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Introduction

The structure of the novel is spatialised, as Woolf notices in 4 Room of One’s Own (1929),
describing it as ‘a structure leaving its shape on the mind’s eye, novels build in squares, now
pagoda shaped, now throwing out wings and arcades, now solidly compact and domed like
the Cathedral of Saint Sofia at Constantinople’.! The architectural images, including the
Byzantine architecture of Hagia Sophia, infused with Oriental artistic elements, and the
pagoda, a quintessence of Asian architecture, showcase the influence of chinoiserie that had
been popularised across Europe for centuries. This reveals a more complicated
entanglement between British literary modernism and Asian cultural influence than is
usually acknowledged. The influence of chinoiserie in Victorian Britain can be observed in
many works by Woolf, including when she describes a bright July afternoon in ‘Kew
Gardens’ (1919):

‘Wherever does one have one’s tea?’ she asked with the oddest thrill of excitement in

her voice, looking vaguely round and letting herself be drawn on down the grass path,

trailing her parasol, turning her head this way and that way, forgetting her tea, wishing

to go down there and then down there, remembering orchids and cranes among wild

flowers, a Chinese pagoda and a crimson crested bird; but he bore her on.?
The paragraph shows the Oriental features of Woolf’s use of Chinese elements, including a
pagoda, orchids, cranes and the colour crimson. The Chinese pagoda is a significant
example of chinoiserie. Designed by William Chambers in 1761, it still stands in Kew
Gardens, London and welcomes tourists from around the world. The pagoda looks authentic
to the British; however, as Patricia Laurence notices, it does not conform to some rules of
Chinese design, such as having an odd number of stories instead of ten.> Hence, for
Chinese visitors, this pagoda may be regarded as a crude imitation. Such Orientalist
interpretations of Chinese cultures are criticised in A Concise Chinese-English Dictionary
for Lovers (2007) by Chinese-British writer Xiaolu Guo. The protagonist of the novel is an
international student who moves to the UK, suffering from linguistic and cultural
displacements. She visits Kew Gardens, which she mistakenly hears as ‘Queue Gardens’:

Is beautiful weather. What a surprise. And so peaceful in the grassy space. So green.

Cherry blossoms is just coming out and you tell me about your favourite snowdrops.

We see there is different small gardens with different theme. Africa garden are palm

trees. North America garden are rocks. South America garden are cactus. And there is

too Asian garden. I so happy Manager not forgetting Asia gardens.

But I so disappointing after we walk in. Lotuses and bamboos is growing in India

garden, plum trees and stone bridge is growing in Japanese garden. Where is my

Chinese garden?*

! Virginia Woolf, 4 Room of One’s Own and Three Guineas (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), p. 102.
2 Virginia Woolf, Kew Gardens and Other Short Fiction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022), p. 15.
® Patricia Laurence, Lily Briscoe’s Chinese Eyes: Bloomsbury, Modernism, and China (Columbia: University of
South Carolina Press, 2013), p. 396.
4 Xiaolu Guo Fi/N&, 4 Concise Chinese-English Dictionary for Lovers & AR F %178 #) | trans. by Ying Miu
(Beijing: New Star Press, 2009), p. 77.
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The famous pagoda is invisible from this protagonist’s perspective, and her efforts to build a
cultural intimacy with the gardens are in vain. Whilst labelled as ‘Asian’ or ‘Chinese’
gardens, the cultures are not properly represented but are reduced to exotic symbols.
Confronted with the same landscape across time, Woolf and Guo respond in distinctly
different ways: the former acknowledges the presence of Chinese elements, while the latter
resists interpreting it through a Chinese lens. These contrasting feelings are rooted in the
two authors’ personal experiences, embedded in the historical and cultural contexts of their
time. Guo’s narrative perspective in the novel is intriguing. Unlike Woolf’s nonhuman,
omniscient view in observing Kew Gardens, Guo adopts a personal and gendered lens to
portray her migratory experiences. The protagonist’s search for signs of her culture in Kew
Gardens suggests an underlying sense of inferiority, which is also manifested in her
relationship with her white boyfriend in the subsequent narrative of the novel. Moreover,
Woolf and Guo shape different modern experiences through their portrayal of Kew Gardens.
Whilst Woolf adopts a montage of perspectives that enriches her modernist discourse, Guo
uses Chinglish to deterritorialise language and challenge cultural hegemony. More than a
backdrop for the stories, Kew Gardens is a dynamic venue where gender, history and
cultural contexts intersect and coshape each other. Inspired by such examples, this thesis
begins with a series of interrelated questions: In what ways do British and Chinese women’s
writings engage in a transcultural dialogue in their spatial representations? How are
different types of spaces constructed as gendered in their works, and how do they mediate
female experiences in the (post)colonial historical contexts of the two regions? Through
what spatial configurations do women’s modern experiences take shape, and how do these
configurations converge or diverge in British and Chinese women’s writings of the
twentieth century?

Space, particularly urban space, plays a crucial role in how women negotiate their mobility
and visibility in the modern period. This thesis takes space as a primary focus for
investigating how divergent modern experiences are articulated in British and Chinese
women’s writing from the late 1910s to the early 1960s. Compared with men, women tend
to have a more paradoxical relationship with space. While in Charles Baudelaire’s ‘The
Painter of Modern Life’ (1863), male flaneurs wander aimlessly to search for a quality of
modernity,”> women’s representations of modern life are frequently showcased as
simultaneous encounters with freedom and constraint. I read spaces as generative devices
through which gendered subjectivities take shape, tracing how women’s writing gives form
to modern experiences within distinct socio-historical settings. This thesis engages with
existing Eurocentric narratives of modernity through a comparative analysis of how literary
renderings of gendered experience in Britain and China complicate normative

The following Chinese documents in the footnotes are marked in Chinese when they first appear, and all the
English translations, including the titles and cited texts, are my own unless an existing English translation is
available.
5 Charles Baudelaire, The Painter of Modern Life, and Other Essays, ed. and trans. by Jonathan Mayne (London:
Phaidon, 1964), p. 12.
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understandings of modernity. The explorations of women’s writings across these different
spaces in different historical periods concretise how modernity is experienced and
represented across the traditional distinction between centre and periphery.® Gender, in
particular, complicates the normative understandings of modernity, since gender differences
and patriarchal relations structure power relations in both contexts. This thesis draws on the
works of New Modernist Studies scholars such as Douglas Mao and Rebecca L. Walkowitz,
who advocate for a more inclusive modernist canon.” Building on their insights, this study
focuses on gendered identities and colonial histories, examining how women’s writing
engages with and gives form to modernity in specific historical and cultural contexts.

Although the traces of literary modernity can be found across various periods, this thesis
confines its scope to literature from the decades associated most strongly with modernism,
whilst acknowledging that the boundaries of modernism are negotiable. Although British
and Chinese women’s writing developed along different trajectories, I focus on moments of
resonance across the literary practices of the two regions. To enable this comparative
inquiry, I argue that Britain and China experienced an overlapping historical period of
modernisation, even while their modernising processes unfolded under distinct political and
sociocultural conditions, resulting in divergent experiences in each region. This temporal
intersection is articulated in literary texts that represent culturally specific and gendered
experiences of modernity. The thesis thus takes a chronological framework, focusing on the
period between 1917 and 1962. I regard the late 1910s as the beginning of modern women’s
writing in both countries. Though some modernist features had already emerged in women’s
literature before this period, I argue, women’s writing achieved its modern form around this
time as women engaged more in public life through social movements such as the Suffrage
Movement in Britain and the May Fourth Movement in China. I take the 1960s as the
endpoint of modern women’s writing in this study. With the rise of transnational mobility
and the progress of independence movements in former colonies, many women writers
began to adopt postcolonial and postmodern perspectives, signalling a departure from earlier
modernist frameworks. This time frame is not definitive, as the stylistic and thematic
concerns in this period may appear in previous texts or extend to later generations.
Nonetheless, by examining British and Chinese women’s writing in this shared temporal
framework, this study highlights the synchronous and resonant transformations in both
literary spheres, thereby offering an emphatically transnational account of how women’s
writing engaged with modernisation.

A Spatial History of Women’s Writing: Gender, Space and Modernities in British and
Chinese Literary Contexts

¢ For discussions of the centre-periphery model and postcolonial critiques that reconceptualise spatial hierarchies
as polycentric relations, see for instance Klemens Kaps and Andrea Komlosy, ‘Centers and Peripheries Revisited:
Polycentric Connections or Entangled Hierarchies?’, Review (Fernand Braudel Center), 36.3-4 (2013), pp. 237-64.
7 See for instance Douglas Mao, ed., The New Modernist Studies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021),
pp. 1-17.
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As Woolf famously claims, ‘A woman must have money and a room of her own if she is to
write fiction’.® The use of the spatial metaphor — a room — suggests the importance of
material conditions, or space, for women’s writing. For scholars who focus on British
women’s writing, the room of Woolf is such an intriguing metaphor that it is frequently
reimagined. Elaine Showalter’s landmark work A4 Literature of Their Own (1977) is a
compelling example. Although the book’s title comes from Showalter’s reference to John
Stuart Mill’s The Subjection of Women (1869),° it can be regarded as a tribute to Woolf’s
room, and both writers endeavour to shape a tradition of women’s literature. The book was
among the first to offer a comprehensive genealogy of British women’s writing, and as
Showalter’s quotation of Mill shows, she theorises nationality and literary autonomy in this
work, which overlaps with my focus to some extent. Showalter does not explicitly address
spatial issues in this book, but she maps women’s position within the broader literary and
cultural landscape, which sheds light on the significance of spatial issues in women’s
writing to some extent.

With the emergence of third-wave feminism, the 1990s saw a heightened scholarly focus on
women’s literature. Rita Felski investigates the complexity of modernity’s relationship to
femininity in her celebrated The Gender of Modernity (1995). Rather than ‘creating an
overarching feminist myth of the modern’, she chooses a multi-perspectival approach to
illuminate women’s complicated changing relationships with modernity.!® Felski suggests
that it is crucial to avoid totalisation in exploring this topic, because it ‘tend[s] either to
subsume women within a single unilinear logic of history or else to position them outside of
modern discourses and institutions in a zone of ahistorical, asymbolic otherness’.!! Felski’s
contention is fundamental for the analysis in this thesis and especially in my transcultural
comparisons. The thesis contributes to intersectional scholarship, as also seen in the
increasing integration of gender and geographical studies that has occurred since the 1990s.
Feminist literary scholars engaged with this turn brought questions of geography, mobility,
and spatial embodiment to the forefront to reconsider women’s textual production and its
heterogeneous conditions. The attention to relationships between gender and spaces became
popular in studies of British women’s writing across all periods.'? In the context of the
literature of the twentieth century, this focus often manifests in the exploration of urban
spaces and the transgression of boundaries between private and public spheres. Deborah
Longworth’s “Women Writing the City’ (2012), Arina Cirstea’s Mapping British Women
Writers’ Urban Imaginaries (2015), and Mid-century Women s Writing: Disrupting the

8 4 Room of One’s Own and Three Guineas, p. 50.
° ‘If women lived in a different country from men, and had never read any of their writings, they would have a
literature of their own.” Quoted in Elaine Showalter, 4 Literature of Their Own: British Women Novelists from
Bronté to Lessing (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977), p. 3.
10 Rita Felski, The Gender of Modernity (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1995), pp. 7-8.
"' Felski, The Gender of Modernity, p. 8.
12 See for instance Mona Narain and Karen Gevirtz, eds., Gender and Space in British Literature, 1660—1820
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2014).
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public/private divide (2024) edited by Melissa Dinsman, Megan Faragher and Ravenel
Richardson are notable cases.!> Many studies of space also focus particularly on Woolf, as
exemplified by Woolf and the City (2010), Walking Virginia Woolf's London (2017), Virginia
Woolf's Rooms and the Spaces of Modernity (2018) and ‘Gender and the City: Virginia
Woolf’s London Between Promise of Freedom and Structural Confinement’ (2020).'
Despite the breadth of existing studies on urban space, research on the intersection of spatial
dimensions with postcolonial perspectives remains insufficient. In many cases, spatial
analyses of women’s writing rely on Eurocentric or metropolitan paradigms, which overlook
how colonial geographies shape women’s experiences and narrations. The edited volume
Writing Women and Space: Colonial and Postcolonial Geographies (1994) by Alison Blunt
and Gillian Rose is a significant exception that expands the scope of spatial analysis.
Although not focusing exclusively on British women’s writing, this anthology explores the
interplay of identity, power, and space in the narratives of white women travellers.!> Its
illuminating focus on colonial and postcolonial geographies aligns with scholarly
developments after the 1990s, during which research on women’s writing broadened its
scope to increasingly emphasise minority experiences and the narratives of marginalised
writers. Women s Writing, Englishness and National and Cultural Identity: The Mobile
Woman and the Migrant Voice, 1938—1962 (2012) and British Women's Writing, 1930 to
1960: Between the Waves (2020) are two representative cases.!® These two works include
studies on migrant writers such as Kamala Markandaya and Attia Hosain,!” shedding light
on how their work both responded to and shaped feminist discourses.!® While drawing on
existing scholarship, this thesis adopts a more explicitly postcolonial perspective and
broadens the spatial scope of analysis to capture women authors’ complex negotiations with
spaces and identities. This approach responds to recent scholarly trends of the last decade.
Paying tribute to both Woolf and Showalter, 4 Space of Their Own (2023) edited by Katie
Baker and Naomi Walker offers a comprehensive exploration of domestic, rural and public
space in women writers’ works between 1850 and 1950.!° Moreover, recent research on

'3 For more details, see Deborah Longworth, ‘Women Writing the City’, in The History of British Women's
Writing, 1920-1945, ed. by Maroula Joannou (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), pp. 264—74; Arina Cirstea,
Mapping British Women Writers’ Urban Imaginaries: Space, Self and Spirituality (London: Palgrave Macmillan,
2015); Melissa Dinsman, Megan Faragher and Ravenel Richardson, eds., Mid-century Women's Writing:
Disrupting the public/private divide (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2024).
4 See Elizabeth F. Evans and Sarah E. Cornish, eds., Woolf and the City (Clemson: Clemson University Press,
2010); Lisbeth Larsson, Walking Virginia Woolf's London: An Investigation in Literary Geography (London:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2017); Suzana Zink, Virginia Woolf's Rooms and the Spaces of Modernity (London: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2018); Claudia Heuer, ‘Gender and the City: Virginia Woolf’s London Between Promise of Freedom
and Structural Confinement’, in Exploring the Spatiality of the City across Cultural Texts: Narrating Spaces,
Reading Urbanity, ed. by Martin Kindermann and Rebekka Rohleder (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020), pp.
225-43.
'S Alison Blunt and Gillian Rose, eds., Writing Women and Space: Colonial and Postcolonial Geographies (New
York: Guilford Press, 1994), pp. 1-28.
16 See Maroula Joannou, Women s Writing, Englishness and National and Cultural Identity: The Mobile Woman
and the Migrant Voice, 1938-1962 (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012); Sue Kennedy and Jane Thomas, eds.,
British Women's Writing, 1930 to 1960: Between the Waves (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2020).
'7" Attia Hosain will be a main case in Chapter Four.
'8 Kennedy and Thomas, eds., British Women's Writing, 1930 to 1960, pp. 1-14.
!9 Katie Baker and Naomi Walker, eds., 4 Space of Their Own: Women, Writing and Place 1850-1950 (New York:
Routledge, 2023), pp. 1-14.
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spaces in women’s writing shows a growing interest in walking as a mode of spatial
experience. This trajectory aligns with my focus on women’s interventions in urban public
spaces and their socio-political implications. Notable contributions to the discourse include
Lauren Elkin’s Fildneuse: Women Walk the City in Paris, New York, Tokyo, Venice and
London (2016) and Kerri Andrews’s Wanderers: A History of Women Walking (2020). These
studies reflect an increasing emphasis on mobility in feminist literary criticism, a shift that
resonates with Zygmunt Bauman’s notion of ‘liquid modernity’.2° Bauman’s term captures
the fluidity, uncertainty, and constant transformation that characterise modern life, where
traditional social structures and fixed identities dissolve. In this condition, individuals
encounter a proliferation of choices and must continually navigate ever-changing social and
cultural landscapes. This emphasis on mobility draws attention to subjectivity as something
to be continually renegotiated and offers insights into the interplay between identities and
spaces.

Scholarly investigation into Chinese women’s writing has lagged behind research on British
women’s literature, but some important work emerged simultaneously in mainland China
and the US in the 1990s. Emerging from the Horizon of History: Studies in Modern Women's
Literature (1989) by Yue Meng and Jinhua Dai is the earliest work focusing on Chinese
women’s writing of the twentieth century. It examines the literary contributions and gender
perspectives of nine prominent female authors, including Ling Shuhua, Xiao Hong and
Eileen Chang, during the period spanning from 1917 to 1949 in a chronological sequence.?!
Like Woolf’s room metaphor, ‘the horizon of history’ is also a spatialised image, though the
book places little emphasis on space, treating the urban or rural spaces merely as broader
contexts in which women writers emerged. Li Zhang’s Before Emerging from the Horizon of
History: The Emergence of Chinese Women s Writing (2010) is a tribute to Meng and Dai’s
work. It explores the social context that fostered the increasing presence of women writers
from 1898 to 1925, alongside the personal experiences of these authors.?? Her recent book,
Reshaping Sisterhood: Gender Consciousness and the Construction of a Modern Women s
Literary Genealogy (2024) builds on this work by examining how Chinese women’s writing
in the twentieth century as a literary tradition influences female authors in the twenty-first
century, and how it is adapted and reinterpreted in contemporary contexts.?> These studies
emphasise the socio-historical conditions that encourage women’s writing and support the
formation of female authorial identity. Although women’s lived experiences in specific

20 Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Modernity (Cambridge: Polity, 2000), p. 8.
2! The three writers mentioned will be my main cases.
Yue Meng % ft. and Jinhua Dai # %% 4, Emerging from the Horizon of History: Studies in Modern Women s
Literature {7F WA £ %: I RE L XLFHRK) (Zhengzhou: Henan People’s Publishing House, 1989), pp. 1—
37.
22 Li Zhang 7 #1, Before Emerging from the Horizon of History: The Emergence of Chinese Women's Writing 7%
WHE kR PEARLEEEH LAY (Tianjin: Nankai University Press, 2010), pp. 1-17.
2 Li Zhang 5K #1, Reshaping Sisterhood: Gender Consciousness and the Construction of a Modern Women's
Literary Genealogy (E# ik FiH: oW ZTREAR LB XFERAME) (Beijing: Culture and Art
Publishing House, 2024), pp. 1-16.
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spaces are addressed in some chapters of these works, for instance, Zhang discusses women
writers’ lives at schools in Before Emerging from the Horizon of History, spatial analysis
forms an underexplored dimension in the study of women’s writing in mainland China.?*

Compared to their Chinese counterparts, North American scholars working on Chinese
women’s writing have placed greater emphasis on the modernity embodied in women’s
literature. Rey Chow’s Woman and Chinese Modernity: The Politics of Reading Between
West and East (1991) is a significant case. Unlike Meng, Dai and Chen, Chow does not aim
to provide a survey study of modern Chinese women’s literature but instead analyses how
subjectivity is constructed in texts about modern China.?®> Chow advocates a ‘perverse’
reading of modern Chinese texts, criticising ‘both the hegemonic status of Western
theoretical thinking and the entrenched ways of interpretation in the field of Chinese
literature’.26 Building on this critical orientation, in my reading of Chinese texts, I refrain
from construing modern Chinese literature as a fixed cultural entity, but rather view it as a
contested terrain of formal experimentation and ideological negotiation. In addition to
Chow’s study, Tani E. Barlow’s Gender Politics in Modern China: Writing and Feminism
(1993) and Amy D. Dooling’s Women's Literary Feminism in Twentieth-Century China
(2005) also investigate modernity in Chinese women’s writing.

Like its British counterparts, scholarship concerned with space in modern Chinese literature
usually focuses on urban environments, particularly Shanghai as a metropolitan centre,
leaving other spatial contexts as a notable research gap. Leo Ou-fan Lee’s Shanghai Modern
(1999) and Yingjin Zhang’s The City in Modern Chinese Literature and Film:
Configurations of Space, Time, and Gender (1996) are two representative examples. They
depict how urban spaces such as Shanghai and Beijing are shaped in modern Chinese
literature, but the emphasis on female authors is insufficient.?” Nicole Huang’s Women, War,
Domesticity: Shanghai Literature and Popular Culture of the 1940s (2005) is an exceptional
study that highlights the role of women writers in shaping Shanghai’s landscape and
contributes to a reconfiguration of the city’s cultural cartography.?® These existing studies
give considerable attention to urban spaces, but leave other types of spaces largely
underexplored. This thesis bridges this gap by examining women’s interactions with
domestic, public and colonial spaces, with a focus on spatial experiences shaped by
different scales and contexts. By capturing both microscopic and macroscopic perspectives

% Before Emerging from the Horizon of History, pp. 201-11.
2 Rey Chow, Woman and Chinese Modernity: The Politics of Reading Between West and East (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1991), p. xi.
26 Chow, Woman and Chinese Modernity, p. xii.
%7 Eileen Chang is the only female writer discussed in detail in Lee’s work, and the discussion of gender in Zhang’s
analysis is primarily concerned with the male authors’ depiction of modern women in Shanghai. For more details,
see Leo Ou-fan Lee, Shanghai Modern: The Flowering of a New Urban Culture in China, 1930-1945 (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1999) and Yingjin Zhang, The City in Modern Chinese Literature and Film:
Configurations of Space, Time, and Gender (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996).
2 Nicole Huang, Women, War, Domesticity: Shanghai Literature and Popular Culture of the 1940s (Leiden: Brill,
2005), pp. 18-49.
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on women’s spatial engagement, it showcases a panoramic view of women’s modern life.

While existing scholarship of the type mentioned above has examined British and Chinese
women’s writing through the lens of their respective social contexts, comparative studies
focusing on the linkages between the two regions are still relatively scarce. Rather than
treating Chinese and British women’s writing as discrete literary terrains, my research seeks
to situate them within a shared framework, mapping their intersections and uncovering their
connections. The selection of these two locations for comparative study is not a random
choice but grounded in their historically intertwined trajectories. The contacts between
Britain and China have been gradually established since the nineteenth century, though the
political relationship between these two countries was marked by asymmetrical power
dynamics. In 1793, Britain dispatched its first diplomatic mission to China, namely the
Macartney Mission, intending to expand its commercial relations, but this effort ultimately
failed to achieve any meaningful advancement. The First Opium War (1839—-1842) marks a
turning point in Sino-British relations, and the resulting Treaty of Nanking (1842) not only
ceded Hong Kong Island to Britain but also forced China to open five treaty ports, including
Guangzhou (Canton), Fuzhou, Xiamen (Amoy), Ningbo and Shanghai, for British trade and
residence without reciprocal privileges. The Second Opium War (1856—1860) worsened the
degree of British colonisation of China. Britain extracted more concessions from China
under the Treaty of Tiensin (1858) and the subsequent Convention of Peking (1860). These
treaties forced China to open more treaty ports, including Tianjin (Tientsin), as well as the
ceding of the Kowloon Peninsula to Britain. Britain continued to expand its foothold in
China in the decades that followed. For instance, in 1898 it leased the northern part of the
Kowloon Peninsula and the New Territories to expand its control around Hong Kong. These
colonial legacies have deeply influenced China’s modernisation trajectory and shaped the
distinctive urban environments in treaty ports, the locations where most sites discussed in
this thesis are situated.

Compared to political entanglements between the two countries, however, their cultural
connections have not received adequate attention. The limited studies focusing on the
relationship between British and Chinese modern literature have relied on the writers’
biographical connections, such as tracing transcultural correspondences and mutual
influence between them. Patricia Laurence’s Lily Briscoe’s Chinese Eyes: Bloomsbury,
Modernism, and China is an influential example. Beginning with her investigation of the
affair between Ling Shuhua and Virginia Woolf’s nephew Julian Bell,”’ Laurence’s research
examines the connections and cultural exchanges between the Bloomsbury group and
Chinese intellectuals of the twentieth century. Other scholars select individual authors as
case studies, such as Nicole Huang’s Hong Kong Connections: Eileen Chang and
Worldmaking (2022), in which she devotes a chapter to examining the potential impact of
Stella Benson on Eileen Chang, though the only connection between these two writers is

? Ling’s relationships with Bell and Woolf will be discussed in Chapter Four.
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Chang’s reference to Benson being her favoured author.’® Huang’s deliberate selection of
this comparative case is particularly illuminating for my approach to pairing cases across
different contexts. Although the writers I select in this thesis had many interactions in real
life,3! T avoid pairing them based on biographical contact and suggest reading the texts in
parallel. This thesis seeks to represent how these texts, particularly their constructions of
spaces, engage with closely related topics such as mobility, displacement, and female
subjectivity in different cultural contexts. Moreover, rather than following the common
academic tendency to view Sino-British cultural relations as a unidirectional influence, and
so neglecting the reciprocity of their interactions, this thesis emphasises the localised
features of modernities in women’s writing of both regions by employing a decolonising
methodology. Through this approach, I respond to the cautions raised by Felski and Chow in
this thesis, namely resisting Western cultural hegemony without constructing alternative
cultural myths. In its focus on the spatial dimension of this question, my research finds an
echo in the recently published Spatial Stories and Intersecting Geographies: Hong Kong,
Britain, and China, 1890-1940 (2025) by Klaudia Hiu Yen Lee. Addressing the lack of
research on the cultural interrelations between Britain and China, Lee bridges the
geographies of the two regions by examining texts that engage with spatial representation
across both contexts.>? Lee also uses canonical texts to draw attention to neglected writing
practices, which is what I seek to accomplish by tracing the resonances between spatial
expressions in both canonical texts and the lesser-known works deliberately selected for this
thesis. By examining specific spaces shaped by social and cultural contexts in British and
Chinese women’s writing, this thesis aims to demonstrate how modernities were negotiated
across linguistic and cultural boundaries, and how these works challenge the nationalist
narratives of both Britain and China in response to shifting historical contexts.

Heterotopias and Gendered Spatialities: Conceptualising Space in British and Chinese
Women’s Writing

As Franco Moretti suggests, ‘without a certain kind of space, a certain kind of story is
simply impossible’.3* This thesis recognises space as a crucial component of narrative, with
particular emphasis on how the configuration of female subjectivity, power relations and
modern experiences are embedded in spatial arrangements. Based on this concern, my
research focuses on short stories and novels whose fictional features align with my
emphasis on spatial imagination. In ‘“The Storyteller: Reflections on the Works of Nikolai

30" A comparative case study on Benson and Chang will be included in Chapter Three.
Nicole Huang # /0 #f, Hong Kong Connections: Eileen Chang and Worldmaking (##%5#: REDHE K
) (Hong Kong: The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press, 2022), pp. 139-224.
31 Virginia Woolf met Katherine Mansfield in London in 1917, Stella Benson in 1925, visited Elizabeth Bowen in
Ireland in 1934, and stayed in correspondence with Ling Shuhua between 1938 and 1939. Ding Ling met Ling
Shuhua in 1931 and Xiaohong in 1938. Between 1956 and 1960 Ling Shuhua and Han Suyin both worked at
Nanyang University in Singapore, and the latter socialised with Attia Hosain after migrating to London.
32 Klaudia Hiu Yen Lee, Spatial Stories and Intersecting Geographies: Hong Kong, Britain, and China, 1890~
1940 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2025), pp. 1-23.
33 Franco Moretti, Atlas of the European Novel: 1800—1900 (London: Verso, 1998), p. 100.
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Leskov’, Walter Benjamin suggests that ‘the rise of the novel at the beginning of modern
times’ accompanied the decline of storytelling.* He laments this loss, observing that
modern society has fundamentally transformed narrative forms, and that the ‘short story’
has ‘removed itself from oral tradition and no longer permits that slow piling one on top of
the other of thin, transparent layers’.>> Although his reflections show a nostalgia for
traditional modes of narration, he acknowledges the intimate relationship between modern
genres, namely the novel and short story, and fleeting, fragmented modern experiences.
These two modern genres offer varied strengths in representing modern life. The short story,
as a condensed literary form, is particularly effective in capturing the transient moments of
modern life and the fleeting states of individuals, whilst the novel excels in portraying the
complexity and multiplicity of modern experiences through its greater narrative scope.
Mikhail Bakhtin famously argues that the novel is a unique genre that differs from other
genres, as it ‘orchestrates all its themes, the totality of the world of objects and ideas
depicted and expressed in it, by means of the social diversity of speech types and by
differing individual voices that flourish under such conditions’.*® His emphasis on the
novel’s capacity to embody heteroglossia, namely multiple and often conflicting speech acts
within a single text, highlights it as a special genre for exploring themes of identity,
subjectivity and ideology. Taken together, the short story and the novel showcase distinct
aspects of modern experiences: whilst short stories capture unique moments that depart
from the mundane routines of everyday life, novels accommodate the multifaceted nature of
modern experiences.

To examine how spaces in British and Chinese women’s writing function as sites for the
reproduction and reimagining of these modern experiences, this thesis draws on spatial
theories from a range of geographers and philosophers, such as Edward Soja, Edward Said
and Michel Foucault. Before proceeding, it is necessary to clarify the use of the term
‘topology’ in the title of the thesis. Although the concept originates in mathematical studies,
my use of it highlights the continuity, fluidity and dynamism of space. I adopt this term to
challenge fixed cartographies and to emphasise the shifting and negotiable features of
gendered spatial experiences in selected texts. My theoretical framework is grounded
especially in Henri Lefebvre’s The Production of Space (1974). This celebrated work sets
the foundation for understanding space not as a neutral setting, but a realm that is
continually shaped by social practices. Lefebvre explores space through a framework
encompassing everyday practices and perceptions, representational systems, and spatial
imaginaries. In his theorisation, it is necessary to comprehend space through three
interconnected dimensions: the perceived space (namely the physical space), the conceived
space and the lived space.’” This model offers a valuable tool for analysing spaces in

3% Walter Benjamin, ‘The Storyteller: Reflections on the Works of Nikolai Leskov’, in l/luminations: Essays and

Reflections, ed. by Hannah Arendt, trans. by Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken Books, 2007), p. 87.

3% Benjamin, ‘The Storyteller’, p. 93.

3¢ Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, ed. by Michael Holquist, trans. by Caryl Emerson and

Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), p. 263.

37 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. by Donald Nicholson-Smith (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991),
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literary texts. Although Lefebvre’s research does not explicitly address issues of gender,
class and race, it nonetheless offers insights into spatial hierarchies and power dynamics,
which are key to my investigation of spaces in women’s writing. Moreover, his Critique of
Everyday Life (1977) complements his spatial theories and resonates with my focus on
everyday experiences in women’s writing.*® He conceptualises everyday life as the realm
where fragmented social practices unfold, criticising how modern capitalism has regulated
this sphere through spatial standardisation and control. By drawing attention to apparent
trivialities, Lefebvre inspires my exploration of those often-overlooked minor acts in
dominant narratives. In the selected texts, women characters’ ordinary activities such as
walking, resting, or daydreaming are not merely incidental, but become modes through
which gendered spatial constraints are both revealed and subtly challenged.

Expanding upon Lefebvre, Edward Soja proposes the term ‘Thirdspace’, which is
underpinned by a ‘trialectic of spatiality-historicality—sociality’.>* In Thirdspace: Journeys
to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined Places (1996), Soja goes beyond
epistemologies of Firstspace and Secondspace, where the former refers to the physical,
material environment and the latter refers to the conceptual understanding of space. He
emphasises the emotional and affective aspects of Thirdspace and regards Thirdspace as
‘an-Other way of understanding and acting to change the spatiality of human life’.*° His
theorisation of Thirdspace resonates with many concepts proposed by other scholars, such
as Edward Said’s imaginative geographies and Homi Bhabha’s Third Space.*! Engagements
with space by these postcolonial theorists significantly shape my approach to the texts
discussed in this thesis, many of which are situated within colonial or postcolonial contexts.
Said’s concept of imaginative geographies, introduced in his celebrated Orientalism (1978),
demonstrates how the West constructed the Eastern world as its Other through spatial
imaginations, using geography as a tool of imperial power. This term is valuable for
analysing how spaces in my selected cases become sites of ideological inscription. While
building on Said’s insights, Bhabha shifts his focus toward the ambivalence and instability
of colonial spaces. His notion of Third Space emphasises the hybridity that emerges from
transcultural contact, which offers a theoretical foundation for reading identity as a process
of negotiation, formed within shifting spatial and cultural boundaries rather than fixed
oppositions. In my subsequent case study chapters, I do not undertake a detailed
differentiation of these spatial theories but opt to apply them to the most relevant case
studies during the course of the thesis. This allows for a nuanced and case specific analysis
of how imaginations, cultures and identities are negotiated within the spatial configurations
of the texts.

pp. 1-67.
% See Henri Lefebvre, Critique of Everyday Life, trans. by John Moore (London: Verso, 1991).
* Edward Soja, Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined Places (Oxford, Blackwell
Publishers, 1996), p. 10.
40 Ibid.
4! Soja, Thirdspace, pp. 136-44.
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While avoiding imposing a single theoretical framework across all case studies and so
concealing their particularities, I use the concept of heterotopia across my readings to help
shape an overall perception of the spaces in my discussions. The term provides a flexible
lens to observe those contradictory qualities of spaces depicted in women’s writing.
Women’s writing itself can be understood as a form of heterotopia, as it is a discursive space
that reflects and disrupts existing orders, challenging the perceptions of gender and identity.
The concept was introduced in Michel Foucault’s 1967 lecture Des espaces autres (‘Of
Other Spaces’). It is a form of space that acts as a counter-site, representing alternative
orderings. Foucault summarises six principles of heterotopias in this lecture,* and he
deliberately makes the term open-ended, inviting reinterpretation and adaptation. Kevin
Hetherington’s interpretation in The Badlands of Modernity (1997) is a significant case. In
the book, he defines heterotopia as ‘spaces of alternate ordering’, which embody
modernity.** My use of this concept benefits from its interpretive flexibility and draws on
Hetherington’s definition when applying it. I adopt the concept of heterotopia to approach
both material and imaginative spaces, making it useful in exploring the relationship between
fiction and reality in women’s literature. Although I occasionally refer to other spatial forms
such as utopias and dystopias, my primary focus lies on the intermediate quality of the
spaces in the selected texts, since imaginations and realities coexist in these spaces. Many
spaces I discuss in this thesis, such as imagined homelands and childhood homes, cannot be
neatly classified as either symbolic or real, instead forming as in-between spaces, or
heterotopias.

Rather than merely treating it as a spatial structure, this thesis also adopts the concept of
heterotopia as a critical lens to examine how women writers imagine alternative social
orderings in different historical and cultural contexts. Given that the cases examined in this
thesis are set in varied temporal and cultural contexts, I draw on Foucault’s heterotopia
along with postcolonial theories such as Said’s imaginative geography when reading
specific spaces in these texts. Some spaces in this thesis are typical heterotopias that
Foucault already discussed in ‘Of Other Spaces’, such as the garden, which is a category in
my analysis of Katherine Mansfield’s ‘The Garden Party’ in Chapter Two. In such case
studies, I will avoid repeating Foucault’s argument about why this type of space qualifies as
a heterotopia and concentrate on the social and cultural connotations behind this setting.
Other cases focus on spaces that are less typically heterotopian, such as nighttime spaces in
Chapter Four. These spaces may not fully align with Foucault’s original formulation;
however, they also present heterotopian characteristics such as marginality, and their

42 The six principals are: Every culture in the world constructs its own heterotopias; Heterotopias take different
forms depending on the societal context; Heterotopias can bring several spaces that are otherwise incompatible
together in one real location; Heterotopias are often linked to time, containing heterochronies; Heterotopias always
presuppose a system of opening and closing that both isolates them and makes them penetrable; and heterotopias
have a function in relation to all the spaces that remain.

See Michel Foucault, ‘Of Other Spaces’, trans. by Jay Miskowiec, Diacritics, 16.1 (1986), pp. 23-27.

43 Kevin Hetherington, The Badlands of Modernity: Heterotopia and Social Ordering (London: Routledge, 1997),
p. viii.
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complexity broadens perceptions of heterotopia, revealing how the concept can
accommodate a wider range of cultural specificities.

Building on Foucault’s concept, this thesis proceeds to refine the concept from a gendered
perspective. Gender lies at the core of my concerns, and I am thus not content to define
spaces, or heterotopias, examined in this thesis as a neutral category. Instead, I develop
these concepts as gendered spaces or gendered heterotopias in my thesis. This theorisation
allows for a nuanced understanding of the specificity of spaces and gendered experiences in
women’s writing. My understanding of gendered geography is informed by work on the
gendering of space by feminist geographers such as Doreen Massey and Gillian Rose. As
Massey suggests:

space and place, spaces and places, and our senses of them (and such related things as

our degrees of mobility) are gendered through and through. Moreover they are

gendered in a myriad different ways, which vary between cultures and over time. And

this gendering of space and place both reflects and has effects back on the ways in

which gender is constructed and understood in the societies in which we live.**
Likewise, Rose claims that geography is a masculinist discipline in Feminism and
Geography (1993), and argues that ‘“Masculinist work, then, excludes women because it
alienates us in its choice of research themes, because it feels that women should not really
be interested in producing geography, and also because it assumes that it is itself
comprehensive’.*> These critiques inspire my interrogation of the exclusion of women from
dominant spatial imaginaries, starting with the investigation of the relationship between
women and everyday life. Gendered spaces in my thesis primarily refer to those domains
that are intimately intertwined with women’s daily experiences, with domestic spaces
forming as the most prominent examples. This realm has historically been constructed as a
feminine territory, reinforcing social expectations of women. The examination of British
domestic fiction alongside the earliest Chinese women’s novels in Chapter One showcases
how female authors reconfigured these interior spaces in their works. Their works
demonstrate how women’s writing before the twentieth century pushed the boundaries of
feminine spaces, laying the groundwork for the expressions of women’s modern
experiences. In addition, I examine the relationship between female identity and interior
spaces in the first set of cases in Chapter Two and the second set in Chapter Four. I explore
how the construction of domestic space in women'’s literature transforms between the 1920s
and the 60s, and how women’s negotiation of their identities is constantly reshaped by
shifting socio-historical contexts. These cases demonstrate that the domestic is not merely
an oppressive domain but a contested terrain, where identity and belonging are constantly
redefined.

Building on feminist geography, I also draw on the theories of human geographer Yi-Fu

4 Doreen Massey, Space, Place, and Gender (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994), p. 186.
4 Gillian Rose, Feminism and Geography: The Limits of Geographical Knowledge (Cambridge: Polity Press,
1993), p. 4.
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Tuan to illustrate how gendered spaces are perceived and experienced. In his Space and
Place: The Perspective of Experience (1977), Tuan distinguishes the terms of ‘space’ and
‘place’, suggesting that space should be understood through the sensory and affective ways
in which people engage with it.*® His insights are essential for comprehending gendered
space in this thesis. Through Tuan’s lens, the spaces I discuss become places of memory,
attachment and resistance. Moreover, before turning to my conceptualisation of gendered
space, it is crucial to clarify that I do not approach gender as a pre-existing or fixed identity;
rather, I understand it as something constituted through a series of daily performances. This
perception is grounded in Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity. In ‘Performative
Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory’ (1988),
Butler argues that gender is not an innate quality but ‘an identity instituted through a
stylized repetition of acts’.*’ These acts, including ‘bodily gestures, movements, and
enactments of various kinds’ produce the illusion of a stable gender identity.*® Since such
performances are always situated within specific spatial and material contexts, spaces do not
merely provide scenes for the enactment of gender but shape how gender can be performed.
While this thesis primarily explores how space is produced and reimagined through
women’s writing, it also acknowledges that space plays a formative role in the construction
of gendered subjectivities. The spatial conditions under which gender is performed are
integral to understanding how gender itself is constituted and negotiated in literary texts.

I use the term gendered spaces to go beyond the domestic and challenge assumptions about
what constitutes ‘female’ spaces. I refuse to assume that certain spaces are inherently
‘female’ but focus on how spaces become gendered through women’s practices. This thesis
suggests these gendered experiences are not merely passive reflections of existing spatial
arrangements but are involved in reconfiguring those spaces. Spaces thus become gendered
through women’s movements, and they reflect the ongoing negotiations between women’s
agency and social constraints. Therefore, in selecting types of spaces for analysis, I
deliberately choose not to confine myself to traditionally feminine areas like the boudoir,
but instead include a broad scope of spaces to illustrate the multiple ways in which women
inhabit, interact with and transform space. A diverse range of spaces is discussed in this
thesis, including urban public spaces, imagined homelands, vehicles, and nighttime spaces.
In doing so I draw on the geographic concept of scale, which extends beyond the delineation
of spaces; it also shapes how individuals perceive the world and understand their

positionality within it.*

Ranging from the smallest unit, the body, to the cosmic, spatial
scales influence how subjectivity is experienced and represented. I thus incorporate material

and imaginative sites, as well as spaces of a range of spatial scales, to analyse how women

46 Yi-Fu Tuan, Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1977), p. 12.
47 Judith Butler, ‘Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory”,
Theatre Journal, 40.4 (1988), p. 519.
8 Ibid.
4" See for instance Luke Whaley, ‘Geographies of the Self: Space, Place, and Scale Revisited’, Human Arenas, 1
(2018), pp. 21-36.
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writers mobilise these layered spatial configurations to negotiate gendered subjectivities
under specific social-historical conditions.

As Rose argues, ‘both men and women are caught in a complex series of (historically and
geographically specific) discursive positions, relations and practices’.>® Therefore, although
the primary focus of this thesis is on women’s spatial experiences, I do not treat gender as a
binary nor restrict my analysis to female subjects. In Chapter Three, I analyse male
characters’ spatial experiences to consider how power differentials, rather than gender
identity alone, produce spatial inequalities. Stella Benson’s ‘The Desert Islander’ (1931)
constitutes an exceptional case in my analysis. Although the story unfolds entirely through
the interaction of two male characters, the hierarchical relationship between them gives rise
to unequal spatial experiences. The underprivileged character navigates his surroundings in
ways that mirror the defensive, strategic movements of women in patriarchal settings. This
challenges essentialist models of spatial oppression and suggests that gendered geography
must be understood in relation to broader structures of dominance and subordination.
Correspondingly, in Eileen Chang’s ‘Sealed Off’ ( £ 4i{) , 1944), the case I use to read in
comparison with Benson’s work, I consider both the male and female protagonists’
engagements with confined urban space. In bringing these examples together, this thesis
endeavours to complicate the notion of gendered space while retaining a focus on how
female subjectivity is imaginatively produced in women'’s literature. In such readings, I aim
to transcend binary gender frameworks and uncover the intricate ways by which all subjects
negotiate their connections to spaces in the power grid.

Finally, I turn to Rosi Braidotti’s concept of nomadic subjectivity to further explore how
gendered spaces participate in the formation of shifting identities. As she suggests,
The point of nomadic subjectivity is to identify lines of flight, that is to say, a creative
alternative space of becoming that would fall not between the mobile/immobile, the
resident/the foreigner distinction, but within all these categories. The point is neither
to dismiss nor to glorify the status of marginal, alien others, but to find a more accurate,
complex location for a transformation of the very terms of their specification and of
our political interaction.’!
Braidotti’s idea is valuable for understanding female subjectivity in the selected texts of this
thesis. Rather than being defined in opposition to hegemonic norms, these subjects are
presented as fluid and always in the process of becoming. The concept of the nomadic
subject also offers a lens through which to reinterpret heterotopia. Both nomadic subjects
and heterotopic spaces occupy in-between positions. They are embedded in material and
discursive realities while simultaneously opening up possibilities for alternative modes of
being. In my case studies, heterotopias function not only as spatial settings that shelter
female characters who embody nomadic subjectivity, but also as the materialisation of those

50 Rose, Feminism and Geography, p. 10.
5! Rosi Bradiotti, Nomadic subjects: Embodiment and sexual difference in contemporary feminist theory (New
York: Columbia University Press, 2011), p. 7.
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nomadic subjects, with their identities being constantly transformed, renegotiated, and
reimagined.

A Gendered Topology: Overview of Chapters

Before turning to my main case studies, Chapter One, ‘Redrawing the Domestic’, traces
how women writers in the nineteenth century reinvent domestic space by using imagination,
fantasies and dreams, and how early forms of modernity emerge in these works. This
chapter focuses on Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre (1847) and Emily Bront&’s Wuthering
Heights (1847) as examples of British literature, examining the entanglements between
domestic spaces, psychological landscapes and Gothic atmospheres in these two novels. I
then turn to Gu Taiqing’s Shadow of A Dream in the Red Chamber ( (2% %) , 1877)
and Wang Miaoru’s Female Jail Flower ( {%A7£) , 1904) in the following section,
investigating the functions of dream spaces in women’s writing in imperial China. I argue
that despite being grounded in different socio-historical and literary traditions, all these
British and Chinese cases utilise imaginative forces as devices for reframing domesticity
and expressing latent forms of resistance. As a foundation for the thesis, this chapter situates
this early writing praxis as a precondition for the emergence of multiple modernities in
twentieth-century women’s writing.

Following the first chapter, the three main case study chapters are organised into three
phases: 1917-1929, 1930-1945 and 1946-1962. This structure is not based solely on
political history; it also considers the transformations in modern literature’s form and
content. The texts discussed in this study both document women’s adaptation to modern life
and participate in shaping the modernising conditions through narrative strategies that
question, resist, or reimagine the spaces. I trace the shift of women'’s spatial experiences
across these decades, investigating how women writers use their fictions to respond to social
realities, such as the world wars, feminist movements, and independent movements, and
how their narratives register and reinterpret these transformations in specific local contexts.

Chapter Two, ‘Inside Out’, focuses on women’s writing between 1917 and 1929. Following
the imaginative transcendence of interior space in the cases of the previous chapter, the
female characters featured in this chapter cross the threshold of the domestic and begin to
gain access to the public sphere. I pair Katherine Mansfield’s ‘The Garden Party’ (1922) and
Chen Hengzhe’s ‘Louise’s Problem’ ( /&% B8y |5 &) , 1924). Focusing on the female
figures whom I name as ‘inactive travellers’ in the two texts, I illustrate how these
characters remain constrained by societal gender expectations. The chapter then contrasts
this category with the flaneuse, who engages in the public sphere, as portrayed in Virginia
Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway (1925) and Ding Ling’s ‘Mengke’ ( (£ #) , 1927).52 Despite

52 A book chapter titled ‘Public Vehicles as Possible Worlds: Modernities and Women’s Identities in Mrs Dalloway
(1925) and ‘Sealed Off” (1943)’, based on the case studies of Virginia Woolf in Chapter Two and Eileen Chang in
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varying degrees of radicalism, these works all exhibit a form of threshold modernity, since
in them women experience the paradox of simultaneous liberation and constraint.

Departing from the interior, the authors I focus on in Chapter Three, ‘Marvels of Floating
Cities’, engage with sites located at imperial borderlands where ideological and cultural
forces intersect. Although the chapter adopts the imagery of ‘floating cities’, it is not
confined to urban environments; rather, the term addresses the precarious and marginal
positions occupied by inhabitants of imperial borderlands, approaching these ‘floating
cities’ from macro and micro perspectives. In the first two cases, I examine how colonial
memories shape representations of colonial landscapes and imaginations of homelands in
colonial Ireland in Elizabeth Bowen’s The Last September (1929) and Japanese-controlled
Manchuria in Xiao Hong’s Market Street ( & T #7) , 1936). Correspondingly, vehicles
function as microcosmic sites in which imperial control is temporarily loosened in the
borderlands of Sino-Vietnam in Stella Benson’s ‘The Desert Islander’ (1931) and in wartime
Shanghai in Eileen Chang’s ‘Sealed Off” ( {# 41) , 1944), offering possibilities for
reconfigured social relations and decolonising imaginaries. The chapter also considers the
migratory backgrounds of the four authors. Although their texts do not explicitly address
personal migratory experiences, they resonate with themes that will be more thoroughly
investigated in the subsequent chapter on migrant literature.

In Chapter Four, ‘Odyssey’, the boundaries of space are destabilised, and the authors’
identities become increasingly ambiguous. The post-war surge in transnational movement,
especially the migration from underdeveloped regions to the global North, significantly
reshaped the literary landscape. Motivated by an interest in this transnational dynamic, this
chapter focuses on migrant writers, moving beyond nationalist frameworks of British and
Chinese identity. This chapter looks at Doris Lessing, Han Suyin, Attia Hosain and Ling
Shuhua’s writing that is related to their experiences of displacement. The nighttime space in
The Grass is Singing (1950) and 4 Many-Splendoured Thing (1952) is the first category of
space examined in this chapter. The night as a spatialised realm, I argue, enables resistance
to colonisation in Southern Rhodesia in Lessing’s work, while facilitating identity
negotiation in colonial Hong Kong in Han’s story. The final form of space I focus on is the
childhood home, which is a space shaped by temporality in ways that parallel the night. By
exploring childhood memories alongside colonial histories of Lucknow in Sunlight on a
Broken Column (1961) and Beijing in Ancient Melodies (1953), this chapter illustrates how
these texts extend the tradition of domestic fiction introduced in Chapter One. I argue that
both novels envision a postcolonial future through spatial imaginaries, while critically
engaging with the historical conditions of their time.

The conclusion reflects on the historical trajectory traced across the preceding chapters,
emphasising the gradual outward movement of women’s spatial presence from the domestic

Chapter Three of this thesis, is forthcoming with UCL Press (expected publication: late 2026).
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sphere to public and transnational settings. I also envision future research shifting toward
more inclusive cartographic practices by highlighting the sensory and affective dimensions
of spatial experiences and drawing on ecological perspectives to challenge anthropocentric
assumptions.

Ultimately, by tracing the shifting spaces in British and Chinese women’s writing, I
demonstrate how women’s narratives in the period from 1917 to 1962, through their
disrupting, expanding and reformulating of spatial configurations, respond to the
modernising conditions their authors faced in gendered and site-specific ways. This
comparative study reconfigures literary history as a transnational dialogue, one forged
through women’s imaginative and critical engagements with gendered spaces and the
shifting conditions of modern life.

20



Chapter 1 Redrawing the Domestic: Imagination and Dreams in Women’s Novels of
the Nineteenth Century

Before the twentieth century, the distinct cultural backgrounds of Britain and China nurtured
diverse literary geographies. Their contrasting temperaments can be observed in the earliest
novels of the two countries: while Daniel Defoe sets Robinson Crusoe on a voyage, Luo
Guanzhong chronicles the power struggles of the Three Kingdoms in ancient China.>?
However, while these male writers envisioned conquests, whether set on the seas or the
plains, their female counterparts in both regions began their writing journeys from the same
starting point: the domestic sphere. Positioning domestic spaces as sites where narrative
unfolds, women writers explored themes of domesticity, female desires, and gender roles,
and constantly reconfigured these topics.

Although the emergence of women’s novels in Britain and China was not synchronous, the
nineteenth century was a pivotal moment for women’s writing in both regions. In Britain,
women novelists became part of the literary mainstream during the Victorian era, while in
China, women transitioned from poetry to novel-writing toward the end of the century. In
this chapter, I examine this earlier period as a crucial backdrop, since it laid the groundwork
for women’s writings in the twentieth century. Unlike later chapters, where I am concerned
with concrete sites such as private and public spaces, here I particularly focus on how
women novelists constructed alternative spatial experiences through imaginations, fantasies
and dreams since most of their routines were confined to the domestic sphere and they tend
to transcend this spatial confinement by invoking the power of imagination. In this chapter,
I suggest that British and Chinese women writers used shared elements to reinvent domestic
spaces, while the different literary traditions and socio-historical contexts that nurtured them
should not be overlooked. Therefore, unlike later chapters where I pair British and Chinese
cases to pursue comparative readings, this chapter will examine the sets of British texts and
Chinese texts separately. I select Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre (1847) and Emily Bronté’s
Wuthering Heights (1847) to examine how the sisters use their female protagonists’
psychological landscapes to remodel the interiors, demonstrating women’s marginalised
position in the Victorian domestic sphere and their imaginative escapes from confinement.
In the second set of case studies, I investigate the use of dream spaces in Gu Taiqing’s
Shadow of A Dream in the Red Chamber (1877) and Wang Miaoru’s Female Jail Flower
(1904), analysing how the two writers formulate their aesthetic, religious and nascent
feminist ideas through dreaming alternative realities. Furnished by imaginative elements,
concrete domestic spaces in the four novels are transformed into imaginary spaces where
ideas are incubated, generating possibilities of transcending boundaries before these take

53 Luo’s Romance of the Three Kingdoms ( { = [E 7 ) ) was published in the fourteenth century and is
considered the earliest novel in China. It is also acclaimed as one of the Four Great Classical Novels of Chinese
literature.
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form in reality.

In these works, domestic spaces remodelled by imagination and dreams are sites of aesthetic
experimentation and gender politics. Their aesthetic and political concerns, or their
innovations with the novel’s form and context, will also be discussed in this chapter. In the
aesthetic dimension, these works often pay homage to earlier literary traditions, such as
Gothic fiction and the portrayal of dreams in classical Chinese literature. The writers
integrate these literary heritages into their own context and shape new canons for women
writers in later generations. Meanwhile, political claims for gender equality begin to take
shape in these novels. Although Wang is the only explicitly feminist writer in this chapter,
all four novelists reject the confinement of women in their works. While aesthetic and
political concerns may appear somewhat bifurcated in these cases, I suggest that they
prefigure the concerns of later writers, who would further develop the interplay between
imagination, spaces, and gender politics in their narratives. This chapter, therefore,
establishes a foundation for understanding women’s writing of the twentieth century, in
which the themes already present in these early women’s novels are reinterpreted in more
diverse spaces.

L. Dwelling in Haunted Rooms: Fantasies and Female Desire in the Brontés’
Novels

The domestic spaces in the Bront€s’ novels have received sustained critical attention since
their publication, particularly from a gendered perspective. Prominent treatises include
Nancy Armstrong’s Desire and Domestic Fiction (1987), Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s
The Madwoman in the Attic (1979), and Elaine Showalter’s 4 Literature of Their Own.
Although these works are well established, they often treat domestic spaces as static settings
with limited focus on how these spaces contribute to narrative progression. Drawing on
these works, in this section I examine how the characters’ imaginative engagement with the
domestic in Jane Eyre and Wuthering Heights transforms these spaces into subjective and
fluid landscapes. By reading the two cases through this approach, I explore how the
relationship between women and domesticity is negotiated in these continuously reimagined
domestic spaces.

Imagining in the Red-room: Spiritual Journeys in Jane Eyre

As scholars such as Elaine Showalter notice, Jane Austen was favoured by male critics,
‘recommended, like a priggish elder sister, to unruly siblings and apprentices’.>* However,
women writers of a younger generation such as Charlotte Bronté rejected her influence.
Bronté’s lack of interest in Austen derived from the latter’s overly refined and restricted
style. For example, in an 1848 letter to George Henry Lewes, Bronté describes her

5% Showalter, 4 Literature of Their Own, p. 102.
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observations on Austen’s novels: ‘And what did I find? An accurate, daguerreotyped portrait
of a commonplace face; a carefully-fenced, highly-cultivated garden, with neat borders and
delicate flowers’.>> Such a landscape is boring and unattractive to her since there is ‘no
glance of a bright, vivid physiognomy, no open country, no fresh air, no blue hill, no bonny
beck’.3® As a result, Bronté claims she ‘should hardly like to live’ in the ‘elegant but
confined houses’ in Austen’s novels.’” This critique of Austen suggests the divergence in
their literary visions. In Bront&’s view, the characters in Austen’s novels are constrained in
elegant but stifling domestic spaces, and the well-ordered society lacks dynamism and
vitality. Compared to Austen, Bronté places more emphasis on female agency in her fiction,
and this is reflected in how she incorporates imagination into the spatial construction of
Jane Eyre.

In this celebrated female bildungsroman, descriptions of domestic spaces are not simply a
realistic reproduction of Victorian daily scenes but are reconfigured through Jane’s
imagination, and thus can be regarded as psychological landscapes of Jane. The opening
scene, where an isolated Jane Eyre retreats into the window-seat, offers a compelling
example of how the domestic is reshaped:

I mounted into the window-seat: gathering up my feet, I sat cross-legged, like a Turk;

and, having drawn the red moreen curtain nearly close, I was shrined in double

retirement.

Folds of scarlet drapery shut in my view to the right hand; to the left were the clear

panes of glass, protecting, but not separating me from the drear November day.>
To detach herself briefly from the Reeds’ hostile attitude, the orphaned protagonist
‘mounted into the window-seat’, which is remote from the atmosphere in the drawing-room.
In this scene, the window-seat is not only a physical shelter but also a place where Jane
exerts her agency by separating herself from the centre of the room. Mounting into the
window-seat and covering herself in the folds of the red curtain signifies Jane’s attempt to
draw an autonomous space around her in the Reed household. Rather than a static,
homogenous setting, the domestic is transformed into a space of daydreaming and
imagination, which simultaneously symbolises oppression and liberation. The semi-closed
window-seat is a visualisation of Jane’s status in this family: on the one hand, it shows
Jane’s marginalisation as she is emotionally and socially excluded by her relatives; on the
other hand, she engages with her own thoughts in this place, refusing to be a pathetic figure.
The medium of the window is crucial in sparking Jane’s fantasy. While the scarlet drapery
provides Jane with a protective border, the window functions as a passage to the outside
world. From Jane’s perspective, the window protects her from the cold weather but does not
separate her from the view to the outside, which illustrates that although she remains
physically confined in the domestic, her mind, and the position she constructs for herself in

5% Elizabeth Gaskell, Life of Charlotte Bronté (New York: Penguin, 1985), p. 337.

¢ Tbid.
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58 Currer Bell (Charlotte Bronté), Jane Eyre, Vol. I (London: Smith, Elder and co. Cornhill, 1848), p. 3.
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the room, can transcend the limits imposed on her. The book Jane is reading in this scene,
Thomas Bewick’s History of British Birds, also implies the significance of imagination for
her. Although she is not very interested in ‘the letterpress thereof’, Jane is attracted by the
images in the book, including those depicting sea-fowls’ habitats, ‘Where the Northern
Ocean, in vast whirls / Boils round the naked, melancholy isles / Of farthest Thule; and the
Atlantic surge / Pours in among the stormy Hebrides’.* These desolate landscapes mirror
Jane’s isolation in Gateshead Hall, but these sublime sceneries arouse her desire for
adventure and faraway spaces. By shaping the window-seat as a space from which to
imagine, Bronté empowers Jane and challenges gender expectations in the Victorian era.
The female agency Bronté establishes in this plot is not reliant on physical movement but on
the ability to reconfigure the surroundings, and this is further illustrated in the episode of
Jane’s confinement in the red-room.

Like the window-seat, the red-room is reimagined through Jane’s perception, transforming it
into a psychological landscape that demonstrates her fears and desires. Compared to the
window-seat, which is chosen and occupied by Jane independently, the red-room is a place
of punishment in which Jane’s agency is temporarily stripped from her. When Jane is locked
in the red-room at Mrs. Reed’s behest, she starts to observe the structure of it. This room is:

one of the largest and stateliest chambers in the mansion. A bed supported on massive

pillars of mahogany, hung with curtains of deep red damask, stood out like a tabernacle

in the centre; the two large windows, with their blinds always drawn down, were half

shrouded in festoons and falls of similar drapery; the carpet was red; the table at the

foot of the bed was covered with a crimson cloth; the walls were a soft fawn colour,

with a blush of pink in it; the wardrobe, the toilet-table, the chairs were of darkly

polished old mahogany.*°
As Showalter notes, ‘with its deadly and bloody connotations, its Freudian wealth of secret
compartments, wardrobes, drawers, and jewel chests, the red-room has strong associations
with the adult female body’.®! It visualises Jane’s psychological turmoil, which is
exemplified by its overwhelming visual impact. The curtain’s colour red, often associated
with anxiety and rebellion, suggests Jane’s conflicted relationship with the Reeds. Bronté’s
portrayal of the red-room is realistic but imbued with the protagonist’s subjective
perception. For instance, the bed in the centre seems a ‘tabernacle’ for Jane, which is an
isolated and sacred space that is often associated with divine presence. However, for Jane,
the sacredness and her sense of powerlessness are inseparable. The bed’s size magnifies her
smallness, highlighting her insignificance in the household and the oppressive force of the
red-room. The windows in this scene reinforce Jane’s sense of confinement, ‘with their
blinds always drawn down’, they reject her attempts to look outward, which contrasts with
the views in the window-seat passage. This ornate bedroom is therefore transformed into a
space of psychological terror for Jane, and this culminates in the moment when she believes

% Bronté, Jane Eyre, Vol. I, p. 4.
0 Bronté, Jane Eyre, Vol. I, p. 15-16.
8! Showalter, 4 Literature of Their Own, p. 114.
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she sees a ghost. While Jane imagines that if Mr. Reed is alive, he would treat her kindly,
she sees that ‘a light gleamed on the wall’, nothing that ‘prepared as my mind was for
horror, shaken as my nerves were by agitation, I thought the swift-darting beam was a
herald of some coming vision from another world’.%?> This supernatural vision produces and
expresses her fears and subconscious projection of the injustice she endures. In this scene of
incarceration, Bronté exposes women’s repressed status in Victorian households and
portrays Jane as a figure who tries to resist conventional expectations. Although in this early
stage her resistance ends with her hysteria, in the subsequent chapters she keeps struggling
against confinement and ultimately realises her desires.

Jane’s use of imagination represents an agency driven by a desire to transcend limitations
both physically and spiritually. Her claim on humanity is exemplified by her well-known
speech to Rochester:

Do you think because I am poor, obscure, plain, and little, I am soulless and heartless?

— You think wrong! — I have as much soul and full as much heart! [...] I am not

talking to you now through the medium of custom, conventionalities, nor even of

mortal flesh: — it is my spirit that addresses your spirit; just as if both had passed

through the grave, and we stood at God’s feet, equal, — as we are!%’
This powerful assertion of equality can be seen as a bold political statement that challenges
Victorian social norms. It encapsulates Bronté’s core idea in this novel, namely that spiritual
equality transcends class, gender and appearance. Nonetheless, her political vision is
ambivalent, even conservative to a certain extent. Jane seeks equality within existing social
structures, and she does not advocate demolishing this framework. The night before Jane
discovers Bertha Mason’s existence showcases her struggle between self-assertion and
compromising with social expectations. According to Jane’s recollection, Bertha is ‘tall and
large, with thick and dark hair hanging long down her back. I know not what dress she had
on: it was white and straight; but whether gown, sheet, or shroud, I cannot tell’.** Jane
associates this ghostly figure with ‘the Vampyre’,®> and this demonstrates that imagination
is involved in shaping reality before she understands it. Like the red-room, Jane’s bedroom
is also transformed into a supernatural realm, though the following episodes reveal that Jane
sees Bertha in reality instead of a dream. There is a dual effect of imagination in this scene:
on the one hand, Rochester prevents Jane from finding out his dark secret by convincing her
it is a dream; on the other hand, imagination also helps Jane approach the reality Rochester
covers. The entanglement of imagination and reality reflects Jane’s latent apprehension,
providing her with a subconscious warning that steers her away from the possibility of
becoming Rochester’s mistress. After discovering Rochester’s marriage with Bertha and
deciding to leave Thornfield Hall, Jane has a symbolic dream, in which she feels she is in
the red-room again. She witnesses ‘a white human form sh[ining] in the azure’, gazing on

%2 Bronté, Jane Eyre, Vol. I, p. 23.
 Bronté, Jane Eyre, Vol. II, p. 209.
% Bronté, Jane Eyre, Vol. II, p. 273.
% Bronté, Jane Eyre, Vol. II, p. 274.
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her and speaking to her spirit: ‘My daughter, flee temptation!”®® Driven by these
imaginative forces, Jane temporarily transcends domestic borders and rebels against social
expectations. However, what eventually equalises her with Rochester is an unexpected
fortune. Jane’s inheritance of her uncle’s fortune and Rochester’s physical damage from the
fire can be regarded as Bronté’s use of deus ex machina, and this implies that the burden of
worldly values is overwhelming to her. Moreover, as many critics such as Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak and Terry Eagleton notice, Jane and Rochester’s wealth has colonial
origins since Jane’s uncle makes fortunes in Madeira and Rochester gains colonial wealth
through marriage.®” This suggests that such equality is built on an imperial economic
foundation. As Susan Meyer argues, ‘Bronté makes class and gender oppression the overt
significance of racial “otherness,” displacing the historical reasons why colonised races
would suggest oppression’.%® Therefore, the equality Jane pursues is a limited independence
within the established power structure instead of a subversion of unequal gender, class, and
race systems. Through imaginative engagement with domestic space, Charlotte Bronté
showcases women’s psychological and political struggles in the power grid of the nineteenth
century, but this is presented in a more radical version in her sister Emily’s novel.

Hovering in the Window Frame: Permeable Boundaries in Wuthering Heights

Compared to Jane Eyre, Emily Bronté’s Wuthering Heights presents a more rebellious
character, which led to the wider controversy it has received since its publication. Although
reviewers in the nineteenth century could not come to a consensus on the gender of Ellis
Bell (Emily Bronté) and other Bells in the Bronté family, for a variety of reasons, they
generally found Wuthering Heights had a coarse nature.®® Some critics, such as G. W. Peck,
who admonishes Ellis Bell for his ‘rudeness’, even question whether the novel is suitable
for female readers.”’ Charlotte and Emily’s personal experiences and personalities
influenced their distinct writing styles and male critics’ evaluations of their works. Emily
detached herself from social life to a certain extent due to her personality and physical
condition. As Charlotte comments, ‘My sister’s disposition was not naturally gregarious;
circumstances favoured and fostered her tendency to seclusion; except to go to church or
take a walk on the hills, she rarely crossed the threshold of home’.”! Rather than the
Victorian interior, natural landscapes around her home gain Emily’s preference, and this is
evident in her portrayal of the moors in Wuthering Heights. This difference manifests in

% Bronté, Jane Eyre, Vol. III, p. 44.
87 See Terry Eagleton, Myths of Power: A Marxist Study of the Brontés (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), p. 29,
and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, ‘Three Women’s Texts and a Critique of Imperialism’, Critical Inquiry, 12.1
(1985), pp. 247-49.
% Susan L. Meyer, ‘Colonialism and the Figurative Strategy of “Jane Eyre™”, Victorian Studies, 33.2 (1990), p.
250.
% Judith E. Pike, ‘““My name was Isabella Linton”: Coverture, Domestic Violence, and Mrs. Heathcliff’s Narrative
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26



Charlotte and Emily’s shaping of domestic spaces: while Charlotte tends to depict Victorian
interiors in a realistic manner and simultaneously showcases their social connotations and
influence on the female protagonist, Emily’s portrayals are more rooted in aesthetic
expression. This does not imply that Emily neglects psychological portrayals of the
characters, but descriptions of characters and environments are often integrated, shaping the
impressionistic and metaphysical characteristics of her novel.

Unlike Jane Eyre, in which borders of domestic spaces are often defined, the spatial
boundaries in Wuthering Heights are blurred and permeable, disrupting the binary between
reality and fantasy. In the early stage of the novel, Lockwood’s dream of Catherine is a
compelling example, illustrating Emily’s shaping of such boundaries. This scene takes place
in Lockwood’s second visit to Wuthering Heights when he spends the night in Catherine’s
chamber due to the inclement weather. He reads Catherine’s diary before sleep and
experiences two nightmares. In his second dream:

Merely, the branch of a firtree that touched my lattice as the blast wailed by, and rattled

its dry cones against the panes! [...] “I must stop it, nevertheless!” I muttered, knocking

my knuckles through the glass, and stretching an arm out to seize the importunate

branch: instead of which, my fingers closed on the fingers of a little, ice-cold hand!

[...] and a most melancholy voice sobbed “Let me in — let me in!”7?
In this frightening episode, the dream and the reality become indistinguishable, and
Wauthering Heights is transformed into a haunted dwelling. The branch knocking on the
window indicates an attempted intrusion of Gothic elements into the domestic, and the
boundary between reality and the supernatural is shattered when Lockwood opens the
window and tries to seize the branch. As the branch transforms into Catherine’s hand,
supernatural elements invade the domestic beyond physical boundaries, breaking down the
distinction between inside and outside. Lockwood then sees ‘a child’s face looking through
the window’ and ‘pull[s] its wrist on to the broken pane, and rub(s] it to and fro till the
blood ran down and soaked the bedclothes’ out of fear.”® Although in this frequently
discussed passage Lockwood’s action is certainly violent, it is noteworthy that Catherine is
not exactly a victimised figure. Instead, through her physical contact with Lockwood in the
dream, she disrupts Lockwood’s narrative and brings her story to the surface. As a
supernatural force, the ghost of Catherine is powerful and shapes Lockwood’s fear. He tries
to block the ghost outside the window, as he ‘hurriedly piled the books up in a pyramid
against it’, but ‘the pile of books moved as if thrust forward’.”* This demonstrates Emily
Bronté’s empowerment of the female character as Catherine’s rebellious figure is
threatening to males, including Lockwood and Heathcliff in the following stories. After this
nightmare, Lockwood falls ill, and during his convalescence he listens to Nelly Dean
recount the stories of Wuthering Heights, including the entanglements between Catherine
and Heathcliff. The dream is the origin point for Lockwood’s involvement in Wuthering

2 Emily Bronté, Wuthering Heights, ed. by William Sale, Jr. (New York: Norton, 1990), pp. 28-29.
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Heights. It becomes an uncanny space that encapsulates the estate’s buried history, and a
lingering presence that constantly disturbs its present dwellers.

While Jane in Charlotte’s narrative uses imagination to transcend domestic confinement
temporarily before eventually retreating to a conservative position, in Wuthering Heights the
external forces of nature are irresistible and lure Catherine to free herself from social
structures. Compared to Jane Eyre, Emily’s narrative is often apolitical and yet has a more
radical temperament. Unlike Jane’s declaration of equality, Catherine seeks a freedom that is
detached from the frameworks of Victorian society and aligns her with the force of nature.
These two female protagonists’ different positions in the domestic space reflect their
contrast: Jane observes the outside world through the window and keeps a cautious distance
from the outdoors, while Catherine often demands to open these windows and reach the
moors beyond spatial and corporeal boundaries. The episode where Catherine has a nervous
breakdown after her marriage reflects her desire to escape the confines of social limitations.
In Nelly’s narrative, Catherine indulges in flighty imagination due to her illness. She lies
‘with my head against that table leg, and my eyes dimly discerning the grey square of the
window’ in Thrushcross Grange, and this image overlaps with Wuthering Heights, as she
feels she is ‘in the oak-panelled bed at home; and my heart ached with some great grief
which, just waking, I could not recollect’.” This impression stimulates Catherine’s trauma
and her impulse to escape from the interior, as she cries out, ‘I wish I were out of doors! I
wish I were a girl again, half savage and hardy, and free [...] I’'m sure I should be myself
were | once among the heather on those hills’.”® This demonstrates that Catherine desires to
be free from any social regulations. Her desperate longing for freedom reaches its most
poignant expression in her fevered attempt to open the window, as she asks Nelly to ‘Open
the window again wide, fasten it open!’”” Nelly refuses to do so since she is afraid the cold
wind might worsen Catherine’s illness, but she tells us that ‘sliding from the bed before I
could hinder her, she crossed the room, walking very uncertainly, threw it back, and bent
out, careless of the frosty air that cut about her shoulders as keen as a knife’.”® As Dorothy
van Ghent suggests, the image of windows in Wuthering Heights symbolises the
possibilities of ‘a total change of mode of being’.” In this passage, Catherine’s insistence
on opening the window is a defiance of the physical surroundings that restrict her, and she
ultimately rejects these constraints on social and even corporeal dimensions of her being.
The image of Catherine in this episode overlaps with her ghost trying to enter Wuthering
Heights in Lockwood’s dream, and in some sense, the delirious Catherine already becomes
something otherworldly. Her death thus becomes a necessity, for only by getting rid of the
physical bonds that constrain her can she reach the freedom she desires.

Bronté, Wuthering Heights, p. 154.
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Emily integrates her portrayals of Catherine and nature by shaping the female protagonist as
a spectral figure. This showcases the different usage of imagination in Emily and Charlotte’s
novels: in Jane Eyre, imagination is the embodiment of Jane’s agency, whilst in Wuthering
Heights imagination is used to shape a haunted space where physical and spiritual
boundaries are dissolved. In Catherine’s final days, the domestic is recreated as a
supernatural realm through imagination. As Nelly observes,

Mrs. Linton sat in a loose white dress, with a light shawl over her shoulders, in the

recess of the open window, as usual. [...] The flash of her eyes had been succeeded by

a dreamy and melancholy softness; they no longer gave the impression of looking at

the objects around her: they appeared always to gaze beyond, and far beyond — you

would have said out of this world.
The ‘loose white dress’ and the ‘light shawl over her shoulders’ shape Catherine’s ghostly
presence, suggesting she slips into a spectral existence. Her eyes ‘no longer gave the
impression of looking at the objects around her’ and instead seemed to ‘gaze beyond, and
far beyond’ suggesting the transcendence of her spirit into the environment. The image of
Catherine is reminiscent of Jacques Derrida’s term hauntology, which is a paradoxical status
in which presence and absence coexist.?! By shaping this hauntological figure, Emily
renders the domestic a site of longing and disturbance. Catherine’s haunting presence forms
a constant reminder of the oppression she suffered during her lifetime. It intermingles with
scenes of Wuthering Heights and continues to haunt the other residents in this dwelling after
her death. Lockwood’s dream proves this influence, and Heathcliff, who is the most
disturbed character, tells Nelly that he opens Catherine’s grave and dreams that he reunites
with Catherine in death.3? Through imaginatively dissolving Catherine’s image into the
environment of Wuthering Heights, Emily Bronté goes further in her reinvention of
domestic spaces than her sister. While imagination and dreaming function as powers of
resistance in both novels, Emily uses them to deconstruct existing borders entirely. A similar
pattern appears in the Chinese novel Shadow of a Dream in the Red Chamber, in which
dreams are shaped as spaces detached from reality, as I will discuss below.

II. Dreams of Chambers: Transgressive Imaginations in Women’s Writing of
Late Imperial China

As Gaston Bachelard suggests, ‘the house shelters day-dreaming, the house protects the
dreamer, the house allows one to dream in peace’.®? Intimate domestic space produces
dreams, which, as imaginatively processed space, become an idealised alternative to real life
and a recurring theme in women’s writing. Dreams are particularly crucial in Chinese
women’s literature; with movements restricted to the inner quarters (1 /&), women writers

often use dreams as imaginative spaces for transcending domestic confinement. Due to the
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lack of women’s novels in late imperial China, existing research mainly focuses on women’s
poetry in this period.®* This section extends these studies to the genre of the novel. 1
examine dream spaces in Gu Taiqing’s Shadow of a Dream in the Red Chamber (1877) and
Wang Miaoru’s Female Jail Flower (1904), exploring how they function as sites where
characters negotiate desires and identities, and how these alternative spaces encapsulate
nascent feminist ideas which become a central theme in Chinese women’s writing of the
twentieth century.

Baoyu in Illusory Land of Great Void (X /& X13%) : Shadow of a Dream in the Red
Chamber

As Nancy Armstrong observes, despite being written by male writer Samuel Richardson,
Pamela; or, Virtue Rewarded contains ‘distinctive features of a specialised language for
women’, and marks the emergence of domestic fiction.®> A similar phenomenon can be
identified in the Chinese classic novel Dream of the Red Chamber ( £L# %) ), written by
Cao Xueqin, who is also a male writer.3¢ Published in the mid-eighteenth century, Dream of
the Red Chamber is arguably the most influential classical novel in China.?” Based on
Cao’s personal experiences, the novel narrates the rise and fall of the aristocratic Jia family.
Although the protagonist, Jia Baoyu, is a male character, the novel’s strength lies in its
complex portrayal of women from various classes, attracting a substantially broader female
readership compared to other works in this era. There were many sequels to Cao’s
masterpiece, the first one written by a woman being Tiefeng Furen’s Awakening from the
Red Chamber Dream ( £ #% %) , 1844), which unfortunately did not survive.*® Gu
Taiqing’s Shadow of a Dream in the Red Chamber is the earliest surviving sequel by a
woman writer.

Gu Taiqing (1799—1877) was the most prolific female poet in the history of classical
Chinese literature.’® She was born into a Manchu family descended from Ortai, who was an
advisor to the Yongzheng Emperor. Although her family had declined by the time Gu was

8 The Inner Quarters and Beyond: Women Writers from Ming through Qing (2010) edited by Grace S. Fong and
Ellen Widmer is a significant research that calls attention to spatiality in women’s writing by using the spatial
metaphor of inner quarters in the book. While this study provides valuable insights into women’s poetry, it
regrettably overlooks the genre of the novel.
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born, she still received a decent education. She married Aisin-Gioro Yihui, a Manchu prince,
and their relationship was fulfilling. After Yihui’s death in 1838, Gu’s relationship with her
mother-in-law deteriorated, which led to financial difficulty for a period of time. As an
advocate for women’s writing, Gu was the central figure in the Beijing-based women’s
poetry club, ‘Red Autumn Poetry Club’ (Fk 2L %-#1), and maintained lifelong friendships
with fellow women poets such as Shen Shanbao, Xiang Pingshan, Xu Yunjiang and Xu
Yunlin. Such women'’s club and sisterhood are also represented in Gu’s novel. In Shadow of
a Dream in the Red Chamber, Gu continues the story of Baoyu and the Jia family of Dream
of the Red Chamber beyond its original 120 chapters,”® narrating stories of how the Jia
family is revitalised after its decline and daily lives of the family members. It has received
some scholarly attention because it is the first women’s novel in China. In English academic
circles, Ellen Widmer did exhaustive research on this novel for her The Beauty and the
Book: Women and Fiction in Nineteenth-Century China (2006), in which she devotes a
chapter to Gu Taiqing’s life, the situation of the publishing industry and female readership in
the nineteenth century.’’ Research in Chinese has greater variety, focusing on themes such
as Gu’s life experiences, the novel’s connection to Cao’s work, and the reshaping of the
main characters.”> Nevertheless, compared to the extensive research on Gu’s poetry, this
novel remains relatively overlooked, particularly in terms of detailed analyses of the dream
space, which serves as a key element in interpreting this novel and a gap that my chapter
seeks to address.

In Cao’s original story, the dream serves as a crucial device that disrupts linear storytelling,
contributing to a recursive narrative. This usage of dreams is not unique to him. For
instance, dream spaces have long been used as devices for reinventing domesticity in some
tanci works written by female authors,”® but Cao’s contribution to turning it into an
important narrative tool is undeniable. As hinted in the title, rather than serving merely as
simple settings, dreams form the structure of this novel, blending past, present and future
while reinforcing the themes of fate and impermanence. In this novel of 120 chapters,
dreams are depicted thirty-three times and the most symbolic dream appears in Chapter
Five, titled ‘The spirit of Jia Baoyu visits the confines of the Great Void. The Monitory

0 The first 80 chapters of Dream of the Red Chamber were written by Cao Xueqin, but the latter portion was lost.
The version widely circulated today is generally regarded as a sequel by Gao E in the Qing dynasty. Based on the
foreshadowing in Cao’s text, the novel’s intended ending was likely darker and filled with more misfortune.
°! For more details, see Ellen Widmer, The Beauty and the Book (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2006).
°2 Botao Zhao’s #1f % ‘The Author of Shadow of a Dream in the Red Chamber and Other Matters’ ( (4L # %
) HIEHE R HEAM) |, 1989), Song Zhan’s & A “The Interpretation and Reconstruction of Women: On Taiging’s
Shadow of a Dream in the Red Chamber’ ( { LM #h B 5 EM . RF (L#FF) #) ,2006), and Yihan An’s
2123 “On Gu Taiqing’s Sequel-Writing Strategies in Shadow of a Dream in the Red Chamber’ ( it A&

(LIHE %) W45 %K) |, 2018) are some representative cases.
* Tanci is a traditional literary form in China that combines verse and prose. Performed with the pipa (£ &), a
traditional Chinese instrument, fanci can be seen as both a form of performance art and narrative, which has a
novel-like quality endowed by its strong narrative structure. The most recognised work of fanci is Karmic Bonds of
Reincarnation ( (T 4% ) ), which was written by a female writer, Chen Duansheng (1751-1796). Depictions of
dreams also appear in other works written by women, including Rain Flowers ( { X W 4.) ), Blossoms from the
Brush ( (£ £ 7.) ) and The Dream of the Pomegranate ( {#6.%2) ).
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Vision Fairy expounds, in ballads, the Dream of the Red Chamber’ (% = F # i A £ &

e 774l b 78 21 #£ 2). In this chapter, Baoyu enters the illusory land of great void in his
dream. He wanders through this fictional space led by a fairy, through whom he witnesses
the fate of his family, yet at that moment he does not know how to interpret these events.
This dream space, namely the illusory land of great void, is a highly gendered heterotopia.
Baoyu enters it by sleeping in the bedroom of Qin Keqing who, in the dream, has been
transformed into the guiding fairy, indicating a connection between the fictional and real
spaces. Despite being a male character, Baoyu possesses feminine traits in his appearance
and personality. For instance, ‘The bones and flesh of woman, he argues, are made of water,
while those of man of mud’, and for him, women are ‘pure and pleasing’ but when facing
men, he ‘readily feels how corrupt, foul and repelling they are!”** As a result, Baoyu enjoys
socialising with women and the others’ fates that he peeks into in the dream space revolve
around the women in his life.

Influenced by Cao’s work, Gu also employs dream spaces to reshape domesticity, rendering
the interior as a space formed by shifting desires and cosmic forces beyond human control.
What differentiates her version from Cao’s is that her novel displays some features resonant
with modernist aesthetic, which manifests in her portrayal of Baoyu’s dream in the final
chapter. Baoyu visits his cousin Xichun, who becomes a nun, and Xichun provides him with
a mirror which, like Qin Keqing’s boudoir in Cao’s novel, becomes Baoyu’s passage to the
illusory land of great void. He enters this place and notices he has been there before. Baoyu
wanders around and encounters many women he is familiar with, including his wife and
concubines, as well as his deceased lover and maids. The novel ends abruptly in a surreal
and nightmarish scene:
Turning thoughts over and over, he grew increasingly anxious. Suddenly, a fierce gust
howled, making it hard to keep his eyes open. [Baoyu] prostrated himself on the
ground, waiting for the wind to pass. When he opened his eyes — where was the red
mansion! Instead, there was a desolate and mournful wasteland with many skeletons
dancing in it. Baoyu was utterly shocked, but unable to tell whether it was real or
imaginary.”
The transition from a dreamlike setting to the haunting landscape of dancing skeletons
constitutes a sharp contrast for the protagonist, leaving him uncertain about his own
experience. This depiction of the woman characters transforming into skeletons may draw
on Cao’s setting in Dream of the Red Chamber. In Chapter Twelve of Cao’s novel, a double-
sided mirror presents dual images: one side reveals a beautiful woman, Wang Xifeng, who
is Baoyu’s sister-in-law, and the other side shows a skeleton. More broadly, this setting of
the dancing skeletons is likely to be derived from religious influences on Gu. She and her

%% Cao Xueqin, The Dream of the Red Chamber, trans. by H. Bencraft Joly (Singapore: Tuttle Publishing, 2010),
pp- 29-30.
% Yuncha Waishi =4 4} # (Gu Taiqing), Shadows of Dream of the Red Chamber ( {£I# % %) , Beijing:
Peking University Press, 1988), p. 196.
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husband Yihui had Taoist names,’® they often visited Taoist temples and wrote many poems
that offered valuable information about Quanzhen Taoism. In Taoist classics, there is a
renowned story about skeletons: the philosopher Master Zhuang (£ ) came across a skull
by the roadside. He asked how this deceased person had died and lay down to sleep, using
the skull as a headrest. The skeleton appears in his dream and tells him that death brings
more pleasures than life.”” This story is often used to illustrate the inevitability of death and
suggest that death is a path leading to freedom. Comparable symbolic meanings appear in
Buddhism, where practitioners detach themselves from desires for lust and material
possessions through the meditation known as “White Skeleton Visualisation’ (asthisajjiia,

3139, in which they visualise their corporeal bodies as mere skeletons. In a Qing

aristocratic context, the motif of dancing skeletons may also resonate with the visual culture
of Tibetan Buddhism, which was popular among the Manchu elite. In particular, the dancing

skeletal deities known as Citipati (]%ﬁ'qﬁ) often appear in Tibetan Buddhist iconography.

These figures dance in charnel grounds, symbolising the transcendence of death and the
transformation of fear to liberation. The religious influence is reminiscent of the impact of
Christianity on the Brontés. In particular, like Emily who departs from traditional Christian
doctrine by shaping Catherine as a hauntological figure, skeletons’ dancing in Gu’s ending
evokes disturbance rather than enlightenment. This suggests that both authors integrate
religious influences while ultimately transcending them.

Moreover, in this ending, Gu shapes a form of modernity that is inspired by her own cultural
heritage, independent of the influence of Western modernist texts, though it seems to
anticipate them. The dancing skeletons are reminiscent of the trope of memento mori,
reminding Baoyu of the inevitability of death and the impermanence of life. The
disappearance of the red mansion, symbolising the aristocratic life of the Jia family, into the
wilderness, anticipates the theme of T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922) since inner crisis
and environmental decay form an intertextual relationship in both works. The collapse of
the red mansion illustrates the destruction of the social order and the disturbance of Baoyu’s
inner world. In this bizarre ending, the intersection of illusion and reality unsettles Baoyu’s
perception of the world, leading to an existential crisis. Compared with Cao’s novel, Gu’s
brief ending envelops the story with a modernist aura: incorporating the dream, the domestic
space becomes a transitional zone into the surreal, destabilising the boundary between
fantasy and reality and encouraging diverse interpretations of this novel. Although this
novel cannot be classified as a ‘modern’ text in the same way as the works I will discuss in
later chapters, it undeniably contains early traces of modern narrative strategy and thus can
be regarded as a turning point in the transformation of Chinese fiction from classical to
modern forms.

¢ Gu Taiging’s original name was E Chun and she changed her surname into Gu. Taiqing was her Taoist name.
7 Wilt Idema, The Resurrected Skeleton: From Zhuangzi to Lu Xun (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014),
p. 1.
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Compared to the other three novels discussed in this chapter, Gu’s work regrettably lacks
depictions of female characters’ psychology, rendering them the backdrop of Baoyu’s life.
Adopting Baoyu as the protagonist is necessary to stay consistent with Cao’s novel, whilst
Gu’s depiction of women’s adherence to traditional values shows her limitations. For
instance, in her novel Xiren, who is betrothed to another man, is determined to keep her
virginity for her beloved Baoyu, and her fiancé sends her back to the Jia family, where she
eventually becomes Baoyu’s concubine as she wishes. This episode showcases Gu’s
adherence to Confucian morality and her belief that following morals leads to happiness.
Her novel is not concerned with interrogations of public or political topics, which reflects
the situation that women were restricted to domestic lives in the nineteenth century to a
certain extent. Nonetheless, in such repressive circumstances, it is still possible to catch
glimpses of the emergence of female agency in this era. This is exemplified in Gu’s subtle
writing of female desires, which was taboo for a woman of her social status at that time. In
Chapter Eight, Baoyu meets his deceased lover Daiyu in his dream. He goes to Daiyu’s
abandoned dwelling on Daiyu’s birthday with his concubines, Ying’er and Sheyue. The
author blurs the boundary between reality and fantasy before constructing the dream space
as the site for Baoyu and Daiyu’s rendezvous. When Sheyue pulls the bed curtains, they
smell a special fragrance, and Ying’er immediately recognises it is Daiyu’s scent. Since it
has been many years since Daiyu’s death, the assumption that the fragrance is left over from
her lifetime is not very reliable. One might wonder if Daiyu’s spirit really returns to meet
Baoyu, and the dream of their reunion follows this passage. Baoyu lies on Daiyu’s bed and
recalls their memories of their time together, and hears the wind blowing:

Just as he was thinking, he heard footsteps outside the window. Baoyu got up to take

a look and saw a young maid holding a crimson gauze palace lantern, followed by a

beautiful lady, gently supported by a young servant girl, coming in a stately manner.

As they entered the room, Baoyu took a closer look and realised it was none other than

Daiyu.’®
In this passage, the real world is transformed into the dream space smoothly. Baoyu is
situated in a realm whose authenticity he cannot verify. He talks to Daiyu and believes
Daiyu is his wife, rather than Baochai, who is his actual wife. Gu then implicitly suggests
that the lovers have sex, in which Daiyu is ‘half willing and half unwilling’ and there is ‘no
need to elaborate’ the details of the night.”® Though this sexual behaviour appears in
Baoyu’s dream and is driven by his will, Gu’s implication of Daiyu’s sexual desire still
seems very bold. The accounts of bystanders after this night add credibility to Daiyu’s spirit
entering Baoyu’s dream. Sheyue and Ying’er recall that it rained heavily on the bamboo
outside Daiyu’s residence that night. Bamboo symbolises Daiyu’s identity: she chooses to
live in the Xiaoxiang Pavilion where a lot of bamboo is planted. In Chinese culture, bamboo
symbolises nobility and solitude, qualities that align with Daiyu’s personality. Moreover,
Daiyu’s pen name in the poetry club is ‘Concubine Xiaoxiang’, which originates from the
legend of E Huang (# £) and Nv Ying (% #%). The two ladies were wives of Emperor Shun

%8 Gu, Shadows of Dream of the Red Chamber, p. 61.
% TIbid.
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(%%), and after Shun’s death they cried in the bamboo forest near River Xiang. The bamboo
is transformed into spotted bamboo because of their tears, and the ladies wept until they
died. In Cao Xueqin’s original story, Daiyu is the reincarnation of the Crimson Pearl Flower
and Baoyu is the Divine Attendant-in-Waiting who takes care of the flower. The purpose of
her reincarnation is to repay Baoyu’s kindness in the past life with her tears. Therefore, the
rain in the bamboo outside Xiaoxiang Pavilion can be seen as Daiyu’s spiritual return,
showcasing her lingering presence and unfulfilled desires even after her death. Like in
Wuthering Heights, Gu uses dreams and ghosts to disrupt her narrative, bringing the past
into contact with the present. However, Lockwood’s dream about Catherine is shrouded in
an atmosphere of Gothic horror, and Heathcliff’s pursuit of Catherine’s ghost constitutes an
obsession, leading to his revenge and death. In Gu’s novel, Baoyu’s dream is a partial
fulfilment of his unmet desires, and Daiyu’s ghost is not a destructive figure. These
differences are not only based on Bronté and Gu’s varied life experiences, but also reflect
the differences between Chinese and Western aesthetics. Gu’s narratives about emotions and
desires that unfold within aesthetical dream spaces are transplanted to more symbolic and
politically relevant settings in the early twentieth century, of which the following novel is a
radical example.

Sha Xuemei’s Feminist Utopia: Female Jail Flower

From Gu’s Shadow of a Dream in the Red Chamber 1 turn to Wang Miaoru’s Female Jail
Flower (1904), which might be the first Chinese novel written by a woman author using her
real name,!?’ Chinese women’s writing experienced significant transformations in the late
nineteenth century: women writers no longer concealed their gender when publishing
novels, and a clear feminist stance is presented in their work. Wang Miaoru (1878? —19047)
was a talented woman writer with a penchant for reading. She wrote the novel Little Peach
Blossom Spring ( {/’MEJEY ) and a collection of poems titled The Collection of Chang-he
Poems ( {"EF1%) ),'°! but they have not been preserved over time, leaving her novel as
her only surviving work.!> Due to the scarcity of information about Wang’s life, research
on Female Jail Flower remains limited. Representative research includes Ma Qingin’s two
articles examining the influence of Buddhism on the author,!® and Jin-Chu Huang’s
research which compares the views on marriage in Female Jail Flower with those in two
other women’s novels.!® Studies in English lack dedicated case studies on this novel, with

190 Widmer, The Beauty and the Book, p. 253.

' Chang-he poems is a traditional poetry genre in China. It often involves two poets: one writes a poem first, and

the other one responds to it with a new poem according to the first poem’s form and context.

192 Qingin Ma & #/ ¥, ‘“Wang Miaoru as a Neglected Feminist Pioneer: the Development of Feminist Thought in

the Late Qing on Buddhism Background” { E##n—# A MM LA A R E R BF SHFLANBERNL E)

Journal of Sun Yat-sen University (Social Science Edition), 62.4 (2022), p. 58.

'3 Including ‘Wang Miaoru as a Neglected Feminist Pioneer: the Development of Feminist Thought in the Late

Qing on Buddhism Background’ and ‘Nv Yuhua and the Spread of Japanese Buddhism in China’( (& # ) &

TR EARBHERD) ,2022).

14 See Jin-Chu Huang’s ‘Late Qing Woman Writers’ New Concept of Marriage: Using Nuyu Hua, Jiemei Hua and
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it briefly discussed only in a limited number of works, such as Amy D. Dooling’s Women s
Literary Feminism in Twentieth-Century China and Ellen Widmer’s The Beauty and the
Book. My research pays particular attention to how Wang adopts dream spaces as narrative
devices to visualise the oppressed desires of women, especially in the political sphere.

From Gu’s to Wang’s works, there was a shift in women writers’ perception of their gender
identity and the publishing industry’s growing support for women’s fiction. In contrast to
Gu’s novel, which does not clearly demonstrate the author’s ideas on gender issues, Female
Jail Flower advertises Wang’s female identity and presumes female readers as the primary
readership.'® It explicitly showcases Wang’s feminist stance, which is closely related to the
historical context of feminist ideas being introduced to China from the West at the
beginning of the twentieth century. Although many intellectuals in the late Qing Dynasty
had already developed basic ideas and engaged in discussions on gender equality, the
concept of ‘women’s rights’ (Z #X) first emerged in China in 1900, and was introduced by
‘On the Gradual Rise of Women’s Rights’ ( &% A = # &) ) published in the journal
The China Discussion ( {7& AR ).1% In this article, Ishikawa Hanzan (‘& JI| 3 11)
provides a brief overview of the development of feminism in Western countries and
anticipates the significance of feminist movements in the twentieth century.!” Ma Junwu’s
translations of Herbert Spencer and John Stuart Mill’s feminist views between 1902 and
1903 had a more significant influence in China. His translated work, ‘The Rights of Women’
( (XA ED , 1892) by Spencer in 1902 allowed Chinese readers to access Western feminist

8 and sparked significant discussions

perspectives directly without Japanese interpretation, '
in Chinese intellectual circles in the early twentieth century. Although there are not a lot of
records about Wang’s life experience and writing career, the feminist themes in her novel
reflect the influence of Western liberal and feminist ideas on women writers in her era. In
Female Jail Flower, Xuemei solidifies her feminist stance and resists the patriarchal system
after reading Spencer’s ‘The Rights of Women’, implying a substantial impact of these

feminist works on Wang.

Xiayi Jiaren as Examples’( (B8 & (E R/Na P IS B —LL (ZoRiae) . (Bt . (REREA) ABD ,
2011).
195 Widmer, The Beauty and the Book, p. 253.
106 This journal was established in Yokohama, Japan in 1898 by the renowned intellectual, Liang Qichao. During
the late imperial period, many Western ideas were introduced to China via Japan. Liang also played an important
role in the New Culture Movement and the May Fourth Movement, which I will discuss in Chapter Two.
197 The translator of this article is unknown. For more details, see ‘On the Gradual Rise of Women’s Rights’ (it %
M Z B ,in The China Discussion ( {7F ) ), Vol. 47, no page.
According to Sudo Mizuyo, the first translation of the term ‘women’s rights’ into Chinese can be traced to the
translation of Fukuzawa Yikichi’s ‘On Male-Female Interaction’ ( & % 2 F7i8) ) in The China Discussion, Vol.
38. See Sudo Mizuyo, Transformation of the Chinese Concept of ‘Women's Rights’: Human Rights and Gender in
Late Qing Dynasty and Early Republic of China [ T [&# ] MAOEE—FEARARWOAEELE Y = >4 —]
(Tokyo: Yamamoto Shoten LTD, 2007).
1% Xiaohong Xia ¥ B%4T, ‘From Gender Equality to Feminist Awareness — Feminist Ideologies in Late Qing
Dynasty’ A B 4 F 4 2| & AU R —Be & B9 40 % B#]) |, Journal of Peking University (Philosophy and Social
Sciences), 32.4 (1995), p. 100.
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The story of Female Jail Flower centres on two female protagonists, Sha Xuemei and Xu
Pingquan. The narrative first unfolds with Sha Xuemei’s experience: she has to accept an
arranged marriage but soon kills her husband to get out of his attempted control, leading to
her imprisonment. She then escapes, participates in feminist movements, and ultimately dies
for a revolution, which Xu Pingquan learns from a newspaper. The two protagonists meet
once and find out they have divergent ideas on gender issues and do not become close
friends since Xuemei believes Pingquan is conservative, and Pingquan disagrees with
Xuemei’s radical feminist stance against all men. The novel ends with Xu Pingquan
achieving certain success in running a women’s school and obtaining a fulfilling marriage.

Like Baoyu’s dream in the illusory land of great void in Gu’s novel, Wang also uses the
dream in her reinvention of domestic space, moulding it as an enlightening place for the
protagonist. The first chapter describes a symbolic dream of Xuemei:
One night, during the deep autumn weather, Xuemei was studying by the window.
Feeling a slight chill brush her skin, she stood up to put on a coat and then sat down

again at the desk. She had barely read a dozen lines when a young man dressed in

elegant attire suddenly entered, inviting her to go with him.!%

Similarly to Gu’s work, windows often serve as the channel to enter protagonists’ dreams,
and the wind is frequently used as the element that signals this transition. Following the
young man, Xuemei enters a magnificent building, where men of all ages and classes sit
high above, while women kneel with livestock, with strange instruments of torture beside
them.!'% This scene is the materialisation of the patriarchal system in the protagonist’s
mind, and Xuemei’s confusion and anger towards this scene exemplify her emerging
feminist ideas. Moreover, Xuemei’s feminist and nationalist ideologies are closely related.
Being commanded to kneel by the men, Xuemei does not surrender and thinks: ‘In our
country, there is no such thing as calling an innocent woman a slave, and this is exactly the
kind of unreasonable behaviour of foreign barbarians’.!!! This perception mirrors the
reaction of many intellectuals to the colonial threat in late imperial China. For instance, in
Jin Tianhe’s The Women's Bell ( % 54k , 1903), which is the first feminist manifesto in
China, and the journal Women's World ( {4 F 1) , issued between 1904 and 1905),
scholars widely advocate simultaneous political and gender revolutions. Irritated by the
scene in her dream, Xuemei is ready to beat these men, but then all the surroundings vanish,
‘moonlight streams through the window, pure and lovely; the walls echo with the sound of
the insects, mournful and sorrowful; an oil lamp flickering on the desk, its light seems like a
bean. Upon reflection, it is just a dream of Nanke’.!'? Wang here refers to the well-known
Chinese story, ‘The Governor of Nanke’, which was written by Li Gongzuo in the Tang
dynasty. The protagonist of this story, Chunyu Fen, lives through generations and achieves

199 Wang Miaoru T #> %, ‘Female Jail Flower® { %%k #.) , in Modern Chinese Women's Literature Series: Novels
(P EARLMHEXFARR/NEE) | ed. by Yanli Guo and Haofan Guo (Jinan: Qilu Press, 2021), p. 1500.
10 Thid.
""" Wang, ‘Female Jail Flower’, p. 1501.
12 Thid.
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worldly success, ultimately realising it was just a dream. Xuemei’s dream against the
patriarchy, as well as Baoyu’s dreams in Gu’s work, both take the form of Nanke’s dream.
Nevertheless, this dream does not shape Xuemei into a character like Baoyu, who realises
the meaninglessness of worldly matters and turns to metaphysical pursuits. Instead, her
dream inspires her resistance to inequality in reality. When her husband tries to prevent her
from going out, she reads Spencer’s ‘The Rights of Women’ and associates it with this
dream: ‘“When I was still a girl, didn’t I have such a dream? [...] Back then, I didn’t quite
understand what it meant. But thinking about it now, it all makes sense [...] Now I don’t
even have the smallest right to freedom. He really treats me like I’'m a slave he bought!’!!3
This stimulates Xuemei’s violence, and she kills her husband in the ensuing episode.

Xuemei’s inner monologue is reminiscent of Jane’s speech to Rochester since both
characters emphasise women'’s equality with men as human beings. However, Xuemei is
more radical than Jane, since she demands an inverted gender order as revenge against
patriarchal oppression. In her conversation with Pingquan, Xuemei says, ‘I want to organise
a party to kill all the male villains. As for those who beg for mercy on their knees, we will
ask them to serve women and carry out lowliest and dirtiest labours. All the nation’s power
and authority will be placed entirely under female control’.!'* Wang’s political stance and
the use of imagination also constitute a sharp contrast with Gu’s work. In Shadow of a
Dream in the Red Chamber, the dream is an aesthetic and religious realm that is set apart
from the normative structures that govern reality. In contrast, Female Jail Flower
incorporates the dream with a more politically charged perspective. Instead of engaging
with philosophical musings, Wang integrates the protagonist’s desire with political
aspirations, and thus her story shows a more worldly stance. The differences in the political
interventions in the two works are reflected in many ways. For example, despite the female
characters forming associations in both novels, they have a poetry club in Gu’s work, but in
Female Jail Flower, they form a revolutionary group, which even predates the activism of
prominent feminists such as Qiu Jin.!'> This visionary perspective lends Wang’s novel an
anticipatory and utopian quality. Except for Pingquan’s husband, the few male characters
are depicted negatively, and they are too weak to capture the escaped Xuemei. In contrast,
sisterhood is celebrated in the story, and women characters ultimately become
revolutionaries, hospital director and educator, contributing to feminist revolutions.
Compared to Gu, Wang extends her explorations into wider areas through her imagining of
the inner quarters. At the beginning of Chapter One, Wang wrote a poem to introduce the
novel’s focus on women’s rights. There is a line, ‘Freedom’s flower has been planted in

Paris, Tyranny’s demon struggles to prolong life’,''® in which Paris appears as an ideal

'3 Wang, ‘Female Jail Flower’, p. 1509.
4 Wang, ‘Female Jail Flower’, p. 1525.
15 Yu-Chuan Wu % %48, ‘Stepping Out of the Traditional Paradigm — The Transformation of Women in
Women’s Novels in the Late Qing Dynasty’ & 1 & 45 #9 J #i—B /& L (FE R /N L M # W EAE) |, Tunghai
Journal of Chinese Literature, 19 (2007), pp. 249-53.
16 Wang, ‘Female Jail Flower’, p. 1498.
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place of freedom in the novel. In Chapter Ten, Pingquan visits Paris with her female friend.
From their perspective, in Paris ‘the avenues are broad, and fully paved. The wheels pass
over the road without a sound, and people often wander around spraying perfume
everywhere’.!!” There is no evidence in Wang’s transient life that she had studied or
travelled abroad, and her descriptions of the Parisian cityscape appear untrustworthy,
seeming based on hearsay. Nevertheless, compared to women in the nineteenth century such
as Gu, women writers in the early twentieth century like Wang were able to learn about the
Western world through their reading and imagined it as a symbol of freedom. Despite the
discrepancy between fantasy and reality, they moulded dream spaces into utopias, in which
they were able to explore possibilities and territories that were previously inaccessible to
women, reflecting a shift toward greater autonomy and empowerment of women.

It is worth mentioning that in the year 1904, when Female Jail Flower was published, Shan
Shili’s Travels in the Year Guimao, the earliest female-authored travelogue documenting the
author’s travels abroad, was published by a commercial publisher in Japan.!!® Women
writers after this stepped out of the inner quarters that had long confined them and engaged
with broader society. No longer reliant solely on the power of imagination, as Gu Taiqing
and Wang Miaoru had been, they entered a more colourful, vivid and tangible world.
Nevertheless, Gu and Wang’s use of dreams to reconstruct the domestic sphere continues to
function as inspiring examples for later generations, profoundly shaping the tradition of
women’s writing. When Louise experiences a moment of fulfilment in her dream,'!® we
will recall the dreams of Baoyu and Xuemei — this shows how women’s writing resonates
across generations. This resonance across time and space extends even beyond the twentieth
century. In Wang’s novel, Xuemei is a martial artist who specialises in Chinese boxing; in
Chinese, the words ‘fists’ (%) and ‘rights’ (1) are homophones. Although it is not known
whether the author considered this when naming the protagonist, in the current feminist
movement in China, the term ‘female boxer’ (% % fi) is both used as a form of stigma
against feminists and has been reappropriated by feminists as an identity of power. To be
precise, stigmatising buzzwords including ‘female boxer’ have been popular on Chinese
social media since 2014, exhibiting an antifeminist wave in parallel with the tide of the

t 120

feminist movemen When Chinese feminists nowadays read Wang Miaoru’s novel, they

will certainly resonate with this characterisation, making them allies across the centuries.

In general, domestic spaces in the four novels examined in this chapter are reimagined
through imagining and dreaming, transforming into alternative sites to generate female
subjectivity and resistance. The horrifying red-room, the window that hovers with the ghost

"7 Wang, ‘Female Jail Flower’, p. 1534.
""* Hu Ying, ““Would That I Were Marco Polo”: The Travel Writing of Shan Shili (1856-1943)”, Journeys, 5.1
(2004), p. 124.
% See my case study on Chen Hengzhe’s ‘Louise’s Problem’ in Chapter Two.
120 Wei Yang, Jingxuan Guo, and Inge Arteel, ‘What Is “Rural Feminism”? A Computer-Assisted Analysis of
Popular Antifeminist Discourses in Chinese Social Media’, Social Media + Society, 9.2 (2023), pp. 1-12.
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of Catherine, the illusory land of Great Void and Xuemei’s dreamscapes illustrate how
women are confined by the domestic, and how imagination energises their desires and
awakens their agency. By reimagining these interiors, the Brontés, Gu and Wang reject the
perspective that merely regards the domestic as a field of confinement, suggesting it is a
fluid realm where female desire and identity are constantly negotiated. The differences in
spatial reconfiguration of these works are also remarkable. Jane’s use of imagination in her
story enables her to transcend boundaries of class and gender and eventually occupy a more
advantageous position in the power grid, whilst in Wuthering Heights the boundaries are
dissolved in dreams, producing metaphysical and often violent spatial poetics. Gu, who is
well-versed in traditional Chinese aesthetics, uses dream spaces to construct a spiritual
realm beyond the real world, whereas Wang employs dreams to expose the harsh realities of
women’s lives and shapes the earliest Chinese feminist propaganda. These variations
showcase the four writers’ different claims for revolutionising the form and content of the
novel. Despite these divergences, these spatial experimentations signal an emerging literary
modernity based on women’s experience, which is not rooted in their male counterparts’
experience of wandering in urban spaces but in reimagining the domestic. Through their
praxis, these precursors pave the way for the rise of modernist writing in the twentieth
century.
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Chapter 2 Inside Out: The ‘Inside’ and ‘Outside’ in British and Chinese Women’s
Writing, 1917-1929

As Janet Wolff asserts in her well-discussed essay ‘The Invisible Flaneuse: Women and the
Literature of Modernity’, ‘the literature of modernity describes the experience of men’.!?!
Roaming freely in public space and experiencing the ‘fleeting ephemeral experience of life’

had long been a male prerogative, '

unattainable by women in the nineteenth century, as
discussed in the previous chapter. To interrogate how gendered modern experiences
emerged in British and Chinese women’s writing, I suggest looking back to the 1910s and
20s, the period when some upper- and middle- class women gained opportunities to step out
from the chamber into public spaces. In this chapter, I take the period from 1917 to 1929 as
the first stage of modern women’s writing in both Britain and China. Starting with the
publication of ‘A Preliminary Discussion of Literary Reform’ ( { X ¥ & E 4 ) )in New
Youth ( {#1 & %) , La Jeunesse) in 1917,'* this period witnessed the introduction of new
standards in modern Chinese literature and the arrival of the vernacular age, along with the
growing popularity of modernism in British literature as a response to the Great War. I
regard the publication of 4 Room of One’s Own in 1929 as a turning point for women’s
writing in both regions, as it emphasises the crucial role of financial independence for
women writers and the lack of equitable opportunities for female fiction, which became a
powerful rebuttal to patriarchal dominance of literature in this era.

The approach of this chapter owes much to Teresa Gomez Reus and Ardnzazu Usandizaga’s
collection of essays, Inside Out: Women negotiating, subverting, appropriating public and
private space (2008). Building on previous research on women’s writing and space, it
includes essays from diverse regions that challenge ‘the well-entrenched assumptions
associated with “separate spheres™” in literature, discussing how women writers enter
territories from which they have traditionally been excluded, and how they negotiate,
subvert, and appropriate these spaces.!?* Concerned about the impracticality of a traditional
public-private binary division of space, this volume proposes the concept of ‘inside out’ to
reconsider the boundaries between spaces in women’s writing. While this term is not
explicitly explained, it vividly visualises how women subvert traditional perceptions of
private and public spaces. Building on the editors’ creative formulation, I develop the term

12! Janet Wolff, ‘The Invisible Flaneuse: Women and the Literature of Modernity’, Theory, Culture & Society, 2.3
(1985), p. 37.
122 Baudelaire, The Painter of Modern Life, p. 13.
'23 Ttis used as the French title of (¥ & 4 ) from its first issue until 1920, when the publisher is reorganised.
There is no academic consensus on why the French title was used, but most believe that is related to its founder
Chen Duxiu’s admiration for French culture and democratic ideas.
124 Teresa Gomez Reus and Arénzazu Usandizaga, eds., Inside Out: Women Negotiating, Subverting, Appropriating
Public and Private Space (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2008), p. 23.
Representative research includes Janet Wolft ’s ‘The Invisible Flaneuse’ (1985), Griselda Pollock’s ‘Modernity and
the Spaces of Femininity’ (1988), Susan Merrill Squier’s Women Writers and the City (1984) and Deborah L.
Parsons’s Streetwalking the Metropolis: Women, the City and Modernity (2000).
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‘inside out’ more thoroughly in this chapter, as a way to describe the particular state of
British and Chinese women’s writing between 1917 and 1929. This means exposing the
layered problems women faced in domestic spaces, turning this inside predicament out; it
also means disturbing the fixed boundaries between male and female, private and public,
reconfiguring traditional gender and spatial paradigms inside out. With this title and
concept, I question the extent to which British and Chinese women writers altered their
perceptions about ‘inside’ and ‘outside’, and in which ways they challenged or modified the
boundary between them.

I will focus on two types of female protagonists in this chapter, namely ‘inactive travellers’
and fldneuses, to reveal two different tendencies in the presentation of so-called domestic
and public spaces in this period, and to show how the writers disturb the boundaries
between inside and outside in distinct but related ways. Specifically, I argue that in shaping
these two categories, women writers constructed a series of liminal spaces that generated
alternative modernities through their imaginative recombination of women’s bodies and
spaces. This makes these women’s writings sites of resistance to male-dominated narratives:
in contrast to the supposedly singular Modernity which emerged from men’s experience of
wandering freely in urban public space, the modernities in women’s writing are nurtured
from threshold spaces.'?® In the readings that follow, these modernities are characterised by
the destabilisation of patriarchal spatial duality and the subversion of its structures. They are
typically diverse and site-specific, as seen in Sheridan’s garden in ‘The Garden Party’, the
corridor of Louise’s dream in ‘Louise’s Problem’, the streets of London in Mrs Dalloway
and the Longtangs of Shanghai in ‘Mengke’. Although women writers often employ similar
techniques and forms, their different positions in colonial activities and cultural
backgrounds produce distinct modernities in their works. In Katherine Mansfield’s New
Zealand, for example, modernity involves reflections on racial and class inequalities, while
in China it is often expressed as a rebellion against Confucian values. To conceptualise how
these alternative modernities are produced in women’s writing, I propose the ‘inactive
traveller’ as a contrast to the fldneuse, which is a widely discussed term.!?¢ Inactive
travellers are women who explore the space within and to some extent beyond the interior,
typically with a sense of alienation and hesitation. As a female version of the flaneur, the
term fldneuse is often used to describe women who engage themselves in urban public
space. However, given the blurring of boundaries in different spaces and the fact that
women are never free in any space, I seek to demonstrate that it only makes sense to read
flaneuses alongside inactive travellers. This is not only because the two categories primarily
occupy the traditionally demarcated spaces of inside and outside respectively, but also
because they together challenge the inside-outside binary, transforming the space of

125 Here I draw on Zygmunt Bauman’s idea of ‘liquid modernity’, which emphasises the permanence of change in
modern society and rejects a single interpretation of modernity.

Bauman, Liquid modernity, p. 8.

126 Janet Wolff ’s ‘The Invisible Flaneuse’ (1985), Elizabeth Wilson’s The Sphinx in the City: Urban Life, the
Control of Disorder, and Women (1991) and Lauren Elkin’s Fldneuse (2017) are some representative examples.
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women’s writing from the inside out. From inactive travellers to fldneuses, the actions of the
characters I discuss echo one another, forming a dynamic pattern that in its most radical
moments turns space itself ‘inside out’.

In this chapter, I select Laura in ‘“The Garden Party’ (1922) and Louise in ‘Louise’s
Problem’ (1924) as cases of inactive travellers, in comparison with the flaneuse, who is
exemplified by Clarissa and Elizabeth in Mrs Dalloway (1925) and Mengke in ‘Mengke’
(1927). By reading these two sets of texts in relation to one another, I argue that both groups
of women characters are not settled ‘inside’, but also that neither of them reaches a free
‘outside’. Drawing on Deleuze’s spatial theories in The Fold (1988), and in particular his
Mabius topology,'?” I suggest that by employing liminality in the imaginative invention of
spaces in their works, British and Chinese women’s writing produces a space that, like
Deleuze’s discussion of Baroque art, encompasses infinite possibilities where the notion of
‘inside’ and ‘outside’ no longer exists.

Compared with ‘The Garden Party’ and Mrs Dalloway, which are celebrated works that
have been well discussed,'?® the Chinese texts in this chapter, ‘Louise’s Problem’ and
‘Mengke’ have been neglected both in English and Chinese criticism and have not been
published in an English translation. By presenting the echoed pattern in ‘The Garden Party’
and ‘Louise’s Problem’, and in Mrs Dalloway and ‘Mengke’, I hope to cast light upon the
much less familiar Chinese texts through comparison with the acclaimed English works, and
vice versa. At the same time, to emphasise that modern Chinese women’s writing is not a
mere imitation or replication of British or Western literature, I present the distinctive
features of the four cases in detail, demonstrating that different narratives are generated by
similar themes but rooted in different cultures, and thus arguing that women’s writing
produced site-specific modernities.

L Wars, Feminist Movements, and the Emergence of Feminist Consciousness

Despite inevitable regional variations, parallel histories have impacted women’s writing in
Britain and China in broadly similar ways. Specifically, the historical trajectories of Britain
and China echoed each other during this period: while Britain was experiencing the
devastation of the Great War, China was going through the Warlord Era; and when British

127 Gilles Deleuze, The Logic of Sense, trans. by Mark Lester (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990), pp.
22-28.

128 Representative research that focuses on space in Mrs Dalloway includes papers in Woolf and the City (2010), a
collection of papers from the nineteenth annual conference on Virginia Woolf; Candis E. Bond’s ‘Remapping
Female Subjectivity in Mrs. Dalloway: Scenic Memory and Woolf’s “Bye-Street” Aesthetic’ (2017); Allan
Johnson’s “The doors would be taken off their hinges’: Space, Place and Architectural Absence in Virginia Woolf”
(2016); and Paul Tolliver Brown’s ‘The Spatiotemporal Topography of Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway: Capturing
Britain’s Transition to a Relative Modernity’ (2015). Tracy Miao’s ‘Converging the Artificial and the Natural:
Katherine Mansfield’s Actual and Imagined Botanical Gardens’ (2018), Stefanie Rudig’s ‘Home and Abroad in the
South Pacific: Spaces and Places in Robert Louis Stevenson and Katherine Mansfield’s Short Fiction’ (2013), and
Richard Brock’s ‘Disapprobation, Disobedience and the Nation in Katherine Mansfield’s New Zealand Stories’
(2006) are representative studies of space in ‘The Garden Party’.
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suffragists were marching on the streets, Chinese women became increasingly involved in
social movements such as the May Fourth Movement, during which women’s issues became
a prominent subject of public debate. The space in British and Chinese women’s writing in
particular has been reshaped by these historical events, presenting a dynamic evolving from
the inside out.

Women in the Afterglow of Empire: The Great War, Women’s Suffrage Movement and
British Women’s Writing

Following the Victorian era, the early years of the twentieth century witnessed the
emergence of modernist literature by women writers. As the most significant historical
event of the period, the Great War subverted the social and cultural order in Britain, which
profoundly influenced the course of British literature. For women writers, the quiet and
peaceful mansions of Austen’s time became shrouded in a distant mist, and unease often
followed them, contributing to their rewriting of space. More career options and increasing
accessibility to the outside world enriched women’s living experiences. By travelling
through both tangible and invisible doors between different kinds of spaces, their perception
of ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ was altered. In women’s writing of the twentieth century, this shift
in conceptions of space is reflected in a renewal of writing techniques. Modernism as a
cultural phenomenon, with its origins before the war,'?® flourished in its aftermath. With all
that was solid melting into air, modernists’ capturing of this immediate reality and focus on
individuality made them popular in the post-war period. Modernist writers, spearheaded by
Woolf, revolutionised writing techniques, incorporating media such as painting and film
into their writing, which marks the entangled time and space as an important feature of
women’s writing in this period. The opening paragraph of Mrs Dalloway is a representative
example that I will discuss in detail later in this chapter. Another example is ‘Paris: A Poem’
(1920) written by Hope Mirrlees. Published by Leonard and Virginia Woolf at the Hogarth
Press, this masterpiece of modernist poetry, which has only been taken seriously in recent
years,'3® takes the reader wandering through Paris by underground in a collage-like
technique. In this poem, Mirrlees incorporated Paris’s metro posters (such as ZIG-ZAG,
LION NOIR, CACAO BLOOKER), station names (Rue du Bac, Concorde, Pasteur),
landmarks (Arch de Triomphe), artworks (‘Mantegna’s Seven Deadly Sins’), and even a
stanza of music written on the staff.!*! The poem’s rich references to various cultures,
complex typography, and the use of sound began to expand the possibilities of literary
space.

129 David Scott Kastan, ed. The Oxford Encyclopedia of British Literature: Volume 4 (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 20006), p. 4.

130 This poem was rediscovered in 2006 and republished in 2011. In 2020, Faber & Faber published it in a new
edition. Julia Briggs and Sandeep Parmar are the ones who have brought it back to the forefront of the academy.
Representative research including Julia Briggs’s “Modernism’s lost hope”: Virginia Woolf, Hope Mirrlees and the
printing of Paris’ (2006), ‘Hope Mirrlees and continental Modernism’ (2007), Sean Pryor’s ‘Who Bought Paris?
Hope Mirrlees, the Hogarth Press, and the Circulation of Modernist Poetry’ (2021) and Sofia Permiakova’s ‘Paris:
A Poem by Hope Mirrlees: The liminal world of Paris in 1919° (2021).

31 Ancient Melodies likewise incorporates musical elements, which will be discussed in Chapter Four.
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At almost the same time, the national liberation movements in British colonies also
stimulated British women writers to rethink the boundaries between different types of
spaces and women’s ability to cross them. As these writers responded differently to the
shifting conditions of empire and colonisation, the literary landscape became increasingly
regionally heterogeneous. Although — as argued by David Reynolds — the Great War was
an ‘imperial moment’ for Britain and France, in which their empires ‘lurched to their zenith’
since they expanded their territory and influence in the Middle East and Africa,'*? the
stability of the British empire was threatened by its massive debts, loss of labour and
cultural shifts taking place. Mansfield’s complex identity between New Zealand and Britain
is a convincing example. Throughout her writing career, she wrote both British stories like
‘Bliss’ (1918) and many works set in New Zealand such as ‘The Garden Party’, ‘How Pearl
Button Was Kidnapped’ (1912), and ‘The Doll’s House’ (1922). As Teresa Gomez Reus and
Terry Gifford critically interpret Arnold van Gennep’s and Victor Turner’s views on
liminality, liminal space is a state of suspense where women are ‘in transit’, namely a
dynamic condition in which women started their travel but not yet arrived.!** The spaces in
Mansfield’s and other women’s works between 1917 and 1929 are such liminal spaces in
which women negotiate to reposition their identities. Moreover, literature itself is a space
between fiction and reality, and women writers negotiate the boundaries between privacy
and publicness in their writing, making women’s writing itself a liminal space.

While the Great War and the national liberation movements reshaped the psychological
landscape of British women writers and renewed their perceptions of the empire, the
women’s suffrage movement in post-war Britain is often more directly embedded in their
writing as most of them were physically involved. The marches of this movement deeply
influenced how public spaces and the modern city were described in women’s writing,
where women reversed the male gaze and became the observers of the cities. Numerous
women writers participated in and influenced the women'’s suffrage movement when it
reached its peak in the early years of the twentieth century. For instance, Cicely Hamilton
(1872-1952) and Bessie Hatton (1867—1964) established the Women Writers Suffrage
League (WWSL) in 1908, and Elizabeth Robins (1862—1952) became its first president.!3
Robins’ play, Votes for Women! (1907) was the most influential piece of literary propaganda
of the women’s suffrage movement.!3* It was produced at the Court Theatre in Sloane
Square, London, and a middle act showing a suffrage rally in Trafalgar Square was
particularly appreciated by critics.!3® According to Elaine Showalter, over a hundred

132 Barbara Buchenau and Virginia Richter, eds., Post-Empire Imaginaries?: Anglophone Literature, History, And
The Demise Of Empires (Leiden: Brill, 2015), p. xiv.
133 Teresa Gomez Reus and Terry Gifford, eds., Women in Transit through Literary Liminal Spaces (Basingstoke:
Palagrave Macmillan, 2013), pp. 1-9.
134 Elizabeth Crawford, The Women s Suffrage Movement: A Reference Guide 1866—1928 (London: Routledge,
2000), pp. 712-13.
135 Showalter, 4 Literature of Their Own, p. 205.
136 Samantha Ellis, ‘Votes For Women!, Royal Court, April 1907°, The Guardian, 2003
<https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2003/mar/19/theatre.artsfeatures1> [Accessed 1 June 2022].
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women writers were involved in the June 1910 suffrage march, including Olive Schreiner,
Sarah Grand, Gertrude Warden, May Sinclair, and Evelyn Sharp.!*” But as members of
WWSL regarded their organisation as a political group rather than a literary society,
women’s writing for suffrage like Votes for Women! was overlooked in the history of
literature because it was mainly seen as political propaganda. Moreover, other writers who
did not personally participate in the women’s suffrage movement, such as Woolf, still
witnessed it. This movement not only appears documentarily in their diaries and works, but
also influences their view of urban space, enriching the soundscapes in their works and
encouraging them to place their female characters more in the foreground of the city.

The Making of New Women: The New Cultural Movement, the May Fourth
Movement and Chinese Women’s Writing

During the same period in China, women’s writing was transformed by similar historical
upheavals. Like Britain, China was plagued by wars in the early twentieth century. After the
Xinhai Revolution in 1911, the Qing dynasty ended as China’s last empire. This was not an
entirely encouraging outcome, because after the establishment of the Republic of China in
1912, the country suffered from the Warlord Era (1916-1928), a time when its control was
divided among former military cliques of the Beiyang Army and civil wars between
different factions took place constantly. As a result, a series of revolutionary events to free
the country from colonial and warlord rule took place in China. Transformations in urban
public spaces, such as the protest and gunfire in the streets, drew some Chinese authors out
of the domestic sphere. Especially for women writers who were trapped in daily trivialities,
some of them started to go out on the streets, receive the same schooling as men, and
participate in social activities, therefore changing the appearance of women’s writing
compared to the previous generations.

Among the revolutions, the New Culture Movement (1915) and the May Fourth Movement
(1919) were particularly crucial to the transformation of Chinese women'’s literature. The
New Culture Movement was a series of movements to promote democracy and science in
China, which included the literary revolution, an anti-Confucian movement, and the
introduction of various Western ideologies such as pragmatism.!*® Although it was a
movement dominated by male intellectuals, its promotion of new literature and discovery of
women’s issues contributed to Chinese women’s writing. The Publication of Hu Shih’s
article ‘A Preliminary Discussion of Literary Reform’ is widely regarded as the beginning of
modern Chinese literature. In this article, Hu proposed eight principles of ‘new literature’,
namely: write with substance; do not imitate the ancients; emphasise grammar; reject
melancholy; eliminate old clichés; do not use allusions; do not use couplets and

137 Showalter, 4 Literature of Their Own, p. 206.
138 Elisabeth Forster, 1919 — the Year that Changed China: A New History of the New Culture Movement (Berlin:
De Gruyter Oldenbourg, 2018), pp. 3-16.
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parallelisms; do not avoid popular expressions or popular forms of characters.!* It
advocates a revolution in Chinese literature, both in terms of content and form. From the
perspective of content, Hu believed ‘the major problem of our recent literature is writing
with no substance’ and suggested young writers focus on emotions and thoughts.!*°

Besides, he claimed ‘literature changes with time’, criticised the tendency of the Chinese
writers to favour the past over the present, and elevated the vernacular Chinese novel as
‘genuine literature’ because it ‘only describes the society of the day’.!*! Hu was radical in
his criticism of all the forms promoted by the old literature. For instance, he opposed the use
of allusions and parallels, which are important techniques advocated in classical Chinese
literature to demonstrate the writer’s literacy. Despite the attacks from scholars such as Gu
Hongming, Hu remained distinctly opposed to these forms and stressed the importance of
creating new literature, namely vernacular Chinese literature. These principles were
generally accepted and followed by young progressive writers, whose writings constitute the
earliest modern Chinese literature. Their works were extensively published in literary
journals that emerged from the New Culture Movement, such as New Youth, Yusi ( {1&

#2) ), and The Renaissance ( {#7#) ). Many women writers were involved in this

movement. For instance, Chen Hengzhe published some of her short stories and poems in
New Youth.

Meanwhile, the focus on women'’s issues in the New Culture Movement promoted feminist
movements and women’s writing. This concern is a continuation of the ideas of the earliest
feminists in the late Qing Dynasty, such as Wang Miaoru, as discussed in the preceding
chapter. Qiu Jin (1875-1907) is a more compelling example. She was one of the founders of
the Common Love Federation (£ % %) that supported the women’s liberation movements,
and sacrificed her life for the democratic revolution.!*? During the New Culture Movement,
intellectuals criticised the notion that women must be chaste, opposed prostitution,
concubinage, arranged marriages, and promoted the freedom of love, equality for women in
education, profession, and inheritance.!** Chinese women, especially intellectual women,
were very much inspired by these claims. In literature specifically, New Youth published a
special issue of Henrik Ibsen’s works in 1918 that aroused heated discussions on women’s
issues.!** 1In cities such as Beijing and Shanghai, Ibsen’s plays were performed to an

3% Wm. Theodore de Bary and Richard Lufrano, eds., Sources of Chinese Tradition: From 1600 through the
Twentieth Century (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000), pp. 357-60.

It is noteworthy that Hu’s emphasis on rejecting imitations of the ancients, couplets and parallelisms to an extent
marginalises classicist poetry and deems it as an old form incompatible with ‘modern’ Chinese literature. This
exclusionary stance has been criticised by many scholars; see for instance Zhiyi Yang, ‘The Making of a Master
Narrative and How to Break It — Introduction to the Double Special Issue “Multivalent Lyric Classicism™’,
Frontiers of Literary Studies in China, 12.2 (2018), pp. 153-81.

140 Hu Shih # 3#, The Collected Works of Hu Shih 3: A Preliminary Discussion of Literary Reform ¥ &€ & %
3: X2 R %) (Taipei: Yuan-Liou Publishing Co., Ltd., 1994), p. 6.

4! De Bary and Lufrano, Sources of Chinese Tradition, p. 358.

42 The feminist revolutionary group in Female Jail Flower discussed in Chapter One parallels Common Love
Federation, although the latter emerged later in real life.

43 Forster, 1919 — the Year that Changed China, pp. 117-19.

%4 Ying-Ying Chien, ‘Feminism and China’s New ‘Nora’: Ibsen, Hu Shi, And Lu Xun’, The Comparatist, 19.1
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enthusiastic response from audiences. Among the characters in Ibsen’s play, Nora in ‘A
Doll’s House’ (1879) provoked a heated discussion among young Chinese women on
liberation from maternity and the pursuit of individuality. This fervour of Nora even led to a
phenomenon known as Noraism in China. Many of the most prominent scholars of the time,
such as Hu Shih and Lu Xun, were involved in this discussion. A large number of ‘Nora
plays’ appeared in China during this period, including Hu’s ‘The Greatest Event in Life’

( (& HKE) ,1919), Guo Moruo’s ‘Zhuo Wenjun’ ( (£ X&) , 1922), and Ouyang
Yugian’s ‘Shrew’ ( 7% #3) , 1922). Lu Xun went even further in provoking thoughts on
Noraism. He gave a speech named ‘What happens after Nora leaves home?’ at Beijing
Women’s Normal College in 1923, which invites the audience to rethink the future and cost
of Nora’s leaving home. Many women writers such as Bing Xin (1900-1999), Feng Yuanjun
(1900-1974), Lu Yin (1898-1934), Su Xuelin (1897-1999) and Shi Pingmei (1902-1928)
responded to this thought-provoking question. Not only did their own lives answer to Lu’s
question, but they also created various Noras in their writings. Ding Ling’s ‘Mengke’
(1927), which will be discussed in detail in this chapter, is a compelling example. The
female protagonist Mengke is a reimagining of Nora who witnesses the unequal position of
women in the workplace and social structure, exposing the harsh reality of women leaving
home during her era. All the female characters I touch upon in Chinese women’s writing can
be regarded as Noras: they have a sense of belonging and unbelonging simultaneously in
every place. As Gillian Rose argues, human geography has typically displayed a masculinity
characterised by ‘confronting its Other’, which means its erasure of women is achieved by
producing its explicit Other through the masculinist concept of Woman.!** Shaping Chinese
Noras who do not cater to the Other that is stereotyped by patriarchy, Chinese women
writers offer narratives embracing liminality, which resist this masculinist geography.

The May Fourth Movement, which inherited and developed many ideas of the New Culture
Movement, witnessed the emergence of a large number of modern women writers. In
contrast to the New Culture Movement, whose main leaders, such as Hu Shih, Chen Duxiu
and Lu Xun, were all men, women also played crucial roles in the May Fourth Movement. It
was a movement launched by university students who were affected by the diplomatic
failure of the Chinese government at the Paris Peace Conference (1919). Peking University,
Beijing Normal University and Peking Women’s Normal University were all major forces in
the movement. Female students actively joined the protests. On June Fifth, over a thousand
of them from fifteen girls’ schools in Beijing marched to the Presidential Palace to make
democratic demands such as protecting freedom of speech, which marked the first large-
scale participation of female students in political issues in Chinese history.!*¢ Almost all the
earliest modern Chinese women writers participated in or witnessed this movement, such as
Bing Xin, Feng Yuanjun, Lu Yin, Su Xuelin and Shi Pingmei. The profound impact of the

(1995), p. 97.
45 Rose, Feminism and Geography, p. 45.
146 Tse-tsung Chow, The May Fourth Movement: Intellectual Revolution in Modern China (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1960), p. 151.
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May Fourth Movement on women’s liberation continued beyond its end, since more
universities such as Peking University began to accept female students in the 1920s,'4?
employment opportunities for women observably increased, and free marriage became more
common in China. Like the Suffrage Movement, the marches of the May Fourth Movement
offered Chinese women new physical experiences and made public space more accessible to
them.

In addition, in the field of literature, Fiction Monthly ( /Nt A #) ) became one of the
leading literary publications of the period. Founded in 1910, it was once a journal of the
Mandarin Ducks and Butterflies School,'*® which was radically reformed after the May
Fourth Movement when Shen Yanbing became editor-in-chief in 1921, promoting the
development of vernacular Chinese literature. Bing Xin’s and Lu Yin’s social problem
novels (5] /[N ii7),'4° as well as Ding Ling’s ‘Miss Sophie’s Diary’ ( {34+ # Hig) ,
1927), which is the first feminist short story in China, were published in Fiction Monthly.
This journal and the literary concern for social issues promoted by the May Fourth
Movement also encouraged women writers to step out of their chambers and engage in the
outside world.

Although the socio-historical contexts shaping women’s writing in Britain and China echo
each other, it is noteworthy that they also occupy unequal positions in colonial relations. In
particular, the impact of missionary activity on women’s movements and writing cannot be
neglected. After the First Opium Wars in the 1840s, many Christian missionaries entered
China and, while propagating Christianity, played a crucial role in the transformation of
Chinese social life, especially the emancipation of women. Between the 1840s and 1870s,
Christian missionaries established many girls’ schools in China.!*® Although the main
purpose of these schools was to encourage the girls to raise the next generation of Christians
when they grew up, they did provide women with a sound education and contributed to the
feminist movements in China. These missionaries also published many magazines and
books on women’s issues, including The Review of the Times ( 7 E /AR ), On Women's

47 Xie Dexin, Xie Changfa, and Tang Tingting, ‘Participation of Different Forces and Coeducation in Peking
University: From Reports of Newspaper Media, 1918-1920°, Cross-Cultural Communication, 10.5 (2014), p. 65.
148 A genre of Chinese literature started in the early twentieth century and flourished after the Xinhai Revolution,
characterised by the Zhanghui style (¥ [E1 &) and the content of civilian life. Its representative writers include
Zhang Henshui, Su Manshu and Zhou Shoujuan. During the period of the May Fourth Movement, the Mandarin
Ducks and Butterflies School was criticised because it followed some forms of classical Chinese literature in
contradiction to the new literature advocated in this period. Nonetheless, it remained popular and influential, and
the female writer Eileen Chang, who will be discussed in Chapter Three, was influenced by it to a great extent.
See for instance Jane Qian Liu’s Transcultural Lyricism: Translation, Intertextuality, and the Rise of Emotion in
Modern Chinese Love Fiction, 1899—-1925 (Leiden: Brill, 2017).
49" A form of fiction that became popular during the May Fourth period. Its popularity was closely linked to the
focus on enlightenment and the translation of Western literary works such as Ibsen’s plays in the May Fourth
Movement. Bing Xin’s ‘Superman’ ( {# A ) , 1921) and Lu Yin’s ‘The Old Friend by the Sea’ ( {FE# A) ,
1923) are representative of the social problem novels published in Fiction Monthly.
150" Alice Henrietta Gregg, China and Educational Autonomy, The Changing Role of the Protestant Educational
Missionary in China, 1807-1937 (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1946), p. 17.
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Education ( (&%) ), and Women in All Lands ( {2 # F KM@ > BF) ). The
Review of the Times was the most influential among them. Numerous articles were
published in it regarding the abandonment of foot-binding, the establishment of women’s
schools, and introducing readers to various lifestyles of women in other countries, which
received nationwide attention.!>? By discussing women’s issues and introducing the idea of
equal rights, these articles contributed to the enlightenment of Chinese women of this time.
Many Chinese women writers in the early twentieth century benefited from the contribution
of Christian missionaries to education and intellectual production, and this is evident in their
writings. Some of the most prominent Chinese women writers of this period such as Bing
Xin, Lu Yin and Su Xuelin were all educated in Christian schools. And their works, such as
‘Superman’, ‘The Remains of the Tears’ ( {&VE) , 1922) and Thorny Heart ( (/L)
1929) demonstrate Christianity’s involvement in women’s daily lives, which resulted in a
distinctive style that distinguishes their writings from those of other eras.

Overall, wars, revolutions and feminist movements between 1917 and 1929 prompted
British and Chinese women writers to construct different forms of liminal spaces in their
works. Some are semi-domestic and ambivalent, such as Sheridan’s mansion in Katherine
Mansfield’s ‘The Garden Party’ and the corridor in Louise’s dream in Chen Hengzhe’s text.
While they retain the appearance of domesticity, they empower women with a limited
degree of autonomy. Other liminal spaces discussed in this chapter are more quotidian,
including the streets and alleys in London and the Longtangs of Shanghai, which more
clearly occupy an in-between position between the private and the public. The dominant
social modes are altered in these spaces, and women’s writing itself, as a liminal space
negotiating privacy and publicity, becomes a field of resistance to masculinist narratives.

* while

Nevertheless, unlike the positive readings of earlier scholars of liminality,'
acknowledging the transformative potential of liminal spaces I also argue that these spaces

represent women’s symptomatic maladjustment about their situation.

IL. Inactive Travellers: Katherine Mansfield and Chen Hengzhe’s Reinvented
Domesticity

Women have long resisted confinement in the domestic sphere, and female departure from
the household has therefore become a recurring motif in literary history. In both British and
Chinese literary traditions, spatial representation was commonly organised through a binary
that aligned domestic spaces with femininity and outdoors with masculinity. For instance,
the famous heroine of Chinese ballads, Mulan (386535 AD), disguises herself as a man to
join the army in place of her father. Her companions who ‘marched together for twelve

15! Zhang, Before Emerging from the Surface of History, p. 22.
'52 Lin Wang F #, Western Learning and Reformation: A Study of The Review of the Times (V8% 5% i%: <J7
N R># ) (Jinan: Shandong Qilu Press, 2004), pp. 329-41.
153 See for instance Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-structure (New York: N.Y. Aldine de
Gruyter, 1997), p. 202.
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years/ did not know there was a lass’ mid our compeers!’!>* Similarly, in The Female
Quixote (1752), the author refers to the alleged masculinity displayed by the heroine,
Arabella, who travels around London and Paris.'>

Building on women writers’ imaginative transcendence of the interior-exterior divide in the
nineteenth century, women writers in the twentieth century go further by situating their
female characters in liminal and transitional spaces. Writers such as Katherine Mansfield
(1888-1923) and Chen Hengzhe (1893—-1976) created female protagonists I define as
‘inactive travellers’, who feel alienated from domestic space and supposed feminine duties
but cannot convince themselves to fully escape from the interior and reject expected
gendered responsibilities. I argue that this category reveals women writers’ awareness of the
omnipresent hegemony and a desire to query fixed boundaries. I draw here on Susan
Fraiman’s concept of ‘extreme domesticity’, which suggests reflecting on domesticity from
a marginal and unorthodox perspective, to characterise Mansfield and Chen’s reinvention of
domesticity.'*® To be specific, the ‘extreme’ in my discussion encapsulates the female
characters’ unusual states, which helps to refute the supposedly natural connection between
women and domestic space. Moreover, some spaces in the cases are also ‘extreme’ spaces,
such as the utopian spaces in Chen’s work, which reject the straightforward mimetic
imitation of space, prompting a re-examination of domesticity. I select Mansfield’s ‘“The
Garden Party’ and Chen Hengzhe’s ‘Louise’s Problem’ as cases, showcasing how they
aesthetically reinvented the interior and moulded fictional utopian spaces respectively
towards a reconfiguration of women’s psychological map and domestic geography.

Reinventing the Colonial Interior: ‘The Garden Party’

Laura Sheridan’s discovery of her home and neighbourhood in Katherine Mansfield’s short
story, ‘The Garden Party’, is one of the most frequently mentioned examples of the
exploration of domestic space in women’s writing. Existing research usually focuses on how
Laura builds cross-class intimacy through her actions, and how Mansfield establishes an
alternative modernity.!>” Building on such work, I regard the domestic space Mansfield
shapes in this short story as a recreation of the world she witnessed, with entangled
inequalities of gender, class and race. Through Laura’s journey within this space, I argue
Mansfield marks female subjectivity with the protagonist’s sense of being out of place, and
reveals the layered hegemony of the colony by shaping a liminal space where the

'54 Yuanchong Xu ¥ M7, Golden Treasury of Chinese Poetry in Han, Wei and Six Dynasties I # X #7<
%1% (Beijing: China Translation & Publishing House, 2021), p. 345.
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157 Rebecca Thorndike-Breeze’s ‘Feeling “Like a Work-girl”: Class, Intimacy and Alienation in “The Garden
Party”’ (2017) and Emmanouil Aretoulakis’ ‘Colonialism and the Need for Impurity: Katherine Mansfield, “The
Garden Party” and Postcolonial Feeling’ (2013) are representative cases.
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boundaries between private and public are permeable, demonstrating women’s insecurity
and the possibilities of change simultaneously.

Although ‘The Garden Party’ is set in Mansfield’s home of Willington, New Zealand, its
spatial layout is based on Mansfield’s experience as a migrant writer. Between 1908 and her
death in 1923, although she moved among various cities in Britain and Continental Europe,
Britain was her main place of residence. Her lived experiences in Britain reshaped
Mansfield’s perception of herself and her national identity. Before she went to London for
study, she regarded Britain as an ideal place that was completely different from New
Zealand.'>® However, after she relocated to Britain, she began to realise the maladjustment
between her identity and her surroundings. In her journal of May 1919, she felt she was ‘the
little colonial walking in the London garden patch — allowed to look, perhaps, but not to
linger’.!> For Mansfield, her complex identity as a white woman who was born in the
colonies and then moved to the suzerain enables her to be more acutely aware of
inequalities in space regarding gender, class and race. This sensitivity is expressed in Laura,
the narrator of ‘The Garden Party’: Laura is alienated from everyone else, as if misplaced in
the space she is in.

This short story is about the garden party held by the wealthy Sheridan family, during which
a carter dies near their house. The youngest daughter, Laura, intends to stop the party but
fails. After the party she is asked to bring a basket of leftovers to the dead man’s home.
Laura is always alienated in this story. For instance, when her suggestion to stop the garden
party is rejected by her mother, she sees her reflection in the mirror and notices herself
wearing a ‘black hat trimmed with gold daisies, and a long black velvet ribbon’, feeling
‘never had she imagined she could look like that’.!®" This sense of alienation from herself
and the real world echoes Mansfield’s narrative in her journal, suggesting Laura’s role as
Mansfield’s proxy in ‘The Garden Party’, which mirrors the author’s confusion and
uncertainty about her displaced situation.

The sense of displacement arose from Mansfield’s fervent desire to reform the space of
daily life. In a letter to her sister Vera Beauchamp, she claimed:
I am ashamed of young New Zealand, but what is to be done. All the firm fat
framework of their brains must be demolished before they can begin to learn. [...] We
want two or three persons gathered together to discuss line and form and atmosphere
and sit at the street corners, in the shops, in the houses, at the Teas.'¢!
This desire for transformation is reflected in ‘The Garden Party’ as an aesthetic reinvention

!5 Emmanouil Aretoulakis, ‘Colonialism and the Need for Impurity: Katherine Mansfield, “The Garden Party”
and Postcolonial Feeling’, in Katherine Mansfield and the (Post)Colonial, ed. by Janet Wilson, Gerri Kimber and
Delia da Sousa Correa (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2013), p. 47.
159 Katherine Mansfield, The Katherine Mansfield Notebooks, ed. by Margaret Scott (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2002), p. 166.
160" Katherine Mansfield, The Garden Party and Other Stories (London: Penguin Classics, 2007), p. 62.
16! Katherine Mansfield, The Collected Letters of Katherine Mansfield, ed. by Vincent O’Sullivan and Margaret
Scott (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984), p. 44.
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of domestic space. Through the perspective of the young and innocent Laura, Mansfield
describes the air in the room:
But the air! If you stopped to notice, was the air always like this? Little faint winds
were playing chase, in at the tops of the windows, out at the doors. And there were two
tiny spots of sun, one on the inkpot, one on a silver photograph frame, playing too.
Darling little spots. Especially the one on the inkpot lid. It was quite warm. A warm
little silver star. She could have kissed it.!¢
Mansfield tips the reader directly, to ‘[stop] to notice’ the unusual state of the air at this
moment. Air, as a transparent, negligible medium obtains a specific form in Mansfield’s
description. The faint winds ‘were playing chase’ and showing their presence in various
parts of the room. The description of the sunlight spot is also remarkable, as Laura can
touch the warmth of it. The readers are led into such a moment as if they can feel the
warmth with their fingertips. At this moment, Mansfield draws attention to the strange
familiarity and sculpts an intimate atmosphere where the sunlight dot becomes a ‘warm
little silver star’ that could be kissed. This case presents a modernist aesthetic of the
momentary, in line with writers such as Henry James, Woolf, Conrad and Proust, for whom
fiction is often understood as a series of impressions.'®> The domestic space is thus
transformed from a container for everyday trivialities to a frame for aesthetic objects
enveloped in its aura.

Moving outside this room, in Laura’s mansion Mansfield reinvents a liminal space by
incorporating a wide range of cultural influences from New Zealand’s local landscapes,
making it accessible to readers from different cultural backgrounds. The garden in Laura’s
house is such a representative space that embodies cross-cultural influences. As James John
Beattie argues, gardens in New Zealand from the 1850s to the 1930s were imitations of
European gardens, and the latter are influenced by Far Eastern tradition.!®* New Zealand’s
gardens were most influenced by British gardens, based on New Zealand’s close
relationship with Britain and their upper class’s preference for British style. According to
Patricia Lawrence, British gardens during this time used an artificial design style of ‘rule
and line’,!'% and this is shown in Sheridan’s garden. At the beginning of ‘The Garden
Party’, Mansfield visualises this: ‘The gardener had been up since dawn, mowing the lawns
and sweeping them, until the grass and the dark flat rosettes where the daisy plants had been
seemed to shine. [...] the green bushes bowed down as though they had been visited by
archangels’.'®® At this time Laura is absorbed in the joy of preparing for the garden party,
and feels they ‘could not have had a more perfect day for a garden-party’.!” However, as
Laura enters the garden, shifts her perspective and finds the natural features of the garden,

162 Mansfield, The Garden Party and Other Stories, p. 55.
163 See for instance Jesse Matz, Literary Impressionism and Modernist Aesthetics (Cambridge: Cambridge
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the garden becomes an enlightening space. Laura is set to direct the workers in placing the
marquee. As one of the workers advises Laura to set the marquee against the trees, Laura
ponders:

Against the karakas. Then the karaka-trees would be hidden. And they were so lovely,

with their broad, gleaming leaves, and their clusters of yellow fruit. They were like

trees you imagined growing on a desert island, proud, solitary, lifting their leaves and

fruits to the sun in a kind of silent splendour. Must they be hidden by a marquee?'%®
The juxtaposition of karaka trees and the marquee demonstrates what Tracy Miao concludes
as the main characteristic of New Zealand gardens in Mansfield’s work, namely ‘a subtle
combination of the artificial and natural’.!®® Karaka trees are endemic trees in New Zealand
and many of them have Moriori’s dendroglyphs, which are usually speculated to have the
purpose of commemorating ancestors or communicating with spirits of the otherworld, and
therefore they are often seen as cultural symbols of the Moriori and other indigenous people
in New Zealand.!”® Laura’s admiration for karaka trees suggests that she is empathetic
towards people with different cultural backgrounds, which distinguishes her from her family
members in later episodes. Yet at the same time, marquees are particularly connected with
traditional British garden parties, festivals, and weddings. The parallel presence of the
marquee and karaka tree produces a symbolic space. It suggests colonial encounters and
conflicts, and through Laura’s monologue, Mansfield pointedly questions whether the
indigenous must ‘be hidden’ by the dominant culture. The intermediate space that integrates
indigenous and colonial elements provides an opportunity for Laura and the readers’
reflections.

Mansfield’s ambition of reshaping spaces goes beyond this however. Through constructing
domestic space, she represents the transformation of human character in her time. In her
discussion of character in fiction, Virginia Woolf hazards an assertion that ‘on or about
December 1910 human character changed’.!”! She further explains: ‘all human relations
have shifted — those between masters and servants, husbands and wives, parents and
children. And when human relations change there is at the same time a change in religion,
conduct, politics, and literature’.!”? Although this assertion is not an infallible truth, the
relationship between the upper and middle classes and the working class in ‘The Garden

3

Party’ provides a glimpse of some of those changes in human nature,!”> which we can

understand as structured historically in a Foucauldian way.!”* In Mansfield’s time character

168 Mansfield, The Garden Party and Other Stories, p. 54.

19 Tracy Miao, ‘Converging the Artificial and the Natural: Katherine Mansfield’s Actual and Imagined Botanical
Gardens’, Journal of New Zealand Literature, 36.1 (2018), p. 119.

'70 Fraser W. Jopson and Craig R. McKibbin, Moriori tree carvings, Chatham Islands: Close-range
photogrammetric record and survey (Wellington: Department of Conservation, 2000), p. 8.

7! Virginia Woolf, Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown (London: The Hogarth Press, 1924), p. 4.

172 Woolf, Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown, p. 5.

'3 Rebecca Thorndike-Breeze, ‘Feeling “Like a Work-Girl”: Class, Intimacy and Alienation in ‘The Garden
Party”, in Katherine Mansfield and Psychology, ed. by Clare Hanson, Gerri Kimber and Todd Martin (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2017), p. 70.

74 In his Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason (1961), for instance, Foucault traces
the cultural evolution of the concept of insanity, arguing that both concepts and subjects are historically structured

54



was closely linked with the solidification of class structures. Representing two different
generations, Laura and Mrs. Sheridan present very different attitudes to the working class in
their family, and this is reflected in their varied relationships with spaces. As the matriarch
of the family, Mrs. Sheridan has a relatively explicit sense of class distinctions and reinforce
them in the household. For instance, she asks Jose to pacify the cook if she goes into the
kitchen, since she is ‘terrified of her [the cook] this morning’.!”> On the contrary, Laura
enters the spaces where the working-class works, such as the kitchen and the garden, and
develops a friendly relationship with them. In the kitchen, she notices the cook ‘did not look
at all terrifying’.!7® And she even feels ‘just like a work-girl” when working in the garden
since she wants to show the workers ‘how she despised stupid conventions’.!”” Although
Mansfield does not address the shift of human nature as a central theme, the story still
engages with this transition through the comparison between two generations of Sheridan’s
family, adding a comforting facet to the story.

Nevertheless, while Mansfield shapes an impressively kind and empathetic female
protagonist, it is noticeable that Laura remains inactive and therefore does not truly reject
the middle-class values or succeed in destabilising these inequitable orders. Laura’s
discovery of space reaches a climax when the accidental death of the carter occurs. Laura
recalls the place the dead man lived, which was ‘in a lane to themselves at the very bottom
of a steep rise that led up to the house’, ‘painted a chocolate brown’ and ‘had no right to be
in that neighbourhood at all’.!”® Stimulated by these images, Laura immediately thinks that
the garden party should be cancelled, but fails to convince her family to do so. She feels the
absurdity of the incongruity between the man’s death near her home and the joyful
atmosphere of the garden party. After she argues with her mother about cancelling the party,
she says, ‘I don’t understand,” and walks ‘quickly out of the room into her own bedroom’.!”
The inability of her family to empathise with her leaves her with a strong sense of isolation.
After the party, she is reluctantly asked by her mother to give the leftovers from the party to
the dead carter’s family. She is ‘terribly nervous’ about showing up at the man’s house, and
‘only wanted to get out, to get away’.!3® Faced with the dead man lying in front of her,
Laura launches a series of associations:

There lay a young man, fast asleep — sleeping so soundly, so deeply, that he was far,

far away from them both. Oh, so remote, so peaceful. He was dreaming. Never wake

him up again. His head was sunk in the pillow, his eyes were closed; they were blind

under the closed eyelids. He was given up to his dream. What did garden-parties and

baskets and lace frocks matter to him? He was far from all those things. He was

wonderful, beautiful. While they were laughing and while the band was playing, this

marvel had come to the lane. Happy... happy... All is well, said that sleeping face. This

and change across different epistemes.
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is just as it should be. I am content.'®!
Although the dead man could not have a dream, Laura’s imagination is so beautiful and
fragile that creates a space of lightness detached from death. The death, and these
romanticised descriptions form a brutal contrast. Laura feels ‘she couldn’t go out of the
room without saying something to him’. She says, ‘forgive my hat,” and left the house.!8?
The hat, which is decorated with a velvet streamer, symbolises the class Laura belongs to
and thus is incompatible with the environment. In the presence of things like death, the class
differentiation is too harsh to be ignored. Therefore in this site, Laura is and can only be an
intruder. The story showcases the limitations of being an ‘inactive traveller’. Although
Laura’s crossing of spatial boundaries creates some connection and empathy with other
communities, thereby seemingly challenging the existing spatial and social order, such
possibilities exist largely in fantasy rather than reality. Laura’s incapacity to effect any
substantive transformation of spatial order shows how multilayered hegemony constraints
women’s agency.

Resistance in an Imagined Chamber: ‘Louise’s Problem’

Before the twentieth century, Chinese women’s education and career choices had long been
repressed by the Confucian patriarchal system. Even in the late imperial era, the arguments
that women should not be educated, such as the proverb ‘a woman who lacks talent is
virtuous’, still had many supporters.!83 This situation changed significantly after the May
Fourth Movement. Nevertheless, compared to their British counterparts, Chinese women
faced more severe education and employment discrimination, which restricted their chances
of escaping confinement to the domestic sphere. The majority of Chinese girls in school
came from the upper- and middle- classes families in the early twentieth century,!®* yet
even though they had more privileges than other girls, they still struggled to obtain higher
education. For instance, Su Xuelin describes her conflict with her family over her request to
attend college entrance exams as ‘almost like a war, with countless crying, begging and
quarrelling’.!85 For Chinese women who wanted to leave home in this era, the pervasive
misogyny made it difficult for them to fight for access to education and jobs. Besides, even
in some liberal girls’ schools, the textbooks used were designed to prepare female students
to be perfect female citizens who met both Eastern and Western expectations of
femininity.'%¢ Therefore, many women remained influenced by Confucian ethics and
identified with maternal duties to a large extent. Their hesitation to leave home was captured
by many women writers, such as Su Xuelin, Chen Hengzhe and Feng Yuanjun. By shaping
intimate domestic spaces in their works, women writers visualise women’s position caught

1 Tbid.
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between profession and family life, and their discontent with being trapped in the domestic
sphere.

Unlike Mansfield, who is a household name in the world of English literature, Chen
Hengzhe is a long-neglected author even in the Chinese context. Chen mainly wrote
autobiographical works, which became some of the earliest recordings of professional
women’s lives in China. Chen often emphasised the significance of women getting an
education. She reflected on her experience of being educated: ‘Although the school I
attended in Shanghai did not benefit me much, since I was able to avoid becoming a
candidate young mistress and therefore eventually got the opportunity to study abroad, I had
to feel grateful for my efforts to attend this school’.!¥” In 1911, at the age of twenty-one, she
resisted the marriage her father had arranged for her and enrolled in Shanghai Patriotic
Girls’ School where she studied English. Benefiting from the Boxer Indemnity Scholarship,
which was set up in 1909 and offered Chinese students opportunities to be educated in the
US, Chen and her contemporaries became the first generation of Chinese overseas students.
Despite Chinese government’s reluctance to fund women’s higher education, Chen was
awarded this scholarship in 1914 with nine other women after passing the selection
examination set by Tsinghua University. She received her B.A. from Vassar College and her
M.A. in History from the University of Chicago, which paved the way for her to later work
at Peking University as a professor of Western history in 1920.!% These experiences made
Chen the first woman to get a master’s degree and become a professor in China. Moreover,
she made a significant contribution to the history of Chinese literature. As a close friend of
Hu Shih, she wrote ‘One Day’ ( {— H) , 1917) in vernacular Chinese to respond to Hu’s
‘A Preliminary Discussion of Literary Reform’. ‘One Day’ was published in the April issue
of The Chinese Students’ Quarterly ( (& %% 4£Z ) )in 1917, and was the first short

story written in vernacular Chinese,'®® even before Lu Xun’s celebrated short story, ‘Diary

of a Madman’ ( {£ A Hi) , 1918).1°

Published in Fiction Monthly in 1924, ‘Louise’s Problem’ is a rare example in Chinese
women’s writing of the 1920s that focuses on the lived experiences of professional women.
While according to the writer the story draws its inspiration from the romance between Prof.
Washburn (Vassar College) and Prof. Titchener (Cornell University),'°! scholars such as

87 Chen Hengzhe % # #, ‘My Childhood Pursuit of Education’ {# 4Bt K892 %) , in West Wind {7 A.)
(Shanghai: Shanghai Ancient Books Publishing House, 1997), p. 85.

88 Stacey Bieler, “Patriots” or “traitors”?: A History of American-educated Chinese Students (New York: An
East Gate Book, 2004), p. 202.

139 Bieler, “Patriots” or “traitors”?, p. 200.
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C.T. Hsia suggest that the text also mirrors the author’s intimate relationship with Hu Shih
during their years in the US.!? Through the female protagonist’s monologues and
reflections on domestic spaces, Chen shapes an imagined liminal space, navigating domestic
and public, and serving as a place for women to resist the dilemmas of real life.

In ‘Louise’s Problem’, Chen creates fictional domestic spaces. Her approach to shaping
space is different from the way Mansfield adopts in ‘The Garden Party’. Specifically, she
intentionally refrains from offering details of domestic space, making it seem utopian. As
Lyman Tower Sargent suggests, ‘all fiction describes a no place’,!®® in other words, all
fictional spaces have a utopian quality. Chen’s setting particularly proves this, as it describes
a place for which there is no equivalent in the world. The only information available to the
reader is the names of the main characters in the story, Louise and Wade, apparently two
Western names, and the place where they meet, The University of Naigang in the US, which
does not exist in reality, and does not even sound American. Apart from this, both the
protagonists’ appearance and any environmental clues that hint at the location have been
withheld by the writer. The suspension of time and space here ignores the Chinese context
to a certain extent. I suggest that this setting reflects the author’s anxiety about the realities
of her life. In China during this period, the culture of misogyny was pervasive, and women’s
rights to access public space, gain employment and receive education were severely
suppressed. For instance, although being gradually challenged, footbinding was still
prevalent at the time for reasons of perverse aesthetics and restrictions on female mobility.
Chen luckily did not experience it, but must have witnessed other women’s sufferings.
Moreover, despite coming from a wealthy and enlightened family, Chen had to work
extremely hard to become the first person in her family to enter school because sending girls
to school was incredibly difficult at the time.!** Furthermore, for many Chinese scholars of
the time, the US, with its emphasis on individualism, became a dreamland that contrasts
with the tense political and cultural environment in China. Shaping a completely fictional
space located in the US for Chen is a brief escape from the quagmire of real life, and thus
providing the site a utopian quality.

Chen reversed the unequal gender relation in utopian domestic spaces. At the beginning of
the story, Louise’s fiancé, Wade, drives a whole day to the distant home of Louise’s aunt. He
expects Louise to set a wedding date with him, but returns with disappointment. The
domestic space in this scene plays a suggestive role in the characters’ relationships. They
‘enter the living room’ where ‘Louise plays the piano’ and ‘Wade just sits on the sofa and
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listens’.!%> After playing one piece. Louise asks, ‘What would you like to hear, honoured
guest?’1°® In the Chinese context, Louise’s phrase is cleverly ironic. Her reference to her
fiancé as an honoured guest can be seen as both a playful flirtation and an honorific that
distances the two of them. Meanwhile, although this phrase could be interpreted literally as
asking Wade what piece of music he would like to hear, it implies that Louise is about to let
Wade hear the reality about her calling off their engagement. In this scene, despite Louise’s
use of the interrogative form, she asserts complete authority of the conversation, the space,
and her relationship with Wade. Wade is expecting to confirm his engagement with Louise,
but he turns into a desperate suitor in the ensuing conversation with Louise. The male-
dominated order is reversed, as Wade is unable to respond to Louise’s arguments about their
inability to continue their relationship, instead he ‘feels dazed, not quite understanding what
he was saying’.!”” He then leaves the home alone, which reaffirms the authority of Louise
in the space and the vulnerability of the male as an outsider.

In addition to depicting a utopian domestic space, Chen extends the domestic space into
Louise’s dreams to portray the dilemma of women’s professional and family life, and
provide a shelter for women from the conflicts of reality. Despite her determined decision to
cancel the engagement, Louise lacks confidence in whether she has made the right choice
between marriage and career. After being informed of Wade’s marriage by someone else,
Louise dreams about resting on the veranda in an early summer night with her husband, who
‘seems to be Wade’. The smell of honeysuckle comes to her, and she thinks of her children
sleeping upstairs. She suddenly awakes and finds herself ‘in a rocking bed, and her book has
fallen on the ground’.!*® Recalling Foucault’s description of the first utopia that is ‘most
deeply rooted in the heart of men’, the space of Louise’s dream is a utopia that is ‘a place
outside all places’.!”® And the body in this dream is incorporeal, ‘colossal in its power,

infinite in its duration’ in Foucault’s terms,>*°

adding to its utopian potential. In her dream,
Louise feels that her ‘body and heart are full of harmony’.2°! The space in Louise’s dream
has a feminist utopian significance. Although men are not absent from this space, the only
male in the dream is blurred and his relationship with Louise is equal, in contrast to gender
expectations at the time. Moreover, the moment Louise wakes up from the dream is when
she finds her husband in her dream ‘is simply a rough fellow who had never met her. He did
not say a word when he saw her, but continued to smoke his cigarette’.2°2 This scene
demonstrates the unrealistic characteristic of the idealised gender relation Louise imagines

in the dream. The location does not exist in real life, but is a shelter for the female
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protagonist when confronted with dilemmas in her real life, which is already itself a
dreamlike fantasy produced by the author. Louise’s yearning for a life that does not exist
reflects her resistance, as she wakes up and asks ‘can she [I] really forget this dream? She
tries her best to chase away the ghost of the dream, but in vain’.?*®* Yet this utopian space is
a place with healing effects. Louise’s loss fades when she reflects on her dream space. She
realises the scene in her dreams ‘would not be so harmonious if she had not achieved
professional success’,?** and therefore gains some measure of inner peace. The space in the
dream as a private sphere enables Louise to reflect on her life safely and freely. And through
the conversations with herself, Louise’s subjectivity becomes more stable as she affirms her
academic achievements and has the happiness of personal life in her fantasy. Therefore,
Louise’s utopian dream has a dual characteristic: on the one hand, it has a cheerful
atmosphere through which Louise can temporarily reconcile herself with challenging
realities; on the other hand, it is also a melancholic space that reveals the impossibility of
women achieving success both in professional and personal life.

Furthermore, Chen recreates the moment of women’s awakening from the drudgery of
domestic life by moulding the relationship between Louise and domestic space in her
dream. It seems Louise is immersed in family life in her dream, which infuses it with an
atmosphere of happiness. But on the contrary, Louise’s utopian ideal is presented in the
dream as a rejection of heavy labour and the responsibility of motherhood. In Louise’s
dream, ‘she is already a mother of two lovely children’, who are ‘over ten years old” and
‘now sleeping peacefully upstairs’.2*> The children in Louise’s dream do not need to be
cared for, though, which implies that Louise has no natural identification with motherhood.
Although this moment of coming out of the chamber takes place in a space with domestic
arrangements, which echoes Laura’s visit to her neighbourhood in ‘The Garden Party’, Chen
emphasises Louise’s independent stance in this scene, suggesting women could get rid of
the burden of gender expectations, and obtain adequate subjectivity. The smell of
honeysuckle symbolises Louise’s self-awareness, as she wakes up thinking, ‘The
honeysuckle in that dream should always be blooming and fragrant [...] without the scent of
the honeysuckle, what is the significance of that dream?’2% Like Faulkner’s elaborate
design in The Sound and the Fury (1929), in which honeysuckle suffuses Quentin’s mind
and overwhelms his senses,?”” Chen uses honeysuckle in the story to mark the utopian
space in Louise’s dream. Louise’s wish for the honeysuckle to always be blooming suggests
her affirmation of the importance of the imagined space that offers her constant strength.
But at the same time, since the honeysuckle follows the natural rhythm of bloom and fade, it
also suggests that women outside Louise’s utopia are unlikely to have everlasting strength.
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Nonetheless, like Laura in ‘The Garden Party’, Louise does not fully transcend the
boundaries of the domestic, nor does she challenge the prevailing gender norms. Chen omits
representation of Louise’s professional life and focuses on her movements in the domestic
sphere to portray her ambivalence about her life choices as a professional woman at the
time. At the end of the story, Louise’s thoughts about her professional and family life remain
unsettled. She continues her reflections on her dreams while casting her eyes towards the
mountains in the distance, which are ‘bathed in the sunset, changing colour in purple and
gold, inexpressibly magnificent’.?®® She remembers that there is a shimmering lake ‘a few
dozen miles from the mountain’, and she ‘deeply regretted that the lake and the mountain
could not be in the same place, to constitute a beautiful landscape’.?? Louise regards this
scenery as ‘a hint that the gods intended for her’.2!° As the beauties of mountain and lake
cannot be combined, she believes that she cannot simultaneously pursue a career and
marriage to achieve what she considers an ideal life. And this feeling ‘could only be
understood and perceived by the mountain, apart from Louise herself. Even her soulmate,

Wade, is never allowed to peek into this sacred secret’.?!!

Nonetheless, Louise obtains a moment of reconciliation when imagining the landscape. As
the extension of the domestic space in Louise’s dream, this landscape is also a projection of
Louise’s self-awareness. Louise is acutely aware of the intertextual relationship between her
situation and this landscape, as she thinks, ‘the mountain, like her life, always lacks
something’.?!? Immersing herself in the landscape, Louise emphasises the privacy and
sacredness of her feeling, demonstrating her acceptance of her identity that does not
conform to an ‘ideal’ life and her resistance to social evaluation. This idea may have been
influenced by American individualism as Chen used to live and study in the US, and in any
case it went beyond what women at that time generally perceived as possible in their lives.
The acceptance of her identities is one of the reasons why Chen does not place the character
outside the domestic sphere, as she believes that women who devote themselves to family
life can also be successful. In Chen’s autobiography, she worships her mother, who
selflessly devoted herself to her family, proving that Chen is not totally against unpaid
domestic labour.2!* This strong identification with family life prevents her from shaping an
excessively rebellious female character; instead, even in her reflections on domestic space,
Chen’s female protagonist maintains a gentle and loving demeanour.

In general, Mansfield and Chen deconstruct the inside-outside dichotomy by shaping
various liminal domestic spaces in their works. The spaces are the externalisations of their
own circumstances: as early adopters of globalisation with experiences of living abroad,
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both Mansfield and Chen felt alienated in their home countries and abroad, an affective
condition which constitutes a common structure of feeling among ‘inactive travellers’, and
which also marks the protagonists’ female subjectivity. As Raymond Williams explains, the
structure of feeling ‘operates in the most delicate and least tangible parts of our activity’.>!4
Mansfield and Chen’s mapping of liminal spaces is an experimental elaboration that not
only succeeds in shaping the ‘inactive travellers’ but also mobilises the readers’ most subtle
feelings, making their works affective landscapes themselves. Nevertheless, the two authors
differ in the way they shape these affective spaces. In ‘The Garden Party’, Laura’s
alienation is mainly brought about by her perspective as a child. Using Laura’s naive and
undisciplined perspective, Mansfield reinvents the aesthetics of space and reminds the
reader of the absurdity of a hierarchical spatial structure. In ‘Louise’s Problem’, Louise’s
loneliness stems from being a professional woman, who chooses the road less travelled at
the time. Chen created this mirror image of herself to demonstrate the dilemmas faced by
the earliest Chinese professional women, and shaped a utopian space as the site for a
temporary escape from reality. Through their reinvention of locations closer to the
customary understanding of the domestic, Mansfield and Chen remodelled the spatial
imaginary of inside and outside, as opposed to Virginia Woolf and Ding Ling, who, as the
next section shows, negotiated the relatively public urban spaces, blending, subverting and
reshaping boundaries between different spatial spheres.

I11. Marching towards City Centres: Virginia Woolf and Ding Ling’s Flaneuses

By mapping inactive travellers’ actions and showcasing their alienation in different spaces,
Mansfield and Chen reshaped domesticity. Similarly, Virginia Woolf (1882—1941) and Ding
Ling (1904-1986) created liminal spaces in their works to question and challenge the
inside-outside dichotomy. However, they take a radical stance in their attempt to reshape
gendered spatial orderings compared to Mansfield and Chen. They depicted flaneuses who
engage more with urban public space, emphasising the occupation and reclamation of
spaces, thereby signalling solidarity with feminist movements.

Emerging in the nineteenth century, the flaneur wanders and observes urban spectacles in
cities such as Paris. Charles Baudelaire and Walter Benjamin made this figure a symbolic
archetype of the urban experience.?!® Although before the twentieth century, women were
generally seen as part of the city’s visual spectacle, objects to be observed by the flaneurs
rather than observers themselves, flaneuses did exist in the nineteenth century, such as
George Sand.?'® As Valerie Fehlbaum argues, women writers before the twentieth century,
such as Eliza Lynn Linton (1822-1898), Ella Hepworth Dixon (1857-1932), and George
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Paston (1860—1936), were aware of the emergence of ‘angels out of the house’ and
demonstrated how traditions that attempt to confine women to the domestic spaces were
being disrupted.?!” These early observations of urban life inspired women’s writing on
[flaneuses in the twentieth century.

Witnessing waves of female activists taking to the streets in Britain and China, women
writers reconsidered their relationship with urban public spaces, and more fldneuses
appeared in their works during the early twentieth century. Drawing on Gilles Deleuze’s
concept of ‘the fold’, through which he interpreted the Baroque as a trans-historic ‘operative
function’ that ‘endlessly produces folds’, I regard modern cities in these women writers’
works as suggesting infinities in ways that echo the baroque.?'* To be more specific,
Deleuze’s Baroque can be understood as having two aspects: materially it presents as a pleat
of matter, and spiritually as a fold of the soul. In women’s writing, urban spaces are
represented as complex and proliferating formations, showing a Baroque texture materially,
and simultaneously producing inner resonances on a spiritual level. Furthermore, as Deleuze
claims, ‘everything folds, unfolds, refolds’, so that the process of folding space, body and
spirit radically subverts the distinction between inside and outside.?!® This process is central
to women’s literary engagements of urban public spaces. In these metropolises shaped by
women writers such as Virginia Woolf and Ding Ling, the boundaries between internal and
external spaces, as well as imagined and real spaces are blurred and unsettled. Focusing on
Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway and Ding’s ‘Mengke’, I argue that fldneuses are not merely female
replicas of the fldneur, but map a gendered city atlas with their (un)hindered roaming in
urban public spaces, thereby subverting spatial structure, turning it inside out.

Rambling in the Streets: Woolf’s London Adventure

Virginia Woolf is arguably the most famous modernist fldneuse, and the most representative
female icon of the city of London. London as the place where Woolf was born, grew up,
studied, and lived almost throughout her entire life, became the city that Woolf poured her
emotions into, and provided a lifelong inspiration for her writing.

Among various urban spaces, the streets of London are often the primary site for Woolf’s
construction of female subjectivity, which also leads her to build a unique urban aesthetic in
her writings. In her diaries and novels, she has countless accounts of her enthusiasm for
London and city life. As Woolf wrote in her diary in 1925: ‘I like this London life in early
summer — the street sauntering & square haunting’.??° Active engagement with the public
spaces of the city enabled Woolf’s writing to navigate from indoors to outdoors, from the
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periphery to the centre in her writings. Her personal experience of moving from her
childhood home at 22 Hyde Park Gate to Bloomsbury brought the streets, alleys, and public
life of the city closer to her. In contrast with the hierarchical Victorian house at 22 Hyde
Park Gate, which Woolf portrayed as a “very tall house on the left hand side near the bottom
which begins by being stucco and ends by being red brick; which is so high and yet — as |
can say now that we have sold it — so rickety that it seems as if a very high wind would
topple it over’,2! 46 Gordon Square in Bloomsbury is, for Woolf, ‘the most beautiful, the
most exciting, the most romantic place in the world’.??> What made Bloomsbury
particularly attractive was its views that presented the cityscape and soundscape directly to
Woolf. As she suggested, ‘it was astonishing to stand at the drawing room window and look
into all these trees; the tree which shoots its branches up into the air and lets them fall in a
shower [...] After the muffled silence of Hyde Park Gate the roar of traffic was positively
alarming’.??* In addition, the period when Woolf moved into Bloomsbury coincided with
the suffragists marching in the streets. Many suffragists such as Emmeline Pankhurst and
Millicent Fawcett also lived in Bloomsbury during this period, and used their residences as
meeting centres for activists of WSPU (Women'’s Social and Political Union) and the
NUWSS (National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies). Bright windows, the clamour of
traffic, and marching people in the streets of Bloomsbury created an atmosphere of freedom
and shaped Woolf’s writing style.

Woolf’s 1927 essay ‘Street Haunting: A London Adventure’ can be regarded as Woolf’s first
attempt at establishing her street aesthetics. It recounts the female narrator’s experience of
wandering the streets of London in winter. To assert female subjectivity, at the beginning of
the essay, Woolf claims, ‘Really I must buy a pencil’.??* Under cover of this excuse she
‘could indulge safely in the greatest pleasure of town life in winter — rambling the streets
of London’.?* By providing an irrefutable but trivial justification for wandering as a
flaneuse, Woolf trespassed on male privilege in urban life. The act of wandering and
women’s subjectivity are therefore linked closely. As discussed in detail by researchers such
as Candis Bond, Woolf’s thinking about time and subjectivity is always spatial.>* For
instance, in ‘A Sketch of the Past’, she writes ‘the past only comes back when the present
runs so smoothly that it is like the sliding surface of a deep river’.?*’ This rhetoric of
spatiality is especially evident in Woolf’s urban writing. When Woolf described her writing
style during her period between Mrs Dalloway and To the Lighthouse (1927), she used the
term ‘tunnelling process’ rather than the more recognised ‘stream of consciousness’. To
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explain the term, she described the process as ‘how I dig out beautiful caves behind my
characters: I think that gives exactly what I want; humanity, humour, depth. The idea is that
the caves shall connect and each comes to daylight at the present moment’.??® By digging
caves behind her characters into their past, Woolf constructed tunnels among them,
connecting characters of different temporalities in specific moments. This writing technique
shapes the intertextuality of spaces and subjectivity in Woolf’s works, and is especially
evident in Mrs Dalloway.

Woolf’s most celebrated novel, Mrs Dalloway, is about Clarissa Dalloway’s preparations for
the party, and the ensuing party at her home. It includes a compelling side-plot in which
Clarissa’s daughter, Elizabeth Dalloway, steps away from her usual environment and
wanders the streets of London. Using her ‘tunnelling’ technique, Woolf connected Clarissa’s
past and present moments to show how her subjectivity is constructed. Like the beginning
of ‘Street Haunting’, in Mrs Dalloway, the story begins with the line ‘Mrs. Dalloway said
she would buy the flowers herself”.2? It provides the protagonist with a concise motivation
to wander the streets of London as a flaneuse. The tunnelling process starts at the beginning
of the story. Before Clarissa moves out of her house at Westminster, she recalls a memory of
when she was an eighteen-year-old girl. She is in her home, thinking ‘The doors would be
taken off their hinges’, and then ‘what a morning — fresh as if issued to children on a
beach’.23® Her thoughts continue:

What a lark! What a plunge! For so it had always seemed to her when, with a little

squeak of the hinges, which she could hear now, she had burst open the French

windows and plunged at Bourton into the open air. How fresh, how calm, stiller than

this of course, the air was in the early morning; like the flap of a wave; the kiss of a

wave; chill and sharp and yet (for a girl of eighteen as she then was) solemn, feeling

as she did, standing there at the open window, that something awful was about to

happen.?3!
By using indirect speech, Woolf invokes various tenses in this passage on memory, and
mobilises multiple senses of hearing, touch and smell, linking the eighteen-year-old Clarissa
in the flashback with the Clarissa standing in front of the window at this moment. By
weaving temporalities into a Deleuzian ‘fold’, Woolf destabilises the boundaries between
past and present, and between subject and object. Through the copresence of Clarissa and
her youthful self, these sensations become what Mieke Bal identifies as ‘a bodily index that
reminds us, without sentimentality, of the importance of remembering’,>*? collapsing the
distance between memory and reality. Furthermore, Woolf places Clarissa in the larger
context of London, connecting London’s and British histories with the present through her
wandering. Clarissa’s movements can easily be traced on a map of London: she steps out of
her home in Westminster early in the morning, crosses Victoria Street and enters St. James
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Park, where she meets Hugh, then walks through the gate and back to Piccadilly Street,
stops for a while in front of the window of the bookstore, and then walks to the flower shop
on Bond Street. While buying flowers on Bond Street, Clarissa hears a great noise, which
the shop assistant points out is caused by a punctured car tyre. She encounters a traffic jam
after leaving the shop, and goes back home at eleven o’clock. By providing Clarissa with
sufficient mobility, Woolf testified to the increased presence of middle-class women like
Clarissa in the city of the early twentieth century, and also challenged the male hegemony in
the city with a radical gesture. For Clarissa, wandering in the streets gave her ‘the oddest
sense of being herself invisible; unseen; unknown’.?*3 This feeling presents the complex
situation of women in the urban space: they are invisible because they are ignored due to
sexism; yet this invisibility gives them a sense of power, as if they have gained real
freedom. This impression of freedom echoes Laura and Louise’s experience. For all the
women characters in this chapter, despite the different spaces where they are situated,
freedom is more a feeling than a reality, which implies similar power structures exist in
different spaces.

Woolf further empowers women characters in Elizabeth’s omnibus journey. As a
representative of the new generation, Elisabeth shows a more adventurous spirit than her
mother and expands the scope of urban explorations: she gets onto the omnibus on Victoria
Street, passes through Whitehall Street, and enters Riverside Avenue. She then gets off the
bus, takes a few steps in the direction of St. Paul’s, and witnesses a military march. As
Candis Bond summarises, in the early twentieth century, middle- and upper-class
pedestrians in London increasingly opted for alleys as alternative routes due to the
congestion of main thoroughfares.?** Compared with her mother, whose mobility is
relatively limited to affluent areas, Elizabeth’s broader range of movement provides a
renewed spatial experience from that of the previous generation. Moreover, the development
of transportation in the modern city expanded the frontiers of people’s experiences.
Established in 1855, the London General Omnibus Company regulated the operation of
omnibuses in London, and oversaw the replacement of horse-drawn vehicles by motor buses
at the beginning of the twentieth century. After World War I, independent buses that offered
flexible routes, nicknamed ‘Pirates’, became popular, which is exactly the model that
Elizabeth takes in her journey.?*> Woolf describes:

Suddenly Elizabeth stepped forward and most competently boarded the omnibus, in

front of everybody. She took a seat on top. The impetuous creature — a pirate —

started forward, sprang away; she had to hold the rail to steady herself, for a pirate it

was, reckless, unscrupulous, bearing down ruthlessly, circumventing dangerously,

boldly snatching a passenger, or ignoring a passenger, squeezing eel-like and arrogant

in between, and then rushing insolently all sails spread up Whitehall.23¢

233 Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, p. 8.
24 Bond, ‘Remapping Female Subjectivity in Mrs. Dalloway’, p. 64.
235 Eleanor McNees, ‘Public Transport in Woolf’s City Novels: The London Omnibus’, in Woolf and the City, ed.
by Elizabeth F. Evans and Sarah E. Cornish (Liverpool: Liverpool University Digital Press, 2010), pp. 33-34.
3¢ Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, p. 97.
66



Imagination and reality intersect in this scene. Woolf captures a fragment of freedom by
describing Elizabeth’s sensory experience on the omnibus. Elizabeth becomes a real pirate
in her mind, and London becomes an open sea for her to explore. Her image as a modernist
figure at this point overlaps with pirates and adventurers in Romantic literature, such as
Conrad in Lord Byron’s ‘The Corsair’ (1814). By humorously portraying Elizabeth as a
Byronic hero, Woolf shapes a modernity inherited from the Romantic past, transforming the
omnibus into a tunnel connecting history and the future, fantasy and reality. The omnibus
becomes a heterotopia for Elizabeth. According to Foucault, a heterotopia requires a system
of opening and closing that isolates the space from other spaces.?*’ For Elizabeth, the
omnibus is such a space that keeps her away from the commotion in the streets, making her
feel safe and empowered. Furthermore, as Kevin Hetherington argues in The Badlands of
Modernity, heterotopias are ‘counter-hegemonic spaces that exist apart from “central”
spaces that are seen to present the social order’.*® Elizabeth goes through the Strand and
gets off at Chancery Lane, passing through the political and legislative centre of London.
Through this ride, she thinks she ‘would like to have a profession’, becoming ‘a doctor, a
farmer, possibly go into Parliament if she found it necessary’.?*° Although it is conceivable
that many men are also on the omnibus, the established gender order seems to disappear in
it, which makes the space function as a women’s heterotopia.

Furthermore, by using her tunnelling techniques to link different generations, Woolf reveals
and celebrates the reality of London and Britain in their rapid modernisation that breaks
with traditional values. This encourages readers to question the rationality of existing spatial
structures and the order they imply, renewing their understanding of urban spaces and
modern life. In Mrs Dalloway, Big Ben’s tolling becomes the connector that passes through
the ‘tunnels’ Woolf caved for her characters. Similar to the way Mansfield presented the
change in human character, Woolf visualised the demise of the old order in a new generation
by showing different perceptions of Big Ben by two generations. Big Ben, as a national
symbol of British stability, has appeared repeatedly in the story to join the characters’
separate lives through a common experience. All the characters from the generation before
the war, including Clarissa, note Big Ben’s tolling. For example, Clarissa’s husband Richard
Dalloway hears Big Ben ‘beginning to strike, first the warning, musical; then the hour,
irrevocable’.2*0 Clarissa hears it too, as ‘The sound of Big Ben flooded Clarissa’s drawing-
room’.?*! Nevertheless, the younger generation, Elizabeth Dalloway can barely detect the
sound of Big Ben. In her journey when she steps off the bus, she asks, ‘But what was the
time? where was a clock?’*? The tolling of Big Ben is a reminder of the passage of time,
suggesting the decline of the empire. The pre-war generation’s perception of this sound
marked their identity as witnesses to a period of imperial prosperity, indicating the decline
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of this generation and the empire to which their fate was closely linked. In contrast, the new
generation’s obliviousness to the tolling illustrates the vitality of modern life and its rthythm.
Through the representation of different attitudes towards time across generations, Woolf
predicts the future of the nation and demonstrates the heterogeneity of urban public space
for different groups of people. Although Woolf is a contemporary of Clarissa, she invites
readers to observe the cityscape through Elizabeth’s eyes, suggesting her hope for a more
equitable social ordering in the city she cherishes.

Lingering in the Longtang: Ding Ling’s Exploration of Shanghai

Different from Woolf’s optimistic tone about reshaping urban spaces and social orders in
Mprs Dalloway, Ding Ling’s ‘Mengke’ adopts a more ambivalent perspective to depict
women’s struggle in urban spaces, which forms an anti-climactic narrative in contrast to the
former.

Literary historian Zidong Xu claims that Ding Ling is arguably the most qualified writer to
epitomise the history of Chinese literature in the twentieth century, as she lived through
three key phrases of Chinese literature: the May Fourth period, ‘the third decade’, and the
New Period of the 1980s.2** She is also one of the most prolific female writers in Chinese
literature of the twentieth century with her writing career lasting nearly sixty years (from
1928 to 1986). Ding went through an eventful life: she was one of the first female students
participating in the left-wing revolution in the early 1920s, exiled to the Great Northern
Wilderness in 1958, and returned to Beijing in her later years. These experiences led to
many shifts in her writing styles. Although she is often regarded as a left-wing writer, |
suggest returning to Ding’s avant-garde writings in the early years of her career based in
Shanghai, because they portray the earliest Chinese women who entered metropolises in
China and showcase a strong feminist agenda. Her first short story ‘Mengke’ visualises the
protagonist’s struggles in Shanghai, providing the first glimpses of Chinese women’s urban
writing.

Since her early career, Ding immersed herself in urban life and became a conscious observer
of the city. During the 1920s, she moved between various places for her life and work,
among which Beijing and Shanghai are her main places of residence. Ding’s close friend,
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Shen Congwen, describes her life in Beijing: ‘She lived alone in a small room of Tongfeng

apartment,?**

as many men did at that time; there was no way to go to any formal
university, so she could only read some books at her place. When she went out, she learned
to enjoy Beijing’s streetscape’.>* In contrast with Woolf, Ding usually found urban spaces
depressing. For instance, in ‘Still Troubled’ ( {174 & &) , 1928), she depicted her
daily life: ‘Once I saw the manuscript, | remained troubled again. I didn’t know where to
catch my thoughts, to catch the words for Pin [Ding’s husband], so I just gazed at him
again’.2*¢ The manuscript referred to is for Ding’s article ‘Still Troubled’, which talks
frankly about her anxiety at not being able to write her commissions for a newspaper. The
feelings of being trapped by everyday life came from the financial difficulties she and her
husband faced at the time, which provoked her desire to experience public space. In 1928,
Ding moved to a Shikumen (% & | ) dwelling in the French Concession in Shanghai,**’
which appears most frequently in her early writing. Chinese and Western, modern and
traditional elements are intertwined in this semi-colonial modern city, as in ‘Day’ ( { H) ,
1929), where the city is described in detail:

It’s a bustling metropolis [...] There is a part of it, where tall buildings are towering

more than a few dozen feet. Their tapered roofs set against the blue sky as if they were

cubist paintings [...] At the end of this wide, long road, which is darkened by tall

buildings, maidens who cannot make a living are wandering [...] In another part of

the city, crammed with ramshackle huts under the shelter of a forest of giant black

chimneys [...] In hundreds of factories, harsh whistles were blaring [...] In other

places, the noise increased. Boats were about to set sail, and workers were shouting as

they carry the cargo. The cars are going, full of people who are rushing around. In

short, this is the metropolis.?*?
Based on Ding’s personal experience, the female protagonists in her works of Shanghai,
such as Mengke, Yisai in ‘Day’, and Pei Fang in ‘The End of the Year’ ( (¥ &) , 1929)
have a sense of loss and alienation amid city life. To accurately capture women’s position in
Shanghai, Ding crafted urban city spaces in her writing, among which the Longtang (3 %)
is the most important site. Longtang is a unique kind of space in Shanghai, which means
approximately the lane or alley in English. It is sometimes called /ilong, and often named
with a -/i suffix in the early twentieth century. Longtangs are located between residences,
connected with each other and the streets, therefore combining the characteristics of both
private and public spaces.?* Like the garden in Laura’s home, Louise’s dream space and

244 The date here would be 1924, the same year Ding met her future husband, Hu Yepin, and they moved in

together in 1925.

245 Shen Congwen 7 )\ >, ‘Remembering Hu Yepin® i2# #.3) , in The Collected Works of Shen Congwen,

Volume XIII (7L X2 %) %+ =% (Taiyuan: Beiyue Literature & Art Publishing House, 2009), p. 26.

2% Ding Ling T #, “Still Troubled” {17k £ S &%) , in The Collected Works of Ding Ling, Volume V T # &

£) % 5% (Shijiazhuang: Hebei People’s Publishing House, 2001), p. 7.

247 Shikumen is a special kind of Longtang, which combines the traditional Jiangnan (in Southeast China) and

British architectural styles.

28 Ding Ling T #-, ‘Day’ { H) , The Collected Works of Ding Ling, Volume Ill { T %2 %) % 3 %

(Shijiazhuang: Hebei People’s Publishing House, 2001), p. 241.

24 Similar to Longtang in Shanghai, Hutong (¥ [F]) is the core space of Beijing’s civic culture, and these two types
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the streets in London, the Longtang is also a liminal space. Ding Ling and other authors who
used to be residents in Shanghai such as Eileen Chang often used the Longtang as the
central space for their writing, and shaped a spatial aesthetic that removes the boundaries
between inside and outside, private and public.

Published in Fiction Monthly in 1927, ‘Mengke’ helped Ding acquire her earliest
reputation.?>® The title ‘Mengke’ is a transliteration of the French mon coeur, my heart.?%!
In her other early works, Ding Ling also named her female characters in foreign languages,
such as Sophie in ‘Miss Sophie’s Diary’,>> Wendy in ‘A Woman and a Man’ ( {—/>%& A
Fr—AF A) , 1928), and Mary in ‘Shanghai, Spring 1930’ ( ( —L=FF & L&) ,
1930), which reflects the influence of Western modernism in her writing.?>* Based on the
experiences of herself and her female friend Wang Jianhong (1901-1924), “Mengke’ depicts
the life of a young woman who was born in a declining bureaucratic family and leaves home
for Shanghai. After experiencing a series of affairs, she is detached from her social
connections and becomes an actress in the theatre. At the beginning of the story, Ding shows
the unique urban fabric of Shanghai through Mengke’s visit to her friend Yun Zhen’s house:

[Mengke] got herself into a rickshaw. It turned around ten or so corners and stopped

in front of a Shikumen at the end of Minhou Nanli on Fuxu Road. The door was opened

by a thirty-something woman who smiled at the sight of Mengke and shouted, ‘Miss,

Miss, you’re here!” Then a head came out of the window: ‘Who is it? Sister Meng,

come up here!’?%
The winding and narrow Longtang makes it possible for people to communicate and
socialise in this area, and it naturally creates an intimate atmosphere distinct from the
bustling streets of other metropolises such as London. In Shanghai, the Longtang therefore
becomes the centre of civic life due to its intermediate position between the domestic and
the public spheres. In this modern cityscape which is unique and different from most parts
of China, Mengke is evoked with a strong sense of loneliness. She recalls her hometown

5

Youyang,?*® a place that has ‘many ancient trees that cannot be encircled by twenty or thirty

people’. 236 This evocation of the ancient trees in the hometown reflects Mengke’s nostalgia

of spaces are often referred to in pairs. Hutong has a long history, dating back to the Yuan Dynasty (1271-1368),
and generally connects traditional Chinese houses such as Sikeyuan (I8 4 ). Compared with Hutong, Longtang
was more influenced by colonial activities. The residences linked by Longtang are mainly buildings with European
styles. Therefore, Longtang and Hutong present varied cultural origins and nurture different civic cultures.
A more detailed introduction of Longtang’s cultural significance is Tong Wu’s ‘The Spatial Signification of
Shanghai Shikumen Longtang: A Semiotic Approach’, Chinese semiotic studies, 11.1 (2015).
230 Although this short story was written in Beijing, it focused on Shanghai, like many of Ding’s other early
writings. This focus is rooted in her experiences of studying and living in Shanghai during the early 1920s.
2! Jingyuan Zhang, ‘Feminism and Revolution: The Work and Life of Ding Ling’, in The Columbia Companion to
Modern Chinese Literature, ed. by Kirk A. Denton (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016), p. 153.
232 Chen Hengzhe’s pen name, ¥ 3E(Sophia), is identical to the protagonist of Ding’s ‘Miss Sophie’s Diary’ ( { #*
3E 4 L8 HAT) ). Nevertheless, there is no evidence to suggest that Ding intentionally chose this name, and it is
more likely a coincidence.
233 Zhang, ‘Feminism and Revolution’, p. 154.
2% Ding Ling T #, Mengke (% ¥7) (Shanghai: Shanghai Classics Publishing House, 1997), p. 5.
%5 Youyang is the hometown of Ding’s close friend Wang Jianhong.
2 Ding, Mengke, p. 6.
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for collective life. In traditional China, villages based on patriarchal settlements were the
usual way of life, which can be traced back to their origins like the ancient trees, echoing
the significance of karaka trees for the locals in Mansfield’s ‘The Garden Party’. This
traditional way of life could provide people a sense of security, evoking mothers’ wombs, as
Mengke seems to be ‘hiding in the cave, reading The Romance of the Western Chamber’ *’
The cave and the book are obvious metaphors for such a life style, and Mengke immerses
herself in the dream-like fantasy. When she is interrupted and returned to the real world, she
says she was ‘sick of school life’.?*® Through Mengke’s words, Ding portrays the traits of
this character: she is a person who aspires to freedom and rejects the discipline of modern
society. It is further expressed in the episode when Mengke stands in front of the window
facing the Longtang and immerses herself in the cityscape and its soundscape:

She stands distractedly at the windowsill, recalling everything she had just seen in a

blur. The living room, the carpet, the long and floral cheongsam, the red lips ... she

props her hand on the windowsill and stretches her head out to look at the lawn outside

the building; the sun has run-up to a small corner of the garden and a row of windows

on the red building beside it reflects a strong, blinding golden light. The sound of cars’

trumpets keeps coming from far away.

[...] But, in fact, this new environment only disturbed her and restrained her, and when

she recalled her own barely pretended appearance, which she had done as if she was

perfectly natural to laugh and talk about everything among the men and women, she

was so ashamed that her eyelids were moistened.?>
Through Mengke’s perspective, Ding guides the reader to wander through the inside and
outside of the Longtang. In Ding’s portrayal, the furnishings, red buildings and the golden
light have a comforting and intimate quality; however, they seem uninhabitable, making
Mengke feel troubled and constrained. Mengke’s subjectivity is marked by alienation in the
modern city. Her process of constructing subjectivity is a journey to reveal how urban space
is unequally structured by gender and class.

To present the inequalities bred by the modern city, Ding enables Mengke to wander
through the public spaces of Shanghai, including theatres and hotels, which are well-known
places that can be traced on maps. There is an episode in which Mengke and her cousin
Xiaosong, who have a crush on each other, go to see a film. They ‘walked to Flying Winds
Cars to rent a car.?®® By the time they reached Carlton Theatre, the film had already
started’.2! In the cinema ‘a few tiny lights flickered in and out of the blue veil on the stage,

37 The Romance of the Western Chamber is Written by Wang Shifu in the Yuan Dynasty around 1295-1307. This
play and the love story it tells are among the most popular and widespread stories in China for its intriguing plots
and bold depictions of love and desire. The main plot of the story takes place in the chamber. I regard Ding Ling’s
reference of this book as an allusion to Mengke’s desire for romantic love, and a way of shaping the dramatic
distinction between traditional and modern spaces.
Ding, Mengke, p. 7.
28 Ding, Mengke, p. 9.
2 Ding, Mengke, p. 13.
260 The automobile industry in Shanghai was rapidly growing after its introduction in 1901. The car rental agency
Ding Ling referred cannot be traced, but it shows that using cars was popular among the upper classes in Shanghai
during the 1920s.
2! Ding, Mengke, p. 21.
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and the view from the upper rows and downstairs was a blur of lines showing many
heads’.2%2 The crowded and popular Carlton Theatre was the first cinema and theatre in
Shanghai. Designed by Ladislav Hudec, who was the most influential architect in Shanghai
at this time, it became the largest and best-known entertainment centre in the city after it
opened to the public in 1923. The gloomy screen and external reality form two juxtaposed
spaces in which Mengke and Xiaosong’s consciousnesses wander. This location becomes a
heterotopia that witnesses the warming up of their relationship, accommodating and
protecting their fragile intimacy. When watching the film:

When the woman in the trailing black gown appears on the stone steps, Mengke fixed

her gaze intently upon the screen. As she reflected on the novel she read before, she

truly began to regard the actress as the real lady of the camellias,?®3 sharing in her

sorrow as if she herself were trapped in the same fate.

Sensing an intent gaze from beside her occasionally, she reached out her hand.

‘It’s so moving, watch it, cousin!’

“Yes, so beautiful!’ It was a reply whose subtext she failed to grasp.”¢*
For Mengke, the act of spectatorship forms a Deleuzian Mgbius strip.2®> As she immerses
herself in the film, the heroine’s tragic fate is intertwined with her own, dissolving the
distinction between reality and medium. Meanwhile, as she watches the screen, her cousin’s
lingering male gaze renders her into an object of his desire, thereby undermining her
subjectivity. The cinematic illusion soon dissipates: ‘as she was enjoying watching, the
music suddenly stopped and the disco ball went off, sending a strong light in all
directions’.2® The fading of the theatre’s aura brings the characters back to reality. Mengke
is still immersed in the movie, but Xiaosong has already stepped outside from the crowded
corridor. The spatial separation of the two also paves the way for Mengke to discover
Xiaosong’s hypocrisy. During her second encounter with Xiaosong in a public place,
Mengke realises women’s subordinate positioning in the patriarchal system. Mengke is
passively taken by acquaintances and friends who are looking for Xiaosong. They get out of
the car at The Great Eastern Hotel, which is a venue for upper-class entertainment. In
Xiaosong’s room, Mengke finds Xiaosong ‘bent over polishing his shoes, and in front of the
mirror sits an alluring woman in a pink outfit, lazily painting her eyebrows’.26’ The brief
description highlights the gendered hierarchy: the man polishes the shoes which are symbols
of his status, while the prostitute dresses herself as a male commodity. Mengke leaves alone
and severs ties with her family and friends, exposing the hypocritical moral facade of the
circles she once belonged to.

22 Thid.
263 The film protagonist watches is an adaptation of Alexandre Dumas fils’s The Lady of the Camellias (La Dame
aux Camélias, 1848). Although the text does not specify the version, it should be the 1921 American silent film
Camille, starring Alla Nazimova and Rudolph Valentino. This version premiered at Carlton Theatre shortly after its
opening in 1923 and became very popular among the audience.
204 Ding, Mengke, p. 21.
29 Deleuze, The Logic of Sense, pp. 22-28.
2% Ding, Mengke, p. 22.
27 Ding, Mengke, p. 34.
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In addition to showcasing women’s position in the unequal social order, Ding was keenly
aware of the political atmosphere in Shanghai, devising an episode in which the protagonist
meets the revolutionaries. Before the publication of ‘Mengke’, the revolutionary
environment in Shanghai transitioned from a period of active labour movements to one of
severe suppression following the Shanghai Massacre.2®® The April 12th Incident occurred in
1927, the very same year ‘Mengke’ was published, and the subsequent crackdown led to the
widespread arrest of leftists, forcing revolutionary activities out of public view and into the
city’s narrow lanes. Led by her friend Yanan, Mengke ‘sneaks into a dark Longtang’, and
‘enters a back door cloaked in smoke’.2%° In contrast with Longtangs in previous episodes,
this Longtang has more privacy, which fits its hybridity, and shows the plight of
revolutionaries at the time under the suppression of the official forces. While Mengke
‘stands next to the window by the water pipe and looks into the room’, there are some
couples cuddling, causing her not to know what to do.?’® The seriousness of the revolution
is quickly dissipated through Mengke’s peek. Noticing the presence of Mengke and Yanan,
the revolutionaries come out and surround them, shouting ‘Comrade! Comrades!’ Before
Mengke could introduce herself, ‘she was already stunned by such warm, frank, bold, rude
and shallow expressions as she had never appreciated before’.2’”! Mengke does not
understand ‘the meaning of all that so-called work these men and women were doing’, and
she sneaks out, ‘hurries along the cobblestone road, not even daring to look back in case
Yanan comes after her’.?’?> Through this absurd farce of an encounter with revolutionaries,
Ding magnifies the conflict between Mengke’s subjectivity and collectivism. Nonetheless,
Mengke’s departure does not secure freedom, as she is still constrained in the hierarchical
spatial structure. At the end of the story, Mengke becomes an actress in a theatre for her
living. When she sees herself dressed up in the mirror, ‘there was simply nothing different
from those streetwalkers on the Foochow Road’.?”* The director yells out ‘run!’ on the
stage, and Mengke is stunned and faints, waking up and being asked if she could continue.
She agrees, but ‘she could not understand why she had gone to the extent of selling her body
and even her soul’.?’* When the camera starts to shoot again, ‘she endures it until she walks
out the door of the theatre. In the car, she cries out — in a sobbing, heartbreaking way since
she is afraid others would hear’.?’”> Tying the virtual and the real together, Ding presents a
space where even women who attempt to live an independent life cannot escape.

Comparing Mrs Dalloway with ‘Mengke’ showcases the extent to which women’s access to
public space is conditioned by different socio-historical contexts. Britain’s earlier
modernisation afforded women a greater degree of mobility, and although Elizabeth

2% Jean Chesneaux, The Chinese Labor Movement 1919—1927, trans. by H. M. Wright (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1968), pp. 237-345.
2% Ding, Mengke, p. 25.
20 Ding, Mengke, p. 26.
271 Tbid.
22 Ding, Mengke, p. 27.
23 Ding, Mengke, p. 46.
274 Tbid.
> Ding, Mengke, p. 47.
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Dalloway and Mengke belong to comparable social strata, Mengke’s experience appears
more constrained. Both Woolf and Ding radically reconfigure the distinction between inside
and outside by adopting a perspective aligned with the traditionally masculine ‘outside’.
Through this approach, they depart from earlier domestic-centred narratives and unsettle
preconceived associations between women, domestic labour and the interior. When Woolf
renders spatial boundaries permeable through the movements of female characters, Ding
extends this writing praxis by destabilising divisions between different kinds of space. In
‘Mengke’, Longtangs serve as connective siters where spatial distinctions dissolve,
producing a topology that recalls Deleuze’s notion of the fold or the Mdbius strip. In this
sense, Ding’s work further develops the radical potential of Woolf’s urban modernism.

The two groups of authors discussed in this chapter, Mansfield and Chen, Woolf and Ding,
reinvented women’s writing between 1917 and 1929 by turning it inside out. By shaping
varied liminal spaces, including Sheridan’s garden, the corridor of Louise’s dream, streets
and alleys in London, and Longtangs in Shanghai, these four writers destabilised the
conventional dichotomy between inside and outside and challenged the association between
women and the domestic sphere. Their shared imaginative shifting of the inside-outside
boundary forms the basis of the dialogues I have traced among the inactive travellers and
the flaneuses, which run across time and space. Despite their differences, in the echoed
process of unsettling boundaries, feelings of belonging and unbelonging, of being restrained
and unrestrained, these texts map the uneven contours of women’s spatial experiences
between 1917 and 1929, charting a gendered geography shaped by constraint and emerging
possibilities.
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Chapter 3 Marvels of Floating Cities: Imperial Borderlands and Beyond, 1930-1945

The title of this chapter is borrowed from Marvels of a Floating City ( {35 E) ,
1986), written by Hong Kong writer Xi Xi (¥ ¥, 1937-2022). In this short story, Xi Xi
uses thirteen paintings by Belgian surrealist artist René Magritte to vividly portray the
complex emotions of Hong Kong citizens in the 1980s in the context of the negotiations
between the Chinese and British governments over Hong Kong’s sovereignty. Adapting
Magritte’s The Castle of the Pyrenees (Le Chateau des Pyrénées, 1959), Xi Xi begins the
story with a surrealistic scene:

Many, many years ago, on a fine, clear day, the floating city appeared in the air in full

public gaze, hanging like a hydrogen balloon. Above it were the fluctuating layers of

clouds, below it the turbulent sea. The floating city hung there, neither sinking nor

rising. When a breeze came by, it moved ever so slightly, and then it became absolutely
still again.2’®

Figure 1. René Magritte, The Castle of the Pyrenees, 1959. Oil on canvas, 200.3 x 145 cm.
The Israel Museum, Jerusalem (Gift of Harry Torczyner).
Reproduced from Daniel Abadie, ed., Magritte (New York: D.A.P., 2003), p. 207.

276 Xi Xi, Marvels of a Floating City, ed. by Eva Hung (Hong Kong: Research Center for Translation, Chinese
University of Hong Kong, 1997), p. 3.
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Xi Xi keenly captured the anxiety of Hong Kong people between the signing of the Sino-
British Joint Declaration in 1984 and the transfer of sovereignty over Hong Kong from
Britain to China in 1997. This floating city, which neither rises nor sinks, has become a
popular symbol of Hong Kong that resonates with many Hong Kong people.?’” This
‘floating’ characteristic condenses the uneasiness of many residents living on the empire’s
periphery, not only in Hong Kong. Located at sites undergoing historical transition, and
which are often geographically tenuous, such inhabitants confront the brevity of life, the
powerlessness of the individual under the collective will, and the uncertainty of the nation’s
future. It is these figures that this chapter brings into focus, as their experiences constitute
alternative historical archives that counter grand national narratives.

When women in the early twentieth century stepped out of domestic spaces, the public life
they were confronted with was just such a ‘floating” heterotopia in which they were
overwhelmed with a dizzying array of choices and uncertainties. In this chapter, I define
1930 to 1945 as the second stage of modern women’s writing in Britain and China, because
this period witnessed the expansion of colonial territory, and the brewing and outbreak of
World War I, pushing the two countries to a historical crossroad. I investigate the spaces I
call ‘floating cities’, these being sites located at imperial borderlands where different
cultures, races, and political forces are entangled, as well as the marginalised psychological
sphere of the people who inhabit these places. Inheriting the legacy of women’s writing
from1917 to 1929, women writers between 1930 and 1945 became more involved in public
issues. In this period, I pay particular attention to writings that engage with experiences
shaped in imperial borderlands, because they document underrepresented histories and
accommodate transitional experiences that mediate between old and new worlds.

The four spaces I choose as case studies, Danielstown, Harbin, a car travelling along the
Sino-Vietnam border, and a tramcar in Shanghai during the Pacific War, are either located
on the periphery of national boundaries or contested by political forces. Women writers’
accounts of the histories in these places showcase alternative ways of being that resist
dominant narratives that seek to subsume these regions into centralised imaginary while
simultaneously marginalise their distinct social and cultural identities. Unlike Woolf and
Ding, who depict typical urban experiences in metropolises such as London and Shanghai,
as I discussed in the previous chapter, the writers I have selected for this chapter turn to the
lived realities of marginalised communities, recounting colonial histories that were
overlooked by the dominant discourses of their time. This is true even though Eileen Chang

277 Xi Xi is one of the most influential contemporary writers who focuses on Hong Kong’s urban life. In her works
focusing on Hong Kong, such as My City ( {# #&) ) and Flying Carpet ( (A EE) ), the floating city is the core
imagery. The Education University of Education Hong Kong held an international conference on Xi Xi in
December 2020 entitled ‘Floating City’ (3% 3 #7# = ). This symbol is also recognised by other Hong Kong writers.
In 2012, Dream Tellers in Floating City: Interviews with Hong Kong Writers ( {F3#A # A\: HFHBERT K

£%) ) was published. This book is a collection of interviews with eighteen well-known Hong Kong writers,
including Xi Xi, presenting a group portrait of Hong Kong writers.
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situates her narrative in Shanghai, as Ding does, because she does so at the historical
moment of the Pacific War, a context that imbues this previously ‘stable’ location with a
‘floating’ character.

Imagined homelands and vehicles are the two types of ‘floating cities’ I will focus on in this
chapter. I suggest that these two categories represent the past and future of floating cities
respectively. In the first category, I select two autobiographical works, Elizabeth Bowen’s
The Last September (1929) and Xiao Hong’s Market Street ( & T #1) , 1936), and
analyse how the authors recover the neglected histories of specific ethnic groups through
shaping imagined communities.?’® As a reminiscence of life in their homelands, their
writings have a nostalgic and elegiac feature. Drawing on Edward Said’s theory of
imaginative geography, I argue that Bowen and Xiao Hong entwine the colonial past and
present of Ireland and Manchuria through the mechanisms of imagination, reframing the
histories of the two regions. Correspondingly, Stella Benson and Eileen Chang envision the
future of their floating cities in ‘The Desert Islander’ (1931) and ‘Sealed Off> ( {41 ,
1944). Situating their protagonists within modern vehicles, the two authors enlarge the
vulnerability of people under a state of war and offer them fleeting freedom. I argue that the
vehicles act as chronotopes in Bakhtin’s terms, prompting dialogues between the colonial
present and a cosmopolitan future.

L Colonial Activities, International Travels, and The Realistic Turn in Women’s
Writing

Like their predecessors in the previous period, Chinese and British women writers from
1930 to 1945 experienced the effects of parallel historical trends. The influence of colonial
activities is more evident in British and Chinese women’s writing than before: while some
British writers were limited by an imperialist perspective, their Chinese counterparts
demonstrated a clearer anti-colonial stance. Benefiting from the increased mobility
facilitated by women’s movements and other historical factors, some middle-class women
writers participated more in international travels, such as Stella Benson and Eileen Chang,
who shaped cross-cultural dialogues and presented a cosmopolitan vision in their works.
Seemingly paradoxically, tensions in the interwar period both caused anxiety among some
women writers and led to a realistic turn in women’s writing of both regions. The space of
women’s writing between 1930 and 1945 therefore becomes visually both spacious and
incommodious, and filled with both opportunities and obstacles.

Outside the ‘Golden-triangle’: Interwar Anxiety, Voyages to the Colonies and British
Women’s Writing

78 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London:
Verso, 2006), pp. 1-7.
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Although James Smith has criticised the way the literary map of Britain is often equated
with ‘England’s southeastern “golden-triangle” of Oxford-Cambridge-London’, British
regional writing is attracting increasing attention from readers and scholars.?” In the 1930s,
the interwar environment caused a ‘pervasive sense of dispossession and instability’ in
Britain, which is captured by writers of the period.?8 Writings on rural Britain were notable
in this period, with many writers such as D. H. Lawrence using the countryside as a
sanctuary to resist the pressures of modern life. Although this rural ideal was almost
synonymous with a ‘south-east England rural ideal maintained by a 1930s print culture
fixated on thatched roofs, village greens, and hedgerows’,*8! there are many renowned
writers who depict diverse rural landscapes beyond the ‘golden-triangle’ in their works, thus
countering this stereotype of Englishness. The popularity of Mary Webb (1881-1927) in the
1930s revealed a diverse literary landscape beyond the modernism espoused by elite writers
positioned in London-centred literary networks. Although Webb’s Gone to Earth did not
receive much attention when it was published in 1917, it quickly garnered much critical
acclaim when it was republished by Penguin Books in 1935. The wild landscape of the
Shropshire countryside and the exotic female protagonist who has a gypsy mother in the
novel evoke a rural imagination distinct from the prevailing imagery of the English
countryside in the ‘golden-triangle’. Similarly, the 1930s also witnessed the popularity of
the village dramas written by Mary Elfreda Kelly (1888—1951). These theatrical
performances welcomed people of different classes, ages, and cultural backgrounds, and
therefore can be perceived as a form of resistance to elitism. The popularity of rural
literature in the 1930s contributed to the revival of realist writing techniques in Britain, in a
way that accommodated a wider range of readers and portrayed different histories outside
the ‘golden-triangle’. These heterogeneous experiences recorded by rural women writers
reveal the fragmented characteristic of people’s lives and their lingering anxiety about the
ever-changing realities, illustrating what I am calling the ‘floating’ characteristic of
women’s writing in this era.

The interwar anxiety showcased in rural writing is also projected in the urban writing of
women writers in the 1930s. Despite the early success of feminist movements such as the
Women’s Suffrage Movement, women’s perceptions of space altered in the 1930s as they
entered the workplace, facing more visible sexism. As Deborah Parsons argues, women’s
experiences of the city transformed significantly in this period, with writers such as Jean
Rhys (1890-1979) making cynical comments about the actual position of women in
consumer society.?®? In women’s writing of this period, the space of metropolises seems
rather more constricted, rendering female characters lacking a stable home, and even the
middle-class protagonists move to flimsy lodgings in the 1930s, such as in Woolf’s The

27 James Smith, ed., The Cambridge Companion to British Literature of the 1930s (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2019), p. 10.
280 Smith, The Cambridge Companion to British Literature of the 1930s, p. 34.
81 Kristin Bluemel, ‘The Regional and the Rural’, in The Cambridge Companion to British Literature of the
1930s, ed. by James Smith (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), p. 162.
282 Parsons, Streetwalking the Metropolis, p. 125.
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Years (1937).28% This shift reveals women’s anxiety and insecurity during the interwar
period. As Emma Zimmerman argues, it is necessary to consider the cost of women’s
increased opportunities and mobilities in the 1930s, namely the ‘cramped and often squalid
lodgings that blurred any comfortable distinction between private and public space’.?%* In
such constrained environments, more women writers became self-conscious about their
professional identity in the 1930s.

British women writers in this period have many common characteristics: most of them
benefited from higher education at Oxford, Cambridge and London; most of them gained
opportunities of working; most of them also benefited from the development of the print
media and were supported by women’s magazines and institutions such as Time and Tide.?*®
Those writers who were mainly based in the ‘golden-triangle’ reshaped the terrain of urban
spaces in women'’s writing. In this chapter, however, I will focus on those who depart from
the centre of the Empire. The accessibility of transnational travel for women facilitated their
reaching into more previously uncharted territories. In this period, women writers including
Charlotte Haldane (1894-1969), Amabel Williams-Ellis (1894—1984), Rebecca West (1892—
1983), Stella Benson (1892—1933), Winifred Holtby (1898-1935), Nancy Cunard (1896—
1965) and Katharine Burdekin (1896—-1963) travelled to the European continent, the US,
South Africa, China, India, Japan and other Asian countries, and reviewed Britain through
the prism of these different cultures.?®¢ Specifically, I will focus on Elizabeth Bowen
(1899-1973) and Stella Benson as case studies. Bowen was born in Ireland, but settled in
London, England, for most of her life. Her intermediate identity contributes to the
complexity and cosmopolitan vision of her works. Compared with Bowen, Benson is a more
active traveller. She spent her childhood moving between London, Germany and
Switzerland. When she grew up, she travelled to the West Indies, the US, China, colonial
Hong Kong and Vietnam. In her several crossings of the global North and South, despite the
difficulty of overcoming prejudices as a privileged woman who comes from the centre of
the Empire, she constantly repositioned herself among different cultures, distinguishing
herself from the writers of the imperial centre.

It is worth mentioning that many women writers were actively involved in the leftist
movements of the 1930s, which echoes the mainstream Chinese literary phenomenon during
the same period. Unlike in China, many of these active left-wing writers in Britain are also
queer writers. Glyn Salton-Cox detailed the entangled relationship between queer writers
and the communist movement in his ‘Queer Communist Formations: Coterie,
Counterpublic, Cell’. Women writers such as Sylvia Townsend Warner (1893—-1978) and her

28 Emma Zimmerman, ‘Uncanny Cities: Urban Geographies and Metropolitan Life in the 1930s’, in 4 History of
1930s British Literature, ed. by Benjamin Kohlmann and Matthew Taunton (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2019), p. 32.

28 Zimmerman, ‘Uncanny Cities’, p. 42.

285 Kristin Ewins, ‘Professional Women Writers’, in 4 History of 1930s British Literature, ed. by Benjamin
Kohlmann and Matthew Taunton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), pp. 59-60.

286 Ewins, ‘Professional Women Writers’, p. 60.
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partner Valentine Ackland (1906—1969) became representative activists and contributors to
communist publications such as Lefi Review, The Daily Worker and In Our Time.?® In
contrast, in China, where left-wing literature is the norm during this period, queer writers
are absent, arguably because homosexuality is stigmatised as a ‘bourgeois disease’.
Although it will not be addressed in this chapter, the different status of queer writers and
left-wing literature in Britain and China is an interesting topic that deserves further
reflection. In addition, because of the involvement of many women writers in social
movements, their identities as social activists are also noteworthy. For instance, as I will
discuss later in this chapter, in addition to her literary achievements in Asia, Benson was one
of the most important female activists of her time in Hong Kong. Her experience of working
for the locals evoked Benson’s reflection of her identity and the imbalance of economic
development in different regions.

‘Nobel Ladies’ and ‘Modern Girls’: the ‘Beijing School’ and ‘Shanghai School’,
Emergence of Colonial Cities and Chinese Women’s Writing

Unlike the single centre of the ‘golden-triangle’ of British culture, Chinese culture
historically has both northern and southern centres. Dating back to the origin of Chinese
literature, the division between these two regional cultures can be followed in the case of the
Classic of Poetry ( {14 ) ) and Verses of Chu ( {2 %) ).2%% The regions of the Yellow
River and Yangtze River valleys respectively represent the northern and southern Chinese
cultures. Northern literature often showed an elitist tendency, as the political centre of China
has long been in the north, as opposed to southern civic literature, which was influenced by
commercial development.

In Chinese literature of the 1930s particularly, the two literary groups known as the ‘Beijing
School’ (32 JK) and ‘Shanghai School’ (# /), and the debates between them, typify the
cultures of northern and southern China during this time. At the end of the 1920s, the
prosperity of the market economy and the development of the publishing industry in
Shanghai shifted the centre of modern Chinese literature from Beijing to Shanghai. Those
writers who remained in Beijing and Tianjin during this period are known as the ‘Beijing
School’. They do not strictly constitute a genre, but their writing styles and claims are
similar.?® Representative writers of the Beijing School include Shen Congwen, Zhou
Zuoren, Fei Ming, Lin Huiyin and Ling Shuhua, who published their works mainly in

27 Glyn Salton-Cox, ‘Queer Communist Formations: Coterie, Counterpublic, Cell’, in 4 History of 1930s British
Literature, ed. by Benjamin Kohlmann and Matthew Taunton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), p.
73.
28 Classic of Poetry is representative of the central-plains culture during the pre-Qin period (11— 6 BC), and
Verses of Chu represents the Chu culture in southern China. Some poets in the later era took ‘feng’ from ‘Guo
Feng’ in Classic of Poetry and ‘sao’ from ‘Li Sao’ in Verses of Chu, constituting the term ‘fengsao’ to refer to
literature in general, which shows the canonical significance of both works in classical Chinese literature.
% Yong Liu and Hong Zou X| & 441, eds. History of Modern Chinese Literature {# E I K X% #£) (Beijing:
Beijing Normal University Publishing Group, 2010), p. 257.
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journals such as Camel Grass ( (%3¢ %) ), Ta Kung Pao Literary Supplement ( { X/
WX Z 8 FI) ) and Literary Quarterly ( {>X%ZF|) ).*° Among them, Lin Huiyin
(1904-1955) and Ling Shuhua (1900-1990) are women writers. While Lin is widely known
as the first woman architect in China, Ling was a writer by profession and wrote many short
stories, such as ‘After the Wine’ ( {7# /5) ). Ling’s migratory experience after the 1940s
will be one of my main cases in Chapter Four.?”! The writers of the Beijing School
advocated ‘pure literature’ and opposed both the politicisation and commercialisation of
literature. Therefore, their works often describe rural lives and have a lyrical tendency, with
a nostalgic aesthetic that echoes classical literati culture.?*? In contrast, the writers of the
‘Shanghai School” advocate the commercialisation of literature and focus on urban
culture.?* Originating in the late 1920s, the Shanghai School was popular in the 1930s
during the era of the Chinese New Sensation School (#7 & % Ji ). Influenced by the
Japanese New Sensation School (7 & & JK),>** writers including Shi Zhecun, Liu Na’ou
and Mu Shiying adopted techniques such as stream of consciousness and insights from
psychoanalysis into their writing, depicting the lives and mentalities of people in the semi-
colonial metropolis of Shanghai. In 1932, Shi founded the journal Modern ( {F. 1K) ),
which became the main publication of the Chinese New Sensation School. Woman writer
Eileen Chang (1920-1995) became the most representative writer of the Shanghai School in
the 1940s, as will be discussed in detail later in this chapter.

The active involvement of the Shanghai School in commercial culture and consumerism
soon attracted the discontent of members of the Beijing School. From 1933 to 1934, Shen
Congwen published ‘The Attitude of Writers’ ( { XX ¥ # 84 ) ) and ‘On the “Shanghai
School”” ( {#“¥#&JK’) ), criticising the vulgar tendency towards the commercialisation of
literature by the Shanghai School,?®> which led to a debate on the Beijing School and
Shanghai School between many famous writers including Du Heng, Lu Xun and Hu Feng.
Lu captured the essence of the controversy in his essay ‘Beijing School and Shanghai
School’ ( {FEIKFIEFIRY , 1935): [The writers of] Beijing School are the pensters of the
officials, while [the writers of] Shanghai School are assistants of the merchants [...] and the

20 Liu and Zou, History of Modern Chinese Literature, p. 258.
2! In the 1940s, Ling Shuhua moved to the UK with her families. Ling had an affair with Woolf’s nephew, Julian
Bell, and therefore she had some correspondence with Woolf. Her autobiographical novel Ancient Melodies ( {#
#) ) which was published by The Hogarth Press under Woolf’s suggestion in 1953 will be discussed in detail in
Chapter Four.
22 This culture can be dated back to the Wei-Jin era (220-420 CE), characterised by the elite group’s preference
for music, literature and painting. This culture reached its height during the Ming and Qing dynasties. The
prevailing elite status of the writers of the Beijing School echoes the ancient literatis, which shaped their similar
aesthetic to material life.
293 Many features of the Shanghai School are similar to the Mandarin Duck and Butterfly School, which is
mentioned in the previous chapter. Their difference lies in literary forms: while the Mandarin Duck and Butterfly
School followed forms of classical Chinese literature, many Shanghai School writers adopted modernist
techniques.
294 Representative writers include Yokomitsu Riichi, Shinzaburd Iketani and Kawabata Yasunari.
25 Liu and Zou, History of Modern Chinese Literature, 258.
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officials’ contempt for the merchants is certainly an old Chinese custom’.2*® This argument
accurately captures the general cultural distinction between northern and southern China,
represented by the Beijing and Shanghai cultures respectively. Women characters in the
works written by Beijing School and Shanghai School writers illustrate this distinction. I
argue they can be classified respectively as ‘noble ladies’ and ‘modern girls’. For instance,
in Ling Shuhua’s works, the female characters from the upper class are always intelligent
and have those feminine virtues appreciated by the elite. In ‘The Temple of Flowers’ ( {1t
Z.F) , 1928), the female protagonist uses a pseudonym to invite her husband on a date,
unmasking but not criticising him when they meet. By contrast, the works of Eileen Chang
featured many modern girls. For example, Ge Weilong transforms from a schoolgirl to a
social butterfly in ‘Aloeswood Incense: The First Brazier’ ( (JT&/B: & — &) , 1943),
and Xu Xiaohan in ‘Heart Sutra’ ( (/0% ) , 1943) develops an Electra complex with her
father. The descriptions of these characters are very bold in women’s writing during this
period. It is also worth mentioning that, although women writers including Ling and Chang
published many works that have a significant readership during this period, their absence
from the debate and their avoidance of political topics, as well as the misogyny of many
writers and critics, have kept them on the margins of the history of literature for a long

time 2%’

In addition to the Beijing School and Shanghai School, The League of Left-Wing Writers
(7= 1€ K B ) was also influential in the 1930s. This organisation was supported by Lu
Xun and the Chinese Communist Party and became the most influential literary group after
its establishment.?®® Although not the focus of this chapter, it cannot be ignored because of
its importance. Ding Ling, who was analysed in the previous chapter, changed her style in
the 1930s and became a representative writer of The League of Left-Wing Writers. The
League of Left-Wing Writers welcomed writers of various cultural backgrounds. I will focus
on the Northeast Writers Group particularly in this chapter. After the Mukden Incident in
1931, Northeast China gradually became a Japanese colony, and this inspired the rise of
resistance narratives by Northeast writers such as Xiao Hong, Xiao Jun and Luobin Ji. Most
of them left the Northeast, maintaining good relations with left-wing writers such as Lu Xun
because of their common advocacy of literary participation in the resistance, and most of
them joined The League of Left-Wing Writers. However, compared with the nationalist
agenda of The League of Left-Wing Writers, the writing of the Northeast Writers Group
showcases an emphasis on the entanglements between the individuals and the land.
Specifically, their homeland Manchuria is a region situated between China, Japan, Russia

26 Lu Xun &R, The Collected Works of Lu Xun: Volume 6 (&2 %% 7<%) (Beijing: People’s Literature
Publishing House, 2005), p. 312.
27 Despite being famous at a young age, Eileen Chang had long been treated as a best-selling author and not taken
seriously. It was not until 1961, when C. T. Hsia published 4 History of Modern Chinese Fiction, that her writing
began to receive the attention it deserved. Ling Shuhua’s literary achievements remain relatively underappreciated.
28 Liu and Zou, History of Modern Chinese Literature, 184.
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° and this leads the Northeast writers to reflect

and Korea with a multi-ethnic population,?
beyond nationalism. Therefore, their works that represent the voice of the far north of China
are often diasporic and nomadic. Xiao Hong (1911-1942) is a remarkable woman writer of
the group. Unlike her male counterparts who often use the foreign female body as a
nationalist symbol to be conquered,*® she constructed women’s transcultural resonances
and friendships in her short stories, embodying the insights of feminism and

cosmopolitanism. Her life experience and work will be discussed in the next section.

In general, regional writing was represented with a newfound focus in both Britain and
China between 1930 and 1945. In women’s writing, these site-specific works illustrate
various perceptions of identities, communities and nations, becoming floating cities that
transcend the single, centralised imagination. Moreover, the increased mobility for women
led to transcultural movements, making it possible for the two regions, Britain and China to
meet in their works.

II. Dwelling in an Imagined Home: Elizabeth Bowen and Xiao Hong’s Diasporic
Life

Building imagined homes is a popular theme of diasporic literature. In Gaston Bachelard’s
writing, childhood homes are houses of memory that are ‘rich in unalterable oneirism’,!
which shelter imagination. For migrant writers, in particular, creating imagined homes is an
approach to presenting their nostalgia and reshaping forgotten histories. Elizabeth Bowen
and Xiao Hong are celebrated diasporic women writers of the 1930s. During the time they
lived in their homelands, namely Ireland and Northeastern China, they both witnessed the
struggles of different communities in their lands, and this lent their writing a cosmopolitan
perspective, distinct from nationalist discourse. Drawing on Edward Said’s theories of
imaginative geographies, I argue that Bowen and Xiao Hong build imaginative homes in
The Last September and Market Street to recover marginalised histories of the Anglo-Irish
and diasporic Russians. By integrating Gothic elements into the portrayal of the Irish
landscape and by shaping affective, transcultural spaces in Manchuria, both authors
delineate psychological displacement and challenge colonial hegemony.

Homelessness in the Home: The Last September

Elizabeth Bowen was an Anglo-Irish novelist and critic who was born into a family of

299 Manchuria was a regime established by Japan colonisers in northeastern China between 1932 and 1945. 1 use
this concept in this chapter to describe the region focused by Northeast Writers Group to refer to this historical
specificity.
390 Xiao Jun’s Village in August ( €/\ A 81 % A1) ) is a representative example. In this novel, Anna, who is of
Korean descent, is seen as a foreigner despite being born in China. By describing her romantic and sexual
relationship with Xiao Ming, the author transforms Korean resistance to Japanese colonisation into a subordinate
part of Chinese resistance.
391 Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, p. 13.
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gentry in Ireland. She gained fame for her ‘Big House’ novels about Ireland and diaspora
fictions based on her experiences in Britain and the European continent. During Bowen’s
career, she focused on facets of Anglo-Irish identity and history that were neglected after the
Anglo-Irish War (1919-1921) because this group had lost its dominion over Ireland. In Irish
nationalist discourse, Irishness is defined as the complete antithesis of Englishness.?? By
contrast, Bowen insists on the Anglo-Irish as an integral part of a nascent Ireland and
emphasises that despite ‘going backwards and forwards between Ireland and England and
the Continent’, this experience ‘has never robbed me of the strong feeling of my
nationality’.3% In addition, Bowen developed a complicated identity, which can be
observed in her writing set in different geographical contexts. During her life, Bowen
travelled and used as settings many metropolitan areas including London, Paris, Rome, and
New York.’* Nels Pearson argues that ‘mobile characters, transient lives, and the
exaggerated distances and proximities of wartime played out at the level of the personal’
characterise Bowen’s writing.3%> As Stuart Hall suggests, cultural identities are not a fixed
essence, but ‘are the names we give to the different ways we are positioned by, and position
ourselves within, the narratives of the past’.3% Bowen constantly positioned her
intermediate identity through her migratory life and created characters with multilayered
identities in her works to narrate alternative Anglo-Irish histories.

Bowen’s acclaimed novel The Last September has autobiographical characteristics.>*” For
Bowen, The Last September was written as a throwback to her experiences growing up in
Ireland, so the novel is naturally shrouded in a nostalgic atmosphere. As the title suggests,
Bowen narrates the last reunion of Anglo-Irish residents in the big house of Danielstown
during the Anglo-Irish War, before they dispersed to other countries after the destruction of
their residence. In this way, Ireland in The Last September becomes a form of imaginative
geography in Edward Said’s terms. Said believes that all events are contextualised in space
and time, and ‘imaginative geography and history’ helps ‘the mind to intensify its own sense
of itself by dramatising the difference between what is close to it and what is far away’.3%
For Said, the dramatisation of difference establishes boundaries that separate people’s
perceptions of ours and others’ spaces, which are uncertain and diverse because of
individual variations. Bowen displays this imaginative and figurative power in her
description of Danielstown, as part of a distinctive vision of an Anglo-Irish Ireland. In

392 Mary Kelly, ‘When things were “closing-in” and “rolling up”: the imaginative geography of Elizabeth Bowen’s
Anglo-Irish war novel The Last September’, Journal of Historical Geography, 38 (2012), p. 283.
303 “The Bellman’ (Sean O Faolain), ‘Meet Elizabeth Bowen’, The Bell, 4.6 (1942), p. 425.
304 Nels Pearson, Irish Cosmopolitanism: Location and Dislocation in James Joyce, Elizabeth Bowen, and Samuel
Beckett (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2015), p. 70.
395 Tbid.
39 Stuart Hall, ‘Cultural Identity and Diaspora’, in Identity: Community, Culture, Difference, ed. by Jonathan
Rutherford (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1990), p. 225.
37 John Coates’s ‘Bowen’s The Last September: The Loss of the Past and the Modern Consciousness’ (1990),
Jacqueline Genet’s The Big House in Ireland: Reality and Representation (1991) and Nicola Darwood’s 4 World of
Lost Innocence: The Fiction of Elizabeth Bowen (2012) are some representative research of the autobiographical
characteristic of The Last September.
398 Said, Orientalism, p. 55.
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Bowen’s imaginative community, the Anglo-Irish inhabitants relatively lack knowledge
about other communities, such as British soldiers and IRA supporters. To illustrate the
alienation of the Anglo-Irish, Bowen sketches an isolated atmosphere at the beginning of the
novel through the arrival of Mr and Mrs Montmorency:

About six o’clock the sound of a motor, collected out of the wide country and narrowed

under the trees of the avenue, brought the household out in excitement on to the steps.

Up among the beeches, a thin iron gate twanged; the car slid out of a net of shadows

down the slope to the house.>*
The opening lines offer this modern story a Gothic ambience. Set back against the
mountains, shaded by trees, and far from the city, this big house of Danielstown is solid,
self-contained, and seems to have been forgotten by time. It is a physical reminder of the
past, because like the medieval buildings and ruins of those Gothic fictions, it marks the
faded glory of the British rule in Ireland, now inevitably decaying and being replaced by
new architectures and the lifestyle associated with them. In Culture and Imperialism, Said
invites concern for the entanglement between space and culture, arguing that ‘the
extraordinary global reach of classical nineteenth- and early-twentieth century European
imperialism still casts a considerable shadows over our own times’.3!° Bowen invokes
Gothic imagery in shaping Ireland to prompt attention to the intertwined histories in this
land and shows that her novel is an invasion of the past into the present. Moreover, the
isolated landscape implies the incomplete knowledge of the Anglo-Irish about the
assassinations, riots, and conflicts in cities such as Dublin or Cork during 1920. Although
not totally ignorant of the conflict on the streets (after the arrival of the Montmorencys, Sir
Richard asks, ‘you came quite safe? No trouble? Nobody at the cross-roads? Nobody
stopped you?’),3!! the occupants of the big house are nonetheless indifferent and evasive
regarding the changes that are happening outside of their community. The big house
becomes their temporary shelter from the war, and this results in their underestimation of
the intensity of the political conflicts of 1920.

Even within the Anglo-Irish community, individuals still lack interaction with and
understanding of each other. For instance, the dinner scene after the arrival of the
Montmorencys shows this isolated atmosphere:
Spaced out accurately round the enormous table — whereon, in what was left of the
light, damask birds and roses had an unearthly shimmer — each so enisled and distant
that a remark at random, falling short of a neighbour, seemed a cry of appeal, the six,
in spite of an emphasis of speech and gesture they unconsciously heightened, dwindled
personally.3!2
Bowen uses visual and aural senses to embody detachments between individuals. The
enormous table reflects the insignificance of the individuals, who are ‘spaced out

accurately’, showing their adherence to the rules of etiquette. The gloomy light produces a

399 Elizabeth Bowen, The Last September (London: Vintage, 1998), p. 7.
310 Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism (London: Chatto & Windus, 1993), p. 5.
311 Bowen, The Last September, p. 8.
312 Bowen, The Last September, p. 24.
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wistful atmosphere, in which fabrics are shrouded in an ‘unearthly shimmer’. It can be seen
as Bowen’s reference to the obscure and supernatural elements of Gothic fiction. The
distance between people leads to an unconscious raising of the volume of their
conversations. This soundscape enhances the sense of emptiness of the space and creates an
ambience of loneliness. Nicola Darwood identifies Bowen’s use of the word ‘enisled’,
suggesting that it echoes Matthew Arnold’s poem ‘To Marguerite, in Returning a Volume of
the Letters of Orbis’ (1852).3!3 Arnold uses the same word in the first line of the poem,
suggesting that despite living in interpersonal relationships, ‘in the sea of life enisl’d,” ‘we
mortal millions live alone’.3'* By portraying the daily life scenes of the residents in
Danielstown, Bowen keenly captures the alienation of Anglo-Irish people from other groups
and within themselves.

The protagonist Lois Farquar can be regarded as Bowen’s avatar in this novel, as their
personal experiences overlap in many ways. For instance, Lois has a complicated
relationship with the British subaltern Gerald Lesworth, and this echoes Bowen’s broken
engagement with a British lieutenant, John Anderson in 1921.3% Therefore, Lois’s
transformation from adolescence to maturity is both a review of Bowen’s upbringing and a
process of identity building for the Anglo-Irish during the conflict. Lois has very limited
knowledge of her homeland, although her criticism of Laurence’s elitist knowledge from the
British centre might be right. As expressed in the most frequently quoted line of this
novel,?!® for Lois her homeland is an ‘abstract of several countrysides, or an oblique, frayed
island moored at the north but with an air of being detached and drawn out west from the
British coast’.>!” Later in the novel, Lois expresses her feelings of homelessness directly
through her conversation with a British soldier. In contrast to the soldier’s explicit statement
that his hometown is Birmingham, Lois says, ‘Well, I don’t live anywhere, really’.>'* The
lack of belonging leads to the difficulty of establishing alliances for Anglo-Irish people, as
represented by Lois, which is a contrast to the British soldiers and the IRA in the novel. To
illustrate why the Anglo-Irish show an ambiguous attitude during the Anglo-Irish War,
Bowen explains how Lois’s psychology was not greatly affected by the national struggle:
‘In part, would not this be self-defence? This was a creature still half-awake, the soul not yet
open, nor yet the eyes. And world war had shadowed her school-days: that was enough —
now she wanted order’.3!® This is not only Bowen’s interpretation of her protagonist, but
can also be seen as a defence of her youthful self. However, whether the Anglo-Irish chose

313 Nicola Darwood, 4 World of Lost Innocence: The Fiction of Elizabeth Bowen (Newcastle upon Tyne:

Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2012), p. 28.

314 Matthew Arnold, Empedocles on Etna, and Other Poems (London: R. Clay Printer, 1852), p. 96.

315 Darwood, 4 World of Lost Innocence, p. 22.

316 Beth Wightman’s ‘Geopolitics and the Sight of the Nation: Elizabeth Bowen’s The Last September’ (2007),

Joshua Esty’s “Virgins of Empire: The Last September and the Antidevelopment Plot’ (2007), and Annaliese

Hoehling’s ‘Seeing History in the Baroque Ruins of Elizabeth Bowen’s The Last September: An Indictment of

Cosmopolitan Modernity’ (2020) are some representative studies that quoted the sentence.

17 Bowen, The Last September, p. 34.

18 Bowen, The Last September, p. 157.

319 Elizabeth Bowen, Afterthought: Pieces about Writing (London: Longmans, Green and Co Ltd, 1962), p. 99.
86



to ignore the war or underestimated its effects, it still reached them and destroyed their way
of life in 1920.

Although the Anglo-Irish appear reclusive in their big houses and lack interaction with other
communities, Bowen describes their encounter with Irish nationalists to showcase the
reluctant involvement of the Anglo-Irish in the conflicts and the decline of British colonial
rule in Ireland. In the middle part of the novel, ‘The Visit of Miss Norton’, Lois, Hugo and
Marda find a derelict mill, where an Irish gunman is hiding. Even more than the house of
Danielstown, this abandoned building has typical Gothic characteristics. As Lois notices, the
mill is ‘incredible in its loneliness, roofless, floorless, beams criss-crossing the dank interior
daylight, the whole place tottered, fit to crash at a breath’.32% As a landscape shaped by the
British Industrial Revolution, mills were transplanted with colonisation to numerous places
including Ireland, and according to Hugo, ‘The country was full of them’.32! The presence
of mills all over Ireland is indicative of the industrial wonders of the past left behind by
British colonisation. Bowen thereby creates an imaginative geography that entangles the
crumbling remains in the present with the past. As Neil Corcoran argues, Bowen adapts the
technique of political Gothic in the mill scene, illustrating the ‘romantic ruin’ that was
‘produced by a deeply unimpressive economic actuality’.**? Situating the Gothic ruin in a
post-industrial context, Bowen presents the decline of British colonial rule in Ireland. Since
the mill is revealed to be occupied by members of the IRA, it is ironically reactivated and
transformed from a symbol of colonisation into a site of anti-colonisation. This fictional mill
witnesses first British colonial history and then its inevitable decline during the Anglo-Irish
War, constituting an example of ‘intertwined histories and overlapping territories’ in Said’s
terms. Said invokes T. S. Eliot’s interpretation of ‘historical sense’ that is ‘the perception,
not only of the pastness of the past, but of its presence’.>?* The mill is a space equipped
with this historical sense and hints at the influence of the past on the present. It also
showcases the shared memories of ‘a whole range of people in the so-called Western or
metropolitan world, as well as their counterparts in the Third or formerly colonized
world’.*** The deserted mill marks the periphery of ‘the age of empire’, a period which
‘continued to exert considerable cultural influence in the present” according to Said.**® The
mill occupies a triple periphery: the geographical fringe of Dainelstown, the temporal
periphery between shifting political regimes and the edge of a waning empire. Through this
ruin, Bowen shapes a liminal space where past and present overlap, unearthing the Anglo-
Irish history marginalised by imperial discourse, and transforming this site into a place for
historical reckoning.

Moreover, Lois can be interpreted as a Gothic heroine who undergoes ‘physical and mental

320 Bowen, The Last September, p. 123.

321 Tbid.
322 Neil Corcoran, Elizabeth Bowen: The Enforced Return (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), p. 54.
32 Qaid, Culture and Imperialism, p. 4.
324 Qaid, Culture and Imperialism, p. 7.
325 Tbid.
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decay’ on the path ‘from childhood innocence to adult experience’, in line with characters
portrayed by the eighteenth-century instigators of Female Gothic fiction, such as Ann
Radcliffe and Regina Maria Roche.?® As Lois observes the mill more closely, she notices
that ‘hinges rustily bled where a door had been wrenched away; up six storeys panes still
tattered the daylight’.>?’ The bleeding hinges obliquely symbolise losing virginity and
becoming sexually mature for the protagonist. The mill contrasts with Danielstown in this
novel. As a colonial construct, Danielstown is an insulated enclave, detached from the
‘noise’ of encroaching revolution. The mill, however, provides a shelter for the rebellions
that are ignored by residents of Danielstown. Lois’s wandering between the two sites
highlights her displacement. Like her fellow residents, she is trapped in a present she cannot
control, caught between a fading imperial dream and ongoing revolutionary future.
Nevertheless, Lois enters the mill, despite Marda’s warning against it, and they meet an
unnamed Irishman inside. The Irishman warns Lois, ‘If you have nothing better to do, you
had better keep in the house while y’have it’.32® These words evoke the fear of the Anglo-
Irish, represented by Lois, of losing their homes. Similar to the Female Gothic tradition,
where women’s physical vulnerability mirrors their entrapment in patriarchal houses, Lois’s
sexual maturity is a metaphor for her uneasy awakening to the colonial crisis. Female bodies
often serve as symbols of contested land in political propaganda and nationalist literary
works, as evidenced by the nomenclature of the ‘motherland’. This connection between
women and the land was used by nationalists such as William Butler Yeats and Lady
Gregory. In their one-act play Cathleen ni Houlihan (1902), a mysterious old lady,
representing Ireland, calls on young patriots to fight for her and her lost fields. However, in
The Last September, the link between female bodies and territories is multilayered. Lois is
in a more paradoxical position compared to the old lady in Yeats and Gregory’s text, as she
belongs to a class that occupies the land but is increasingly excluded from the territory.
When being threatened by the Irish, Lois feels she must go, but she is aimless. The first
thing that comes to her mind is, ‘I must marry Gerald’.>?® It is a desperate grab for the
protection of the British military power Gerald represents. In this way, her body is linked to
the Anglo-Irish community through a shared dependency on imperial security. Nonetheless,
as a settler who feels she has no land, her connection to the land is further complicated. In
the last chapter of the novel, Lois leaves Ireland after Gerard’s death, epitomising Anglo-
Irish homelessness.

At the end of the novel, the homes of the Anglo-Irish are ‘executed’ by the IRA, as three big
houses burn ‘in the same night’: ‘a fearful scarlet ate up the hard spring darkness; indeed, it
seemed that an extra day, unreckoned, had come to abortive birth that these things might
happen. It seemed, looking from east to west at the sky tall with scarlet, that the country

326 Anna Shajirat, ‘““Bending her gentle head to swift decay”: Horror, Loss, and Fantasy in the Female Gothic of
Ann Radcliffe and Regina Maria Roche’, Studies in Romanticism, 58.3 (2019), p. 383.
327 Tbid.
328 Bowen, The Last September, p. 125.
32 Bowen, The Last September, p. 125.
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itself was burning’.3** This ending accurately records the fate of Anglo-Irish big houses in
1920. According to Beth Wightman, these Anglo-Irish big houses flourished in the
eighteenth century, but diminished at the end of the nineteenth century, ‘“ultimately giving
way to the middle-class home and the middle-class politics’.3*! During the Anglo-Irish War,
over 200 big houses were burned in Ireland as they were seen as remains of British
colonisation in Ireland. County Cork, the prototype of Danielstown, particularly witnessed
the intensity of the war.3? Although Bowen did not fully experience the Anglo-Irish War,
she did return to Bowen’s Court during the holidays between 1919 and 1921, and this makes
her portrayal of the tense situation credible. Despite that both in reality and in the novel the
fire destroyed the big house that was a trace of colonisation, the destruction of the big house
also symbolises the inevitable rejection of the Anglo-Irish’s intermediate identity by Irish
nationalism in the ideologically contested territory.

Interpreting The Last September through the lens of Gothic fiction, we can recognise the
Big House and the Anglo-Irish people associated as monuments to the past, which are
bound to be replaced by the present. Bowen composes an elegy for her community by
recreating the geography of Ireland through the perspective of the Anglo-Irish.
Nevertheless, although the Gothic past is often perceived as a distant era that is transcended
and replaced by the present, as James Watt argues, it also reveals ‘what had been lost, or
what was seen to be lacking, in the present’.3* Employing elements of Gothic fiction to
reinvent the neglected histories of the Anglo-Irish, Bowen mobilises haunted landscapes to
unsettle dominant nationalist narratives of the time and reimagines the relationship between
memory, belonging and space.

The Impossible Homecoming: Market Street

Despite only living to the age of 31, Xiao Hong is the most famous writer of the Northeast
Writer Group and one of the most celebrated modern Chinese women writers. She was born
into a landowning family in Hulan, Heilongjiang Province, which is the northernmost
province of China. Although her father and stepmother prevented her from pursuing a
modern education, she escaped from her family and went to the provincial capital of Harbin
in 1927 to attend the First Girls’ Middle School of the Eastern Province Special
Administrative Region (%< & 4F 7| [X 3L # — 4 7 # % 4).*** With the encouragement of
her teacher, Xiao Hong read extensively about modern Chinese writers such as Lu Xun,

330 Bowen, The Last September, p. 206.

331 Beth Wightman, ‘Geopolitics and the Sight of the Nation: Elizabeth Bowen’s The Last September’, Lit:
Literature Interpretation Theory, 18.1 (2007), p. 48.

332 Kelly, ‘When things were “closing-in” and “rolling up””’, p. 285.

333 James Watt, ‘Gothic’, in The Cambridge Companion to English Literature, 1740-1830, ed. by Thomas Keymer
and Jon Mee (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), p. 119.

33 The Eastern Province Special Administrative Region was a special administrative region of the Republic of
China, situated in the present-day provinces of Heilongjiang and Jilin. It was established in 1923 and was partly
under Russian administrative authority. This administrative division was abolished in 1932 with the establishment
of Manchuria under Japanese colonisation in northeastern China.
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Guo Moruo, Mao Dun and Yu Dafu, as well as ‘the Russian short story “The Vengeance”,**

A Sportsman's Sketches, the American author Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle, King Coal,
Goethe’s Faust, Nora,>*® Selected Poems of Percy Shelly, The Collected Poems of Heinrich
Heine, and Alexander Pushkin’s “An Ode to Liberty’”,*7 which shaped the transculturality
of her writing. Like many of her contemporaries such as Ding Ling, Xiao Hong was also a
Nora who left home, as discussed in the previous chapter. To fight against the arranged
marriage intended by her family, she fled to Beijing in 1930. She returned to Heilongjiang
due to financial difficulties, and after that she met Xiao Jun, also a writer, and established a
relationship with him in 1932. Under the encouragement of her partner, Xiao Hong began
her writing career. Due to the anti-colonial stance of their works, both Xiao Hong and Xiao
Jun were banned by the Manchurian authorities. They moved to Qingdao and in the same
year to Shanghai, where they met Lu Xun and received his help, and subsequently became
known in literary circles. During Xiao Hong’s short life, she never returned to the
Northeast.3*8

All of Xiao Hong’s major works on the Northeast were written after she left Manchuria in
1932. Her novella Wheat Fields ( {%3%) ) brought her to prominence because of the
appreciation of Lu Xun. It was renamed The Field of Life and Death ( {4£3%3%) ) and
published in his Slave Series (3 3 M 47) with the support of Lu Xun, who wrote a preface
to it, describing Xiao Hong as having ‘the keen observation and extraordinary writing style
of a woman writer’.>*® This novella is an allegory of rural Manchuria and stands out among
its contemporaries for its focus on the struggles of women. In contrast, her autobiographical
work Market Street focuses on the colonial city of Harbin and is insightful in Xiao Hong’s
keen observation of multi-ethnic and multicultural entanglements. Compared to the
pseudonym Xiao Hong, under which she became famous, Market Street was published
under the pseudonym “Qiao Yin’ (1§ %-).3*® This Chinese word means to chant or moan
quietly. Unlike the grand narratives typical of mainstream left-wing literature, Market Street
is a record of the fragmented life in Manchuria, with a mournful sentiment conveyed by

335 Tt is doubtful which work is being referred to here; based on the extensive Chinese translations of Nikolai
Gogol’s works at the time, it is likely referring to ‘A Terrible Vengeance’ in Evenings on a Farm Near Dikanka
(1832).

3¢ 4 Doll’s House was translated into Chinese by Luo Jialun at that time, entitled Nora.

37 Hongzhen Ji Z 4L &, The Complete Biography of Xiao Hong: Daughter of the Hulan River (L& f: "F=
V84 JL) (Beijing: Modern Press, 2016), p. 86.

338 Xiao Hong moved around in many places because of the war throughout her life. In 1936 she travelled to Japan,
and came back after the outbreak of Second Sino-Japanese War the next year. During the war she lived in exile in
Wuhan, Linfen, Xi’an and Chongging. In Linfen she met Ding Ling, who shared similar literary and political ideas
with her. She moved to Hong Kong in 1940 with her last partner, Duanmu Hongliang. She died in a French
hospital’s temporary aid station in Hong Kong in 1942.

339 Xiao Hong 3% 4L, The Field of Life and Death % 3t% ) (Nanchang: Jiangxi People’s Publishing House,
2019), p. 263.

0 Xjao Hong’s real name is Zhang Naiying (7 % %), with a former name of Zhang Xiuhuan (% % 31 and infant
name Ronghua (3 %). In addition to Xiao Hong and Qiao Yin, Tian Di (H %) and Ling Ling (3 #) are also her
pseudonyms. The pseudonym Xiao Hong was given by Xiao Jun in order to link ‘Hong’ (£L, red) and ‘Jun’ (%,
army) together, to remind the readers of ‘Red Army’ and demonstrate their left-wing stance. As Xiao Hong became
famous for her left-wing writing, most readers only know her by this name.
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‘Qiao Yin’. Written after Xiao Hong moved to Shanghai in 1934, this autobiographical work
looks back on her life with Xiao Jun in 1932, when they lived together at 52 Market Street,
Harbin. The year when Market Street was published, 1936, was a particularly sorrowful
period for Xiao Hong: she felt she was isolated in Shanghai; her relationship with Xiao Jun
was on the verge of collapse. Like Bowen’s indication of her homelessness through Lois’s
utterance of ‘I don’t live anywhere’ in The Last September, Xiao Hong expressed her
feelings in her poem ‘The Cup of Bitterness’ ( {#& #%) ), ‘I have no home / I even have no
hometown’ (F % H K/ E XK % #592H).3* In Market Street, Xiao Hong recreates her
cultural memory of homelessness in Manchuria, which serves as a form of imaginative
geography in Said’s terms. Specifically, the space covered by this work is not only Market
Street in the Daoli district of Harbin, but also a small neighbourhood adjacent to it, within
walking distance of where Xiao Hong lived. Employing her memory and imagination, Xiao
Hong reconstructs this shared home of Chinese, Russians, Jews,**? Gypsies, Japanese and
Koreans, challenging a nationalist narrative with fragmented scenes of people from different
cultural backgrounds.

In Market Street, Xiao Hong portrays the shared sense of homelessness of different
communities, which is most directly manifested by the multilingual environment in
Manchuria. For the inhabitants of Manchuria, the language of the colonists, Russian (later
replaced by Japanese) was required to be learned, and English, arguably the most effective
tool for conducting international trade in China, was also taught in many schools. Xiao
Hong’s works depict a linguistic environment characterised by transcultural interaction
rather than a unidirectional colonial relationship. For instance, people of other ethnic groups
also learned Chinese extensively, and ethnic minorities such as Korean Chinese also
retained their native language. Therefore, the multilingual cultural environment facilitates
transcultural communication and constitutes shared memories of the Manchurians. In the
chapter ‘Sophia’s Sorrows’ ( { ®J LH R E ) ), Xiao Hong learns Russian from Sophia, a
Russian immigrant. As the title suggests, the story is about Sophia’s sorrow as a migrant
who cannot return to her homeland. At the beginning of the story, the dialogue between the
narrator and Sophia is half-Chinese and half-Russian. The narrator notices Sophia’s red-
stained nails and compliments them, and Sophia replies ‘He! Bad, not good, niekelaxiwei
[nexpacuevie]’ ** ‘but she doesn’t smile, she speaks half Russian’.3** As the narrative
continues, they stop using Russian and Sophia tells her experiences in Mandarin unskilfully.
This situation challenges the common perception held by the dominate community. While

3! Xiao Hong 3 4L, The Collected Works of Xiao Hong, Volume of Poems, Plays and Letters (4L 2% (FH XK
Bl 415 #%)) (Beijing: Beijing Yanshan Publishing House, 2014), p. 21.
32 The main Jewish population in Harbin was of Russian origin, who came to settle in Harbin for reasons such as
the construction of the Chinese Eastern Railway and escaping the turmoil of the October Revolution (1917). Some
Jews from Eastern Europe also moved to Harbin during World War II because of Nazi persecution.
33 Here Xiao Hong uses Chinese characters ‘2 5 47 7 7 to mark the Russian word, the bracketed nexpacusvie is
added by me for clarity.
3 Xiao Hong 5 4L, Market Street { # W #) (Nanchang: Jiangxi People’s Publishing House, 2019), p. 193.
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the native Chinese feel homeless because of the loss of national sovereignty, the
deprivileged Russian émigrés also feel rootless as stateless outsiders.

Xiao Hong further explores the causes of homelessness shared by various marginalised
ethnic groups in Manchuria through conversations between Sophia and herself. By tracing
the decline of Russian dominance in Harbin, Xiao Hong illustrates the resonance between
Russians and other Manchurians that stems from their shared statelessness and marginalised
status. After the Russian Civil War (1917-1922), large numbers of stateless Russians
flocked to Chinese cities such as Shanghai and Beijing, which had been noticed by many
writers and scholars.>* Due to its geographical proximity to Russia, Harbin was one of the
cities with a large number of migrants during this period. The history of the arrival of
migrants in Harbin can be traced back to the construction of the Chinese Eastern Railway by
Russia in the late nineteenth century. Early in the history of Russian migration to China, the
main components of migration were the colonial officials, technicians, and merchants.
These people occupied a privileged position in the social stratification of Harbin in the early
twentieth century. However, this situation was altered after the Russian Civil War, as the
Russians who came to Harbin around 1920 were mainly supporters of the White Army who
were not welcomed by the Soviet government. The dramatic changes in their living
conditions are captured by Xiao Hong in the opening lines of ‘Sophia’s Sorrows’:

There are many diasporic Russians in Harbin. They used to curse: ‘Poor party, poor

party.’

Even those Chinese who own small hotels or food shops are afraid of the ‘poor party’.

Everyone knows that the ‘poor party’ often couldn’t pay.

But those who cursed the ‘poor party’ are now the ‘poor party’: the coachmen, the

vagrants, the baggers, the bearded old man who sharpens the knives, the one-legged

man who participated in the European war.3*¢ And the one-eyed street musician who

plays the accordion for loose change.*

Similar to the Anglo-Irish people in The Last September, these Russian migrants have
intermediate identities. Once the facto elites of Harbin, the Russian émigrés had been
replaced by Japanese authority in the 1930s. For common Russian migrants, this
marginalisation is twofold: they are disowned by their homeland and socially estranged
from the Chinese majority. Trapped in their identity of statelessness, they are stripped of
their former social status and political influence. As a Chinese in relative isolation from
these Russian migrants, the narrator lacks knowledge of them: she knows that they are
called the ‘poor party’, but she has difficulty associating this title with the Russians she
knows, such as Sophia. In contrast, Sophia regards herself as one of the ‘poor party’ and
easily establishes a spiritual (and de facto) alliance with Jews and Gypsies who are also of
the ‘poor party’. Her perception of this status is explained in a slightly awkward

35 (Clara Iwasaki, ‘Homeless in the Fatherland: Xiao Hong’s Migrant Geographies’, Cross-Currents: East Asian
History and Culture Review, 8.2 (2019), p. 646.
34 This refers to World War 1.
37 Xiao, Market Street, p. 192.
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conversation concerning the possibility of going back to the homeland:

[The narrator asks] ‘The one-eyed man who plays accordion on the street, is he

Russian too?’

‘Yes, he is a Russian.’

‘Why doesn’t he go back to his homeland?’

‘Back to the homeland! You’re asking why we don’t go back?’ Her eyebrows were

like leaves frozen at dawn, not wavering at all.

‘I don’t know.” I was really flustered for a moment.

‘Then which country should Jewish people go back to?’

I said, ‘I don’t know. 348
This dialogue complicates Russian migrants’ loss of their homelands and reveals the
difficulty they face in being incorporated into their host society. By invoking the Jewish
experience, Sophia highlights the impossibility of these migrants’ homecoming, since the
geopolitical entities they once belonged to either have abandoned them or no longer exist.
Meanwhile, although the narrator has been careful in previous conversations and does not
intend to offend, her thoughtless reaction shows that for most local Chinese, Russians are
always outsiders who belong to a distant land. For diasporic Russians such as Sophia, the
term ‘homeland’ is vague and hollow. This is especially the case for the generation born in
China. Unlike their parents, who had the experience of living in their homeland, they have
no shared memories to build a corresponding identity. Sophia shares her experience of
celebrating Passover with the narrator. In Judaism, Passover is a remembrance of the
ancestors during which people light torches to light the way for the dead people to this
world, thereby building their community identity across time and space. Sophia recounts the
scene when her father sang songs about his homeland on the last Passover. By contrast,
Sophia and her sister Mina ‘don’t know anything about “homeland” at all’.>** This echoes
Lois’s perception of her homeland as ‘an oblique, frayed island’ in The Last September.
Memories about a distant homeland shapes an affective space that bring people of different
social backgrounds together. Sophia’s narration continues:

‘Mama may be sad, she cried! The Jew cried — the accordion player, and he held up

the gypsy girl when he cried. Perhaps they were all thinking of ‘homeland’. But the

gypsy girl did not cry, and neither did I. Mina was even smiling, and she lifted a wine

bottle to follow Papa in the Caucasian dance, saying “This is the torch!” Papa said,

“Correct.” He said that the Caucasian dance will use torches. Mina must have seen the

torches in the movies [...]

Papa sat down, but the accordion did not stop immediately. “Are you happy? Is the

Caucasian dance beautiful? Mina, you have never seen the real Caucasian dance; you

are not a child of the Caucasus!”’3%°

In this scene, the imaginative geography of the Caucasus serves as a shared memory for the
elder generation, which shapes a moment of empathy. The characters are bound together not

38 Xiao, Market Street, p. 196.
3% Xiao, Market Street, p. 198.
350 Tbid.
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by a coherent national identity but shared conditions of displacement. However, this
nostalgia is not inherited. The younger generation represented by Mina is detached from a
homeland they have never known, and this interrupts their empathy for the elder generation.
Mina’s use of a wine bottle as a torch suggests that for the second generation the homeland
becomes a cinematic simulacrum. Her father’s sorrowful declaration that she is not ‘a child
of the Caucasus’ shows a rupture in the continuity of cultural heritage. Moreover, Xiao
Hong keenly captures the homogeneity of homelessness for local Chinese like herself.
Similar to diasporic Russians who consider their homeland not as the place where they were
born and live, but as a distant space they cannot return to, the homeland for Chinese people
was anchored in the unoccupied heartland of China. For instance, in ‘ Another Winter” ( { X
&4 X)) Xiao Hong describes her and Xiao Jun’s decision to leave Harbin, ‘We decided
we had to go back to our country [...] we had to go, we had to go’.>>! However, after going
to her ‘country’, namely China outside the completely colonised Manchuria, Xiao Hong still
finds herself a stranger and rejected by the majority. If The Last September is an Anglo-Irish
elegy, Market Street is a historical monument to the past of Manchuria. Recovering the
fragmented history of Manchurians, Xiao Hong builds transcultural empathy and questions
the nationalist narrative of Manchuria by depicting it as a site of shared human suffering. By
demonstrating the similar homelessness of Chinese, Russians, Jews and Gypsies, she shows
her cosmopolitan ideals, which transcend nationalism and ethnical hierarchies, and
advocates for a transnational empathy.

In general, by inventing their homelands imaginatively, Bowen and Xiao Hong construct a
retrospective aesthetic mode to soothe the trauma of homelessness. Nostalgia shapes these
autobiographical narratives, yet their melancholic tonality emphasises the persistence of
loss. A tension thus emerges as these works mitigate the sorrow while simultaneously
preserving it. Although in reality Bowen’s Court was sold and demolished and Manchuria
was a place Xiao Hong never returned to, they were able to return to their adolescent homes
numerous times through their writing, immortalise these “‘unforgettable houses’ in
Bachelard’s terms. Moreover, the imaginative reinventions of their homelands challenge
nationalist narratives, defending marginalised voices and complementing historical
narratives about their countries. Bowen and Xiao Hong both present a cosmopolitan
perspective in their works. While Bowen focuses on the intermediate identity of the Anglo-
Irish, Xiao Hong invokes the perspective of the diasporic Russian to construct a
transcultural dialogue, bringing her a step forward compared to Bowen in building
transcultural empathy. This coincides with the work of Stella Benson, which explores the
possibilities of transcultural understanding in a relatively smaller space, as will be discussed
in the next section.

I11. Vehicles as Chronotopes: Stella Benson and Eileen Chang’s Wartime Memories

31 Xiao, Market Street, p. 158.
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As a factor in reshaping the modern cityscape and urban life, the vehicle often serves as a
crucial element in women’s writing. These readings extend cases I discussed in the previous
chapter, where the omnibus in Mrs Dalloway was read as a feminist heterotopia that
empowers Elizabeth Dalloway, and car rental was noted as a trend favoured by urban youths
in ‘Mengke’, enriching their urban experiences in Shanghai. Based on the wartime context
in the 1930s and 1940s, the women writers I select for this section, Stella Benson and Eileen
Chang, amplify the heterotopian significance of vehicles and set them as primary stages of
their stories. I argue that the vehicles in Benson’s ‘The Desert Islander’ and Chang’s ‘Sealed
Off” form temporary chronotopes in Mikhail Bakhtin’s terms, which shows ‘the intrinsic
connectedness of temporal and spatial relationships that are artistically expressed in
literature’.352 The two writers use private and public vehicles respectively to both
encapsulate and resist the destabilisation of everyday life during wartime, rendering these
vehicles places for dialogue with ongoing histories and imagined futures.

‘The Desert Islander’: Reflecting on Imperialism in a Mobile Enclave

Born into the landed gentry in Shropshire, Stella Benson maintained a writing habit from
her teenage years. In her twenties, she lived in London for four years, becoming a
suffragette and participating actively in the feminist movement. She later incorporated these
experiences into her works, such as I Pose (1915) and Living Alone (1919). Benson spent
most of her adult life in continuous long-distance travel. She travelled from Liverpool to
New York in 1918 and spent more than a year in the US, from where she sailed across the
Pacific to Japan in 1919, and then via the Philippines and Macau, eventually arriving in
Hong Kong.3** After a few months’ stay Benson set off again to Beijing, then travelled
south to Sichuan and Chongqing, where she met her later husband, James Carew O’Gorman
Anderson.*** Following her husband, Benson lived in many southern Chinese cities,
including Nanning, Beihai and Hong Kong. These extensive travel experiences are included
in Benson’s travel books The Little World (1925) and Worlds within Worlds (1928). The
most famous work by Benson is The Far-Away Bride, which was originally published in the
US in 1930, then renamed as Tobit Transplanted and published in Britain in 1931. Benson
won the Femina Vie Heureuse Prize for this novel in 1932.3% In 1933, at the age of forty,
Benson died of pneumonia at Ha Long in Vietnam.

352 Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, p. 84.
%3 Huang, Hong Kong Connection, pp. 167-68.
%% Huang, Hong Kong Connections, p. 168.
James Anderson, who is also known as Séamas, was an official with the Chinese Maritime Customs. After
Benson’s death in 1933, he married Veronica Beatrice Mary Bigham, and their sons, Benedict Anderson and Perry
Anderson, both became renowned historians later.
355 As female contemporaries, Benson is impossible not to be compared with Virginia Woolf by later generations.
In fact they knew each other: Benson visited Woolf’s home, and they commented on each other on some occasions.
In 1928, they were both nominated for the Femina Vie Heureuse Prize, and that year Woolf’s 7o the Lighthouse
won the award. More details on the connection between Benson and Woolf can be found in Nicole Huang’s Hong
Kong Connections: Eileen Chang and Worldmaking.
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Research on Stella Benson is limited. Few Western scholars paid much attention to Benson
until she gained more attention from scholars in China, particularly in Hong Kong, in recent
years. Apart from occasional mentions in some books on British women’s writing,
representative research that focuses on Benson includes Rebecca Harwood’s ‘Worlds within
Worlds: Stella Benson’s ex-centric search of home’ (2011), which analyses Benson’s travel
books and her homelessness, and Jane Berney’s ‘One woman’s campaign: Stella Benson
and the regulation of prostitution in 1930s colonial Hong Kong’ (2019), which unearths
Benson’s contribution to anti-prostitution activities in Hong Kong. In recent years, as the
study of Eileen Chang has expanded, some Hong Kong scholars have begun to focus on
Benson due to Chang’s esteem for her. In Nicole Huang’s Hong Kong Connections: Eileen
Chang and Worldmaking, Huang devotes a chapter to detailing the echoes of Benson’s
travel books in Eileen Chang’s descriptions of landscapes in Hong Kong. Klaudia Hiu Yen
Lee’s “Wherefore Remember Pain?”: Women and Transnational Crossing in Stella
Benson’s I Pose and The Poor Man’ (2020) is a rare study that focuses on Benson’s fictional
works and explores the existential crises of women in Benson’s era. However, Benson’s
collection of short stories Hope Against Hope and Other Stories (1931) is a work that has
long been neglected. I focus on the last story of the collection, ‘The Desert Islander’, which
portrays the experiences of Europeans in wartime southern China from the perspective of a
Westerner.

Based on her extensive travel experiences, Benson often includes Asian elements in her
works, echoing her British contemporaries such as William Somerset Maugham. She even
set her novel Tobit Transplanted in Kanto,*>® featuring White Russian migrants living in a

7

part of Manchuria,>>’ which coincidentally forms a complementary perspective to Xiao

Hong’s ‘Sophia’s Sorrows’. Similarly, ‘The Desert Islander’ is set in a southern Chinese

8 and the narrator Constantine Andreievitch Soloviev is also

town near the Tonkin border,3?
Russian. It tells the story of Constantine, a wounded deserter from the battlefields of
Vietnam, who travels through a war-torn southern Chinese town with the help of an
Englishman, Mr. White, and eventually witnesses White’s death by a stray bullet. By
creating a tense and brief relationship between Constantine and Mr. White, Benson recreates
the histories of Europeans in Asia and the differential status among them, reflecting on her

privileged status as an imperial citizen.

Benson uses precise counterpoint to portray the two characters, suggesting that colonial
privilege is not merely about possessing resources, but about the power to sever emotional
ties. As a British citizen from the imperial centre, Mr. White exercises the privilege of

3% Kanto was a Japanese colonial administrative region in Northeast China, corresponding to the present Yanbian
Korean Autonomous Prefecture in Jilin Province.

337 The term ‘White Russian’ ( & ) is often confused, and it refers to White Russian émigrés in East Asia after the
Russian Civil War, who were not welcomed by Soviet (‘Red’) Russia for political reasons. It is not related to White
Ruthenia (& # % #7), the historical designation for Belarus.

%% Ha Long, where Benson died, was part of Tonkin — a historical region under French colonial rule in present-
day northern Vietnam.
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emotional detachment. His neat appearance, reliance on a gramophone for music, and his
indifference to Constantine’s inner life demonstrate that he uses civilisation as a shield to
maintain his distant attitude to others. In contrast, Constantine is messy and emotional,
clinging to his handmade instrument as an assertion of his identity. The conflict between the
characters is temporarily alleviated in a passage where they travel to another city to seek
medical attention for Constantine’s severely infected leg. Mr. White brings his ramshackle
Ford and Constantine praises his ability to drive a car:

I feel such admiration for a man who can drive a motor-car. I adore the machine when

it does not — like the gramophone — trespass on matters outside its sphere. This

machine’s sphere is space, you see — it controls space — and that is so adorable, for

no non-machine except human thought can do that. And you control it. It is truly

admirable — even when the machine is so very unimpressive as this one.3*°
Constantine’s words illustrate the car’s function as a space machine. The vehicle intervenes
and changes the space, but it is operated by a human. As a man-made object, the car is a
field separated from the coherent urban and rural space, but when it moves it links the cities
and countryside, empowering people in it with enhanced mobility and reshaping the
landscape. Human control of the vehicle makes it a chronotope in Bakhtin’s terms, where
‘spatial and temporal indicators are fused into one carefully thought-out, concrete whole’. 3¢
During wartime, this private car takes on greater importance because of its protective
function for vulnerable human bodies. It echoes the omnibus scene in Woolf’s Mrs
Dalloway, discussed in the previous chapter: just as Elizabeth is sheltered by the omnibus
from the commotion in London streets, Mr. White’s Ford provides Constantine with a
moment of freedom. But unlike the omnibus, the Ford as a private vehicle gains more
mobility and flexibility because it accommodates fewer passengers and does not need to
follow any timetable. In this relatively limited space, unequal social relations are contested.
Constantine insulates himself in this metal machine to stay protected from the threats to his
safety, and the car generates a forced intimacy that he attempts to exploit, hoping to draw
Mr. White into his self-dramatising narrative. He wants to assert his uniqueness and
command attention by revealing his ‘secrets’. However, Mr. White’s impassive expression
disrupts this attempt. Despite that the situation invites a moment of connection, Mr. White’s
refusal stifles Constantine’s performance, leading to a whining inward monologue:

“Mean old horse,” thought Constantine passionately, his heart contracting with offence.

“It is so English to give away nothing but the bare, bald, stony fact of help — no

decorations of graciousnesses and smilings. A Russian would be a much poorer helper,

but a how much better friend.”3¢!
The moment Constantine and Mr. White spend in the car becomes a “utopian moment’ in
this work.*$? Yet Benson provides two directions of interpretation here: all inequalities
seem to be eliminated in the vehicle, which makes it a utopia or an ideal dream, but it still

3% Stella Benson, Collected Short Stories (London: Macmillan and Co., Limited, 1936), p. 94.
360 Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, p. 84.
361 Benson, Collected Short Stories, p. 96.
32 Ben Moore, ‘Walter Benjamin, Advertising and the Utopian Moment in Modernist Literature’,
Modernism/Modernity, 27.4 (2020), p. 770.
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carries an external social order. Benson’s choice of Constantine’s perspective in this work is
noteworthy. Although Mr. White’s identity is more comparable to that of Benson or her
husband as a colonial officer, since they are all British and in the upper echelons of colonial
activity, she uses Constantine as the narrator to distance herself from her community and
develop a reflective perspective. In Constantine’s offended monologue, Benson delivers a
biting satire on so-called Englishness, which is built on a sense of superiority linked to
colonisation. Mr. White’s indifference reveals the ruling logics of British reigning
colonisation in southern Asia: the imperialists regard the people in the colonies as
homogeneous groups without personality and refuse to understand their individuality.
Through this approach, the histories of the individuals are erased and forcibly inserted into
the imperialist discourse. Nevertheless, Constantine’s self-recognition as a ‘desert islander’
frustrates this imperialist attempt at assimilation. As a displaced individual of a defeated
faction, Constantine is stripped of both protection and the constraints of his Russian identity.
His desertion from the French Foreign Legion further entrenches his statelessness. Adopting
his voice, Benson prophesies the collapse of British colonial expansion: though empires
may annex territories, their attempts at incorporating individuals in their colonial narratives
do not always succeed.

Moreover, Benson creates a mobile enclave in Mr. White’s old Ford. The vehicle not only
serves as a utopia or heterotopia in the story, but also an explicit colonial icon. As I
discussed in relation to ‘Mengke’, during the 1920s and 1930s even the middle class in the
prosperous city of Shanghai could not afford to buy a car and often had to lease one.
Owning a car, especially on the impoverished southwestern frontier, was almost exclusively
affordable for Western officials and a few aristocrats. Hong Kong, Burma, Sri Lanka, India
and Malaysia were wholly or primarily British colonies during Benson’s stay in Asia. The
Sino-Vietnamese border, on which the story is set, witnessed French colonisation in
Vietnam at the time. While local people’s mobilities are limited due to the war, Mr. White
can drive his car through different places, which shows the facilities offered by his identity
as a colonist. The Ford is thus transformed into a symbolic embodiment of the colonial
enclave, and for Mr. White travelling by it is tantamount to acting as an emperor on a
flamboyant tour of the land he has conquered. Therefore, the car nurtures different
psychological states in the two passengers despite their shared situation. Constantine is
more sensitive towards the potential danger, as he notices, ‘machine-guns, straddling
mosquito-like about the forlorn village street, looked disagreeably wideawake and keen’ and
feels that ‘his precious heart were the cynosure of all the machine-guns’ waspish glances’.3%3
Benson once again presents the two characters’ different personalities in counterpoint:

“Is this safe?”” he [Constantine] asked. “Motoring through a Chinese war?”

“Not particularly,” smiled Mr. White. “But it’s safer than neglecting that leg of yours.”

Constantine uttered a small, shrill, nervous exclamation — half a curse. “Is a man

nothing more than a leg to you?”3¢

393 Benson, Collected Short Stories, p. 96.
364 Tbid.
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Benson uses Constantine’s rhetorical question to reveal that for imperialists, the colonies
and the people attached to them are objectified. Legs imply a capacity to work, and thus the
colonial subjects are understood as valuable only as labour power. Denying the personalities
of various individuals, the imperialists reduced the colonised communities to their
possessions.

Nonetheless, when the colonists lose the enclaves that sheltered and privileged them, their
superior status is stripped away. Benson gives Mr. White an ending of black comedy. As the
car is not allowed to enter a vigilant village, Constantine must take a sampan to get to the
hospital.*®> When he says goodbye to Mr. White, he curses this emotionless companion in a
whisper, ‘Strike him dead, God’.**® This unintended curse is fulfilled immediately. Mr.
White is killed by a stray bullet, but through Constantine’s perspective the scene seems very
absurd, ‘The smile did not fade at once from the Englishman’s face, as his legs curiously
crumpled into a kneeling position”.*¢” This scene constitutes an ironic effect along with the
previous episodes. Although Constantine has an injured leg, he remains standing, while Mr.
White collapses into a kneeling position, as if he were being executed. The latter pays the
price of his life for his arrogant colonist posturing. Benson uses the device of deus ex
machina in this ending to humorously announce the end of imperialism. However, this
sudden death comes as easily as if a stray bullet could end all the traumatic histories of
colonialism, which suggests that Benson’s perspective remains circumscribed by an
imperial-centred gaze, regardless of her experiences across various countries. Furthermore,
although the story is set in China, it lacks interaction with this cultural context. As
mentioned before, Benson delved into Asian women’s communities when she participated in
feminist movements in Asia, but a female perspective is also absent from this story. It is
questionable whether Benson’s narrative transcends Eurocentrism. While she satirises Mr.
White’s detachment through the perspective of the displaced Constantine, the conflict
remains between the Europeans, and the colonial landscape serves as merely a backdrop.
This suggests that Benson hardly translates her satire into a systemic critique of colonialism,
leaving the voice of the other unheard.

‘Sealed Off’: A Moment of Modernity in a Tramcar
Eileen Chang (also known as Zhang Ailing, 1920-1995) can be regarded as the most

influential woman writer in China of the twentieth century. In addition to her authorship, she
was also an essayist, screenwriter, and fashion icon of the time.3®® Born into a declining

39 Sampan (Al #) is a flat-bottomed wooden boat that originated in southern China. It is still used in some
Southeast Asian areas, such as Malaysia, Indonesia, Bangladesh, Myanmar, Sri Lanka and Vietnam.
3% Benson, Collected Short Stories, p. 102.
37 Tbid.
3% In addition to her large number of short stories and novels, Chang also left many other cultural legacies,
including essays, screenplays, academic works and translated works. For instance, Chang traces the evolution of
Chinese fashion in the first half of the twentieth century in her ‘A Chronicle of Changing Clothes’ ( { £ K iT) ,
1943). She wrote the screenplay of Sang Hu’s 1947 film, Long Live the Missus ( { X X 77 #) ), which is a
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aristocratic family,*®® Chang received a bilingual education, and this allowed her to use
Chinese and English fluently later in her career. Her mother Huang Yifan and her aunt
Zhang Maoyuan were two of the earliest modern Chinese women who studied abroad in
1924.37° During Chang’s girlhood, her mother and aunt provided her with a very
enlightened learning environment. In 1931, Chang went to a girls’ boarding school run by
missionaries, St. Mary’s Hall in Shanghai. She could have attended the University of
London with a scholarship in 1939, but was prevented from going there by the outbreak of
the Pacific War, and therefore went to the University of Hong Kong to study English
Literature. During her university life, she read many literary works. Apart from the Chinese
classical novels, it is arguably that fictions written by modern British writers such as
William Somerset Maugham and George Bernard Shaw inspired Chang’s writing the most.
Shanghai and Hong Kong, the cities where Chang lived for the longest time, were also
sources of inspiration for her writing and witnessed her rapid growth in popularity. Her
writing career began at the age of ten, and after the publication of Love in a Fallen City

( (M=) )in 1943, she became the most popular woman writer in Shanghai when she
was only twenty-three. Her short stories and novellas set in Shanghai and Hong Kong of the
1930s and 1940s became her most representative works, some of which were included in
Romance ( {f£% ) ) published in 1944, a collection that immediately became a best-seller
in Shanghai. The changing political situation in mainland China after World War II led
Chang to decide to seek new career opportunities in the US. She moved to the US in 1955
and never returned to mainland China. In 1995 she died in Los Angeles.*”!

The connection between Eileen Chang and Benson can be traced back to a symposium for
women writers held by the monthly journal Magazine ( {4%7%) ) in Shanghai in 1944. The
symposium brought many well-known women writers from southern China at the time,
including Eileen Chang, Su Qing, Guan Lu, Pan Liudai and Wang Liling.>”*> During the
symposium, the writers were asked about their favourite Chinese and overseas writers, and
Chang answered, ‘Among overseas women writers I quite like Stella Benson’.>”> As Nicole
Huang suggests, Chang’s preference for Benson is identical to her preference for William

comedy about the marriage of middle-class in the 1940s Shanghai. After migrating to the US, Chang devoted
herself to research on Dream of the Red Chamber and completed her only scholarly monograph, Nightmare in the
Red Chamber ( {2LH# ) , 1991). Besides, she translated many works written by herself and other writers in
both Chinese and English, such as her The Rice-Sprout Song ( {##) , 1955), the Qing dynasty novel Shanghai
Flowers ( {#& L7 f) , 1892), and Ernest Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea (1952).
3% Chang’s paternal grandfather Zhang Peilun was a late Qing court official, and he is also the son-in-law of Li
Hongzhang, who was a reputable Chinese politician and diplomat. Chang’s maternal great-grandfather, Huang
Yisheng is a famous Admiral.
37 Huang Yifan’s decision to leave her two young children to study in France was a very brave move at the time.
Her relationship with Eileen Chang’s father, Zhang Zhiyi, broke down over Zhang’s addiction to opium and they
eventually divorced in 1930. She travelled and lived in many countries before her death in London in 1957.
371 Compared to her work from the 1930s and 1940s, Chang’s work after she moved to the US in the 1950s is not
very well known. One exception is her short story ‘Lust, Caution’ ( {5, #) ), which is probably Chang’s best
known works to overseas readers due to the success of Ang Lee’s film adaptation.
72 Huang, Hong Kong Connections, p. 139.
373 Tbid.
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Somerset Maugham, which could be seen as an ‘imperial middlebrow’ taste.>”* While
Chang’s reading was extensive, her avoidance of referencing more famous women
contemporaries of Benson, such as Woolf, suggests that she was not interested in the
popular form of stream-of-consciousness at that time, which differentiated her from other
Shanghai School writers. Like Benson, Chang tended to adopt realistic writing techniques,
but since she also incorporated her experience of writing in other genres, such as
screenplays, she developed a personal writing style that combines Chinese literary traditions
and modernist elements.

‘Sealed Off” (1943) is a short story depicting people’s daily life in Shanghai in the 1940s.373
Like ‘The Desert Islander’, ‘Sealed Off” describes how, in the exceptional state of war, two
strangers form a brief relationship. The story takes place in a tramcar during the blockade in

wartime Shanghai,?”®

where Lv Zongzhen, a bank accountant, meets Wu Cuiyuan, an
English instructor at a college. They fall in love through their conversation, and when the
blockade ends, they return to real life and end this affair as if they had only ‘dreamed an
unreasonable dream’.3”7 By setting the story in a tramcar, Chang accurately captures the
historical context of the 1940s. Trams emerged in Shanghai in 1908, when the British
Company Shanghai Electric Construction Co. put 65 trams into service in the Shanghai
International Settlement. The trams produced by Bruce Peebles & Co. used at the time
immediately gained a lot of traffic.’’® In the 1940s, when Eileen Chang was living in
Shanghai, a network of tram lines managed by British, French, and local Chinese companies
was well established. During that time, the tram was the dominant mode of transport and
had the largest passenger flow in Shanghai. Besides, Chang has a particular interest in the
tramcar. In her essay ‘Notes on Apartment Life’, she mentions, ‘I like to listen to city
sounds. People more poetic than I listen from their pillows to the sound of rustling pines or
the roar of ocean waves, while I can’t fall asleep until I hear the sound of streetcars’.’”® In
the same way Elizabeth’s omnibus journey in Mrs Dalloway echoes pirate adventures in
Romantic literature, for Chang, the sound of streetcars is similar to the romantic sounds of
nature. She suggests, ‘The thoughts of city people unfold across a striped curtain. The pale
white stripes are streetcars in motion, moving neatly in parallel, their streams of sound

37 Huang, Hong Kong Connections, pp. 150-54.
375 Leo Ou-fan Lee’s ‘Romancing the Ordinary’ in Shanghai Modern: The Flowering of a New Urban Culture in
China, 1930-1945 (1999), Eric Sandberg’s ‘Eileen Chang’s “Sealed Off” and the Possibility of Modernist
Romance’ (2018), and Leihua Weng’s ‘Modernity in a Wartime Tramcar: Temporal Contestations and Individual
Subjectivity in Eileen Chang’s “Sealed Off”’ (2018) are some representative research focusing on ‘Sealed Off”’.
37 This refers to a temporary blockade due to a cordon and search operation conducted by Japanese Army. The
tramcar on which the story takes place is suspended because of the situation.
377 Eileen Chang, Love in a Fallen City, trans. by Karen S. Kingsbury and Eileen Chang (New York: New York
Review Books, 2007), p. 251.
378 Local Gazetteers of Shanghai _F # 3 7 5, ‘Development of vehicles’ % 4 % /& (2002),
<https://www.shtong.gov.cn/difangzhi-
front/book/detailNew?oneld=1&bookld=4516&parentNodeld=55124&nodeld=42393 &type=-1> [Accessed 25
May, 2023].
37 Ailing Zhang (Eileen Chang), Written on Water, trans. by Andrew F. Jones (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2005), p. 24.
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flowing continuously into subconscious strata’.>3" As this passage suggests, the tramcar is
an integral part of Chang’s urban aesthetic, something that is developed more fully in
‘Sealed Off”.

Chang sets the story in a moment detached from ordinary chronology, as indicated at the
beginning of the story:

The tramcar would have gone on forever, if the city hadn’t been shut down. It was.

The streets were sealed off. “Ding-ding-ding-ding” rang the bell. Each “ding” was a

small, cold dot: dot after dot, they formed a line that cut through space and time.>%!
As a modern vehicle, the tramcar, like other forms of transport such as trains, runs to a strict
timetable and, as Chang says, could have ‘gone on forever’ if it were not interrupted by a
blockade. The blockade constitutes a state of exception in Giorgio Agamben’s terms,*$?
during which the sovereign authority suspends the existing rules of law and order. Although
this suspension often restricts personal autonomy, in Chang’s story it ironically prompts a
brief moment of freedom for the two protagonists. Echoing Mansfield’s reinvention of the
interior by describing the temperature and dynamics of a spot of sunlight, Chang visualises
the bell as a figurative dotted line. In a near repetition of the story’s opening lines, Chang
announces the end of the blockade near the end of the story: ‘The city started up again.
“Ding-ding-ding-ding” rang the bell. Each “ding” was a small, cold dot: dot after dot, they
formed a line that cut through space and time’.*33 Between the two sets of dots, Chang
aesthetically shapes the tramcar as a chronotope accommodating the emotions and
temporary relationship between the two protagonists. Cuiyuan and Zongzhen lift the
confinement of their decent social status and develop a romance in microcosm, which is
untenable in their normal lives because of moral pressure. Meanwhile, the dotted line
formed by the dots of sound can also be perceived as textual ellipses (*...”) marking
narrative gaps. By setting Zongzhen and Cuiyuan’s encounter and affair between these
ellipses, Chang implies that in the cruelty of war, personal experience seems very
insignificant and can be easily omitted. But Chang does not ignore these trivial personal
histories; instead, she accommodates the emotions and relationships between unremarkable
people by shaping exceptional spaces like the tramcar in her short stories. As several
scholars, such as Leo Ou-fan Lee and Rey Chow, have observed, through the portrayal of
the particular situation of the wartime tramcar, Chang not only makes the relationship
between the protagonists possible, but also turns her narrative into a ‘process of detail
production that insistently demolishes such a patriotic project’,*®* thus subverting
nationalistic discourses.

The tramcar in ‘Sealed Off” is both a microcosm of wartime Shanghai in 1943 and a stage

380 Thid.
381 Chang, Love in a Fallen City, p. 237.
82 Giorgio Agamben, State of Exception, trans. by Kevin Attell (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2005),
pp. 1-31.
383 Chang, Love in a Fallen City, p. 250.
8 Chow, Woman and Chinese Modernity, p. 96.
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for Zongzhen and Cuiyuan’s love story. It combines national and personal narratives and
integrates multiple times, showing Shanghai as a floating city and people’s rootless lives as
individual floating cities within it. We see this in the way that before turning to the two
protagonists, Chang begins by depicting the actions of other people in the blockade. Outside
the tramcar, people rush around: ‘the metal shop gates came rattling down, all in a single
sweep. Matrons tugged madly at the bars. “Let us in!” they cried’.*®® In contrast, people in
the tramcar are fairly calm, as they are located in a relatively safe space. With everyone
gradually regaining their composure, people in the tramcar begin to discuss trivialities: a
group of office workers resumes the discussion they had been having; a middle-aged
husband is scolded by his wife when a parcel of smoked fish nearly touches his trousers.3¢
Chang draws the attention of her protagonist, Zongzhen, to the smoked fish and the couple.
He then launches into a series of free associations about marriage, news and urban life.
Although Chang never uses stream of consciousness in her work, her narratives are
influenced by modernist writing and filmmaking techniques such as subjective time and
camera movement. She guides the reader to follow Zongzhen’s perspective: “When he saw
that smoked fish, he remembered the steamed spinach buns that his wife had asked him to
buy at a noodle stand near the bank [...] gravely he peeled it away; the ink had transferred
to the bun, and the writing was in reverse’.¥” This scene forms a collage or montage of life
scenes, echoing other female authors such as Woolf and Hope Mirrlees. This portrayal of the
routine of life suggests a space of multiple temporalities in this narrative: during the
blockade ordinary time continues to run properly for some as daily life itself continues; but
for the protagonists, time freezes as they meet, fall in love, and discuss the possibility of
marriage in this brief period. This juxtaposition of different chronologies resonates with De
Certeau’s description of the railway: ‘The windowglass and the iron [rail] line divide, on the
one hand, the traveller’s [the putative narrator’s] interiority and, on the other, the power of
being, constituted as an object without discourse, the strength of an exterior silence’.*%8
This illustrates Chang’s approach to history. While limiting the narration to the restricted
space of a vehicle, she indicates the presence of external realities that are ‘put at a distance,

behind the windowpane’.3%

The tramcar also serves as a female heterotopia which empowers the female protagonist in
the short story. Despite not considering herself a feminist, in Chang’s numerous works about
love, women are mostly dominant in their relationships, with a clear sense of female
subjectivity. The tramcar echoes the omnibus in Mrs Dalloway, and although neither vehicle
excludes men, they empower women in their professional and social lives. In ‘Sealed Oft”,
the female protagonist Cuiyuan is a well-educated college teacher seemingly without a
strong personality and seems to abide by Confucian morals. But this superficial perception

385 Chang, Love in a Fallen City, p. 237.
38 Chang, Love in a Fallen City, p. 238.
387 Chang, Love in a Fallen City, p. 239.
88 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. by Steven Rendall (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 2002), p. 112.
% Tbid.
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of her is based on the male gaze. Through Zongzhen’s eyes, she ‘looked very much a young
Christian wife, even if she was unmarried’, and ‘wasn’t bad-looking, but hers was an
uncertain, unfocused, timid kind of beauty, always trying not to offend’.3*° For Zongzhen,
Cuiyuan’s appearance and manner attract him and explain why he desires to start an affair in
this casual encounter — he knows such a decent woman would not disturb his normal life.
However, Chang reveals the rebellious side of Cuiyuan by describing her psychology.
Although living in a privileged family and having a decent job, Cuiyuan feels her internal
sense of herself is not understood by others. She is identified by others only because of her
social identities as a daughter, student, and teacher. Therefore, ‘Cuiyuan wasn’t very happy’
about her life in the real world.**! A dissatisfaction with being neglected drives Cuiyuan to
encounter someone who understands her. From Cuiyuan’s perspective, Zongzhen is ‘a real
person! Not too honest, not too bright, but a real person! Suddenly she felt flushed,
happy’.>*? But Cuiyuan does not intend to begin a serious relationship with Zongzhen
because he is married. She merely seeks a momentary fulfilment of her desires in this
suspended period. Chang sets up two different images of Cuiyuan: one objectified through
Zongzhen’s gaze, and another shaped by her own imagination. By showing these to be
contrasting and incommensurable images, Chang subverts the male gaze. Moreover,
Cuiyuan has a sober understanding of their relationship when she feels that she falls in love
with Zongzhen. In their conversation, Cuiyuan does not talk very much, as she knows, ‘after
a man really understands a woman, he won’t love her anymore’.>** Although Zongzhen
appears to have the choice to decide the course of their relationship — he can choose to
forget it or divorce and stay with Cuiyuan — Cuiyuan is the person who dominates the
relationship. For instance, when they approach saying goodbye Zongzhen gets Cuiyuan’s
phone number, but Cuiyuan does not give him her pen. She quickly tells him her number to
test Zongzhen’s sincerity towards her, as she believes that if it is true love, he must
remember it. Cuiyuan is an image of Shanghai modern gitls in this period,*** who were no
longer passive in gender relations nor adhered to the socially expected feminine virtues. In
the chronotope of the tramcar, the male gaze is unsettled, offering women moments of
freedom in this pause. The tramcar emerges as a heterotopic space where reality and fantasy
blur, enabling women’s imaginative agency and unsettling threatening masculinity.

It is worth mentioning that in the revised edition of Romance in 1946, Chang made nineteen
changes to the original version of ‘Sealed Off”. The most noticeable change is that the
original ending is deleted. The original version has two final paragraphs: Zongzhen returns
home, still remembering his encounter with Cuiyuan in the tramcar. After dinner, he returns
to the bedroom and notices a darkling beetle remaining motionless on the floor. He thinks,

30 Chang, Love in a Fallen City, p. 240.
¥ Chang, Love in a Fallen City, p. 241.
32 Chang, Love in a Fallen City, p. 244.
393 Chang, Love in a Fallen City, p. 247.
394 See for instance Madeleine Y. Dong, “Who Is Afraid of the Chinese Modern Girl?’, in The Modern Girl Around
the World: Consumption, Modernity, and Globalization, ed. by The Modern Girl Around the World Research
Group (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008), pp. 194-219.
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‘Is it pretending to be dead? Or thinking? Crawling around all day, it rarely has time to
think, does it? Yet thought is painful after all’.3*> The beetle is a Kafkaesque metaphor
visualising Zongzhen’s alienated self. Moreover, it is also a miniature form of the tramcar.
Just like the tramcar ‘would have gone on forever’, the beetle also keeps moving until the
light goes on. The beetle standing still due to the lights being on and the tramcar stopping
because of the alarm mirror one another. The moment when the light turns on is thus
transformed into another blockade, in which Zongzhen briefly gets freedom of thinking.
However, he eventually surrenders to reality, because thinking ‘is painful after all’. The
original ending of the story goes as follows:
Zongzhen switched off the light, and pressed his hand on the handset. His palm was
damped with sweat, and drops of sweat seeped out all over his body, like little worms
crawling and tickling him. He turned on the light again. The darkling beetle was gone,
crawling back into its nest.3%
Like the ‘Ding-ding-ding’ sound of the bell in the previous narrative, the beetle and
Zongzhen’s drops of sweat are other forms of ‘cold dot’ that hint at the existence of different
chronologies in the story. In this brief finale, the light switch becomes a portal to the world
of imagination and reality. When the light is off, the moments on the tramcar are
reproduced, and Zongzhen is confronted with his deepest desire again. And when the light
turns on again, the beetle is gone, symbolising the recovery of the normal chronology of
daily life. Although the deletion of the two paragraphs tightens the structure of the story, I
believe the original ending is not redundant; rather, it hints again at the coexistence of
multiple times and even provides a different angle to interpret this story. In contrast to
positive readings by scholars such as Leo Ou-fan Lee and Rew Chow, who argue that Chang
intentionally ignores nationalist narratives through the romanticisation of the ordinary, I
argue that historical narrative is still present in Chang’s works, but is hidden behind
individuals’ daily lives. In the normal chronology that returns as the light goes on, the
romantic encounter in the tramcar seems to no longer exist, and this warns against the
danger of nationalist encroachment on individual discourse. In general, the tramcar
produces a site-specific modernity in which the protagonists strip away the shackles of
social identity and gain a brief mutual understanding, and it resonates with Woolf’s

‘moments of being’ and Joyce’s ‘Epiphany’.>’

Like the Chinese proverb, ‘Dojo in a snail shell’,**® the stories of ‘The Desert Islander’ and
‘Sealed Off” are confined to limited spaces, but convey the authors’ allegories of modern
society. Through the seemingly abrupt and black-humoured ending, Benson predicts the

35 Eileen Chang 5k & #, Romance %% ) (Beijing: Beijing October Arts & Literature Publishing House, 2021),
p. 303.

3% Tbid.

37 See for instance Teresa Prudente, *“The Daily Bread of Experience”: The Transfiguration of Materiality in
Joyce’s and Woolf’s Writing’, English, 60.229 (2011), pp. 142-58.

3% Here refers to ‘#2472 B # i 3%°, which is a proverb that is widely spread in Shanghai, and the surrounding
Wau-speaking areas. Dojo is a site where Buddhist or Taoist rites are conducted. Therefore the proverb means
making complicated things in narrow spaces.
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bankruptcy of colonialism in her near future. Chang captures a particular moment detached
from ordinary chronology. By romanticising the chronotope of the tramcar, she shows the
alienation and loneliness of individuals, which is a prevailing crisis of modern society.
Meanwhile, private and public vehicles respectively constitute different narrative strategies
used by Benson and Chang. By using the Ford car, Benson gives the scene a theatrical
quality and stages the interactions between the two characters. This intensifies the
interpersonal tensions and highlights the dynamics between subjects positioned differently
in the colonial hierarchy. Although Chang’s story similarly relies on the dialogues and
psychological activities of two main characters, it also depicts the state of other passengers
in detail. Chang uses this space to suggest the shared temperament of isolated Shanghai and
the individuals living in it, and replaces nationalist narratives with personal experiences,
producing a unique urban aesthetic of Shanghai in the 1940s.

In general, Bowen, Xiao, Benson and Chang all document the fragmented histories of
different regions that were influenced by war and cultural entanglements between 1930 and
1945. The imagined big house in Ireland, Manchuria, the Ford and the tramcar form four
floating cities of varying spatial scale. These writers record the pain, confusion, anger and
hope of people by depicting their tangled relationships within these spaces, making visible
underrepresented histories of the imperial borderlands. For the Irish dispersed to Europe and
the Russians in Manchuria, the candlelit dinners in the big house and the bonfire in Passover
were shrouded in an aura of memories. Through shaping imaginative geography, Bowen and
Xiao Hong mould a shared mood that resonates across cultures. In two different vehicles in
southern China, Benson and Chang show different insights into shifting modern
experiences. Benson’s ending in which the colonist dies immediately after leaving the car
demonstrates her idea that the hegemony of Western civilisation will inevitably be
challenged. Whereas in Chang’s brief encounter in the tramcar, she portrays the loneliness
and depression commonly experienced by the citizens in urban life. These stories
complicate understandings of urban life and national histories, as they bridge different
communities through transcultural understandings of complex geographical regions,
anticipating cosmopolitan writings in later generations.
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Chapter 4 Odyssey: Dwelling in Transition, 1946—1962

Before the British Parliament introduced the Commonwealth Immigration Act in 1962,
Britain experienced waves of immigration from Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean islands.
This historical moment reshaped the demographic composition of post-war Britain and also
generated new literary voices, among which women writers occupied a significant position.
Writing from the intersection of gender, race and displacement, these authors recalibrate the
relationship between belonging and national borders, thereby intervening in prevailing
constructions of national identity. The spaces shaped by these women writers are
characterised by their inseparable relationship with time and memory. By showcasing such
entanglements, these writers highlight the persistence of the past in the present, illustrating
how traditions continue to shape the modern. This chapter focuses on post-war migration
between 1946 and 1962 and examines four women writers who settled in Britain during this
period, exploring how they incorporate their migratory experiences and configure the
relationship between time and space in there works.

During the period examined in this chapter, the transcultural entanglements between Britain
and China became more intricate, making it insufficient to categorise writers solely by their
national origins, as done in earlier chapters. This transcultural interplay blurs geographical
and identity boundaries, echoing the unsettling of fixed relations between identity, territory
and belonging in women writers’ works. This chapter pairs the four writers based on two
types of spaces featured in their works, namely nighttime space and the childhood home.
Both categories are constituted through time. Night, as a temporal condition, transforms into
a stage for actions and encounters prohibited during the day. The childhood home
crystallises both individual and collective memories, registering the intervention of the past
in the present. Drawing on eco-feminist perspectives, such as Val Plumwood’s critique of
human/nature dualism,*’ I examine Doris Lessing’s The Grass is Singing (1950) and Han
Suyin’s A Many-Splendoured Thing (1952) in my first set of case studies. I argue that the
night intensifies affective bonds with nature. Spatial and social boundaries become
permeable in this emotionally charged terrain, thereby amplifying female agency. The
second category, the childhood home, revisits the tradition of domestic novels discussed in
Chapter One, but I argue that the texts considered here reconfigure the domestic interior
through writers’ migratory experience. Focusing on Attia Hosain’s Sunlight on a Broken
Column (1961) and Ling Shuhua’s Ancient Melodies (1953), I examine how these chambers
bear the imprint of the past and how the interplay between time and space transforms these
texts into sites of cultural negotiation.

The four novels selected in this chapter illustrate that migration creates fluid spaces where
identity, belonging and language are constantly being renegotiated, in line with Deleuze’s

3% See for instance Val Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature (London: Routledge, 1993).
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concept of minor literature.*®® Except for Lessing, the other three authors write in English
as a second language. Their works transform English into a medium for articulating
marginal perspectives, challenging narratives of colonial identity and engaging in the
deterritorialisation of the dominant language. Through their representations of nighttime
spaces and childhood homes, these writers explore the negotiations of displaced identities
within the intersecting domains of migration and cultural memory. Moreover, their works
demonstrate how minor literature serves as a site of alternative modernities, where migrant
writers craft new cultural expressions that both engage with and challenge Western
paradigms of modernisation. Through the lens of minor literature, I suggest these women
writers reimagine modern experiences based on their unique cultural positions, transcending
Western-dominated narratives.

L. Post-war Political Landscapes, Migrations, and Women’s Writing on the
Move

Unlike the two historical periods I have previously discussed, 1917-1929 and 1930-1945,
Britain and China underwent distinct historical trajectories between 1946 and 1962. For
British women writers, the rise of women’s emancipation and the decline of the Empire
generated a landscape of evolving social changes, which is manifested in the extensive
discussion of political issues in their writings. In contrast, China underwent a phase of strict
political control over literary production, during which women’s writing was repressed.
Nonetheless, both situations stimulated transnational travel and the migration of some
women writers, expanding the boundaries of women’s writing.

The Decline of Empire: Reinvented Britishness and Writers from the Edge of Empire

Compared with later generations, British migrant women writers in the 1950s were in a
challenging situation, as Sandra Courtman observes, ‘They may have lacked encouragement
and certainly they would find few or no female role models; they may have been struggling
to write without any formal or aesthetic paradigms at their disposal; they may have been
outsiders in terms of revisionary political agendas’.**! This observation is especially
relevant to migrant writers, for whom migration further intensifies the challenges of the
period. Their outsider status permeates their narratives and informs the spatial
configurations of their works. In the postwar era, as these writers negotiated the
intersections of racial, gender, and cultural displacement, the spaces they depict embody
both the material realities of migration and the psychological landscapes of belonging.
Maroula Joannou maps the war and postwar resettlement from a gendered perspective in her

400" Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, trans. by Dana Polan (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1986), p.16.
401 Sandra Courtman, ‘The Transcultural Tryst in Migration, Exile and Diaspora’, in The History of British
Women's Writing, 19451975, ed. by Clare Hanson and Susan Watkins (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), p.
205.
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Women s Writing, Englishness and National and Cultural Identity (2012). She places
migrant writers such as Kamala Markandaya (1924-2004) and Attia Hosain (1913—-1998)
alongside canonical figures like Doris Lessing (1919-2013), Virginia Woolf and Elizabeth

Bowen,*0?

examining how their works challenge fixed notions of Englishness by
introducing voices shaped by migration and colonial histories. Following Joannou’s
research, I position migration narratives at the centre of post-war literary transformation,
exploring how these accounts of displacement play a key role in constituting fluidity of

identities, thereby reshaping the topography of British literature.

This period saw the arrival of significant waves of migrants to Britain, particularly from
former colonies, after the Empire Windrush arrived at Tilbury Docks in Essex on 22 June
1948.403 Caribbean migration reached its peak during the 1950s, facilitated by the
accessibility of British passports before the Commonwealth Immigration Act of 1962.4%4
Similarly, in the aftermath of the Partition of India, many South Asians sought refuge and
working opportunities in Britain. In the midst of this massive geographical displacement,
migrant women writers offer unique insights into the experiences of displaced communities.
As Joannou notices, ‘the journey from Africa to England for Doris Lessing, the reverse
journey from Edinburgh to Africa for Muriel Spark, and the relocation from India to
England for Kamala Markandaya and Attia Hosain’ reinvent the landscape of British
literature.*®> These writers’ works interrogate notions of home and belonging, negotiating
the tensions of being positioned as neither fully British nor fully Other.

In this context, the spaces in migrant women’s writing become a polysemic field through
which these writers explore their unsettled identities. Drawing from their personal
experiences of displacement, these writers often examine shifting geographical, cultural,
and psychological borders, and reconceptualise boundaries as fluid and permeable zones in
their works. As Homi Bhabha suggests, migrant writers often live ‘border lives’,*0
inhabiting liminal spaces marked by cultural hybridity and continual identity
transformation. For women writers, this experience is further complicated by the need to
navigate not only racial and cultural boundaries but also gendered constraints, both in their
own communities and the wider society. Among the numerous migrant writers in this
period, Doris Lessing probably best illustrates the impact that invisible boundaries of
sexism impose on women authors. Despite her eventual acclaim, Lessing’s path to
recognition proved significantly longer than her male counterparts — as evidenced by the
Heinemann Educational African Writers Series (AWS) delaying the inclusion of The Grass
is Singing until 1973, despite their early focus on Chinua Achebe and Ngiigi wa

402 Joannou, Women's Writing, Englishness and National and Cultural Identity, p. 1.
403 Clare Hanson and Susan Watkins, eds., The History of British Women s Writing, 1945-1975 (London: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2017), pp. 1-2.
404 Courtman, ‘The Transcultural Tryst in Migration’, p. 194.
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Thiong’0.*°7 These intersecting barriers constrained women writers’ professional
trajectories and shaped how they perceived and constructed spaces in their works. In the
readings that follow, nighttime space is a symbolic spatial category presenting the ‘border
lives’ of migrant women writers of this period. Drawing on Bakhtin’s concept of the
chronotope, I treat nighttime not merely as a temporal marker but as a fused temporal-
spatial configuration. It forms a liminal space that mirrors and challenges the constraints of
the daytime, making the boundaries of race, class, and gender more permeable. Like
migrant women writers who challenge simple categorisations of identities, the night blurs
established boundaries and creates possibilities for transformation. In the following section,
I will explore how Lessing and Han Suyin’s portrayals of nighttime spaces reveal migrant
women’s negotiations of identities within a liminal spatial context.

The liminality embodied in nighttime spaces parallels another form of space in migrant
women’s writing during this period: the home. If the nighttime space enables negotiations of
identities, the domestic space likewise becomes an unsettled zone where cultural, temporal,
and psychological borders intersect. Both types of spaces function as important arenas for
women writers to explore the tensions between tradition and modern values, belonging and
unbelonging, compliance and resistance. Many migrant women writers transform the
traditional conventions of domestic fiction by incorporating their experiences of
colonisation and displacement. Their portrayal of domestic spaces moves beyond the
familiar feminist critique of domestic confinement to engage with broader questions of
cultural identities and colonial issues. Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) by Jean Rhys exemplifies
this approach through its reinterpretation of Jane Eyre. The contrasted Caribbean plantation
and English mansion in this novel symbolise the female protagonist Antoinette’s
dislocation, and Rhys expands Bront&’s feminist narrative to encompass colonial
perspectives. Through such reinventions, migrant women writers turn the home into a
complex domain where issues about female subjectivities, cultural identities, and
colonisation are raised. The childhood home is a prominent category among the depictions
of home in migrant women’s writing during this period. Private memories and national
histories converge in this type of space, presenting collisions between past and present,
community and individuals. Both Attia Hosain and Ling Shuhua, the authors I focus on in
the final section of this chapter, depict archaic and traditional homes in their works. I argue
that Hosain and Ling use these spaces to recall their unique lived experiences, reconfiguring
national histories through these personal archives. This approach echoes Bowen and Xiao’s
narratives of neglected histories discussed in the previous chapter, both of whom are also
migrant writers.

From Homeland to the Sea: Maoism and Chinese Migrant Women’s Writing

The four writers featured in this chapter can all be identified as British migrant writers;

407 Courtman, ‘The Transcultural Tryst in Migration, Exile and Diaspora’, pp. 197-98.
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however, it remains essential to provide a brief overview of Chinese emigrant writing to
contextualise the role of China-related texts in the history of literary criticism. In mainland
China, migrant literature is an underexplored domain in modern Chinese literary studies,
and it is often framed as a contemporary phenomenon emerging in the late 1970s alongside
China’s Reform and Opening-Up. By examining the works of Han Suyin and Ling Shuhua,
this study aims to connect Chinese migrant writing with broader discussions about literary
modernity. Although these two examples alone cannot fully represent the diversity of
Chinese migrant writing, by situating these cases within this framework, I seek to shed light
on an underexplored literary terrain and redefine the boundaries of Chinese migrant
literature.

The emigration of modern Chinese writers began before World War II, with the experiences
of Yu Dafu in Singapore and Indonesia serving as a notable example.**® Southeast Asia also
stands out as a unique crossroads in the complex journeys of the two Chinese-background
writers discussed in this chapter. Undeniably, Mao Zedong had a profound impact on
modern Chinese literature and the migration movement during the post-war era. Mao’s
literary ideas, grounded in Marxism, emphasised literature for workers, peasants, and
soldiers, rejecting ‘old literature’ and Western modernism.*®® In the 1950s Soviet left-wing
literature became a major influence, with many works focusing on revolution, workers, and
farmers, fields often dominated by male figures. Consequently, women’s writing was
undervalued in this period, and there were only a few women writers, including Zong Pu
(also known as Feng Zhongpu, b. 1928),*1° Ru Zhijuan (1925-1998),*!! and Yang Mo
(1914-1996), who gained some recognition. Mao carried out campaigns such as the Anti-
Rightist Campaign (1957-1959) and the Cultural Revolution (1966—1976), which further
changed the terrain of modern Chinese literature, prompting some writers to leave mainland
China because of ideological differences. Literary critic Zicheng Hong notices the
movements of writers during this period: ‘some writers left mainland China for Taiwan,
Hong Kong and the US, such as Hu Shih, Liang Shiqiu, Su Xuelin, Eileen Chang and Xu
Xu’, whilst ‘some writers who were overseas at the time, such as Lao She, Cao Yu, Bian
Zhilin, returned’.*!? It is worth noting that the migrant writers I analyse in this chapter are

4% Yy is a renowned modern Chinese writer, who lived in Southeast Asia during World War I1. He wrote patriotic
works that encouraged unity among overseas Chinese against Japanese aggression and was killed by the Japanese
in Sumatra in 1945.
409 The term ‘old literature’ should not be understood only in a temporal dimension. By referring to ‘old literature’
Mao means literature that conveys feudal values and elitism and detaches from ordinary people’s struggles, and this
reflects his stance of consolidating the interests of the Communist Party. Many bourgeois writers were criticised
during this period. For instance, Hu Shih, a representative of the New Culture Movement as mentioned in Chapter
Two, was criticised in the late 1940s and early 1950s because of his political stance and was regarded as a
‘reactionary literati’ by Mao.
410" Zong Pu’s father Feng Youlan was a famous Chinese philosopher. Zong’s essay ‘A Waterfall of Purple Wisteria
Vines’ ( { X EZHE A7) , 1982) is well-known in Chinese household, and was included in the textbook of Chinese
middle schools.
4! Ru Zhijuan is famous for her short stories. Some of her works focus on military life, such as ‘Lilies’ ( { & 4"
1), 1958). Her daughter Wang Anyi (b. 1954) one of the most recognised Chinese women writers today.
412 Zicheng Hong M F i, 4 History of Contemporary Chinese Literature { ¥ [E % X X ¥ ) (Beijing: Peking
University Press, 2010), p. 15.
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often underestimated in Chinese academia. The English writing and self-translation of
Chinese migrant women writers have received extensive academic attention overseas.
Nonetheless, this focus has been primarily concentrated on Eileen Chang, and women
writers who were active in the 1980s and 1990s, such as Chinese-British writers Jung Chang
(b. 1952) and Hong Ying (b. 1962), and Chinese-American writers Amy Tan (b. 1952),
Maxine Hong Kingston (b. 1940) and Geling Yan (b. 1958).*13 As mentioned in the
previous chapter, Eileen Chang migrated to Hong Kong and then to the US during the
1950s. The Rice-Sprout Song (1955) and Naked Earth (1976) are two of her works written
in English, and the Chinese versions were published in Taiwan. But her writing in English is
still not that well-known compared with the popularity she received in the Sinophone world.
Han Suyin (also known as Rosalie Matilda Kuanghu Chou, 1917/1916-2012) is
underestimated in academia.*!* As a Chinese-born Eurasian writer who wrote in English
and French, Han is renowned for the ‘Han Suyin Award for Young Translators’ which she
founded, but is underestimated by literary scholars in mainland China. Ling was active
among writers and scholars when she was in China. She and two other women writers: Su
Xuelin and Yuan Changying (1894—1973), were known as ‘The Three Musketeers of Luojia’
(3 3 = &) at Wuhan University.*'> However, her English writing after she migrated to
Britain has received insufficient critical attention. The novels by Han and Ling I address in
this chapter portray heterogenous colonial spaces of Hong Kong and Beijing. The two cities
experienced varied histories: Hong Kong in Han’s story is a prosperous capitalist region
under British colonial rule which shelters migrants fleeing the political turmoil of mainland
China; Beijing in Ling’s memory existed at a time when feudalism had only just ended, and
although it was not directly under colonial rule, it struggled with the multiple influences of
Western powers. While the fictional spaces in Han and Ling’s works present sharp
differences, their living spaces overlapped after they left China during the 1950s. Han
migrated to the Federation of Malaya after her marriage in 1952 and contributed to the
establishment of Nanyang University in 1955. Han served as a college physician between
1956 and 1958 and taught a course on contemporary Asian literature from 1959 to 1961.41
Her course, which focused on regional literature rather than canonical Western writers, was
innovative at the time. Ling went to Singapore in 1956. She worked for Nanyang University
for four years and also taught courses about literature. Their novels reflect how they

413 Chang, Hong Ying and Yan were born in China and went abroad after the 1970s. Tan and Kingston are both
second-generation migrants.
414 Aamer Hussein talks about the controversy over of Han Suyin’s year of birth in his memorial article, ‘A sun in
ambush, 2021: Reading Han Suyin today’ (2021). Han’s official birth year is 1917, but according to Hussein it
should be 1916.
415 The three authors were the first generation of women in China who studied aboard. As mentioned in Chapter
Two, Su Xuelin was famous during the May Fourth Movement and was studied at Ecole nationale supérieure des
beaux-arts de Lyon. Yuan Changying was the first Chinese woman to graduate at the University of Edinburgh and
was celebrated as a playwright. Ling studied in Japan during her childhood, and I will go into the details in the case
studies. They were close friends when they taught at Wuhan University. Besides, their different life paths after the
1950s showcase the impact of China’s tightening cultural policies: Su migrated to Taiwan, Ling to the UK, and
Yuan stayed in China and was criticised during the Anti-Rightist Campaign.
416 Feng Cui and Alex Tickell, ‘Han Suyin: The little voice of decolonizing Asia’, Journal of Postcolonial Writing,
57.2 (2021), p. 148.
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incorporate their migrant experiences into their reimagining of real spaces and their efforts
to situate migrant discourses within global contexts. These diverse representations of social
lives serve as unique historical archives of British Hong Kong and Beijing. Whilst a
comparative study would be valuable, their distinct engagements with globalisation and
localisation call for separate examinations, and thus I will examine each in separate case
studies alongside other works that share stronger thematic connections with them.

II. Night as a Liminal Space: Doris Lessing and Han Suyin’s Spatial
Transformation

Compared with daytime spaces, which are illuminated by natural light that signifies order
and reason, the night, shrouded in darkness, constitutes a terrain that encourages
transgressive behaviours. From Scheherazade’s compelling stories in One Thousand and
One Nights to the frightening nights in The Handmaid's Tale (1985), nighttime spaces are
always crucial sites tight with women’s desire and gendered violence in literature. I select
The Grass is Singing by Doris Lessing and A Many-Splendoured Thing by Han Suyin as
cases to explore how the writers use nighttime spaces to activate women’s desire and
irrationality, rendering them sites for challenging intersecting gender, racial, and colonial
relations.

Night as a Site of Resistance: The Grass is Singing

Lessing was born Doris May Tayler in Iran in 1919 and migrated to white-ruled Southern
Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) with her family in 1925. She began writing while living in
Southern Rhodesia before relocating to London in 1949. From her debut novel, The Grass is
Singing, in 1950 to her death in 2013, she published more than fifty novels, which puts her
among the most prolific writers of all time. The Golden Notebook, published in 1962,
brought her widespread fame. In 2007, Lessing was awarded the Nobel Prize, which earned
her international prestige. Despite the Academy positioning Lessing as an ‘English writer’
when awarding her the prize, her migration experiences complicate her identity and bring
her writing beyond geographically labelled positioning. Her early experiences of living in
Africa inspired her to develop a critical vision of the first generation of settlers, such as her
parents, which is reflected in their differing views of the African landscape. While Lessing’s
mother, Emily Maude Tayler, ‘did her best to keep the outside out and the inside in’,*"”
Lessing breaks the boundaries between inside and outside. As she says, ‘I used to prop the
door open with a stone, so that what went on in the bush was always visible to me’.*1® It is
obvious from Lessing’s attitudes that the natural landscape is not simply a setting for her
African stories but an active agency intervening in the narrative. The contrasting rejection

417 Victoria Rosner, ‘Home Fires: Doris Lessing, Colonial Architecture, and the Reproduction of Mothering’, Tulsa
Studies in Women's Literature, 18.1 (1999), p. 73.
“18 Doris Lessing, Under My Skin: Volume One of My Autobiography, to 1949 (London: HarperCollins, 1994), p.
70.
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and acceptance of the natural environment by Lessing’s mother and her also reveals their
tense relationship in reality,*'® echoing the plot of Katherine Mansfield’s ‘The Garden
Party’. In her story, Lessing renders the ‘home’ an unstable and contested site shaped by
displacement. This aligns with Rosemary Marangoly George’s argument in The Politics of
Home, that the idea of home is built as ‘a pattern of select inclusions and exclusions’,
functioning as an ideological formation that determines who belongs and who does not.*?
The crossing of ‘geographical, ideological and generic’ boundaries that ran through
Lessing’s career is mapped in more detail in Alice Ridout and Susan Watkins’s Doris

1

Lessing: Border Crossings,*! and this is also the theme that concerns me in Lessing’s

celebrated novel The Grass is Singing.

Resembling the pattern of a detective story, the novel begins with a newspaper clipping
about the murder of Mary Turner by her servant Moses. It tells the story of Mary’s life,
which is divided into two distinct phases. Before her marriage, she spends an unhappy
childhood in a settler family but is briefly satisfied with her job in the city. After hearing
gossip from her co-workers about her remaining single, she soon decides to marry a farm
manager, Dick Turner. Mismanagement of the farm gradually destroys this couple, and the
involvement of the servant Moses in the household further complicates their relationship.
After Tony Marston, a young man new to the farm, discovers the unusual relationship
between Mary and Moses, Mary fires Moses, which ultimately leads to the murder.

Unlike Katherine Mansfield who reflects on colonialism through settlers’ empathy, Lessing
allegorises the inevitable decline of colonisation by portraying settlers’ anxiety about the
resistance of the colonised. Lessing’s shaping of space in The Grass is Singing was inspired
by her predecessor Olive Schreiner. In Lessing’s words, Schreiner ‘had always felt so close,
like a sister, [who] could have been my grandmother’.#?? Schreiner’s celebrated work, The
Story of an African Farm (1883), evokes the isolation and magnificence of the African
landscape, and was placed by Lessing ‘on a frontier of the human mind’ alongside
masterpieces like Moby Dick, Jude the Obscure, and Wuthering Heights.*** Inspired by
Schreiner, Lessing portrays the protagonist’s alienation by shaping her as a misplaced
character whose living spaces are gradually eroded. Mary lives and works in a town before
her marriage. This is not the mainstream experience of Southern Rhodesia but rather a
privilege of the settlers, even though Mary does not come from a wealthy family. The

towns, ‘scattered like raisins in a dry cake over the body of South Africa’,** are places in
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which Mary experiences some fleeting moments of freedom. Even in her loveless
childhood, Mary experiences joy in the stores in town, which shapes her self-identification:
‘For Mary, the word “Home”, spoken nostalgically, meant England, although both her
parents were South Africans and had never been to England’.*?* Letters and magazines
from overseas travel across the ocean and intervene in the process of Mary building her
identity. At sixteen she finds a job typing and bookkeeping in an office, particularly
enjoying ‘the friendly impersonality of it’.*?® Urban life suits Mary well, but as a woman
she is vulnerable to sexism and rushes into marriage after being the subject of gossip. It is
after Mary arrives at Dick’s farm that she experiences the conditions of the majority in
Southern Rhodesia. The farm is ‘well over a hundred miles’ from the town.*?” At first
glance, she sees ‘the dim shapes of low trees, like great soft birds, flying past; and beyond it
a hazy sky that was cracked and seamed with stars’.*?® In contrast with the crowded
buildings in town, this landscape is simultaneously familiar and unfamiliar to Mary. It
evokes uncanny feelings for her, along with the newlyweds’ little house that has the
characteristics of Lessing’s childhood home. Lessing compares it to buildings in London:

In London you live in houses where other people have lived, and others again will live

there when you have moved or died. A house put together from the plants and earth of

the bush is rather like a coat or dress, soon to be discarded, for it probably will have

returned to the bush, from fire, insects, or heavy rains, long before you die.**
Lessing draws the distinction between the enduring masonry of London and the temporary
farmhouses of Southern Rhodesia. From her perspective, the buildings in London are spaces
where a succession of occupants replace one another without fostering intimate bonds
between the dwellers and architectures. In contrast, the temporary and organic nature of
Southern Rhodesian farmhouses cultivates a sense of intimacy. For Lessing, the temporary
feature of the farmhouse provides ‘the sense of being enfolded by the house in a very
personal way’;*? however, for her protagonist Mary, the same space evokes an opposite
reaction. Domesticated by colonial ideologies, Mary feels isolated on the farm and regards
the life it represents as a threat to her identity. In an attempt to alleviate her sense of
displacement on the farm, Mary tries to recapture familiar surroundings by opening a store
and returning to her office in town, but her hopes fail repeatedly. By relocating her
protagonist to the countryside, Lessing strips Mary of her familiar living space, turning her
into a misplaced character who is incapable of coping with changing realities. The arrival of
Moses further destabilises Mary’s order of life, and eventually brings about a complete
reversal of it.

The night is a core element and narrative device in The Grass is Singing. Lessing creatively
shapes the night as a form of space to accommodate the protagonist’s pressures and desires,
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and inverts the power structure between Mary and Moses driven by these emotions.
Although Lessing was deeply influenced by her life experiences in Southern Rhodesia and
had an interest in narrating colonial life throughout her career, she admits that she is
somewhat lacking in contact with black Southern African people, largely due to the racial
segregation of the time.*3! The same situation applies to Mary, whose changing attitude
towards the indigenous labourers working on the farm is a focus of the novel. At first, these
workers trigger uncanny feelings for Mary, but this is swiftly replaced by her violence
towards them. For instance, when Mary meets Moses for the first time on the farm, she
whips him because ‘she saw in his eyes that sullen resentment, and — what put the finishing
touch to it — amused contempt’.**? Yet her conscience is not entirely gone. When she
discovers that Moses comes to her home as a servant, she feels morally disturbed and
nervous. When Mary talks to Moses, she tries to stay calm and uses her ‘usual undertone of
irritation’ to prevent her husband from noticing anything unusual.**3 Their master-servant
relationship is fundamentally altered in a night scene when Moses stays over at Mary’s
house to look after the unwell Dick. The night in this scene becomes a liminal space where
the racial boundaries become permeable. Historian Bryan D. Palmer examines the
relationship between the night and counter-hegemonic activities from the medieval to the
modern period, arguing that the night is ‘an actual place and space in which the ubiquitous
contestations of everyday life were fought out on a terrain that afforded slightly more
opportunity for engagement by the oppressed and the exploited’.*** The night in Lessing’s
novel becomes a space that temporarily suspends the order of the daytime. The darkness
alters Mary’s visual experience and triggers the imagination of her dwelling:

Often in the night she woke and thought of the small brick house, like a frail shell that

might crush inwards under the presence of the hostile bush. Often she thought how, if

they left this place, one wet fermenting season would swallow the small cleared space,

and send the young trees thrusting up from the floor, pushing aside brick and cement,

so that in few months there would be nothing left but heaps of rubble about the trunks

of trees.*3*
Despite corresponding to the same location, nighttime space becomes a different realm from
the daytime space. Everything appears clear and orderly during the day, but at night the
hazy light provides different visions that inspire imagination and activate the unconscious.
In Mary’s unconscious thoughts, the settler space, represented by her small brick house,
becomes fragile in the night. This reflects Mary’s fear, as a descendant of white colonisers,
of resistance from the colonised. In her perspective, untamed nature is linked to the
repressed Other, and its force becomes a threat to the colonial order on which she depends.
Lessing’s description of Mary’s house here aligns with her portrayal of her childhood
farmhouses, which ‘have returned to the bush, from fire, insects, or heavy rains, long before
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you die’.**¢ While Lessing shows her reflective stance, Mary’s feelings embody a colonial
anxiety about unjustly acquired gains being reclaimed by the oppressed.

The night also creates a modern Gothic atmosphere for this story. Gothic elements such as
the decaying house and the threatening natural environment dramatise the settler’s anxiety.
In the fiction of the late twentieth- and early twenty-first centuries Gothic is often used to
document the sites of anxiety that arise in democratic transitions.**’ In a similar way,
Lessing adopts the Gothic form to explore the psychological tensions provoked by the social
and racial conflicts of the time, and she stresses Mary’s isolated status in the oppressive
environment. Reality, imagination, and dreams intermingle in the night, and emotions
released at night intervene in the daytime, leading to a complete change in Mary and
Moses’s relationship. As Henri Lefebvre observes, in nighttime spaces, ‘the prohibitions that
obtain during the day, during “normal” activity, are lifted’.*® The night activates the desire
to seek physical and psychological fulfilment, which induces activities that would be
considered outrageous during the daytime. The darkness erases the physical and social
distance that daylight enforces, leaving Mary to confront the raw reality of her relationship
with Moses. She faces her desire for Moses’ robust body: ‘Vividly she pictured the broad
muscular back, and shuddered. So clear was her vision of the native that she imagined she
smelled the hot acid scent of native bodies’.*** This detailed sensory description reflects
Mary’s fetishistic gaze, through which Moses’ body is depersonalised to a signifier of ‘the
nature’. The nighttime space complicates this encounter: while the scent intensifies Mary’s
mediated sensorial encounter with the presence of Moses’ body, the dim light seems to
simultaneously diminish the racial boundaries that this olfactory perception seeks to
reinforce. These contradictory sensory experiences create an uneasy tension in the story, and
the racial boundaries are both heightened and obscured. Activated by this site, Mary’s
rejection of Moses is overwhelmed by her sexual desire, prompting a transition in their
relationship. The nighttime space in this scene becomes a heterotopia for Mary to a certain
extent, as she ceases to be a sexual object of the male gaze and transforms into a desiring
subject. Driven by the desire, colonial structures that construct the Other as a pure object is
simultaneously reinforced and disturbed. Although the narrative is limited to a settler’s
perspective, the shift in their erotic relationality undermines the colonial hierarchy.
Sheltered by the night, the distance between the two is momentarily levelled, creating a
proximity that destabilises the colonial order.

Furthermore, the stimulation of the protagonist’s desires by nighttime space also leads to a
transformation of the family unit. Beyond being a sexual object, Moses also acts as an
authoritative presence to Mary. In one of her dreams, Mary ‘was a child again’ and Moses

436 Lessing, Under My Skin, p. 54.
437 Rebecca Duncan, South African Gothic: Anxiety and Creative Dissent in the Post-apartheid Imagination and
Beyond (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2018), p. 5.
438 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p. 320.
439 Lessing, The Grass is Singing, p. 170.
117



reminds her of her deceased father. These overlapping images suggest that in Mary’s
unconscious, Moses has become superior to her in the patriarchal social structure. In this
context it is worth mentioning Lessing’s choice of the main characters’ names and their
implications: the female protagonist’s name comes from the Virgin Mary, and she is a
character of purity and abstinence in the novel; Dick is slang for the phallus, suggesting he
symbolises the patriarch in the story; Moses is borrowed from the prophet’s name, and he
represents the force of law to a certain extent. In Mary’s mind, Moses takes the place of
Dick and occupies a superior position in the patriarchal system. Because of the racial factor
involved, this transformation also implies the disturbance of the colonial order. After the
night, Moses still fascinates Mary in the daytime, ‘and Dick was hardly there to her’.*4* The
reversal of Mary and Moses’ relationship leads to the former’s anticipation of her tragic end,
and she feels ‘as if she were in a dark tunnel, nearing something final, something she could
not visualize, but which waited for her inexorably, inescapably’.**! Nature, ‘native’ bodies,
and darkness serve as representations of a threatening force in the colonial imagination,
which reflects Lessing’s simplistic and essentialist portrayal of indigenous communities. By
focusing on Mary’s perspective, Lessing renders Moses a flat character whose voice is
silenced. The novel captures the foreboding of the ruling class at this historical juncture,
sensing the inevitable collapse of colonial rule. Driven by this existential anxiety, the
settlers convert the oppressed into a depersonalised threat, substituting reality with their
distorted imaginings.

Mary’s perception of spaces reflects her intuition. For instance, she feels the compression of
domestic space on the night of the murder: ‘Now it seemed as if the night were closing in on
her [...] She was defenseless. She was shut in a small black box, the walls closing in on her,
the roof pressing down’.**? Overwhelmed by fear, Mary was ‘suddenly afraid of the dark
gulfs of the floor, she ran to the centre of the room. There she paused. A movement of
lightning on the walls drove her forward again’.*** The images such as the gulfs and
lightning further enhance the Gothic atmosphere in the novel. Nighttime space becomes
Lessing’s narrative device again, mirroring Palmer’s conceptualisation of the night as ‘an
actual place and space’ characterised by uncertainty and transition.*** Compared to the
daytime, irrationality is more likely to be evoked at night, and the covering of darkness
emboldens violence and revenge. From Mary’s perspective, the night facilitates the return of
the repressed, intensifying her fears of the revenge of the colonised. Although premeditated,
Moses’s murder seems more intense against the backdrop of the night and the thunder. Until
the moment of the murder, Mary is still in a delusion, ‘the bush avenged itself: that was her
last thought. The trees advanced in a rush, like beasts, and the thunder was the noise of their
coming’.** The images of the bush and thunder overlap with the image of the vengeful
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Moses. This scene is reminiscent of the biblical burning bush, which represents God’s
power and serves as a symbol of His presence. In Exodus 3:1-6, the ‘Memra of the LORD’
speaks from the bush, and Moses responds with reverence for the glory of God. The image
of Moses here parallels the figure of the prophet: in Exodus, Moses kills an Egyptian upon
witnessing him beating a fellow Hebrew; similarly, in Lessing’s story, Moses kills Mary,
who embodies the oppressive colonial order. Despite Lessing’s stereotypical tendency in
describing the colonised, she also empowers them to some extent. Moses’s murder of Mary
and the destruction of the settler’s crumbling little house by the bush both play into
European anxieties about anti-colonial resistance and allegorise the overthrow of colonial
rule in many African countries, although the last African colony Southern Rhodesia became
independent only in 1980.

In this ending, Lessing allegorises the global anti-colonial movements, and this is implied in
the title of the novel. ‘The grass is singing’ is taken from the last section of T. S. Eliot’s The
Waste Land, “What the Thunder Said’, and Lessing quotes fifteen lines of this poem to begin
her story:

In this decayed hole among the mountains

In the faint moonlight, the grass is singing

Over the tumbled graves, about the chapel

There is the empty chapel, only the wind’s home.

It has no windows, and the door swings,

Dry bones can harm no one.

Only a cock stood on the rooftree

Co co rico, o co rico

In a flash of lightning. Then a damp gust

Bringing rain

Ganga was sunken and the limp leaves
Waited for rain, while the black clouds
Gathered far distant, over Himavant.
The jungle crouched, humped in silence.
Then spoke the thunder*4¢

In “What the Thunder Said’, Eliot indicates the decline of modern urban civilisation. He
regards the three Sanskrit mantras: Datta, Dayadhvam, and Damyata (give, sympathise, self-
control) as the remedy for humankind to achieve salvation. This brings the benediction
‘Shantih Shantih Shantih’ (peace), which Balachandra Rajan suggests can be interpreted ‘as
reflecting the peace of enlightenment, or as indicating no more than exhausted subsidence
into a consolatory formula, a termination rather than an ending’.*4” Although ambiguous,
Eliot’s words in The Waste Land offer a glimmer of hope, which may indicate Lessing’s

intention in quoting the poem. By referencing Eliot, Lessing raises a question about the

446 T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2001), p. 18.
47 Balachandra Rajan, The Overwhelming Question: A Study of the Poetry of T.S. Eliot (Toronto and Buffalo:
University of Toronto Press, 1976), p. 34.
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possibility of redemption. Mary’s symbolic ending has received a lot of attention from
critics, for example, Eva Hunter regards it as ‘a ritual of sacrifice’ in which Lessing omits
‘particularized historical context’ for ‘a mythopoeic world of transcendental time and
experience’.**® Both the ending of Lessing’s novel and Eliot’s poem use natural imagery
such as lightning and thunder to represent the return of an ancient mystical force. The
buildings that symbolise civilisation, either Mary’s dwelling or the chapel, become desolate
in the end. This indicates the collapse of the colonial order, and the prophecy that a new
civilisation will emerge from it. Focusing on the instability of these ‘civilised’ structures,
Lessing predicts the collapse of colonial order, which is in line with her depiction of settler
colonialism being challenged by nighttime space. Through intricate references to the Bible,
Eliot, and even the Upanishads, Lessing moulds the night of the murder into a theatrical
stage replete with signifiers and symbols. A similar pattern can be found in the night scenes
of colonial Hong Kong in my next case study.

Night as a Transcultural Heterotopia: 4 Many-Splendoured Thing

Han Suyin (originally named Zhou Guanghu) was born at a time when transnational
marriage was unusual in China: her father Zhou Wei was educated in Belgium and worked
as an engineer in China, and her mother Marguerite Denis was Belgian-Flemish, and this
specific family composition contributed to her outstanding bilingual capabilities. In 1933
she started her pre-medical education at Yenching University. After two years she went to
the University of Brussels to study medicine. She returned to China in 1938 and moved to
London in 1942. Han went to British Hong Kong in 1949 and worked at the Queen Mary
Hospital,*** during which time she fell in love with lan Morrison, a married Australian
reporter. She worked at Nanyang University in Singapore between 1956 and 1961.4*° She
later resided in India, Hong Kong, and Switzerland, and visited China several times. In 2012
she died in Lausanne, Switzerland.

Han Suyin’s name is reminiscent of Xiao Hong’s pseudonym, Qiaoyin: Suyin (% & ) means
little or plain voices, and ‘% hdn’ is a homonym of *JX_han’, which both means the ethnic
group of Han Chinese (the largest ethnic group in China) and Han language (the language
spoken by the majority of Chinese people). The name reflects the purpose of Han’s writing,
namely raising a voice for China, and this implies the ‘impossibility of not writing’ of minor
literature.**! But unlike Xiao Hong, who attracted great attention, Han Suyin remains
underrepresented in the history of Chinese literature. Despite the reputation she received
during her lifetime — for instance, her novel A Many-Splendoured Thing was a bestseller in

448 Eva Hunter, ‘Marriage as Death: A Reading of Doris Lessing’s The Grass is Singing’, in Women and Writing in
South Africa: A Critical Anthology, ed. by Cherry Clayton (Marshalltown: Heinemann Southern Africa, 1989), p.
155.

49 Tt was the largest hospital in Hong Kong at that time, and Xiao Hong, who was discussed in the previous
chapter, had been hospitalised there in the year before her death (1941).

430" Cui and Tickell, ‘Han Suyin: The little voice of decolonizing Asia’, p. 148.

4! Deleuze and Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, p.16.
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the UK and was adapted into a Hollywood film (renamed Love is A Many-Splendoured
Thing) in 1955 — her works did not receive much attention after her death. The special
issue of the Journal of Postcolonial Writing on her, published in 2021, is a rare piece of
scholarly work focusing on Han’s life, translation strategies and her interaction with politics.
However, this special issue lacks attention to the dimensions of gender and space in her
works, and both aspects are crucial in understanding the complex and situated identity in
Han’s novel. I analyse the ways Han Suyin places her autobiographical protagonist in
liminal spaces, particularly nighttime space, to demonstrate her simultaneous sense of
belonging and unbelonging in British Hong Kong, and hope this will add a perspective that
has been neglected in previous research.

Drawing on the author’s personal experiences, this novel is about an affair between the
doctor protagonist Han Suyin, and a married British foreign correspondent named Mark
Elliot, which ends with Han Suyin seeing in the newspaper that her lover has been killed on
the Korean battlefield. It depicts the varied experiences of Eurasians, missionaries, the
British and the Chinese in Hong Kong during the turbulent times of 1949 and 1950. The
identity of the author’s eponymous protagonist Han Suyin resonates with the liminal space
of British Hongkong,**? a place marked by ideological crossroads. Like Mary in The Grass
is Singing, Suyin also feels the space of daily life is compressed, though Mary’s sense of
confinement stems from her disconnection with rural life, while Suyin’s experiences are
shaped by the crowded and alienating nature of urban spaces. The author describes the
particular situation in Hong Kong in 1949 at the beginning of the novel: ‘Hongkong is
crowded. There are two and a half times as many people as there were a year ago. Every day
more arrive, by train, by ship, by plane, on foot across the border’.*>3 The chapter title,
‘Exodus from China’, situates the narrative in a discourse of displacement. Because of the
Chinese Civil War, there is an influx of people who feel unwelcome by the communist
government. The massive immigration leads to soaring house rents in Hong Kong, which
indirectly causes Suyin’s financial and house-hunting difficulties. This scene is reminiscent
of Lessing’s novel: in The Grass Is Singing, Moses’s name explicitly recalls the biblical
Exodus, and both texts interrogate the unstable relation between identity and territory.
However, Han’s representation of the relationship among different communities is more
intricate than Lessing’s. Various communities packed Hong Kong during this period,
including missionaries who settled there for a long time, Eurasians like Suyin, and
journalists who stayed there temporarily like Mark. Hong Kong becomes a temporary
shelter and transit point for these people, and although its occupants know that this state will
not last long, they indulge in brief freedom, which echoes Mary’s urban life in Lessing’s
story. Nevertheless, the residents who gather there for different reasons must also confront
the anxiety of regime change. As Suyin observes, ‘[I]n the distance the bare hills of
Kowloon prop themselves like a barrier between the Colony and unseen China beyond

432 To avoid ambiguity, hereafter I use Suyin to refer to the protagonist in the novel and Han to the writer.
433 Han Suyin, 4 Many-Splendoured Thing (London: Triad GraftonBooks, 1978), p.18.
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them’.** Most Hong Kong citizens lack knowledge of China on the other side of Kowloon
hills, but struggle to reconcile their lives with an unfamiliar ideology that seems to threaten
their way of life. Under these circumstances, even among the diverse groups of citizens —
locals, the British, and refugees — the isolated atmosphere haunts them, like the Anglo-Irish
in Bowen’s novel. Suyin observes, ‘The melting-pot of the Orient, they called Hongkong.
Indeed no. The place where everyone met and many stayed apart, divided by hedges of
prejudice and hearsay. However much one shook the mixture, it stratified in to immiscible
layers again’.*>> Instead of being the ideal place for different races and communities to
integrate as promised by the colonial government, Hong Kong becomes merely a colony
where people are isolated from each other and appears destined to be replaced by another
form of governance. Under this circumstance, Han highlights Suyin’s displaced identity.
Compared with other citizens who have homelands to return to after the colonial transition,
Suyin is an outsider to two very different worlds, as she is regarded as a Chinese among the
British community in Hong Kong and as a European by her relatives in Chongqing.
Therefore, Han’s modelling of repressed urban spaces is not only a reproduction of Hong
Kong’s historical scenes, but also a mapping of her psychology. This is reminiscent of
Lessing’s shaping of spaces and is evidenced in the finer details of the setting.

At the outset of Suyin and Mark’s relationship, the author illustrates its forbidden aspects
through the dimension of space. Suyin works at a hospital, and when Mark comes to meet
her, she asks him to meet her at the mortuary, which she believes is the ‘only place’ they
could meet. They find a path above the mortuary into ‘a lane paved with wide stones’.*%
Their secret rendezvous is located at the beginning of this lane, and Suyin calls it ‘our
stone’.*7 This stone appears several times throughout the novel. The two protagonists meet
frequently at this liminal space where life and death intersect, which also indicates the fate
of their relationship: the story ends with Mark’s death, and the novel itself is a memorial to

this lost love.

Mirroring the function of nighttime space in Lessing’s work, night in Han’s story is a realm
that stirs desire and offers a refuge for the characters’ rebellious emotions. Protected by the
darkness, Suyin feels her morally prohibited romance with Mark is no longer under
surveillance by others. For her, the night opens a different world where the darkness
intensifies her sensory impressions, making her more aware of her subjectivity and inner
world:

One moment each object is sharp and clear, the next it is bevelled into dusk. Colour

goes, volume and dimension change as well. Objects recede as they merge, distances

alter. The lighted street lamps plunge the world beyond their glazed circle into deeper

shadow. The blank houses sprout sudden glimmering windows. I love this mobile

434 Han, 4 Many-Splendoured Thing, p. 25.
435 Han, 4 Many-Splendoured Thing, p. 70.
436 Han, 4 Many-Splendoured Thing, p. 95.
47 Tbid.
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moment, the fluid passage into another world, because with it comes a lightening of

the heart, a relaxation of the body.**8
In this description, the transition from day to night is like a change to the stage set, where
Suyin is immediately placed in a new world. As she describes it, the night is a ‘mobile
moment’ that opens a ‘fluid passage into another world’, enhancing her mobility. In this
liminal space, the anxieties brought about by work, social contact, and the tense political
situation during the daytime are suspended and replaced by a sense of comfort. Nighttime
space extends the psychological time of the protagonist, and compared to the night in
Lessing’s work, it presents a different chronology: the racial confrontation in Southern
Rhodesia has reached an irreconcilable stage and Lessing believes revenge against the
colonists is imminent; from Han’s perspective, although she also feels that the colonial
status will not last for long, she is not desperate for the situation to be changed. Moreover,
the two writers develop different approaches to cultural negotiation in their shaping of
nighttime spaces. In Lessing’s novel, the night is a chronotope of the murder case,**
serving as a symbolic arena where her critiques of colonisation unfold. In contrast, Han’s
story transforms political and racial conflicts as manageable cultural differences. For
instance, Han describes a moment when Suyin notices the transcultural resonance of her and
Mark’s fervour for the moon: ‘In Europe saints have called themselves the fools of God, and
worn the livery of triumphant ecstasy; in China poets have become the lover of the moon,
and one of them lost his earthbound life attempting to embrace her in a lake’.*° In this
scene, the night functions as a space through which the female protagonist mediates her
anxiety: it is one of the few moments for Suyin when her European and Chinese identities
are in harmony and she does not have to anxiously choose between the two. This
demonstrates Han’s evasion of the pressures of everyday life to a certain extent, as well as
the imprint of Han’s experiences of displacement in shaping such strategies for negotiating
cultural conflicts.

Although this novel is highly autobiographical, it also has an allegorical quality that echoes
The Grass is Singing. Just as Mary feels that the spaces are being compressed before she is
murdered, Suyin’s feelings of displacement are intensified, implying that Hong Kong’s
intermediate status will soon be unsustainable. The ending of the lovers in the novel is a
reproduction of reality, since both Mark and the author’s lover Ian Morrison died in the
Korean War in 1950. Similar to Mr. White’s unexpected death in ‘The Desert Islander’,
Mark’s death is so sudden and distant that Suyin merely reads about it in the newspaper. The
death is also an allusion to the destabilisation of the colonial system: it indicates that despite
her avoidance of reality, Han has some insights into the political situation at that time. For
example, Suyin transcends a fixed nationalist vision and observes that the revolution in

4% Han, 4 Many-Splendoured Thing, p. 45.

43 For a detailed discussion of the chronotope, refer to the ‘Vehicles as Chronotope’ section in Chapter Three.
40 Han, 4 Many-Splendoured Thing, p. 158.

The author refers to Li Bai, who is regarded as the greatest poet of the Tang Dynasty and even the entire era of
classical Chinese literature. It is a popular rumour that he died because he tried to embrace the reflection of the
moon in the Yangtze River.
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1949 is a pan-Asian revolution:

We were having a revolution, not only in China, but in the whole of Asia. For this was

an Asiatic Revolution. And the old isms would go and new isms would come, and

clouds of politics obscure men’s visions until they died willingly for that which they

knew not.*¢!
After such a revolution, the new regime will replace the colonial one, and people like Mark
who represent the old order will be excluded from a decolonised Asia. Even if it was not the
case that Mark’s prototype died in reality, the romance could only exist in Hong Kong
during this brief period of transition with ‘the beauty of it, the fortuitous occasion,
circumstance’,*? because this transcultural relationship parallels Suyin’s Eurasia identity
and Hong Kong’s transitional state, all of which are fragile and temporary. In her brief
epilogue, Han mentions a male friend who tries to discourage Han’s writing project as he
believes the relationship between Suyin and Mark is dishonourable. Han, however, insists
on staying in Hong Kong and documenting her love story faithfully:

So I stayed in Hongkong, on the sea-wet rock; it was the only place where I could

write this book. I could not write it in China, and I could not go anywhere else. So

here I stayed, and took another job, and worked by day, and wrote by night.

At night then I become again haunted, companioned by his gentle ghost, my hand in

his, following him, safe, safe in darkness and in silence, with Mark.*%3
The ending reinforces the intertextual relationship between Suyin’s identity and Hong Kong
in transition. The freedom and unfreedom that this particular locale brings her at the same
time render Hong Kong ‘the only place’ where she could narrate her locally based
experiences. In this ending, nighttime space further becomes a tunnel through life and death,
which conveys Suyin’s complex emotions of mourning, sadness and nostalgia.

There is a scene in A Many-Splendoured Thing when the protagonists discuss their
observations of people in ‘a dying world’, mentioning how ‘the dead and the dying sat up in
bed and read murder stories to lull themselves to sleep’.*®* This is an allegory of the colony
in transition which echoes Lessing’s story and reminds us to think about the tangled
relationships between fictional and real worlds. Lessing once said in an interview about her
experience of living in the colony of Southern Rhodesia, ‘I would have become an
alcoholic, or had an absolutely catastrophic breakdown [...] Only someone who’s lived in
these dreadful colonial places will understand why’.** The experiences of Lessing and Han
of living in colonies in transition shape their analogous narratives. Reconfiguring the
existing order in fictional worlds becomes a shared strategy for negotiating the anxieties of
their time. While Lessing’s approach is marked by a radical critique of the colonial system,
Han’s writing is imbued with a nostalgic longing for Hong Kong. This nostalgia is both a

4! Han, 4 Many-Splendoured Thing, p. 121.
42 Han, 4 Many-Splendoured Thing, p. 178.
463 Han, 4 Many-Splendoured Thing, p. 332.
44 Han, 4 Many-Splendoured Thing, p. 59.
465 Susie Linfield and Doris Lessing, ‘Against Utopia: An Interview with Doris Lessing’, Salmagundi, 185/186
(2015), p. 577.
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reminiscence of her private love life and an attempt to capture the fleeting realities of Hong
Kong. In Han’s delicate description, Hong Kong transcends a colonial setting and becomes
a container that evokes a sense of intimacy, and this is consistent with the themes in the
works of the other two writers with Asian heritage, Attia Hosain and Ling Shuhua, which I
discuss in the following section.

1. Remodelling Childhood Homes: Attia Hosain and Ling Shuhua’s Nostalgic
Chambers

As Bachelard argues, the attachment to the childhood house is more powerful than we might
realise, as ‘To inhabit oneirically the house we were born in means more than to inhabit it in
memory; it means living in this house that is gone, the way we used to dream in it’.*® For
migrant writers such as Attia Hosain and Ling Shuhua, childhood homes haunt their
displaced lives and epitomise their memories of homelands. Whilst Lessing and Han
explore the interactions of race, colonialism, and transcultural relationships in the natural
environment of the night, Hosain and Ling turn to intimate childhood homes, examining
women’s experiences within gendered and cultural constraints. This section explores how
the two writers’ nostalgic portrayals of these chambers reflect broader concerns about
migration, gender, and identity.

Nostalgia in the Zenana: Sunlight on a Broken Column

Born into the liberal Kidwai clan of Oudh in 1913, Attia Hosain was the first Muslim Indian
woman who graduated from university (University of Lucknow, 1933).4" Like many
women writers I have discussed, Hosain’s career had also been supported by female
predecessors, representing a female camaraderie. For instance, she attended the All India
Women’s Conference in Calcutta with the encouragement of Sarojini Naidu (1879-1949), a
famous poet and political activist.**® Hosain’s career started after relocating to London with
her family in 1947 when the Partition of India was announced. Even though she migrated to
Britain and was away from the turmoil, she still felt ‘That we were in London did not lessen
the anguish. It sharpened it’.**° Being a migrant made her feel like an outsider and become
more sensitive to her Indian identity, as she described her reasons for writing Indian rather
than British stories in the UK:

At the same time, I could never have written so truthfully about Britain and the British

as [ did about India [...] Perhaps because I was always an observer, watching through

glass, never really made to feel at home as in the eastern tradition. I could have

described what I saw, but I could not penetrate that invisible barrier to enter into a ‘self”

466 Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, p. 16.

47 Arunima Dey, ‘The Domestic Sphere in Attia Hosain’s Sunlight on a Broken Column (1961): The Home
Mirrors the World’, The Grove - Working Papers on English Studies, 23 (2016), p. 48.

468 Attia Hosain, Distant Traveller: New & Selected Fiction, ed. by Aamer Hussien (New Delhi: Women
Unlimited, 2013), p. 6.

49 Hosain, Distant Traveller, p. 21.
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other than the polite exterior.*”

This description finds an echo in Katherine Mansfield’s depiction of being a ‘little colonial
walking in the London garden patch’, as I discussed in Chapter Two. In spite of their long
residence, Britain was an unhomely place for both writers, and they kept looking back to
their childhood homes in their writing. Lucknow before the Partition is a home that Hosain
cannot return to, which echoes Market Street in Xiao Hong’s work, and constitutes an
affective space that is enveloped with a nostalgic atmosphere. Daily life in India before the
Partition thus becomes a recurring theme in Hosain’s writing, as shown in her short story
collection Phoenix Fled and novel Sunlight on a Broken Column.

Sunlight on a Broken Column is Hosain’s semi-autobiographical novel which was published
in 1961 by Chatto & Windus. It tells the story of Laila, an orphaned daughter living in a
wealthy Muslim family. The novel is divided into four parts. Parts One to Three are about
Laila’s life during the 1930s before her marriage, and the last part is set in 1952, when she
revisits her childhood home and recalls the memories before Partition. By describing the
daily life of her family and friends, Hosain revives the repressed history of the Muslim
community of India before Partition and enriches the narrative of this historical event.

Laila’s family residence, Ashiana, is the main site where the story unfolds. It is a typical
residence inhabited by upper-middle-class Muslim families, which sets strict boundaries
between men and women. The portion of the housing that is occupied by men is called the
mardana and the women’s part of the house is called the zenana. Women and their female
servants live in the zenana together, and men are not allowed to enter the space. Men talk
about politics in the mardana but such topics are not allowed to be talked about in the
zenana.*”! The zenana is consistent with the pardah culture which requires Muslim and
Hindu women to refrain from appearing in the public sphere.*’? In addition to restricting
women’s movement through the zenana, the pardah also obliges women to cover their skin
and avoid the male gaze.*’* Hosain’s naming of the residence is a deliberate choice; in
Arabic, Ashiana means dwelling, home, and it is also a girl’s name. The name not only
suggests the work is a story about home but also hints at the novel’s theme of gender: the
narrative showcases the entangled relationship between the domestic space and female
identity, and how Hosain adopts Laila’s perspective to illustrate women’s complex emotions
towards the home as a gendered space.

Whilst Hosain describes the prevalence of gender boundaries in the domestic space and
social life, such boundaries are not completely fixed but penetrable to a certain extent. The
novel begins with ‘the day my Aunt Abida moved from the zenana into the guest-room off

470 Hosain, Distant Traveller, p. 26.
47! Laura A. Ring, Zenana: Everyday Peace in a Karachi Apartment Building (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 20006), p. 2.
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the corridor that led to the men’s wing of the house, within call of her father’s room, we
knew that Baba Jan had not much longer to live’.*’* Hosain specifies the particular
condition under which the boundary between the zenana and the mardana is destabilised,
namely the debility of men. The illness of Baba Jan, who is Laila’s grandfather and the
patriarch of the family, brings temporary freedom to other family members. For example,
Laila remarks that she ‘began reading even more than I normally did, with no censor to
guard Baba Jan’s library now’.*” Laila is portrayed as a smart girl who rebels against
traditional expectations of women, in contrast with her cousin Zahra. Although Baba Jan’s
illness allows Laila to cross the gendered boundary and approach the books located in a
male-dominated space, reading is still regarded as a risky behaviour for women. While
Zahra is seen as a model lady who reads the Quran every day, Laila’s love for reading is not
understood by others. For instance, Laila’s nurse, Hakiman Bua asks her worriedly, ‘Your
books will eat you. They will dim the light of your lovely eyes, my moon princess, and then
who will marry you, owl-eyed, peering through glasses?’#’® Under the patriarchal shadows,
the viewpoint that well-educated women are unattractive prevails at the time. Through
shaping the permeable gendered boundary and Laila’s position in the domestic space,
Hosain depicts the living conditions of upper-middle-class women at that time: they have
privileges such as access to education, but still suffer from nuanced gender discrimination.
Moreover, she is also keenly aware of the situation of her working-class counterparts, as
they have fewer opportunities in this unequal structure. Hosain crafts the character Nandi in
her narrative. Nandi is the washerman’s daughter and Laila’s childhood friend, and Hosain
adopts Nandi’s perspective to criticise the hypocritical morality of the patriarchal society.
For instance, when Nandi is shamed by an upper-class man, she says, ‘“We poor people get a
bad name because we cannot stay locked up. But what of all those uncles and cousins who
wander in and out of zenanas? They’re men, aren’t they? Thieves steal the best guarded of
treasure’.*”” Through Nandi’s questions, Hosain demonstrates that the moral code of the
zenana requires only women’s compliance, thereby challenging its patriarchal logic.

Beyond its gendered dimension, the boundary between the zenana and the mardana also
allude to the generational divide and ideological differences between Hindus and Muslims
in pre-Partition India. As the author’s avatar in the story, Laila is sensitive to the transitions
taking place in her family and the outside world, and she has mixed feelings towards the
zenana and the old world it represents. With Baba Jan approaching death, she notices that
the world she is familiar with will change, and this evokes nostalgic feelings for her. She
feels ‘I lived in two worlds; an observer in an outside world, and solitary in my own’.4’8
For Hosain, the zenana and the mardana, past and present, India and Britain are different

forms of ‘two worlds’ in her novel. Laila’s feeling of displacement echoes Hosain’s
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description of her experience as a migrant writer as I discussed above, and this feeling
pervades the protagonist’s perception of domestic space, time and national identities. Laila
observes the transformation of her life after Baba Jan’s death:

My life changed. It had been restricted by invisible barriers almost as effectively as

the physically restricted lives of my aunts in the zenana. A window had opened here,

a door there, a curtain had been drawn aside; but outside lay a world narrowed by one’s

field of vision. After my grandfather’s death more windows had opened, a little wider

perhaps, but the world still lay outside while I created my own round myself.*7
With Uncle Hamid, who is educated in Britain, becoming the new patriarch of the family,
Laila is allowed to participate in more social activities. As she describes, ‘more windows
had opened’ in her life; however, this only expands her world ‘a little wider’. These changes
in the domestic space and Laila’s home mirror shifts in the national space. On the one hand,
the role of leadership is taken over by a more enlightened figure like Uncle Hamid, who
contrasts with the older generation through his support for women’s education and his
willingness to challenge social norms. Laila thus gains opportunities to participate in public
life. On the other hand, the invisible barriers remain, and the lack of dialogue between
communities divided by different political positions accelerates the coming of Partition.
Laila’s daily life after Baba Jan’s death is reminiscent of Lois’s experience in The Last
September. During the final stage of living in Ashiana and the big house, both families keep
arguing about politics and the future of the nation even at the dinner tables. Through
portraying irreconcilable family conflicts, Hosain shows how the country is splitting up.

As Antoinette Burton argues, Sunlight on a Broken Column can be read ‘as an effort to lay
claim to home as a legitimate, persuasive, and ultimately irrefutable partition archive:
evidence of the desire to dwell in history when house and home have become
uninhabitable’.**® For Hosain, Ashiana is a place for storytelling, a miniature of the nation,
and more importantly, it is the materialisation of a history. Burton emphasises Ashiana’s
feature as an ancestral home: it witnesses the past, and its ‘ghostly interiors’ are reminiscent
of unspeakable violence.*®! In this sense, Hosain’s Ashiana becomes a special historical
archive of pre-Partition India. The process of Partition is given a cursory account in the
novel, Hosain intentionally omitting the fourteen years between Laila’s departure and her
return to Ashiana. This is very similar to the ‘Time Passes’ section in Woolf’s 7o the
Lighthouse, and is also reminiscent of Bowen’s The Last September. Through Laila’s
perspective on her way back to Ashiana, memories overlap with realities, as the cityscape of
Lucknow becomes a container of histories:

Tattered settlements for refugees had erupted on once open spaces. Ugly buildings had

sprung up, conceived by ill-digested modernity and the hasty needs of a growing city.

My eyes saw with the complex vision of my nostalgia and sadness the loved arches

and domes and finials [...] the church with a new annexe to its school where children

47 Hosain, Sunlight on a Broken Column, p. 173.
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no longer sang ‘God Save the King’, the Government House flagstaff carrying the

tricolor, the quiet, deep-shadowed trees lining the road.*%?
Although the novel cannot be simply read as a female bildungsroman, in Hosain’s
description the function of the street is the same as the corridor between zenana and
mardana, since they both witness Laila’s departure from the age of innocence, and the
nation’s transformation. After the death of Uncle Hamid and the marriages of Laila and her
cousins, the family has difficulty sustaining the expenses of Ashiana and sells it around the
announcement of the Partition. After fourteen years, Laila revisits Ashiana to say her last
goodbye to this childhood home. Lingering in different parts of Ashiana, such as the living
room and the garden, she recalls fragmentary memories in corresponding spaces and
remembers how the family has been torn apart after the Partition. This section is crucial in
understanding the novel, as it presents how Hosain situates the history of Indian Muslims in
a threshold space, negotiating between inside and outside, personal and national, past and
present. She alludes to the history of Partition by describing the destinies of the characters,
and she bridges the past with the present with Laila’s revisit to Ashiana, reflecting her desire
to imaginatively reunite her separated compatriots. Her relationship with Zahra is an
example of how people reconfigure their relationships as time passes. During their teenage
years, the two girls have a tense relationship due to their different personalities, but when
they grow up, they rebuild intimacy because they have a lot of shared experiences. Although
Ashiana may be demolished in the future, memories of home reconnect those who lived
there; in Hosain’s view, it is such shared memories that transcend national transitions,
providing a sense of unity not only within her family but also throughout the broader nation
they symbolise.

Echoing Lessing’s reference to T. S. Eliot in her novel title, Sunlight on a Broken Column
derives its title from the first stanza in the second part of Eliot’s ‘The Hollow Men’ (1925):

Eyes I dare not meet in dreams

In death’s dream kingdom

These do not appear:

There, the eyes are

Sunlight on a broken column

There, is a tree swinging

And voices are

In the wind’s singing

More distant and more solemn

Than a fading star*$?
In this poem, Eliot invokes Dante’s Purgatorio and Paradiso. The eyes that the hollow men
‘dare not meet’ echo the eyes of Beatrice, symbolising purity, judgment, and the will of
God. In this stanza, the central imagery of the eyes is described as ‘sunlight on a broken

column’, which is an image of the momentary reminiscent of the sunlight spot in

482 Hosain, Sunlight on a Broken Column, p. 270.
483 T.S. Eliot, T. S. Eliot: Collected Poems, 1909-1962 (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1963), pp. 79-80.
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Mansfield’s ‘The Garden Party’. The architectural structure of the column evokes Greco-
Roman culture, while its broken condition seems to suggest the demise of Western
civilisation. The verse integrates time and space, capturing a transient moment infused with
melancholy, which echoes the form of time and the atmosphere Hosain creates in the novel.
The eyes that indicate the existence of God at this moment transform into ‘sunlight on a
broken column’, enveloping the poem in an elegiac atmosphere and demonstrating a
hopeless response concerning the decline of civilisation. By quoting this verse, Hosain
mourned for her lost colonial home, interrogating what the changing times bring to
individuals, especially women.

Mono no aware in Siheyuan: Ancient Melodies

Chinese writer and painter Ling Shuhua (1900-1990, also known as Su-hua Ling Chen) was
born Ling Ruitang in Beijing. Her father Ling Fupeng was the mayor of Beijing in the Qing
Dynasty. Ling was well educated like many other female writers of her generation, such as
Bing Xin.*#* She enrolled at Yanjing University in 1922, where she studied French, English
and Japanese. She married Chen Yuan (also known as Chen Xiying), who was an English
professor at Peking University. In 1925 Ling was accused of plagiarising a painting and
writings of European authors,*® and this led to the well-known debate between Chen Yuan
and Lu Xun. As I mentioned in the previous chapter when introducing the Beijing School,
Ling was an influential writer in this group, but was marginalised in comparison with its
male authors. Because of her predilection for the genre of short stories and her focus on
children and family life, Ling has often been compared to Mansfield. Her friend Xu Zhimo
praised her as the ‘Mansfield of China’ (*f [ #7 £ %k 2 J1.).**® Su Xuelin concurred with
this assessment as well, and commented on Ling, who is her dear friend, in comparison to
Ding Ling (see Chapter 2), noting that:

Ms Ding Ling’s writing possesses an immense force, and because this strength is

applied externally, it is easily discernible to the readers. Our Ms Shuhua’s writing is

484 Bing Xin was a famous Chinese women writer in the twentieth century, known for her writing about children.
Along with Ling Shuhua and Lu Yin, she is regarded as a representative writer of boudoir literature (7 X %) in
China.

485 In October 1925, a writer pointed out in Supplement of Peking Gazette ( { 7R 8| F|) , an influential journal
during the New Culture Movement) that Ling’s painting for another journal was plagiarised from the work of the
British painter Aubrey Beardsley. Ling’s close friend, Chinese poet Xu Zhimo clarified that it was he who
carelessly used Ling’s facsimile edition without attribution. In November of the same year, someone else accused
Ling’s short story ‘Temple of Flowers’ ( {2 ) , 1925) of plagiarising ‘At a Summer Villa’(1886) by Anton
Chekhov in Supplement of Peking Gazette. Ling’s boyfriend Chen believed the article was written by Lu Xun, and
their debate ensued.

In fact, ‘Temple of Flowers’ and ‘At a Summer Villa’ resemble each other highly in terms of plot. However, Ling
did not show her attitude towards this matter.

486 Xu is a famous Chinese romantic poet and the founder of Crescent Moon Society (¥ A #). In ‘Shared
Affinities: Katherine Mansfield, Ling Shuhua and Virginia Woolf” (2015) and Lily Briscoe's Chinese Eyes:
Bloomsbury, Modernism and China (2003) Patricia Laurence details Xu’s interactions with Mansfield and Ling. Xu
and Ling were the first Chinese translators of Mansfield. Ling translated ‘The Doll’s House’ (1922), and her own
story ‘After the Tea Party’ (1925), especially the ending, I think may be an imitation of Mansfield’s work. Linking
that Mansfield is viewed to be influenced by Chekhov, Ling’s fondness for and imitation of her somehow
constitutes an irony to the previously mentioned plagiarism incident.
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delicate, elegant, with a natural, inherent charm, seemingly not incompatible with the

notion of ‘strength’. Yet her writing possesses strength nonetheless; the strength is

deeply contained, expressed in a calm and tranquil tone.*’
This comment captures different temperaments of Ding and Ling’s writing precisely. The
elegant style not only characterises Ling’s writing during her early career, but also continues
to shape her writing after she migrated to the UK. She relocated to London with her family
in 1947, the same year as Hosain’s migration. She published Ancient Melodies (under the
name Su Hua Ling Chen) with the help of other Bloomsbury Group members in 1953
through The Hogarth Press,**® and the novel was appreciated in Britain.**

Research on Ling almost invariably focuses on her interactions with Virginia Woolf. In Lily
Briscoe’s Chinese Eyes, Patricia Laurence uncovers the correspondence between Ling and
Woolf facilitated by the latter’s nephew, Julian Bell.*° The communication with Woolf
influenced Ling’s writing significantly. As observed by scholars such as Laurence and Shu-
mei Shih, Woolf’s 4 Room of One’s Own inspired Ling to write her autobiographical novel,
Ancient Melodies, which reviews Ling’s childhood experience of living in a family of
officials in Beijing. Like Hosain, Ling also wrote about her youth in Asia in English. She
began writing this work during her years in China and did not finish it until she migrated to
Britain. Apart from the disruption of the World War II, a reason for the long writing time
was that Ling was not that confident in her English, but she received Woolf’s
encouragement regarding this:

Please go on; write freely. Do not mind how directly you translate the Chinese into

the English. In fact I would advise you to come as close to the Chinese both in style

and meaning as you can. Give as many natural details of the life of the house, of the

furniture as you like. And always do it as if you were writing Chinese. (Monk’s

House, 15 October 1938)*!
Ling accepted Woolf’s advice, which can be observed through her unorthodox use of
English and the many Oriental features in her novel. For instance, in an episode when the
protagonist’s sister talks with her, the sister asks, ‘{A]re you a wooden chicken? Why are
you dumb?’#*? This phrase derives from a popular Chinese idiom ‘dumb as a wooden
chicken’ (’k #& A %). Chinese audiences may feel a sense of kinship when they read such
passages, and Western readers would not have trouble understanding the context. This

47 Su Xuelin 7% #, ‘Ling Shuhua’s “Temple of Flowers” and “Women™” (& &# (L2 F) 5§ (L A)) ,
in The Collected Works of Su Xuelin, Volume Il {7 F # X %) % —# (Hefei: Anhui Literature & Art Publishing
House, 1994), pp. 465-66.
488 Congshuo Li, ‘Degenderizing Modernity in Ling Shuhua’s Boudoir School Writing: With a Comparison to
Virginia Woolf’, Women s Studies, 52.1 (2022), p. 108.
489 Sasha Su-Ling Welland, 4 Thousand Miles of Dreams: The Journeys of Two Chinese Sisters (Plymouth:
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2006), p. 307.
490 Laurence, Lily Briscoes Chinese Eyes, pp. 93—136.
“! Quoted in Lily Briscoes Chinese Eyes, pp. 345-46. Taiwanese writer Lin Haiyin (1918-2001) mentioned the
resonance she felt when she read this letter. Her autobiographical novel, Memories of Peking: South Side Stories
(1960), is also a memoir of a girl’s living experience in Beijing. She admires Ling, yet for Chinese readers Lin and
Memories of Peking are more popular than Ling and Ancient Melodies.
42 Ling Shuhua (Su Hua Ling Chen), Ancient Melodies (New York: Universe Books, 1988), p. 73.
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deterritorialisation of language exemplifies the characteristics of minor literature. This
characteristic is also present in her descriptions of space, and in the analysis that follows I
will analyse how Ling integrates Western modernism with the Japanese aesthetic mono no
aware (4] ® % 1) to form a unique modernity in her writing that moves beyond Western
models. Moreover, mono no aware’s emphasis on the fleeting and transient nature of life
complements the complex emotions about the childhood home presented in the novel. By
incorporating this aesthetic into her work, Ling finds a means to articulate how displaced
experiences are embedded in her understanding of the surroundings, generating a unique
form of postcolonial storytelling.

Echoing Hosain’s novel, Ling’s story takes place in a traditional family and is shrouded in a
nostalgic atmosphere from the very beginning. Similar to the zenana, the Siheyuan is a
highly gendered location from which the story unfolds. It is a traditional type of residence in
China, particularly typical of Beijing, whose name refers to an architectural structure with a
courtyard surrounded by single-storey or low-rise buildings on four sides. Sikeyuan has
clear functional zoning and shows a strict hierarchical order. Women and children’s
residences are often located in isolated parts of it, and their movements are restricted.
Besides, there are also rules that govern these unprivileged family members. If the man has
many partners, the wife is assigned to a better residence than the concubines. Those partners
with sons get better housing than those who have daughters.
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Our house in Peking

Figure 2. ‘Our house in Peking’
Su Hua Ling Chen, Ancient Melodies (New York: Universe Books, 1988), p. 65.

The highly gendered structure of Sikeyuan presents the long-standing invisible violence
towards women in traditional Chinese society. In the novel, the partners of Ling’s father
who have no children or only daughters live in remote dwellings, and the Third Mother
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often flaunts her presence in the yards of these residences,*>

simply because she has the
firstborn son. Ling’s father seldom comes to his daughters’ house and lacks concern for their
lives. This misogyny is even accepted by women themselves. For instance, when the
protagonist Little Tenth (Ling) was born,

Mother would have given anything to keep the news a secret as long as possible. With

tears in her eyes she implored her maid several times. Chang Ma also repeated with

tears: “Don’t tell people about the baby coming, that will only make them say she’s

got one more...”*%*
The reticence about having a daughter indicates the misogynistic atmosphere in the
Siheyuan, where the word ‘girl’ becomes an awkward and inappropriate word to talk about.
However, like in Hosain’s novel, the gendered boundary of Sikeyuan is also negotiable, and
the protagonist gets the privilege of crossing it. Despite being neglected by her father for a
long time, Little Tenth receives his attention after she is discovered by chance to have a
talent for painting. She thus gains the opportunity of entering her father’s study room, unlike
her siblings. Nevertheless, this small privilege is not enough for the protagonist to be treated
equally with men. For the father, the purpose of educating women is not to promote equality
but to shape elegant women to parent the next generation, as he says: ‘I don’t expect very
much of her; I think a girl like her does not need to learn much. If she can learn how to
compose a short poem on her painting when she wants to, that is quite enough’.*>> This
expectation towards women has a nationalist overtone and is supported by many well-
educated men such as Zhou Zuoren, who was Ling’s mentor.*’® By reinventing the
traditional dwelling and women’s daily lives inside, Ling showcases how the layered
patriarchal structure traps women and how this suffocating environment stimulates the
emergence of feminists. In a scene when Little Tenth talks about the Qing-dynasty novel

Ting Hua Yuan with her great-uncle,*’

she starts to imagine ‘take[ing] a Court
examination one day, as my father had in the old days. If I passed it, how happy my mother
would be. She would be admired by everyone in the family. Then nobody would dare to say:
“She has no son!””#*® This episode is reminiscent of a cluster of girls and young women in
women’s writing explored across this thesis, such as Laila in Hosain’s novel and Elizabeth
Dalloway in Mrs Dalloway. They showcase the effects of feminist movements when they
emerged in Europe and Asia. These young girls are recognised as being somewhat sexually
unattractive because of their passion for reading and learning, and have ambivalent feelings
towards the domestic space that confines them. The changes they strive for are not related to

the subversion of the existing order, which reflects a relatively nascent perception of

493 Third Mother refers to the third partner of Ling’s father. Ling’s father has six partners, and the protagonist’s
mother is the fourth.
494 Ling, Ancient Melodies p. 68.
495 Ling, Ancient Melodies p. 122.
4% Zhou Zuoren was a famous Chinese writer. He is Lu Xun’s brother. During the May Fourth Movement, he was
one of the scholars who supported women’s education. But his claims were based on nationalistic appeals, which
were very different with Ling and other female writers. For more details, see Xiaoquan Raphael Zhang’s ‘A Voice
Silenced and Heard: Negotiations and Transactions Across Boundaries in Ling Shuhua’s English Memoirs’ (2012).
497 The book is literally translated as Flowers in the Mirror. The last part of the book is about how the Queen
regnant Wu Zetian allows women to take Court examination and work for the court.
4% Ling, Ancient Melodies, p. 151.
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feminism.

Ling’s attitude towards the domestic mirrors Hosain’s. They did not resolutely step out of
the chambers like their feminist predecessors in the 1920s; instead, they revisited the
interior and portrayed unique modern experiences in the arena of domestic space. Ling’s
writing demonstrates the impact of the aesthetic of mono no aware. The concept was
introduced by the Japanese scholar, Motoori Norinaga (1730—1801), and was regarded as an
important aesthetic in Japanese literature such as The Tale of Genji. It is translated as ‘the
sadness of things’,*** which refers to empathy for things, the awareness of the transience of
things, and the sadness invoked by this consciousness. In Ling’s novel, mono no aware
permeates her description of domestic and urban spaces, reflecting her nostalgia for
transient things and her attempts to capture those fleeting moments. The story has an
atmosphere of mono no aware from the very beginning:

When my father was appointed Mayor of the capital, my family lived in the huge

mayor’s residence. No one can now tell me how many rooms or courtyards it really

contained, but I remember little children often lost their way when they walked out

alone from their own courtyard.>
The large Siheyuan highlights the insignificance of the individuals, which showcases the
aesthetic of mono no aware. Moreover, similar to Murasaki Shikibu, the author of The Tale
of Genji, Ling also notices the gendered feature of mono no aware and focuses on women’s
transient life in her work.’®! The episode that best exemplifies this aesthetic occurs in
Chapter 15, which is about Ling’s experience of living in Kyoto. Ling’s father, who was an
important official, visited Japan three times and made many Japanese friends. He was an
admirer of Japanese political reform, and his affinity for Japan deeply influenced Ling. At
the age of 12, when the Qing Dynasty collapsed, Ling went to Japan with her siblings under
their father’s arrangement. In Kyoto, ‘We saw beautiful mountains from every window; this
was a thrill to me, as I [the protagonist] had longed to live in such a room for many
years’ .32 From Ling’s perspective, Kyoto is a dreamlike city, especially in a festival
atmosphere, as she recalls, ‘In the evening as the lanterns light up, Kyoto seems to change
from a human town into a fairyland’.’® Despite having a much larger scale of space than a
Siheyuan, Kyoto is an enlarged Siheyuan for Little Tenth and her sisters, who are cloistered
in exquisite domestic spaces like cagelings. This setting accentuates the sense of mono no
aware. Life in Kyoto ended abruptly after the drowning of four of Ling’s siblings at
Nunobiki Waterfall. Ling thus appropriately chooses the Sakura Festival to represent her
experiences in Japan. In Japanese culture, Sakura is regarded as a representative object of
mono no aware because of its striking beauty and short flowering period. It evokes the
imagination of life and death simultaneously and creates a gentle sadness for the viewers. In

499 Kazumitsu Kato, ‘Some Notes on mono no aware’, Journal of the American Oriental Society, 82.4 (1962), p.
558.
%0 Ling, Ancient Melodies, p. 11.
% Mono no aware in The Tale of Genji is significantly manifested by the transience of female characters’ life.
92 Ling, Ancient Melodies, p. 211.
93 Ling, Ancient Melodies, p. 212.
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addition, Ling describes a tune sung by her Eighth Sister after they return to their home in
Kyoto. There are only Little Tenth and Eighth Sister in the room, and Little Tenth immerses
herself in her sister’s singing. The lyrics of the tune come from the poem ‘A Flower in the
Haze’( {7t.3E7%) ) by the favourite Chinese poet in Japan, Bai Juyi (772-846):

Flower no flower

mist no mist

arrives at midnight

and leaves at dawn

arrives like a spring dream — how many times

leaves like a morning cloud — nowhere to find.>*
The poem uses images such as flowers and mist, expressing the sentiment of life as a dream.
The Japanese admiration for Bai among many Chinese poets is precisely because the sorrow
in Bai’s poem is in line with the aesthetic of mono no aware. In this episode, Ling integrated
mono no aware with modernist aesthetics. She used a pentatonic scale to record the tune,
which is very similar to what Hope Mirrlees did in her modernist poem that was also
published by The Hogarth Press, Paris: A Poem (1919). In the story, Little Ten does not
understand why her sister falls into sadness. But at the beginning of Chapter 16, the death of
Eighth Sister is explained in a simple sentence: ‘One summer day, Seventh Sister and
Eighth Sister fell into a waterfall on a high mountain and were drowned’.>®® This may
remind the reader of Woolf’s description of Mrs Ramsey’s death in the “Time Passes’
section of 7o the Lighthouse (1927): ‘[Mr. Ramsay, stumbling along a passage one dark
morning, stretched his arms out, but Mrs. Ramsay having died rather suddenly the night
before, his arms, though stretched out, remained empty.]’>% In this brief passage, Ling
integrates modernist writing techniques with mono no aware, and records the traumatic
event with restrained mourning. Moreover, similar to the elision of major world events in
Woolf’s work, Ling’s story omits the tense relationship between China and Japan at the
outbreak of World War 1,>°7 and this echoes Hosain’s elision of Partition in her novel.

394 Po Chii-I (Bai Juyi), The Selected Poems of Po Chii-i, trans. by David Hinton (New York: New Dirctions,
1999), p. 103.

95 Ling, Ancient Melodies, p. 217.

3% Virginia Woolf, 7o the Lighthouse (London: The Hogarth Press, 1930), pp. 199-200.

397 Before World War I, Qingdao (Tsingtao) was once occupied by Germany. Japan declared war on Germany in
1914 and took control of Qingdao after winning the Siege of Tsingtao, which further worsened Sino-Japanese
relationships.
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Figure 3. Pentatonic scale of ‘A Flower in the Haze’

Su Hua Ling Chen, Ancient Melodies (New York: Universe Books, 1988), p. 216.

After this tragedy, Little Tenth returns to China. Ling observes the colonial city of Tianjin
through her perspective:
When one went into the streets, one saw only ugly shops, one after the other, built in
Western style or in a combination of Western and Chinese styles. [...] In the early
morning and in the evening horrible howls summoned the workers to work or to

dismiss them from the factories. Each factory had its own especial howl, but each

sound was bad enough to irritate you.’%

This description of urban landscapes illustrates Ling’s mono no aware of a life that cannot
be returned to, and questions the destruction of the city by colonial activities and industrial
homogeneity. It is very similar to Laila’s observation of urban life in Sunlight on a Broken
Column. This suggests that despite going back to the chambers of their youth through their
writings, neither writer gives up learning about a wider world and ordinary people outside
of their privileged lives. But unlike Hosain’s work, there is no proper ending in Ancient
Melodies. The story ends with Little Ten’s imagination of spring in Beijing, including
‘magnificent palaces, gardens decorated with flowers, peacocks, storks, and hawks. Golden
fishes of various kinds swam in the lotus ponds; tree peonies which were taller than human
beings grew everywhere and gave their gay touch of splendour’.’% Although Hosain also
intentionally avoids direct descriptions of historical events, she portrays the traumatic
experience caused by Partition through individuals’ lives. National histories are more
invisible in Ling’s novels, replaced by self-alienating descriptions of daily life in traditional
China. This not only reflects Ling’s prudence in approaching politics, which is evidenced by
the way she avoided the turmoil of the Anti-Rightist Movement and the Cultural Revolution,
remaining unharmed by the political persecutions, and later in her old age, being well-
treated by the Chinese government. From an aesthetic perspective, this ending exemplifies
the Chinese artistic technique of ‘leaving a blank’ (¥ &), which conveys meaning through
what is left unsaid or unseen. By integrating Western, Japanese and Chinese cultural
heritage in her novel, Ling shapes a unique modernity and invites multiple interpretations of
her work.

98 Ling, Ancient Melodies, pp. 217-18.
99 Ling, Ancient Melodies, p. 256.
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Echoing migrant writers in the previous chapter, Lessing, Han, Hosain and Ling further
complicate identities in their works and expand the borders of Anglophone literature. The
four writers showcase various ways of integrating time and space, making their works
valuable archives documenting specific histories during the period of colonial transition.
Lessing and Han present the spatial dimension of the night. They sculpt the nights in
Southern Rhodesia and colonial Hong Kong into liminal spaces where racial boundaries can
be crossed. Lessing’s story reflects the intensified racial conflicts in the colony and the
author’s anti-colonial stance, and Han’s romance, on the other hand, investigates the
possibility of building transcultural dialogues. Hosain and Ling both select childhood
domestic spaces as containers for neglected histories. The zenana in Lucknow and Siheyuan
in Beijing are both shrouded in a nostalgic ambience, which embodies the writers’ desire for
stability because of their displaced experiences. The highly gendered structure of both
dwellings illustrates the authors’ concern for women'’s repressed position in colonial society,
and by portraying female characters’ struggle in domestic life, they showcase alternative
experiences of modern life in these threshold spaces. From women stepping out of the
domestic in women’s writing of the early twentieth century, to the imaginative return to the
interior in women’s migrant literature, women writers consistently explore the spaces in
reality and fiction, extending the frontiers of literature. They left rich legacies for women
writers in later generations, inspiring them to extend spatial imaginaries beyond domestic,
public, and colonial spaces, with an increasing emphasis on psychological dimension.
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Conclusion

As Doreen Massey argues, space ‘is never finished; never closed. Perhaps we could imagine
space as a simultaneity of stories-so-far’.>!? This understanding suggests a living
connection between space and narrative: space, as a continually shifting environment,
shapes narratives that unfold in it; at the same time, ‘stories-so-far’ implies that these
narratives are ongoing and positioned at a distance. Space, therefore, can be understood as a
gathering of such unfinished stories, continually being created through the stories that are
still being written in the present. This thesis has investigated British and Chinese women’s
writing from 1917 to 1962 from a spatial perspective, tracing how gendered spaces are
imaginatively reshaped and transformed, along with their socio-historical and cultural
significances. It has examined the intertwined relationship between spatial reality and
imagination in selected texts, showing how women’s writing mediates between reality and
fantasy. Filtered through imagination, these reconfigured spaces acquire heterotopian
qualities: they do not offer idealised versions of reality but instead expose the hegemonic
structures embedded in real spaces while envisioning alternative modes of being. This thesis
has also presented a gendered topology of spaces, where ‘gendered spaces’ are sites both
experienced and reimagined by gendered subjects. These spaces give rise to gendered
subjectivities, as women exercise agency and negotiate between personal desires and social
expectations. By highlighting the performativity of these spaces, namely the ways in which
they are historically and culturally constructed, this thesis has shown how women’s writing
both engages with and challenges patriarchal and colonial spatial structures, revealing that
such spaces can simultaneously restrict gendered subjects and provoke resistance.

Unlike previous studies of modern British and Chinese literature that often rely on the direct
connections between the two regions (see Introduction), this thesis has demonstrated the
value of a broadly comparative perspective in examining modernities in British and Chinese
women’s writing. From the late 1910s to the early 1960s, both regions experienced broadly
comparable historical conditions shaped by political upheaval and uneven processes of
modernisation. These shared contexts generated similar patterns of spatial configurations in
women’s writing, through which resonant, though not identical, modernities emerged.
Meanwhile, despite the modernities examined in this thesis have a shared orientation toward
retrospective reflection, they are fundamentally site-specific: each emerges from particular
historical circumstances, literary traditions and writing practices, producing distinct
configurations of modern experiences across texts and regions. British women writers
engage with an already institutionalised modern world, and their texts tend to critique the
patriarchal and colonial systems of exclusion of gendered subjects. By contrast, Chinese
women writers are positioned in a society undergoing incomplete modernisation, they have
a more entangled relationship with the past and often confront harsher living environments

1% Doreen Massey, For Space (London: Sage, 2005), p. 9.
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than their British counterparts. These differing positions are also reflected in their
innovation of literary forms. Whereas the British texts discussed in this thesis tend toward
stylistic experimentation and recognisably modernist techniques, the Chinese works favour
realist modes, though they also adopt new vocabularies in narrating modern experiences.
Taken together, these differences illustrate that modernities neither form a linear narrative
nor a phenomenon solely derived from Eurocentric models. In this sense, this thesis has
argued that British and Chinese women’s writing both inherit and contribute to
interconnected but distinct modernist traditions, and the comparative perspective helps to
illuminate the multiple pathways through which modernities are imagined and experienced.

My analysis followed a trajectory that moves outward, from the proximate to the distant,
beginning with the domestic space of the nineteenth century. By first turning to the
nineteenth century, this thesis demonstrated that modernities did not emerge as a sudden
rupture with the past. Instead, British and Chinese women’s writing display continuity with
domestic fiction and boudoir literature respectively, from before the twentieth century into
the modernist period. These works written in the nineteenth century, both in form and
content, anticipated the aesthetic and ideological innovations of modernism. In the British
context, Charlotte and Emily Bronté incorporated elements of Gothic novels in their
domestic writings, and their works were subsequently reinterpreted by modernist women
writers in later generations, such as Jean Rhys’s prequel to Jane Eyre in Wide Sargasso Sea.
Echoing David Der-wei Wang’s call to dismantle a singular and irreversible literary history,
this thesis also suggested that although the May Fourth Movement is often celebrated as the
origin of Chinese literary modernity, the earliest examples of late Qing women’s fiction,
Shadow of A Dream in the Red Chamber (1877) and Female Jail Flower (1904), which are
frequently positioned at the margin of this narrative, also show features of modernity in
their contestation of patriarchy.’!! Given women’s restricted mobility in the nineteenth
century, domestic space served as the primary arena in which both British and Chinese
women writers shaped gendered subjectivities. Through exercising their imaginations, these
authors transcended the limitations of their lived realities and moved beyond the boundaries
of the interiors that often dominate their fictions. Their use of spaces as sites of resistance
against patriarchy and the imaginative border crossings they perform would find fuller
expression in women’s writing of the twentieth century. Through their reconfiguration of the
domestic sphere into imaginative spaces of resistance, these earlier women writers renewed
the form and content of the novel and paved the way for subsequent modernist writings.
This is exemplified by Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre (1847), Emily Bront&’s Wuthering
Heights (1847), Gu Taiqing’s Shadow of A Dream in the Red Chamber and Wang Miaoru’s
Female Jail Flower.

! David Der-wei Wang F 2 i, ‘Without the Late Qing, Would there be the May Fourth Movement?* {32 B
H A REL?Y |, in Fin-de-Siécle Splendor: Repressed Modernities of Late Qing Fiction, 1848—1911 {#% B4 #
FARM: B/ F ) , trans. by Weijie Song (Taipei: Rye Field Publications, 2003), pp. 15-34.
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Although the two earliest Chinese women’s novels I analysed appeared later than their
British counterparts, this temporal gap does not indicate a delayed engagement with literary
modernity or dependence on Western modes. Instead, the texts I discussed illustrate that
Chinese women writers drew on local literary and philosophical traditions to craft site-
specific modernities that were independently conceived but resonant with contemporaneous
British innovations. In shaping imaginative and dream spaces, women writers from both
regions discussed in Chapter One ‘Redrawing the Domestic’ drew on their respective
cultural resources, whether Gothic fiction or Buddhist and Taoist ideas, blurring the
boundaries between fantasy and reality, and between tradition and modern. These examples
demonstrated that modernities do not emerge ex nihilo or through a sudden break with
tradition but are shaped through dialogue with local cultural heritage.

Turning to the twentieth century, in Chapter Two ‘Inside Out’, I showed that the border-
crossing impulse, previously exercised mostly in the realm of imagination during the
nineteenth century, began to materialise in more situated practices during the period from
1917 to 1929. As women’s access to education, employment and public life expanded, urban
public spaces, as counterparts to domestic spaces, appeared frequently in women’s writing
after 1917. The authors infuse interior and urban spaces with layered meanings. Despite its
traditional association with domesticity, the interior in women’s writing during this period is
destabilised and evokes a sense of the uncanny. Meanwhile, the urban public spaces, though
they symbolise risks, simultaneously enhance women’s visibility, and this effect becomes
more prominent in women’s writing after 1917 than in the nineteenth century. Women
writers created a series of female characters who navigate between the two realms,
unsettling their boundaries. These figures inhabit the threshold between inside and outside,
neither fully confined in the domestic sphere nor entirely free in the public world. In
Katherine Mansfield’s ‘The Garden Party’ (1922) and Chen Hengzhe’s ‘Louise’s Problem’
(1924), both female protagonists express a yearning to move beyond the constraints of the
domestic sphere and to engage more fully with the surrounding community. However,
circumscribed by class, gender norms and social expectations, they are suspended between
aspiration and inaction. I thus described them as ‘inactive travellers’. Their attempt to
engage the outside world signals a desire for transformation but demonstrates the persistent
limits imposed by patriarchal systems. This condition contrasts with female characters in
Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway (1925) and Ding Ling’s ‘Mengke’ (1927), who actively
move through urban public spaces and experience city life as fldneuses. In these texts,
increased mobility shows the characters’ agency, forming a significant departure from the
domestically confined women figures of earlier generations. Nevertheless, despite
differences in the radicalism of their actions, the freedom they experience is transient, and
none of their efforts to transgress boundaries achieves lasting success. By imaginatively
destabilising the borders, these authors construct gendered spaces that resist dominant
patriarchal narrations while still acknowledging the persistence of structural limitations. I
argued that the authors construct threshold modernities in their works, in which women
occupy liminal spaces, momentarily blurring but not subverting established boundaries,
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carrying the promise of emancipation but still being haunted by containment. Domestic and
urban spaces simultaneously embody patriarchal constraints and empower women
characters, constituting ambivalent material conditions that shape their experiences of
modern life.

Shifting from the metropolitan focus of the previous pair of case studies, Chapter Three,
‘Marvels of Floating Cities’, examined how imperial borderlands are reshaped by war and
contested by diverse political forces, thereby transforming individuals’ perceptions of
identities and social relations between 1930 and 1945. In contrast to the earlier emphasis on
cultural and social transformations in major imperial centres such as London, Chapter Three
turned to the exceptional historical conditions produced by war in County Cork, Harbin, the
Sino-Vietnam border, and Shanghai. I adopted an intersectional lens to consider the
entanglements between gendered spatial experiences, ethnic identities and cultural
differences, given that wartime conditions heightened the interplay of these factors. Whether
or not they conform to the conventional definition of urban spaces, I enveloped the spaces
examined in this chapter by the term ‘floating cities’, which I used to describe locations in
imperial borderlands where ideological and cultural forces intersect, and where the
precarious positions of their inhabitants produce senses of marginality. I discussed the
multilayered experiences of gendered subjects through micro- and macro-scopic
perspectives and their role in constituting national belonging and individual identities. In
Elizabeth Bowen’s The Last September (1929) and Xiao Hong’s Market Street (1936), the
protagonists’ encounters with colonial landscapes reflect the circumstances of marginalised
communities in war-torn Ireland and Manchuria respectively. Wartime conditions
exacerbate conflicts based on gender, class, and ethnic differences, leading to the alienation
of interpersonal relationships, as in Bowen’s case. However, as Xiao’s text demonstrates,
such tensions can also be mitigated through moments of cultural resonance and trans-
communal empathy. I argued that the vehicles depicted in Stella Benson’s ‘The Desert
Islander’ (1931) and Eileen Chang’s ‘Sealed Off” (1944) function as microcosmic sites that
showcase a wartime state of exception. In Benson’s story, the enclosed space heightens the
visibility of the unequal power relations, echoing those in Bowen’s text. The tramcar in
Chang’s work parallels the festive gathering portrayed in Xiao’s novel, creating transient
possibilities for intimacy. The imaginative geographies in these cases thus generate affective
scenes of exclusion, proximity and ambivalence, showcasing an affective topography of
wartime women’s experiences. The instability, fragmentation and impermanence of these
landscapes shape a modern condition defined by uncertainty. Like the threshold modernities
shaped by women navigating between domestic and public spheres in the preceding era,
these texts embody modernities that emerged from imperial borderlands. They contest the
Eurocentric notion of modernity by revealing how subjectivities are negotiated in the
contexts of spatial, political and social instability. The characters’ shifting positions in
patriarchal and imperial power structures illustrate how subjectivities are constantly
reconfigured in response to these changing circumstances.
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Continuing the focus on marginal and colonial spaces, Chapter Four ‘Odyssey’ turned to
transnational contexts during the period from 1946 to 1962, where migratory movements
and colonial histories produce contested spatialities. The final four texts examined in this
thesis are written by migrant writers whose configurations of space transcended the national
frameworks that structured my analyses of the earlier periods. Although some female
authors continued to write in nationalistic rhetoric under the intense political climate (see
Chapter Four), the writings of these migrant writers are shaped by displacement. These texts
complicate understandings of belonging and identity, showing gendered spatial experiences
in the juncture where multiple cultures converge and diverse histories overlap. Except for
Doris Lessing, the migrant writers I discussed, Han Suyin, Attia Hosain and Ling Shuhua,
have bilingual or trilingual backgrounds. I argued that their English writings deterritorialise
language as they negotiate different linguistic and cultural contexts, transcending national
boundaries and resisting singular notions of belonging. I read the nighttime spaces in Doris
Lessing’s The Grass is Singing (1950) and Han Suyin’s 4 Many-Splendoured Thing (1952)
as domains where both writers redraw the boundaries of ethnicity and culture across nations.
Compared to other types of spaces examined in this thesis, night represents a less
conventional type of space, but I argued that these writers employ it as a spatialised
narrative device. Set against the backdrop of night, these two works showcase distinct
trajectories of colonial resistance: the former through insurgent violence that contests
imperial dominance, and the latter through a more dialogic strategy that pursues mutual
recognition while simultaneously acknowledging the inequality of colonial relations. The
last category of space considered in this thesis is the childhood home, a site through which I
seek to trace the women’s Odyssey. Many of the female characters I discussed in this thesis,
like Odysseus in Homer’s epic, undertake a prolonged journey and ultimately return to their
point of departure, rediscovering themselves along the way. Focusing on the childhood
homes in Attia Hosain’s Sunlight on a Broken Column (1961) and Ling Shuhua’s Ancient
Melodies (1953), I highlighted the effect of memories in reinventing domestic spheres. The
domestic spaces examined earlier in this thesis are grounded in a here-and-now imagination,
concerned with the transcendence of boundaries. In contrast, the chambers portrayed by
these migrant writers are spaces of nostalgia, where memories are enclosed and complex
affective responses to the colonial past are crystallised. Both nighttime spaces and
childhood homes intersect with time. The former is a spatialised form of time, its dim and
uncertain atmosphere evoking states of anticipation, waiting, and delay that are intertwined
with the migrants’ embodied experiences of uprooting. The reimagined childhood home, on
the other hand, is a temporalised space, where memories solidify into something tangible
and inhabitable, but remain marked by distance. These spatial configurations together
present how migrant women writers negotiate belonging and identities, articulating
modernities grounded in emotion, memory and return, while questioning the perception of
modernity as inherently progressive and forward-looking. These works show an intertextual
quality that is attuned to literary traditions both past and present. Ancient Melodies
exemplifies a form of East Asian modernism, where modernity is intertwined with classical
Chinese literature and the Japanese aesthetic of mono no aware, producing a sensibility
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markedly different from European modernist paradigms. These texts engage in a dialogue
not only with Western modernist literature of the early twentieth century, but also with more
ancient native literary works.

This thesis has traced the shifting spaces in women’s writing from the late 1910s to the early
1960s. It may be read as a response to Lu Xun’s famous question, ‘What happens after Nora
leaves home?’ (see Chapter 2). In his view, the possible outcomes were either ‘to go to the
bad or to return to her husband’.>'> The female-authored texts examined in this thesis,
however, showcase multiple possibilities. Despite female characters often revisiting their
homes in these women writers’ works, they do not simply revert to past modes of existence.
Instead, through their negotiations with spaces both in reality and fantasy, they explore
alternative ways of world-making. Their works demonstrate that women are not located in a
single act of departure or return, but in the continuous movement between spaces and
selves. In this sense, these writing practices respond to a further question based on Lu Xun’s
inquiry: not merely ‘What happens after Nora leaves home’, but zow does Nora reinhabit
and reinvent the world thereafter?

Mapping Affective Topographies

Although this thesis has focused on reinvented physical spaces, it has also suggested that
spaces are not purely discursively constructed, but are felt and inhabited through the body,
charged with affects. Considering the affective qualities of space can highlight the intimate
relationship between emotion and gendered experiences, prompting a further examination of
how women inhabit, perceive and reshape their surrounding environments. Yi-Fu Tuan’s
theory provides a useful approach to understanding the affective dimension of space. He
distinguishes the concepts of space and place: ‘Place is a special kind of object. It is a
concretion of value, though not a valued thing that can be handled or carried about easily; it
is an object in which one can dwell’, while space ‘is given by the ability to move’ that ‘can
be variously experienced as the relative location of objects or places, as the distances and
expanses that separate or link places, and — more abstractly — as the area defined by a
network of places’.>!* Tuan’s notion of topophilia, namely the emotional bond between
individuals and places showcases the sensory intimacy of dwelling.>'* However, such
attachments to place can also produce exclusion and hierarchy. Sara Ahmed’s concept of
orientation shifts the discussion of affective geography to the phenomenological dimension.
For her, orientation shows how bodies move toward certain objects and norms, and renders
belonging as constituted through repeated acts of orientation.’!> Reading women’s writing

512 Lu Xun, ‘What happens after Nora leaves home?’, in Women in Republican China: A Sourcebook, ed. by Hua
R. Lan and Vanessa L. Fong, trans. by Gladys Yang (New York: Routledge, 2015), p. 177.
513 Tuan, Space and Place, p. 12.
5% Yi-Fu Tuan, Topophilia: A Study of Environmental Perception, Attitudes, and Values (New Jersey: Prentice
Hall, 1974), p. 4.
515 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006), p.
1.
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through this lens can reveal how different types of space orient women toward, or away
from freedom or confinement. Women’s writing itself can also be perceived as a process of
orientation, through which writers reorder social relations by reimagining the spaces in their
narratives. Both Tuan and Ahmed’s insights indicate that affective geographies are always
entangled with the orientations of bodies by power relations. Bringing together their ideas
suggests that belonging is a process continually negotiated between the intimacies of place-
making and the unequal orientations towards power.

Interdisciplinary and multimodal methods are necessary in exploring these affective
topographies. Spaces are apprehended not only through sight but also through sound, taste,
smell and touch. Women writers frequently register these non-visual sensations. In the cases
I discussed, from Laura’s touch of the warmth of the sunlight spot, to Cuiyuan’s hearing the
bell of the blockade, and Mary’s smelling the acid scent of Moses, the authors use multiple
senses in their narratives. These sensory traces help indicate characters’ emotional states.
Recent projects such as Xuelei Huang’s Scents of China: A Modern History of Smell (2023)
and Kate McLean’s smell-mapping provide compelling examples for representing such
dimensions of spaces. By bringing together research methodologies from geography,
literature and digital humanities, fleeting affect can be translated into spatial form, making
the micropolitics of feeling more visible.

It is noteworthy that this affective reorientation does not aim to catalogue and map all
emotions, but to reimagine them as spatial practices through which bodies, places and
communities are bound and move, and through which resistance becomes possible. Tracing
the circulation of these emotions in the shifting spaces of women’s writing illuminates the
politics of belonging: who can inhabit space, how spaces are felt and how intimacy and
estrangement are produced. In this sense, an affective cartography recognises emotions as a
mode of world-making, which redefines the relations between bodies, spaces and literary
imaginations.

Entangled Geographies: Postcolonial and Ecological Perspectives

Although this thesis has traced the transformation of gendered spaces in women’s writing
between the late 1910s and early 1960s, the questions about geography, mobility and
belonging it raises continue to attract attention in later periods. Women’s writing after the
1960s falls outside the scope of this thesis. However, this does not imply a rupture with the
modern women’s writing examined in this thesis. On the contrary, gendered spaces continue
to serve as significant arenas in which women writers negotiate the changing socio-
historical conditions of modernisation in later period, albeit in more diverse forms that
invite further study. This thesis has demonstrated how women imaginatively transcend
national and cultural boundaries through spatial configurations, and female authors in later
generations shape similar topographies to respond to renewed socio-historical conditions in
the era of globalisation. Therefore, this calls for further investigation of women’s writing
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practices in the context where imperial boundaries dissolved through a more inclusive
topology.

An inclusive geography requires attention to regions that have been historically
marginalised. This thesis traced migrant women writers’ redefinitions of borders and
repositions of themselves, and these concerns became more prominent after the 1960s. As
this thesis has attempted to demonstrate, British and Chinese women’s writing occupied
seemingly unrelated territories, but they gradually converged into an entangled landscape
shaped by complex political and cultural interrelations. Klaudia Hiu Yen Lee’s Spatial
Stories and Intersecting Geographies: Hong Kong, Britain, and China, 1890—1940 (see
Introduction) provides a compelling example of how to bridge these widely separated areas.
Beyond Hong Kong, women’s writing of other regions such as Taiwan, Singapore and
Malaysia calls for further investigation, especially in relation to British imperial influence
and China’s sustained cultural presence in these areas. Drawing on Shu-mei Shih and David
Der-wei Wang’s theorisation of Sinophone studies,’'® future studies may further transcend
the national framework by situating the texts in the broader linguistic and cultural systems
of Anglophone and Sinophone literature.

Given that this thesis defined spaces primarily through human experience, one limitation
lies in its anthropocentric focus. Apart from human activities, non-human factors also play a
significant role in the shaping of spaces. Incorporating an ecological perspective, especially
through the lens of ecofeminist theory would facilitate the critique of anthropocentrism and
renew understandings of spaces. Though this thesis touched on such issues through
Lessing’s case, it primarily contrasted ecological with artificial landscapes. Ecofeminist
theories invite examination of female subjectivities in a broader ecological context, and
encourage critical engagement with colonial and postcolonial hierarchies, where
environmental and social inequalities are often intertwined. Among the writers examined in
the thesis, Bowen’s depictions of Irish natural landscapes and industrial ruins, alongside
Xiao Hong’s portrayal of landscapes of northeastern China provide compelling illustrations.
Research on the Anthropocene and posthumanism also offers valuable insights in examining
spaces in literature. Anthropocene studies have illuminated the lasting effects of human
activity on ecosystems, which could prompt reconsideration of how writing practices
participate in, conceal or resist these transformations. Posthuman approaches challenge
anthropocentrism, inviting a re-examination of spatial dynamics from perspectives that
exceed human experience. Jeffrey Mathes McCarthy’s Green Modernism: Nature and the
English Novel, 1900 to 1930 (2015) uncovers the presence of nature in novels written by

517

four canonical modernist authors,”'’ thereby challenging the anthropocentric focus on

516 See for instance Shu-mei Shih’s Against Diaspora: Discourses on Sinophone Studies (R ¥i#: #3538 ZH
7 # ) (Taipei: Linking Publishing Company, 2017) and David Der-wei Wang, ‘Sinophone Literature: Boundary
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University (Social Science Edition), 5 (2006), pp. 1-4.
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human consciousness and repositioning modernism as a mode shaped by its entanglement
with the non-human world.>'® Although it does not focus on British modernism, David
Herman’s Narratology beyond the Human: Storytelling and Animal Life (2018) develops an
interdisciplinary approach to narratology and demonstrates that narrative inquiry must
account for representations of non-human beings, therefore offering a valuable framework
for posthuman literary studies.’!® However, this perspective is underexplored in Chinese
literary scholarship, which illustrates the urgency for further research. Nonetheless, the
strategies of imaginatively configuring gendered spaces employed by female writers
discussed in my thesis gesture toward the material contexts in which these subjectivities are
embodied. By investigating the positioning and movement of female characters in different
types of spaces, this thesis highlights the role of space in shaping gendered modern
experiences. Incorporating posthuman approaches can further extend these insights. From
this perspective, the limit of this thesis simultaneously reveals its contributions: it develops
a comparative and transdisciplinary approach to investigate how material realities shape
gendered subjectivities and modern experiences, laying the foundation for future research
attentive to both human and nonhuman dimensions.

518 Jeffrey Mathes McCarthy, Green Modernism: Nature and the English Novel, 1900 to 1930 (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2015), p. 4.
51 See David Herman, Narratology beyond the Human: Storytelling and Animal Life (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2018).
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Summary

Shifting Heterotopias: A Gendered Topology of British and Chinese Women’s Writing,
1917-1962

This thesis investigates British and Chinese women’s writing from 1917 to 1962 through a
spatial lens. Focusing on the representations and reconfigurations of gendered spaces in
novels and short stories, it examines how fictional configurations interact with realities in
modern societies to generate heterotopic sites for the emergence and negotiation of women’s
subjectivities. Intersecting feminist and spatial theories, the study explores the ways women
writers narrate spatial experiences, reclaim spaces as sites of female agency, and produce
imaginative spatial reconfigurations to dismantle dominant patriarchal narratives. Through a
comparative approach, this thesis presents the shared patterns and context-specific
divergences in British and Chinese women'’s spatial narratives, investigating how the spaces
portrayed by women authors engage with material and social realities of the early-to-mid
twentieth century. In doing so, this study argues that women writers’ reconfigurations of
heterogeneous socio-historical realities produce unique spatial knowledges that account for
gendered lived experiences and displace grand historical narratives.

Chapter One, ‘Redrawing the Domestic’, focuses on women’s early writing praxis in the
nineteenth century. Although the study focuses on the twentieth century, this chapter
demonstrates that the spatial imagination of modern women’s writing developed from
earlier literary traditions. Through readings of Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre and Emily
Bronté’s Wuthering Heights, alongside Gu Taiqing’s Shadow of A Dream in the Red
Chamber and Wang Miaoru’s Female Jail Flower, this chapter investigates how women
writers reconfigure the domestic through dreams, fantasies and imaginations. While the
British texts draw on Gothic aesthetics to destabilise boundaries between interior and
exterior spaces, the Chinese works engage with dream spaces in Buddhist and Taoist
traditions. Despite emerging from distinct cultural contexts, these works share a common
strategy of employing imaginative forces to challenge the constraints in women’s lives.

Chapter Two, ‘Inside Out’, moves to the period between 1917 and 1929, when expanding
access to education, employment and public life began to reshape women’s spatial
experiences. This study shows that the border-crossing impulse, previously exercised mostly
in the realm of imagination during the nineteenth century, began to materialise in more
situated practices during this period. Through readings of Katherine Mansfield’s ‘The
Garden Party’ and Chen Hengzhe’s ‘Louise’s Problem’, I explore the figures I term as
‘inactive travellers’ who desire to engage with the outside world but remain constrained by
class expectations and gender norms. The chapter then contrasts this condition with
[flaneuses in Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway and Ding Ling’s ‘Mengke’, yet women’s
mobility remains precarious in these works. I thus argue that these texts articulate ‘threshold
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modernities’, in which women occupy liminal spaces, momentarily blurring but not
subverting established boundaries, carrying the promise of emancipation but still being
haunted by containment.

Shifting away from metropolitan contexts, Chapter Three, ‘Marvels of Floating Cities’
examines imperial borderlands between 1930 and 1945. The chapter investigates how
wartime instability and colonial tensions reshape gendered spatial experiences. I term these
spaces in imperial borderlands where ideological and cultural forces intersect, and where the
precarious positions of their inhabitants produce heightened senses of marginality as
‘floating cities’. In my readings of Elizabeth Bowen’s The Last September and Xiao Hong’s
Market Street, 1 investigate how war-torn landscapes generate feelings of marginality and
displacement among their inhabitants. The analysis then turns to Stella Benson’s ‘The
Desert Islander’ and Eileen Chang’s ‘Sealed Off’, where vehicles function as temporary
microcosms of wartime society. In the spaces discussed in this chapter, hierarchical relations
of class, ethnicity and gender become intensely visible, whilst they also produce fleeting
moments of intimacy.

This thesis examines the transnational contexts that emerged in the post-war period between
1946 and 1962 in Chapter Four ‘Odyssey’. Focusing on migrant writers whose experiences
transcend national literary frameworks, the chapter analyses works by Doris Lessing, Han
Suyin, Attia Hosain and Ling Shuhua. The chapter first examines nighttime spaces in
Lessing’s The Grass is Singing and Han Suyin’s A Many-Splendoured Thing, arguing that
night functions as a spatialised narrative device that allows writers to explore tensions
within colonial societies and imagine forms of resistance. It then turns to the representation
of childhood homes in Attia Hosain’s Sunlight on a Broken Column and Ling Shuhua’s
Ancient Melodies, highlighting the effect of memories in reinventing domestic spheres. I
argue by shaping these spaces migrant women writers negotiate belonging and identities,
articulate modernities grounded in emotion, memory and return, while questioning the
perception of modernity as inherently progressive and forward-looking.

Taken together, the chapters of this thesis trace an outward trajectory from the domestic
sphere to urban public spaces, imperial borderlands and finally transnational spatial
configurations. By investigating these shifting spatial contexts, the thesis demonstrates how
these works expose the patriarchal and colonial structures embedded in daily life while
simultaneously envisioning alternative possibilities for challenging these hierarchies.
Ultimately, this thesis offers a critical framework for comprehending the interplay of gender,
space, and histories, challenging both male-centred and Eurocentric paradigms while
contributing to interdisciplinary dialogue in comparative literary studies.
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Samenvatting

Verschuivende Heterotopieén: Een Gegenderde Topologie van Britse en Chinese
Vrouwenschrijven, 1917-1962

Dit proefschrift onderzoekt het vrouwenschrijven in Groot-Brittanni€¢ en China van 1917 tot
1962 vanuit een ruimtelijk perspectief. Met een focus op de representaties en
herconfiguraties van gendergerelateerde ruimtes in romans en korte verhalen onderzoekt het
hoe fictieve configuraties interageren met sociale realiteiten in moderne samenlevingen om
heterotopische ruimtes te genereren voor het ontstaan en de onderhandeling van vrouwelijke
subjectiviteit. Door feministische en ruimtelijke theorieén met elkaar te verbinden verkent
deze studie de manieren waarop vrouwelijke schrijvers ruimtelijke ervaringen verbeelden,
ruimtes heroveren als plaatsen van vrouwelijke handelingsbekwaambheid, en imaginatieve
ruimtelijke herconfiguraties ontwikkelen om dominante patriarchale narratieven te
ontmantelen. Vanuit een vergelijkende benadering brengt dit proefschrift zowel gedeelde
patronen als contextspecifieke verschillen in Britse en Chinese ruimtelijke narratieven in
kaart en onderzoekt het hoe de door vrouwelijke auteurs verbeelde ruimtes zich verhouden
tot de materi€le en sociale realiteiten van het begin tot het midden van de twintigste ecuw.
Daarbij betoogt deze studie dat de herconfiguraties van heterogene sociaal-historische
realiteiten door vrouwelijke schrijvers unieke ruimtelijke kennis produceren die recht doet
aan gendergebonden geleefde ervaringen en dominante historische narratieven verschuitt.

Hoofdstuk Eén, ‘Redrawing the Domestic’, richt zich op de vroege schrijfpraktijken van
vrouwen in de negentiende eeuw. Hoewel deze studie zich richt op de twintigste eeuw, laat
dit hoofdstuk zien dat de ruimtelijke verbeelding in het moderne vrouwenschrijven
voortkomt uit eerdere literaire tradities. Aan de hand van lezingen van Charlotte Bronté’s
Jane Eyre en Emily Bront&’s Wuthering Heights, naast Gu Taiqing’s Shadow of A Dream in
the Red Chamber en Wang Miaoru’s Female Jail Flower, onderzoekt dit hoofdstuk hoe
vrouwelijke schrijvers het huiselijke domein herconfigureren door middel van dromen,
fantasieén en verbeelding. Terwijl de Britse teksten gebruikmaken van gotische esthetiek
om de grenzen tussen binnen- en buitenruimtes te destabiliseren, gaan de Chinese werken in
op droomruimtes binnen boeddhistische en taoistische tradities. Ondanks dat zij uit
verschillende culturele contexten voortkomen, delen deze werken een gemeenschappelijke
strategie: het inzetten van verbeeldingskrachten om de beperkingen in het leven van
vrouwen ter discussie te stellen.

Hoofdstuk Twee, ‘Inside Out’, verschuift de focus naar de periode tussen 1917 en 1929,

waarin de toenemende toegang tot onderwijs, werkgelegenheid en het openbare leven de

ruimtelijke ervaringen van vrouwen begon te hervormen. Deze studie laat zien dat de impuls

tot grensoverschrijding, die in de negentiende eeuw voornamelijk in het domein van de

verbeelding werd uitgeoefend, in deze periode begon te materialiseren in meer gesitueerde
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praktijken. Aan de hand van lezingen van Katherine Mansfield’s ‘The Garden Party’ en
Chen Hengzhe’s ‘Louise’s Problem’ onderzoek ik de figuren die ik aanduid als ‘inactieve
reizigers’: personages die verlangen zich met de buitenwereld te verbinden, maar beperkt
blijven door klasseverwachtingen en gendernormen. Het hoofdstuk contrasteert deze
toestand vervolgens met de fldneuses in Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway en Ding Ling’s
Mengke, al blijft de mobiliteit van vrouwen in deze werken precair. Ik betoog daarom dat
deze teksten ‘drempelmoderniteiten’ articuleren, waarin vrouwen liminale ruimtes bezetten,
gevestigde grenzen tijdelijk vervagen maar niet ondermijnen, en de belofte van emancipatie
dragen terwijl zij nog steeds worden achtervolgd door vormen van begrenzing.

Hoofdstuk Drie, ‘Marvels of Floating Cities’, verlegt de aandacht van grootstedelijke
contexten naar imperiale periferieén in de periode tussen 1930 en 1945. Het hoofdstuk
onderzoekt hoe instabiliteit in oorlogstijd en koloniale spanningen gendergebonden
ruimtelijke ervaringen hervormen. Ik duid deze ruimtes in imperiale periferieén, waar
ideologische en culturele krachten elkaar kruisen en waar de precaire posities van hun
bewoners versterkte gevoelens van marginaliteit voortbrengen, aan als ‘drijvende steden’. In
mijn lezingen van Elizabeth Bowen’s The Last September en Xiao Hong’s Market Street
onderzoek ik hoe door oorlog verscheurde landschappen gevoelens van marginaliteit en
ontheemding onder hun bewoners genereren. De analyse richt zich vervolgens op Stella
Benson’s ‘The Desert Islander’ en Eileen Chang’s ‘Sealed Oft”, waarin voertuigen
functioneren als tijdelijke microkosmen van de oorlogssamenleving. In de ruimtes die in dit
hoofdstuk worden besproken worden hiérarchische relaties van klasse, etniciteit en gender
bijzonder zichtbaar, terwijl zij ook vluchtige momenten van intimiteit voortbrengen.

Hoofdstuk Vier, ‘Odyssey’, onderzoekt de transnationale contexten die in de naoorlogse
periode tussen 1946 en 1962 ontstonden. Met een focus op migrerende schrijvers wier
ervaringen nationale literaire kaders overstijgen analyseert dit hoofdstuk werken van Doris
Lessing, Han Suyin, Attia Hosain en Ling Shuhua. Het hoofdstuk onderzoekt eerst
nachtelijke ruimtes in Doris Lessing’s The Grass is Singing en Han Suyin’s 4 Many-
Splendoured Thing, en betoogt dat de nacht functioneert als een geruimtelijkt narratief
middel dat schrijvers in staat stelt spanningen binnen koloniale samenlevingen te verkennen
en vormen van verzet te verbeelden. Vervolgens richt de analyse zich op de representatie
van huizen uit de kindertijd in Attia Hosain’s Sunlight on a Broken Column en Ling
Shuhua’s Ancient Melodies, waarbij het effect van herinneringen bij het heruitvinden van
huiselijke sferen wordt benadrukt. Ik betoog dat migrerende vrouwelijke schrijvers door
deze ruimtes vorm te geven onderhandelen over verbondenheid en identiteit, en
moderniteiten articuleren die geworteld zijn in emotie, herinnering en terugkeer, terwijl zij
tegelijkertijd de opvatting van moderniteit als inherent progressief en toekomstgericht ter
discussie stellen.

Samen genomen tonen de hoofdstukken van dit proefschrift een naar buiten gerichte
ontwikkeling, van de huiselijke sfeer naar stedelijke publieke ruimtes, imperiale periferieén
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en uiteindelijk transnationale ruimtelijke configuraties. Door deze verschuivende ruimtelijke
contexten te onderzoeken laat het proefschrift zien hoe deze werken de patriarchale en
koloniale structuren blootleggen die in het dagelijks leven zijn ingebed, terwijl zij
tegelijkertijd alternatieve mogelijkheden verbeelden om deze hiérarchieén ter discussie te
stellen. Uiteindelijk biedt dit proefschrift een kritisch kader voor het begrijpen van de
wisselwerking tussen gender, ruimte en geschiedenis, waarbij zowel mannelijk gecentreerde
als eurocentrische paradigma’s worden bevraagd en tegelijkertijd wordt bijgedragen aan
interdisciplinair debat binnen de vergelijkende literatuurwetenschap.
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