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Lingnan Journal of Chinese Studies, New Series, No.2 (October 2000), 261-281 

The Autobiographical Romance of Chen Diexian 

Patrick Hanan 韓南 

Harvard University 

The Early Life 

D u r i n g the f i rs t t w o decades o f the twent ie th century, Chen D iex i an P柬蝶仙 

(1879-1940), perhaps better k n o w n by his pen name T ian X u W o Sheng 天 虛 我 生 

(Heaven Bore M e in Va in ) l l ) , was one o f the most celebrated o f Chinese wr i ters. 

However , l i ke a l l but a few o f those active jus t before the M a y Four th Movemen t , 

he has long fa l len out o f favor, so far out in his case that I shall need to int roduce 

h i m and his works before broaching m y subject, w h i c h is the successive attempts 

that he made to wr i te his o w n romant ic autobiography. 

He has several c la ims upon our attention. He was a remarkably versati le man in 

an age o f versati le men, pro f ic ient i n al l the current ly pract iced genres o f Chinese 

l i terature as w e l l as in music and art, and一 th is po in t t ru ly sets h i m apart f r o m other 

wr i te rs一a lso at industr ia l enterprise and management. H is wr i t ings , w h i c h are m y 

concern here, run f r o m the last decade o f the nineteenth century through the second 

decade o f the t w e n t i e t h — s o m e t h i n g that can be sa id o f f e w o the r n o v e l i s t s . 

Furthermore, in an age of social satire, he was predominantly a writer of romance. I 
shall argue that his ma in l i terary s igni f icance lies in his successive attempts to te l l 

his o w n roman t i c h is tory . T h e at tempts c u l m i n a t e i n a 1913 n o v e l i n c lass ica l 

Chinese entitled Huangjin sui 黃金祟，The Bedevi lment of Money (or, as I prefer to 
cal l i t , The M o n e y Demon) , a novel that presents i tse l f as romant ic f i c t i on and also 

as unabashed autobiography. 

- — 

丨丨丨 His personal name was Shousong 壽嵩.Other names were X u 栩，Xuyuan 栩園，and 

Xihongsheng 惜紅生 . H e generally reserved Tian Xu Wo Sheng for his fiction. 
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He was born in to a weal thy Hangzhou fam i l y |2]. His father, Chen Fuyuan 陳福 

元，and his uncle l i ved w i t h their fami l ies in a large compound in the ci ty, his uncle 

an o f f i c ia l and his father a doctor. By his concubine, Da i 戴，Fuyuan had four sons, 

D iex i an be ing the th i rd . (H is p r i nc ipa l w i f e , Wang 王，was unable to have any 

chi ldren). The uncle had one son and t w o daughters, and g i r l cousins f r o m other 

branches o f the f am i l y made frequent long visits. Al together, inc lud ing servants, the 

household totaled over s ix ty persons. F rom his early ch i ldhood D iex ian was drawn 

more to the gentle and generous Wang as a mother, rather than to his b i r th mother, 

w h o m he considered over ly str ict and censorious. 

H is father d ied in 1885 and Wang in 1893，and in 1897, f o l l o w i n g his uncle's 

death, when D iex ian was 18, the fami l ies spl i t up and the compound was sold. In 

the same year D iex ian was marr ied to Zhu Shu 朱恕、(also k n o w n as Lanyun 嬾雲， 

Danx iang 擔香，and Suxian 素仙)，a g i r l to w h o m Wang had betrothed h i m long 

before. 

Ear ly in 1898 his b i r th mother forced a reluctant D iex ian out o f the f am i l y to 

earn a l i v i ng as assistant to the commiss ioner o f customs at Wukang 武康，a couple 

o f days' j ou rney by boat f r o m Hangzhou. A f t e r leav ing his post and m a k i n g an 

unsuccessful attempt at business in the Wukang area, he returned to Hangzhou and 

for the next decade occupied h imse l f w i t h various business ventures. He and two 

121 The most important source for Chen Diexian's early life is his collected verse and prose, 

Xuyuan conggao 栩園叢稿，published by his Family Industries 家庭工業社 in Shanghai 

with an author's preface of 1924 and a postface of 1927. It is in 10 ce, including two of 

his daughter's poetry. There is no date of publication. It contains a bibliography of the 

works not included, Jiwai shumu 集夕卜書目，presumably compiled by the editor, Zhou 

Zhisheng 周之盛（Baihua 拜花 ) .Completed in 1923, the Jiwai shumu has the standing of 

an of f ic ia l bibliography. Wi th in the collection, the most important sources are Chen 

Diexian's memoirs of his father and his father's wives as wel l as autobiographical poems 

such as "Wo sheng p i a n "我生篇 in ce 3. The narrative Zhenglouji 箏樓言已，also in ce 3, is 

even more important; see below. A series of essays "Wo zhi x i n n i a n "我之新年 in the 

Shen bao 申報 of March 7-10, 1916 contains material on his childhood. His eldest son, 

Chen Qu 陳蘧（Xiaodie 小蝶，later Dingshan 定山）compiled a nianpu 年譜 that formed 

part of the Tian Xu Wo Sheng jiniankan 天虛我生紀年干1J published by the Zixiu zhoukan 
自修週干1J shortly after his father's death on March 24, 1940. (There is a copy in the 

Shanghai Library). The son also wrote a memoir of his father as an industrialist, "Wode 

fuqin Tian Xu Wo Sheng—guohuo zhi y i n z h e " 我的父親天虛我生一一國貨之隱者 . I t 

was publ ished in his Chun Shen jiuwen xuji 春申舊聞,續集 ( T a i p e i : Chenguang 

yuekanshe, 1955), pp. 179-204, and has been frequently reprinted. 
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f r iends took over a defunct newspaper, renaming it Daguanbao 大觀報，m a i n l y in 

order to pub l ish l i terature, ch ie f l y their own . W h e n this newspaper was banned fo r 

its ed i tor ia l oppos i t ion to the Boxers, they started another, w h i c h suffered the same 

fate. I n 1901 D iex ian set up a shop i n the center o f Hangzhou, the C u i L i Company 

萃禾丨J公司，selling i m p o r t e d t e c h n i c a l app l i ances . H e soon f o l l o w e d i t w i t h a 

l i thographic press. In 1906 he founded a l ib rary fo r the pub l ic , the B a o m u She 飽目 

社，and i n the next year a l i te rary j o u r n a l , Zhuzuolin 著作林，w h i c h , un l i ke the 

f ict ion journa l s prol i fera t ing at the t ime, special ized in poetry, d rama, and cri t icism. 
In 1908，for reasons that are not ent i re ly clear, his businesses went bankrupt , and he 

fe l l back on service as a staff adviser. 

In 1913 he was appointed j o i n t edi tor o f the Shanghai magazine Youxi zazhi 游 

戲雜志（ T h e Past ime) and in 1914 the ed i tor o f a magaz ine fo r w o m e n readers, 

Nuzi shijie 女子世界， f o r w h i c h he and his w i f e p rov ided most o f the copy. In 1916 

he was g iven the in f luent ia l post o f edi tor o f the da i ly l i terary page ( " Z i y o u t a n "自 

由談）o f the Shen bao 申報，a post he res igned at the end o f September, 1918’ 

because o f the increasing demands o f his business [3 ]. 

I n the early years o f the century D iex ian began to take a keen amateur interest in 

chemis t ry . B y 1904，accord ing to h is son, he had tu rned a s tudy i n to a p r i va te 

laboratory 141. He had a genuine interest in appl ied science, but he was also d r i ven by 

a par t icu lar concern, that fo re ign companies he ld a monopo l y on the p roduc t ion and 

sale o f tooth powder — a universal product before the invent ion o f toothpaste. O n 

ana l yz i ng the brands in use, he f o u n d that the basic i ng red ien t o f the Japanese 

brands was c a l c i u m carbonate, w h i l e the super ior , bu t more expens ive , Russ ian 

brand was based on magnes ium carbonate151 • The task D iex ian set h imse l f was to 

f i nd a cheap enough local source o f magnes ium carbonate to be able to compete 

w i th the Japanese brands on price. Eventua l ly he f ound such a source in salt lye. A t 

the t ime, however , he gave l i t t le thought to marke t ing his f o r m u l a h imse l f . He even 

Publ ic ized i t i n Nuzi shijie f o r anyone to use |6!. 

131 See Shen bao, September 30, 1918. -
141 See "Wode fuqin Tian X u Wo Sheng," p. 181. 
151 See the conclusion to his lecture series Daxue Xinjiang 大學新講 ( S h a n g h a i : Sanyou 

shiyeshe, f i f th edit ion, 1934), pp. 4-6. There is a copy in the School of Oriental and 

Afr ican Studies Library, University of London. 

[6) See Vol. 3 (March 1915)，“精製牙粉法�，’ 
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I t was not l ong before he changed his m ind . B y 1917 he had i m p r o v e d the 

f o rmu la , secured loca l sources o f supp ly f o r the ingred ien ts so as to su rv i ve a 

boycot t o f fo re ign goods (a prescient move) , and begun product ion. In May , 1918 he 

t o o k h is c o m p a n y , F a m i l y Indus t r i es , p u b l i c |7]. T h e p o w d e r , w i t h i ts va r i ous 

a n c i l l a r y uses, was a huge success. F r o m i t D i e x i a n b r a n c h e d o u t i n t o the 

manufacture o f dozens o f household products and set up factories in d i f ferent parts 

o f China, mak ing large prof i ts on tooth powder and cosmetics but los ing heavi ly on 

the manufacture o f paper. F r o m about 1917 his business interests took precedence 

over his l i terary act ivi t ies. He publ ished management treatises as we l l as a selection 

o f his business correspondence and he cont inued to w r i t e occasional poetry and 

essays, but he wrote no more novels. 

The Literary Works 

Let me turn to his l i terary wo rk , in wh i ch he was ext raord inar i ly precocious. He 

had wr i t ten a fu l l - length tanci 彈詞u n d e r the t i t le o f Taohuaying 桃花影 by the age 

o f 14 ,8). B y 1900, i f the b ib l iography attached to his j o i n t pub l ica t ion Sanjia qu 三 

家曲（A r t Songs by Three Poets) is to be cred i ted |91，he had wr i t t en a score o f 

works, inc lud ing a col lected works , Diexian conggao 蝶 i l l 叢稿， in 36 juan, several 

volumes of poetry and song, many works on prosody and music, an opera, Taohua 
meng 桃花夢 ( P e a c h B lossom Dream), a novel , Leizhu yuan 淚珠緣， i n 120 juan, 

and the sequel to a famous courtesan novel , Xu Haishang hua liezhuan 續; i ^ J i 花歹1 

傳 i n 36 juan. He remained a p ro l i f i c author un t i l 1917 or 1918. The 1923 o f f i c ia l 

b ib l iography (Jiwai shumu 集夕卜書目）of works not inc luded in his col lected verse 

and prose l ists 7 operas, 9 plays, 2 tanci, 31 novels, plus numerous other works1101. I t 

does not l ist a mul t i tude o f pieces that he wrote for newspapers and journals . 

171 See Shen bao, May 12, 1918. 
181 See his preface to his Ziyou hua tanci 自由花彈詞，published by the Zhonghua tushuguan 

中華圖書館 in 1916. (There is a copy in the Shanghai Library). He wrote Taohuaying for 
his mother (Wang), who died in 1893. 

[9) It contains the songs of Chen Diexian and his close friends, He Songhua 何頌花 and Hua 

Chishi 華癡石 . T h e preface is dated the seventh month of 1900. (There is a copy in the 

Fudan University Library). 

1101 See Note 121 above. The bibliography says he wrote 50 novels but gives only 31 titles. It 

lists another 74 titles of novels that he translated or on which he collaborated with others. 
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As I have said, D i e x i a n specia l ized i n the romance rather than the sat i r ical , 

Utopian or histor ical novels that predominated in the f i rst decade o f the century. H is 

w o r k can be seen as g row ing out o f the nove l Honglou meng 乡工樓夢.He ident i f ied 

w i t h Baoyu in terms o f g row ing up in a large and weal thy household, but even more 

in terms o f his love fo r several d i f ferent g i r ls and women at the same t ime. H is f i rs t 

p iece o f na r ra t i ve , the tanci Taohuaying, ac tua l l y takes up the s tory o f some 

characters d r a w n f r o m Honglou meng, and his f i r s t opera, Taohua meng, is an 

imaginat ive pro jec t ion o f his o w n experience in the spi r i t o f Honglou meng. H is 

f i rst novel , Leizhu yuan, retells the mater ia l o f the opera in far greater detai l and 

w i t h added compl icat ions. O f the novels that he wrote h i m s e l f ~ i . e . , not count ing 

those on w h i c h he co l labora ted—wel l over ha l f describe themselves as romances o f 

one k i n d or another. I n the f i rs t decade, they were re lat ively few in number and al l 

in the vernacular; in the second decade, l i ke most romances o f that t ime, they were 

in classical Chinese. 

I n poetry, too, he favored the romant ic -ero t ic over other modes, notably in a 

series o f 180 poems that he wrote on a single romant ic encounter on the seventeenth 

and eighteenth days o f the sixth month o f 1898" " . In his best -known col lect ion, X i n 

Yiyuji 新疑雨集， p u b l i s h e d about 1906，he inc ludes m a n y poems o f the same 

k ind [l21. Even the choice o f t i t le is s igni f icant , because i t echoes that o f a co l lec t ion 

o f poems by the M i n g poet Wang Yanhong 王 彥 说 ( C i h u i 次回），who has been 

cal led the Chinese Baudelaire "31. Even Diex ian 's occasional paint ings were ma in ly 

o f the crises in his romant ic l i fe [14). 

I t is hardly surpr is ing that the most s igni f icant o f D iex ian 's romances are those 

that portray, d i rect ly or indirect ly , his o w n l i fe as a youth and the romant ic crises he 

experienced. In my op in ion, they are superior to his other novels, such as his better-

k n o w n Yutian henshi 玉田 'I"艮史，which shows a total lack o f i rony and labors under 

11,1 Jiuxianglou jishi shi 九香樓紀事詩 in Xuyuan conggao, ce 2. 

丨丨2丨 The edition is by the Cui L i Company of Hangzhou. (It describes itself as No. 25 of Chen 

Diexian's Yisuyuan congshu ——粟園叢書).There is a copy in the Harvard-Yenching 
Library. 

1131 Wang Yanhong's works were republished by Ye Dehui 葉德輝（1864-1927) in 1905 and 

made a great impact on writers of romance. 

1,41 His paintings are listed by Zheng Yimei 鄭逸梅（Zheng Jiyun 鄭際雲，1895-1992); see 

Zheng Yimei xuanji 奠(5逸梅選集(Ha'erbin: Heilongjiang renmin chubanshe, 1991), p. 

299. 
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too heavy a burden o f tragic sentiment. 

The Romantic Odyssey 

Let me try to trace this k i nd o f personal romance chrono log ica l ly through his 

wo rk . The earliest example was evident ly the opera Taohua meng in 16 acts. The 

Fudan U n i v e r s i t y L i b r a r y has a movab le - t ype ed i t i on by D i e x i a n ' s Daguanbao 

p u b l i s h i n g house w i t h a p re face o f 1900. I t is an e labo ra te p r o d u c t i o n w i t h 

appreciat ive poems 題辭 b y his closest f r iends, Hua Ch ish i 華癡石 a n d He Songhua 

何么頁花，who had joined him in founding the Daguanbao and in publishing Sanjia 
qu, and also by his w i f e , his cous in G u Y i n g l i a n 雇頁影憐，and others. The hero, 

Baozhu 寶珠，represents D iex ian , wh i l e the heroine, Wanx iang 婉香，represents Gu 

Ying l ian . A commentator 's note attached to A c t 12 ( juan 3, 18a) states that Chen 

Diex ian 's Leizhuji 淚 J朱言已(presumably his novel Leizhu yuan) relates how in 1896 

Wanx iang d rowned in the Grand Canal. 

Chen D iex ian later revised the opera and publ ished the f i rs t part o f i t under the 

t i t le Luohua meng 落花夢 " 5 | . A n author 's note dated the s ix th month o f 1913 says 

that the or ig ina l w o r k was completed in 1896, when he was jus t 17. I t goes on to say 

that this rev is ion w i l l g ive the true names o f the part icipants. I n the revised version 

the name o f Wanx iang has been changed to that o f G u Y ing l ian , his cousin f r o m 

Suzhou. Y ing l ian , w h o was k n o w n as a poet, l i ved in the Ha rmony Garden 恰園 

established by G u Wenb in 雇頁文彬 (1811-1889) in Suzhou, but as an orphan and a 

n iece o f W a n g , D i e x i a n ' s m o t h e r , she spent m u c h t i m e at the c o m p o u n d i n 

Hangzhou. I n D iex ian 's openly autobiographical Huangjin sui o f 1913, she drowns 

on the way to Yangzhou, jus t as in the opera. Bu t D iex ian 's w i f e Z h u Shu, in the 

course o f some notes on contemporary women 's poetry i n Niizi shijie remarks that 

Y ing l i an " c o u l d n ' t mar ry m y husband because, a l though she was three years older 

than he was, she be longed to the f o l l o w i n g gene ra t i on " "61. B u t ins tead o f the 

d r o w n i n g inc ident , the mere report o f w h i c h in Huangjin sui is enough to cause 

D iex ian to at tempt suic ide, Z h u Shu goes on to say that " i n the end she d ied o f 

m e l a n c h o l i a , " the i n fe rence b e i n g that she d i ed because she c o u l d no t m a r r y 

"51 In Niizi shijie, beginning with No. 1 (December 1914). 
1,61 Niizi shijie, No. 1 (December 1914), "Guix iu sh i hua "閨秀詩話. 
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Diex ian . Her vo lume o f poetry, ent i t led Xiaotaohuaguan shiciji 小桃花館詩詞集， 

was named after the house she stayed in dur ing her v is i ts to the Chen compound in 

Hangzhou. 

The second ma jo r w o r k depic t ing Chen D iex ian 's romant ic odyssey is the nove l 

Leizhu yuan. The o f f i c i a l b ib l iography o f 1923 says i t was wr i t ten in 1896，that is to 

say, i n the same year as he wro te Taohua meng. H i s o w n co lophon to the 64-chapter 

ed i t ion o f 1907 says that he wro te the nove l in 1898, wh i l e the chrono log ica l account 

o f Chen 's l i f e by his son Q u 蘧 ( l a t e r 陳定山）g i v e s 1897. Probably the last date is 

correct. A s w e saw, the 1900 b ib l iography i n Sanjia qu says i t was already in 120 

j u a n by that t ime. Other references say 64 chapters (hui). I n any event, on l y 32 

chapters were publ ished in 1900，by the Daguanbao pub l i sh ing company. The book 

was expanded to 64 chapters in 1907 and to 96 chapters in 1916. 

The 1907 ed i t ion includes a battery o f appreciat ive poems, i nc lud ing one by the 

author f i rs t pub l ished in the 1900 edi t ion, i n w h i c h he says that the book is " h a l f 

imaginary , ha l f t rue," and that the events recounted in i t are " f r o m f i ve years ago, 

but s t i l l painful，’117】. H i s preface, l i ke his w i f e ' s (under the name o f D a n x i a n g ) , 

stresses the connect ion to Honglou meng. The open ing o f the nove l echoes the same 

theme, descr ib ing the w o r k as " a dream w o r l d that the author has exper ienced." 

The mater ia l is essential ly that o f Taohua meng, but w i t h many addi t ions, most 

o f them p lay fu l . D iex i an h imse l f is represented as not one but t w o romant ic heroes, 

Q i n Baozhu 秦 寶 珠 and Sheng Q u x i a n 盛蘧仙 . ( N o t e that Q u was the name he 

gave to his son, and that Sheng is the surname o f his r i va l in Huangjin sui). H i s 

f r iends Hua and Yuan also appear as romant ic heroes, under a transparent disguise. 

G u Y i n g l i a n , h is c o u s i n and f i r s t great l ove , appears under her o w n name. I n 

C h a p t e r 27 s o m e o f h e r p o e m s a r e g i v e n . In a d d i t i o n , t h e 16 p o e m s t h a t D iex ian 

wro te on a v is i t to the Ha rmony Garden are ascribed to h e r l l 8 ] . Her t ragedy on the 

Grand Canal is recounted. ( In the nove l she is m i racu lous ly rescued and reappears 

la ter ) . W a n x i a n g , w h o f o r m e r l y represented Y i n g l i a n , r ema ins i n the n o v e l as 

heroine. She now represents, I th ink , bo th Y i n g l i a n and Zheng lou 箏樓.D i e x i a n ' s 

117丨 References are to the edition in the Zhongguo j indai xiaoshuo daxi series 中國近代小說 

大系 (Nanchang: Baihuazhou wenyi chubanshe, 1991). 

1,81 "You Yiyuan you huai Gu-shi Zhongjie"遊怡園有懷顧氏仲姊，X u y u a n conggao, ce 2， 

19b-20a. The poems are also found in Huangjin sui, part 3, properly ascribed to Diexian. 
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w i f e also appears, under the name o f Leng Sux in 冷素馨 . T h i s is a Honglou meng-
i nsp i red romance w i t h an idea l end ing , one i n w h i c h the author has shaped his 

experience to please h imse l f . I n his Huangjin sui, he describes the w r i t i n g o f the 

nove l as f o l l ows : 

I der ived a great deal o f pleasure f r o m w r i t i n g that nove l . I f I wanted 

someth ing done, that book was a lways ready to ob l ige . D i d I wan t a 

garden created? I t was done i n a flash. D i d I wan t a marr iage arranged? 

I t was done to order. The people I l oved I kept a l ive ; those I hated I 

k i l l ed o f f . N o t even the L o r d o f Heaven w ie lded the sort o f power that I 

he ld in m y hand.1191 

He notes that, as soon as he f in ished a section, his w i f e and Zheng lou , H u a Ch ish i 

and He Songhua, w o u l d compete to be the f i rs t to read i t . 

I n the summer o f 1898，on the seventeenth o f the s ix th mon th , D i e x i a n slept w i t h 

Z h e n g l o u f o r the f i r s t t i m e . H e was se r i ous l y i l l , and h a d j u s t r e t u r n e d f r o m 

W u k a n g . ( I n fac t , u n b e k n o w n s t to h is f a m i l y , Z h e n g l o u , a f te r r e c e i v i n g w h a t 

purpor ted to be a deathbed letter f r o m h im , had sent a servant to b r ing h i m back). 

O n the e ighteenth, she and D i e x i a n unw ise l y j o i n e d the rest o f the f a m i l y on an 

ou t ing to the West Lake , where D iex ian had a relapse and was rushed back to the 

house. Zheng lou was distraught, be l iev ing that their l o vemak ing was the cause o f 

the relapse, w h i l e he, once he recovered, was overcome w i t h gu i l t fo r r u i n i ng her 

repu ta t ion . T h e w h o l e episode, w h i c h I have f leshed out w i t h deta i ls f r o m t w o 

sources I shal l discuss be low, was a key one i n D iex ian ' s l i f e and i n his w r i t i ng . No t 

l ong after th is exper ience, he wro te the set o f 180 poems that I have men t ioned , 
poems that refer to these events. 

Later, i n his Xin Yiyuji co l lec t ion o f poems he inc luded t w o more sets o f eight 
poems each that g i ve detai ls o f the l ovemak ing and its a f termath. The f i rs t set is 

ent i t led " B u l u w u x u l i u yue sh iq i j i s h i " 補 錄 戊 戍 六 月 十 七 紀 事 and the second 
\ 

1191 Part 3’ p. 37. Reference is to the edition reproduced in Zhongguo jindai xiaoshuo shili^0 

huibian 中國近代小說史料彙編 ( T a i p e i : Guangwen shuju, 1980). I t is in 3 parts, 

undated, but wi th a postface by Zhou Zhisheng dated summer, 1914. It is evidently the 

1914 edition published by the Zhonghua tushuguan. Regrettably, no independent modern 
edition of the novel has been published. There is a fu l l translation by Patrick Hanan, The 
Money Demon (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1999). 
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" Y o u l iuyue shiba s h i " 又 六 月 十 八 事 1201. They set the events out clearly, as to ld in 

la te r accoun ts . F r o m t h e i r p o s i t i o n i n the v o l u m e , i t w o u l d appear tha t the 

supp lemen ta ry poems were p r o b a b l y w r i t t e n in 1904, a f te r Z h e n g l o u had l e f t 

Hangzhou i n haste and D i e x i a n was i n despair over l os ing her. He pa in ted the 

farewel l scene, ent i t led "Zheng lou q i bie t u "箏樓泣別圖（P a r t i n g f r o m Zheng lou in 

Tears) , and charac te r i s t i ca l ly e n c o u r a g e d h is f r i e n d s and acqua in t ances to wr i te 
poems on the subject. She lef t in the tenth month o f 1903，but then, after he had tr ied 

in va in to get in touch w i t h her, she suddenly reappeared in the four th month o f 1905 

and summoned h i m to her. 

D iex ian p rompt l y painted "Zheng lou j u y i n g t u " 箏樓聚影圖， d e p i c t i n g their 

reunion, and again encouraged people to respond in verse. He then made a selection 

o f the verse and p u b l i s h e d i t w i t h his o w n c r i t i c a l c o m m e n t a r y i n h is j o u r n a l 

Zhuzuolin ,21]. I n addi t ion he attached to his o w n poems on the subject a detai led 

account o f his af fa i r w i t h Zhenglou, Zhenglouji 箏樓記丨22】. 

Zheng lou and her af fa i r w i t h D iex ian recur many t imes in his poetry, beg inn ing 

w i t h some o f his earliest ch i ldhood verses. The af fa i r went through many phases. A 

p o e m o f 1901 ( 辛 丑 重 九 後 五 曰 九 香 紀 事 ） c o n t a i n s t w o l ines that sum up the 

tortuous relat ionship: 

L o n g have I l ikened m y heart to ashes, 

F la r ing and dy ing a thousand times. [23) 

Natu ra l l y the a f fa i r was the subject o f d iscussion amongst D iex ian ' s f r iends. 

About 1910 he wrote a p o e m (答許荷僧見問箏樓影事）that said his love fo r her had 
not changed in 25 years, but that he cou ld not g ive up his w i f e in order to marry 

her (24 ' . They st i l l l i ved apart, their love hav ing no need o f physical in t imacy. As late 

1201 Xin Yiyuji, 14ab. They are reprinted with the rest of the collection in Xuyuan conggao, ce 
3. 

1211 See Zhenglou ping shi ji 箏樓評詩記，Zhuzuolin, Nos. 1-4 (third through sixth months, 

1907). 

1221 See Xin Yiyuji, 15b-18a. The narrative is reprinted in Xuyuan conggao ce 3，but without 

the title. 

1231 Xuyuan conggao, ce 2，42b-43a. 

1241 Xuyuan conggao, ce 3, 49b. 

269 



Patr ick H a n a n 

as M a y , 1913，the m o n t h before Huangjin sui began its ser ia l izat ion, we hear o f 

Zheng lou again, pay ing a v is i t to Shanghai [ 2 5 ] . 

O b v i o u s l y Zhenglouji has to be used w i t h cau t i on , bu t i t p rov ides the mos t 

re l iab le account o f the af fa i r , and where i t can be checked w i t h other references in 

C h e n D i e x i a n ' s poe t r y and prose, i t p roves to be co r rec t . I t is a lso a p o i g n a n t 

narrat ive in its o w n r igh t . I t begins in 1886 w i t h his f i rs t meet ing w i t h Zheng lou . H e 

was seven (e ight s u i ) at the t ime and she three years older. She l i ved next door and 

attended classes w i t h the Chen f a m i l y ' s tutor, s tudy ing a longside one o f D iex ian ' s 

cousins. H i s mother (Wang) rather favored her as a w i f e f o r h i m , but she never took 

up the matter , and i n 1888 Zheng lou ' s f a m i l y sudden ly m o v e d away and d i d not 

return un t i l 1894，when she was 17 "and had a smal l measure o f personal f reedom." 

A l t h o u g h they recogn ized each other at a distance, they were bo th too embarrassed 

to speak. F ina l l y , D i e x i a n persuaded her younger sister to convey a letter to her, and 

g i f ts were exchanged. 

In 1896 her f a m i l y m o v e d again, to another part o f Hangzhou , and D i e x i a n was 

inv i ted to a par ty at the new house—i t was Zheng lou ' s n ineteenth (20 s u i ) b i r thday. 

He gave the house, w h i c h up to that po in t had had no name, the t i t le J iux iang lou 九 

香樓，p lay i ng on her and her sister 's names. H e also began v i s i t i ng her every day, 

but she was reserved and he " w a s never able to treat her as any th ing more than a 

s ister" '261. 

T h e f o l l o w i n g year, 1897，his ma r r i age to Z h u Shu t o o k p lace. I t had been 

arranged long before, w h e n he was e ight or n ine. " Z h e n g l o u had no th ing to say, she 

s i m p l y took to her bed w i t h some a i lmen t or other. I d i d not presume to t ry and 

console her. She never cou ld ar t icu late the th ings that concerned her most d e e p l y . " 

H o w e v e r , ear ly i n 1898，when he was pressed by his m o t h e r i n to se rv ing in 

W u k a n g , she saw h i m to his boat, and f r o m then on, whenever he came or went , 

they w o u l d meet and v is i t places a round Hangzhou . Tha t summer , however , Z h u 

1251 The poet L ian Quan 廉泉 published four poems in the Shen bao o f May 7，1913 on 

Diexian's "Zhenglou qi bie tu" and added a note mentioning that the former owner of the 

Zhenglou 箏樓舊主 had come to Shanghai to see Wang Yongxia 汪詠霞，but had fa i led 
to see her so far because of the bad weather. Wang Yongxia, a poet, was the wi fe of Chen 
Rongxian 陳蓉仙，Diexian's younger brother. I have not so far discovered Zhenglou 's 

original name. 

1261 A n English translation of Zhenglouji is appended to The Money Demon. 
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Shu, D iex ian ' s w i f e , came upon a dozen photographs o f Zheng lou among his poetry 

manusc r i p t s and rea l i zed that he was i n l o v e w i t h her. A s a g o o d w i f e b y the 

standards o f that t ime, she set about persuading D iex ian ' s b i r th m o t h e r ~ W a n g was 

long since dead—to let h i m take Zheng lou as his concubine. W h e n the quest ion was 

put to Zheng lou , however , she made no response. 

Later that summer in Wukang , i n despair over his fu ture, D i e x i a n became so i l l 

that he f u l l y expected to die. He wro te the l ong letter o f fa rewe l l to Zheng lou that 

p rompted her to send a boat fo r h im . The i r l o v e m a k i n g and his relapse f o l l owed . 

W h e n his mother heard that he was recuperat ing at Zheng lou ' s house, she sent f o r 

h i m and forbade h i m to leave her side. Var ious solut ions were then proposed fo r the 

lovers, bu t Z h e n g l o u had heard o f his mo the r ' s sever i ty and w o u l d not agree to 

become his concubine. N o r w o u l d his mother a l l ow h i m to set her up as h is mistress 

somewhere else. D iex i an thought o f suic ide, but he cou ld not bear to desert his w i f e . 

" M o r e o v e r , Z h e n g l o u b e l i e v e d tha t so l o n g as w e r e m a i n e d a l i v e w e w o u l d 

eventua l ly be uni ted, and since suic ide w o u l d do no good, w h y even consider i t ? ” 

I n 1901, i n an e f fo r t to l iberate h imse l f f r o m his mother , he set up a shop, the C u i 

L i Company , in the center o f the c i ty , where Z h e n g l o u w o u l d o f ten v is i t h i m in the 

evening. She even sold some o f her j e w e l r y and lent h i m money so that he cou ld 

expand his business. I n 1902, presumably w i t h her money, he set up the l i thograph ic 

press. A l t h o u g h he was sw ind led by somebody and lost heav i ly , he managed to beg 

the amount f r o m his mother and repay Zheng lou in f u l l . "She was more than ever 

impressed w i t h m y in tegr i ty , and our f r iendsh ip g rew even deeper. W h e n I wanted 

to g i ve up the business and re turn to m y studies, she was alone in oppos ing the 

idea." 

I n 1903, when i t seemed once more that Z h e n g l o u m i g h t become his concub ine, 

she got i n to some k i n d o f t r oub le and had to f lee the c i ty . " B e f o r e l eav ing , she 

cal led me to her in the m idd le o f the n ight , and we sat there weep ing un t i l dawn. I 

have no m e m o r y o f w h a t was sa id . T h e n at d a w n she a n d he r w h o l e f a m i l y 

depar ted. I pa in ted the p i c t u re " P a r t i n g f r o m Z h e n g l o u i n Tears " to r e c o r d . t h e 

inc ident . " 

I n 1905 she r e t u r n e d a n d a g a i n s u m m o n e d h i m t o h e r a t n i g h t . T h e 

misunders tand ings between them were c leared up, and he proceeded to pa in t the 

Picture o f the i r reun ion. 
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N o t un t i l 1912 d id Chen D iex ian treat his amorous history again i n narrat ive '271, 

but this t ime he d i d so in the f o r m o f a f u l l - l eng th nove l , Huangjin sui, w h i c h 

answers the var ious quest ions that Zhenglouji had le f t open. W h y d i d D iex ian ' s 

mother (Wang) not act on her intent ion to arrange a marr iage? W h y d id Zhenglou 's 

f a m i l y suddenly decamp? W h y d id she never mar ry? A n d where d id her money 

c o m e f r o m ? H e r fa the r is p r e s u m a b l y dead, and her mo the r , i t soon appears, 

manages to mainta in her h igh posi t ion in society by serving as the mistress o f r ich 

men as w e l l as by ho ld ing gambl ing parties i n her house. The fam i l y ' s sudden move 

was to avo id the law. Later, her mother forces Zheng lou to sleep w i t h a r ich man, 

f i rst get t ing her drunk. Zheng lou resigns herself to her mother 's profession, but w i t h 

an imper ious con tempt f o r her patrons, her dec lared a im be ing to w i n her o w n 

independence in a w o r l d dominated by money. 

O f course, the nove l also br ings to imagined l i fe the scenes and events merely 

h in ted at i n the shorter w o r k s — t h e f a m i l y c o m p o u n d , the pet ty jea lous ies and 

r ivalr ies, the journeys by boat, the economy o f Wukang , the business o f runn ing a 

newspaper, and so for th. M o r e important , i t shows us the other g i r ls and w o m e n in 

D iex ian 's l i fe , the objects o f his "extensive l o v e " 博 愛 l28]. They inc lude his f i rst 

love, his cousin f r o m Suzhou, Gu Y ing l i an ; Z h u Shu and Zheng lou , o f course; a 

cousin (unnamed in the text) w h o l ives in the compound; a beaut i fu l nanny or maid, 

X i a o Tan 小曇；a W u k a n g peasant g i r l , A l i a n 阿蓮，to w h o m he never speaks in l i fe, 

but w i t h w h o m he communes after her death; and Hua Yunx iang 花雲香，a Suzhou 

courtesan. 

Bu t the greatest d is t inc t ion o f his novel is the amount o f the narrator 's thought 

and fee l ing expressed in it . Expression o f thought and fee l ing is one o f the great 

characterist ics, perhaps the greatest, o f the novels o f the second decade, that br ief 

f l owe r i ng o f the Chinese novel wr i t ten in classical language. No th i ng o f this degree 

had ever been seen before in the vernacu lar nove l , despi te occas ional at tempts, 

usual ly th rough poetry, song or letters, to express emot iona l thought. Huangjin sui 
represents the l i te ra ture o f indec is ion , perp lex i ty , to rment , despair , ecstasy, and 

1271 It was finished by October, 1912. See his note to two poems in the Shen bao of October 

29, 1912. The note refers to his "newly written Zhenglouji novel." We know from Zhou 
Zhisheng's postface to Huangjin sui that Zhenglouji was the second title Diexian thought 
of before f inally settling on Huangjin sui. 

[28! See part 1’ p. 99. 
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h u m i l i a t i o n , pa r t i cu la r l y i n regard to l ove and a f fec t ion . I ts f i r s t -person nar ra t ion is 

exp lo i t ed to the f u l l , as w e f o l l o w D i e x i a n t h rough h is c h i l d h o o d and you th , f r o m 

the age o f seven to h is ear ly twent ies . T h e Ch inese l i te ra ture o f c h i l d h o o d is indeed 

scarce, the great excep t i on be ing D i e x i a n ' s i nsp i ra t ion , Honglou meng. I n Huangjin 
sui w e have a l l the stresses and strains o f a y o u t h g r o w i n g up in a large and c o m p l e x 

househo ld d u r i n g rap id l y chang ing t imes. I n th is soc ie ty the f a m i l y is s t i l l p o w e r f u l , 

bu t i ts p o w e r is w e a k e n i n g , c h a l l e n g e d b y such n e w n o t i o n s as f ree c h o i c e i n 

m a r r i a g e , a n d a l s o b y t h e b u s i n e s s w o r l d w i t h i t s n e w o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r 

i ndependence . T h e n o v e l reveals a sens i t i ve , ta len ted , spo i l ed b u t f rus t ra ted b o y 

w h o tr ies w i t h l i t t l e success to reconc i le h is o w n amorous fee l ings w i t h the soc ia l 

codes o f the t ime . 

I t a lso presents i t s e l f as u n v a r n i s h e d a u t o b i o g r a p h y , o p e n i n g w i t h D i e x i a n , 

under h is p s e u d o n y m H e a v e n B o r e M e i n Va in , j u s t i f y i n g h is i n t e n t i o n to w r i t e 

about such apparent ly i ncongruous subjects as m o n e y and love . " H e r e I shal l speak, 

not o f the m o n e y - g r u b b e r s o f th is w o r l d , bu t o f m y o w n l i f e , i n w h i c h m o n e y has 

bedev i l ed m e at every tu rn . I p ropose to descr ibe m y o w n exper ience i n m y o w n 

wo rds i n th is b o o k , so as to show y o u the nature o f the b e d e v i l m e n t " 1291. T h e n o v e l 

also ends w i t h the act o f w r i t i n g . T h e au tho r ' s " c r e a t i v e f l o w has been b l o c k e d " 

f o l l o w i n g his i m a g i n e d re jec t i on by Z h e n g l o u , and he canno t con t i nue . I t is n o w 

t w e l v e y e a r s l a t e r , b u t he s t i l l c a n n o t g i v e h i s b o o k an e n d i n g , b e c a u s e h i s 

exper ience has no t p r o v i d e d h i m w i t h a n y t h i n g that can be ca l led an end ing , and he 

cannot fabr ica te one. 

F o r to th is day Z h e n g l o u and Shan [ D i e x i a n ' s pe rsona l n a m e i n th is 

n o v e l ] are together one m o m e n t and apart the nex t , w i t h o u t ever f i n d i n g 

a de f i n i t e reso lu t ion . M o n e y w i l l con t i nue to b e d e v i l t h e m the rest o f 

t h e i r days , and s ince m y b o o k is n o t s o m e w i s h - f u l f i l l i n g fan tasy , I 

canno t b r i n g the i r s tory to a p rematu re c lose; i t h a s to be le f t up i n the 

air. S h o u l d m y readers f a i l to unders tand th is , they w i l l j u s t have to w a i t 

f o r a sequel【30]. 

1 2 9 1 When Huangjin sui, wh i ch f i rs t appeared in 100 insta l lments in the Shen bao, was 

published in book form in 1914, a change was made in the opening: the narration was 

attributed to Diexian's interlocutor instead o f to h im. See part 1，pp. 1-2. In my opinion, 

the or iginal opening, as found in the Shen bao o f June 27, 1913，is superior. 

1301 Part 3, p. 77. 

273 



Patrick Hanan 

As we shall see, the "end ing w i thou t an end ing" is a c o m m o n characterist ic o f 

D iex ian 's romances I3". 

The co lophon by Z h o u Zh isheng 周之盛，D i e x i a n ' s l ong t ime f r i end and the 

edi tor o f his co l lected prose and verse, asserts that th is nove l is s t ra igh t fo rward 

autobiography, un l i ke Le izhu yuan, wh i ch was " h a l f true and ha l f fa lse." He even 

cla ims that this book can serve as a "reference t o o l " 參 考 書 fo r the earl ier one. It 

w i l l surprise no one to learn that these c la ims are exaggerated. I t is a novel , after all, 

and at cer ta in po in ts exper ience has been adapted to sui t the nove l f o r m or to 

accompl ish some pr ivate purpose. I f we accept Zhenglouji as representing Diexian 's 

most accurate account o f his romant ic history, we cannot help not ic ing things that 

have been a l te red . T h e dea th by d r o w n i n g o f G u Y i n g l i a n has a l ready been 

ment ioned. I f she d i d indeed d ie o f me lancho l ia , as D i e x i a n ' s w i f e asserts, his 

cont inued use o f the d rown ing story may indicate a d is inc l inat ion on his part to face 

the fac t that she d ied , essent ia l ly , because she was unab le to mar r y h i m . That 

hypothesis w o u l d help expla in his drastic react ion in the nove l to the news o f her 

death. 

Secondly, the events o f the c l imact ic year o f 1898 have ev ident ly been jumb led , 

perhaps to avo id embarrassment. In the novel , i t is on l y after he has returned to 

Wukang that he notices the absence o f the photographs and concludes that his w i fe 

has taken them. The i r conf ronta t ion is then carr ied on by letter. In Zhenglouji, she 

comes upon the photographs wh i l e he is s t i l l at home, and the confrontat ion, wh ich 

is not descr ibed, ev iden t l y takes p lace in person. I n f i c t i ona l terms, the f o r m e r 
s i tua t ion has i ts advan tages—i t leaves D i e x i a n open to a w o r l d o f doubts a n d 

suspicions that w o u l d have been qu ick l y resolved had he been at home. 

The th i rd po in t is the date o f b i r th o f his f i rs t ch i ld . We k n o w that his son was 

born in 1897, before D iex ian went to W u k a n g or slept w i t h Zhenglou. I n Huangjin 

s u i , however, the b i r th is placed at the end o f 1898, after the af fa i r w i t h Zhenglou 

has cooled. I am not sure o f the reasons for this change, unless i t was to s imp l i f y a 

clut tered story l ine. Bu t it is hard to bel ieve that the d iscovery o f the p h o t o g r a p h s 
d id not cause strains i n his re lat ionship w i t h his w i fe , strains that w o u l d surely have 

1311 In her commentary at the end of Diexian's Taohuaying, his earliest work, which was later 
revised and published under a different tit le, Gu Yingl ian praises it for precisely this 
reason. See the revision, Xiaoxiang ying tanci 瀟湘影彈詞 ( Z h o n g h u a tushuguan reprint 

of the 1900 edition). There is a copy in the Fudan University Library. 
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been exacerbated i f she had had a baby in her arms. D iex ian 's desire to avo id any 

c r i t i c i sm o f his w i f e is natural enough—she was his f i rs t reader, after a l l — a n d he 

presents her throughout as a w o m a n o f exemplary, indeed excruc iat ing, nob i l i ty . H is 

on ly apparent c r i t i c ism, uttered ha l f in j e s t — o f her excessive love fo r her baby, o f 

her comparat ive p r u d i s h n e s s ~ c o u l d a lways, in the context o f the t ime, be construed 

as praise. Perhaps D iex ian transferred the conf ronta t ion o f that summer to the more 

fo rma l m e d i u m o f the letter to spare h imse l f the recreat ion o f a pa in fu l scene. 

Two Related Novels 

T w o other novels by Chen D iex ian deal, less d i rect ly , w i t h the Zheng lou affair . 

In each case the narrator is a w o m a n w h o represents D iex ian ' s w i fe . Jiao Ying ji 橋 

櫻記 ( T h e Story o f Jiao and Y i n g ) is a short nove l in classical Chinese that was f i rs t 

Publ ished in instal lments in the Shen bao i n February, 1913 l32). The narrator is the 

w i fe i n a t r iangular re lat ionship w i t h her husband Y i n g 樓a n d his protegee Jiao 橋. 

Jiao is a modern w o m a n w h o bel ieves in free choice and has run away f r o m the 

threat o f an arranged marr iage. The nove l is presented as an account by the w i f e , in 

the course o f w h i c h she addresses her readers and even asks them fo r advice. I t tel ls 

o f a series o f p e r p l e x i n g e v e n t s — p e r p l e x i n g to her, a n y w a y — t h a t occur to her 

husband and Jiao. The key element o f the p lo t is her husband's concern over his 

indebtedness, wh ich , so his w i f e is to ld , he intends to resolve by tak ing out a l i f e 

insurance po l i cy and then, after mak ing the m i n i m u m number o f payments, k i l l i n g 

h imsel f . I n the end, when al l other measures have fa i led, his debts are pa id fo r h i m 

by h is pro tegee, w h o c l a ims to have saved up the m o n e y w h i l e w o r k i n g as an 

actress on the L o n d o n stage. 

W h a t impresses the reader is the fact that the focus is not on these events, but on 

the w i fe ' s gradual (yet a lways imper fec t ) understanding o f what is go ing on. Th is is 

a Psycholog ica l nove l about her doubts and suspic ions as she receives i tem after 

i t em o f i n f o r m a t i o n , each one m o r e i m p r o b a b l e than the last. She canno t f i n d 

anyth ing out fo r herself , because she is pregnant and in poor health, and she gets the 

1 , 2 1 Like a number of Diexian ' s novels , it was issued in book form by the Zhonghua 
tushuguan in 1917. There is a copy in the Wason Collection of the Cornell University 
Library. 
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news, true or false, by letter, f r o m in formants , or f r o m a Shanghai newspaper, a l l the 

wh i l e f re t t ing over what const ruct ion to put upon it. Even at the end o f the novel , 

she is s t i l l unsure whether the w h o l e series o f even ts—the debts, the i n s u r a n c e 
scheme, Y ing ' s rescue by his p ro tegee—may not be a g igant ic hoax perpetrated by 

her husband, the protegee, and others enl isted fo r the purpose. She addresses her 

readers as f o l l ows : 

D i d n ' t y o u see those t w o w a l k i n g h a n d i n h a n d i n the ga rden by 

moon l igh t? W h o cou ld they have been, i f not Y i n g and Jiao? That is the 

reason w h y I s imp ly cannot r i d myse l f o f m y suspicions. Is the story 

that I have to ld you the truth? O r d id Y i n g and Jiao del iberately c o n c o c t 
i t i n o rder to dece ive me? T h a t is a ques t i on I am s t i l l no t ab le to 

resolve. I am hop ing that you , m y readers, w i l l be able to en l igh ten 

me. [33» 

The nove l is a t t r ibuted both to S h u x i n nushi 漱馨女士 and to Chen D iex ian 

(under his pen name T ian X u W o Sheng). She is descr ibed as w r i t i n g i t d o w n 筆述 

and he as po l i sh ing her draf t iFI 文 . T h i s is the same comb ina t i on o f authors that we 

f i n d in the next nove l that I shal l discuss, Ta zhi xiao shi 他之 A)、史l34), i n w h i c h i t is 

qui te clear that the narrator represents Chen D iex ian 's o w n w i fe . Therefore i n Jiao 
Ying ji the narrator must also be meant to represent Chen 's w i f e , and we can indeed 
see that the story r o u g h l y para l le ls the t r iangu la r re la t ionsh ip o f w h i c h the w i f e 

f o r m e d part. B u t let me put aside the quest ion o f the w i f e ' s actual con t r ibu t ion unt i l 

I have discussed the other novel . 

The t i t le Ta zhi xiao shi means A Short Account of "Him, “ the po in t be ing that 

the f i rs t -person par t ic ipant narrator is the new w i f e o f a man one year her j un io r , and 

in her modesty she cannot b r ing hersel f to address h i m or to refer to h i m in any way 

that w o u l d indicate her senior i ty, and so she evades the issue by addressing h i m as 

" y o u " and re fer r ing to h i m as " h e " or " h i m . " 

T h e w o r k is a c lose account o f a tense passage i n the nar ra to r ' s l i f e . She is 

engaged to be mar r ied to someone she has never met but w h o wr i tes poems fo r the 

1331 The 1917 edition, pp. 58-59. 
1341 It was published in six installments in Niizi shijie (December 1914 to July 1915) and then 

advertised as a book in 1917 by the Zhonghua tushuguan. 
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l oca l paper. She de l i gh ts i n the poems, bu t her de l i gh t soon vanishes w h e n she 

realizes f r o m the poems themselves that the g i r l w h o is the subject o f so many o f 

them is no l i terary construct , but a f lesh and b l ood person w i t h w h o m her f iance has 

been in l ove since ch i ldhood . Despi te a l l her fo rebodings, i t is n o w too late to back 

out o f the marr iage. 

T h e b u l k o f the n o v e l descr ibes in e x c r u c i a t i n g de ta i l the f o u r days o f the 

wedd ing . I doubt i f there is any other Chinese nove l that describes a w e d d i n g in 

such de ta i l—at least f r o m the br ide 's po in t o f v iew. He r natural apprehension about 

m a r r y i n g s o m e o n e she d o e s n ' t k n o w is m u l t i p l i e d b y her fears o f a l ove less 

marr iage. She tr ies i n va in to guess w h i c h o f the w o m e n at the w e d d i n g recept ion 

cou ld be the subject o f the poems. 

L i k e Jiao Ying ji, this is a psycho log ica l nove l , one that exp lo i ts i ts narrator ia l 

po in t o f v iew. I t produces in the reader a pecu l ia r c laust rophobic fee l ing , as the w i f e 

p a i n f u l l y pieces together her husband 's past h is tory . D e c o r u m prevents her f r o m 

s imp ly ask ing anyone about i t , and when she tr ies ask ing her husband, he proves 

evasive, i f not d o w n r i g h t decept ive. So the greater part o f the nove l consists o f her 

guesswork—specu la t ions , fears, suspic ions, doubts, false leads, and discover ies. 

O n l y i n the last o f the nove l ' s s ix sections does i t take on a w ide r aspect. She 

decides that she w i l l have to t race the mis t ress, and so she turns de tec t i ve , no t 

Personal ly, but by e m p l o y i n g others to act f o r her. 

W h y does she t ry to trace the mistress? She analyzes the quest ion at length. He r 

husband, so l i c i tous t hough he is, shows her no e m o t i o n a l w a r m t h , and that is a 

s i tuat ion she cannot abide. Her on l y recourse is to w e l c o m e the mistress in to the 

household as a concubine. 

T h e mistress is i den t i f i ed , and the w i f e takes the f i rs t oppor tun i t y , w h i l e her 

husband is out o f t o w n , to meet her. W i f e and mistress str ike up a sort o f f r iendsh ip , 

but the latter is loath to g ive up h e r ha rd -won f r eedom—she is economica l l y self-

s u f f i c i e n t — f o r a con f i n i ng , h ierarch ica l existence under a mo the r - i n - l aw k n o w n fo r 

her s t r i c t ness . W h e n the h u s b a n d r e t u r n s , the t w o w o m e n c o n f r o n t h i m . a n d 

tho rough ly embarrass h i m . A n amicab le t r iangu lar re la t ionsh ip w i l l c lear ly deve lop, 

even though the mistress has dec l ined to j o i n the household. A t th is po in t the w i f e 

f e e l s able at last to ca l l her husband by his g i ven name. 

A s I have said, the heart o f the story is the w e d d i n g and the br ide 's emot iona l 

r e a c t i o n to i t . Here is the narrat ive as the b r ide prepares fo r the b r ideg room's ar r iva l : 
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I s i m p l y shut m y eyes and t r i ed to med i ta te , s i t t i ng qu i e t l y w h i l e the 

ma ids dressed m e and made m e up. To m y w a y o f t h i n k i n g m y body 

was j u s t a puppe t on a stage, ac t ing ou t some t rag ic d rama. O f a l l the 

unp leasant exper iences i n l i f e , there is none to equal th is . I i m a g i n e d 

that h is so r row w o u l d be s im i l a r to m i n e , but I was s t i l l ashamed to face 

h i m . W e r e i t n o t f o r m e , t h a t o t h e r g i r l w o u l d be t he o n e he w a s 

m a r r y i n g , and h o w happy they w o u l d be! I f I f e l t as depressed as th is, 

t h e i r d e p r e s s i o n m u s t be s o m e t h i n g t r u l y u n b e a r a b l e ! C o m p a r e d to 

them, I had n o t h i n g to ga in or to lose, so w h y d i d I have to fee l so sad? 

B u t then the t h o u g h t s t ruck m e that f r o m n o w on m y pe rson w o u l d 

b e l o n g to h i m , and i f h is heart d i d not b e l o n g to me, e v e r y t h i n g I d i d 

w o u l d seem detestable i n h is eyes. A n d i f he f o u n d m e detestable, h is 

w h o l e f a m i l y w o u l d f o l l o w sui t and f i n d m e detestable, too, i n w h i c h 

case m y l i f e w o u l d become in to le rab le . I w a s n ' t about to g r o v e l i n order 

to w i n h is favo r , and i f I t r i ed to take a ha rd l i ne and ga in the upper 

hand, he m i g h t not stand f o r i t . T h e n h o w should I behave? I t hough t 

and though t , bu t c o u l d not c o m e up w i t h an answer. A l l th is w h i l e the 

o t h e r s a r o u n d m e w e r e i n t e r r u p t i n g m y t r a i n o f t h o u g h t w i t h 

mean ing less p leasantr ies des igned to d is t rac t me. 

T h e n some l o u d m u s i c s t ruck up , and an exc i t ed h u b b u b arose 

a m o n g s t the w o m e n , as each t r i e d to be f i r s t w i t h the n e w s that the 

b r i d e g r o o m had a r r i ved to escort me to h is house. I was expec t i ng h i m 

to a r r i ve w i t h tear-s ta ined cheeks, as an i n d i c a t i o n o f the m ise ry he fe l t , 

bu t f r o m w h a t the m a i d said, he l o o k e d en t i re l y d i f f e r e n t一 t h e p ic tu re 

o f j o y , i n fact1351. 

T h i s n o v e l is a t t r i bu ted to the same w o m a n author , S h u x i n n i i sh i , as Jiao Ying ji. 
Here she is desc r ibed as g i v i n g an o ra l r ende r ing that C h e n D i e x i a n ( T i a n X u W o 

Sheng) " l i g h t h e a r t e d l y records . " Chen ' s o w n personal r omance is o b v i o u s enough 

in th is n o v e l , and i n adver t i sements i t is re fe r red to e x p l i c i t l y 1361. N o t o n l y is the 

n o v e l sa id to be abou t the mar r i age o f C h e n and h is w i f e , she is descr ibed as i ts 

1351 No. 1 (December 1914), pp. 3-4. 
1361 See, fo r example, Libailiu 115 (June 25, 1921). Note that when the book was f i rs t 

advertised in 1917’ i t was attributed to Chen Diexian; see Shen bao, June 18，1917. 
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author. The account o f the marr iage is "unprecedented in romant ic f i c t i on , " wh i ch it 

w o u l d no d o u b t have been had she ac tua l l y w r i t t e n i t . I s h o u l d add that the 

advert isement cou ld on ly have been issued w i t h Chen's approval ; i t appeared in the 

j ou rna l Libailiu 禮拜六，w h i c h was pub l ished by the Zhonghua Tushuguan, the 

publ isher o f most o f Chen's f ic t ion. 

I t is cer ta in ly not implaus ib le that Z h u Shu wro te the nove l herself . She had 

publ ished a vo lume o f poetry l37), and she was responsible for some o f the regular 

features in Niizi shijie, the j o u r n a l i n w h i c h Ta zhi xiao shi f i rs t appeared. He r 

husband had already enl isted his eldest son in w r i t i ng f ic t ion , and he w o u l d soon 

enlist his daughter; presumably he w o u l d also have encouraged his w i f e to wr i te . 

But the o f f i c ia l b ib l iography, wh i ch seems quite scrupulous about g i v i ng credit to 

col laborators, ascribes this novel to D iex ian alone. We must conclude that he wrote 

the novel h imsel f , bo r row ing his w i fe 's voice as narrator. However , even i f his w i f e 

d id not wr i te the novel , i t seems l i ke ly that she had some input in to i t . 

The connect ions o f Ta zhi xiao shi to D iex ian 's o w n history are even clearer 

than in the case o f Jiao Ying ji, for example, the w o m a n o f dubious reputat ion w i t h 

two daughters w h o l ives next door; the g i r l Suyan 素妍，representing G u Y ing l i an ; 

the ma id X i a o Cai 小蔡，representing X i a o Tan; and so for th. Mos t te l l ing o f al l , the 

husband shows his w i f e a novel he has wr i t ten, and she does her best to ident i fy the 

people beh ind the characters. The novel is c lear ly D iex ian 's Leizhu yuanm. 

W h e r e do these nove ls o f Chen D i e x i a n ' s stand in re la t ion to the roman t i c 

t radi t ion o f f i c t ion? A broad d is t inct ion has to be d rawn between the romance, as i n 

novels such as Honglou meng and Huayue hen 花月痕’ and the romant ic comedy, 

as in the caizi jiaren 才子佳人 novels and much opera. The translat ion o f La dame 
Qux camelias by the younger Dumas in 1899, and the translations o f R ider Haggard 's 

Joan Haste in 1901-02 and 1905，appealed to the same sensibi l i ty as the romance. 

"7| Lanyunlou yinchao 懒雲樓吟鈔.So far as I know, it is not extant. 
丨,Other novels by Diexian contain elements also found in the autobiographical novels, 

notably the vernacular novel Liu Feiyan 相一煙，published in Yueyue xiaoshuo 月月 A!、說 
in 1907-8, and Lixiao ji 麗綃記，serialized in Shen bao early in 1913. Manyuan hua 滿園 
花，serialized in Shen bao in 1914，is told in the first person about the narrator's boyhood. 
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Henhai hua 恨海花 [ 3 9 ) , a short but impor tan t narra t ive in classical Chinese that was 

pub l ished i n 1905，is par t ly a re f lec t ion o f the in f luence o f La dame aux camelias 
and par t ly o f the socia l ideas fe rmen t ing at the t ime. I t has a na ive but s t rong -w i l l ed 

he ro ine w h o is b o l d e n o u g h to f l o u t the soc ia l code and p ropose m a r r i a g e (as 

concub ine) to a man she admires. Un fo r tuna te ly , she decides to act open ly and ask 

her fa ther 's approva l , w h i c h he refuses. C o n f i n e d to his house, she soon dies. To 

handle such a dar ing theme, the nove l emp loys a pai r o f commenta tors , the author 

and a conservat ive f r iend , w h o argue f r o m t i m e to t i m e about the mora l i t y o f her 

act ions. A n even more in terest ing w o r k is the vernacu lar Qin hai shi 禽 海 石 |401， 

comp le ted i n late 1905 and pub l i shed i n the f o l l o w i n g year, w h i c h is t o l d b y the 

narrator about his love a f fa i r w i t h a g i r l w h o m he is never able to marry . The nove l 

is h i s i m p a s s i o n e d t r i b u t e to her m e m o r y ( a n d a lso an i m p a s s i o n e d a t tack on 

arranged marr iage) . 

The novels w i t h w h i c h D iex ian ' s later romances are usua l ly associated are the 

t rag ic romances i n c lass ica l Ch inese o f the second decade o f the century . These 

wo rks represent the shor t - l i ved vogue o f the c lassical Chinese nove l as w e l l as the 

equa l l y shor t - l i ved vogue o f the t rag ic - romant i c theme. T h e ear l iest o f t hem was 

p robab ly Suiqin lou 碎琴樓，s e r i a l i z e d in the j o u r n a l Dongfang zazhi 東方雜志 i n 

1910，but the m o s t p o p u l a r was Yu li hun 玉梨云鬼，serial ized i n the newspaper 

Minquan bao 民權報 i n 1912. D iex ian ' s au tob iograph ica l romances were w r i t t en at 

a b o u t the same t i m e — H u a n g j i n sui i n 1 9 1 2 a n d Jiao Ying ji p o s s i b l y e v e n 

ear l i e r [ 4 1 ] —and they share some o f the features o f these novels . 

B u t D i e x i a n ' s romances also d i f f e r f r o m t h e m i n c ruc i a l respects. T h e other 

w o r k s may conta in a strong au tob iograph ica l e lement , f l aun t i ng before the pub l i c a 

vers ion o f the author as romant ic subject, bu t none goes so far as D i e x i a n i n some o f 

his romances. Huangjin sui, i n par t icu lar , qua l i f ies as p l a i n au tob iography as w e l l as 

1391 There is a 1907 ed i t ion by Wenming shuju in the l ib ra ry o f the Chinese W r i t e r s ' 
Association, Shanghai Branch. 

f40) See the edition in the Zhongguo jindai wenxue daxi, Vol. 6 (Shanghai Shudian, 1991), 
There is a translation by Patrick Hanan in The Sea of Regret (Honolulu: University of 
Hawai i Press, 1995). 

1411 The of f ic ia l bibl iography says that two of Diexian's novels, Yuanyang xue 鴛 I 雪 and 

Jiao Ying ji, were written at the end of the Guangxu reign period, i.e., about 1908. They 
were the first two of Diexian's novels to be published in Shen bao, Yuanyang xue f rom 
November 22，1912’ and Jiao Ying ji f rom February 12’ 1913. 
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r o m a n t i c f i c t i o n ; i n f a c t i t d e s e r v e s a p l a c e i n t h e l i t e r a t u r e o f C h i n e s e 

autobiography, especia l ly that o f ch i l dhood and youth . Secondly, a l though some o f 

D iex ian ' s novels , notab ly Yutian henshi, carry the same burden o f t ragedy as other 

wo rks o f the t ime, most o f his romances have a wry , cyn ica l tone rather than a t ragic 

one. A n d f i na l l y , as bef i ts his au tob iograph ica l concerns, he dispenses a l together 

w i t h the convent iona l k i n d o f c losure, and even w i t h the convent iona l k i n d o f shape. 

A s the author-narrator o f Huangjin sui puts i t , these novels end w i t hou t an ending. 
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