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SUMMARY

The author begins by introducing Charles Sanders Peirce’s
triadic model of semiosis, and then tries to apply it to the poetry
of Hu Shih (especially his Experimental Poems) and his idea of
the “Eight Don’ts.” There follows a discussion of the possible
influence of Amy Lowell’s Imagism and Wordsworth’s “Preface”
to Lyrical Ballads on Hu Shih. The author believes that the
formation of Hu Shih’s “Eight Don’ts” has almost nothing to do
with Imagism in spite of certain similarities.
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[ . Introduction: A Mediation Theory of Influence

The most mediative mode of thinking may be represented
in the American semiotician C. S. Peirce’s triadic model of
semiosis or sign process:

By semiosis I mean an action, an influence, which is, or
involves, a cooperation of three subjects, such as a sign,
its object and interpretant, this tri-relative influence not
being in anyway resolvable into action between pairs. (5.
484)

The triadic model of semiosis is endowed with a universal
character, at least in the cultural areas, for the sign-making
process is always at work, and indeed, “all this universe is
perfused with signs” (5.488n), as Peirce puts it beautifully. The
mediative model frees us from seeing the world as direct,
unmediated actions between any two subjects, and in the
present case, frees us from seeing literary “influence” as an
unmediated relation between an influened work and its
“foreign” sources, or between some other pairs. Rather, a
literary “influence” is a tri-relative operation of three subjects,
namely, the “influenced” work, its “foreign” elements, and the
“domestic” cultural/literary heritage available to the author of
the influenced work, each functioning as a mediation between
the other two. Or, we would say, an “influenced” work is the
result of a mediation between the domestic heritage and
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foreign elements available to its author, and this mediation is
determined by the internal structures of the domestic and
foreign elements and determined by the subjectivity of the
author, which is in turn determined by autobiographical
and social forces. Here, determination means an acting force
as well as an outer limit set for the operative elements.

Surely, this general, tri-relative, mediative process of
literary influence is further complicated by the varied degrees
of power as exerted by its three participants, namely, the
author’s subjectivity, the domestic heritage, and the foreign
elements, and by the varied degrees of distance between the
author’s subjectivity and its shaping forces, that is, the
autobiographical, social forces, in an actual case of literary
influence. In the case of Hu Shih’s poetic program, as it
appears, the domestic heritage and social causes play a more
dominant role than the foreign elements and autobiographical
forces. Hu Shih’s insistence that his revolutionary, poetic
program is based upon the present situation of Chinese
literature, having nothing to do with the Western avani-
garde movements (Preface to Experimental Poems ERE
26-27), should be taken seriously, and taken as an index to the
predominant role the social forces have taken in the triadic
process of a literary influence. In fact, Hu Shih’s literary
revolution is in the forefront of the cultural movement whose
aim is to quicken a rebirth of China and whose inauguration
could be traced back to the Reform Movement of Liang
Ch'i-ch’ao ZF# and K’ang Yu-wei BFH in the Late Ch’ing
Dynasty, or even earlier.

Meanwhile, the mediative, interpretative role of the
domestic heritage in the process of literary influence is
unmistaken. Hu Shih uses the Western critical term “mono-
logue” to describe his poem “I Should” JE¥% and calls it an in-
novation or invention in poetry-notice that the English word
“monologue” is inserted in the Chinese text (Second Preface to
Experimental Poems, 36). We are not sure if Hu Shih means an
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innovation of his own or an innovation of English poetry. And,
from the present point of view, it is a “dramatic monologue”
which is used in “I Should,” more than a mere monologue.
Nonetheless, Hu Shih’s account of his poem seems to imply
that the Western critical concept of “monologue” has guided
his pen in writing his poem “I Should.” Yet, Hu Shih
continues: in our Chinese ancient poetry the poem “Climbing
up the Mountain, I Picked Mi-wu Grass” LIUHAEE#E alone is in
some way similar to this new form of poetry. On the surface, it
is clear that the Chinese domestic heritage functions to
mediate and interpret the foreign element, so that the foreign
concept “monologue” or “dramatic monologue” is introduced
and becomes domesticated in the Chinese soil. Yet, if we go
deeper, we shall see that the mediative function of the
domestic heritage is doubled in the process of literary
influence: since the involved domestic equivalent has already
existed in the consciousness of the poet before the “intrusion”
of the foreign element, isn’t it possible that the domestic
equivalent has in some way prepared for the emerging of the
foreign element and has in some way determined the mode of
reception of the foreign element? Therefore, the relation
between domestic and foreign elements is dialectically media-
tive, which is simultaneously mediated by the third agent, that
is, the author’s subjectivity as mentioned before. Indeed, if the
Western concept “monologue” or “dramatic monologue” guides
Hu Shih’s pen, the Chinese domestic heritage, the poem
“Climbing up the Mountain I Picked Mi-wu, Grass,” plays at
the same time a determinative, active role in the formation of
Hu Shih’s new poem “I Should,” on the emotional pattern in
particular. A monologue or dramatic monologue can be
actualized in many ways; yet Hu Shih’s poem “I Should”
happens to represent a triangular love situation between man
and woman. Is this completely accidental? Or, isn’t it possible
that the triangular situation among a woman and her former
husband and his new wife as represented in the ancient
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Chinese poem functions in some way as a model for Hu Shih
when he first tried his hand at the poetic method of dramatic
monologue and love poetry? Meanwhile, the supressive,
sympathetic, solacing, and yet rational attitude in the ancient
Chinese poem may have had a bearing upon the similar
emotional mode of Hu Shih’s new poem “I Should.” If Hu Shih
suggests that “Climbing up the Mountain I Picked the Mi-wu
Grass” is similar to his poem “I Should,” isn’t it possible for us
to say that in fact Hu Shih’s new poem is similar to the
ancient Chinese poem he refers to? From the above perspec-
tive, Hu Shih’s History of Vernacular of pai-hua Literature Hk
XE3 prepared in 1921 according to his Preface to the book,
could be read as something indexical to the significant role of
the domestic heritage in his poetic program, although the
initiation of the Program may have something to do with his
“contact” with foreign literature.

I . Hu Shik and Imagism: The Demarcation Day December 26, 1916

Personally I do not understand why my predecessors from
Achilles Fang (1955: 177-89) to Wang Jun-hua EE#E (1978:
227-45) must insist on Hu Shih’s possible “contacts” with
Imagism and its “impact” upon Hu Shih’s formation of the
poetic program of the “Eight Don’ts” N\FFE# in spite of Hu
Shih’s denial. I do not deny the possibility of Hu Shih’s
picking up some Imagist concepts which were floating in the
air or reading one or two or even several poems written by the
poets which are associated with Imagism before Hu Shih’s
associated putting forth his poetic Program of the “Eight
Don’ts.” There is no adequate reason to accertain this
“contact” as “effective” in relation to Hu Shih’s poetic
Program. In fact, Hu Shih has mentioned the “Eight Don’ts” in
full in his letter to his friend in August 1916 before the
Program appeared in the New Youth HEH, January 1917
(Preface to Ch’ang-shih-chi, 30), and it is around December 26,




632 TAMKANG REVIEW, Vol. XXIII, Nos. 1,2,3,4

1916 when Hu Shih copied down Amy Lowell’s Imagist Credo
from the New York Times Book Shechor and commented that
“what this school upholds is in many places similar to what I
have advocated” (American Diary BZ2H3E, 1071-72). This diary
entry reveals to us clearly that before this time Hu Shih had
no concrete awareness of the Imagist credo and that his “Eight
Don’ts” are prior to this “contact” with Imagism. This diary
entry also lowers the possibility that Hu Shih might have had
an “effective” contact with Imagist poetry and have thus
deduced some Imagist ideas from his reading and introduced
them into his poetic Program. My position is that the
formation of Hu Shih’s “Eight Don’ts” has almost nothing to
do with Imagism, and in fact the similarities between Imagism
and Hu Shih’s poetic Program of Eight Don’ts are superficial,
and if there are some “foreign” elements or forces in Hu Shih’s
poetic Program, they could be come from other sources, not
necessarily from Imagism. For example, Hu Shih’s advocation
of vernacular Chinese as the medium for Chinese poetry could
come from Wordsworth, not necessarily from Amy Lowell’s
“To use the language of common speech,” if we are in search
of a possible “foreign” source, aside from the “foreign”
stimulations which Hu Shih has acknowledged: the conver-
gence of the spoken and the written language in English and
French (Preface to Experimental Poems, 19) and the rising of
national languages and literatures in Europe three or four
hundred years ago (Preface to Experimental Poems, 27).

In view of the available information, Hu Shih’s reliable
and “effective” contact with Imagism should be dated around
December 26, 1916 when Hu Shih copied down the Imagist
credo in his diary as mentioned above. It is “effective”
because, we can see from his comment, a mediation and
connecting bond was made between the Imagist credo and Hu
Shih’s poetic Program in the mind of Hu Shih the mediator,
and presumably the mediative process would continue and
become mature after such a good beginning. From my present
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mediative perspective, Hu Shih’s “effective” reception of the
Imagist credo had been psychologically prepared, for he was
accused by his friend of being in line with Decadent
movements, including Imagism, in his friend’s letter dated July
24, 1916 (Preface to Experimental Poems, 26). Hu Shih’s
awareness of Imagism must have been sharpened, and a
Homog_eneity between Imagism and what he had been advoca-
ting must have been presumed in Hu Shih’s mind due to his
friend’s accusation.

_ Thus Imagism may have a bearing on the poetic principles
Hu Shih suggested two or three years later: the liberation of
the poetic form (Preface to Experimental Poems, 31), a new,
vernacular rhythm (Second Preface to Experimental Poems),
concreteness and the use of image (“On New Poetry,” 182-85).
That is to say, Amy Lowell’s Imagist credo seemed to echo
behind Hu Shih’s poetic principles. Let us remind ourselves
what Hu Shih has copied down from Amy Lowell’s Imagist
credo:

We fight for it [i.e., free verse] as for a principle of
liberty. We believe that the individuality of a poet
may often be better expressed in free verse than in
conventional forms. (Italics mine)

To create new rhythms . . . and not to copy old
rhythms.

To present an image (hence the name “Imagist”).

To be sure, these poetic principles are much closer to
Imagism than the “Eight Don’ts” are. Especially, the method
of concreteness and the method of image reproduce what has
been done in the poetry of the Imagist school. Notice that the
term “concreteness” and the term “image” are rather rare, if
not exceptional, in classical Chinese literary criticism, al-
though these two methods have been practised in classical
Chinese poetry, but not exactly in the Imagist way. Mean-
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while, Hu Shih’s own experimental poems fail to achieve the
high concreteness and the concentration of imagery as
practiced by the Imagist poets. What the classical Chinese
poet aims at is not just imagery nor concreteness, but the
so-called “image beyond image” H4}%, that is, something
beyond imagery and concreteness. Therefore, we may say, it is
with the help of Amy Lowell’s Imagist credo, and perhaps also
some other Imagist concepts, that Hu Shih is able to use the
concept of “concreteness” and the concept of “image” to
discuss the “touchstones,” the classical and vernacular
Chinese poems.

II. Hu Shih and Wordsworth: Since 1911

Hu Shih denies an Imagist influence upon his initial
program of the “Eight Don’ts,” yet acknowledges that in the
five years of studying at Ithaca “he has read some Western
literary works and must have been in some way influenced by
them” (Preface to Experimental Poems, 19). When I look for the
possible “foreign” source for his poetic program of the “Eight
Don’ts.” I come upon the qualified person Wordsworth. Let me
list Hu Shih’s “contacts” with Wordsworth according to
American Diary:

Night, Read Wordsworth’s “Tintern Abbey.” (Sept. 29,
1911)

Attend Prof. Strunk’s lecture on “Tintern Abbey.” It is
interesting and stimulating. The way Englishmen
talk about poetry is rather similar to what the
Chinese speak about poetry. There are things we
Chinese should notice and never neglect. (Sept. 30,
1911)

Read Wordsworth’s poetry. (Oct. 1, 1911)

Attend class, read Wordsworth’s poetry. (Oct., 4, 1911)
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And we are told that Hu Shih dropped the English Poetry ,
course two days later in October 6, 1911, according to the
diary entry of that day. As the diary entries have revealed
Wordsworth is the last poet Hu Shih studied in English
Poetry, the course he took and finally dropped, and should
have left some impression and impact upon Hu Shih. What is
particularily revealing is Hu Shih’s comment after Prof.
Strunk’s lecture on “Tintern Abbey,” and this demonstrates
once again our mediative theory in the process of literary
influence. The contact is “effective,” psychologically and
intellectually. The “way Englishmen talk about poetry” must
not refer to Prof. Strunk’s interpretation of “Tintern Abbey,”
but Wordsworth’s theory of poetry, that is, the poetic
principles as advocated in his Preface to Lyrical Ballads. By
no means should Hu Shih take Professor Strunk’s reading of
Wordsworth’s one single poem as representative of the
Western way of seeing poetry as comparable to the Chinese
way of seeing poetry. And we have enough reason to presume
that Prof. Strunk must have referred to Words-
worth’s famous Preface in his lecture on “Tintern Abbey,” and
Hu Shih was impressed by the similarity between Words-
worth’s poetic theory and classical Chinese poetics: of course,
this “similarity” has facilitated Hu Shih’s reception and
understanding of Wordsworth according to our mediation
theory. Indeed, some years later Hu Shih correctly referred to
Wordsworth’s poetic theory, saying that the literary' revolution
advocated by Wordsworth and so on is “the liberation of the
poetic language” (“On New Poetry,” 165).

Indeed, the liberation of poetic language is the merging
point between Hu Shih’s poetic program of the “Eight Don’ts”
and Wordsworth’s Preface. Five of Hu Shih’s “Don’ts” are
directed to the liberation of poetic language, namely, no
allusions, no parallelism, no stock expressions, no avoidance of
vernacular language, and no negligence of grammar. These
five “Don’ts” are suggested as correctives to the worn-out
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conventions  of classical Chinese poetic language, in the
same spirit as what Wordsworth has done to the poetic
language of English poetry: to reject the conventional “poetic
diction” in Wordsworth’s Preface. Hu Shih’s emphasis on
grammar is no different from Wordsworth’s rejection of
personification as “a mechanical device of style,” for both are
made to correct the defects of their own poetic heritage. When
Hu Shih talks about the “content” of poetry and refers to his
principle that “there must be some thing in a poet’s
utterance,” he takes this “content” and “some thing” to mean
“thoughts” and “feelings,” which are advocated through-
out Wordsworth’s Preface.

Wordsworth’s theory of poetic language continued to lurk
behind the key concepts in Hu Shih’s Preface to his
Experimental Poems, namely, vernacular language or pai-hua
as the verbal medium of poetry, and the blurring of boundary
between prose and poetry in terms of language-these two
concepts should be taken as a further formulation of his initial
program of the “Eight Don’ts.” No one will ignore the possible
kinship between Hu Shih’s vernacular or pai-hua literature
and Wordsworth’s statement that the language he uses in his
poetry is “a selection of the language really spoken by men,”
(452), a statement Wordsworth repeats several times in
somewhat different phrasings in his Preface. Meanwhile, Hu
Shih says that “writing poetry should be like writing prose,”
and when this idea is doubted by his friend, he explains:“the
language of poetry is not different from the language of prose
after all,” (Experimental Poems, 21). This reminds us, of course,
of what Wordsworth has argued: “a large portion of the
language of every good poem can in no respect differ from that
of good prose ” (451),
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