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ASTUDY ON FAMILY LEGENDARY NARRATIVE OF
FEMALE OVERSEAS CHINESE WRITERS
—— ON LING SHUHUA’S NOVEL: ANCIENT
MELODIES AND HONG YING’S NOVEL: DAUGHTER
OF THE RIVER

ABSTRACT

Ling Shuhua wrote Ancient Melodies between 1930s and 1950s, and Hong Ying finished her
novel Daughter of the River during 1980s. From Ling to Hong, female overseas Chinese writers
have gained enduring popularity in Western countries. Both Westerners and Chinese acquire new
knowledge of China and get pictures of the history and traditional culture of this country form
their novels. Their success results from intentional writing rather than occasional one because the
novels meet with expectation of Western readers in writing skills and the shaping of family status
and Chinese imagination. Both Ling and Hong paid attention to daily family life, self-awareness
and female consciousness, while they varied in time and culture background. This thesis tries to
find the general rules in the writing of female overseas Chinese writers, as well as the differences
between Ling and Hong in their cultural mentality and the development of cross-cultural
transmission methods as time changes.

Key words: self-awareness, female consciousness, Chinese imagination, text structure
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ASTUDY ON FAMILY LEGENDARY NARRATIVE OF
FEMALE OVERSEAS CHINESE WRITERS
—— ON LING SHUHUA’S NOVEL: ANCIENT
MELODIES AND HONG YING’S NOVEL: DAUGHTER
OF THE RIVER

Ling Shuhua wrote Ancient Melodies between 1930s and 1950s, and Hong Ying finished her
novel Daughter of the River during 1980s. From Ling to Hong, female overseas Chinese writers
have gained enduring popularity in Western countries. Both Westerners and Chinese acquire new
knowledge of China and get pictures of the history and traditional culture of this country form
their novels. Their success results from intentional writing rather than occasional one because the
novels meet with expectation of Western readers in writing skills and the shaping of family status
and Chinese imagination. Both Ling and Hong paid attention to daily family life, self-awareness
and female consciousness, while they varied in time and culture background. This thesis tries to
find the general rules in the writing of female overseas Chinese writers, as well as the differences
between Ling and Hong in their cultural mentality and the development of cross-cultural
transmission methods as time changes.

In the environment of women writers discussing family life and philosophy and lashing at the
cruel feudal ethics, Ling Shuhua formed a unique style of writing. Her works mostly depict
female’s anguish and sorrow in feudal noble families, focusing on the emotional and
psychological characterization, highlighting the artistry of works. Hong Ying was born in a poor
family as an illegitimate daughter about sixty years later than Ling Shuhua. The sense of hunger
and guilt makes her works reveal rebellious awareness and keen feelings. The human well-being at
the south bank of Chongging and the growth of a rebellious and sensitive girl under specific
history background open a window where Westerners can get access to ordinary Chinese people.

Family legendary narrative centers in family life and autobiographical fiction, which tells
stories in the first person. This makes what “I” see and think more reliable, and self-awareness
sprout out through psychological description. From Ling to Hong, half of the century passed by,
but their loneliness continued down. In their autobiography, both of them have rendered their own
loneliness which makes their perspective on families more subtle and restraining. In their novels,
self-awareness is the opposite of “the external other” which means feudal relations within the
family under the influence of traditional culture to Ling and family or personal fate under fanatical
tragedy and natural disasters to Hong.

Years later, the family impact on female life turns from suppressing to missing in the eye of
the two writers. In the early twentieth century, feudal patriarchal system has not yet been broken
so women felt anxious as Ling in a large family, where they are vassal products of patriarchal
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society, just like exquisite vases. However, breakthrough force was saving, and “the new women”
out of the home into the community gradually became the trend. The idea of gender equality is
also on the horizon. In 1960s, the feudal patriarchal system has long gone, but women did not
completely get rid of family restrictions. Although female stepped to the society, they did not get
strong support from their families and had to face difficulties alone. Mother's generation chose to
surrender and endure in silence, while Hong Ying’s generation chose to rebel and flee. The warm
meaning of family faded, and it was absent from females’ life. Females were still caught in
families and struggles.

Self-awareness and female consciousness in the two novels are inextricably linked with
families which are inextricably linked with countries. In a sense, a family is a microcosm of the
country. The demise of the traditional culture and influx of modern civilization led to difficult
trade-offs for Ling, so she praised the wonderful and elegant family as the carrier of traditional
culture, but at the same time she criticized the decadent feudal patriarchal in the vision of modern
civilization. From the turning point of a family between tradition and modern civilization, we can
see a similarly situated country. Hong Ying's family is full of hunger, lack of communication
among family members and mostly important, lack of love. The country at that time was the same.
Famine starved countless people, and the Cultural Revolution and political fanaticism led to loss
of trust among people. Self-protection and personal gains were valued, which resulted in abnormal
families and society. Hong Ying exposed the darkness of human nature by indifferences of the
family and the society.

When writing autobiographical novels, writers often choose to describe the impressive
scenes and typical daily imagery which accord to the purpose or style of writing. When viewing
writers’ imagery, we cannot see them as exactly the same in real life, for they are unconsciously
beautified or uglified. Screens, bronze incense burners, potted flowers, Gugin, red paint desk cases
are typical and essential furnishings in traditional Chinese literati’s studies. Elegant furniture and
luxurious materials reflect the owner's social status and cultural attributes, so those imagery has
become typical images of literati elegance. Ling portrayed such scenario, intending to bring
Western readers into the aesthetic field of traditional Chinese culture, where the story happened
with the exotic charm of Eastern ancient ways. That’s why Ling named the novel Ancient
Melodies.

What Hong Ying shows in her novel is ugly scenes. Overcrowded, dilapidated and humid,
the 6th yard is just like a prison. Six children slept on the loft but at daytime the bed had to be torn
down for meals; garbage reeked of bad odor; and dirty public toilets formed incredible pictures of
her family life. Her calm tone creates a real living space of poor families, full of vulgar selfishness.
Shocking details of the description generate great distance from most readers’ cognitive, obtaining
the effect of ugliness.

Daily narration of the family is a means of cross-cultural narrative, which takes readers into
writers’ culture and life. Both Ling Shuhua and Hong Ying have adopted this narrative method to
achieve legendary effect. Works full of Chinese imagination become a link between them (in a
foreign land) and remote motherland that gives them spiritual support and comfort from distant
places. Families, what they are most familiar with in their early years, naturally become imagine
carrier for Chinese culture and history. However, different family background and time created
different writing modes. Born in a noble family, Ling wrote her knowledge about ancient China
instead of comments because she believed that Westerners wanted to know the Chinese lifestyle
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and she exactly had resources to interpret them. She beautified the fragments of her childhood
memories and family life scenes to create elegant impression of Chinese culture for Western
readers. Born poor, Hong showed miserable life at the bottom of society as well as political events
such as Culture Revolution. She appropriately uglified her early family life, blending in the
ideology and building up self-identity in misery. Those who are already familiar with the ancient
Chinese civilization through Ling Shuhua and other writers pay great curiosity and interest in the
other side of this country. Based on their own experience and the Western interests, Ling and Hong
interpreted China's beauty and ugliness, forming the two sides of Chinese imagination in historical
changes.

Since the May Fourth Movement, women writers have emerged in modern Chinese literary
field. Because of limited space for women's lives, most of them chose to prose the things they are
familiar with and express delicate emotional experience, so the works tend to feature in prose style.
The novel Ancient Melodies describes beautiful and bright scenes, with elegant furnishings
forming a unified aesthetic style. Lifestyle and aesthetic taste of ancient civilizations constitute a
powerful attraction to Western readers, but they are not familiar with those Chinese allusions in
the book, so Ling Shuhua inserted introductions to Chinese culture, literature and history, causing
the formation of pauses in the text, which reveals the prose style. Daughter of the River tells the
story of the suffering and fleeing, where Hong Ying built multi-space-time structure. Family fate
and history closely links to the political environment, with strong dramatic features.
Multi-space-time greatly enriches the structure of the autobiographical fiction, making the article
literary and attractive. Ling and Hong each chose the proper structure of the text based on their
novel theme and intent, making it easier for Westerners to accept their novels.

From Ling to Hong, their expectation that getting Western’s recognition has never changed.
Ling compromised in painting by showing Western scenery in Chinese eyes, while Hong revealed
family secrets. What differs in their novels is the way they build “Chinese imagination”. In the
period of Ling, both East and West were involved in wars and traditions were broken, so the
concept of country and culture could arouse resonance. Years later, the world was getting peaceful
and the new China seemed mysterious for its ideology. Hong showed the life of common people in
the view of Eastern and Western culture-blending.

Based on cultural differences, they made use of Western curiosity about China. Blending
cultural perspectives and their way of thinking bring out the greatest value of their works.



