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Remembe『ing St ephen Soong 
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C.T. Hsia 
is Emeritus Professor of Chinese at Columbia University, and 
a founding member of the Renditions Advisory Board. His 
translations were first published in Renditions in 1974. 

Over t he years I have written only t wo pieces about my dear fri end George : an 

essay on his t ransla tion of The Great Gatsby (Ta ipei, 1971) and a rev iew of 

Dictionary of Idiomatic American English (Reader's 回gest, 1994), now appeari 

t wo articles in George Kao's essay collecti on More Than Words Can Tell 一言難盡

(Ta ipei, 2001). Of t he ot her Found ing Ed itor Stephen C. Soong, t hough I had 

him since t he early fo rti es, I have written j ust one preface t o his book entit led 

Yiliang on Poetry林以亮門話 (Ta ipe i, 1976). We had corresponded regularly and 

often by long letters since my Yale days (1948-54). But at t he ti me of Stephen's 

passing, I was not equal t o t he t ask of writi ng a commemorati ve essay because 

my heart cond ition. I am redress ing t he situati on by writi ng t his essay, t hough I am 

ma inly recall ing a ti me befo re he had assumed ed itorial responsibiliti es 

as 

at 

Renditions. 

In July 1937, befo re leaving fo r t he interior himself on account of t he im 
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of Ch ina by Japan, my fat her moved the fam ily from Nan」i ng t o 

i, to live in a res idential lane on Rue Mercier in t he French 

. In t he fall I began t he t hird year of my high school at t he 

Middle School of Great Ch ina Un ivers ity. My brother 丁s i -an, newly 

ng from TB, was admitted to Kuang Hua Un ivers ity as an external 

Ot her external st udents t here included Stephen Soong from 

Un ivers ity, Li u Ts'un-yan from National Peking Un ivers ity, and 

i h-l i en 張芝聯from Tsing Hua Un ivers ity. All of them were acti ve 

butors t o t he school j ournal Wen-zhe 文哲．It was t herefore no 

suronse t hat Stephen would years later ask Professor Li u T'sun-yan to 

serve as guest ed itor of a special issue of Renditions on Ch inese Ficti on: 

Middlebrow Fiction (1984). 

brother Ts i-an was a sonorous reader of prose. He and Stephen also 

nged novels to read, such as t hose by J.B. Priest ley and even lesser 

Francis Brett Young. I was less adventurous, and preferred the 

classics of fi ction. To bot l1 my brot her and mysel f Stephen 

appeared a convincing spokesman for modern British literat ure. Certainly 

110 one else among our fri ends was as passionate and knowledgeable about 

Huxley, T.S. El iot, and t he Bloomsbury grou p. Though I may have 

「色 Mauro i s's Poets and Prophets with its seductive cha pters on 

and Huxley, it was Stephen's exam ple of personal ent husiasm 

has made me a lifelong st udent and adm irer of Huxley. Stephen may 

have lost interest in Huxley after he embraced t he perenn ial philosophy 
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Stephen Soong with a co py of I 
Chinese Middlebrow Fiction 」 ust

I off the press 
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' Mr and Mrs Soong at their CUHK 
res idence, 1980. : 

l 
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and t urned to mysticism, but I am with him all til e way, bel ieving 

all t he British writers rece iv ing high accla im in t he t wenti es and 

Huxley alone rema ins hig hly relevan t t oday as a sage and prophet 

has so much to teach us about our civ iliza ti on and its fut ure. 

I bel ieve it is fo llowing my gradua tion from college in June 1 

St ephen had chances to speak with me alone and became 

wel l. In Shangha i t hen, fri ends didn't call you beforehand when maki 

info rmal v isit. I had no j ob in 1942-43, and no fri ends ot her t han a 

of college classmates. Ts i-an had far more social engagements t han I, a 

when some of his fri ends paid a social v isit and found me st udyi 

t he liv ing room, t hey were usual impressed, especial 

could comment on whatever I was read ing at t he moment. On 

a 

Stephen, 

3S 

己日

in 

q' l
i 

was happy to talk books with him, knowing t hat he had inherited a fi ne 

library of Western-language books from his fat her Song Ch'un-fa 

(1891-1938), a European-educated scholar and playwright, a 

had annually enlarged it with fi ne acquisitions in English literat ure a 

宋春舫

criti cism. 

A few instances of Stephen's book-lend ing would also ind ica te 

remarkable his personal libra reall y was. I was read i ng曰ot 's

Poetry and the Use of Criticism (1933) soon after gradua tion, and came 

across a reference t o A. E. Housman's lect ure of t he same year entit led 

Name and Nature of Poetry. Knowing t hat Stephen was fo nd of Housman's 

ly rical poet ry, I asked him if he had t he booklet. Lect ures containing 
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n t hirty pages were very hard t o get once t hey were sold or given away. But to my amazement Stephen 

did l1ave t he booklet. In 1943, I was read ing all of Kea ts's letters, and wanted to read J. Middlet on Murry 's 

book Keats and Shakespeare (1925). In my Shanghai years I had borrowed seven or eight books 

from t he Mun icipal Li brary, but Keats and Shakespeare I had to borrow from Stephen. Sim ilarly, I 

t he library copy of F.R. Leavis's New Bearings in English Poetry (1932), but t he even more important 

: Tradition and Development in English Poetry (1936) I obtained from Stephen. 

Stephen was very loyal to his fri ends, and incl ined t o see in each t he concrete signs of fut ure 

As his new fri end in Shangha i, I would hear him sing t he pra ises of his Yench ing classmates, 

t he poet Wu X i n g hua 吳興華 and t he act or and man of t heat re Huang Zon gji ang黃宗江． Thanks to 

's efforts to publ ish his poems under t he name of乜ang Wenxi ng梁文星， Wu Xinghua has rema ined 

an important name in modern Ch inese poet ry even t hough he had died as an early v icti m of t he 

lt ural Revolution. I don't know in what ways Stephen helped Huang Zongjiang, but he did write a play fo r 

nger sister Huang Zongyi ng黃宗英， eventually an act ress of far grea ter fame. 

all our devotion to Western literat ure, St ephen and I were event ually disti nguished fo r what we did 

on 

r 

If of Ch inese literat ure. I fi nall y ach ieved a measure of fame with t he publ icati on of A f-listory of 

Chinese Fiction in 1961, and fo r its intended readers in t he West t he most sensational cha pters must 

t he ones on Eileen Chang and Qian Zhongshu. Even Ch inese readers who had in t he fo rties read 

of fi ction must have been surprised because no earl ier literary historian or critic had regist ered 

「im portance in t his fash ion, and no one had written about t hese works fo r years. On my part, I must 

nk Stephen Soong fo r st ress ing t heir import ance in his letters and conversati ons with me. With my 

rnarv t ra ining in Western literature, without t he fri endsh ip of Stephen Soong, I could have missed t he 

nitv to read t hem, since t hey were not at all mentioned in earl ier hist ories of modern Ch inese 

re. 
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Qian Zhongshu and his wife Yang Jiang had ret urned to Shangha i in July 1941, and stayed t here u 

1949. Stephen must have soon made the ir acqua intance in 1941, if t hey had not met earl ier. From men on, 

my brot her and I began to rece ive Qian's publ icati ons in both Ch inese and English. It was not easy t o ma 

photocopies of pr inted materials in t he fo rties; Stephen must have got enough copies of offp rint s from Qian 

himsel f to send to deserving fri ends ca pable of genu inely enj oyi ng Qian's wit and erud iti on 日

In t he fall of 1943, after my brot her had gone to t he interior, St ephen invited me to a pa 

at 1002 Ed inburgh Road. Qian and Yang along with select members of t he literary el ite were also 

Stephen must have sa囯good t hings about me to t he Qians so t hat t hey were well 中sposed toward me. 

present was Yang Jiang's sister Yang Bi楊璧， who had 」 ust graduat ed as an English maj or from Aurora Col 

fo r Women where Qian himsel f was teach ing. Stephen must have thought she and I would get along well as 

fri ends. But it was an enchanti ng even ing fo r me ma inly because I had never before met a man 

dazzli ng wit and charm even t hough I preferred to sti ck to my own plan of st ud ies rat her t han submit to his 

infl uence rig ht away巴 I did see Yang Bi two or t hree ti mes, but without t he leisure or fi nancial resources at 

disposal, I was not in a position t o be a su itor. In t he fall of 1947, when I was about to leave 

Qian's novel Fortress Besieged came out. I read it eagerly and with huge enj oyment, not knowing t hat in a 

few years I would be lavish ing pra ise on the novel and its author in a book of my own. 

Except fo r Qian, St ephen and I didn't ever discuss modern Ch inese writers in our Shangha i years 量 I was 

so intent on mastering the West ern t rad ition t hat, even t hough I did reread the Four Books and Dream 

Red Chamber upon gradua ti on, I couldn't spare any ti me fo r contemporary Ch inese literat ure. In t he summer 

of 1944, I fi nally met Eileen Chang at a party given by a more recent graduate of my un ivers ity. The 

was memorable, but she didn't excite me t he way Qian Zhongshu did. Whereas Qian was handsome, 

and eloquent, Eileen was gawky, diffident, and so myopic t hat she had to wear very t hick glasses. 

1943 to 1945, she was the hottest writer in Shangha i, and her two books, Romances 傳奇 and 流言

。》，》·》
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were huge sellers. A few years earl ier, I had been highly impressed by her essay 'The Dream of a Gen i us' 天

才夢 when it fi rst appeared in the mont hly West Wind 西風， but I rema ined an obdurate reader unpersuaded 

by her high reputation and popularity because of my r igid adherence to a course of read ing in Western 

literat ure. 

After I completed my Ph.D. at Yale, with the support of the Rockefeller Foundation (1952-1955) I 

devoted myse仔to writing a history of modern Ch inese fiction, and I wrote t o Stephen for advice. 

Unfortunately, I have not been able to locate his letters sent from Hong Kong during the fifti es. The 

Soongs had presumably moved to Hong Kong in 1948. Bot h Stephen and his wife Mae were Eileen's faithful 

readers even in Shanghai, but once she arrived in Hong Kong in 1952, t hey became her best fri ends—in fact 

her only confidants. And once Stephen knew t hat I was writing a history of modern Ch inese fi ction, he sent 

me a letter r ight away urging me to read Eileen Chang for her int r insic importance as a writer of stories and 

essays (I sti ll remember t he sensation of read ing t hat letter). He also sent along t he undated ed itions of 

Eileen Chang's two books publ ished without her knowledge by a Hong Kong Press: ten stories from the 

original ed ition of Romances in three volumes, each feat uring on its cover a pouti ng woman, presumably the 

heroine of 'The Golden Cang ue' 金鎖記，in identical clothes but coloured different ly, and t he same publ isher's 

Gossip, with its original cover and illust rations intact, but some of the author's portra its m issing. 

The pi rated ed itions of Chang's two books were what I used t o fo rm my i n iti a 丨 bu t unchanged view of her 

originality and greatness. Earlier in Shanghai, I had read only one short essay of hers; all t he commentaries 

by critics hosti le or fri endly written during the middle forties I didn't read unti l after t hey were reprinted in 

Ta ipei when she had become a legendary fig ure. In New Haven, confronted with the overwhelming evidence 

of Eileen Chang's original ity and greatness, I had to fo rm a j udgment, and I decided t hat she was, as I later 

wrote in my History,'the best and most important writer in Ch inese today'. Having read so many modern 

Ch inese writers of acknowledged importance, I found her t o be altoget her new, a new sensibility, a new way 
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In t he Conclusion to t he First Ed ition of my History, I singled 

fi ve writers of fi ction-Eileen Chang, Zhang Tianyi, Qian Zhongshu, 

Congwen, and Jiang Ku i—for high pra ise because t hey' 

creat ed worlds stam ped with t heir disti ncti ve persona lity and moral 

passion'(p. 506). I have now made explicit my special debt to 

Soong fo r having int roduced me to two of t hese writers. As a rnem 

of its 

Shen 

Advisory 

t ranslati ons to 

Board, 
I 

have of course cont ributed articles 

feel especially gratifi ed 

infl uence should have been so pervasive in No. 2 of Spring 1 

Renditions, but I t hat 

and 

a 

、pmai I`'"' tH i / \ (I/ I \(L 

翌
了
＾
y
~

ii

5 

Special Fiction Issue ed ited by George Kao and cont aining among 

things t ranslati ons from t he works of Zhang Tianyi, Jiang Ku i, and 

Zhongshu. I am also very pleased that Ed itors Eva Hung a 

Pollard could have produced such a rich Speci al Issue on Eileen 

(No. 45, Spring 1996) so soon after her deat h in September 1 

using among ot hers t he cont r ibuti ons of Janet Ng and Karen Ki 

who had started st udying and t ransla ting her works in 

Columbia Un iversity.圄
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