
A fasc inat ion for  the unknown
and exot ic  has fostered huge

in teres t  in  Ch ina among
Western readers.  CLAIRE

SCOBIE examines the past
few decades of  Chinese
l i terature and t races the

somet imes tor tuous path
f rom Maois t  repress ion to

contemporary  sou l -search ing.
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intel lcctul ls rcturned to ptrbl ic hf l  in l979.Thc
ensninq tcn ),errs rvere donrinutccl bv rr high
culturc fi'vcr thrt clirnrxed in the I9ti9 pro-
den.rocrrtcv lnovcnlent'

Irr  thc cighties. r.rs sr i tcrs lql in fbuncl thcur-
sclr,es lrt thc r':rngurrrcl, rreu' Iitcmrr' nrovelncnts
rve'rc splrr' ncrl - ar,ant-qrrc'lc.' xrot-selr chinrl'
rvhcrc uuthors strch as Li l \Lr i  :urcl MoYltrt 'nt l t t lc
nanrcs f irr  thenrselves explol inu thc' rnrir l  roots
of Chiucsc cultnrc, lrr tgurtqe ;rncl histon'.  inspircrl
bv rcrrclings fionr Mrirquez. Frtulkner rnd lJorgcs.'
slrs Lovcl l .  Wli ters r lscl souqlrt  \ \ ' : lvs to conrc t()
terurs s' i th thc trrqecl ies, lrodr personal lnc] col-
lcctivc, u,'rouqht bv thc (lrrInrrrrl ll.cr.olution rrnr'l
the nr:rssivc soci:r l  problcurs cltusctl  bv soci l l isrrr
qoltc lnsi'lnc.

Zhang Xianliang, author of Half oJ NIan is
Wonan,was dubbed China's Milan Kundera for
his sparse, haunting novels. Xianliang endured
rrvo dccades of hard labour in Chinat gulag in
ble:rk northern west China.The autobioeraphi-
cil Half' oJ Man is Woman tells of a poet s'ho frrlls
in love but fails to satisfr the uonr:rn becluse oi
sexual inrpoterrcc Zh:rn{: uscs this rs :r nrctrrphor
to i l lustr l tc thc cuusculrtccl rrr lc of the Clhiuesc
irrtel l iLlentsir l  urtt lcr M.to.

Intel lcctul ls unv hlvc becn rchrrbi l i t l tecl
into socict 'u'  durirrr l  thc cightics. but nncler
l)eng Xiaoping lnv u'r i ter hrtr ' l  to be s' lrv of
transqression. ( lr i t ic isinq t lre ( lonrnrunist l) l rn'
l'ls :r filught :rncl hlzarcious crtrlcrrvor,rr, socirrl
cr i t ic lue h:rc' l  to be obl iqLrc or l teavih'dissuiscd
to :rvoicl ccrrsorship - ol' \\'ol'sc l)llvwrir:ht :rrrc-l
novel ist Gro Xinqtirn f lecl l lcr j inlr in 19t33 uhcrr
he hcrrcl hc rvould be scnt to l l:rbor,rr canrp fbr
berng l  'spintual polh.rt :rnt ' l tnt l  spcnt the next ten
nronths trrrr, 'c l l ing througl-r Sichr-rarr.  |)urinq thc
Cultr.rral l l .cvolr,rr ion he h:rcl burnecl nrlnv oihis
elr l ier rvorks rrthcr thrn f ircc rrrrprisonnrent. Hc
later trrrnecl his expericnccs ir t to Strrr/  . \ l t t trr t t , t i t t ,
about 'onc rrr:rn' .s quest fbr irrner pclce and t iec-
donr' .  s 'hich s'on hinr thc 2{XX) Nobel l) t ize tbr
Literature (anrid accusations bv fburinrst caurps
of nrisowny) Xinel ian nou. l ivcs in l) ;rr is.

No one better c:rDtures thc fl'r-rsrrltron of
livine irr this icleological strrrightyrrcket tl.r;rn M:r
Jian in Rcri Drr-rr:  plrt  traveloquc, p:rrt-nreuroir,
this *'ou the 2(X)2 Thonras (look Tr:rvcl llook
Arvard.With his louche behaviour, sexrul f i ivol-
iry and Llnslvollrv fiiends,Jiur rvas considcrcc-l rr
thre:rt  to \()cict):  Irr  l9l l3. t l rc t l rcrr -3tt-1err-old
artist \\'as li'"'ins in I-)cijing, recovenns fionr a
nasw divorce His neu' eirhiicrrcl u'as cheirtinq
on hirn and the pol ice s'ere rrrouitorinq hun
Jian packecl :r fcr',' belonginrn, irrcludinr: a copv
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ofW:rlt Whitnrlnls L,,rltr rrf Cra.t.t, ttncl bcg:rn ln
epic three-ve:r l  jounrcv i lcross Clhir) i l  lncl Trbet.

Writinq in lr rrroocl\,, irreverent st,vlc,Jilrn
c:rptrlrcs Chin:r ls p:rnt rloxes, the disilltrsionnrcn t
:lnlo|lq :lrtist\ :lr)rl thc fl'cc\\'hcclinq corruP-
tron oipetn'of l lci l ls ln his se:rrch for hinrscl i
:rncl the soul of thrs \';lst coLlntr\,, hc brclks
rules lnd lr .rsts rrf tcr '  \ \ 'onlclr.  I{enrinisccrrt oi
Kcrourcls Ort t lu '  Ro.. iJ, his book is st i l l  blrrncd
in Ohin:r.Ji :ur rrorv l ivcs in Louclorr s'r th his
prrtner Florl  l )r 'cn, u'ho translatccl borh Rcr/
I)r.it rrnd 7}r' \ir,'r//t' .lInftct his Lrtcst book,
r novel thrt drlklv si t t i r iscs l i fc '  in ( lhiru
Accordinq to Ji:rrr,  ( l l r i rr :r  is 'corrrpletelv l lck-
inq rn self l lu 'arcucss. As sonrconc rvlro lr ls
steppecl outsicle thrrt socien, I hlvc :r rrsportsi-
bi l in '  to u'r i tc lbout i t  rrs I  sec i t . '

Such ;r bolc'l ;lsscrtion stlikes :r scnsitivc lirer-
rlrv nervc ilnror)q (lhinese r.,'riters s'ho r.icu
thc 6nrigr6s rvith :r nrixturc oicnvv rtrtcl  cleri-
sion. It rr':rs l)errl S l}.rckls bestsellins 'l'hc Cood
/irr-t l r  thrrt  brouqht honrc to Cl-r incsc sri tcrs
thc irrrcrnlr ionrr l  :rppc:r l  of their countn'.  For
rulrn' lVcstcrn rc;rclcrs. t l r is s'as thcir i r t trorluc-
r iorr ro l i te behincl thc ( lrcrtWall .Wlrttcn bv
irrr Arrrcric:rn rvho qrcu' r.rp in Chin:r,  ' l . l tc ()ood

l irr lr l r  uon thc Nobcl l)r ize fbr Litcl l turc in
l9-37 ancl Holh'urrod inrruoltal isecl ir  in rr biq
screen prociuctiorr. Nou' consic-lcrecl :r c'l:rssic,
this universal trr lc oirr poor farrtrcr u' i th hiqh
luspimlions is set :rr{rriust the brckclol-r of u'rr
ancl l  countrv brclking * ' i th i ts irnpcri l l  past.
W:rnq Lunq buvs his si lent u. i fe, ()- l :rrr, :r  sl :n'e
tlorrr r noble houscl-roL1, rnc-l thcv n'ork the
Lrncl together. 'nrovinq in a pcrfcct r l l ' t l tnt ' .
TIreir l i te is f i r l l  oihope unti l  a {rrcrt trrnrine
rccluccs thc pers:rnts t()'erlt'ing $,hnt qrltss the'u'
cotr lcl  f lnd'befbrc sorrrc turr l  to I-rtrnr:rrr f lcslr
Ther r  fb r tunc ls  uhcc l  tu rns : rqa i r r ,  lnc l  u l t r -
rurrrtelv Lunq relps rcslrcls fi'onr his precior,rs
llncl. celebratcc'l :rs rr chrrrrrctcr in itsclf-.

l)carl Buckls :llccc:is ill-rstrates hou' uorks
rbout (lhina rvrittcrr irr English gqncrally f:lrc
n)r-lch better thlu thosc trlnshted liorrr (lhinese.
Itls it sore po'int :ulonq sortre Chinese rruthors,
srws Lor,ell, q.ho bodr rspirc to join u'orkl literrr-
ture ' \ 'cf i l re'rescr)tt i l l  of ( lhirrese nrenroirs sucl-r
rtsJurrr l  Changls I I i l r /  Srr,.rrr- i  thrt look brrck on
thc prrst.Thev think tlrc West is obscssccl u'id.r this
i lr lqe of l  'wenk, strf lcr irrq Chint . . .  fbcusius ou
pilst horrors mthcr thrur on prescnt succcsscs.'

Norrctheless, Ch:rnu opcned a eate that
r)rrrnv other exi led writcrs hlve sirrcc rvlr lkccl
thlouqh - assistecl corrsiclerlblv bv l-lritish lit-
crrlrv :lgcnt Toby Erdl: $'ho l-rls introc-[tcccl I
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clutch of Chinese authors to an English-speaking audience.
No easy task: Wild Surans took seven years of editing before it
went on to sell ten million copies.'Wild Sruans, Falling kaues
by AdelineYen Mah and Lili:A Nouel o;fTianarrrerr by Annie
Wang are Westernised views of China,' says Eady, 'tailoring their
experience to another languaget perception ofChina and the
Chinese. None of the books was an instant success. All took
word of mouth to sell.'

Many Chinese rvorks have failed to make it in the West
because of poor transladon. It takes time and perseverance to
capture the nuances of this ancient language - one of sigrs and
ritual symbols, with over 18,000 characters - and convey this
fluendy in Enghsh. Before the advent of mainland Chinese writers
in the West, China was portrayed through works by Asian-
American authors such as Amy Thn and Ma-xine Hong Kingston.

Emigr6 HaJin has challenged this status quo with Waitirtg,
a poignant love story about a married army ofticer who keeps

Many Chinese works have fai led to make it in the
West because of poor translation. l t  takes t ime
and perseverance to capture the nuances of this
ancient  language -  one of  s igns and r i tual
symbols, with over 18,000 characters -
and convey this f luently in English.

his girlfriend waiting for 18 years while his wife refuses to
divorce him. So too has AdelineYen Mah, with her confes-
sional memoir Falling ltaues:The Tiue Story oJ an (Jnwanted
Chinese Daughter. This is a compelling portrait of Yen Mah's
family, splintered by her cruel stepmother, Niang, who singles
Adeline out for particularly harsh treatment. For this bestselling
Cinderella-esque tale, where ultimately good prevails,Yen Mah
was deeply criticised back home.The book breaks the taboo of
silence that surrounds the sanctiry of the family.Yen Mah insists
she wrote it to heal her past, not for revenge.

TenThousand MilesWithout a Cloud by Sun Shuyun is
another woman's search for her roots. InYen Mahi book it is
her Aunt Baba who plays the role of the wise sage; for Shuyun
it is her grandmother, who, despite Maot edicts banning reli-
gion, continued to practise Buddhism devoutly and inspired
the young Shuyun to read T-|rc Monkey King.Through reading
this classic folktale Shuyun learned about Xuanzang, a Buddhisr
nraster rvho journeyed from China to India in AD 600. In her
book she retraces Xuanzang's steps along the Silk Road, inter-
rveavins his journey with her own life.

Another fenrale writer who chose to write in English is
Anr.rie Wrns, rvhose novel Lili tells of a young woman growing
up dr.rring the Culrural Revolution and the events leading up
to Tilnannren Square, which Wang witnessed firsthand in 1989
betbre cnrigrating to An-rerica.Tiananmen shattered any dreams
that econorlic liberalisation would come in tandem with political
lieedorn and, rvithin China, srill remains a forbidden subject.
Politics, unless approached through allegory as in MoYan's
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T-|rc Republic ofWinc, which satirises the insatiable desires
and moral vacuum created by China's new market economy,
remains off-limits.

If the eighties had been a time of literary idealism and
experimentation, the climate changed dramatically after
Tiananmen and the rise of capitalism under Deng Xiaoping's
economic reforms. No longer were the arts to educate but to
entertain. Nor were professional authors automatically given
a salary for life by the socialistWriters'Union: now they had
to make money from their talents. Rebel writerWang Shuo,
whose 20 novels have sold over ten million copies in China,
revolutionised both the role of writers and what they wrote.
Wang Shuo made the hooligan - the anti-hero - hip. In the
vein of the Beat generation, the boho-punk lifesryle is cel-

ebrated. Intellectuals, bureaucrats and nationalists are scorned
for being'uncool'(Lovell), and in his 1989 satirical novel P/c,r.,,
Don't Call Me HumanWang Shuo ridicules China's obsession
with'saving face'.

The hard-smoking MoYan has also dramatically shaped
Chinese literarure.After winning numerous prizes in China, he
became internanonally known when his novel Red Sorghum was
made into a filrn by ZhangYimou (of Raise tlrc Red ltntem fantt
Set in the 1930s, this brooding novel, his first to be published in
English, seeps with blood as it veers between hisrory and myth,
telling the story of three generations caught in the maelstrom oi

S U N  S H U Y U N

{h
fl@^sat}

w;r{n,S



tlrc J:rplncsc irlltsion rrnd civil rt :tr, :trt'unenclinq cvclc oi ktll-or'
bc-killcd. c:rt-or-bc-clten' l'hc uolkls 1-rorvcrdrl, r'isccrll inrrrr-Jcr-r' is
rcntiniscent of rrrrtrliclil t-'rrlisnr: '(lrrtncin:r blokc r'loun:urtl crietl It
u:rs :ur lqlee:rblc, cnrotionll. nroist st'rr,urtl, u'hich the roorrr cotrltLr't
holcl, so it spillccl outsiclc mcl spre:rcl .'

Urr l ikc Wcstcnr l i tcmrr trrrc' l i t ions. lr 'hich cr:rrnirre thc prrsr
to rn:rkc sensc of thc prescnt, in ( lhin:r pcoplc h:n-c lr t t lc noticln
.rbout cvcnts thrrt happcncd onlv rr cleclclc bcfore Whilc Mrrcr
n:ts kccn on pcogrlc rcnrcnrberinq hou tcn' iblc thc prc-19-19
socicn' u'rrs, Clonrntunist rulcrs post-Miro hrn'c rrctivclv cliscour-
.rgct l  peoplc f ionr rcf. lect inq ou thc p:rst. 'This is :r  scrious plob-
lcrrr, '  bcl icves Xinr-rur Xuc, :rr.r thor oi thc bcstscl l ing ( lood II  i rrrcl
f i 'Ohirra,:r disturbinq rcc()r.rnt oiu'onrerr ' .s sr irrr krt in ( lhinr
' l ) trr inrr the CultLrr:r l  l levolut ion historv l 'eports u'ere bulnccl

.n)(l thc ec'luc:rtior.r svstenl \\':ls clestrovecl likc in :r ulr Tocl:rv lots
,,r pcofr lc h;rve no ir ler u' lrr t  hrrppencc-l  Lots oi( lhincsc \\ 'crc
. i ; . .rppointccl bv nn, book. For the olcl qcucr:rt ion i t  i r  too Pl in-
r ir l  Thc voLu)qer qcncr: l t lon s:rvs uhat I  clcscribccl is inrpossrblc. '

More thrrn cvcr bcfirrc. uritcrs :rrc rro longcr bounr'l l-rv sn-rct
r Lrles lud the (lhirresc literrrn' scenc is ntolc fluitl thlu it h:is evcr
Lrcr 'r t  FigSrres clr i f t  in rtncl olrt  or-clr:rnrle jobs u]ren thcir nrusc
Jrics up. 'Our qencrrl t iorr rs so incl iviclurr l . '  srn's Xirolu ( luo. ' lJur
I t i 'c l  r  bit  lonelv in r l-reWcsr Thert ' :r le hundrerls of uri ters in
(.hin:r, but onlv a hmdfirl u'rll ever nrrrkc it hert" @
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feslr e n a coulrtr\, rap d !,

cralrtl lt0

Dr An\ia Ct Chto'r a Da.ho oll s:
ar-ir lorefs c Dhys c ar s asked
lo ook lr lo 1' 'e seen'ng y
fl-locent cleailr 0l a leefage !l
Wh e |resl latf-0 Afya fotces
s nr ar t es lletwee'r .hrs g,i s
t ieal l 'alrcl  severa ot lrer cases
Slre S l l /Ork'r-r l  O:r AS Sfe deves
rleetle' her i rd rgs po nl lo fre
1r glrten f !l poss ll t\r :hat lf e
deaths are fol on y l fked but
p a r t o f a s r s t e r D O .

T r e f  r s t  n : h e
Sydney Un ver s tv/P cador

From Thess to Book Prolec:

Ater d scove' ng lleasures fronr
her g a'rltat"er s sea trr, 'K
Cass Pate decdes lo t 'ace lrs
toolsleps acfoss Austra a ari l
the Pac 1 c elip o: frrt tlre D aces
lre tf ed arrLi fa ed lo nra<e h s
lro're a|0 r't 00 rtq s0 0 scovers
\,'rhat t n-eafs to lle a 'est ess
s D r l
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