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The Pursuit and Practice of “Free Love”:
The Love Story of Liang Baibo and Ye Qianyu in the 1930s

Chen, Te-hsin

Department of Humanities
National Open University

In the 1930s, the women’s liberation movement in China was at its peak. Readers
submitted letters to the editor in printed media in order to express their opinions on
women’s rights, prompting heated discussions. In response to the criticism of traditional
arranged marriage, “free love” and “love above all” started to be considered the
foundation of a happy family instead. Lack of love in the traditional marriage was often
questioned and a reasonable and ethical ground for divorce.

Liang Baibo and Ye Qianyu were the most famous manhua artists in Shanghai
at that time. They fell in love at first sight and moved in together soon after, although
Ye was already in an arranged marriage to an illiterate wife. Liang was a firm believer
in “free love”, and thought she and Ye could eventually start a new family of their
own. Shortly after, Ye’s wife raided the love nest of the couple and humiliated Liang.
Ye immediately divorced his wife and relocated with Liang to Nanjing. However, the
relationship between Liang and Ye quickly deteriorated with numerous fights. Merely
one year later, Ye moved back to Shanghai and reunited with his ex-wife. Liang also
returned to Shanghai and resumed her previous profession as a manhua artist.

In his later years, Ye wrote a memoir and documented his love for Liang. Liang did
not leave any written record of her own but narrated her perspectives through art. Her
painting captured her expectation, confusion, disappointment, and anger about her love
for Ye. Analyzing Liang’s work allows us to understand a modern woman, a believer in
“free love”, and her joy and pain while applying these ideals in practice.

Keywords: Ye Qianyu, Liang Baibo, Free Love, Modern Sketch, Modern Girl
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