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Abstract:Densityreferstothenumberofstoryelementswithinanarrativeofagivenpieceofwriting．Finenessrefersto

thesufficiencyandinherentcompletenessofthestoryelementsdisplayed．Incomparison,thedensityofstoryelementsin

ancientChinesenovelsishigher,andthefinenessislower,whilethedensityofstoryelementsinWesternnovelsislower

andthefinenessishigher．ThisdifferencepartlycontributestothesimplicityandrefinementofthestructureofChinese

novelsandthecomplexityanddelicatenatureofthestructureofWesternnovels．However,eachofthesecharacteristics

hasitsstrengths,inlinewiththenationalcultureandsocialframeworkfrom whichtheChineseand Westernnovels

emerged．Assuch,theseelementsfoundinbothChineseandWesternnovelscanappropriatelyreflectthewayoflifeof

theirrespectivesocietiesandthethoughtsandfeelingsofthepeopletherein,bothofwhichareworthyofrecognition．
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AccordingtotheDutchscholarL．K．Altes,oneofthecentralaimsofnarratologyis “to
contributetodevelopingahistorical,cultural,national,orinternationalpoetics”as“itshouldseekthe
commonalitiesand patterns that are presentin many narrative works．”〔１〕However,such
commonalitiesandpatternsexistbothinthesimilaritiesanddifferencesofmanynarrativeworks．
Differencesalsoimplycommonnessandpatterns．Withthiscontext,itisasessentialtoexplorethe
similaritiesastoanalyzethedifferences．ThestructuresofChineseandWesternnovelscreatedbefore
the１９thcenturyareidentifiedastwouniquelydifferentnarrativesystemsthatnever,orveryrarely,

areintersectedatothertimes,asevidencedbythestateddifferencesbetweenthemintermsof
narrative．Exploringthesedifferenceswillhelpusunderstandandgraspthesetwoformsofnovels
moredeeplybycarefullyanalyzingtheirsharedcommonalitiesandnarrativepatterns．Thediscussion
conveyedinthispaperiscenteredonthedifferencesindensityandfinenessofstoryelementsfound
inclassicalChineseandWesternnovels．

９８１

〔１〕 L．K．Altes,“LiteraryWorks,ValuesandInterpretiveFrameworks:ChallengesforNarratology,”translatedbyYuanyuan,

ResearchonChineseLiterature,No．２,２０１８．
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１．TheDensityandFinenessoftheNovel

Atthelevelofstorytelling,themainelementsofanovelarecharacters,plot,events,scenes,

setting,anddetails．Ofthesesixelements,theplotandsettingareunabletobeaccuratelymeasuredor
unabletobenumericallymeasured,whiletheotherfourelementsarecountable．Byuncountable,we
meanthatthetwoelementsareaqualitativeconceptratherthanaquantitativeone．Accordingto
Prince,theplothasfourmeanings:１)Themaineventinanarrative,whichisnotaspecificeventbut
astructureofeventswherethecentralparthasthecharacteristicsofpyramidstructure;２)The
arrangementofevents,throughwhichthesituationandeventsarepresentedtothereader;３)The
generaldynamicorganizationofnarrativecomponents,whichispurposefullydirectedandforwarded,

thatfacilitatestheformationandexpressionofthematicinterestsoremotionaleffects;４)The
narrationofeventsthatemphasizecauseＧandＧeffectrelationships,wheretheeventsnarratedina
temporalchainareonlystoriesandthosenarratedinacausalchainbecomeepisodes．〔２〕Ineither
sense,theplotisnotlikeacharacter,aspecificindividualwithclearmotivationsandconnotations,

butratherarelationshiporstructure．Thesettingissimilarinthisregard．Itisgenerallyconsidered
astobe“theobjectiveconditionsthatshapethecharacters􀆳personalitiesandmotivatethemtoact．”
〔３〕Assuch,thiselementcanbedividedintotwoparts:socialsettingandnaturalsetting．However,

althoughthe setting is criticalin novels,itis still a qualitative rather than quantitative
conceptualization,anditsextensionandboundariesareunclear,lackingformalprescriptiveness．In
somenovels,thesettingevenfailstoexistconcretelybutisonlyindirectlyimpliedthroughcharacter
actionsandcharacterrelationships．Inthisregard,wecanonlysaythatthereisasettingdescription
here,identifiedintermsofthedescriptionofthesettingorwhataspectsofthesettingdescriptionare
involved．Yet,forresearchersstudyingthiselement,itisoftendifficulttodescribethesettingin
specificquantitiesascharactersdo．

Amongtheotherfourelements,charactersarethemostcountable,andtheirextensionand
boundariesaresoclearthatwecaneasilyandconvenientlystatetheirnumbersinconcretefigures．
Theextensionandlimitsoftheotherthreeelementsofevents,scenes,anddetailsarenotas
definitiveasthoseofcharacters．Still,thedifficultyindeterminingthemliesmainlyinthehierarchy
bywhichbywhichtheyaredefinedandnotintheirlackoftransparentextensionandboundaries．For
example,therearesignificantevents,mediumevents,minorevents,andunderＧminoreventsina
novel．Therecanalsobeafurtherdelineationofthiselementinanovel,suchassubＧevents,microＧ
events,etc．Tocountthenumberofeventspresent,wefirstneedtodeterminethehierarchyatplay
and,oncethehierarchyisdetermined,wecanaccuratelyaccountforalleventsinthegivennovel．
However,itshouldalsobeacknowledgedthattheextensionandboundariesoftheeventsthemselves
arestillclear;ifthehierarchyisappropriatelydetermined,itisstillrelativelyeasytodecideonand
counttheeventsinquestion．

Thecountabilityofscenesisroughlythesameasevents,andthereisalsoanissue with
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hierarchyatplayregardingthiselement．Afterthehierarchyisdetermined,itisnotdifficulttodefine
andcalculatethespecificnumberofscenespresentinanovel．Details,ontheotherhand,provetobe
moreofacomplicatedchallenge．Detailsbynaturearedependentoncharacters,events,scenes,and
form meaningfulnarrativeunitsthroughtheircombinationwiththesethreeessentialelements．There
arealsodetailsofdifferentsizes,buttheydonothavethesamecomplexhierarchicalrelationshipas
eventsandscenes．Evenifthereisahierarchywithmoredetails,thereareusuallyonlyoneortwo
layers,unlikethoseusedinthecountingofeventsorscenes,whicharedistinguishedintoseveral
layers．Thesizeofdetailsmainlyreferstotheinvolvementandrichnessofthedescriptions,nottothe
unityoftheinteractions．Withfewerornohierarchicallayers,theextensionandboundariesofdetails
aremoreprecisethanthoseofeventsandscenes,andcalculationsandstatisticsarerelativelyeasier
todetermine．Let􀆳stakethesefourelementswiththeultimategoalofcountabilityastheobjectof
study,especiallythethreeelementsofcharacters,events,andscenes．Wecandeterminethatthe
numberofelementsandthesufficiencyandcompletenessoftheelementsdisplayedareinversely
proportionalwithinacertainlength．Weusedensityandfinenesstorefertothesetwophenomena,

respectively．
Bydensity,wemeanthenumberofelementsinagivenspace．Densityisaconceptofquantity,

notaconceptofcategory．Inotherwords,densitydoesnotinvolvethetypeofelements,butthe
numberofthemincludedwithinanarrativeofaspecifiedlength．Tosaythataparticularworkhasa
lowdensityofelementsisnottosaythatitlackssuchelementsascharacters,events,scenes,details,

etc．Rather,thisassessmentacknowledgesthatthetotalnumberofcertainimportanttypesof
elementsislow．Forexample,suppose３０charactersappearinanovelof３００,０００words,andonlyten
charactersappearinanothernovelofthesamelength．Thedensityofcharactersintheformernovel
ishigherthanthatinthelatter．Thisisexpressedbytheformula:３０(characters)/３００,０００(words):

１０(characters)/３００,０００(words)．Accordingtothiscalculation,thecharacterdensityoftheformer
novelisthreetimeshigherthanthelatter．Events,scenes,anddetailscanalsobecalculatedinthis
way．Thedensityofcharacters,events,scenes,anddetailsissomehowintrinsicallyrelatedtoeach
other,butthisconnectionitselfisnotfixed,letaloneproportional．Becausefictionwritingisakindof
freeandcreativeactivity,theauthormaysetupcharacters,events,scenes,anddetailsexactlyasthey
needtoconceiveandexpressthemfortheirintendedpurpose．Thus,anovelmayhaveacertain
balanceinthenumberofcharacters,events,scenes,anddetailstoproduceaparticularconnectionand
formaspecificpositiveproportionalrelationship．

Likewise,theauthorofanovelmayopttobreakthebalanceinthenumberofthesefour
elementssothateachcomponentisonitsownintermsofquantityorevendeliberatelyformedto
furtherhighlightanantiＧproportionalrelationship．Theformerexample,suchasthecasewiththe
typifiedhistoricalnovel,generallysetsupamoresignificantnumberofcharacters,events,andscenes
toexpressthecomplexityanddepthofhistory．Here,balanceisformedamongthethreeelements．
Thelatterexample,suchastheTrampNovel,consistsofasinglecharacterthroughoutthenovel．
Theremaybemanyevents,scenes,anddetailsatplaythroughoutthenarrative,butonlyahandfulof
characters．Ofcourse,theremayalsobecaseswheretherearefewscenes．Still,manyeventsand
characters,suchasanovelthatadoptsamorepronounceddramaticwritingstyleorthephenomenon
ofafewevents,butmanyscenesandcharactersareoftenfoundinnovelswithslowplotprogression．
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Inshort,amongChineseandWesternnovels,itispossibletofindalargenumberofworksinwhich
characters,events,scenes,anddetailsarebalanced,aswellasalargenumberofworkswherethese
sameelementsarepositionedinanunbalancedway．

Finenessis a selfＧcreated term in this paper,referring to the sufficiency andinherent
completenessofstoryelementswithinanarrative．Byadequacy,we meanthateachpartofthe
elementistangibleandeasilyidentifiable,withclearimagesandprominentfeatures;byinner
completeness,wesuggestthattheelementhasalltheessentialpartsitshouldhaveandthateach
partisinterconnected to form an organic and comprehensive whole．Sufficiency and inner
completenesscomplementeachother,andtheycooperatetoconstitutethenovel􀆳sfineness．Ifthereis
onlysufficiencybutnotenoughinnercompleteness,theelement􀆳simageitselfwillbemutilated,just
likeapersonwhoislegless,whosebodyisincomplete．However,hisfeaturesareregular,andhis
bodyissturdy．Ifthereisonlyinnercompleteness,butnotenoughsufficiency,theimageofthe
elementitselfwillbemutedanddry:althoughthebodyisintact,fleshandbloodarenotfully
present,andtheremanentskinandbonesfailtofullyarousethereader􀆳sinterest．Ofcourse,the
moresufficiencyandcompletenesspresentequatestoabetterdegreeoffinenessinthenovel．
Finenessdoesnotexistaloneinthenovelbutiscloselyrelatedtotheothercomprehensivepartsand
elementsmakingupthewhole．

Thedegreeoffinenesspresentisprimarilydeterminedbythenovel􀆳soverallconcept,theneed
toexpressthetheme,andthepositionandroleoftheelementsinthenovel．Asecondarycharacter,

forexample,doesnotneedtobemoredetailedthanthemaincharacter．But,ontheotherhand,

supposethesecondarycharacterweretobemorethoroughlydescribedthanthemaincharacter,with
acompletesetoffactors．Inthiscase,thereisapossibilitythatthesecondarycharactercould
potentiallytakeovertheroleofthemaincharacterinthenovel,and,toalargerextent,thiswould
notbeagoodthingintermsofthenovelasafullyformedwork．But,ofcourse,thisisnottosaythat
thesecondarycharactercouldnotbebetterthanthemaincharacter．

Insomecases,theymaybemorecompellingthanthemaincharactersduetoseveralfactors
designedbytheauthorintheirultimateportrayal．Forexample,thecharacterofSethPecksniffin
CharlesDickens􀆳sMartinChuzzlewitisnotthemaincharacterofthenovel．Still,hisportrayalof
hypocrisyasthecorecharacterissovividthatitfarsurpassesthenovel􀆳smaincharacters,suchas
LittleMartinJr．andTom Pinch．SethPecksniffasacharacterhasreceivedreaders􀆳andcritics􀆳
attentionand,accordingly,hasbecometherepresentativeofaclassoffigureswithinthenovel．Asit
canbeseen,althoughthereisaconnectionbetweenthefinenessandtheconsequentsuccessofthe
elements,thisdoesnotnecessarilymeanthatthehigherthefineness,thebetteritis．Finenessrefers
tothesufficiencyoftheholisticpresentationoftheelementsinquestionandthecompletenessofeach
necessary part ofthe elements themselves．In this way,success refers to the perfection,

representativeness,and noveltyofboththecontentandform oftheelements,whicharenot
automaticallyatthesamelevel．

Ontheotherhand,thereisadegreeoffinenessandcompletenessdeterminedbytheauthor􀆳s
overallconceptionandthefulleffectoftheworkasawhole．Thisisalsothecasewiththeindividual
elementsthemselves．Unnecessarilyincreasingthefinenessoftheelementsdoesnotnecessarily
increasethesuccessoftheelements．Nordoelementswithlowfinenessnecessarilysucceedmore
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thanelementswithhighfineness．Fundamentally,literatureisasystem．Anyelementisdefinedby
howitoperateswithinthatsystem,andnonecanstandalonewithoutthatessentialcontext．

Densityandfinenessareperpetuallyinconflict．Tohaveahighdegreeoffinenessmeansthe
variouspartsoftheutilizedelements mustbeunfolded,thusrequiring moreoveralllength．
However,thesizeofanovelisalwayslimited．Toincreasethefinenessoftheelementswithina
certainlength,thedensityoftheelementsmustbereduced,andmostnovelscannotachieveboth
effectssimultaneouslyatthesametime．Furthermore,althoughvarious writershavetheirown
considerationsanddifferentcharacteristicsindealingwiththedensityandfinenessofthesestory
elements,writersofthesameera,nationality,country,andregionhavecertaincommonalitiesin
dealingwiththem．Thesesharedsimilaritieslikewiseframetheauthors􀆳uniquedifferenceswith
writersofothereras,nationalities,countries,andregions．TheChineseand Westernnovelswere
writtenbeforethe１９thcenturydevelopedindependently,atdifferenttimes,andinvaryingplaces
withlittlecrossover．Assuch,theyalsopresentdifferentcharacteristicsinthedensityandfinenessof
theirelements．A comparativestudy willhelp deepenourunderstandingoftheindividualized
characteristicsofChineseandWesternnovels．

２．DensityintheNarrativesofChineseandWesternNovels

TheterminologyofChineseand Westernnovelsmentionedthroughoutthispaperrefersto
classicalChineseandWesternNovels．AsfarasChinaisconcerned,itmainlyreferstotheChinese
novelswrittenbefore１８９４．AfterthefirstSinoＧJapanese War,Chineseintellectualsweredirectly
influencedbyawaveoflearninginitiatedfromtheWest．Duringthistime,alargevolumeofWestern
literarythemes,ideas,and worksentered Chinaandinfluencedboth Chineseauthorsandtheir
consequentnovels．ThenarrativeofChinesenovelsgraduallyconvergedwiththenarrativestructure
foundwithinWesternnovels,distancingitselffromthenarrativesofclassicalChinesenovels,andno
longerlendsitselftoadistinctivenarrativecomparison,throughdifferences,withWesternnovels．Of
course,ifoneweretobemorerigorousintheiranalysis,thispointofconvergencecouldeasilybe
tracedbacktotheFirstOpium Warin１８４０．Infact,evenbeforethispointintime,theshifttowarda
moreWesternliterarytrendhadalreadybegun．However,thechangesduringthisperiodwerefirstin
thematerialsphere,influencingareasofthesocialorder,includingthe militaryandeconomy．
Concerningthespiritualsphere,emphasizedbyculturaltenetsincludingliteratureandart,the
Westerninfluenceemergedataslowerpace,sotraditionalChinesecultureremainedstableduring
thisperiod．TheChinesenovelwasthenallowedtocontinueinitsindividualizedstateofdevelopment
onitsoriginaltrackduetoitsstronginertia．Therefore,withinthescopeofthispaper,theChinese
novelswrittenbetween１８４０and１８９４arestillclassifiedunderthescopeofclassicalChinesenovels
butareminimallyinvolvedintheovertcomparison．Asacounterpart,theclassicalWesternnovelsin
thispapermainlyrefertotheWesternnovelscreatedfromtheperiodsoftheRenaissancetothe１９th
century．Inthiscontext,theWesternnovelsofthe１９thcenturymainlyreferto Westernromantic
andrealisticnovels．Naturalisticnovelscan beincluded,but modernistnovels,suchasthose

predominantlyfocusedonaestheticismandsymbolismarenotincluded．Overall,oneofthegeneral
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characteristicsofthetreatmentofstoryelementsinChineseandWesternnovelsisthelowerdensity
ofnovelelementsin WesternnovelsandthehigherdensityofnovelelementsfoundinChinese
novels．

TheWesternnovel􀆳sancientsourceiseasilyidentifiedasmythologyandepicpoetry,whileits
modernforerunneristhetrampnovel．AncientGreekmythologyismaturemythology,wheregods
andhumansareportrayedashomogeneous,withvividlyrichexamplesofdetails,characters,events,

andscenesdepictedexpansively．AncientGreekepics,aswellasmedievalepics,oftenrevolvearound
significantcharacterschantedrepeatedly．Forexample,theHomericepicoftheIliadchantsAchilles􀆳
wrath,andtheOdysseynarratesthereturnofOdysseuswithstoryelementsthatarelikewise
presentedindetail．ComparedwithChinesemythologyandhistoricalbiography,thesetwoelements
arerelativelylessdenseandmoredetailed．Thetrampnovelarosein１６thcenturySpain．Theearliest
trampnovelisTheLifeofLazarillodeTormes:HisFortunesandAdversities(１５５４),andother
Westernnovelsofthe１６th,１７th,andeven１８thcenturies—suchasCervantes􀆳sDonQuixote,François
Rabelais􀆳GargantuaandPantagruel,Lesage􀆳sGilBlas,Fielding􀆳sThe HistoryofTomJones,a
Foundling,andsomeofCharlesDickens􀆳snovelssuchasThePosthumousPapersofthePickwick
Club,The Orphanofthe Mist,and Oliver Twist;or,theParish Boy􀆳sProgress—allhavethe
characteristicsoftrampnovelsoraredirectlyinfluencedbythem．Thetrampnovelisaseriesof
storiesbasedonthemaincharacter􀆳sexperiences．Thecharactersshowtheircharacteristicsandform
theirdepictedimages,usuallycomposedwithfewcharactersandmorefullydisplayedeventsand
scenes．AccordingtoMaiYongxiong:

Intermstotheartform,thedominantstructureofmostnarrativeworksoftheearlyand
MidＧWesternperiod,includingtheevolutionfromepicpoetry,theactsoftheapostles,and
chivalricsagastotrampnovels,isthesingleＧlinedevelopmentoftheplotandthejourney
patternofthemainprotagonist．Althoughsuchanartformseemsrathersloppyandnaïve
today,itallowedthewritertonarratethestoryveryconveniently．Thisinvolveslayingout
theplotnaturally,expandingthespacesystematically,andadaptingtothetraditionalreading
andreception psychology of Western readers beforethe modernistliterature became
popular．〔４〕

Thisassertionisvalid．However,itshouldbenotedthatthisstructurefeaturehasnotaffected
thedensityofstoryelementsin Westernnovels．Forexample,thetrampnovelgenerallyhasfew
charactersandlesscomplexeventsandscenes,sothedensityoftheseelementsisnothigh．Thisis
clearifwecomparetheexamplesofDonQuixote,Gargantua,andPantagruel,GilBlas,TheHistory
ofTomJones,aFoundling,WaterMargin,andJourneytotheWest．Afterthe１８thcentury,Western
novelsmaturedandbecamemorecolorfulintheirnarratives．Still,thecharacteristicoftheprevalence
ofalowerdensityofelementsofthenoveldidnotreverseoutrightbutwasinsteadstrengthened．

４９１
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Forexample,Balzac􀆳snovel,OldGoriot,isabout３００,０００wordsandonlydescribesfourmain
characters:Rastignac,Goriot,MadameVauquer,andVautrin．Onlyafewsecondarycharactersare
included,suchas Madamede Beauséant,Nucingen,Victorine Taillefer,Anastasiede Restaud,

Delphinede Nucingen．Intermsofevents,asthetitlesofthesixchapterssuggest,thenovel
concentratesonlyontheBourbonRestoration,Rastignac􀆳sfirstvisittoParis,thelifeoftheGoriot
andhistwodaughters,Rastignac􀆳svisitstoMadamedeBeauséant,MadamedeRestaud,andMadame
deNucingen,VautrinandhisadvicetoRastignac,andthedeathofoldGoriot．Thescenesaremainly
focusedonthemansionVauquer,themissionoftheViscountessofBeauséant,themansionofthe
CountessofRestaud,andthemansionofNucingen．Foraworkof３００,０００words,thedensityof
theseelementsisrelativelylow．

Chinesenovelsareentirelydifferent．TheancientoriginsofChinesenovelsaremythologyand
historicalbiography,towhichthegenreoffablescanalsobeadded．Later,twolinesofdevelopment
emerged:theChineseliterarynovelandthevernacularnovel．ThedirectsourceoftheChinese
literarynovelishistoricalbiography,whichdevelopedintheWeiandJindynastieswhenZhiren(志
人)andzhiguai(志怪)appeared,andintheTangdynastywhenthelegendsappeared．Tanglegends
arethesymboloftheformalformationofancientChinesenovels．Thedirectsourceofvernacular
novelsisHuaben(话本)intheSongandYuandynasties,followedbytheMingandQingdynasties
withthedevelopmentofthenovelinchapters(章回小说 ZhnaghuiXiaoshuo)．Thenovelinchapters
isarguablythehighestachievementoftheancientChinesenovel．Unliketheexamplesofsprawling
Greekmythology,Chinesemythsareprimarilyshort,withdensecharacters,events,scenes,andless
details．Thesituationismoreorlessthesameforfables,historicalbiographies,andmysterynovels．
Mostofthefablesconsistofshortstories,withoneillustratingatruth．SimaQian􀆳sRecordsofthe
GrandHistorian(史记 Shiji)isthemostrepresentativeofthehistoricalbiographiesandhashadthe
mostsignificantinfluenceonChinesefiction．Manychaptersinthisworkarevividlyrecounted,with
strongimagesandstories．Intermsofelements,thedensitytendstobeveryhigh．“Hongmen
banquet”involvesmorethantencharacters,someofwhichweredescribedindetail,suchasXiang
Yu,LiuBang,FanZeng,ZhangLiang,XiangBo,FanKuai,withtheeventsdepictedfollowingeach
other．However,thewholepieceinitsentiretyislessthan２,０００words．Withsuchasmalltotalword
count,thedensityofelementshereisveryhigh．ThehighdensityisalsoevidentinZhirenand
Zhiguainovels．InLiuYiqing􀆳sANewAccountoftheTalesoftheWorld(世说新语ShisuoXinyu),

acharacteroranexplanationofagiveneventisoftenbroughttolifeinjusttensorhundredsof
words．TheClassicoftheMountainsandSeas(山海经ShanHaiJing)describesallkindsofevents
andscenes,eachhavinganaverageofonlyafewdozenwords．Thecharacters,events,settings,and
detailsinHuabenandthenovelinchaptersaremuchmoredetailed,takingupmuchmorespaceand
totalwordcountsthanthoseinhistoricalbiographies,andZhiren/Zhiguainovelsarestillportrayed
inadensestate．

TakeDreamoftheredchamber(红楼梦 HonglouMeng)asanexampleofthistrend．According
toXuGongshi􀆳sstatistics,thenovelwaswrittenwithatotalof９７５characters．Amongthem,the
originalbranchoftheNingandRonghouses:１６ menand１１women;dependents:３１women．Jia
family:３４Menand８women．JiainＧlaws:５２menand４３women．Theservantsoftwohouses:７３
maidsand１２５servants,６７maleservants,２７squeaky．ThemembersoftheRoyalfamily:９men,６
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women;２７eunuchs,７palaceladies．Thenumberoftitles:３７malesand１４dependents．Officialsatall
levels:２６peoplewhohavebothnamesandpositions,３８peoplewhohavepositionsbutnonames,and
３peopleofXuxue．SocialFigures:１０２menand７１women;１４doctorsand１０retainers;６eunuchsand
１７women;１７ monksand４９nuns;４Lianzongmenand４women．Foreigners:２women．Landof
Illusion(TaixuHuanjing太虚幻境):６men,１９women．Total:９７５people,including４９５menand４８０
women;７３２peoplewithnames,２４３peoplewithoutnames．

Likewise,thenumberofeventsinthenovelisnotto beunderestimated．Thereare１７
descriptionsofbirthdayalone,includingsixofthem describedindetail (the１１thchapter:the
birthdayofJiaJing;the２２ndchapter:thebirthdayofBaoChai;the２６thchapter:thebirthdayofXue
Pan;the４３rdchapter:thebirthdayofWangXifeng;the６２ndchapter:thebirthdayofBaoyu;the７１st
chapter:thebirthdayofJiaMu)．Therearealsofivebriefdescriptions(the１６thchapter:thebirthday
ofJiaZheng;the２９thchapter:thebirthdayofXuePan;the７０thchapter:thebirthdayofTanchun;

the８５thchapter:thebirthdayofDaiyu;the１０８thchapter:thebirthdayofBaochai)．Therearesix
examplesjustmentionedinpassing(the２ndchapter:JaZheng􀆳sfirstbirthday;the２５thchapter:

WangZiteng􀆳swife􀆳sbirthday;the３６thchapter:AuntXue􀆳sbirthday;the５２ndchapter:Prince
Teng􀆳sbirthday;the５７thchapter:AuntXue􀆳sbirthday;the８５thchapter:theKingofBeiJing􀆳s
birthday)．OthereventssuchasBaochaichasesbutterflies,Daiyuburiesflowers,Ping􀆳erwields
considerablepower,Miaoyuservestea,Yuanchunvisitsrelatives,Xifengmakespower,Xichunpaints
garden,Yingchun prays,Xiangyun􀆳stipsy asleep,Qiaojieavoidstrouble,Liwanlecturesson,

Yuanyangresistsmarriage,Tanchunrunspoetryassociation,Qingwenripsfans,GrannyLiuvisits
theGrandViewGardenthreetimes,LinDaiyuvisitstheRongguoMansion,Yuanyangthreedeclares
therulesinthegameofforfeits,etc．Thelistofeventsincludedhereisalsoendless．Otherchapter
novelssuchasWaterMargin,RomanceoftheThreeKingdoms,andJourneytotheWestaresimilar
intheirextensivedepictions．WaterMarginconsistsofonehundredandtwentychapters,including
１０８herocharacterswithnolessthan１００charactersinoppositiontothem．Therearenofewerthan
２００characterswithnamesinthewholenovel．JourneytotheWestdescribesthe９１difficultiesofthe
monkTangSanzangandhisdisciplines,andatleast２５storiesareincludeddetailingeachinthe
consequentwriting．

ThesamelevelofdescriptionisevidentinthestructureofChineseliterarynovels．TheFighting
Cricket(CuZhi促织),ashortstoryfromTheStrangeStoriesfromaChineseStudio(LiaozhaiZhiyi
聊斋志异)isonesuchexamplewherethewholenovelrevolvesaroundthecricketwithnolessthan
２,０００characters．Itisalsodensewithevents,suchastherecruitmentofthecricket,searchforthe
cricket,catchingthecricket,deathofthecricket,gettinganothercricket,cricketfighting,tributingof
thecricket,locationofcricketfighting,thevoiceofthecricketbyChengMing􀆳sson,usingthecricket
tomakeafortune,andthediscussionofthecricket．Thisseriesofeventsfollowedbyotherevents
weredesignedtomakethereaderawareofwhathashappenedinminutedetail．Theuniquemain
charactersareChengMing,Cheng􀆳swife,Cheng􀆳sson,andthecrickettransformedbythespiritof
Cheng􀆳sson．Althoughonlyfocusedonfourcharacters,thedensityisnotverylowforanovelof
fewerthan２,０００words．

Thehighdensityofstoryelementsisconducivetoexpressingmoresocialcontentwithinagiven
orlimitedspace,reflectingthebroadpictureoflife．However,adensitythatistoohighwillalso

６９１



YanqiuZHAO,etal．:AComparativeStudyofDensityandFinenessintheNarrativesofChineseandWesternClassicalNovels

affectthedevelopmentofspecificelementsand,tosomeextent,affecttheperformanceofthe
elementsthemselves,ultimatelyaffectingthereader􀆳sgraspoftheelementsofthestory．Therefore,

thereisadegreeofdensitycontrolthatisoptimalandrequired．AncientChinesenoveliststendto
havealooseunderstandingofthisparticulardegree．Incontrast,Westernnoveliststendtohavea
tightergrasp,resultinginthedifferentcharacteristicsofnarrativedensityinChineseand Western
novels．

３．TheFinenessintheNarrativeofChineseandWesternNovels

Incontrasttodensity,thefinenessofstoryelementsishigherin Westernnovelsbutlowerin
Chinesenovels．Westernnovelshavefewerstoryelements,and,assuch,morespaceisallocatedto
eachelementwhereintheelementsaredisplayedandrepresentedmorefully．Themaincharactersof
Goethe􀆳sTheSorrowsofYoungWertherareWertherandCharlotte,andtheonlyonefocusedonin
detailis Werther．Asaresult,Wertherisportrayed withahighdegreeofdetail．Hisfamily
background,experience,character,psychology,happiness,sadness,conflict,andstruggleduringhis
relationshipwithCharlotteandthepsychologicalprocessingbehindhisfinalactofsuicideareall
writtenwithgreatfocusandattentiontominutedetails．Thenovel􀆳seventsrevolvearoundWerther􀆳s
loveaffairwithCharlotteandthethemeofthelossoflove．Toescapethepainoflostlove,Werther
takesrefugeinthesceniccountrysidetoescapethepainoflostlove,wherehemeetsCharlotte,and
theyfallinlove．However,Charlotteisalreadyengaged,andshechoosestheformerloverbasedon
proprietyandlove．Werthereventuallymustleavetoworkinanembassy,thenultimatelyresignsto
liveintheMarquis􀆳homeforawhile．Intheend,hecannotstopmissingandlongingforCharlotte,so
hereturnstothatsmallvillage,onlytodiscoverthatCharlotteisalreadymarried．Wertherconfesses
hislovetoCharlotteonceagainandfinallykillshimselfwithherhusband􀆳spistol．Thenovel􀆳splotis
relativelysimple,andthenumberofeventsdepictedisnottoogreatintermsoftheirnumber．The
novelcanbedescribedfrommanyaspects．Forexample,thechapterstitled“December２０,”“Alma,”
“Lino,”and“Alpin”areaboutthelastmeetingbetween WertherandCharlotte．Charlotteblamed
WertherforbreakingtheiragreementandcomingbeforeChristmasEve．Wertherreadsherapoem
byOssian,andtheiremotionsbreakthroughtheproprietyofreasonastheyembraceeachother

passionately．Charlotteleaves Wertherandlocksherselfinherroom,refusingtoopenthedoor．
Wertherlikewiseultimatelyleaves．Thefourchaptersfocusontheirmeetingtopavethewayfor
theirpsychologicalchanges,justasthenovelhas Wertherreadandreference muchofOssian􀆳s
poetry,preparingthewayfortheclimaxofhisandCharlotte􀆳slove．

Similarly,Hugo􀆳snovelsaremagnificent,portrayingsprawlinganddelicatecharacters,events,

andscenes．Thisisrelatedtothelowdensityofstoryelementsinhisnovels,thusallowinghimto
describetheelementsinfocuseddetail．TheChineseversionofNotreDamedeParisisabout４００,０００
words,butthemaincharactersinthenovelareEsmeralda,Claude,andQuasimodo．Withtheaddition
ofthesecondarycharactersGangoire,Fabi,andEsmeralda􀆳smother,thereareonlysiximportantand
relativelyimportantcharacters．ThescenesmainlyrevolvearoundNotreDameandthesurrounding
area．ThemostcriticaleventsareEsmeraldaperforminginthesquareandbeingrobbedatnight,
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GangowaenteringtheKingdomofmiraclesbymistake,Quasimodobeingpunishedinthesquare,

Esmeraldagivinghimwatertodrink,EsmeraldahavinganaffairwithFabi,andbeingexecutedasa
witch,QuasimodorescuingEsmeraldaandtakinghertoNotreDame,thevagrantsattackingNotre
Dame,ClaudecovetingEsmeraldaandleavinghertothehermitnun．Thelatterisalsoherbirth
mother,Esmeraldarecognizinghermotheranddyinginthesquare,andQuasimodopushingClaudeto
hisdeathfromthetopofNotreDame􀆳sbelltower．Thesmallnumberofelementsallowsthenovelto
concentrateonthedescriptionoftheelementsthemselves．Forexample,thedetaileddescriptionof
NotreDameinNotreDamedePariscouldbecomparedtoBalzac􀆳sVauquerMaisoninOldGoriot．
TheimagesofEsmeralda,Quasimodo,Claude,andothersarewellpresentedandrichindetail．The
variousaspectsoftheircharacterareshown notthroughthenarrator􀆳sintroduction butthe
characters􀆳words,actions,and specificinteractions with each other and their environment．
Esmeralda,inparticular,islikeathreeＧdimensionalrelief,witheveryaspectoftheimagehighlighted,

distinctandvividinherpersonalizedauthenticity．
Incontrast,whilethedensityofstoryelementsinChinesenovelsishigherthanin Western

novels,thefinenessofstoryelementsinChinesenovelsismuchlower．Forexample,the Water
Marginhas１０８herocharactersandanother１００lessfamouscharacterswithnames．Morethanhalf
oftheherocharactershavetheirindividualstories,whileothercharacterssuchasGaoQiu,Wang
Qing,andFangLaalsohavetheirownstories,makingthenovelveryrichinevents．Althoughthe
scenesarecenteredinShandong,theyareverycomplicatedbecauseofthemanycharactersand
circumstancesinvolved,with manycharactersengaginginnecessaryactionsandpivotalevents
occurringindifferentlocations．Also,becauseofthisdegreeofrepresentedeventstakingplace,the
finenessofcharactersinWaterMarginisrelativelylow．WhencomparedtoWesternnovelcharacters
suchasGoethe􀆳s Werther,Fielding􀆳sTomJones,WalterScott􀆳sIvanhoe,Balzac􀆳sOldGoriotand
Rastignac,CharlesDickens􀆳sDavidCopperfield,andTolstoy􀆳sNekhlyudoffandAnnaKarenina,the
mostcomplexcharactersinthiswork,suchasWuSong,SongJiang,LinChong,andLuZhishen,are
markedbyamuchlowerdegreeoffineness．Thistrendismainlymanifestedintotwoaspects．The
firstisthatmostofthesecharactersareportrayedindetailonlyataparticularstageofthestory,

afterwhichtheydieorfadeawayfromrolesofprominence．Thesecondisthatthesubtletyofthese
charactersisnotsufficient．Psychologicaldescriptionsaregenerallyabsentornotdetailed．The
characters􀆳fulldescriptionsarerelativelyrough,generallydepictedthroughtheirwords,actions,and
performanceinnumerouseventstoshapetheirimageforthereader．Thisdirectlycontraststhe
detaileddescriptionofthecharacter􀆳smultiplesidesandperspectivesportrayedinWesternnovelsto
shapetheirholisticimage．

Furthermore,WuSongisonesuchcharacterwhoseportrayalisshapedbyhisperformanceina
seriesofevents．ThisincludesmeetingSongJiang,slayingthetigeronthemountain,meetingWuda,

killingJinLianinanger,beingfriendlytoZhangQingandShiEn,drunkenlybeatingtheJiang
Mensheng,wreakinghavocinFlyingCloudPool(飛雲浦 FeiYunPu),killingZhangDuJianin
anger,walkingonCentipedeRidge(蜈蚣嶺 WuGongLing)atnight,andopposingtherecruitment．
InWesternnovels,suchasGoethe􀆳sTheSorrowsofYoung Werther,Werther􀆳simageismainly
portrayedthroughhisvarietyofperformancesconnectedtohisloveaffairwithCharlotte．

Continuingthismarkeddifference,thecharacterswithinChinesenovelsareoftendistinctand
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vividbutnotcomplexenough．Thedualpersonalityfoundincharactersthatoftenappearin１９thＧ
centuryWesternnovels,multifacetedcharacterslikeNekhlyudoffandRastignac,areseldomseenin
ChineseworkslikeWaterMargin．SongJianghassomedualpersonalities,buttheyarenottypicaland
oftenfailtodevelopfully．Thishastodowiththefinenessoftheindividualandcollectivestory
elements．Duetothelackoffineness,thenovelrevealsthecharacters􀆳outstandingpoints．Still,it
ignoresthecomplicatedentanglementbetweenthoseelementsofthecharacterhim orherself,

resultinginthelackofdiversityandduality．Thesameistrueofeventsandscenes．Thestorylineof
WuSongandothersprogressesquickly,withnumerouseventsandscenes,sothedegreeoffineness
isrelativelylow．Forexample,ashockingevent,WuSong􀆳swreakinghavocinFlyingCloudPool(飛
雲浦FeiYunPu),isonlythreenaturalparagraphsinlength,lessthanathousandwords．Atthe
sametime,therealfightscenesareonlyaparagraphorapproximately３００words．Thedescriptionsof
specificscenesarealsostraightforward,suchasthedescriptionofFlyingCloudPool:“infrontcamea
FlyingCloudPool,surroundedbythewildPortwideriver．Fivepeoplewalktoabroadboardbridge,

anarchwaywithaplatereading ‘FlyingCloudPool．’”〔５〕Comprisedofjustafew words,this
descriptorwaswrittenoutofthemomentumofFlyingCloudPoolandthefightingenvironment．The
detailsofWaterMarginarealsoconcise,generallycapturingthemainpointsorbroadstrokesof
contextandrepresentation．There􀆳salottobesaidforthefamouseventwhereinLuZhishenpunches
ZhengGuanxi,utilizingjustthreepunchestoendalife,andthisactioncouldeasilybewrittento
includemanythingsindetail．However,thisexampleoftheChinesenovelandthisspecificsceneis
mainlyfastenedtotheeffectsofthepunchesthemselvestonarratetheplotandappropriatelyrender
aptmetaphors．Althoughthedetailsarefocused,inthisway,theyarestillcleanandsharp．

ItshouldbenotedthatthefinenessofWaterMarginisrepresentativeofthenarrativeforms
employedbyancientChinesenovels．ThefinenessoftheRomanceoftheThreeKingdoms(Sanguo
Yanyi三国演义),JourneytotheWest(XiYouJi西游记),andfurtherbacktohuaben(话本)inthe
SongandYuandynastiestoworkssuchas“SanyanandEr􀆳pai”(三言二拍),includedetailsofshared
storyelementsthataresimilartothoseatworkinWaterMargin．TheChineseliterarynovelssuchas
StrangeStoriesfrom aChineseStudio(liaozhaizhiyi 聊 斋 志 异)and New StoriesTold While
TrimmingtheWick(JiandengXinhua剪灯新话)areabitlessdetailedincomparison．Theoriginof
vernacularnovelsis“shuohua”(说话)and “Huaben”(话本)composedduringtheSongdynasty,

whichismorecasual,spacious,anddetailedthanwrittenlanguage．Therefore,comparedwiththe
Chineseliterarynovels,whichoriginatedfromthehistoricalbiographiesandtheZhiren/Zhiguai
novels,vernacularnovelsaregenerally moredetailedthan Chineseliterarynovels．Amongthe
vernacularnovels,DreamofRedChamber(HongLouMeng红楼梦)andThePlumintheGolden
Vase(JinPingMei金瓶梅)arerelativelymoredetailed．However,thereisstillacertaindistanceat
playintherepresentationscomparedwithWesternnovels．Thisisclearbycomparingthecharacters,

events,andscenesinDreamofRedChamberwithTolstoy􀆳sWarandPeace．Ofcourse,thereisno
necessaryconnectionbetweenfinenessandtheoverallsuccessofthestoryelementsinaparticular
novel．Manyfactorsdeterminethesuccessofelements,andfinenessisjustoneofthem．Otherfactors
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alsoplayanimportantroleinthesuccessoftheelements．Forexample,ifacharacterisasecondary
characterinwork,thenahighdegreeofdetailwillnotprogressthecharacterforward．Instead,when
toomuchdescriptionisspentonthecharacterdirectly,thesecondarycharactersupersedesthe
primaryone．

Ontheotherhand,theeventualsuccessofcharactersalsodependsonthecharacters􀆳articulated
characteristics,theprofundityand noveltyoftheirlivedreflections,andtheirconformityand
measuringupwiththetimesandeventsdepicted．Ifthereisnotenoughattentionconcentratedon
thesefactorsandonlyworkdonefocusingonthedegreeofdetailsbytheauthor,thecharacterwill
neverbeentirelysuccessful．ThekeytothesuccessofLunXu􀆳sAhQ (阿 Q 正传)isnotinits
fineness,butinthedescriptionofeach ofthecharacters􀆳distinctivepersonalitiesand unique
experiences,eachofwhichexpressesauniversalphenomenoninthehumanspirituallife———the
methodofspiritualvictoryandwhatiscontainedineverycharacter􀆳sheartbutnotnecessarilyin
everyauthor􀆳spen．Intermsoffineness,WuSonginWaterMarginisnotasevidentlyestablishedas
theeponymousprotagonistin WalterScott􀆳shistoricalnovelIvanhoe．However,intermsofthe
successoftheimage,WuSongisnotperceivedaslowerthanIvanhoebut,insomesenses,even
higher．Althoughbothnovelsaregoodatportrayingcharactersthroughaction,theimageofWuSong
ismoredistinctandhispersonalitymoreprominentthanthatofIvanhoe．Thesameistrueofthe
detailsineachofthenovels．Intermsofadequacyofpresentation,thereisalsoaquestionofthe
finenessofmoreinformation,wherethefinerdoesnotalwaysequatetobetter．Concerningthe
detaileddescriptionofingestinggold,Mr．Ma􀆳er􀆳stwofingersinUnofficialHistoryoftheScholars
(RuilinWaishi儒林外史)isnotdepictedasinferiortoGrandet􀆳sdeathinEugénieGrandet．Although
intermsoftheadequacyofthepresentation,theformerislessrefinedthanthelatter．Itfollowsthat
finenessanddensityarecriticalquantitativemeasuresofstoryelementsbutnotascrucialasquality
criteria．Theyindicatethecharacteristicsofthenovel􀆳snarrativebutarenotthecriteriafor
determiningthenovel􀆳snarrativesuccess．

４．TheDifferenceEffectofFinenessand DensityontheStructureof
ChineseandWesternNovels

Thestructureistheorganizationandformofexistenceforthecontentofanovel．“Thestructure
ofanarrativeworkistheoverallformoftherelationshipbetweenthecomponentsorunitsofthe
work．”〔６〕Thus,thecontentofanovelisthestory．Theelementsofastoryconstitutethe
“componentsandunits”ofthenovel,andtheformoforganizationbetweentheelementsembodies
thenovel􀆳sstructure．Asforconstructslikeanideaortheme,itcanonlybeexpressedthrough
characters,events,plots,scenes,settings,details,etc．Therefore,althoughstoryelementsarepartsof
thenovel􀆳scontent,theycannotconstitutethestructureitself．

Thereisadifferencebetweensimplicityandcomplexity,refinement,anddelicacy,instructure．
Fromtheperspectiveofnarrative,thesimplicityandcomplexityandrefinementanddelicacyofthe

００２

〔６〕 童庆炳 TONGQingbing主编:«文学理论教程»Wenxuelilunjiaocheng[ACourseinLiteraryTheory],Beijing:高等教育出

版社 Gaodengjiaoyuchubanshe[HigherEducationPress],１９９８年版,第２１５页．



YanqiuZHAO,etal．:AComparativeStudyofDensityandFinenessintheNarrativesofChineseandWesternClassicalNovels

structurearecloselyrelatedtothedensityandfinenessofstoryelements．Onlywhenthestory
elementsarefullydevelopedcanthestory􀆳snarrativehavetheroomandspacerequiredtomove,

change,andadequatelydeploy．Ifsuchprogressionsofthenarrativearefrequentandintense,the
structureoftheworkislikelytobecomplicated．Ontheotherhand,theworkstructurewillbe
refinedifthedeploymentsareregular,strong,coordinated,andclever．Onthecontrary,ifthedensity
ofstoryelementsishighandthenumberofelementsislarge,thenovel􀆳sstructuretendstobe
simplisticandconcise．

Tolstoy􀆳snovelsareknownfortheirelaborateandrefinedstructure．HisWarandPeaceisarare
epicworkthatreflectsallaspectsofRussiansocietybetween１８０５and１８２０throughthealternation
ofperiodsofviolenceandcivility,basedontheexperiencesofthefourprominentmembersoffive
Russianaristocraticfamilies—theBezukhovs,theBolkonskys,theRostovs,theKuragins,andthe
Drubetskoys．AnnaKareninatakesthetragedyofAnnaandLevin􀆳sspiritualexplorationasthe
threadsofthestory．Atthesametime,Oblonskyactsasanintermediary,interweavingthetwo
unrelatedthreadsintoanorganicwhole,formingthefamous“domestructure．”Resurrectiontakes
thespiritualdegenerationandresurrectionofNekhlyudovand Maslovaastwocluesandusesthe
dichotomytoexpressthesharpsocialcontradictionsinRussiaandthejourneyofeachcharacters􀆳
spiritualresurrectioninthe１９thcentury．Thestructureofeachofthethreenovelsisdistinctive,but
allareelaborateandrefined．Thisisrelatedtothelowerdensityandhigherfinenessofthestory
elementsinthethreenovels．Althoughallthreeworksareenormousmasterpieces,thedensityof
storyelementsismuchlower．ThefinenessismuchhigherthanclassicalChinesenovelssuchas
WaterMargin,RomanceoftheThreeKingdoms,JourneytotheWest,DreamoftheRedChamber,

andothers．WarandPeaceisanepicandfarＧreachingnovelthatcontains５５９characters,withan
impressivecastofaboutthirtyorsomaincharacters,includingAndreiBolkonsky,PierreBezukhov,

NatashaRostova,NikolenkaRostov,HélèneKuragina,Napoléon,andothers．Thisisrelativelyrarein
westernnovels,butthedensityofcharactersisstilllowerwhencomparedwithChinesenovelssuch
asRomanceoftheThreeKingdomsandDreamoftheRedChamber．Ofthesetwoworks,thereare
nolessthan１,０００characterswithnamesintheformerand７３２characterswithnamesofthe９７５
totalcharactersinthelatter．Still,despitethesevastnumbersofdepictedcharacters,bothofthese
ChinesenovelsareshorterinlengththanWarandPeace．

Thedensityandfinenessofstoryelementsaffectthestructureofthenovelintwoaspects．One
aspectisthepresentationofthestoryelementsthemselves．Supposethedensityofstoryelementsis
lowandthefinenessishigh．Inthatcase,thespaceallocatedtoeachelementisrelativelysufficient,

andtheelementsthemselvesaredisplayedinadequateandproportionatedetail．Whentheelements
arepresentedwithsufficientdetail,itiseasiertoincreasethevariationinthenarrativeprocess,adopt
morenarrativestyles,andchangethenarrativeordermorefrequently．

Ontheotherhand,theotheraspectistheorganizationandconnectionbetweenstoryelements．If
therearemanyelements,theworkfocusesontheorganizationandassociationoftheelements;if
therearefewelements,theworkfocusesonhowtheelementsareorganizedandconnected．For
example,inTolstoy􀆳sResurrection,hestartedthestorywithNechlyudovatfirst,buthefeltthatit
wasnotagoodwaytocreatethenarrativeasitwashypocritical．AsTolstoyhimselfstated:
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WhenIwasworkingonthechildren􀆳sstoryWhoWasRight?Iunderstoodit．Irealized
thatweshouldstartwiththelivesofthepeasants,whoarethemaincharacters,thepositive
ones,whileeverythingelseisashadow,thenegative．ThesameistrueofResurrection,which
shouldstartwithher．〔７〕

The“her”inthisspecificcasemeansMaslova．Assuch,ifthenarrativeistostartwithMaslova,

everythingwillbefine．However,MaslovaisasecondarycharacterwhencomparedtoNechlydov．
ThisisbecausethespiritualresurrectionofNechlydovisthemainstoryofthenovel．Incontrast,

Maslova􀆳sspiritualresurrectionissecondaryandsubordinatetotheresurrectionofNekhlyudofffrom
theholisticframingofthenovel．ThiscausedtwomostremarkablefeatureswithinResurrection:the
flashbackbeginningandthedoubleＧlinestructure．Here,oneisobvious,andtheotherishidden．This
structuralformofResurrectionisrelatedtothefactthatthenovel􀆳smaincharactersareonlytwo
people,Nechlydovand Maslova,andthedensityofeventsandscenesisrelativelylow．Thelower
densityprovidesthebasisandconditionsfortheorganizationandconnectionoftheelements．Ifthis
weretobeframedlikeRomanceoftheThreeKingdoms,withtimespansofmorethan１００years,

withmorethan１,０００characters,nolessthan５０maincharacters,andnumerouseventsandscenes,

therewouldnecessarilybelesseffortputintothequestionof“how”toorganizeandconnectthe
storyelementsinsuchanovel．Becauseofthis,Tolstoymanagedandconnectedthestoryelements
intoanorganicwhole,avoidingmanypotentialissues．Therefore,thefourmajornovelsofancient
China,ThreeKingdoms,WaterMargin,JourneytotheWest,andTheRedChamber,areallorganized
andconnectedbytimeclues．Oneofthecrucialreasonsforthisisthatthedensityofthestory
elementsistoohigh．Thedensityissohighthatitbringssignificantchallengestotheorganization
andconnectionoftheelements．Therefore,theeasiestandsafestwaytoorganizeandconnectthe
elementsistoarrangethemonebyoneaccordingtothechronologicalorderandthesequenceof
events,thuscreatingastructureoftheworkwhichtendstobeconcise．

Onthecontrary,withfewerelements,Westernnovelsdonotneedtoworryaboutmixingand
entanglingindividualelementsandhavemoreflexibilitytodosomethinginregardstothestructure
ofthenovelitself,suchasusingthemethodsofflashback,collage,skip,multiＧlinenarrative,etc．,

thusfurthermakingthestructureoftheseworksbothcomplicatedandexquisite．Forexample,

RomanceoftheThreeKingdomsinwhichGuanYunchangridesthousandsofmilesalone,travels
pastfivepasses,beheadssixgenerals,addressesmorethantwentynamedcharacters,engagesinfive
majorevents,observesCao Cao􀆳ssendingoff,Liao Hua􀆳sofferingofasisterＧinＧlaw,Huhua􀆳s
hospitableservice,andSunQian􀆳sletter—comprisesatotalofnineeventsandmorethantwenty
scenes,butiswritteninlessthansixthousandwordstofinishthenarrationinonechapter．On
average,eachcharacterisdepictedinlessthan３００wordsandeacheventinabout６００words．With
suchdensity,evenamasterofstructurelikeTolstoycouldonlyorganizethestory􀆳selementsin
chronologicalorderandthedevelopmentofevents．InanovellikeRomanceoftheThreeKingdoms,

iftoomuchattentionispaidtotheelaboratestructure,theresultmaybeatangleofstoryelements

２０２

〔７〕 «列夫􀅰托尔斯泰论创作»LiefuTuoersitailunchuangzuo[LevTolstoyonCreativeWriting],戴启篁 DAIQihuang译,桂林

Guilin:漓江出版社 Lijiangchubanshe[LijiangPublishingHouse],１９８２年,第１７１页．
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andalackofclarityinthenarrative．
Naturally,thereare Chinesenovels with moreelaborateandsophisticatedstructures．For

example,HanBangqing􀆳sTheSingＧsongGirlsofShanghai(海上花列传 HaishanghuaLiezhuan)isone
suchnovelthatconsistsofmanyinterconnectedbutindependentstories．However,itsstoryunitsdo
notmoveforwardonebyone,asinthecaseofUnofficialHistoryoftheScholars(儒林外史 Rulin
Waishi)andWaterMargin,withonestoryprogressingafteranother．Instead,thenovelbreakseach
storyunitintoindividualpiecesandthenreassemblesthemintodifferentarrangements．Thecontent
ofasinglestoryappearsin morethanonechapter,andasinglechaptersometimesincludesthe
contentofmultiplestories．Betweenthestoryfragments,thecharactersareinterspersedtoforma
whole．Thisstructurecanbereferredtoasfragmentaryembellishment．ItisthetraditionalChinese
novelstructure,whichhasbeenadoptedinsuchimportantnovelsas UnofficialHistoryofthe
ScholarsandWaterMargin．However,UnofficialHistoryoftheScholarsandtheWaterMarginis
unitary,wherein oneindividualtellsthestory．The SingＧsong GirlsofShanghaiemploysan
incompletestructure．Assuch,itbreaksacompletestoryunitintomanyfragments．Itthenorganizes
thesefragmentsinto differentnarrative units,such aschapters,thusforming astructureof
multilayeredＧcoexistenceandinterlockingdevelopment．Intermsofthegeneraldesign,thestoryis
stillorganizedaccordingtotimeandevents,but,intermsoftheindividualparts,thenovelbreaksthe
orderoftimeandeventsasitsimultaneouslychangesandreversesthemtosomeextent．Inthis
sense,the structure of The SingＧsong Girls of Shanghai not only maintains the essential
characteristicsoftheembellishedparagraphstructurebutalsohasitsinnovationandhasgone
beyondthetraditionalstructureoftheChinesenovel,whichismorecomplicatedandrefinedin
comparisontotheconventionalunitaryembellishedparagraph．However,mostnotably,thislevelof
complexityandrefinementisbasedontheChinesenoveltradition,nottheWesternone．

Asestablished,themainstructureofTheSingＧsongGirlsofShanghaiisstillorganizedaccording
tothesequenceoftimeandevents,andthereareonlysomechangesinthecompositionoftheunits．
Secondly,TheSingＧsongGirlsofShanghaiisnotthetypicalorrepresentativedepictionofclassical
Chinesenovels．Itwaspublishedin１８９２whenWesterncultureandliteraturehadalreadyspreadto
China．Theauthorofthenovel,HanBangqing,failedintheimperialexaminationand,asaresult:

SpentmanyyearsinShanghai,whereheexchangedpoemswithQianXinＧboandHeguiＧ
sheng,thechiefeditorofShenbao(申报),andotherfamousscholarsinShanghai．Healso
triedtobetheeditorofShenbao,buthehadadownＧtoＧearthnatureanddidnottolerate
restraint,suchastrivialandredundantediting．〔８〕

Atthattime,ShanghaiwasthemostopencityinChina,and,asamanofletters,HanBangqing
livedthereformanyyears,mostprobablyinfluencedbyWesterncultureandliterarytrends．Thus,

TheSingＧsongGirlsofShanghaishouldhavetakenonabitofWesternflavor,nottotallyatypical

３０２

〔８〕 胡适 HUShi:”‹海上花列传›序”Haishanghualiezhuanxu[“PrefacetoTheSingＧsongGirlsofShanghai,”],韩邦庆 HAN
Bangqing著:«海上花列传»Haishanghualiezhuan[TheSingＧsongGirlsofShanghai],长沙 Changsha:岳麓书社 Yuelushushe[Yuelu
Press],２００５年,第４７３页．
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recitationofthetraditionalChinesenovel．Western novelsnotablyinfluenceitselaborateand
sophisticatedstructure．However,comparedwithWesternnovelssuchastheEnglishdetectivenovel
SherlockHolmes,whichisfromroughlythesameperiod,thestructureofTheSingＧsongGirlsof
Shanghaiisstillmuchmoreconciseandrefined．Additionally,fromtheperspectiveofstoryelements,

thedensityofTheSingＧsongGirlsofShanghaiisstillrelativelyhigh．Thebookislessthan５００,０００
wordsintotal,with morethan１００characters,anddepictedeventsandscenesthatarevery
complicated．Therefore,ingeneral,thestructureofTheSingＧsongGirlsofShanghai,itscomplexity
andrefinement,isstillbasedonChinesenovels．Itsstructurefollowstheessentialcharacteristicsof
classicalChinesenovels:conciseandstraightforward．

AccordingtoZhengMin,“whetherinChinaortheWest,thedevelopmentofnovelwritingand
thenoveltheoryisrelativelyacomplicatedprocess,duringwhichthereareevolutions,leapsand
bounds,alsostagnation,repetition,andsometimesevenselfＧdenial．Therefore,itisnotdifficultto
findexamplesofcounterＧevidence．”〔９〕Withthiscontext,thenovelＧfocusedtraditionofanynationis
complex,andacomparisonoftwodifferentkindsofliteraturecanonlybemadebasedontheirtypical
representativeworks,whichinevitablyleavesalottobedesired．However,suchamacrocomparison
is,bydefinition,necessary．Itiseasytoseethetreeswithoutsuchmacrocomparisons,butnotthe
forest,justliketheblindmanfeelinganelephant．Onewillmostlikelygetaspecificimagebutlacka
holisticgraspofthetotalityofthethingbeforethem．

Thisarticlediscussesthedifferencebetween Chineseand Westernnovelsandattemptsto
addresstheissuesofcomparisonregardingthehighdensityandlowfinenessofstoryelementsin
ChinesenovelsandthelowdensityandhighfinenessofthestoryelementsinWesternnovels．Toa
certainextent,suchdifferencesaffectedthestructureofChineseand Westernnovels,formingthe
preferencefoundin Chinesenovelstoorganizestoryelementsintheorderoftimeandevent
development,witharelativelyconciseandstraightforwardstructure．Comparatively,Westernnovels
tendtomakeadifferenceinelementsandstructuralmethods,witharatherelaborateandrefined
structure．Thisconclusionisonlyastatementoffact,notavaluejudgment．Chinesenovels,

influencedbyChinesesocietyandculture,tendtoreflecttheuniverseand macroscopicview of
societyandlifeintexts,sothestoryelementstendtobedenser．Whereas,Westernnovels,influenced
byWesternsocietyandculture,paymoreattentiontoexpressingconcretelife,andtheirdepicted
storyelementstendtobemoredetailed．Thetwoapproachesofstoryelementsformtwodifferent
characteristicsoftraditionalChineseand Westernnovels．Eachofthesecharacteristicshasitsown
advantages．Bothareinlinewiththenationalcultureandsocialframeworkfromwhichtheyemerged
andappropriatelyreflectedthelifeoftheirrespectivesocietiesandthethoughtsandfeelingsoftheir
people,bothofwhichareworthyofaffirmation．

Naturally,anovelistheexpressionoftheworldandthereflectionofhumanthoughtsbysensual
andconcreteimages．Fromthepointofviewofmodernity,toexpressthespecificsofpeopleand
eventsandtorepresentthesensualandspecificlife,theappropriatereductionofthedensityofstory
elementsandincreaseinthefinenessofthenovelcreatesadynamicbalancelinkedtothedirectionof

４０２

〔９〕 郑敏 ZHENG Min:”中 西 小 说 观 念 比 较”Zhongxixiaoshuoguannianbijiao [A ComparisonofChineseand Western
ConceptionsoftheNovel],«外国文学研究»Waiguowenxueyanjiu[StudiesinForeignLiterature],１９９３年第３期．
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thedevelopmentofthenovel．Westernnovelsdevelopedalongthisline,andChinesenovelsdeveloped
alongthesamelineaswell．TheoveralldevelopmentfromclassicalChineseliterarynovelstoSong
andYuan Huaben,to MingandQingnovels,from RomanceoftheThreeKingdomsand Water
MargintoThePlumintheGoldenVaseandDreamoftheRedChamberthetrendisalsothesame．
ItisonlyasthedevelopmentofChinesenovelsreachedastageofretardation,orevenstagnation,

aftertheintroductionofthechapternovel．
Incontrast,theWesternnoveldevelopedenormouslyinthe１７thand１８thcenturies,especiallyin

the１９thcentury,pullingawayfromtheChinesenovelontheroadtomodernization．Asaresult,at
theendofthe１９thcentury,whenthe WesterninfluencespreadtotheEast,theChinesenovels
absorbedmanyideas,forms,andtechniquesfromtheirWesterncounterpartsandlikewiseembarked
ontheroadtomodernizationunderthe Westernnovel􀆳sinfluence．Itisconceivablethat,without
Westerninfluence,theChinesenovelswouldalsoembarkontheroadofmodernizationattheearliest
possiblepointintheirselfＧdevelopment,butthisisalreadyaseparateissueneedingtobeaddressedin
asubsequentarticle．
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中文题目:
中西古典小说叙事中的密度与细度比较研究

赵炎秋

文学博士,博士生导师,湖南师范大学文学院教授,外国语学院兼职教授,研究方向为文艺理论与比较文学.通讯地址:

湖南省长沙市岳麓区麓山路３６号,湖南师范大学文学院,４１００８１长沙.手机:１８６７３１０７０１３;电子邮箱:zhyq８１４＠

１６３．com.

孙　旭

西安外国语大学中文学院副教授,西安郭杜教育产业开发区文苑南路,中国,７１０１２８;Email:xuＧsun＠hotmail．com.

摘　要:密度指在一定的篇幅内,故事要素数量的多少.细度指故事要素展示的充分性和内在完满性.比较而言,中
国古代小说故事要素的密度较高,细度较低;西方小说故事要素的密度较低,细度较高.这部分造成了中国小说结构简
洁精练,西方小说结构繁复精致的特点.这些特点各有长处,符合中西小说所自产生的民族文化和社会土壤,也能恰切
地反映各自所处社会的生活和人民的思想感情,都是值得肯定的.

关键词:中西小说;故事要素;密度;细度;结构
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