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Abstract : Writers have included the ugly in their works for centuries, but ugliness has often served merely as a contrast to
bring out the beautiful, not having emerged as an independent aesthetic category until recent history. In the 1980s, China was
going through a series of changes and transformations; the wounds and scars from the Cultural Revolution, a freer literary
atmosphere then, and the introduction of Western thoughts into China gave rise to a trend of penning the ugly and the
repulsive among writers. Such trend of utilizing 'Ugliness' as a theme of writing in Chinese literature is especially observed
among Xianfeng writers (China’s pioneer writers or avant-garde writers). As a prominent Xianfeng writer, Su Tong (1963-) also
incorporates ugliness into his novels: shoddy environment, degenerate and ruthless society, distorted and decadent humanity
are part and parcel of his deliberate efforts of exploring and depicting the ugly aspects of the world. His full-length novel Rice,
staging the appalling protagonist Five Dragons, is a prime example. In fact, all characters in Rice exhibit Ugliness but Five
Dragons’s turning into a figure of ugly spite is the most thorough and complete, making Rice a masterpiece of Su Tong’s art in
projecting the Ugliness embedded in society and human nature. Approaching Rice from the angle of the aesthetics of the Ugly
and selecting Five Dragons as the subject of close reading and analysis, this paper offers insights into both Su Tong’s distinct
style of foregrounding and unfolding Ugliness in his novel and the workings of such text when he deploys the Ugly as a center
component of his writing. In addition to citing from the discussion of Rice by literary critics and the author himself, this paper
also presents textual evidence and analyzes the imageries/motifs and calculated vocabulary/narration employed by Su Tong to
illustrate  how Five Dragons'  extreme behaviors  and psychological  states  are  integral  to  the plot  and ultimately  to  the
manifestation of ugliness as the novel’s theme. This study reveals that although the psyche and doings of Five Dragons and
other 'ugly' characters are, as the author once stated, imagined products of the writer Su Tong himself, Rice sheds light onto
the ugly aspects of life in China in 1920s-30s. Three aspects of Ugliness are identified and discussed in the paper. Lastly, this
paper also suggests some effects of Su Tong’s exploration of Ugliness in Rice, proposing that the portrayal of Ugliness per se is
not the ends of Su Tong’s mastery of the aesthetics of the Ugly but rather a means to making his writing transcend from
provoking  spontaneous  moral  judgment  in  readers  on  the  doings  of  Five  Dragons  to  prompting  readers  to  ponder  on
philosophical questions such as how humanity can still be possible when an individual confronts the dark sides of a self, a
society, and his/her fate.
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