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" ^ o m e twent y year s ag o th e Chines e poe t  Hs u 
^ ^  Chih-m o too k dow n a  boo k fro m my shelves ,  an d 
^^a f te r  readin g a  fe w line s h e exclaimed : 

'Thi s man i s a  Taoist!' "  Thes e word s serve d a s 
introductio n t o a  BB C lectur e b y Arthu r  Wale y whic h 
was broadcas t  i n Januar y 1948 .  (Th e lecture ,  "Blak e 
th e Taoist, "  wa s late r  publishe d i n Waley' s The 
Secret History of the Mongols, Londo n 1963. )  Th e 
line s whic h th e youn g poe t  Hs u Chih-m o (1895-1931 ) 
had rea d introduc e Boo k th e Secon d o f  Milton: 

Ther e i s a  plac e wher e Contraritie s ar e 
equall y True : 

Thi s plac e i s  calle d Beulah .  I t  i s  a  pleasan t 
lovel y Shado w 

Where n o disput e ca n come ,  Becaus e o f  thos e 
who Sleep . 

I t  i s  eas y enoug h t o substantiat e th e clai m tha t 
Blak e an d th e Taois t  thinke r  Chuang-tz u wer e 
brethre n i n spirit .  Th e firs t  stanz a o f  Auguries 
of Innooenoe contain s a  lyrica l  summar y o f  th e 
teaching s o f  th e earl y Taois t  thinkers . 

Waley speculate s ove r  th e possibilit y  tha t  Blak e 
may hav e bee n influence d b y th e wor k Tao Te Ching 
(Th e Boo k o n Ta o an d it s  Power) ,  th e classi c o f 
Chines e Taoism .  H e point s ou t  tha t  a  translatio n o f 
tha t  wor k int o Lati n ha d bee n acquire d b y th e Roya l 

N. G. P. MALMQVIST 

Society in 1788 and noted in Philosophical 
Transactions. Blake may well have seen the work 
and gained some knowledge of i t s content. Whether 
he did so or not , we do know that he shared the 
Taoist th inkers ' d i s t rus t of rat ional i n t e l l e c t as 
a means for true understanding. Chance may have 
guided Hsu Chih-mo to Blake in the la te 1920s. He 
is known to have translated at least one of Blake's 
poems--his best known, "The Tyger." Unfortunately 
I have not succeeded in t rac ing his t r ans la t i on . 

A search through the various indices and 
bibl iographies which reg is ter t ranslat ions of foreign 
l i t e r a t u r e into Chinese y ie lds very meagre resul ts as 
far as Blake is concerned. Prior to 1957 only a 
handful of Blake's poems had made the i r wav in to 
Chinese anthologies of English poetry in t rans la t ion . 

In 1957 in te res t in Blake f la red up in 
China. This was not due to mere chance: the World 
Peace Congress had elected Wil l iam Blake the poet of 
that year. A great many t ranslat ions and analyses 
of Blake's wr i t ings were published in 1957. In the 
la te summer of 1957 the Chinese Wr i ters ' Union 
organized a Blake evening in Peking, to which I was 
i nv i t ed . Old Bob Winter, an American scholar who 
during several decades has lectured on English and 
American l i t e r a t u r e at Peking Univers i ty , gave an 
introductory lecture on Blake and his work, and Guo 
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I n hi s boo k The Chinese Literary Scene (Pengui n 
1977 ,  pp .  222-32 )  Professo r  Hs u Kai-y u give s a 
biographica l  sketc h o f  Yua n Kejia ,  wh o wa s bor n i n 
1921 .  A s a  youn g studen t  Yua n Keji a too k a  grea t 
interes t  i n modernisti c poetr y an d wa s particularl y 
infatuate d wit h th e work s o f  T .  S .  Eliot .  A t  th e 
end o f  th e 1940 s h e lecture d i n Englis h Literatur e 
at  Pekin g University ,  whil e a t  th e sam e tim e 
editin g th e literar y page s o f  th e celebrate d 
Tientsi n pape r  Da Gong Bao,  whic h earlie r  ha d bee n 
edite d b y th e autho r  She n Congwen ,  and ,  afte r  him , 
by th e poe t  Fen g Zhi .  Afte r  th e Liberatio n Yua n 
Keji a lef t  hi s teachin g pos t  a t  Pekin g Universit y 
and wa s enrolle d i n th e tea m whic h ha d bee n give n 
th e tas k o f  translatin g Mao Zedong xuanji (Selecte d 
Works o f  Mao Zedong )  int o English .  Hi s talent s a s 
a translato r  secure d hi m a  pos t  o n th e editoria l 
boar d o f  Chinese Literature. I n 195 7 Yua n Keji a 
was offere d a  pos t  i n Academi a Sinica ,  wher e h e 
was charge d wit h editin g th e Blake Anthology. 

I n hi s prefac e t o th e Blake Anthology Yua n 
Keji a suggest s tha t  Poetioal Sketches may b e 
considere d a  turning-poin t  i n th e developmen t  o f 
Englis h literature .  Th e fals e classicis m whic h 
hail s reaso n an d i s conten t  wit h societ y a s i t  i s 

if n 

ttt*#*mtt:Jt: 
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y ie lds to a revolut ionary romanticism which places 
enthusiasm and fantasy in the seats of honour and 
demands p o l i t i c a l and social change. According to 
Yuan Kejia Songs of Innocence expresses a 
revolut ionary humanism which--coupled with Blake's 
Christ ian idealism--embodies both the posi t ive 
(progressive) and negative (reactionary) aspects of 
Blake's wr i t i ngs . Blake's fundamentally humanitarian 
views make i t possible for him to attack the inhuman 
condit ions in society. But as a resu l t of the 
f a i l u r e of the French Revolution, Blake's humanism 
loses i t s revolut ionary charac ter is t i cs . The truce 
between England and France in 1802 inspired Blake 
wi th the mistaken notions that violence cannot lead 
to peace and that a tyrannical author i ty is capable 
of bet ter ing i t s e l f on i t s own i n i t i a t i v e . 
Thereafter, says Yuan Kej ia , Blake preached a 
message of conc i l i a t i on which makes him appear a 
de fea t i s t . F ina l ly Yuan Kejia suggests that Blake's 
enthusiast ic support for the bourgeois revo lu t ion , 
his social c r i t i c i s m , and his demands fo r the 
emancipation of the indiv idual make him a pioneer 
among the English revolutionary-romantic w r i t e r s . 

A few months a f te r the publ icat ion of the 
Blake Anthology, Yuan Kejia followed the stream of 

4 "The Piper." L i te ra l t r ans la t i on , l ines 1-3: 
" I come down from a deserted va l ley , blowing my 
f l u t e , / I play joy fu l songs,/ I see a ch i ld in 
the c loud." 

5 "To Spring." 

u*  # 
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i n te l l ec tua l s down to the countryside, in order to 
be cleansed through par t i c ipa t ion in physical labour. 
In 1959 he returned to his post at the Academy, 
where he was charged with the compilation of a 
volume of t ranslat ions of the poetry of Robert Burns, 
whom the World Peace Congress had chosen as the year 's 
wr i te r for 1959. In his preface to that volume 
Yuan Kejia hands out both praise and blame: Burns' 
sympathy with the poor and his hatred against 
landowners and ar is tocra ts cannot altogether 
compensate for his lack of class s p i r i t and his 
reactionary view that man should be content wi th his 
l o t in l i f e and grab what l i t t l e is of fered while 
l i f e l as t s . Apart from Yuan Kej ia 's short preface, 
the Blake Anthology contains no c r i t i que of Blake's 
wr i t i ngs . Yuan Kejia does not seem to have pruned 
the select ion in order to accommodate the Chinese 
readers. 

Using Blake's "London" as point of departure 
Dai L iu l ing discusses the ev i l social condit ions 
in London of the la te eighteenth century. The 
author suggests that the deep s igni f icance of Blake's 
"London" "only recent ly" has been noticed by certa in 
progressive c r i t i c s . (Reading Dai L i u l i ng ' s paper 
I was reminded of the f i l m version of Dickens's 
Great Expectations which was shown in Peking in 
1957 and which many Chinese no doubt believed to be 
an authentic descr ipt ion of England in the 1950s.) 
Discussing the widespread p ros t i t u t i on in eighteenth 
century England, Dai L iu l ing states that poverty and 
hunger—these ev i l products of the c a p i t a l i s t 
society—were not sole ly responsible for the spread 
of p r o s t i t u t i o n . The brunt of the blame must be 
borne by the hypocr i t ica l sexual moral i ty of the 
Establishment and the in to le ran t Church. 

Discussing Blake's poem "A L i t t l e Gir l Lost" 
(Songs of Experience) Dai L iu l ing decries the fa te 
of "a f a l l en women" in bourgeois society: "Her 
parents refused to regard her as a human being, 
since she had disgraced the fami ly . She could f i nd 
neither work nor a roof over her head, since the 
factor ies refused to employ her and even the gates 
of the poor-house were closed to her. Her one and 
only way out was therefore to earn her l i v i n g as a 
p r o s t i t u t e . " With an indignat ion which appears as 
genuine as Blake's own, Dai L iu l ing concludes her 
essay by quoting the f i r s t stanza of "A L i t t l e Gir l 
Lost" : 

Children of the future Age 
Reading th is indignant page 
know that in a former time 
love! Sweet lovel was thought a Crime. 

I t is not altogether inconceivable that Dai L i u l i ng ' s 
indignat ion was directed at closer quarters than the 
worldly author i t ies and the Church in eighteenth 
century England. 

Song Xueting's "Bulaike de shixuan" (Selections 
of Blake's poet ry) , which appeared in the journal 
Yiwen (L i te ra ture in t r ans l a t i on ) , 9/57, contains a 
few poems from Poetical Sketches ("To Spr ing," "To 
the Evening Star , " "How sweet I roam'd," and "Mad 
Song"); three poems from So>igs of Innocence 
( " In t roduc t ion , " "Spr ing," "N igh t " ) ; a few poems 
from Songs of Experience ( " In t roduc t ion , " "The 

Tyger," "Holy Thursday," "London," and "The Chimney 
Sweeper"), together with some poems from the 
Notebook and short excerpts from The Song of Los 
(Plate 6: Asia) and Milton. Song Xueting divides 
Blake's wr i t ings in to two main categories. To the 
f i r s t category belong Poetical Sketches, Songs of 
Innocence, and Songs of Experience, which are said 
to contain " g l i t t e r i n g jewels and sharp dagger 
edges." In the second category Song Xueting groups 
The French Revolution, America, and Vision of the 
Daughters of Albion, which sing of the Revolution 
and"the emancipation of women; The Four Zoas, 
Jerusalem, and Milton, which are said to contain 
Blake's own mythological system which is d i f f i c u l t 
to fathom. Song Xueting f i n a l l y mentions The 
Marriage of Heaven and Hell, which he considers the 
best prose wr i t i ng of Blake. 

Song Xueting states that Blake was well ahead 
of his time and that he therefore f a i l e d to gain 
the appreciation of his contemporaries. Af ter his 
death bourgeois c r i t i c s rendered the under
standing of his works d i f f i c u l t , by obscuring the 
signi f icance of the symbolism in his social 
c r i t i c i s m . "When we now celebrate the 200th 
anniversary of Blake's b i r t h , " says Song Xueting, 
"our main duty is to weed out a l l these misleading 
notions and restore the fundamental s igni f icance of 
Blake's w r i t i n g s . " Zhao Lourui 's essay "Neng shen 
ai y i neng shen hen de Weilian Bulaike" (Wil l iam 
Blake who was capable of great love and of great 
hatred) was published in the Wenhuibao 6/57, which 
appeared on 12 May 1957, a few weeks before the 
A n t i - r i g h t i s t Campaign was i n i t i a t e d . The author 
characterizes Blake as "the most kind-hearted, the 
purest and the most sincere humanitarian," a man 
who refused to compromise and who never hesitated 
to fo l low the road which he himself considered the 
r i gh t one. Zhao Luorui presents a very f ine 
t rans la t ion of "The Sick Rose," f a i r renderings of 
"London," together with passages translated from 
Auguries of Innocence. 

Bian Z h i l i n ' s essay "Tantan Bulaike de j ishou 
sh i " (Random notes on a few poems by Blake) appeared 
in the journal Shikan (Poetry) 7/57, an issue dedi
cated to the A n t i - r i g h t i s t Campaign. The essay is 
accompanied by t ranslat ions of f i ve of Blake's poems, 
namely "Laughing Song" and "The Chimney Sweeper" from 
Songs of Innocence, and "The Chimney Sweeper," "The 
Tyger," and "A Poison t ree" from Songs of Experience. 
As may be expected from a t rans la tor who must be con
sidered as one of China's major poets, Bian Z h i l i n ' s 
rendering of "Tyger" is technica l ly superb. The anal
ysis which accompanies the t rans la t ion I personally 
f ind too concretized and p o l i t i c i z e d : 

Blake's Tyger has al together sprung from his 
own imagination. Blake wrote his Tyger in 
the same way as our t r ad i t i ona l painters 
depicted dragons and t i ge r s . But the main 
theme in Blake's poem is the fear fu l act of 
creat ion which gave the t i ge r i t s form. The 
t rad i t i ona l view that God created the world has 
here given way to the new conception that 
physical labour created the wor ld. Throughout 
his poem Blake uses the image of the smith and 
his work, an image which often recurs in 
Blake's w r i t i ngs . The second stanza (" In 
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what  distan t  deep s o r  skie s /  burn t  th e fir e 
of  thin e eyes?" )  make s u s toda y thin k o f  th e 
prospectin g team s which ,  strugglin g t o buil d 
up a  socialis t  China ,  searc h ou t  th e natura l 
resource s tha t  li e hidde n unde r  thousan d 
mountain s an d te n thousan d rivers .  Th e fina l 
verse s o f  th e fourt h stanz a ("Wha t  th e anvil ? 
What  drea d gras p /  dar e it s  deadl y terro r 
clasp?" )  remin d u s o f  th e tamin g o f  nuclea r 
power  whic h wil l  besto w grea t  blessing s o n 
mankind .  Th e poe m teache s u s tha t  creatio n i s 
struggle ,  i n whic h contrarietie s ar e finall y 
united .  I n th e penultimat e stanz a o f  th e poe m 
("Whe n th e star s thre w dow n thei r  spear s / 
and water' d Heave n wit h thei r  tears" )  th e poe t 
create s anothe r  synthesi s o f  oppositions ,  an d 
th e martia l  son g change s int o a  mil d melody . 
The struggl e i s  ove r  an d th e worker ,  wh o ha s 
laboure d wit h hi s  task ,  see s th e resul t  an d 
smile s contentedly .  Th e mil d lam b an d th e 
ferociou s tiger ,  innocenc e an d experience ,  hav e 
been unite d an d tha t  synthesi s harbour s a  ne w 
innocence . 

Bia n Zhilin' s interpretatio n o f  th e line s "Whe n th e 
star s thre w dow n thei r  spear s /  an d water' d Heave n 
wit h thei r  tears "  i s  interesting ,  a s i t  show s tha t 
th e poe t  her e pushe s th e ideologis t  t o th e side . 

Bia n Zhili n suggest s tha t  man y peopl e may hav e 
been surprise d a t  th e decisio n o f  th e Worl d Peac e 
Congres s t o elec t  Blak e th e write r  fo r  th e yea r  1957 , 
as h e i s  generall y regarde d a s a  mystic .  No ,  say s 
Bia n Zhilin ,  Blak e wa s n o mystic :  th e verse s tha t 
may sugges t  tha t  h e wa s a  mysti c hav e bee n 
deliberatel y tampere d with .  Throughou t  hi s  lif e 
Blak e side d wit h th e common people ;  h e supporte d 
endeavor s t o realiz e nationa l  democracy ,  nationa l 
independence ,  an d th e emancipatio n o f  women.  H e 
sympathize d wit h th e downtrodde n masse s i n Englan d 
and abroad ,  wit h th e Frenc h Revolutio n an d th e 
America n War  o f  Independence ;  h e supporte d th e 
struggl e fo r  th e abolitio n o f  slavery ,  openl y 
oppose d war ,  advocate d peace ,  an d stoo d i n fir m 
oppositio n t o th e Establishmen t  an d th e Church . 
Even thoug h h e wa s unabl e entirel y t o emancipat e 
himsel f  fro m th e tradition s o f  th e Christia n faith , 
he wa s foremos t  a  humanitarian .  Fundamentall y a n 
idealist ,  wit h a  tendenc y toward s Utopia n ideas ,  h e 
clearl y comprehende d th e dialecti c principles : 
"Withou t  contrarietie s ther e ca n b e n o progression. " 

Bia n Zhili n ha s a  read y answe r  t o th e questio n 
why Blake ,  i n spit e o f  hi s progressiv e views , 
faile d t o influenc e th e masse s o f  hi s  time .  I t 
1s commonl y known ,  say s Bia n Zhilin ,  tha t  th e 
reactionar y Englis h Establishmen t  wit h al l  mean s 
suppresse d opinion s whic h wer e inimica l  t o it s 
own interests .  A s a  resul t  thinker s an d writer s 
had t o expres s themselve s i n allegorica l  terms , 
whic h i n tur n le d t o misinterpretation s o f  thei r 
works .  We mus t  als o remember ,  say s Bia n Zhilin , 
tha t  Blak e lacke d experienc e o f  politica l  struggl e 
and tha t  h e therefor e sometime s tende d t o empt y 
speculation .  Blak e wa s ahea d o f  hi s tim e an d wa s 
therefor e no t  appreciate d b y hi s  contemporaries .  . 
Posterit y lack s knowledg e o f  th e concret e historica l 
backgroun d o f  hi s  writings .  Thi s i s  anothe r  reaso n 
why Blak e ha s bee n misinterprete d a s a  mystic . 

Bia n Zhilin' s clos e frien d Hs u Chih-m o (X u 
Zhimo )  neede d onl y t o rea d a  fe w line s o f  Blake' s 
writing s t o comprehen d tha t  Blak e wa s a  Taoist . 
Bia n Zhilin ,  wh o apparentl y ha d devote d a  clos e 
stud y t o Blak e an d hi s  Englis h an d America n 
interpreters ,  foun d i t  necessary ,  i n 1957 ,  t o explai n 
away th e mysti c element s i n Blake' s writings ,  wit h 
referenc e t o misinterpretation s whic h wer e 
occasione d b y th e reactionar y Englis h Establishment' s 
suppressio n o f  dissidents .  Obviousl y ther e wa s n o 
roo m fo r  Taois t  idea s i n th e politica l  an d literar y 
climat e o f  Chin a i n 1957 . 

6 Fro m Songs of Innocence. Illustration s an d 
caption s wer e kindl y provide d b y Professo r 
Kai  y u hsu ,  Dept .  o f  Worl d an d Comparativ e 
Literature ,  Sa n Francisc o Stat e Univ .  an d autho r 
of  Literary Scene (Vintage) . 


	ARTICLE

