reason for Lu Xun's depression lies in the fact that he served as an official in 

the warlord government for fourteen yean. As eariy as 1912, the Minister of Education Cai 

Yuanpei (@Et$, 1 868- 1940), Lu Xun's patron, resigned fkom the ministry because his 

proposais to promote education could not be implemented by the Beijing government. Later 

I 3 ~ u  Xun, Diaries fiom September 1923 to January 1924, Ibid., pp. 563-83. 
I4shen Yanbing %Ei$ (Mao Dun, SE), "Lu Xun lun" (On Lu Xun), in Xiaoshzio Yuebao 16f 
(Fiction monthly), vol. 18, no. 1 1, November 10, 1927. 
l%ao Changhong, "Zou dao chubanjie" ifZ9j dilfft% (Walk to the publication circles). in Kuangbioo @ 
(Turbulence), vol. 5, November 1 1, 1926. 
I 6 ~ u  Xun, "Huagaiji tiji" $%@/$&iZ (Preface to Unlucky Star), MQJ, vol. 3, p. 5. 
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in his position as the President of Beijing University. Cai Yuanpei established "The 

Association for Promoting Morality" (Jinde hui, ii#@&) and demanded that its members not 

visit prostitutes. not gamble, not take concubines, and not be oficials in the Beijing 

govemment or a member of the Parliament. The last demand came out of a concem that the 

Beijing government had heavily lost its legitirnacy since Yuan Shikai attempted to restore the 

imperial sovereignty in 19 1 6. 

As an official in the Ministry of Education, Lu Xun becarne involved in the student 

political imbroglio at Beijing Normal University for Women in 1924. The involvement 

resulted in his being fired in August 1925 by Zhang Shizhao (e*%i], 188 1-1 973)' the 

current Minister of Education. Lu Xun imrnediately filed a law suit against the Ministry of 

Education and fuially won in March 1926. 

Although Lu Xun's position was restored, this event deepened his embarrassrnent as a 

warlord government official. ARer Lu Xun was fired, Xu Shoushang and Qi Shoushan 

(ffs Q. 1 88 1 - 1 965). Lu Xun's good fiends and colleagues, resigned to show their moral 

support of Lu Xun and protest against Zhang Shizhao. Lu Xun, however, strove hard to get 

the position back. When he did this, he perhaps thought that he had done nothing wrong and 

Zhang Shizhao had no reason to dismiss him. And he might also have had to take his 

finances into consideration. Afier al1 he had a fmi ly  to support. As a part-time lecturer, he 

earned only a little pocket money by teaching.17 

His social status as an officia1 in the warlord govemment drew Lu Xun into a pli&. He 

felt not only embarrassed but also vulnerable to his opponents' attacks. Once' for instance, 

Xun received a salary of three hundred silver dollars per month fiom the Ministry of Education and a pay 
of thirteen dollars and fi@ cents per month from Beijing Women's Normal University. See Xue Suizlii 
and others ed., Lu Xun shengpingshiliao huibian, @;R&f *$# jC$ (A coilection of the historical materials 
o f  Lu Xun's career), Tianjin renmin chubanshe, 1983, vol. 3, p. 500, and p. 2 1 1. 
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during his polemics with the Modern Review Group, Chen Yuan seized upon this weakness 

of Lu Xun and decfared: "He makes me sick!"18 

Lu Xun described his awkwardness at being a warlord governrnent oficial, sarcastically 

and explicitly, in his essay "Record of lssuing Pay" (Ji fain, izâm.19 a n d  implicitly, in 

x '-4 some Wild Grass poems such as "The Dog's Retort" (Gou de bojie. #m-Qi.n ), "To Express 

an Opinion" (Lilun, Zik), and " M e r  Death" (Sihou, EG). 

Al1 the things mentioned above made the mid-1920s the most hying days for Lu Xun. 

But this time was also the most productive period in Lu Xun's whole litemy career. From 

1924 to 1926, he fmished more than two hundred pieces of creative writing and translation. 

including the story collection Wandering, the prose poetry collection Wild Grass. the essay 

collections Unlucky Star and Sequel to the Onlucky Star, as well as some pieces included in 

the story collection Old Tales Retold, the lyrical prose collection Dmvn Flowers Phcked ut 

Dusk (Zhaohua xishi, $$jE43$), and the essay collection Tumb (Fen. R). 

Lu Xun tried to shake off his depression by engaging in writing desperately. During this 

period he ofien slept only two or three hours a night with his clothing on and without using a 

q~ilt.~O He admitted: "Sometimes 1 hope to use up my life quickly, so intentionally I plunge 

into desperate writing."?l It seemed that he also tortured himself in some other ways. For 

lachen Yuan's remark is: "Since he becarne an official in the Minisûy of Education in the fint year of the 
Republic, he has never lefi. Therefore when Yuan Shikai claimed to be the emperor, he was in the 
Ministty of Education; when Cao Kun bnbed the Congress to become president, he was in the Ministry of 
Education. . . . Even after Zhang Shizhao @*lfif, 'who represents shamelessness,' dismissed him, he still 
shouted: 'The position of Section Director (qianshi, 23) is not inferior.' . . . Actually it does not rnatter much 
for a person to be an official, but he makes me sick if he is an oficial but at the same time rnakes a face like 
this." See "Zhi Zhimo" 3?€,&!$ (To Zhimo), in Chenbaofirkan ~#Eil~Pl (Supplement of Moming Post), 
January 3 O, 1 926, p. 3. 
190n one hand Lu Xun ûied to defend officiais like himselE "The oficials of the Republic of China al1 corne 
from ordinary people and are never special race, although royal men of letters and newspapermen eye them as 
aliens and consider them particularly strange, mean, and laughable in cornparison with themselves." On the 
other hand Lu Xun describes their occasionally financiaf straits, srnall political tricks, and mutually intemal 
strives in a self-satiric tone. See "Ji fmrin" iZE% (Record of issuing pay), U Q J ,  vol. 3, pp. 349-54. 
2 0 ~ ~  Guangping i?J-T, Xzi Guangping yi Lu Xun iqr?K&ifl (Remembering Lu Xun by Xu Guangping). 
Guangdong renmin chubanshe, 1 979, p. 47 1. 
21 LU Xun. a letter to Xu G uangping i q r F  dated may 30, 1925, in Liangdishu yuomin B&#f%P (The 
originals of The Letters From Two Places), Zhou Haiying ed., 1984, p. 69. 
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instance, he said, "1 drank too much, intent on self-destruction."" Lu Xun himself clearly 

knew that his "drinking too much, smoking too much, and sleeping too little" accounted for 

his poor hea1th.u 

Lu Xun actually could not shake off his depression by "desperate writing" and "self- 

destruction." Rumor spread that he even contemplated suicide." Lu Xun himself once 

confessed to an intimate fiiend: "1 aiso often think about suicide and want to commit murder. 

but 1 can do neither. Perhaps I am not a ~a r r io r . "~s  

People's social existence is a determinant in shaping their thoughts and feelings. Lu 

Xun's various hstrations at the rnid- 1920s must have severely Hected his writing and have 

been encapsulated figuratively in Wild Grass. The somber element in some Wild Grass 

poems is ultimately the embodiment of his depressed mood. But on a deeper level. we can 

perceive in Wild Grass the unyielding mind, with which Lu Xun tried to grapple with his 

ongoing persona1 perplexities, overcome emotional suffering, and change current life. 

Before I attempt to capture the glimpses of his philosophic meditations incorporated in 

Wild Grass, 1 also would like to trace the genesis of Lu Xun's philosophic and artistic thought 

during the mid- 1920s. 

Many scholars note the fact that Lu Xun began to translate Symbols of Menfal Anguish 

(Kumon no shocho, gfq /#$$tg), a literary theoretic work by the Iapanese critic 

Kuriyagawa Hakuson (@J II A $f, 1 880- 1 W3), just at the sarne time he started to write Wjfd 

Grass? Ample evidence indicates that Lu Xun had been affected, to a degree, by 

*LU Xun, "Zhe shi zheme yige yisi" s81-2,-+l$Z4E!, (This is this kind of meaning), LYQJ. vol. 7. p. 163. 
=LU Xun, a letter to Xu Qinwen i'f.R* dated September 30, 1925, LXQJ, vol. 1 1, p. 456. 
2 4 ~ u  Guangping accidentally found nvo daggers under the bedding in Lu Xun's bedroom. In the letter of June 
1, 1925 to Lu Xun, she wrote anxiousty: "It would be good if the glearning daggers under the bedding is used to 
kili an enemy. To use for. . . seems . . . 1 don? want to hear that." (original elliptic marks). See Liangdishu 
yuanrin m&%lSr\E (Originals of The Letters between Two Places), 1984, p. 7 1. 
2 5 ~ u  Xun, a Ietter to Li Bingzhong qsq dated September 24, 1924, W(QJ, vol. 1 1, p. 430. 

3 1924 and 26~ccording to Lu Xun's diaries, he started to translate Symbols of Menta! Anguish on September 2-, 
finished on October 10. The translation was published in Chenbao Fukan  SI/?^ (Supplement of Morning 
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Kuriyagawa. In Kuriyagawa's literary theory, he saw a combination of Henri Louis Bergson's 

philosophy and Sigmund Freud's science. In the "Preface" to his translation of Symbols of 

Mental Angziish, Lu Xun wrote: 

According to the philosophy of Bergson and others, the author (Kwiyagawa) considers 
continuously ongoing vitality the foundation of human life. He also discoven in the 
science of Freud and others the roots of vitality, which he uses to interpret litenture and 
the arts - particularly literature.Z7 

Lu Xun's understanding of Bergson and Freud is not only through his translation of 

Kuriyagawa's work, nor are his references to them iimited to this preface. He seemed to be 

quite familiar with their theories. Bergson's best-known concept is his vitalism. He argued 

against both Lamarck and Charles Darwin and asserted that biological evolution is impelled 

by a vital impenis that drives life to overcome downward drift and to struggle for upward 

development. Although Bergson's vitalism was not accepted by many scientists and 

philosophers. it became popular and influentid in literature and art circles in the first half of 

the twentieth century. Those who are suffering From hardship in life are readily subject to his 

influence. Lu Xun's willingness to seek vitality is presented overtly in such poems as "Hope" 

and "The Passerby." 

Several times Lu Xun mentioned Freud and his theory in his essays. He did not accept 

Freud's theory of sexuality as the main determinant in human life without reservation. He 

thought his notion of the pervasive importance of sexud motivation an overstatement. He 

wrote: 

Gazette) fiom October 1 to 3 1. And later Lu Xun used it as a teaching material in his lecture at Beijing 
University and Beijing Women's Normal University. See LXQJ, vol. 14, p. 5 15. 
2 7 ~ u  Xun, "Kurnen de Xiangzheng, yinyan" %(iJ &a&. $1 d (Preface to Symbols ofMental Anguish). LXQJ, 
vol. 10, p. 232. 
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Freud perhaps had a linle money and could eat his fill. He had no experience of hunger. 
so he only paid attention to sexual desire. . . . The root of hunger is certainly deeper 
than that of sexual desire.28 

Lu Xun, however, did not deny the rational elements in Freud's theory. Ln 1922 Lu Xun 

experimented with Freud in the writing of his story "Buzhou Mountain" (Buzhou shan, 

5 ) .  ''At first 1 was serious,' said Lu Xun, "dthough 1 only applied Freud's theory to 

explain the genesis of both man and literature."29 In 1925, Lu Xun praised Freud, by 

contrasting him with some other philosophers and scientists such as John Locke and BIaise 

Pascal, who denied the beauty and function of poetry, for his "attention to literature and 

arts."30 In 1927 Lu Xun explicitly declared that "Literary creativity is generally rooted in 

love!"' 1 

The above evidence exemplifies Bergson's and Freud's influence on Lu Xun's thought. 

This influence was realized partly through his translation of Kwiyagawa's Symbols of Menial 

Anguish, in which Kuriyagawa introduces both Bergson's and Freud's theories, and 

emphasizes what he calls "the power of life" in people's daily life and literary creativity.32 

In Lu Xun's translation, we can find a paragraph as follows: 

There will be no evolution where there is no creation. . . . Therefore those who don? 
want to bring into play their own power of life at d l ,  only imitate what their ancestors 
did under the hereditary yoke and within the traditional restraint, and possess the nature 
of slave but remain indifferent, in this sense, are the same as animals.33 

2 8 ~ ~  Xun, "Tiangshuo rneng" nfii#v (Listen to talking about drearns), LYQJ, vol. 4, p. 469. 
2 9 ~ u  Xun, "Gushi xinbian" ~~~@~ (Preface" to Old Tales Retold), LYQJ, vol. 2, p. 34 1. 
'OLU Xun, Shige zhidi ((The enemy of poetry), LXgJ, vol. 7, p. 236. 
31Lu Xun, "Xiao zagan" II\@@ (Little random thinking), LXQJ, vol. 3, p. 532. 
3 2 ~ ~ y a g a w a  Hakuson EfJi 1 &f, Kumon no shocho $tl (Symbols of Mentd Anguish), Lu Xun trans.. 
in LXQJ, 1973, vol. 13. pp. 17-133. 
33~bid., p. 29. 
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The Japanese scholar Katayama, when comrnenting on WiId Grass, considers that the 

Kuriyagawa remarks quoted above might readily appeal to Lu Xun and have spurred him to 

re-examine his ascetic life.34 Katayama is right. Lu Xun did express the same opinion as 

Kuriyagawa in his private letters shortly &er he finished the translation. One reads: 

1 think that the mankind should act in order to progress, that is. to develop. It doesn't 
matter even if there are some mistakes in the action. It is totally wrong to live in half- 
dive and half-dead? 

In another letter, Lu Xun said: 

1 tend to c m e  "the bittemess of the human world" (renjianku AIW),  but not to detest 
death.36 

Lu Xun's quotation of "the bittemess of the human world" came directly from Symbols 

ofMeenfol Anguish. Kuriyagawa used it as an important concept in his exploring the 

relationship between human Iife and literary creativity. By borrowing Freud's viewpoint, 

Kuriyagawa sought to locate the genesis of literature and arts and their medium: 

Mental anguish and turmoil which result fiom a suppressed vitality are the root of 
literature and art. And their expressive medium is symbolism in the broadest sense.37 

Lu Xun specifically accepted this paragraph and introduced it in the "Preface" to his 

translation. He seemed to take the theory as a given and experimented with it in his Wild 

Grass. In the following analysis 1 shall attempt to trace Lu Xun's philosophical meditations 

34~atayarna Tomoyuki #&%fi, Rojin yaro renyoku #B8rf@Êa (A complete explmation of Lu Xun's 
Wild Grass), 199 1 ,  p. 140. 
3 5 ~ ~  Xun, "Beijing Tongxin" dW%m (Letter From Beijing), dated May 8. 1925, in MQJ, vol. 3, p. 52. 
3 6 ~ u  Xun, a letter to Xu Guangping dated May 30, 1925, in Zhou Haiying Hf@!!!! ed.. Liangdshu 
yuanxin FÏi&+E@ (The originals of The Letters From Two Places), p. 69. 
)'LU Xun, "Kumen de xiangzheng, yinyan" &&a, .il 5 (Preface to S'bols of Mental Angukh), LYQJ, 
vol. 10, p. 232. 
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on the ego, will to life, the meaning of existence, and other relevant issues in Wild Grass 

based on the influence of Bergson's philosophy, Freud's psychoanalytic and Kuriyagawals 

literary theory. 

"S hadow's Leave-Taking"38 

This poem was conceived in a unique imagination: a shadow offen a monologue 

expressing his unwillingness to go to "heaven, hel1, or the fùture golden world." The shadow 

possesses nothing but "darkness and void." He can only exist between brightness and 

darkness. Otherwise, he will disappear into either of them. He is dissatisfied with his 

situation and wants to Ieave, but has no place to go: "1 would rather wander in Nowhere.1139 

There has long been a debate on this poem in respect to Lu Xun's thought. During the 

discussion on "revolutionary literature" in the late 1920s, Qian Xingcun quoted two s t a m  

fiom the poem as evidence to show Lu Xun's "pernicious petty-bourgeoisie habit." Fie 

claimed that Lu Xun was neither reconciled to current reality nor did he cherish a hope for the 

future. As a result, he could only "wander in Nowhere."Jo In 1 929 this opinion was echoed 

in an article in a leftist magazine Leninist Y o u h  (Liening qingnian, 9q?B%), which 

condernned Lu Xun's "pessimism and nihilism," because he even didn't want to go to "the 

fùture golden world - the Communist wor1d.l'~ The article arbitrarily asserted that Lu 

Xun's "future golden world" was "the Communist world." 

Lu Xun hirnself didn't think that such cornrnentary was nght. He discussed this poem 

several times with Feng Xuefeng. He said: 

3 8 ~ h e  poern was wrinen on September 24. 1924 and published in Yusi i%g, no. 4, December 8, 1924. 
3 9 L Y ~ ~ ,  vol. 2, p. 165. 
40~ian Xingcun "Siqule de Ah Q shidai" &* l'@JiclSel~a;fft (The era of Ah Q that died), in Tuiyang 
Yuekan (The sun monthly), no. 3, March 1 ,  1928. Also see Bei xkdzr de Lz( f i n  t$%@&I@ifl (The 
Lu Xun blaspherned), Sun Yu $h$f ed., Qunyan chubanshe, 1994, p. 50. 
"ile Zhao %$$q, "Y inianlai zhongguo wenxuejie shuping" -q%Efi *%#%iq (Review of the Chinese 
literature circle in the last year), Liening Qingnian (Leninist Youth), March 10, 1929, vol. 1 ,  no. I I .  
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This time they quoted my "Shadow's Leave-Taking" and called me a nihilist. Because 
"there is something I dislike in your fù~rre golden world; I do not want to go there." 
They asserted that 1 do not even want to go to the Communist golden world. . . . But I 
would like to ask first, do we only look to the future golden world?J2 

Although Lu Xun rebutted the criticisms of the leftist writers. he admitted the gloominess in 

the poem. He said: "Perhaps 1 view reality too darkly."J3 

Later, in the 1980s for instance, the poem was interpreted in an absolutely different 

way. It was argued that "what this prose poem describes is the shadowls farewell to a peson. 

ActualIy it is Lu Xun's breaking away From the passive thought represented by the shadow."~ 

The great interpretive gap between "pessimism and nihilism" and "breaking away From 

the passive thought" indicates a defect in the WiZd Grass studies on mainland China: many 

scholars tend to assume Lu Xun's political thought at will and at the same time pay little 

attention to the text and Lu Xun's creative intent. 

In my interpretation, 1 attempt to avoid previous wrangles over Lu Xun's political 

beliefs and emphasize Lu Xun's philosophy and private feelings more. In order to make my 

interpretation suficiently acceptable, I apply a close reading. The poem begins with a 

prelude: 

When a man sleeps until he loses the sense of time, then comes the shadow to bid 
farewell, saying these words - 45 

From the prelude we know the shadow is bidding farewell to a "man" - his master. 

'The rest of the poem consists of five stanzas, al1 of which are the shadow's monologue, 

addressed to his master who is sound sleep. 

J2~eng Xuefeng, Huiyi Lu Xun @tL, #a (Remembering Lu Xun), 1952, p. 16. 
"[bide, p. 17. 
%un Yushi *HZ, Yecao yonjiu !l!fV@f% ( Wild Grass midy), 1982, p. 49. 
4 5 ~ ~ ~ ,  vol. 2, 165. 
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There is something 1 dislike in heaven, 1 dont want to go there. There is something 
1 dislike in hell, I don't want to go there. There is something 1 dislike in your future 
golden world, I don't want to go there. 

It is you, though, that 1 dislike. 
Friend, I'll no longer follow you; I don't want to stay here. 
I don't want to! 
Ah, no! I don? want to. 1 would rather wander in Nowhere.j6 

Although there have been a variety of interpretations of "heaven hell. and the future 

golden world," what each of them entails is not important to my interpretation. Most 

important is the verse: "It is you, though, that 1 dislike. Friend, 1'11 no longer follow you; 1 

don't want to stay here." 

Charles Alber declares that the shadow "substitutes for the a ~ t h o r . " ~ ~  Leo Ou-fm Lee 

also views the image of the shadow as "the alter ego of the poet."J8 Based on these 

arguments, 1 would like to interpret the above verses as revealing a split that is taking place in 

Lu Xun's ego. Sigmund Freud treats the ego as an integral and unitary entity. He writes: 

"The ego represents what we cal1 reason and sanity"49 Once reason and sanity are lacking in 

a peson's mind. a split in the ego will occur. [f the shadow represents Lu Xun's ego. the 

"man" or the master whom the shadow wants to leave can be viewed accordingly as the 

author himselt In this light, the shadow's Leave-Taking may be interpreted as the Leave- 

Taking fiom Lu Xun's ego to Lu Xun himself. 

In "Leave-Taking," the shadow manifests three major characteristics, al1 of which 

indicate from different perspectives that a split in the ego has taken place in Lu Xun's mind. 

4 6 ~ ~ ~ 1  vol. 2, 165, the Yangs' translation in LXSW, vol., 1 ,  p. 320. 
47~harles Alber, "Wild Grass, Symrnetry and Parallelism in Lu HsUn's Prose Poems." Crirical Essays on 
Chinese Literature, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, 1976, p. 4. 
4 8 ~ e o  Ou-fan Lee, Voicesfrorn rhe lron House, 1987, p. 99. 
49~ortimer J. Adler and Mark Van Doren, ed., Great Treaury of West Thoughr, New York: R. R Bowker CO.. 

1977, p. 2 19. 
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The first characteristic of the shadow is his skepticism about reason. which is mainly 

expressed in the second stanza. Henri Bergson said: "Reason is the distinguishing mark of 

man."jO The shadow. however. challenges the validity of reason. He doubts not only the 

religious belief in "heaven and hell," but also the secular beiief in "the Future golden world." 

So he decides not to go to any of them. The shadow's skepticism about reason indicates a 

change in Lu Xun's thinking. For many years Lu Xun believed in evolutionism, which has 

long been defined as a key element of his early thought.jl He said: "The future must be better 

than the past and the young must be better than the old."j2 But Lu Xun witnessed and 

experienced too many cases when his opponents, and even fnends and relatives failed to 

exercise reason. He also realized that not al1 the young had the potentid of calling upon 

reason to help when confionted with a problem. In his mid-forties, he himself was still 

unable to maintain a reasonable life. Finally he doubted that reason was the only way to 

recognize and guide human life. Persond hstration taught him to ernphasize emotion as 

much if not more than reason, and to emphasize the present life more than "the future golden 

world." This kind of skepticism about reason permeates a nurnber of poems in Wild Gruss, 

such as, for example, "Hope" and "The Passerby." 

The second characteristic of the shadow is his pessirnism. which is explicitly expressed 

in the third and the fifth stanzas: 

I am but a shadow, now bidding you farewell before sinking into darkness. Yet 
darkness will engulf me; and Iight with also dissolve me. 

. . . 
You think of my bequest, yet what cm I offer you? Nothing, except darkness and 

void.53 

5 0 ~ e n r i  Bergson. The Two Sources of Mora l i~  and Religion, R. Ashley Audra and Cloudesley Brereton trans., 
Garden City, N. Y.: Doubleday and Co., 1956, p. 68. 
5 t ~ ~  Qiubai a&& B. Qu Qiubai Xuanji Bfka Bs (A Selection of Qu Qiubai), Renmin wenxue chubanshe. 
1959, p. 335. 
~ ~ M Q J ,  VOI. 4, p. S. 
j3LYQ~. vol. 2, pp. 165-6 Leo Ou-fan Lee's translation in Voices/rom the iron House, p. 98. 
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In the above quotation. the shadow is questioning his own essence. As a shadow with 

attributes of darkness and void. he can o d y  exist in a paradoxicd situation between darkness 

and light. Othenvise he will be engulfed by the former or dissolved by the latter. In Leo Ou- 

fan Lee's opinion. "The shadow's two parting gifts - darkness and void - cm be viewed not 

only as the natural attributes of the shadow. but also as two metaphoncal epithets 

characterizing the poet's inner 

Therefore the pessimism of the shadow can be viewed as a manifestation of Lu Xun's 

pessimism, an expressive form of the split in his own ego. In the mid- l92Os, faced with 

many oppressive social and personal issues. he developed a deep pessimism about his own 

role as a thinker, writer, oficial, brother, and a husband. in the poem, it seems to me, Lu 

Xun is meditatively questioning himself: What am I? Who am I? What kind of person am I? 

Unfortunately Lu Xun cannot corne up with a satisfactory answer. In the poern the 

shadow's response is negative: "1 am but a shadow." He has "nothing except darkness and 

void," and he can exist only between light and darkness. The shadow's plight is reminiscent 

of William Lyell's detinition of Lu Xun as "an in-between intellectuaLt'jj In the mid-1920s. 

Lu Xun was perhaps not only "an in-between intellectual;" he was aiso an in-between official, 

brother, and husband or, more generally, an in-between person with an in-between ego. In 

the poem he actually implies that he hirnself - like the shadow between light and darkness 

5 4 ~ e o  On-fan Lee, Voicesfrom the bon Houe, 1989, p. 99. 
55~i l l iam A. Lyell, Ir., Lu Hszïn's Vision ofReality, Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of 
California Press, 1976, p. 304. tn mainland China, a sirnilar argument to view Lu Xun as "a historical in- 
between object" (fishi zhon@ian wu, fi* + ma) was made by Wang Hui E@. See his Fandui jtmvang - Lu 
Xun de jingshen jiegouyt Nahun Panghuang yanjiu hii(;t%B - #iflstJ#f#f&.).I%~$j?@E@.wfR (Resist 
despair - A study of Lu Xun's spiritual construction as well as Call for Arms and Wundering,) Shanghai renmin 
chubanshe, 199 1, p. 132. In spite of the awkwardness of the tenninology, Wang Hui's definition of Lu Xun as 
"a historical in-between object," was viewed as a new breakthrough and "caused a sensation in Lu Xun study 
circles." See Mao Xiaoping %bF. "Lu Xun yanjiu gaishu" @;i-BfR#&$ (A summary of Lu Xun study), in 
Zhongguo w e m e  nianjian %%%% (Alrnanac of Chinese literature), 199 1-92, p. 392. Many scholars in 
mainland China were unaware that William LyelI had described Lu Xun as an intellectual between traditional 
and modem cultures a decade earlier than Wang Hui did. 
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- is deeply entrapped in a predicament. Lu Xun profoundly metaphorizes his pessimism as 

the dark and void shadow of the poem. 

The third characteristic of the shadow is dissatisfaction with his own existence. This is 

mainly presented in the fourth and the sixth staiizas: 

However, I am still wandering between light and shade. uncertain whether it is dusk 
or dawn. . . . At the time when 1 lose the sense of time. 1 shall go far away alone. 

. * .  

This is what I would like. &end - 
To go far away aione to a darkness from which not only will you be excluded. but 

other shadows too. There will be myself aione sunk in the darkness. That world will be 
wholly mine. 56 

The shadow no longer wants to exist between light and darkness. so he bids farewell to 

his master. This is actually a reflection of Lu Xun's own feelings. He characterizes his 

predicament in the mid- 1920s as the shadow, who. unsurprisingly. wants to be gone. - to 

change his existence. In Charles Alber's opinion, the shadow seems to speak to himself: 

"1 c m  oniy be satisfied if 1 wander into nothingness. 1 c m  only be myself if 1 cease to 
exist." In this light, the shadow's so-called "Leave-Taking" is a traumatic experience, 
because Leave-Taking actually means death.57 

From this we know that the shadow is absolutely dissatisfied with his own existence. In 

order to change his existence. the shadow is willing to pay any cost, even to cease to exist - 

"to sink into the darkness." 

Some scholars consider "Shadow's Leave-Taking" the most dificult poem in U'ild 

Grass to interpret.58 But if we can discern the basic facets of the shadow's pessimism and 

5 6 ~ ~ ~ ~ ,  vol. 1. pp. 165-6, the Yangs' translation in LYSW, vol. I ,  p. 321. 
57~haries J. Aiber, "Wifd Grass, Syrnrnetry and Pmllelism in Lu Hsün's Prose Poerns," Crifical Essqvs on 
Chinese Literature, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, 1976, p. 4. 
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dissatisfaction, we will know that the poem. through the existentid dilemma of the shadow, 

reflects Lu Xun's intellectual and emotional paradox at a crucial junchire in his own life. in 

the poem, it seems that Lu Xun himself ponders shaking off his 0 1 6  split ego and changing 

his miserable existence. ui the following Wild Grass poems, he continuously expresses his 

desire to rnake a change and to find a rational existence. The "Shadow" serves as an initial 

poem to understand the subsequent pieces relevant to the same therne. especially those 

framing the logical dilemma between a protagonist's ego and his social and personal 

existence. 

T h e  Bepaars" (Qiuq W e .  . $?9 ,8 )59  

This poem was written on the sarne day as "Shadow's Leave-Taking" and could be 

understood as a sequel to "Shadow." Beside a dilapidated wall. in the poem, the first penon 

narrator is wandering alone in the autumnal breeze, which sends a chill through his clothes. 

Dust is everywhere. Several other people are also walking alone nearby. The setting of the 

poem is cold and desolate. 

Two beggars in succession beg of the narrator, who refuses to give aims however, 

because neither "loo ks unhappy." 

1 do not give him alms. 1 have no wish to give alms. 1 stand above those alms-givers. 
For km 1 have only disgust, suspicion, and hate.60 

- -- - -- - 

58 wang Yao 5% and Li Helin qm&, Zhongguo xiandui w e m e  ji Yecoo GtishiXinbian de zhengrning @ 
%ft*%&%f ï%$%l&j &J%q (Modern Chinese literature and the debates on Wild Grass and Old Tales 
Retold), Shanghai: Zhishi chubanshe, 1990, p. 103. 
S 9 ~ h i s  poem was written on September 24, 1924 and published in Yuri i$$@, no. 4. December 8, 1924. 
6 0 L X ~ ~ ,  vol. 2, p. 1 67, the Yangs' translation in LXSFV, vol. 1 ,  p. 322. 
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A striking point of the poem is that the I narrator himself is planning to go begging at 

this time. Because he refuses to give alms. he fears that his own begging will be refused by 

those who also refuse to give alms: 

1 shall receive no alms, not even the wish to give alms. 1 shall receive the disgust. 
suspicions, and hate of those who consider themselves above the alms-givers.61 

in the poem, Lu Xun explores the essence of human beings and their relationship with 

others. A human being does not exist by hirnself. On the contrary he or she is surrounded by 

others. The essence of hmanity is incorporated into a human being's relationship with 

others. n i e  most individual social attribute which distinguishes a being as human is the 

ability to practice moral responsibility for othen. In the poem. however. the I narrator. the 

beggars, and the people walking alone are al1 indifferent. selfish. and inconsiderate. "Society 

then is a collection of maimed individuals who cannot i n t e r a ~ t , " ~ ~  said Charles Alber, The 

"dilapidated wall," accordingly, can be viewed as symbolizing a barrier to interaction 

between individuds, 

Under these circumstances, Lu Xun compels the protagonist. who does not give alms 

and at the same time plans to beg, to face the fint paradox: How can a selfish person, who 

does not want to benefit others, accept benefit from others? According to Charles Alber, 

"The conclusion, as the narrator himself realizes, seems inevitable, for even fiom a purely 

hurnan standpoint, only the mercihl can obtain rnerc~."~3 

Here a deeper question &ses: why doesn't the protagonist avoid becoming a selfish 

person by simply giving the beggars some alms? To answer this question, 1 would like to 

start with an analysis of the image of the beggar. The beggar is one of the most important 

61~bid., p- 168, Yangs' translation in M W ,  vol. 1 ,  p. 323. 
62~harles  Alber. " Wild Gras,  Symmetry and Parallelism in Lu Hsûn's Prose Poems," in Critical Essavs on 
Chinese Literature, William H .  Nienhauser, Jr. ed., 1976, p. 7. 
63~bid., p. 6. 
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images in the whole collection, in that he is a significant link through a nurnber of the Wiid 

Grass poems. The beggar image appears not only in "Beggars." but aiso in "The Passerby" 

and "The Dog's Retort." In " M e r  Death," the protagonist, who dies by the road with no one 

to care for him, seems to be a beggar too. The protagonist in "Tornbstone Inscriptions" 

(Mujiewen, BG*), who used to be a "wandering soul" (yozrhzrn, @a), strongly suggests a 

character similar to a wandering beggar as well. 

I wouid like to view the first person protagonist. who is also caught up in a dilemma 

similar to the "shadow." as Lu Xun's persona This is not only because he himseif had been 

labeled "a beggar" (qishizhe, É&s) in his teenage years, when he took refuge in his 

relatives' family afler his grandfather was implicated in a bribery case and put into the 

imperial jail,a but also because he employs understated images such as shadow. beggar, and 

prostitute as a strategy to fulfill his figurative self-reflections. The strategy of understatement 

has an effect of maintaining his dignity in the face of humiliation. 

When the 1 persona is associated with Lu Xun's own painhl experience of having been 

regarded as a beggar, it is clear that the reason he refuses to give alms is that they "do not 

look unhappy." They do not deserve to accept alms. They go begging "as if this were some 

game." He hates the way they beg: to kowtow, to chase, or to pretend dumbness. They are 

not real beggars in reai need. Therefore, emotionally, the I persona has "only disgust. 

suspicion, and hate" towards them. After he refuses to give alms, the I persona, however. 

prepares the strategy for hïs own begging: 

1 wonder what method I would use in begging. In what voice should 1 speak? What 
dumb show would 1 use if pretending to be durnb?6j 

6 4 ~ u  Xun. "Ewen yiben Ah Q Zhengzhuan xu j i zhuzhe zixu zhuanlue" #tX i$%mQiEff%& 8% l?l &f$a 
(Preface to Russian edition of The Tme Story of Ah Q and the author's brief autobiography), LYQJ, vol. 7. P. 83. 
65LXQ~, pp. 167-8, the Yangs' translation in LYSW, vol. 1, p. 322. 
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Unfortunately. the description forces him to face the second and a more severe paradox: 

How can he receive alms by using the same begging strategies that cause only "disgust. 

suspicion, and hate"? This is an insurmountable paradox. As a result, he can do nothing but 

take an attitude of nihilisrn: "1 shall beg with inactivity and silence. . . . I shall at least 

receive nothingness."66 

The protagonist in "The Beggars" is still characterized by pessirnism like the shadow in 

"Shadow's Leave-Taking." Also like the shadow who determines to leave, he decides to 

make a change by going begging, even if he may accept nothing. But when he attempts to 

beg, he hesitates to start. 

In the following section I shall make a comection to Jean-Paul Sartre's existentialist 

viewpoint to more deeply appreciate the 1 persona's hesitation. When 1 do this, it doesn't 

mean Sartre's thought had any influence on the creation of Wild Grass. because Sartre's 

existentialism developed later than the production of Wild Grass? What I want to do is to 

demonstrate some common experiences of human life in an existentialist light. 

Sartre tells us one is never free of one's "situation," although one is always free to deny 

that situation and to try to change it.68 The ego, according to Sartre. is not simply self- 

awareness or self-consciousness, instead the ego is an ongoing project with other people in 

the world.69 In "Beggars" Lu Xun allegorically tells us that a person's ego, or a person as ego. 

is always in the process of choosing. However, it is never a free choice, but a choice 

restricted by the relationship with others. Both the I persona's refusal to give alms and 

hesitation to go begging indicate this limitation. nie paradox facing the I persona is a 

general philosophical dilemma that many protagonists in Wild Grass poems face, and it is 

661bid., p. 168, the Yangs' translation in LXSW, vol. 1, p. 322. 
6 7 ~ h e  same is that when 1 occasionally employ any other modem literary and psychological theones in my 
analyses of other poems from Wild Grass. 
6 8 ~ o b e n  Audi, The Cambridge Dicrionary of Phiîosophy, Cambridge University Press, 1995, p. 7 10. 
69~bid., p. 7 1 O. 
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more powerfùlly expressed in a nurnber of other poems in Wild Grass such as "The Passerby" 

and "Tombstone Inscriptions." 

u 7 *  

This poem was w-ritten on New Year's day 1925, when Lu Xun was forty-four. and he 

felt very old: 

I am probably growing old. 1s it not a fact that rny hair is turning white? Is it not a fact 
that my hands are trembling? Then the hands ofmy soul must also be trembling. The 
hair of my soul must aIso be tuming white? 

In this poem, the first person persona does not have any rnask like "shadow" or 

"beggar" in the foregoing poems. in this analysis, I simply identify the 1 persona with Lu Xun 

hirnself and his feelings as Lu Xun's own. This identification is supported not only by the 

fact that Lu Xun's hands were also trembling as the 1 persona's in the p0ern,~2 but also by Lu 

Xun's actual life at the time the poem was written. 

In "Hope" the I persona has long chenshed a hope in his life: "Hope. hope, 1 wield this 

shield of hope to resist the invasion of the empty, dark night, although behind this shield is 

still the dark night of emptiness. Thus gradually 1 have wasted my y0uth."~3 At the time he 

feels old, he is still unable to obtain a reasonable life. Hope seems to him nothing but "void 

and vain." He then "put[s] d o m  the shield of hope" and h e m  the Song of Hope by 

Hungarian poet Siindor Petofi (1 823- 1 849): 

What is hope? A prostitute! 
Ailuring to dl ,  she gives herself to all, 

7 0 ~ h e  poem was written on lanuary 1 .  1925 and published in Yusi g@ no. 10, January 19, 1925. 
' l W ( e ~ ,  vol. 2, p. 1 17, the Yangs' translation in M W ,  vol. 1 ,  p. 326. 
7 2 ~ u  Xun, a letter to Xu Guangping dated Decembn 2, 1926, Liangdishuyuunrin i%&k#%fg (The originals o f  
the letters fiom two places), Zhou Haiying He!!!!, ed.. p. 259. 
nLY~~,  vol. 2. p. 177, Leo Ou-fan Lee's translation in Voicesfrom the Iron House, p. 100. 



Until you have sacrificed a priceless treasure - 
your youth - then she forsakes you." 

Finally the 1 persona gives up "the shield of hope" and decides "to grapple alonr wih 

the dark night" in despair. But at this time he finds that "there is not even a real dark night" 

before him. Under these circumstances, Lu Xun concludes his poem with another line of 

Siindor Petofi: "Despair is as void and vain as hope."75 

There has long been a debate about the theme of the poem. Lu Xun himself once 

explained that he wrote the poem because of his surprise at "the spiritlessness of the 

y o ~ n g . " ~ ~  According to Lu Xun's own explanation, many scholars tend to decide the theme as 

a criticism of China's young. For example, Feng Xuefeng said: "The author's intention was 

to oppose the spiritlessness of  the young and to cal1 on them to rise up and stmggle against 

the da rkne~s . "~~  Another scholar stated: "Lu Xun's purpose of writing this poem was not to 

lead people to indulge in despair. but to arouse the young to tenaciously resist de~pair."~* 

In the 1990s a Japanese schoiar questioned the above statements by the Chinesr 

scholars. He argued that Lu Xun's own words about "Hope" were mainly to show his 

expectation of the young. At the time "Hope" was written, the young in China were never 

"spiritless." So the theme of the poem is not to criticize the spiritlessness of the youth, but 

"to encourage the progressive young, who should surpass the poet hirn~elf ."~~ However, 

before long this opinion brought a retort f?om a Chinese scholar, who criticized the Japanese 

74tbid., p. 178, the Yangs' translation in LXSW, vol. 1 ,  p. 327. 
'51bid.. p. 178, Leo Ou-fan Lee's translation in Voicesfrom the Iron House, p. 10 1. 
7 6 ~ u  Xun, "Yecao yingwen yiben xu" %f$%*%*@ (A preface to the English edition of Yecao), LYQJ- vol. 
4. p. 356. 
77~eng Xuefeng iqt@i, 1956, p. 1 8. 
7 8 ~ u n  Yushi M\36, 1982, p. 52. 
79~atayama Tomoyuki h @ j?, Rojin yuso zenshaku #iI@f$*$ (A complete explanation of Wild Grass), 
1991, p. 78. 
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scholar "for having ignored the explicit explmation of Lu Xun himself. that is. the creative 

intention of the text that he himseIf illustrated."80 

Although hvo different arguments corne from Chinese and Japanese scholars 

conceming the theme of "Hope" are given tit for tat, both of them consider the theme of the 

poem related to the young. But I would like to argue that the theme of the poem does not 

directly concem the young. There are only two lines in the poem that involve the young - 

approxirnately three percent of the whole text. The rest of the poem is al1 presentation of 

Lu Xun's own sentiments - his remorse at growing old and intention to seek "youth outside 

the body" (shenwai de qingchun, fjfPbmg&). in my opinion the poem expresses a change 

in Lu Xun's attitude towards life. After he presents a figurative surnmary of his past life 

without "hope." he decides to cal1 for "youth" or vitality to support his coming life. 

In the poem Lu Xun once again recapitulates the dilemrna in his personal life. When he 

cherïshed a hope in life. he lost his youth in the dark night; when he decided to fight against 

the dark night, he lost the dark night itself - "There is not even a real dark night in front of 

me."*2 This means he lost his aim of fighting or. more precisely, the logical premise for his 

life and struggle. When Leo Ou-fan Lee comments on the paradoxical factor in quite a few 

Wild Grass poems, including "Hope," that are conceived in a paradoxical form, he says: 

It is clear that these series of paradoxical setups are means by which Lu Xun probes his 
own inner tensions. He seems to vacillate between, and agonize over, the opposite 
poles of hope and despair. How should he define the boundaries between inner self and 
outer reality and recover meaning in an existence trapped in a vortex of paradoxes? 
This question lies at the center of Lu Xun's persona1 "philo~ophy."~3 

8 0 ~ u n  Yushi bJ\Hb, "Lu Xun Yecao chongshi IV" f$iflg$af$, e9 (Re-interpretation of Wild Grriss, IV), Lu 
Xun yanjiu yuekan @i$i@fR.Fj VI, 1996, no. 4, p, 43. 
8 1 ~ h e  hvo lines are: "Have the young of the world al1 grown old?" and "The young are very peaceful." in LXQJ, 
VOL 2, pp. 177-8. 
8 2 ~ ,  vol. 2, p. 178. 
83~eo Ou-fan Lee, Voicesjî-om the [ron House, 1987. p. 10 1 .  



CHAPTER 3, PHILOSOPHICAL MEDITATIONS 

As for "Lu Xun's personal philosophy" in the poem, I would like to suppose it a 

rejection of the rational concepts of both hope and despair, and see it as a resorting to both 

the inner impulse based on his own perceptual experience of life and the wi11 required to 

overcome his predicament. As Lin YU-sheng has pointed out: 

His agonized tension between hope and despair led him to emphasize will - the will to 
strive to answer the cal1 in life. Here his thought is characterized by an existentialist 
stress on the meaning of will in human nature and history without entailing the 
existentialist conception of the absurdity of 1ife.U 

On the first day of the new year Lu Xun determined in the poem to "seek youth outside 

the body" or vitality and a reasonable life. Lu Xun also said the sarne thing in a private letter 

four months afier he wrote "Hope": "1 am now standing at an intersection and have many 

roads to go. I am afraid of nothing. The life is my own, so I might as well stride forward on 

the road that I think can be taken. Even though there are abysses. thorns. deys, and fire pits 

ahead I will take the responsibility. . . . It is totaily wrong to live in half-life and half- 

death."8s Based on the preceding discussion, I argue that the theme of "Hope" is longing for a 

new life by Lu Xun himself and only indirectly related to the young of China. 

"The Kite" (Fengzheng. m g ) 8 6  

In its style, to a large extent, this poem resembles Lu Xun's lyrical prose reminiscences 

selected for Dmvn Blossoms Plucked at Dusk (Zhaohlra xishi. @ zg e). As in "Hope." 

without any masquerade, the I namitor appears as Lu Xun's persona in "The Kite." In a 

sincere tone of voice, he seems to tell a true story that happened many years ago. As a 

teenager he never liked flying kites, because he detested kites as playthings of good-for- 

nothing children. One day in order to prevent his younger brother fiom flying kites, he 

 in Y[I-sheng, The Crisis of Chinese Consciournw, 1979, p. 137. 
8 5 ~ ~  Xun, "Beijing Tongxin" jt,%&fs (A letter fkom Beijing), dated May 8, 1925, in LYQJ, vol. 3, pp. 51-2. 
86This poem was written on January 14, 1925 and published in Yusi ig- no. 12, February 2, 1925. 
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trampled on and smashed the kite his brother had made behind his back. After that he 

"stalked out proudly, leaving him standing in despair in that little r ~ o m . " * ~  

Many years later. fiom a foreign book on child-rearing, the I persona learned for the 

fint time that play is the best occupation of children, and playthings are their good angels. 

At once this childhood tyranny over the spirit forgotten for more than twenty years. 
came to rny rnind; and that instant my heart seemed to h m  to lead and sink heavily 
down and down.88 

Lu Xun's two younger brothers both denied the authenticity of the kite-making event. 

Zhou Zuoren said that it o d y  happened in Lu Xun's "imagination" and was "a convenient 

way to make a point.1189 Zhou Jianren said that "He (Lu Xun) himself indeed did not fly kites. 

but he didn't harshly oppose others flying k i t e ~ . " ~ O  

Despite the deniai of this kite event ever happening by Lu Xun's two younger brothers, 

Son Kowallis still identifies the child in the poem with Zhou Zuoren, who "made kites while 

Lu Xun made himself sick with wony about how best they could apply thernselves."''l 

Kowallis also attempts to provide a reason for Lu Xun's dislike of Zhou Zuoren's flying kites. 

As the oldest son of a collapsing family, he felt the blow brought about by the case of his 

grandfather's bribery more acutely than Zhou Zuoren, who was only about ten at that tirne. 

Zhou Zuoren was at play, while Lu Xun, in order to support the family in a calarnity, was 

fiequently forced, under the disdainful eyes of the neighboe, to sel1 various household 

8 7 ~ ~ ~ ,  vol. 2, p. 183, the Yangs' translation in WYSW, vol. 1, p. 33 1 .  
881bid., p. 183, the Yangs' translation in LXSW, vol. 1, p. 33 1. 
8 9 ~ h o ~  Qiming (Zhou Zuoren Weh), Lu Xun de qingnian shidai @iB&W%fl$ft (Lu Xun's youth), 
Zhongguo qingnian chubanshe, 1957. Quote from Katayarna Tomoyuki lh fi, Rojin yaso renyakrt @B 
!@@*% (A complete explanation o f  Lu Xun's Wild Grass), 199 1 ,  p. 108. 
9 0 ~ i a o  Feng (Zhou Jianren Hg&, Luejiang guanyu Lu Xun de shi @i#%P@iE%ls (Briefly tell 
something about Lu Xun), Renrnin wenxue chubanshe, 1955, p. 8. 
9 1 ~ o n  Kowallis, The Lyricai Lu Xun, Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1996, p. 50. 
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sundries to the pawnshop.92 This might well account for his dislike of Zhou Zuoren's 

enjoying play. 

Even though the kite event may be imaginative as Lu Xun's two brothers said, 1 agree 

with Kowallis's judgrnent in the sense that the theme of the poem may be related to Lu Xun's 

breakup with Zhou Zuoren. After the split between the two brothers. Zhou Zuoren cut out 

about ten characters from his diary of July 17, 1923 when the break happened. deciding to 

hide the real reason for the occurrence and make no M e r  mention of it.93 But in 1924, after 

another disturbance occurred between them when Lu Xun returned to the previous residence 

to pick up his books and utensils, Zhou Zuoren wrote and published an essay entitled 

"Broken Leg Bone" (pojiaogzl I$i@B) - a slang word meaning "hooligan" in S haoxing 

diaiect - to curse Lu Xun? 

Lu Xun is known as a person of an uncompromising mind. He opposed capitulation 

and tended to fight back against every attack. But the conflict with Zhou Zuoren was an 

exception. He remained passive frorn begming to end. "Lu Xun himself never published 

one word [on the conflict] during his life-time," admitted Zhou Zuoren. "This is a point of 

his greatness.lt9s As for the reason why Lu Xun always kept silent, 1 guess that Lu Xun 

perhaps felt guilty for something that happened during the event. His guilty feelings toward 

his brother can be traced in "The Kite" and other works as well. 

In "The Kite," Lu Xun profoundly regrets what he has done to his younger brother and 

hopes to earn his forgiveness. Beside "The Kite," in 1935 Lu Xun also wrote the stones 

"Regret for the Past" (Shangshi ffiB) and "Brothers" (Dixiong $a), both being imbued 

9 2 ~ u  Xun himself once depicts this in his "Nahan zixu" $ % (Preface to Cali to Arms), MQJ, vol. 1, p. 
415, 
9 3 ~ h o ~  Zuoren Eh, Zhifang hukiang lu $&a 2.3 (Reminiscence of Zhou Zuoren), pp. 424-6. 
9 4 ~ h e  essay was published in Chenbaojirkan k#l?ci5$jFj (Supplement of morning gazette), no. 139, lune. 18, 
1924. Also see Zhou Zuoren samen H#hf&* (Essays of Zhou Zuoren), Zhang Gaoming $ki%g and Fan 
Qiao ed., Zhongguo guangbo dianshi chubanshe, 1992, vol. 1 ,  pp. 5 13-7. 
95Zhou Zuoren W# h. Uritang hukiang lu m g  a5.3 (Reminiscences of Zhou Zuoren), p. 425. 
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with Lu Xun's feelings of deep regret for the break with his beloved brother. Zhou Zuoren 

himself ciearly understood Lu Xun's regret. He adrnitted that the plot in "Brothers" tvas 

based faithfully on the fact that Lu Xun nursed him considerately during his illne~s.~b And 

according to Zhou Zuoren's understanding, "'Regret for the Past' is not an ordinary romance. 

but a story that borrows from the death of the lovers to moum the break with a the brothers' 

affections. "97 

What Lu Xun atternpts to explain in "The Kite" may well be that he did not commit the 

misdeed on purpose to hurt his younger brother's feelings, but rather because of certain 

misunderstandings. Even so he still composes the poem in a severe tone of self-criticisrn. He 

bears the moral responsibility and cnticizes himself for "this childhood tyranny over spirit."98 

The i persona goes to his younger brother to ask for forgiveness. He admits his 

"thoughtlessness" in the past and hopes that in return the younger brother would Say "But 1 

don't blame you at dl." And then he would have felt forgiven and his heart would henceforth 

have becorne relaxed. The younger brother, however. does not Say as he expects. He has 

completely forgotten that there ever was such a thing. This makes the 1 persona feel sadder: 

"The thing was completely forgotten, with no hard feelings. In that case, what forgiveness 

cm there be? Without hard feelings, forgiveness is a lie." The I persona is aware that he will 

never get forgiveness fiom his younger brother. "What hope is there for me now? My heart 

will dways be h e a ~ y . " ~ ~  

One factor that should be mentioned here is that "The Kite" was adapted fiom an early 

essay of 19 19 entitled "My Brother" (Wo de xiongdi, $#JRjff), which rnight have been 

inspired by Lu Xun's regret for certain petty conflicts between these two brothers in their 

9 6 ~ h o u  Xiashou fiEiZj (Zhou Zuoren RfiA), Lu Xun xiaoshuo Ir' de remvu @jElj\i#!fi@l A% (The 
characters in Lu Xun's stories), Shanghai chuban gongsi, 1954, p. 195. 
9 7 ~ h ~ ~  Zuoren H#A, Zhitang huirr'ag lu @&@Eg (Reminiscences of Zhou Zuoren), pp. 426-7. 
9 8 ~ ~ ,  VOL 2, p. 183, the Yangs' translation in U5W, vol. 1, p. 33 1. 
9 9 J X ~ ~ ,  vol. 2, p. 184, the Yangs' translation in WSW, vol. 1, p. 332. 
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childhood. This essay records the same story, but it differs fiom "The Kite" in two points. 

First, the essay does not have the detail about the author's ignorance of the importance and 

justification of children's playing. Second, it ends with a happy ending: "Later 1 realized my 

fault. But my brother totally forgot rny fault. He always calls me 'brother' lovely."~O(' 

Even though in the adapted poem Lu Xun stresses that he perpetrated the misdeed out 

of misunderstandings, he still cannot obtain forgiveness. This rnay imply the injury in Lu 

Xun's mind caused by Zhou Zuoren's harsh attitude towards him after the breakup of their 

brotherhood. Zhou Zuoren never showed any trace of an intention to reconcile. He adopted a 

stance of what he himself called "no argument."101 As a result, Lu Xun lost the possibility of 

receiving forgiveness. 

At the end of the poem, Lu Xun expresses his "indefinable sadness." Although it is in 

the spring, the season of flying kites, he feeis that "1 had better hide in dread winter. But 

clearly al1 about me winter reigns, and is even now offering me its utmost ngor and 

coldness.''~0~ 

January 24, 1925, the day Lu Xun wrote "The Kite," was the Chinese New Year's day. 

Traditionally this festival is the time for family reunion. Lu Xun couldn't reunite with his 

brother, even though they both lived in Beijing then. It is quite understandable that he wrote 

this poern as a self-imposed repentance for the break with his brother by describing an earlier 

wrongdoing. What disturbs Lu Xun most is still a paradox: he repents the misdeed and bears 

the moral responsibility, but even so, he is neither to be forgiven nor to be blarned, bccause 

he totaily lost his counterpart, to whom he wants to express his repentance and from whom 

he wants to get forgiveness. The two brothers' sepmation hurt Lu Xun's feelings badly and 

l o 0 ~ u  Xun, Wo de xiongdi ##JR% (My brother), LXQJ. vol. 8, p. 96. 
10'zhou Zuoren H#A, Zhitang huiriang lu %U&Bg,iik (Reminiscences of Zhou Zuoren), p. 420. 
lo2L,XQ~, vol. 2, p. 184, the Yangs* translation in LYSW, vol. 1,  p. 332. 
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left an indelible mark on the writing of WiId Grass. It too accounts for the gloomy tones of 

this prose poetry collection. 

"The Passerbv" (Glioke. 3 S ) I 0 3  

This is the only piece cast in the form of a poetic drama. It is also the longest and 

perhaps the most important piece in the sense that Lu Xun concentrated in it his own 

philosophy about the ego. the meaning of life, the human will, and other relevant issues. The 

plot of the play can be bnefly summarïzed as follows: 

"Someday at dusk," a beggar, who is the protagonist of the play, appears "somewhere." 

Along a small road he travels from the east to the West. A barren and dismal landscape 

surrounds the space in which he acts. He meets an old man about seventy years old and a girl 

of about ten in front of a little mud hut where they live. The old man tells him there are only 

tombs ahead and persuades him to retum. But the liale girl disagrees with the old m m  and 

says there is the prospect ofmany wild flowers rather than tombs. She offers him a piece of 

cloth to dress the wound on his foot. He, however, refuses both the old man's advice and the 

little girl's cloth. and stubbornly continues his journey - "limps on towards the 

wilderness." IOJ 

By exploiting the ciramatic device of simplification, Lu Xun reduces the characters, the 

plot, and the setting of the poetic play to the minimum. Thus the play is endowed with a 

strong symbolic effect. For example, there are only three colors described in the drama - 

the white beard and hair of the old man and his black gown, the black mustache of the 

passerby and his black clothing, and the little girl's auburn hair, black eyes, and her gown 

with black squares against a white background. The sharply contrasting colon seem to 

symbolize Lu Xun's feelings concerning life fluctuating between hope and despair. 

lo3~his piece was written on March 2, 1925 and published in Yusi isg no. 17, March 9. 1925. 
~"WQJ, VOL 2, p. 194. 
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Besides colors, a number of other dramatic designs, such as the time "dusk," the ages of 

the characters, the direction of the passerby's journey fiom the east to the West, the vague 

tombs or flowers at the end of his destination, and the metaphysical discussions among the 

characten al1 suggest heavy symbolism. As William Schultz points out. in "The Passerby," 

as well as in Lu Xun's s toq  "Medicine" (Yao, %), ",thout additional elaboration it can be 

reiterated that even his human types in one way or another al1 stand as symbols of the less 

desirable human characteristics."~05 Due to its symbolic features, the poetic drarna is to some 

degree open to diverse interpretations. 

Scholars have made various attempts Frorn different perspectives to reveal the theme of 

the poem and to e ~ c h  its aesthetic connotation. William Schultz proposed in the 1950s to 

view the characters in "The Passerby" as symbols of difTerent generations: 

In ho-k'e ("The Passerby," zg). for instance, the drarnatic figures are no more than 
shadowy symbols meant to personifi three generations - the old man who represents 
retreat from life in his refusa1 to face its fundamental problems, the middle-aged seeker 
after new and more meaningful values who is etemally hounded about a non- 
phenomenal symbolic world, and the young daughter who still sees the world and 
society through the tinted glasses of childish delight. IO6 

In the 1970s Lin Yu-sheng saw "an existentialist stress on the meaning of will in human 

nature" that "is forcefully shown in Lu Hsünts Kuo-k'e (The Passerby, 2 s ) . t 1  He suggested 

that "His agonized tension between hope and despair led him to emphasize will - the will to 

strive to answer the calling in Iife."IO7 

In the 1980s Leo Ou-fan Lee tried to denve a more universal or philosophic 

significance out of the poetic drarna. in his opinion, the characters are not only 

1 0 5 ~ i l l i a m  S c h u l ~  "Lu Hstin, The Creative Years," unpublished Ph. D. dissertation, University of Washington, 
1955, p. 373. 
i o 6 ~ i l l i a m  Schultz, "Lu Hsan, The Creative Years." 1955, p. 372. 
l o 7 ~ i n  Ybsheng, The Crisis of Chinese Comciousness, 1979, p. 137. 
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"representatives of the older and younger generations," but also "personifications of the past 

and the future."l08 On the one hand, the play "may be taken as Lu Xun's personal dlegoty;" 

on the other hand, "however, Lu Xun seems to intend him to be a middle-aged 'every man.' 

He is nameless, for he does not know his real name. . . . He is, therefore, a composite 

reflection of what others see of him."109 More irnportantly Lee points out Lu Xun's 

meditations on life that is cast in the play: 

"Ever since 1 can remember, I have been walking like this." Life is but a process of 
walking, and he must walk on, in order to complete his journey toward death. The act 
of walking becomes, therefore, the only significant act in an existence threatened with 
meaninglessness. Compared to "The Shadow's Farewell," the protagonist's decision 
seems to be not so much that of a nihilist as that of an existentialist. We sense that in 
the metaphor of walking Lu Xun has invested an inordinate amount of meaning; it must 
have held a central place in his own meditations of 1ife.l l0 

In the 1990s Jing Hui put forth a new interpretation about the symbolic meaning of the 

three characters. He disagrees with the interpretations to view them as different types of 

people as some Chinese scholars didl11 and different generations as William Schultz did. He 

argues: "1 consider that these three characters imply, from different angles and aspects, Lu 

Xun's different egos, which are a compound symbol in the text? l2 In the poem, he adds, Lu 

Xun ingeniously epitomizes "the three egos" in the images of the girl, the passerby, and the 

old man. Through the dialogue among them, Lu Xun's three egos "interrogate" each other to 

- 

Io8~eo Ou-fan Lee, Voicesfrom rhe Iron House, Bloornington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press. 1987. 
p. 102. 
loglbid.. p. IO 1. 
l  l0lbid, p. 102. 
l 1  l For example these images have been interpreted respectively as symbols of "the revolutionary in the old eris" 
"the dejected," "fighter," "revolutionary," "the person who seeks for brightness," "the young," and so on. See Li 
Helin %m#, 1973. p. 122: Min Kanpheng RE*, 198 1 ,  p. 1 I 1; Li Xifan f $?A, 1982, p. 24; Sun Yusi 
fixa, 1982, p. 26. 

I2$ing Hui %j&, "Linghun de zisheng: cong wenben de xiangzheng yiyi xi Guoke" bCJ $8: f i X $ M  
%% &XRi$$% (Self-examination: an interpretation of "The Passerby" from the symbolic meaning of the 
text), Lu Xun yanjiu @-iR@f?fE (Lu Xun studies), no. 4, 1992, p. 3 1. 
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delineate different aspects of his consciousness. The three characten symbolize not only Lu 

Xun's "Ioneliness. contradiction, and anguish." but also the different stages of his life, that is, 

"The girl is the past of the passerby; while the old man is the fùture of the passerby." '13 Jing 

Hui's interpretation of "The Passerby" is considered a new break-through in Wild Grms 

studies in mainland China. 

Ail these interpretations introduced above e ~ c h  the thematic significance of this poetic 

drarna. Based on previous achievements, 1 shall offer my own interpretation in the hope of 

throwing some new light on Lu Xun's metaphysicai meditations and the philosophical 

connotations of the play. 

In reading "The Passerby," first I pay appropriate attention to the passerby's appearance. 

According to the brief stage direction, he is "between thirty and forty, tired and crabbed, with 

a smoldering gaze, black mustache and tousled hair; ragged black jacket and trousers, bare 

feet in shabby shoes. A sack on his arm, he leans on a bamboo pole as ta11 as he is."lt5 In the 

girl's eyes, he is obviously "a beggar." Readers can see his precursor in Xianglin's wife, a 

well-known character in Lu Xun's story "The New Year's Sacrifice," who is "in her forties, . . 

. a basket on her arm," and also "leans on a bamboo pole that is taller than she is."' I 6  

To identib the passerby as a beggar is helpful to illustrate a recurring theme in some 

Wild Grass poems. If we examine the beggar images as a sequence, we find now that the 

passerby has partially overcome the hesitation that the protagonist in "Beggars" once 

displayed when he Frst contemplated begging, and has stepped out on his journey of Iife to 

seek "blood," a symbol of vitaiity that he desperately needs to continue the journey. 

H3~bid., p. 32. 
141vlao Xiaoping %/i\y, "Lu Xun yanjiu gaishu" #jf'@fRfE€s (A sumrnary of Lu Xun studies), in Zhongguo 

wenmre nianjiun El *%%% (Almanac of Chinese literature), 1993, p. 323. 
l l S ~ ~  vol. 2, p. 188, the Yangs' translation in M W ,  vol. 1, p. 336. 
I 1 6 ~ u  Xun, "Zhufû" R E  (The New Year's Sacrifice), W J ,  vol. 2, p. 6 .  
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In contrat to the beggar in "The Beggars," however. the passerby remains pessimistic 

in his mind. In his dialogue with the old man, he does not even know his own narne. "My 

name? I don't know. Ever since I can remember, I've been on my own. So 1 don't know my 

real name."l17 He also doesn't know where he comes fiom and where he is going. "Ever 

since 1 can remember, I have been walking like this." What he knows about the destination 

of his journey is "someplace ahead" in the westJ18 

The arnbiguity of the passerby's identification and the anonymity of the old man and the 

little girl make the theme of "The Passerby" more universai. Accordingly the old man. the 

passerby, and the young girl can be held as syrnbols of different attitudes towards life. Lu 

Xun manipulates their performances to deduce his own philosophical rneditations on some 

general questions regarding life and its meaning. 

When we taik about the meaning of life. we are questioning whether human existence 

has a positive value and what makes human existence a worthy one despite many negative 

aspects. For the old man, life seems to have no meaning at dl. He declares that the 

passerby's journey is toward tombs, so he persuades him "to go back." In his opinion the 

place that the passerby comes from is "the best place." He does not probe the quality of 

human existence and does not care if the negative in life outweighs the positive or not. He 

even denies that the passerby is a beggar: "A beggar? That isn't likely." He seems to take it 

for granted that people live like beggars. He advises the passerby shouid be satisfied with his 

own life because "You may obtain tears that spring from the heart, and some genuine 

compassion." 119 He seems indifferent to anything around: the natural scenery. his own 

existentid situation, and others' benevolence. He advises the passerby: "You need not be so 

serious." I2O 

II7LXQ~, vol. 2. p. 189, the Yangs' translation in LYSW, vol. 1. p. 337. 
l 181bid., pp. 189-1 90. 
1 ' 9 ~ ~ ~ ,  vol. 2. p. 19 1.  the Yangs' translation in LXSW, vol. 1, p. 339. 
1201bid., p. 192. 
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Since life is meaningless, any other questions relevant to life are also meaningless. The 

joumey of life is rneaningless. because "If you keep on, you may never reach the end of your 

joumey." "The voice ahead" that urges the passerby to keep on is also meaningless, because 

it can simply be ignored, as the old man did when he was young - "1 ignored i t  so then it 

stopped." For him there is no difference between the past, the present, and the future. and 

there is aiso no difference between hope and despair. Everything in life seems to have been 

determined by fate. Life just resembles a meaningless physicai span between birth and death 

and a passive acceptance of the role into which he has been socialized. In short the old man 

can be properly labeled a symbol of the life style of nihilism. 

In contrast to the old man, the girl symboiizes idealism. First of al1 she cherishes a 

sincere hope in the future. She insists that there are "many wild roses and lilies" but not 

"tornbs" at the destination of the passerby's journey. Secondly, life is meaningful to her. 

because she cm engage in such benevolent acts as to offer water to quench the passerby's 

thirst and "cloth" (bu f i, a symbol of alms. bushi. 6%) to dress his wounded foot. Most 

importantly, she offers hopeful prospects to encourage him to fulfill his journey. Al1 the girl's 

activities are aimed at decreasing human suffering and increasing hurnan vitality. They make 

her life meaningfûl, because they produce a positive value. For her, the meaning of life is 

incorporated in the value she offers to others. 

Between the old man and the little girl stands the passerby, who represents an 

existentialist attitude towards hurnan life. On the stage he stubbornly struggles against his 

own fate and cries to go ahead. The old man explicitly tells him there are only tombs in his 

destination. The tombs suggest the inevitable destiny of the hurnan individual - death. 

Nobody can escape it, royalty or commonea, rich or poor, young or old, saints or sinners. 

Death and its inevitability are comrnon themes of literary works that have been fully shown 

by many great thinkers and writers. 
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Death is a naturd limitation of human life, but it is not the only limitation. People in 

this world, according to the existentialist point of view, are forced to live in absurdity, a 

limitation that derives from human society and is more severe than a natural death. The 

whole play of "The Passerby" is cast in an absurd setting. Human life is characterized by 

poverty, exhaustion, alienation, and haîred, as the passerby cornplains: 

There is not a place without celebrities, not a place without landlords. not a place 
without expulsion and cages, not a place without sham smiles and hypocritical tears. 
hate them- 

To the passerby it seems that there is never a positive balance in human life. When the 

old man predicts that he may obtain some tears and genuine compassion. he does not even 

want them. He declares: "1 have no wish to see the tears that spring from the bonom of the 

heart. 1 don't want thrir  compassion."^^ 

Since a human being is destined to die and human life is full of absurdity, is there still 

any meaning to hm? If so, what is it? In this poetic play Lu Xun seems to let the passerby 

answer this preliminary question from three diverse perspectives. 

Fint of ail, at present the passerby's life is meaningless. At the time he appears on the 

stage, he is nobody but a beggar. Except for walking, he does not show any creative 

initiatives; except for begging, he does not engage in any benevolent activities. In other 

words he is not a constnictively valuable figure in this world. However, he was probably not 

iike this in the past. In the play the passerby is said to have walked for a long distance. "The 

trouble is rny feet are so gashed and cut through walking that I've Iost a good deal of blood. I 

haven't got enough blood; I need to drink some. But where c m  1 find it? Besides. I don't 

want to drink j ust anyone's blood." '23 

1 2 1 ~ ~  vol. 2, p. 19 1, the Yangs' translation in LYSW, vol. 1, p. 338. 
lU1bid., p. 19 1. 
'=LXQJ, vol. 1, p. 19 1, the Yangs' translation in LXSW, vol. 1.  p. 339. 
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The detail of "drinking blood" is a surredistic description in the play. 1 view it as Lu 

Xun's private syrnbol. in order to understand it, 1 would like to examine Lu Xun's own 

remarks conceming "drinking blood" in a letter of 1925. the s m e  year he wrote "The 

Passerby" : 

In the past havent 1 voluntarily spilled rny blood on the road of life. drop by drop, to 
feed othen? Aithough 1 felt rnyself gradually becoming thin and weak. 1 was pleased at 
doing this. But now people. except for that person (refemng to Xu Guangping). laugh 
at my thimess. Even those who have drunk my blood laugh at my thimess. This really 
makes me angry. l x  

"Spi11 blood" to "feed others" is Lu Xun's private allusion for al1 the things that he did 

for others. Conversely he condernned some young writen, like Gao Changhong, who 

accepted his help and later becarne his foes, as "sucking (his) blood" (shtrnrue, a&) and 

"inhaling (his) blood" ( x h e ,  @ f i ) . l * j  in his analysis of "The Passerby," The Japanese 

scholar Katayama Tomoyuki quotes the above remarks and argues that the idea of the 

passerby losing blood is "a symbolic description of this."l26 

in view of this 1 would like to identiQ the syrnbolic meaning of the passerby's losing 

blood and seeking blood, that is, the passerby may have been somebody in the past, but not a 

beggar as he is now. He may have been engaged in sorne benevolent activities as feeding 

blood to others in the past instead of merely begging to seek blood from others at present. 

Therefore the passerby's life may have been meaningful in the past. 

Secondly, the passerby's life has no meaning for himself. As a beggar, his persona1 life 

cannot be worse. He is exhausted and weak, and has nothing except verbal thanks for othen. 

His life is charactenzed by suffenng and meaningless. But his existence may still be 

1 2 4 ~ u  Xun, a letter to Xu Guangping i7J-Y dated December 16, 1925, in Zhou Haiying Hl@%. ed., 
Liangdishu p a m i n  E~#Ef$  (The originals of the letters From two places), p. 284. 
125~bid., p. 235, p. 222, and p. 240. 
126~atayama Tomoyuki #ll!@j?, Rojin yaro zenyah fBaR@Ê% (A complete explanation of Lu Xun's 
Wifd Grass), 199 1, p. 132. 
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meaningful to someone else who is related to him. When the girl offers him a piece of 

"cloth," a symbol of alms. to dress his wounded foot, the passerby hesitates to accept. even 

though he desperately needs i t  If he accepts the cloth, the acceptance will harm an 

unidentified female (ru. M): "If 1 were to receive dms, 1 would be like a vulture catching 

sight of a corpse and hovenng overhead, longing to see her destruction with my o m  eye. . . . 

But I'm not yet strong enough for that. Even if 1 were I wouldn't want her to corne to such an 

end."I27 

From the passerby's words. we know he is still morally related to an absent "she," 

despite his declaration that "Ever since I can remember, I've been on my o ~ n . " ~ ~ ~  Perhaps he 

is still carrying out some human responsibilities in his life. Therefore although his existence 

is meaningless to himself. it may be meaningful to others. 

Thirdly, the passerby's life is meaningless at present, but it is still possible to be 

meaningfül in the future. He aiways hem a voice in front of him urging hirn to keep on - 

this is another surredistic description in the poem. In his joumey he may reach the place 

with "many wild roses and lilies" that the little girl tells him about. As Leo Ou-fan Lee 

points out, the passerby's "walking is not entirely hopeless because it involves the cmcial 

voluntary act of choice - to walk on and not to ret~rn."~~~ 

To surn up the above three points we know that the passerby cannot prove life to be 

totally meaningless, dthough in his eye it is absurd, full of logical inconsistency and 

uncertainty, and directed to a definitely-inevitable death. The value of his existence may lie 

in the past, the future, or relationship with others. 

Since the passerby cannot prove life is totdly meaningless, he has to make a choice in 

the process of his life. Under these circumstances, Lu Xun lets the passerby, through his 

l2'LXQJ, vol. 2, p. 192, the Yangs' translation in LYSW, v o l  1, p. 340. 
1281bid., vol. 2, p. 189. the Yangs'translation in LXSW, vol. 1, p. 337. 
129~eo Ou-fan Lee, Voicesfiom the Iron House, Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1987. 
p. 103. 
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performance, answer another thomy question: Am 1 Free to make a choice in my life at my 

own will? Or, instead, is my fate hlly predetermined by my existence? The question 

whether people can make fiee choices or not, poses one of the paradoxes that face many 

protagonists in the Wild Grass poems. this t h e  for the passerby. His paradox can be 

described as follows: 

It is possible for him to make a fiee choice in life. othenvise he cannot go ahead and 

beg for alms. It is also impossible for hun to make a free choice in life, otherwise he should 

not refuse alms fiom the little girl. 

The paradox indicates that people eventually have no absolute fieedorn of will. As the 

result of facing this paradox, the passerby finally practices in an existentialist way. Efe 

decides to keep on going, and not to return or stop for a rest as the old man suggested. This 

manifests his emphasis on freedom of will. He can make this choice, because its result 

impacts only himself. At the same time he also decides not to accept the girl's alms in order 

to avoid harming an absent "her." although he definitely needs them. This indicates that the 

passerby is not really free in making a choice, if the result impacts others negatively. 

The passerby's life attitude figuratively echoes the two principles of Sartre's philosophy: 

"the precious notion of freedom and its concomitant sense of persona1 re~ponsibility."~3~ 

Therefore the image of the passerby can be viewed as a symbol of an existentialist attitude to 

life. 

To sum up, "The Passerby" first of al1 "may be taken as Lu Xun's penonal allegory" as 

Leo Ou-fan Lee has pointed out.131 The old man, the passerby, and the girl, according to Jing 

'30~oben Audi ed., The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995, 
p. 7 10, According to Sartre, fieedorn is something that human beings cannot avoid, His contention that we 
cannot help being kee presupposes that "man is condemned to be free," ActuaIIy Sartre means that man is 
always fiee to deny his existence and to try to change it, but man is never fiee of his "situation." See my 
foregoing analysis in the section of "Beggars." 
I3I~eo Ou-fan Lee, Voices/rom the lron House, Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press. 1987. 
p. 101. 
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Hui's commentary, can be viewed respectively as "Lu Xun's three e g o ~ " ' 3 ~  - 1 prefer to view 

h e m  as different manifestations of his ego - that vacillate between despair and hope. past 

and fiiture. What differs in my interpretation fiom Jing Hui's is that 1 view the old man as a 

symbol of Lu Xun's past and the little girl as a symbol of Lu Xun's future instead of the other 

way round as Jing Hui has argued, because the girl symbolizes hope and the future. 

Secondly, the play can be considered as a general allegory with a more universal 

significance for the whole of mankind. The old man, the little girl, and the passerby 

incorporate different attitudes towards life: nihilism, idealism, and existentialisrn. The 

passerby adopts the existentialist stance: indomitably emphasizing fi-ee will, constantly 

miving for a reasonable life, and at the same time insisting on the concomitant sense of 

penonal responsibilities. An echo of the existentialist theme of this poetic drama can be 

found in a 1927 essay: 

1 only know one destination for sure, that is the tomb. Everybody knows this and does 
not need the guidance of others. The problem is that the roads from here to the 
destination are more than one. 1 dont know which one is the best. although 1 am still 
sometimes seeking even now.133 

"The Passerby" is said to have been conceived gradually in Lu Xun's mind for over ten 

years.134 The poetic drama certainly contains painful experiences from his persond life. 

Because of marital frustration and physical frailty, he had to recognize many constraints and 

obstacles. Lu Xun's anxiety in the presence of death, his perception of the abswdity in 

human life, and emphasis on individual will and responsibility serve well as a thematic 

foundation in the dramatization of "The Passerby." His insights from his own personal 

132~ing Hui %S. "Linghun de zisheng: cong wenben de xiangzheng yiyi ai Guoke" ZR @ $  g: fiX*&J 
&fïE .eX$f'S% (Self-examination: an interpretation of "The Passerby" from the symbolic meaning of the 
text), Lu Xun yanjiu &BT7f% (Lu Xun Studies), no. 4, 1992, p. 3 1. 
1 3 3 ~ u  Xun, "Xiezai Fen houmian" T$E&GE (Write as a postscript to Tomb), U Q J *  vol. 1. p. 284. 
134~ing Youlin @jG$/, Lu Xun h u j i  BfL (Rernembering Lu Xun), Shanghai: Shanghai zazhi gongsi, 
1947, p. 63. 
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experience on the ego and human Iife can be found abundantly in "nie Passerby," which has 

proven to be a foremost existentiaiist drarna in modern Chinese literature, even though it was 

written two decades before the existentidist movement came to prominence in Europe afler 

WorId War 11. 

"Dead Fire" (Sihuo. &A1135 

Unique in its own right, "Dead Fire" presents one of the most bizarre images in Wild 

Grass, a fire fiozen in a valley of ice: 

This is dead fire. It has a fiery form, is absolutely still, compietely congeals, like 
branches of coral with fiozen black smoke at their tips which look scorched as if fresh 
fiom a fire-place. And so, casting reflections upon the ice al1 around and being 
reflected back, it has been tumed into countless shadows, making the valley of ice as 
red as cord. '36 

The first person persona meets the "dead fire" in the valley and wakes it. The "dead 

fire" confesses its paradox to him: if it stays in the valley, it will freeze to death; if it wakes 

and resumes burning, it will burn out. After a metaphysical discussion, the "dead fire" agrees 

to be brought out of the valley by the 1 persona: "I would rather burn out." At the end of the 

poem, just as they leave the valley, the 1 persona is crushed to death by a large stone cart, 

which appears suddenly out of nowhere. 

A typical interpretation made by some maidand Chinese critics is to take the "dead 

fire" as "a revolutionary fire," which, in their opinion, "will never burn out,"I37 but "will 

probably spread to a blazing prairie fire."l38 This interpretation is based on their intent to 

135This poem was wrinen on April23, 1925 and published in Yusi Bk- no. 25, May 4, 1925. 
136LX~~,  vol. 2, p. 195, Yangs' hanslation in M W ,  vol. 1 ,  p. 342. 
13'~eng Xuefeng ?3%@, Lun Yecao i@f@ (On Wiid Grass), 1956, p. 30. 
1 3 8 ~ i  Helin qm#, Lu Xun Yecao zhushi +in!@@S# (Annotation and interpretation of Lu Xun's Wild 
Grass), 1973, p. 95. 
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dernonstrate the process of Lu Xun's change in thought from evolutionist to Marxist. Leo 

Ou-fan Lee provided a different interpretation in the 1980s. He says: 

More likely. the metaphor of the dead fire refers to Lu Xun's inner predicament: 
entrapped in the cold, barren recesses of his heart is a passion which does not wish to 
lay dormant forever; it cries out for a life of action which, according to the workings of 
paradoxical logic in the poem, ultimately leads to deathJ9 

In his interpretation Lee tries to identiQ Lu Xun's impulse to vitality as being incorporated in 

the image of the "dead fire." In the 1990s Lee points out even more explicitly: 

[ do not agree to interpret the "dead fire" as revolution. According to Kurïyagawa 
Hakuson's theory, it may oniy represent a kind of inner vitality.140 

Lee's interpretation is insightful and convincing, and accepted by many scholars. In mainland 

China some critics have started to change their previous viewpoint. For instance, Sun Yushi 

re-interprets the 1 persona and the "dead fire" as representing "two existentid states of Lu 

Xun's own life.'1141 

The syrnbolic meaning of the 1 persona's death is another focus of debate. The earlier 

scholars argued that his death symbolizes the persecution of the revolutionaries by the 

reactionary ~ 0 w e r s . l ~ ~  The Japanese scholar Katayarna argues that the I persona's death in 

the poem is an incorporation of Lu Xun's own viewpoint on "evoiution," because his death is 

exchanged for the resurrection of the "dead fire?3 

1 3 9 ~ e o  Ou-fan Lee, Voicesfiorn the lron H o m ,  1987, p. 100. 
I4O~ee Ou-fan Lee, "Lu Xun yu xiandai yishu yishi" @&-ffaffz%aiE (Lu Xun and the consciousness of 
modem art), in Tiewzchong de nahan BEqmPfi@ (Voices fiom the Iron House), Taibei: shidai fengyun 
chubanshe, 1 995, p. 296. 
14Sun Yushi f iZ6,  Lu Xun Yecao chongshi. VI1 @E!@@f 8, & (Re-interpretation of Lu Xun's Wild 
Grass, VII), Lu Xun yanjiu yuekun @Ï&@f%fl 'frj (Lu Xun study monthly), no. 7, 1996, p. 36. 
1 4 2 ~ i  Helin qmi&ti, Lu Xun Yecao rhushi +3Ll!f@SR (Annotation and interpretation o f  Lu Xun's Wild 
Grass), 1973, p. 95. 
143~atayama Tomoyuki @ j?, Rojin ymo zenyrku @Ï&!!fqef$ ( A  complete explanation o f  Lu Xun's 
Wild Grass), 199 1, p. 7 1. 
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overcomes the pessimism and hesitation that the shadow, the beggar, and the passerby have 

displayed in the previous poems, and at last accepts the "dead fire" bravely - the only major 

image in Wild Grass that represents brightness, warmth, vitality, love, and hope. 

"The Doa's Retort" IGou de boiie. ~ ~ - % ~ i $ ) ' "  

This poem is the shortest one in WiId Grass. It reads as follows: 

1 dreamed I was waiking in a narrow Iane, my clothes in rags, like a beggar. 
A dog started barking behind me. 
I looked back contemptuously and shouted at him: 
"Bah! Shut up! You, sycophantic dog!" 
He sniggered. 
"Oh no!" he said. "I'm not up to man in that respect." 
"What!" Quite outraged, I felt that this was the supreme insult. 
"I'm ashamed to Say I still don't know how to distinguish between copper and silver, 

between silk and cloth, between officiais and common citizens. between masters and 
their slaves, between. . . ." 

I turned and fled. 
"What a bit! Let us talk some more . . ." From behind he urged me loudly to stay. 
But I ran straight on as fast as 1 could. until I had run right out of my dream and was 

back in my own bed. "' 

The poem reflects Lu Xun's meditations on the basic nature of the human condition. a 

controveeiai topic that many great writers and thinkers have discussed and categonzed. 

Some delineated human nature as glorious and majestic. in the Book of Genesis, the human 

race is declared to be created in God's own image."' in the era of the Renaissance, man was 

hailed as a work of nobility and beauty: 

'%is poem was written on Apri123, 1925 and published in Yusi Sg, no. 25, May 4, 1925. 
147 MQJ, vol. 2, p. 198, the Yang' translation in LXSW, vol. 1,345. 
'481Vw World Transiation of the Ho& Scriptures, New York: Watchtower Bible And Tract Society of New 
York, Inc., 1984, p. 8. 
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What a piece of work is a man! how noble in reason! how infinite in faculty! in form 
and moving how express and admirable! in action how like an angel! in apprehension 
how like a god! the beauty of the world! the paragon of animals! I J 9  

In the era of romantic Merature. a negative idea on the human condition was pungently 

expressed by Lord Byron in his "Inscription on the Monument of a Newfoundland Dog," 

which reads: 

Oh man! thou Feeble tenant of an hour, 
Debased by slavery, or compt by power, 
Who knows thee well must quit thee with disgust, 
Degraded mass of animated dust!I5O 

The intent behind Byron's poem and Lu Xun's "The Dog's Retort" are strikingly similar. 

Byron portrays the hurnan being as a disgusting creature by metaphorically denouncing a dog, 

while Lu Xun describes man's defeat in a metaphysical discussion with a dog because of his 

moral inferiority. Both examine the hurnanity negatively and conclude that humankind's 

moral quality is worse than that of a dog. 

Crass materialism causes humans to pursue wealth - "to distinguish between copper 

and silver." The sense of vanity causes humans to pursue undeserved reputation - "to 

distinguish between silk and cloth." Admiration of power causes humans to pursue high 

ranking officialdom - "to distinguish between oficials and common citizens." And the 

nature of cunying favor with the powerfûl causes humans to be servile to their superiors and 

tyrannical to their subordinates - "to distinguish between masters and their slaves." 

149 Shakespeare, Hamfet, act 2, scene 2. 
" O ~ e o r ~ e  Gordon, Lord Byron. Seiected W o r k  Revised and Enlarged, edited by Edward E. Bostetter, New 
York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1972, p. 5. 
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The imperfect nature of human beings is exposed in the poem. Lu Xun's meditations on 

human nature find an echo in Bertrand Russell's opinion of the poor job God has done in his 

evolution of the human species: 

If 1 were granted omniscience. and millions of years to experiment, 1 should not think 
Man much to boast of as the final result of my efforts."' 

"After Death (Sihou, RE)"' 

In a unique ciream of fantasy, Lu Xun imagines that he dies; his motor newes paralyzes, 

but his sensations still remain. As Lu Xun's persona, the first penon protagonist seerns also a 

beggar. After he dies by the roadside, he is dressed in gave  clothes donated by somebody 

and put into a coEn by the police. It was common to see nameless bodies by the roadside in 

mid-1920s Beijing. This sort of scene has also been described by Lu Xun in his story "The 

Br~thers."'~~ 

Lu Xun transplants himself into this situation in "After Death," where he has no 

obvious aim to denounce social evils, only to reveal his anxiety about what others would Say 

about him after his death: 

I felt a sudden longing to hear what they were saying. But just then 1 remembered 
how in my life time 1 used to Say that criticism was not worth troubling about. Perhaps 
I didn't mean what I said: no sooner was I dead than I betrayed myself. But though 1 
went on listening, 1 could not reach any conclusion, for the remarks seemed Iittie more 
than this: 

"Dead, huh? . . ." 
"Uhhuh! . . ." 
"WelI! . . ." 
"Dear me. . . . Too bad. . . ." lS4 

- - - - 

LS I Bertrand Russell, Religion andscience, London: Oxford University Press, 1949, p. 222. 
'"This poem was written on July 12, 1925 and published in Ymi no. 36, July 20, 1925. 
' 5 3 ~ ~ ~ ,  vol. 2, pp. 13243. 
' Y ~ ~ ,  vol. 2, p. 2 10, the Yangs' translation in LXSW, vol. 1, p. 350. 
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Seveml Ries land on the I persona's face, licking his nose and lips. He is greatiy 

disgusted by this. He wants to tell the flies: "1 am not a celebrïty, sir. You dont have to seek 

me out to find material for your gossip co l~mn . " '~  But he cannot speak out. When the coffin 

lid is closed. the flies fly away and Say, "What a pity!" The flies' words almost make him 

"pass out with indignation. " '56 

Finally nailed into the cofin, the 1 persona thinks: "This time 1 shail be knocking into 

six walls. 1 am nailed in as well. This is realiy the end."'" "To be knocking on six wails and 

nailed in as well" (liumian pengbi, waijia dingzi, fiii%@g. P E f i f f f l ? )  is a Chinese allusion 

meaning "extremely bad luck." By using it Lu Xun metaphorizes his awkward predicarnent 

like being sealed into a cofin alive without any hope of escape. The half-alive and half-dead 

situation is also a metaphorical presentation of Lu Xun's own Iife. 

The tragedy is that even after his death, he still cannot be free from being disturbed by 

"the flies." who may be a metaphor for those picky newspapermen or cntics. Lu Xun once 

wrote an essay "Soldiers and Flies" (Zhanshi he cangying, & f . $ R ~ ! @ )  to satirize them in 

March 1925, that is four months before he wrote "Afier Death."ls8 They eagerly want to find 

materials about celebrities for their "gossip column." The I persona also hem somebody 

asking: "Why would he die here?"IJ9 Immediately, he realizes that he does not even have a 

right to die of his own fiee will: 

I used to think that although people do not have the right to exist on the earth at their 
own will, but they have the right to die at their own will. Now I leam this is not the 
case. My death is also very hard to please everyone.lM 

"'lbid.. p. 2 10, the Yangs' translation in LXSW, vol. 1 .  p. 350. 
156~bid., pp. 210-1. the Yangs' translation in W5W, vol. 1, p. 350. 
'"lbid., p. 2 1 1 ,  the Yangs' translation in MSW, vol. 1, p. 35 1 .  
"'LU Xun. "Zhanshi he cangying" (Soldien and flies), in LXQJ, vol. 3. pp. 38-9. 
159 LXQJ, vol. 2, p. 21 1 ,  the Yangs' translation in M W ,  vol. 1 ,  p. 351. 
1 6 0 ~ ~ ~ ,  vol. 2, p. 21 1, the Yangs' translation in LXSW, vol. 1 ,  p. 351. 
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Finally he decides to keep his death fiom his foes, because he is "unwilling to give them 

a little pleasure for fiee."'6' 

"AAer Death" is perhaps the only poem in the whole collection that has a tint of hurnor. 

Within an overall surredistic framework. there are a nurnber of realistic, vividly-described 

details. The humorous tone alleviates its general gloom and makes it somewhat light reading. 

T'si-an Hsia points out: "Lu Hsün seemed to be an expert in depicting death's ugliness, not 

only in his poem-in-prose, but also in his short stories."'" He d s o  summarizes the main 

aspect of Lu Xun's depiction of death, namely: "In his public utterances and creative writings, 

Lu Hsün did not seem to be so much horrified by death itself as by death as the syrnbol of a 

bygone age."'63 

Tsi-an Hsia's remarks are appropriate, especially for the poems from Wi[d Grass. Lu 

Xun's anxiety about the bygone age is obviously embodied in "Hope," "Snow," and "The 

Passerby." The death depicted in "After Death," however, is not so scary and ugiy. At the 

end, for instance, the I persona feels happy with his death like a shadow without informing 

his foes. In exultation, he wants to cry. "No tears corne, though. afler all. There is a sort of 

flash before my eyes, and 1 sit up."'" 

In "After Death" what Lu Xun womed about most was neither his bygone age nor 

death, but his reputation with the public after death. His anxiety was shown not only in the 

poem but also in his private Letters. Although in a letter he says: "Prestige after death is not 

as good as a glass of wine in the present,"16' in the poem he adrnits otherwise: "In my life time 

1 used to Say that criticism was not worth troubling about. Perhaps 1 didn't mean what 1 said: 

no sooner was 1 dead than 1 betrayed my~el f . " '~  Actually, as a famous and controversial 

' 6 ' ~ ~ ~ ~ ,  vol. 2, p. 2 13, the Yangs' translation in W5W, vol. 1, p. 353. 
1 6 ' ~ .  A. Hsia, The Gate of Darkness, 1968, p. 153. 
'63~bid., p. 153. 
164 MQJ, vol. 2, p. 213, the Yangs' translation in USW, vol. 1 ,  p. 353. 
I6'~u Xun, a letter to Xu Guangping dated Nov. 18, 1926, in Zhou Haiying ed., Liangdishu yuanrin 
ma*Rfg (The originals of The Letters From Two Places), p. 233. 
' 6 6 M ~ ~ ,  vol. 2, p. 110, the Yangs' translation in M W ,  vol. 1 ,  p. 350. 



CHAPTER 3, PHILOSOPHICAL MEDITATIONS 1 O3 

writer in the mid-1 WO's, Lu Xun cared about his prestige very rnuch. in another letter he said 

there were many hesitations in his mind: "These hesitations come mostiy from my lik, and 

some come frorn my status. This so called status refers to the M e  bit of work that 1 did 

before." 16' 

This is the theme of the poem, and we can take the black hurnor in it as supporting 

evidence. When a messenger of the Boguzhai Book Shop brings him a classical book in a 

Ming dynasty edition after his death, the 1 persona forgets that he is unable to speak at this 

moment and says to the rnessenger: "Can't you see what condition I'm in? What use do I have 

for Ming dynasty editions?"'" Lu Xun's meaning seems to be clear here: What Pm wonying 

about is my reputation afler death. How c m  I still care about something else like an ancient 

edition? 

Summarv 

In a general symbolic framework in Wild Grass, Lu Xun portrays the conflict between 

his unsatisfactory existence and suppressed vitaiity. Life described in the poems is dark like 

a "dark night" ("Hope"). Sometimes the protagonist is a "shadow." who "is wandering 

between Iight and darkness" ("Shadow"). Sometimes the protagonist lives "like a shadow in 

the vanity which is neither light nor darkness" ("Hope"). Even if the protagonist dies, he dies 

"like a shadow" ("Afier Death"). In Wild Grass the "shadow" is an important image to 

highlight the darkness, meaninglessness, and hopelessness of Lu Xun's life. 

Life in Wild Grass is not only characterized by darkness, but also by coldness. The 

beggars are begging in the cold autumn wind ("Beggars"). Even in the spnng, Lu Xun feels 

that he is surrounded by dread winter that is offering him "its utmost rigor and coldness" 

I6'~u Xun, a lener to Xu Guangping dated Nov. 28, 1926, in Zhou Haiying RB%! ed.. Liongdishuponxin 
(The originals of The Letfers From Two Places), p. 250. 

l e L Y ~ ~ ,  vol. 2, p. 2 13, the Yangs' translation in W(SW, vol. 1, p. 352. 
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("Kite"). His vitality is frozen into a "dead fire" in "the valley of ice" ("Dead Fire"). And 

even Lu Xun's departed youth is one that is "sad, cold, and uncertain" ("Hope"). 

in a \vise illumination, Lu Xun presents his figurative meditations on death. Death is 

approaching al1 the time and inescapable. No matter who they are, the old man or the little 

girl, and no marter how they act, to remet from life like the oid man or keep on going like the 

passerby, their journey of life always leads to an absolute destination - death ("Passerby"). 

Life is too short: just like a temporarily buming fire, it will bum out at last ("Dead Fire"). Lu 

Xun laments the short duration of his life - hastening across the uncertain world, in a flash 

he is growing old ("Hope"). Even if the protagonist wants to release his suppressed vitality 

- to receive "dead fire" and to leave "the valley of ice," the result is still his death ("Dead 

Fire"). 

Because life is characterized by darkness, coldness, and approaching death, it is in the 

final analysis absurd and meaningless. As the passerby cornplains, there is no place without 

celebrities, landlords, expulsion, cages, sham smiles, and hypocritical tears ("Passerby"). 

Accordingly many protagonists seem to be thrown into a totally hopeless world. They are 

entirely alienated. In their minds, there is no "love and hate, joy and sadness, or color and 

sound" ("Hope"). People cannot relate to each other ("Beggars"). even brothers have no 

mutual understanding ("Kite"). Unavoidably, under these circurnstances, many protagonists 

fa11 into deep pessimism (" S hadow," "Beggars," and "Kite"). 

Because of life's absurdity, the protagonists in various predicaments are forced to face 

their own paradoxes: The "shadow" covets a facewell, but he cannot go anywhere except 

"Nowhere" (wudi, %& in "Shadow"). The beggar yearns for alms, but he can acquire 

nothing except for "Nothingness" (xuwu, &% in "Beggars"). Overlaid by "the dark night," 

Lu Xun's persona, however, fails to spot it. When he decides to "grapple with the dark 

night," he can only grapple with it in "Vanity" (xuwang, @% in "Hope"). instead of the 

forgiveness he craves, the 1 person in "Kite" can only receive "a lie," which sinks him into a 
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heavier burden of guilt. The passerby urgently needs "blood" and other "alrns" to refresh 

himself, but he lacks the freedom to accept them ("Passerby"). The "dead fire" has no other 

choice except either to be fiozen to death or to bum out ("Dead Fire"). The 1 persona in 

"Mer  Death" Iives in a situation of half-life and half-death. Ai1 these paradoxes that Lu Xun 

conceives in some Wild Grass poems epitomize his own annoying existence in the mid- 

1920s. 

Ln the face of these paradoxes, the most significant characteristic of the protagonists' 

state of mind is their attempt to escape. The "shadow" would raîher escape into "Nowhere" 

than linger "between light and darhess." Together with the "dead fxe," the f i t  person 

wanderer strives to flee "the valley of ice" ("Dead Fire"). The 1 persona in "Kite" desires to 

"hide in dread winter." Before an aggressive dog, the defeated human debater runs away in 

panic ("Dogls Retort"). The passerby takes flight fiom the place where he was and 

determines never to return ("Passerby"). The 1 persona in "After Death" escapes to death, but 

still unsatisfied, then he escapes back to life again. 

Another characteristic of the protagonists is their belittled images. In Wild Grass 

poerns, hardly any are portrayed as heroes and alrnost none of their actions are heroic. They 

are a shadow ("Shadow"), a prostitute ("Decrepit Line"), and, more fiequently, a beggar. 

They are aged and weak ("Hope"), or sad and remorseful ("Kite"), or incompetent and trivial 

("Dog's Retort"). This technique of belittling characters demonstrates not only Lu Xun's 

indignation at his absurd existence, but also his psychological dignity to resist his humiliation 

by it. 

To surn up, Lu Xun's existence incorporated in Wild Grass is an inextricable despair. 

He seems to have reached a crucial juncture of his life - like the "dead fire" - either to 

endure the rest of his life, like being fiozen to death in the ice valley or restart it, by leaving 

the valley and burning out. It is precisely because of the inextricable despair that Lu Xun 

resorts to his will, as is expressed in many poems. The shadow has a will to leave 
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("Shadow"). The beggar wants to pluck up his courage to go begging ("Beggars"). In "Hope" 

the 1 persona, though aging, is still eager to search for "the youth outside." The passerby does 

not give up his will to life and stubbornly keeps on going. Many protagonists in Wilrl Grars, 

if examined as a series, hlfill a transition fiom hesitancy to action. Afier the I persona 

decides to fight alone against the dark Nght in "Hope," he finally obtains the "dead Bre" 

("Dead Fire"). 

The theme of valuing the ego, human will, vitality, and the meaning of life has been 

surnrnarized by Lu Xun hirnself in the "Inscription" (Tici, as) to Wild  gras^,"^ in which he 

wntes: 

The past Iife is already dead. And in its passing 1 find happiness. because in this 1 
know that 1 am yet alive. The dead life is already rotten. decayed. And in its decay I 
am greatly pleased, because in this 1 know that 1 am not yet a void. 

Discarded upon the ground the clay of life (shengming de ni, ?k&M*@) gives no 
birth to stately trees; it enlivens only wild gras, and this is my transgres~ion.'~~ 

"The clay of life" is Lu Xun's pesonal allusion, which takes its source from the Chinese 

legend of the goddess Nüwa's (&&) creating mankind with clay.17' Lu Xun's story "Buzhou 

Mountain (Buhou shan, &W LLI),'" which describes the story of Nüwa's creation in detail, 

was - he said - written for the purpose of applying "Freud's theory to explain the genesis 

of both man and literature."'" in the preface to Wild Grass, by employing the legend again, 

implicitly Lu Xun explains the genesis of Wild Grass - It is in "the clay of life" that Wild 

Grass grows, or in other words, it is a genuine record of his own hstration and private 

16'1t was h n e n  on April26, 1927 and published in Yusi sg no. 138, July 2. 1927. 
1 70 LXQJ, vol. 2, p. 159, Schultz's translation in "Lu Hsiln, The Creative Years," unpublished Ph. D. dissertation. 
University of Washington, 1955, p. 297. 
171~ingshao EgP (fl. 180). Fengsu rong W@a (Guidance of mores). See Meng Guanglai and Han 
Rixin $% % ed., Gushixinbian yanjiu zilioo i!&$%%@fRsp4 (Research materials for O(d Tales Remi& 
Shandong wenyi chubanshe, 1984, p- 70. 
'"~t was written in 1922, re-entitled as "Butian" )b% (Mending the s l q )  in 1930, and now is included in the 
story collection Old Tula Retold. See LXQJ, vol. 2, pp. 345-356. 
'"LU Xun, "Gushi xinbian xuyan" hem%%@a (A preface to Old Taies Retold), vol. 2, p. 341. 



CHAPTER 3, PHILOSOPHICAL MEDITATIONS I 07 

feelings in the mid-1920s. WiId Grass was created at the tirne Lu Xun was atternpting to 

release his suppressed vitality and start a new life. The creation of Wild Grass appeaa to 

have been Kuriyagawa's theory in practice: "The mental anguish and turmoil which result 

fiom a suppressed vitality becomes the root of literature and art." '" 
Wild Grass is the poetry of Lu Xun's life and his philosophy of life. The theme of valuing 

the ego, will to life. and the meaning of human existence in Wild Grass becomes manifest. 

1 74 Lu Xun, "Kumen de xiangzheng, yinyan" ?91i18S#k@, $1 3 (Preface to Symbols of Mental Anguish), LX@, 
vol. 10, p. 232. 



Chapter 4, Emotional Dilemma between Love and Moral Responsibility 

Lu Xun was bom in a wealthy gentry family in southem China in 188 1. His grandfather 

possessed the highest degree of Jinshi (Bk) in the civic service examination system and 

was a Qing government official. Lu Xun's father passed the primary Ievel in the 

exarninations and showed much promise as a scholar and official, like Lu Xun's grandfather. 

Lu Xun had a happy and carefiee childhood. In 1893, when he was thirteen years old, 

misfortune &Il on the Zhou clan. In that year, charged with bnbery, his grandfather was 

sentenced to death but later reprieved by the emperor. His father, who was aiso implicated in 

this case, was deprived of his Xiucai (%$) degree. M e r  that Lu Xun's family suffered 

various miseries and lived in humiliation and financial stress for many years. When Lu Xun 

was sixteen, his father died. Two years later he went to Nanjing to study in the Jiangnan 

Naval Academy. a Western-style school established by some Qing oficials who were dubbed 

the "Foreign Affairs School" for advocating reform and self-strengthening by means of 

learning Western science and technology. At that time very few youths wanted to enter this 

kind of school, because in the public eye, it was not a "proper thing" to study "foreign 

affairs." But Lu Xun seemed to have no other choice. He recalled his feelings of having no- 

way-out in a later essay: 

My eagemess to go to Nanjing and study in the Jiangnan Naval Academy seems to have 
s h o w  a desire to sûike out for a different road and escape to a different land to find 
people of a different kind. . . . For at that time the proper thing was to study the classics 
and take the official examinations. Anyone who studied foreign &airs was regarded by 
the public as someone who could find no way out and was forced to sel1 his sou1 to 
foreign devils. 1 

ILU Xun, "Nahan zixu" u@@ $ @ (Self-Preface to Caii ro Arms), LXgJ, vol. 1, p. 4 15, Yang Xianyi and GIadys 
Yang' translation in Lu Xun Selecred Works, Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1956, vol. 2, p. 34. Hereafter 
LXS W. 
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When Lu Xun was in Nanjing, his rnother started to arrange a marrïage for him. At that 

time, the marriage of minors was always arranged by their parents. The bride to be was Zhu 

An, kom a wealthy family in Shaoxing and two years senior to Lu Xun. According to Zhou 

Zuoren's diaries, in June of 1 899, Lu Xun's mother, two of Zhu An's relatives. and tu O go- 

betweens set off together in two rented boats to watch the local operas in a village nearby. 

This rnight have been the beginning of the mamage arrangements between these two 

farnilies.2 In March 1901 the Zhou farnily sent messengers to the Zhu farnily to inquire about 

Zhu An's birthday. According to the custom in Shaoxing, this was a very important step in 

fulfilling the marriage arrangements, because only after this could a date for the wedding 

ceremony be set. Some scholars view the event as Lu Xun and Zhu An's engagement.) 

in 1900, d e r  the Boxer Rebellion (1 899-1900) had been suppressed, the Qing 

government granted a special amnesty to a number of prisoners in order to win public 

support. Lu Xun's grandfather obtained remission and returned home in 190 1. In the next 

year, Lu Xun was selected to study in bpan  under the sponsoship of the Qing government. 

These two events brought a ray of hope to the miserable Zhou îàmily. Under these 

circumstances, Lu Xun's mother speeded up the marriage arrangement. in 1903 when Lu 

Xun was in Japan, his mother informed him of the engagement that she had fixed for him. 

Lu Xun disagreed at first and requested that Zhu An rnarry another. But his mother insisted, 

because if the Zhou farnily broke off the engagement, it would be a humiliation to both 

families and especially to Zhu An, who would face the plight of nobody else wanting to 

many her.4 So Lu Xun's mother asked Zhou Guanwu ()?ij%Z), Lu Xun's uncle, to write a 

letter to persuade him to accept this engagement. Although Lu Xun was reluctant to marry an 

2 ~ i  Yunjing Lu Xun de hunyin yu jiating, @PE!#@i$%s (Lu Xun's marriage and family), Beij in$: 
shiyue wenyi chubanshe, I W O ,  p. 1 8. 
,1bid., p. 19. 
4This is according to the statement o f  Zhou Guanwu Hzh, Lu Xun's uncle, who had a hand in the marital 
arrangements at the request o f  Lu Xun's mother. See Xue Suizhi #EZ and others ed., Lu Xun shengping 
shiliao huibian, #iR&'f!&$$ iC% ( A  collection of the histoncal materiais o f  Lu Xun's career), Tianjin renmin 
chubanshe, 1983, vol. 1, p. 107. 
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unknown and uneducated woman, he could not disobey his mother. Zhou Jianren (MgA), 

Lu Xun's youngest brother, recalled once: 

1 don't not know when Mother made the engagement for my eldest brother. He himself 
didn't know either. Because marriages had to be a m g e d  by parents, my eldest brother 
could not ask about it. Afier my eldest brother became aware of it, he only asked that 
the woman loosen her bound feet and be literate. Except for these things, there was 
nothing else he could say.5 

in the sarne year Lu Xun wrote a classical style poem "Personally hscribed on a Small 

Picture" (Ziti xiaoxiang, $ @II\{@), which is subject to a wide variety of interpretations. In 

mainland China it has ofien been cited as evidence to pinpoint chronologically the beginnings 

of Lu Xun's revolutionary consciousness.6 Among various interpretations, a unique one was 

put forth by Xi Jin, who argues that the poem expresses Lu Xun's disappointment in the 

engagement after he was made aware of it.' I consider this interpretation an acceptable one. 

Following his argument, 1 have tried to translate the poem as follows: 

My heart has no way 
to dodge the God of Love's arrows. 
Storms strike like big rocks 
and my hometown is in darkness. 
To cold stars I entrust my feelings, 
which my mother fails to recognize. 
1 am to sacrifice my blood 
to Xuan Yuan, the ancestor of our racess 

s ~ h o u  Jianren Hgh, Lu Xun gujiu de baiho @Sh(tgB(J@$% (The decline of Lu Xun's old family), Hunan 
renmin chubanshe, 1984, p. 240. 
6 ~ o n  Eugene von Kowallis, The Lyrical Lu Xun - A  Study of His ClersicaISfyie Verse, Honolulu: University of 
Hawaii Press, 1996, p. 100. 
'xi Jin @&, "Lu Xun shi benshi" @I-%*s (Stories behind Lu Xun's poems), W e m e  yuekan *%fi -Pj 
(The literature monthty), November 1956, p. 9. 
~ U Q J ,  vol. 7, p. 423. Jon KowaIlis has another translation, which reads: "The spirit tower holds no plan 1 to 
dodge the arrows of gods or man; 1 These storms that strike like rocks a-fa11 / enshroud our land in their 
darkening pall. 1 A shooting star might convey men's will, / but the Fragrant One lacks judgrnent still; / So I 
shall offer my blood up for / Xuan Yuan, our progenitor." See his The Lyrical Lu Xun, 1996, p. 102. 
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In the summer of 1906, at the request of his mother, Lu Xun retunied fiom Japan to his 

hometown. Because of constant pressure from the Zhu farnily, his mother used illness as a 

pretext to cal1 her son back for the wedding ceremony? At the time Lu Xun was twenty-six 

years old and Zhu An twenty-eight. 

Why did Lu Xun accept an unsatisfactory mamiage? To this question, Xu Guangping 

once provided an explanation. She said: "It was a revolutionary era, Lu Xun thought that he 

would die sooner or later. Since his mother wanted a Company. he acted at his mother's 

Xu Guangping's explanation is hard to substantiate. Around 1906 Lu Xun was 

primarily engaged in literary activities in Japan. He was not a professional revolutionary like 

his fellow townsmen Xu Xilin (f$?@$~, 1879- 1907) and Qiu Jin (@&, 1872-1 907). His 

literary activities were not endangering his life. There existed no problem regarding death for 

Lu Xun as Xu Guangping alleged. Although Xu Guangping's statement does not hold much 

water, it is often quoted by some mainland Chinese scholars." 

It seems to me that Lu Xun obeyed his mother to marry Zhu An mainly for the purpose 

of fulfilling the traditional obligations to be a filial son and a responsible husband. This 

obedience proved to be a big mistake in his life and brought him enormous grief. As he 

admitted twenty years later: "The mistake throughout my life is that 1 didn't plan it but obeyed 

al1 that othen arranged. . . . Therefore hundreds of troubles ensued and 1 feel very 

9 ~ u  Fang @%, "Fengj ian hunyin de xishengzhe - Lu Xun xiansheng he Zhu furen" &f&!#!@t&#?$k% - 
@-Ï&%%@%%h (The victims of the feudalistic marriage - Mr. Lu Xun and Madarn Zhu," in Xue Suizhi 
l&%Z and others ed., Lu Xun shengping shiliao huibian, #iB&'f$!$lh% (A collection of the historical 
materials of Lu Xun's career), Tianjin renmin chubanshe, 1983, vol. 3, p.483. 
1 O Shan Yanyi q@X, "Lu Xun shi ziti xiaoxiang tansuo" $ E@I\@63$% (An exploration of Lu Xun's 
poem "Personally Inscribed on a Small Picrure"), Jinriu cankao ziliao %i&B%R$$ (Reference for teachers' 
studies), %fÈft$!$$&@m%l&%%@ij, i 977, na. t . Also see Xue Suizhi @%? and others ed.. Lu Xun 
shengping shiliao hlribian, ~ B ~ ~ $ ! $ ~ i ~  (A collection of the historical materials of Lu Xun's career), 
Tianjin renmin chubanshe, 1983, vol. 1, p. 107. 
I I  Liao Zidong e@F%, "Shilun Lu Xun de jiating, hunyin he  aiqing dui ta de sixiang yingxiang" xit@iR@ 
%@, @~%&fffX~&iitJ,E!.$E!%@J (On Lu Xun's family, marriage, and love as well as their influence on his 
thought), Lzr ,Yunyanjiu @XR.WFR (Lu Xun Studies), Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe, 1983, vol. 7. p. 97. 
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fkstrated."" Although the remark concems his own "mistake~" it does contain an opaque 

cornplaint about his mother and the marriage she arranged for him. At the very beginiiing, Lu 

Xun could not escape fiom the moral responsibilities that his mother set upon him. Even 

prior to the wedding, he had to make sacrifices. 

Eventually Lu Xun was unable to conceal h is  disappointment in the maniage. Three 

days after the wedding he lefi his bride behind and sailed for Japan. Perhaps in his mind he 

never considered Zhu An his wife, only his mother's cornpanion. He called the wedding a 

ceremony in which "Mother takes a daughter-in-law."13 

The misfortme of Lu Xun's marriage became a huge psychological and emotional 

burden, which, in Jon Kowallis's words, "must have weighted heavily on him . . . and indeed 

continued to h a u t  him for the remainder of his life."'' During a long period of twenty years, 

Lu Xun lived with his wife nominally as a couple with no substance of real marriage. Yu 

Dafù, a famous writer and Lu Xun's fi-iend, once teased Lu Xun, saying the reason he did not 

Wear cotton-padded trousers during the cold winters in Beijing was to dampen his sexual 

desire. l5 

In Chapter Three I discussed the estrangement between Lu Xun and his brother. This 

event happened in July 1923. H d f  a month later, Lu Xun moved out the compound that he 

had shared with Zhou Zuoren's family. Before the move, he suggested that Zhu An leave 

Beijing and return to Shaoxing to live with her relatives, but she rehised.16 If Lu Xun forced 

"LU Xun, a letter to Xu Guangping dated Nov. 28. 1926, in Liangdishu yzramin W&#Efg (The originals of 
The Letters From Two Places). Zhou Haiying Bi$% ed., 1984, p. 250. 
"This is according to Xu Guangping's statement. See Liao Zidong @?%, Shilun Lu Xun de jiating, hunyin he 
aiqing dui ta de sixiang yingxiang, Sik+jEBtlliCB, mf%fiIn#X;f&&.E.Ei.R$a. (On Lu Xun's family, 
mamiage, and Iove as well as their influence on his thought), Lu Xun yanjiu $liR@% (Lu Xun Studies) 
Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe, 1983, vol. 7. p. 97. 
14 Jon Kowallis, The Lyrical Lu Xun - A  Study of His Chsical-Styfe Verse, Honolulu: University of Hawaii 
Press, 1996, p. 2 1. 
'*YU Dafu mi&%, "Huiyi Lu Xun" WtL-f%& (Rernernbering Lu Xun). Yu Dafu wenji fiP&k*#Z (Literary 
collection of Yu Dafü), Hong Kong: Sanlian shudian, vol. 4, p. 206, 
'VU Fang 6% "Fengjian hunyin de xishengzhe - Lu Xun xiansheng he Zhu furen" #@@~BIQ(J%!!@ki!? - 
&B%&@%%A. (The victims of the feudalistic rnarriage - Mr. Lu Xun and Mrs. Zhu), in Xue Suizhi 
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Zhu An back to her hometown, according to the custom in Shaoxing, that would mean 

"divorcing a wife" (xiuqi #%). It was considered a great humiliation to both the wife and 

the wife's parental family. Not al1 divorced wives could stand this humiliation. As a result 

many would commit suicide." 

Although some of Lu Xun's fiiends and students such as Sun Fuyuan, Zhang Chuandao. 

and Chang Weijun often suggested that Lu Xun should send Zhu An back to her parental 

home, Lu Xun findly did not do as they suggested.'' Perhaps Lu Xun's sense of mord 

responsibility prevented him fiom forcing Zhu An to leave and face despair. 

Lu Xun's displeasing mmiage lasted until March 1925 when he began receiving letters 

from Xu Guangping, a fernale student of his, who expressed admiration and love for her 

teacher in her letters. Their affair developed rapidly, and some scholars consider they 

consummated their love in the summer of 1 9 2 P 9  

From the very outset of Lu Xun's romantic involvement with Xu Guangping, he was 

faced with the dilernrna of love versus moral responsibility. Lu Xun was a married, middle- 

aged scholar, while Xu Guangping was his student and eighteen years younger. At that time. 

an arranged marriage was not necessarily a justifiable reason to divorce a wife. Many famous 

leaders of the New Culture Movement, such as Cai Yuanpei, Chen Duxiu, Li Dazhao, and Hu 

Shi ail had an arranged marriage. Al1 of them accepted it, and rnaintained it throughout their 

lives. Before the New Culture Movement, few women in China received an education and 

aimost none had a professionai career. A woman had to rely on her parents before getting 

married and her husband after maniage. At that time almost no marriages happened without 

being arranged. 
- -  - 

#@& and othen ed., Lu Xun shengping shiiiao huibian, @S&yeRiE$ (A coiiection of the historical 
materials of Lu Xun's career), Tianjin renmin chubanshe, 1983, vol. 3, p, 480. 
"lbid., p. 484. 
l81bid., pp. 483-4. 
I9 ~ a n g  Dehou I%#E, Liangdishu yanjiu Wa;#@R (A snidy of The Letfers between Two Places), Tianj in 
renmin chubanshe, 1982, p. 324; and You Yang XR, "Yecao; yige teshu xulie" Be: --?!&%@$II (Wifd 
Grass, a specific series), in Lu Xun yanjiu yuekan @i&WfRfi Tfil (Lu Xun Study monthly), 1993, no. 5, p. 23. 
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In 1920s China it was still legal and usual for a man to take concubines, as long as he 

was economically able. But Lu Xun, as a radical critic of inhuman traditional morality from 

feet-binding to concubinage in pre-modem China, would never deign to practice a compt 

custom hirnself. Lu Xun cherished Xu Guangpingts love very much. He certainly did not 

want to reject it. Love is a boon to human beings: its power can not only raise people up 

rnorally and psychologically, but also mitigate trouble. Xu Guangping's love had almost a 

remedial power to moderate Lu Xun's life tribulations. But how to deal with his f lair  with 

Xu Guangping in a way that would not seriously hami Zhu An became a conundrum for Lu 

Xun. This conundrum which 1 cal1 the emotional dilemma of love and moral responsibility is 

embodied implicitly yet adequately in many Wild Grass poems. 

Xu Guangping became Lu Xun's student in September 1923 and it is evident that they 

knew each other well before Lu Xun started writing Wild Grass in September 1924. The 

majority of the collection was written during their secret romantic involvement and certainly 

contains Lu Xun's most private feelings. 1 would like to argue that in a sense, it is love that 

inspired Lu Xun to compose some of the elusive Wild Grass poems. 

The Japanese critic Katayama Tomoyuki points out: " Without scholars' annotation and 

interpretation, in the reading of Wild Grass it is hard to access Lu Xun's real intentions. Even 

for scholars, it is dificult to interpret al1 twenty-four pieces of Wild Grass."~O The 

interpretive difficulty lies mainly in the oblique nature of these prose poems. Lu Xun himself 

once stated, "Since it was dificult to speak out directly at the time, occasionally the phrasing 

[of Wild Grass] is very opaque."" If readers want to access Lu Xun's real intention, fist  they 

have to understand the "opaque" phrasing that Lu Xun deliberately employed in Wild Grass. 

20~atayama Tomoyuki # Q fi, Rojin yaso zenyaku #&i&B$Ê& ( A  complete interpretation of Lu Xun's 
Wild Grass), 1 99 1. p. 278. His twenty-four pieces include the "Pre face." 
2 1 ~ ~  Xun, "Yecao yingwen yiben xu" $!f@g**$Fj: (A preface to the Engiish edition of Yecao), LYQJ, vol. 
4. p. 356. 
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According to the theory of intertextuality, "any one literary text is inseparably inter- 

involved with other texts, whether by its open or covert citations and allusions, or by its 

assimilation of the formal and substantive features of an earlier text or texts. or simply by its 

unavoidable participation in the cornrnon stock of linguistic and literary conventions and 

procedures that are 'always dready' in place and constitute the discourses into which we are 

bom."z in this light Lu Xun's Wild Grass is not a closed system. The poems are "inter- 

involved" not only with each other to different degrees, but also with Lu Xun's other writings. 

Lu Xun's "opaque" phrasing may be regarded as his pnvate allusions. Some of h e m  are 

deliberately specialized. drawn from his private feelings and experîences. and are not 

intended to be recognized by general readea. in the foilowing andysis, 1 shall attempt to 

explore Lu Xun's private allusions embedded in Wild Grass in order to better understand his 

emotional dilernma of love and mord responsibility, the most elusive theme of Wild Grass. 

"Autumn Ninht" 

At the opening of "Autumn Night," Lu Xun writes: "Behind the wall of my backyard 

you can see two trees: one is a date tree, the other is also a date tree."" As the most 

important image of the poem, the date trees have been commonly viewed as a symbol of Lu 

Xun's unbending peeonality. However, the reason why he describes the date trees separately 

has been debated for more than half a century and there is still no widely accepted 

conclusion. As early as 1935, Li Changzhi wrote that the opening stanza "simply falls into 

odious interest? But he didn't tell his readers what he meant by the phrase "odious interest" 

nor why he used it. Without providing an expianation, Li's argument sounds arbitrary. In the 

1950s Wei Junxiu countered Li's opinion, arguing that this stanza is never of "odious 

=M. H. Abram, A Glossary ofliterary Termr, Harcourt Brace Jovanouich College Publishers, 1993. p. 285, 
original emphasis. 
2 3 ~ ~ ~ ,  vol. 2, p. 162, the Yangs' translation in LYSW vol. 1, p. 3 17. 
2 4 ~ i  Changzhi +Et, Lu Xunpipon #ï&#&# (The criticism of Lu Xun), Shanghai: Beixin shuju, 1935, p. 
136. 
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interest" but of "genuine interest." Wei Junxiu offered an assumption to support his 

argument. ln the autumnal night, he suggested, Lu Xun perhaps first saw two trees, then he 

identified them one by one as date trees. Therefore the introductory description of the date 

trees is vivid and reasonabie but never of "odious interest."" 

in the 1970s Li Helin considered that Lu Xu intentiondly employed a rhetorical 

repetition in order to highlight the date trees.26 In the 1990s the Japanese scholar Katayarna 

provided a new interpretation by associating the separately-descnbed date trees with Lu Xun's 

"sense of loneliness and isolation." He says: "It is an expression of Lu Xun's sense of 

loneliness and isolation to describe these two date trees separately?' According to him, Lu 

Xun's estrangernent from his beloved brother and his life with a dissatisfjhg wife are arnong 

the "significant elements" that account for his "sense of loneliness and isolation."'8 

Picking up where Katayama lefi off, 1 will go a step M e r  to argue that these two 

separately-descnbed date trees embody Lu Xun's dejected feelings for his marital situation 

and could be understood as metaphors for himself and his wife Zhu An. In my research. 1 

have found that no scholar has paid any attention to the fact that Lu Xun, d e r  delineating the 

appearance of the two trees, depicted the psyche of only one date tree and left the other one 

unexarnined. He did this by subtly shifting the plural pronoun "they" (tamen, f&f~'-J) into the 

singular one "heM(ta, f--). I checked three versions of the English translation and found that 

in two of them the original "he" was changed into "they" throughout the poernF9 and the third 

translation was done accurately according to the onginal.30 The translators who changed the 

z s ~ e i  Junxiu Il@%, Lu ,Yun yecao m u o ,  #iR%f@@5$? (Erploration of Lu ,kkn% Wild Grass, 1953), p. 6 .  
2 6 ~ i  Helin qm&, Lu Xun Yecao z h h i  Bi&%@&% (Annotation and interpretation of Lu Xun's WiId 
Grass), Shanxi renmin chubanshe, 1973, p. 27. 
27~atayama Tomoyuki # ~LJ @ fi, Rojin yaco zenyaku @-2@f@&#% (A complete explanation of Lu Xun's 
Wild Grass), 199 1, p. 25. 
281bid., p. 26. 
29~hey are the the Yangs' translation, in M W ,  1980, voI. 1 ,  pp. 3 17-9 and William Schultz's translation in "Lu 
Xun's Creative Years," 1955, p. 298. 
JO1t is Ng Mau-sang's translation in The Columbia Anthofogy of Modern Chinese Literatzire, Joseph S. M. Lau 
and Howard Goldblatt ed., Columbia University Press, New York, 1995, p. 595. 



CHAPTER 4, DILEMMA OF LOVE VERSUS MORALITY Il7 

original text might think that they had corrected a rninor textual mistake by making the 

nurnber of trees and pronouns agree. Actually they failed to detect Lu Xun's trkk, by which 

he distinguishes these two date trees in order to emphasize the difference between them. and 

f%rthermore. to allude to his own disaffection with his wife. 

Some extemal supporthg evidence can be found in Lu Xun's fiee style poems witten 

in 19 18. During the New Culture Movement, Lu Xun wrote five new style poems. h o n g  

them MO take a garden as subject matter and both are love poems. "Their Garden" (Tcrrnen 

de hlruyuan, {&fnmKm) describes a young man, who steak a flower from his neighbors' 

garden. But he fuially realizes that the stolen flower cm never match the neighbors' tlowers 

blossoming in the garden. He feels sad: 

Thinking about the neighbors, he fails to speak out: 
In their big garden, there are many pretty flowers.31 

The poem expresses the protagonistts admiration of others' garden and flowers. By 

contrat, in "Peach Blossom" (Taohua, &E) the first person persona's garden displays a 

different scene. As in "Autumn Night," Lu Xun aiso describes two trees in the garden: a 

peach tree and a plum tree, each occupying one side of the garden and blossoming. The 

peach tree is imtated at the 1 persona, simply because he says that the flowers of the peach 

tree are different in color from the plum tree. This makes the 1 persona feel embarrassed. He 

questions the peach tree: 

My words have not really opposed you, so why blush so ! 
Ai! Flowers have a flower's reasons, which 1 do not understand-J2 

Xun. "Tamen de huayuan" f&fnBcJ;tElZd (Their garden). WQJ,  vol. 7. p. 32. 
3 2 ~ ~  Xun. "Taohua" BER (Peach blossom), LVQJ, VOL 7, p. 3 1. 
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We see fiom this garden an inharmonious relationship between the peach tree and the plum 

tree. The persona's feelings of having no-way-out are also obviously perceptible in the poem. 

1 would like to argue that these two new style poems implicitly incorporate the author's 

marital dissatisfaction, and "Autumn Night" is not the first poem in which Lu Xun employs 

flowers. gardens. and disafTected trees as private allusions for love. marital life. and an 

inharmonious relationship between spouses. The images of the peach tree and the plum tree 

may be regarded as the f o r e m e r s  of the two date trees in "Aunimn Night." 

Lu Xun's private allusion connoted by the trees becomes more identifiable when he 

declares in the "Prefacet' to Wild Grass (Tici, a@): 'Discarded upon the ground, the clay of 

life gives no birth to stately trees; it grows only wild grass. And this is my g ~ i l t . " ~ ~  It seems 

to me that Lu Xun intentionally designs the "stately trees" and the nameless "wild p s "  as 

his private allusions to reflect his persona1 life and juxtaposes them to pinpoint his opposite 

marital and romantic expenences. 

The "wild grass," together with the wild flowers, contrasts with the "stately treest' and 

serves as an important clue to understand the rnost elusive theme of Wild Grass. "The wild 

flowers and wild grass" (yehuacao, @ E g )  first appear in the garden in " Autumn Night." 

They are suffering fiom the hardship of the environment - in the autumn night the cold 

autumn sky scatters heavy frost on them. Lu Xun describes these wild flowers and wild 

grass, especiaily a kind of plant that bears small pi& flowers, in a whole paragraph even 

prior to a detailed description of the date trees. He writes: 

I have no idea what these flowers and g r a s  are called, what narnes they are cornmonly 
known by. One of hem, I remember, has tiny pink flowers and its flowen are still 
lingering on, although smaller than ever. Shivering in the cold night air they dream of 
the coming of spring, of the coming of the autumn, . . .3 '  

3 3 ~ ,  vol. 2, p. 159. William Schultz's translation in "Lu Hslln, The Creative Years." p. 297. 
3 4 ~ ~ ~ ,  vol. 2, p. 162. the Yangs' translation in LXSW vol. 1. p. 3 17. 
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Shivering in the coldness and darkness, the small pink flowers are still having the dream of 

spnng. In their drearn, bees start humming songs of spnng, butterflies fly to and Fro. Then 

the little pink fiowers smile, though they have tumed a moumful crimson with cold and are 

still shivering. 

Lu Xun endows the plant that bean small pink flowers with female prettiness. cdling it 

"she" and portraying it sympatheticaily and lyrically. It may be viewed as a symbol of Lu 

Xun's faint hope for love. Despite the hanh environment, the small pink tlowers persist in 

blossoming and longing for the coming of the spnng. in previous "Autumn Night" studies. 

critics revealed the conflict between the date tree and the sky suficiently, but failed to pay 

enough attention to the affinity between the date tree and the plant with small pink flowers. 

Lu Xun personifies them as male and female characters and, more remarkably, associates 

them by stating twice in the poem that the date tree knows and will have the sarne drem as 

the srnall pi* flowers. 

In short "the wild flowers and wild grass" are collectively important images which 

fiequently appear in some Wild Grass poems. Besides in "Autumn Night." there are also 

"blood red camellias" and "white plum blossom tinged with green" in "Snow"; "wild flowers" 

and "big red flowers" in "The Good Story"; "flowers in secret" in "Hope"; "wild lily and wild 

rose" in "Passerby"; "short grass" and "wild thistle" in "The Awakening"; and so on. Lu Xun 

himself once called his Wild Grass poems "small pale flowers on the nm of mined hell."3s 

"The wild flowers and wild grass" (yehuacao, !@Es) are not only Lu Xun's private 

allusions to imply the love theme of Wild Grass in particul- but also commonly-recognized 

literary allusions, general in Chinese. They can be used to "metaphonze a man's extra-marital 

&airs" or refer to "a woman whom a man dallies with outside of rnarriage."36 

3 5 ~ u  Xun, "Yecao yingwen yiben xu" !l!f@-8*i$ik% (A preface to the EngIish edition of Yecoo), LVQJ, vol. 
4, p. 356. 
3 6 ~ ~ 0  Zhufeng pfia, Hanyztr do cidian %?$k@$B (Grand Chinese Dictionq),  Hong Kong: Sanlian 
shudian, 1993, vol. 10, p. 406 and p. 408. 
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Al1 the above evidence - the suggestive title of Wild Grass. the contrast between trees 

and wild Bowen, wild grass, the description of the sufferings of the insignificant wild 

flowers, wild grass, and Lu Xun's own explanation that the WiId Grass poems are "small pale 

flowers on the rim of ruined hell" - indicates that these prose poems reflect in part his 

miserable marital life and his profound emotional distress. I would like to examine and 

interpret some Wild Grass pieces as a sequence of melancholy love poems. "Autumn Night" 

serves as the initial piece to display Lu Xun's emotional dilemma which permeates many 

subsequent poems of the collection. 

"Shadow's Leave-Taking" 

The image of the shadow is commonly accepted as Lu Xun's self-syrnbol as i have 

discussed in Chapter Three. As for the Leave-Taking, 1 would like to argue its interpretation 

as Lu Xun's farewell to his wife Zhu An. Lu Xun once said to his fnend Xu Shoushang: 

"Zhu An is a gifi (lzivu, $La) given by my mother. I have to support her well. Love is 

something that 1 don? kn~w.' '~' As Lu Xun's wife, Zhu An tried her best to perform lier duty. 

She once said to her neighbor Yu Fang: "The relationship between Lu Xun and me ha not 

been good. 1 want to take good care of him and obey him in everything, then it will be good 

in the Fut~re."~' As a wife, she wanted to be treated as a wife; as a "gifi" given to Lu Xun, she 

also wanted to be repaid by a gift fiom him. She, however, never knew that her expectation 

waç not to be met by hirn. In "Shadow's Leave-Taking" Lu Xun writes: 

You are still expecting a gifi (zengpin, !g E) From me. What is there for me to give? 
Nothing except darkness and nothingness. But I would Iike it to be only darkness, 

"XU Shoushang i?5$%. Wungyou Lu Xun yinriangji t t @ i B E ~ $ $ t i Z  (My impression of the late Wend Lu 
Xun), Hong Kong: Shanghai shuju, 1957, p. 62. 
"YU Fang "Fengjian hunyin de xishengzhe - Lu Xun xiansheng he Zhu furen" Wf%$$&@&%!?@k8 - 
@E%Ya%fth. (The victims o f  the feudalistic mariage - Mr. Lu Xun and Mrs. Zhu), in Xue Suizhi 
@g;t: and othen ed., Lu Xun shengping shifiao huibian, #-jR&JL5k#iCs ( A  collection of the historical 
materials o f  Lu Xun's career), Tianjin renmin chubanshe, 1983, vol. 3, p. 48 1. 
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which may be lost in your daylight. 1 would like it to be only nothingness. which would 
never take possession of your heart.39 

Just because the 1 persona has no gift to offer to his "Eend" - "nothing except 

darkness and nothingness," and, more importantly, he has no desire to offer a gifi - "I would 

like it to be only nothingness, which would never take possession of your heart." When his 

"fiiend" sleeps until losing the sense of t h e .  he decides to leave: 

It is you, though, that 1 dislike. 
Friend, 1'11 no longer follow you; 1 do not want to stay here. 
I do not want to! 
Ah, no! 1 do not want to. I would rather wander in Nowhere. 
* .  . 
At the time when I lose the sense of tirne, I shall go far away alone. 
. - .  
Friend, the time is at hand. 
m . .  

This is what I would like, fnend 

At this time, although he is still unaware of where to go - "1 would rather wander in 

Nowhere," the farewell becomes inevitable. In the poem the title "Shadow's Leave-Taking" 

is the key word for the interpretation. It implicitly indicates Lu Xun's desire, that is. to "go 

far away alone." When the 1 persona plans to leave, he never reproaches his "fiiend." Instead 

he adrnits his weakness - having "nothing except darkness and nothingness" to offer his 

fnend. He never betrays the least complacency that he may leave for a satisfactory place. 

Instead he condemns himself and is willing to accept any possible consequence. "There will 

be myself alone sunk in the darkness. That world will be wholly rnine.'l41 

"Shadow's Leave-Taking" is one of the most pessimistic poems in Wild Grass. At the 

very beginning of Lu Xun's plan to leave his wife, he feels guilty. His awareness of 

- - -- - - - 

3 9 ~ ~ ~ ,  vol. 2, p. 166, the Yang' translation in W S W ,  vol. 1, p. 32 1. 
4 0 ~ ~ .  vol. 2. pp. 165-6. the Yangs' translation in LXSW vol. 1, pp. 320- 1 .  
"WJ. vol. 2. pp. 166, the Yangs' translation in U S W  vol. 1. pp. 32 1. 
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repentance is im plicitl y expressed in "S hado w's Leave-Taking" and. more strongly, in several 

ensuing WÏZd Grass poems, such as "The Passerby" and "Tombstone Inscriptions." 

"MY Lost Love" ( Wo de shilian, %&%:%)42 

This poem. with its subtitle "a new doggerel modeled afler the ancients,"" has received 

much scholarly cnticism. Tsi-an Hsia takes it as the only infenor poem in the collection and 

excludes it fiom those that he calls "genuine poehy." He says: 

Of the twenty-four pieces included, only one reads like a formal pai-hua poern. "My 
Lost Love": but it is a burlesque, not a very clever burlesque either, of the current love 
poems which Lu Hsün disdained for their cheap facile sentiments and jingling notes." 

Leo Ou-fan Lee cornments on it together with Lu Xun's other poems written in the 

baihua style. He says: 

In the May Fourth period, he did make a few attempts to write "new poetry" in the 
baihua style. But the few pieces he produced seem to be veiled doggerel occasioned by 
a flippant impulse, as if he intended to poke fun at its naiveté of sentiment (a famous 
example is "My Unrequited Love").JS 

In spite of its alleged imperfection, 1 still view "My Lost Love" as an important link in 

the evolution of the emotional theme of Wild Grass. Once again the poem reveals the 1 

persona's puzzlement and sorrow over the awkward relationship with his lover. It contains 

four stanzas. Like "Shadow's Leave-Taking," each involves problems caused by gifis. The 

first reads a s  follows: 

'*~his poem was written on October 3, 1924 and published in Yuri i%g, no. 4, December 8, 1924. 
4 3 ~ ~ ~ .  vol. 2, p. 169. 
 s si-an Hsia, The Gare of Darkness, 1 968, p. 1 50. 
4 5 ~ e o  Ou-fan Lee, Voicesfrom the Iron House, 1987, pp. 4 1-2. 
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She whom 1 love is on the mountain side. 
I want to seek her but the mountain is too high. 
I lower my head and helpless tears stain my garb. 
My lover gave me a one-hundred-butterfly scarf. 
What did I give her in return: an owl. 
She got angry and ignores me now. 
1 dont know why and my heart is filled with awe.46 

In the following three stanzas, the Lover presents the I persona with a picnire of double 

swallows. a golden watch belt, and a rose a s  gifts; while he presents sugarcoated haws on a 

stick, aspirins. and a red-chain snake to her in retum. At each exchange of gifts. the lover 

gets annoyed at him. Finally the I persona has no other choice and gives up: "1 donft know 

why, and let her alone."47 

Although Lu Xun himself asserted that "My Lost Love" was written to "satirize 'lost- 

love poetryl (shiliamhi %!Es) popular at that time"48 and "to make a joke,l149 his 

contemporaries considered it serious and not merely meant as "a joke." According to Sun 

Fuyuan's reminiscence, Lu Xun once told him that the "owl" and other gifis described in the 

poem were al1 things he liked.jO Xu Shoushang also expressed a similar opinion: "Most 

readers consider it nonsense and only feel it funny. They don't know the owl was something 

that he himself valued; sugarcoated haws on a stick were things that he favored; aspirin was 

something that he often took; and the red-chain snake was something that he liked to watch. 

The poem is still serious without any affectation."si 

I want to pay particula. attention to the implications of the gifts that the I persona 

presents to his lover. Al1 of them seem to be insignificant or meaningless but each actually 

"LXQJ. vol. 2. p. 169. 
47LXQ~, vol. 2, p. 170. 
4 8 ~ u  Xun, "Yecao yingwen yiben xu" $fq%%%*Ff: (A preface to the English edition of Yecao), LYQJ, vol. 
4, p. 356. 
4 9 ~ ~  Xun. " Wo he Yusi de shizhong" %@1%&&8&% (1 and the beginning and ending of Yusr), LYgJ. vol. 4. 
p. 166. 
S o ~ u n  Fuyuan. 3hfifid "Jingfi yi zhounian" ,%gq-H% (One year of the Supplemenfary of Beijing Gazette). 
See Sun Yushi $hH6 Yecao yanjiu !@$@f% (WildGrass study), 1982, p. 109. 
S 1 ~ ~  Shoushang i?9$$, Wo szro renshi de Lu Xun %P!&i%t!l#I- (The Lu Xon 1 knew), 1952, p. 70. 
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bears a speciai connotation. In WiM Grass the "owl" is a remarkable image, which also 

appears in "Auturnn Night" and "Hope." In Chapter Three 1 discussed that Lu Xun changed 

its traditional meaning of an evil omen and usudly used it in his writing as a rebellious 

image. 1 would like to M e r  point out that the "owl" is also Lu Xun's self-symbol. 

According to Shen Yinrno's (&Pd%) reminiscence, one of Lu Xun's nicknames was "owl." 

He gained it because of his appearance. about which he didn't care much. He usually wore 

black clothes. On public occasions he didn't taik much and tended to sit and listen 

attentively. So his fnends called him " O W ~ . " ~ ~  Lu Xun did not detest this nickname. He not 

only often employed the "owl" as an anti-conventionai symbol in various writings. but also 

drew it as his own mark to decorate covers of his books, such as the frst version of his essay 

collection Tomb (Fen. g, 1927). Based on the above evidence Jiang Deming, a mainland 

Chinese scholar, argues that the "owl" in "My Lost Love" is "a self-metaphor of Lu Xun 

hirn~elf?~ 

1 agree with Jiang Deming's argument. Lu Xun employs the "owl" as his self-metaphor 

not only in "My Lost Love," but also in his essays. More importantly, the "owl" is longing 

for love. For instance, he writes in an essay of 19 19: 

The son of man is awake. He knows there should be love among mankind. . . . So he 
feels distressed, and opens his mouth to make this cry. . . . 

We can cry out at the top of our voice. If we were orioles. we would cry like orioles; 
if we were owls. we would cry like owls. 

. . . 
We shall also cry out the sadness of having no love and cry out the sadness of having 

nothing to love? 

5' -Shen Yinmo &FR, "Lu Xun shenghuo de yijie" @iE&%b!l-?i (A thing about Lu Xun's life), in ffuiyi 
weida de Lu Xun l&fLf%;k@J@i!l (Remembenng great Lu Xun), Xinwenyi chubanshe, 1 958, p. 2.  
53~iang Deming "Dushi iiangti" @$W@ (TWO topics o f  reading poerns), Lu ,Yun yanjiu j i k m  @&#fR 
#$FI (ColIected papers of Lu Xun study), Shanghai wenyi chubanshe, 1979, vol. 1 ,  p. 199. 
El Lu Xun, "Suigan lu 40" a&@z 40 (Random thoughts 40), m. vol. 1, pp. 322-3, the Yangs' translation in 
LYSW, vol. 2, pp. 37-8. 
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This provides extemal evidence that Lu Xun used the "owl" as a self-metaphor to 

protest against conventional arranged marriages and to cry out for love. Actually in this 

poem not only the "owl," but also the "snake" is Lu Xun's self-metaphor. According to the 

Chinese lunar calendar, Lu Xun was born in the year of the snake. Thus he made hinlself a 

penname Tayin ( e g ) ,  which, according to Xu Guangping, means "the voice of the snake." 

because ta (E) is the ancient character for the snake (she. @).15 During the period of the 

composition of Wild Gms, Lu Xun had another nickname, "wild snake," which was given to 

hirn by the sisters of the Yu fmily, his neighbors and landladies in Beijing." 

Like the "owl." the "snake" is aiso a reiterative image in Wild Grass. The protagonist in 

"Tombstone Inscriptions" is a serpent-ghost. In "Dead Fire" the I persona's fingen and 

clothes are bumt by the re-kindling "dead fire" and then his body is wreathed by a coi1 of 

black smoke, which r e m  up like "a wiry snake." 

Lu Xun often juxtaposed "owls" and "snakes," together with ghosts and monsters, to 

refer to those who loved his writing. In his "Postscript to Tomb" (Xe mi Fen houmim. 

&GD%), he writes: "Even if they are owls, snakes, ghosts, and monsters (xiaosheguigzïai, 

%!@a#), they are my fnends, my real fi-iend~."~' A particular usage of the "owl-snake- 

ghosts-monster" can be found in Lu Xun's personal letters. As a private allusion. it is used as 

one word to refer to his lover Xu Guangping. He once made a nickname "Small Ghost" 

(Xiaogui, for her and in his mind, she was a person of his own kind and deserved his 

love. He writes: 

55 Xu Guangping %r$, Xu Guongping yi Lu Xun i'fl*?tL#je (Remembering Lu Xun of Xu Guangping), 
Guangdong renmin chubanshe, 1979, p. 93 
56 Xu Qinwen i%&* "Lu Xun Xiansheng rai zhuanta hutong" &3~&@3$f%#j~ (Mr. Lu Xun in Zhuanta 
Lane), in Shen Y inrno &F% and others, Huiyi weida de Lu Xun lE l fL~jd$ l#B (Rememberinç geat  Lu 
Xun), Shanghai: Xinweiyi chubanshe, 1958, p. 42. 
57 Lu Xun, "Xie zai Fen houmian" %;fE.tftgÏ@ (Postscript to Tomb), LYQJ. vol. 1, p. 284. 
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1 only love the owl-snake-ghost-monster (referring to Xu Guangping). 1 will give 
him the right to trample me. 1 don't want reputation, status, and anything else. It is 
enough for me to have the owl-snake-ghost-monster. 

. . . 
Sometimes 1 feel asharned. I'm afiaid to be unqualified to love that person. . . . 

(Sometimes) 1 feel that 1 am not a bad person. 1 have the nght to love-58 

Let us go back to "My Lost Love," in which sugar-coated haws on a stick and aspinns 

are also presented by the I persona to his lover as gifts. The former is a special flavor of food 

popular in northem China and the latter was Lu Xun's medicine. Suffenng from tuberculosis, 

he actually had to rely on aspirin to a great degree "to fight" his habitua1 fever. "1 had a fever 

a few days ago," wrote Lu Xun in a letter, "1 immediately took aspirin and quinine to fight it. 

. . . in three days I recovered."59 More surprisingly, aspirin was really a giA for him. In his 

diary of July 5, 1924, that is three months before he wrote "My Lost Love," there is a note: 

"[Qi] Shoushan presents three cans of aspirin as a g i f V 0  

After establishing the implications of these gifts, we know that Lu Xun is senous - al1 

the gifis that he lets the 1 persona present to his lover are his own favorites or necessities. But 

the 1 penona cannot be understood by his lover. It seems to me that Lu Xun is presenting a 

tragedy of different destinies in the poem. The discrepancy in the loven' characters 

detemines their tragedy. It makes no difference who is right or who is wrong. The reader 

also carmot tell whose gifts are absolutely superior to whose. 

A mainland Chinese scholar interprets "the lover" as "the reactionary ruling class," and 

the 1 penona as a "revolutionary." who presents the gifts for the purpose of "making 

trouble."61 Another senior scholar argues that the poem is intended to satirize Xu Zhimo 

5 8 ~ u  Xun and Jingsun (Xu Guangping), Liangdishuyuanxin RB*%E (The originals of The Leriers From 
Two Places), Zhou Haiying ed., Hunan wenyi chubanshe, 1984, pp. 3 14-5. 
5 9 ~ ~  Xun, a letter to Zhang Chuandao !& dated luly 7, 1927, U Q J ,  vol. 1 1 ,  p. 555. 
6 0 ~ u  Xun's diary on July 5, 1924, LYQJ, vol. 14, p. 504. 
61   in Kangsheng mg*, Diyu bianyun de xiaohuo (Small flowen at the rim of hell.), 198 1, 
pp. 48-9. 
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(S.&@, 1896-193 t), a poet of the Modem Review School.62 But both lack supporting 

evidence and neither sounds convincing. The most commonly accepted interpretation is 

based on Lu Xun's own statement to view it as a parody of the iderior "lost-love poetry" 

prevalent in the mid- 1920s. 

"My Lost Love" is of course a parody of contemporary "lost-love poetry." but it is 

inadequate to take it as a parody merely aiming at "a joke." 1 would like to view it as a 

parody with personai implications for Lu Xun's own sorrowful maniage. Lu Xun was a great 

thinker and farnous modem Chinese writer; whiIe his wife was a mediocre illiterate- They 

were destined to fail in emotionai interchange as do the lovers in "My Lost Love." This 

emotional failure between lovers is M e r  presented in "Revenge" to a more astonishing 

artistic effect. 

1 dont think there is much satire in the poem. Despite the great discrepancy between 

the loven, Lu Xu never expresses ill-feelings or contempt toward his characters. On the 

contrary he betrays a sense of self-depreciation and having no-way-out. In view of this. it is a 

sorrowful, serious piece, but not merely a fùnny doggerel. 

"Revenge" and "Revenge II" 

Lu Xun's intimate fnend Xu Shoushang once provided a unique interpretation of the 

theme of "Revenge," saying it is "a paradigm of his vow to experience misery and 

bitterness."63 His interpretation did not receive the attention it deserves From scholarly 

circles. As 1 mentioned in Chapter Two, most scholars tend to highlight the conflict between 

the couple and the on-lookers in order to emphasize Lu Xun's criticism of the ignorant public. 

62~un Xizhen .bhl$T@, "Lu Xun shige zatan" #ifls$&-$ (Miscellaneous comment on Lu Xun's poems), 
Wenshkhe **;Pi (Literature, history, and philosophy), 1978. no. 2. Also see Zhang Enhe #.%.@, Lu Xun 

jiushi jgie @iRIE?i$#3# (A collection of interpretations of Lu Xun's classic-style verses), Tianjin renrnin 
chubanshe, 198 1 ,  pp. 102-4 
6 3 ~ u  Shoushang fi%$$, Wo suo remhi de Lu Xun Efff&&?f&f!l-xR (The Lu Xun 1 knew), Beijing: Renmin 
wenxue chubanshe, 1952, p. 42. 
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An exception is Charles Alber, who points out that "a contrast is drawn between the two 

acton, the protagonist and the antagoni~t."~ Alber also carefully traces the developrnent of 

the conflict between the couple by dividing the poem into different scenes. According to 

him, the first two stanzas constitute the prologue. which reads: 

Human skin is probably no more than a fraction of an inch thick. yet behind it 
courses red, hot blood, which flows through vessels, more dense than layers of larvae 
clirnbing up a wall, and cornes out w m .  Everyone uses this warmth to seduce, excite, 
coax, tenaciously hug, kiss, and embrace each other in order to attain life's dninken 
bliss. 

But take a sharp, pointed dagger, give it one thrust. pierce diis puny, peach-colored 
skin, and you will see that red, hot blood spurt out like an arrow, letting al1 the warmth 
drain straight out of the victim; then, with an icy breath escaping through pale lips. the 
human mind becomes dumbfounded, attains life's giddy, excruciating bliss, and the 
body too is eternally plunged into life's giddy bIiss.65 

In scene two, enter the lovers: 

So it was that this couple. completely naked, fingenng sharp daggers. stood face to 
face in the open wildemess. 

The two were just about to embrace, just about to die. . . .66 

When commenting on this scene, Alber States that it is "blunt and terse. but the image it 

evokes is highly erotic." Alber's commentary is well made on his direct reading of the text. 

In my view this poem could also be read as a painhi1 love story. As loven the 

protagonists should act "to seduce, excite, coax, tenaciously hug, kiss, and embrace each 

other to attain life's dnuiken bliss." But the tragedy is that "the warmth" coming out of their 

bodies is not strong enough to seduce them into acting as lovers. The unrealized love 

therefore shifts into hatred. But the other side of the tragedy is that the hatred between them 

"charles, J. Alber, " Wifd Grass, Symmetry and Parallelism in Lu Hsün's Prose Poems," in Crifical Ewgs  on 
Chinese Li~erufure, William H. Nienhauser, Jr. ed., The Chinese University of Hong Kong, 1976, p. 8. 
6 S ~ .  vol. 2, p. 172, Alber's translation in Crificd fisays on Chinese Liferahire, 1976. p. 24. 
66ibid.. p. 172 and p. 24. 
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is not strong enough to lead to mutual murder either. As a result the couple can do nothing 

but confiont each other face to face until they dry up. This confrontation with neither love 

nor hatred is even more tragic than slaughter, thus Lu Xun calls it "the great bloodless 

slaughter" ( i vmie  de dalzr. ZdlLHfCB). 

It seerns to me that the couple's silent and stationary confrontation is consistent with the 

potential conflict between the two date trees in "Autumn Night." but expressed in a startling 

visualization. In order to enhance the poetic tension, Lu Xun describes the cruel 

confrontation three times. 1 would like to argue that the confrontation between this couple 

can be viewed as another incorporation of his own temble marital arrangement. My 

argument finds strong support in the title "Revenge" (%.th). The Chinese character fh means 

not only "foe" (chou) but also "spousel' (qiu).6' Accordingly the title of the poem can be 

translated literally into "to reply to [my] foe" or "to reply to [my] spouse." The ambiguity of 

the title is richly suggestive of the couple's emotional status: they behave like neither foes nor 

spouses. 

Leo Ou-fan Lee noted that in his original writing Lu Xun employed the ancient form for 

the character ,fi, which is written as @, a character created by combining two birds with the 

radical of language between them. Its original meaning is to comm~nicate.~8 A iine in the 

Book of Odes (Shmg,  %9$) reads "Without language there will be no communication" 

( Wuyan buchou, Zg/l;@).69 

6 7 ~ o r  example Cao Zhi's 11l "Fuping pian" ##= (Poem ofduckweed) has the lines: %&?%PL%, %%a 
?& (1 braid my hair, bid farewell to my honorabte parents, and corne to be your spouse). See Ci hai @@ 
(Vùcabulary sea), Shanghai cishu chubanshe, 1979, p. 2 1 1. In Zhu Xi %g Zhz~i-wdei %?i$$% (The analects 
of master Zhu Xi) v. 8 1, there is @&Z@&, E ~ % E F X B L K  (Only young lady like this can be the spouse 
of a gentleman), See Luo Zhufeng FflDI,, Hanyu da cidian XB%@& (Grand Chinese Dictionary). Hong 
Kong: Sanlian shudian, 1993, v. 1, p. 1 105. 
6 8 ~ e o  Ou-fan Lee, "Lu Xun yu xiandai yishu yishi" + i & $ ~ f ~ ~ % & J !  (Lu Xun and the consciousness of 
modern art), in Tim-hong de nahn =+@JP@@ (Voices fiom the lron House), Taibei: shidai fengyun 
chubanshe, 1995, p. 298. 
6 9 ~ i  hai %% (Vocabulary sea), Shanghai cishu chubanshe, 1979, p. 20 13. 
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Lu Xun was proficient in Chinese ancient characters. which he once studied from the 

farnous scholar Zhang Taiyan ($ki#, 18694936). It seems to me that it is not just a 

coincidence that he employed an ancient character in the title. He is we11 known to oAen 

choose characters with particular graphic connotations to achieve particular effects in his 

various writings.70 1 prefer to treat this deliberately-chosen character fl# as a figurative and 

allusive display of his own terrible maritai status. There certainly should be "language" 

between lovers. But in the poem not only is there no communication between the couple, but 

also no other sounds. The completely silent poern with a surprising visual effect 

magnificently represents the artistic conception of the Iine in the Book of Odes, l1 Without 

language there will be no communication," not to mention love. 

Once Lu Xun's persona1 feelings and private allusions are identified. the theme of the 

poem, which concems his marital anguish, becomes clear. It is no wonder that. having 

experienced such a painful marriage, he would be able to conceive the poem in such a 

shocking manner. And it is also no wonder that Xu Shoushang, having been aware of Lu 

Xun's anguish, would be able to assert that the poem is a "paradigm of his vow to experience 

misery and bittemess."71 

In "Revenge II" after Lu Xun depicts the cruel crucifixion of Jesus, the Son of God. he 

concludes the poem with his own comrnentary: "Those who reek most of blood and filth are 

not those who cruci@ the Son of God, but those who cruci@ the son of man."72 This 

7 0 ~ e r e  I will provide a fmous example. Lu Xun used a penname Yan Zhi'aozhe (Bk&@) in 1924 for his 
book Sitang zhuamuen zaji Es%*&$$ (Miscellaneous collection of brick inscriptions by Lu Xun). see 
"Sitang zhuanwen zaji tiji" &gf ft%%aiZ (Prescript to Misceltuneous collecrion of brick inscriptions by 
LuXun), in LYQJ, vol. 10, p.63. In 1926 Lu Xun nmed îhe protagonist in his story Zhujian %@l (Forging the 
Swords) the same Yan Zhi'aozhe. According to Xu Guangping's interpretation, Yan Zhi'aozhe means "the 
person who was exiled by the Japanese woman in the family," because the character consists of the radicals 
"farnily," "Japanese," and "woman," and the ancient form of consists of "exile" and "out." See LYQJ, vol. 
IO, pp. 63-4. Explicitty Lu Xun conceived this private allusion to refer to the fact that he was forced to move 
out his own house after his confikt with Zhou Zuoren's Japanese wife Nobuko in 1923. 
7 1 ~ ~  Shoushang i'f%$$, Wo suo remhi de Lu Xun %%%%tl(J@a (The Lu Xun 1 knew), Beijing: Renmin 
wenxue chubanshe, 1952, p. 43. 
7 2 ~ ~ ~ 7  vol. 2, p. 175. the Yangs' translation in LXSW, vol. 1, p. 325. 
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commentary is particularly important in understanding Lu Xun's feelings and the theme of the 

poem. Many scholars have given a wide variety of interpretations to its key word "son of 

man" since the 1950s. Wei Junxiu consides the "son of man" as the opposite of the "Son of 

God." The former is "more noble" than the latter, because he is closer to the common people 

and their life." Li Helin argues that both the "Son of God" and the "son of man" refer to 

Jesus, and Lu Xun emphasizes his significance as the "son of man," because Jesus seeks 

liberation for ail mankind." Sun Yushi even says: "Lu Xun is the 'son of man' in his own em, 

but not the 'Son of God,' who transcends history." As the "son of man" who cannot transcend 

history, Lu Xun, in Sun Yushi's opinion, reveals the "weakness of  his thought" in the poem 

because of his "extreme views on the relationship between the revolutionary and the 

crowd."" It seems to me that Sun Yushi is arguing that the "Son of God" represents "the 

revolutionary," who is higher than the "son of man" Lu Xun. 

1 interpret the "son of man" as the awakened generation, including Lu Xun, who lacked 

love in their life. tn 19 19 Lu Xun wrote his famous essay "Random Thoughts 40" (Suigan lu 

40), which is a commentary on a poem entitled "Love" by a young man unknown to 

him. in the poem the young man cornplains of the sorrow of his arranged mmiage and the 

lack of love, saying: "Love, sadly, I don? know what you are!"76 The poem touched Lu Xun 

greatly. Suffenng &om the same bittemess of an arranged mmiage, he could not help but 

comment with an intense emotion: 

What is love? 1 dont know either. Most Chinese men and women just live in couples 
or in groups - when one man has several wives - so 1 don't know who does know. 

"wei Iunxiu TB%, Lu Xun yecao tnnnro, @iRBrf@f$S5 (Exploration of Lu Xun's Wild Grass), 1953. p. 9 1. 
" ~ i  Helin *WH, Lu ,Yun Yecno zhushi @&@I!f@E% (Annotation and interpretation of Lu Xun's Wild Grass), 
1973, p. 71. 
g  un Yushi Yecao yanjiu @ @ O f f  ( Wild Gras  study), Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe. 1 982. p. 
t 05. 
76 Lu Xun, "Suigan lu 40" 40 (Random thoughts 40), LXQJ. vol. I ,  p. 32 1. 
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In the past . . . the young men went to prostitutes, and the older men bought 
concubines. Each had ingenious devices to silence his conscience. and no problem arose 
until now. . , . 

But now the east is light. . . . The son of man is awake. He knows there should be 
love among mankind. He knows what sins have been committed by the old and the 
young. So he feels distressed, and opens his mouth to make this cry. 

Wcmen are guilty of no crime, yet at present they are sacrificed to custom. Now that 
we have come to an awareness of human morality, our conscience will not let us commit 
the crimes of the young and the old, and we cannot blame everything on women. We'll 
just have to go dong with them and pay off a four thousand year debt. 

We still have to cry of the sadness of having no love, the sadness of having nothing to 
love." 

By contrasting Lu Xun's text to identiq his own allusion. the meaning of the "son of 

man" becomes clear. He represents the awakened generation in general or Lu Xun himself in 

particular. Since he is awake, he knows that man should love and be loved. But also because 

he is awake, he has "come to an awareness of human moraiity." Therefore he c m  neither 

blarne women, who "are guilty of no crime," nor commit the same crimes as those young and 

old in the p s t  who visited prostitutes or bought concubines. This is the paradox of the "son 

of man." In Lu Xun's opinion, what he can do is to sacrifice himself and, together with the 

women, "to pay off a four thousand year debt." 

in "Revenge II," we see that Lu Xun does not reaily want to present the religious story 

of the crucifixion of the "Son of God," but rather to imply the secular suffering of the 

cornmon people - the "son of man." It was the traditional custom and social system that 

deprived him of the right of love. This is a kind of suffering during his whole life without 

visible blood and audible moans. it has been expressed in "Revenge" as "a great bloodless 

slaughter." In "Revenge II" it is M e r  visualized as a bloody crucifixion. In short the poem 

embodies Lu Xun's invisible and inaudible mental agony at his terrible marital life in the 

n Ibid., pp. 321-2, the Yangs' translation in LXSW, vol. 2, pp. 37-8. 
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religious story of the visible and audible outrage of the crucifixion of Jesus - Lu sacrificed 

himself for his mother's sake until he met Xu Guangping. 

"Hope" 

In "Hope" the first person persona cornplains: "My heart is particularly lonely." because 

there is no "love and hate, joy and sadness, or color and so~nd." '~ Therefore he resolves to 

seek "the youth" outside him by engaging in "a naked combat with the dark night of 

ernptiness." "Even if 1 cannot find the youth outside me. 1 should throw away the feeling of 

old age inside my body?' 

How to interpret "the youth outside the body" (shemuai de qingchun, g9bmg s) 
becornes crucial to understanding the theme of "Hope." Li Helin asserts: "'The youtb outside 

the body perhaps refen to progressive opinions and actions of the contemporary young 

people."8o Sun Yushi holds a similar opinion, saying that "the youth outside the body" is 

"resistance and progress of the young people," which have already become "an inseparable 

part of Lu Xun's life."" This soa of interpretation seems to me too farfetched to be 

convincing. I argue that "the youth outside the body" represents a poetic cal1 of the 1 persona 

for love and emotional life. In the poem we c m  find textual hints to support this argument. 

Lu Xun writes: 

1 know, of course, that my youth had departed. But I thought that the youth outside 
me still existed: stars and moonlight, limp failen butterflies, flowers in secret, the 
funereal omens of the owi, the weeping with blood of the nightingaies, the vagueness of 
laughter, the dance of love . . . 

But why is it now so lonely? 1s it because even the youth outside me has departed? 

"MQJ, vol. 2, p. 177. 
79 Ibid., p. 178, Leo Ou-fan Lee's translation in Voicesfrorn the lron House, 1987, p. 10 1 .  
"wang Yao Xl and Li Helin %m$$, Zhongguo xiandai wemue ji Yecao Gushi Xinbian de rhengming 9 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~ h t ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~  b!T%@ (Modem Chinese literamre and the debates on Wild Grass and Old Tales 
Rerold), 1990, p .  1 17. 
%un Yushi +JCE.Ei, "Lu Xun Yecao chongshi IV" #iE!k!fqa", a (Re-interpretation of Wild Grars, IV), Lu 
Xun yanjiu yuekan @ i R W f ~ ~  pl, 1996, no. 4, p. 39. 
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... 
I have to grapple alone with the dark night in the emptiness."' 

Except for the "owl," which is a self-metaphor of Lu Xun. the stars. moonlight. 

bunerflies, flowen. nightingales, laughter, and dance of love are al1 commonly used images 

in love poetry. Al1 the images represent "the youth" outside the 1 persona that he wants to 

seek. If he acquires them, his loneliness will be cured. Furthemore, the reason for him to 

seek "the youth outside the body" is to change the situation in which he has no "love and 

hate, joy and sadness. or color and sound" in his heart. Judged by this, the love theme of 

"Hope" seems to be clear. 

Every human being inherently needs love and has a right to seek love; so does Lu Xun. 

In the poem, the 1 persona feels that he is "growing oid" and his heart feels "particularly 

lonely." He needs love to moderate his tribulations and sustain him for the rest of his life. 

"For once the youth outside me vanishes, rny own old age will wither a ~ a y . " ' ~  

That the poem calls for vitality and love can also be supported by some extemal 

evidence. The poem was written on the New Yeats day of 1925. That day Sun Fuyiian 

invited him to a dinner in a restaurant. Except for Lu Xun, al1 the six others present were 

young people, including four young women. M e r  the dimer they went to a movie. Lu Xun 

had an enjoyable day and wrote in his diary: "1 didn't go home until night."" On that night he 

wrote "Hope." He might have been inspired to write this poem by the young people's life 

style, their enthusiasm, and vitality. Seeing these young people, a cornparison with his own 

life without love and warmth probably made him sorrowful. His sorrow is figuratively re- 

cast in "Hope." 

"LXQJ. vol. 2, p. 177, the Yangs' translation in USW, vol. 2, pp. 326-7. 
83 LXQJ, vol, 2, p. 178, 
&( Lu Xun's d i v  of January 1 ,  1925, LXQJ, vol. 14, p. 529. 
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The Japanese scholar Katayama Tomoyuki points out that Lu Xun had a close 

association with young people at the time "Hope" was written. In 1924 Lu Xun gave lectures 

in Beijing University, Beijing Normal University, Beijing Women's Normal University, and 

Esperanto College in Beijing.*' He guided and helped many young people to write Iiterary 

works and to establish literary magazines. Based on Lu Xun's diary. Katayama made a 

statistical study to demonstrate his association with youth at that time. Within one month 

pnor to the composition of "Hope," as many as seventy-five guests, most of them young 

people, visited Lu Xun.' Katayama concludes that his association with the young was a 

moment to arouse his courage to seek a new life; the young at that time were not dispirited 

but active; his "particularly lonely feeling" was not derived fiom "the spiritlessness of the 

young," but came fiom "the aspect of his own private life."" 

1 consider Katayama's argument quite convincing. Lu Xun himself said in 1932 that the 

reason he wrote "Hope" was his surprise at "the spiritlessness of the young" at the tinie.' His 

explanation of the genesis of "Hope" was made eight years later. He might have been unable 

to remember exactly his real creative intention or he might want to hide it by offering such a 

public explanation. Furthemore, literary interpretation should be made on the ground of 

reading and analyzing the text itself. The author's own statement can be used as a refèrence, 

but it does not necessarily lead to the exclusive theme of the poem. I argue that it was under 

the influence of the young people around him that he reflected his own feelings of loneliness 

and depression. On the first day of 1925, Lu Xun decided in the poem to seek "the youth 

outside the body" or love and reasonable life. This is one theme of the poem or his one hope 

that is expressed in "Hope." 

85 AIthough Lu Xun held a position in the Ministry of Education, he didn't have to stay in the office al1 day long 
and was able to give lectures in a variety of schools. This situation is described in his stories "Duanwu jie" 49 
P (The double f i f i  festival) and "Dixiong" (Brothers). 
86 See Lu Xun's diary of December 1924, LYQJ, vol. 14, pp. 521-4. 
"~ata~ama Tomoyuki # LLI fi. 1 99 1, pp. 77-9. 
8 8 ~ ~  Xun, "Yecao yingwen yiben xu" !@@%diffS*Ff: (A preface to the English edition of Yecao), LYgJ. vol. 
4. p. 356. 
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T h e  Good Story" (Hao de gushi, @#ï!&$)" 

This poem was written on January 28, 1 925. According to the Chinese lunar calendar, 

it was the fi* and also the last day of the Spring Festival season. People let off firecrackers 

to bid farewell to the New Year's holidays. Ln the poem, the 1 persona leans against the back 

of a chair and is surrounded by the explosive sounds of fire crackers on dl sides as he Falls 

into a beautiful dream. in the dream, he is sitting in a small boat tmveling dong a river in his 

hometown. On either bank there is beautiful natural scenery and the peacehl life in southem 

China. Al1 the scenic splendoe are reflected in the anire river. The 1 persona wants to stare 

more closely at them, but he wakes. He wants to catch the shattered reflections of the dream, 

but nodiing is lefi. 

"The Good Story" is "pure fantasy; nothing of the sort could exist in a real world of 

unresolvable polarities." Leo Ou-fan Lee comrnents. "In a way, 'The Good Story' offers the 

only good dream in a nightmarish ~ollection."~ On the superficial Ievel. it may be said that 

the poem reveals Lu Xun's nostalgie passion for his childhood or his ideal country Me. Al1 

the rural spectacles and idyllic life in his hometown are charming, lyrical, and rich in poetic 

flavor. in contrast with the impoverisbed and ignorant countryside displayed in his stories. 

the reader sees that the rural life in this poem has been deliberately idealized. [t is bound to 

be scattered afker the 1 persona wakes. In a more abstract sense the poem can be viewed as a 

reflection of Lu Xun's contradiction between dark reality and his ideal. 

In the 1990s, You Yang tned to decipher in the poem a repressed desire for love deep 

in Lu Xun's mind. He argues: 

- - 

89 This poem was published in Yusi no. 13, February 9, 1925. But it was originally dated February 24, 1925. The 
date is incorrect because it is later than the time of its publication. According to Lu Xun's diary of January 28, 
1925, which records: "1 wrote one piece of Wild Gras." The poem should be wrinen on that day. 
90 Leo Ou-fan Lee, Voicesfrom ~ h e  Iron House, 1987, p. 95. 
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The theme of the poem should perhaps be located in a harmonious and beautiful love 
between a ma? and a woman. The poem presents Lu Xun's longing for an ideal love 
during the dark night of his sad rna~riage.~' 

You Yang provides some evidence to support his argument. First, he traces the 

implication of the key word "good" (hao, $3) in the title. ft consists of two components - 

"woman" (nü, *) and "gentleman" (zi, ?)' and can be comected with the conception of 

heterosexual love. 

Secondly, Lu Xun combines the spectacles both in the sky and on the ground to achieve 

a great harmony of nature: 

It was a lovely, charming, enthrailing stoiy. Many beautiful people and beautiful 
things mingled like a cloud tapestry in the sky, flying past like a myriad shooting stars, 
yet stretching out into infinity. 

a - .  

Above the clear sky were countless beautifid people and beautiful things. I saw 
them all, and I recognized them all." 

According to ancient Chinese philosophy, the harmony of nature c m  be taken as a 

symbol of harmonious hurnan life. The sky is regarded as male (Ymg, FR), and it pairs with 

the earth, which is regarded as female ( Yin. Pa). The heaven coven and the earth bears. The 

heaven and the earth together are regarded as harmonious naturd partnen. Lu Xun may be 

describing this natural partnership to allude to a loving and generative marital Iife of the 

human being. 

Thirdly, in the poem the scenery in the sky is intenvoven with the scenery on the 

ground by the reflection in the water. Water catches the "flickering sunlight" and the 

"sunlight" fnnges the reflections of al1 the beautiful images in the water with brightlj, 

sparkling borders. "With the blue sky in the water as a background, everything was 

9 1 You Yang R*, "Yecao: yige teshu xulie" %@: -+'&%@91( Wiid Grass, a speci fic series), in Lu ,Yun 
yanjiu yuekan f!$jff@f%fi Fl (Lu Xun snidy monthty), 1993, no. 5, p. 22. 
9 2 ~ ~ ~ J  vol. 2, pp. 185-6, the Yangs' translation in LXSW, vol. 1, pp. 333-4. 
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intermingled, intenvoven, even movhg, even extending."" In traditional C hinese culture, 

water also symbolizes Yin, the primeval female principle, while the sun strongly suggests 

Yang, the male power. Therefore You Yang concludes that in the poem "Lu Xun is 

borrowing the Yin-Yang conception in traditional Chinese culture to symbolize harmonious 

and ideal love."% 

You Yang's interpretation of "The Good Story" is unique in examining Lu Xun's psyche 

for cravings for love at the moment when he felt sad about his marital life. 1 think You 

Yang's interpretation is an acceptable one which can be convincingly supported by the textual 

evidence of the poem itself and becomes a link to establish the love theme of Wild Grass. 

Owing to its aesthetic and emotional values, "The Good Story" has been selected as a 

required reading item for middle school students in mainland China. It is arnong the most 

lyrical poems in Wild Grass. The poem is focused on neither narrating a complete "good 

story" nor depicting some impressive images. hstead, it may be said to retain most 

prominently some musical elements and the author's feelings, which are in concord with the 

musical elements. 

The main part of the poem, which consists of the I persona's beautifid dream, reads 

much like a piece of flowing music. So many colorfùl images from the white clouds. 

shooting stars, sunlight that darts out quick-silver flarnes in the sky to the azure Stream. 

thatched cottages, pagodas, farmers and country women, and the fauna and flora of southem 

China successively appear in a few densely-worded stanzas. Each image is presented like a 

note in the flowing music. Al1 the images in these stanzas are not static and isolated. 

Instead, they are organically interwoven into a vivid, integral motion picture. Furthemore, 

the reader cannot distinctly tell if these numerous images in the picture are seen by the i 

"~bid., p. 186 and p. 334. 
94 You Yang RA, "Yecao; yige teshu xulie" %@: -?%%@a (Wgd C m ,  a specific series), in Lu Xun 
yanjiuyuekan @-XR@fRfi lfil (Lu Xun study monthly), 1993, no. 5, p. 2 1. 
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persona or created in the author's imagination. nierefore the whole pichire of rival life is 

endowed with an identifiable utopian nature. 

Structurally the poem is characterized by the music-like duplication of its motif. The 

Iongest two stanzas convey almost the same content with only slight adjustments in diction 

and expression. Again. the fourth and the eighth stanzas are d s o  quite similar in aspects of 

structure and content. Lu Xun comments directly in either stanza, saying twice that "It was a 

lovely. charming, enthralling story. Many beautiful people and beautiful things mingled like 

a cloud tapestry in the ~ky."~ '  These duplications work like musical chants, by which he aims 

to highlight the beautiful nature of his "good story." 

"The Good Story" was written shortly afler "Hope" and in my opinion it has reirieved 

the same theme - desire for vitality and Iove. It is one of the most oblique pieces in Wild 

Grass, in which Lu Xun created a text involving his deep inner feeling as the major stanza- 

paragraphs of the poem. Thus its most obscure therne has not been recognized by many 

critics. 

Lu Xun's surface nostalgia and deeper longing for vitality and love serve as two motifs 

- one explicit and one implicit - to weave lyricism into this prose poem. Finally, and more 

importantly, "The Good Story" conveys his emotional state of satisfaction at the moment he 

was craving an ideal future, though this satisfaction is only expressed as the I persona's 

imaginative apprehension: "Ln the blue sky there are countless beautiful people and beautifid 

things. 1 see them all. and 1 recognize them a11."% Lu Xun's satisfied state of mind is rarely 

seen in Wild Grass. Besides in "The Good Story," a transient satisfaction appears only in 

"Dead Fire" after the protagonist first fulfills his desire by obtaining "dead fire," a symbol of 

vitality and Iove. 

95 LXQJ. vol. 2, p. 185, the Yangs' translation in MSW, vol. 1, p. 333. 
"~bid., p. 186, and p. 334. 
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"The Passerby" 

in this poetic drama Lu Xun portrays a passerby, who is exhausted on a joumey but still 

strives stubbody toward his destination, as a self-symbol to demonstrate his will to life. The 

passerby cornes across an old man by the road. He confesses to him in a strange paragraph. 

which at fint sight seems to deviate from the theme and plot of the drarna. When the 

passerby hesitates to accept the girl's cloth as a h s ,  he says: 

If 1 were to receive alms, 1 would be like a vulture catching sight of a corpse and 
hovenng overhead, longing to see her destruction with my own eyes. Or I might curse 
everything except her to destruction, myself included, for I myself deserve it. But I'm 
not yet strong enough for that. Even if 1 were, 1 wouldnlt want her to corne to such an 
end. because such an end is one they mostly di~like.~' 

This paragraph is the most challenging passage in the drarna or perhaps in the whole 

collection to Wild Grass critics. Who is "she" (ta, &), whose destruction the passerby is 

longing to see? Who are "they" ([amen, ?&fl3, plural for females in the Chinese original). 

who mostly dislike the result of "her destruction"? What is the relationship between the 

passerby and hem? Why does the passerby hate "her" and care for "them"? 

Li Helin interprets "she" as the little girl who offea the alms to the passerby. The 

reason that the passerby yeams for "her destruction" is that he wants to "extricate her from 

living a rneaningless life like a lifeless corpse in the old society and from suffering 

oppression in the old society." "They" refer to "the younger generation," says Li Helin. 

"Since they dont want to be destroyed, [the author] then lets them [ive on in pain."98 Similar 

to Li Helin, Sun Yushi interprets "she" as "those who are concemed about Lu Xun or love 

him." The reason Lu Xun curses them to destruction is that he "doesn't want to see them 

swallowed and eaten by the dark society." He adds: "Lu Xun doesn't want to see his own 

97 U Q J .  vol. 2, p. 192, and the Yangs' translation is in LXSW, vol. 1 ,  p. 340. 
9 8 ~ i  Helin %@#, Lu Xun Yecao zhushi @i@f$%@ (Annotation and interpretation of Lu Xun's WiId Grass), 
1973, pp. 123-4. 
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foes gloat over the failures that he himself and those related to him are suffering. This is one 

aspect of his philosophy of iife."Pg in Sun Yushi's interpretation, he simply identifies the 

passerby with Lu Xun. 

I find it hard to agree with Li Helin's and Sun Yushi's interpretations. Lu Xun is known 

as a great humanistic writer. who once cned out "save the children" in his famous story 

"Diary of a Madman" (Kunngren riji, Eh H iEf). How and why would he curse to 

destruction those he loved, or those who loved him, or the new generation? "She" should not 

be the little girl. but someone the passerby hates. The relationship between the passerby and 

"she" should be similar to that between the "vulture" and the "corpse" as shown in the text. 

A careful examination will discover that the "vulture" is another self-symbol. Lu Xun 

liked to use "vulture" and the like as his pen-narnes, among which we can find Sun (q, a 

kind of eagle), Wengsun (se, old eagle). and Lingfei (*X,, make it fly). Lu Xun. his chief 

pen-name, is also related to "vulture." According to himself, "Xun (a) is Xin ( fi), which is 

actually short for Sun (e, eagle).""'" One of Lu Xun's pen-names is Lü Sun (a@), which 

means "traveling eagle" and is actually a phonetic variation of Lu Xun. Xu Guangping once 

explained his pen-names related to eagles, saying: "The nature of the eagle is impetuous. The 

eagle is a self-metaphor of Lu Xun."'"' 

AAer identifj4ng the "vulhire" as Lu Xun's self-metaphor, it becomes more incredible to 

interpret the little girl as the ambiguous "she" or the "corpse," which the passerby or the 

"vulture" wants to destroy. Lu Xun would not cal1 a kind and naive girl who sincereiy helps 

others a "corpse" and would not cune her to destruction. The text indicates that the passerby 

   un Yushi M\Hb, "Lu Xun Yecao chongshi VI" +B!@@sf$, A (Re-interpretation of Wild Grass, VI), Lu 
Xun yanjiu yuekan @-iR@fRfi F1, 1996, no. 6, p. 27. 
I rn~u  Xun, a lener to () 1 1  4) dated August 17, 1927. LXQJ, vol. 1 1 ,  p.572. Lu Xun's remark is 
according to Xu Shen i?@s Shuowen jieri i#*&'i: (Analytic dictionary of  characten), in which an enhy 
reads: " fl, %X&, ...&hk Re, ... i @ ~ B t '  ( fl means flying fast, ... H is short for @, ... but if& is more 
commonly used). See i.*$rfBXiiE, annotated by Gui Fu &a, Zhonghua shuju, 1987. vol. 2, p. 1028. 
'O'XU Ganging i?T'F, "Lue tan Lu Xun xiansheng de biming" ~1&i&#i&%&t1(@8 (BriefIy talking about Mr. 
Lu Xun's pennarnes), Xu Guangping yi Lu Xun iFri?l'Z&i& (Remembering Lu Xun by Xu Guangping), 
Guangdong renrnin chubanshe, 1979, p. 93. 
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and "she" are never fiiends but emotional foes. They cannot exist together emotionally. 

"She" could not be those whom Lu Xun loved, and Lu Xun's feelings towards "her" were not 

"love" as some scholars argued, but hatred, which accounts for the passerby's curse on "her." 

h order to understand who "she" really refers to. 1 examine Lu Xun's own remarks 

about this paragraph. Shortly after "The Passerby" was published. Lu Xun and Xu 

Guangping mentioned it in their letters, which becarne the earliest documentation that 

involves Wifd Grass. The topic was initiated by Xu Guangping, who told Lu Xun that her 

father and brother were dead and thus she liked to curse those who were the same agrs as her 

father and brother and still alive."' In reply, Lu Xun wrote: 

But 1 am just the opposite. If the person related to me is alive, I c m o t  feel 
comfortable; [if the person] dies, 1 will feel at ease. These ideas have also been 
expressed in "The Passerby." Both are different from y o u d o 3  

Xu Guangping certainly understood to whom the person related to Lu Xun refen. In 

her reply she wrote: "1 dont care about it. 'If the person is dive. I cannot feel comfortable' 

means feeling uncornfortable about that individuai. The category is an individual. '[If the 

person] dies, 1 will feel at ease' also means at ease about the individual."'" In her letter Xu 

Guangping wanted to persuade Lu Xun not to become a victim of conventional morality only 

for the sake of "an individual," that is Zhu An. She also expressed this opinion mort. 

explicitly in some later lettes, saying "Why should we obey the old society and sacrifice 

several people for only one person?" In her opinion Lu Xun should not be so anxious about 

Zhu An, "if that person1s life can be s ~ p p o r t e d . " ~ ~ ~  

'=XU Guangping, a letter to Lu Xun dated May 27, 1925, in Liangdirhu yuanrin i%a;#gm (The originals of 
The Lerters From Two Places), Zhou Haiying ed., 1984, p. 66. 
IO3 Lu Xun, a Ietter to Xu Guangping dated May 30, 1925, ibid., p. 69. 
104 Xu Guangping, a letter to Lu Xun dated June 1, 1925, ibid., p. 7 1 .  
105 Xu Guangping, a letter to Lu Xun dated November 22, 1926, ibid., p. 242. 
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From these private Ietten Lu Xun's ideas in "The Passerby" seem to be clear in the 

sense that "she." whom the passerby hates and curses to death, refers to Zhu An. who had 

become an obstacle in Lu Xun's way when he wanted to accept love fiom another woman and 

to start a new life. Although Lu Xun was aware that "wornen are guilty of no crime."" he 

was unable to overcome the feeling of hate for Zhu An that occasionally occurred in his deep 

mind. As Sigmund Freud once said: "The ego hates. abhors, and pursues with intent to 

destroy ail objects which are for it a source of painhl feelings, without taking into account 

whether they mean to it mistration of sexual satisfaction or of gratification of the needs of 

self-preservati~n.'~'~' The feeling indirectly finds its way in this poetic drama. That is why 

the passerby is longing to see the vague fernale's destruction with his own eyes, if we view 

him as a self-portrait of Lu Xun as most scholars do. 

Whenever Lu Xun longed for his wife's destruction, immediately he feit guilty. The 

sense of morality made Lu Xun move to condemn himseiE "Or I might curse everything 

except her to destruction, myself included, for I myself deserve it." It was only Lu Xun's 

depressed desire to curse his wife to destruction. Actuaily he could not practice it. He 

himself was clearly conscious of this point. He let the passerby continue to say in the drarna: 

"But I'm not yet strong enough for that (her destruction). Even if 1 were, i woddn't want her 

to come to such an end, because such an end is one they mostly dislike." 

I beiieve that "they," plural for females in the Chinese original, refers to Lu Xun's 

mother and Xu Guangping. Both were closely related to him and concemed about him the 

most, as he once acknowledged: "Those who have compassion for me are only two people: 

my mother and a fiend (referring to Xu Guangping)."lo8 In his actions, Lu Xun had to show 

carefùl consideration for them. They of course would be unwilling to see a wretched 

106 Lu Xun, "Suigan lu 40" @@s 40 (Random thoughts 40), LXQJ. vol. 1, p. 188. 
1 O7 Sigrnund Freud, hstinct and Their Vicissirudes, in Great Treasury of Wésrern Thoughr, Mortimer 1. Adler 
and Charles Yan Doren ed., New York: R. R. Bowker Co., 1977, p. 2 19. 
'O'LU Xun, a letter to Xu Guangping i?Tf dated November 15, 1926, in Liongdishu yuunrin H&kffEfS 
(The originals of The Letters From Two Places), Zhou Haiying ed., f 984, p. 223. 
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outcome for Zhu An. Therefore it is not plausible to view "them" as the new generation as Li 

Helin argued. One simple reason is that Lu Xun would not use a pronoun for females to refer 

to the whole of the new generation. 

After the most challenging paragraph becomes understandable, it is possible to further 

explore the most hidden theme of the poetic drama. One scholar argues that it "perhaps 

partially and indirectly expresses his psychology of love. The cloth that the little girl offers to 

the passerby symbolizes love. The passerby fint accepts it. but he asks her to take it back 

d e r  careful consideration, because it would become a heavy emotional burden on his 

shoulders and then the passerby would be unable to walk anym~re . " '~  

This argument seems acceptable because sorne textual evidence can be found to support 

it. When the passerby hesitates to accept the little girl's cloth. he says: "But how am I to walk 

when carrying this on my sh~u lden?""~  in his mind, the cloth is too heavy to carry. 

According to the context, to view it as a symbol of "love" or, in Lu Xun's case. "a hewy 

emotional burden" is convincing. 

The love theme of "The Passerby" and the symbolic meaning of love incorporated in the 

cloth were actually confessed by Lu Xun himself in a private letter written around one month 

d e r  "The Passerby" was published. He writes: 

The meaning of "The Passerby" is only as you said in your Ietter; that is, even if the 
passerby clearly knows there are tombs on the road ahead, he still wants to go. That is 
to resist despair. . . . But this resistance is liable to fail in "love," including gratitude. 
Therefore after he obtains the alms of one piece of wom-out cloth from the little girl, 
the passerby is almost unable to keep on going.'" 

The last point that we should bear in mind is that readers finally don't know if the 

passerby has accepted the cloth or not. This ambiguity reflects the contradictory psyche of Lu 
- - - - - -- 

109 Y o u  Yang R#t, "Yecao: yige teshu xulie" @@: -+%%%glj ( Wild Grass, a specific series), in Lu Xun 
yanjiu yuekan #!fXRRfFRB 'fil (Lu Xun Study monthly), 1993, no. 5, p. 22. 
" O L X Q J .  VOL 2, p. 193. 
I L I  Lu Xun, A letter to Zhao Qiwen asfi; dated April 1 1, 1925, in MQJ, vol. 1 1, p. 442. 
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Xun at that tirne, who himself never knew what the result of his seeking love would be, 

because the poetic drama was written at the very beginning of his romantic involvement with 

Xu Guangping. 

On March 1 1. 1925, nine days after Lu Xun wrote "The Passerby," he received Xu 

Guangping's first letter. At that time Xu Guangping was twenty-four years old and had 

known Lu Xun for one and a half years since she became his student in September 1923. 

Like Lu Xun. she had also experienced a sad arranged marriage. When she was three days 

old, at a banquet where her father got drunk. he arranged an indiscreet engagement for her to 

a local squire's son. As she grew up, Xu Guangping herself never agreed to the engagement. 

Although her M e r  felt regret aftenvard, he didn't want to abolish it in order not to be 

denounced for breaking a promise. The engagement was maintained until 19 17, when. with 

her elder brother's help, Xu Guangping managed to abolish it by buying a concubine for the 

squire's son as compensation. And then she went to Tianjin and later Beijing to study."' 

In classes she showed her interest in and admiration for her teacher Lu Xun. Every time 

she attended his lecture, she sat in the first row. Sometimes she covertly drew his portraits in 

the classroom. and sometimes she even asked Lu Xun such persona1 question as " Why do you 

dress so badly?"'13 In her first letter to him, she writes: "Anguish . . . always visits me 

without invitation and does not leave even when 1 urge it to. Professor, is there any way to 

add some sugar to this bitter medicine? If there is some sugar, will it absolutely not taste 

bitter? Professor! Could you please give me a sincere and clear guide? . . . If you arc able to 

Save a soul, please Save it! Professor! He (refemng to herself) is extremely eager to be 

"'chen Shuyu Kam. ,Yu Guongping de yisheng iFrTm-4 (The life of Xu Guangping). Tianjin: Tianjin 
renrnin chubanshe, 198 1 ,  p. 6.  
'13xu Guongpingyi Lu  Xun iTJ-Pt,L#fB (Remembering Lu Xun by Xu Guangping), Guangdong renmin 
chubanshe, 1979, p. 469. 
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saved!""' The letter can almost be regarded as an implicit statement of love to Lu Xun. 

From then on Xu Guangping entered Lu Xun's life. 

"Dead Fire" 

On April23, 1925, that was six weeks after Lu Xun received Xu Guangping's first 

letter, he wrote "Dead Fire." It takes the form of a dialogue between the 1 persona and the 

figure of the "dead fire." When the 1 persona encounters the "dead fire" in a valley of ice, he 

wakens it, which is about to extinguish due to the freezing cold, with his own body's warmth. 

In the 1980s, a mainland Chinese scholar first tried to interpret "Dead Fire" by 

associating it with Lu Xun and Xu Guangping's love. He says: "The environment of the icy 

mountain and the valley of ice is a poeticized indication of Lu Xun's ascetic Iife and lonely 

spirituai world. The re-kindling of the 'dead fire' at the time of obtaining 'warmth' symbolizes 

the instant revival due to an external stimulus of Lu Xun's ernotions that were repressed by 

the old tradition and consciousness. This poem was written just at the begiming of Lu Xun's 

exchange of letters with Xu G~angping.""~ This argument was immediately refuted by a 

senior scholar, who cnticized it for being "farfetched." And in his opinion the "dead fire" is 

simply a "symbol of the revolutionary  pir rit.""^ 

In the 1 9 9 0 ~ ~  You Yang, another mainland Chinese scholar, argued again that in the 

poem "Lu Xun's longing for love that has been frozen for many years starts to revive with the 

warmth of Xu Guangping's ardent and sincere 

- - -  

"'XU Guangping, a letter to Lu Xun dated March 1 1, 1925, Liangdishu yuomin R&#EE (The original~ of 
The Letters From Two Places)), Zhou Haiying Me!!!! ed.. p. 3. 
""uoted fiom Xi Jin %&, "Guanyu sihuo he Lu Xun yu Xu Guangping de aiqing" R'f&k.#I@iESiTT 
F@lg# (About "Dead Fire" and love between Lu Xun and Xu Guangping), Changchun s h b a n  xrrcbao 
-k%!hf@%*ffif (Journal of Changchun Normal College), 1986, no. 3, p. 1. 
'I6ibid., p. 8. 
"'YOU Yang X*, "Yecao; yige teshu xulie" !@@: -+!&$%@Pfl (Wild Grars, a specific series), in Lu Xun 
yanjiuyuekan @iR@f%H Fj (Lu Xun sNdy montMy), 1993, no. 5, p. 23. 
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I agree with this view and regard "Dead Fire" as one of the most important poems that 

reveal the love theme of Wild Grass. In the poem, Lu Xun uses a "he" to refer to the "dead 

fire," but I prefer to interpret it as a metaphor for Xu Guangping. In their letters Lu Xun 

usually addresses Xu Guangping as "brother" and Xu Guangping also frequently uses "heu as 

a reference to herself."' nierefore 1 substitute a "she" for the original "he" in the Yangs' 

translation in order to make the meaning of the poem more identifiable. 

"Ah, fiend! " she said, "You awoke me with your warmth!" 
S.* 

"1 was abandoned in the valley of ice by a man, . . . The man who abandoned me 
had already perished and vanished. And 1 was nearly frozen to death. If you had not 
warmed me and made me burn again, before long 1 would perish." (She said.) 

"1 am glad you have woken. I was just wondering how to leave this valley of ice, 
and I would like to take you with me so that you may never be frozen but go on buming 
forever." 

"Alas! Then I will bum out." (She said.) 
"I should be sorry if you were to burn out. 1 had better leave you here." 
"Alas! Then 1 will freeze to death." 
"What is to be done then?" 
"What will you do yourself?" she countered. 
"As 1 told you, I will leave this valley of ice." 
"If so, 1 would like to burn out!" (She said.)'19 

What wakes the "dead fire" is "warmth" (wenre, Es), and since "warmth" is 

surnmarized in "Revenge" as a decisive element in the arousal of love. we can assume that 

"Dead Fire" also involves a love fiair. in the winter of 1923 Xu Guangping contracted 

scarlet fever. She survived it but her boyfnend Li Xiaohui died from the same disease. He 

was infected while visiting and taking care of her. This misfortune brought her great agony. 

"'~ee Lu Xun and Jingsun Bs (XU Guangping irry), Liangdishuyuanrin i%&h#[a;E (The originals of 
The Lefters From Two Places). 
119 LXQJ, vol. 2, p. 196, and the Yangs' translation is in LXSW, vol- 1, p. 343. 
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She wrote a reminiscence in memory of hirn eighteen yean later. saying that her lover's death 

"destroyed a virgin's chaste heart, which has never re~ived.'"'~ 

Xu Guangpingrs sorrowful experience of love seems to be metaphorically recapitulated as 

the abandoned "dead fire" in the valley of ice. in a sense her love with Lu Xun was partially 

established on the gounds of mutual syrnpathy. This point is also demonstrated in the poem. 

The 1 persona promises to bnng the "dead fire" out of the valley of ice. because he hirnself 

wants to leave the valley. Having hesitated for a while, the "dead fire" agrees to leave with 

hirn and sacrifice for hirn: "If so, 1 would like to burn out!" 

No sooner have they left the valley of ice, than the I persona is knocked down and killed 

by a big Stone cart. This seemingly non-logical consequence irnplies that he is the first to 

deserve destruction, because he accepted the "dead fire." This implication is also revealed in 

"The Passerby." The passerby thinks that he himself should be cursed to destruction. if he 

accepts the Little girl's alms. 

Even though the 1 persona is destined to die, he still feels happy to have obtained the 

"dead fire." "Aha! . . . Dead fire, now 1 am the fi rst to attain you!"'" Judging from "the first." 

we know someone else also wanted to attain the "dead fire." He was Gao Changhong. Lu 

Xun's student, who once exchanged several letters with Xu Guangping in the fint half of 

1925 and fell in love with her. Later when he knew of her relationship with Lu Xun, he 

wrote a poem "To -" (Gei -, -$; -) in 1926 to attack Lu Xun. In it he compares Lu Xun to 

"the dark night," Xu Guangping to "the moon," and himself to "the sun." He implies that the 

dark night has stolen the moon.'" 

- -  - -- 

'"ling Song R5f? (Xu Guangping, i'fry), "Xinnian" %Q (New year), in Shanghoi funü l&?Hk (Shanghai 
women), vol. 4, issue 2, January 10, 1940. AIso see Chen Shuyu mi$%@, Xu Guangping de yisheng iTTF@J -* (The life of Xu Guangping), Tianjin: Tianjin renmin chubanshe, 198 1 ,  p. 30. 
"'u(~J, vol. 2, p. 196. 
1" -Lin Zhihao $#ze, Lu Xtrn Zhuan (Lu Xun's biography), Beijing: Shiyue wenyi chubanshe, 199 1 ,  pp. 
289-303. 



CHAPTER 4, DILEMMA OF LOVE VERSUS MORALIT?' 149 

Lu Xun was aware of Gao Changhong's offensive Grom Wei Suyuan (%Sm), who 

wrote Lu Xun a letter telling hirn about this. At that time Lu Xun had already moved to 

Xiamen. Lu Xun was certainly able to guess the reason of Gao's offensive. In his reply to 

Wei Suyuan. he says: "In Beijing Changhong perhaps had many plans about Xu Guangping, 

but they fell through, and so he suspected that 1 had been creating difficulties in the affair."12) 

Immediately Lu Xun wrote the story "Flight to the Moon" (Benyire. ) in the autumn of 

the sarne year. In the story Lu Xun created a characrer Fengmeng (%@), who studies €rom 

his teacher but later betrays hirn. as an oblique counterattack on Gao Changhong.'" 

The line "Aha! . . . Dead fire, now 1 am the first to have you!" betrays Lu Xun's 

excitement at obtaining love for the first time in his life and being the wimer in a romantic 

cornpetition. During a short period of forty days between Lu Xun receiving Xu Guangping's 

first letter and writing "Dead Fire," they exchanged fifteen letters and Xu Guangping also 

started visiting Lu Xun. Lu Xun then seemed to be fairly confident in and satisfied with this 

romantic f lair .  

Leo Ou-fàn Lee once made a bnef comparison between "Shadow's Leave-Taking" and 

"Dead Fire." He points out: "If 'Shadow's Leave-Taking' inclines toward pessimistic 

nihilism, another piece, 'Dead Fire.' casts his intemal confiict in a slightly more positive 

light."13 It is really important to note the different meanings and effects between these two 

poems. A proper comparison may be greatly beneficial to a better understanding of them and 

the [ove theme of Wild Grass. 

First of all, "Shadow" is in the form of a monologue, h which the I persona speaks out 

against his "fnend." The "friend" is absent in the poem and there is actually no emotional 

communication between them. By contrast "Dead Fire" is a dialogue between the I persona 

123 Lu Xun, a letter to Wei Suyuan %gm dated December 29, 1926, U Q J ,  vol. 1 1, p. 5 19. 
Iz4wang Yao 3% and Li Helin f m#, Zhongguo xiondui w e m e  ji Yecoo Gushi Xinbiun de zheng~ning 
~~%~~*~ht%f@ifrSl$%%b!@+@ (Modern Chinese literature and the debates on Wild Grass and Old 
Tales Retoid), Shanghai: Zhishi chubanshe, 1990, p. 159. 
12s Leo Ou-fàn Lee, Voices frorn the lron House, 1987, p. 99. 
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and the "dead fire. " Both of them are active protagonists in the poem and they, Iike the date 

tree and the plant bearing small pink flowen in "Autum Night," are among a few pairs of 

characten who can understand each other in the Wild Grass poems. Secondly, in both poems 

the protagonists use the direct address "fiend" to cal1 their counterparts. The "shadow" bids 

farewell to his fnend: "Friend, 1'11 no longer follow you," while the "dead fuel' shouts out the 

joy of her revival: "Ah, Friend! You woke me with your warmth!" The feelings contained in 

these two addresses are totally different: one is sad and the other is joyful. Thirdly, the I 

persona in "Shadow" wants to Leave the environrnent that he dislikes, while in "Dead Fire" 

the 1 persona and the "dead fuel1 succeed in their escape from the environrnent that they 

dislike. Fourthly, both poems have relatively uniform rhymes. If rewritten in broken lines. 

they would read much like new style poems. Lu Xun employs the melancholic "i," "in," and 

"ing" rhymes to build a gloomy tonality in "Shadow," while in "Dead Fire" the most 

resounding rhymes "a," "ai," "an." and "mg" are chosen to achieve a positive phonetic effect. 

A11 these formal characteristics meet the demands of the different thematic significance 

of these two poems. From "Shadow" to "Dead Fire," Lu Xun seems to have accomplished an 

essential shifi in life from lacking love to securing love. Thecefore 1 consider that "Dead 

Fire" marks a turning point in the Wild Grass collection. Poems preceding and following it 

manifest different characteristics. 1 shall provide an analysis of their differences in the 

summary to this chapter. 

"Tombstone Inscri~tions" (Muiiewen. s@f 
In this poem the first person narrator tells a bizarre story about a serpent-ghost that he 

reads about fiom the inscription on an eroded tombstone: 
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Once there was a lost sou1 who was metamorphosed into a serpent with poisonous 
fangs. He did not bite other creatures, but he gnawed into his own body until he 
succumbed . . . 

"Stay away! . . 

in doubt and horror, he goes around behind the tombstone and sees the faded inscription on 

its reverse side: 

He plucked out his own heart and ate it; he wanted to find out its original taste. The 
pain was severe; how could he find out its original taste? 

The agony subsided and now he could enjoy the repast with more leisure. But the 
heart h a  akeady become stale; how could its original taste be known? 

"Answer me, or stay away! . . ." ln 

Leo Ou-Fan Lee asserts that the poem is "definitely the most macabre and ghostly poem 

in Wild Grass, and perhaps in al1 of modem Chinese literature as ~ e l l . " ' ~ '  Tsi-an Hsia offers 

an explanation about the theme of the poem: 

The theme is a variation on that of cannibalisrn in the "Diary of a Madman," which is 
often read as an indictment of the "man-eating" old social system. But the imagined 
fear of the Diary is here turned into the quasi-reality of a nightrnare. The conflict 
between the oppressive social force and its deluded victirn of the short story is here 
reduced to a simple, but no less temble, act of self-destr~ction."~ 

From an ideological perspective, Tsi-an Hsia considers that the poem extends the theme 

of cannibalism in Lu Xun's story "Diary of a Madman." But he also points out that the body 

in the tornb died of "self-destruction." He seems to stress the role of the "soul," which cannot 

be lost because it is important "in the generd enthusiasm for social re f~r rn ." '~~  

Leo Ou-fan offers another point of view: 

" 6 ~ ~ ~ ,  vol. 2, pp. 202-3, T. A. Hsials translation in The Gate of Darkness, p. 15 1. 
127 Ibid-, p. 203, T. A. Hsia's translation in The Gate of Darkness, p. 15 1. 
Iz8~eo Ou-fm Lee, Voicesfrom the lron House, Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1987, 
p. 109. 
''g~si-an Hsia, The Gare ojDarkness, Seattle and London: University of Washington Press, 1968, p. 15 1. 
1301bid., p. 15 1. 
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lnscribed in this irnaginary epitaph, dedicated to that strange incarnation of the martyr 
spirit that takes revenge by inflicting pain upon himself, is the message of a final 
insoluble paradox: now that he is dead, how can he ever find out the meaning OF his life 
and his sacrifice?I3 ' 

Lee Ou-fan Lee sees in the poem "the martyr spirit" and "a final insoluble paradox" facing Lu 

Xun, who is finally unable to find out "the meaning of his life and his sacrifice." 

1 shall atternpt to constnict an alternative interpretation fiom the perspective of Lu 

Xun's personal life and psyche. 1 take the poem as an moral exploration of his own feelings. 

Many scholars in mainland China agree that a spirit of Lu Xun's "self-anatomy" is embedded 

in the poem."' A Western scholar Charles Alber also declares: "The wandering spirit ("the 

lost soul" in Hsia's translation), 1 believe, is the poet's own spirit; the corpse, his own corpse. 

And the epigraph, written on both faces of the tombstone, is one that the poet has written for 

himself." 13' 

If the arguments cited above are acceptable, the premise of my interpretation to view the 

dead man in the tomb as Lu Xun's persona is tenable. The textual evidence also supports this 

point. In a gloomy and astonishing scene, the 1 narrator sees a body in the tomb through a big 

crack: "Both his chest and belly are broken. inside there are no heart and liver. But his face 

never shows sad or happy expression.""' The body's facial expression without sadness or 

happiness is the same as that of the I persona in "Hope," who also has "no sadness and 

happiness" in his heart. The "wandering soul," that the protagonist used io be. is easily 

reminiscent of the wandering passerby and other beggar images in the Wild Grass poems. 

The "isolated tomb" aiso rerninds the reader of the passerby's destination of tombs. The death 

of the protagonist makes it possible to associate this piece with "Dead Fire," in which the 1 

13 L Leo Ou-fan Lee, Voicesfrom the Iron House, 1987, p. 109. 
"'A footnote for "Tombstone Inscriptions," in MQJ, vol. 2, p. 203. 
'33~harles Alber, "Wild Gras,  Syrnmeûy and Parallelism in Lu Hslln's Prose Poems," Criticai Essays on 
Chinese Literature, 1976, p. 14. 
'''LXQJ, vol. 2, p. 202. 
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persona also dies. So it seems reasonable to view the dead man as a link in the series of Lu 

Xun's self-symbols. 

Inside the body, "there is no heart and liver." On the superficial level this is because he 

destroyed his own heart. But on a deeper level, the description seems to me also a pun that 

Lu Xun deliberately conceives for his mord reflection. In Chinese, "having no heart and 

liver" (wzixirzgan, %&R) is a figurative expression that means having no conscience."' 

Thus, that there is no heart and liver inside the body can be interpreted to mean that the 

protagonist has no moral conscience. The reader may understand this pun by associating it 

with "Dead Fire." In "Dead Fire," after the 1 persona obtains the "dead fire," he dies. In 

"Tombstone Inscriptions," after the protagonist dies, he loses his "heart and liver" or his 

moral conscience. These descriptions indicate that the deeper Lu Xun became romantically 

involved with Xu Guangping, the more he felt guilty to Zhu An and the more severely he 

condemned himself. Therefore the protagonist's act of plucking out his heart and eating it in 

order to find out its original taste can be viewed as a metaphor of Lu Xun's self- 

condemnation. 

According to some scholars' research, Lu Xun and Xu Guangping eventually 

consummated their love in June 1 9 2 V 6  This conclusion is reasonable. "Tombstone 

Inscriptions" was written that June. Their letters written in June and July read more and more 

like love letters than letters between a teacher and a student. By the end of July, Lu Xun 

wrote: "It's always raining. How is your embroidered shirt? When the weather clears, h u q  

up and dry it in the sun. Be sure to do it! Be sure to do it!"I3' 

I39n Namhi- Chenhorchu ji fie @iG&I.Z (A history of the Southem Dynasty, the biography of 
Chenhouzhu), there is a record: "Shubao quanwu xingan" ifJ19eZdi1'Ri: (Shubao entirely has no conscience). 
See Ci hai @@ (Vocabulary sea), Shanghai cishu chubanshe, 1979, p. 1589. 
' 36~ang  Dehou E?!$E, Liangdishuyonjiu f i~#ffE ( A  study of The Letters between Two Places). Tianjin 
renrnin chubanshe, 1982, p. 324; and You Yang R*, "Yecao; yige teshu xulie" Bq: -?'%%kffglj (Wild 
Grass, a specific series), in Lu Xun yanjiu yuekan @Z@lfzfi qj (Lu Xun Shidy monthly), 1993, no. 5, p. 23. 
"'LU Xun, a letter to Xu Guangping dated July 29, 1925. Liongdishuyuarrrin if"i&b*%B (The originals of 
The Letters Fram Twa Places), 1984, p. 105. 
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Lu Xun's words suggest that they had a sexual relationship during this period. The 

above Ietter is the Iast one written between them while they were both in Beijing. For a 

period of more than one year d e r  that. they wrote no letters to each other until August 1926 

when they IeB Beijing together for different cities in the south. During that period it seems 

that they did not need to cornrnunicate by means of letters anymore since their relationship of 

love had become firm. 

Xu Guangping visited Lu Xun more Eequently in the sumrner of 1925, and they 

sometimes went out together. Zhu An witnessed al1 this. but she couldn't intervene in their 

affair or even Say a word. She was among the few who didn't show surprise at Lu and Xu's 

cohabitation in Shanghai that gradually became public by the end of the 1920s or at the 

beginning of the 1930s. "1 expected that long ago," she said to her neighbor Yu Fang. "You 

saw how they went out together . . ." 'j8 

When Lu Xun enjoyed the pleasure of love brought him by Xu Guangping, he was 

certainly able to perceive Zhu An's mental pain. He himself suffered greatly Frorn a guilty 

conscience. in the New Culture Movement, he passionately advocated a new morality based 

on humanism. He wrote in an essay: "Morality must be popularized. Everybody should 

practice and can practice it. Only when morality is beneficial to both self and others. is it 

worth kee~ing.""~ But now he painfùlly realized that such modem morality as he meant is a 

double-edged sword. which c m  benefit one and at the sarne time hurt another. Lu Xun's 

contradictory feelings are implicit in one paragraph of the tombstone inscriptions: 

At the time of crazy singing and reveling, he caught cold; in paradise he saw an abyss. 
He saw nothingness in al1 that struck his eyes; he was saved fiom hopelessne~s.'~~ 

"'YU Fang "Fengjian hunyin de xishengzhe - Lu Xun xiansheng he Zhu furen" #@@@lBtJl%tP% - 
@Ï&%&$Q%kA. (The victims of the feudalistic marriage - Mr. Lu Xun and Mrs. Zhu), in Xue Suizhi 
@%!Z and others ed., Lu Xun shengping shiiiao huibian, %@kTe$kiZ:%d ( A  colIection of the historical 
materials of Lu Xun's career), Tianjin renmin chubanshe, 1983, vol. 5, p. 48 1. 
139 Lu Xun, " Wo zhi jielieguan" %&?Tz!{%! (My views on chastit.), LXQJ, vol. 1 ,  p. i 19, 
"OWQJ. vol. 2, p. 202 
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These short lines are arnong the most controversial WiId Grass passages, over which 

many scholars debate. Li Helin interprets these lines by contrasting the protagonist with 

"others." He writes: 

When others live in crazy singing and reveling; 1 feel the coldness of the human 
world. . . . 

When others view social reality as paradise and feel satisfied; 1 view it as an abyss 
like hell. 

When others consider that al1 in redity is good; I am satisfied with nothing . . . 1 4 '  

Sun Yushi disagrees with Li Helin's interpretation, which in his opinion. is not 

appropriate because of its exclusive emphasis on the differences in ideas between the 

protagonist and "others." He considers that the subject of these lines should be the same 

penon, that is the dead protagonist. He gives his own interpretation as follows: 

The first Iine: when 1 am crazy to sing and revel. I "caught cold" and became sick 
because of the decline in the revolution and the cold air. This is of course a self- 
description of Lu Xun's inner contradiction and dark, empty thoughts. . . . 

The second line: in the so-called "future golden world," which is descnbed as 
paradise, 1 saw the abyss of the hurnan world which is similar to hell. This is the dead 
protagonist's "mad rernarks" brought on by illness and also a record of his sober 
thought. . . . 

The third line: in al1 that seems to exist in others' eyes, I saw the nihilism of 
"nothingness," in which nothing exists. . . . 

The fourth line: this is to Say that my illness cannot ultimately be cured. In despair 
and hopelessness, I becarne detached fiom the misery of the hurnan world by means of 
death. In a sense this escape by death is aiso a thorough "sal~ation."'~~ 

Sun Yushi's interpretation seems a little more suitable than Li Helin's in the sense that 

he treats al1 these lines as descriptions of the protagonist instead of a contrast between the 

' " ~ i  Helin %m#, Lzi Xzrn Yecao zhushi @i.lff!@@ag (Annotation and interpretation of Lu Xun's Wild 
Grass), Shanxi renmin chubanshe, 1973, p. 150. 
I4'sun Yushi $l\H6, "Lu Xun Yecao chongshi VIII" &EBf@s%, A (Re-interpretation of Wild Gross. 
VIiI), Lu Xun yanji~i yuekon @iR@f%A vj, 1996, no. 8, pp. 25-6. 
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protagonist and some vague "others." But it still doesn't sound quite plausible because a 

number of facts that are actuaily not in the original lines have been Freely added in his 

interpretation. 

in reading al1 the previous interpretations, I have found that scholars tend to focus on 

Lu Xun's political or philosophical thought that may be incorporated in these lines. 1 shall try 

to give my interpretation kom an alternative perspective of Lu Xun's personal life. It is 

difficult to give an "accurate" interpretation because of the metaphorical nature of the first 

two lines and the abstract nature of the 1s t  two. But by a close scrutiny, it is still possible to 

detect that things described in each line are strongly conflicting. Al1 lines indicate sudden 

and thorough changes - the first two in the protagonist's life and the last two in his attitude 

towards the changes. 1 view these lines as also an expression of the contradiction deep in Lu 

Xun's h e r  psyche at the turning point of his life: When he achieved the crazy raphire of 

love, he felt that he was morally ill. His paradise might be another's abyss. Afier he obtained 

love, there was nothing he lacked. in despair he was saved emotionally. 

This interpretation is thematically coherent to the rest of the poem. Al1 these sudden 

and thorough changes, together with the chief metaphor of the protagonistts death. serve to 

evince Lu Xun's self-condemnation. The fact is that he acceptrd love From Xu Guangping 

and forsook Zhu An. He eventually failed to fulfill his vow of 1 9 19 to sacrifice himself "to 

pay off a four thousand year debt."Id3 This fact accounts for his feeling of guilt, which is 

metaphorically and profoundly expressed in "Tornbstone Inscriptions" and is figuratively 

projected as the theme of the dilemma behveen emotions and moral responsibilities. 

"Dry Leaf" (Laye. EDt) 14-1 

' 4 3 ~ ~  Xun, "Suigan lu 40" E@% 40 (Random thoughts 40). WCgJ. vol. 1, pp. 323, Tthe Yangs' translation in 
LXSW, vol. 2, p. 40. 
'?bis poem was written on December 26, 1925 and published in Yuri igg no. 60, January 4, 1926. 
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In this poem when the 1 persona is reading at night, he finds a dry, pressed maple leaf in 

a book. The leaf brings back to his mind the late autumn of the previous year, when he 

spotted it on a maple tree in his courtyard on a night of heavy fkost. That was a blighted leaf. 

on which chequered red, yellow, and green were intenvoven and in which an insect had bored 

a hole. The 1 persona felt that the hole fiinged with black was staring at him like a bright eye. 

In order to preserve these chequered colors and the bright eye, he plucked it and slipped it 

inside a book, 

When the 1 persona narrates the origin of the le&, he mentions the garden, the trees in 

it, the heavy fiost, the autumn night, and the fact that he plucked it in late aunimn one year 

ago, which was the time Lu Xun wrote "Autumn Night." Al1 this makes it possible for the 

reader to associate this poem with "Auhimn Night." The blighted leaf'is also easily 

reminiscent of the date tree with wounds on its bark, especially when the reader is aware that 

many scholars view the dry and blighted IeaE like the date tree, as one of Lu Xun's self- 

symb01s.'~~ 

But the author's moods that are cast in these two poems are quite different. In "Autumn 

Night" even though the date tree has lost al1 its leaves, it stretches its boughs Iuxuriously. It 

knows "the little pink flowers' dream of spring" and has its own drearn of autumn - it will 

be weighed down again with bright foliage and dates. But in "Dry Leaf," after only one year, 

the chequered colors of the leaf have faded and its "bright eye" also has become dimmed. At 

present it is lying yellow, waxen, and dispirited as "a dry, pressed leaf' in front of the 1 

persona. At the end of "Autumn Night," Lu Xun exalts its positive effect by praising the Iittle 

green insects that dare seek brightness at the risk of their lives. But at the end of "Dry Leaf," 

Lu Xun writes: "In late auhunn there may have been blighted leaves like Iast year's; but 

unhappily, this year I even have no leisure to appreciate autumn trees."Ia 
-- 

''''~i Helin $m$#, Lu Xun Yecao rhushi $&iR!i!f@&@ (Annotation and interpretation of Lu Xun's Wild 
Grass), 1973, p. 205; Sun Yushi fi36 Yecao yanjiu !!!f$%JfPi: (Wiid Grass study), 198 1 ,  p. 8 1. 
146 MQJ. vol. 2, p. 2 19, the Yangs' translation in MSW Vol. 1 ,  p. 360. 
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It is not merely because Lu Xun this year has no time to appreciate autumn trees and to 

fmd blighted leaves. More importantly it is because his mood has changed. The faint yet 

perceptible hope incorporated in "Autumn Night" totally disappears in "Dry Leaf." and there 

is only tiredness and gloom lefi. Lu Xun dispiritedly predicts: "In a few more years. when its 

former hues have faded from my rnemory, 1 rnay even forget why 1 put it in the book."'" 

Lu Xun once explained on a public occasion that "'Dry L e d  was written for the penon 

who loves me and wants to preserve me."'"8 As to whom "the person" who loves Lu Xun and 

wants to preserve him refea. he himself also divulged in private to his student Sun Fuyuan: 

Mr. Xu (refemng to Xu Guangping) encourages me very much, hopes that 1 will work 
diligently and not slacken. But she also takes good care of me very much and hopes 
that 1 will conserve my health and not work too hard. However both cannot be done 
contentedly at the same time. There are contradictions between them. The inspiration 
of "Dry Leaf' was derived from this idea.'19 

From his own remarks we know that "Dry Leaf' is dedicated to Xu Guangping. But 

"Dry Le&' never reads like a love poem dedicated to a lover. In the poem Lu Xun makes no 

secret of his feelings of tiredness and gloom. [t seems that the psychological burden that love 

brought to Lu Xun weighed on him much more than the pleasure he received from it. On the 

one hand, he felt guilt toward Zhu An; on the other hand he didn't know the future result of 

his romantic involvement with Xu Guangping. There is an oblique line in the poem. which 

reveals Lu Xun's anxiety about the duration of his romance. The line reads: "It seems the 

chequered colors of the blighted leaf that was soon to fa11 c m  remain in my keeping for a 

very short time only - to Say nothing of the lush and green leaf.""' Lu Xun does not 

mention "the lush and green leaf" elsewhere in the poem and readers may feel perplexed at 

""LXQJ, vol. 2, p. 219. the Yangs' translation in LYSW, vol. 2, p. 359. 
'"LU Xun, "Yecao yingwen yiben xu" %ifgffftR*@ (A preface to the English edition of Yecao). LYQJ, vol. 
4, p. 356. 
Mgsu Fuyuan Qf\NB, Lu Xun xiamheng ersan shi %i&#&Z3% ( A  few things about Lu Xun), zhuoj ia 
shuwu, 1944, quote from Sun Yushi gh35-6 Yecao yanjiu !!!f@@R (Wild Grms study), 198 1, p. 78. 
'"LXQJ, vol. 2, p. 2 19, the Yangs' translation in LYSRvol. 2, p. 359. 
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specifjhg its reference. From the context, we know that the 1 persona is anxious that the 

colon of the imagined lush and green leaf will fade sooner than that of the dry and blighted 

leaf. If it is reasonable to interpret the blighted leaf as a self-symbol of Lu Xun as many 

scholar do, it may also be reasonable to view the imagined lush and green leaf as a qmbol of 

Xu Guangping, then an educated and pretty girl at the age of twenty-six. 

No Wild Grass critics have ever attempted to give an appropriate interpretation to the 

imagined lush and green leaf in the 1 persona's mind. The whole Iine about it has actually 

been ignored. 1 would like to emphasize the thematic significance of this line. By intimately 

employing the colors of the different leaves to allude to the relationship of lovers, Lu Xun 

coverily reveais his womes about how long this romance could last. 

Lu Xun didn't divulge his anxiety to Xu Guangping until years later. After Lu Xun 

died, Xu Guangping mentioned the symbolic meaning of the blighted leaf in an essay: "Later 

he himself acknowledged that the blighted leaf in 'Dry Led from Wild Grass . . . was his 

self-description. But I had never perceived that. How insensitive I was!""' 

"Dry Leaf" marks the end of the poems in Wild Grass which deal with the theme of 

feelings and moralities. After it only two pieces follow: "Amid Pale Bloodstains" and "The 

Awakening." Both were wrîtten in 1926 afler the March Eighteenth Massacre to protest 

against warlord politics. Lu Xun did not wite Wild Grass poerns during a penod of three 

rnonths between writing "Dry Leaf" and the last two pieces. I f  the March Eighteenth 

Massacre had not happened, "Dry Leaf" might have been the last piece of Wild Grass. Lu 

Xun's tired and gloomy mood reflected in "Dry Leaf' indicates that the inspiration 

indispensable to poetic composition was exhausted in his mind. M e r  he secured love, "He 

saw nothingness in al1 that struck his eyes" ("Tombstone Inscriptions"). His gloom was 

"'XU Guangping "Yin jiaodui sanshinianji er yinqi de huajiu" ~ & 3 $ E + ~ % ~ ~ l  @tB(J SiEl (Talking 
about the old stories due to rny proofreading of  the Coifection ofthe Thirty Years), In Xuexi -j44 (Studies), no. 
IO,  1940. Also see Xu Guangping $TF, Xzr Guangping yi Lu Xun iFJ-yfL@;iE (Remembering Lu Xun by 
Xu Guangping), Guangdong renmin chubanshe, 1 979, p. 146. 
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perhaps partially denved f?om his sense of guilt. He was clearly aware that more mistrations 

would be facing hirn once his &air became public. 

About one month before Lu Xun wrote "Dry Leaf." he h ished editing a collection of 

his essays and entitled it Hot Wind (Refeng, %n). in the preface. he told why he chose that 

title: 

People's perception and reflection on the environment are probably like that "fish 
knows coldness or warmth by itself when it dnnks water." 1. however. feel the air 
around me is too cold. 1 am saying my own words. thus I entitled my book Hot WN2d in 
contrast. 15' 

Lu Xun's own words may serve as the best footnote to understand his mood at the time he 

wrote "Dry Leaf." 

Summary 

Lu Xun's anxiety about the future of his romantic relationship with Xu Guangping 

proved reasonable. As soon as their relatives knew their affair, Xu Guangping's farnily broke 

with her, and Zhou Zuoren declared their fiair illegal. lS3 

In August 1926 Lu and Xu left Beijing together for the south. In order to avoid 

attention fiom the public. they decided to live separately in different cities for two years and 

then to join each other. Therefore Lu went to Xiamen University to teach and Xu went to 

Guangzhou to work in a college. In Xiamen, Lu Xun immediately realized his own inability 

to live by himself. Without Zhu An's care. his life in Xiamen was terrible. But the things 

that made him more anxious were Xu Guangping's plans, in which she wanted first to go to 

'"LU Xun, 'Tiji" ai2 (Preface to Hot WNld), LXQJ, vol. 1, p. 292. 
'"This is according to the reminiscence of Zhou Haiying mi@%, Lu Xun and XU Guangping's mn- Sec bis "Xie 
zai qianmian" T&m @j (Write as a preface), in Chen Shuyu %@@, Xz[ Guangping de yisheng i?r P a(]-% 
(The Iife of Xu Guangping), Tianjin renmin chubanshe, 198 1 ,  p. 6.  
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Lu Xun's confiidence p r i m d y  came fiom the facts that his relationship with Xu had 

finally become definite because of her pregnancy and had been recognized by some of their 

relatives including Zhu An, who considered herself the legitimate mother of the unbom 

baby.IM But his remarks never meant that he had been fiee fiom the cnticisms of the 

conventional society. Lu Xun continuously kept his cohabitation with Xu in secret, as he 

wrote in a letter to Li Bingzhong: 

Since I moved to Shanghai, 1 have been extremely cautious. 1 have almost retreated 
fiom the human world. 1 tie my tongue and Say n~thing.'~' 

Al1 the essays that Lu Xun wrote during this period were published under pseudonyrns. 

It was not until 193 1 that he gradudly infomed sorne of his fiends of his situation. In 

another letter to Li Bingzhong, Lu Xun wrote: 

I have a family rnember (refemng to Xu) and also a baby in Shanghai. We depend on 
each other for swival  and will suffer if we live separately. Therefore I deeply hide 
myself in the hopes of extending my life. But the whole of society still cannot tolerate 
me. 16' 

Li Bingzhong had one of Lu Xun's letters published in 193 1. Only then did Lu Xun's 

cohabitation with Xu gradually becorne public. 

What subsequently happened to Zhu An after Lu Xun's death also proved his 

apprehensions on her behalf reasonable. Afier he left Beijing with Xu for the south in 1926, 

Zhu An stayed in Beijing, living with his mother on his financial support. After Lu Xun died 

in 1936, Zhu An dictated a letter to Xu Guangping and authorized her full power to deai with 

'9, Fang &% "Fengjian hunyin de xishengzhe - Lu Xun xiansheng he Zhu furen" @ ~ b ! $ ~ B ( J % ! ! $ k ~  - 
&iR%&#I#Z%A. (The victims of the feudalistic mamage - Mr. Lu Xun and Mrs. Zhu), in Xue Suizhi 
@%Z and others ed., Lu ,Yun shengping shiliao huibian, &B&f e@JlC% (A collection of the historical 
materials of Lu Xun's career), Tianjin renmin chubanshe, 1983, vol. 3, p. 484. 
1 6 ' ~ u  Xun. a letter to Li Bingzhong $5f@fJ dated Febmary 4, 193 1, in U Q J ,  vol.. 12, p. 37. 
'"LU Xun, a letter to Li Bingzhong f dated February 18, 193 1 ,  in LYQJ, vol., 12, p. 39. 
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the issue of the publication of al1 Lu Xun's works in 1937.'63 Thus Xu became the only 

legitimate heir of the huge income from the copyright of Lu Xun's works. She continued to 

remit money to support Zhu, but the remittance was interrupted severai tirnes due to the 

occupation of Beijing by the Japanese in 1937, Xu Guangping's arrest by the Japanese at the 

end of 194 1 in Shanghai, and perhaps other reasons that are still unknown. Because of the 

interruptions of the financial support and the terrible inflation during the war, Zhu An's 

situation once became quite bad. In order to s w i v e  she intended with the help of Zhou 

Zuoren to seIl Lu Xun's book collection left in their Beijing residence. Being aware of this, 

Shanghai scholars Tang Tao and Liu Zhemin made a special trip to Beijing in 1944 to 

persuade her not to sel1 the books in order to protect Lu Xun's heritage. They found that she 

was really living in poverty. When she knew the purpose of their trip, she said to them: "You 

always Say to protect Lu Xun's heritage. I am aiso Lu Xun's heritage. You shouid protect me 

t ~ o ! " ' ~  Zhu An was after al1 a rational woman. Although she was Lu Xun's legitimate wife 

and had the right to sel1 the books, she immediately promised to give up the planned sale. 

Her plight drew attention from society. In 1945 and 1946 some social elite in Beijing made 

donations of money to support her, but she refused the donations. Ln 1946 she, however, 

accepted from the Guomindang government $100,000 Vabi, & $), which was given in thQ 

personal name of President Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kai-shek %*?'.a, 1887-1975). She mad 

b&f statement about the acceptance to press circles, saying "I dare not refuse the President's 

grant.'' '" 

1 63 Zhu An. a Ietter to Xu Guangping dated July 2, 1937, see Li Yunjing Lu Xun de h q i n  yu jiafing, 
#iEb!J@!@$%B (Lu Xun3 maniage and fmily), Beijing: Shiyue wenyi chubanshe, 1990, p. 246. 
'@YU Fang "Fengjian hunyin de xishengzhe - Lu Xun xiansheng he Zhu b n "  ttE!!&%d%%%!!Ï$!k$ - 
$%B%&lia4iftA. (The victirns of the feudalistic marriage - Mr. Lu Xun and Mrs. Zhu), in Xue Suizhi 
$$%È and others ed., Lu Xun shengping shilioo huibian, #if&f *#lr$ ( A  collection of the historical? 
materials of Lu Xun's career), Tianjin renrnin chubanshe, 1983, vol. 3, p. 485. 
"%ben Shuyu ma&, Xu Guangping deyisheng W-Y (The life of  Xu Guangping), Tianjin: Tianjin 
renmin chubanshe, 198 1 ,  p. 148. 
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Frankly speaking, Zhu An did what she could to protect Lu Xun's heritage until she died 

in 1947. Her later Iife was miserable, just as Lu Xun had predicted in "The Passerby." Her 

only consolation perhaps came of the fact that Lu Xun never divorced her. From beginning 

to end she was his legitimate wife. in her life. she often said: "I am a member of the Zhou 

farnily when I am dive; and I will be a ghost of the Zhou family after I die!"'66 This is a 

conventional Chinese saying with which a wife swears to be faithful forever to her husband's 

farnil y. 

Since the very beginning of his romantic involvernent with Xu Guangping, Lu Xun 

seemed to have made every effort to maintain Zhu An's status as his legitimate wife and to 

accept Xu Guangping as only a mistress. He cohabited with Xu without seeking legal 

approval or even arranging a wedding ceremony. in this way Lu Xun probably thought that 

he had done what he could in hopes of not hurting Zhu An too much and at the sarne time 

keeping his own psychological balance between h is  emotionai life and moral responsibilities. 

Xu Guangping was Lu Xun's lover and devoted her whole life to iaking care of him in his last 

ten years, and, more importantly, she worked painstakingly and effectively for the protection, 

collection, editing, and publication of his works, and wrote a great nurnber of reminiscences 

about him afler he died. In a sense she was a protective goddess of Lu Xun and his Irgacy, 

and made hirn the Lu Xun we recognize today. She, however, was from begiming to end 

only Lu Xun's common-law wife in the Western conception or concubine in the Chinese 

conventional conception. 

When reading Wild Grass, if readers realize that Lu Xun was seeking love and 

individual Mfillment in the particular era and environment of 1920 China, which was 

shifting fiom a pre-modem society into a modem one, they would probably understand why 

'YU Fang &% "Fengjian hunyin de xishengzhe - Lu Xun xiansheng he Zhu hiren" ~@!@f!Hl#!l%!!i%i!!? - 
$$i%&@%%A. (The victims of the feudalistic marriage - Mr. Lu Xun and Mrs. Zhu), in Xue Suizhi 
%%E and others ed., Lu Xun shengpingshiliao huibion, @B&f %nicifi (A collection of the historical 
materials of Lu Xun's career), Tianjin renmin chubanshe, 1983, vol. 3, p. 486. 
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there are so many tensions in the poems. From "Autumn Night" to "Dry Leaf." Lu Xun 

seems to have completed the emotional journey of his Iife. If we take "Dead Fire" as a 

tuming point in the collection, it is not difficult to fmd that the poems preceding it mainly 

involve various wishes and desires. through which Lu Xun expresses his will to shake off the 

yoke of a dissatisfjmg mamage and seek love and a reasonable life. "The wish," writes 

Sigmund Freud, "maices use of an occasion in the present to construct, on the pattern of the 

past, a picture of the fi~ture."'~' The date tree yearns to flourish and to bear fruit again in the 

next year ("Autumn Night"). The shadow longs for farewell to his "fiiend" and going to a far 

place ("Shadow's Leave-Taking"). The I persona in "My Lost Love" wants to find his lover, 

even if he fails several times due to various obstacles. The lovers in "Revenge" want to either 

hug or kill each other, although they can finally accomplish neither. The I persona in "Hope1' 

decides to seek "the youth" outside himself. The passerby stubbomly strives d e r  "blood" to 

replenish his vitality ("The Passerby"). In "The Good Story," the I persona eagerly craves to 

see more clearly the imaginary ideal and harmonious life of his dream. 

Ail these wishes and desires expressed in the poems of Wild Grass indicate Lu Xun's 

stniggle to make a change in his life. At the moment when he obtained love, he wrote "Dead 

Fire," which betrays a gleam of happiness and rnanifests an instant satisfaction because of the 

realization of his desires. Lu Xun's psychology reaches a transient balance in this poern. But 

immediately he fdls into another psychological tension, which is maidy expressed as deep 

perturbations and apprehensions. Many poems that succeed "Dead Fire," especially the seven 

pieces in the form of a drearn? are explicitly intenvoven with his feelings of horror bom of 

guilt on Zhu An's part. As Tsi-an Hsia has pointed out, "Those dreams have such a bizarre 

beauty and delirious terror that they are really nightmares."'" in "The Dog's Retort," the I 

persona is afraid to debate with a dog and easily defeated by it. In "Tombstone hscriptions," 

' " ~ p a ~ h e  y et al., ed.. The S~andard Edilion of the Cornpiete Psychoiogid Workr of Sigmund Freud, London: 
Hogarth Press, 1954-74, voI. 9. p. 147. 
16'~si-an Hsia, The Gate of Darkness, Seattle and London: University of Washington Press. 1968, p. 1 52. 
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the I namtor, who is usuaily viewed as Lu Xun's alter ego, is scared out of his wits by a body 

and escapes from him in panic. The I persona in "Mer Death" does not even dare to inform 

both his relatives and foes of his death. 

There are four poems in Wild Grass which describe the death of the protagonists. But 

only one in "Revenge il" precedes "Dead Fïre," while the other three succeed (and include) 

"Dead Fire." In "Revenge II" Lu Xun uses the death of Jesus as the subject rnatter to 

condemn the cruelty of the crowd and conventionaf sociee. But the nature of the other 

deaths after "Dead Fire" is completely different. Either the protagonist dies of his own 

destruction, as in "Tombstone inscriptions," or the I persona dies voluntarily, as in "After 

Death." in "Dead Fire," the I persona cannot even help but exhibit his delight at his own 

death. In these poems the subject matter of death is employed by Lu Xun mainiy as a 

metaphor for a dramatic change in life or a self-condemation in morality brought on by 

guilt. 

There are a total of nine poems in Wild Grass that are composed in the fonn of a dream. 

Two of hem, "Shadow's Leave-Taking" and "The Good Story," precede "Dead Fire." The 

rest succeed (and include) it. After "Dead Fire," Lu Xun conceives seven dream poems in a 

row. He seems to have had a long and scary dream in which he expenences from a feeling of 

slight satisfaction to a feeling of severe self-repentance. These dream pieces may indicate 

that Lu Xun is so apprehensive about facing his would-be accusers due to his affiiir with Xu 

Guangping that he doesn't even want to wake up. M e r  these seven poems in the form of a 

dream, during the period fiom July to December 1925, Lu Xun didn't write Wild Grass 

poems for more than five months. This is an exclusive situation in the Wild Grass 

composition. During this time, perhaps, on the one hand, Lu Xun had been indulging in his 

newly-secured love and had lost the inspiration to compose such nightrnarish poems. On the 

other hand, he might have been thinking of how to act next. He was also under stress during 

this period from a lawsuit against Zhang Shizhao, the Minister of Education. Ail these 
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elements may account for the interruption of the Wild Grass composition for more than five 

months. 

Also during this time, his romantic affair gradually becarne known to some of his 

friends and students in Beijing. They spread word of the affair around. Even though they 

were probably not ill-natured, Lu Xun. who had a sensitive and suspicious personality, 

became quite angry about this. Later he complained in a private letter. saying: 

If they saw there were fernale students at my place, they started m o r s .  They 
started rumors for s u e  no matter if there was an affiür or not, unless 1 didn't meet 
women. niey make up new stories, they are really tyrants, cruel officiais. detectives. 
and small people. 

. . . 
Those who spread m o r s  are [Wang] Pinqing, [Sun] Fuyuan. [Zhang] Yiping, pi] 

Xiaofeng, and Zhou Zuoren's wife.IW 

After a five-month break, Lu Xun wrote "Such a Fighter," in which he seems to have 

awakened from his long dream. He portrays the protagonist as an active and brave fighter 

against social conventions. In the poem, Lu Xun writes: 

Above their heads hang ail kinds of fïags and banners, embroidered with ail 
honorable titles: philanthropist, scholar. writer, elder, youth, dilettante, gentleman. . . 

But he raises his lance. 
Together they give their solemn oath that their hearts are in the center of their 

chests, unlike the case of other prejudiced people. They try to prove by their breast- 
plates that they themselves believe their hearts are in the center of their chests. 

But he raises his lance. 
He smiles and hurls his lance to the side, and it pierces them through the heart."' 

This passage rnay convey Lu Xun's anger at those who bruit his f l a i r  ail around. He 

does not think they are fair, though "they give their solemn oath that their hearts are in the 

center of their chests." He descnbes them ironically as "philanthropist, scholar, wnter, elder, 

'"LU Xun, a letter to Xu Guangping dated January 1 1 ,  1927, Liangdishu yzramin fi&%%fi (The originals of 
The Letters From Two Places), Zhou Haiying ed., 1984, p. 3 15. 
"OUQJ, vol. 2, p. 214, the Yangs' translation in LXSW, vol. 1, pp. 354-5. 
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youth, dilettante, gentleman.""' When he is beside himself with rage, in his rnind thry are 

"tyrants, cruel officiais, detectives, and small people." At the time he needs to pluck up his 

courage to face the response of sociality directly, Lu Xun writes "Such a Fighter" to 

encourage himself. But he is not confident enough of the fight that he launches in the poem. 

The fact remains that his f la i r  with Xu Guangping was never just a rumor. The protagonist 

finally "grows old and dies of old age," and "he is not a fighter after all."'" The end of "Such 

a Fighter" reveals Lu Xun's dejection - he is unable to conceal his affair from being known 

and spread around. Furthemore, at that the he still did not know if his affair with Xu would 

succeed or not. This soa of anxiety is also implicitly reflected in "Dry Leaf," which was 

written half a month later. 

The dilemma between love and moral responsibility is the most covert theme of Wild 

Grass. Many scholars have intentionaily or unintentionally ignored it. My interpretation on 

the level of emotion has revealed Lu Xun's private allusions and puns in sorne of the Wild 

Grass poems and made his most intimate feelings identifiable. I hope this interpretation will 

be seen as reasonable and acceptable, and will arouse the interest of other scholars to engage 

in M e r  studies dong this line. 

17t LXQJ, vol. 2, p. 314, the Yang's translation in USW, vol. 1, p. 354. 
%id, p. 2 15. 



CONCLUSION 

Although many mainland Chinese scholars never acknowledge a decline in Lu Xun's 

writing career, the fact remains that, with the exception of a few stories collected in Old Tales 

Refold, Lu Xun stopped writing fiction, new style poetry. and prose poeiry after Wild Grass. 

In the last ten years of his life, Lu Xun wrote mainly miscellaneous essays. In view of this. 

William Schultz argues that 1926 marks the end of Lu Xun's creative life.' Tsi-an Hsia also 

laments the decline in Lu Xun's creative output, saying that, "lt was a loss to Lu Hsün himself 

and to Chinese literature that his inspiration should have withered so soon."' If we Say that 

Lu Xun's story collection Cal1 to Arms marks the first peak of his literary creation and eams 

him nation-wide recognition, then Wild Grass marks the final peak of his creative writing and 

solidifies his reputation as a great modem writer with multidimensional achievements. 

Lu Xun's literary achievements are to be found in a nurnber of forms: short fiction. 

miscellaneous essays, prose poetry, lyrical prose rerniniscence, and classic-style poetry. With 

the exception of classic-style poetry, the other genres were first introduced into China 

through Lu Xun's experirnentation with Western literary forms. These genres have been 

imitated by innumerable later writers and become paradigms for modem Chinese literature. 

If one surveys twentieth-century Chinese literature, one Ends that after Lu Xun, outstanding 

works in different genres have continuously appeared, but few, if any prose poems, let alone 

a whole collection, have been produced as masterpieces that can favorably compare with the 

poems in Wild Grass. In the realm of prose poetry, none of the later writers can match Lu 

Xun's genius. As William Schultz points out, although later writers recognized that both the 

style and manner of Wiid Grass are worthy of emulation, "no one has since proven capable of 

matching the quality which inheres in these highly personal prose p~ems."~ 

'william R. Schultz, "Lu Hsün, the Creative Years," unpublished Ph. D. dissertation, the University of 
Washington, 1955. 
 si-an Hsia, The Gate of Darkness, 1968, p. 129. 
' ~ i l l i a m  R. SC~UIQ "Lu Hslln, the Creative Yearr," 1955, p. 385. 



CVILD GR4SS. CONCLUSION 

It is not an overstatement to conclude that Wild Grass is not only a significant 

achievement in Lu Xun's individual creative output. but aiso stands as a masterpiece in 

modem Chinese literanire. Its intellectual and aesthetic values have proven to be great and 

durable in the sense that Wi[d Grass always provides the reader with a vision of the strength 

of human will, wisdom of imagination, and sincenty of personal emotion and morality. 

The spirit of' struggle in Wild Grass 

Although many of the poems in Wild Grass are melancholic, and at times even 

pessimistic, the reader c m  still strongly perceive a spirit of struggle in these poems. This 

spirit of struggle is an embodiment of Lu Xun's firm life attitude and indomitable personality. 

Many of the characters in Wild Grass are caught up in irreconcilable contlicts with not oniy 

their environments, but also their own fates. To a great degree, they can be regarded as 

symbols of Lu Xun himself, who devoted his entire life to enlightening the Chinese people at 

the time China was being transformed into a modem society. Lu Xun's spirit of struggle has 

been glorified as  "the soul of the nation" (rninzu hun, RE%@,),' which proves urgently 

needed by the Chinese people to reform their society and life, and more importantly to change 

their own weak "national character." Leo Ou-fan Lee and Lin Yü-sheng see in Wtld Grass Lu 

Xun's "existentialist" repudiation of nihilism.' Michael S. Duke emphasizes Lu Xun's "debt 

to the tradition of genuinely tragic cornrnitted intellectuals who, in the traditional phrase, 

'know that it cannot be done but do it anyway.' . . . It is this 'spirit' of struggle against 

overwhelming odds that . . . [is viewed as] the most obvious legacy of Lu's life and work."" 

'chen Shuyu E&a, Mina hun BEa (the national soul), Zhejiang wenyi chubanshe, 1982; Huang Houxing 
8@%, Lu Xun - m i ~ z  hun de xiangzheng - EEam$$t@E (Lu Xun - the symbol of  the national 
soul), Shandong renmin chubanshe, 1993. 
' ~ e o  Ou-fan Lee, Voices/rom the Iron House, Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1987, p. 
103; Lin Yil-sheng, The Crisis of Chinese Comciousness, Madison: University of  Wisconsin Press, 1979, p. 
137. 

6 Michaei S. Duke, Review of Voices from the Iron House, in World Lirerature Today, Spi-ing 1988, p. 332. 



WILD GRISS. CONCLUSION 

Indeed the spirit of stmggle that informs WiZd Grass - against not only the outer 

world, but also the inner self - has become a significant intellecniai legacy to inspire 

Chinese readers. 

Sub-iective emotion and Iyricisrn 

When Jaroslav Pnisek cornments on modem Chinese literature. he considers that its 

most characteristic feature is "the larger proportion of subjective elements. This would seem 

to be c o ~ e c t e d  with the growing significance of the writerrs personality. liberated from the 

fetters of tradition . . . to make of his work a personal confession and manifesto."' 

Pntsek's assessrnent is correct. The New Culture Movement broke the dam of 

traditional values, and a torrent of individual emotions, to a great degree in the form of 

Iiterature, poured out in profusion. Wild Grass is such a book which lays great stress on the 

expression of the author's subjective emotions rather than depiction of a redist picture. It is 

dominated by Lu Xun's strong private feelings and imaginary power. The psychical distance 

between the author and many of the protagonists in Wild Grass is so close that the audience 

may interpret them as syrnbols or self-portraits of the author himself. As a result, the readen 

becorne active participants in the reading and, aided by their own aesthetic experience, 

generate an emotional identification with the characters and the author's feelings presented in 

the poems. 

Because Lu Xun had been so deeply involved with his characters figuratively and 

psychically, I disagree with Feng Xuefeng's judgment that some poems in Wild Grass are 

"sharply satiric pieces."' Rather 1 would argue that in Wild Grass, Lu Xun did not intend to 

practice satire as a corrective of human vice or folly, or as a device to make his main 

characters ridiculous and to evoke toward hem attitudes of amusement, contempt, or scom. 

7 Jaroslav Pmek, The Lyrical and the Epic, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1980, pp. 83-4. 
8 Feng Xuefeng classifies "My Lost Love" and other five poems as "sharply satin'c pieces." See his Lun Yecao 
ikRf (On Wild Grass), Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1956, p. 10. 
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More perceptive critics rïghtiy see in Wild Grass Lu Xun's subjective ernotions and lyrïcism 

rather than satire. Tsi-an Hsia points out that the "images" in Wild Grass are "imbued with 

strong emotional inten~ity."~ Jaroslav Pmek summarizes the artistic merits of the WiId 

Gms poerns to be "their emotional atrnosphere, complex images and metaphors. and the 

extraordinary strength of their  feeling^."'^ In a more detailed analysis on the lyricism of Wild 

Grass, William Lyell writes: 

When one thinks of a lyrical Lu Hsün, the two books that corne to mind are Wild Grass. 
with its sometimes indecipherable prose-poems, and Dawn Blossoms Plucked ai Durk, 
with its poetic reminiscences. . . . By "lyrical," 1 refer to those poetic sections of Lu 
Hsün's prose in which we can hear a voice singing in the background, altemately joyous 
and sad. Whenever that lyrical voice is heard, the subject is likely to be childhood, 
remembered friends, the Chekiang countryside. or family life. Homeland and youth 
inspired him to the joyous lyricism . . ." 

It is true that the most lyrïcal poerns in Wild Grass have a subject matter related to homeland, 

youth, and reminiscence, such as "The Kite," "Snow," "Hope," and "The Good Story." 

The awareness of repentance 

In 1986 Liu Zaifu. a mainland Chinese scholar, delivered a paper entitled "Literature 

and the Awareness of Repentance" at a conference in Beijing. In his presentation he argued 

that the novels of Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky achieved an elevated moral vision because of the 

religious concepts of sin and repentance in Russian culture. But Chinese culture and 

literature lacked such concepts. His point of view became famous in Beijing intellectual 

circles for its implicit cal1 for more introspection and honesty in literature creation." 

 si-an Hsia, The Gaie of Darknecs, 1968, p. 150. 
10 Jaroslav Prusek, The Lyrical and The Epic, 1980, p. 56. 
" ~ i l l i a m  Lyell, Lu Xun's Vision of Reality, 1976, pp. 300- 1 .  
'%ee Peny Link, Evening Chats in Beijng, Probing China's Predicument, W .  W .  Nonon. 1 992. p. 1 54. 
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In Chinese history, pre-modern intellectuds had a long tradition of awareness of social 

responsibility. They regarded themselves as playing important social roles by means of 

cultivating the self, regulating the family, goveming the state, and paciSing the whole 

kingdom." In this respect, modem Chinese writers share the sarne awareness of social 

responsibility with their ancestors. and in general Lu Xun was not an exception. The reason 

he chose writing as his career was his desire "to change the Chinese people's spirit."" Since 

the New Culture Movement, modem Chinese writes have tended to employ literature as a 

tool to reform society and to educate people. Few practice self-reflection in their own literary 

works. As a result, modem Chinese literature in general lacked the awareness of repentance. 

Wild Grass, however, is an exception. Many of the poems are introspective. Unlike the 

religious concept of sin that informs the works of Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky, Lu Xun's 

awareness of repentance is based first of al1 on the deep intellectual conflict in his mind. As 

Lin Yü-sheng has pointed out: "Lu Xun both rejected Chinese tradition in toto and found 

some elements in traditional Chinese culture and mords meaningful. . . . It caused hirn great 

agony - indeed, a sense of guilt - in the face of an iconoclastic totalism in which he also 

deeply be1ieved."ls In Wild Gruss Lu Xun's awareness of repentance seems more obviously 

based on morality, a humanitarian consideration for others, as he expounded it in a letter of 

1925: 

My ideas are not immediately understandable, because in them are contained many 
contradictions. If I am asked to surn them up, they represent perhaps the ebb and flow 
of two kinds of thinking - humanism and individual anarchism. Therefore, sometimes 
I suddeniy love people, sometimes 1 suddenly hate people. When I work, sornetimes I 
certainly work for others, but sometimes I work for my own plea~ure.'~ 

" ~ g i  t l iz ,  (The Book of Rites). in Shisan jing zhushu +3ggiTk; (Annotation and interpretation of Thirteen 
Classic Books), Zhonghua shuju, 1979, p. 1673. 
14 Lu Xun , "Nahan zixu" $ @ (SeIf-preface to Cati to Arms), UTQJ, vol. 1 .  p. 41 7. 
 in Yti-sheng, The Crisis of Chinese Comciousness, Madison: University of Wisconsin Press. 1979. p. 105. 
' 6 ~ ~  Xun, a letter to Xu Guangping dated May 30, 1925. in Liangdshupanrin mhh$IEE (The on'gi 
The Leliers From Two Places), Zhou Haiying W%% ed., Hunan wenyi chubanshe, 1984, p. 69, Le0 Ou-fan 
Lee's translation in Voicesfrom the Iron House, 1987, p. I04. 
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To a great extent the emotional tension in WiId Grass rnanifests the conflict between 

humanism and individual anarchism in Lu Xun's deepest imer mind. When this contlict 

occurs, sometimes Lu Xun "suddenly hate[d] people," as shown in "The Passerby." But 

immediately he turned to condemn hirnself for these feelings. Therefore a strong awareness 

of repentance is fiequently embodied in many poems in Wild Grass. 

This awareness of repentance is actually an embodiment of Lu Xun's humanistic 

thought and his sense of morality. Lu Xun's summary of his own ideas is helpful to readers 

in understanding the genesis of his awareness of repentance. This awareness of repentance is 

also closely related to his intention in writing Wild Grass, that is, in Lu Xun's words, when 

comrnenting on Dostoyevsky's fiction, "to tomire and interrogate out the reai innocence 

which hides beneath the sin." l 7  

The Japanese scholar Takeuchi Yoshimi (flhjtf) identifies Lu Xun's literature as "a 

kind of repentant literature." and considers his mariage and love as "the core of the 

repentan~e."'~ It seems to me an overstatement to view the whole of Lu Xun's literature as "a 

kind of repentant literature," but Takeuchi's comment is generally applicable to Wild Grass. 

Another Japanese scholar Katayarna Tornoyuki, when he deals with Wild Grass, quotes 

Takeuchi's comment and agrees with hirn, saying "in a sense it is rea~onable."'~ The 

awareness of repentance embodied in Wild Grass proves to be a very precious spirit for the 

C hinese people, especially after the atrocities and catastrophes of the Maoist era, to meditate 

on the weakness in their own human nature and "national character." As Michael S. Duke 

points out, "in the 1980s a new group of writers have begun in various ways to take up Lu 

Xun's use of creative literature to explore the roots (xun-gen) of C hinese culture and to ask 

once again what is so wrong with the Chinese 'national character' that it could bring about the 

"LU Xun. "Tuosituofusiji de shi" FE,E!.%&fig$?JV (Things about Dostoyevsliy), U Q J ,  vol. 6,  p. 4 1 1 .  
I8see Katayama Tomoyuki # 111 9 fi. Rojin yaso zenyuku &.i&!!f@Ê,@ (A complete explmation of Lu Xun's 
Wild Grass), 199 1 ,  p. 255. 
"lbid.. p. 255. 
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Cultural Revolution and its aftermath."20 Like the spirit of stniggle, the awareness of 

repentance that is stmngly incorporated in Wild Grass should be regarded as one of the most 

important aspects of Lu Xun's legacy. 

The modemistic artistw of Wild Grass 

Michael S. Duke considen Wild Grass "a volume of nightrnarishly modemistic prose 

poetry," which, together with his fiction. miscellaneous essays, and other wrïtings. 

dernonstrates Lu Xun's "modem genius."" He sees in Wild Grass the "modemistic" feanües. 

which are the most remarkable characteristics of this prose poetry collection. 

The modemistic features of Wild Grass are, of course, incorporated in both its themes 

and artistry. Tsi-an Hsia has pointed out, "Lu Hsiin might have carried Chinese poetry . . . 
into a new realm, io give formal rendering to a kind of terror and anxiety, an experience 

which we might cal1 modem, since it is hardly found among the themes of traditional Chinese 

poetry, rich as its contents are."" In my preceding analysis, Lu Xun's strong persona1 feelings 

that are imbued in his various characters and the awareness of repentance that informs many 

pieces both contain modemistic thematic eiements. However. the modemistic features of 

Wild Grass are most significantly displayed in its artistic aspects. 

When talking about the modemistic features of Wild Grass. the cntics might first 

identiQ its syrnbolism. The majority of Wild Grass poems includes symbolic devices and 

metaphon. or allegorical emblems that determine or suggest further significance beyond the 

literary meaning of the text itself. Lu Xun was extremely skillful in exploiting an order of 

private symbols in Wild Grass to suggest nchly radier than to describe explicitly. Leo Ou-fan 

Lee asserts, "his prose poetry is definitely conceived in symbolic structures. By incorporating 

many fictional and dramatic devices, it seems to tell a fictive 'story' within the contours of a 

"~ ichae l  S. Duke, Review of Voicesfiorn the Iron House, in World Lireroture Today, Spring 1988, p. 332. 
"~bid., p. 332. 
77 -Tsi-an Hsia, The Gate of Darkness, 1968, p. 15 1. 
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dream or an allegory."" In short Wild Grass is a "magnificent harvest of symbolic art" in 

modem Chinese literatwe.?" 

The second modernistic feature of Wild Grass can be said to be its surrealistic 

imagination. Some of its poems are cast in dreams, which are deliberately conceived by Lu 

Xun as a surrealistic world. Even those non-dream pieces are created in a dream-like or 

nightmarish atrnosphere such as "Autumn Night," "Revenge." and "Beggars." Lu Xun 

frequently interweaves reality with fmtasy, life with imagined death, human beings with 

beasts or monsters, and so on to construct a surrealistic and imaginative h e w o r k  in his 

prose poems to convey tus troubled thoughts and feelings. Other surrealistic devices - 

including personification of nanual objects, nonlogical sequences of events, and the 

juxtaposition of bizarre, shocking, and transcendental images such as the dead fire, the 

demon, the talking dog, and the dead man who still has awareness - are often employed to 

build his powerful imagination into a great surrealistic work of art. In this sense Leo Ou-fan 

Lee defines Wifd Grass as "literary crystallizations of his dark moods and tortured feelings 

which comprise a surrealistic world of the subconscious."~ 

Because of the artistic complexity of Wild Grass, the reader can also decipher other 

modernistic features. For example, William Schultz considers the Wild Grass collection to 

be "impressionistic." In it "minor observations and poetic moods. ephemeral dream 

situations and critical ideas were invested with poetic dre~s."?~ Leo Ou-fan Lee sees in Wifd 

Grass "characterization in the expressionistic mode" and regards this as one remarkable 

modemistic element of Wild Grass.27 One remarkable feature of the characterization in Wild 

s ~ e o  Ou-fan Lee, Voicesfiorn the Iron House, 1987, p. 96. 
"~bid., p. 89. 
z ~ e o  Ou-fan Lee, Voicesfrom the Iron Houe, 1987, p. 89. 
26~ill iam Schultz, "Lu HsW. The Creative Years." unpublished Ph. D. dissertation, University of Washington, 
1955, p. 383. 
' 7 ~ e o  Ou-fan Lee, "Lu Xun yu xiandai yishu yishi" @IK%3!i!1-~E?e~iS (Lu Xun and the conseiousness of 
modem art), in Tiewzizhong de nahan #Eq6'@J'Ytl"Pk (Voices fiom the Iron House), Taibei: shidai fengyun 
chubanshe, 1995, p. 30 1 .  



Grass is indeed its expressionistic mode, a revolt against the literary tradition of realism in 

characterization. Lu Xun undertook to express a troubled emotional vision of society and 

human life by diminishing or distorting his characters such as the beggar, the prostitute. the 

shadow, and the heartless rotten body, and/or by exaggerating their unusual behaviors such as 

the couple's etemal confrontation, the old wornan's silent cornplaint to heaven, and the rotten 

body's revival. As a result, the characterization in Wild Grass conveys a strong 

expressionistic effect. 

The most significant modemistic feature in the structure of Wild G m s  may lie in its 

fimework of logical dilernrna. Many Wild Grass poems are conceived as a logical dilemma 

in which completely different images, situations, desires, feelings, and prospects are 

presented to reveal diametrical conflicts. Many of the main characten are caught up in these 

dilemmas without a perceivable solution. This kind of structure is essentially a recapitulation 

of Lu Xun's own psychicai dilernma between ideal and existence, self and others, emotion 

and morality, love and hate, and so on. Lu Xun has clearly expressed his psychicai dilemma 

in the "Preface" to WiId Grass, which reads: 

At the time between dark and light. life and death. past and future. 1 lay this 
collection of Wild Grass in front of friends and enemies, man and beast, those who love 
and those who love not as evidence. 

For myself, for fnends and enemies, for those who love and those who love not, 1 
wish the death and decay of the Wild Grass to arrive speedily . . ." 

Lu Xun's own words can be taken as the best summary of the complex themes of CVild 

Grass and his emotional and psychical paradoxes at a critical juncture in his life. The 

structure of logical dilernma metaphorically and effectively serves to express the paradoxical 

themes of Wild Grass, to reveal his mental contradictions, and to achieve an astonishing 

artistic efTect in these prose poems. 

' 8 ~ ~ ~ ,  vol. 2, pp. 159-60, William Schultz3 ûanslation in "Lu Hsûn, The Creative Yean," 1955, p. 297. 
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On the most obvious level, we know that modem prose poetry itself is a modern genre, 

which was first practiced by Baudelaire and Turgenev, introduced to China during the New 

Culture Movement. There was a long tradition of rhyme and prose poetry in classical 

Chinese literature. Lu Xun certainly draws inspiration ftom this poetry tradition. Leo Ou-fan 

Lee points out that to some degree Wild Grass is similar to the classical subgenre fu ( a). 
"But Lu Xun obviously departs from thefit tradition. not only by his pointedly psychological 

interest but also by his invention of an unprecedented range of poetic images? In addition, 

Wild Grass was written in vemacular Ianguage. in thïs sense the subgenre of modem prose 

poetry is lacking in Chinese literary tradition. It is really a miracle that Wild Grass achieved 

so splendid an artistic success at the earliest stage in modem Chinese literature. The artistic 

achievement of Wild Grass should also be partially attributed to its language. h general Lu 

Xun exploited a daily spoken language, sometimes in the form of dialogue or monologue, 

which reads natural and lyrical. Lu Xun frequently composed epigrams in the poems to 

enhance the wisdom and elegance of the language. In a few special pieces such as "The Lost 

Good Hell" and "Tornbstone Inscriptions," vocabulary items from literary or Buddhist 

classics and classical syntactic structures are occasionally ernployed to achieve an efXect of 

defamiliarization. When Tsi-an Hsia comments on the language in Wild Grass, he States, "he 

let p i -hua  do things that it had never done before - things not even the best classical 

writers had never thought of doing in wen-yan. in this sense, Lu Hsiin was a tmly modem 

wri ter. 

To sum up, FVild Grass is a book that reveals the imer Lu Xun. It is a magnificent 

artistic crystallization of Lu Xun's will, emotions, rnorality, and intellectual wisdom. Wild 

Grass is primarily a product of Lu Xun's genuine private feelings, and displays Lu Xun's 

sincerity and honesty. Once readen understand it, they tend to have a strong aesthetic 

' g ~ e o  Ou- fan Lee, Voicesjrom the Iron House, 1987, p. 93. 
''~si-an Hsia, The Gate of Dorkness, 1968, p. 15 1. 
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response based on their own emotional expenences. In this sense, Wild Grass also possesses 

a universai significance. As an artistic treasure, it is a necessary book to read for the 

understanding of Lu Xun's complex intellectual and literary legacy. It is also very important 

to show one aspect of the achievements of modem Chinese literature in the twentieth century. 
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