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Expectation Horizon: The Esthetic Acceptance of Ibsen’s
Theater from Hu Shi’s Lifetime Affairs to Cao Yu’s Thunderstorm
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Abstract: The expectation horizon, also called the horizon of expectations, is one of the important concepts
in receptional esthetic. Although Mandelco casts doubts about the practicality of this concept, he divides
expectations on the horizon of historical synchronicity into three different subgroups: expectation of the
background (i.e., expectation of the era), expectation of the works and expectation of the author. Making
observations in these three aspects, we can find that to meet the expectation of the era, Ibsen’s A Doll’s
House was accepted by the Chinese theater during the May Fourth Times. Modeled after Ibhsen’s Nora,
Hu 8Shi's The Lifelong Affairs can be considered a combination of the "form of expression" and "form of
content.” Through his work, Hu put forth his understanding of the so-called New Drama, which became
the theater later on. Hu's understanding was “discussion” by Ibsen’s style, and such Ibsen-styled discussion
influenced the Chinese academia, which soon became fond of discussions. In Hu's The Lifelong Affairs, he
followed up on Ibsen’s tackling of the complexity of marriage and love, an issue in the spotlight in China
during the May Fourth period. Therefore, it met the expectation of the era. It is not until the 1930s that
such expectations brought forth such classics as Cao Yu's Thunderstorms and such playwrights as Cao Yu.
Cao accepted not only the realist theater in Ibsen’s prime years but also the symbolist theater in his late
years. That is, the birth of the classic resulted from the acceptance of both traditions. For instance, Cao’s
Thunderstorm has traces of imitating Ibsen's Ghosts, yet the success of Thunderstorm was achieved after the
playwright overcame the “influence anxiety” often found in classic playwrights and classic plays. Once the
expectation of the work was met with Cao's Thunderstorm, the expectation of the author came up with Cao.
His Thunderstorm became his obstacle, a roadblock in his lifelong journey of creative writings. When the
play “worldly famous,” the audiences could no longer “accept other, different products.” He wrote such
plays as Sunrise, Wilderness, Pekingese and so on, which raised the audiences’ “horizon of expectations,” but
he also wrote The Moult. during the War of Resistance to Japan and A Bright and Clear Sky. The hegemony
between Wu and Yue State , Wang Zhaojun and so on after 1940, For these plays, the audiences’ horizon
of expectations were constantly readjusted or destroyed. This makes it difficult to divide the horizons of

expectations with regard to Cao in different periods of time.

Keywords: expectation horizon, Henrik Johan Ibsen, esthetic acceptance, Hu Shi's Lifetime Affairs, Cao Yu's
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