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DEGREE OF DOCTOR OF LETTERS, honoris causa

Mr Liu Yichang, BBS, MH

Mr Chairman,

Due to its location and history, Hong Kong has become a meeting place of Eastern and
Western cultures. The fusion of cultures gives Hong Kong literature its distinctive local
characteristics. In the past seven or eight decades, a significant number of writers and artists
from mainland China and other countries have moved to Hong Kong, some for a short
time, others permanently. These writers and artists have injected new life into the literary
development of the territory. They have used fresh perspectives to look at the former British
colony and penned literary works that have captured the spirit of the time. Mr Liu Yichang
is one such literary figure who has devoted most of his career to serving the cause of Hong
Kong literature. Mr Liu is a writer, a literary editor of several newspapers and the founder of
a literary monthly in Hong Kong. Since the 1950s, his works have been highly influential
and have nurtured several generations of local literary talent. Mr Liu Yichang has indeed

opened new horizons for Hong Kong literature.

Born Liu Tongyi in Shanghai in 1918, Liu Yichang has ancestral roots in Zhenhai, a small
town in Ningbo, Zhejiang. After graduating from St John’s University in 1941, he began
a career as a literary supplement editor with Guomin Gongbao (National Gazette). Before
settling in Hong Kong in 1948, he held similar positions with various newspapers and
magazines in Chongqing, Shanghai, Singapore and Malaysia. That is why Mr Liu Yichang is

sometimes called ‘the pioneer of Chinese literary supplements’.

Mr Liu has written many influential novels. He is a keen observer of human nature
and social complexities, and his stories capture the endlessly fascinating life of a city in
constant flux and demonstrate his unfailing inventiveness with form and technique. Mr
Liu’s writings, famous for their inimitable stream of consciousness, are extensions of the

Shanghai New Sensation School in the 1940s. Among his best-known works are Jiutu [The
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Drunkard] (1963), Duidao [Téte-béche] (1975), Sinei [Inside the Temple] (1977), Moxing,
youpiao, taoci [Model, Stamp and Chinaware] (1979), Dao yu bandao [Island and Peninsula]
(1993), Ta you yiba fengli de xiaodao [He Has a Sharp Little Knife] (1995) and Dacuole [Wrong
Number] (2001).

‘Take the novel The Drunkard as an example. It has been regarded as the prototype of the
stream-of-consciousness novel in Hong Kong. In this work, Mr Liu Yichang uses interior
monologue as a narrative technique to reveal the psyche of the protagonist, a writer
who feels threatened by the loss of his self. In the 1950s, Hong Kong was transformed
from a small industrial society into a highly commercialized city, and Liu’s novel depicts
the distorted human nature caused by the materialistic world. With a double plotline
characteristic of Mr Liu’s style, Téte-béche does not have a story and it tells how a man and a
woman stroll along Nathan Road in opposite directions and the way the lives of these two
strangers intersect on the busiest street in Kowloon, thus highlighting the coincidences in

life and the gendered perspectives between the male and the female.

Mr Liu is an important figure in Hong Kong’s modernist literary movement. His works have
been translated into English, French, Italian and Japanese, and have influenced a generation
of writers and artists. For example, Téte-béche inspired Wong Kar-wai’s In the Mood for Love
(2000) and 2046 (2004). In 1987, a television version of Téte-béche was produced by the
Television Division of RTHK and directed by Cheung Siu Hing; and in 2003, a new edition
of this modernist fictional work was awarded the Hong Kong Biennial Award for Chinese
Literature (Fiction Category) organized by the Hong Kong Public Libraries. Also, Freddie
Wong Kwok-shiu’s 2010 movie The Drunkard is an adaptation of Liu Yichang’s novella of the

same name.

Mr Liu’s works are sometimes autobiographical in essence. The protagonists often travel
between Shanghai and Hong Kong in their memories. In fact, Liu Yichang's novels are
another version of Charles Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities. Mr Liu’s stories depict vividly how
the characters live, think and experience life differently when they move from Shanghai
to Hong Kong. At the same time, he has used the literary techniques of modernism that
were quite common during the New Sensation Literary Movement in Shanghai. In many
of Liu Yichang’s novels, the protagonists are flaneurs in the metropolis of Hong Kong, and
through depicting and revealing their stream-of-consciousness thought, the readers are able
to glimpse city images of Hong Kong. Under Mr Liu’s pen, Hong Kong was a contrasting
place of hope and despair, analogous to Charles Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities, in which he

portrays the struggle between good and evil in London and Paris:

26



It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was
the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity,
it was the season of light, it was the season of darkness, it was the spring of hope,
it was the winter of despair, we had everything before us, we had nothing before
us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the other way -
in short, the period was so far like the present period, that some of its noisiest
authorities insisted on its being received, for good or for evil, in the superlative

degree of comparison only.

A prolific writer, Mr Liu Yichang has produced about 70 million Chinese characters of
creative works and commentaries. He was literary supplement editor for a number of
Chinese newspapers in Hong Kong - for example, Hong Kong Times, Sing Tao Evening Post
and Express Daily. He also founded the Hong Kong Literary Monthly and was editor-in-
chief for 15 years. Through the literary columns he edited, Mr Liu has helped nurture a
generation of Hong Kong writers. Therefore, Liu Yichang is not merely an innovative writer,
but has also helped develop the system of literary supplements into an institution that is
often considered the cradle of indigenous Hong Kong literature. And it is also through these

literary columns that the feelings of post-war Hong Kongers were captured and preserved.

Mr Liu received a Medal of Honour from the Hong Kong SAR Government in 2000 and
a Bronze Bauhinia Star (BBS) in 2011 for his achievements and contributions to the
development of Hong Kong literature. In 2010, Mr Liu was Writer of the Year at the Hong
Kong Literary Festival and the Hong Kong Book Fair. Liu Yichang is always supportive of
budding young writers. In 2009, he took up the post of Honorary Professor at the Open
University of Hong Kong and has since then shared his experience with students in the

Creative Writing and Film Arts Programme.

Mr Chairman, Mr Liu Yichang is a renowned writer and editor. He is a pioneer in
contemporary Hong Kong literature. What he represents is the literary achievements of
a generation of mainland Chinese émigrés in Hong Kong. Thanks to the efforts of these
people, the stereotype of Hong Kong as a cultural desert has greatly changed. They can
now call Hong Kong home, and the city is proud to have them here. In recognition of
Liu Yichang’s outstanding achievements as a writer and his contributions to Hong Kong
literature, may I invite our President to present him for conferment of the degree of Doctor

of Letters, honoris causa.

Chinese citation written and to be delivered by Professor Tam Kwok-kan
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