HSU CHIH-MO’S DEBT TO THOMAS HARDY
Cyril Birch

“Before Exeter Cathedral” ( ZEZERIIR 2 ¥R )" comes from the year
1925, just about the mid-point of Hsii Chih-mo’s ( #37 & ) brief, brilliant
poetic career. It is a good poem, all the more impressive if we reflect that there
lies behind it no more than one mere decade of experimentation in the poetic
use of the modern Chinese language:

This shadow is my own cast here tonight
Across a churchyard in an alien land.
Solemn and sheer the cold cathedral looms,

Siender and stjll the lonely shadow lies,

A statue stands before the church; I ask,
“Who authored these, the vagaries of our life?”
The crumbling image answers with vacant stare
As though the vagary lay in my demand.

I shift my question to the mournful star v
Which rose just now from the cathedral’s shoulder,
But the star offers only a mocking wink
And gleams on us face to face, my riddle and I.

Now from the ancient iree here at my side
Shading the war memorial’s quiltless dead

There comes a secret, long-drawn sigh, as chill
Autumnal rain chills garden’s solitude.

For him a hundred years at least have passed
With all their changing show of human life;
He has had time to 'spot the tricks of fate,
The surge of spring and summer, winter’s drag.

He knows the oldest of the city’s elders,
Saw them baptized, babies with long blond curls,
. Watched as their weddings entered the churchyard-gate,
Watches at last as their tombstones take their names,

Long-surfeited by tragi-comedy
Caring still less for his own goitered remains,
He draws from me a sympathetic sigh — '
And see! My shadow joined by a scattering of leaves!
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The movement of the poem is controlled, the metre appropriate, the
stanzaic division well-handled. The first stanza locates the poet before the
immensity of the cathedral. A question forms, which he puts in stanza two to
the statue, in stanza three to the star. The tree now intrudes on the poet’s

" conscicusness and develops its symbolic force of inscrutable wisdom until, in
the image of the final line, his shadow achieves 2 kind of fusion with the tree’s
own mortality, its fallen leaves. This splendid image, and that of the first
stanza, the juxtaposition of cathedral’s bulk with tenuous human shadow,
together dominate the poem. With these images Chih-mo achieves dramatic
force; the poet, inevitably in the case of Hsii Chih-mo, is ever-present, he starts
off not by interpreting the cathedral for us but by remarking his own shadow;
but by the use of these images he qualifies as a poet, his observations on life
are to be heard with respect, his expression of its brief enigma has the power to
heighten our awareness.

The diction of “Exeter Cathedral” is most natural, yet heightened by
various devices. Chih-mo uses reduplications of an original sort, sometimes
daringly as with chiaw-in-in (U8F&E& ) for shadow following leeng-chiaw-chiaw
( #1818 ) for church. The parallelism of the lines containing these phrases
(first stanza) skilfully reinforces the contrast of images. The last line of stanza
four is also note-worthy for the effective reiteration of chi-liang ( B I, lonely-



chill) and for the music of the counterposed yuann ( BZ, garden) and yeu
( F, rain).

All this is immediately obvious. But to say that the gnarled, shedding old
tree of the fourth through the last stanza is actually Thomas Hardy may
require a little explanation. If the explanation stands, it will also suggest that ‘
the leaves of the last line represent Hsi’s symbolic recognition of Hardy’s
influence on his own poetry. ‘

The poem was probably written down very soon after its inception in
Chih-mo’s mind: and the inception took place, obviously, during a brief visit
to Exeter Cathedral. The time of this visit was July 1925, and not five hours
previously Chih-mo had been in Hardy’s company. The Grand Old Man of
English letters was in his eighty-sixth year, and Chih-mo leaves us a prose image
of him as striking as (and more Chinese than) the tree-image of the “Exeter”
poem:

Alas for this aged silkworm, so utterly weary, his body quite translucent,
there on the heap of cocoonsin a darkened room, His head, the skin
fissured with wrinkles, weaves back and forth in longing for the sleep that
will not come; meanwhile the pure silk spins out from his body, on and on
of its own accord — when will it ever stop? ... .. Truly a jest of fate, that
Hardy does not die! I believe he has another twenty years-at leasv’c.2
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What drew Chih-mo all the way to Dorset during his short stay in
England that year was a long-nurtured admiration, or even adulation, of the
great .novelist and poet. He spoke of Hamlet and Jude as “two brilliant
beacons,” supreme poles of achievement in English literature? (And here we
might note a corroboration from no less a figure than C M. Bowra, who writes,
“He [Hardy] is often called gloomy and pessimistic, and it is true that in some
ways and at some times he is the most tragic English poet since Shakes-
peare.”)* Chih-mo characterized Hardy’s work in these words:




The act of imagination is the starting-point for the creation of a universe.
But only a select few, possessed of ‘“‘complete imagination' or “absolute
imagination,” have the capacity to create a complete universe: Shakespeare,
for example, or Goethe or Dante, Hardy's universe also is a whole. If some
should suggest that in that universe the climatic variation was altogether too
monotonous, the aspect always that of autumnal or wintry gloom, that no
gay blaze of the sun ever came bursting through the clouds and mists, then
Hardy’s answer would be that the age he represented was not, unfortunately,
that of Elizabeth I, but that era of the fullest development of self-conscious-
ness which began with the closing years of the nineteenth century: a most
stern season in the history of man. ...

Even in the moments of the greatest distress, the blackest darkness, Hardy
never abandoned his determination to find a way out for his thinking, to
find a way out for the future of mankind, His realism, his so-called
pessimism, are names for nothing but the honesty and courage of his
thou_ght.s )

Chih-mo’s prose tribute on the death of Hardy, in the introductory issue

of the Crescent Moon monthly ( ¥ £ A Tl ), was followed by a valedictory
poem.® The tone of this poem is absolutely appropriate, a kind of rallying of
the old grumbler to begin with, “Well, Le’s gone now, no use his complaining,

he won’t show his face again.” Then, from his awkwardness,

He would carve up the world to see how it was made,
Tear even a rose to shreds;
Not his the oriole’s delicate txill
But the sareech of the midnight owl!
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— through a kind of grudging admiration of his unflinching honesty, to a
statement of the positive strength of Hardy’s “misanthropic” or “world-

weary” position:

This is not completely to abandon hope:
The universe must go on;

But if life is to function in the time ahead,
Then, first, set our thinking straight:

To sustain the reverence for thought




The poet must never flag,
But open-eyed raise high his ideals
And scourge the errors of men.
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We can see, then, that it was no casual whim that planted a symbol of
Hardy in the cathedral close at Exeter — and incidentally, the aptness of the
symbol is enhanced if we recall Hardy’s own fondness for the tree as'an image

of time’s passage, as in the lines from “At Day-close in November”:”

1 set every tree in my June-time,
And now they obscure the sky

and in many other instances. The “Exeter” poem is an exercise, as it were, in
Hardyism. Chih-mo’s question of the statue and the star closely “echoes
Hardy’s question in the poem “To the Moon” ( ¥ A )? which Chih-mo
himself very skilfully translated:®

What do you think of it, Moon,
As you go?

Is Life much, or no?

“Oh, I think of it, often think of it
As a show

God surely ought to shut up soon,
AsIgo,

The thinking of “Exeter” owes as much to Hardy as the form owes to
Gray (the “Elegy in a Country Churchyard” provided Chih-mo with physical
setting, with the metrical pattern of iambic pentameter quatrains and,
probably, with the “annals of the poor” topos of stanza six). But the “Exeter”
poem is not only a conglomeration of influences: it is an original and, I think,
very poignant expression by Chih-mo of an obsession he shared with modern
poets both Chinese and Western: ‘who am I? Iam a shadow, transient before
the enduring stone. I may merge myself with the wisdom of an antique
observer of life, the tree which is Thomas Hardy, as the leaves from its
branches touch the shadow of myself; but by the same token, I share the tree’s,
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and Hardy’s, mortality,

When we have examined some further poems which owe a greater or
lesser debt to Thomas Hardy we shall have some notion of Chih-mo’s
excitement as he knocked on the door of Max Gate that July afternoon, armed
with his letter of introduction from Lowes Dickinson. Unfortunately the visit
itself did little to enhance his regard for the sage. Chih-mo ends his account of
it with a paragraph beginning “Old skinflint! Not even a cup of tea for a
visitor!” Asked by this eager young admirer from the other side of the world
for some small memento, Hardy refused his autograph, and when he saw the
camera in Chih-mo’s hand explained that he had ceased to permit photographs
when some Americans made a nuisance of themselves. The limit of his regard
- for the young Chinese poet, in fact, was expressed by a couple of blcoms
plucked from the nearest flowerbed. But what really shocked Chih-mo was
Hardy’s incredibly fatuous comment on the problems of the Chinese language:
“If it’s that difficult, why don’t you scrap it and use English or French
instead?” 1°

Two poets could scarcely have differed more. Hardy was eighty when
Chih-mo, in his middle twenties, first came into his orbit. And Hardy was not
merely a poet who had aged, but a poet of age: some of his finest work comes
from his seventies and laments the bygone years. His sardonic, world-weary,
“pessimistic” attitudes were not the result of disillusionment late in. life: he
had always been that way, the poems of decades previously are similarly
pitched. Hardy, moreover, was a little contemptuous of the minor poet, which
he himself so clearly was not and which Chih-mo surely was. In The Trumpet-
Major, one of the Wessex novels, conversational embarrassment occurs when
Matilda Johnson finds herself in the company of her rival Anne Garland:

conversation, as such, was naturally at first of a nervous, tentative kind, in
which, as in the works of some minor poets, the sense was considerably led
by the sou.ncl.H

Hsii Chih-mo was only thirty-six when he was killed in an airplane crash
in 1931. He sang the ecstasies of youth, the fever and the fret, and the sweet
delight, of physical love, the liberation of the spirit to be found in nature.
His poetry and his prose writings alike abound in bright clouds, birdsong,
gorgeous colour and light; he could never have seen the moon through Hardy’s
morose-colouréd spectacles:



The uncurtained panes of my window-square let in the watery light
Of the moon in its old age; )
And green-rheumed clouds were hurrying past where mute and cold it globed
Like a drifting dolphin’s eye seen through a lapping wave,
(from ““The Pedigree”)12

What Chih-mo could see, on the other hand, he could also sing in the
sweetest cadences of verse. His best poems have a wonderfully light, springing
melodic line. Hardy in contrast was certainly no singer, as an early reviewer
pointed out:- “So far as it is possible to be a poet without having a singing
voice, Mr. Hardy is a poet, and a profoundly interesting one.”*®> Often Hardy’s
metres are clumsily handled or unsuitable to begin with. For rhymes he uses
““ordinances” with “acquiesce” and “look at us” with “unconscious” (both in
“Intra Sepulchrum™).}* Where Chih-mo vastly enriches the vocabulary of
modern Chinese verse by incorporating, with the greatest naturalness, elements
from the classical language with daring colloquialisms, Hardy “writes poetry
not with a special vocabulary but almost with the words that he uses in prose
. . . (he) supplements a body of simple, direct English with resonant and
unusual Latin words, and with Anglo-Saxon words which have passed out of
common currency and have an archaic air. Thus on the one hand he introduces.
into quite simple surroundings words like “fulgid,” ‘subtrude,” ‘interlune;
“flexure,” “frustrance,” and ‘lucency’; on the other hand ‘thrid, ‘scrabble,’
‘prink,” “wanze,” ‘fresh’ as a verb, ‘vamp’ in the sense of “walk.’ '

Why then did the young Chinese poet take so much notice of Hardy —
-more than of Bridges, say, or Housman or other contemporaries nearer to his
own poetic mould? The beginning of an answer would hinge on circumstance.
Hardy’s Collected Poems were published in 1919, one year before Chih-mo’s
first arrival in England.'® Although Hardy had made his first bow as a poet
twenty-one years earlier with the Wessex Poems, still these Collected Poems
made a stir, as everything he published made astir. The “village atheist
brooding and blaspheming over the village idiot” (Chesterton’s cruel caricature)
was indisputably at the height of his repute, the great novels decades behind.
Chih-mo was an inveterate and self-confessed lion-hunter, and here was the
fiercest lion of them all rampaging once again through the London literary
jungle.

Then, despite the discrepancies of temperarnent, Hardy’s response ta his
situation in the English poetic tradition offered Hsi Chih-mo an impressive
model. In quoting Samuel Hynes’ comments on Hardy the technician, I should




like to draw attention to the perfect aptness with which these remarks could
be applied to Hsl:

Of the best of Hardy’s poems, scarcely two are in the same meirical form;
Hardy went on to the end of his life trying again. Part of this failure to find
himself metrically was no doubt the result of his education, which was
erratic and incomplete, and left him technically naive and a little timid. ...
But the failure was surely due more to the disintegration of tradition which
took place during his life, a process which he felt acutely as an Englishman
and as a poet. Like other poets of his time, Hardy was left without a poetic
vehicle adequate to his needs. He spent his life trying to build another out
of old1 parts, and his Collected Poems is a scrapyard of ideas that did not
work.,

On the point of education: Chih-mo received a good classical upbringing
— at the very least, he developed a generally-admired classical prose style; but
it was an education into which cruel inroads had been made by English,
mathematics and chemistry, and it was seriously disrupted by the events
following 1911. Nor could any conceivable education have carried him easily
through the total breakdown of the Chinese poetic tradition. Chih-mo’s
response to the demands of the Literary Revolution — and here he drew great
strength from Hardy’s example — was endless experimentation with metres
and stanzaic forms. His poems include sonnets, ballads, blank verse quatrains;
he used iambics, anapaests, folk-thythms and subtle new meties of his own
fashioning; he constructed impressive modern parallelisms and made great play
with strongly-stressed monosyllables, and he was guilty of blatant Anglicisms.
Though his life was very much shorter; like Hardy he “went on to the end of
it trying again,”

The actual loans Chih-mo took from Hardy were sometimes productive,
sometimes squandered. One of Chih-mo’s very worst poems — which still for
some reason gets into all the Selections — is “Longings in Two Places” ( Fa Hb
FE )" The forty-cight lines are evenly shared by two speakers, “he”
for the first half, “she” for the second. “He” remembers “her” beauty, the joy
she brought him, he pities himself now absént from her, visualizes her as pining
for his own presence and longs to spur on the time towards reunion. “She,”
in ironic contrast, recalls with regret her past indiscretion which she blames
partly on wine, partly on boredom. She reflects that he was after ail
tree-hearted and is even now scurrying about for her sake. But she lacks the
courage to tell him her affections have wandered, and ends with these words



to her new love:

- I'm afraid, my love, I'm really in a mess,
" I wish the earth would cave in;

But you, iy dear, will always have my heart
Whether I sink or swim.,

If he wants, when he comes, he may take me in his arms
(Better let sleeping dogs lie);

But every time I let him kiss my lips
It’s your mouth that will kiss mine!
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I have translated these lines into doggerel because that is how they read in the
original. \But in any case, no amount of decoration could conceal the puerility
and thinness of the idea here. Worst of all is the tone, a kind of irony quite
foreign to Hsii Chih-mo’s cast of mind. The whole poem, in matter, tone and
form is of course a borrowing from Hardy. Of several possibilities, “The Moon
Looks In”"*® is the most likely direct source:

I
I have risen again,
And awhile survey
By my chilly ray
Through your window-pane
Your upturned face,
As you think, “Ah — she
Now dreams of me
In her distant place!;’

11
I pierce her blind
In her far-off home:
She fixesa comb
And says in her mind,
T start in an hour; v,
Whom shall I meet?
Won't the men be sweet,
And the women sour!”’




Here is the construction in two equal parts, the first devoted to the
young man’s self-deception, the second to the girl’s fickleness.?® The
conception is trivial, the writing inept (she “says in her mind”}), the whole
thing smacks of the master-mind at play, Chih-mo, however, accepted the
mould and turned out an even worse casting.

That Chih-mo had a weakness for some of Hardy’s frivolities is apparent
also from some of the poems he chose to transtate, which include the charming
but really quite inane “Faintheart in a Railway Train”( 7 k B th — & 0
;ﬁ ).2 1

It may be that, quite simply, the quality of Chih-mo’s poems of literary
(vather than personal) inspiration varied with the quality of his source. The
following poem is one of Hardy’s finest. Chih-mo made no mere imitation of
it, but rather, struck by the central concept, proceeded to build one of his own
finest lovelyrics about the same image. Hardy’s poem is “A Night in
November,”*? one of the splendid sequence in memory of his first wife — the
poet himself gives a tentative 1913 as the date:

I marked when the weather changed
And the panes began to quake,

And the winds rose up and ranged,
That night, lying half-awake.

Dead leaves blew into my room,
And alighted upon my bed,

And a tree declared to the gloom
Its sorrow that they were shed.

One leaf of them touched my hand,
And I thought that it was you
There stood as you used to stand
And saying at last you knew!

The “you” in the poem is the first Mrs. Hardy, Emma, who died in 1912 when
Hardy was seventy-two and after years of some measure of estrangement from
him — a failure of love which Hardy laments in a whole series of tender
and touching poems. The strength of “A Night in November” is the swift
clarity of illumination of the sorrowing mind which the leaf-touch brings. The
poet transcends any need to verbalize his own grief by his evocation of a night
of autumn wind and of the sorrow of a tree; then, into this “gloom,” there
comes as a revelation an understatement gharged by the context with extra-
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‘ordinary power, “And I thought that it was you . . . . ”??
Now here is Hsli Chih-mo’s report of the same experience:

“A Song of Dead Leaves”?*

A rustling against the balustrade
(As I drift ever nearer the realm of dreams)
I teli myself, these are her footsteps at last —
In this still night.

" The sound of tapping here at my window
(I press ever closer the frontier of sleep)
She must be here to plague me again — and see,
Iremain calm!

The sound of breathing draws near my bed
And (half-dreaming, half in a daze) I ary,
““You will never understand me — what good then
To hurt me more!”

The sound of a sigh falls by my pillow
(I cling now to the dream I am dreaming)
“Iwronged you” you say — now your hot tears
Scalding my cheek!

These noises trouble my dream-locked spirit

(In the garden the dead leaves dance, flurries before the breeze)
My dream ends, sleep clears, I find my tormentor

Is only the voice of Autumn!
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We should note several significant changes. Hsii sets his poem in the
immediate present rather than the recollected past.- His language is in

11




consequence much more elaborate as he attempts, and achieves, reiterative,
tulling cadences to convey the sense of approaching sleep. The sudden change
to the choppy rthythms of the last stanza accompanies the poet’s waking and
climaxes the poem’s prosodic structure.

Though each poem follows a crescendo of movement towards the poet,
Chih-mo’s is more schematic. Hardy moves stanza by stanza from “panes” to
“bed” to his own “hand”; Chih-mo moves in four stanzas from “balustrade”
to “window” to “bed” to “pillow” (each of these placed at the end of the
opening line of its stanza), and at last at the end of stanza four to his own
“cheek.” ’

Whereas Hardy makes a plain statement of the leaf’s fall before declaring
his response, Chih-mo reverses the process for the sake of suspense or drama.
Not until the final fifth stanza do we discover the true identify of the poet’s
“tormentor.”

The device of the leaf-touch mistaken for the touch of the beloved is
used by Dante Gabriel Rossetti in “The Blessed Damozel,”%" stanzas three and
four:

Herseemed she scarce had been a day
One of God’s choristers;
The wonder was not yet quite gone
From that still look of hers;
Albeit, to them she left, her day
Had counted as ten years.
(To one, it is ten years of years.
..., Yet now, and in this place,
Surely she leaned o’er me — her hair
Fell all about my face . ...
Nothing: the autumn-fall of leaves,
The whole year sets apace.)

This would certainly have impressed itself on Chih-mo’s memory and probably
contributed to the “Song of Dead Leaves.” Chih-mo’s order of events, touch
first, mistaken supposition, and only then identification of autumn leaves, is
Rossetti’s 'and not Hardy’s. Yet the more direct influence seems likely to have
been exerted by Hardy’s complete lyric on the theme rather than by Rossetti’s
detail, and this preference would be supported by the important distinction in
tone.

Chih-mo’s emphasis, then, is all on his emotional progress, as lines two
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through four of each stanza from one to four describe his falling into dream
and the substance of his dream. He. sacrifices the impact which Hardy’s last
stanza gains from the very detachment of the poem’s opening. But he gains
dramatic tension, he offers immediate passion in place of cool recollection,
he images with his own kind of delicacy a young man’s present involvement in
love’s torment ather than an old man’s wistful thought of what might have
been.?®

In the earliest of Hsi Chih-mo’s collections, Poems of Chih-mo, there
appears an unusual poem which the reviewer of that collection, the fellow-poet
Chu Hsiang, lists under the heading “Kiplingesque ballads.”?” The poem,
“Calvary” ( -+ BB )*®, is not quite a ballad, and “Hardyesque” would
surely be a more appropriate styling. The poem records, in blank verse
dialogue, the comments of bystanders at the Crucifixion:

“Let’s go see the fun!”’

BEABE, BEI

Look, that’s him, there he is.”
B, W, RTI

“Listen, he’s saying somethingi”

HE, RET

“Look at those women!”’

BEREZMI

“Yes 1 know him, swarthy fellow with a squashed face
Té&, REB, BEBm, RESD,

It’s him they ought to be killing off, that one’s Judas!
BEMET , BB AH |

.+« ““that dogdirt” .. ..

BEEAE!

““Imagine, that big fellow with the swarthy face, before
HEARAERBNREM, 8%

He’d wiped the grease from his lips, sold his master for money” .. ..
BEB SRR AL

“They say

rREHR

When they’ve finished the job, heaven and earth will darken.
AB—ZH , RHEEBER

Yes , heaven and earth will darken — let’s go home!”’

RESE , KUBESEE—BIRE |
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Chih-mo was no Christian convert, and in fact poked fun on occasion at
missionaries; but he responded to the drama of the Crucifixion, which he
recreates here through the eyes of idle bystanders, just as he responded to
the beauty of the Buddhist mass in the evocative poem “On Hearing the Chant
of Intercession at the Temple of Heaven’s Peace at Ch’angchou” { BN K8 H
B2 8% ). However, in “Calvary” there is no such transcendent flight:
the dimensions of the drama are purely human, what Chih-mo brings out so
vividly is the slyness of the Pharisees, the treachery of Judas, the inhumanity of
the cross.

Hardy’s “shocker,” “Panthera,”* the story of the centurion who by an
ancient legend was the lover of Mary and fathered Jesus, contains a Crucifixion
scene; but the event is deliberately toned down and so divested of its
miraculous quality:

“The usual dooms were duly meted out;
Some three or four were stript, transfixed, and nailed,
And no great stiv occurred.”

Another poem of Hardy’s, “The Wood Fire (A Fragment),”*! would have
offered Chih-mo more. It is all dialogue, the explanation by a man tending a
“brightsome blaze” of the source of his fuel: it is the wood of Christ’s cross:

““I buy them bargain-cheap of the executioners
.. .. This piece is the one he was on:
Yes, it blazes up well if lit with a few dry chips and shroff;
And it’s worthless for much else, what with cuts and stains thereon.”

Hardy’s intention is to stress the everyday nature of the event; but even so he
fails entirely to suppress its drama, as witness the last line with its “cuts and
stains.”

So far we have been considering fairly casual borrowings, of particular
images or incidents or moods. But Chih-mo’s real debt to Thomas Hardy is at
once much greater than the sum of these details and more difficult to pinpoint.
After the appearance of Poems of Chil-mo in 1925 the epithet “philosopher-
poet” was bestowed upon the author by the critics, and he accepted it like an’
accolade and strove mightily to merit the new dignity. Now, Hsii was really no
philosopher at all, but 2 singer of love-songs, at his best in the sweet lyrical
tone of “Dead Leaves” or “Joy of the Snowflake” ( EJERY 8 ).3% At
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times; however, he was able to sustain a fone of the “philosophic,” an air of
wry wisdom tinged with melancholy; and this tone is the tribute of his personal
growth as a poet to the peculiar genius of Thomas Hardy.

Hardy expressed his own concept of his own role in two lines of “Night
in the Old Home™;

A thinker of crooked thoughts upon Life in the sere,
And on That which consigns men to night after showing the day to them,

He objected to the label “pessimist,” but preferred to speak of his “obstinate
questionings,” and quoted his own memorable line:

““If way to the better there be, it exacts a full look at the ~worst."34

Chih-mo was far from being such a “thinker of crooked thoughts;” he
was not really a thinker at all somuch as a feeler. But he fels Hardy’s
philosophy very deeply, and in “Exeter Cathedral” and some other poems
transposed it brilliantly into Chinese.

One major problem of Hsii Chih-mo’s poetic career cannot be solved, I
believe, without reference to his admiration and occasional imitation of
Thomas Hardy. This is the problem of Chih-mo’s melancholy. In any of his
four volumes of collected verse we will find, in among the gay flights of fancy
and the passionate invocations of his mistresses, poems of a surprising depth
of gloom; and I would merely mention without further discussion here the
introspective essays of the type of “Self Dissection”( H#).>®* Now, Chih-mo
was anything but a gloomy person. He lived surrounded by friends, all of
whom testify to his boundless gaiety (Yi Ta-fu | HBi% 3% Jrecords that through
the years of their acquaintance he only once remarked an expression of grief
on Chih-mo’s face, and that was pity for the sick, ageing Tagore who after a
triumphal tour of China in 1923 was almost ignored on his return five years
-later).3®  Although Chih-mo had to teach for a living, and disliked teaching,
he had always family resources to fall back on both for funds and for a retreat
in the quiet Chekiang hills. His love-life was stormy, but it was ample enough
and it seems to have been only in the last year or two of his life that he began
to despair of attaining the happiness of his ideal.

The solution proposed by the critics who in the early thirties rallied
to the left-wing literary dominance has to recommend it no merit other than
simplicity. Chih-mo’s poetry, in their account, merely mirrors the inevitable
decline of the whole bourgeois literary movement:
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Hsu's poetic consciousness, sadly aware of the class Hsi himself belonged to,
burst through into his verse in moods of failure and pessimism; at the same
time, growing ever more timid, it would start in alarm at the slightest
mention of revolution,>’

Here Mao Tun at once credits Hsui Chih-mo with a Marxist-type
recognition of the class-structure of society and of the fate of his own class,
and deplores his failure to take the action which would be the implied
consequence of such recognition: to join the forces of the Marxist revolution.
This is inconsistent. It is also untrue: Chih-mo did not see men as
“bourgeois,” “proletarian” and so on, but as men. Finally it is irrelevant, for
although Chih-mo was indeed genuinely distressed by the state of his country
and spoke of the “bankruptcy” of its civilization, he was simply not interested
in politics and his poetry cannot be interpreted in Mao Tun’s narrow political
terms. Yet there are in Chih-mo’s poetry shades varying from a lively grey to
dullest black, Some poems, early ones especially, exhibit what we might term
a purely literary melancholy. The impression we receive is that the poet
recognizes the reality of pain and death in the mortal world, and plumbs them
with the long fine line of his fancy;but he does not personally grieve. A good
poem is not necessarily autobiographical. “P’%-p’z in Midnight Alley” ( 427% %
ZHFEE ) (1926)*® is inspired, I think, by nothing in Chih-mo’s own life,
but by a memory of Po Chuyi ( BE 5 ), (Pipe-hsing, FEELT), perhaps
a touch of Thomas Lovell Beddoes,*® and of course the ghost-poems of Thomas
Hardy (I have already mentioned the excellent Poems of 1912 and 1923,
several of which record visits from the spectre of Emma Hardy):

Startled again from dreams by this p’i-p‘a in depth of night!
Whose is the sorrowing
Whose the fingers

That like a chill breeze, a dismal rain, an eddy of falling petals
Through the stillness of night
Through the shades of slumber

Quiver the taut strings, plucking at random note after note
To blend into still night, empty street,
Willow hung with waning moon?

— Ah, dying moon’s half-circle, image of fading hope — while he
Of the cap bursting its seams
Of the body iron-chained

Leaps and laughs like a maniac along the path of time,
It’s over, he says, blow out youi‘ lamp
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She waits beyond the grave
Waits for your kiss, waits for your kiss, waits for your kiss.
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This poem is remarkable in at least two respects. The first is the
inconspicuousness of the poet himself. No single “I” appears in the text: the
poet is “startled again from dreams” in line one, then completely retires (the
“you” of the last three lines being, presumably, the p%-pz player). Secondly,
Chih-mo’s images are unmixed, consistently indigenous despite the English-
style experimental metrical pattern and the borrowed mood of, as I suggest,
Beddoes-Hardy: pi-pa, falling petals, the notes of the Chinese scale named in
line seven — and the ghost-lackey of the King of Hell, the folklore devil in the
tattered hat who shakes in his hand perpetually a section of clanking chain.
This demon makes a most effective entrance and prepares the reader’s spine for
the final cold shudder of the kiss byond the grave.

By “a purely literary melancholy” I mean a sort of consciousness on the
. poet’s part of the need now and then to vary his singing by the use of the
minor key., Chih-mo’s allegro voice was his own; his penseroso, I suggest, he
took from Hardy. The preoccupation with graves shows itself again in “Whose
the Blame?”( i 5 ).*° Here, the poet in a night of deepest winter gloom guards
the grave of his beloved; dawn will come, spring will come, but for him is only
endless winter night. This is a good poem, but a long one, and perhaps it will
be enough to quote just a stanza or two before referring to the Hardy model.
Here are stanzas eight and nine (of the total thirteen), which set the Egdon-like
scene:

There is no bourne to this dismal barren waste,
Sparse are the gleams of far lamps,
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From deep in forest comes a screech of daws —
" A place of lonely grief.

Black depth of night envelops all the earth
And shrouds now you and me —

You, sleeping in the silence of the grave,
Myse to grope my lost way!

ERANEBEESE, EER, BN, BEas A
RERENKEE, % RE FER
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Beginning with stanza ten the poet expresses his determined resistance to the
bright and hopeful:

O that the light would never more from the east
Flood at due hour,
Then I eternally beside this grave
Might keep a silent spell.
EBREEAERT,
BERORZE:
BREkEEEEEESE —
. ELRBEEDL o ,
There is a strong echo here of one of the classic instances of Hardy’s

“pessimism,” “A Meeting with Despair”:*!

As evening shaped I found me on a moor
Sight shunned to entertain:

The black lean land, of featureless contour,
Was like a tract in pain.

“This scene, ike my own life,” I said, “is one
Where many glooms abide;

Toned by its fortune to a deadly dun —
Lightless on every side.”

(In the four succeeding stanzas, the poet sees a sunset-gleam of hope, which he
points out to a “hideous, hopeless” Thing that now confronts him. But the

Thing responds as follows in the final stanza:)

“Yea — but wait awhile!” he cried. “Ho-ho! —
Now look aloft and seel””

Ilooked. There, too, sat night: Heaven’s radiant show
Had gone that heartened me,
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“Whose the Blame?”’ is a sombre enough poem. But it is again “literary”
rather than literal: it is an imaginary grave whose vigil the poet keeps. For
the rock-bottom of Chih-mo’s melancholy we must turn to the eight brief lines
of “Living” (4 #%) a poem dated May 21, 1929:%

Shade-sunk, lightless, twisting like poisonous snake,

Life compressed to a narrow corridor

Through which, once trapped, you can move only forward,
Hands groping the slime of icy walls.

You kick and struggle in the devil’s belly,

Above your head no single thread of light;

And for the soul, crushed by its weight of terror,
What but extinction is there to desire?

Bk, BEE, SELFE, ERBERBE NS,
HEBRT—REE: HERR—-&HKE,
—EBA, TR, ERG, TEHNBAET,
FHRERBRORH , BTRBESHEED?

Here is no feigned or fancied despair. Nor is Chih-mo simply mirroring the
failure of the bourgeois revolution or even of his own bourgeois ideals. I do
not believe we can list the ingredients of Hsit’s distress as in some kind of a
pudding-recipe. But the reality. of the black mood is beyond question.
Chih-mo began by borrowing an appropriate poetic melancholy from the grey
old master Thomas Hardy. In “Living” we find yet another Hardy image —
compare “A Wasted Illness,”* which begins:

Through vaults of pain
Enribbed and wrought with groins of ghastliness
I passed, and garish spectres moved my brain
To dire distress?”’.....
‘‘Where lies the end
To this foul way?’'I asked with weakening breath.

Thereon I saw a door extend —
The door to Death.

Tt loomed more clear:
“At last!” 1cried. “The all-delivering door!”
And then, I know nct how, it grew less clear
Than theretofore,
And back stid I
Along the galleries by which I came,
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And tediously the day returned, and sky,.
And life — the same , ...

{The “iliness” of this sardonic poem is “wasted” because, having promised
death, it aliows the poet to recover — he must go on living.)

So, to the end Hsi is still borrowing. But in “Living” he is no longer
point simply permitting his fancy to play about borrowed themes. By this he
has grown up as a poet, he needs no longer to fancy forth stage-sets of life’s
darker side: his own life, rich and full as it has been, has known its moments
of utter hopelessness, and these he embodies in what is now his own language.

To conclude: every student of the intellectuzl history of modern China
is aware of the force exercised in this domain by the ideas of the great
Victorian iconoclasts. I am not at all confident that Hsii Chih-mo ever read
~ a whole book by Darwin, or Mill, or Spencer. But he read Hardy, and for him
only a poet of Hardy’s stature could have served to give full depth and shape
to his understanding. We may recall that Hardy was nineteen when the Origin
of Species was published; the writings of Mill, Huxley and Spencer appeared
when Hardy was in his twenties and thirties. For Hsit Chih-mo, Hardy was the
interpreter of the modern consciousness:

No one else could gauge as closely as Hardy the pulse-beat of his age; under
his fingers the slightest movement was made to divuige its inner secret.

BRE AKRTBA LSS BRAESLESRNYE
EfNFETRROORDESLBERNEIEE -
Or, More explicitly:

The death of Thomas Hardy properly concludes an important historical
era. The era opens with the thinking and the character of Rousseau, in
whose words and deeds there was realized the formal birth of the “liberation
of the self” and the “consciousness of the self” of the modern age, From
the Confessions to the French Revolution, from the French Revolution to
the Romantic movement, from the Romantic movement to Nietzsche {and
Dostoievsky), from Nietzsche to Hardy - through this hundred-and-seventy-
year span we watch the struggles of human feeling as it emerges from the
grip of Reason, bursting forth like flame, and in the bright blaze shooting
out its varlous movementis and docirines, meanwhile in the embers
nourishing  the “modern consciousness,” pathological, self-analytical,
questioning, weary; and even as the flying sparks diminish, sc does the heap
of ashes beneath broaden out until  sense of disillusionment tones down all -
the throbbings of energy, crushes feeling, paralyzes intellect,’and mankind
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suddenly discovers that .its footsteps have strayed to the brink of despair,
that if it does not hold back then the future offers only death and silence.
When Hardy began the writing of his novels the days of Victoria were at
their most flourishing, the indications of evolutionay theory and the
achievements of the docirine of laissez-faire had thrown up a high tide of
optimism which within a short time blotted out all inequalities and
mysteries. By the time he ceased writing fiction a fin-de-sidcle melancholy
had replaced the hollow hopes of the early years. When Hardy first
published a volume of his verse the forces of destruction, gathering for a
century past, had formed a hidden current which might at any moment burst
its banks. As he was publishing his later volumes this current broke out in
the Great War and the Russian Revolution.®
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This aspect of Hardy’s meaning is again confirmed by C.M. Bowra, who
calls him “‘the most representative English poet between Tennyson and Yeats
. . . he speaks with authority for the generation which reached manhood in
the ‘sixties, when industrialism was destroying the old structure of society and
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Darwinism its system of beliefs.”*

It is always chancy at best, foolish at worst to measure the “sincerity” of
a literary man: one is mindful of the suspicion of “John Shade™: “. .. and
when I hear a critic speaking of an author’s sincerity I know that either the
critic or the author is a fool.”®’ The question that Hsii Chih-mo will raise
most frequently in his critic’s mind is not, “Does this poem show sincerity
of feeling? ” but “Does this poem show discipline? ” Some of the poems
straight from his own experlence are extraordinarily callow: there is no
“recollection in tranquillity” but a direct transcription of raw emotion in, for
example, “A Night in Florence” { 254 B y—7 ).*® Whether his inspiration
is literary, as in “Dead Leaves” or “Whose the Blame?” or purely personal as
in “Living,” he gains great strength from the borrowed discipline of his model.
To stress the point again: the poetic tradition of his own culture had broken
down utterly; to write at all he had to borrow forms, images, even moods; and
in Hardy, despite immense circumstantial and temperamental disparities, he
found an inexhaustible Motherlode.
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