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Abstract 

Shao Xunmei ؼυ他 (1906-1968), a Chinese poet, publisher and translator, has long 

been marginalized by contemporary criticism. His unique poetics, especially when it 

comes to the condition of music in poetry, remains largely unexamined. Shao aspires 

to reach the condition of music in poetry, which bears a resemblance to three 

Anglophone writers whom he applauds: Algernon Charles Swinburne, Edith Sitwell 

and George Augustus Moore. The thesis will examine how the three writers 

influenced Shao, and how the influences help shape Shao’s idea of the condition of 

music in poetry.  

Swinburne’s conception of harmony denotes the union of meaning and sound, 

which greatly influenced Shao. Both Shao and Swinburne consider nature as the 

perfect paradigm for harmony, and they both see the nightingale as the ideal symbol 

for harmony. Both poets like to merge Sappho and the nightingale in their poetic 

practices, and the merging of Sappho—the incarnation of poetry—and the 

nightingale—the ideal symbol for harmony—represents an idea that poetry could 

reach the condition of harmony, to which both Shao and Swinburne aspire. 

Sitwell puts forth the conception of poetry as “the sister of horticulture”. She 

also comes up with a notion of texture as a state of interweave in the union of 

meaning and sound. Shao takes in the two conceptions and adds a twist of human 

physiology to them. Both Sitwell and Shao consider the flower as an incarnation of 

music. But Shao’s flower symbol often has features that allude to female sexual 

organs, which presents an idiosyncratic union of flower-woman. Sexual 

consummation with the flower-woman seems to him a way that leads to the 

reproduction of music in poetry. 
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Moore comes up with the notion of pure poetry, which requires the removal of 

the conception of the body in poetry. Shao assimilates this notion and attempts to 

reach pure poetry through replacing the dialectic of the body with the dialogic of 

voices. This replacement remedies the idiosyncrasy evident in Shao’s poems 

influenced by Sitwell and frees the woman from being the instrumentalized other of 

“I”. Moore’s conception of pure poetry denotes an ideal, primordial unity of arts, in 

which music and poetry are one. However, Shao realizes this state could only be 

approached indefinitely and never be reached ontologically. Poetry and music, or 

poetry and other art forms, would always be in a dialogic process with no definite 

closure. The strategy that he comes up with is to play with the traversing between 

unity and diversity, that is, between pure poetry and poetry/music. 
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Introduction 

 

0.1 Research Questions 

The thesis will investigate the following questions:  

1. When it comes to the condition of music in poetry, which Anglophone writers 

influenced Shao Xunmei ؼυ他 (1906-1968)?1  

2. How do the influences help shape Shao’s idea of the condition of music in poetry? 

 

In the thesis three sources of Anglophone influence are identified: Algernon Charles 

Swinburne, Edith Sitwell and George Augustus Moore. There are far more sources of 

influence that are worth exploring, within and outside the scope of Anglophone 

literature. But when it comes to Shao’s idea of the condition of music in poetry, these 

three are of the utmost importance and pertinence. 

 

0.2 A Short Biography of Shao Xunmei 

In 1906, Shao Xunmei was born Shao Yunlong ؼE۝ to a declining family of 

government officials in Shanghai. His grandfather Shao Youlian ؼĔϷ was 

appointed in the late Qing dynasty as the primary counselor (Toudeng canzan Ơ事

Đ״) to negotiate the return of the Yili dУ region2 conquered by Russia during the 

 

1 Nowadays “Shao Xunmei” and “Zau Sinmay” are both in use. The former is based on the 
mandarin pronunciation of his name and the latter the Shanghai dialect. In the thesis I will 
stick to “Shao Xunmei”.   
2 The majority of this region has become at the present day Yili Kazakh Autonomous 
Prefecture (Yili Hasake zizhizhou dУŏյ§伏ίȓ). 
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Dungan Revolt (Tongzhi huibian ĮίŭĚ),3 and later the viceroy (Xunfu Ȕʿ) of 

Taiwan. His natural father Shao Heng ؼʀ was one of the most notorious dandies in 

Shanghai who squandered money and indulged in gambling. As Shao Yi ڢؼ, the 

elder brother of Shao Heng, died young without an heir, Shao Youlian commanded 

in his last words that the eldest son of Shao Heng must be given to Mrs. Shi ĤΙ,4 

the widow of Shao Yi in order to maintain his lineage. Hence Shao Yunlong was 

adopted by Mrs. Shi and made the heir of the family.  

 The ethnicity of the family is rather unclear, as the systematic identification, 

classification and cartography of ethnic groups in China was done much later by the 

Communist government during 1949-1979. Regarding the family’s ancestry, Shao’s 

daughter Shao Xiaohong ؼӬ产 writes: “On the mantelshelf in our living room 

there is a glass cabinet covered with silk. I heard that what’s in it is the Family Tree 

of Shao. I’ve never seen it open. It gave me a sense of mystery. Then decades passed, 

and the glass cabinet has long disappeared.” (“ʨǣǜĉƍЀ͘�̲�Ġջ?仄Ȟ

ѣ上世͝�ĺړًב˭ѣ̝	ؼΙǔ侮
�ʨXΩ֧ʲɀؚ�ǎөʨ�ғ҉书

ʚ�İ͋چچکک�ÇøȬػ�上世͝;6ѷďĲ?�”)5 She recalls that Shao 

once told her: “Our ancestor Shao Kangjie was Arabian. Because of his notable 

deeds the emperor awarded him the name Shao. In Yuyao our ancestral hall has a 

stele with Arabic on it.” (“ʨ^ѣ乘¥ؼȼ伞̝ٴˉpQ�Ů,Y̲è�ѤȤװ

 

3 An ethnic and religious war fought between Han and Muslim minorities in central and 
western China during 1862-1877. 
4 Her full name is unknown.   
5 Shao Xiaohong, Tiansheng de shiren—wode baba Shao Xunmei Ɯ东ѣ׆Q—ʨѣЗЗ

 υ他 [A Natural Born Poet: My Father Shao Xunmei] (Shanghai: Shanghai shudianؼ
chubanshe, 2015), 2.  
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YƸؼ�Ŷ{ƹʨ^Ҋƃًѣҁ̲ٴˉp̃�”)6 But she later claimed that this 

might be a joke he made.7 

 Shao was educated by private tutors before he attended Shanghai St. John’s 

High School, which was affiliated with St. John’s University founded by the 

Episcopal Church in 1879. It is unclear to what extent the teaching of Christianity 

was incorporated into the school’s coursework. According to the three biographies of 

Shao,8 he never explicitly identified himself as a Christian and his religious views 

seem rather ambiguous. But it is clear that he is not unfamiliar with Christian texts, 

symbols and rituals. And as St John’s taught most courses in English, it laid a solid 

foundation for his future acquaintance with Anglophone poetry.  

 Later Shao transferred to Nanyang lukuang xuexiao Āπ؃Ѻǋͣ, which 

was affiliated with Nanyang gongxue Āπ­ǋ, a university founded by the famous 

industrialist Sheng Xuanhuai Ѧǝɱ.9 As a family arrangement, Shao got engaged to 

Sheng’s granddaughter Sheng Peiyu Ѧ�е at the age of 17. This was a typical 

example of the alliance of ex-Qing officials and thriving industrial tycoons in the 

Republic of China. According to My Father Shao Xunmei, Shao changed his given 

name from Yunlong to Xunmei as he found out the name of his fiancée Peiyu �е 

 

6 Ibid., 441.  
7 Ibid., 443. The validity of her claim is in need of further examination. 
8 Besides My Father Shao Xunmei, 1) Sheng Peiyu Ѧ�е, Shengshi jiazu: Shao Xunmei yu 
wo ѦΙǣ̍:ؼυ他�ʨ [The Clan of Sheng: Shao Xunmei and Me] (Beijing: Renmin 
wenxue chubanshe, 2012) and 2) Lin Qi ͔ϙ, Haishang caizi—Shao Xunmei zhuan ϒ�ʰ

 υ他k) [Genius on the Sea: A Biography of Shao Xunmei] (Shanghai: Shanghaiؼ—。
rennin wenxue chubanshe, 2002). 
9 Sheng Xuanhuai (1844-1916) was a businessman and statesman. He was a renowned figure 
in the Self-Strengthening Movement (Yangwu yundong πê؛ë), a movement from 1861 
to 1895 supported by Qing government to learn Western technologies to help industrialize 
and modernize China.   
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(which can be literally translated as “adorned jade”) appears in a poem entitled 

“Songs of Zheng·There is a Woman in the Carriage” (Zhengfeng·younü tongche ؾ

 10 Hence he chose from the.(Ӧ׆ Shijing) from the Book of Songs (؋ƩĮ̲·ک

poem a juxtaposing term to be his name: Xunmei υ他, which means in the context 

“indeed beautiful”. However, a man changing his given name for his fiancée is not a 

common practice in China. It could be a romantic, spontaneous idea of Shao, as My 

Father Shao Xunmei suggests. Or it could be a calculated action with an intent of 

flattery, as the family of Shao was losing its prestige while that of Sheng reached its 

vertex. Whichever way it is, the coalition of the two families provided Shao with an 

economic freedom most literati at the time could not obtain, while it also planted a 

mine for some left-wing attacks in the future.   

  In 1924 Shao went to Cambridge to study economics, but he soon found out 

his zest lay in literature. He made some bold attempts at translating and writing 

poetry, which will be dealt with at length in the first chapter of this thesis. In 1925 

Shao visited Paris for the first time and happened to meet Xu Zhimo ɚɨ˱,11 the 

 

10 The sentence with Peiyu’s name is “�е٢٢�υ他:ف” (Peiyu qiangqiang, xunmei 
qiedu), which can be translated as “clanging adorned jade, indeed beautiful and refined”. 
Ibid., 21-22. The Book of Songs, also translated as the Classic of Poetry, is the oldest 
collection of Chinese poetry. It includes 311 poems from the eleventh to the sixth century 
before Christ. The authors of these poems are unknown. 
11 Xu Zhimo (1897-1931) was one of the most famous Chinese poets of the early twentieth 
century. He was educated in Beijing University, Clark University and the University of 
Cambridge. He attended Cambridge from 1921 to 1922, and therefore Shao did not get to 
meet him in England. Xu’s most critically-acclaimed works include the poetry collections 
Zhimo’s Poems (Zhimo de shi ɨ˱ѣ(1924) (׆ and A Night in Florence (Feilengcui de 
yiye ԏÂԎѣ�ƙ) (1927). At the age of 34, he died in an airplane crash amid gossips of a 
love triangle between him, his second wife Lu Xiaoman ٵǴ̭ and Lin Huiyin ͔ɡŮ, an 
architect and writer who was also married. Apart from that, his relationship with Pearl S. 
Buck is sometimes under vague suspicion for the interest of gossip. Xu is also loosely 
associated with the Bloomsbury Group for his attachment to Roger Fry and G. L. Dickinson.    
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cornerstone of the Crescent Moon Society (Xinyue she ̱̈҆)12 which had just 

become famous. In 1926 Shao left for Paris during the university vacation and 

enrolled as a part-time student at the École des Beaux-Arts.13 During his stay he met 

Xu Beihong ɚʌ14,ۍ the yet-to-be painter who then acquainted him with the 

Celestial Dog Club (Tiangou hui ƜШh),15 a loosely formed arts society with the 

group of Zhang Daofan Ɉصք,16 Liu Jiwen Ó享̃,17 Sun Peicang 《�՗,18 Guo 

Youshou ̲ـǑ19 and Xie Shoukang םǯȼ20. The name of the club draws 

inspiration from the ancient Greek Cynics and the members were mostly Paris-based 

Chinese students. They frequented the cultural scenes of Paris such as the relocated 

 

12 The Crescent Moon Society is an influential literary society founded by Xu Zhimo in 
1923, named after “The Crescent Moon”, a poem by Rabindranath Tagore. Other members 
of the society include Hu Shi 仿ب, Liang Shiqiu ͯǚҒ, Shen Congwen ΤX̃, Wen 
Yiduo 倾�Ƙ, Chen Mengjia ٶͳǣ and Pan Guangdan ϱ¦̑. Some of these authors, 
such as Xu and Liang, are also considered a part of the Crescent Moon group (Xinyue pai ̈
̱χ), a school of poetry that is generally in favor of “art for art’s sake”. They used the 
newspaper Supplements to Morning News (Chenbao fukan ̢˂åÏ), and the journals 
Crescent Moon (Xinyue ̱̈) and Poetry (Shikan ׆Ï) as the platforms for their views, 
mostly on arts and sometimes also on politics. It ceased operation in 1933. 
13 Heinrich Fruehauf, Urban Exoticism in Modern Chinese Literature, 1910-1933 (Diss. 
University of Chicago, 1990), 230. 
14 Xu Beihong (1895-1953) was one of the most famous Chinese painters in the twentieth 
century, who is known for his Chinese ink paintings. He was educated in the École Nationale 
Supérieure des Beaux-Arts. 
15 The name of the Celestial Dog Club also satirizes the Celestial Horse Club (Tianma hui Ɯ
 h), a society of painters formed in 1919. The latter includes members such as Jiangڵ
Xiaojian ΠǴې, Ding Song �ʈ and Wang Yachen ΢Gǹ.�
16 Zhang Daofan (1897-1968) was a politician and art critic. He was educated in the 
University of London and the École Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts. �
17 Liu Jiwen (1890-1957) was a statesman. He was educated in The London School of 
Economics and Political Science. 
18 Sun Peicang (1890-1942) was a statesman who was educated in the École des Beaux-Arts. 
19 Guo Youshou (1901-1977) was a statesman educated in Université de Paris. 
20 Xie Shoukang (1897-1974) was a literary critic. He was educated in Université Libre de 
Bruxelles and L’École Libre des Sciences Politiques.�
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Le Chat Noir21 on Boulevard de Clichy and were interested in bringing cabaret 

culture to China.22 The acquaintance with Xu Beihong and the Celestial Dog Club 

deepened Shao’s understanding of literature and its cultural underpinning. Life in 

Paris also provided him with some training in French, though it could be deduced 

from the biographies that his acquisition of French never reached the same level as 

his English.  

 Later in 1926 Shao was informed of fire damage to one of his important 

family properties. He was forced to drop out from Cambridge and return to Shanghai 

to cope with the family business. On Shao’s way back from England to Shanghai he 

stayed at Singapore briefly and came across a literary journal called New Epoch 

(Xinjiyuan ̈享£) , created by a group of Shanghai-based writers under the name 

of the Sphinx Club (Shihou she Ьŀ҆):23 Teng Gu Իű,24 Zhang Kebiao Ҳ§͡25 

and  Fang Guangdao ̉¦Ќ.26 This journal had a hunger for Baudelaire, Verlaine 

and Wilde, which is in line with Shao’s personal taste. After he came back to 

 

21 Le Chat Noir was a famous cabaret in Paris whose patrons include Paul Verlaine and 
Claude Debussy. Its first site opened from 1881 to 1897. Its last site opened in 1907 and was 
popular in the 20s. 
22 Ibid., 100-101. 
23 The Sphinx Club started in July 1924 when Sphinx Fortnightly (Shihou banyuekan Ьŀ—

̱Ï) was launched. The club ended in September 1930, when La Maison D’Or Monthly 
(Jinwu yuekan 借Ȇ̱Ï) ceased publication. 
24 Teng Gu (1901-1941) was a writer and literary critic. He was educated in Universität zu 
Berlin. His critically-acclaimed works include two collections of short novels entitled 
Murals (Bihua ƍё) (1924) and Extra-marital (Waiyu Ɨش) (1928). 
25 Zhang Kebiao (1900-2007) was a writer and publisher. He was educated in Kyoto Imperial 
University. He helped establish Times Publishing House (Shidai tushu gongsi ̔[ų<­

Ĩ), one of the biggest publishers in the 30s.  
26 Fang Guangtao (1898-1964) was a linguist and writer. He was educated in Université de 
Lyon. His famous works include linguistic essays “System and Method” (Tixi yu fangfa x
Ӑ�̉δ) (1939) and “Does discourse have class?” (Yanyu you jiejixing ma 使ٳ̲׍Ӛɺ

Ĵ?) (1959).�
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Shanghai he managed to meet Teng and gradually became acquainted with the 

Sphinx Club. Some of his earliest works were published in Tusu (ȉ՘), another 

journal edited by the Sphinx Club after New Epoch ceased publication. As Teng soon 

proceeded to pursue a political career and Tusu closed down, Shao took over the role 

of editor-in-chief and wielded his financial capability to support the publication of 

three journals: Sphinx Monthly (Shihou yuekan Ьŀ̱Ï) from May 1927 to March 

1928, Sphinx Fortnightly (Shihou banyuekan Ьŀ—̱Ï) from July 1928 to 

December 1928, and La Maison D’Or Monthly (Jinwu yuekan 借Ȇ̱Ï) from Jan 

1929 to Sep 1930. These journals mainly feature poetry and prose contributed by 

writers associated with the Sphinx Club, as well as translated poems and short 

stories. These journals served as a platform for Shao’s experiments in poetics and 

literary translation, which led to his publication of Fire and Flesh (Huo yu rou Ϲ�

仰), an anthology of critical essays in 1928.27 In the same year he published Roses 

and Roses (Yiduoduo meigui �̾̾万х), a collection of translated poems.28 In 

 

27 In the dedication Shao cites “Hands that sting like fire” from Swinburne’s “Before Dawn”, 
which might be the inspiration for the title Fire and Flesh. The anthology includes “Gautier” 
(Gaodiai לھ低), which Shao describes as his translation of an essay of Arthur Symons on 
Gautier (the source text is unknown), and five essays written by Shao: “Sappho” (Shafu խ
伯) which talks about Sappho; “Catullus’s Love poems” (Jiaduoluosi de qingshi 俳Ƙԁ̇ѣ

ʍ׆) that dwells on Gaius Valerius Catullus (c. 84 - c. 54 BC), a poet of the late Roman 
Republic; “Swinburne” (Shiwenpeng Ĥ̳̃) and “Songs before Sunrise” (Richuqian zhi ge 
̐Ìá3Έ) that pivot on Swinburne; as well as “A Sort of Cross Between a Thieves’ 
Kitchen and a Presbytery” (Zeiku yu shengmiao zhijian de xintu ׫ҭ�ŵȷ3٫ѣ�ɛ) 
which focuses on Verlaine and the title of which comes from chapter VII of Moore’s 
Memoirs of My Dead Life. In the foreword of the anthology Shao also mentions he is 
drafting an essay on Baudelaire, which he hopes could be included in a future reprint. It 
seems that it never happened.  
28 The anthology includes translations of poems written by Sappho, Catullus, Verlaine, 
Gautier, Dante and Christina Rossetti, Swinburne, Hardy and Sara Teasdale.    
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1927 Shao published his first poetry collection Heaven and May (Tiantang yu wuyue 

Ɯƃ�F̱), and in the next year came the second collection Flower-like Evil 

(Huayiban de zui’e 伤�众ѣԃʄ). After this his focus shifted to poetry criticism 

and it was not until 1936 that his third collection Twenty-five Poems29 (Shi 

ershiwushou ׆BøFڳ) was published. 

 Shao and Sheng Peiyu officially got married in 1927. In 1935 Shao got 

acquainted with Emily Hahn, an American columnist living in Shanghai. According 

to the biography Emily Hahn in Shanghai (Xiangmeili zai Shanghai ښ他.Ŷ�

ϒ),30 their friendship soon morphed into an affair. This relationship was approved 

by Sheng as she regarded Hahn merely as a concubine he kept. After the Japanese 

army conquered Shanghai in 1937, Hahn and Shao’s family moved to Avenue Joffre 

in the French Concession. The relationship eventually came to a halt in 1939. Hahn 

left Shanghai and their correspondence was cut off by the war. It was not until 1945 

that they managed to exchange letters again. 

 Shao lost many of his book stores and publishing houses in the Japanese-

conquered Shanghai. After the Communist Party came to power in 1949, his family 

wealth shrank drastically. He stopped writing poetry and tried to make a living by 

translating Anglophone literature, such as Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound, Queen 

Mab, Byron’s The Age of Bronze and Gaskell’s Mary Barton (co-translated with She 

 

29 The title bears a resemblance to Tristan Tzara’s poetry collection Vingt-cinq poèmes in 
1918. However, Shao never mentions Tzara in his works and it is unclear whether this is 
simply a coincidence.   
30 Wang Pu жч, Xiangmeili zai Shanghai ښ他.Ŷ�ϒ [Emily Hahn in Shanghai] 
(Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 2005). 
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Guitang zתƃ). In 1958 Shao was put in prison accused of being an “imperialist 

spy”. Wang Pu writes that what triggered his imprisonment might be that Shao wrote 

a letter to Hahn, who was then back in America, and tried to borrow money for his 

sixth brother Shao Yunxiang ؼEڼ, who was poverty-stricken in Hong Kong. The 

letter never got out of China for it was intercepted by the police.31 In 1962 Shao was 

released, but being impoverished he again tried to ask Hahn for help in 1966, the 

year when the Cultural Revolution began. Although he submitted a copy to the police 

in advance and stated the purpose of the letter, still it could not be delivered.32 Two 

years later he died in poverty.  

 However, Shao’s correspondence with Hahn might not be the only reason 

that led to his interrogation and imprisonment. In the 1920s Shao had a few disputes 

with left-wing writers. His publications instigated a profusion of ironic attacks from 

Lu Xun ۄ俩,33 probably the most studied modern Chinese writer: 

 Mr. Shao Xunmei is a so-called “poet”,34 and the grandson-in-
law of the famous tycoon “Sheng Gongbao”.35 If one wants to splash 
foul water on the head of “such a person”, it’s quite understandable. 
But I do think being a writer is ultimately different from arranging “an 

 

31 Ibid., 292. 
32 Ibid., 292. 
33 Lu Xun (1881-1936) was an influential writer and literary critic. He studied medicine in 
Japan but eventually turned to literature. His most famous works include collections of short 
stories Call to Arms (Nahan ńŢ) (1923), Wandering (Panghuang ɓɞ) (1926) and A Brief 
History of Chinese Fiction (Zhongguo xiaoshuo shilue )ŲǴבĤ严) (1923). He helped 
found the League of Left-wing Writers (Zhongguo zuoyi zuojia lianmeng )Ųȗ令}ǣԞ

ѧ), often abbreviated as Left League (Zuolian ȗԞ), which was formed in 1930 with the 
aid of the Communist Party. Other important members include Mao Dun ա主, Guo Moruo
 ά伫 and Ding Ling �三. The purpose of the League was to advance the development ofـ
proletarian literature. �
34 Here Lu Xun uses inverted commas to quote phrases from Shao’s article “Literati Have No 
Jobs” (Wenren wuhang ̃Q֖̎) in the second issue of the journal Conversations of Ten 
Days (Shiri tan ø̐ט), published in August 1933. 
35 Sheng Gongbao ѦǠ� is an honorable title of Sheng Xuanhuai. 
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extravagant funeral procession”. Even if the writer hires a huge flock 
of supporters who pave the way with gongs and drums to boost his 
works, it’s still an empty street afterwards. But for “an extravagant 
funeral procession”, after several decades there’ll still be folks talking 
about it. If extremely poor, one certainly can’t write. But gold and 
silver are not the seeds of literature either and so it would be better to 
use the money to buy some land along the Yangtze River. Yet a rich 
fellow sometimes gets this wrong and thinks that since money makes 
the world go round, then it can also make him a good writer. Money 
makes the world go round, maybe even the universe, but it won’t 
make you a good writer, and the poetry of the poet Shao Xunmei 
demonstrates this.   
 
Q”�đ̝̲įѣșǩ “ѦǠ�”ѣ׆“ כυ他¥东̝ʮؼ 
《ǀ�ǲΡҜξŶ “修众!֤”ѣƠ��Ď;øÍȫȨѣ�tʨ]

,}̃QҥұŊ “ƛÌ'”̲H6Į�ąڄ�ɜ�ƛ仙ȧ٪�ɀ١

ťؚ�صİW̝�͊ҧ佩6؝�ē “ƛÌ'”ѣ֊Ŷ́øȬİ�̲

�Ç(ȝ̲؝̔kڞ�Ҧ͑�̝̃6԰Ȗѣ�Ģ̝借ٛđȭ̃ڒ

Ҳѣͥՙ�ǎ̰ƫ٥=̝؝ΠαȐѣ丞ŷ�Ѝԙǩǣ¢ɽ6¨Ȩ

Ȩ֭׎�],倦Ģۀ��ǽ;Ģ]ۀ��̃خ�ƛͽ̝乎ѣ�;

־̝�׆ѣ؈υ他¥东̻ؼQ׆�Ć6ʧ̃خ�t҉خ[Ģ؝ֺ

˝�36 
 
 To climb the literary altar, a rich wife is needed […] with a 
rich father-in-law and a rich wife, the dowry can be used as literary 
capital to publish one’s works, however bad, regardless of taunts. 
Once the “works” are out, titles will come. The husband might be 
slighted by his wife’s family, but once he climbs up the literary altar, 
his reputation multiplies tenfold. 
 
 ֥џ̃ž, ٯڛƝƝ […] ̲ǩȏǣ, ̲ٯƝƝ, 丝ټǂ倦, �
̃ǋ̻׮, 了ٽڶY了ڶ, ʄ}ʨ伏Ą3� “}Ŏ”�Ì, Ơ֘伏͋, 
 ǀ֊԰֝ƭǣʮ؏, t�џ̃ž, ąƐaø��37׳
 

The taunts of Lu Xun evolved in their degree of nastiness as Shao, in 1929, became 

closely associated with the Crescent Moon Society, the major foe of the left-wing 

 

36 Lu Xun, “Houji” İָ [Afterword], in Zhunfengyue tan Äט̱ک [On Demimonde] 
(Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 2006), 188.  
37 Lu Xun, “Denglongshu shyi џضˏ>۝” [Supplement to How to Mount the Dragon 
Gate], in Lu Xun quanji ۄ俩«ڃ [Complete Works of Lu Xun] (Beijing: Renmin wenxue 
chubanshe, 2005), 5:291.  
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literati grouped around Lu Xun. He remarks: “Because of his forefathers’ credits he 

got a huge mansion; so we don’t need to ask whether he got it through frauds, 

robberies, legal inheritance, or the trade-off for being the son-in-law.” (“Ů,乘�ѣ

ѣ, ˀ͋ѣ, ʩĬδӮʷ, ʩ̝�?Ʃǀ͋ڹè, ɜ?�ʮƛǏ。, :6٩Y̝ٲ

？͋ѣ�”)38 In the footnote of this sentence he says: “The people being mocked 

here are those who became rich sons-in-law and flaunted their wealth, like Shao 

Xunmei.” (“修ּًÞѣ̝�?ǩǣԋѣƩǀԙЂ以CQѣؼυ他3ψ�”)39 As 

Lu Xun is the most influential left-wing literary critic and the flagman of the left-

wing literature upheld by the Communist Party, his verdict on Shao persisted in 

rendering Shao’s works under-evaluated and even subject to political interrogation 

after 1949.  

 Besides Lu Xun’s venomous verdict, Leo Lee ascribes the long-time 

marginalization of Shao to the perception that “he was the least suited to the May 

Fourth prototype of a writer of social conscience”.40 Social conscience, especially a 

social conscience in the format of a left-wing writer was what literary criticism 

emphasized in the post-1949 period. Wu Zhongjie ļ)͎ writes:  

After 1949 the research of literary history usually divides writers into 
groups according to their political views, especially the research on 
the history of Republican literature. Take the literature of the 30s as 
an example: left-wing literature sets the standard and is the focus of 
the research; other schools are generally marginalized, and the arts 
that stand directly opposite to the left-wing get nothing except a few 
lines of political criticism. 
 

 

38 Lu, Complete Works of Lu Xun, 6:40.  
39 Ibid.  
40 Leo Lee, Shanghai Modern: The Flowering of a New Urban Culture in China (Cambridge, 
Mass.; London: Harvard University Press, 1999), 241. 
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ȿŲ]İѣ̃ǋĤ之ҥ�ƛ）]}ǣѣ˺ίɲȺ,Íٍ�и[̃

ǋĤ之ҥǼ³Ƭ΋�] 20 �享 30 Ȭ[ѣ̃ǋ,��ȗ令̃ǋ̝

Ż͡؎�;̝之ҥѣٌЃ�ÙѣχÙÔϠؠϠ丧�Úɜ�ȗ令ǭ

Үѣ̃Ռ�Ôٺ?ÇĞ˺ίʵ×ѣ׍使3Ɨ�ǽΩ̲R1·Ǥ

?�41 
 

Even though Shao did have friction with the left-wing literati in the 30s, I would 

venture to say his social conscience was certainly not non-existent and his political 

ground does not stand “directly opposite” to the left wing. When Xia Yan ƕ֗,42 the 

forerunner of the left-wing film movement was stuck in financial problems in 1928, 

Shao assisted him to publish his works and paid him in advance. In 1931, after Hu 

Yepin 仿;43,ڣ a communist writer, was executed by the Kuomintang and Shen 

Congwen ΤX̃44 escorted Hu’s wife Ding Ling �三45 and children back to 

Hunan, Shao provided them with financial help. During the Sino-Japanese War Shao 

and Hahn launched Pool of Freedom (Ziyoutan 伏яϳ), a political journal that 

 

41 Wu Zhongjie ļ)͎, “Xu” ȳ [Preface], in Yigeren de tanhua �(Qѣ׉ט 
[Conversations of One Man] (Shanghai: Shanghai shudian chubanshe, 2012), 1. 
“Conversations of One Man” was originally a column Shao started in Human Words Weekly 
(Renyan zhoukan Q使ņÏ) in 1934. In 2012 it was included along with some other works 
in the anthology Conversations of One Man.  
42 Xia Yan (1900-1995) was a playwright and art critic. He was educated in Kyushu Imperial 
University. His famous works include film scripts Raging Waves (Kuangliu Хψ) (1933) 
and Children of Trouble Time (Fengyun ernü کE¢Ʃ) (1935).�
43 Hu Yepin (1903-1931) was a writer and social activist. He is considered one of the Five 
Martyrs of the Left League as he was arrested and executed by the Kuomintang for attending 
a secret Communist Party meeting in Shanghai. The other four are Rou Shi ͜义, Yin Fu ΐ

ƞ, Li Weisen ͅjͶ and Feng Keng ¿ٞ. 
44 Shen Congwen (1902-1988) was a writer and art critic. He was most famous for novels 
and short stories based on the regional culture and his life experiences in west Hunan. His 
most critically-acclaimed works include the novel Border Town (Biancheng ؖƂ) (1934) 
and A Study on Chinese Ancient Clothing (Zhongguo gudai fushi yanjiu )Ųĝ[̴گ之ҥ) 
(1981). 
45 Ding Ling (1904-1986) was a writer and social activist. She was educated in Shanghai 
University. Her critically-acclaimed works include novels Miss Sophie’s Diary (Shafei nüshi 
de riji խձƩƏѣָ̐) (1930) and The Sun Shines over the Sanggan River (Taiyang 
zhaozai Sangganhe shang ƝٱАŶͬȪέ�) (1948). 
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promoted resistance to the Japanese army in the besieged Shanghai. He even helped 

translate Mao Zedong’s “On Protracted War” (Lun chijiuzhan 例ˑ0ʪ) into 

English, circulated the translation in Shanghai and published it serially in Candid 

Comment (Zhiyan pinglun 丹使ֿ例), an English journal that he co-edited with 

Hahn in the Shanghai French Concession, which was then a bold and courageous 

move.46 After the war his publishing house also supported the publications of many 

Marxist works, though most of them are associated with Trotsky and the Second 

International, hence drawing negative criticism after 1949. 

 The charge against Shao as an “imperialist spy” was revoked posthumously 

in 1985. But even after 1985 little research was done until several volumes of his 

collected works were published after 2006, hence making his textual corpus visible 

again to critical attention. Scholars such as Li Guangde ͅȰɠ, Chen Zishan ٶ。

Š, Wang Jingfang жNՕ, Hal Swindall and Jonathan Hutt have paved the way and 

filled the vacuum bit by bit. 

Shao is a practitioner of New Poetry (Xinshi ̈׆). The term New Poetry in 

its Chinese socio-historical context refers to the poetry that is written in the 

vernacular language rather than classical Chinese and that does not conform to the 

forms of classical Chinese poetry. New Poetry sprouted with the New Culture 

Movement (Xinwenhua yundong ̈̃ò؛ë)47 and the May Fourth Movement 

 

46 Ibid., 2. 
47 The New Culture Movement refers to a series of events in 1910s and 1920s that calls for 
the use of vernacular language in literature, the re-examination of Confucianism and any 
norms, ideas that are associated with the feudal past of China. The movement was led by 
wrtiers Hu Shi 仿ب, Lu Xun ۄ俩, Li Dazhao ͅƛٓ, Chen Duxiu ٶЪҐ and Qian 
Xuantong 倦дĮ. 



  21 

(Wusi yundong FŬ؛ë).48 It can be conceived as a resistance, or a remedy to the 

stagnation with which classical Chinese poetry was confronted in late Qing dynasty. 

And as the “new poets” endeavor to free themselves from the stagnant confinement 

of classical Chinese poetry, they often actively assimilate the influence of foreign 

poetry and wield it to break the shackles that have constrained their creativity. In this 

regard, it would be unwise to forgo a discussion about the influence of foreign poetry 

on the formation of Chinese New Poetry.           

 Although New Poetry is often associated with the New Culture and May 

Fourth Movement, it does not mean that there were no attempts at reforming the 

Chinese poetry in the decades that lead up to the 1910s. In the 1890s, poets 

associated with the Hundred Days’ Reform Movement (Wuxu bianfa ʤʥĚδ),49 

such as Liang Qichao ͯĻ50׺ and Huang Zunxian عۓǟ,51 engaged in practices 

of poetic inventions and theoretical exploration. The dictum for their attempts can be 

summarized by a line from a poem of Huang entitled “Assorted Feelings” (Zagan ͂

ʚ): “My hands write my mouth.” (“ʨʯ»ʨĜ”)52 However, though they stress the 

 

48 The May Fourth Movement denotes the student protests on 4 May 1919 against the 
Chinese government’s concession that allowed Japan to take over the German colonies in 
Shandong as a part of the Treaty of Versailles. In a broader sense it also refers to the political 
ramifications of these protests in the 1920s, and can be seen as a part of the New Culture 
Movement.  
49 The Hundred Days’ Reform is an unsuccessful reform in 1898 that lasted for only 104 
days. One of the most important agendas of this reform was to change the Qing government 
from absolute monarchy to constitutional monarchy.  
50 Liang Qichao (1873-1929) was an influential writer, historian and politician who became 
one of the major proponents of the Hundred Days’ Reform. 
51 Huang Zunxian (1848-1905) was a poet, diplomat and a participant of the Hundred Days’ 
Reform.  
52 Huang, Huang Zunxian shi xuan عۓǟت׆ [An Anthology of Huang Zunxian] (Beijing: 
Zhonghua shuju, 2008), 8. 
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importance of using vernacular language in poetic practices, they do not succeed in 

breaking the formal restraints of classical Chinese poetry. Their primary focus, just 

like the dilemma existing in their political agendas, is a reform which in its nature 

only allows a certain amount of changes that cannot fundamentally change the 

reformed entity. The failure of the reformist poets denotes that Chinese poetry at its 

creative plateau could not achieve a thorough transformation in language and form 

simply through an internal reform rushed in a short time. At a time when cultural 

exchanges between China and the West became increasingly frequent, assimilating 

the influence of foreign, especially Western poetry in order to advance the stagnated 

Chinese poetry seemed to have its historical rationality.  

Hu Shi 仿53,ب who is often considered the forerunner of New Poetry, was 

influenced by Darwin’s theory of evolution when he studied in America. He 

attempted to write vernacular poetry not conforming to the forms of classical 

Chinese poetry, as he believed the classical Chinese poetry did not fit the new 

material and phenomena in a swiftly changing world. In the preface to the reprint of 

A Collection of Attempts he describes “Cannot Be Confined” (Guanbuzhu le ±6w

?), his translation of Sara Teasdale’s54 “Over the Roofs”, as “the founding epoch” 

(“ʧҮѣ享£”) of his New Poetry.55 In the article “A Preliminary Discussion of 

 

53 Hu Shi (1891-1962) was a writer, philosopher and one of the central figures in the New 
Culture Movement. He was educated in Cornell and Columbia University. His most 
critically-acclaimed works include A Survey of the History of Chinese Philosophy (Zhongguo 
zhexueshi dagang )ŲŔǋĤƛ亮) (1919) and A Collection of Attempts (Changshiji ǻׅ

  .the first vernacular poetry collection during the New Culture Movement ,(1920) (ڃ
54 Sara Teasdale (1884-1933) was an American poet. Her famous works include the poetry 
collections Love Songs (1917) and Flame and Shadow (1920).  
55 Hu, Changshiji ǻׅڃ [A Collection of Attempts] (Beijing: Beijing renmin wenxue 
chubanshe, 2000), 183. 
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Literature Reform” (Wenxue gailiang chuyi ̃ǋ˸ՉÐַ, 1917) he enunciates 

eight guidelines on what to avoid when writing new literature,56 which bear much 

similarity to Ezra Pound’s “A Few Don’ts by an Imagiste” in Poetry March 1913 

issue, as well as the six rules given in the preface to the anthology Some Imagist 

Poets edited by Amy Lowell57 in 1916.  

The influence of foreign poetry can also be seen in other “new poets”. Xu 

Zhimo, Wenyi Duo 倾�Ƙ58 were influenced by the Victorians and British early 

modernists, while Li Jinfa ͅ借ė59 and Dai Wangshu ʫ̵Մ60 drew inspiration 

from the French symbolists. Bing Xin’s Àɢ61 and Zong Baihua’s ǔ丰ý62 

 

56 Published in New Youth (Xinqingnian  Ȭ) volum 2, issue 5 (1917). New Youth is anڐ̈
influential magazine during the New Culture Movement. Launched in 1915, it was edited in 
turn by Chen Duxiu ٶЪҐ, Qian Xuantong 倦дĮ, Hu Shi 仿ب, Li Dazhao ͅƛٓ, Liu 
Bannong Ó—½ and Lu Xun ۄ俩. It ceased publication in 1926. 
57 Amy Lowell (1874-1925) was an American imagist poet. Her famous works include 
poetry collections A Dome of Many-Coloured Glass (1912) and Sword Blades and Poppy 
Seed (1914). 
58 Wen Yiduo (1899-1946) was a poet and art critic. He was educated in Tsinghua University 
and School of the Art Institute of Chicago. His poetry collections Red Candle (Hongzhu 产
Ї) (1923) and Dead Pool (Sishui ΍Μ) (1928) are particularly famous.  
59 Li Jinfa (1900-1976) was a poet and art critic who is often considered as a Chinese 
symbolist. Educated in École nationale supérieure des beaux-arts, he is famous for his poetry 
collections A Little Rain (Weiyu ɟچ) (1925) and Sing for Happiness (Wei xingfu erge ,
ȮҎԙΈ) (1926). 
60 Dai Wangshu (1905-1950) was a poet and translator who is regarded as a key figure in 
Chinese symbolism. He was educated in Fudan University and Université de Paris. His most 
famous work is the poetry collection My Memories (Wode jiyi ʨѣָɤ) (1929). 
61 Bing Xin (1900-1999) was a translator, social activist and one of the most famous Chinese 
female writers in the twentieth century. She was educated in Yanjing University and 
Wellesley College in America, and taught in Tokyo University. Her most critically-
acclaimed works include the short novel Superman (Chaoren ׺Q) (1920), the poetry 
collection Stars and Spring Water (Fanxing chunshui 亦̙̚Μ) (1923) and a collection of 
causeries entitled To Young Readers (Ji xiaoduzhe ǧǴהԘ) (1923), which is considered as 
the cornerstone for the children’s literature in China.  
62 Zong Baihua (1897-1986) was a poet and art critic. He was educated in Universität 
Frankfurt am Main and Universität zu Berlin. His major works include an anthology of 
essays entitled A Walk of Aesthetics (Meixue sanbu 他ǋ˾Ό) (1987) and an anthology of 
essays and poetry entitled The Realm of Arts (Yijing ՌƉ) (1998). 
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exploration of  “small poems” (Xiaoshi Ǵ63(׆ shared the same interest with Zhou 

Zuoren’s ņ}Q64 translations of Japanese tankas65 and haikus66. These poets all had 

the experience of studying abroad and they all obtained the proficiency of at least 

one foreign language. Their direct contact with the foreign, especially Western 

poetry laid a foundation for the birth and development of Chinese New Poetry. 

In a narrow sense, New Poetry is often conceived as a term that only refers to 

the poetic exploration made in the 1910s and 1920s. In a broader sense, the 

development of New Poetry can be summarized into three stages. The first stage is 

the 1910s to 1940s, when the New Culture Movement gradually became radical 

against the Chinese traditional culture, as many proponents regarded the medium of 

traditional culture, namely the classical Chinese and the literary forms composed of 

it, as outmoded and unfit for the modern jungle. When it comes to the realm of 

poetry, some extremists even attempted to eradicate the influence of classical 

Chinese poetry and its cultural underpinnings in order to make room for the new-

born New Poetry. The second phase is the 1950s to 1970s, when poetry, and writing 

 

63 Xiaoshi usually refers to poems whose length is but one to five lines. It appeared as a 
literary trend at about the same time as the May Fourth Movement, but gradually faded in 
mid 1920s. The fashion of Xiaoshi was influenced by the translations of Japanese short 
poems and the works of Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941), an Indian poet and social 
activist. 
64 Zhou Zuoren (1885-1967) was a writer and translator, a brother of Lu Xun (whose original 
name is Zhou Shuren ņ͢Q). He studied in Japan at Hosei University and Rikkyo 
University. He is a controversial figure as he once worked for the Japanese puppet 
government during the Sino-Japanese War, and was accused of treason after the war. �
65 In classical Japanese literature, waka ŊΈ is a type of poems written in Japanese, which is 
contrasted to kanshi Ο׆, the poems written by Japanese poets in classical Chinese. Tanka 
么Έ, which can be translated as “short poem”�is the most common type of waka with five 
lines and the syllabic pattern of 5-7-5-7-7. 
66 Haiku �Ğ refers to a type of Japanese poems with three lines and the syllabic pattern of 
5-7-5. 
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poetry, had complicated political ramifications. The artistic concerns of New Poetry 

were no longer important at this stage, as political-correctness became the primary 

issue. The last period is from the 1980s till now, when New Poetry seems to have 

detached from what its name once denoted. For the poetry practitioners who have 

been writing in vernacular language and reading a profusion of canonized New 

Poetry for decades, the idea of New Poetry has long lost its newness. It has been 

there too long and nowadays it is difficult not to conceive it as a dominating norm, or 

shackle, of writing poetry. In order to get rid of this new shackle and pursue the 

further possibilities of poetry, it is beneficial to look back at the time when New 

Poetry was at its cradle, to understand how this norm was constructed in the very 

beginning, and survey the Western influences that were important to the shaping of 

New Poetry. Therefore, in this thesis I chose Shao, one of the central figures for 

translating and introducing Western poetry into China, as an important node in the 

network of literary influence that connects China and the West. 

 

0.3 Shao and Western Poetry 

The birth of New Poetry, in a broader context, is an important constituent of the New 

Culture Movement. New Poetry is the cause, and also the outcome of the revolution 

of literature that the New Culture Movement ardently proposes. The translation and 

circulation of foreign, especially Western poetry in China contributes tremendously 

to the formation of this New Culture. However, though Western poetry and theories 

serve as the catalyst to the transformation of Chinese poetry in the 1910s and 1920s, 

it is not to be understood that Chinese New Poetry is only shaped by the Western 

poetry introduced to the Chinese poetry practitioners in the period. The fundamental 
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reason for the transformation still lies in the ontological crisis within the classical 

Chinese poetry, which became increasingly prominent at the turn of the century. The 

New Poetry is constructed through actively, purposefully assimilating the influence 

of classical Chinese poetry and foreign, especially Western poetry. In this way it 

becomes something that is heterogeneous, or I should say “foreign”, to both its 

classical ancestors and the foreign poetry.  

 Shao’s involvement with Western, especially Anglophone poetry is often 

clearly enunciated in his works. Heaven and May, Shao’s first poetry collection 

features a poem “Anch’io sono pittore!”,67 in which he arranges a fantastic gathering 

with his poetic idols:                   

I dreamed of standing beside Poe’s seat, 
Birds sing in the rosy ambiance, 
Sappho plucks her seven-stringed lyre; 
Swinburne holds his fiery love light; 
 
Keats wakes up hearing a nightingale, 
Regorged tears bitter the once sweet heart� 
He’s a shepherd lying on the grass, 
The moon sneaks in to steal a kiss;  

 
ʨͳ֧ҮŶЖ̣ԖѣȻ̋� 
万х伤ѣȻņ̲ǴۇΈś� 
խɇˍɌѱƪ�ɉѣZт� 
Ĥ̳̃（ѱYϹ众ѣЖ¦� 
 
όʝΊ乃و?中ĺѱƙհ� 
�ψѣλ͛՜?丛֒ѣɢ� 
Y̝(Оԅ¢Ŷ伴�΀ă� 

 

67 The original title is in Italian, which means “I am also a painter”. It is a phrase that is often 
bound with the story that Correggio made this exclamation after seeing a painting of 
Raphael, which might be either the Sistine Madonna now in the Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister 
in Dresden or the Ecstasy of St. Cecilia in La Pinacoteca Nacional de Bolonia. Some scholars 
think the story is untrue for Correggio did not have access to the two works.  
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̱ƽʪʪ©©ŷؚ͋�Ŀ�68 
 
These poetic idols, with the exception of Sappho, are all Anglophone writers. In the 

preface to his third collection Twenty-five Poems published nine years later, Shao 

comments on his earlier experiments in imitating his poetic icons: “Traces of foreign 

poems permeate my lines. I used to imitate their patterns on purpose, but my attitude 

was not pedantic. By no means did I want to introduce a new shackle; I wanted to 

find a new order.” (“ƗŲ׆ѣ؆ئŶʨѣǇĞً̝ٽƒĢ]Ǯɜѣ�ʨ;̮˻

ʙŷď˲cؚY^ѣͦə�t̝ʨѣɲȺ6ؘ̝Ըѣ�ʨÁ6ʕVӥ�(̈ͫ

ͱ�ʨ̝֥ėи�ғ̈Ҙȳ�”)69 Shao states that he used to “imitate their patterns 

on purpose”, which refers to his attempts to deploy the meters used in Western 

poetry to Chinese poetry. This denotes that Shao used to experiment on the 

metricalization of New Poetry. His experiments are different from the New Poetry 

that the New Culture Movement initially advocated, which uses almost exclusively 

free verse. Brian Skerratt writes:  

The New Poetry movement had begun by attacking the native 
classical tradition and its representative form, regulated verse (lüshi 
əְ), which was caricatured as impossibly rigid and constraining in 
its prosodic rules; free your verse, the thinking went, and individual 
freedom from the shackles of tradition would follow.70 
 

 

68 Originally included in Heaven and May; here quoted from Huayiban de zui’e: Shao 
Xunmei zuopin xilie shigejuan 伤�众ѣԃʄ: ؼυ他}ŎӐÒ ׆Έć [Flower-like Evil: 
Poetic Works of Shao Xunmei] (Shanghai: Shanghai shudian chubanshe, 2012), 122. As the 
anthology’s title comes from Shao’s second poetry collection Flower-like Evil, to avoid 
ambiguity the thesis will refer to the anthology as Poetic Works of Shao Xunmei hereafter.  
69 Shao Xunmei, “Shi ershiwushou zixu” ׆BøFڳ伏ȳ [Preface to Twenty-five Poems], 
in Xunmei wencun υ他̃ǈ [Collected Works of Shao Xunmei], ed. Chen Zishan ٶ。Š 
(Shenyang: Liaoning jiaoyu chubanshe, 2006), 365.  
70 Brian Skerratt, “Reading Modernity Musically: Zhu Guangqian and the Rhythm of New 
Poetry”, Chinese Literature: Essays, Articles, Reviews 2015, vol. 37: 113.	
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At the beginning of the New Culture Movement, the adoption of free verse and the 

emancipation from the confinement of tradition seems to be equated, in an 

oversimplified way. When the New Culture Movement began, there was only a small 

amount of poets who attempted at metricalization. But the situation changed as the 

movement carried on into the mid 1920s. Li Changkong ͅ٥ҧ observes: “When 

Chinese New Poetry was born, it was divided into free verse and metrical verse […] 

Free verse took center stage while metrical New Poetry was at the ignored margin.” 

(“)Ų̈׊׆东3Ö , ąÍò,伏я׆Ŋͦəẍ׆%ғɐɅ […] 伏я׆Ă˝

?-ψŷu , ͦəẍ̮׆Ӧ�ȺƒC֝ɯ严ѣؖαuԄ�”)71 He states that 

the arbitrariness (“ٽʙɺ”) and uncertainty (“6乎Ǘɺ”) of free verse “became a 

critical problem and hindrance to its own development, which makes it difficult for 

the poetry critics and practitioners to construct an aesthetic standard of free verse or 

achieve a consensus on its aesthetics.” (“ʧ,³ėȈѣ&ٌɄҴŊڀ乏 , �ɜ׆Έ

ѓ�丹ځ]͒ȿ³Ǜ他֩ՠ , ̬̎δؗʧ³Ǜ他°72(”�׀ Mao Han Ηԑ

upholds this observation: 

Ever since Chinese New Poetry (vernacular verse, free verse) was 
born, the validity of its art, the necessity of its existence, had always 
been questioned. New Poetry itself sometimes also lacks confidence 
or even abases itself, when it comes to the vernacular language and 
the formal aspect of free verse. In this regard, a reconstruction of the 
metrics was proposed and metricalization seems to be a dose of 
effective medicine to cure New Poetry. 
 

 

71 Li Changkong, “Gelüti xinshi xingshi yu neirong de tongyi” ͦəẍ׆ɐɅ�·Ǥѣӫ

� [Unity of Form and Content in Chinese New Metrical Poetry], Jiangsu daxue xuebao 
(shehuikexueban) Π՘ƛǋǋ˂ (҆hҔǋК) [Journal of Jiangsu University (Social 
Science Edition)] 2010, no. 2: 55. 
72 Ibid.  
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)Ų̈׆ (丰׆׉�伏я׆) ٩�]͋�³Ռ̼ѣĬδɺ�ǈŶѣ

ɣ֥ɺ��丹ęÚצј� ̈׆伏ȚǭC修ғ丰׉ѣ׍使ͦک�伏

яѣɐɅСɕ�̲̔;Ԁ6�ɢ�/休伏为ձց�C̝�ٌȿ׆

ѣͦə֝˦?Ì͋�ͦəòs5ʧ,˼ί̈׆ѣ�àՉ̉�73	
 

One of the pioneers who put forth such a proposal is Wen Yiduo, whom I have 

briefly mentioned in the previous section. He proposes that New Poetry should have 

“musical beauty” (“7ڗѣ他”), which could be achieved by the creation of a system 

of metrics that does not exist in the classical Chinese poetry.74 Skerratt considers this 

a reaction “against the vogue for prose-like free verse and advocating the use of 

regular meters on the model of European poetry.”75 Wen’s proposal resonates with 

many experiments of his contemporary poets, as well as their discussions on the 

effect brought by the introduction of European meters into Chinese. These 

contemporary poets include Shao. On one occasion he makes a comparison of the 

benefits and drawbacks of pentameter and tetrameter: 

For example, the forte of pentameter is that it can extend the power of 
concentration; it can have more natural and complicated variations. It 
has intermissions, but the style is coherent. Even if the reader takes a 
rest whilst reading or puts it aside for a few days, his spirit can still 
concentrate when he picks it back up. Like a boat in the water; the 
river course is sometimes straight, sometimes bent, sometimes wide, 
sometimes narrow; sometimes it passes through gorges and under 
bridge arches. The stream continues on its journey, and even if the 
distance between the endpoints is hundreds or thousands of miles, its 
life is an unbroken thread of spider silk that even storms and thunder 
cannot hurt. With this meter, even epic poems will not feel too long. 
The appreciation of it of course requires a healthy mind; any desire 

 

73 Mao Han, “Xinshi gelühua de santiao kexing zhi lu” ̈ͦ׆əòѣ�͊Ģ֖3؃ [Three 
Possible Ways for the Metricalization of New Poetry], Dongnan xueshu !Āǋ̼ 
[Southeast Academic Research] 2014, no. 1: 223. 
74 Wen Yiduo, “Shi de gelü” ׆ѣͦə [The Metrics of Poetry], Wen yiduo quanji, di er juan 
倾�Ƙ«ڃ, ҹ 2 ć [Complete Works of Wen Yiduo, vol. 2]. Beijing: Hubei renmin 
chubanshe (1993), 137. Originally published in Morning Post · Poetry (Chenbao shijuan ̢
 .May 1926 13 ,(٣׆·˂
75 Skerratt, 113. 
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for immediate thrills is due to the reader’s weaknesses. Tetrameter has 
fewer variations. It can get boring when written long, but its 
temperament is more amiable, simpler and suitable for innocent 
situations […] I think a true poet must have his own “best order”. A 
fixed meter wouldn’t help him, nor would it get in his way. So rather 
than saying that meter is a standard for people who write poems, we 
should say it’s more of a direction for people who read poems. The 
permutation of words and the arrangement of sounds are just for the 
convenience of others’ appreciation. 
 
ֱƬ “FΌ̎׆ژ” ѣСЃ̝Ŷ԰�ϟƉѣæَȾ٥�ǎĢ]̲

̬伏Ѝ̬Ɣ͂ѣĚò; ǎ;̲٫̆�tΛרآ̝ژѣה�ѣQą

�Ŷ)٫fʂ���业休˩ԄÇƜ�t̝ɎY֥Ӯ什ה�ďѣ̔

��Ӎ҉W̒԰hԟ�Ί�̝Μ�֖Ոػ�έ̲̔صҷ丹�̲̔

Ɋ̫�̲̔ǥ�̲̔Ы�̲֥̔Ӧؚͮσ�Ȋȑ�ʊ٥̝修͊ψ

ëѣ؃Ҟ�%Ҵѣ؁也Ȁ�̲ÇѡًÇùً�t̝ǎѣ东ŉ̝�

ͥ6̆ѣ֎"�Хچ̩ک;乌ź6ɜǎ�Í�Θ�丝修ғͦə�

ػď΅便ǎɎЍ֥̲�ȼѣɢϽ�ԙȠ̵�Ý ;h֫6Ú٥׆٥

ѣÞ϶ѣĆĠ԰ɻɼ伏Țѣ个ɋ� “ŬΌ̎׆ژ” ĚòѣĢ԰

ǵ�Ɲ٥?hþ侧�t̝ǎѣʍՂ̬͋ɜPÎ�̬͋ɜ亡̽ب�

ǘC̬ƜѮѣʙƉ […] ʨ֫ɜ�(ѮΊѣ׆Q�Ǘ̲Y伏Țѣ 
“̰ƫѣҘȳ”�űǗѣͦə6hөYȧì�;6hөYƲ乏�ʮ

]ʨ^�³ͦבə̝ө»׆Qѣ�ғ֩ՠ�6Ƭ̝בө׆הQѣ

�ғ˓Ѓ�ǇĞѣ˟Òژڗ�ѣȞԄ�6ؚ̝,�ØÙQď΅

便�	��
 

It should be brought to our attention that in the vernacular language which the New 

Culture Movement ardently advocates, the proportion of two- and three-character 

words greatly increased, as compared to the dominance of one-character words in the 

classical Chinese. As each Chinese character is mono-syllabic, the increase of two- 

and three-character words means that there emerged many new and yet confusing 

possibilities to talk about rhythm and what rhythm can signify in the poetry written 

in this new language. Besides, the drastic change of social and economic 

circumstances yielded a profusion of words coming from heterogeneous cultural 

 

76 Shao, “Preface to Twenty-five Poems”, Collected Works of Shao Xunmei, 369. 
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sources. Many poets including Shao were struggling to explore how New Poetry 

could be “poetic” from the chasm of the old poetics and the new language material, 

not to mention many radical voices that suggested not just the simplification of how 

Chinese is written but the complete romanization of the Chinese language.  

Shao holds that though New Poetry abolishes the patterns used in classical 

Chinese poetry, it does not necessarily mean that New Poetry cannot try out new 

patterns. In this sense the newness of New Poetry lies not only in the defiance of 

conventions of classical Chinese poetry, but also the attempts of putting this new 

Chinese language into chains that have been well wrought in a heterogeneous 

language and watching it dance, gracefully or wonkily.  

As Shao maintains in the above-cited excerpts that “By no means did I want 

to introduce a new shackle; I was to find a new order” and that “a true poet must 

have his own ‘best order’”, the attempts of finding the best order for him involves the 

formal influence of Western poetry. Out of all the daring experiments, “Sappho” 

(Shafu խ伯), Shao’s rendering of sapphics, is a good example. The borrowing of the 

form of sapphics is an act of investigation into the possibilities of rhythm when the 

new Chinese language in the making is stuffed into a form that relies on quantitative 

meter. The problem thus engendered is that there is no differentiation of syllable 

weight in Chinese, either the classical or this new-born baby. There is simply no 

essential stress variation in Chinese. In this regard, the only thing that can remain 

seems to be just the transplantation of the 11/11/11/5 stanza scheme. But to Shao the 

extent of successfully adapting the actual form of sapphics gradually becomes not 

that important when compared to the migration of the idea of Sappho. To him 

Sappho is an embodiment of poetry and its possibilities, which I will discuss in the 
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first chapter. It is the empty body of Sappho that is yearning for the filling of new 

flesh in each occasion of resurrection. These occasions are the very moments when a 

new poem is written with the idea of Sappho. Although Shao starts finding the “new 

order” by focusing on rhythm and the structure influence of Western poetry, his 

focus gradually shifts to the influence of the ideas of Western poetry, which I will 

examine in the main body of my thesis. 

 In the scope of Western poetry, Shao had direct contact with Anglophone and 

Francophone poetry, and direct contact often entails a certain degree of influence. 

Shao’s education at St John’s, Cambridge and École des Beaux-Arts enabled him to 

read the first-hand material of Anglophone and Francophone poetry. Besides, as a 

publisher he deserves commendation for introducing a great amount of Anglophone 

and Francophone authors to the Chinese readers. Some of these authors had never 

debuted in Chinese journals and Shao made full use of the three journals of which he 

served as the editor-in-chief (as mentioned in the biography section): Sphinx 

Monthly, Sphinx Fortnightly and La Maison D’Or Monthly to advocate the literary 

values that he sees in these authors. According to Wang Jingfang’s жNՕ study in 

Shao Xunmei: Don Quixote in Publishing (Shao Xunmei: chubanjie de Tangjikede 

 υ他: ÌКѓѣƃĭ͞ɠ),77 the translated works of the following Anglophoneؼ

and Francophone authors frequently appear in his journals: Swinburne, Sitwell, 

Moore, Mallarmé, Baudelaire, Gautier, Verlaine, Huysmans, Rimbaud, the Pre-

 

77 Wang Jingfang жNՕ, Shao xunmei: chubanjie de Tangjikede ؼυ他: ÌКѓѣƃĭ͞

ɠ [Shao Xunmei: Don Quixote in Publishing] (Guangzhou: Guangdong jiaoyu chubanshe, 
2012). 
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Raphaelites, Aubrey Beardsley,78 Arthur Symons,79 W. H. Davies,80 Conrad Aiken,81 

and Elinor Wylie.82 From this list we can get a glimpse at Shao’s reading list and 

possible sources of influence.  

Shao’s publications serve as a platform to pass on the influence of the writers 

whom he applauds. His journals help introduce and circulate the works of many 

Western symbolist poets, which influenced a group of Chinese poets who are often 

labelled with Chinese symbolism, such as Feng Naichao Yu Gengyu 83,׺/¿ Cױ

佘84 and Wang Duqing жЪϟ.85 The Chinese symbolists never form any literary 

society, and they do not have a common journal as their loudspeaker. They are 

 

78 Aubrey Beardsley (1872-1898) was a British illustrator and writer. He is an important 
figure in the Aesthetic movement and his most notable work is his illustrations for Wilde’s 
Salome. 
79 Arthur Symons (1865-1945) was a British poet and literary critic. His critically-acclaimed 
works include the poetry collection Poems (1902) and a monograph entitled The Symbolist 
Movement in Literature (1899). 
80 William Henry Davies (1871-1940) was a British writer. His most famous work is The 
Autobiography of a Super-Tramp (1908).  
81 Conrad Aiken (1889-1973) was an American writer. His notable works inlucde poetry 
collections The Charnel Rose (1918) and Selected Poems (1929). 
82 Elinor Wylie (1885-1928) was an American writer. Her critically-acclaimed works include 
the poetry collections Nets to Catch the Wind (1921) and Black Armor (1923). 
83 Feng Naichao (1901-1983) was a poet, art critic and social activist. He was born in Japan 
and educated in Kyoto Imperial University and Tokyo Imperial University. His most 
critically-acclaimed work is the poetry collection Red Gauze Lantern (Hong shadeng 产ӝ

ϻ) (1928).  
84 Yu Gengyu (1902-1963) was a poet and translator who is often associated with the 
Crescent Moon Society. He was educated in the University of London.�
85 Wang Duqing (1898-1940) was a poet and literary critic. He was educated in Japan and 
France, though the names of the institutions are unknown. His critically-acclaimed works 
include the poetry collections Before the Statue of Virgin Mary (Shengmu xiangqian ŵΓ�

á) (1927) and Before Death (Siqian ΍á) (1927). 
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grouped by the affinity of their artistic propositions, which can be summarized by the 

following observation made by Mu Mutian Ҥ̸Ɯ� � 

Poetry must have a huge potential to suggest. Though the world of 
poetry is in daily life, it is in the depth of daily life. Poetry must hint 
at the secrets of one’s inner life. Poetry is suggestive, and it is most 
afraid of explanations. Explanation is something that belongs to the 
world of prose […] It is poetry’s basic instinct to reveal the unlimited 
world with limited rhythmic words. 
 
�ѣ׆�ƛѣ̧乔԰̲֥̝׆ѓűŶȫȨѣ东φ)�tŶȫȨ东

φѣϜƒ̧֥̝׆�乔ÌQѣ·东ŉѣϜ书̧֥׆�乔ѣ̰׆�

ɥ̕בѣ̝̕ב�˾̃ѣ�ѓًѣ!֤ […] 丝̲ٸѣəëѣǇĞ

Ļ乔Ì̎ٸѣ�ѓ̝׆ѣ̻԰�87 
 

Though Shao is usually not considered as a part of the cohort, his selection of 

Western authors in the journals where he serves as the editor-in-chief resonates with, 

and contributes to the popularity of Western symbolist poetry in the 20s. The 

introductions he makes and the translations he facilitates transmit the influence of the 

introduced and translated Western authors, who influenced him first, to a broader 

group of readers in Republican China. This is also the reason why Shao, when 

marginalized after 1949, was for a long time mentioned only as a publisher.  

 One might contend that the selection of these authors is not the sole decision 

of the editor-in-chief and that it could be subject to the contributions submitted and 

the preference of the other editors. Hence one might think that the authors introduced 

 

86 Mu Mutian (1900-1971) was a poet and translator who is often considered one of the most 
important figures in Chinese symbolism. Educated in Tokyo University, he is most famous 
for his poetry collections Journey to the Heart (Lü xin ̌ɢ) (1927), The Song of the 
Refugee (Liuwangzhe zhi ge ψIԘ3Έ) (1937) and A New Journey (Xinde lütu ̈ѣ̌

�.(1942) (ح
87 Mu, “On Poetry” (Tanshi ׆ט), originally published in Creation Monthly (Chuangzao 
yuekan Õ̱رÏ) Issue 1 (1926). Here quoted from Zhongguo wenlunxuan, xiandaijuan 
(shang) )Ų̃例ت и[ć (�)  [An Anthology of Chinese Literary Theories, the Modern 
Volume (1)], ed. Wang Yunxi ж؛Б (Nanjing: Jiangsu wenyi chubanshe, 1996), 456-457. 
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in the journals could not prove that Shao is familiar with and influenced by 

Anglophone and Francophone literature. However, I would venture to say that 

Shao’s knowledge of Anglophone and Francophone literature is enormous. This is 

epitomized by an article published in 1929 where he introduces to the Chinese 

readers how the trend of Sappho recurs in Anglophone and Francophone literature:    

Although Robert Herrick88 quoted in a poem to his lover a fragment 
of Sappho that starts with “(a thing) much whiter than an egg”, and 
though John Lyly89 wrote Sappho and Phao to please Queen 
Elizabeth I, everything about Sappho was still vague […] After 1711 
there emerged more serious studies of Sappho. That year Joseph 
Addison90 discussed Sappho at length in his magazine. In 1748 Tobias 
Smollett91 translated her second hymn […] In 1814 Charles Abraham 
Elton92 translated a lot of her fragments, and in 1815 there were the 
translations by Francis-Henry Egerton93 […] But the most acclaimed 
translations were those by J. A. Symonds94 in 1883, and those 
published by Henry Thornton Wharton95 in 1885. 
 
[…] 
 
Her words are serene and complete like lotuses; you can see her 

 

88 Robert Herrick (1591-1674) was an English poet. His most notable work is the poetry 
collection Hesperides (1648), which features “To the Virgins, to Make Much of Time”, one 
of the most famous carpe diem poems. In Republican China, the translated names of many 
foreign authors and literary associations were different from those that are commonly 
accepted now. In the excerpt Shao uses ϒҮ§ (Hailike), and now he is usually known as ԁ
pСً׷�§ (Luobote Helike). 
89 John Lyly (1553-1606) was an English dramatist and writer best known for the didactic 
romance Euphues: The Anatomy of Wit (1578). In the excerpt Shao refers to his name as ײ
Ү (Laili), and now he is usually known as әԑ�ØØ (Yuehan Lili). 
90 Joseph Addison (1672-1719) was an English essayist and politician. He is remembered 
along with Richard Steele as the founder of The Spectator magazine. Shao in the excerpt 
refers to him as Жؤ东 (Aidisheng), and now he is usually known as ә且ƞ�Սؤ东 
(Yuesefu Aidisheng). 
91 Tobias Smollett (1721-1771) was a Scottish writer best known for his novels The 
Adventures of Roderick Random (1748) and The Expedition of Humphry Clinker (1771). 
Shao in the excerpt refers to him as Ĥ͋ڵԴ (Shimalaituo), and now he is usually known as
ʳΖĠ�̇˱կС (Tuobiyasi Simolaite). 
92 Charles Abraham Elton (1778 –1853) was a British author.�
93 Francis Henry Egerton (1756-1829) was a British scholar.  
94 John Addington Symonds (1840-1893) was a British poet, literary critic and one of the 
early proponents of homosexuality.  
95 Henry Thornton Wharton (1846-1895) was a British scholar.  
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comely silhouette reflected in every period of French literature […] 
We can start from La Pléiade96 till Maurice Donnay.97 In 1556 
Belleau98 first translated Sappho’s poems in his collection Anacréon. 
Three years later Ronsard99 translated the second hymn of Sappho. 
Racine100 and Voltaire101 also translated several of her poems […] 
Madame de Staël102 wrote a play called Sapho, and Alphonse 
Daudet103 even named a novel that has nothing to do with Sappho 
Sapho […] Verlaine writes in his poem “Sappho” that she has big 
deep eyes and full round breasts (les yeux caves et les seins roides), 
and Théodore de Banville104 in a poem dedicated to Sappho calls her 
the great Sappho, the queen of Mitylene (Grande Sapho, reine de 
Mitylène) […] In 1895 Pierre Louÿs105 published Les Chansons de 
Bilitis. He states that he translated them from Greek and that the 
manuscripts were found when excavating the tomb of Bilitis. But you 
know he just changes Mitylene to Sodom and renders Sappho as a 
dancing girl; he employs a Sappho-wise fervid throat to yell out those 
fiery words. In his Greek themed novel Aphrodite: mœurs antiques we 
can again see the so-called Sapphic homosexual love. 

 
֊ЍϒҮ§»өYʍQѣ׆)�Ɇ丝ؚխ伯ѣػĞ“Ζ֍̬丰”ѣ
Ύ׆�֊ЍײҮ̮»ؚ�̻ʦã	խ伯ګ�余
]Ęʋً֚Ψ丰

Ѥİ�t̝ǭCխ伯ѣ�ÎͿӎɜɗ […] ����Ȭ]İ�̉ʰ

̲QΊɅŷ之ҥխ伯ػ�ȬЖؤ东ŶYӹѣ˂���?٥ֵ̃

例���Ŭ¬Ȭ�Ĥ͋ڵԴđׄ?ƪѣҹBڞڳΈ […] �¬�Ŭ

Ȭ֚ԙџׄ?ƪ6ǵ׆��¬�FȬ̲֚ˬџѣׄ̃ […] t̝̰

ęQҚڞѣ̝�¬¬�Ȭ֤٦。ѣׄ̃�ē�¬¬FȬÖКѣý

 �ׄ׆ѣ�̻խ伯ڝ
 
[…] 
 

 

96 La Pléiade refers to a group of sixteenth-century French poets which include Pierre de 
Ronsard and Joachim du Bellay. The name alludes to the Alexandrian Pleiad (third century 
BC), a group of seven poets and tragedians. Shao in the excerpt calls it �̙χ (Qixing pai), 
and now it is usually known as �̙҆׆ (Qixing shishe). 
97 Charles Maurice Donnay (1859-1945) was a French dramatist. 
98 Remy Belleau (1528-1577) was a poet of the French Renaissance. 
99 Pierre de Ronsard (1524-1585) was a French poet and the chief of the Pléiade.  
100 Jean Racine (1639-1699) was a French dramatist. 
101 Here Shao refers to Voltaire as ҎǷۖ (Fuerdai), and now he is usually known as eǷμ 
(Fuertai). 
102 Madame de Staël (1766-1817) was a French writer. Shao refers to her as Ĥ+ڎƞQ 
(Shidan’ai furen), and now she is usually known as ̇ƇǷƞQ (Sitaer furen). 
103 Alphonse Daudet (1840-1897) was a French novelist. �
104 Théodore de Banville (1823-1891) was a French poet.�
105 Pierre Louÿs (1870-1925) was a French writer. 
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ƪѣ̃Ǉ̝�ժ伤�众他.ԙǓ̂ѣ�ŶΔ�(̷̔ѣδ¯֤̃

ǋ)ف԰А֧ƪýՋѣеɒ […] ʨ^Ģ]X�̙χѣ�与Q׹�

丹ֹÚ͈ǿ��FF®Ȭ�ԨŶYѣڃ׆ Anacreon )�ҹ�(

ׄխ伯ѣ׆��Ȭ]İ�۝Ψ�ׄխ伯ѣҹBڞڳΈ�ˉؓ�Ҏ

Ƿۖ;ׄ?ƪÇ׆ڳ [...] Ĥ+ڎƞQ»?�Ìʦġ�	խ伯
�

ԙفɠÔұʹY׆�ؿ�Qխ伯Θ̎±ӐѣǴבĘį	խ伯


[...] �րŶYѣ	խ伯
�ƪ̝̲ϜƛѣѰѲ�*ϫѣב(׆�

>ʭѣ(les yeux caves et les seins roides),  ȸӲÔŶYѣڳ�»ө

խ伯ѣ׆)Қƪ,jƛѣխ伯�Ǩ٘ٙѣѤİ�(Grande Sapho, 
reine de Mitylène!) […] �¬:FȬʨ^�̲؃̗ѣ	҂似պɾ

Έ
ÌК�Yˣ̝ׄב伏ȠԷ̃ѣ�Ď乳/Ŷėˠ҂似պѣſƊ

ԙÌиѣ�t֥ѷصY6ؚ̝ʹǨ٘ٙĚ}?՘σ�ԙ]խ伯Ě

}?�(ΈՆٰ)ѣƩ。�丝?խ伯�众ѣЋІѣšŌ�ŢÌϹ

Єѣ׃Ğ�Ŷ؃̗ѣȠԷǴב	ٴɇςЦɠ
)�ʨ^đĢ]֧

Úʮכխ伯ɅѣĮɺɾЖ�106 
 

This précis indicates that Shao is familiar with the literary history and jargon of 

Anglophone and Francophone literature. The display of knowledge is again a proof 

that Shao was influenced by Anglophone and Francophone literature. But as this 

thesis only investigates the influence of Anglophone writers on Shao when it comes 

to the condition of music in poetry, we will gently screen out the Francophone 

writers in Shao’s reading list and the Anglophone authors who do not talk about the 

condition of music in poetry. With the filter applied we then rank the sifted names 

based on how frequently they are mentioned in Shao’s works. In this fashion three 

major sources are singled out: A. C. Swinburne, Edith Sitwell and George Moore. 

The following literature review will revolve around the influence of these authors on 

Shao.  

0.4 Literature Review on Shao and Anglophone Influences 

 

106 Shao, “Sappho the Greek Sage Poet” (Xila nüshisheng Shafu ȠԷƩ׆ŵխ伯), 
originally published in Zhenshanmei (ѮŠ他) Special Issue on Female Writers (1929). Here 
quoted from Collected Works of Shao Xunmei, 179-181. 
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In the period of Republican China there was no criticism that focuses on the 

influence of Anglophone literature on Shao, as the influence was still taking shape 

and it was hard to see the overall picture up-close. After 1949 there was a large blank 

in the poetry criticism on Shao. In February 1985 Shao’s accusation of “imperialist 

espionage” was officially revoked by the government. An open discussion of his 

works became politically correct and hence viable. Li Guangde’s ͅȰɠ “On the 

Poetry and Poetics of Shao Xunmei” (Shilun Shao Xunmei de shi yu shilun ׅ例ؼ

υ他ѣ׆�׆例), written in April 1985, was the earliest critique on Shao after the 

vindication.107 It is an attempt to render Shao’s poetry visible again to critical 

attention and fill the blank that had been long ignored in 20th century Chinese 

literary history. He writes:  

Shao Xunmei is an influential poet in the history of Chinese new 
poetry, a publisher and translator who made an extraordinary 
contribution to the development of Chinese new poetry and the 
introduction of foreign poetry to China. And yet people know little or 
nothing about such a poet, publisher and translator, about his creative 
path, poetic works, artistic propositions, about his achievements and 
contributions in publishing and translation.  
 
ѣė׆Ų̈(Q, ;̝ǭ׆ɒŐѣ̲)��Ĥ׆供他̝)Ų̈ؼ

ȈŊƗŲ׆ΈѣVӥ}Ìؚ̞ѱפвѣÌКǣŊ代ׄǣ� Ѝԙǭ

C修ͤ�u׆Q�ÌКǣŊ代ׄǣ, ǭCYѣÕ}׆�؃صΈ}

Ŏ�Ռ̼-Ɉ�ÌКēׄѱѣʧǽפ�в, Q^6̝�̎ʮѷǽ

̝ʮѷ业ǵ�108 
 

 

107 Li Guangde ͅȰɠ, “Shilun Shao Xunmei de shi yu shilun” ׅ例ؼυ他ѣ׆�׆例 
[On the Poetry and Poetics of Shao Xunmei], first published in Huzhou shizhuan xuebao 
(shehuikexue ban) Ϥȓȟ�ǋ˂ (҆hҔǋК) [Journal of Huzhou Normal College (Social 
Science)] 1985, no.2: 1-9, and later in Zhongguo xiandai wenxue yanjiu congshu )Ųи[

̃ǋ之ҥ < [Modern Chinese Literature Studies] 1986, no.4: 58-73. 
108 Ibid., 58. 
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In the article Li gives a survey of Shao’s education and points out the important 

influence of Swinburne on Shao’s early poetry. Though the survey is comprehensive 

in width, it does not endeavor to excavate the depth of the influence and how the 

influence helps shape Shao’s poetics.  

 In 1998 Xie Zhixi ֭ɨБ published “The Dissemination of British Aesthetic 

Literature in Modern China” (Yingguo weimeizhuyi wenxue zai xiandai Zhongguo 

de chuanbo ՝ŲŚ他-2̃ǋŶи[)Ųѣk˴),109 which touches upon the 

reception of Swinburne and Moore in China. He observes that Swinburne was widely 

read among the literati of Republican China and that “Shao Xunmei regards 

Swinburne as one of his ‘two idols’.”110 (“ؼυ他ǽʹĤ̳̃ƥ,伏Țѣ ‘%(�

�’ 3��”)111 When it comes to Moore, Xie maintains that he was not sought after 

in China until Shao and his cohorts in Sphinx Club fervently introduced his works. 

He states that “Shao is an admirer of Moore and had correspondence with him.” (“ؼ

υ他̝˱ǷѣȒˋԘ, ȭ�3̲خ�ԞӐ�”)112  Though Xie confirms Shao’s role 

as an active propagator of these two authors in Republican China, he is more 

interested in the cultural diaspora of British aestheticism than its influence on the 

poetics of any particular Chinese poet. Similarly, in 2004 Sheng Xingjun Ѧ²¼

surveys Shao’s agency in his reception of Anglophone and Francophone writers 

 

109 Xie Zhixi ֭ɨБ, “Yingguo weimeizhuyi wenxue zai xiandai Zhongguo de chuanbo” ՝
ŲŚ他-2̃ǋŶи[)Ųѣk˴ [The Dissemination of British Aesthetic Literature in 
Modern China], in Waiguo wenxue pinglun ƗŲ̃ǋֿ例 [Foreign Literature Review] 
1998, no.1: 121-131. 
110 “Two Idols” (Liangge ouxiang %(��) is an article Shao published in La Maison D’Or 
Monthly issue 5 (1929). The two idols refer to Swinburne and Sappho.  
111 Xie Zhixi, “The Dissemination of British Aesthetic Literature in Modern China”, 122. 
112 Ibid., 128. 
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often labelled with aestheticism.113 He writes: “Shao Xunmei is especially focused 

on the propagation of the British aestheticist Swinburne […] He also favors the 

hedonism of George Moore.” (“ؼυ他Ǽ³κʙǭ՝ŲŚ他-2}ǣĤ̳̃ѣǝ

k […] Y̬�Ж8ί·˱ǷѣM7-2�”)114 Swinburne and Moore are again 

clearly identified, though they are not treated at enough length and hence drowned in 

a long list of authors that might have had an influence on Shao. This 6-page article 

functions more as an index than an elaborated critique on Shao’s reception of 

aestheticism.    

 In 2001 Jonathan Hutt published “La Maison D’or -The Sumptuous World of 

Shao Xunmei”.115 He claims that Shao’s social pre-eminence “owed more to his 

personality and lifestyle than to his ‘immoral’ verse”116 and that “Shao’s status as a 

literary celebrity proved to be more enduring than his fame as a poet”.117 When it 

comes to Swinburne’s influence on Shao, Hutt writes that “It was only to be expected 

that Swinburne would become a pivotal figure not simply in Shao’s poetic career but 

also in the construction of his literary persona”.118 In general, Hutt is more obsessed 

with Shao’s celebrity than celebrating the positive effect of poetry influence.   

 

113 Sheng Xingjun Ѧ²¼, “Tuifeizhe ji qixinyang—Shao Xunmei yu xifang weimeizhuyi” 
 υ他�֤̉“Ś他-2” [A Decadent and His Faith—Shao Xunmeiؼ—_�ȹԘē³ڤ
and Western Aestheticism], in Shanghai daxue xuebao �ϒƛǋǋ˂(҆hҔǋК

[Journal of Shanghai University (Social Science)] 2004, vol. 11, no. 1: 39-45.  
114 Ibid., 43-44. 
115 Jonathan Hutt, “La Maison D’or -The Sumptuous World of Shao Xunmei”, East Asian 
History 2001, no. 21: 111-142. 
116 Ibid., 112. 
117 Ibid., 132. 
118 Ibid., 115. 
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 In 2006 Gao Wei ھռ interrogates the conceptions of “pure poetry” in 

Francophone and Anglophone symbolism as well as their diaspora in Republican 

China.119 There are about 21 pages devoted to Shao’s rendering of “pure poetry” and 

how it might have been influenced by Moore, which will be discussed in the third 

chapter of my thesis. 
 In 2014, Sun Jicheng 《Ӯʧ and Hal Swindall engage with several poems of 

Shao and identify the similarities between Shao and Swinburne through close 

reading.120 However, this 4-page article is restricted by its length and never goes 

beyond a general discussion of shared themes and symbols between the two poets.121  

 

119 Gao Wei ھռ, “Chunshi jiqi zhongguohua yanjiu” 京׆ē³)Ųò之ҥ [A Study of 
‘Pure Poetry’ and Its Reception in China], Diss. East China Normal University, 2006.   
120 Sun Jicheng 《Ӯʧ and Hal Swindall, “Lun Yingguo shiren Shiwenpeng dui Shao 
Xunmei shige chuangzuo de yingxiang” 例՝Ų׆QĤ̳̃ǭؼυ他׆ΈÕ}ѣɒŐ) 
[Swinburne’s Influence on the Poetry of Shao Xunmei], in Shandong ligong daxue xuebao 
(shehuikexue ban) Ȋ!рȖƛǋǋ˂ (҆hҔǋК) [Journal of Shandong University of 
Technology (Social Science)] 2014, vol. 30, no. 6: 50-54.  
121 In 2015 The West in Asia and Asia in the West: Essays on Transnational Interactions 
includes an article by Sun and Swindall entitled “A Chinese Swinburne: Shao Xunmei’s Life 
and Art”, which bears much resemblance to the previous article in Chinese. Sun Jicheng and 
Hal Swindall, “A Chinese Swinburne: Shao Xunmei’s Life and Art”, The West in Asia and 
Asia in the West: Essays on Transnational Interactions, ed. Elisabetta Marino, Tanfer Emin 
Tunc (Jefferson: McFarland, 2015), 133-146. It is likely that this article written in English is 
based on the one published in the Chinese journal. 
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 In 2014 Chen Yue ׻ٶ surveys the dialogues among Shao, Qian Zhongshu 

倦ٔ<122 and Xing Guangzu غ¦乘123 in the 30s and 40s regarding the 

commensurability of the conceptions of “texture” and jili ԡр as proposed by Edith 

Sitwell and Weng Fanggang ԋ̉亮124 respectively.125 This will be discussed in the 

second chapter, which concerns Sitwell’s influence on Shao. 

 In 2015 Paul Bevan illustrates how a group of Shanghai-based cartoonists 

were influenced by some of their foreign peers in the 30s, and delineates a profile of 

Shao, who is indispensable for getting these artists together.126 Throughout the book 

Shao’s contact with Anglophone literature is frequently mentioned, and the second 

chapter named “Shao Xunmei and His Circle” gives a sketch of how Shao came to 

know the name of Swinburne. However, given the fact that the book deals so 

 

122 Qian Zhongshu (1910-1998) was one of the most famous 20th century Chinese literary 
critics and a frequently-studied prose writer. Educated in Tsinghua and Oxford University, 
he was familiar with Chinese classical literature, and obtained language proficiency in Latin, 
French, Spanish, Italian as well as English and German. His critical works are esoteric, with 
frequent allusions to a profusion of Chinese and Western texts. Some examples are On the 
Edge of Life (Xiezai rensheng bianshang »ŶQ东ؖ�), a collection of critical essays 
published in 1941, and On Arts (Tan yi lu  Ռɏ), a critical anthology written in classicalט
Chinese and published in 1948. His prose works, as epitomized by the well-acclaimed novel 
Fortress Besieged (Weicheng ŰƂ) (1947), often demonstrate a wrestling between the 
conventional Chinese concerns about ethics and an awareness of the ontological crisis that 
becomes increasingly prominent in the 20th century. 
123 Xing Guangzu (1914-1993) was a writer and politician. He was educated in Guanghua 
University and Far Eastern University in Manila. His most notable work is the poetry 
collection Guangzu’s Poems (Guangzu de shi ¦乘ѣ׆) (1937).  
124 Weng Fanggang (1733-1818) was an author, epigraphist and literary critic in Qing 
Dynasty. He was famous for his conception of Jili ԡр in poetry criticism and also for his 
achievements in textology, epigraphy and calligraphy. 
125 Chen Yue ׻ٶ, “Zhongguo xiandai shixue zhong de jilishuo” )Ųи[׆ǋ)ѣ“ԡр

 in Zhongguo xiandai wenxue ,[On the Theory of Texture in Modern Chinese Poetics] ”ב
yanjiu congkan )Ųи[̃ǋ之ҥ Ï [Modern Chinese Literature Studies] 2014, no.3: 
107-121. 
126 Paul Bevan, A Modern Miscellany: Shanghai Cartoon Artists, Shao Xunmei’s Circle and 
the Travels of Jack Chen, 1926-1938 (Leiden: Brill, 2015). 
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exclusively with the realm of interwar cartoons, the profile of Shao never gets any 

deeper than personal anecdotes. Therefore it is of limited use to my thesis. 

 In 2016 Yue Daiyun 7ۖE published China and the West at the 

Crossroads: Essays on Comparative Literature and Culture, which features a chapter 

entitled “The Last Decadent in China: Shanghai’s Shao Xunmei”.127 Swinburne and 

Moore are again identified as two major sources of Shao’s inspirations. But as this 

chapter only functions as a small puzzle piece for a much bigger picture that this 

book intends to draw, the connections between Shao and the two authors are not 

thoroughly scrutinized.     

 

0.5 Literature Review on Shao and Music 

In a review of Moore’s Pure Poetry: An Anthology, Shao points out that “what 

Moore terms as pure poetry is something that must rid itself of concepts and 

meanings; but by no means would he conclude that ‘poetry is music’. He only claims 

that there is a certain amount of homogeneity between poetry and music” (“Moore ʮ

׆ב�YĠ̝’7ڗ̝׆‘ ב�也ɀ֨ɮ�ʙɸѣ; tYÁ6ڛ̝׆ѣ京ӌѣכ

 7̲为Įѣŷ̉”).128 This “certain amount” is, however, uncertain and highlyڗ�

ambiguous. The attempt to clarify such ambiguity has been evident in the research of 

musicopoetics, an interdisciplinary study and a study of interdisciplinarity in reaction 

to the Cartesian framing of disciplines. The following pages serve as a historical 

survey of this interdisciplinary study. 

 

127 Yue Daiyun 7ۖE, China and the West at the Crossroads: Essays on Comparative 
Literature and Culture, trans. Geng Song and Darrell Dorrington (Beijing: Springer, 2016). 
128 Shao, “Pure Poetry” (Chuncui de shi 京ӌѣ׆), Collected Works of Shao Xunmei, 184. 
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In the 1980s, Steven Paul Scher observed that the research of musicopoetics 

had become “a popular field of interdisciplinary inquiry among both musicologists 

and literary critics” and it “fares well in the critical climate of post-modernism, 

deconstruction, and semiotics” while conceding that “few if any recent musico-

literary studies have broken new critical ground”,129 which resonates with Laurence 

Kramer’s lament that “twentieth-century advances in literary interpretation and 

musical analysis have done little to foster an interdisciplinary method”.130 

 To deal with the void of theoretical apparatus, Kramer attempts to establish in 

Music and Poetry: The Nineteenth Century and After “a discipline that could situate 

the two arts in a coherent and significant context”131 and “bring poetry and music 

into a single discourse”132 through “new ways of reading and hearing”,133 so as to 

interrogate “when and how a poem and a composition can be discussed in tandem 

[…] not just in a general way, but in enough detail to support an extended 

consideration of both”.134 The book is applauded by Scher as “imaginative in 

conception, innovative in critical method, seminal in its analytical results, and 

coherently argued”,135 though Rudolf Arnheim regards it as a “conceptual rarefaction 

at which the practitioners of neither music nor poetry commonly dwell”.136 

 

129 Steven Paul Scher, Rev. of Music and Poetry: The Nineteenth Century and After, 19th-
Century Music 10.3 (1987): 290. 
130 Lawrence Kramer, Music and Poetry: The Nineteenth Century and After (London: 
University of California Press, 1984), 4. 
131 Ibid., vii. 
132 Ibid., 8. 
133 Ibid., vii. 
134 Ibid., 4. 
135 Scher, Rev. of Music and Poetry: The Nineteenth Century and After, 290.  
136 Rudolf Arnheim, Rev. of Music and Poetry: The Nineteenth Century and After, The 
Musical Quarterly 71.3 (1985): 379. 
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 This inter-ness where “the practitioners of neither music nor poetry 

commonly dwell” is indeed Kramer’s major concern, which he terms as interart 

convergence. His emphasis, as Scher observes, is “how and under what 

circumstances convergences of music and poetry manifest themselves”.137 Kramer 

deems such convergence as a gestural process;138 he designates the term “gestural” as 

an “idea that music and poetry, more than any of the other arts, define their formal 

shape as a function of rhythmically integrated time”.139 

 Kramer’s central argument is that “a poem and a composition may converge 

on a structural rhythm: that a shared pattern of unfolding can act as an interpretive 

framework for the explicit dimension of both works”,140 which, as Scher observes, is 

a synthesis of Edward T. Cone’s claim that musical form is rhythmic and Barbara 

Herrnstein Smith’s proposal that poetic structure is “consisting of the principles by 

which [a poem] is generated or according to which one element follows another”.141   

 Reiterating that structural rhythm is central to musicopoetic convergence, 

Kramer claims that “once a feeling for structural rhythm plays a part in reading and 

listening, convergences begin to suggest themselves”.142 This synoptic view, as Scher 

maintains, is a possible approach to “talk meaningfully about specific works of music 

and poetry in tandem, without succumbing to sheer impressionism”.143 

 

137 Scher, Rev. of Music and Poetry: The Nineteenth Century and After, 290. 
138 Kramer, Music and Poetry: The Nineteenth Century and After, vii. 
139 Ibid., 30. 
140 Ibid., 10. 
141 Scher, Rev. of Music and Poetry: The Nineteenth Century and After, 290. 
142 Kramer, Music and Poetry: The Nineteenth Century and After, 24. 
143 Scher, Rev. of Music and Poetry: The Nineteenth Century and After, 292. 



  46 

 The conception of structural rhythm resembles Sitwell’s proposal of poetic 

texture, which Shao summarizes as: “The intonation of words and the configuration 

of lines and stanzas are closely connected to the expression and revelation of a 

poem’s meaning” (“ǇѰѣڗ侧ɐɅ, ĞΏѣ٥么ÍĬ, ׆�ѣ·Ǥʙ2ѣ֛иē

Ѓò�, ̲ǨÎ3±Ӑ”).144 However, is “musicality” in poetry merely a matter of 

pattern that resembles musical composition, or it could be something else? 

 In the new millennium, Eric Prieto wrote in Listening In: Music, Mind, and 

the Modernist Narrative that music and poetry in 19th century are “no longer 

considered to be linked through voice and performance but through the internalized, 

metaphorical voice that Mallarmé calls L’Idée. Music, in other words, has become 

available as a metaphor that embodies a type of thought, not a type of 

performance”.145 The metaphorical use of music, as Joseph Acquisto observes, is an 

“eternal textual and conceptual restlessness, or even homelessness, that is of most 

use in characterizing symbolism, a notoriously difficult movement to define 

precisely”.146 Prieto states that “what literature can borrow from music is not actual 

tones or rhythm or a model of poetic diction but a model of semantic autonomy, a 

mode of signification that does not limit thought to the denotata of words”, which is, 

to “signify without naming”.147 This begins with the metaphoricalization of the 

concept “music”, which “refers to a mode of thought that owes little to actual 

 

144 Shao, “New Poetry and ‘Texture’” (Xinshi yu jili ̈׆�“ԡр”), Collected Works of 
Shao Xunmei, 135. 
145 Eric Prieto, Listening In: Music, Mind, and the Modernist Narrative (Lincoln: University 
of Nebraska Press, 2002), 8. 
146 Joseph Acquisto, French Symbolist Poetry and the Idea of Music (Burlington: Ashgate, 
2006), 2. 
147 Prieto, Listening In: Music, Mind, and the Modernist Narrative, 8. 
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musical composition apart from the abstract principles of pattern and proportion, 

which are taken to be in competition with the grammatical and semantic rules that 

govern normal linguistic statements”.148 In a genealogical manner he traces the 

marriage of music and poetry back to the Greeks “who grouped music and poetry 

together, along with dance, under the heading mousike”.149 He asserts that “music, 

along with such musico-poetic devices as rhythm, meter, and motivic repetition, 

played an important role in helping performers remember and pass on the traditional 

tales that constitute the primary repositories of historical and cultural memory in oral 

communities”.150  

 The appearance of writing and print technology, and the subsequent 

specialization of music and poetry practitioners have caused that “the traditional 

relationship between the two arts, in song, had begun to erode”.151 The “song” here, 

as Kramer observes, is “a form of synthesis […] the art that reconciles music and 

poetry, intonation and speech, as means of expression”.152 This erosion has triggered 

some concerns that “poetry, relegated to the page, will lose its voice, while music, 

cast adrift from its traditional verbal and contextual meanings, will stop making 

sense”.153 In reaction to these concerns, Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk is an attempt to 

revive the Greek mousike and reconglomerate music and poetry. However, the 

twentieth century has gone through further distancing of music and poetry, as 

Kramer observes, “the gradual formalization of technique in each discipline, with its 

 

148 Ibid., 11. 
149 Ibid., 1. 
150 Ibid., 2. 
151 Ibid., 1. 
152 Kramer, Music and Poetry: The Nineteenth Century and After, 125. 
153 Ibid., 2. 
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concomitant specialization, has drawn attention away from issues surrounding words 

and music that the nineteenth century found compelling”.154 

Shao is deeply influenced by the nineteenth century Francophone and 

Anglophone poetry, and therefore Prieto’s Listening In: Music, Mind, and the 

Modernist Narrative is of particular use to my thesis. I would venture to say that 

structure is not the word Shao has in mind when he talks about music in poetry. The 

works of Shao give no hints about his ability to compose, play musical instruments 

or analyze music in a musicological way. However, there are accounts that show his 

fondness for listening to music, such as his reverie at a Schubert concert:  

 After the andante con moto of the C major symphony, the 
scherzo allegro vivace begins. It’s like after the inexperienced girl 
leaves, the bawdiest woman starts telling her five or six friends about 
the ecstasy, horror and shame on her wedding night. She’s not afraid 
someone might be listening through the wall; she speaks so loud that 
everyone laughs, holding their stomachs.  
 Twenty, thirty violin bows shoot into a pond like heavy 
thunder rain or sharp arrows, pouring and plucking rapidly. The 
conductor stands among the violinists like a tree amid a thunderstorm, 
swaying to the east one moment, pressed to the west the next and then 
standing straight again […] I’m not a musician, nor someone who 
knows music; but I don’t think I could do without it. When I hear 
waving, slowly flowing, shaking, tumbling, floating…I feel a sense 
that I can’t express in words. At that moment, music becomes the God 
of my senses and my soul. 
 C 侧ٳڗ٥JŐ̫ѣ Andante con moto ]İ�Scherzo 
allegro vivace �ɀŸ?�Ί�̝Ɏ�(̹ӦQAѣǴƷƽ也ɀ

İػ�ʔȨׇ̰ךѣǵƭ�ɀƵǭѱF®(ѷȚֹƪXá̈ƾȲ

�ѣХ΄�ɿɶ�ԇʓ�tƪĆ6ɵ̲QŶ偏Ƌ�ĺ�ƪֹɜɗ

 �。ѱԢ˜ف了?�R1Qف�ɆɜR1Qھ
 
 B�ø˶ Violin ѣɉ̈́ڻ��ɹѣچډØӃ众ǱªΜϳѣ

ػ ;׹Ⱥѣ�ª�Ɍذھ�ړً Conductor ҰŶ Violinists ѣ)

٫����ͷچډ)ѣǴ͢�ɯԙċÚ?!�ɯԙċÚ?֤�ɯ

ԙđү?͋׹ […] ʨ6̝(7ȟ�̬6̝(ʢɜ7ڗѣ; ʨ;ȭ

 

154 Ibid., 14. 
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6֫ɜʨ6԰Ԁǵ?Y: tɎʨĺɜ?ηë�Ӹψ�϶զ�Х

代�؏ڪ…̔�ʨ;伏hʚÚ�ғ6בÌѣ²Ň͋̔ػ�ѣ7ڗ

ұ԰ĚʧʨʚǕ�ɢϽѣ�Ýػѣ�Ȥ�155 
 

The identification of andante con moto and scherzo allegro vivace suggests that Shao 

is not unfamiliar with musical jargon. However, it is not known to what extent Shao 

understands the structure of musical compositions. He is commenting on an actual 

musical performance but these comments are not done through the same medium of 

musical performance—he is certainly not singing out his comments. As he tries to 

reproduce the significance that he perceives at the concert he can only do it with 

words. And the description of the loud and funny woman, the thunderstorm and the 

waving, flowing, floating, is a metaphorical attempt to reproduce the perceived 

musical significance. As the attempt is metaphorical, it is in the realm of idea. The 

works to be studied in the main body of this thesis are not descriptions of any 

musical performance, or any verses that try to imitate the structure of musical 

compositions. What will be studied are poems that aspire to the condition of music, 

which is fundamentally an idea. This thesis endeavors to analyze this condition by 

engaging with the poems up-close, scrutinizing what Shao’s idea of the condition of 

music in poetry denotes, and examining whether these poems fulfill their aspiration.  

As gender features a prominent place in Shao’s idea of the condition of music 

in poetry, Ellen Koskoff’s A Feminist Ethnomusicology: Writings on Music and 

Gender provides some helpful insights. She writes: 

Works began to appear in the 1970s that questioned the lack of 
women’s representation in the literature as performers, creators, and 

 

155 Shao, “A Night of Schubert” (Schubert zhi yiye Schubert 3�ƙ), Buneng shuohuang de 
zhiye 6԰ב侩ѣԝ� [A Job that Can’t Lie] (Shanghai: Shanghai shudian chubanshe, 
2012), 8-9. 
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experiencers of music cross-culturally […] A new form of music 
scholarship emerged that was heavily influenced by anthropology and 
social and cultural history, one that sought to understand music not 
simply as a product of human behavior, but also as an interpretive site 
for enacting and performing gender relations. A proliferation of 
studies on Western concert music, especially opera, as well as on 
Western or Western-influenced popular music traditions emerged at 
this time, as scholars began to expose powerful ideologies and 
systems of power that controlled gendered musical behavior and its 
discourses worldwide.156  
 

One of the works that expose such “powerful ideologies and systems of power that 

controlled gendered musical behavior and its discourses” is Regula Hohl Trillini’s 

survey of the performance on keyboard instruments and its gender ramifications from 

the Tudor period to the Great War in The Gaze of the Listener: English 

Representations of Domestic Music-Making. She states in the book: 

Gender […] is deeply inscribed into the musical mind-body 
dichotomy. The enduring, abstract arts of musical theory and 
composition were for a long time encoded as privileged and 
‘masculine’, while performance with its inevitable involvement of the 
body was closely aligned with social inferiority, the alien exotic and, 
most of all, women.157 
 

This observation upholds Lucy Green’s statement in Music, Gender, Education that 

performing music at the time renders the players’ “discursive position as 

feminine”.158 This, however, might only be true at certain social and temporal 

coordinates. When it comes to spaces and times outside the combined filters of 

“Britain” and “from Tudor period to the Great War”, Koskoff states that 

 

156 Ellen Koskoff, A Feminist Ethnomusicology: Writings on Music and Gender (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 2014), 26-27. 
157 Regula Hohl Trillini, The Gaze of the Listener: English Representations of Domestic 
Music-Making, Word and Music Studies, Volume 10 (New York: Rodopi, 2008), 1. 
158 Lucy Green, Music, Gender, Education (Cambridge: Cambridge, 1997), 26. 
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“Descriptions of women performing musical instruments are relatively rare in the 

literature”.159 She writes: 

In many societies, musical roles are divided along gender 
lines: women sing and men play. Of course, men also sing, and 
women sometimes play; yet, unlike men, women who play often do so 
in contexts of sexual and social marginality.160 
[…] 

Musical instruments are generally linked to gender ideologies, 
however culturally constructed and maintained. Such ideologies 
underlie and prescribe who can and cannot play and under what 
circumstances performances will occur. Thus, on the one hand, it 
appears that the instruments and sounds associated with men and with 
masculinity (however defined) are frequently linked to economic, 
ritual, and sexual power. Such instruments are often used by men to 
limit, control, or coerce women (or to heighten their own sexuality, as 
in rock performances).161  

 
Trillini writes: “Female music-making also encroaches on the male prerogatives of 

presence and meaningful activity: because the player’s art is not detachable from her 

physical, sexual and social self in the way of, say, a writer’s work, she cannot be 

easily overlooked or surpassed […] Women musicians have been represented as 

visual and acoustic objects of temptation and consumption, but also as the ennobling 

Saint Cecilia who draws the listener towards Heaven.”162 Both of these 

representations are present in Shao’s poetry: “the ennobling Saint Cecilia who draws 

the listener towards Heaven” is similar to the way Shao renders Sappho in his poems, 

which I will discuss in the first chapter.  

“Visual and acoustic objects of temptation and consumption” are on the other 

hand how Shao treats the flower-women in his poetry with his unique practice of 

 

159 Koskoff, A Feminist Ethnomusicology: Writings on Music and Gender, 124. 
160 Ibid., 122. 
161 Ibid., 129. 
162 Trillini, The Gaze of the Listener: English Representations of Domestic Music-Making, 2. 
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“the horticulture of sisters”, which will be examined in the second chapter. Trillini 

writes: “The gaze of the listener, of the narrator and of the implied reader is always 

the gaze of a male resting on the female object of his desire. Even the rare texts 

which represent women playing for themselves remind us that music is an 

opportunity for display because they usually imply an absent male lover.”163 This 

observation is particularly useful when it comes to the examination of Shao’s visual 

exploitation of women and his s(t)imulation of sex in the flower-women poems. This 

kind of visual exploitation is considered by Trillini as something similar to cinematic 

communication. She cites from Mieke Bal that it tends to “reduce looking to power 

only, to an absolute subject-object relation, wherein the viewer/receiver has total 

power and the object of the look does not even participate in the communication. 

This model is in fact based on noncommunication. (Bal, 383)”164 Shao’s 

s(t)imulation of sex through the visual display of the flower-women is such a non-

communicating erotica. Trillini writes: 

One very effective way of ensuring noncommunication from women 
players is the metaphorical convention of equalling them with music, 
as exemplified in the incipit of Shakespeare’s Sonnet 128 “Thou, My 
Music”. This topos exalts and celebrates women but also deprives 
them of their voice and of communicative agency. Like visual 
descriptions, it elides the production of physical sound, the primary 
source of the musician’s power, and makes the woman inanimate and 
abstract. When she does no longer perform but is music, the awe-
inspiring Otherness of inarticulate instrumental music turns into 
simple absence, into the nothingness of merely metaphorical, 
wordless and ultimately soundless sound. In addition, being 
represented as music deprives woman of language. Instead of 
enunciating, she is spoken for by the male word which reports the 
listener’s perceptions and fantasies, and becomes the perfect erotic 

 

163 Ibid., 9. 
164 Trillini, The Gaze of the Listener, 10; Mieke Bal, “His Master’s Eye”, Modernity and the 
Hegemony of Vision, ed. David Michael Levin (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1993). 
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object, as Luce Irigaray writes: “Subjectivity denied to woman: 
indisputably this provides the [...] backing for every irreducible 
constitution as an object: of representation, of discourse, of desire” 
(133).165  
 

The deprivation of women’s voice and their communicative agency is indeed what 

happens to Shao’s flower-women poems written under a synthesized influence of 

Sitwell. However, Trillini identifies the problem, but does not seem to provide any 

possible strategies of change and resistance. In the third chapter of my thesis, which 

dwells on Shao’s reception of Moore’s idea of pure poetry, there will be an 

examination of Shao’s replacement of the dialectic of the body with the dialogic of 

voices, as well as a change of the way women are presented in his poetry, which 

might be an option for combating the tyranny of the male gaze in the realm of poetry.    

It should be noted that here in the excerpt Trillini uses Shakespeare’s Sonnet 

128, a piece of poetry, to illustrate her point. She writes: “Poetry generally favours a 

metaphorical discourse of music and eschews its realities, just as the Petrarchan 

tradition elevates woman to an unreal and unreachable degree of perfection.”166 “A 

metaphorical discourse of music” is indeed what this thesis is about, as Shao’s idea 

of the condition of music in poetry can be seen as a metaphor that unites music and 

poetry. In this regard Trillini’s analysis of Shakespeare’s Sonnet 128 is of much 

pertinence to my thesis. She frequently uses this poem to talk about the 

womanization of instruments and the instrumentalization of woman, which is 

particularly relevant to Shao’s instrumentalization of woman examined in the second 

chapter of my thesis. In the first chapter of her book “Sex and the Virginals: Gender 

 

165 Trillini, The Gaze of the Listener, 10. 
166 Ibid., 22. 
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and Keyboards around 1600”, her observations on the playfulness of virginals’ jacks 

and keys and “the mixed metaphors that tangle between player’s body and 

instrument […] in [Shakespeare’s] Sonnet 128”167 are inspiring. The latter also 

provides an example of how to analyze a woman’s music-making and its gender 

ramifications through close reading, which is also the methodology I chose. Her 

close reading can be epitomized by the following excerpt: 

The metaphor “thou, my music” stakes a claim on the desired woman 
because it expresses the wish to approach (‘finger’) her erotically by 
turning her into a metaphorical piece of music – to be produced and 
consumed – or into a metonymic instrument – to be manipulated. If 
the woman is an instrument, the idea that she should be susceptible to 
erotic manipulation is of course absurd – she is never allowed to 
articulate her enjoyment. And yet, in a double-bind that was to 
continue for centuries, the passive female ‘instrument’ is held co-
responsible for whether the resulting music is “pestilent” or “potent 
unto good” (Hooker, 6:38:75).168 
 

Another example of close reading that illustrates how Shao’s works could speak to 

critical discussions of relations between music and gender in poetry is Trillini’s 

 

167 Ibid., 24. 
168 Ibid., 24. The complete poem is as follows: 
 
How oft, when thou, my music, music play’st  
Upon that blessed wood whose motion sounds  
With thy sweet fingers when thou gently sway’st  
The wiry concord that mine ear confounds,  
Do I envy those jacks that nimbly leap 
To kiss the tender inward of thy hand, 
Whilst my poor lips, which should that harvest reap,  
At the wood’s boldness by thee blushing stand. 
To be so tickled they would change their state 
And situation with those dancing chips, 
O’er whom thy fingers walk with gentle gait,  
Making dead wood more blessed than living lips:  
Since saucy jacks so happy are in this,  
Give them thy fingers, me thy lips to kiss.  
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analysis of Frederick Locker-Lampson’s169 “Castle in the Air” in chapter four, 

“‘Glorious disability’: The Piano and the Mid-Victorians”: 

Her mouth had all the rose-bud’s hue –  
A most delicious rose-bud too. 
Her auburn tresses lustrous shone, 
In massy clusters, like your own; �
And as her fingers pressed the keys, 
How strangely they resembled these! (59-64, p. 115)170  
�
Silently rose-lipped, tactilely delicious and only perfunctorily 
celestial, this pianist is last of all a maker of music. The concluding 
lines, on the surface a compliment to the ivory whiteness of her skin, 
turn her into an instrument: fingers become keys. Even when praised 
in erotic terms, the woman is not so much a living creature as the 
instrument which Ruskin wanted her to be, not a performer but 
symbolically contained as “thou, my music”. Lovely to behold and 
muted by her own playing, with a kissable mouth and fingers 
caressing the keys who are compared to a living thing, Shakespeare’s 
Dark Lady would have been a supremely attractive specimen to a 
Victorian listener.171  
�

In the first chapter of my thesis, which will discuss Swinburne and Shao’s shared 

practice of cleaving Sappho to the nightingale, Sappho/the nightingale-woman plays 

the lyre. She is the player, and her instrument is the lyre. In Shao’s early poems 

influenced by Swinburne, it seems that we can still distinguish the woman player 

from the instrument. As Shao’s poetics gradually assimilate the influence of Sitwell, 

which is the focus of my second chapter, the woman becomes the instrument and 

Shao considers the male poet as the player. These two parts can all draw inspirations 

from Trillini’s monograph. In the third chapter of my thesis, which discusses Shao’s 

replacement of the dialectic of the body with the dialogic of voices, both the player 

 

169 Frederick Locker-Lampson (1821-1895) was a British writer and poet. 
170 Frederick Locker-Lampson, A Selection from the Works of Frederick Locker (London: 
Edward Moxon, 1865). 
171 Ibid., 153. 



  56 

and the instrument disappear. What remains are voices that are void of polemical 

relations. This is a part to which her book might be less helpful.  

 Due to the overall scarcity of secondary material on Shao, there is so far no 

criticism that deals exclusively with Shao’s idea of the condition of music in poetry. 

In 2003 Ho Yeon Sung published A Comparative Study of Shao Xunmei’s Poetry.172 

This is a monograph based on her master’s dissertation at the Ohio State University 

and it features a discussion of lyricism in Shao’s Fire and Flesh. However, the 

lyricism discussed here is reduced to a kind of sensibility and ability to express 

feelings. Its correlation with music is only given a few lines about the etymology of 

the word lyre in Greek. That being said, in all the secondary material on Shao the 

adoption of the lens of lyricism already makes this book by far the closest to a 

discussion of Shao’s idea of the condition of music in poetry. 

 The shortage of secondary material on Shao and music has certainly been a 

hindrance to my research. This is a path that has not been trodden. But on the other 

hand, this path promises a gap in the field that is in need of much original research. 

The thesis brings feminist skepticism to the scholarship of Shao, a male poet born, 

raised and having lived in colonial Shanghai. This feminist skepticism questions the 

conceptions of gender saturated in Shao’s idea of the condition of music in poetry. 

 

0.6 Methodology 

 

172 Ho Yeon Sung, A Comparative Study of Shao Xunmei’s Poetry (Columbus: Ohio State 
University Press, 2003). 
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When talking about the new critical trends of “the large literature that exists on 

Music”, Edward Said writes in Musical Elaborations:  

We do know more about the way cultures operate thanks to Raymond 
Williams, Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault, and Stuart Hall; we know 
about how to examine a text in ways that Jacques Derrida, Hayden 
White, Frederic Jameson, and Stanley Fish have significantly 
expanded and altered; and thanks to feminists like Elaine Showalter, 
Germaine Greer, Helene Cixous, Sandra Gilbert, Susan Gubar, and 
Gayatri Spivak it is impossible to avoid or ignore the gender issues in 
the production and interpretation of art.173  

This comment, with its juxtaposition of laudations, seems harmless and “politically 

correct” at first glance. However, Susan Bordo points out that such a statement is 

characteristic of a construction that is “not merely an annoying bit of residual sexism, 

but a powerful conceptual map which keeps feminist scholarship, no matter how 

broad its concerns, located in the region of what Simone de Beauvoir called ‘the 

Other’”.174 She writes: 

So: Because of Barthes, Derrida et al, we “know more” about culture 
and texts; “Thanks to feminists,” we are unable to “avoid” or “ignore” 
gender […] I don't want to make too much of the construction of the 
European, male contribution as that of increasing knowledge, while 
feminists apparently have simply harangued and harassed to the point 
where they cannot be “avoided” or “ignored.” […] What I do want to 
insist on […] is the importance of Said's juxtaposition of “gender” - 
what all feminists are concerned with, in his description - and the 
general interrogation of “culture” and “text” attributed to the men. 
The juxtaposition situates feminists as engaging in a specialized 
critique, one which cannot be ignored, perhaps, but one whose 
implications are contained, self-limiting, and of insufficient general 
consequence to amount to a new knowledge of “the way culture 
operates.” […] There are the poststructuralist critiques of reason 
which are of “general” interest, and then there are the feminist 
critiques, of interest to those concerned with gender. Said's 
juxtaposition of those writers who teach us “about the way culture 

 

173 Edward Said, Musical Elaborations (London: Chatto & Windus, 1991), 11.	
174 Susan Bordo, “The Feminist as Other”, Metaphilosophy 1996, vol. 27, no. 1-2: 12. 
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operates” and those who make it “impossible to avoid or ignore 
gender issues” applauds the feminist - as Other.175 
 

Bordo writes: “We remain the Other in the self-conception of our discipline, in 

intellectual history generally, and even in narratives about the very changes that we 

brought about.”176 To affirm the indispensability of feminism in deconstructing “the 

way culture operates”, she draws in the example of the change of the conception of 

the body in the twentieth century. She writes: 

Consider, for example, the twentieth-century conception of the body 
as socially constructed. Such notions, as I argue in Unbearable 
Weight, owe much to feminism - not only to the scholarly writings of 
academic feminists, but to the more public challenge to biological 
determinism and essentialism which was raised by the activist 
feminism of the late 1960's and early 1970's - the demonstrations, the 
manifestos, the consciousness-raising sessions, the early, popular 
writings. At the center of “personal politics” was the conception of the 
body as profoundly shaped, both materially and representationally, by 
cultural ideology and “disciplinary” practice.177 
 

Bordo contends that the cultural ideology and disciplinary practice renders the male 

body as “‘The Body’ proper”, disappearing completely, “its concrete specificity 

submerged in its collapse into the universal”, “while the female body remains 

marked by its difference”.178 She states: “Thus, while men are the cultural theorists 

of the body, only women have bodies. Meanwhile, of course, the absent male body 

continues to operate illicitly as the (scientific, philosophical, medical) norm for 

all.”179 She argues that this normalizing, universal male body does not change much 

 

175 Ibid., 11-12. 
176 Ibid., 23. 
177 Ibid., 13. 
178 Ibid., 15. 
179 Ibid. 
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from the ideas of Descartes to the postmodern critiques written by male theorists. 

She observes: 

In the case of more “postmodern” critiques, it has made an 
enormous philosophical difference that contemporary intellectuals 
have largely learned their lessons from the post-structuralist fathers 
rather than the feminist mothers […] The “fathers” of postmodernism 
are, after all, also the sons of Enlightenment Man, the inheritors of 
both his privileges and his blind-spots. They may be eager to prove 
their own manhood through rebellion against his rule. But do they 
know a different way of being?  
[…] 

The modern, Cartesian erasure of the body (“the view from 
nowhere”) has been traded, as I argue in Unbearable Weight, for a 
postmodern, Derridean version (the dream of being “everywhere”). 
The old model of man's mind as the pinnacle of God's creation has 
been replaced by the poststructuralist equivalent: human language as 
the ultimate architect and arbiter of reality. The analytic overseer of 
argument has been supplanted by the master of authoritative “theory.” 
And old forms of dominating and excluding others through 
professional jargon and obscurantism have merely been replaced by 
new forms of discursive elitism.180 

 
Bordo’s works, as epitomized by Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture, 

and the Body181 and The Flight to Objectivity: Essays on Cartesianism and 

Culture182, have influenced my thesis. The influence of her works does not simply 

take the form of my adoption and application of certain terms and concepts that she 

proposes onto my examination process of the primary material that I chose and the 

formation of my argument as well as conclusion. The major influence might be that I 

derive a synthesized idea from my reception of her works that the body is a metaphor 

and that the metaphoricity of the body enables various possibilities of talking about 

 

180 Ibid., 24-25. 
181 Susan Bordo, Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture, and the Body (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1993). 
182 Susan Bordo, The Flight to Objectivity: Essays on Cartesianism and Culture (New York: 
SUNY Press, 1987). 
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technology, epistemology, and in the case of my thesis, how the condition of music 

in poetry can be produced.  

The methodology that I chose for this thesis, or I should say method that does 

not intend to establish itself as an authoritative “-ology”, is close reading with 

“feminist skepticism” that pays attention to what Bordo calls the “hermeneutics of 

suspicion”.183 She writes: “Gender bias may be revealed in one's perspective on the 

nature of reality, in one's style of thinking, in one's approach to problems�quite 

apart from any explicit gender content or attitudes toward the sexes.”184 Shao’s 

gender bias in his reception of the Anglophone influences and his conception of the 

condition of music in poetry will be the primary focus of this feminist skepticism, 

and it will be addressed mainly in the second and third chapter of my thesis. 

“Explicit gender content or attitudes toward the sexes” in Shao’s works, including 

but not limiting to what Bordo calls “objectionable images of women, misogynist 

theory, the lack of representation of women's concerns and voices”185 will also be 

scrutinized as a secondary task. 

 

0.7 Thesis Structure 

The thesis consists of three chapters. Each chapter will deal with one Anglophone 

writer and his/her influence on Shao’s idea of the condition of music in poetry. 

Through close reading I will identify the sources of influence, locate any evidence 

for such influence and examine how the influence helps shape Shao’s idea of the 

 

183 Susan Bordo, “Feminist Skepticism and the ‘Maleness’ of Philosophy”, The Journal of 
Philosophy 1988, vol. 85, no. 11: 619.  
184 Ibid. 
185 Ibid. 
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condition of music in poetry. The evidence for influence that I derive from the 

process of close reading will also be supported by some external evidence when it is 

appropriate. 

 Chapter 1 will focus on Swinburne’s conception of harmony and its influence 

on Shao. Swinburne’s influence on Shao took place in the 20s. The chapter will start 

from Shao’s encounter with Sappho, an indispensable link between Shao and 

Swinburne. Then the chapter will look at how Shao came to know the works of 

Swinburne through Sappho and will examine how Shao’s zest for Swinburne led him 

to the career of a poet. What follows is a survey of Swinburne’s conception of 

harmony, inner music and outer music. The next section will be an investigation of 

the nightingale as a symbol of harmony used in both Shao and Swinburne’s works. 

The last part of the chapter will scrutinize a shared practice between Shao and 

Swinburne, the merging of Sappho with the symbol of the nightingale.  

 Chapter 2 will focus on Sitwell’s idea of poetry as “the sister of horticulture” 

and its influence on Shao. As Swinburne’s influence on Shao gradually waned in the 

early 30s, Sitwell’s influence began to take shape. The chapter will start with a 

survey of Sitwell’s conception of “the sister of horticulture” and “texture”. Then the 

chapter will look at a comparison between Shao’s understanding of “texture” and jili 

ԡр, a Chinese term borrowed from the theory of an 18th century literary critic 

Weng Fanggang (1733-1818). What comes after the comparison will be an 

examination of the use of the symbol of the flower in the poetry of Shao and Sitwell. 

We will look at Shao’s idiosyncratic departure from Sitwell’s notion of “the sister of 

horticulture”, which I will venture to call “the horticulture of sisters”, a unique 

practice of merging flower symbol with woman’s body. What follows is an 
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investigation of Shao’s conception that the sexual consummation with the flower-

woman is concurrently a condition of music in poetry. The last part of the chapter 

will scrutinize Shao’s instrumentalisation of woman’s body and its negation of 

woman’s agency.  

 Chapter 3 will focus on Moore’s idea of pure poetry and its influence on 

Shao. Moore and Shao started exchanging letters in the 20s, but his influence on 

Shao was not prominent until the mid 30s, when it was assimilated and synthesized 

by Shao with that of Swinburne and Sitwell. The chapter will start with an 

examination of Shao’s correspondence with Moore and move into an investigation of 

Moore’s conception of pure poetry, where the categories of poetry and music 

dissolve. We will look at Moore’s proposal of the removal of the conception of the 

body as a means to achieve pure poetry, and examine how Shao puts the proposal 

into practice by replacing the dialectic of the body with the dialogic of voices. This 

replacement witnesses a tremendous change in Shao’s attitude towards women. We 

will examine the woman’s emancipation from being the instrumentalized other of “I” 

and its correlations to the freeing of music’s fixation as something other than poetry. 

The last part will study how Shao receives Moore’s conception of pure poetry as the 

ideal, primordial unity of arts, where poetry and music will always be in a dialogic 

process with no definite closure. 

 

0.8 Translation Policy 

As this thesis is a comparative project whose primary material is written in Chinese, 

a language different from the language of the thesis, which is English, translation is 
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adopted to ensure that the thesis can reach Anglophone readers who might not be 

familiar with the language of Chinese. 

An aspect that complicates this practice is that the main subject of my thesis 

is poetry, and therefore most of the translations in the thesis are poetry translations. 

Lawrence Venuti points out that “poetry may well be the least translated literary 

genre […] the marginality is, in fact, the first reason to move poetry closer to the 

center of translation studies”.186 He states that translation studies itself is often 

neglected for “its offense against the prevailing concept of authorship”.187 He writes: 

Translation provokes the fear of inauthenticity, distortion, 
contamination […] translation is also an offense against a still 
prevailing concept of scholarship that rests on the assumption of 
original authorship […] translation provokes the fear of error, 
amateurism, opportunism […] Under the burden of these fears, 
translation has long been neglected in the study of literature, even in 
our current situation, where the influx of poststructuralist thinking has 
decisively questioned author-oriented literary theory and criticism.188  
 

Venuti’s observations are reminiscent of an interesting translation practice of Shao. 

W. H. Auden and Christopher Isherwood visited China during the Sino-Japanese 

War in 1938. In June Helen Foster Snow introduced them to Shao, who was then 

asked whether there was a good poem about the ongoing war. Shao claimed that 

there was a nice folk poem and he provided Auden and Isherwood with “Song of the 

Chinese Guerrilla Units” as the English translation, which was later featured in 

Auden and Isherwood’s Journey to a War. Yet in My Father Shao Xunmei, Shao 

Xiaohong states that there is no such thing as the original of “Song of the Chinese 

 

186 Lawrence Venuti, Translation Changes Everything: Theory and Practice (London: 
Routledge, 2013), 173. 
187 Venuti, The Scandals of Translation: Towards an Ethics of Difference (New York: 
Routledge, 1998), 31.�
188 Ibid. 
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Guerrilla Units” since Shao wrote the poem directly in English before he translated it 

back into Chinese and published it in Pool of Freedom (September 1938) under the 

name “Anonymous”. This sheds some light on Shao’s unorthodox views towards 

originality and translation. 

Though Shao and his creative practices at times do not uphold the concept of 

authorship, this thesis is not a product of creative writing and it follows academic 

conventions. As translation is adopted in my thesis, the selection criteria of 

translations and their translators need to be addressed. Shao’s works are scarcely 

translated into English. When I started drafting my thesis in 2015, there was no 

translated anthology of Shao’s poems in English. In 2016 Sun and Swindall 

published The Verse of Shao Xunmei, the first English translation of Shao’s poetry.189 

Strangely, this anthology forgoes Flower-like Evil and only includes Heaven and 

May and Twenty-five Poems. Besides, there are occasional errors in the translations. 

One example would be the line 17 of “Anch’io sono pittore!”, where Baotelei ñС

ր should be translated as Baudelaire instead of Gordon Bottomley190 (there is even a 

typo here as it is printed as “Gorden” Bottomley).191 Last but not least, the 

translations prioritize semantic clarity over poetic equivalence, and hence become 

bland and unpoetic.  

Considering its strange editorial decision of omitting Flower-like Evil, the 

minor errors in the translations and its failure in doing justice to Shao’s poetic 

caliber, I eventually decided to translate the poems myself. In addition to the poems, 

 

189 Sun Jicheng and Hal Swindall, The Verse of Shao Xunmei (Paramus: Homa & Sekey 
Books, 2016).   
190 Gordon Bottomley (1874-1948) was a British poet. 
191 Ibid., 110. 
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all the Chinese texts quoted in this thesis pertaining to Shao’s life and works are 

translated by me unless otherwise specified. All the English translations I make in 

the thesis will be immediately followed by the original quotes in Chinese, which are 

open for scrutinization from readers who are familiar with both languages.   

 In my translations, I keep the same punctuations used in the Chinese texts, 

though the usage of the punctuation might not always be deemed correct in English 

grammar. One example is the use of commas. Shao in his poems tends to use a series 

of commas to link multiple clauses with no conjunctions used. This is acceptable in 

Chinese grammar, but not in English grammar. However, though it is not correct 

according to English grammar, keeping the commas does not do harm to the 

signification of the lines. Therefore I keep the commas in my translations. 
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Chapter 1: Shao, Swinburne and the Idea of Harmony 

 

1.1 The Gathering of Shao, Sappho and Swinburne  

 

1.1.1 Shao’s Encounter with Sappho  

In the winter of 1924 the eighteen-year-old Shao went to Cambridge for higher 

education. As the ship called at Naples, he took some time to savour the cultural 

scenes of the city and accidentally came across the name of Sappho, who later 

became his lifetime muse and an indispensable link to Swinburne. In an article 

published five years later, Shao recalls this unchoreographed yet almost destined 

encounter:    

 It was my second day in Naples. After lunch I walked to the 
National Archeological Museum alone […] As I marveled at the 
collections my eyes were suddenly drawn, by a force unknown, to a 
fragmented fresco. This fresco is but two feet in length and about one 
foot in width, but the painted beauty seemed to be talking to me with a 
gaze as if at her lovers: come to me, my Xunmei! —Ah, I was drunk! 
I was numb! I was seduced! How could I go to her? And where would 
I go to get to her? To her heart, yes her heart is cold. If I went to her 
soul, my own soul would be quite lost. Ah, how could I go to her? 
And where would I go to get to her? I freaked! I feared! I abhorred! 
[…] The guard suddenly seemed kinder, smiled and said in Italian 
English: “This is Sappho, a poetess of Greece.”  
 “Ah she is also a poet. Scary! Lovely!” It is a silent sentence 
jerked out of my startled heart. I hence left the museum. 

 
 修̝ʨÚʙƛØѣːηًѣҹBƜ�Ī?)ڮЪ伏׸ÚŲ

ǣԗĝāПٹ […] ΊŶًػĩ便�ɯЍʨѣѰ¦֝�ғ6ѷįѣ

æĽɆÚ�żΎ乐ѣ Fresco �ď�修ż Fresco 丹6ؚBǾ΀6ؚ

�Ǿ{�t̝ػёѱѣ他ƭĆs5丝ƪѣ丽ʍQѣѨ¦ǭŁב

׏ʨ֝�ʨ̸?�?ن—ŝ�ʨ�Ĳʨƒ͋ĸ�ʨѣυ他׸�ص

ʏ?�ʨɳͤ׸ĲƪƒďŅ׸�ĲƪŒًďŅ׸�Ĳƪɢًď

ĸ�ƪѣɢ̝Âѣ׸�ĲƪϽًہďĸ�ʨ伏ȚѣϽہ;ɵ̓Ɵ

˞?�ŝ�ʨɳͤ׸ĲƪƒďŅ׸�ĲƪŒًďŅ�ʨɹ?�ʨ
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ɿɶ?�ʨɻʁ?�[…] ػ丽ǑԘɯЍŊΛ͋׹�ȥѱ了Ǥǭʨ

丝ѱʙƛØɅѣ՝̃ב: “修̝խ伯�ȠԷѣƩ׆Q�” 
 “ŝĎ͋ƪ;̝(׆Q�Ģɵ�ĢЖ�” 修̝ʨęʎ?ѣɢ

ϽڨʼÌ͋?ĺ6Ìѣ�Ğ׉�ʨC̝�也ď?āП�192ٹ  
 

In early 1925 Shao arrived in Cambridge, attended a prep school and soon enrolled 

as a student of economics in Emmanuel College. He arranged a homestay with 

Arthur Christopher Moule, a sinologist and pastor who had once preached in China 

and was later one of the editors of Marco Polo: The Description of the World 

(1934).193 As he settled down with Moule, his curiosity in Sappho again stirred. He 

recollects a sequence of actions triggered by this stirring curiosity: 

One day when arranging some books, I found a print of a Sappho 
fresco that I had bought in Rome. I hastily framed it and hung it in a 
place beside my book shelves. This print gave me some bizarre ideas, 
and my drafts overfilled with poems were piled up even higher. Then 
in a second-hand book store I bought an English translation of 
Sappho, in the foreword of which I read a story of how a group of 
archeologists excavated some papyruses carrying her poetry. This 
doubled my curiosity in the poetess. What she left us are fragments, 
among which “Hymn to Aphrodite” is the most complete; hereafter 
my most important task was to translate “Hymn to Aphrodite”. 

 
̲�Ɯ,?֥̂р�H<ӆ�ėи?�ɈŶԁڵ=ɜѣȠԷƍё

խ伯�ѣĄÜŎآ�ɪ倒?٤ͨʹǎ˒Ŷ也ʨ<̰͘؜ѣŷ̉�

修ё�đ,ʨرÌֺƘ也ƣѣȯʕ�»ϫ?׆Ğѣ伴乳C̝׻ҙ

ѣ՝̻ׄ�X׆խ伯ؿ�?Ƙ?�ˢѱŶ�ǣ̒<ًٝđ=Ú׻

ȳً̃הÚ�与ԗĝǋǣXΨϯًˠɜƪ»Ŷ伴Ħ�ѣ׆Έѣ˻

A��ʨǭC修uƩ׆Qė东?ĕ�ѣƫƣɢ�ƪʮض两өʨ^

ѣ̝H̆五ѣ׆Ҳ�	Ж҉ڞ
̝̰Ǔ̂ѣڳ��X΋ʨٌ̰֥

ѣȖ}�̝ďׄ修ڳ	Ж҉ڞ
?�194 
 

192 Shao, “Two Idols” (Liangge ouxiang %(��), originally published in La Maison D’Or 
Monthly issue 5 (1929). Here quoted from Rulin xinshi ¡͔̈Ĥ [A New History of 
Literati] (Shanghai: Shanghai shudian chubanshe, 2012), 6-7. “Rulin xinshi” was originally 
written as a series of articles published in the newspaper Xinbao ؓ˂, 18 June to 3 August, 
1937. In 2012 an anthology of Shao’s articles includes this series and uses the name as the 
book’s title. 
193 A. C. Moule and Paul Pelliot, Marco Polo: The Description of the World (London: G. 
Routledge & Sons, Limited, 1938).   
194 Shao, section 19 of “A New History of Literati”, A New History of Literati, 98-99. 
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Shao spent a profusion of time on reading and attempting to translate into Chinese 

“Hymn to Aphrodite” and some other fragments of Sappho. But according to the 

three biographies of Shao, he had no training in Greek before he came to Cambridge. 

It might be assumed that Shao’s translations of Sappho at this period were heavily 

dependent on Greek dictionaries and the English translations. Shao writes in an 

article: 

When in Cambridge I laid aside for the sake of Sappho my study, 
which ought to be of utmost importance. I often forgot to eat or sleep; 
I rummaged through the Greek Lexicon to translate her poems into 
Chinese. Although the outcome was terrible, I found the comfort that I 
needed; I think at least I’ve used up all my energy to contribute what I 
could contribute. 
 
ʨŶâͮѣ̔��ұ,? Sappho ԙ$ɀ?̰ӓ֥ѣèו�ȹǫ

ɩڬ�代? Greek Lexicon ǲƪѣׄ׆ʧ)̃�֊Ѝׄɜ6ƆǪ

Ѩ�t̝ʨ伏ȚțɜÚ?ʨʮ֥ڋѣǒʠ�ʨ֫ɜʨ休ǵț丝?

ʨʮ̲ѣæَ�͋פв?ʨʮ԰פвѣ�Î�195    
  

The outcome of this enthusiasm was manifest in Roses and Roses, a collection of 

translated poems Shao published in 1928, including “Hymn to Aphrodite” (Aishen 

song Ж҉ڞ), the fragments Lobel 2196 (Canshi yi Ύ׆�), Lobel 31 (Canshi er Ύ

 B), and Lobel 5 (Nüshen ge Ʃ҉Έ). Besides his effort to translate Sappho into׆

Chinese, Shao claims that he once wrote a short play based on the fragments of 

Sappho: 

There are about fifty, sixty fragments of Sappho that have been found, 
among which some fragments only have an incomplete sentence. In 
the spare time of my study I collaged them with my imagination and it 
turned out to become a short play. With the aid of Mr. Moule it was 

 

195 Shao, “The Sorrow of Mochou” (Mochou zhichou ծʖ3ʖ), originally published in 
Zhenshanmei ѮŠ他 volume 3, issue 5 (1929). Here quoted from A Job that Can’t Lie, 11-
12. 
196 This thesis uses Lobel-Page numbering to refer to Sappho’s fragments. 
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published by Heffers […] This play is printed in an exquisite manner, 
with the hand-made paper bought from Cambridge University Press 
and the cover designed by British woodcut expert Eric Gill […] But 
when this brochure appeared on the display table of Heffers, not even 
one copy was sold. 
 
խ伯֝׆Qėиѣ�°̲F®øÇ(̆Й�̲Ç(̆ЙұЍĠ̲

�Ğ6Ǔ«ѣ׉�ʨŶΊɅѣוҞƗ��ʹǎ^Ê?伏Țѣʕס

ԞӐ͋׹�ӧ͕»ʧ?�Ì么ã��яʞǶ¥东ѣVӥ�Jϒδ

<ȶĄÜė֖ […] 修¸ã̻ĄɜСÙֹҥ�ӠɈ̝âͮƛǋÌК

ѣųͤđ̝՝Ų̸ßįǣĭǷ¥东ѣ侍ړӠ�ǰرѣʯ͋=،ؿ

ֲ […] t̝Ɏ修̻Ǵ¸。ÌиŶϒδ<ȶѣٶÒͪ�]İ�ұЍ

�̻;Ω̲ÿ˞�197  
 

That Sappho was back in vogue during the 20s might be the reason that triggered 

Shao’s composition of the play.198 Many Sappho translations sprouted in the 20s, 

such as The Poems of Sappho by Edwin Marion Cox in 1924,199 The Songs of 

Sappho by David Moore Robinson and Marion Mills Miller in 1925.200  

 In 1929 Shao published an article entitled “Sappho the Greek Sage Poet” (as 

mentioned in the literature review section) and makes a précis of how the trend of 

Sappho recurs in Anglophone and Francophone literature. In the survey Shao spends 

most ink on Baudelaire’s “Lesbos”. He writes: “Baudelaire prays in his poem 

‘Lesbos’ that the sea could one day bring Sappho back to Lesbos […] His poem is 

based on the story that Sappho kills herself for an unrequited love by jumping into 

the sea.” (“ۅСկǷŶYѣ Lesbos Ξѱƛϒ԰̲�̡ǲխ伯ȥŭӅ予҇ ,(׆�

 

197 Shao, A New History of Literati, 99. 
198 The three biographies of Shao all affirm the existence of this book/brochure, but my 
attempt to locate/acquire it was unsuccessful. The validity of this account is still 
questionable.   
199 Edwin Marion Cox, trans., The Poems of Sappho (London: Williams and Norgate, 1924).  
200 David Moore Robinson and Marion Mills Miller, trans., The Songs of Sappho (New York: 
Frank-Maurice, 1925). 
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Ȟ […] Y修̝׆ڳ]խ伯ŮƟɾԙ؄ϒѣ˻A}偶͆ѣ�”)201 And he 

subsequently gives a quote with his own translation: 

Car Lesbos entre tous m'a choisi sur la terre 
Pour chanter le secret de ses vierges en fleurs 
 
Ů,Ӆ予ȞXQ� ʨ)?ت˔٫
ď,Y^Ƭ伤ѣƒƩѣ书ǨśΈ202 
 

The chosen one, he writes, is termed by Baudelaire as “la mâle Sapho, l'amante et le 

poète”. Further he says: “What he calls la mâle Sapho, l'amante et le poète (the male 

Sappho, the lover and the poet) is Phaon, but also at the same time Baudelaire 

himself […] His admiration of Sappho has reached its vertex.” (“YŶ׆)ʮ˓ѣ la 

mâle Sapho, l'amante et le poète! (ѐɺѣխ伯�ʍ。׆�Q�
 余ګ,֊

(Phaon), tĮ̔;�̝Y伏Ț […] YǳȒխ伯ѣɢɸǚŶЋ׈Ú͑Ѓ?�”)203 

Shao’s admiration of Sappho also reached its vertex. He shares what he sees as 

Baudelaire’s desire to be the “mâle Sapho”, and sings for the secret of the virgin of 

Lesbos in his poem “To Sappho”:204  

Your scent wakes from the bed made of flowers, 
Like a virgin’s moon-like naked body— 
I can’t see your skin that envelops fire and blood, 
But like roses you blossom in my heart. 
 
~修X伤Ȳ)͋وѣڴΛ� 
 —ƒƩѣ̱̕众֡xػ�;
ʨ6֧~ñѱϹ֕ѣԡԤ� 
~Ć�万х众ɀŶʨɢً�205 

 

 

201 Shao, Collected Works of Shao Xunmei, 180. 
202 Ibid. 
203 Ibid. 
204 The original title is in English.  
205 Originally published in Tusu ȉ՘ August issue (1926). Here quoted from Poetic Works 
of Shao Xunmei, 20. 
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Shao is yet to discover that around the bed made of flowers there is the third “mâle 

Sapho” singing for the virgin of Lesbos, who would leave a long-lasting influence on 

him. 

 

1.1.2 From Sappho to Swinburne   

After learning of Shao’s obsession with Sappho, Moule introduced him to J. M. 

Edmonds, a renowned researcher on Greek classics in Jesus College, who translated 

and edited Lyra Graeca: Being the Remains of All the Greek Lyric Poets from 

Eumelus to Timothes excepting Pindar in 1922,206 and later in 1928 published the 

anthology Sappho Revocata.207 Shao includes in an article an excerpt of his diary that 

documents his first meeting with Edmonds: 

He said the loss of Sappho’s three (?) poetry collections is a 
misfortune for literary scholars, and a misfortune for modern men […] 
Then he said one could not see the real Sappho in translations and that 
the color and music of the originals could only be felt in the originals 
[…] In the end he said if I want to feel the beauty of Sappho before I 
could comprehend her original poems, I should read Swinburne’s 
poems, and that there is a piece in Poems and Ballads that is the most 
successful application of Sapphic meter in modern English poetry.   
 
Yב�խ伯ѣ�̻(?)ڃ׆ѣضƟ�ǚŶ̝̃ǋѓѣ6Ȯ�и[Q

ѣ6Ȯ […] Yđב�Ŷׄ̃)Á6԰֧Úխ伯C���Ď׆ѣ会

ɑ7ڗ�Ġ԰ŶĎ׆)ďڠ严 […] ̺?Yđב���ʨŶ̹԰ה

խ伯Ď׆]áԙΆڠ严�Hխ伯ѣ他�ʨĢ]ďהĤ̳̃ѣ׆�

Ĥ̳̃ŶYѣ׆Έڃҹ�ć)ѣ̝�ڳ�и[}ǣ)丝խ伯ͦ׆

»՝̃׆ѣ̰ʧèѣ�208ڳ�  
 

 

206 J. M. Edmonds, Lyra Graeca: Being the Remains of All the Greek Lyric Poets from 
Eumelus to Timothes excepting Pindar (London: W. Heinemann, 1922). 
207 J. M. Edmonds, Sappho Revocata (London: Peter Davies, 1928). 
208 Shao, “Two Idols”, A New History of Literati, 9. 
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Note that in the reported speech of Edmonds the phrase of “color and music” is used 

to describe the quality of Sappho’s original poems. Though Shao might not seem to 

realize his interest in the condition of music in poetry at this stage in Cambridge, it 

could be deduced that this phrase or what this phrase paraphrases is so memorable to 

Shao that it features in this recollection. Shao then recalls in the article: “What makes 

me still grateful to him is that at that time he let me come to know the name of 

Swinburne. The next morning I bought a copy of Poems and Ballads. After just a flip 

through the pages, immediately, a quarter of my heart was seized by him, just as by 

Sappho.” (“Ǽ³�ʨиŶ؝ʚ϶Yѣ��̝YĮ̔�ʨѷص?Ĥ̳̃ѣįǇ�

ԍ̐ѣ̢̓ʨ�ď=?�̻Ĥ̳̃ѣ׆Έڃҹ�ć�TT代͋�丽�ʨѣɢҮ

ßđ֝Y�խ伯众ŷĂď?ŬÍ3��”)209 

 Here Shao, Sappho and Swinburne are eventually gathered. In “Sappho the 

Greek Sage Poet” Shao quotes a sentence from W. L. Courtney210: “Shelley has the 

true lyrical note, and Keats some of that chiselled loveliness which makes each 

Sapphic stanza a masterpiece.” (“ڇկɜÚ?ƪѣʺʍѣ侧。�όʝÔɜÚ?ƪ

ѣػғ�ΔĞĞ。Źʧ人Őѣڅß他�”)211 It is interesting to know the sentences 

that immediately precede and follow this verdict in Courtney’s very article, which 

are as follows: 

There are, perhaps, only two modern English poets who come 
anywhere near Sappho, or perhaps three, despite the number of those 
who have tried to imitate her […] And then, last of all, and in some 
ways best of all, we come, not to Rossetti, but to Swinburne.212 
 

 

209 Ibid. 
210 William Leonard Courtney (1850-1928) was a British author and literary critic.  
211 Shao, Collected Works of Shao Xunmei, 182. 
212 W. L. Courtney, Old Saws and Modern Instances (London: Forgotten Books, 2013), 96. 
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In a similar fashion, Shao ends his survey of the recurrence of Sappho as a literary 

trend by placing Swinburne at the very end of the long chain of English literature: 

“But in England the one who admires Sappho the most is Swinburne. Here I would 

borrow a phrase from Baudelaire to call him la mâle Sapho.” (“tŶ՝ͦ¯̰Ȓˋ

խ伯ѣQ̝Ĥ̳̃�ʨŶ修ً;֥�丝ۅСկǷѣĞ。ŢY�Ɛ la mâle Sapho

?�”)213 Another interesting parallel is that Courtney in his article quotes lines from 

Swinburne’s “Anactoria” in which he ventriloquizes as Sappho to address her lover 

Anactoria, while Shao in his article goes on to applaud the very same poem by 

saying: “The poem with its surging ideas, flowing poeticality and copious music, 

describes the joy in sorrow, the pity in ire and the longing in despair; I think even if 

Sappho could write it herself, it wouldn’t be more blazing and bright.” (“«五]ϩϩ

ѣɸʕ�ϦϦѣ׆ʙ�ππѣ7�͋ڗɐǤ՜ʅ)3ɭ7�ɰɴ)3Жɷ�人

̵)3ΆΞ�ʨʕą�խ伯伏Ț͋»�;6ؚ修ͤЄІ�ϿЅ?�”)214 Based 

on these two sets of resemblance, it could be assumed that beside Edmonds’ 

recommendation, Shao’s laudation of Swinburne might be much influenced by 

Courtney. The difference is that Courtney’s applause for Swinburne remains a 

critical assessment while Shao’s laudation morphs into an enthusiasm. Note the 

phrase of “copious music” in the laudation, which resonates with “color and music” 

in the indirect speech of Edmonds. We could deduce that the condition of music has 

been associated with Sappho and Swinburne from the early stage of Shao’s life 

 

213 Shao, Collected Works of Shao Xunmei, 181-182. 
214 Shao, Collected Works of Shao Xunmei, 182-183. 
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where he came to know the works of the two poets. In the article Shao quotes from 

“A Singer Asleep”, Hardy’s elegy for Swinburne, along with his own translation: 

“O teacher, where lies hid thy burning line; 
Where are those songs, O poetess divine, 
Whose very arts are love incarnadine?” 
And her smile back: “Disciple true and warm, 
Sufficient now are thine.” 
 
“ŝ¥东�~ѣϹЄѣĞ。ŶŒً� 
~ѣΈ̫ŶŒً�ŝ�҉ŵѣ׆Q� 
~ΎɂѣضПyڒ仰会ѣЖʍ�” 
C̝ƪŭ?�了�“Ћ׈ѣ�ɛĳ� 
~伏ȚѣțӦȀƚ?�”215 

 
Shao’s selection of this poem and this excerpt is certainly not random. Here 

Swinburne is remembered as a “singer”, and the lines quoted feature the word of 

“songs”, both of which pertain to music. The teacher here refers to Sappho. By 

quoting these lines Shao seems to imply that Swinburne, the disciple of Sappho, has 

equally “incarnadine” arts and “sufficient” songs. Though the poetry of Swinburne 

was at the beginning a temporary expedient when Shao lacked the competence in 

ancient Greek to comprehend Sappho’s original poems, it turns out that Shao’s 

admiration of Sappho was gradually outweighed by his admiration of Swinburne. 

That being said, Sappho never left the horizon of Shao during his literary career. She 

continues to be, as an incarnation of poetry, in every nightingale that sings. 

 

1.1.3 A Poet in the Making 

 

215 Hardy’s “A Singer Asleep” VIII. Here quoted from Collected Works of Shao Xunmei, 
182. 
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After coming to know the works of Swinburne, Shao admits that his interest in the 

study of economics greatly lessens and that he “could no longer focus on books to 

which I should’ve paid more attention” (“ɢɸ¹;6԰ŭƔÚĎ̲ѣ<ӆ�”).216 

He writes: 

Afternoons in the library, I only wandered around the shelves of 
poetry. Every day from the window of my flat I saw the apple trees on 
the lawn; I saw the gravestones of the church next door. I almost felt 
that I could touch the truth if I reach out my hands, and faintly I felt 
the urge to change my subject of study. Every piece of non-important 
thing would lead me into my memory, and so I called to mind the joy 
neglected and bliss ignored in the past. All the thoughts that hovered 
in my head, were by me rendered into lines that rhyme; I even fooled 
myself into a belief that I’m a poet that people anticipate. 
 
�ûŶų<ًڲ�;Ġ̝Ŷ׆Έѣ͘。ؖ�ɝɘ�ΔƜXǫǞѣ

ҫĜ�丽Ú?伴ŷًѣ՞͕͢�丽Ú?偏ƍ҅ˋƃİړѣƊҁ�

ʨs5ʚ֫Ú�rʯ�Ģ]֮ÚѮр�đ偎偎ŷ̕丰ʨ̲˸֖ѣ

ɣ֥�Δ�ͤ6ٌ֥ѣAفhʹʨڠ俯ŭɤً�ʨC̝اɱѱؚ

ďʮɯ严ѣʘɭ�ŊΩٌ̲֪ѣȮҎ�修ғմӨɢƠѣɸֆ�ʨ

«ʹ͋»ʧċ?ԳژѣĞ。�伏ȚұЍ为�伏Ț̝�(ƛǣʮ事

ɖѱѣ׆Q?�217 
 

These “lines that rhyme” were not published until 1926, in the August issue of Tusu 

(ȉ՘), a journal edited by the Sphinx Club. Shao published three poems entitled “To 

Swinburne”, “To Sappho”,218 “Horror” (Kongbu ɿɶ) and a translation of 

Swinburne’s “A Match” (Pi’ou ö�). This was one of the earliest publishing 

attempts of Shao and the outcome was applauded by Chai Shuduo ٚ͢͠219 as “full 

of music, colors, emotion and power” (“̲Ɛ�̲会�̲ʍ�̲æ”).220 Note the 

 

216 Shao, A New History of Literati, 98. 
217 Ibid. 
218 The original titles of these two poems are in English. 
219 An author and literary critic in Republican China.  
220 “Tusu” (ȉ՘), originally published in Beixin (ó̈) issue 10 (23 Oct 1926); here quoted 
from A Selection of Works and Critical Reception of Sphinx Club, 260. 
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occurrence of “music” here. The diction as such is not unusual in the criticism on 

Shao. These three poems eventually culminated in Heaven and May, Shao’s first 

poetry collection. The advertisement for this collection appears in La Maison D’Or 

Monthly as follows:  

His poems are deft, charming, pungent, coquettish, appetizing; and yet 
frantic, dauntless—he says everything, everything that people dare not 
say. Each and every piece is a scented corolla of soul that is full of the 
breath of spring, the sweetness of flesh and the magnificent magic that 
seduces all. His poetic realm is worth our appreciation, marvel and 
drunkenness. 

Yѣ̝ͦ׆؏Ͻѣ�Ƽǁѣ�ύ伊ѣ�ưՋѣڴ�Ŧѣ; ԙđХ

ӟѣ, ƛԪѣ—R1בفÌ͋, Qǣʮ6԰ص˽6בѣ�亏丹ڳڳ

�ʏ׏ñĹѱ ,ڴɢҩѣϽո, ¤ϫѱ̚ѣΛʂ, 仰ѣ丛إڴ̝ف

Îѣjƛۂæ�Ѯ�ɜʨ^΅便״�ĩ, ΥنŶYѣ׆Ɖًؖ�
221 

Shao’s poetic career is thus launched, but his passion for translating and introducing 

Swinburne to Chinese readers did not cease here. In 1928 he published Roses and 

Roses, a collection of translated poems in which he anthologizes four translations of 

Swinburne, “Song” (Ge Έ), “Before Dawn” (Riluo zhiqian ̐但3á), “The 

Oblation” (Gongfeng �ƥ) and “A Match” (Pi’ou ö�). In the same year he 

published Fire and Flesh (Huo yu rou Ϲ�仰), an anthology of critical essays. In the 

dedication Shao cites “Hands that sting like fire” from Swinburne’s “Before Dawn”, 

and the anthology features two essays on Swinburne: “Swinburne” (Shiwenpeng Ĥ

̳̃) and “Songs before Sunrise” (Richuqian zhi ge ̐Ìá3Έ).  

 

221 An interleaf advertisement in La Maison D’Or Monthly volume 1, issue 2 (1 February 
1929). 
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 1928 witnessed a creative explosion from Shao. Beside Roses and Roses and 

Fire and Flesh, in this year he published his second poetry collection Flower-like 

Evil, the title of which pays an overt tribute to Les Fleurs du Mal. This collection 

shows the poetic caliber of Shao and was much acclaimed by the critics. Shen 

Congwen ΤX̃ comments on Flower-like Evil: “Shao Xunmei composes his 

poetry collection in a way that resembles a hymn to the senses. Hymning life, 

hymning love; there emerges the hedonism of an aesthete, the exaggerated clinging 

to the earthly world yet in such a world he still sees a void.” (“ؼ供他]Ǖ԰ѣڞΈ

他Ж, Ѝԙ̞ÌŚ他χQ东ѣM7, ǭCи״ ,他东״�ڃ׆ʚʍ»ʧYѣͤػ

�ѣơɈѣקɾ, ǭCи�đWЍ丽Úҧև�”)222 It should be noted that here 

Shen uses the word “hymn” (Songge ڞΈ), a word that pertains to music to describe 

Shao’s poetry. There must be something in Shao’s poetry that triggers Shen’s word 

choice, though in the passage he does not elaborate on his diction. Interestingly, 

Shen’s comment is reminiscent of Shao’s own applause of Swinburne and Baudelaire 

as he regards them as “creators and patron saints of all the poetry of truth, beauty, 

love, music and sweetness” (“Y�̝Õر-, ̝�ÎѮѣ�他ѣ�ʍѣ7ڗ�

ѣ�丛֒ѣ׆ΈѣЖˁ҉”) and claims that “their poetry always finds fragrance 

from stench, truth from falsehood, goodness from evil, beauty from ugliness, 

diversion from life’s depression, happiness from a world of melancholy” (“Y�ѣ׆

 

222 Shen Congwen, “How Do We Read New Poetry” (Women zenmeyang qudu xinshi ʨ^

ɳ1ͤď׆̈ה), originally published in Xiandai xuesheng и[ǋ东 [Modern Student] 
issue 1 (1930); here quoted from Zhongguo xiandai shilun )Ųи[׆例 � [Modern 
Chinese Poetics Volume 1], ed. Yang Kuanghan ͌ôΟ (Guangzhou: Huacheng chubanshe, 
1985), 136. 
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Ŷ�)ΞѮ; Ŷʄ)ΞŠ; Ŷ8)Ξ他; Ŷ՜值ѣQ东)Ξ² ;ڴŶՀ)Ξ̝ف

�Ŷɬʖѣ ;׽ѓ)Ξɭφ”).223 Here Shao uses a phrase “patron saints of all the 

poetry of […] music” to express his adoration for Swinburne. In fact, words that 

pertain to music are everywhere to be found in his critical works. This kind of word 

most frequently appears in his criticism on Swinburne, such as his essay 

“Swinburne” in Fire and Flesh which describes the poetry of Swinburne as 

consisting of “words like pearls immersed in music” (“ϓŶ7ڗ)ѣм不众他ѣǇ

¢”).224  

 Beside the applause from Shao, Swinburne has often been critiqued with 

words that pertain to music. He was once described by Tennyson as “a reed through 

which all things blow into music”225 and in Hardy’s lament “[…] a minstrel who/  

Blew them [fresh-fluted notes] not naively, but as one who knew/ Full well why thus 

he blew”.226 Swinburne himself also has a tendency to use words that pertain to 

music in poetry criticism, as Thomas E. Connolly observes: 

More than any other critic of his day, Algernon Charles Swinburne 
judged poetry by its music, but, because Swinburne is so often 
ignored as a critic, much of what he had to say on this most elusive 
subject remains buried in his involved critical prose.227 
 

 

223 Shao, Fire and Flesh, 20; translated by Leo Lee in Shanghai Modern: The Flowering of a 
New Urban Culture in China, 248. 
224 Shao, Fire and Flesh, 26. 
225 Here quoted from John D. Rosenberg, “Swinburne”, Victorian Studies 11, no. 2 (1967): 
152. 
226 Quoted from Philip Henderson, Swinburne: The Portrait of a Poet (London: Routledge & 
Kegan Paul, 1974), 285. 
227 Thomas E. Connolly, “Swinburne on ‘The Music of Poetry’”, PMLA 72, no. 4 (1957): 
680. 
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Shao and Swinburne both tend to “judge poetry by its music” and are both frequently 

judged in terms of the music of their poetry. To shed light on how Swinburne’s idea 

of music might have influenced Shao’s, and to make this “most elusive subject” less 

elusive, a survey of Swinburne’s use of words that pertain to music will be 

necessary. 

 

1.2 Harmony as a Condition of Music in Poetry 

 

1.2.1 Swinburne’s Conception of Harmony  

Jerome McGann observes that harmony might be a key term in Swinburne’s 

discussion of the music of poetry: 

Poetry, he writes, has only “one final and irreplaceable requisite”: 
“inner harmony” (“Emily Bronte,” Works, 14:46). The point is 
insistent even when Swinburne discusses a poet like Wordsworth, so 
dear to Arnold's moral program: though “rare, uncertain, [and] 
intermittent” in his verse, “though unable to command his music at 
will with the assurance of a Milton or a Shelley,” nonetheless 
Wordsworth is a great poet when he achieves what poetry requires - 
“profound and majestic harmony” (“Wordsworth and Byron,” Works, 
14:240).228 
 

McGann claims that in Swinburne’s notion “inner harmony” is the “one final and 

irreplaceable requisite” for poetry. However, the quote from “Emily Brontë” is rather 

displaced for it comes from a context where Swinburne is making a comparison 

between Mehalah229 and Wuthering Heights: 

 

228 Jerome McGann, “Wagner, Baudelaire, Swinburne: Poetry in the Condition of Music”, 
Victorian Poetry 47, no. 4, “A hundred sleeping years ago”: In commemoration of Algernon 
Charles Swinburne, 2009: 621.  
229 S. Baring-Gould, Mehalah, A Story of the Salt Marshes (London: Smith, Elder and Co, 
1880). 
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But the accumulated horrors of the close [of Mehalah], however 
possible in fact, are wanting in the one quality which 
justifies and ennobles all admissible horror in fiction: they hardly 
seem inevitable; they lack the impression of logical and moral 
certitude. All the realism in the world will not suffice to convey this 
impression; and a work of art which wants it wants the one final and 
irreplaceable requisite of inner harmony.230 
 

From the original text we can see that “inner harmony” is not in Swinburne’s notion 

the requisite for poetry as McGann observes, but a requisite for “the impression of 

logical and moral certitude” in any work of art. Though this quote from “Emily 

Brontë” is clearly abused, McGann does make a point with the quote regarding 

Wordsworth. Swinburne does use the phrase “profound and majestic harmony” when 

it comes to the poetry of Wordsworth. McGann writes: 

This “harmony” is the meaning of all poems […] The thought seems 
simple enough, perhaps even banal. But much more is involved here 
than a Romantic formalism akin to Coleridge's famous idea of poetry 
as “the balance or reconciliation of opposite or discordant qualities.” 
When Swinburne speaks of a poem's harmony, his thought is always 
tied to a set of musical ideas and analogies. The significance of that 
relationship, though well known, has scarcely begun to be understood 
or appreciated.231 
 

Here McGann claims that “this ‘harmony’ is the meaning of all poems”. The validity 

of this statement will be examined later. What seems valid at this point is McGann’s 

observation that this notion of harmony is “tied to a set of musical ideas and 

analogies”. As Swinburne in his criticism on Wordsworth does use phrases like 

“command his music” to accompany “profound and majestic harmony”, it is true that 

what Swinburne terms as harmony could not be simply equated with congruity. 

Connolly also affirms that harmony is an important word in “Swinburne’s critical 

 

230 Originally published in Athenaeum, June 1883; here quoted from The Brontës: The 
Critical Heritage, ed. Miriam Farris Allott (London: Psychology Press, 1974), 439. 
231 McGann, “Wagner, Baudelaire, Swinburne: Poetry in the Condition of Music”, 621. 
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vocabulary of the music of poetry”.232 The significance of the relationship between 

this notion of harmony and the music of poetry, as McGann points out, is in need of 

further investigation.  

 As Swinburne’s critical works are often diffuse and nowhere near systematic, 

any attempt to locate a definite definition for his coined terms would often end up in 

failure. One way to circumvent this might be to carefully collect and put together 

related puzzle pieces that are scattered over various articles in his critical corpus. 

Swinburne’s notion of harmony could not be studied alone and must be read against 

his other notions on the music of poetry. Notably, Swinburne applauds Shelley’s 

“singing” ability in this manner: 

Shelley outsang all poets on record but some two or three throughout 
all time; his depths and heights of inner and outer music are as divine 
as nature’s and not sooner exhaustible. He was alone the perfect 
singing-god; his thoughts, words, deeds, all sang together.” 233  
 

It should be noted that here Swinburne comes up with two interesting terms: inner 

and outer music. The definitions are not given in the context, neither is any 

elaboration on this topic in the subsequent text. Charles E. Russell observes: 

In all his practice, words have two functions as the media of poetic 
art. They have, first, their definitive use, as the symbols of ideas, by 
which thought is conveyed, design and purpose established, structure 
is built, imagery and figurework are added; and they have, second, but 
hardly inferior, certain distinct and multifold tone values, which, in 
his method, are woven into carefully wrought-out schemes of sound 
intended to emphasize, clarify, vivify the feeling conveyed by the 
definitive function or bare meaning of the words.234 
 

 

232 Connolly, “Swinburne on ‘The Music of Poetry’”, 685. 
233 Swinburne, “Notes on the Text of Shelley”, Essays and Studies (London: Chatto and 
Windus, 1875), 215. 
234 Charles E. Russell, “Swinburne and Music”, The North American Review 186, no. 624 
(1907): 429. 
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In Russell’s opinion the first function, the “definitive use” of words might be what 

Swinburne calls inner music while the second function, the acoustic features of a 

poem, might be in line with Swinburne’s notion of outer music. Is this interpretation 

correct?  

 Swinburne writes in the monograph William Blake. A Critical Essay: “The 

sound of many verses of Blake’s cleaves to the sense long after conscious thought of 

the meaning has passed from one: a sound like running of water or ringing of bells in 

a long lull of the wind.”235 Here Swinburne enunciates a pair of entities that could be 

the interpretations of inner and outer music respectively: meaning and sound. 

Judging from this excerpt we could confirm the previous conjecture that Swinburne’s 

notion of inner music could be equated with meaning or sense while outer music 

could be equated with the sound or the acoustic aspect of a poem. What should be 

noted is that the sound that “cleaves to the sense”, namely the sound of the verses of 

Blake which Swinburne applauds, is compared to the natural sound of running water 

and bells ringing by the wind. And if we go back to the previous excerpt on Shelley, 

we will see a comparison of Shelley’s inner and outer music with those of nature 

(“his depths and heights of inner and outer music are as divine as nature’s”). What he 

seems to suggest might be that the union of sound and meaning is most solid when it 

resembles things in nature. He writes later in the book: “The Piper, the Lamb, the 

Chimney-sweeper, and the two-days-old baby [“Infant Joy”]; all, for the music in 

them, more like the notes of birds caught up and given back than the modulated 

measure of human verse.”236 Here Swinburne prefers the notes of the birds, a symbol 

 

235 Swinburne, William Blake. A Critical Essay (London: John Camden Hotten, 1868), 10. 
236 Ibid., 115-116. 
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of nature, to “the modulated measure of human verse”. From these three excerpts we 

can deduce that Swinburne considers nature as the ideal, perfect paradigm for the 

merging of inner and outer music in poetry, which could be interpreted as a union of 

meaning and sound. This merging of inner and outer music is in his notion a 

condition where poetry is musical. 

 Now let us bring back his notion of harmony. What is the relationship 

between harmony and nature, Swinburne’s perfect paradigm for the merging of inner 

and outer music? Connolly’s observation is interesting:  

Harmony is a term that goes beyond either ‘external’ or ‘inner’ music 
[…] When ‘external’ and ‘inner’ music blend, the result is harmony 
[…] It is the word in which the other words such as imagination, 
passion, external music, and inner music find their resolution and their 
proper meaning.237 
 

If we agree on the notion that the result of the blending of inner and outer music is 

harmony, we could say that harmony is the condition where poetry is musical and 

that nature would be the perfect paradigm for harmony. Notably, T. S. Eliot in 

“Swinburne as Poet” makes a famous verdict that “in Swinburne the meaning and the 

sound are one thing”.238 The phrase “one thing” denotes a perfect union of meaning 

and sound, the merging of inner and outer music as Swinburne puts it. In this sense 

the “one thing” that Eliot does not further scrutinize might be the condition of 

harmony that Swinburne aspires to achieve in poetry.  

 After piecing up a possible interpretation of Swinburne’s notion of harmony 

with puzzle pieces collected from his critical works, it would be helpful to see if this 

 

237 Connolly, “Swinburne on ‘The Music of Poetry’”, 685.   
238 T. S. Eliot, “Swinburne as Poet”, The Sacred Wood: Essays on Poetry and Criticism, ed. 
T. S. Eliot (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1921), 135. 
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interpretation could be applied to his poetic practices. Swinburne’s poetry is full of 

symbols. As we have seen from his critique on Blake, birds are often chosen by 

Swinburne to be the sound-making symbol for nature and to illustrate his notion of 

harmony in poetry. This is evident in his poem “A Match”: 

If I were what the words are, 
And love were like the tune, 
With double sound and single 
Delight our lips would mingle, 
With kisses glad as birds are 
That get sweet rain at noon; 
If I were what the words are, 
And love were like the tune.239 
 

The matching of “the tune” and “the words” is compared to birds “that get sweet rain 

at noon”. “The tune”, the acoustic features, denote what Swinburne considers as the 

outer music of a poem while “the words” refer to the meaning of the poem and hence 

correspond with his notion of inner music. “The tune” and “the words” are a match 

in the symbol of bird, and so is the union of sound and meaning, the merging of outer 

and inner music.  

 Shao translated this poem as Pi’ou ö� and published it in the August issue 

of Tusu in 1926, the year in which he returned from Cambridge. We could deduce 

that he must have read the poem during his education in England. Two years later 

this poem was anthologized in his collection of translated poems, Roses and Roses. 

This gives us another hint that he thinks highly of this poem. These clues confirm 

that this poem had an influence on Shao. It is unknown whether Shao read the 

previously cited excerpts on Wordsworth, Shelley and Blake, but what is known is 

that in Shao’s oeuvre we could see a similar preference for the symbol of the bird, as 

 

239 A. C. Swinburne, Poems and Ballads, 116. 
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evident in poems like “A Sonnet” (Shisihang shi øŬ֖׆), “Tomorrow” (Mingtian 

̕Ɯ), “Divine Light”  (Shenguang ҉¦) and “Flower” (Hua 伤)� 

The scarce leaves of the tree of life, 
Twenty-one pieces have been plucked by time. 
The bird that hides in a nest among branches, 
Was yet to try out his gifted feathers; 
He used to fiddle with his tender voice, 
But a dirty and massive curtain of fog, 
Keeps the one behind from hearing. 
 
东ŉ3͢ȵҝǵѣĦ。� 
֝̔¦˯ďBø�Й?� 
؉体Ŷ͖٫ȕ)ѣǴۇ� 
 �ѣԊ令װΩׅ丝YƜ؝
Y̮vɃYӣ、ѣšڗ� 
t̲ΡϋԙŽčѣ做ȩ� 
˕wѱȩ)Q6԰ĺɜ�240 

 
How unexpected, this yellow flower blossoms, 
Everything blossoms, 
On the pavement of air, 
Flying birds come and go. 
 
修̾ۓ伤ұЍɀ?� 
�Îفɀ?� 
ҧΛѣص�� 
Ɣɪѱ͋ɔѣ֖�241ۇ 

 
Weeping its unnamed laughter, 
Flowers and birds once in the same garden; 
The withered are withered, the dead are dead, 
The unwithered undead tonight has come. 
 
̝ʌθ̝6ѷįѣ΄了� 
Ď̝Į�ů)ѣ伤ۇ�� 
 �?΍ѣ;΍?םѣם
 6΍ѣUƙ͋Ú�242ם6

 

 

240 “A Sonnet” (Shisihang shi øŬ֖׆), Poetic Works of Shao Xunmei, 94. 
241 “Tomorrow” (Mingtian ̕Ɯ), Poetic Works of Shao Xunmei, 104. 
242 “Divine Light”  (Shenguang ҉¦), Poetic Works of Shao Xunmei, 192. 
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He’s most scared of the sad songbird, 
Grumbling in the sweet honeyed air; 
A tune that should’ve been happy, 
Is but piped with tears.    

 
Y̰ɵػʌōѣۇۉ� 
Ŷ丛֒ѣҧ)בНں� 
̝̕̕ɭ7ѣΈ侧� 
ĆĹѱѰλ͋ňħ�243 
 

Though the bird is a recurring symbol in the poetry of Shao, not all the birds simply 

appear with a general name as “bird”. In a poem entitled “Nature’s Order” (Ziran de 

mingling 伏Ѝѣŉ\) we could see that Shao deploys bird symbols of various 

specific species or even from mythologies: 

Nature’s order, the power to choose is hers. 
As long as she will, she could place her heart 
Between the wings of Dapeng244 in the azure flying, 
She could follow the hawk with the quickest eyes 
To shoot that unrelaxing arrow; she could also  
Let pigeons take her to a steady ride, ride 
To the apex of clouds, and oversee with pride 
Flock of friends that used to chase her madly.   
 
伏Ѝѣŉ\ت�ˎѣ͚̝̓ƪѣ� 
Ġ֥ƪʜʙ�ƪĢ]ǒԄƪѣɢ 
ŶƛۇۏѣԌԼ)ڐ�ګ٫Ɯ� 
ƪ;Ģ]̰ٽ؂ѰɭѣԖۑ 
Ǳ6ػ价˹͏ѣ�Ӄ; ƪ;Ģ] 
ֶ丰یȥ?ƪȫҢŷ֖̌�֖̌ 
ÚھڙѣEҴ�¹ڷ�ŷ�久 
 ƪѣ̳Ĕ�245جا�仙̮љўŷػ

 
[…] 
You can tell the vain Fenghuang246 
That you have thousands of peonies, that you have 
A sun for her to groom against from morn to dawn; 

 

243 “Flower” (Hua 伤), Poetic Works of Shao Xunmei, 24-25. 
244 A giant bird that metamorphoses from a huge fish in Chinese mythology. 
245 Shao, Poetic Works of Shao Xunmei, 142. 
246 An immortal bird in Chinese mythology that bears some similarities to the phoenix. 
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You can tell the fierce raven that you have 
A bed three hundred times softer than a magpie nest: 
Suffering is their status, God grants you. 
But you shouldn’t lie to her, you should 
Let her enjoy the twice caressing of spring breeze, 
So she would know this huge cosmos never 
Treats her badly, never gets bored of her songs. 
 
[…] 
~Ģ]ǭևէѣÉË 
 ̲~ב�+ÇùÇ�̾М̲~ב
 ;֞ʹĢ]̡̓АѱƪٱƝړ�
~Ģ]ǭɍʆѣ4בۋ~̲Ζ 
ŤێѣҬȕ�ѡ�ϡ保ѣȲٝ: 
՜ͻ̝Y^ѣįÍ��Ȥֺ~� 
Ģ̝~ɽ6ȴɎڹƪ�~ɜֶ 
ƪȀَŷMę%΃̚کѣʿ，� 
ֶƪ̕丰修ԖƛѣǐǖXΩ̲ 
ɖDƪ�XΩ̲Č�ƪѣĵŋ�247 

 
However, the high flying of Dapeng, the quick eyes of hawks, the steadiness of 

pigeons, or Fenghuang’s sun as a grooming mirror are ultimately of little 

signification when compared to songs that could last forever in the cosmos. For 

Shao, the bird that is capable of everlasting songs is the nightingale. The nightingale 

takes an unsurpassable lead in frequency among all the birds whose species are 

clearly identified in his works. This is also evident in the oeuvre of Swinburne. What 

I will venture to do in the next section is to examine the use of the symbol of the 

nightingale in Swinburne’s and Shao’s works to see if the conception of harmony 

migrates, like a bird, from Swinburne to Shao.   

 

1.2.2 The Nightingale as a Symbol of Harmony  

 

 

247 Shao, Poetic Works of Shao Xunmei, 144. 
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Swinburne’s obsession with the nightingale can date back to a poem entitled “The 

Nightingale”, which according to the observation of Georges Lafourcade might be 

written during Swinburne’s college days in Oxford:248  

Thro’ the thick throbbings of her trembling throat,  
Half stifled with its music, struggling gush’d  
The torrent-tide of song, then free burst out  
And in a tempest whirl of melody rush’d  
Thro’ the stirred boughs. The young leaves on the trees  
Flutter’d, as in a storm, to that harmonious breeze. 
It floated now serenely, sweet of breath,  
As with full conscious beauty now content,  
Now shivered into dim delicious death,  
Dash’d down a precipice of music, rent  
By the mad stream of song whirl’d, shook, rang out, spoke,   
Stunning the charmed night with long melodies,  
Then in a thousand gurgling eddies flew  
Of whirlwind sweetness, lost in its own sound,249 
 

The progression of the singing of the nightingale is illustrated with verbs of motion: 

“gush’d”, “rush’d”, “floated”, “shivered” and “dash’d down”. The singing of the 

nightingale is described with an attempt to re-present the significance perceived 

when hearing the nightingale sing. In this way the outer music, the sound of the 

nightingale is merged with the description of the changes of motion, the inner music 

of the poem. The outer and inner music are merged in the symbol of the nightingale 

and form a condition of harmony. According to Lafourcade’s observation, this was 

written by a young Swinburne who was yet to begin his poetic career. But what 

seems certain from this early poem is his interest in the music of poetry and his use 

of the nightingale as a symbol for the union of meaning and sound, which evolved in 

 

248 Georges Lafourcade, Swinburne’s Hyperion and Other Poems with an Essay on 
Swinburne and Keats (London: Faber & Gwyer, 1927), 147. 
249 Ibid., 149. 
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his later career as an idea that is termed as harmony, or the merging of inner and 

outer music as he puts it.     

 Interestingly, Shao’s obsession with the nightingale could also date back to as 

early as his compositions in Cambridge, such as “Sister Flower” (Huazizi 伤ƴƴ) 

that is later anthologized in Heaven and May:  

Nature’s mysteries cannot be uncorked,  
The abstruseness of buddha is not to be clarified, 
The cunning of the demiurge (malicious) 
Can but exist unresolved  
In the heart of commoners. 
[…] 
She doesn’t get it, 
The one who gets it 
Is a nightingale that moans. 
 
Ɯ̿ѣ书Ǩ6Ģβϭ� 
|δѣдƱ̕صځ�� 

ПѣЩЭ�ʄΕر 
Ġ԰;6֭ԙǈŶ 
ÈQѣ·ɢ� 
[…] 
ƪΩʢɜ� 
ʢѣ̝ػ 
ōġѣ�Ġƙհ�250 
 

To comprehend this poem, let us bring in an article by Shao entitled “Nightingale” 

(Yeying ƙհ) published in 1930, in which he admits that he has “never heard a 

nightingale sing” and hence for him “it is a misty dreamy idea, a kind of music only 

enjoyed by gods; I could only imagine, envy and sense it from others’ works”. (“ʨ

̝X͋Ω̲ĺɜؚƙհѣ�Ů΋Cʨ修̝�ғ仍ӷѣͳɸ��ғ҉ZѣΈ7; 

ʨĠ̲ďȯʕ�ďԈʞ�ďXQǣѣً̃׆ʙh?�”)251 The sound of a 

 

250 Shao, Poetic Works of Shao Xunmei, 77-78. 
251 Shao, A Job that Can’t Lie, 21. 
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nightingale is to him “a misty dreamy idea”, which could be paraphrased as this: the 

sound is to him an idea, and the idea is misty as well as dreamy. It should be noted 

that “the sound is an idea” is actually a hint of the union of meaning and sound, the 

merging of inner and outer music as Swinburne proposes. Shao then describes this 

“misty dreamy idea” as “a kind of music only enjoyed by gods”. By linking this idea 

with music, Shao indicates that the union of sound and meaning will result in a 

condition which he calls music. This condition of music is what Swinburne terms as 

the state of harmony. 

 As Shao sees it, this music is “only enjoyed by gods”, and gods could take so 

many forms as illustrated in the previously cited “Sister Flower”, such as Buddha 

and the demiurge. We should note that in the excerpt Buddha and the demiurge are 

juxtaposed with nature. Gods in different names are to Shao various forms of nature. 

He writes in the poem that the commoners cannot get the mysteries of nature, but a 

nightingale does. Here the role of the nightingale is the same as the birds in 

Swinburne’s “A Match”, which we have discussed earlier. Shao sees the nightingale 

as the ideal symbol of nature. As he considers nature as the perfect paradigm for the 

condition of harmony, or the merging of inner and outer music as Swinburne puts it, 

he regards the nightingale as the perfect embodiment for the condition of harmony. 

On these two points Shao and Swinburne are identical.  

 Let us get back to the excerpt from “Nightingale”. Shao states that he could 

only “imagine, envy and sense” the sound of a nightingale from “others’ works”. 

These “other’s works” might very likely include “Keats’ Ode to a Nightingale” (Jici 

de yeyingge όʝѣƙհΈ), an article written by Xu Zhimo ɚɨ˱, one of the 

most celebrated Chinese modern poets. Shao writes: “In China, Zhimo held a 
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splendid fiesta so everyone erects a memorial tablet in their mind for this ‘infatuating 

bird’ whose ‘voice gets louder and louder, tune fancier and fancier, emotion hotter 

and hotter, charm lingering and lingering, like endless delight, flamboyant adoration, 

or modified sorrow’.” (“Ŷ)Ų�ɨ˱͋?(jՋѣҋµ�R1Qѣɢ)C̝ف

�ƥѱ修�Ġśɜ ‘Ɛ׻͋׻ڗŐO�侧̈׻͋׻٦ƣ�ʍӯ׻͋׻ЋІژ�

Ň׻͋׻Ϝٸ٥��̝̎ѣ΄丢��̝Ջ.ѣɻʞ�đ�̝Ě侧ѣʌō’ ѣ ‘ė

中ѣ252(”�’ۇ As Xu claims that he could hear a nightingale from the window of his 

flat,253 Shao narrates a story of how he once attempted to hear the singing of a 

nightingale by staying in Xu’s place:  

After two days of visiting I still hadn’t heard the sound of a 
nightingale. I almost suspected that what Zhimo had heard was but the 
illusion of a poet, a dream, a poem of his own […] Back at home, I sat 
by my desk and turned on my green-shaded lamp, trying to imagine the 
tune of a nightingale. The books by my hands all laughed at me. They 
laughed at me for I don’t know that poetry is as mysterious as nature; 
you can only comprehend, not explain; you can only appreciate, not 
imitate. 
 
ǽ修众ŷآ什ď?%Ɯ�ĆΩ̮ĺɜƙհ�ʨÇ5֥ɱјɨ˱Y

ʮĺɜѣ6ؚ̝׆Qѣȯ̝�סͳ�̝Y伏Țѣ׆ […] ŭǣ�Ż

Ŷ<ͪ̋�ɀ?ʨػӶԂ。ѣģϻ�ʕďрʕÌ(ƙհѣ侧。�

ʯؖѣ<̻فǭʨ了?�Y了ʨ6ѷص伏Ѝѣ�ÎŊ̝׆Įͤѣ

҉书�~Ġ԰ďڠh�6԰ď֭ي�~Ġ԰ď΅便�6԰ďͿ

c�254 
 

In the passage Shao goes on to quote “A Third Thing” from D. H. Lawrence: 

Water is H2O, hydrogen two parts, oxygen one, 
But there is also a third thing, that makes it water 
And nobody knows what it is. 
The atom locks up two energies 

 

252 Shao, “Nightingale”, A Job that Can’t Lie, 21. 
253  This account is questionable as nightingales are only native to Europe and south-west 
Asia.  
254 Shao, A Job that Can’t Lie, 22. 
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But it is a third thing present which makes it an atom.255 
 

He writes: “To know this is to know everything. I hence gave up the idea to imagine 

the tune of a nightingale and fell asleep on the desk.” (“ڠʉ?修(ڠ�ʉ?�

Î�ʨC̝˹ɂ?ďрʕƙհѣ侧。ѣɮƠ�eŶ<ͪ�乃?�”)256 What is 

known by Shao here is not explicitly explained to the readers. Shao never intends to 

create a theory in a systematic way. He puts forth a notion in the excerpt that “poetry 

is as mysterious as nature”, which again resonates with Swinburne’s applause for 

nature as the perfect paradigm for poetry. The thing that makes hydrogen and oxygen 

water is exactly the mysterious nature which makes inner and outer music blend in 

the symbol of the nightingale. Notably, Shao claims that he later wakes up to what he 

perceives to be the singing of a nightingale: 

There are first some twitters, soft and gentle, like swift tender fingers 
testing the strings. Then come a few minutes of silence. Is she refining 
her powder? Is she adjusting her clothes? There begins a light and 
soothing honey-englobed whisper, as if it brings a sweet scent that a 
mouth exudes, not intense, but enough to make a heart sour and a soul 
drunk. What follows is the account of her long-hidden stories: she 
remembers she’s a naive virgin; she remembers she’s a picked flower, 
a queen in bed; she remembers she’s a blissful goddess; she remembers 
she’s a jealous girl, a lustful married woman, a tainted soul, a tattered 
scar, an abandoned fragment. She also remembers she’s a spring that 
returns, a peony that re-blossoms, a self retrieved. 
 
̰¥̝ϡ͜đӣɋѣÇƐ��̝ϽφѣӘ˓Ŷׅɉ�ˢѱ̝ÇÍ

ٔѣΥ̝�ەŶϞӈ? ̝Ŷ֚̂? ¹ɀƵ̝؏đǴѣĹ֒ѣ保׍�

s5ȥ͋?ĜڏѣڴΛ�6ύ�ĆȀƚǲɢ͋ن͋ہ�ثم��

؂ѱ͋ѣ̝ƪɢAѣׂב: ƪָɜƪ̝(ƜѮѣƒƩ; ƪָɜƪ̝

(֝ʾ?ѣ伤̾; ƪָɜƪ̝(Ȳ�ѣѤİ; ƪָɜƪ̝(他ϫѣ

҉Z; ƪָɜƪ̝(ƯɥѣƩ。; ƪָɜƪ̝(کψѣǵƭ; ƪָɜ

ƪ̝(͛ΡѣϽہ; ƪָɜƪ̝(乐ќѣÕћ; ƪָɜƪ̝(ضɂ

 

255 Ibid., 23. 
256 Ibid., 23. 
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?ѣΎЙ�ƪָ̬ɜƪ̝(ٌ͋ѣ̈̚�¹ɀѣМ+�˷ŭ͋?

ѣ伏Ț�257 
 

Note that the nightingale here is gendered. It is rendered by Shao a female while it is 

usually a male nightingale that sings. This is a practice similar to that used by 

Swinburne in “The Nightingale”, which we have discussed earlier. Moreover, the 

phrases “refining her powder” and “adjusting her clothes” cue a metaphor that 

cleaves the nightingale to a woman. This woman could concurrently metamorphose 

into various beings: virgin, flower, queen, goddess, scar, fragment. Although these 

beings are concurrent, they do not conflict with each other as they are harmonious in 

the significance of the nightingale-woman. In this sense, the nightingale-woman is 

the symbol for harmony.  

 This nightingale-woman is somewhat familiar. The link of the nightingale-

woman to “an abandoned fragment” seems to cue Sappho and her one-line fragment 

“spring’s messenger, the lovely voiced nightingale”.258 As Sappho’s fragments yield 

a profusion of possible interpretations on her life and poetry, her fragmentation is 

exactly the idea behind the nightingale-woman’s ability of metamorphosis. This 

nightingale-woman might actually be the union of Sappho and the nightingale, a 

shared practice between Swinburne and Shao, which I will discuss in the following 

section. 

 

1.2.3 A Shared Practice: The Merging of Sappho and the Nightingale   

 

257 Ibid., 23-24. 
258 Fragment Lobel 136. 
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In Swinburne’s oeuvre the merging of Sappho and the nightingale is most evident in 

the poem “On the Cliffs”, in which the name of Sappho is clearly enunciated: 

[…] inly by thine only name, 
Sappho because I have known thee and loved, hast thou 
None other answer now? 
As brother and sister were we, child and bird, 
Since thy first Lesbian word 
Flamed on me, and I knew not whence I knew 
This was the song that struck my whole soul through, 
Pierced my keen spirit of sense with edge more keen, 
Even when I knew not, even ere sooth was seen, 
When thou wast but the tawny sweet winged thing 
Whose cry was but of spring.259 
 

Here “child and bird” denotes that the one being addressed as Sappho might be/was a 

bird. This is later confirmed by “the tawny sweet winged thing/ Whose cry was but 

of spring”, which could be seen as a rendering of Sappho’s fragment Lobel 136 

“spring’s messenger, the lovely voiced nightingale”. It could be interpreted that 

Sappho is a nightingale, or Sappho used to be a nightingale. However this is 

interpreted, it is certain that Swinburne likes to merge Sappho with the nightingale. 

This could be certified by Swinburne’s correspondence with Theodore Watts-

Dunton,260 July 30, 1879:    

I have a new poem to read to you […] I fear there is not overmuch 
hope of a fresh scandal and consequent “succes de scandale” from a 
mere rhapsody just four lines short of four hundred (oddly enough) on 
the song of a nightingale by the sea-side. I don't think I ever told you, 
did I? my anti-Ovidian theory as to the real personality of that much 
mis represented bird - the truth concerning whom dawned upon me 
one day in my midsummer school holidays, when it flashed on me 

 

259 Swinburne, “On the Cliffs”, The Poems of Algernon Charles Swinburne: Volume III 
(London: Chatto and Windus, 1904), 318. 
260 Theodore Watts-Dunton was a close friend of Swinburne. In 1879 Swinburne suffered 
from health problems and was taken care of by Watts-Dunton in Putney.    
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listening quite suddenly 1) that this was not Philomela - 2) in the same 
instant, who this was.261 
 

The “new poem” here refers to “On the Cliffs”. Swinburne claims that the poem is 

based on an “anti-Ovidian theory” that the nightingale is not Philomela as in Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses, nor her sister Procne as in some early Greek sources, but someone 

whose name he does not enunciate. In his notion, this someone is Sappho. The 

instance that triggers this theory is his epiphany while listening to a nightingale one 

day in his college time. The brewing of this theory is documented in the poem “The 

Nightingale”, which we have discussed in the previous section. In the poem the 

nightingale is recognized as Sappho only through allusions such as “Leucadia’s 

rock”. The name of Sappho is never clearly identified in “The Nightingale” while 

about twenty years later in “On the Cliffs” there comes “inly by thine own name, 

Sappho”. That is why Swinburne gives an intertextual remark after the enunciation of 

Sappho’ name in “On the Cliffs”: “Because I have known thee and loved.” This 

shows that the merging of Sappho and nightingale is a practice that could date back 

to Swinburne’s youth.  

 The account of “anti-Ovidian theory” bears much resemblance to Shao’s 

story in “Nightingale”, which we have talked about in the previous section. Though 

Shao had personal correspondence with T. J. Wise, the keeper of Swinburne’s 

manuscripts, it is unknown whether he might have heard about the “anti-Ovidian 

theory” from Wise. There might be a possibility that Shao read Lafourcade’s 

Swinburne’s Hyperion and Other Poems with an Essay on Swinburne and Keats 

 

261 Lafourcade, Swinburne’s Hyperion and Other Poems with an Essay on Swinburne and 
Keats, 148-149. 
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(1927), which documents this youthful experience of Swinburne. However the 

influence was transmitted, it is very clear that whenever Shao thinks of the 

nightingale, he thinks of Sappho concurrently, which is evident in “Nature’s Order”: 

Ah, I wish there were a cruel torture instrument  
To cuff her, better with steel shackles, 
Chain her hands, feet, eyes and lips, 
And lock her in the prison on the Trāyastriṃśa, 262 
So her voice can never reach the human world.   
You shouldn’t have fed her with ordinary herbs; 
To serve her, have you prepared the food of gods? 
Maybe she volunteers to suffer hunger, but 
In what name is this hunger? You cannot 
Trick her to believe a bamboo cage is a palace in gold; 
You can’t use a spoon of syrup and make her think 
It’s grape mash brought from Mytilene.263 
Because she’s just a naive bird that 
Doesn’t know who loves her would lie to her. 
 
ŝ�ʨþʜ̲ΎɦѣÑ´ 
԰é�ƪ�̬ƫ̝ٕ٘ѣ͙ٟ� 
͙ٟwƪѣʯ�Գ�ѰѲŊŪŗ� 
ʹƪ±٨俯�ø�Ɯ�ѣНЮ� 
ġƪѣƐڗΝؠk6ÚQ٫� 
̻͋şŕƪ6԰丝ȫȨѣ伴ן; 
��ƪ�~ĢڟƓѱ҉Zѣڬ些? 
;ֺƪ伏ʜɦęѱڭϢ�Ģ̝ 
修ڭϢ̲R1įѨ? ~6԰丝 
ҵӹѣҺ。ڹƪ̝借ٜѣǠΑ; 
~6԰丝�Ǵ֬ӏΜڹƪ̝ 
ʲ֒٘ٙȍ�ȥ͋ѣշղϊ� 
Ů,ƪĠ̝�ƠƜѮѣǴۇ� 
6ѷصЖƪѣhǭƪב侩�264 

 
Here the pronoun “she” denotes a nightingale that has been mentioned in the 

preceding text. The feeding of herbs and the mentioning of bamboo cage again 

 

262 The thirty-three layers of heaven inhabited by devas, a type of non-human being in 
Buddhism.  
263 Mytilene is the capital of Lesbos. It is often considered as the hometown of Sappho.  
264 Shao, Poetic Works of Shao Xunmei, 143-144. 
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confirms that this object should be a bird. However, several human body parts are 

enumerated: hands, feet, lips, which with the female pronoun could be pieced into a 

female human body. And as Mytilene is identified, this woman is supposed to be 

Sappho. It is impossible to separate the idea of Sappho from that of a nightingale as 

the two have been merged in harmony. The nightingale is here rendered concurrently 

Sappho.   

 Both Swinburne and Shao regard nature as the perfect paradigm for a 

condition of harmony in poetry and they both see the nightingale as the ideal symbol 

for harmony. Harmony is to them the union of meaning and sound, the merging of 

inner and outer music as Swinburne puts it. The state of harmony is a condition of 

music that Shao and Swinburne both aspire to reach with their poetry. Sappho 

represents the possibility of poetry to Shao and Swinburne. In the youth of the two 

poets Sappho served as a muse and a great poet to look up to. As her fragmentation 

gives room for uncountable possibilities, Sappho is regarded by Shao and Swinburne 

as the incarnation of poetry and what poetry could be. Both Shao and Swinburne like 

to merge Sappho and the nightingale in their poetic practices. The merging of 

Sappho and the nightingale is to them an idea that poetry could reach the condition of 

harmony, that poetry could be harmonious, like music. 
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Chapter 2: Shao, Sitwell and “The Sister of Horticulture” 

 

2.1 Poetry as “The Sister of Horticulture”  

 

2.1.1 Sitwell’s Conception of “The Sister of Horticulture” 

The condition of music in poetry is to Shao, or at least to Shao in the 1920s, a state of 

harmony, the union of meaning and sound, the merging of inner and outer music as 

Swinburne puts it. But as Sitwell appears on Shao’s critical horizon in the 1930s, 

Shao’s idea of the condition of music in poetry gradually evolves into something 

different. However, it does not mean that the influences of the three writers chosen in 

this thesis take place strictly in a chronological order. The three influences are 

relevant to each other, as their impact on Shao is often combined and synthesized.   

Like Swinburne, Sitwell has a similar notion of nature as the perfect 

paradigm for poetry. She writes: “In reality, the pleasures of poetry are like the joys 

of nature.”265 The difference between Swinburne’s and Sitwell’s notions of nature is 

that the latter puts forth a unique conception of poetry as “the sister of horticulture”. 

Like Swinburne, Sitwell never gives clear definitions of her coined terms. Instead 

she uses the phrase in her practices of poetic criticism. Therefore we need to gather 

and put together the puzzle pieces from her critical corpus in the same way that we 

handled those of Swinburne. The best way to start this survey is a quote from 

Sitwell’s Aspects of Modern Poetry: 

With the Romantics and their more poignant vowel-sense, resulting in 
a different kind of melodic line, poetry became the sister of music. 

 

265 Edith Sitwell, The Pleasures of Poetry: A Critical Anthology, Second Series, The 
Romantic Revival (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1934), 3. 
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Now she appears like the sister of horticulture—each poem growing 
according to the laws of its own nature, but in a line which is more 
often the irregular though entirely natural shape of a tree, —bearing 
leaves, bearing fruit, —than a sharp melodic line, springing like a 
fountain.266 
 

Here Sitwell gives a manifesto for poetry as “the sister of horticulture”: “each poem 

growing according to the laws of its own nature.” This dictum bears some 

similarities to Shao’s notion that a poem has “her” own life, which is evident in the 

following excerpt: 

Poetry is not a thesis, not done by research. Her source cannot be 
verified. We could even say, the writing of poetry is without reason. 
But we could also say, she has her own research, she has her own 
verification, she has her own reasons, she has her own world! Her 
being written, she herself is the owner […] She has her own life.  
 
[ѣ�ʨ^̬Ģ־6̝例̃�6̝之ҥ͋ѣ�ƪѣ̝͋6Ģԗ׆

�ƪ̲ƪ伏Țѣב[ѣ»Ì̝̎ряѣ�t̝�ʨ^;Ģ׆�ב

之ҥ�ƪ̲ƪ伏Țѣԗ־�ƪ̲ƪ伏Țѣря�ƪ̲ƪ伏ȚƜ

ŷ�ƪѣ»Ì�ƪ伏Ț̝-Q […] ƪ̲ƪ伏Țѣ东ŉ�267 
 

As the last sentence indicates, “she”, considered by Shao as the personification of 

poetry, “has her own life”. In Sitwell’s excerpt poetry is also personified as a “she” 

as “she appears like the sister of horticulture”. Both Shao and Sitwell deploy the 

technique of personification and both of them assign the personified poetry a female 

pronoun. Susan Bordo writes: “Women, besides having bodies, are also associated 

with the body, which has always been considered woman’s ‘sphere’ in family life, in 

mythology, in scientific, philosophical, and religious ideology.”268 Here for Shao and 

 

266 Edith Sitwell, Aspects of Modern Poetry (London: Duckworth, 1934), 180. 
267 Shao, “Haowen’s New Poems” (Haowen de xinshi Ϗ̃ѣ̈׆), Ziyoutan 伏яϳ [The 
Pool of Freedom] (Shanghai: Shanghai shudian chubanshe, 2012), 269-270. Haowen Ϗ̃ is 
a pseudonym of Shao. This article is interesting as it is written by Shao and comments on the 
poems published under his own pseudonym.    
268 Susan Bordo, Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture, and the Body (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1993), 143. 
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Sitwell, the body is also considered the woman’s “sphere” in metapoetics, as both 

poets associate the body of poetry with women. 

However, among the similarities there lies a nuance. When talking about 

individual poems in the sentence that comes after the first em dash, namely “each 

poem growing according to the laws of its own nature”, Sitwell uses the pronoun “it” 

and states that each poem grows according to “its” own nature. Here Sitwell is 

comparing individual poems to plants, as plants are rarely gendered when they are 

addressed. Though her conception of “the sister of horticulture” involves both 

“sister” and “horticulture”, her focus is for sure the latter. In contrast, Shao’s 

understanding seems to glide towards the word “sister”, as in the excerpt he does not 

give any explicit allusions to horticulture, yet. Later in this chapter I will analyze 

some poems of Shao which manifest a clear association with the notion of 

horticulture, though, Sitwell’s conception in Shao’s reception eventually morphs into 

a strange yet unique practice of “the horticulture of sisters”.269  

 It should also be noted that while Swinburne’s nature refers to the wild 

entirety of nature, Sitwell’s notion of horticulture denotes the existence of a garden. 

The garden is considered by Sitwell as a micro-nature. Though the plant in a garden 

grows “according to the laws of its own nature”, just like plants growing in wild 

nature, a garden is in need of a gardener and it is supposed to yield, “bearing leaves, 

bearing fruit”, while the unmanaged wild nature does not promise any return. 

McGann makes an interesting observation: “The natural world for Swinburne is […] 

a vast and complex autopoetic machine whose ‘growth ha[s] no guerdon/ But only to 

 

269 “The horticulture of sisters” is my term rather than Shao’s.  
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grow’ (“Hertha,” ll. 138-139).”270 Swinburne’s notion of nature as the perfect 

paradigm of harmony is only a criterion in poetry criticism. It does not yield a 

methodology on how this condition of harmony could be achieved. In comparison, 

Sitwell’s garden involves the effort of a gardener and aims for a guerdon.   

 Interestingly, Swinburne makes his point on nature with examples of 

Romantic poets such as Blake, Shelley and Wordsworth, while Sitwell also brings in 

a discussion of Romantic poets to illustrate her proposal of “the sister of 

horticulture”. As we see in the excerpt from Aspects of Modern Poetry, Romantic 

poetry is considered by her to be “the sister of music”. However, “the sister of 

horticulture” does not mean an exclusion of music, but rather a modification of 

music. “The sister of music” is not entirely a compliment as Sitwell dislikes the 

uncontrolled, spontaneous springing of sharp melodic lines, which in her opinion is 

characteristic of Romantic poetry. A case of exception would be that of Shelley, 

whom she discusses in The Romantic Revival: 

In Shelley’s lyrics, for instance, the actual variations in the texture 
resemble, not so much the differences between silk and marble and 
stone, as the differences between the perfume of lily, dark rose, 
tuberose, violet and narcissus. These melodic effects are the result, in 
part, of his vowel-schemes, built up, often, on a foundation of two 
vowels only, or on a foundation of two vowels in which each vowel is 
used both poignantly and dulled. But the beauty of the poems is often 
as intangible as the scent of the flowers, and is not to be explained.271 
 

Here she puts forth a conception of “texture” without any attempt to define it. She 

observes that the “melodic effects” of Shelley’s poetry are only “in part” the result of 

his vowel-schemes. The other part that contributes to the music of Shelley’s poetry is 

 

270 McGann, “Wagner, Baudelaire, Swinburne: Poetry in the Condition of Music”, 631. 
271 Sitwell, The Romantic Revival, 11-12. 
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considered by her as something “not to be explained”. The inexplicability of this part 

is compared by her with the intangibility of the scent of flowers. Note the appearance 

of garden flowers. The texture of Shelley’s poems in her opinion resembles the 

perfume of a group of garden flowers: lily, dark rose, tuberose, violet and narcissus. 

We could deduce that texture is termed by Sitwell as something that is only related to 

sound “in part”, and it does not simply concern the meaning of a poem, either. It is 

something that transcends the dichotomy of meaning and sound, or that of inner and 

outer music as Swinburne puts it.  

 In Shao’s works he does not have a systematic judgement of Romantic 

poetry, for the majority of poetry that he reads is late Victorian and early Modernist 

poetry. It can be deduced that his knowledge and reception of Romantic poetry, 

including Shelley, is influenced by the judgements made by Victorians and the early 

modernists. It is an interesting coincidence that Swinburne’s notion of inner and 

outer music is also put forth in a piece of criticism on Shelley (“his depths and 

heights of inner and outer music are as divine as nature’s”),272 which we have 

discussed in the first chapter. It is unknown whether Sitwell had read Swinburne’s 

words before she wrote hers. But if we read the two excerpts against each other, 

Sitwell’s notion of texture could be seen as a state of interweave in the merging of 

inner and outer music, the union of meaning and sound. Texture is neither inner nor 

outer; it traverses between the two.        

 

2.1.2 Texture and Jili ԡр 

 

272 Swinburne, Essays and Studies (London: Chatto and Windus, 1875), 215. 
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In a survey of the reception of the idea of texture in Republican China, Chen Yue ٶ

 points out that Shao was among the earliest critics in China to write about this ׻

term.273 The earliest account by Shao is an essay entitled “New Poetry and 

‘Texture’” (Xinshi yu jili ̈׆�“ԡр”) published in Human Words Weekly 

(Renyan zhoukan Q使ņÏ) in December 1935. He writes: “Sitwell emphasizes the 

texture of poetry […] She published three series of The Pleasures of Poetry […] In 

these three series she wields the term frequently.”  (“֤ԴʑǷ̰κٌC׆ѣ texture 

[…] ֤ԴʑǷ̮ؒ	׆ѣʘɭ
��Ȁَė；ƪǭًڃتؿ�ƪŶ修 […] ؿ�

C“ԡр”3-Ɉ�”)274 From this account we could confirm that Shao had read the 

three series of The Pleasures of Poetry, namely Milton and the Augustan Age, The 

Romantic Revival and The Victorian Age. Considering that The Pleasures of Poetry 

was released in 1934, Shao’s essay was of useful immediacy. He writes subsequently 

in the essay: “A true poet should know not just the literal meanings of a word, but 

more importantly how to physically feel and comprehend the sound, the color, the 

scent and the temperature of a word.” (“�(ѮΊѣ׆QڒСǭCǇѣʙ2ȴɎ̕

丰�ٌ̬֥ѣ̝ǭC�(ǇѣƐڗ�偷会�Ữ�ϡȺ֥ف�԰仰xŷďʚ֫

ēڠʉ�”)275 As Shao maintains that a poet should be able to feel the “scent” of a 

word, this statement resonates with Sitwell’s use of the term texture to compare 

Shelley’s poetry with the scent of flowers. In The Romantic Revival she writes that 

 

273 Chen Yue ׻ٶ, “Zhongguo xiandai shixuezhong de jilishuo” )Ųи[׆ǋ)ѣԡрב 
[Texture in Modern Chinese Poetics], in Zhongguo xiandai wenxue yanjiu congkan )Ųи

[̃ǋ之ҥ Ï [Modern Chinese Literature Studies] issue 3 (2014): 107-121. 
274 Shao, Collected Works of Shao Xunmei, 134. 
275 Ibid., 134-135. 
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“the beauty of the poems is often as intangible as the scent of the flowers”, which we 

have discussed in the previous section. An occasion where Shao puts the term texture 

into a similar practice is his comment on the poems of Stephen Spender276 in the 

column “Words on Arts” (Yiwen xianhua Ռ̃٪׉) in Human Words Weekly. He 

writes that his poetry “is like cyan grass after a rain, whose voluble color carries a 

twinkling shine. It’s like a new-shot bamboo on a barren hill; the husk is tender, but 

you know the texture’s hard.” (“�̝چİѣڐ伴�ψØѣ偷会ًȥѱڍ٧ѣ¦

传��̝եȊًѣ̈ҵ�֚Ƒ̝͜、ѣ�t̝~̕丰YצŷѣŽѽ�”)277 Here 

Shao compares Spender’s poetry to “cyan grass after a rain”, which is again a plant, 

and uses the color and the touch of the grass and bamboo to denote the quality of 

Spender’s poetry. This shows that Shao understands the term the same way Sitwell 

does and puts it into critical practice in a similar way.   

 Shao’s understanding of texture might also be influenced by some other 

sources concurrently. If we return to “New Poetry and ‘Texture’”, we could see that 

Shao uses the word jili ԡр as the Chinese translation of Sitwell’s texture, the 

practice of which as he admits was first done by Qian Zhongshu 倦ٔ<: “Sitwell 

most emphasizes the texture of poetry (the word texture was once translated as jili by 

Qian Zhongshu)” (“֤ԴʑǷ̰κٌC׆ѣ Texture {修 Texture �Ǉ�̮я倦ٔ

<¥东ׄ,ԡр}”).278 However, the word jili is not Qian’s coinage. In “Imperfect 

 

276 Stephen Harold Spender (1909-1995) was a British poet and literary critic. His famous 
works include the poetry collections Poems (1933) and The Still Centre (1939). 
277 Originally published in Human Words Weekly 2, no. 15 (1935); here quoted from 
Conversations of One Man, 93. 
278 Shao, Collected Works of Shao Xunmei, 134. 
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Understanding” (Bugou zhiji 6ƚѷȚ), a review article of Wen Yuanning’s ϡϦǍ

279 Imperfect Understanding published in June 1935 (that is, six months before Shao 

published “New Poetry and ‘Texture’”), Qian compares the writing styles of Wen 

and William Hazlitt.280 He remarks: “Mr. Wen’s ‘jili’ (Weng Tanxi281’s critical term 

concerning poetry; there is no ready word better than this to translate Edith Sitwell’s 

texture) seems to be not as thick as Hazlitt’s.” (“ϡ¥东ѣ ‘ԡр’ {ԋ֦נ例׆ѣį

ǎ͋ׄ Edith Sitwellʹ ,׃ ʮכ texture, Ω̲̬ƫѣʧ׍?}s5;6ƬƕƏІɠ

͋ѣ买Ǩ�”)282 Qian states in the parenthesis the word jili, which could be literally 

translated as “flesh grain”, is a loan from Weng Fanggang ԋ̉亮.283 Weng’s 

proposal of this term was at first an attempt to defy the 18th century literati’s 

obsession with two dominant schools of literary criticism that focus on the “spirit” 

(Shenyun ҉ژ) and “tone” (Gediao ͦ侧) of poetry, advocated respectively by 

 

279 Wen Yuanning (1899-1984) was a lesser-known author and literary critic. He was 
educated in Cambridge and became Qian’s teacher when he taught in Tsinghua University.  
280 William Hazlitt (1778-1830) was a British literary critic. His most critically-aclaimed 
works include the monograph Characters of Shakespear’s Plays (1817) and a collection of 
essays entitled Table-Talk (1821). 
281 Tanxi ֦נ is the art name of Weng Fanggang ԋ̉亮. 
282 Qian Zhongshu 倦ٔ<, Xiezai rensheng bianshang rensheng bianshang de bianshang 
shiyu »ŶQ东ؖ� Q东ؖ�ѣؖ� 义׍ [On the Edge of Life, The Edge of the Edge of 
Life, Stone Talks] (Beijing: Sanlian shudian, 2002), 336. 
283 Weng Fanggang (1733-1818) was an author, epigraphist and literary critic in Qing 
Dynasty. He was famous for his conception of Jili ԡр in poetry criticism and also for his 
achievements in textology, epigraphy and calligraphy. 
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Wang Shizhen жƏҌ284 and Shen Deqian Τɠϲ285. Han Sheng ږԮ observes that 

Weng’s jili was first used as a metaphor in contrast to bones and flesh until he 

developed it into a theory of writing poetry that focuses on the careful screening of 

words and the organic assembly of words to form a holistic whole that benefits from 

the well-calculated interweaving of words; the quality of such interconnection is 

jili.286 In this sense jili has the same implication as Sitwell’s conception of texture 

when they are both applied to poetry. The difference would be that jili gives a clear 

allusion to human physiology which Sitwell’s texture does not.   

 Besides Qian, Shi Zhecun ̊֏ǈ287 is also a contemporary of Shao who uses 

the word jili in literary criticism.288 In 1933 Shi published an article that comments 

on the poems in the journal Les Contemporains (Xiandai и[): “The poems in Les 

 

284 Wang Shizhen (1634-1711) was an author and statesman in early Qing Dynasty. He was 
notable for establishing a school of poetry criticism that pivots on his conception of “spirit” 
(Shenyun ҉ژ). He never gives any clear definition for the term Shenyun. His conception of 
Shenyun could be best summarized as something that denotes a condition of a piece of work 
that could only be perceived intuitively, instead of analytically.  
285 Shen Deqian (1673-1769) was an author and statesman in Qing Dynasty. He emphasizes 
the importance of poetry’s acoustic features and maintains that a poem’s “tone” (Gediao ͦ
侧), a personified quality that governs the poem’s holistic vocality, will benefit from the  
clever deployment of the poem’s acoustic features. He states that Tang poetry, with its 
majestic eloquence and its variety, should be the perfect model for poetry practitioners.   
286 Han Sheng ږԮ, “Weng Fanggang de shige xuanping yu ‘jili’shuo de xingcheng” ԋ̉

亮ѣ׆Έֿت�“ԡр”בѣɐʧ [On a Selection of Weng Fanggang’s Poetry and the 
Formation of ‘Jili’”], in Zhongguo wenxue yanjiu )Ų̃ǋ之ҥ [Chinese Literature 
Studies] volume 3 (2009), 65. 
287 Shi Zhecun (1905-2003) was a writer, art critic and one of the most important figures 
among the New Sensationists (Xinganjue pai ̈ʚ֫χ), a group of modernist writers active 
in the late 20s and the 30s. Other members of the group include Liu Na’ou Óńۊ and Mu 
Shiying Ҥ̔՝. Shi was educated in Shanghai University and Zhendan University. In his 
works he often employs psychoanalysis, the techniques of montage and stream of 
consciousness. His most critically-acclaimed works include the collections of short stories 
The General’s Head (Jiangjun di tou ǲ¼ȵƠ) (1932) and An Evening of Spring Rain 
(Meiyu zhi xi Ͱ3چƖ) (1933).�
288 Chen, “Texture in Modern Chinese Poetics”, 112. 



  107 

Contemporains are mostly unrhymed and with irregular lines, but they all have very 

perfect ‘jili’ (texture). They are modern poems. They are poems!” (“	и[
)ѣ

 ,为ɎǓ他ѣ“ԡр” (Texture)̲ف^ѣ, Ğ。;ɗ6̂ۙ, tǎژƛƘ̝Ω̲ ,׆

ǎ^̝и[ѣ289(”!׆̝ ,׆ Though Shi does place the word “texture” in brackets 

beside jili, he does not mention Sitwell anywhere in the article, and hence it is 

uncertain whether this instance of texture accords with the one conceptualized by 

Sitwell. Chen points out that Robert Graves290 also talks about a notion of texture, 

along with diction, meter, rhyme and structure in Contemporary Techniques of 

Poetry: A Political Analogy (1925),291 in which he defines texture as the relationship 

between vowels and consonants in sounds.292 As Shi in the article talks about rhyme 

and regularity of lines, as evident in phrases such as “mostly unrhymed” and “with 

irregular lines”, it is likely that Shi understands texture as something that could be 

juxtaposed with the discussion of “rhyme” and “regularity”. This understanding of 

texture is similar to Graves’ and different from Sitwell’s.  

 Other than “New Poetry and ‘Texture’”, Shao published an article “On 

Texture” (Lun jili 例ԡр) in “Friday on Poetry” (Jinyao shihua 借̪׉׆), a 

column he wrote from 1938 to 1939 in China-US Daily (Zhongmei ribao )他̐

 

289 Shi Zhecun ̊֏ǈ, “Youguanyu benkanzhong de shi” đ±C̻Ï)ѣ׆ [About the 
Poems in the Journal], in Xiandai и[ [Les Contemporains] 4, no. 1 (1933): 6-7. 
290 Robert Graves (1895-1985) was a British writer. His famous works include the biography 
Lawrence and the Arabs (1927) and a novel entitled I, Claudius (1934). 
291 Robert Graves, Contemporary Techniques of Poetry: A Political Analogy (London: 
Hogarth, 1925). 
292 Chen, “Texture in Modern Chinese Poetics”, 108. 
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˂).293 It could be deduced from that article that Shao’s understanding of texture is 

informed by Sitwell, Qian and Graves.  

 Qian holds that a unique characteristic of Chinese conventional literary 

criticism, which would include the theory of Weng, is the humanization or 

animization of literature. He supplies his argument with many excerpts from ancient 

texts that talk about literature in the discourse of human body, and states that “we 

think of literature as living being of our kind” (“ʨ^ʹ̃Ҳ丽ʧʨ^伏ȚĮӇѣ

φQ”).294 He writes further: 

The appreciation of all arts is at its core Einfühlung […] The 
humanization of literary criticism is just the product when Einfühlung 
has reached its vertex. Indeed there are no concepts of science, 
literature, philosophy, outlooks on life and the universe that do not 
originate from Einfühlung. Our comprehension of the world is but 
metaphoric, symbolic, als ob and poetic. To put it in a simple 
metaphor, it’s like a child who wants to see the light in the mirror 
while he finds himself in the light. The human from the beginning has 
soaked himself into the world, drilled himself into things, built up 
categories and concepts. Some of the concepts have gradually become 
hard and framed, lost their humanity, like a fish fossilized. Till natural 
sciences are developed, thinkers turn the epistemology of our 
predecessors the other way around, chain hearts with things and use 
the scientific concept of fish fossils to suppress the water of fishpond 
[…] Einfühlung and pan-objectivism, behaviorism and idealism, are 
just the up and down of one wave, the variations of one principle.  
 
�ÎՌِ̼便̻ͥǽ̝қʍ}丝 (Einfühlung) […] Qòֿ̃6ؚ

̝қʍ}丝ėؗṴ́ھЃѣLП�³ǚ�ÎҔǋ�̃ǋ�Ŕǋ�

Q东֨�ǐǖ֨ѣͽɮ�̎6ͥϦѱқʍ}丝�ʨ^ǭC�ѓѣ

ʙ׆�ɕѣ��Џ̲VAѣ (als ob)ס��6ؚ̝�ғΖŧ׀ִ

ѣִ׀�丝�(亚ωѣΖŧ�ƫ�Ǵǌ。֥丽٤。ѣ¦̕�ĆŶ

¦ً̕ėи?伏Ț�QӇ̰Öʹ伏ȚΣث?�ѓ�ʹɢٗ俯?

П�ȿ侍?ՠіͽɮ�修ֺƘͽɮʟʟŷĚѽĚǗ�Ɵ˞̻͋ѣ

 

293 The article was divided in three parts and published on 20 Jan, 27 Jan, 3 Feb, 1939. 
294 Qian, “A Characteristic of Chinese Conventional Literary Criticism” (Zhongguo guyoude 
wenxue pipingde yige tedian )Ųű̲ѣ̃ǋʵֿѣ�(СЃ), On the Edge of Life, the 
Edge of the Edge of Life, Stone Talks, 119. 
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Qɺ�c|ۃò?义�Ú伏ЍҔǋėؗ�ɸʕǣʹÖΚѣִ̉׀

δ代?ؚ͋�ʹП͋ӫÛɢ�ʹۃò义ѣҔǋͽɮ͋ċƈ¶ۃѣ

φΜ […] қʍ}丝؂εǜ֨ (pan-objectivism); ֖,-2؂Śɢ

例�Ġ̝�(ηϐѣ׹e��(ĎÔѣĚò�295 
 

Regarding the “the humanization of literary criticism”, Shao puts forth a similar 

statement: “We must first admit the physiological conditions of a word. It has 

historical background. It is material. It has shapes and colors. Its sound could be soft 

or hard. It has weight. It has temperature.” (“ڛ¥ʷִ�( ‘Ǉ’ѣ东р�ѣ͊`;ǎ

̝̲ĊĤ任̤ѣ; ǎ̝Пצѣ; ǎ̝̲ɐФ偷会, Ɛڗ保ѽ, ؏ٌŊÂЋѣ�”)296 

These “physiological conditions” provide a foundation for the discussion of a poem’s 

texture.     

 Shao affirms Sitwell’s proposal that a poet needs to work the texture of a 

poem, but he refuses the over emphasis on texture as a poet cannot mistake “the 

means to write poetry as the end of poetry” (“ʹ»׆ѣʯΏ, ׆«{׎ѣѨѣ”).297 

He states that the notion of texture is “meant to let poetry gain life” (“修ғʸȘ̻͋

 ɜÚ东ŉѣ”), but the abuse of it would “sentence poetry to death so it׆�̝

would be just an empty coffin” (“Ėԙ,׆ǝŃ?΍Ñ, X΋ѣ׆�Ġä�?ҧև

ѣ͸͹”).298  

 We could confirm that Shao was influenced by Sitwell when it comes to the 

notion of texture, though his understanding of texture is merged with Weng’s idea of 

jili refreshed by Qian. Sitwell proposes that poetry as “the sister of horticulture” 

 

295 Ibid., 131. 
296 Chen, “Texture in Modern Chinese Poetics”, 115. 
297 Ibid., 118. 
298 Ibid., 118. 
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should grow naturally, an idea that is inspired by the life cycle of a plant. Shao adds a 

twist of human physiology into this plant, which morphs into the kind of amorous 

poems that we will examine in the next section.  

 
 

2.2 The Horticulture of Musical Sisters  

 
2.2.1 The Flower as Musical Woman     

Just as Swinburne prefers the symbol of the bird, Sitwell also has her signature 

symbol, which is cast in a poem entitled “Metamorphosis”:  

And dark as Asia, now, is Beauty’s daughter, 
The rose, once clear as music o'er deep water. 
Now the full moon her fire and light doth spill 
On turkey-plumaged leaves and window-sill, 
On leaves that seem the necks and plumes of urban 
Turkeys, each a Sultan in a turban, 
And strawberries among the beavers' wool299 
 

Note the presence of the rose as a flower symbol. The rose here does not refer to 

merely the flower bud of a rose, but the entirety of the plant. The rose was once 

“clear as music”: the rose and music are rendered in an equation with the aid of an 

adjective “clear”. The adjective “clear” has multiple meanings, and the meanings are 

different when it is coupled with the rose and music respectively. The word “clear” 

weaves together the rose and music, two entities which one would not usually 

consider as a set of metaphor. This act of interweaving forms the texture of “the rose 

is clear as music”, which is significantly different from the mere accumulation of 

“the rose is clear” and “the music is clear”. In this unexpected set of metaphor, the 

rose shares the quality of “clear” with music through their joint texture. Note that the 

 

299 Sitwell, The Collected Poems of Edith Sitwell (London: Duckworth, 1931), 78. 
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rose here is also “beauty’s daughter”, and therefore personified and gendered. The 

personified rose here is regarded by Sitwell as the incarnation of music. This 

incarnation of music is then capable of metamorphosing into other things, such as a 

turkey. This metamorphosis is aided again by texture: a turkey’s plumage resembles 

the leaves of a rose under moonlight. The resemblance lies in not just the colour or 

shape of the plumage and leaves, but a union of these qualities which people tend to 

think as separate. The union of these qualities weaves the turkey plumage and the 

rose leaves in a gathering whose significance lies in their joint texture. Likewise, this 

turkey is further metamorphosed into “a Sultan in a turban”, not by a clear 

enunciation of any similarity in the separate qualities of contour or posture, but 

through their shared texture. Through the shared texture the various forms of the 

metamorphosis are interwoven within the texture of the poem. The apprehension of 

the texture would be an epiphany of the poem’s significance, the fruit that the rose 

yields. As the rose is the incarnation of music, what the rose yields is a significance 

that resembles the condition of music.  

 Similarly, the flower is also considered by Shao as an incarnation of music. 

He writes in a poem entitled “Flower” (Hua 伤):  

It’s full of poetry’s beauty, 
The concrete of soundless music; 
Even with no other contribution made, 
It has done life’s duty. 
 
Y¤ϫ?׃׆ѣ他.� 
̝̎Ɛѣ7ڗѣ´x� 
�ΩÙѣפвϞì� 
;Ȁ?东ŉѣ2ê�300 
 

 

300 Ibid., 23. 
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As Shao regards the flower as “the concrete”, the specific form of the abstract 

“soundless music”, he denotes that the flower is an incarnation of music. The 

juxtaposition of “full of poetry’s beauty”, “the concrete of soundless music” and 

“done life’s duty” establishes a trinity of poetry, music and life. The three entities are 

interconnected through their joint texture. Poetry should be flowerly, and therefore 

musically beautiful, which resonates with Sitwell’s rendering of the rose in 

“Metamorphosis”. “Life’s duty” can be deemed as Shao’s response to Sitwell’s 

notion that poetry growing naturally should be “bearing leaves, bearing fruit”. It can 

be interpreted as the reproduction of life, as flower is the reproductive organ of a 

plant. However, in Shao’s poetry the reproductive function of the flower usually has 

a sexual denotation.  

Plants are substantially cultivated in Shao’s works and tightly entangled with 

the idea of a woman’s body, which suggests a synthesis of various influences. 

Notably, in Roses and Roses Shao translates “A Match” from Swinburne, and we 

have talked about an excerpt regarding the match of bird and song in the first 

chapter. This poem has another stanza that features the thriving of roses and leaves: 

If love were what the rose is,  
And I were like the leaf,  
Our lives would grow together  
In sad or singing weather,  
Blown fields or flowerful closes,  
Green pasture or gray grief;  
If love were what the rose is,  
And I were like the leaf.  
 
֥̝Ж̝万х伤� 
ԙʨŊĦ。�众� 
ʨ^ѣ东ŉɎ为为٥Ŷ 
ɬ倍ʩ̝ΈśѣΛ�ً� 
Ĺ伪ѣůʩ̝ɀ伤ѣŸً� 
Ӷѣɭφʩ̝ϼѣʖ՜ً� 



  113 

֥̝Ж̝万х伤� 
ԙʨŊĦ。�众�301 

 
The collage of colors and abstract ideas evident in “gray grief” is a characteristic of 

Swinburne, and the presence of “singing weather” links the synesthetic texture of the 

plants to music. Just as the title of the collection Roses and Roses suggests, the 

featured poetry translations are all deemed by Shao as roses. In “A Match” roses and 

songs are mutually inclusive. “Love” and “I” live in a symbiosis similar to the 

cohabitation of roses and leaves, which is reminiscent of Sitwell’s “Metamorphosis”. 

Likewise, this conception of love as symbiosis is frequently played with in Shao’s 

garden poems, such as “Tomorrow” (Mingtian ̕Ɯ): 

White dews all kiss the grass� 
The grass giggles� 
Kissing and hugging� 
Hugging till a muddle.  
 
丰ڏ¢ȀĿѱڐ伴� 
 ;伴ͦͦ了ڐ
Ŀѱđˌ（� 
ˌ（Ú为为ϝΦ?���� 

 
Dew and grass are here rendered in love. The relationship is organic as they are 

organized by a symbiotic connection that is mutually beneficial. This is the thriving 

side of organicity. Notably, Shao also translates in Roses and Roses Sara Teasdale’s 

“November”, which seems gloomy and mirthless:  

The world is tired, the year is old,  
The little leaves are glad to die,  
The wind goes shivering with cold  
Among the rushes dry. 
 

 

301 Shao, Roses and Roses, 22. 
302 Shao, Poetic Works of Shao Xunmei, 105. 
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�ѓ�?ȬȋԖ?� 
ǲ΍ѣĦʍʜ΍?� 
ÆÆѣکԐԐؚڪ 
 �țӦ͗?ѣՑͲػ
 
Our love is dying like the grass,  
And we who kissed grow coldly kind,  
Half glad to see our poor love pass  
Like leaves along the wind. 
 
ʨ^ѣЖ伴众ճ?� 
̮Ŀؚѣʨ^Â?� 
΅΅丽ѱ̒ʍدď 
�但Ħ֝ک¢ć؀�303 

 
The drying of rushes, the falling of leaves and the withering of grass all denote the 

decomposition of life. The loss of life is compared to the loss of love, which could be 

seen as an antiphony to Swinburne’s well-planted love. This declining side of 

organicity also occurs in many of Shao’s poems, which I will talk about later. 

Besides, the collection features three translations of Verlaine, “Spleen”, “Green” and 

“Colloque sentimental”, the former two of which both have something to do with the 

horticulture of love: 

Spleen 
Les roses étaient toutes rouges 
Et les lierres étaient tout noirs. 
Chère, pour peu que tu te bouges, 
Renaissent tous mes désespoirs.   
 
万х伤修众ѣӱ产� 
ѡĬѣ偷会ĳϜϜ� 
Жĳ~ѣɿʒǲӼɜ 
ʨȵ΍?ѣЉʅٌ东� 
 
[…] 
 
Du houx à la feuille vernie 

 

303 Shao, Roses and Roses, 26. 
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Et du luisant buis je suis las, 
Et de la campagne infinie 
Et de tout, fors de vous, hélas! 
 
 �ѣ͢ʨț6Жڐ¾
٥Ӷѣ伴ʨțČʄ� 
�Îѣ̤ՂʨŹ东ʡ� 
Ġ̲~ĳ̝ʨȵɢ仰!304 
 
Green 

 
Voici des fruits, des fleurs, des feuilles et des branches 
Et puis voici mon coeur qui ne bat que pour vous.  
Ne le déchirez pas avec vos deux mains blanches 
Et qu'à vos yeux si beaux l'humble présent soit doux. 
 
丽ĳ修H͕¢伤¢Ħ¢͖¢� 
丽ĳʨȵɢĠ,?~ԙ؄ë� 
ŝדð]~ȵ丰ʯ˨乐?ǎ� 
ֶǎ;Ěʧ丛֒Ŷ~ȵѰ)�305 

 
In “Spleen” the roses and ivy are tangled with love and sorrow; so are holly and 

boxwood with weariness. Specific plants and abstract ideas are tangled up. In 

“Green” an imperative is given, which involves bodily contacts with the plant. This 

plant-human interaction also recurs in Shao’s poetry, which this thesis will deal with 

later. In comparison with the poems listed above, the difference of Shao’s garden lies 

in the treatment that it is often coupled with a presence of dream. He writes in 

“Green Escaped the Plantain” (Lü taoqule bajiao Ӷةď?Փ住): 

Green escaped the plantain, red escaped the rose� 
No more can I find drunkenness in colors�  
Maybe there’ll be a day or night� 
She’ll take me back to yesterday’s dream’s reign. 
 
Ӷةď?Փ住�产ةď?位ւ� 
ʨ¹6԰Ŷ会ɑ)ʶÚإن� 

 

304 Ibid., 9. 
305 Ibid., 10.  
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;ֺh̲�(丰̐ʩ̝۔ƙ� 
ƪǲʨڠŭ̜ƜѣͳѣŲً���� 

 
Here the poetic voice aspires to enter a state of dream where the colors of the 

plantain and the rose are more intoxicating and thus he could “find drunkenness in 

colours”. The poetic voice here is moaning over the loss of the state of dream, while 

in a poem entitled “Xunmei’s Dream” (Xunmei de meng υ他ѣͳ) the voice is 

eagerly wishing for the coming-true of dream. In the latter poem, the poetic voice 

enters a dream (in the sense of a state of dream):   

This is my hope, my wish: now, she 
Really comes; she brings me gently into 
A forest, I’ve been here, it’s 
The edge of heaven, near the center of hell. 
 
I see again the twigs that I kissed, 
The grass and shrubs on which I sat. 
I’ve also bathed once in that spring, 
The valley still holds my first sung song. 
 
修̝ʨѣȠ̵�ʨѣʕ: иŶ�ƪ 
Ѯѣ͋?; ƪȥ?ʨ؏؏׸俯 
�ȻͶ͔�ʨؚ̝͋ѣ�修ț̝ 
Ɯƃѣؖα�ǲ؜ŷЮѣ)ɢ� 
 
ʨđ֧Úʨ̮ӦĿؚѣ͖͢� 
̮ӦŻؚѣ伴Ŋ؊ؚѣ伤ٲ� 
ʨ;̮ӦŶػγΜًρؚϵ� 
Ȋ؝ן（ѱʨҹ�΃ѣΈƐ�307 

 
She the dream comes, literally: a dream (wish) is asked for and a dream (state) is 

granted. The text unfolds as the dream (state) of the poetic voice, when 

simultaneously “I” enter a realm as the unfolding text. The dream (wish) only comes 

 

306 Shao, Poetic Works of Shao Xunmei, 163. 
307 Ibid., 132. 
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true in the dream (state); the dream (state) fulfills what “I” have dreamed/wished: a 

forest permeated with music is given. The music here is represented by “my first 

sung song”. Have “I” already been here? Why is here a song that “I” already sang? 

Note the use of tense in the excerpt. There seems to be a sense of confusion here: the 

poetic voice claims that “I” have been here, which could never be as she the dream 

comes to “me” for the very first time. But this dream (state) does look like the dream 

(wish) that “I” have dreamed/wished earlier. This is not a confusion of time or 

causality. It comes from the tangling of two bodies, one being the textual body 

constituted by the dream (state) and the other being “I”, a body that is presumably 

human. “I” am bodily connected to the plants, the constituents of the dream (state), 

through the act of touching (kissing, sitting on). Hence the body of “I” is tangled 

with the textual body. One might wonder why “I” would like to kiss twigs. The 

dream (state) is the outcome of the coming of she the dream and an embodiment of 

her. The twigs to the dream (state) could hence be seen the hair to a woman, that is, 

she the dream. In this sense, kissing twigs is a textual play that is at the same time 

highly sexual. This kind of intimacy with plants occurs and recurs in many of Shao’s 

poems.  

 Unlike the fact that nightingale is cast as the ideal bird symbol, Shao does not 

have an obsession with any particular species of plants. In Shao’s oeuvre there is a 

variety of poems that are named after various species of flowers. He works the 

texture of these poems to make each poem significant in their respective union with 

the title flower. The most impressive one among them would have to be “Peony” 

(Mudan М+):    

Peony could die 
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But her virgin-like red, 
Her slut-like swing,  
Enough to craze you and me in daytime, 
And dream in dark night.  
 
What is lacking is scent:  
Though she did add some sweetness in poems, 
Mix some cheating in tears, 
But I can never forget the damp flesh,  
The rosy skin, 
The tight-squeezed drunkenness.  
 
М+;̝h΍ѣ 
t̝ƪػҳע众ѣ产� 
ϛƭ众ѣˮë� 
Ȁƚ~ʨ丰ً̐ďėљ� 
 �ƙًď�ͳ۔
 
ǵѣ̝ڴΛ: 
֊ЍƪK̮Ŷ׆Ğًé俯H丛Ň� 
ŶѰλًŊªHׁ·� 
t̝ʨɽɩ6?ػϴϗѣ仰� 
 �产ѣѥثػ
 ʙ�308نӓ：Ì͋ѣػ
 

To Shao the texture of a peony lies in the blending of its color of red and the motion 

of swinging in the wind. What should be noted is that the adoption of the pronoun 

“she” and the terms “virgin-like red” and “the rosy skin” allude to the body of a 

woman, as the color of the peony is compared to the skin tone of a woman. Phrases 

like “slut-like swing”, “craze in daytime” and “dream in dark night” link the 

swinging motion of the flower to an erotic fantasy of a woman engaged in sexual 

acts. In this way a peony and a woman are merged by their shared texture.  

 Besides, there is another layer in the signification of swinging. Being a poem 

“Peony” swings line to line as the length of each line keeps changing in a manner 

 

308 Shao, Poetic Works of Shao Xunmei, 153. 
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that resembles the motion of waving. The juxtaposition of the dichotomies “you and 

I”, “slut and virgin” and “daytime and dark night” strengthens the sense of swinging 

back and forth. Therefore the peony, the woman and the poem are united in a 

significant trinity through their shared texture. This trinity is, as “slut and virgin” 

suggests, concurrently penetrable and impenetrable; it is highly playful and rejects a 

univocal interpretation. Notably, the peony-woman also appears in a poem entitled 

“Hair” (Toufa Ơė): 

On cheeks white as a snow mountain arctic, 
Drifts a soft wave of light red peonies; 
Eyes, brows’ tip and chignon,  
Like an otter resting on the bank.    
[…] 
Ah lovers’ hair, 
Knot in lovers’ mind; 
Ah lovers in this shortest fastest time, 
Seconds and minutes just to solve this endless knot. 
 
ŝ修ó͑ڇȊ众丰ѣڡ�� 
Ϭ͋�ȃϚ产伟թ会ѣ؏ϐ� 
 �ڿѰпѬͲēėػ
đ�Μ七fʂŶȐ̋� 
[…] 
ŝʍQѣƠėĳ� 
ŶʍQɢ)ʲѱӧ� 
ʍQŶ修̰么̰ɭѣ̔¦ًĳ� 
ÍÍҕҕĠ̝ď֭修̎Ҧѣӧĸ�309 

 
Here “a soft wave of light red peonies” denotes the same texture that we have talked 

about: the blending of the color of red and the motion of swinging. And when this 

sentence of “a soft wave of light red peonies” is interwoven with “cheeks” into the 

texture of the poem, it denotes a blush on the face of a woman. There are two more 

matches in the excerpt: white cheeks and a snow mountain, chignon and an otter that 

 

309 Ibid., 80. 
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rests ashore. Multiple matches of symbols are interwoven, like hair, in the texture of 

this poem named “Hair” and form a knot. This knot could not be unwound. To 

unwind the knot is to unwind the interwoven texture of the poem, which will only 

lead to the decomposition of writing. 

 The texture of a poem could not be torn apart without harming its 

significance. This idea is made more clear in “Narcissus” (Shuixian he ΜZĳ), in 

which a flower-woman, instead of a man to whom narcissus usually alludes, is 

grounded by the texture of mud:    

Narcissus! 
Since you were born in this dirty mud,  
Why do you have this scent, 
That makes me passing by want to love you? 
 
Narcissus! 
I step in the mud to kiss you, 
But how can I pick you up? 
You’ve fallen in this dirty mud! 
 
ΜZĳ! 
~̏Ѝ东Ŷ修Ρϋѣιً� 
,R1̲֥؝修�HѣڴΛ� 
ұ�ؚ؃ѣʨ;ʕЖ~? 
 
ΜZĳ! 
ʨ؅俯?ιًʹŪ͋Ŀ~� 
tʨđɳ԰ǲ~候׹? 
~̓ț但Ŷ修Ρϋѣιً!310 
 

Here a flower-woman is merged with the texture of dirty mud. Each stanza starts 

with a call-out of “Narcissus”, the name of the flower-woman. Yet her rhizome is 

deeply rooted in the mud of three long, heavy sentences. She cannot come to “me”. 

The rhizome is trapped in the mud of language, which elicits a self-referential remark 

 

310 Ibid., 82. 



  121 

from the poetic voice: “You’ve fallen in this dirty mud!” Narcissus is unable to be 

picked up as her significance, the trinity of her life, poem and music lies in the act of 

rooting in the mud of language. Therefore an act of picking would simply lead to a 

laceration of the poem’s texture, a fatal incision of the flesh from the bones and 

hence the decomposition of language.  

 And note the title “Narcissus” and its cultural underpinning. Bordo cites from 

art historian John Berger that in various Western artistic representations such as 

literature and painting, usually “men act and women appear.” She writes: 

Women exist to be seen, and they know it�a notion communicated 
by the constant tropes of female narcissism: women shown preening, 
looking in mirrors, stroking their own bodies, exhibiting themselves 
for an assumed spectator. “Do I look good? Do you like me? Am I 
pretty?” the women in the pictures seem to be saying. Women are 
supposed to care about such things, these images tell us.311 

 
In “Narcissus” the male poetic voice asks the narcissus-woman “Why do you have 

this scent,/ That makes me passing by want to love you”, as if the flower-woman 

deliberately seduces the male “I” by putting on some fragrance, preening and 

exhibiting herself. And as the narcissus cannot move but the male “I” can “pass by”, 

“step in the mud” and pick up flowers, her immobility and his agency forms a 

contrast that is similar to Berger’s “men act and women appear” pattern. This pattern 

and the imagined female narcissism, however, is the manifestation of male 

narcissism. Drawing in the works of de Beauvoir, Bordo writes: 

De Beauvoir argued that within the social world, there are those who 
occupy the unmarked position of the “essential,” the universal, the 
human, and those who are defined, reduced and marked by their 
(sexual, racial, religious) differences from that norm. The 

 

311 Susan Bordo, “Gay Men's Revenge”, The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 1999, 
vol. 57, no. 1: 21.�
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accomplishments of those who are so marked - of the Other - may not 
always be disdained; often, they will be appreciated, but always in 
their special and peripheral place, the place of their difference.312 
 

“Those who occupy the unmarked position of the ‘essential’, the universal, the 

human” are men. The narcissus-woman in the poem is grounded in the mud, 

“reduced and marked” by her sexual differences from the norm of the male voice, 

and only appreciated by the male “I” in the mud, the “special and peripheral place” 

of her difference. The narcissus-woman here is no exhibitionist, but being exhibited.  

Based on these poems, we can deduce that Shao understands clearly Sitwell’s 

notion of texture and the way she uses the flower as a symbol. However, in Shao’s 

practices there evolves something different from Sitwell’s rendering of flower, or we 

can say his reception of Sitwell’s influence somehow goes awry, as we have seen in 

the instances of peony and narcissus—an equation of flower with sexual 

consummation.   

 

2.2.2 Sexual Consummation as a Condition of Music  

Though Sitwell often personifies her flowers as women, she does not use any word 

that alludes to sexual activities. In comparison, Shao’s flower-women are often 

situated in an erotic setting. With the use of texture, Shao s(t)imulates sexual acts 

through the interaction of the poetic voice and the flower-woman and yields an effect 

of sexual consummation, which is to him a synonym for the condition where poetry 

is musical. This could be seen in a poem entitled “Spring” (Chun ̚): 

Now the flower’s scent brings a fleshy air, 
Silent rain threads ooze a hint of lust; 
In the bath I hate to see my sinful skin, 

 

312 Susan Bordo, “The Feminist as Other”, Metaphilosophy 1996, vol. 27, no. 1-2: 12. 
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Ah how can the body’s crimson be wiped off? 
 
ŝ修̔ѣ伤ڴɽȥѱ仰Λ� 
 ;Ĺѱϛʙ;"چѣ׉ב6
Χϑʁ֧伏ȚѣԃѣԡԤ� 
ŝ؈�ѣӱ产ɳ԰˵˞ď?313 
 

Here the marriage of “flower’s scent” with “fleshy air” gives the former a sense of 

aphrodisiac. And the rain threads that “ooze a hint of lust” seem to allude to body 

fluid outflown in sexual acts. “The body’s crimson” is again ambiguous: it could be 

blood from a human body (in this mise-en-scene presumably the blood caused by 

sexual intercourse) or simply a color left by the flowers used in the bath. This 

ambiguity is one of Shao’s characteristic tricks, and it is done with an emphasis on 

the shared texture of blood and flowers used in the bath. Now let us look back at the 

lines in “Flower”, a poem which we have discussed earlier: “It’s [The flower] full of 

poetry’s beauty,/ The concrete of soundless music”. As Shao regards the flower as an 

incarnation of music, having sex with the flower-woman seems to him a way that 

leads to reproduction, that is, the reproduction of a condition of music in poetry. He 

equates the sexual consummation between the poetic voice and the flower-woman 

with the acquisition of the condition of music in poetry, which can be exemplified by 

“The Poem of Love” (Qingshi ʍ׆): 

Two petals of leaf-like cyan mountains, 
Clip half a cherry-like red sun; 
I give my souls to joy, 
Fire-wise kiss this water-like lively light. 
 
%ш͢Ħ众ѣڐȊ� 
Ƣѱ—ڥ΁ͧ众ѣ产ٱ; 
ʨǲہϽJөɭ7� 

 

313 Ibid., 15. 



  124 

ϹͤĿ修Μ众φξѣ¦�314 
 

Here the mountains and the sun are compared to leaves and cherry. The gathering of 

“two petals” and “cherry-like red” exudes a strong morphological denotation of 

female genitals. The act that “I” kiss the “water-like” light discharged by a “cherry-

like” sun could be interpreted as an act of cunnilingus. The juxtaposition of phrases 

“fire-wise” and “water-like” is again a highly playful dialectic swing that is 

reminiscent of the swing between “slut and virgin” in “Peony”. This kind of sexual 

s(t)imulation is also played with in a poem entitled “I Dare Not Go to Heaven” (Wo 

bugan shangtian ʨ6˽�Ɯ): 

Though I’ve smelled the scent of flowers, 
And I’ve tasted stories of sweetness,  
But the scary thing is the tenderest two petals,  
That make me immersed in it all my life. 
 
֊ЍʨțӦ倾ؚ?伤ڴ� 
丛֒ѣ˻Aʨ;̮Ŏǻ� 
t̝Ģɵ̰ػ、ѣ%ш� 
Ȁġʨ��Ŷًړզϰ�315 
 

The terms “tasted”, “two petals” and “immersed” once again give a hint of female 

genitals. “Scent”, “sweetness” and “tenderest” correspond to the sense of smell, taste 

and touch, of flowers and the woman body. With the interweaving of senses in the 

texture of the poem, the flowers and the female sexual organs are united as one, and 

the interaction between the poetic voice and the union again gives an allusion to 

cunnilingus.  

 

314 Ibid., 37. 
315 Ibid., 155. 
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As a reader would very often take the role of “I” when reading a poem, 

he/she would enter the erotic scenario and be stimulated through the simulation of 

sex. As the flower is considered by Shao as an incarnation of music, the flower-

woman’s body is rendered by him an instrument to reach the biunivocal condition of 

music and sexual ecstasy. In the next section, I will examine the texts that might have 

influenced Shao’s unique equation of music with sexual ecstasy.    

 

2.2.3 Garden, Sexual Ecstasy and Possible Biblical Influence  

Flower petals frequently occur in Shao’s poetic works and he often implicitly 

compares them to female sexual organs. The fall of petals is therefore linked to the 

loss of sexual consummation, which is evident in a poem called “Love’s Debt” 

(Qingzang ʍ׭): 

Like two, three pieces of white rose petals, 
Tender and smooth, they might dizzy your eyes:  
This piece has a billion tons of advice, relief; 
That piece has a billion tons of jealousy, malice; 
 
And this one last piece has broken long ago, 
Tears wet it, or tongues licked it? 
You can have it back, I’m afraid white petals’ll turn yellow,  
They’ve left you, left the fountain of life. 
 
�̝丰位ւѣ伤ш¢%Й�Й� 
đ、đϨѣ�两ɢ丽̠?~ѣѰ: 
修�Й̲Çù�̅ѣçŃ�ǒʠ� 
 �ʙ�ɻũه�Й̲Çù�̅ѣػ
 
¹̲̰İѣ�Й�̓țΎԀ6«� 
̝λ¢ϥò?̝؝�Ӧ?Ճ¢Յ? 
ŝ؝�?~ĸ�ʨɵ丰伤шhĚۓ� 
Y^ț也?~�也?东ŉѣϦγ�� � 

 

316 Ibid., 168. 
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“Tongues licked it” again cues cunnilingus. And as the petals have broken they could 

no longer be licked or be engaged in other sexual activities. Here “you” refers to the 

flower and also the female sexual organs. The flower is “the fountain of life” for 

petals, and the female sexual organs are “the fountain of life” in the sense of 

reproduction. As sexual consummation with the flower-woman is equated by Shao 

with the condition of music in poetry, this “fountain of life” is also the fountain for 

the musical condition in poetry. To the petals the supplier of life is the organicity of 

the flower that organizes the petals in the entirety. The petals fall and fall out of the 

organic entirety of the flower, hence leaving the fountain of life, the musical 

condition of poetry. However, in a poem entitled “Fallen Petals” (Duoluo de huaban 

ƅ但ѣ伤ш), the dynamic of flower and petals functions differently:  

Fallen petals 
Stick to your 
Cyan lapels, 
Smelling good.  
 
Beauty’s devil; 
Loving you, 
She’ll taint you, 
For sure. 
 
ƅ但ѣ伤ш 
 ~ӓש
 �ѣ֣֚֜ڐ
ɼڴѣ��
 
他Q̝ۀۂ; 
Ж?~� 
ƪɽΰΡ~� 
�Ǘѣ�� 	 

 

 

317 Ibid., 19. 
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This poem progresses in a slow, roving pace, which mimics the falling of petals, or 

simply, the gesture of falling. Here a woman, a devil and some petals are 

conglomerated. The act that petals fall on the cyan lapels is paired up with the act 

that a woman engages in sexual activities with the wearer of the cyan lapels; in this 

sense the falling petals and the woman are tangled. And as “she” is in the second 

stanza the initiator of the act of tainting, it could be deduced that “she” is the beauty 

equated with a devil; hence the woman and the devil are tangled. The devil is a 

religious embodiment of the fallen; through the texture of “fall” the devil and the 

fallen petals are tangled, thus completing an organic, self-contained circle of 

significance. It should be noted that the texture of “fall” dwells on the underpinning 

of Christian allusions. Though Shao graduated from St John’s, a famous episcopal 

high school in Shanghai before he headed to Cambridge, it is difficult to make a 

definite deduction on his religious views. That being said, what could be affirmed is 

that there are indeed many poems dealing with Christianity in his oeuvre. In 

“Xunmei’s Dream” he writes: 

In a poet’s flesh there’s no seedling of filth, 
The embryo is for sure a crystal pure, 
An emerald if in love with green leaves, 
Bright like coral if with red flowers: 
So then God has a second son, 
In the clean fresh church a new Bible is set. 
 
 �Qѣ仰ًΩ̲Ρϋѣҗՙ׆
ԭԬɎЍ̝�ż京ӌѣΜ̥� 
ǲ͋Ж�?ӶĦ�ĚʧԏԎ� 
Ж�?产伤��下专众Ʈ̕: 
C̝�Ȥđ̲?ҹB(¢。� 
ϟÃѣȷƃًٌ？�̻ŵӦ�318 
 

 

318 Ibid., 131. 
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Here “God”, “church” and “Bible” are juxtaposed with “green leaves” and “red 

flowers”. The gathering of Christian terms and plants often appears in Shao’s poems.  

He writes in “The Song of Man” (Renqu Q̫): “[…]God’s wish/ As delicate as 

flowers and leaves growing on twigs” (“[…]�Ȥѣʜ/ Șɜ�伤Ħ٥�͖͢”).319 

A more elaborate allusion to Christianity would be a long poem entitled “The Poem 

of Heaven” (Tiantang zhi shi Ɯƃ3R), which retells the story of Eden with an 

almost iconoclastic emphasis on garden(ing). He writes in the second canto:  

In the green grass an apple tree 
Blossoms. 
God! 
You’re in love! 
You breathe a breeze like whisper; 
You cry some dew like the tears of love. 
The flower smiles; 
Like a virgin who loves her first lover 
Loves you, 
She fruits,  
Ah it’s your ability! 
God! 
 
 伴 ًѣ՞͕͢ڐ
ɀ?伤?� 
�Ȥ� 
~Ж?� 
~ıѱӕ׍ѣŊک� 
~ψѱʍλѣ؏ڏ� 
伤了?� 
�ƒƩЖҹ�(ʍQ 
�众ŷЖ~?� 
ӧ͕?� 
̝~ѣ԰æĳ� 
�Ȥ���� 

 

 

319 Ibid., 204. 
320 Ibid., 53-54. 
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Here the Bible is tangled with the organic chronicle of a plant-woman. She is 

concurrently the flower of an apple tree, and a virgin who loves her first lover. The 

two mechanisms/organisms that interpret the cause of a new life are here 

conglomerated. It is God’s ability that gives life to a fruit; and it is due to the organic 

copulation that a fruit is conceived. What is noteworthy here is the copulation of 

Christianity and horticulture. God breathes an intimate whisper-like breeze and sheds 

some tears-of-love-resembling dew in order to nurture his lover, a plant-woman. The 

poem goes on:   

The flower fruits,  
Gets big, 
Swells,  
Fulfills, 
You laugh;  
Laugh so that your saliva fountains,  
Thunders and rain, 
The fruit drops. 
It’s your effort! 
God! 
 
伤ӧ͕?� 
ƛ?� 
Ծԩ?� 
Ŵϫ?� 
~了?� 
了ɜϸŜŦ?� 
 �ĳچĳډ
͕。但�͋?� 
̝~ѣèîĳ� 
�Ȥ!321 

 
The conceived plant-woman reaches a point of delivery. And a fruit is born/made. 

God in this text takes on a role that is similar to a poet (and we could certainly say it 

the other way around). He creates life inside the realm of the given text, but the life 

 

321 Ibid., 54. 
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created has its organic growth pattern and would outgrow any univocal inference 

inflicted by the creator. The text continues and shifts the focus from the plant-woman 

to the fruit, or, the poem, since the discursive world of God could be substituted with 

that of a poet: 

The fruit drops, 
The fruit of freedom, 
He has no restraints at all; 
A contented fruit,  
Wherever he drops, 
He stays there at ease, 
He’s not wishing for feet, 
Not wishing for having feet 
To run into your heaven! 
It’s the fruit you caused!  
God! 
 
It’s the fruit you caused, 
You put him aside. 
He rots, 
He leaves his roots and dies, 
The roots sprout again, 
The sprouts grow into a tree again, 
The tree blossoms again, 
You love again, 
The flower fruits again; 
 
͕。但�͋?� 
̝伏яѣ͕。ĳ� 
YΩ̲�Îѣ͉今� 
̝ѷ׾ѣ͕。ĳ� 
Y但�Ŷًػ� 
�ǒɢŶًػ� 
Y6Ξ东Գ� 
̬6Ξ东?Գ� 
؀�~ѣƜƃ! 
修̝~رʧѣ͕。ĳ! 
�Ȥ! 
 
 �ʧѣ͕。ĳر~̝
~ɂѱ6р� 
YԸЅ?� 
Y两�?ͥԙò?� 
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ͥė伦?� 
伦đʧ͢?� 
͢đɀ伤?� 
~đЖ?� 
伤đӧ͕?;322 

 
The fruit/poem is caused by the God/poet. But after being caused it is independent 

from the initiator of the cause and it starts to gain creative freedom, which has no 

restraints in its multiplicity of possibilities. It rots; it dies; yet the story of a fallen 

fruit does not stop here. The organicity of it does not vanish into nothingness. The 

corpse of it becomes the source of nutrition for sprouts that are about to sprout. Life 

does not stop for a change of vessel; it continues in different forms. In the following 

stanzas the repeated life circle of an apple flower/fruit leads to the slow accumulation 

of apple trees and eventually the occurrence of an exuberant apple garden. The poem 

then goes on to the biblical story that gathers Satan, Adam and Eve. The end of the 

poem is staged in the apple garden: 

Softly he opens the garden gate,  
Sneakily hides in the shades; 
Sings songs that please ears, 
Reads poems that shake hearts. 
Adam hears that. 
Eve hears that. 
“Ah I’m burning here.” 
Adam points to his face. 
“Ah I’m beating here.” 
Eve points to her heart. 
Now it’s Satan’s job! 
God! 
 
They follow the songs and poems, 
Into the gate. 
As two that’ve eaten no fruits, 
The colors of the fruits have wet their tongues. 
They taste and try! 

 

322 Ibid., 55. 
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Mutually taste and try! 
Now they know! 
But before they know 
Joy sorrow shame and everything, 
They first know love!  
God! 
 
Y؏؏ŷɀ?ů٦� 
��ŷ体ª͢伸� 
śѱªԚѣΈ� 
ĵѱëɢѣ׆� 
GɎĺɜ?� 
ƕƻĺɜ?� 
“ŝʨ΋ŷŶЊ�” 
GɎ˓ѱԵ� 
“ŝʨ΋ŷŶ؄�” 
ƕƻ˓ѱɢ� 
修̝́̑ѣȖ}?� 
�Ȥ! 
 
Y�ǮѱΈ׆� 
俯?ů٦� 
ŝΩĪÚ͕。ѣQ� 
͕。ѣ偷会ț�Y^东τ� 
Y�ǻѱׅѱ� 
为为ŷǻׅѱ� 
Y�ѷص?! 
t̝Y�Ŷѷص 
ɭ7ʌ՜ԇ们�Î]á� 
¥ѷص?Ж! 
�Ȥ!323 

 
The garden gathering starts with the lure of Satan; the baits are songs and poems. 

Satan here is not only the embodiment of poetic freedom, which challenges the order 

imposed by God, but also the incarnation of the fall: the fall into sexual 

consummation and the condition of music in poetry. By organically consuming the 

fruits, Adam and Eve gain the organic complexity of senses and become lives 

 

323 Ibid., 59-60. 



  133 

independent from the creation of God. The organic-ized Adam and Eve remain in the 

cultivated garden, and the poem ends here, giving the poem itself the entirety. This, 

in analogy to the fallen petals discussed in “Fallen Petals”, is a fall into organicity. 

Here Satan does what the devil in “Fallen Petals” does: he makes…fall. The 

organicity of him is not just a property, but an ability. Earlier in “The Poem of 

Heaven”, Satan is said to have the capability to metamorphose into various animals: 

He can walk on the wall like a snake  
He can dash in the mountains like a horse 
He can swim in the heart of water like a fish; 
He can soar in the sky like a bird 
 
Yh�作众ŶƋ�֖׸ 
Yhڵ�众ŶȊ)ХƧ 
Yhۃ�众ŶΜɢϣν; 
Yhۇ�众ŶƜҧګԻ324 

 
Interestingly, the association of Satan and a snake is also played with in a poem titled 

“Snake” (She 作), where an animal-woman, instead of the plant-women that frequent 

Shao’s other poems, appears to have sex with the poetic voice: 

Under the stairs of a palace, on the tiles of a temple, 
You let drop the most slender of you�  
 
Like a woman’s half-loosened belt  
Waiting for men’s shaky bravery.  
 
ŶǠΑѣٳ��Ŷȷǐѣщ�� 
~Ɓ�~̰͜、ѣ�Ώ— 
 
ƫ�̝ƩQ—͏ѣ֟ȥ 
Ŷ事ɖѱѐɺѣڨʼѣï˽�325 

 
The Satan/snake and the woman are here merged as one. This satanic seductive 

 

324 Ibid., 57. 
325 Ibid., 165. 
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snake is tangled with a woman through its resemblance to her “half-loosened belt”. 

The snake-woman’s slenderness and the hint of “men’s shaky bravery” is again 

cueing an act of penetrative sex. The poem goes on:  

I don’t know your blood-red biforked tongue 
Is to sting which side of my lips? 
They are ready, ready for 
The double exultation in this one hour! 
 
I can’t forget your uncatchable slipperiness  
Has polished how many folded bamboo joints: 
I know there’s pain in comfort,  
And I know there’s fire in cold ice.   
 
I wish you use the rest of you 
To hoop tight my unhoopable body, 
When the sound of the bell sneaks in a cloudy room’s gauze netting, 
And warmth crawls over a cold palace’s thin stitched-sheets! 
 
ʨ6ʢ~֕产ѣĒÍѣՃǸ 
֥Þќʨؖ�ػѣŪŗ? 
Y^فÄƓѱ?�ÄƓѱ 
修Į�(ً̔ؕĕ�ѣ΄΅! 
 
ʨɩ6?~6˙ػwѣήϨ 
҃¦?Ƙǵٌěѣҵ伞: 
ʨѷص?Մ̴ً̲lќ� 
ʨ̬ѷص?ÀÂً̲؝ϹЄ� 
 
ŝ�tʜ~¹ʹ~ä�ѣ�Ώ 
͋ӀӓʨӀ6ӓѣ؈x� 
ɎٔƐ�俯EʭѣӝȢ� 
ϡ̦Еϫ?ÂǠҝցѣӭ֝!326 

 
Here we could summarize the snake-woman’s texture in three alliterating words: 

sting, slippery and sleaziness. The stinging on lips, the polishing of bamboo joints 

and the hooping of the body are three acts of bodily contact. The biforked tongue’s 

 

326 Ibid., 166. 
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stinging on two sides of lips is a playful double kiss. It is a kiss that consists of two 

concurrent kisses. The polishing of bamboo joints could be seen as a 

metamorphosing mimic of a penis’ organic engagement with a vagina. And in this 

mimic both ends are valid in the presentation of their respective dynamic. The 

hooping of an unhoopable body is an attempt to conglomerate two bodies, and to 

unite the dichotomy of you and I, hoop and un-hoop, pain and comfort, fire and ice, 

the warmth and the cold of the palace. Interestingly, this snake-woman also appears 

in a poem called “Z’s Smile” (Z de xiao Z ѣ了): 

I know your heart, cold fire, 
Like a burning smoking icehouse. 
You lower your head and smile, you turn your back to me and smile, 
Your snake waist’s curve reveals the love that loves me. 
 
ʨѷص?~ѣɢ�ÂѣϹЁ� 
�ŶДЊѣºѱЈѣÀҪ� 
~v?Ơ了�~̲ʙǲ任ɢĲ?ʨԙ了� 
ŝ�~作Թ�ѣ̫ӡțڏѱЖʨѣЖ?�327 

 
Here the snake-woman has the same organic playfulness as the one in “Snake”. The 

love between “I” and the snake-woman, with the similar wrestle of dichotomy such 

as cold fire and burning icehouse, is again ambiguous, biunivocal and undecodable. 

The ambiguity of this snake-woman is also played with in a poem entitled “Madonna 

Mia”.328 This poem is about a woman who has pomegranate lips, and is capable of 

becoming a multiplicity of things:    

Ah moon-like eyebrows and starry teeth, 
You enchant the world, the world’s enchanted; 
Ah when you open your pomegranate lips, 
Many with souls, lose their souls. 

 

 

327 Ibid., 9. 
328 This is the original title of the poem.  
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You’re Xishi,329 you’re a virgin washing muslin,  
You’re a serpent, you’re a monster that kills:  
Life consumes you so you consume life,  
Ah they are willing, willing to sacrifice for you. 

 
Why fear, a desire sharp as a bee’s sting? 
Stings the heart of happiness, flooding blood? 
With you I’ll kiss and kiss, 
I’ll forget after tonight, there is tomorrow. 

 
ŝ�̱¢ͤѣѬ̙众ѣЛۚ� 
��?Ȁإ~���,~中� 
ŝ�Ɏ~ɀ٨~义;会ѣŪŗ� 
Ƙǵ̲Ͻہѣ��Ɵď?Ͻہ� 

 
~̝֤̊�~̝ώӝѣƒƩ� 
~̝Ε֔�~̝́QѣưɁ: 
东ŉϔę~�~�͋ϔę东ŉ� 
ŝ�Y^ʜʙѣʜʙ,~ТР� 

 
ɵ业��ّ֑众ǸØѣΆʍ? 
Þѱɭ7ѣɢ¢�ψ֕ϕϕ? 
̲?~�ʨ�֥�Ŀԙ¹Ŀ� 
ʨǲɩĆƜƙ3İ�Ɣ̲Ɯ̕���� 

 
Here this pomegranate-woman also becomes a serpent. What comes out of the act of 

becoming is a pomegranate-serpent-woman, an unidentifiable hybrid of plant and 

animal. This body could be seen as the entirety of the garden; it is the ultimate 

organic body that unifies the multiplicity of different framing organisms. “Life 

consumes you so you consume life.” In the act of mutual consumption this garden 

body becomes the equivalence of life. Hence the garden is in its entirety the life of 

the poem, which is the utmost insuperable organism that organizes the body. “I’ll 

forget after tonight, there is tomorrow.” The life of the poem stays in the entirety of 

 

329 A woman of extreme beauty that occurs in ancient Chinese folktales. 
330 Ibid., 6.  
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the garden, the tonight of its life.   

 However, beside the fall into sexual ecstasy there is another kind of fall, the 

fall of unfertilized flowers resulting from the lack of sexual consummation. In a 

poem called “Yesterday’s Garden” (Zuori de yuanzi ̜̐ѣů。) Shao presents a 

desolate lifeless garden:   

There’s a garden of yesterday, 
The cyan leaves are yellowed;  
The lively flowers are withered;  
The brisk birds are dead. 
 
And a couple of lovers, 
Hugging and kissing;  
With no breath and no sound, 
They’re God’s loved offsprings.  
 
修ً̲(̜̐ѣů。� 
 �ѣ?ۓ̝¢ѣĦڐ
 ;ѣ?םѣ伤Ç̝ۆ
φξѣۇ¢̝΍?ѣ� 
 
 �¢�ǭ̲ʍѣQ̲؝
为为ŷˌ（?PĿ� 
Ω̲Λĳ;Ω̲Ɛ� 
ŝY^̝�ȤѣЖ¢�331 

 
The fall of flowers without sexual consummation denotes an act of fruitless 

withering, the loss of life for the garden. The couple, presumably alluding to Adam 

and Eve, are breathless and engaged in a petrified posture of hugging and kissing. 

They are “with no breath”, dead and in lack of sexual consummation. Note that there 

is “no sound” produced in this frozen posture: the condition of music in poetry, 

which Shao associates with sexual consummation, is not achieved.  

 

331 Ibid., 13-14. 
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 Shao’s idea of the garden and the fall of flower woman suggests a biblical 

influence. This influence is synthesized into his unique rendering of the horticulture 

of musical sisters, that is, the instrumentalization of woman’s body so as to achieve a 

condition of music in poetry.  

 

2.2.4 The Instrumentalisation of Woman’s Body 

As the flower-women in the previous excerpts suggest, Shao regards the woman’s 

body as a musical instrument to reach the condition of music in poetry. In an episode 

of Friday on Poetry entitled “The Production of Poetry” (Shi de chansheng ׆ѣL

东) he maintains that “A poet should create poetry with the same effort that God 

creates the universe” (“�(׆QȴɎ丝�ȤÕرǐǖѣ՜ɢ͋Õ׆ر”).332 This 

is reminiscent of the biblical influence that we talked about in the previous section. 

He writes: 

I think there are no more accurate ways to describe this experience 
than a woman’s labor. An idea of a poem comes like a sperm; its 
minuteness cannot be seen by eyes. But it has its presence; it has its 
life; it then stays in the womb. The mother at first has no idea; she has 
no clue she’d be using her blood to nurture the life of this embryo. 
The embryo gradually grows—it gets blood, it gets flesh, it gets skin 
and bones—it grows to an extent that the mother has to give birth. 
Hence an individual life owns its existence.    
 
ʨ],丝ƩQѣ东L͋˥»修ғӦ¹̝ڸ乎Ɏ;Ω̲ѣ?²׆�

͋̔Ί�̝Ӎ。, ǎѣɟӣ6̝ѰѲʮ԰丽ɜ֧ѣ�t̝ǎ̲ǎ

ѣǈŶ, ǎ̲ǎѣ东ŉ, ǎX΋�两ǈŶ。Ǡً?��ΓPѣ׹Ö

Ǔ«6ѷص, ƪ̬6ѷصƪ΋İ�丝伏Țѣ֕ϘŶϧ¶ѱ修ԭԬ

ѣ东ŉ�ԭԬϠϠ٥ƛ?, — ̲?֕, ̲?仰, ;̲ѥ;̲ڽƠ — 

 

332 Originally published in China-US Daily on Feb 24, 1939. Here quoted from a reprint in 
Shi tansuo ׆ˡӒ [Poetry Exploration] 2010 volume 1, 29. 
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٥ƛÚΓP6я伏-ŷڒ东L6Ģ�C̝�(þЪѣ东ŉ�̲?

伏ȚѣǈŶ�333 
 

Here the composition of a poem is compared to the organic process of a woman’s 

conception, gestation and delivery. An embryo is the primordial state of a poem that 

starts to consist of entities resembling organic tissues: blood, flesh, skin and bones. 

Texture to a poem is exactly what tissues are to a body. When this embryo has grown 

to a state of full constitution the poet would have to deliver it. And after the delivery, 

the poem as a living thing is independent from the poet.  

However, in the entire process the role of the egg is ignored as Shao states 

that a sperm comes to the womb and an embryo is formed, which is unscientific. 

Apart from the negligence of the egg, in Shao’s notion of gestation there is also a 

common misunderstanding about which entity comes first. Bordo states that 

“on most occasions when fertilization occurs it is actually the egg that travels to 

rendezvous with sperm that have been lolling around, for as much as three 

days, waiting for her to arrive”.334 With the negligence and misunderstanding, Shao 

describes the woman’s body purely as a recipient of sperm and only a carrier of an 

embryo that develops solely from a sperm. This idea is reminiscent of the theories 

and practices in what Bordo describes as the “gynophobic century” of 1550-1650. 

She writes: 

It was not only in practice that women were being denied an active 
role in the processes of conception and birth. Mechanist reproductive 
theory as well had “happily” (as Easlea sarcastically puts it) made it 
“no longer necessary to refer to any women” at all in its descriptions 
of conception and gestation. Denied even her limited, traditional 
Aristotelian role of supplying (living) menstrual material, the woman 

 

333 Ibid. 
334 Susan Bordo, Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture, and the Body (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1993), 13. 
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becomes instead the mere container for the temporary housing and 
incubation of already formed human beings, originally placed in 
Adam’s semen by God and parcelled out, over the ages, to all his male 
descendants. The specifics of mechanistic reproductive theory are a 
microcosmic recapitulation of the mechanistic vision itself, within 
which God the father is the sole creative, formative principle in the 
cosmos.335 
 

The biblical influence and the place of “God the father” in Shao’s conception of 

reproduction have been examined in the previous section. In this conception, the 

agency of the woman is denied by Shao and the woman’s body is instrumentalized as 

a tool to get a final product—a baby, or in the metaphor of Shao’s excerpt, a poem. 

 Strangely, some critics claim that the rendering of woman’s body in Shao’s 

poetry shows his laudation for women. Chen Mengjia ٶͳǣ,336 a contemporary of 

Shao who was associated with the Crescent Moon Society, considers Shao’s poems 

to be “the weather of a soft charming March of spring, voluptuous like a 

compliments-worthy voluptuous woman whose silken bearing is adorable” (“ؼυ他

ѣ̝͜�׆他ѣإQѣ̚�̱ѣƜΛ�Ջ.Ƭ�(ȴ״׌他ѣՋ.ѣƩQ�Ġ

 ӿ仅̝øÍĢЖѣ”).337 The repetition of the term “voluptuous” as well as theػ̝

diction of “silken bearing” puts emphasis on the sexual features of a woman, thus 

downgrading the woman to merely an object for the male gaze. The term 

“compliments-worthy” shows a condescending attitude, as if the worth of a woman 

depends on her sexual features. As for those who seem to criticize the rendering of 

 

335 Susan Bordo, “The Cartesian Masculinization of Thought”, Signs 1986, vol. 11, no. 3: 
453. The essay was later revised and anthologized in her book The Flight to Objectivity: 
Essays on Cartesianism and Culture (New York: SUNY Press, 1987).�
336 Chen Mengjia (1911-1966) was a poet and art critic. His famous works include the poetry 
collections Mengjia’s Poems (Mengjia shiji ͳǣڃ׆) (1931) and Iron Horse (Tiema ji ٘
�.(1934) (ڃڵ
337 Here quoted from A Selection of Works and Critical Reception of Sphinx Club, 291. 
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the woman’s body in Shao’s poetry, it appears that their focus is conventionally 

moralistic. One of the most famous attacks on Shao in Republican China was a 

review signed with the pseudonym Sun Meiseng 《Ͱ  in the journal Bitter Tea 

(Kucha ՜բ), which bombards Shao in a way similar to the one Robert Buchanan 

launched on “the fleshly school” of Dante Rossetti and Swinburne in 1871.338 It 

pivots on the criticism that Shao’s poems are way too fleshy and full of vulgar, 

immoral accumulation of words like “flesh” (rou 仰), “kiss” (wen Ŀ), “lips” (chun 

ŗ), “tongue” (she Ճ) and “virgin” (chunü ƒƩ).339 Besides, at the time many left-

wing critics such as Qu Qiubai ѶҒ丰340 dismiss works like Shao’s as 

“pornography” (“会ʍ”).341 Xie Zhixi ֭ɨБ, a contemporary scholar, affirms this 

statement by claiming that in Shao’s poems “there are only barefaced sensory desires 

and the discharge of life’s instincts” (“Ġ̲֡֡׶ѣʚǕΆ̵Ŋ东ŉ̻԰ѣǝ

β”).342 He writes: 

What has been presented to the readers is a “visual feast” that consists 
of women’s “red lips”, “tongue tip”, “cleavage”, “belly”, “snaky 
waist” or even “genitals”, while the only theme is to encourage people 
to have fun in the bitterness of a depraved world. 
 

 

338 Robert Buchanan, “The Fleshly School of Poetry: Mr. D. G. Rossetti”, The Contemporary 
Review volume 18 August-November 1871, under the nom de plume of Thomas Maitland. 
339 Sun Meiseng 《Ͱ , Bitter Tea volume 4 (1928). Here quoted from A Selection of Works 
and Critical Reception of Sphinx Club, 349. 
340 Qu Qiubai (1899-1935) was a writer and one of the early leaders of the Chinese 
Communist Party. His most notable work is In the Capital of Red (Chidu xinshi  ɢĤ), aف׶
collection of causeries about his visit of Moscow in 1920.  
341 Qu Qiubai ѶҒ丰, Maoyang de shiren 丁ͤѣ׆Q [Cat-like Poets], in Qu qiubai wenji 
ѶҒ丰̃ڃ [Works of Qu Qiubai] (Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1953), 270. 
342 Xie Zhixi ֭ɨБ, Meide pianzhi 他ѣ�休 [The Extreme of Beauty] (Shanghai: 
Shanghai wenxue chubanshe, 1997), 229. 



  142 

łиөהԘѣ̝̲ʮכƩɺѣ “产ŗ”� “ՃǸ”�“>Ǝ”�“Ԣ
Բ”� “作Թ”丹休Ʃɺѣ “�x”ʮ亲ʧѣ “֪֫3ѦǢ”�ԙŚ�

ѣ-偶ą̝ۗíQ^ŶڤȹѣQ٫՜)ē֖̔7�343 
 
It is true that the representations of women in Shao’s poems often focus on their 

cleavage and hips. If we try to draw the image of such a woman, it will look very 

similar to the nineteenth-century hourglass figure, which in Bordo’s words is “an 

intelligible symbolic form, representing a domestic, sexualized ideal of 

femininity.”344 However, these cited male critics from the republican era to the 

current age do not see what is truly problematic. They notice Shao’s exploitation of 

the woman’s body, but their arguments only revolve around a judgement on morals 

and its wrestling with sexual instincts. Shao responds by questioning the validity of 

such criticism that dwells on the underpinning of morals: “Beauty has no boundary. 

We can’t say that Jesus’ virgin mother can be deemed beautiful yet a voluptuous 

Salome can’t” (“‘他’̝Ω̲ѓٸѣ�ȭ6̝בԛҡѣƒƩΓPĢҚ ‘他’�ԙư

ǁѣխ7他�6԰Қ ‘他’”).345 Here two female bodies are named to illustrate 

beauty’s irrelevance to morals; to Shao beauty is almost a synonym of female body, 

while moral or immoral are simply adjectives that derive their meanings from the 

intertextual chains to which they have simultaneously contributed. The stripping of 

female body is at the same the exposure of the hypocrisy that lies behind words like 

moral or immoral. In another poem titled “Sweet Dream” (Tianmi meng 丛֒ͳ) 

morals and the act of disrobing are again paired up:  

 

343 Ibid., 229-230. 
344 Susan Bordo, Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture, and the Body (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1993), 181. 
345 Shao, “About the Criticism on Flower-like Evil” (Guanyu huayiban de zuie de piping ±
C	伤�众ѣԃʄ
ѣʵֿ), Collected Works of Shao Xunmei, 150. 
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Lovely, scary, proudhearted, 
Virgins’ tongues’ tips, geckos’ tails. 
I don’t know, could you tell me, 
If there’s pleasure in four lips? 
   
Ah a rosy ivory bed, 
This sweet dream keeps busy my soul: 
I’m a believer of evil: 
I want to see world-longing nuns undress. 
 
ĢЖѣ�Ģɵѣ�ĢڷQѣ� 
ƒƩѣՃǸ�ƍ何ѣȁȜ� 
ʨ6ʢ�~Ģ԰ǭʨבĴ� 
ŬИѣŪŗ)Ѯ̲ʘɭ� 
 
ŝ�万х会ס�Л会ѣ�Ȳ� 
修ғѣ丛֒ͳ�ǡʨہɪ: 
ʨ̝(ԃʄȵɫǚ�ɛ: 
ʨʕ丽ɸÈѣǿƷĈ֞�346 
 

“A believer of evil” is a witness of the polarity that underlies the construction of the 

term moral, which cannot stand alone meaningfully without its very dichotomy. In 

this sense, a believer of evil is a believer of moral. When a world-longing nun 

undresses, morals are stripped to their core. Virgins’ tongues and lips, beautifully 

displayed and displaying beauty, are all that matter to Shao. This strong impulse to 

negate morals’ imposition on poetry is also exemplified in “Our Queen” (Women de 

huanghou ʨ^ѣѤİ): 

Why are you bittered for people’s buzz? 
It’s time to do your belly dance 
There’re no saints unlustful in the pure sinned world 
Queen, our queen 
 
You wolfy foxy cute lady  
You’ve for sure used your lips to kiss 
Your scent of mouth has poisoned us all 
Queen, our queen 
 

 

346 Shao, Poetic Works of Shao Xunmei, 120. 
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Forget prophets brothers and fathers 
Men’ll all bow down to your pubes 
Ah save us from morals 
Queen, our queen 
 
,业~ŮQ^ѣ˓˯ԙʛʁ? 
修Ί̝~؄~ԢԲՆѣ̔ؕ� 
Ãԃѓ)Ω̲6ƫ会ѣŵQ� 
Ѥİ�ʨ^ѣѤİ� 
 
~修sЯsЧѣĢЖѣƭQ� 
~țΒȽǲ~ѣŪŗ͋PĿ� 
~ĜۚѣՒՕ�ΕȀ?·东� 
Ѥİ�ʨ^ѣѤİ� 
 
ӂR1¥ѷӂR1őőЗЗ? 
ѐɺѣفǲĲ~ѣ�xԽˋ� 
ŝǲʨ^Xصɠ)˼Ì͋ĸ��
Ѥİ�ʨ^ѣѤİ�347�
 

Here belly, lips, mouth are amorously presented, in juxtaposition with “no saints 

unlustful” and “the pure sinned world”: it is a world where moral hypocrisy has been 

banished and what is left to worship is a clean stripped female body. The poem itself 

resembles a rite of worship as “queen, our queen” occurs as an almost chant-like 

refrain. It is enchanting, especially when the prayer is said: “Save us from morals”. 

When the previously-mentioned critics condemn Shao for having no morals, it is 

true. It is true not in the sense that Shao is immoral, but in the sense that he does not 

believe in the equation of moral value with poetic value. Those critics do not realize 

that there is a real horror behind what they regard as Shao’s moral incorrectness—

that lust is not for lust’s sake, and that Shao negates the agency of woman and 

instrumentalizes woman’s body so as to reach a condition of music in poetry. This is 

 

347 Ibid., 65.  
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most evident in a poem entitled “Xunmei’s Dream” (Xunmei de meng υ他ѣͳ): 

From red hot green hot lotus blossoms  
A fervid dream, she holds tight my soul. 
She’s light as cloud, I wonder why she 
Doesn't fly to the sky or hide at the pool’s heart? 
I remember she’s brought gifts of hope 
To chill holes on quilts, and desire 
To startle the most sleepless virgin, 
So she hears from dog bark to cock crow. 
 
XϪ产ϪӶѣժ伤ًɀÌ? 
Ћϡϡѣͳ�ƪ�ӓʨѣہϽ� 
ƪ؏ɜ�E�ʨƣɼƪ,R1 
 ?ʩ̝Ϝ؉Ŷϳɢڙ�Ɯګ6
ʨָɜƪ̮ȥ?ϫ̵ѣ҅П 
؇俯Ɵʙѣ֝σ�đȥ?ґʍ 
ďʎ6̰?وǤ̗乃ѣƒƩ� 
ǡƪXʊ٥ѣШĶĺÚ�348ۉۈ 

  
Note the flower symbol “red hot green hot lotus”. Though Shao’s women in poetry 

are not always presented as flower-women, in most cases they would be 

accompanied with flowers. The lotus, the reproductive organ of the lotus plant, yields 

“a fervid dream”. As this dream is given a female pronoun, a woman’s body that 

shares the texture of dream is presented. Here this dream is to Shao female and the 

female is to Shao dreamy. The terms “holes on quilts” and “the most sleepless 

virgin” give this dreamy body a strong sexual indication. The lines go on: 

But she’s not often at my place, I guess 
She’s not sure about my bedtime. 
I’d like to sleep the sun’s company, I hope 
Nightingales won’t disturb my sleepy mind 
Perhaps at this moment of leisure I will 
Go through a door where flowers all can 
Turn their various colors into songs, 
Into poems, to sing soft a morning of spring. 
 

 

348 Shao, Poetic Works of Shao Xunmei, 130. 
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t̝ʨ修ًƪ6Ȩ͋Ú�ʕ̝ 
ƪ一6Äʨƙ̡�Ȳѣ̔ؕ� 
ʨЖֶƝٱq?ʨ乃�ʨȠ̵ 
ƙհ6¹˪ʴʨ�ѯѣɢ҉ 
;ֺ9?修�ɯѣҧ٪�ʨh 
 ԰فѣ伤ًػ�俯�(ů٦׸
ʹY^ѣ会ɑՒՕӹʧΈ̫� 
�ʧ׆�ďś保̚ػƜѣ̢̓�349 
 

“Not often at my place” suggests a lack of dream in the poetic voice. And “this 

moment of leisure” denotes the moment of successful commencement of dreaming, 

and it could also be interpreted as an allusion to sex. In this sense, the coming of 

“she” to me signifies at the same time dreaming and having sex with the woman. 

Note that in the text what follows from “this moment of leisure” is to “Go through a 

door where flowers all can/ Turn their various colors into songs, / Into poems”. Here 

“door” could be deduced as Shao’s symbol for female genitals and “go through a 

door” leads to an act of entering into the female body. However, the word “door” 

also denotes that Shao regards it only as a passage, a means to somewhere behind the 

“door”. The poetic voice is to go right through the woman’s body, to a place with 

songs. The body is therefore instrumentalized as a means to get to an end. This end is 

“Go through a door where flowers all can/ Turn their various colors into songs, / Into 

poems”, a condition of music reached in poetry.  

 But the dream does not stop here. In the following lines Shao states clearly 

that he treats the woman’s body as an instrument: 

Even with one string left, I believe 
She’s still to play her chopping tunes, 
(In the chopping there’s fuller touching) 
No matter how you lock your ears,    
There’s fire in this string, she will 

 

349 Ibid., 130-131. 



  147 

Fry you, boil you, burn your iron’s hardness. 
Then I will for sure pluck her, 
To help heaven impregnate her poet. 
 
ǽ云̝ä�?�ͥɉ�ʨ为� 
ƪ֥̝؝ɌÌƪȇ乐ѣڗإ� 
(修ȇ乐ً̬̲ړǓ«ѣӼӳ) 
b~԰ٟw?~ѣԚ̾6ĺ� 
ɳƤ修�ͥɉً̲Ϲ�ƪұh 
Ў~�Г~�ЊЅ~٘义ѣŽѽ� 
 �ʨ�Ǘ֥ʹƪ˯候�͋̔ػ
ȧì?Ɯď,ƪѣ׆Qɱǆ�350 
 

The dream, the woman’s body plays the remaining string of an instrument unnamed. 

“In the chopping there’s fuller touching” designates that the sense of bodily touching, 

the touching of the string and the metaphorical sense of touching (moved) are here 

merged. As the three kinds of touching have conglomerated, in sync the female body 

(bodily touching), the string (touching of the string) and the signification (touched) 

are united as one. The woman is concurrently the musical instrument and the poem. 

This trinity of body, music and signification is made more explicit in a poem entitled 

“Woman” (Nüren �
): 

I respect you, woman, I respect you like 
I respect a verset of Tang� 
You use mild even and crispy oblique tones, 
To tie up my words and phrases. 
 
ʨٌ̀~�ƩQ�ʨٌ̀~Ί� 
ʨٌ̀ڳ�ŘQѣǴ׆—— 
~丝ϡϗѣȫƐȪԱѣSƐ� 
͋˘今wʨѣ�Ğ�Ǉ�351 

 

 

350 Ibid., 131. 
351 Ibid., 133. 
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In this stanza a woman is connected to a verset of Tang through the rhizome of 

poesis. The woman’s body, with the ability to utter even and oblique tones, is 

compared to the textual body of the verset which could yield even and oblique tones 

when read. It is hard to tell whether the verset is the simulacrum of the woman or the 

woman the simulacrum of the verset. Both bodies could serve as musical instruments 

and vessels of meaning. It could be seen that there are two separate bodies present in 

this stanza and each of them makes music and delivers a univocal message. Or, it 

could be seen that there is only one music-making biunivocal body, which is the 

conglomeration of woman-verset. It should be noted that this is not the only occasion 

where Shao compares a woman to a poem. In a poem entitled “Who Do You Think I 

Am” (Ni yiwei wo shi shenmeren ~],ʨ̝R1Q) Shao remarks that “I love 

women for they are all poetry” (“ʨЖƩQ,?ƪ^׆̝ف”).352 A woman’s body 

is to Shao a means, a sensing-cyborg through which he observes the world. He 

writes:   

Am I mistaking soap bubbles for rainbows, 
Cat meows for the laughters of spring, 
Tadpoles for women’s eyes? 
I don’t know, I don’t know at all, 
You have to ask the poet who tells no lies. 
 
̝6̝ʹԥѢζɎ}?余� 
ʹ丁ġɎ}?̚ѣ了Ɛ� 
ʹ֓佛Ɏ}?ƩQѣѰѲ? 
ʨ6ѷص�ʨ«6ѷص� 
~ɜďאב6)ػ٩ѣ׆Q���� 

 

 

352 Ibid., 151. 
353 Ibid., 152. 
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Tadpoles could be seen as women’s eyes due to their morphological resemblance. 

And as women are to him poetry, women’s eyes/the tadpoles are certainly poetic. Yet 

beside things that bear easily perceptible morphological similarities and hence could 

be obviously interpreted with the flesh of woman, Shao manages to see a woman in 

rather womanless places. In a poem entitled “Horror” (Kongbu ɿɶ) a landscape is 

cleaved to a woman’s body:   

In my heart still lingers your shadow, 
Yet on my mouth fades your lipstick, 
The sun’s red light has gathered on the mountain’s shoulder, 
The moment to light is again coming. 
 
In my nose is but your filthy odor,  
Before my eyes is your blood-like sinned skin, 
The sun’s red light has gathered on the mountain’s shoulder, 
The moment to light is again coming. 
 
ʨȵɢ)؝两ѱ~ȵǴɒ� 
ʨȵŪ�Ćϔ?~ȵŗћ� 
Ɲٱѣ产¦țԟŶȊ件?� 
ŝػ�ϻѣ̔Íđ֥Ú?� 
 
ًۘ6人~ػ催ۛѣڴΛ� 
Ѱáɽ̲~֕ػ众ѣԃԡ� 
Ɲٱѣ产¦țԟŶȊ件?� 
ŝػ�ϻѣ̔Íđ֥Ú?���� 

 
This woman is everything; her body stretches out extensively and gets tangled with 

the perception of a landscape in twilight. She is all that the poetic voice smells, sees 

and touches, sensualizing the world that the poetic voice observes. One might 

question whether there is a woman’s full, univocal body present or merely a 

hallucinatory shadow that cues an analogy to “woman”.  

 

354 Ibid., 18. 



  150 

 Shao’s claimed “respect” for woman is not a respect but a posture that salutes 

something outside the woman. In “Xunmei’s Dream” the poetic voice states that he 

will pluck her to “impregnate her poet”. This resonates with Shao’s idea of a 

conception with no egg involved, which we have discussed earlier in the chapter. 

Shao regards woman’s body only as a carrier, an instrument in poetry to yield a 

condition of music. The significance of this condition of music is equated by Shao 

with a sexual ecstasy gained from the woman’s body.  

 This unique equation does not simply spring from the influence of Sitwell’s 

conception of “the sister of horticulture” and “texture”, or Qian’s and Weng’s ideas 

of Jili. In the previous chapter we have come to see that Shao, like Swinburne, 

regards Sappho as the embodiment of poetry, and the very conception of 

embodiment itself creates a sense of body for poetry. And as Sappho’s gender is 

already given to Shao as female, he holds the idea that Sappho, a woman, embodies 

poetry. Poetry is to him not only personified, but also exclusively gendered as 

female. It is on the basis of this that Shao gradually synthesizes the influence of 

Sitwell, Qian and Weng, and comes to engraft Sappho, the female body of poetry, 

onto the flower, the incarnation of music. In this way Shao creates a musical 

instrument, the playing of which will create a condition of music in poetry.  

It should be noted that in the previous chapter, Sappho as the nightingale-

woman is considered by Shao as a performer. Here the flower-woman, the flower-

Sappho I should say, is downgraded by Shao to an instrument. And the playing of the 

instrument is to him a synonym of playing the body, which is having sex with the 

female body. Though Shao abolishes the concerns of morals in his unique equation, 

his rendering still poses a detriment to woman’s agency by objectifying woman’s 
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body on an ontological level that might be far more dangerous than morals. 

However, Shao’s poetics is never a closed system. As time goes by, new influence on 

Shao gradually breaks into this equation and reshapes his poetics on the body and 

gender of poetry and music, as well as how the condition of music can be achieved in 

poetry.  
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Chapter 3: Shao, Moore and the Idea of Pure Poetry 

 

3.1 Shao and Moore in Dialogue   

 

3.1.1 Shao’s Correspondence with Moore   

Among the writers that influenced Shao, George Moore is the one with whom he had 

actual, and frequent correspondence. In August 1928 Shao published an article 

entitled “Pure Poetry” (Chuncui de shi 京ӌѣ׆) to discuss the poetics of Moore, in 

which he mentions that he received a copy of Confessions of a Young Man (1888)355 

from the author:  

This year George Moore is seventy-four years old. Three or four 
months ago he was very ill, but now he’s recovered. As soon as he got 
out of the hospital he sent me a copy of the revised edition of 
Confessions of a Young Man published lately by Traveller’s Library. 
The letter I sent to thank him should have arrived.  
 
George Moore UȬț�øŬȋ��Ŭ(̱áY个ɜɗٌ�иț«

ʗ�Y�Ì个ٹ�ǧө?ʨ�¸̰؜я Traveller’s Library ÌКѣ

Confessions of A Young Man ƌֳ̻�ʨďםYѣ��ƛͽț˷Ú

?�356 
 

In the same year Shao published a translation of the book’s chapter VIII entitled 

“Letter” (Xin �), and an article that pivots on Verlaine entitled “A Sort of Cross 

Between a Thieves’ Kitchen and a Presbytery” (Zeiku yu shengmiao zhijian de xintu 

 :ҭ�ŵȷ3٫ѣ�ɛ), in which he starts with Moore׫

I read Moore’s Confessions of a Young Man. This is the kind of 
memoir in my dream […] I think a life like his is a real life, a life that 

 

355 It is a memoir about Moore’s bohemian life in Paris and London in the 1870s and 1880s. 
The book is also considered one of the earliest English writings that introduce the French 
Impressionists.  
356 Shao, Collected Works of Shao Xunmei, 189. 
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we need. I’ve read his Evelyn Innes; that’s the miniature of his ideal 
life. Yesterday I bought a copy of his Memoirs of My Dead Life; now 
I come across another part that I like.  
 
ʨڵ?ה低ѣ	�(ǵȬѣɧʇɏ
�ŝ�修ʰ̝ʨрʕ)ѣɧ

ʇɏĳ […] ʨ],�Yػ�ғ东φ�ʰ̝Ѯѣ东φ�ʰ̝ʨ^ʮ

Yѣؚהѣ东φ�ʨ̝֥ڋ Evelyn Innes ѣ̝ػ�Yрʕ东φѣ

从ɒ�̜Ɯ�ʨđď=?�̻Yѣ	ʨѣ΍?ѣ东φѣŭɤ
�

ŝ�ʨđהÚ?�ΏʨʮЖהѣ�357 
 

This part that he likes is Moore’s description of his encounter with Verlaine in 

chapter VII of Memoirs of My Dead Life (1906),358 from which the title of this article 

derives.359 In 1929 Shao translated “Euphorion in Texas”, chapter XII of Memoirs of 

My Dead Life,360 and published it first in the inaugural issue of La Maison D’Or 

Monthly and later as an offprint. He writes in the prelude:  

“Memory is a middle-aged man’s capital”, Turgenev says it in his 
beautiful stories. Our author here is good at tasting and using this 
capital […] I’m honored that last summer he presented me with a 
copy of his Confessions of a Young Man; now to print this chapter as 
an offprint would be a little gift that expresses my appreciation. 
 
‘ŭɤ̝)ȬQѣ׮L’� Turgenev ̮ŶYѣ他.ѣ˻A)ؚב�

ʨ^ѣ}Ԙ�̝̰ŠCMęē�丝修ғ׮Lѣ […] ɗէȮ�ďȬ

ƕƜ�}Ԙ̮׵ʨYѣ Confessions of a Young Man �¸; ʹ修�

伞Ąʧþ֖̻�;云̝ʚםYԙŭ̀Yѣ�`ǴǴѣ҅П�361  
 

In the same year Shao translated Moore’s “The Hermit’s Love Story” (Heshang de 

qingshi ŊǺѣʍĤ), a short story that first appeared in Cosmopolitan and Nash’s 

 

357 Ibid., 65. 
358 It is another memoir about Moore’s bohemian life in Paris.  
359 “A sort of cross between a thieves’ kitchen and a presbytery. He is the poet Verlaine. The 
singer of the sweetest verses in the French language—a sort of ambling song like a robin’s. 
You have heard the robin singing on a coral hedge in autumn-tide; the robin confesses his 
little soul from the topmost twig; his song is but a tracery of his soul, and so is Verlaine’s.” 
Moore, Memoirs of My Dead Life (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1914), 81. 
360 Translated by Shao as “Wode silede shenghuode huiyi ʨѣ΍?ѣ东φѣŭɤ”. 
361 Shao, Collected Works of Shao Xunmei, 398. 
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Magazine in 1927 and was later added as chapter LVIII in the third American edition 

of A Storyteller’s Holiday (1928). Also in this year he wrote an article that concerns 

Moore’s rendering of Longus’ Daphnis and Chloe,362 in which he mentions yet 

another interaction of the two: “Today I received the English translation of Daphnis 

and Chloe published by Heinemann in 1924363 with George Moore the translator’s 

signature.” (“UƜ˷Úяm˿ǧ͋�:BŬȬ Heinemann ÌКѣ Daphnis and 

Chloe ՝ׄٸΉ̻�̲ׄԘ G. Moore Pҷ于ѱį�”)364  

 The correspondence between the two carried on into 1930 when Shao 

translated “Priscilla and Emily Lofft”365 (Zimei ƴƳ) and published a long paper 

entitled “George Moore”366 that talks about his life and works chronologically. In 

1936 he even wrote in an article entitled “My Life and Love” (Wode shenghuo yu 

lianai ʨѣ东φ�ɾЖ) that “it is completely because of his [Moore’s] endowment 

that I could enjoy the treasure of literature today” (“1936 ȬYŶ	®Ռ
̱Ïҹ 1

̷	ʨѣ东φ�ɾЖ
˦Ú8ί˱Ƿѣص«>׵: “ʨUƜѣʮ]԰ƚMę̃ǋ

ѣǙ体�Ǔ«̝Yѣ367.(”@װ This is very high praise, which could be certified by 

Shao Xiaohong’s recollection: 

Dad’s favorite books were displayed in his bedroom. In the lower part 
of the cabinet that has doors on both sides are drawers, and the top is a 
bookshelf. The complete collection of his most adored George Moore 
(green hardbacks) and the full series of Yellow Book (yellow 
hardbacks) share this space. 
 

 

362 Longus is often considered the author of the ancient Greek romance Daphnis and Chloe. 
His life is unknown and it is assumed that he lived on Lesbos in the second century AD. 
363 Moore, The Pastoral Loves of Daphnis and Chloe (London: William Heinemann, 1924). 
364 Ibid., 201. 
365 A story included in In Single Strictness (London: William Heinemann, 1922). 
366 The original title is in English. 
367 Shao Xiaohong, My Father Shao Xunmei, 55. 
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ЗЗ̰мЖѣ<ÔٶÒŶYăǞًػ�Ĝ%�̲͝٦ѣƛ΂Ɏ)

Ӷ) ڃ»Ô̝(<͝�Y̰ǳ̀ѣ8ί˱Ƿѣؿ��ȅˇ̝ؿ�
会ѣӍ̻֞) Ŋ«ƨ Yellow Book (ۓ会ѣӍ̻֞) °Ă΋Ȧ�368  
 

Moore is known more as a prose writer. It is true that his only two poetry collections, 

Flowers of Passion (1878) and Pagan Poems (1881), never outsold his prose works 

such as Muslin (1886), Esther Waters (1894) and The Brook Kerith: A Syrian Story 

(1916). However, Shao writes in “Pure Poetry” that even so “he is simultaneously a 

poet, an extraordinary poet” (“Į̔Y;̝(׆Q��(6ĮǮȨѣ׆Q”) and 

that “he is just like Landor369 whose light of Gebir is shaded by the wide circulation 

of Imaginary Conversations” (“Y;Ƭ Landor �众�Ů? Imaginary 

Conversations ѣǣגʬkԙұǲ Gebir ѣ¦信өظˤ?”).370 The analogy here is 

a good one as Moore does like the maneuver of imaginary dialogue, such as those 

deployed in Landor’s Imaginary Conversations, and he experiments extensively on 

writing literary criticism in the form of imaginary dialogue, which is evident in his 

Avowals (1919), Conversations in Ebury Street (1924) and the introduction to Pure 

Poetry: An Anthology (1924). These works are the works that Shao cites most when 

it comes to Moore. In these works there are jarring dialogues and prose alternating 

with verse, which ends up in a zone that we could describe as prose poetry.  

 This idea of prose poetry could be detected from certain works of Shao, such 

as “Conversations of One Man”, a column Shao started in Human Words Weekly 

 

368 Ibid., 243. 
369 Walter Savage Landor (1775-1864) was a British poet and writer. His most notable works 
are the poem “Gebir” (1798) and the prose Imaginary Conversations (1824). 
370 Shao, Collected Works of Shao Xunmei, 187. 
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(Renyan zhoukan Q使ņÏ) in 1934. Shao writes in the commencement of the 

series:  

“Conversations of One Man”, what a fantastic title! Under this title I 
can talk to people without being challenged by their questions. I can 
speak to myself without the sadness of a monologue. I can talk about 
whatever I want; if I get it wrong, changing it won’t be as 
embarrassing as in a speech. Conversations of one man could have no 
limits. No one can confine me. These conversations could be 
fragmentary, could have no continuity. They could even be illogical, 
for there’s only me in this world; if I want freedom, freedom is mine.  
 
	�(Qѣ׉ט
�修̝�(Ƙ1ƫѣ偶Ѩ! 修(偶Ѩ3��ʨ

Ģ]ŊQ׉ט�ԙ6֝Qǣѣ٩Ğ͋ځw�ʨĢ]�(Q׉ב�

ԙ6h�Ъ丰众ѣʚl; ֥טR1ט�R1�6֧?٠ב�ɜŊ

Ϯֹ�ͤ6ƫʙɸ̬˸��(Q׉ט�Ģ]Ǔ«Ω̲ٸÛז�;

6԰өʨR1ՠŰ�修׉טĢ]̝ЙΏѣ�Ģ]Ω̲آ什ɺ�业

休Ģ]6Ĭؒسѣ�Ů,修�(�ѓًĠ̲ʨ�(Q�ʨ֥伏

я�伏я�̝ʨѣ�371 
 

Shao Xiaohong recalls in My Father Shao Xunmei that Shen Congwen wrote to Shao 

after reading “Conversations of One Man”: “Xunmei, your ‘Conversations of One 

Man’ is the most beautiful prose poem that I’ve read.” (“Yהİ»�өυ他ב: ‘υ

他ŝ�~ѣ	�(Qѣ׉ט
̝ʨʮ丽Úѣ̰他ѣ˾̃372(”’�׆ Here she puts 

in a note: “Zucheng [Shao’s eldest son] asked dad: ‘Why did he call it a prose 

poem?’ He replied: ‘He means a poem-like prose, a poem in a prose form. George 

Moore used to write things like that.’” (ҷԘκ: 乘#̮Ӧ٩ЗЗ,  ‘,R1Қ}˾

�8ί˱Ƿ»ؚ修ͤѣ׆�众ѣ˾̃�˾̃ɐɅѣ׆˓Y̝‘ :בυ他   ’?׆̃

}Ŏ’�)”373 Judging from this account, it could be deduced that Shao’s notion of 

prose poetry was influenced by Moore.  

 

371 Shao, Conversations of One Man, 6. 
372 Shao Xiaohong, My Father Shao Xunmei, 154-155. 
373 Ibid. 
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Though Shen is also frequently judged by critics regarding the music of his 

works, he is predominantly a prose writer. To him prose is a conveyer, which entails 

the dichotomy of form and content, or I can say the conception of a body and its 

inscription. In Shen’s prose works, he often names music directly and writes about 

musical performances, the education of music and the lack of it, as well as their 

cultural, socio-historical underpinnings and ramifications. The musical 

performances, the education of music and the lack of it is treated by him as the 

content of his prose and also at the same time the form of the cultural, socio-

historical underpinnings and ramifications. However much they resemble what was 

at the time predominantly conceived as prose, Shao still considered his prose poems 

to be the works of a poetry practitioner. To him poetry is not a vessel. It does not 

have, and cannot convey anything other than itself. In Shao’s poems, including his 

prose poems, music is often not easily perceived, as it is to him a condition that 

cannot be dissected into the dichotomy of content and form and placed in a polemical 

analysis.          

Throughout his career Shao had only a few short stories published, in contrast 

with an abundance of poems and critical essays. In 1928 he published his short story 

debut “Moving Home” (Banjia ˫ǣ), which Yu Dafu 倍ؗƞ374 describes in a letter 

to Shao as “having a taste of George Moore, an ethereal story that lately we’ve rarely 

seen” (“倍ؗƞŶ»өυ他ѣ�ًב: ‘	˫ǣ
ƛ̲8ίڵ低ѣکŇ�̝͋؜ǵ

 

374 Yu Dafu (1896-1945) was a writer and poet. He attended Tokyo Imperial University. His 
most notable works are the collection of short stories Sinking (Chenlun ΥΪ) (1921) and a 
collection of diaries entitled Nine Kinds of Diaries (Riji jiuzhong ָ̐:ғ) (1927). 
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֧ѣزڪѣ̃Ҳ’”).375 However, despite the applause Shao admits that writing a 

“story” is not easy for him. He states: 

So when I lift my pen, and realize a story would have no end, I’m 
unnerved. I started a novel once. After twenty thousand words, I 
couldn’t make a girl come downstairs no matter how: she has a lot of 
reasons to come down, but she has a lot of reasons not to. So I ended 
up throwing my draft into a drawer, and left her upstairs […] The 
people in my words would often fight me, disobey my will! I want 
him to laugh; he’s not happy. I want him to cry; he’s just not sad. 
They’re so stubborn that my temper erupts; so the world is quiet 
again.  
 
ʮ]ʨ˦׹ҷ͋��ʕÚ˻AhΩ̲Ǔ̐��Λڱ?�ʨ̮ɀƵ

�ͼ: ƪ׸B�Ƙǐ�ɽΩ̲̉δġ�uǴƶ?«�בǴؿ�ؚ
ֺ̲Ƙ֥�ͼѣря�t̝ƪ;ֺ̲Ƙ6֥�ͼѣря�ӧ͕ʨ

Ġ԰ʹ伴乳$俯ˇȅً�ֶƪ�(Q两Ŷͼ� […] ʨѣ<)Qđ

̔ȨhǭʨĖ！ء�ˊʨѣʙɨ! ʨ֥Y了�Y�6ɭ7; ʨ֥Y

œ�Y�6ʌl��ɍÚʨė?ԶΛ��ѓ�đĠɜڑΉ?�376 
 

Note the occurrence of the term “story”. Shao states that his difficulty lies in that “a 

story would have no end” and that he could not wrestle with the organic life of the 

piece of writing. Shao’s notion of prose poetry could not stand alone without his 

unique concept of the story, which he draws from Moore. Shao retells in One Man’s 

Conversations an Irish folklore story, featured in Moore’s A Storyteller’s Holiday, 

about two talented bards Curithir and Liadin who fall in love with each other. This 

love causes Curithir to lose his poetic caliber and Liadin to gain a troublesome ability 

that her songs become sexually arousing to her audience. They are then divided by 

the church. As Curithir is forced to leave Liadin, Shao narrates the end of the story as 

follows:    

To see Curithir she tried to climb up a tree, but fell into the sea from a 
rock. When he came back with hair white, Liadin’s tomb was covered 

 

375 Ibid., 54. 
376 Shao, Collected Works of Shao Xunmei, 18. 
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with trees. So he let go of his soul among the trees. Folks on the island 
knowing this, buried him beside Liadin’s tomb. Soon his tomb was 
also covered with trees; branches and branches were tangled with 
those on Liadin’s. Trees yielded bright red berries, as red as Liadin’s 
lips.  
 
ƪŮ,֥Е�͢ڙď丽ĝҮ�ĆXȎ义׿��?ϒ�事ĝҮ丰?

Ơėŭ͋�.ƿѣƊ�ț٥ϫ?Ȋ͢�YC̝X)٫ʹ伏ȚѣϽ

修Ώ˻A��ʹYչŶ.ƿѣƊ̋�6ص�ȍ�ѣȄΚѷ׸˹ہ

0YƊ�;٥ϫ?Ȋ͢��ͥͥѣ͖͢فŊ.ƿƊ�ѣ͖͢آ?

  产ѣ͕。�产ɜŊ.ƿѣŪŗ�ͤ�377ۆ�Ȋ͢ӧѱ͋׹
 
What was not consummated in the earthly life is here consummating in an earthly 

garden. The bodies of Curithir and Liadin are decomposed and recomposed into the 

form of trees. In this piece of prose, life does not take a single form but cycles and 

recycles in the globe of the story. Though Shao is predominantly a poet, this prose 

does inspire him when it comes to the decomposition of the body in the unity of 

“story”. When Shao refers to “story”, it is not meant as the conventional jargon that 

we often associate with the content of a piece of prose. He writes: 

Story, is to write-alive everything. To write a tree, it’s not enough that 
it would just wave when wind comes. We need to give it life; instead 
of moving, it should be living. To write a human, it’s not enough that 
he can move and speak; he needs to breathe and think. Congwen’s 
novels have what I call ‘story’: the making of a living realm. What 
Aristotle refers to in Poetics as “the imitation of nature” is to “create a 
nature the same as the one created by god”.   
 
˻A�ą̝ʹ�Îѣ!֤»ɜφ͋׹�»ͷ͢�6�Ǘ̔͋کב

ǎh˭ëǽǓA�ʨ^؝ɜөǎ东ŉڒ�thë֥؝�hφ�»

Q6�Ǘhë}�h׉בǽǓA�Y؝ɜhňĽ�hɸʕ�X̃

ѣǴ̲فًבʨʮבѣػғ ‘˻A’: �(φѣƉѓѣÕر�Gр

̇ƘɠŶ	׆ǋ
ًʮבѣ“Ϳc伏Ѝ”�ą̝ב“Õر�(Ŋ�

ȤʮÕرÌ͋ѣ�ͤѣ伏Ѝ”�378 
 

 

377 Shao, Collected Works of Shao Xunmei, 9-10. 
378 Shao, “Undecayed Stories” (Buxiu de gushi 6̀ѣ˻A), Collective Works of Shao 
Xunmei, 140-141. 
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Here Shao uses the example of Shen Congwen to illustrate his notion of “story”: the 

making of a living realm. As he also cites Aristotle’s Poetics, it could be deduced 

that his notion of “story” does not simply apply to Shen’s novels, or any piece of 

prose, but also to poetry, or something primordial that transcends the distinction 

between prose and verse. This making of a living realm entails the decomposition of 

the conception of the body and the removal of personality. In this way the diversity 

of bodies would traverse to a state of unity, the life of arts.  

 Like Shao, Moore has a tendency to use words that pertain to music, which is 

epitomized by a quiz that he gives in Avowals asking an imaginary guest to guess 

from his verbal description of three pieces of music the composers’ names. The three 

hints are as follows:    

 The first piece was a quintet. The instruments employed were 
clarinet, violins, viola and violoncello, and in the first movement the 
composer seemed to have thought only of the melody he might give to 
the clarinet; and a great pour of rich voluptuous song he gave to it on 
a background of strings vaguely murmuring, twittering dimly, the 
cello uttering now and then a few grave notes. And my imagination 
lighting up at the idea half expressed, I said: a nightingale sings in a 
bare elm branch, keeping the birds in the hedgerow awake; linnets, 
willow-wren, chaffinch and garden warbler, cannot sleep, so 
overpowering is the song. Again it broke forth, provoking the violins 
to twittering just as if they were no more than linnets, I said. And then 
the viola awoke suddenly and my thoughts began to seek some bird to 
which to match it, but before pitching upon one the clarinet, just like a 
nightingale, compelled me to give all my thoughts to it; curve after 
curve rising out of melodious curve, spirals forming and melting, new 
sound shapes rising and passing away like the clouds […] 
 
 I cannot give as picturesque a description of the second quintet 
for the same instruments: clarinet, viola, violins and violoncello, for 
the piece did not evoke any picture or image in my mind, only a 
certain admiration for the skill with which the composer broidered the 
clarinet into the musical texture, never leaving it to outsing the other 
instruments […] 
 
 The third piece, I said, began with fifteen or twenty bars of 
jiggering rhythm that anybody could write if he chose to transcribe 



  161 

what he might hear in a barn in which peasants had assembled for 
dancing, a ragged prelude to a second movement, one in which I 
faintly apprehended a sort of chant intended to represent monks 
singing in a monastery. The instruction given how to produce the 
maximum amount of discord seemed to be ingeniously contrived, and 
the last movement (the word movement seems out of keeping with 
such ragged stuff) represented a juggler at his antics, so one of the 
musicians informed me; it might have been that or anything else.379 
 

Later he writes that “the point I wish to make is that these three pieces of music tell 

how art is inspired in the first period, sustained by craft, skill, erudition in the second, 

and falls afterwards into sterile eccentricities”.380 Interestingly, the three points that 

he derives from these three pieces correspond with Shao’s evolution as a poet. Note 

that in the description of the first piece there comes an imaginary nightingale, which 

leads a group of birds: linnets, willow-wren, chaffinch and garden warbler. This 

bears in idea a striking resemblance to Shao’s composition of “Nightingale” and “A 

Night of Schubert”, which we have discussed earlier in the thesis. That this bird is 

chosen by Shao as the perfect symbol for harmony is due to the inspiration of 

Swinburne, which accords with Moore’s summary of “how art is inspired in the first 

period”. The second description mentions the broidering of “musical texture”, which 

again resonates with Shao’s rendering of Sitwell’s notion of texture. This is in line 

with Moore’s observation that “art is…sustained by craft, skill, erudition” in the 

second phase. However, Moore gives a rather sarcastic description for the third phase 

of art as a fall into “sterile eccentricities”. What he implies might be that the over-

emphasis on craft, skill and erudition will eventually lead to a kind of art that is 

 

379 George Moore, Avowals (New York: Boni and Liveright, 1919), 306-307. 
380 Ibid., 308. 
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eccentric and sterile in significance. This could be perceived as a creative stagnation 

of an artist, which Shao concedes in “Conversations of One Man”: 

It was three years ago. In nine months I only wrote two poems […] I 
know my poems are completely made, lacking inspiration. […] My 
skills have built me a prison. 
 
̝�ȬáѣA?�:(̱)Ġ»?%׆ڳ […] ʨѷصʨѣ׆Ǔ«

̝�Ì͋ѣ�Ԁ6Ͻʚ�[…] ʨѣʸȘ�,ʨ伏Țر�?�Ȼū

Н�381 
 

This period of stagnation was not broken until 1936, when Shao published his third 

poetry collection Twenty-five Poems, some eight years after his second 

collection Flower-like Evil. In the preface of Twenty-five Poems Shao elaborates on 

how this “prison” had confined his growth as a poet: 

My poetry journey is odd. From Sappho I found her admirer 
Swinburne […] At that time I was only looking for voluptuous words, 
novel phrases and clanging sounds […] Perhaps this is a trial that 
everyone who writes poetry needs to go through, for we’re first 
moved by poetry often owing to a line or two of shallow philosophy, 
sweet nothings or a hymn to carnal desire. 
  
ʨѣ׆ѣ֖Ҟ;Ѯƣɼ�Xխ伯ė֧?ƪѣȒˋԘĤ̳̃ […] Ɏ
̔ĠΞՋ.ѣǇѰ�̈ƣѣ׃Ğ�ٞ٢ѣڗ伞 […] ;ֺ修̝Δ�

�ʚë͋׆QʮɣЍŷ֥Ӧęѣׅˡ�Ů,ʨ^ҹ�΃֝׆«)

ΔΔ̝,?�%֖ωցѣŔǋ�ʩ̝Ӽӳѣʍ׉�ʩ̝仰ΆѣΈ

   �382ڞ
 

The “voluptuous words, novel phrases and clanging sounds” gives an allusion to 

Shao’s earlier works influenced by Swinburne. In the last sentence of the excerpt, he 

writes that this trial for poetry practitioners also includes “a hymn to carnal desire”, 

which can be seen as a self-mockery of his sex-s(t)imulating flower-woman poems 

written under the influence of Sitwell. Here we can deduce that in the 30s the 

 

381 Shao, Collected Works of Shao Xunmei, 6. 
382 Ibid., 368. 
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influence of Swinburne on Shao was waning, and Shao also found his poetic 

practices in accordance with Sitwell’s notion of texture going into a confinement of 

eccentricity. The way he broke through the creative stagnation is to assimilate new 

influence into his poetics, which features predominantly Moore’s idea of “pure 

poetry”. 

 

3.1.2 Moore’s Conception of Pure Poetry  

In July 1928 Shao published an article entitled “D. G. Rossetti”, in which “I” and 

another voice start with a dialogue that talks about celebrating the 100th anniversary 

of Rossetti’s birth, the way of which, metapoetically, is for “me” to write an article 

that talks about the very subject. As the conversation progresses to the second part of 

the article, which is named after Rossetti’s painting “Beata Beatrix”,383 “I” starts to 

talk about the resemblance of Dante’s loss of Beatrice to Rossetti’s loss of Elizabeth 

Siddal,384 as well as the assumption that Rossetti models the painted Beatrice after 

his deceased wife. Here “I” quotes a letter from Moore, which could be seen as an 

embedded dialogue within a dialogue: 

Four months ago Mr. George Moore replied to me about a letter 
regarding Rossetti that I sent him (“George Moore ¥东ŶŬ(̱á

ҽʨөY�ǰ±C Rossetti ѣ�)ב”): “I love Rossetti’s Mary 
Magdalene sonnet. It moves me greatly…Once I had the pleasure of 
showing the picture belonging to that sonnet to a woman friend who 

 

383 An oil on canvas painting completed in 1870 about Beatrice Portinari (1265-1290), the 
inspiration for Dante Alighieri’s The New Life (La Vita Nuova) (1295). She also appears in 
Divine Comedy (La Divina Commedia) (1320) as a guide of Dante. At the end of 
“Purgatorio”, the second part of the poem succeeding “Inferno” and preceding “Paradiso”, 
Beatrice takes over the role of guide from Virgil, as he cannot enter Paradise for being a 
pagan. 
384 Elizabeth Eleanor Siddall (1829-1862) was a British artist and the wife of Rossetti. She 
was painted by many Pre-Raphaelite artists including William Holman Hunt and John 
Everett Millais. 
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had loved that sonnet for 17 years, and had repeated it to herself 
almost every day for these 6000 and more days. When at last she saw 
the picture (which was hung very low on the wall, and could not be 
seen clearly when one was standing), she went down on her knees in 
the crowded gallery in order to see it properly!”385 
 

This sonnet is “Mary Magdalene at the Door of Simon the Pharisee” (1869), which 

shares the name with the painting (1858). Moore seems to suggest the significance of 

the poem could also be perceived in the painting. This could be certified by his 

remark in An Anthology of Pure Poetry: “Poetry stands between music and painting, 

sharing their qualities.”386 In this sense Moore regards poetry as something that 

cannot be ontologically detached from music and painting. However, in this 

anthology Moore also proposes a notion of “pure poetry”. One might wonder what 

purity denotes when poetry shares qualities with music and painting. Helmut E. 

Gerber observes: 

Moore wrote no forthright and orderly omnium-gatherum of his 
artistic opinions and impressions. Everything he wrote was a 
prolegomenon to the principles which underlay his lifelong endeavor 
to write pure poetry, whether it took the specific form of verse or of 
prose, a poetry, which, ideally, he hoped, might aspire to the purity of 
music.387 
 

Here Gerber states that Moore’s conception of pure poetry might “aspire to the purity 

of music”. In his conjecture the purity denotes a condition of music, and pure poetry 

refers to the entity that governs the shared qualities between poetry and music. In 

another word, this is a condition where the boundary of poetry and music dissolves. 

 

385 Ibid., 163. 
386 George Moore, An Anthology of Pure Poetry (New York: Liveright, 1973), 43. 
387 Helmut E. Gerber, “George Moore: From Pure Poetry to Pure Criticism”, The Journal of 
Aesthetics and Art Criticism 25, no. 3 (1967): 290. 
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 It is true that Moore does not have systematic and well-clarified principles for 

his notion of pure poetry. The instances where he mentions the term are quite 

scattered, and whenever it is mentioned, the explanation is short and general, 

resembling a prolegomenon. Moore’s most notable prolegomenon on pure poetry 

might be a single sentence in Conversations in Ebury Street: “Pure poetry is […] 

something that the poet creates outside of his own personality.”388 This brief 

statement about pure poetry and (the exclusion of) “personality” gets extended in his 

introduction to An Anthology of Pure Poetry, which Shao cites in his essay “Pure 

Poetry”:  

It [the phrase of “art for art’s sake”] has been babbled for the last 
thirty or forty years, very few caring to ask themselves if art could be 
produced for other than aesthetic reasons, and the few that did fall to 
thinking do not seem to have discovered that art for art’s sake means 
pure art, that is to say, a vision almost detached from the personality 
of the poet. 
 
�ŬøȬ͋Ġ̝ţţѱ�ɗǵ̲ď٩٩Y^伏țבՌ̼ѣL东̝

ķٺ?Ś他ѣ]Ɨ̲؝Ùѣë̿�ԙ修Hɗǵ(ҟéɸӒѣQ^

;ȭ6֧ɜʉÚ,Ռ̼ԙՌ̼�֭}京ӌѣՌ̼��̝̝�ב�

ғÇ5Դ也?׆Qѣ(ɺѣە乔�389 
 

This babbling might have lasted a bit longer than “thirty or forty years”, as Poe in his 

essay “The Poetic Principle” (published posthumously in 1850) had already engaged 

with the discussion of the (non)existence of poetry’s autotelicity : 

We have taken it into our heads that to write a poem simply for the 
poem’s sake, and to acknowledge such to have been our design, 
would be to confess ourselves radically wanting in the true poetic 
dignity and force: – but the simple fact is that would we but permit 
ourselves to look into our own souls we should immediately there 
discover that under the sun there neither exists nor can exist any work 

 

388 George Moore, Conversations in Ebury Street (London: William Heinemann, 1936), 199. 
389 Moore, An Anthology of Pure Poetry, 19; Shao’s translation is in “Pure Poetry”, Collected 
Works of Shao Xunmei, 187. 
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more thoroughly dignified, more supremely noble, than this very 
poem, this poem per se, this poem which is a poem and nothing more, 
this poem written solely for the poem’s sake.390 
 

Here Poe points out that the attempt to write a poem for the poem’s sake has often 

been equated with the reluctant admittance of our poetry lacking “true poetic dignity 

and force”. However, he then argues that there is no causality between the assumed 

lack and the attempt—writing a poem for its own sake is not a consequent action to 

try to fix this assumably preceding lack—and that what is assumably lacking does 

not actually lack in a poem that is written for its own sake. Poe maintains that a poem 

written for its own sake is always-already “thoroughly dignified” and “supremely 

noble”. Note that these attributes are usually associated with human beings. By using 

these phrases he is describing this poem as a human body, and this body would be 

inevitably inscribed. The inscription might be what Moore calls personality. Let us 

look at a later (but earlier than Moore) interpretation of pure poetry by A. C. 

Bradley:391 

Pure poetry is not the decoration of a preconceived and clearly 
defined matter […] If the poet already knew exactly what he meant to 
say, why should he write the poem? […] It was not a fully formed 
soul asking for a body: it was an inchoate soul in the inchoate body of 
perhaps two or three vague ideas and a few scattered phrases. The 
growing of this body into its full stature and perfect shape was the 
same thing as the gradual self-definition of the meaning […] if we 
insist on asking for the meaning of such a poem, we can only be 
answered “It means itself.”392 
 

 

390 Here quoted from Edgar Allan Poe, The Works of Edgar Allan Poe, Vol 3 (London: A&C 
Black, 1899), 202. 
391 Andrew Cecil Bradley (1851-1935) was a British literary critic. His most notable works 
include Shakespearean Tragedy (1904) and Oxford Lectures on Poetry (1909). 
392 A. C. Bradley, “Poetry for Poetry’s Sake: An Inaugural Lecture Delivered on June 5, 
1901”, Oxford Lectures on Poetry (New Delhi: New Delhi Atlantic Publishers & Dist, 
1999), 23. 
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The “two or three vague ideas” and “a few scattered phrases” would be the initial, 

inchoate inscription of this inchoate body. The equation of “the growing of this body 

into its full stature and perfect shape” with “the gradual self-definition of the 

meaning” adopts the same maneuver of Poe’s as it compares a poem to a human 

body and uses the organic integrity of human body to illuminate the autotelicity of “a 

poem written for its own sake”.  

 If we return to Moore’s conception of pure poetry, the difference or 

development from that of Poe and Bradley would be that he abandons the dialectic of 

human body in the conception of pure poetry. The abandonment does not mean that 

Moore negates Poe and Bradley’s notion that the poem has a humanoid body. What 

Moore proposes is that the body of the poet is different from the body of the poem, 

which has its own life independent of the poet’s. In the statement that pure poetry is 

“something that the poet creates outside of his own personality”, personality is 

Moore’s rendering of the concept of a single inscribed body. “Outside of” denotes 

the removal of the conception of the body, the underpinning for the dichotomy of “I” 

and “other”. When the body is removed and the dichotomy of “I” and “other” 

collapses, there will not be an “other’s” sake but the unitary sake of the poem.  

 If we bring back Gerber’s conjecture that pure poetry refers to a condition 

where the boundary between poetry and music dissolves, we could see that Moore’s 

notion of pure poetry as the removal of the conception of the body might be seen as a 

preliminary instruction to reach this condition. This is because Gerber is a poetic 

critic, an observer, while Moore is a practitioner of poetry. However, Moore does not 

put this idea into practice as he did not publish any poetry in his later life. He died in 
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1933, nine years after he put forth interesting prolegomena to the notion of “pure 

poetry” in Conversations in Ebury Street and An Anthology of Pure Poetry.  

 That being said, this preliminary instruction was taken by Shao through the 

migration of influence. The removal of the conception of the body provides for Shao 

a possible breakthrough from his creative stagnation and a reconsideration of his 

previous treatment of woman’s body in poetry. To Shao, the conception of the body 

always denotes in a poem a cohesive, unitary poetic voice. And his approach to the 

removal of the conception of the body is to replace the dialectic of the body with the 

dialogic of voices, which we will discuss in the next section. 

 

3.2 The Dialogic of Pure Poetry 

 

3.2.1 Prose Poetry and the Use of Dialogic 

In section 3.1.1 we have mentioned that Shao gets the idea of prose poetry from 

Moore, as the later Moore frequently engages with a kind of writing that effaces the 

boundary between prose and verse. To Shao this also represents a possible means to 

remove the conception of the body. His experiments in prose poetry could be 

epitomized by “Josephine”, which unfolds with the following lines:  

The village in which I live is called Bourg-la-Reine, don’t know how 
many minutes of train it takes to reach Robinson forest. 
Go to Robinson.  
Rather than saying the landlord’s daughter Josephine likes to hang out 
with me, I’d say it’s my asking too sincerely that makes her agree. 
That’s where French women are lovely. 
Josephine is a petite countrygirl.  
Josephine’s hair is light yellow. 
Josephine’s face is like a cat——her temper too. 
Josephine’s eyes are like cat eyes.  
Josephine’s teeth are a row of orderly diamonds——just not quite 
white. 
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Josephine’s voice is sometimes too thin, people say. 
Josephine can sing——sings often, if not with words then hums tunes.  
 
ʨwѣػ(Ǵ͇但ġ� Bourg-la-Reine�6̟ɜŻƘǵÍٔѣϹ

�Ģ]Ú؋ Robinson ͔͢� 
Ú Robinson ď� 
¢ʭ!ѣƩב�� Josephine Ť΄Ŋʨ}q�6Ƭ̝בʨ֥Ξɜ

ƝʃÎ?�ƪ6ɜ6ҽȴ�δŲƩQѣĢЖ�Ŷ修ً� 
Josephine ̝(ǴǴ͆؈ѣ͇Ʃ� 
Josephine ѣƠė̝Ϛۓѣ� 
Josephine ѣڔ¢�Ġ丁——ԶΛ;�Ġ丁� 
Josephine ѣѰѲ;�丁ѰѲ� 
Josephine ѣЛ̝ۚ�˟ۙѣǴ̉ż——ǽĠ6ƛ丰� 
Josephine  �Ɲӣ?�ÙQ修ֹ̲ͤ̔ڗѣƐ׉ב
Josephine hś——̔Ȩś�6śǇĞ�Ŗѱ侧。�393 
 

It seems at the very beginning that Josephine is subject to a fervid gaze from “I”, the 

male beholder. The enumeration of her body parts—hair, face, eyes, teeth—seems 

like a maneuver similar to the treatment of other female bodies that occur in Shao’s 

poems. However, as the text progresses, the body of Josephine seems to disappear:  

Off the train, went uphill. Josephine comes here often, now a guide. 
The sky was a bit gray, we were not afraid of rain. I said we should’ve 
brought an umbrella, she said I’m too unromantic. Are there any 
Chinese poets? 
Turning right can’t be wrong. She said it’d be closer. 
We were among thorns, she walked, picked and ate berrylike stuff. 
Asked me to pick and eat. Gave me one to try. 
My pants were pierced by the thorns, her clothes got some holes, so 
happy she went Oh! Oh! Oh! 
Found a thornless clearing, seems that there are people often; sugar 
boxes, cigarette butts, hundreds-wrinkled handkerchiefs…… 
Josephine said she’s tired, wants to lie down. I took off my coat, laid 
it on the ground. She said no mattress needed, better curl it to a 
pillow. 
Josephine does not believe there’re fairies in the forest. 
She asked if the hair of Chinese women’s all black. She loves black 
hair, especially men with black hair. 
I can’t think of a word. 

 

393 Shao Xunmei, Guizuqu ̍ת÷ [The Aristocrats’ Neighborhood] (Shanghai: Shanghai 
shudian chubanshe, 2012), 97-98. 
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Six o’clock. 
Too cold, squeezed together and walked. 
Josephine said a glass of cognac’d be good for us. 
 
�?Ϲ؋�џƀ�Josephine ̝Ȩ͋ѣٰڠ���Ɯ̲Hϼ̧�ʨ

ʨƝ6בi͋�ƪڙʨ^ȴɎȥב�ʨچ�6ɵف^ Romantic
?�)ŲQ̲Ω̲׆Q? 
Ĳĥʯ،Ɋ̝6h٠ѣ�ƪב修ͤ׸Ζؐ؜� 
ʨ^Ŷգ͵)٫�ƪ�ƍ׸�ƍ候ѱͬ。众ѣ!֤Ī�;ġʨ候

?Ī�¥өʨڥ�ǻǻ� 
ʨѣ֟。֝գ͵Þ乌?�ƪѣ̲֚֠?Ç(Ǵσ�ƪɭ7ɜ Oh! 
Oh! Oh! 
ʶÚ�ƒΩ̲գ͵ѣҧŷ�丽͋̔Ȩ̲Q͋; ӏõ。ڴ�ЈȂ

ԣ�ѡӤѣǴʯȣ......   
Josephine 丝6ב交?�֥؊�ɯ�ʨʹƗ֚Դ?ٝŶŷ��ƪב

Ú֢。�ć͓�͋׹Ơƫ� 
Josephine 6为�ً͔̲͢ZQ� 
ƪ٩ʨ)ŲƩQѣƠė̝6̝۔̝فѣ�ƪЖ۔Ơė�Ǽ³̝۔

Ơėѣѐ。� 
ʨʕ6Ì͋׉� 
®Ѓٔ� 
Âɜӓ�：Ŷ�ż׸� 
Josephine ť͍ב Cognac ǭCʨ^�Ǘƫ�394 
 

It should be noted that here Josephine is another poetic voice. The previous 

enumeration of her body parts only exists in the descriptive account of “I”. Instead of 

being instrumentalized as a means to achieve a sexual and musical consummation, 

Josephine has a vocal capacity that the female bodies quoted in the previous chapter 

do not possess. She has her own voice instead of being simply a receiver of a unitary 

poetic voice, the male “I”. Her making of music does not rely on the plucking of a 

unitary “I”; her agency is intact in her singing. The voices of Josephine and “I” 

engage in a dialogue and the conception of a sole narrator or a definite poetic voice is 

effaced in this dialogic exchange. The biunivocal takes over the monotonic; what 

 

394 Ibid., 98. 
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dwells in the text is no longer a female body ardently gazed at, but two voices that 

talk to each other.  

 If “Josephine” seems to be a prose poem nearer to the end of prose when 

measured on the pole of homogeneity, we could also examine Shao’s prose poems 

that seem to lean towards what we conventionally regard as verse. A great example is 

“Voice” (Shengyin Ɛڗ), which begins as follows: 

Summer night amid the thunder rain, there’s  
A strange voice saying to me, I’ve gone wrong 
On the way I go, in the cloud no rainbow can be found, 
Among willow leaves there’s no guarantee of 
Peach blossoms’ shadow.  
   This morning, an angel unknown  
dropped an ordinary letter, from the door crack: 
The charming font symbolizes a vague 
News, she gave me happiness, than happiness she gave me 
More scary hazards. 
 
ƕƙŶچډѣ)٫�̲�( 
假东ѣƐڗǭʨב�ʨț٠׸? 
ʨ֥׸ѣ؃�Ŷ丰Eً6԰ďʶ余� 
Ŷ͌͟ѣӶĦً;6�Ǘ̲ 
ͧ伤ѣɒ。� 
          U̓�6ѷįѣƜ� 
ʻ俯�ǰȫȨѣ��X٦介ً: 
 ɕ�(ĹӎѣסѣǇxنإ
̈倾�ƪөʨȮҎ�ƪөʨΖȮҎ 
̬ĢɵѣϾǡ�395 

 
In the first stanza, “a strange voice” is designated before “I” appears. This voice 

other than “me” starts the dialogue and points out that trying to find rainbows in 

clouds and peach blossoms in willow trees is a wrong way to go. This is a voice that 

denies poesis’ ability to create and become. As the text reaches the second stanza, a 

 

395 Shao, Poetic Works of Shao Xunmei, 136. 
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letter delivered by an angel cues the existence of another voice, the voice of “she”. 

What does she say in the letter?  

   I don’t want to be a lamp moth, nor willing 
With my fire to burn the inextinguishable fire,  
I know hungry eyes would find their intoxicating  
Food ——so even God has moments when he can’t tell 
The reason: when he’s to forbid flying 
With wings, love with feelings, singing with desire 
Songs that he himself has never prepared.   
 
But a poem cannot stop like this, 
Just as God has his inexhaustible stories.  
She wants me to reply, (I can’t think of words against my will) 
I say I like happiness and fear hazards, 
Anyway philosophy is not a virgin’s hope,  
White hair’s horror can’t be the crimson of cherries,  
She wants me to utter the phrase that I forgot, 
She wants me to believe a tender flower will 
Without season’s bullying wither herself; 
 

ʨ6ʜ�ϻ你�̬6ʜ 
ʹ伏ȚѣϹďЊʱ6ϺѣϹ� 
ʨѷڰڭصѣѰѲhʶÚիΕѣ 
 6Ìב̲;些, ——Ď͋�Ȥڬ
ряѣ̔�:ɎY֥九Ή̲ԌԼѣ 
 ʍʚѣЖ�̲中̵ѣśÌ̲�ګ
Y伏Țڟ6̮فƓѱѣΈƐ� 
 
t̝6׆԰ǽ修ͤŷӧ͉� 
ΊƬ�Ȥ;̲Yֹ6Ǔѣ˻A� 
ƪ֥ʨҽƔ�(ʨʕ6Ìءɢѣ׉) 
ʨבʨŤ΄ȮҎɵϾǡ� 
ҥұŔǋ6̝ƒƩѣ̷̵� 
丰ėѣɿɶ6Ζ΁ͧѣՋ产� 
ƪ֥ʨֹÌʨضɩ?ѣʧ׍� 
ƪ֥ʨ为��̾、ɋѣ伤6丝 
》�ѣ·�ƪ伏ȚhÅ396;ڈ 

 

 

396 Ibid., 136-137. 
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The gathering of a lamp moth and fire denotes that this is presumably a letter that 

enunciates an intention to reject a one-directional love. But the poem does not end 

with the delivery of this voice. “She wants me to reply.” This letter as an 

embodiment of dialogue requests a symmetrical, reciprocal action from “my” voice. 

“The phrase that I forgot” could be deduced as an acceptance of the loss of love, 

while a tender flower’s self withering seems to certify this loss. So what is “my” 

reply to her voice?   

But I fear, I fear compassion would poke through  
My solemnity’s hypocrisy, a tortured 
Innocence. I put my right palm to my left palm, 
A monotonous voice makes my reply.   
Now I say, if there’s alcohol, it’d 
Make me give an unexpected acknowledgement: 
It might just be a learnt poem, 
A learnt word, a learnt painting;  
But they’d all like arrows aim at 
The mark, with one shot shoot at the most centered dot.  
Now only Jesus would tell you, all 
Comfort, reward and charity are on that nail. 
Things get big, tears’d be like rain, 
Feelings’d be like wind, self has no proposition. 
You’ll for the first time see soul and body 
Each say words they each dare not say. 
 
t̝�ʨɵ�ʨɵֶĮʍ˧Ҩ? 
ʨȱ&ѣևn��(˰Ύ?ѣ 
ƜѮ�ʨʹĥʯɢשѱȗʯɢ� 
�ғþ侧ѣƐڗ�?ʨѣŭҽ� 
修̔��ʨك�ك̲̝֥�בh 
�ʨJÌ�五̄6Úѣ�Ф: 
֊;ֺĠ̝ڳ�任Вѣ׆� 
�(ʕВѣǇ��Ɉ丽Вѣё; 
Ģ̝Y^فh�ӃƠѴÄ? 
Ӄ健��ǱǽǱ)ً̰ړѣ�Ѓ� 
修̔��Ġ̲ԛҡhǭ~ב��Îѣ 
ǒʠ�˂倔ŊЖفŶػ�˶ْ�� 
Aʍǽh٭ƛ�Ѱλhچ�� 
ʍʚhک��伏ȚhΩ̲-Ɉ� 
~�hҹ�΃֧ÚϽہŊ仰x 
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ī伏בÌī伏6˽בѣ�397׉ 
 
Note the sentence “Now only Jesus would tell you”. As “my” voice replies to hers, 

an ambiguous “you” is designated here. It could be a general “you” that refers to the 

reader, if we assume that “I” abruptly turn and address us from the stage. What 

seems more likely would be that as “I” start to reply to “her”, “she” is now 

substituted by “you” in the context of a second-person dialogue. Interestingly, this 

reply gradually evolves into a hysterical accusation: 

Ah I hate there’s you in the world, without you 
The beating of feelings would have a certain measure.  
[…] 
I hate you, because you came to me 
Like alcohol splashed on a clean table: though I dare not 
Start a fire to make red, green or yellow flowers,  
But you didn’t wait for that crazy moment,  
Left on my heart a mark and left.  
This mark is made deep as if with whichever 
God’s power it made the thinnest gold needle  
Engraved in an unwashable and unwearable 
Place. I don’t believe there’d be a second god 
That could wipe out this pure mark! 
 
ŝ�ʨʁ修��̲~�Ω̲~ 
ʍʚѣ؄ëǽ̲?�ǗѣÍǬ� 
[…] 
ʨʁ~�Ů,~ك�Ӎξ�¦Ãѣ 
ͪ。众͋Úʨ修ً:ʨ֊Ѝ6˽ 
Д�Ϲر�Ì产ѣ�Ӷѣʩ̝ۓѣ伤� 
t̝~Ć6事ػљўѣ̔ßÚ͋� 
ұŶʨɢ�两?ЙĄ。׸?� 
修Ą。两ɜϜ��̝丝?6ѷ 
 ѣæ�ʹ̰ӣѣ借ّ҉)�ػ
٣Ŷ6԰ρϖ;6԰҃Ϻѣ 
ŷ̉�ʨ6؝�h̲ҹB(҉ 
԰,ʨˆď修�(京οѣћ398!ئ 

 

 

397 Ibid., 137-138. 
398 Ibid., 138-139. 
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The hearing of the voice/ the coming of “she” is here compared to an act of alcohol 

splashing on a clean table. The outcome of this act is leaving a stain on the table, and 

also metaphorically leaving a mark on “my” heart. This mark is then associated with 

an act of engraving with “the thinnest gold needle”, which illustrates the depth and 

degree of pain from the refusal of love. The accusation goes on: 

I hate that you don’t come to me and say all my 
Impression of you is my own illusion: 
You’ve never been to my heart, let alone 
Sprinkled in my heart a flowerable 
Seed. I hate why you don’t tell me, 
I should’ve forgotten you like I forget 
Myself when twilight looks as beautiful as dawn. 
Lucky that I know what the moon says, she says: 
I’ve never smiled to you, that’s the breeze 
Flipping my veil, I’ve never  
Shed a tear for you, that’s the dewdrop in the cold fog. 
I’ve also never looked at you, my 
Light is for everyone’s eyes. 
 
ʨʁ~6͋׸ǭʨב�ʨʮ̲ѣ 
~ѣĄסĎ̝ʨ伏Țѣȯʕ: 
~XΩ̲Úؚʨɢً�̬Ω̲ 
Ŷʨɢً˳ؚ�Ӊhɀ伤ѣ 
ғ。�ʨʁ~,R16ǭʨב� 
ʨȴɎʹ~ɩ˞��ʨɩ˞ 
ʨ伏Ț�Ɏ٥̖ۓɜ�̢̓众他.� 
ŝ�ȮḎOѣ׉ʨʢɜ�ƪב� 
ʨXΩ̲ǭ~了̝ػ�Ǵک 
ȥë?ʨѣړӝ�ʨ;XΩ̲ 
ǭ~�λ̝ػ�Â做ًѣΜ伤� 
ʨ;XΩ̲丽ؚ~�΃�ʨѣ 
¦̝̕,?Ɯ�QѣѰѲ�399 

 
Here in a dramatic twist “I” claim that “my” impression of “you” could have been 

but illusionary: “her” voice has never come to “my” heart, and hence no mark is ever 

 

399 Ibid., 139-140. 
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left there. “I should’ve forgotten you like I forget myself.” The forgetting of deictics 

would be a loss of difference. But the proposed forgetting of deictics only exists in a 

state of absence: “I should’ve forgotten you like I forget myself” is something that 

“you don’t tell me”. So in a world where “you” and “myself” are not forgotten, there 

is still a difference among voices. A “she” again picks up the microphone and takes 

over the dominant deictic of “I”. What “she” says could be understood as an act of 

retelling the letter’s content in “her” way, in symmetry with the previous accusation 

made by the male voice. Hence it could be interpreted as a defense made by the 

female voice:  

Don’t blame me for letting you down, I’ve never 
Needed your care, pity or service. 
You needn’t blame me for treating you coldly, for I’ve 
Never prepared a fervid response. 
The fire’s yours, the craziness is yours, the gentleness is 
Yours, then the sorrow’s for you to take. 
You don’t need to wait for me, my coming and going 
Has my own timing: cockcrows 
Would prompt me to bed, nightbirds singing  
Would cue me to dress, don’t you ever think 
My daily returns are just for you. 
 
~6丝ɼʨؔף~�ʨXΩ̲ 
 ���ѣЖˁ�ɷʐŊ~֥ڋ
~;6丝ɼʨÂϚ~�Ů,ʨ 
XΩ̲ڟƓѱЋІѣ倔ȴ� 
Ϲ̝~ѣ�中̝~ѣ�ϡ̝͜ 
~ѣػ�ʣʅǽɜя~˷ę� 
~̬6丝事ѱʨ�ʨѣ͋ď 
̲ʨ伏Țѣ̔�:ۈڂѣŞħ 
h�ʨ乃ѯ�̡�ǴۇѣΈś 
đh�ʨʹ֞�~ù�6丝ʕ 
ʨѣ̶̨ѣ͋ďđ̝,?~�400 

 

 

400 Ibid., 140. 
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The voice of “she” states that the accusation of “letting you down” could never stand, 

for this love is only assumed by the male voice and has never been given “a fervid 

response” from the female voice. She ends her defense as follows: 

That poor man who has seen a deity, he always wants 
Himself to go up the firmament. He knows the wax wings 
Would melt in the heat of sunshine, he knows 
The wind beside the clouds has broken billions of 
Iron plumage: but he can never control 
The exaltation of desire, like an aerolite  
Going towards a planet, he’s going towards 
You——if you were in a dream and heard 
A distant voice were calling your 
Name, hearken, it’d be him drawing near!  
 
Ģɷ�(ؚ֧ZQѣ�Yɽʕ 
伏Ț�Ɯ�Y̕ѷ֒صԷѣԊ令 
hòȀŶϹЄѣ̐¦ً�Y̕ѷص 
Eؖѣƛ̮کľؚ̆Çù�ǭ 
ٕ٘ѣԌԼ:t̝YɽÛ6w 
Ά̵ѣ׺ú��̝ٻڥ�义 
 Ĳ׼Ĳğ�(̙п�Y֥׼֥
~�——��~Ŷͳ)�ĺɜ̲ 
 Ŷřѱ~ѣڗѣƐؠط)�
įǇ�两ɢ�修�̝YŶ401!؜׸ 

 
Here the voice of “she” relates an Icarus-like story without making “him” a definite 

Icarus. “The exaltation of desire” drives “him” towards “you”. “She” warns the male 

voice of the possibility of “he” becoming “you” in a hypothesis that “you” get any 

closer to “me”. In this collision of metaphors she implies that any attempt to get 

close to “her” will end up in a tragedy. And this vague, hazardous merging of “you” 

and “he” is the female voice’s symmetrical response to the male voice’s previous 

attempt to conglomerate “you” and “she”.  

 Susan Suleiman writes that contemporary feminism should attempt to “get 

 

401 Ibid., 140-141. 
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beyond, not only the number one—the number that determines unity of body or of 

self—but also to get beyond the number two, which determines difference, 

antagonism and exchange”.402 “The Voice” as the epitome of Shao’s use of dialogic 

in poetry, is in its effect very close to what Suleiman calls “beyond the number two”. 

Here is how Bordo comments on Suleiman’s numbers:  

The “number one” clearly represents for Suleiman the fictions of 
unity, stability, and identity characteristic of the phallocentric 
worldview. The “number two” represents the grid of gender, which 
feminists have used to expose the hierarchical, oppositional structure 
of that worldview. “Beyond the number two” is, not some other 
number, but “endless complication” and a “dizzying accumulation of 
narratives.” Suleiman here refers to Derrida's often quoted interview 
with Christie McDonald, in which he speaks of “a ‘dream’ of the 
innumerable, . . . a desire to escape the combinatory to invent 
incalculable choreographies.”403 

 
We can feel the “endless complication” and “dizzying accumulation of narratives” in 

the above examination of “The Voice”. The poem ends with an atmospheric 

wrestling of voices, with aerolites flying betwixt and between. The voice of “I” 

attempts to merge other voices and form a unity, but the diversified voices resist 

against being conglomerated into a univocal poetic voice. This wrestle is an act of 

traversing between unity and diversity, where no body is fixed. Through the use of 

dialogic Shao removes the unitary vocal body of “I” and turns the poem into a 

dialogue where no closure is assumed.   

 

3.2.2 Pure Poetry as the Unity of Arts 

 

402 Susan Suleiman, The Female Body in Western Culture: Contemporary Perspectives 
(London: Harvard University Press, 1985), 24. 
403 Susan Bordo, Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture, and the Body (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1993), 226. 
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In the previous cited excerpt we could hear diversified, colliding voices in an 

atmospheric setting. This almost astrophysical reverie of Shao gravitates towards a 

piece of writing in Moore’s Conversations in Ebury Street:  

Everything that has been must of necessity return, return being the 
law over all things, great and small, stars and mallows alike, 
everything returning to unity, to spread out again through space and 
time and again to be collected into unity; and that for ever and ever. A 
wonderful dream was Poe’s, that there is no death and that we are 
only separated from ourselves by some billions of years.404 
 

The act of “everything that has been” returning to unity could be deemed as the end 

of each and every individual, diversified life, which could be equated with a 

temporary death. The spreading out of unity “through space and time” designates the 

diversification of unity, which could be termed as an ephemeral birth. Stars and an 

all-englobing universe, mallows and the totality of life are two sets “alike”, of 

parallel, homogeneous metaphors that orbit this traversing of diversity and unity. 

Here Moore suggests that death is but “some billions of years” that separate 

“ourselves” from “we”. Body, and the deictic symbols of body—pronouns and 

reflexive pronouns—are conglomerated with cosmology. The end of each and every 

individual “self” in the collective unit of “ourselves” will be the annihilation of the 

plurality of “ourselves” and hence a step towards retrieving a long lost state of 

monism that is “some billions of years” away—the singularity of “we”, the origin of 

the universe. “Ourselves” are rendered the embodiment of diversity while “we” are 

that of unity. 

 This illustration of unity and diversity resonates with Shao’s idea of how a 

poem comes to be in Conversations of One Man: 

 

404 George Moore, Conversations in Ebury Street, 8. 
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It comes like clouds in the sky: sometimes they’re a pure white 
crystal, static, allowing you to gaze yearningly; sometimes they’re a 
herd of trivial dust, you need to catch them fast, in one second they’ll 
change into hundreds of images; sometimes they’re a layer of 
transparent screen, rippling gently in your soul; sometimes they’re a 
large pile of duskiness, clipping wind, clipping rain. You dare not 
raise your head and look, but in your heart trembles their majesty.   
 
ǎѣ͋�̝Ɯ�ѣE: ̲̝̔�żο丰ѣӧ̥�6ë�Äֺ~҉

ɔŷo֪; ̲̝̔�仙丑乐ѣӈЙ�~֥˙ɜɭ��ҕٔǎhĚ

ȯÇøѡғɐ̝̲̔�ס�ȃ̕ثѣցԒ�Ŷ~Ͻًہ؏ɟŷզ

ϰ; ̲̝̔�ƛƄѣ̧̖�Ƣѱک�đƢѱ6~�چ˽˃Ơ̵�

t̝~ɢȵًڌëѱǎѣƺ&�405 
 

The clouds could be “a herd” (yiqun �仙) of trivial dust, “a layer” (yiceng �ȃ) of 

transparent screen or “a large pile” (yidadui �ƛƄ) of duskiness. “In one second 

they’ll change into hundreds of images.” They are ever changing, capable of 

metamorphosing into various forms. And note the measure words here: “a herd”, “a 

layer” and “a large pile”. The plural, collective unit of clouds could become “a” 

singular entity, being this or that. In this sense the clouds are also embodying the 

traversing of diversity and unity. It might seem at first that Shao’s idea of unity is 

atomistic, but the act of never-ending traversing denotes a cyclical process of 

diversity returning to unity and unity dispersing into diversity, which bears a 

resemblance to the statement “everything returning to unity, to spread out again” in 

Moore’s astrophysical fantasy from the earlier-discussed excerpt of Conversations in 

Ebury Street. 

 Now if we combine Moore’s proposal of the removal of the conception of the 

body as the means to reach pure poetry, we could deduce that both Moore and Shao 

believe that the conception of the body is an embodiment of diversity while pure 

 

405 Shao, Conversations of One Man, 13. 
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poetry denotes an ideal, primordial condition of unity. This condition of unity 

concerns not just the divisions of prose and verse, but also arts of all forms, as the 

idea of form cannot do without the conception of the body and every art form is but a 

body that distinguishes it from other bodies. When all the bodies of the different art 

forms disappear, arts become one. Music and poetry would be united in the condition 

of pure poetry. This idea is evident in Shao’s “Undisputed Faith”, where a meta-

poem examines itself:406 

Don’t suspect me too much, my friend.  
Frankly I’d decorate this façade, 
But I have too many masterpieces 
That’d make the master marvel in the mirror frame 
At often unforeseeable changes.  
I never plan to hide or boast, 
But I know in the changing season’s 
Air, colors need to have anytime 
A new deployment: like on the mountain and tree tops  
Spring can’t linger on winter’s clothes; 
Like white snow, it doesn’t have a fixed 
Form, but it is free in a 
Biggest scope […] 
 
6ؚ֥Íŷɱјʨ�̳Ĕ� 
 �修Ƌƍگɢŷʨ֥֞׈
t̝ʨ̲ƝƘѣį} 
h�-QʎɁ修٤ًͨ 
̔Ȩ̲6Ģڟ使ѣĚ？� 
ʨȭΩ̲ʕ֥ظ偎ʩЂ以� 
t̝ʨ̕丰Ŷ》�̬̯ѣ 
ҧΛً�会侧֥̲̔ٽ 
̈ѣ倒Ԅ: �̝ȊƠŊ͢ڙ 
̚Ɯ6԰两ɾ¾Ɯѣ֚֠; 
�̝丰ڇ�ǎΩ̲űǗѣ 
ɐɅ�t̝ǎ伏яŶ�( 
̰ƛѣՠŰً […]407 
 

 

406 The original title is in English.  
407 Shao, Poetic Works of Shao Xunmei, 146. 
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The poem is from the very beginning aware of its being as a poem. “The master” 

here might refer to the poet, someone who thinks that he could master the poem and 

that his authorship would be definite and self-evident. “The mirror frame” could be 

the poet’s attempt to frame the poem with a certain body. But in the attempt there 

emerges “unforeseeable changes” that the poet cannot predict or control. The agency 

of the poem is here at work. The poem knows well that spring or winter, or any other 

seasons could be simulated through its play of words. And here white snow, like 

clouds that we have discussed earlier, is embodying the poem’s capability of 

metamorphosis. The poem goes on:  

I often put in tempting 
Paintings that excite the master exceedingly,  
And make him think the cosmos  
Lost virginity in his bedroom; he has long forgotten 
Outside the window curtain that iron face—— 
Sadly it won’t abandon its historical 
Esteem. And I often put in    
Plain sketches, because what’s running  
Also faster than time is,  
The ephemeral joy, this, you must 
Taste in the silence. 
 
ʨ̔Ȩh˹俯׏ʏѣ 
ųё��-QؚȺŷ²Ʀ� 
�Y],ǐǖŶYѣ 
ăǞًƟ?伞; Y̓ɩĆ 
ҫȡƗػĠ٘͐ѣړǅ—— 
Ģɷǎ6ʜ˹ɂǎĊĤѣ 
ǳ&�ʨđ̔Ȩh˹俯 
ȫϚѣذ»�Ů,؀ɜ 
Ζ̔¦̬ɭѣ̲؝�� 
Ý٫ػѣ΄7�修(�~ڛŶ 
ÂǦ)ďŭŇ�408 

 

 

408 Ibid., 147. 
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Here “tempting paintings” might designate those verbal, well-decorated poems that 

could easily excite and arouse senses. This might be a sarcasm of Shao’s voluptuous 

works in his early career, where everything is treated with an animating sensuality 

that makes one think the cosmos might have “lost its virginity”, which cues Shao’s 

eccentric rendering of flower-woman that we have discussed in the second chapter. 

“Plain sketches” on the other hand denote those that have few adornments but at the 

same time appear to be way too minimalist, of which Shao has also written a lot. But 

what kind of poetry does this poem applaud the most? 

[…] Also I would often  
Put in some purest works, 
With no designations nor names, 
Just lines and colorful architecture, 
The architecture might have meaning, but 
The creator has never been concerned with its 
Result being a failure or success. 
It’s the trial of truth, you could 
With names mold as many illusions. 
My friend, my effort might 
Make you feel troubled and redundant, 
But this is all that I could do: 
Try to comfort nature with the artificial.   
 
[…] ʨđ̔Ȩh 
˹俯�H̰京ӌѣ}Ŏ� 
Ω̲˓Ǘ;Ω̲įѨ� 
Ġ̝ӡ͊Ŋ会ɑѣȿ二� 
修ȿ二;ֺ̲ʙ2�t̝ 
ÕرԘXΩ̲ڜֆÚǎѣ 
ӧ͕̝Ɵץʩ̝ʧè� 
修̝Ѯрѣׅˡ�~Ģ] 
�į͋˚رÌƘǵȯס� 
̳Ĕ�ʨѣ՜ɢ�;ֺh 
�~ʚÚےЉŊƘ{� 
t修̝ʨʮ԰�ѣ�Î: 
ȀَŷʹQȖďǒʠƜЍ�409  

 

409 Ibid., 147-148. 
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“Some purest works” might designate those that are written with an attempt to 

approach the condition of pure poetry. “You could with names mold as many 

illusions” is again a meta-poetic statement that bears the same significance with the 

frequently-casted clouds, which we have discussed earlier. Each name produces an 

illusion of body/personality/individuality, but the bodies/personalities/individualities 

that are labelled with the names all come from and will eventually return to a 

unifying state of monism.  

We can see in this chapter that Shao’s attitude towards women goes through a 

tremendous change in the poems which assimilate the influence of Moore. The 

woman, who is once treated by Shao merely as an instrument and whose body is 

grounded in his poems during the period when he was deeply influenced by Sitwell, 

is now in the post-Moore stage disappearing into the atmosphere, becoming a voice 

with no body, a voice that is not “the other” voice, but a voice among various voices 

in dialogue. Note that among the “purest works” there is no trace of the word 

“music”, or any words that pertain to music. Music seems to disappear with the 

woman, the previous instrument Shao manipulates to produce the condition of music 

in poetry. In general, words associated with music appear much less in Shao’s works 

during this period, which forms a sharp contrast to his early works that are abound 

with musical allusions. In his conception, the poems that become pure poetry are 

concurrently music, in the unifying monism of pure poetry. The body of music that 

divides music and poetry disappears, just as the body of woman that divides the 

woman and “I” dissolves, and music becomes the universal reality of pure poetry, 

allusions of which thus do not need to be in the poem. 
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 Shao seems to concede that pure poetry, the unity of arts, is an ideal and 

primordial condition that could never be reached, but simulated with as much effort 

as possible. A poem or a piece of music could aspire to the condition of pure poetry, 

but this aspiration could never be completely fulfilled. Poetry or music could only be 

as close to pure poetry as possible, but yet they could never be ontologically pure 

poetry. As the obstacle is always-already insuperable, the strategy that Shao puts 

forth is play. As shown in “Undisputed Faith”, writing the “purest works” with his 

utmost effort is a play of the traversing between unity and diversity, a play of the 

dialogic process of poetry and music wanting to become one.   
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Conclusion 

 

Regarding the result of the 2016 US presidential election, Bordo writes in The 

Destruction of Hillary Clinton: 

Since the election, the word “misogyny” has re-entered the cultural 
bloodstream […] Clinton Derangement Syndrome, like Obama 
Derangement Syndrome, is not the result of anything as simple as 
hatred of women or hatred of blacks. More specifically, it is fueled by 
anger at those women and blacks who refuse to behave according to 
the expectations of a culture that hasn’t yet processed the deeper 
recesses of its racism and sexism, a culture that can go through the 
motions (elect a black president, nominate a woman candidate), but 
still requires a certain amount of deference—obedience—to The 
Man.410  
 

Bordo finds the result disappointing. The disappointment does not only lie in the fact 

that Hillary Clinton did not make it to the presidency, but in the “the deeper 

recesses” of sexism which are saturated with the idea of The Man. Twenty years ago 

she wrote in “The Feminist as Other” that the most important struggle for feminists 

“is not over inclusion (the liberal measure of female ‘power’)”, not just about paying 

more attention to “hiring women and minorities”, “but over the cultural meaning of 

that inclusion.”411 She states that “feminist theory swims up-stream against powerful 

currents whenever it threatens to assume the mantle of general cultural critique rather 

than simply advocate for the greater inclusion or representation of women and their 

‘differences.’”412 One possible strategy of resistance to these “powerful currents” and 

The Man whose underpinnings are deeply rooted in the ideas of Descartes, the 

Enlightenment thinkers as well as the male postmodernists whom he deeply 

 

410 Susan Bordo, The Destruction of Hillary Clinton (London: Melville House, 2017), 185. 
411 Susan Bordo, “The Feminist as Other”, Metaphilosophy 1996, vol. 27, no. 1-2: 24. 
412 Ibid., 23. 
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influenced, is for Bordo to resist “the ghettoization of feminist insight”, “at 

conferences, in anthologies, in the curriculum”, in PhD research projects I will add, 

“and insist that feminist philosophy be read as cultural critique. More precisely, we 

need to insist that ‘gender theory’ be read for the cultural critique that is implicated 

in it.”413  

 This thesis is an attempt to resist “the ghettoization of feminist insight” and 

bring the feminist skepticism to word and music studies, which by its 

interdisciplinary nature is itself questioning the cartesian framing of disciplines, 

subjects and genres, by not just scrutinizing the representations of women playing 

and writing music, having a musical education or career in literature, but 

investigating the conception of the woman and her body in possible ideas of the 

condition of music in poetry. The feminist skepticism also contributes to the study of 

early twentieth-century Chinese poetry, which is saturated with the idea of The Man 

through the cultural influence of the West, by examining Shao’s poetry and three 

Anglophone influences in particular. Last but not least, the thesis brings feminist 

skepticism to the scholarship of Shao, a male poet born, raised and having lived in 

colonial Shanghai. Lynn S. Chancer writes in her review of Bordo’s The Male Body: 

A New Look at Men in Public and in Private: “Men also stand to benefit from 

feminism; that feminist scholarship and activism increasingly include men as objects 

of research and as subjects of change is a sign of progress.”414 The scholarship of 

Shao can benefit from feminist skepticism, for not only the women, but also the men 

 

413 Ibid. 
414 Lynn S. Chancer, “No More Martians?” The Women's Review of Books 2000, vol. 17, no. 
7: 19.�
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in China need an emancipation from the idea of “The Man”, which saturates the 

conceptions of gender, race and nationality. 

Shao Xunmei was influenced by many authors. When it comes to his idea of 

the condition of music in poetry, he was most influenced by A. C. Swinburne, Edith 

Sitwell and George Moore. The thesis certifies the existence of similarities between 

Shao and these three authors.  

Though the thesis singles out these three individual writers that influenced 

Shao when it comes to the condition of music in poetry, the three influences are 

relevant to each other. Shao came to know the works of Swinburne first, and then 

those of Sitwell and Moore. But it does not mean that the influences of the three 

authors take place strictly in a chronological order. Their impact on Shao is often 

combined and synthesized. Every time Shao gets to know the works of a new author, 

the significance that he perceives is contrasted with the significance that he has 

already perceived and assimilated from all the relevant works that he has read. The 

result of the contrast, or what Shao terms as “the new order”, is often a synthesis of 

the influence assimilated from the new works and the existing ideas of Shao that 

have been shaped by the previous influences. This means the eventual synthesized 

influence of a new source on Shao is not solely determined by Shao’s reception of 

the source, but by the inter-reactions of Shao’s reception of the new source and his 

already-synthesized reception of all the already-inter-reacting sources with which 

Shao has come into contact prior to the temporal coordinate of Shao’s contact with 

the new source. Shao’s idea of the condition of music in poetry is shaped and 

constantly reshaped in this process. 
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 Swinburne and Shao had no personal contact as the former died three years 

after Shao was born. However, Shao’s biographies confirm that Swinburne is Shao’s 

poetic idol that led him into the career of a poet. Shao’s own works also suggest that 

he was influenced by Swinburne.  

 This influence takes form in the conception of harmony, a condition where 

poetry is musical. Swinburne is the one who comes up with the notions of harmony 

as well as inner and outer music. These terms are not clearly defined in his works, 

but are frequently deployed in his poetic criticism. Judging from his criticism on 

Wordsworth, Shelley and Blake, Swinburne’s notions of inner and outer music 

correspond with the meaning and sound of a poem respectively. Harmony in his 

conception denotes the merging of inner and outer music, namely the union of 

meaning and sound. He considers nature as the perfect paradigm for harmony, which 

is also evident in Shao’s works. 

 Both Swinburne and Shao see the nightingale as the ideal symbol for 

harmony. The similarity is certified by their works examined in juxtaposition. 

Sappho represents to Shao and Swinburne the possibility of poetry. Shao was 

obsessed with Sappho in his youth, and it is because of this obsession that he came 

into contact with Swinburne’s works. Swinburne was also mesmerized by Sappho in 

his youth. The two poets consider Sappho as a muse and a great poet to look up to. 

Sappho’s fragments denote that there could be uncountable possibilities about her 

life and art, and this fragmentation makes Shao and Swinburne see her as the 

incarnation of poetry and what poetry could be. Both Shao and Swinburne like to 

merge Sappho and nightingale in their poetic practices. The merging of Sappho—the 

incarnation of poetry—and nightingale—the ideal symbol for harmony—represents 
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an idea that poetry could reach the condition of harmony, which both Shao and 

Swinburne aspire. 

 Swinburne’s influence on Shao took place mainly in the 20s, when Shao had 

just started his poetic career. This influence never left Shao, but kept being molded 

by new influence that Shao assimilated. Sitwell entered Shao’s horizon in the 30s, 

with a similar view on nature as Swinburne’s. She puts forth the conception of poetry 

as “the sister of horticulture”, that is, each poem grows according to its own nature. 

However, her notion of horticulture denotes the existence of a garden, a micro-nature 

with an expectation of guerdon. In comparison, Swinburne’s nature is wild and 

unmanaged, which does not promise any return. Sitwell also comes up with a notion 

of texture, which could be interpreted as a state of interweave in the union of 

meaning and sound, or the merging of inner and outer music as Swinburne puts it. 

Shao’s articles certify that he is familiar with Sitwell’s conception of texture, which 

shows the occurrence of influence.  

 Shao’s understanding of Sitwell’s texture was also influenced by Qian 

Zhongshu, as Qian was the first one to pair Sitwell’s texture with the Chinese phrase 

jili, a loan word from Weng Fanggang, an 18th century literary critic. The word jili 

means literally “flesh-grain”, and in Weng’s conception it is a critical term with an 

analogy to human physiology. Shao takes in the idea of human physiology and 

combines it with Sitwell’s notion of texture, which leads to an eccentric practice of 

“the horticulture of sisters”.       

 “The horticulture of sisters” is my term that refers to the rendering where 

Shao merges flower symbol with a woman’s body. Both Sitwell and Shao consider 

the flower as an incarnation of music. But Shao’s flower symbol often has features 
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that allude to female sexual organs, which presents an idiosyncratic union of flower-

woman. With the use of texture, Shao s(t)imulates sexual acts through the interaction 

between the poetic voice and the flower-woman. Sexual consummation with the 

flower-woman seems to him a way that leads to reproduction, that is, the 

reproduction of music in poetry.  

This unique equation of sexual consummation with the condition of music in 

poetry suggests the influence from the copulation of Christianity and the conception 

of horticulture. Shao might not have a univocal system of religious views, but this 

does not stop him from making synthetic rendering of religious texts. Flower petals 

are often compared by Shao to female sexual organs, and the falling of petals is 

linked to the success of sexual consummation, as what comes after the fall of 

fertilized petals is the stage of reproduction. This is evident in Shao’s rendering of 

the fall of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. This fall starts from the lure of 

Satan, in the form of a snake, with the bait of songs. Satan/snake is here the 

embodiment of music, and also the incarnation of the fall: the fall into sexual 

consummation and the condition of music in poetry. Shao’s works also suggest that 

the woman, who is concurrently the flower, is at the same time Satan/snake and that 

the sexual consummation with the woman is the means to obtain the condition of 

music in poetry. There is another way of fall, the fall of flower petals without sexual 

consummation, which would lead to the withering of the flower and the loss of the 

condition of music in poetry. 

 Shao’s idea of a woman’s body in these flower-women poems is biased and 

dangerous. He regards a woman’s body only as a carrier, an instrument in poetry to 

yield a condition of music. The significance of this condition of music is equated by 
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Shao with an ecstasy gained from having sexual intercourse with the woman’s body. 

This rendering ignores woman’s agency and disrespects the dignity of woman’s 

body. 

 Moore’s influence on Shao is more abstract than that of Swinburne and 

Sitwell. Moore and Shao had personal correspondence, but the influence of Moore 

did not take shape until Shao’s third poetry collection Twenty-five Poems came out in 

1936. Shao admits that the long gap between Twenty-five Poems and his second 

collection Flower-like Evil is due to a creative stagnation where he found his skills as 

a confinement for his poetry. These skills definitely include the use of texture, which 

he learned from Sitwell. The deployment of these skills led him to poetic practices 

that are eccentric yet barren in significance. During this period he was influenced by 

Moore’s practices of prose poetry, an entity that effaces the boundary of prose and 

verse. Shao’s biographies and his similar experiments in prose poetry confirm this 

influence. 

 The reason why Moore’s influence is abstract lies not in the practice of prose 

poetry but a conception of pure poetry. Like Swinburne and Sitwell, Moore never 

builds a systematic theory with well-clarified terms. His notion of pure poetry could 

only be paraphrased as an exclusion of the poet’s personality. This could be further 

interpreted as the removal of the conception of the body in poetry. This certainly 

sounds more like an instruction than a definition, for Moore is predominantly more a 

poetry practitioner than a critic. That being said, this instruction is still vague and 

abstract. Moore never puts his instructive conception of pure poetry into practice, but 

Shao takes the manual and attempts to remove the conception of the body in poetry 

through replacing the dialectic of the body with the dialogic of voices. 
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 This replacement can be best exemplified by a huge change in Shao’s attitude 

towards women. The woman’s body, which was once grounded in Shao’s poems 

influenced by Sitwell, and rendered merely as an instrument to produce the condition 

of music in poetry, is no longer denied her voice as dialogues replace conversations 

of one man. The removal of the conception of the body frees the woman, the 

previous instrument, from being the instrumentalized other of “I”, and therefore frees 

music, the entity that was once deemed to be produced by the instrument, from the 

fixation as something other than poetry. 

Moore’s conception of pure poetry denotes an ideal, primordial unity of arts. 

It is where the bodies of various art forms, such as poetry and music, dissolve. 

However, Shao realizes this state could only be approached indefinitely and never be 

reached ontologically. Poetry and music, or poetry and other art forms, would always 

be in a dialogic process with no definite closure. The strategy that he comes up with 

is to play with the traversing between unity and diversity, that is, between pure 

poetry and poetry/music.  

 Just as Eliot observes in “Tradition and the Individual Talent”: “No poet, no 

artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone. His significance, his appreciation is 

the appreciation of his relation to the dead poets and artists.”415 Shao’s idea of the 

condition of music in poetry could not be comprehended without the examination of 

the preceding or contemporary writers that influenced him. These influences on Shao 

are relevant to each other. They form as a dialogue where influence is not one-

directional but in a dynamic where the significance of the source of influence would 

 

415 T. S. Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent”, The Sacred Wood: Essays on Poetry 
and Criticism, ed. T. S. Eliot (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1921), 49. 
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also be altered by the recipient’s adaptation. As a poet at the crossroad of cultural 

exchanges and an important publisher who introduced a profusion of Anglophone 

and Francophone literature into Republican China, Shao is in a dialogue with a large 

number of authors. What this thesis examines is but a small portion of these 

interesting interconnections. Due to the long marginalization of Shao in twentieth-

century literary history, the majority of these interconnections have not been 

excavated. Therefore further exploration of Shao and the nodes in his influence 

network will be necessary and rewarding. 

 One possible direction for further exploration could be to scrutinize other 

minor influences that help shape Shao’s poetics when it comes to the condition of 

music in poetry. For scholars who are familiar with antiquity and fluent in Latin as 

well as ancient Greek, Shao’s interest in Catullus is worth examining. Shao writes 

that the poetry of Catullus, as well as Lucretius, is “music flown out from the bottom 

of heart, needing no adornments and still able to let us feel the beauty of nature” (“Ѯ

̝ɢȵًψÌ͋ѣ7�6ڗéگ�ԙƒƒ԰�ʨ^ʚÚ伏Ѝѣ他.”).416 Shao 

states that Catullus was much influenced by Sappho and that Catullus adores Sappho 

just as Swinburne does, “as if she’s his prelife” (“ƫ�ƪ�̝Y伏Țѣá؈”).417 

And speaking of prelife, another interesting figure is Sara Teasdale, which Shao 

considers as a “modern Sappho” (“؜[խ伯”).418 These interconnections are worth 

investigating.  

 

416 Shao, “The Love Poems of Catullus”, Collected Works of Shao Xunmei, 75. 
417 Ibid., 77. 
418 Shao, “Sappho the Greek Sage Poet”, Collected Works of Shao Xunmei, 183. 
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Another direction is to dwell on Shao’s condition of music and its correlation 

with gender and gender performativity. In his oeuvre there are many poems that yield 

a queer reading, as the bodies depicted in these poems seem to allude to a woman at 

times, and at times someone with a flickering gender. Just as Trillini observes on 

Shakespeare’s Sonnet 8: “Whatever the ‘homosexual truth’ in Shakespeare’s case, it 

is undeniable that the effect of identifying the beloved with music is utterly different 

when the person thus identified is male”,419 it might be interesting to see whether the 

bodies, even the seemingly-woman bodies in Shao’s poems are but the performances 

of a man, or a homunculus in drag. Future works can also investigate the questions 

such as those proposed by Chancer: “How far have social changes�including, but 

not limited to, feminism—led men’s lives to converge with women's? What common 

cultural denominators link men’s and women’s experiences? Where do chasms of 

misunderstanding and unequal power persist?”420 

 

  I hope that my thesis will benefit the scholarship of Shao and contribute to 

the relevant research in Chinese studies and word and music studies. In the scope of 

world literature, it is an attempt to fill in a small but important puzzle piece in the 

global network of literary influence. In a world where cultural exchanges have 

become increasingly frequent and convenient, and at a time when counter-

globalization seems to burgeon into a hazardous trend, it is beneficial and necessary 

to look back at the period of the 1920s-1930s, a time that is equally tumultuous as 

 

419 Trillini, The Gaze of the Listener, 27. 
420 Lynn S. Chancer, “No More Martians?” The Women's Review of Books 2000, vol. 17, no. 
7: 19. 
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today, to examine the global influence network that has taken us where we are, and 

to understand that in the dynamic of literary influence, no single piece of literature 

can have its significance alone.   
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