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Shen Ts'ung-wen is one of the major figures in modern 
Chinese literature, and also one of its most prolific. Between 
1926 and 1949 he published no less than fifty volumes containing 
a variety of literary forms: short stories, a novel, plays, poems, 
travel books, biographies, letters, critical essays, and fables. How
ever, it is primarily as a fiction writer that he is known, and his 
few poems and plays, at least, are little more than experimental 
or occasional works. Although he has been a widely popular 
writer (though often attacked by the critics) Shen has always re
mained something of an outsider in the modern literary scene, in 
his essential lack of interest in politics and his dogged determina
tion to create works of art from his own personal experiences. 
For his sense of alienation from the world in which he found 
himself as a writer and teacher, Shen found a cause and a justifi
cation in his country origins. In an essay entitled "Exercise" 
(Hsi-t'i) 1 he says: 

Although you and I may live together in the one city and at times 
may even chance to share a trip on the same train or to eat at the 
same table; yet if the truth were told we are going two separate 
ways ... I am really a countryman ... As a rule a countryman will 
always have his deeply and firmly rooted country temperament; and 
his loves and hates, his joys and sorrows, will have their own distinct 
pattern which is completely different from the citydwe!ler's. 

This feeling of being a "countryman" not only gave him a sense 
of identity and integrity in the face of the political and literary 
hostility he often encountered, it also gave him a central reference 
point around which he could construct his own literary world, 
making full use of the events and the people, the sights and the 
sounds that had been part of his early life in his native Hunan 
countryside. Furthermore, in the midst of the social and political 
turbulence that China was passing through, it gave him a distinc
tive vantage point from which he could criticize his critics, enab
ling him to appraise current trends in his essays and fiction 
according to his own independent scale of values. 

In what follows, Shen's life and work will be examined from 
this point of view, in order to see in what sense he himself may in 
fact be regarded as a "countryman", what part the figure and the 
values of the countryman play in his fiction, and what significance 

1 It appears as the preface to A-chin, a collection of Shen's stories 
published in 1943. 
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Shen's countryman may have in the context of modern China. A 
brief sketch of his life up to 1949 will first set the background, 
and this will then be followed by a further and more detailed 
examination of some parts of his life (with reference also to some 
of his stories), in order to see how his conceptions of the country
man and of the contrast between the country and the city were 
formed from his own experiences. Events after 1949, when he 
ceased to write fiction, will be dealt with last, after an investiga
tion of the country and the city as they appear in his creative 
work. 

Shen Ts'ung-wen was born, according to a former pupil of his,2 
on 29 November 1902, in Fenghwang (Phoenix) District, Wes
tern Hunan. His schooldays, as will be seen, were spent mostly 
out of school until he began military training in 1917. The next 
few years were spent wandering around Hunan, sometimes in and 
sometimes out of the army. During this period Shen managed to 
educate himself (in the sense of acquiring knowledge from books) 
while working at clerical jobs, and he gained a reasonable know
ledge of history (Chinese), literature (both Western and classical 
Chinese), and calligraphy (for which he developed a passionate 
enthusiasm). Finally, he encountered China's "new", vernacular 
(pai-hua) literature and thought, then being spread by magazines 
with titles like Renaissance and New Youth in the wake of the 
May the Fourth Movement of 1919, and he determined to go to 
Peking and study. 

Arriving in Peking in 1922, at the age of 20, he spent the next 
three years trying to study by himself while somehow making 
enough money to keep from starvation. During this period he 
met the couple who were to be perhaps his closest friends and 
whose biographies he was to write: the left-wing (later Commu
nist) writers Hu Yeh-p'in (1907-1931) and Ting Ling (b.1904). 3 

At this time also he made his first attempts at creative writing
poems, plays, and short stories, which, he says, he would "write 
constantly day and night, sending my works in to the various 
newspapers and magazines, and waiting, without the slightest re
sult". 4 Gradually brief articles by him began to appear pseudony
mously in Peking newspapers. In 1925 he got a job as dispatcher 

2 Kai-yu Hsii, who spoke with Shen again in Peking in May 1973: 
see Kai-yu Hsii, The Chinese Literary Scene (Penguin Books 1976), 
pp. 131-9. 

3 He was to write biographies of both: a short work Jn Memory of 
Hu Yeh-p'in (Chi Hu Yeh-p'in; 1932), and a substantial two
volume work about Ting Ling (Chi Ting Ling, 1935; ... hsii chi, 
1940). Hu was executed by the Nationalists in 1931. Ting Ling was 
still living on the Mainland in 1973 (see Kai-yu Hsii, op. cit., p. 136). 

4 "Learning from Actuality" (Ts'ung hsien-shih hsi1eh-hsi), p. 86. 
This is a lengthy essay which Shen wrote in 1947, summarizing his 
life to date, as he then saw it. It appears in Selected Fiction and 
Other Prose of Shen Ts'ung-wen (Shen Ts'ung-wen hsiao-shuo san
wen hsiian, Hsin-hsiieh Book Company, Hong Kong, 1957). 
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and proof-reader for the weekly Contemporary Review, 5 in which 
many of his early stories, essays, plays, and poems appeared. In 
the same year ( on 29 June) a short story based on his own 
schooldays appeared in the prestigious weekly Yii-ssu 6-a clear 
sign that he was starting to establish himself as a writer. In 1928 
his first book was published. Called Duck ( Ya-tzu )-i.e. roast 
duck-it is a miscellany consisting of nine plays, nine stories, 
seven essays, and five poems. The following year, two more books 
of stories and essays came out, the second under the imprint of 
the Crescent Society (Hsin-yiieh she), a loosely-knit literary 
group founded by Hu Shih, Hsu Chih-mo and some other univer
sity teachers in Peking in 1924. (This group was later to publish 
the influential Crescent Monthly (Hsin-yiieh yiieh-k'an, 1928-
1933 ), in which many of Shen's works first appeared.) 

In March 1927, Nanking had been taken by the Nationalist 
forces and had become their capital. In Peking, Shen says,7 a 
demand for frivolous literature was growing, while Shanghai was 
becoming a centre of serious publishing activity. The editorial 
board of Contemporary Review moved to Shanghai, and some of 
Shen's work had already been published there when he abandoned 
the vague plans he had formed with Hu and Ting Ling of going 
to study in Japan, and towards the end of 1927, left Peking for 
Shanghai. The following year he was joined by Hu and Ting Ling 
and the three of them put out two very short-lived magazines, 
The Red and the Black (Hung-hei yiieh-k'an) and The Human 
World (Jen-chi en yiieh-k' an). Meanwhile Shen continued to write, 
and despite the failure of his magazines, to get his books pub
lished-including a satire inspired by Lewis Carroll called Alice's 
Adventures in China (A-li-ssu Chung-kuo yu-chi). 

This was, however, a troubled period for Shen. He was heavily 
in debt, owing to the failure of his magazines; he had to support 
his sister and his ailing mother, who had joined him in Peking 
in 1926; and the political atmosphere was growing increasingly 
tense and embittered, putting a strain even on Shen's friendship 
with Hu Yeh-p'in and Ting Ling. Nevertheless, he was at least 
able to earn money, not only by the sale of his stories, but also 
by teaching. From 1929 he taught for a while in the China In
stitute of Woosung, where his future wife was then a student. He 
also gave a course of lectures on the history of Chinese fiction in 
the Literature Department at Tsinan University, and in August 
1930 he went to Wuchang to teach at Wuhan University, a job 
which he lost in April the following year. In May 1931 he re
turned to Peking. In this year also his father died, and his friend 
Hu Yeh-p'in was arrested (17 January) and executed (7 Feb
ruary) by the Nationalists. 

5 Hsien-tai p'ing-lun, 1924-28. 
6 1924-31: founded by Lu Hsiin and his brother Chou Tso-jen. 
7 Chi Ting Ling, I, pp. 122-3. 
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In spite of all, however, Shen's books of stories continued to 
be published and widely read. In 1930 he published his first 
volume of Collected Stories (Shen Ts'ung-wen chia chi), to be 
followed by a second (Shen Ts'ung-wen tzu chi) the following 
year. According to some sources8 his Autobiography (Ts'ung-wen 
tzu-chuan), a vivid account of his life and experiences up to the 
age of twenty, was also written in this year. So by this time Shen 
was already an established and popular writer, with a substantial 
body of admirable work already behind him. 

On 16 May 1931, after an encouraging letter from Hsti 
Chih-mo, Shen set off for Peking, where a suitably quiet and 
secluded dwelling had already been found for him in grounds 
attached to Yenching University. At first he felt exhilarated, for, 
as he says: 

Peiping's north wind and sunshine were perhaps better able than the 
commerce and politics of Shanghai and Nanking to provide me with 
the impulse and the encouragement to scale a new peak, to draw 
closer to nature, and to become more familiar with human life.9 

However, it did not take long for him to find reasons for dis
satisfaction with his new surroundings, and shortly after, when a 
friend wrote from Shanghai asking if he had found Peking an im
provement, he replied that he would like to return to Shanghai. 10 

Part of his discontentment at this time no doubt came from the 
difficulties that he was then having in his courtship of Chang 
Chao-ho, a former student, who was living in Soochow, her 
native place. By late 1932, however, they were engaged, and they 
were married in September of the following year. In his essay 
"Exercise" Shen refers briefly and drily to his marriage: 

I too chanced to fall in love with a woman. I too became muddle
headed with love, and cast aside my proper daily tasks to spend the 
days and nights writing letters that were always unfinished and always 
unsatisfactory. And the upshot of it all was that I got married. 

But despite the mildly derisive tone of this passage, the marriage 
seems to have been a happy one, producing two sons, and also a 
couple of stories 11 which are affectionate and deeply-felt tributes 
to his wife and the love that they shared. 

Shen did not remain long in Peking itself, and the next three 
years (1931-33) were restless ones, with trips to Shanghai, 
Soochow, Wuhan and elsewhere. The larger part of his time dur
ing this period was in fact spent in Tsingtao on the Shantung 
coast where he taught for two years at Tsingtao University. He got 
little pleasure from teaching (he always preferred to write) but 

8 Chou Chin, Chung-kuo hsin wen-hsiieh shih (A History of China's 
New Literature; Chang-ko Publishing Company, Taipei 1976), p. 443. 

9 "Learning from Actuality", p. 92. 
10 See the essay "Middle Age" (Chung-nien), 1931, in the collection 

Tiger Cub (Hu-ch'u; New China Book Company, Shanghai, 1932). 
11 Both called "The Housewife" (Chu-fu), written in 1936 and 1945 

respectively. 
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the sunlight and sense of open space by the sea were a new ex
perience for him and apparently made a deep impression. 

At the beginning of 1934 he returned briefly to his native place 
for the first time in eighteen years, a trip which seems to have 
reconfirmed and deepened his feeling that the true source of his 
being and bis creative work lay in his country origins. His 
Autobiography may have been one result of this trip. "Border 
Town", perhaps his best-known story, certainly emerged from it, 
as did the collection of travel sketches Fragmentary Record of a 
Journey through Hunan (Hsiang-hsing san-chi). In this year also 
he became editor of the Literary Supplement of the Ta Kung Pao, 
perhaps the most influential newspaper of the day. 

The next four years, from 1934 to 1938, were spent more or 
less peacefully in Peking, despite the growing political tension
for in 1933 Japanese troops had invaded the Peking area, and in 
May a truce had been signed at Tangku declaring a broad de
militarized zone just north of Peking. This zone, however, and to 
some extent Peking itself, remained largely under Japanese con
trol. Consequently, apparently as a patriotic gesture, Shen had 
resigned his post as teacher at the National University in order to 
work with some friends ( who were also teachers) on compiling 
basic reading material for schoolchildren in North China. His 
official title was now only Assistant Primary School Teacher of 
Chinese, but along with a number of other prominent academics, 
he worked more or less contentedly at his new task throughout 
these four years, while at the same time revising his already pub
lished work (some 35 volumes-Shen was an incurable reviser) 
and publishing new ones. Among his new works were more collec
tions of stories, a collection of letters and essays, a brief biography 
of Hu Yeh-p'in, and a lengthy biography of Ting Ling in two 
volumes. 12 

On 7 July 1937 fighting broke out between Chinese and 
Japanese forces not far from Peking. This was the beginning of 
the Sino-Japanese war, and two months later Shen Ts'ung-wen 
fled to the south: 

But unfortunately their (literary) work was unable to develop fur
ther, for the war came along. All the ideals of those who buried 
their noses in books, the wealth and influence of others, and the 
younger generation's beautiful and cherished dreams about the busi
ness of life-all alike lost their meaning at a single stroke. And then 
everyone silently, without uttering a word, destroyed the materials 
and achievements of many years in a big stove in a large courtyard, 
hastily left Peiping, and passed through the central and south
western parts of China into Yunnan.13 

12 Cf. n. 3 above. The biography of Hu had been written at the request 
of a young American working for an English-language newspaper in 
Peking. Ting Ling had disappeared from view in 1933 and Shen 
assumed that she, like Hu, had been executed. In fact she had only 
been confined in Nanking, from where she escaped a couple of years 
later, eventually making her way to Yenan. 

13 "Learning from Actuality", p. 96. 
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After leaving Peking, Shen went first to Wuhan, but the winter of 
1937 saw him back in West Hunan where he was able to spend 
about four months in Fenghwang. As in 1934, his experiences 
there led him to write a long work of fiction and a complementary 
book of essays-this time a full-length, though incomplete, novel 
called The Long River, and a descriptive survey of part of his 
native province, West Hunan. Apart from these two major works 
Shen does not appear to have written much at this time, owing 
(he says) to the disturbed conditions created by the war. He was 
still in West Hunan at the beginning of 1938, but by 1939 he had 
:fled further to the southwest, to Kunming in Yunnan. 

In Kunming he was able to teach at the Southwest Associated 
University, but conditions were not at all to his liking. Politics 
took precedence over everything else, and like all other writers, 
he was under pressure to produce wartime propaganda. (In fact 
he did edit a magazine called The People's War of Resistance 
( Ch'iian-min K' ang-chan) for a time.) Close friends died, money 
was a constant problem (his wife was also working as a teacher), 
and, he complains, he suffered "slanderous attacks", while "a 
portion of my work was ruined by a stupid and ignorant system 
of censorship" .14 These trying circumstances were not favourable 
to creative writing, and although Shen revised a number of earlier 
works in Kunming, he does not seem to have produced a great 
many new ones, despite the length of his stay there (from 1938 
to 1946). 

In September 1945 Japan formally surrendered, and the follow
ing year Shen was back in the Peking that "I had been away 
from for nine years and familiar with for twenty-five" .15 Univer
sity teachers returned to their old posts and Shen was able to 
teach at both Peking University and Fu Jen University. These 
brief three years before the establishment of the Communist re
gime were to be the closing phase of Shen's career as a writer of 
fiction. The Long River was revised and published, and a number 
of stories and essays suggesting new developments in his work 
began to appear. Whatever might have come of this apparent 
revival of Shen's creative powers, and his postwar experiments 
with literary techniques, the Communist victory in 1949 put a 
stop to them-and almost to Shen's life as well. (Subjected to 
intense political pressure he unsuccessfully attempted suicide.) 
Shen survived, however, and although he was unable to write any 
more fiction, his creative ability did find a new outlet. Before 
considering his career after 1949, however, I should like to look 
back again at his life and work during the period already dis
cussed, in order to trace the origin, development, and significance 
of the "countryman" as represented both by Shen himself and by 
the characters in his stories. 

14 ibid., p. 99. 
15 Ibid., p. 100. 
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B. SHEN AS A COUNTRYMAN 
Any examination of Shen's "countryman" should begin with his 

birthplace, a "small, secluded border town" ( as he calls it in his 
Autobiography) in western Hunan, near the Kweichow and 
Szechwan borders. Traditionally called Chen-kan, it was the ad
ministrative centre of Fenghwang district, established during the 
Ch'ing Dynasty as a military outpost from which to "pacify and 
exterminate the remaining Miao tribes" 16 who originally occupied 
the area. Unlike most other towns, therefore, it "existed com
pletely independent" of commercial and economic considera
tions. 17 The number of regular troops stationed there amounted 
to some six or seven thousand, outnumbering the resident civilian 
population by about a thousand. There was no stigma attached to 
a military career here, and the Shen family had a relatively 
illustrious past, for Ts'ung-wen's grandfather had risen to high 
civil and military rank . .Although Shen's father had remained only 
a colonel (shang-hsiao), "he would tell me stories of the great 
glory my grandfather had won through his daring, and a part of 
his own experiences in 1900". 18 These stories must have given 
young Ts'ung-wen a favourable impression of soldierly virtues, 
and he always speaks with respect of those who exhibit such 
qualities. He looks back nostalgically, for example, on the soldiers 
in the Chen-kan of his childhood. They would often fight, he says, 

but ... although it was not uncommon for them to kill one another, 
they would have nothing to do with assassination or secret plotting. 
These men, so skilled in fighting, formed a special class in this 
iocality. They were broad-minded, tolerant, modest, comradely, ready 
to avenge wrongs done to their friends, generous, and as sons ex
traordinarily dutiful. But men like this were a product of their time, 
and after 1916 they gradually disappeared.19 

Shen himself was to be in the army throughout his teens, and one 
of his pen-names when he first began to write was "The Little 
Soldier" (hsiao-ping-he was only of slight build). Thus one 
finds that soldiers often appear in his stories as one manifestation 
of his "countryman". 

On the other hand, Shen was of course an artist rather than a 
soldier by temperament: even his father "seems to have perceived 
early that I was no soldier, and no longer expected me to become 
a general". 20 Shen himself claims that his mother's influence on 
his character was greater than his father's, and he pays due tribute 
to her in his Autobiography: 

She had seen a great many things, and she seems to have been 
slightly better read than my father. So the first steps in the education 
of all of us children were entirely the responsibility of this thin, 

16 Ts'ung-wen's Autobiography (Ts'ung-wen tzu-chuan; Wen-Ii Publish-
ing Company, Hong Kong, 1960), p. 1. 

17 Idem. 
18 Ibid., p. 10 
19 Ibid., p. 24. 
20 Ibid., p. 10. 
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quick-witted mother of ours who was so rich in courage and in 
general knowledge. It was no inconsiderable part of my education 
that I got from my mother. She taught me to read, to recognize the 
names of medicines-and to be decisive, for it is essential that a man 
be able to make decisions.21 

Even in physique, like his mother but unlike his father, Shen 
Ts'ung-wen was small, and as a result of a childhood illness, thin. 
Yet this only seems to have increased his admiration for the 
qualities he himself lacked, and he is fascinated by men like his 
friend Tseng Ch'in-hsuan, with his coarseness and boldness, his 
tall and soldierly appearance; or like the former bandit chief Liu 
Yun-t'ing, with his physical strength, his courage, his quickness 
to act, and his simplicity of thought and feeling. He also expresses 
gratitude for the courage he himself got from his father, and for 
the strong constitution he believes he acquired from his years in 
the army. In all this one senses a kind of nostalgia for a world 
which was part of him but of which he himself was not a part
a nostalgia which seems to be an important ingredient in the 
making of Shen's countryman. 

Another ingredient is simply Shen's aesthetic delight in the 
vivid sights and sounds of the countryside. As a boy he spent as 
little time as possible in school, being led to play truant both by 
his own inclinations and by an elder cousin who 

began to take me everywhere with him: to the orange and grapefruit 
orchards at his home, up into the hills, into the company of all sorts 
of wild youngsters, and beside the water. He taught me to tell lies, 
to use one kind of lie for the family and another kind of lie for the 
schoolteacher; and he beguiled me into running everywhere with 
him.22 

This skill in lying was no doubt the first manifestation of his 
literary talent, and Shen himself remarks: 

My first study, and the one I found most use for, was the fabrication 
of all sorts of lies based on my varied experiences.23 

If these lies were his first attempts at creating fiction, and a pre
cursor of things to come, his raw material, then, was his "varied 
experiences" in and around Chen-kan-experiences that were to 
feed his imagination for the rest of his life. As he says in his 
Autobiography: 

In the daytime I went everywhere in the open air, watching, listening, 
smelling. The smell of dead snakes or of rotting hay, the body-odour 
of butchers, the smell that the earthen kilns at the place where the 
pottery was made gave off after rain: at the time I would have had 
no means of describing these things in words, had I been asked to do 
so, but to distinguish them would have been perfectly easy for me. 
The sound of bats, the sighing sound made by the big brown ox as 
the butcher's knife cut into its throat, the hissing of the big yellow
throated snakes hiding in holes in the earthen dykes that divided the 
fields, the faint plopping sound that fish made on the surface of the 
water in the dark: because each of these sounds impinged with a 
different weight on my ear, I can still recall them with perfect dis-

21 Ibid., p. 8. 
22 Ibid., p. 11. 
23 Ibid., p. 12. 
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tinctness. And so, when I returned home, I would dream countless 
strange and wonderful dreams during the night. Even now, twenty 
years later, these dreams often prevent me from sleeping peacefully 
in the middle of the night for they not only carry me back into the 
emptiness of the "past" they also carry me on into a universe of 
fantasy.24 

These dreams and fantasies, which were helping to train the 
future writer, were further encouraged by the punishment that 
was often inflicted on him for truancy; for after his beating he 
would frequently be made to kneel before a Confucian memorial 
tablet, holding a stick of incense till it was burnt up. This, he 
says, "gave me an opportunity to train my imagination when I 
had no way of being close to nature", and he explains: 

As I knelt for punishment in a corner of the room, I would remem
ber all sorts of things, and my imagination seemed to have grown 
wings ... Depending on the warmth or coolness of the weather, I 
would think of the way the mandarin fish flopped about after they 
had been hooked and taken out of the water, of how the sky had 
been full of flying kites, of the song of the yellow orioles in their 
mountain haunts, of the profusion of fruits strung on the trees .. ,25 

The things he saw not only delighted his senses but also stimu
lated in him a curiosity which is perhaps more typical of the artist 
and intellectual than of the true countryman with his tendency to 
accept things as they are: 

Why did the mule have to have its eyes covered when it turned the 
mill? Why could the knife, when it had become red hot, be hardened 
by being plunged into water? Why was the man who carved the 
images of buddhas able to carve wood into the likeness of a man, 
and what method did he use to make the gold that he stuck on 
them so thin? Why was the little coppersmith able to drill such a 
round hole in a bar of copper and engrave the ornamentation as 
neatly as he did? There were very many strange things like this.26 

But there was also a darker side to life in the country, and of 
this too both the young boy and the mature writer were fully 
aware. At times, following an old Chinese literary tradition, Shen 
may tend to idealize the countryside as a place where ( as he says 
of Chen-kan) "the soldiers were as good-natured as the common 
people, never insulting or annoying others; the peasants were 
brave and contented, all of them respecting the gods and keeping 
the laws".27 Nevertheless, country life, as he well knows, is not 
always so idyllic: 

As a result of two centuries of harsh Manchu rule and the rebellions 
which it provoked, every main road and every stronghold was dyed 
red with blood.28 

His first and perhaps his most dramatic experience of such 
bloodshed was the 1911 Republican, anti-Manchu revolution, 
which at first failed in Fenghwang. (It was only to succeed a 
couple of years later.) The morning after the abortive uprising 

24 Ibid., pp. 21-2. 
25 Ibid., p. 14. 
26 Ibid., p. 21. 
27 Ibid., p. 2. 
28 Idem. 
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his father took him to see the 400-odd heads piled in front of the 
yamen and the great string of ears there. After this, a hundred or 
more people were dragged in from the countryside and decapita
ted outside the city walls every day for about a month. Finally, 
after some influential local gentry bad appealed to higher authori
ties for some limit to be set to the killing, the fate of those 
arrested was decided by lot, with the two cast pieces of bamboo 
giving the prisoner two chances out of three of regaining his 
freedom. Young Ts'ung-wen and his friends would amuse them
selves by watching these executions and counting the corpses, but 
the adult writer, looking back, is moved by compassion for these 
long-suffering countrymen, persecuted and slaughtered for reasons 
that (not surprisingly) were beyond their comprehension: 

I watched those countrymen, and how they would close their eyes 
as they threw the pieces of bamboo they held in their bands with all 
their might. Some did not dare open their eyes even when they were 
already due to be freed. And I watched others too who, although 
they were to die, still thought of the children, calves, pigs, and sheep 
at home; and their air of dejection and resentment against the gods 
was truly something I will never be able to forget. Such were the 
things that my first knowledge of 'life' was gained from.29 

This, then, is another aspect of the "countryman" that often 
appears in Shen's stories: a suffering and often uncomprehending 
victim of circumstances, or "the gods", accepting his lot some
times defiantly, sometimes with quiet detachment, and sometimes 
merely with resignation, he yet retains to the last the integrity of 
his simplicity, and a kind of strength which he draws from his very 
attachment to the fundamental realities of life. At times, indeed, 
he proves strong enough to overcome the hostility of his environ
ment, like the army cook Hui-ming, in the story of the same 
name, kindling the flame of life in the midst of death-or, for 
that matter, like Shen Ts'ung-wen himself. 

Shen is naturally horrified by much that he witnessed. "I saw," 
be says, "a great many of the stupidities that are perpetrated by 
so-called humanity, things that are simply indescribable." 30 And 
yet, at another level, he finds himself able to accept even this, 
not so much with the stoicism of the true countryman, as with a 
detachment that springs from the deeper sensibility of the artist. 
"Whenever I noticed these things," he says (though speaking this 
time of the merely sordid rather than the brutal), "I never had 
the feeling that there was anything disgusting about them. I 
merely felt that these were human things." 31 And he explains, in 
more general terms: 

I have no great understanding of the beauty of ethical principles. 
When close to human life, my feelings have always been those of 
an artist, and never those of what people call a moralist.32 

29 Ibid., p. 31. 
30 Ibid., p. 72. 
31 Ibid., p. 74. 
32 Ibid., p. 72. 
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This quality Shen also detected in Dickens, whose novels he first 
read, in the translations by Lin Shu (1852-1924), in his teens: 

I liked these books because they told me exactly what I needed to 
understand. They didn't speak of principles like other books; they 
merely recorded phenomena.33 

And in another passage, again from his Autobiography, he goes 
to the heart of the matter, pointing out that it is the depth of 
his experiences in the countryside, regardless of their moral 
character, that makes him feel permanently set apart from the city 
dweller, and leads him to identify himself as a "countryman": 

These experiences impressed themselves on my mind, and for the rest 
of my life have prevented my feelings from being in sympathy with 
the loves and hates of townsfolk. There ... I have seen brutal deeds 
that the average person has never seen, heard cries that the average 
person has never heard, and smelt odours that the average person 
has never smelt. For this reason I have never been able to take much 
interest in the views of what is good and evil that are produced by 
the constricted, commonplace, and timid life of the citydweller; and 
whenever I have come to live in the city it has made me feel 
melancholy and oppressed and as though I were no longer truly 
human.34 

During his army years Shen had ample opportunity to observe 
cruelty and callous brutality, as for example at the little town of 
Huaihua, where his job was to record the supposed confessions 
of prisoners who were being tortured and interrogated. The 
soldiers themselves, including the young Shen, accepted all this 
with unquestioning fatalism, and Shen observes: "If we still had 
any of this thing called 'pity', I suppose we reserved it for use in 
other situations." 35 Yet among these soldiers Shen found a sense 
of companionship that was to remain with him, and in an auto
biographical essay called "My Education" (Wo-te chiao-yu), 36 

he speaks of this: 
All of us in the l!nit are very close to one another. If one is beaten 
the others will get medicine for him; if you lose all your money they 
will lend you some so that you can get back what you have lost; if 
there is wine it will be shared equally among all of us. Even if there 
is a job to be done, everybody will argue over who is going to go 
and do it. 

Later, after he had become a writer and university teacher, he 
still insisted defensively, and perhaps not altogether convincingly, 
that he was a soldier and a countryman at heart: 

Although I now seemed to have become an educated mau, in fact I 
was much more like a soldier in spirit. With soldiers I found more 
things to talk about than I could with a student. And even now I 
seem to be able to carry on a more varied conversation with some
body from the lower classes, for their thoughts, feelings, and 
opinions, like mine, are mostly drawn from real life. But if I talk to 
a university professor, apart from the understanding he has gained 

33 Ibid., p. 93. 
34 Ibid., p. 72. 
35 "My Education" (see next note), p. 29. 
36 Crescent Monthly, II, 6/7 (Sept., 1929), p. 19. 
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from studying books, he can only speak of the impressions we have 
both acquired from the newspapers, so that as far as the things that 
make one a man are concerned, there always seems to be something 
lacking in him, and the topics we can talk about are very few 
indeed.37 

Turning now to the question of the influence of country life on 
Shen's art, one notes that he often praises the countryfolk's use 
of language-the songs of the river boatmen for example: 

Yet these coarse, rough men, these mouths that swore and fed on 
sour vegetables and rancid pork-when they were happy and began 
to sing, how perfectly beautiful and moving were their songs!38 

Elsewhere in the same book he speaks with amusement and ad
miration of the obscene but vivid rhymes the boatmen would 
compose to entertain themselves while they were working. In 
another essay he goes so far as to say that "if there is still some
thing noteworthy in my style of writing, it is only because I have 
remembered much of the speech of those who live on the water". 39 

In similar vein he praises Tseng Ch'in-hstian (the tall young 
soldier mentioned above) for his skill with words: 

I have never yet met any scholar who understood the use of Chinese 
sayings and proverbs better than this friend. Everything he said was 
alive, and even casual remarks and swear-words would have their 
proper sources and fit the context perfectly. His speech displayed a 
rich flow of similes which seemed as truly inexhaustible as the 
Yellow River.40 

This same friend was also adept at character sketches, as Shen 
explains elsewhere: 

As he spoke of all these women [that he had seduced] each one 
seemed to have a distinctly individual character, and yet he used 
only a few sentences of the most apt and vivid language with which 
to depict them. Later, when I wrote much fiction and sketched 
certain types of young women that people disdain to speak of-that 
I managed to catch their true likeness, that they spoke naturally and 
beautifully: this was largely because I had had the benefit of hearing 
my friend's narratives.41 

In addition to affecting his own use of language, country life 
also contributed to Shen's fiction by providing him with striking 
characters, real-life "countrymen" who could go directly into one 
of his stories and sometimes did. Tseng Ch'in-hstian might be one 
example, and another would certainly be Liu Ytin-t'ing, the 
soldier and former bandit leader to whom he devotes a whole 
chapter of his Autobiography. Perhaps the most striking example, 
however, is an incident which he recorded in the Autobiography 

37 Autobiography, p. 101. 
38 Fragmentary Record of a Journey through Hunan (Hsiang-hsing 

san-chi; Wen-li Publishing Company, Hong Kong, 1960), p. 59. 
39 "The Influence of Water on My Works" (Wo-te hsieh-tso yu shui te 

kuan-hsi), Old Letters Preserved (Fei-yu ts'un-ti, Wen-Ji Publishing 
Company, Hong Kong, 1960), p. 34. 

40 Journey through Hunan, p. 7. 
41 Autobiography, p. 105. 

68 



and later reworked into at least two separate stories. It took place 
at a little town called Yti-shu-wan (Elmtree Bend) on the Wu 
River. The young daughter of the chairman of the trading asso
ciation there had died after an illness. The night after her burial 
she was disinterred by a young beancurd-seller who lived in the 
same street. He carried the girl's body off to a cave in the hills, 
stayed there for three days, and then returned her to her grave. 
When the affair was discovered, he was brought to the yamen, 
tried, and sentenced to death. Shen went to see the young man: 

Just before the time for his execution his brain was still quite clear 
and in no way confused. He did not clamour for food and drink, 
nor did he fall to wild cursing. He merely contemplated his own 
injured ankle in silence. I asked him: "Who hurt your ankle?" He 
shook his head, as though he remembered something very funny, 
and after smiling for a moment said softly: "It was raining that day 
when I brought her back. I nearly tumbled into her coffin." I asked 
him again: 'Why did you do it?" He cast a glance at me, still smiling, 
as if to say that he considered me a child, incapable of understanding 
what love is, and he paid no attention to me. But after a moment he 
began to speak softly to himself again: "So beautiful, so beautiful." 
Another soldier said: "Madman, they're about to kill you. Are you 
afraid?" And he said: "What is there to be afraid of in that? Are 
you afraid of dying?" The soldier was a bit embarrassed by this 
counter-question, so he shouted loudly in an attempt to frighten him: 
"You crazy son of a bitch-so you're not afraid of dying? Just wait 
till they're about to cut your crazy head off!" Then the young man 
smiled gently once more, and uttered no further sound. His smile 
seemed to be saying: "I don't know who is the madman." I remem
ber that smile. Ten or more years later the impression it left on my 
mind is still exceptionally clear.42 

In 1931 Shen wrote a story based on this incident. Called "The 
Doctor" (1-sheng), it is narrated by a fictitious character ( the 
doctor of the title) and is given something of the style and atmos
phere of a traditional ghost story.43 A few years later he produced 
yet another version of it, called "Three Men and a Woman" 
( San-ke nan-tzu he i-ke nu-jen). This time he makes fewer 
changes in the actual facts as recorded in the Autobiography, but 
at the same time the fictional component is expanded and much 
better integrated with the factual content. The character of the 
beancurd-seller himself is treated more fully, and two other 
characters are introduced: an army corporal (shih-chang), who is 
the narrator, and his friend, a young crippled bugler. In the 
passage just quoted it will be noticed that two incarnations, so to 
speak, of the "countryman" appear (not including Shen himself): 
the beancurd-seller, smiling calmly in the face of death, who is 
destroyed by his single-minded love of beauty; and the blustering 
soldier, whose mask of callous indifference conceals an inarticu
late sensitivity. Here, then are the two aspects of Shen's country
side-its beauty and brutality, love and hatred, life and death-

42 Ibid., p. 71. 
43 It appears in the Short Story Magazine (Hsiao-shuo yiieh-pao), 

XXII, 8 (August, 1971); also in the collection Tiger Cub. 
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both of them somehow inextricably involved with each other. In 
"Three Men and a Woman" also the two types of countrymen 
appear. They first meet in the beancurd shop, where the two 
soldiers become friends, in a rough and wary fashion, with the 
young proprietor-who, incidentally, is said to be "able to sing a 
little, in a fine voice, with a skill in pitch and melody that sur
passed any in our battalion". 44 The beancurd-seller, however, only 
smiles when the other two make coarse remarks about the young 
woman whom they often see but who appears in the story as a 
kind of unattainable vision always guarded by two white dogs. 
Sometimes this mysterious smile exasperates the narrator: 

So I said: "What are you smiling at? Don't you think she's beautiful? 
You countrymen have no understanding of beauty at all. You delight 
in women with big breasts and big backsides, in sows and water 
buffaloes-just as long as they're fat enough to suit the purpose."45 

Both types of countrymen, then, are sensitive to love and beauty 
in their different ways; but in this story the beancurd-seller dies 
for his love, while the soldiers remain as much the helpless vic
tims of circumstances as they were at the beginning of the story: 
"Nobody knew the reason why it was bound to rain whenever the 
troops set out for a new post ... "46 

C. SHEN AND THE CITY 
But Shen's conception of the countryside was formed not only 

by his experiences there, but also by his contrasting experiences 
in the city. It may be appropriate at this point, therefore, to 
glance at the other side of Shen himself-at Shen Ts'ung-wen the 
city-dweller, the writer, and the teacher. 

The high hopes of studying hard and eventually "saving the 
nation" 47 with which Shen arrived in Peking at the age of twenty 
were soon tempered by the harsh experience of poverty in the 
northern winter: 

The first thing to learn was the ability to endure the cold, so that I 
could pass the winter with no stove in a musty room in a little 
boarding house while the temperature dropped to twelve degrees. The 
next was the ability to endure hunger and a completely empty 
stomach after two or three days without food. The next was the 
ability to read widely in the library, feeling my own way, while 
oppressed by both hunger and cold, and without hope or assistance.48 

At one stage he nearly gave up in despair and re-enlisted in the 
army, but in the end he survived his hardships, sustained no doubt 
by faith in his own creative powers, like the young painter in his 
1936 story "Existence" (Sheng-ts'un): 

44 The New and the Old (Hsin yu chiu, Liang-yu Book Company, 2nd 
printing, 1945), p. 54. 

45 Ibid., p. 55. 
46 lbid., p. 42. 
47 Cf. "Learning from Actuality", p. 85. 
48 Ibid., p. 86. 
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But when he lit the lamp and shone it on the still unfinished 
painting, it was just as though he saw there a ray of light. Suddenly 
his mood changed again, and his confidence of success, his ambition 
to establish himself in this great city by means of his work, came 
back to him once more.49 

But it was more than his material circumstances that distressed 
Shen in the city. Like many others, he was grieved by the moral 
and intellectual corruption that he saw everywhere in the ruling 
circles of China. Unlike some, however, he could see little hope 
of improvement coming from the students, intellectuals, and 
writers. Formerly, he complains, students had divided their time 
between political activity and study, but by the late 1920s neglect 
of studying "seemed to be a universal phenomenon". "If these 
people become high officials in future," he wonders, "what will 
they be able to do for their country." 50 "Certainly," he remarks 
sardonically, 

there must be people to become officials and hold jobs, and certainly 
people are needed who will hang up an author's nameplate and be 
active everywhere, holding meetings and consuming refreshments. 
But even more necessary are those who will bend down their heads 
and devote themselves to their work.51 

More than the shallow and restless activists of the city, in other 
words, the nation has need of people with the honest and single
minded dedication of the countryman. 

When Shen went to Shanghai, he found the situation even 
worse than in Peking. A literary soiree he attended in Nanking, 
along with four or five hundred other authors, provokes him to 
ask in exasperation: "Does noise and bustle constitute progress, 
or offer the slightest hope of progress?" 52 And in Shanghai itself, 
which, he says, "for wrangling over slogans and jargon, truth and 
falsehood, profit and loss, was the centre of the South", 53 the 
literary scene seemed to him a futile chaos: 

In order to adapt to the environment one had special need of a sharp 
eye and a quick hand, as well as the ability to shift suddenly from 
one thing to another. Those who were cursing and reviling one 
another yesterday would be shaking hands and speaking amicably 
again today. Today someone would have just published an audacious 
piece of criticism, so that everyone would be concerned for his 
safety, but a day later he would already have been accepted back 
into the fold somehow or other. Or again, somebody would be doing 
a thoroughly professional job as manager of a dance hall and a 
gambling house, while at the same time writing love poems with a 
green pen and revolutionary poems with a red one.54 

49 Selected Fiction of Shen Ts'ung-wen (Shen Ts'ung-wen hsiao-shuo 
hsiian-chi, People's Literature Publishing Company, Peking, 1957), 
p. 356. The story also appears in the collection The Housewife 
(Chu-fu; Commercial Press, 1939). 

50 "Learning from Actuality", p. 89. 
51 Ibid., p. 90. 
52 Ibid., p. 92. 
53 Ibid., p. 95. 
54 Ibid., p. 91. 
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This of course was just one aspect of city life, for the city itself 
seemed to Shen an overcrowded and dehumanizing environment. 
In an early poem (1926) which clearly reflects his own feelings, 
he depicts a captive baboon gazing out of his cage at the people 
gazing in: "Those people," he observes, "are just like fishes in a 
net ... Big fishes and little fishes, almost gill to gill."55 

By the time Shen moved to Shanghai he had already made a 
name and a place for himself as a writer and a teacher. But while 
his writing sustained him in more than one sense, teaching in an 
urban environment gave him little satisfaction, as can be seen 
from the following extract from the semi-autobiographical storv 
"The Lamp" (Teng) (1930) :56 

What sort of life was this? On a certain day I would mount the 
rostrum, with what solemnity, what earnestness-and what hypocrisy! 
I would stand on the little square wooden platform and talk of this 
or that, saying some useless or untrue things, such as that this book 
says thus and that book also says thus. And when I had spoken for 
a while I would seem to have hypnotized myself, and I would gradu
ally come to feel that I had got to the heart of the problem. Only 
when a certain noise reached my ears, rousing me to self-conscious
ness and drawing my attention to the students again, would I realize 
that several young scholars who were ... to graduate this term had in 
fact dozed off over their desks. Because of this I would completely 
lose the thread of what I was saying ... Returning home from school 
I would sit down at my desk, which was covered with draft manu
scripts and magazines, do my best to clear a little space, then put 
down the bundle of essays I had brought back from the school and 
go through them line by line ... Suddenly I felt a slight resentment 
... The world I was living in now was not the one to which I was 
accustomed. I was tired of city life, tired of living. I was ready to 
leave all the advantages of this world and go back to being a 
slaughter-tax collector for fourteen strings of cash, to sit in the 
militia office listening to the green frogs croaking in the little pools 
formed by the rainwater in the courtyard, while I copied out So 
Ching's Ch'u shih sung and Chung Yu's Hsiian shih piao with a 
to-chin brush.57 

Even his creative writing was done with great difficulty in 
these surroundings, and in an autobiographical story called 
"Living Upstairs" (Lou-chu) ,58 written in 1930, he describes a 
hot summer's day when he was trying to write his story "The 
Vegetable Garden" ( Ts' ai-yilan). The oppressive heat has been 
preventing him from sleeping well. His brother, who had come to 
join Shen, his sister, and his mother three months ago, is ill and 
has not eaten for four days. His mother is dying of tuberculosis, 
but Shen cannot afford to send her to hospital. He is depressed 
also because his financial situation will not allow him to tear up 

55 See Contemporary Review (cf. n. 5), 111, 61 (6 February 1929), 
pp. 10-11. 

56 Selected Fiction ... , pp. 123-4. 
57 So Ching was a calligrapher of the Chin Dynasty (265-420) noted 

for his "grass style" script; Chung Yu was a famous calligrapher of 
the Wei Dynasty (220-264). 

58 The Short Story Magazine, XXI, 3 (March, 1930), pp. 581-6. 
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work that he feels is unsatisfactory. In the end, it costs him three 
days of painful labour to complete his story, but he tries (un
successfully) to assure his mother that he will soon have earned 
enough money to get them all back to the country. 

His return to Peking, and especially his stay in Tsingtao, seem 
to have restored his spirits a little after Shanghai; but then there 
came the flight to the south and the horrors of war, when "even 
in the limitless expanses of the sea and sky there is nowhere free 
from the death and bloodshed caused by exploding steel". 59 In 
Kunming Shen was closer to the countryside than he had been in 
Peking or Shanghai, but wartime pressures warped the fabric of 
society: 

Everything one heard and saw was steeped in the pecuniary atmos
phere created by the war. Although the original kindliness and sim
plicity of the place were still preserved in a great many well-bred 
families, the surface of society was embellished by the fashion for 
the active pursuit of material things.60 

In short, Shen's experiences in the country and the city led him 
to feel that it was in the country that man was most truly him
self, while life in the city tended to be distorted and trivialized by 
the unnatural and spiritually unhealthy environment there. It is 
for this reason that he writes of the country and explicitly labels 
himself a countryman. Yet while Shen was born in the country
side and does indeed possess many of the attitudes and traits of 
the countryman, in the last analysis he is no more a true country
man than D. H. Lawrence, to take a somewhat analogous case, is 
a primitive. He is of course an educated man, and from the age of 
twenty on, a city-dweller. Furthermore, and more to the point, he 
is also an artist, and his countryside, however grounded in fact, 
remains an artist's vision. This vision, moreover, includes certain 
ambiguities and contradictions which seem to reflect contradic
tions in Shen's own character. 

It may be appropriate at this point, then, to consider Shen's 
vision of the countryside as it appears in his fiction, and specifi
cally, to see what form his "countryman" and "city-dweller" take 
there, what values they represent, and how they interact. 

D. THE COUNTRY AND THE CITY IN SHEN'S FICTION 
( 1) The Countryman 
As was suggested above in connection with Shen himself, any 

examination of the "countryman" should begin with a considera
tion of his environment; for the primary factor in shaping the 
countryman's character is obviously the countryside itself. In his 
prefaces to the novelette Border Town (Pien-ch'eng) and to his 
novel The Long River ( Ch' ang-ho) Shen explains that it is his 

59 "Learning from Actuality", p. 99. 
60 Ibid., p. 96. 
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purpose to preserve through his art the life of the countryside 
in the "corner of West Hunan" with which he is concerned-a 
peaceful and natural world which be saw rapidly disappearing 
under the impact of "progress" and war. To this world the 
countryman, though he may be ignorant in other respects, is 
instinctively responsive: 

Ssu-kou was illiterate, so he saw no poetic significance in his sur
roundings. But to hear the cries of all the insects big and small, to 
hear the grasshoppers flying everywhere after they had shaken the 
water off their wings, to hear the raindrops plunging earthwards from 
the leaves of the trees, or the pattering heartbeat of the one by bis 
side: all this was poetry.61 

In the short story "Rainbow" (Hung-ch'iao 1946) four young 
men en route through Yunnan to Tibet pause in their journey 
while three of them, who have been trained as artists, try to 
capture the beauty of the mountain scenery, which is set off per
fectly by a brilliant rainbow in the sky. The ensuing discussion is 
concerned with the apparent futility of trying to compete with 
nature or capture natural beauty through art. At this point the 
youngest member of the group draws their attention to the smoke 
rising from the campfires as being an even more daunting chal
lenge to the artist than the rainbow. Here Shen himself offers 
his own attempt at landscape painting, to conclude the story and 
point the moral: 

The plain white rainbow that floated up from the cooking-fires of 
the horse-caravan was at first only a single strand; next it became 
three, five, and then innumerable large and small strands vying with 
one another as they rose straight upwards. When they reached a 
certain height they seemed to dissolve and slowly spread out over 
the tips of the pine-trees to become an insubstantial milk-white 
carpet, the pale blue fringe of which sank down to flow among the 
pines and rocks. Thereupon the white, the green, and the black 
gradually melted into each other and became one-a single, long, 
narrow tapestry which seemed to be moving gently below the young 
men's feet. Everything, far and near, was gilded as if by gold dust 
fallen from the setting sun, and by degrees all turned to blue and 
purple. The sun sank down, and ten or more of the snowcapped 
peaks in the range over seventy miles away began to shine all the 
more brilliantly, like so many platinum awls projecting up into the 
silver-blue, purple-tinged purity of the sky. 

The four men remained silent before these new twilight changes, 
and the three youths especially who had been discussing painting 
felt that all their opinions and achievements bad become meaning
less.62 

The point here is that the young men's attitude is that of the 
city-dweller, trying to appreciate the beauty of nature from the 
point of view of a sensitive outsider. But the true countryman, 

61 A Portrait of Eight Thoroughbreds (Pa chun-t'u; Wen-hua Sheng
huo Publishing Company, Shanghai, 3rd printing, April, 1936), 
p. 125. This story, "After the Rain" (Yii-hou), first appeared in The 
Short Story Magazine, XIX, 9 (September, 1928) under the pseu
donym Chia-ch'en. 

62 Selected . .. Prose . .. , p. 61. 
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like Ssu-kou in the earlier story, does not have to "appreciate" 
this beauty, for he is instinctively part of it. As one of the young 
artists in "Rainbow" remarks, in an earlier passage: 

The man who accepts the world of nature, bringing his life into 
harmony with nature so that it becomes part of it, is really doing 
something nobler and more admirable than we who come to admire 
the scenery in search of materials for painting.63 

The countryman, then, lives in harmony with nature. In the 
same way he also lives in harmony with the past, and so is essen
tially conservative. A typical example is the old soldier of the 
story "The Lamp", a symbolic figure identified with the equally 
symbolic lamp of the title: 

"The good songs are all gone. Good people and good customs have 
all been carried away by a strange fate. It's just like this lamp: in 
former years, when I stayed with your father in the country, all the 
lamps were like this one."64 

So the narrator falls to dreaming, like the young Shen Ts'ung-wen 
kneeling for punishment with his stick of incense: 

To gaze at the clear brightness of the transparent lampglass, at the 
faint yellow light that it shed, and at the soldier standing before 
me with his old-fashioned air, always recalled to my mind the old 
temples in which the battalions of men and horses were stationed, 
and the inns in little villages, and I would dream many dreams. I 
have known these things too well, for the entanglements of city life 
are also all too remote from such worlds.65 

(To avoid giving too one-sided a picture here it should perhaps 
be pointed out that recognition of the virtues of honesty and 
fidelity which underlie the countryman's conservatism does not 
necessarily imply a whole-hearted approval of conservatism as 
such. In an essay, "On Conservatism" (T'an pao-shou), which 
Shen wrote in Kunming, for example, he attacks Chinese "conser
vatism" and "superstition" vigorously, equating them with "stupi
dity" and "selfishness". On the other hand he also attacks modern 
education as lacking moral basis and so doing more harm than 
good. Finally he would seem to undermine both conservatism and 
progressivism by recommending doubt as the antidote to China's 
ills-for doubt, he says, if thoroughly pursued, will lead to the 
truth. 66) 

Again, the countryman is honest and industrious, as Border 
Town points out: 

Since they consider principle to be more important than profit, and 
can be faithful and true, even though they are prostitutes they are 
generally more trustworthy than less shameless city folk.67 
" ... famous men? I don't think it matters much if this little place 

63 Ibid. p, 58. 
64 Selected Fiction .. . , p. 125. 
65 Ibid., p. 123. 
66 In Winter Scene in Kunming (K'un-ming tung-ching; Wen-hua 

Sheng-huo Publishing Company, Shanghai, 1939). 
67 Border Town (Pien-ch'eng; Wen-Ii Publishing Company, Hong Kong, 

1960, p. 12. 
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of ours doesn't produce any men of that sort. We've intelligent, 
honest, brave, hardworking youngsters, and that's enough."68 

The countryman's straightforward generosity is also epitomized 
by the mandarin oranges which are a constant symbolic thread 
running through The Long River: 

If he should pick mandarins in the orchards, a thirsty traveller may 
eat them in the villages without having to pay any money. As soon 
as he reaches Ui-chia-p'ing there are 'dog-dung' mandarins (kou
shih kan), which are extremely sour, and although they are not 
worth much, there is still an old woman who sells them at the ferry.69 

But above all, the countryman is committed to life ( despite his 
acceptance of death as part of the pattern of existence) and to 
love. Hui-ming, in the story (1929) of the same name (Shen's 
tribute also to the army cooks who had engaged his affection 
when he was a soldier), is a good example of the former. Though 
an impressively tall and bearded character, he has, we are told, 
only a "commonplace mind" and is "a good man at heart": 

While he had grown up to be a figure almost as awe-inspiring to 
the beholder as a god or demon, he was actually as innocent as a 
puppy and as honest and gentle as a cow.70 

Hui-ming's dream, which sustains him through the horrors of war, 
the gunfire and the rotting corpses, is that one day he will be sent 
to some far-off place to clear the land and guard the frontier: 

There in the forest there would be no military judges making jokes, 
no lieutenants who loved to have everything spick and span, no 
medals, no money, and no ridicule or pettiness either.71 

But the fighting dies down, for peace talks are in progress, and 
during the interval of tranquillity Hui-ming makes friends with the 
villagers, one of whom presents him with a hen. The hen lays 
twenty eggs, and when they eventually hatch out Hui-ming is 
overjoyed. At the end of the story his dream of being sent to the 
frontier seems more remote than ever: 

But he fed the chickens and looked after them very carefully. He 
had enough tobacco left over for at least forty days. All told he was 
very lucky. The sixth month had come and the weather was extremely 
hot, but by good fortune not one man in the whole company had 
rotted. When Hui-ming smiled vacantly at these comrades of his, 
not one of them understood what his smile meant.72 After a while, 
when the spell of hot autumn weather had passed, the little chickens 
would flap their featherless wings and learn to cry cock-a-doodle-doo. 
All told, he was very lucky and quite content.73 

"Hui-ruing" celebrates the victory of life over death. To see 
the countryman in love, we may turn to "Pai-tzu" ( 1928), a story 

68 Ibid., p. 52. 
69 The Long River (Ch'ang-ho; Wen-Ii Publishing Company, Hong Kong, 

1960), p. 40. 
70 Selected Fiction . .. , p. 39. 
71 Ibid., p. 40. 
72 Cf. the smile of the young beancurd-seller in the passage quoted 

above, p. 69. 
73 Selected Fiction . .. , p. 49. 
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which Shen himself (in "Exercise") has singled out as an illus
tration of the countryman's attitude to life. The plot is extremely 
simple. Pai-tzu is a river boatman whose boat has just moored at 
Shenchow, which he visits about once every two months. He 
makes his way through the wind and rain to visit his prostitute 
sweetheart, and after they have spent the evening making love, 
smoking opium, drinking tea, and chatting, he returns to his boat 
well satisfied. Like Hui-ming, Pai-tzu is a simple soul, and what 
his love lacks in depth or subtlety is compensated for by its 
genuineness: 

Afterwards he would work, eat, and sleep cheerfully because tonight 
he had got everything that he had hoped for. What he had tasted 
tonight he would be able to savour for a full two months, and in less 
than two months he would be back again.74 

For this reason Shen sees his love as healthy, and explicitly (again 
in "Exercise") contrasts it with the neurotic love-life of urban 
intellectuals as depicted in another story. 75 Nevertheless, there 
would seem to be ambiguities in the story, as in Shen's country
man himself, and Pai-tzu's cheerful hedonism is somewhat sub
dued by what he hears when he reaches his boat: 

When he reached the gangplank he crossed it very carefully, no 
longer daring to sing "The Sixteen Caresses" as he had been about 
to do, for the captain's wife was feeding her infant son, and he could 
hear the child being coaxed and the sound of its sucking at the 
breast.76 

Perhaps there is a suggestion by analogy here that there is some
thing infantile about Pai-tzu's own innocent love, and also, by 
contrast, that his love is essentially ephemeral and unfruitful. 
Later, in revising the story, Shen added a brief paragraph to this 
ending, to the effect that each boat such as Pai-tzu's must move 
on again once its business has been transacted-again apparently 
hinting at the transient and basically impersonal character of the 
liaison. 

(2) The City-dweller 
With this picture of the countryman let us compare the city

dweller as he appears in Shen's stories. His environment is at best 
artificial and ( as in a few stories showing strong Dickensian in
fluence) at worst squalid. An extreme example is "Rottenness" 
(Fu-Ian) (1929), which begins: 

The evening wind, carrying a little of the remaining heat of the day, 
blew from Woosung across Chapei in Shanghai, taking in all the 
Ricestraw Canal in the city and spreading abroad a stench to which 
the neighbouring poor were quite accustomed.77 

The conclusion makes clear the remoteness of natural life and 
beauty in such an environment: 

74 A-chin (Wen-Ii Publishing Company, Hong Kong, 1960), pp. 59-60. 
75 Viz. "A Portrait of Eight Thoroughbreds": see below. 
76 A-chin, p. 60. 
77 Spring (Ch'un, Wen-Ii Publishing Company, Hong Kong, 1960), 

p. 90. 

77 



Somewhere, something fell into the water with a plop, as though a 
toad had heaved itself into the canal from the bank. Slowly the 
stagnant water in the canal began to stir as though it were shivering 
slightly in the cool air. The tiny ripples fretted at the side of the 
boat, making a minute sound which was followed by a profound 
stillness. 

Somewhere else a cock crowed, but it sounded as though it had 
been put in a big jar, and the direction of the call could not be 
clearly discerned. The two boatmen knew that they would soon be 
busy at their work, and each squatted on a block of stone, plannin~ 
his own life. In the sky a shooting star fell down, leaving a long 
bright line behind it. It was very beautiful to see.78 

But in dealing with city life Shen is more usually concerned 
with the upper and middle classes, and their main fault, as he 
sees it, is their ignorance of the realities of life, despite their pre
tensions to knowledge. So in the story "Knowledge" ( Chih
shih) 79 the landlord's son, returned to the country after an educa
tion abroad, writes to his formerly revered tutor at the university: 

Old cheat, you ought to be dead. You taught me for the last ten 
years, and yet you are not as clever as a totally illiterate countryman 
in my district here ... All your knowledge is useless to living men, 
while of what man needs to know you are totally ignorant.SO 

The life of the well-to-do city-dweller is thus characterized by 
its triviality: 

The average member of the gentry will often amuse himself by 
chanting the Buddha's name and learning to sit in meditation. He 
can do T'ai-chi cb'iian and is able to discuss the rules of physiog
nomy. He listens to Peking opera and knows bow to appreciate 
epigraphy, calligraphy,'- and painting. In addition to this, he drinks a 
little wine and plays mahjong.81 

The final result of life in the city is typically neurosis, or a kind 
of emotional, spiritual, and at times physical debility. Thus in 
"San-san" (l 931) the heroine's aunt remarks of the handsome 
young stranger with his symbolic pallor and his crutch: 

Who can make anything of the names of cityfolk's illnesses? If you 
ask me, they like to get sick, and that's why they have so many 
names for their illnesses. 82 

The city-dweller's unhealthy state of body and mind finds 
characteristic expression in his or her sexual desires, for as Shen 
explains: 

The city-dweller's life is too hurried and confused. The sounds and 
sights that meet his ears and eyes are over-tiring, and, moreover, he 
often does not get enough sleep or nourishment. So although he 

78 Ibid., p. 110. 
79 A reworking of a Buddhist fable which in the Pali Canon appears as 

the "Uraga Jataka". Shen had previously rewritten a number of early 
Buddhist tales as a kind of experiment, not altogether successful, 
which emerged from his researches into the history of Chinese 
fiction. Several appear, loosely linked, in A Little Scene in the Moon
light (Yueh-hsia hsiao-ching, Hsien-tai Book Company, 1933). 

80 The New and the Old, p. 138. 
81 Selected Fiction ... , p. 50: from the story "The Gentry Wife" 

(Shen-shih-te t'ai-t'ai). 
82 Selected Fiction . .. , p. 169. 
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always seems quick in his responses, in fact, apart from his aware
ness of sexual desire, his other faculties are all somewhat dulled.83 

Thus in "Learned People" (Yu-hsueh-wen-te jen) (1928), for 
example, we find a physicist in his middle thirties sitting on a sofa 
beside a friend of his wife's, a divorced woman some ten years 
younger than he is. The room grows darker as the sun goes down, 
but though each of them is bored with life and attracted by the 
thought of a love affair, neither can summon up the energy to 
act. They both feel relieved when, finally, the physicist turns the 
light on, and shortly afterwards, his wife and young son return. 84 

Another such story, explicitly contrasted by Shen himself with 
"Pai-tzu", 85 is "A Portrait of Eight Thoroughbreds" (Pa chun-t'u) 
(1935), which deals with eight eminent scholars and writers, 
guest-lecturers at a summer school at Tsingtao, and their different 
attitudes to love. One is shown to be constantly eyeing the young 
women students, another is in love with a woman but refuses to 
tell her so, a third, divorced after a year of marriage, is cynical 
about wives, and so on. Finally, the narrator finds that the young 
woman he had found particularly attractive but thought genuinely 
in love with another of the eight men also seems to be drawn to 
him. On discovering this, he sends a telegram to his fiancee, 
telling her that he has "contracted a slight illness" and will remain 
at Tsingtao for another three days. 86 

Of particular interest in this connection, because of her distor
ted view of the countryside, is the heroine of "A Slight Chill" 
( Po-han, 1930), a middle-school teacher who is bored with her 
life and with the polite and timid young men who find her attrac
tive. Seeking relief from her boredom-and here one sees how 
awareness of the greater depth and vividness of life in the country 
can be perverted by influences from the unnatural urban environ
ment-she has recourse to fantasies about strong men and soldiers 
in a "wicked" countryside. "Did soldiers really live by killing and 
burning?" she wonders, "Were soldiers wickeder than people in 
the city?"87 When she actually sees a tall soldier with a heavy 
tread and "the air of a countryman", 

she thought: This is a man who could kill people ... He passed 
before her. The weight of his every step seemed to sink into her 
heart.88 

She goes and sits next to the soldier in the park, and allows him 
to flirt a little with her, but it is clear that the real soldier will not 
be able to measure up to her fantasies, and the story ends: 

83 "Exercise", A-chin, p. 5. 
84 The story appears in A Portrait of Eight Thoroughbreds, pp. 47-63. 
85 In "Exercise": cf. above at n. 75. 
86 The story appears in the collection for which it provides the title, and 

in a slightly revised form, in the collection Spring Lamp (Ch'un 
teng). 

87 The New and the Old, p. 145. 
88 Ibid., p. 146. 
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She boarded the tram. The fresh autumn breeze blew on her face, 
and she smiled: "Men are all such stupid beasts."89 

( 3) Interactions 
Some of Shen's stories, then, deal with the world of the coun

tryman or of the city-dweller separately, but in other cases the 
two worlds interact or are explicitly contrasted within the confines 
of the one story. Occasionally we see the fatal attraction of the 
city for the countryfolk, as in "San-san": 

After the visit of the two guests, things were not quite the same as 
before in the mill. The frequency with which the mother and 
daughter mentioned "the city" in their conversation gradually in
creased, although of what the city was like and of what virtues it 
possessed neither of them had the slightest idea.90 

Later we find the mother dreaming of marriages and of the city, 
but San-san herself ( who, like many similar young heroines in 
Shen's stories, may be seen as an embodiment of country beauty 
and simplicity) is apprehensive: 

"You're bound to go to the city in future." 
"Why am I bound to? I won't go to the city!" 
"Of course-that would be best." 
They walked on further, and San-san suddenly spoke again: 
"Mummy, why did you say I'd be going to the city? What made you 
think of that?" 
Her mother hastened to soothe her: 
"You won't go to the city and neither will I. Heaven intended the 
city for cityfolk. We have our mill of course, and we can't leave 
that."91 

Elsewhere, as in The Long River, the city appears as the des
poiler of the countryside in various ways. In his preface to this 
novel Shen speaks with distress of the signs of modern civilization 
which he observed everywhere in his native place when he re
turned there in 1934: of the cigarettes and the tin cans; of the 
young men with their fountain pens, their silver w1istwatches, and 
their sunglasses which they "hastened to put on" in the slightest 
sunshine. In the novel itself the threat to the countryside appears 
in mock-comic guise as the "New Life" movement, a Nationalist 
campaign to "improve" Chinese morals and "enlighten" the 
peasantry. This movement is in fact dangerous as a symbol or 
portent of things to come, if not ( as one of the characters fears) 
as an actual force in itself: 

He believed that as soon as the New Life came the original character 
of the place would all have to be suddenly changed, and the life of 
Yao-yao and her sisters would also have to change. But as he watched 
the two girls now, trailing their bands in the water beside the boat 
and fishing the floating leaves of melons, vines and vegetables from 
the surface of the water, they were utterly content and at peace.92 

A second, and at the time of the novel, more immediate threat 
is economic exploitation by city-bred officials. "Mandarins are 

89 Ibid., p. 155. 
90 Selected Fiction . .. , p. 180. 
91 Ibid., p. 183. 
92 The Long River, p. 36. 
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very filling," as one of them points out, "and if you squeeze the 
juice out, that's good to drink too." To which one of the country
folk comments: 

All right, let them all squeeze away. Fortunately there are a lot of 
mandarin trees and they'll never squeeze them dry. And yet, if they 
keep on squeezing, they might just about do it.93 

Finally, the little country community is threatened by the 
flames of war, just like the quails who have taken refuge on an 
islet in the river to escape the burning-off of the surrounding hills. 
If anyone tries to catch them now the quails will be unable to fly 
away, because, as Y ao-yao is teasingly informed: 

They're like you: when they see how good everything is here, they 
think it's a paradise and they can't bear to leave it again.94 

One earlier story, in a less pastoral vein than "San-san" and 
The Long River, sets out with particular clarity both the contrast 
between country and city and the ambiguity inherent in each. 
"Husband and Wife" (Fu-fu) (1929) tells how a young couple 
have been caught by some villagers making love "in broad day
light" beside a mountain path. The villagers are anxious to see 
them flogged or otherwise punished in some suitably dramatic 
way. Enthusiasm wanes a little, however, when it is discovered 
that they are not eloping lovers but a respectably married couple, 
and in the end they are freed by the good offices of the hero, who 
is apparently a Kuomintang official. The story's harsh portrait of 
the villagers, including even the children, who gleefully run about 
looking for thorny sticks with which to beat the lovers, shows 
country people in a darker light than is usual in Shen's works. 
But the main theme is the contrast between the young country 
lovers with their free delight in nature and in one another, and the 
weary official Huang, who has come to the village for a rest be
cause of some "nervous debility". Huang proves more sensitive 
than the villagers with their narrow-minded moralism. His feelings 
are stirred by the young couple, as they are by the beauty of the 
countryside, but in the end, as with the characters in "Learned 
People", he is unable to make the emotional effort that the situa
tion seems to demand, and so returns unchanged to the tedium of 
the city: 

He recalled all the events of that day, and he felt that his own 
world was a very constricted one. Suppose that he himself had had 
such a wife: unforeseen dangers would have been lying in wait for 
him too now. And so he began to feel that this was a tiresome 
place to stay in. Although the scenery was beautiful, the people in 
the countryside were just as uninteresting as those in the city, and he 
made up his mind to go back to town in two days' time.95 

E. STYLE 
It has already been suggested that the values represented by 

Shen Ts'ung-wen's countryman emerge naturally from his own 

93 !bid., p. 70. 
94 Ibid., p. 174. 
95 A-chin, p. 103. 
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life and are clearly expressed in his stories. Something of the 
countryman may also be seen, perhaps, in his style and in his 
approach to literature generally. His earliest acquaintance with 
literature exposed him to a variety of influences: Dickens, the 
Arabian Nights, and Chinese history. 96 As far as Chinese litera
ture was concerned, his first knowledge was of classical literature, 
and when he was first introduced to contemporary literature by a 
young printer, he exposed his ignorance in a comical manner: 

I asked him what the book with the picture of the bare-chested 
person on the cover was, and when he had told me that it was 
Reconstruction, I asked him again what sort of thing the "super
man" was.97 I still remember his expression then: with his round 
face and eyes he was just like a cat. "What? Good heavens! What 
an ignoramus! A world-famous poetess ... and you haven't even 
heard of her?" "I only know the T'ang Dynasty poetess Yi.i Hsi.ian
chi who was a Taoist priestess." "A more modern one?" "I know 
the women pupils of the Sui-yUan."98 "More modern than that?" I 
shook my head and said nothing, but when I saw his expression I 
felt a little ashamed: I really knew nothing at alJ.99 

The irony apparent in this passage runs right through his 
account of his conversion to modern literature. He goes on to tell 
how after further study of his friend's magazines he felt that he 
had grasped the basic difference between classical ( wen-yen) and 
modern (pai-hua) prose styles: 

One ended sentences with yeh and yen while the other ended them 
with ya and a. When writing in one style the less you said the 
better, while when writing in the other the more you said the 
better.100 

On hearing this interpretation, his friend explained that modern 
literature had an indispensable quality called "thought", and Shen 
remarks: 

At the time I did not understand what "thought" was, and I felt very 
embarrassed. If I could have known that ten years later I was to 
write pieces that some critics would read right through without 
understanding, making wild criticisms of my writing as "lacking 
thought"-if I had known that even then I would not understand 
what was meant by "thought", it seems to me that I would have had 
no need to feel ashamed on that earlier occasion either.101 

96 This was in the Hsiung family mansion, belonging to some well-to-do 
relatives, where Shen spent a year and a half of his teens; and in the 
library of the school, financed by the family, which was next door 
to the mansion. See Autobiography, pp. 92-5; also the essay "The 
Hsiung Mansion in Chihkiang District" (Chih-chiang hsien te Hsiung 
kung kuan), in Selected ... Prose ... , pp. 106-114. 

97 Reconstruction (Kai-tsao) was a monthly journal of the Progressive 
Party (Chin-pu-tang) published in Shanghai from 1920. Superman 
(Ch'ao-ien) is the title of a volume of stories by the poet and story
writer Ping Hsin (Hsieh Wan-ying), born 1902. 

98 The "Sui Garden" was the name of the Nanking estate of the poet 
YUan Mei (1716-98). Here he conducted a poetry school which 
included several women among the pupils. 

99 Autobiography, pp. 139-40. 
100 Ibid., p. 140. 
101 Ibid., pp. 140-41. 
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Of course, the young Shen Ts'ung-wen was soon caught up in 
the same enthusiasms as the other aspiring writers of the day. But 
as he matured his attitude towards the new literature seems to 
have become more critical and detached as his stubborn "coun
tryman's" temperament asserted itself. In his prose, amid constant 
experimentation, one can detect a tendency to move away from 
the lightness and looseness of "pure" vernacular Chinese (pai
hua) towards a more compressed and classical style, with omis
sion of particles, the use of a more literary vocabulary, and in 
some cases a lengthy and elaborate sentence structure. At least 
one modern critic sees this tendency as being connected with 
Shen's country origins: 

His writing is distinguished by a special kind of style with a certain 
stiffness due to the omission of auxiliary particles. Some people re
gard this as a neo-classical style (hsin wen-yen) and do not see his 
works as being written in lively, colloquial language ... In fact, such 
features are typical of the language of people who live in out-of-the
way places where the level of culture is relatively low. That the 
author has actually been able to achieve some excellence in the 
shaping of his prose is certainly a testimony to the success of his 
works.102 

F. AFTER 1949 
Shen's career as a writer of fiction came to an end in 1949. He 

lost his university posts and was made a copyist in the Palace 
Museum. Subjected to political attacks, he became so depressed 
that he attempted suicide. In 1950 he bowed to pressure and en
rolled in the Political Research Institute of the People's Revolu
tionary University. The following year he published, in the Ta 
Kung Pao, an article called "My Learning" in which he confessed 
his errors ( chiefly his former belief that literature should not be 
made to serve politics), disparaged his writings as being "of no 
use to the people's revolution", and named some slightly surpris
ing unhealthy influences on his work, such as Buddhism and the 
writings of Freud and Joyce. 103 

After spending ten months in the Political Research Institute, 
he was allowed to return to his job in the Palace Museum. In 
1956 he produced another written confession for the Twentieth 
Grand Conference of the Communist Party. Although this is 
couched in suitably humble and repentant terms, and is careful to 
praise Marxism-Leninism, Chairman Mao, and the New Age, one 
notes that he also mentions his country origins and claims that 
"that old peasant uncooperativeness in me has not been suffi
ciently purged". 104 The countryman, it seemed, was still alive and 
well in Peking, in spite of everything. 

102 Chou Chin, op. cit., p. 443. 
103 See Hua-ling Nieh, Shen Ts'ung-wen (Twayne Publishers Inc., New 

York, 1972), pp. 114-16. 
104 Cf. ibid., pp. 116-17. 
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The next year a collection of twenty-two stories, suitably re
vised for the censor ( though the alterations are slight), was 
published by the People's Literature Press. All the stories date 
from before 1949, but in the preface, while apologizing for having 

. only old works to offer and expressing his hope that he will one 
day be able to take up his pen again to sing of the "victory of 
the people", he also refers to himself once more as a "country
man", and speaks with the same old warmth of his native West 
Hunan. He even allows himself to show pride in his old dedica
tion to his craft as a story-writer. 105 

In 1961 Shen went on an officially sponsored trip to Kiangsi, 
where the Red Army had taken shape in the twenties, and wrote 
five classical-style poems about it; in 1963 a book of essays by 
him, for the most part still celebrating the countryside, was pub
lished. But throughout these years his main creative efforts and 
enthusiasm seem to have been going into his researches in the 
Palace Museum. During his period in the army, Shen had at one 
stage worked as private secretary to a commanding officer in a 
large building which housed a collection of antiques and classical 
literature: scrolls, bronzes, porcelain, stone. rubbings, and ancient 
books then became for a time the object of his delighted investi
gation and study. 106 Now, forcibly silenced as a writer, he re
turned to his old antiquarian enthusiasms. In 1959 he published 
a huge three-volume work on ancient Chinese textiles. Subse
quently he wrote studies ranging in length from short articles to 
substantial treatises on all aspects of ancient Chinese material 
culture-on such things as T'ang and Sung mirrors, Warring 
States lacquerware, glassmaking, the horse in Chinese culture, the 
history of the beard, the history of handicrafts from prehistoric 
times, and so on. In 1973 he was in charge of cataloguing and 
studying the wealth of newly excavated artifacts pouring in to the 
Museum from all over China. 107 Thus Shen found a new outlet 
for his creative energies, and was still able to produce work of 
real cultural and artistic value in an environment so hostile that it 
had nearly destroyed him altogether. Like the countryman he had 
always claimed to be, he survived by stubborn endurance and in 
the end without sacrificing his integrity. 

In the preface to his Selected Fiction he speaks of his short
comings with a humility in which it is not difficult to detect a 
note of pride: 

Since social changes have been exceptionally severe, while the pattern 
of my life and work has remained extremely narrow and resistant 
to change and, what is more, my thinking has been conservative and 
obstinate, it is natural that this should have caused my work to fall 
further and further behind social realities, so that in truth I seem to 

105 Preface to Selected Fiction ... , pp. 4-6. 
106 See Autobiography, pp. 133-4. Shen's study of seals and inscriptions 

had already begun somewhat earlier, in the Hsiung mansion (n. 96). 
107 See Kai-yu Hsu, op. cit., pp. 131-2. 
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have become a pupil kept back in a remedial school from which I 
shall never graduate.108 

But in fact Shen has always been very much aware of "social 
realities". What he is dissatisfied with are the two stock responses 
to them, namely escapism on the one hand and revolution on the 
other-two alternatives which he explores ably and sympatheti
cally in his story "Big and Little Juan (Ta Hsiao Juan). 109 His 
"countryman" is an attempt to express a third possibility based on 
his own experience and deepest feelings. Of course an artist's 
vision is not necessarily a programme for political action, but it 
may contribute to society in other and perhaps more fundamental 
ways. At any rate, by 194 7 Shen felt that he bad said what be 
wanted to say, and two years before he was silenced was already 
prepared to rest bis case: 

My work consists in interpreting the past and explaining the present. 
As to whether or not it will be of assistance to the future, I leave 
that, like my own uncouthness and obstinacy, to the judgement of 
history.110 

108 Selected Fiction ... , Preface, p. 4. 
109 Dated 1935, it appears in The Housewife and Selected Fiction ... 
110 "Learning from Actuality", p. 100. 
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