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The Awakening Age (B EERFAL)

Introduction:

This video clip is from the seventh episode of the Chinese historical drama The Awakening Age (&
BERE{L) , which aired on China Central TV-1in 2021. Across 43 episodes, the drama depicts the
turbulent period between 1915 to 1921, during which time pivotal events in modern Chinese history
took place, including the New Culture Movement (73 {¥ E &), the May Fourth Movement (1 FU3&E
&), and the establishment of the Chinese Community Party (T Bt EEEE).

Although they are not featured in this video clip, the main characters in the drama include Chen
Duxiu (fE¥%35) and Hu Shih (#33#), who were both pre-eminent figures promoting changes and
reforms (HE53CIEE)) in China’s cultural sphere in the late 1910s. They advocated to replace
classical Chinese with a vernacular style of writing so as to create literature that was ‘lively,
substantial and accessible to the masses’. Naturally this was met with strong protests from Chinese
classicists, who argued that the scholarly and traditional writing style must be defended for the
value of its elegance and esotericism.

In this particular scene of the video clip, a fascinating opinion clash is staged in a classroom at Beijing
University in 1917, echoing wider debates and conflicts in the academic echelon in China at the time.
Professor Huang (1) is a staunch supporter of the classical language and traditional writing style,
whereas some of his students (i.e., Deng BfH & and Guo ZR:(: @) are more progressive in their
endeavours for language reform. The debate between the teacher and students is played out in such
an amusing way: the teacher, with his highly cultured speech and intention to defend it, bursts into
using a foul word; the students, bound by an ingrained tradition of subservience to their teachers,
accuse the teacher of being irrational. At the end of the scene, the teacher expels the two students
from his class in a fit of rage. What is interesting here is despite the tension and emotions, the
teacher and students all observe the etiquette to bow to one another when they part at the end of
the scene.

Translation of selected words:
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w /N T lit. still having W AT AR to co-exist without
toddler hairs; boys, contradiction
young lads (often
condescendingly
means someone too
young and
immature). Also %,
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breastfeeding smell
not dried) means
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SR 4 well-known, poetry or book
renowned recital
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R P

to receive cheering
support

R 75

Chen Duxiu, a
leading figure in
China’s
revolutionary effort
in the Late Qing and
the Republican time,
who established the
New Youth journal
and co-founded the
Chinese Community
Party in 1921.
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lit. a scene of much
cow dung; bullshit

Qian Xuantong, a
renowned linguist
and literatus, who
made a strong
impact on the
reform of the
Chinese language in
early Modern China.

BN

to be unable to
swallow food (due
to physical iliness or
emotional distress)

TLFHER

Shen Yinmo, a poet,
calligrapher and
scholar who wrote
one of the earliest
popular poems in
the vernacular style.

BRI

flies and insects in a
scruffy shed
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Huang Kan, an
established classical
Chinese phonologist
who opposed the
New Culture
Movement,
including the
vernacular style.

AR

unable to have a
restful sleep

FTHA

filial son and
virtuous grandson

X e

lit. dog fart;
nonsense, bullshit

Fill & %5t fik

the nobility and
authority of
teachers’ ways
(requiring the
ultimate respect)

@A

todoit all, to
complete everything

TR S

lit. to force in words
and snatch the
reasons; to argue
irrationally

BN

to return to the
topic, without
further ado

BRI

to mumble




BE N\ B absurd nonsense, #H2ZEE, AArdg | awall built with dirt

(like) sleep talking to | 3, and dung is
idiots impossible to
whitewash
AL E to appreciate or L EEBE Y The Literary Mind
demonstrate both a and the Carving of
refined taste and a the Dragon, an
popular one influential book on

literary theories and
aesthetics criticism,
written by Liu Xie
around 500 CE.

Script:

The words highlighted in blue are listed in the above Translations of Selected Words and the
sentences highlighted in green are explained in the section Some Points below.
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Some points:
1. SAEH
Student A
The characters used to identify the unnamed students in this scene are the ten Heavenly Stems (X
Ty H. 4. A T & & . E. . 2% They were used together with the twelve
Earthly Branches to form a cycle for marking the years in ancient times. Their modern usage is
varied; sometimes they are used to indicate sequences, as on this occasion (e.g., &4 H, #£4:72)),

similar to how the alphabet is used in English (e.g., Student A, Student B).

2. WIGLHZ
Lit. Strange writing together appreciate it/Let’s marvel at this peculiar text then.

=14

7T has a number of meanings: strange, mystical, unusual, fantastic, or even miraculous. & usually
indicates a positive feeling, but given the context it is used quite sarcastically here.

Z here isin an object position after the verb H, as a reflexive pronoun (i.e., it) of the subject @} 3.
Z is used in several sentences by the teacher in this scene. For instance, in the sentence 7] %% 2 fik
ridiculous to the extreme, Z_ means to; in &2 UMM Bl (when | am) thinking of it, it is like (being
surrounded by) flies in a scruffy shed, Z means it; while in & H 32 1 before classes every day
and 12 #% o wall made of dung and dirt, Z_ acts like a [].

3. M, WERIHAR, FRAAZS—EHR, BEL, BH LR, REH = EmREE,
LB BFE 0. HihR, HRHEEHUEHR k.

Lit. Hence, from immediate day starting, | then will set a rule, that is then, everyday before classes, |
will use twenty minutes time, achingly criticise plain language text, plain language poem, until taking
it criticise to fall and stink till stop./Hence, from this very day, | will set up a new routine, that is,



every day before our class, | will allocate twenty minutes to severely condemn essays and poems in
the vernacular style, until it is completely discredited and disgraced.

Rl H means as soon as today, on the very day.

{8 as an adverb carries the same senses as the ubiquitous adverb Ff, which is used to indicate
emphasis, show results, and connect actions. {& is more likely to be used in literature or in refined
speech.

HEEHt &R is formed by a repeated verb + resultative complement construction, which literally
means to criticise i, (to the result that it) falls 2] and stinks &. #t{&/3t K is a catchphrase from the
Cultural Revolution when it was frequently used in slogans and denunciation rallies ([ &). The
use here is likely to be an anachronism if one believes the term was coined during the Cultural
Revolution. However, #t{3/3lt & was used in the Cultural Revolution to denounce intellectuals,
Confucian values, or anything of the ‘old world’ from pre-Communism China, whereas in this video
clip, Professor Huang uses the phrase #lt{Z/#t & to reproach new revolutionary ideas in order to
defend classical academia and traditional beliefs.

4. EHEMEK T .

Lit. You just take as cheap me/Consider it a freebie to your student.
& is & {F for regard as, treat as.

The most common meaning of { . is cheap. In colloquial Chinese, {#'H can be a noun, meaning
bargain, freebie, advantage, as in phrases such as 15 | B /4 | {§ H got a bargain, gained
something extra, or (51 H to steal a bargain, to take advantage of, to freeload. Here {E H. is a
transitive verb with 3% as the object, lit. cheap me/let me gain something cheaper, similar in its
causative sense to a verbal compound like %8153k T, lit. anger badly me/made me so angry.

5. RFEEEE, RYRURRESGRANER? H—FmMte, HURME. BRSO BE? AT L —5Am
Wiz, Amhals. —EmE, —@EE, —MERE, — e, SnrEHmEER? ShfER
2

Lit. What are again poems’ meaning, poem’s essence? Using one character to summarise it, that is
exactly elegance. What is again vernacular style? Also (it) can (use) one character then covered it,
that is vulgarness. One is elegance, one is vulgarness, one is above the sky, one is on the ground, how
can (they) be on the same day then talked about? How can fish eyes been taken as pearls?/Then,
what are the gist and essence of poems? If we summarise the answer with one word, that would be
elegance. What is vernacular style then? We can also cover it with one word, that is vulgarness.
Classical poems are elegant, but modern poems are vulgar. One is heavenly and the other is
mundane. How could they possibly be compared? How dare one put vernacular style on a par with
classical poems?

If] is used to connect verb phrases, translated here as so to or then. Another example is BX{S 2 to
take it and then replace it. fij can also mean but, as in #{ Il ££ . to maintain some respect but keep
a distance.

i is a literary term used to lead a rhetorical question, highlighting a strong sense of scepticism and
opposition.



6. RiE 1S5 T BLIEE M A 9 me A B b 5t 2R 2

Lit. Do you still need (to be) capable to the extent in a way thousands of miles far from Hunan come
to Beijing to go to school?/What is the need then for you to travel thousands of miles from Hunan to
study in Beijing University?

1555 is a form of verb + potential complement construction which is often used as an idiomatic
expression and in questions. FH#4%......."%5? means does one need to--- which carries an invalidating
connotation for a rhetorical argument, meaning why would one---, surely no need.

7. R NERSACHE . RRME. BREZA, SAUIHE? RS ANGRE K.

Lit. You two persons do not see discipline, gather mass and noise things, insult and scold teachers,
how is there this reason? You two persons for me disappear./The two of you ignore class rules,
deliberately cause trouble, and disrespect your teacher, this is outrageous! Get out now!

R gather together to cause trouble is a common phrase for accusations of group public
order offences. The formal charges are 5 & &Lt & ¥ 7 9F crime of gathering a crowd to disturb
public order and & 555 crime of picking quarrels and provoking trouble.

5 H P how is there such a reason? Completely unreasonable! Preposterous! This phrase first
appeared in (RS & «
510 and 526 CE.

%18 ) Story of Yu Cong in Book of South Qi which was written between

#FRVH 2K This phrase would not make good sense if we understand 44

in the right position for this common usage. It is better to treat 433X as an idiomatic expression
meaning as | demand, do as | say, often used to announce demands and orders, or to make threats.
Other examples: 43 2 E —&Y (1 order you to) be more serious now (otherwise there will be

consequences), (53 ¥T1th Beat him now (as I say)!

as the coverb for, though it is



