
GUO MORUO, LU XUN, FEI MING: A LITTLE CONTEXT

1898

Throughout much of China’s history, politics reiterated Confucius’ insistence that the learned 
person rules best — and “learned” in Confucius’ case meant understanding history, aesthetics, 
and specific literary examples. As a result, government ministers were largely learned scholars, 
or they at least put out the impression that they were. On the other hand, Confucian studies, for 
many of these ministers, was merely a way to get a job.

Kang Youwei (1858-1927), was a Confucian scholar who insisted on philological grounds that 
Confucius had been essentially misunderstood — that he should be seen as a thinker of political 
reform who used literature for critical thinking, the opposite of how many government ministers 
understood his philosophy, namely as a method of toadying to the State. He, along with other 
scholars and political reformers, used this position to respond to the territorial incursions of 
numerous imperial powers, including two “opium wars,” in the Hundred Days Reform of 1898.  

Able to gain an audience with the sympathetic Guangxu Emperor, the reformers had proposals 
centered on modernizing the military, modernizing the political system, and re-assessing the 
state of Classical learning in China. The Qing dynasty (1644-1911), however, at that point seen 
by many as only a flimsy buffer between local marauders and foreign rule, had originally 
established itself as the new Confucian dynasty in town, and many felt that even incremental 
change would undermine its remaining authority.

So needless to say, the reformers’ reforms were not carried out: the Guangxu Emperor was 
placed under house arrest on the orders of the Empress Dowager Cixi, and changes stopped. 
The reformers either fled or met execution. Things went on much as before, which is to say 
poorly. The Sino-Japanese War began, and there were more invasions from foreign powers at 
the beginning of the twentieth century. 

The revolutionaries who would overthrow the Qing dynasty in 1911, however, looked back to the 
Hundred Days Reform as a wasted opportunity, limited by feelings of Confucian duty to the 
State. Unlike the reformers of 1898, they were anti-monarchists, and so were not burdened by 
securing permissions. They set out to establish by force a parliamentary system, and education 
got a complete revamp. Education — by which was traditionally meant humanistic letters, would 
now include technology. It would also serve the State by legitimizing it as a modern power.

May 4th

The Republic of China (1911-1949) quickly devolved into intra-political feuds, squabbles with 
regional warlords who wouldn’t give up their power to a fledgling democracy, and suffered 
military troubles from more, and more hostile, foreign invasions. Several areas in China were 
ceded to foreign powers, and a former warlord, Yuan Shikai, became president for a while — 
even declaring himself emperor.

When the Treaty of Versailles was signed, in 1919, the young population in a China increasingly 
enthralled by modern and Western ideas was disgusted. Territories were, essentially, transferred 



from one colonial power to another, at the behest of non-Chinese governments. The Republican 
government did little to stop this, and protests, largely by students, began that May 4th in 
Beijing.

Along with grievances against acquiescence to the Treaty, and against sundry colonialists, the 
students were part of a movement for new culture — more liberal, more experimental, less 
given to any remaining lip service to the old ways, and uninterested in playing moderate to 
various factions in and outside of court. The area that pushed this general revaluation of values 
forward most was the literary arts. Beginning in 1917 in an article in the leftist New Youth 
magazine, scholar Hu Shih (1891-1962) listed eight “don’ts” for writing literature, including 
warnings against cliché and against the use of ossified forms. He advocated for a revolution in 
the way people wrote and thought.

Cosmopolitan writers in China had of course already felt the pull of of what in the West became 
known as modernism, but around this time modernism really seemed to flourish in China: 
numerous literary societies emerged, devoted to different aesthetic stances like romanticism, 
experimentalism, communism, you name it, all claiming literary relevance and a unique stance 
on life. For an example of one “new culture” icon at the time, the writer Xu Zhimo (1897-1931) 
returned to Beijing from England and Germany, founded the “romantic” Crescent Moon Society 
(named after a Tagore poem), translated Baudelaire and argued in the pages of magazines 
about it (notably, with Lu Xun), and in general led a rock star-like life replete with glamorous 
affairs and an early death in a plane crash.

Much of the adventurous literature of the period is called May Fourth Literature, for the period’s 
exciting attitudes and forms. But despite the initial excitement, disillusionment set in for many of 
the May Fourth writers over failed political and literary ambitions. Many writers, like Guo Moruo 
and Ding Ling (1904-1986), became less interested in the perceived experimentalism of 
something like Bing Xin’s (1900-1999) Stars, and came to be tied more and more to the 
Communist Party, whose stances on literature are exemplified by Mao Zedong’s famous “Yan’an 
Talks,” where he stated flatly that vanguard art should serve the people and the revolution. In 
other words, literature should, again, legitimize a new State.

After 1949

After 1949, following the establishment of the People’s Republic of China, literature and 
intellectuals in China suffered setback after setback. Those who weren’t imprisoned or worse 
were mostly silent, like Fei Ming or Shi Zhecun, with a few even glad-handing the Party 
seemingly whenever the opportunity arose. 

Lu Xun was deified by Mao Zedong as “the saint of modern China,” but little serious literature 
was made — at least not in the mode of May Fourth liberalism. Some did writers emerge again 
after the “Reform and Opening” of 1978, such as communist veteran Ai Qing (1910-1996), but 
they were largely unable to regain steam.

I’ve been trying to translate some of the writers from the May Fourth period, not only because 
they aren’t as well known in the US as ancient or contemporary Chinese writers, but because 
they are as unique and vital to a discussion of modernity and even contemporaneity as writers 
of the same period in the West. 
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Fei Ming

STREET CORNER

Arriving at the street corner, there's a car speeding past -
therefore the mailbox is lonely.
The mailbox PO
therefore can't remember the car numbered X -
therefore the Arabic numeral is lonely,
the car's lonely,
the avenue's lonely,
mankind's lonely.



 

 
 

 
 

 
 

VANITY STAND

Because in the dream I was a mirror,
deep in the sea he will become a mirror.
One young lady picks it out,
she'll put it on her vanity stand.
Because this place is the vanity stand,
one cannot grieve.

(all 1931)
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GUO MORUO

SKYDOG1

I’m a skydog, yeah!
I take the moon and swallow it,
I take the sun and swallow it,
I take all the stars and planets and swallow them,
I take the whole universe and swallow it.
I am I!

I am the origin of the moonlight,
I am the origin of the sunlight,
I am the origin of the planetary light,
I am the origin of the X-ray,
I am all of the ENERGIES together!

I fly fast,
I bark wildly,
I burn.
I’m like burning fire!
I’m like a big sea barking wildly!
I’m like a machine bolting!
I’m bolting,
I’m bolting,
I’m bolting,
I’m peeling my skin,
I’m eating my flesh,
I’m chewing my blood,
I’m nibbling my heart and liver,
I’m running on my nerve,
I’m running on my spine,
I’m running on my brain.

I am I, yes! I’m my wanting to burst!

(1920)

 A mythological dog in ancient China which eats the sun or moon during an eclipse.1
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LU XUN

MY LOST LOVE 
- (New Doggerel Modeled on the Masters)

My love is on the mountainside.
I want to see her, the mountain’s high.
I hang my head, cry on my gown.
My love gives me hundreds of butterflies.
But what can I give her? Owls of the night.
She turns away from me - why?
Alas, I don’t know, and I’m surprised.

My love is at the marketplace.
I want to see her, the crowd invades.
I gaze up helpless, cry on my ear.
My love gives me two swallows - in paint!
But what can I give her? Candied fruit to eat. 
But she turns away from me.
Alas, I don’t know why, I’m so lame-brained.

My love is at the riverbank.
I want to see her, the water’s deep.
I cock my head, cry on my lapels.
She gives me a golden watch chain.
But what can I give her? Sudorifics to eat. 
But she turns away from me.
Alas, I don’t know why, I have neurodynamia.

My love is in a rich man’s house.
I want to see her, I’m car-without.
I nod my head, the tears go on.
My love gives me a rose.
But what can I give her? A snake. 
She turns away from me. Why?
Alas, I don’t know why - she is dismissed.

October 3, 1924



“ ” “

……”

“ ”

“ ” “

…… ”

“ ……”

“ ……”

“ ……”

“
……”

“ ” “
……”

“ ”

“
……”

“ ”

“ ……”

“ ”

“ ”



“ ”

“ ”

“ ”

“ ……”

“ ”

“ ”

“
…… ”

“ ……”



SMART PERSON AND MORON AND SERVANT

The servant did nothing but looked for a person to complain to. And wanting to do this - it was all he was 
able to do. One day, he met a smart person.

“Mister!,” he sadly said, tears streaming from the corner of his eyes, “You know I simply don’t have a 
human’s life. I may not eat a single meal all day, and this meal is sorghum husks even pigs and dogs 
don’t want to eat. And there’s only a small bowl….”

The smart person bemoaned that “this is really pathetic.”

“Isn’t it?!?” He was happy. “And I work day and night without rest, at dawn carry water in the evening cook 
dinner, in the morning run errands at night mill flour, when clear wash clothes when raining hold an 
umbrella, in winter with the boiler in summer wave the fan. At midnight I stew white fungus, and wait for 
master gambling. Never a portion from it, sometimes the whip.”

The smart person groaned a “yes, yes,” and his eyes were a little red, like he was going to cry.

“Mister! I can’t continue on like this, I must find another idea, but what way….”

“I think… it will improve.”

“What?!? I hope so, but I’ve told you, mister, my miseries, and received your sympathy and comfort, and 
already I’m comforted not a little. It shows justice isn’t extinct….”

But not many days later he again was not at peace, and as before sought a person to complain to.

With tears flowing he said: “Mister! I don’t even live in a pigsty, my master doesn’t regard me as a person, 
he treats his Pekinese thousands of times better still…”

“Bastard!,” a man loudly shouted out, giving him a surprise. And that man was the moron.

“Mister, I live in a run-down hut, it’s shady and humid and full of bedbugs that bite as I sleep. It smells like 
a skunk and not one wall has a window….”

“You can’t ask your master for a window?”

“How do I do that?…”

“Well… you take me to see it!”

The moron followed the servant to his hut, and began pounding the mud wall.

“Mister! What are you doing?!?,” he said, dumbstruck.

“I’m giving you a window-opening.”

“Not alright! The master will be pissed!”

“Let him!” He kept on pounding.

“Someone come! A bandit is destroying our house! Quickly! Any longer and he’ll break through!” He cried 
and rolled around on the ground.



A group of servants came out and drove the moron away.

Hearing the hubbub, slowly the master finally came out.

“A bandit tried to destroy the house, so I first cried out, and then we together drove him away.” The 
servant spoke triumphantly, but with respect.

“You’re not bad.” The master complimented him so.

That day many came to commend him, including the smart person.

“Mister, this time, because I did something, master has complimented me. You said before it would 
improve, and that was real foresight….” He spoke with great hope, like he was happy.

“Wasn’t it!” The smart person replied, seeming happy for him.

December 26, 1925
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THE PASSERBY

Time: 
Some evening

Place: 
Somewhere

People: 
OLD MAN — around seventy years old, white hair, black robe
GIRL — around ten years old, purplish hair, black eyes, a white gown with black checks
PASSERBY — between thirty and forty years old, obstinate and in a state of fatigue, dark eyes, 
black beard, messy hair, black jacket and pants in tatters, bare feet in beaten-up shoes, sack 
under his arm, propping himself up on a bamboo staff as tall as he is

In the east, some trees and ruins. In the west is a desolate mass grave. In between them looks 
like a road without the marks of a road. A little mud hut faces these traces with its door open.

(The GIRL is about to help the OLD MAN up from the roots of the tree, where he was sitting.)

OLD MAN: Child. Child, hey! Why have you stopped?
GIRL (looking eastward) Someone is coming. Look!
OLD MAN: Never mind him. Help me get in, the sun is going down.
GIRL: I—want to look.
OLD MAN: Oh, you’re such a child! Everyday you see the sky, see the earth, see the wind. Isn’t that 
enough? What else is looks so good? You want to see who’s coming, but whoever comes out at sunset 
doesn’t want to give you anything good… Better to go in.
GIRL: But he’s already so close. Oh… it’s a beggar.
OLD MAN: A beggar? Not necessarily.

(The PASSERBY staggers out of the trees in the east. After pausing he slowly walks toward the OLD 
MAN.)

PASSERBY: Good evening, sir.
OLD MAN: Oh… Good! Hello!
PASSERBY: Sir, may I ask if you have a cup of water to drink? After this walk I’m very thirsty, and there’s 
neither a pond nor even a puddle here.
OLD MAN: Well, sure, sure. Please, have a seat. (To the GIRL) Child, you bring the water. The cups 
should be clean.

(The GIRL silently enters the mud hut.)

OLD MAN: Please have a seat, sir. How should I address you?
PASSERBY: Address me? I don’t know. Ever since I can remember, I’ve been on my own, so I don’t know 
what I was originally called. On the road people just call me whatever, this or that kind of name, and I 
can’t remember too clearly, and moreover I’ve never been called the same thing twice.
OLD MAN: Oh. Well, where do you come from?
PASSERBY: (Hesitating somewhat) I don’t know.Ever since I can remember I’ve been walking like this.
OLD MAN: OK, well, may I ask you where you’re going to?
PASSERBY: Of course you can.— But I don’t know. Ever since I can remember I’ve been walking like 
this, going towards a place, and the place is ahead. I can only remember that I’ve walked on many roads, 
and now I’ve come here. I’ll go in that direction (Points west). Ahead!

(The GIRL carefully hold out a wooden cup, and hands it to him.)



PASSERBY: (Takes cup) I thank you, child. (He drinks the water in two gulps, and returns the cup.) Many 
thanks! This kindness is so rare, I really don’t know how to thank you!
OLD MAN: You don’t need to be so grateful, it won’t do you any good.
PASSERBY: True, it won’t do me any good, but now my strength has returned, and I’m ready to go on… 
Sir, you must have lived here a long time; you must know what kind of place lies ahead.
OLD MAN: Ahead? Ahead are graves.
PASSERBY: (Surprised) Graves?
GIRL: No, no no. Over there are so many wild lilies and wild roses, I often go there to play around them. 
PASSERBY: (Looks westward, appears to smile) You’re not wrong. Over there there are very many wild 
lilies and wild roses, I’ve also often gone there to play, and to look. But there are graves. (Faces OLD 
MAN) Sir, what’s there if you go past the graves?
OLD MAN: If you go past the graves? That I don’t know, I’ve never gone past.
PASSERBY: You don’t know?!?
GIRL: I don’t know either.
OLD MAN: I only know the south, the north, and the east - the way you came. Those places are most 
familiar to me, and they may be the best for you. Don’t blame me for saying this, but in my opinion you’re 
already weary, and so its better to go back - because if you go on ahead then you may never reach the 
end.
PASSERBY: Never reach the end? (In thought, then starts) That’s no good! I must go! If I go back 
somewhere, there’s not one place without all those names, not one place without landlords, not one 
without banishments and the traps, not one without skin-deep smiles, not one without tears on the eye-
sockets. I hate them and I can’t return.
OLD MAN: It may not be so. You yet may come across the heart’s tears, compassionate for you.
PASSERBY: No. I don’t want to see their heart’s tears, and don’t want their compassion!
OLD MAN: Well, you, (shakes head) you’ll just have to go on.
PASSERBY: Yes, I just have to go on. There are voices pushing me forward, calling me, that won’t let me 
rest. But my pitiful feet are torn up, injured so much, have lost so much blood. (He raises one foot for the 
OLD MAN to see) So my blood isn’t enough. I want to drink some blood. But where’s the blood? But, I 
don’t want to drink just anyone’s blood, and I have to drink water to supplement my blood. There’s always 
water on the road, and I’ve never felt it to be lacking. It’s just that my strength is thinning, for the reason 
that there’s too much water in the blood. Today I couldn’t find a single puddle, and that’s the reason I 
walked less.
OLD MAN: Maybe not. The sun’s gone down, I think you’d better rest, like me.
PASSERBY: But, the voice calls me ahead.
OLD MAN: I know.
PASSERBY: You know? You know that voice?
OLD MAN: Yes. It’s seemed to called me before.
PASSERBY: The same voice that’s calling me now?
OLD MAN: That I don’t know. It has called out several times, I didn’t acknowledge it, and then it didn’t call 
- but I also remember unclearly.
PASSERBY: Ha - didn’t acknowledge it…. (In thought, then starts, and listens closely) No good! It’s still 
better to go. I don’t want to rest. It’s a pity my feet are torn up. (Ready to go)
GIRL: Here! (Gives him a piece of cloth) Wrap your foot.
PASSERBY: Many thanks, (He takes the cloth) child. This really is… This kindness is really rare. With this 
I’ll be able to walk more. (Sits down on a pile of bricks) But it’s no good! (Struggles to stand) Child, take it 
back. This is too much, and I don’t know how to say thanks.
OLD MAN: You don’t need to give thanks, it won’t do you any good.
PASSERBY: No, it won’t do me any good. But to me these alms are the very best things. Look, is there 
anything like it on me?
OLD MAN: You don’t need to be like this.
PASSERBY: True. But I can’t help it; I fear I’m just this way: If I’m getting alms I’m like a vulture that sees 
a corpse, and I hover overhead wishing to see it’s death. Or everything else around her can die, including 
myself, because I deserve to be cursed. But I have no such power, and even if I had the power I’d have 
no reason to put her in such a situation, because they probably wouldn’t have wished to be in that kind of 



situation. I think this way is soundest. (Faces GIRL) Child, this piece of cloth is great, but a little too small. 
So I’ll return it to you.
CHILD: (Falling back, in a panic) I don’t want it! You take it!
PASSERBY: (Seeming to smile) Wha?… Because I held it?
CHILD: (Nods and points to his sack) Dress it there, for fun.
PASSERBY: (Steps back, dispirited) But with this at my back, how can I walk?
OLD MAN: You don’t want to rest, so you can’t carry anything. Rest a while, then it’ll be nothing.
PASSERBY: Yes, sure, rest…. (He reflects, then starts up, and listens closely.) No, I won’t! I’d better go!
OLD MAN: You don’t want to rest?
PASSERBY: I want to rest.
OLD MAN: Well, you rest a while.
PASSERBY: But I cannot…
OLD MAN: You still think you had better go?
PASSERBY: Yes, I’d better go.
OLD MAN: Well, you’d better go then.
PASSERBY: (Now stretching himself) Ok, I’ll say goodbye. I’m very grateful to you both. (Faces the 
CHILD) Child, have this back, please take it back. 

(The girl, frightened, snatches her hand back and wants to hide in the mud hut.)

OLD MAN: Take it. If it’s too heavy, you can throw it down in the graveyard.
CHILD: (Steps forward) Oh, that’s no good!
PASSERBY: Oh, that isn’t any good!
OLD MAN: Well, you hang it on the wild lilies or the wild roses then.
CHILD: (Clapping hands) Oh, good!
PASSERBY: Wha?!?…

(There’s a momentary, thoughtful silence.)

OLD MAN: Well, goodbye. May peace be with you. (Stands, faces CHILD) Child, help me go inside. The 
sun’s already gone down. (Turns toward the door)
PASSERBY: Thank you both so much. May peace be with you. (Hesitates thoughtfully, then starts up) But 
I cannot! I must go, it’s better for me to go… (He raises his head up, and energetically walks toward the 
west.)

(The CHILD helps the OLD MAN into the mud hut, and then shuts the door. The PASSERBY faces the 
wilderness, and staggers, then charges, off into it. Night falls behind him.

March 2, 1925



Fei Ming (b. Feng Wenbing, 1901-1967): One of the writers to emerge in the post-“May Fourth” 
period, he was known for his “traditional”-style writing that explored Classical prose models. 
Less often remarked upon is the degree to which his aesthetics was mediated by Western 
modernism, which he first encountered as a student in the English Department at Beijing 
University. Famous for his difficulty, especially in his prose work Bridge, his work stands as a 
counterpoint to the enthusiastic modernism of many of his contemporaries. Often considered a 
jingpai writer — meaning “Beijing school of writing,” or even “earthy school,” he was also 
influenced by his studies of Buddhism, and was a disciple of the essayist Zhou Zuoren. Lived 
out his days as a teacher of traditional Chinese literature.

Guo Moruo (b. Guo Kaizhen, 1892-1978): A co-founder of the Creation Society, a literary group 
that championed subjectivity and modernism, and later revolutionary literature. Guo Moruo’s 
book The Goddess exemplified a Whitmanian direction for Chinese poetry, helping expand its 
form to include free verse and vernacular language. After immersing himself in the revolutionary 
movement, he fled to Japan for 10 years, during which time he studied Chinese antiquity. Upon 
returning to China he worked in Beijing in that capacity, and wrote naturalistic literature — often 
in praise of the Communist Party. His early work is often praised for its bold vision, his later work 
(and personal character) routinely criticized.

Lu Xun (b. Zhou Shuren, 1881-1936): Lu Xun is considered by many to be the founding father 
of modern Chinese literature. A champion of vernacular language, lover of world literature, and a 
polemical stylist, Lu Xun is also the nexus of what is called “May Fourth” literature — the 
modern political literature that emerged after the May 4th, 1919, protest in Beijing. Most well-
known for his short essays and the novella The True Story of Ah-Q, he also wrote Classical-
style verse, and his book of primarily prose poetry, Wild Grass, influenced by Baudelaire, 
Turgenev, and theories of psychoanalysis popular at the time, was the first of its kind in China. 
Brother of “conservative” essayist Zhou Zuoren, he studied in Japan, worked as a writer and 
teacher in Beijing, and later relocated to Shanghai, where the League of Left-Wing Writers, with 
whom he was involved, was located. Though deified by the Communist Party, he was never a 
Party member.


