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Tagore has an exceptional sense in perceiving and experiencing the beauty of the nature.
For instance, in trees he hears “the yearning voice of the dumb earth”; he sees the evening sky
“like a window, and a lighted lamp, and a waiting behind it” (Tagore: 232 248). When he is
fully immersed in nature, Tagore blurs the line that separates himself as a human being from
nature. He writes, “I am like the road in the night listening to the footfalls of its memories in
silence,” and “I am the autumn cloud, empty of rain, see my fullness in the field of ripened
rice” (Tagore 248). He celebrates this merging by writing, “My thoughts shimmer with these
shimmering leaves and my heart sings with the touch of this sunlight; my life is glad to be
floating with all things into the blue of space, into the dark of time” (Tagore 244). Unlike
Kant’s “disinterestedness” in the appreciation of aesthetics, Tagore closes the gap between
himself as a subject and nature as an object; instead, he integrates himself into nature.

Bing Xin shares Tagore’s acuteness in sensing beauty in nature. She hears that “朦胧

的月下 – 长廊静院里° /不是清磬破了岑寂, /便落花的声音, /也听得见了” (Under
the dim moonlight,/in the silent corridor of courtyard,/not the clear bell/but the falling
petals/break the stillness) and sees “晚霞边的孤帆, ／在不自觉里／完成了＂自然＂
的图画” (The lonely sailboat/set against the sunset clouds/in its unconsciousness/
accomplishes a picture of “nature”) (Bing 93–4, 60, my translation). Like Tagore,
Bing Xin also fuses herself with nature in such lines as “我是横海的燕子, ／要寻觅

隔水的窝巢° ” (I am a swallow that is separated by the sea./I am looking for my nest on
the other side of the water) (Bing 19, my translation). Thus, sharing Tagore’s love for
nature and sensitivity of its perception, Bing Xin constructs her own aesthetic world of
nature that distantly corresponds to Tagore’s.

Alongside nature, the theme of love is just as notable. Love is a major and all-
encompassing concept in Tagore’s philosophy. The word “love” appears with the
greatest frequency in Stray Birds. Tagore uses it twenty-seven times. It runs through
Stray Birds from the beginning to the end, starting from the third poem, which reads,
“The world puts off its mask of vastness to its lover” until the last poem, “Let this be my
last word, that I trust in thy love” (Tagore: 220 262). In content, the theme of love
permeates almost all the poems in Stray Birds: the relationship between human beings
and nature, between human beings themselves, and between men and God. In all, love
enwraps the whole world. The effusion of the expression of love testifies to Tagore’s
philosophy of love, which is that in love “all the contradictions of existence merge
themselves and are lost. Only in love are unity and duality not in variance” (Gupta 61).

Tagore’s belief in love has a deep influence on Bing Xin. It is well acknowledged that
it constitutes a third vital part of her philosophy in addition to her own family back-
ground and Christian belief. In fact, Bing Xin is most known as a modern Chinese
woman writer concerned with love. Like Tagore, Bing Xin’s concept of love is all-
encompassing. A most frequently quoted motto of Bing Xin is that “With love, there is
everything.” In her two poetry collections, this theme is also the most prevalent one.

Tagore’s other themes also find echo in Bing Xin’s poetry. For instance, on the relationship
between silence and speech, both of them think that words are limited and that silence is the
highest form for expressing truth or beauty. Regarding the dialectics of humility and greatness,
Tagore points out that “We come nearest to the great when we are great in humility” (Tagore
235). Bing Xin uses a metaphor of the flowers at the corner of the wall to express the similar
thought. Their common thought on smallness embodying greatness is also reflected in both
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poets’ valorization of children. They share the same thinking that the Great and children are
close to each other in their innocent wisdom and transcendence from worldly vulgarity.

2.4. Figures of speech

If images, philosophical meanings, and themes are materials Bing Xin borrows from
Tagore, then figures of speech are devices that Bing Xin inherits from Tagore’s pattern
of weaving the materials together. In Fanxing and Chunshui Bing Xin uses the same
figures of speech on similar or identical natural objects to arrive at the same meaning as
Tagore. For instance, Tagore’s poem CLXI writes, “The cobweb pretends to catch
dewdrops and catches flies” (Tagore 246). Bing Xin’s corresponding poem in
Chunshui reads, “小蜘蛛！／停止你的工作罢, ／只网住些儿尘土呵！”(Little spi-
der!/Stop your work,/you only catch some dust!) (Bing 63, my translation). Bing
Xin’s poem acts as the flip side of Tagore’s poem: Tagore’s cobweb appears silly but
is really cunning, whereas Bing Xin’s spider intends to be hardworking but turns out to
be stupid. They are like two sides of one coin: opposite but representing the same thing.
In this way, Bing Xin’s verse reflects Tagore’s.

Tagore uses a lot of antonyms to create contrasting meanings and parallel structures. For
instance, in poem LXXX he writes, “Let life be beautiful like summer flowers and death like
autumn leaves” (Tagore 237). In structure, the two lines parallel each other. In meaning,
“life” and “death” and “summer flowers” and “autumn leaves” form oppositions between
two states of being. This feature of Tagore’s writing can be easily found in Bing Xin’s poems.
As a matter of a fact, poem 22 of Fanxing deftly responds to Tagore’s. Bing Xin’s poem
reads, “生离 – ／是朦胧的月日, ／死别 – ／是憔悴的落花” (parting in life – /is the
obscured sun and moon,/separated by death – /is the weathered, fallen flower) (Bing 9, my
translation). In her poem Bing Xin uses the celestial objects – the sun and the moon – to
contrast the botanical item – flower – to parallel the contrast between life and death.
Although the images are changed, the parallel structure of Bing Xin’s poem follows
Tagore’s pattern so closely that they achieve a similar contrast between life and death.

2.5. Philosophical meaning

Tagore’s poems in Stray Birds all have deep philosophical meanings, which constitute one
of the most noted features of Tagore’s poetic writing. This motto-like, epigrammatic
feature consequently becomes Bing Xin’s style. Su Xuelin, Bing Xin’s contemporary female
writer, comments that Bing Xin’s poems, which are well put with only ten or more words
or phrases, cannot be explained by thousands of words (cited in Xu 90).

Tagore’s other techniques, such as analogies, dialogues, rhetorical questions, and
imperative sentences that address his readers directly as friends, are all well represented
in Bing Xin’s poems. Together with their common images, themes, and other literary
characteristics, all these similarities and correspondences demonstrate Bing Xin’s con-
scious and conscientious imitation of Tagore.

Bing Xin’s imitation of Tagore is literary; however, what lies behind it is their
comparable thinking. Zhu Fenghua proposes that Tagore’s fascination for nature,
which manifests his philosophy of pantheism, corresponds to the spirit of the May
Fourth era in China. Zhu sees a commonality between the two in their mutual
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inspiration drawn from the liberty and life force of nature (Zhu 41–42) . In fact, Bing
Xin herself sees their accord is larger than that. She expresses her affinity with Tagore
explicitly that

Your ultimate belief – your belief that “there is a grand harmony between universe and
individuals’ souls” and your poems that hoard and emanate “natural beauty” permeate my
mind. Bit by bit, they synchronize with my thoughts, which no words can express, into
chords and plays a toneless and soundless music that is cryptic, mysterious, and amazing.
(Bing 7, my translation)

Bing Xin strongly identifies herself with Tagore. It shows that her imitation of him is
not random but out of their kindred minds rooted in their shared belief.

The significance of imitation is that it provides the legitimacy for Bing Xin to start her
own creation. It ignites and justifies the short and prosaic form of poetry and helps Bing
Xin to blaze a new trail in poetic writing. Moreover, Stray Birds furnishes the prototype
for Bing Xin to follow; imitation is her way of learning. With imitation as modeling, Bing
Xin reproduces Tagore’s major writing features as well as his particular images, rhetoric,
philosophical thoughts, and meanings. Also with imitation as translation, she both
transfers those characteristics and transforms them in her own poetic writing.

3. Creation

The imitation does not make Bing Xin’s writing derivative. Rather, true to what
Robinson describes, she wanders far and freely from her model to start on her own.
In other words, imitation helps her find her own creativity. The form, the most evident
part of imitation, as Bing Xin herself acknowledges, is a good example. In addition to
the total abandonment of rhyme, Tagore’s English poems and their Chinese translation
do not follow any particular pattern; some are made up of one line and others a few
short lines. The length of the lines also varies: it can be one long line of more than
twenty words, or several short lines with four or five words in each. Nevertheless, in her
adaptation she keeps the brevity of the poems but changes the length and number of the
lines. Of all the poems in Fanxing and Chunshui, there are none made up of one long
line, as is common in Stray Birds. Rather, Bing Xin writes her poems in a slightly more
regular form than Tagore: there are no more than twelve characters in one line and no
poems with fewer than three lines or exceeding fourteen lines. In this way, Bing Xin
actually creates her own form on the basis of her adaptation of Tagore’s.

Bing Xin does not just appropriate the form of Stray Birds but makes it her entire
project. The themes, perspective, poetics, politics, and other writing features all undergo
changes. In themes, she connects her shared themes with Tagore to her environment. In
perspective, she changes Tagore’s male or even patriarchal point of view into a female
and feminist one. In contrast to Tagore’s English poetics that has Orientalist flavor,
Bing Xin explicitly writes with classical Chinese and contemporary May Fourth poetics.
Behind all of these changes, Bing Xin exhibits her social and political consciousness as
an early modern Chinese woman writer.
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3.1. Personal

Bing Xin rewrites Tagore’s influences with the distinct characteristics of her own
environment. Generally speaking, Bing Xin changes the transcendental, abstract, uto-
pian, mystical, and ahistorical atmosphere in Stray Birds into a specific, concrete, real,
and contextualized one in Fanxing and Chunshui. In Stray Birds, there are no people or
events that correspond to Tagore’s life. Rarely in his poems can one detect evidence of
Tagore’s own environment, let alone the social background in Bengal or India more
broadly, at a time when anti-British sentiments were high. Furthermore, the word
“God,” as well as Tagore’s religious thinking, permeates almost every poem of Stray
Birds and lends them a strong sense of mysticism.

Although Bing Xin does not make the political issues of her times the major topics of
her poetry or write about them directly, she does not exclude them from her poems;
rather, she makes her social climate perceptible through her writing. Furthermore,
writing autobiographically is a distinctive feature that separates Bing Xin from
Tagore. This can be seen that although Bing Xin and Tagore both use first-person
narrators in their poems Tagore’s narrator “I” stands separately from the life of Tagore
whereas the “I” in Bing Xin’s poems coincides with Bing Xin herself in life. As a result,
while following Tagore, Bing Xin either adapts his themes according to her Chinese
context or adds the personal and social situations that are lacking in Tagore’s writing.
In a word, Bing Xin takes over the features of Tagore’s Stray Birds and assimilates them
into her creation with her own personal and social characteristics.

3.1.1. Childhood/children
In Tagore’s philosophy, children are creations of God; therefore, children have a natural
affinity with nature. Also, being incarnations of freedom and angels of love, children are
the group that is closest to God. Tagore does not put children in opposition to adults.
Rather, they are independent of each other. By contrast, although Bing Xin also treats
children as pure, innocent, carefree, and adorable, her thought of children has more to
do with the biological stage and social involvement – that children are at an early stage
of life and have not been contaminated by society yet. Most of her childhood poems
overlap with those on love, in which she recollects happy times spent with her
immediate and extended family or unforgettable moments in the past. Bing Xin’s
poems about childhood, corresponding to her essay on the same topic, has the feature
of being autobiographical in content and nostalgic in feeling.

In addition to appearing personal and private, Bing Xin’s childhood poems have
strong social meanings. Childhood plays an indispensable role in the formation of the
identity of the adults. In the case of early modern Chinese writers, the connection is
especially strong because many of them feel compelled to go back to their childhood to
understand their own identity and the nation, both of which undergo the agonizing
process of construction. Bing Xin’s childhood poems put her within this group. At the
same time, childhood represents a carefree, pure, and happy time for her to fight the
issues or evils of society and relive the pure and innocent time, as Ann Anagnost argues
that in the May Fourth period in China, “The child, then, becomes for the adult
a means of nostalgic retrieval of an innocence lost through the corruption of culture
and the mediation of writing between the child and the real world” (Anagnost 207).
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Thus, as a major writer of children’s literature, writing of the childhood has both
personal and social meanings for Bing Xin.

3.1.2. Love
Although Bing Xin takes considerable influence from Tagore on the philosophy of love,
their disparities on love are also notable. In Tagore’s poems, love is a broad and abstract
concept. Tagore uses love to describe the ideal state of the world – that is, the
admiration and appreciation of God and nature, care between human beings, and
essentially harmonious relationships in the world. Bing Xin rewrites the subject with
her personal experiences and feelings. Touching little upon Tagore’s topics of religious
love and romantic love, she concentrates her poems of love on concrete relationships,
especially her loving relationships with her surroundings. The way she expresses love is
by narrating or remembering the scenes rather than explicitly using the word “love” as
Tagore does in his poems.

In the love poems, the same images Bing Xin shares with Tagore also acquire different
meanings when she connects them to her life. That is to say, Bing Xin transplants
Tagore’s images into her life and accordingly transforms their distance and strangeness
into closeness and familiarity in her poems. The sea is one example. In Tagore’s poems,
the sea is always associated with vastness, greatness, power, and even separation but never
with intimacy. Accordingly, the tone is always somber. Bing Xin rewrites the image and
imbues it with personal meaning. Because the sea has special meaning for her father, she
associates the sea with him. Sometimes Bing Xin uses “your” to modify the sea, which
indicates that the sea is her father’s. Although it cannot be understood as a personal
possession, the writing completely changes the conceptual image of the sea in Tagore’s
poems and connects it to the real sea and her real life.

Bing Xin also incorporates the image of the stars into her life. In Tagore’s poems,
stars are high, remote, and in every way opposite to the warm household lamps. Bing
Xin turns them into her brothers. The affection she reveals toward “the three brothers”
in the poem coincides with what she expresses in one essay of To Young Readers, in
which Bing Xin draws a direct connection between the stars and her brothers. From this
and other poems, it can clearly be seen that Bing Xin’s appropriation of Tagore’s images
is accompanied by her emotional investment. She rarely takes the detached attitude of
Tagore but sees the connection of her subjects with her life.

In the loving world of Bing Xin’s poems, nature, child, mother, and love jointly
reign. It is a pure and innocent world. In it even the desire between men and women
has no ground to grow. It is easy to see that romantic love is noticeably absent in Bing
Xin’s writing. Along with it, Tagore’s theme of religious love is considerably dimin-
ished. By contrast, love without sexual desire is stressed. Maternal love as an unselfish,
protective, boundless, and unending love is a major form of love that Bing Xin exalts.

Bing Xin turns maternal love from Tagore’s minor topic into her major one. In Stray
Birds Tagore has two poems about maternal love. The two poems are comparable in
several aspects. Both of them are written by the poet in the first person to address
Mother, in the second person. Both are set in the evening, the time of which gives the
narrator the feeling that he is a child again and looks for his mother. Nevertheless,
although the poems are in the first person, it is hard to tell whether the character “I” has
any relationship with Tagore himself because there is no reference to real functioning
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life outside it. Moreover, because of the strong symbolic implication of these two
poems, this child-mother relationship can also be read as the relationship of the poet
with nature, wisdom, God, etc. In a word, there can be many readings about Tagore’s
poems of maternal love. A realistic one is not particularly strong among them.

Bing Xin shares Tagore’s feeling of being as young as a child in front of her mother.
However, she differs from him in her direct reference to the real-life experiences and
her perspective as a daughter. Bing Xin’s poems have a sense of history that differs from
Tagore’s eternally present time. Also, the scenes, although they are not described in
detail, have traces of reality that also appear frequently in her essays. Thus, from
Tagore’s general and universal love between child and mother in a utopian world,
Bing Xin makes her maternal love poems grow in a more specific and actual environ-
ment that has traces of her personal life experiences.

Also, compared to the tender sentiment the child feels toward the mother in Tagore’s
two poems, the emotion in Bing Xin’s poems is much more expressive and intense. Apart
from poem 105, all these poems have a line, “Ah, mother!” either in the beginning or the
middle of the poems. Clearly, she displays more emotion in her writing. Also, Bing Xin’s
poem has the daughter’s perspective and an experiential element that Tagore’s poem lacks.
Furthermore, in her poems Bing Xin not only fulfills Tagore’s theme of a child as a separate
being returning to the mother but also emphasizes the inner connection between the
mother and the daughter.

In her essay, “Exploring Mother Image and Its Cultural Meaning in Bing Xin’s Poems,”
Lu Zhenglan remarks that Bing Xin was the first to write the close relationship between
mother and daughter positively among the modern writers. According to Lu, the mother
image in traditional Chinese culture exists more as a moral code than as a human being in
the flesh (Lu 46–51) . Furthermore, Li Ling points out that the filial piety for mother
emphasized in Chinese tradition is the “son’s mother” rather than the “daughter’s mother.”
That is, the relationship between mother and daughter was excluded in the patriarchal
writing. In this sense, BingXin’s writing ofmaternal love signifies her defiance of traditional
Chinese writing and asserting her feminist thinking.

Admittedly, Bing Xin’s philosophy of love also has faults. Maternal love is not
universal. Therefore, love cannot be a panacea or a cure-all solution to social issues.
Wei Yanmei argues that the idealized mother image created by Bing Xin has to “be
born into a certain privilege and opportunity” and also that in the intimate relation-
ship either the daughter’s identity or the mother’s subjectivity can be overlooked
(Wei 45–6). Nevertheless, compared to the hate philosophy proposed by May
Fourth radicals, Bing Xin’s endorsement of love points to a different direction
that does not draw a clear-cut distinction with tradition and family. Rather, in
contrast to most women writers who advocate running away from traditional
families for their modern pursuits, Bing Xin extols a loving family and does not
see modernity and family as incompatible. As Wei rightfully explicates, “Bing Xin
advocates the cultivation of love and empathy as the means for social and personal
improvement. Her love philosophy emphasizes human bonding and enduring rela-
tions, while many of her contemporaries were in favor of individualistic and
iconoclastic endeavors” (Wei 46). In this way, Bing Xin demonstrates both her
belonging to the May Fourth writers and her unique position on love.
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unambiguously utters her political and social agenda: the ultimate goal of the political
movement is to save the poor and laboring masses and to achieve social equality. The
contrast she sets between the summit and the foot of the mountain analogizes to the
situation between the pioneers and the poor and laboring masses. With the vast
distance between them, Bing Xin implies the problem existing in the May Fourth
movement, which is that some pioneers fail to connect their own liberation and ideals
with the masses. In this sense, her poem serves as a social critique.

In some other poems that are not specific in themes, Bing Xin also expresses her
strong sense of social responsibility. One poem reads, “心呵！/什么时候值得� 乱
呢？/为着宇宙, /为着众生”（Oh, heart!/When is it worth upsetting?/When it is for
the universe and for all human beings）(Bing 54, my translation). This poem reverses
the attribution of the disturbance of their hearts either to the natural beauty or to the
poet’s own sentimental feelings in Bing Xin’s own early poems and Tagore’s in Stray
Birds. Instead, she shows that social responsibilities should be the primary concern of
a person, and therefore they should be the primary reason that perturbs the heart. In
another poem, Bing Xin writes that “不解放的� 为/造就了自由的思想！” (Acts of
repression give rise to thoughts of liberty) (Boynton 101; Bing 60–61). Below her
translation, Grace Boynton makes a note that “This poem was written in response to
the Twenty-One Demand made on China by Japan in 1915” (Boynton 101). Because
Boynton worked closely with Bing Xin for her translation of Fanxing and Chunshui,
considering their relationship first as teacher and student and later as friends for more
than thirty years, the note must come from the poet herself. If this is true, it evidently
shows Bing Xin’s active attention and involvement in social affairs, although she never
gave direct or definite references in her poems.

In all the poems of this kind, the traces of Tagore are minimal. The major topics
Bing Xin deals with, namely, her family, self, youth, and society, are her new topics and
are absent in Tagore’s poems. Except for the form and a few other writing techniques,
the content is completely her creation. This creation is grounded in her personal and
social milieu. As a poet, Bing Xin does not exclude herself from the social environment.
Rather, she writes her world into her poems. Although she is unlike the May Fourth
male writers who deal with social issues head-on in their writing, Bing Xin, similar to
other female writers of her time, responds to the social affairs and social changes in
a subtle and indirect way. Nevertheless, these subtle and indirect social poems not only
displace and disrupt the romantic world created by Tagore in Stray Birds but also
demonstrates her social sensitivity and involvement.

3.3. Feminism

Essentially, in her poetic rewriting Bing Xin exhibits her feminist position. In Fanxing
and Chunshui Bing Xin subtly changes Tagore’s perspective of gender in Stray Birds.
She does not flaunt her role as a female poet, much less a radical feminist. Rather, only
in those poems concerning maternal love does the reader get some clue that the poet is
female. Nevertheless, her seemingly neutral and unspoken female position on gender
corrects the bias caused by Tagore’s patriarchal thinking, demonstrated by his implicit
male stand in Stray Birds.
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creation helps Bing Xin establish her unique position in Chinese literature and feminism,
along with finding her voice and self.

Notes

1. In her essay, “How I Wrote Fanxing and Chunshui,” Bing Xin mentioned that the version of
Stray Birds she read was Zheng Zhenduo’s Chinese translation. However, Zheng translated
Stray Birds into Fei Niao Ji 飞鸟集, which literally means “Collection of Flying Birds,”
whereas Bing Xin referred to the name as Mitu zhi niao 迷途之鸟 (Lost or Stray Birds),
which is closer to Tagore’s original title. Thus, I suspect that Bing Xin read both Zheng
Zhenduo’s Chinese translation and Tagore’s English original version of Stray Birds.

2. I calculated the number on the basis of the explicit words related to nature appearing in
Bing Xin’s poems. In Colena Michael Anderson’s dissertation, A Study of Two Modern
Chinese Women Authors: Ping Hsin and Ting Ling, Anderson writes that “one hundred
and eight of the one hundred eighty-two verses in Spring Water mention nature in one or
more of its forms” (Anderson 89).

3. They were mainly published in晨报 (The Morning Newspaper).
4. Li I-an is another name of Li Qingzhao.
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