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Solving a Disputed Topic about Novel Theory in the
Early Republic of China: On the Overlap of Guan

Daru’s On Novel and Li Simian’s Serials on Novel
Wu Guoyi

Abstract:Guan Daru’s On Novel and Lu Simian's Serials on Novel are considered to be the two most
systematic theses on novel theory in the early period of the Republic of China. The scholars after
them noticed and discussed heatedly about the apparent overlap of their ideas, contents, and writings
between the two works without agreement for a long time. It so became a historical dispute. Learning
from Li Simian’s Diary, we know that Guan and Li were close relatives. Guan was Lu’s elder male
cousin. They shared common interests, organized a poetry club and cultivated friendship when
young. Later they corresponded to each other frequently, which testified their close relationship.
There is an incomplete manuscript in Lt Simian’s posthumous work, which in fact i1s the second
and fourth chapters of Guan’s work, “Categories of Novel” and “Positioning Novel in Literature”.
So Guan Daru’s work was not composed on his own, and Li Simian was an important co-author.
It 1s also possible that Lu Simian is the real author and merely published the work in the name of
Guan. Therefore, i1t is understandable that when Li wrote his Serials on Nowvel, he inherited and
revised his previous writings. With two-year careful consideration, Lii felt not content and decided
to extend his statement, thereby finishing his Serials on Novel with 30,000 characters. The most
important feature of this article 1s that he introduced western theories into the analysis of Chinese
novel tradition which was endowed with new meanings. He not only sorted out the novel criticisms
from the late Qing Dynasty on and drew a systematic conclusion, but also further interpreted the
major problems in novel theory and in his previous argument, thus extending the scope and depth of
novel theory. In addition, the two works were considered to be highly influenced by western literary
theories, and have become the model for theoretical research on contemporary novels. In fact, just like
how he taught commercial economy and commercial geography, in writing articles on novel theory,
he turned to some Japanese works for reference. At that time, very few western aesthetic or literary
works were translated directly into Chinese, and Japanese intermediary was one of the important

approaches of Lii to access such works.
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