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Thingness, Fusion, and Lyricism”

> J1 Jin*

Abstract Food Is Heaven, Ge Liang’s latest
full-length novel, is narrated from the
perspective of food culture and offers the
experience of historical legends to readers
by telling stories of simple and repetitive
daily routines, forming the writer’s unique
perspective of observing and writing about
Hong Kong, China. The “eating” in the
novel is treated not merely as a daily need
in life, but as a reflection on culture and
history in the broader sense.
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The urban space of Hong Kong, China,
which connects various places and is where
China and the West meet determines that it
always has new stories to tell about politics,
economics, society, livelihoods, history,
reality, and even science fiction. In Rey
Chow’s opinion, we have become familiar
with two types of Hong Kong stories. One
depicts the history of Hong Kong people’s
resistance to violence and anti-colonialism
and how they strive to demonstrate the
justice of nationalism or national discourse.
No matter how geographically or politically
Hong Kong, is separated from the Chinese
mainland, nothing can sever the blood ties
between the two. Another focuses on Hong
Kong’s booming economy, portraying
the legend of how a small fishing village
transformed itself into a metropolis. These
two types of stories have their own
emphases. The former is about
politics, while the latter focuses on the

a

economics. In fact, they both inherit the logic
of expression under nationalism and make
an effort to incorporate Hong Kong stories
into a larger system of discourse. Rey Chow,
a native of Hong Kong, China, who has been
teaching in the United States for a long time,
regrets that the stories of Hong Kong people
are often obscured, and many of them are
not actually told by local Hong Kong people.
Hong Kong, exists in a space between the
cracks, constantly being exploited or shaped
by different subjects. Therefore, Hong Kong
or Hong Kong literature is forced to learn
to start from trivial details and work from
marginal aspects, like the films of Guan
Jinpeng FHRMY or poems by Liang Bingjun
PR (Chow 1995). Of course, there
are also novels by writers such as Zhong
Xiaoyang BfBEBH, Xi Xi PiPH, Huang Biyun
# Pz, Dong Qizhang # 155, which can
probably be studied based on the perspective
of Rey Chow’s discourse.

In addition to the stories told by
local Hong Kong people, there are in fact
some stories told by non-native Hong Kong
people who have lived in Hong Kong for
a long time. Is it possible for these non-
native Hong Kong people to start from
trivial details and work from marginal
aspects to open up new spaces and present
Hong Kong in a more subtle and delicate
way? Can these new Hong Kong people tell
“authentic” stories of this city from another
angle? Ge Liang’s %5% new novel, Food Is
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Heaven #& X1 may offer a great response.
Ge Liang was born into a privileged family in
Nanjing. After graduating from university,
he went to Hong Kong to obtain a doctorate
and then taught at Hong Kong Baptist
University. After more than 20 years, Ge
Liang has become an authentic new Hong
Kong native. This “outsider” status has
enabled him to discover a new path in his
creative works with a different vision. His
stories spring from daily life in Hong Kong,
which is nothing like that of the tourists
who wander around the bustling scenic
spots or the local people who are immersed
in the city and are jaded by its daily life. He
observes the worldly folk life from a god-
like perspective and offers the experiences
of historical legends to readers through the
telling of stories of simple and repetitive
daily routines, forming his unique
perspective of observing and writing about
Hong Kong. The starting point for observing
and writing in Food Is Heaven is food and
the desire to eat. Food is the most basic
human need, and the Chinese people have
given special attention to “eating” for a long
time, especially in Guangdong and Hong
Kong, where one never tires of its snacks
and delicacies, and the culture of drinking
tea is almost a necessity in daily life, and Ge
Liang has been influenced by it. From the
stories in the “Series of Craftsmen” [Tf%&
%1 , and finally to the topic of food, the
transition seems pretty logical. In his works.

A young man suddenly appears,
and the plot progresses based on his
growth, both physical and mental,
and continues with the enrichment
of his skills and knowledge. Life
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goes on, and the writer creates an
image of the splendid landscape of
southern Guangdong, presenting a
feast for readers. (Ge 2022, 526)

Obviously, for an “outsider”
who wants to integrate into the local
region, understanding the changes in the
necessities of life seems to be the easiest way
to grasp the details of history and to write
an “authentic” Hong Kong story. In the
novel, “eating” is not only a simple need of
daily life but also a reflection of culture and
history in a broader sense.

I Thingness of “Food”

Modern Chinese writers have always
had an affinity for “eating.” From Zhou
Zuoren JE{EN, Liang Shigiu Z25EFK to
Lin Yutang #AiE%, numerous Chinese
writers have created “differential spaces”
of food to highlight their nostalgia for
the past and to point out the disruption
of human relations caused by changes
in the world. Contemporary writers like
Wang Zengqi V£ fi, Lu Wenfu Ffi 3K,
Mo Yan 513, and Wang Anyi £,
have even endowed “eating” with deeper
meaning, and have written about human
psychology, human nature, history, and
culture through “eating.” “A knife, a
thousand words” —#1J], T4, the
stories behind “food” really take countless
words (Yue 1999). Ge Liang was born late,
and his life’s experciences may not have
had as many ups and downs as those of
his predecessors. However, he has devoted
himself to writing and investigating,
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drawing inspiration from the field to build
his own world of food. His novels are a
testament to his imagination, portraying
reality through fiction. As a matter of
fact, this apparently laid back “food” story
exhibits qualities of “Roman-fleuve.” The
story starts from Ye Fengchi in the late
Qing Dynasty to the present, and depicts
the tortuous life experiences of two master
chefs, Rong Yisheng and Chen Wuju. The
time span of over a century happens to
cover a period of history in which Chinese
society experienced tremendous changes,
from enlightenment and revolution to
reform and revival. Various historical
upheavals and transformations are vividly
depicted in the novel, from the Reform
Movement of 1898 to the founding of
the Republic of China, as well as the
Chinese People’s War of Resistance
against Japanese Aggression and the
Hong Kong’s return. The main storyline
of food and the secondary storyline of
history, one in daylight and another in
the dark, are mutually dependent, thus
vividly demonstrating Ge Liang’s creative
intentions. Just as he says: “Food Is Heaven
is a novel with the theme of food,” and
we can clearly see its meaning: a modern
history of Lingnan (an area south of
the Five Ridges in China), revealing its
landscape through the experience of
a master chef and his apprentice; the
process of development of time-honored
brand from Guangdong to Hong Kong,
depicting the vicissitudes of geography,
human psychology, and the world” (Ge
2022b).

Ge Liang turns from the pleasure
and memory of “eating” to the process
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of food preparation associated with
“eating,” which sets him apart from his
predecessors. He spends a lot of energy
to narrate the production of the food
itself. The in-depth description of the
preparation of the ingredients and the
production process in the novel almost
makes certain passages guidelines for
food production, easily recalling to mind
works such as Recipes from the Garden
of Contentment F[E ¥ by Yuan Mei
=M. The literary references at the
beginning of each chapter of the novel,
such as Selected Works of 12-Rock Studio
T ZHIFE AR, A New Introduction to
Guangdong | IRHFTiE, Light Wine il
i, Plants of the Southern Regions Fd J3 E
AR, and The Grand Secrets of Diets =
FEIGH, clearly demonstrate Ge Liang’s
attention to the food. In addition to its
historical references to ancient times,
he also reflects more on the “ontology
of things” and their cultural context.
By spending a lot of time on collecting
literature on food, Ge Liang makes the
novel not just a way of thinking, but a way
of life. Compared with previous writers,
Ge Liang obviously embodies more
purity, as he is no longer confronted with
grim reality nor forced to show concern
for the country. In a soothing lyrical style,
he tells the stories about food, as well as
the life and emotional experiences of the
characters in the novel. On the one hand,
he deconstructs the moral burden and
political ambition conveyed by “eating”
and returns to its daily and mundane
nature. On the other hand, he regards the
novel as an opportunity to explore the
possibility to reflect on the relationship
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between things and the self through
specific daily details.

It has always been an important
lyrical device of Chinese literature to
express one’s feelings and aspirations
through the depiction of objects. Through
the intermediary of things, abstract human
feelings and qualities can be externalized.
The “image” is nothing but the image
of emotions and thoughts. For Wang
Guowei E[FE4E, all kinds of images are
created by either “observing things from
my perspective” or “observing things from
things’ perspective,” and the subjective
or objective establishment is based on a
change in the position or viewpoint of
the observer. However, Wang Guowei
leaves out the possibility of “observing
myself from things’ perspective.” How
these originally objective and static things
become an observational device, and even
acquire the so-called “thing power” to
transform the subject, is the focus of the
discourse on “new materialism.” The new
materialists, represented by Bill Brown,
believe that everything in the world is
constructed in the form of “things,” and
that human beings and things should be
equal. However, since the Renaissance, the
self-centred mentality of human beings
has expanded, and ordinary things have
become objects. This phenomenon has
been going on for a long time, and as a
result, we often turn a blind eye to “things”
or “thingness.” But the subtlety of history
determines that when these things are
derailed from their normal orbit and no
longer work for us (such as a car breaking
down, a window shattering, or food
spoiling), we suddenly regain the chance to
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know the nature of things, i.e. “thingness.”
As these things get rid of their instrumental
attributes and distance themselves from
social constructs, “stones become stones.”
It is particularly important that “the task
of Brown’s critique on ‘thingness’ is no
longer to explore the symbol or metaphor
of the red wheelbarrow in Williams’ poem,
but to use the concept of ‘thingness’ to
construct a new relationship between
things and human beings, and to explain
how it affects the formation of self-identity
and participates in the construction of
ontology” (Han 2019, 104-14).

From the perspective of the new
materialism, the significance of Food Is
Heaven is that it highlights the thingness
of “food” and reconstructs a new form of
relationship between things and the self,
rather than continuing the efforts of previous
writers on a metaphorical or symbolic level.
The most important delicacy in the novel
is the lotus seed paste mooncake, which
links the life course of three generations
of chefs, with both historical inheritance
and social connection. The production
technique of lotus seed paste mooncake is
a well-guarded secret that only the three
chefs know, which enables them to become
master chefs of food, but also brings life
and death adventure to them. The Mid-
Autumn Festival has not yet arrived, and
the “feast” is reopened in the deserted
Court Historian’s Residence. Chen Wuju,
who is still rusty in his skills, presents the
newly cooked lotus seed paste mooncake.
Consequently, the spy Mamorushi
Kawagawa accidentally gets a clue, finding
a correlation between the Deyuelou and the
Court Historian’s Residence. It is precisely
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because of this “thing” that Mamorushi
Kawagawa eventually dies. The same
lotus seed paste mooncake plays different
roles. Between master and apprentice,
it represents inheritance, warmth, trial
and perseverance. Between a man and his
enemy, it is like a spear and a dagger,
indicating life or death. Among friends
and relatives, it is the key to the past, the
future, decay and prosperity, as well as an
emotional bond. As a kind of “thing power,”
it shapes different interpersonal relationships
and leads to their respective subject identities.
Interestingly, the key ingredient of the lotus
seed paste mooncake is nothing but table
salt. We do not need too many previous
documents to prove the importance of “salt”
in daily diet and social life. From a single
piece of work like Discourses on Salt and Iron
k1L, we know that the management of
the salt industry has always been about the
big picture, representing a type of “politics
of food.” But for some people, just like the
salt in Food Is Heaven, its physical property
cannot be ignored, it may be the key to
flavor and also be a factor in reshaping the
relationship between things and the self. So-
called politics of food, in a sense, is based on
the respect for the thingness of “food” and
the reshaping of the relationship between
things and the self.

]I Fusion of “Food”

China has a long history of food culture, with
diverse cuisines from Shandong, Sichuan,
Guangdong, Jiangsu, Fujian, Zhejiang,
Hunan, and Anhui. The emergence of
these cuisines is closely related to regional
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culture and has a certain exclusivity. In
other words, the regional characteristics
that distinguish it from other cuisines are
what make a dish a special cuisine is. Thus,
the tradition of “food” is unique to some
extent, with its inheritance and continuity.
However, in Food Is Heaven, Ge Liang
actually aims to narrate how the traditional
diet restricted itself, but later rescued
itself from brink of extinction. A Knife, a
Thousand Words by Wang Anyi also tells
a story about food in crisis, but she writes
about the disappearance of food and its
glory. In contrast, Ge Liang wants to show
that the “food” still has a certain toughness
in times of crisis. The people and cuisine
from one’s the hometown could still create
a “heterotopia” after having drifted to
other places. Of course, in the novel, we
notice that obsession with food can also
lead to tragedy in life. After all, the changes
are too huge and the times are different.
On Shaogong’s eightieth birthday, he
insists that the pregnant Fengxing should
be the head chef and amid the chaos she
cuts her finger. A week later, Fengxing
dies unexpectedly from sepsis. The
construction of Shaogong’s ideal Peach
Blossom Land costs a lot of manpower
and material resources. As it approaches
the perfection of producing the illusion of
time rewinding, it suddenly collapses in a
destructive way. The ultimate reproduction
of the food thus demonstrates a dramatic
irony. On the surface, indeed, this displays
the “discouragement” of Wang Anyi’s style.
No matter how hard we imitate the taste of
the past, it would never be as delicate and
even leads to failure. Nonetheless, after
the death of Fengxing, Wuju and Lulu
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continue to work wholeheartedly, holding
the feast in the ruins. Apparently, the
“food” always in crisis and this is precisely
the true tradition of “food.”

The crisis of “food” creates the so-
called “heterotopia.” What distinguishes
heterotopia different from utopia is that
it is not somewhere but right here with
us. Those seemingly perfect, harmonious,
romantic visions do not need to be
projected or assumed elsewhere, but are
integrated into the everyday and become a
part of life. Michel Foucault invented this
term, of course with ulterior motives. In
his view, out of the need for management
and discipline, the rulers of our world
always try their best to place the aliens,
who cannot be accepted and tolerated
by the social order in a special space for
governance, and finally make them the
same as us. For example, prisons and
hospitals are prepared for the treatment of
other people who are different from us in
behavior whether physically or mentally.
We are always trying to make ourselves like
others through heterotopia’s systems of
correction and cultivation. Therefore, the
interior and exterior of heterotopia actually
depend on each other. In other words, in
the seemingly natural and normal regular
space to us, there are always all kinds of
inconceivable and irregular spaces. They
interact to remind us of the dark side of
history or reality (Wang 2014, 282). The
Deyuelou, Tongqinlou, and Shibahang in
Food Is Heaven can actually be regarded
as such heterotopias. They exist to
reproduce an unrecoverable world. Diners
who go in and out of this world perform
self-discipline and healing activities by
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transforming themselves into “ancient
people” instead of “modern people.” The
role of the heterotopia is to bring the alien
back into daily life. However, for these
diners, the so-called “daily life” is not what
they see in front of them, but a lost part
of history. In a sense, we can even say that
they are questioning the boundary between
abnormality and normality by turning
themselves into aliens. In other words, the
formation of gastronomic heterotopias did
not come from the control of the rulers as
Michel Foucault said, but was an active
choice made by these obsessives of culinary
tradition. By holding onto an unchanging
world and a pure space, they fought against
the changes of history, and the rise and fall
of worldly affairs.

Such gastronomic heterotopias
tend to adhere to and highlight the purity
of traditional cuisines with distinct
exclusivity and to establish their own
position based on it. Yet, the story of Food
Is Heaven has repeatedly demonstrated
the dialectic change and immutability
of “food.” Chen Wuju is promoted from
waiter to chef, and learns the authentic
techniques of Rong Yisheng. Later, he
marries into the Dai family and vows
never to use the techniques and skills
passed down by the master. He relearns
the cooking methods of Shanghai local
cuisine. Later, the craftsmanship is passed
on to Lu Xianzhi from Nanyang (the name
of Southeast Asia in the Ming and Qing
dynasties). Lu Xianzhi uses coconut milk
in his dishes, improving the traditions of
Shanghai cuisine or, in the eyes of others,
destroying them. Although this move
makes Chen Wuju furious, the world has
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changed over time, and such improvement
or destruction forms its own system and
is very popular. Lulu even makes a fusion
cuisine of Shanghai and Hong Kong in
China, and Southeast Asian dishes. The
success of cuisine in these places with a
mixture of the Chinese and foreigners, or
where the wanderers are, perhaps lies in
whether it is able to integrate various styles
of taste. From this point, we understand
Ge Liang’s intentions: The constancy
and changes of food are actually a direct
projection of the constancy and changes of
an era or a region.

In an era of drastic changes and
places with mixed cultures, stable eating
habits and structures certainly reflect a
certain persistence and obsession with
tradition, but how to follow the trend is
definitely the key to how to inherit and
develop food tradition. The climax of Food
Is Heaven is the reconciliation between
Rong Yisheng and Chen Wuju, the master
and the apprentice. The lotus seed paste
mooncakes cooked and served by them
together, showcase harmonious Yin and
Yang and the taste was smooth, proving
that it was unnecessary to rigidly stick to
the distinct boundaries of Cantonese and
Shanghai cuisine. In other words, food
innovation is not only about the current
tastes of diners or the trend of the times,
but also the dialogue and fusion of various
indescribable or invisible experiences
in history. The reason Rong Yisheng
emphasizes that the techniques and skills
of masters should not be passed on to
outsiders is that he has experienced social
turmoil and the baptism of the times,
and has a profound understanding of the
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importance of food. Such importance not
only involves the vicissitudes of life and the
ups and downs of the times, but also lies in
the emotions of people and the attachment
to and affection for family. Compared with
Rong Yisheng’s experience, the experience
of Chen Wuju is more representative of
the economic changes of the times and
the emotional appeals that they produced.
Such emotions change from the original
intricacies in the clans to the simplicity
and clarity of family matters. Compared
with the entangling emotional relationship
between Rong Yisheng and the Court
Historian’s Residence, Chen Wuju’s story
is more related to the joy of the small
family. For him, culinary innovation
actually flies in the face of the drastic
changes in social and family structures.
Thus, the fusion of “food” demonstrates
that in Hong Kong, where people have
diverse origins, different cuisines have
the possibility of learning from each other
or even merging, and the interpersonal
relationships are also reidentified in this
process.

Ge Liang pours his heart into
portraying the master-apprentice
reconciliation, the climax of the novel,
and specially arranges a scene to illustrate
the philosophy that “whoever started the
trouble should end it.” Chen Wuju once
“betrayed” the master during a live TV
broadcast and now the reconciliation
between them also benefits from a TV
program as the medium. In this way, the
fusion of “food” is actually a comprehensive
act. The way for the wanderers to inherit the
tradition is not by abandoning tradition,
but by mobilizing various unexpected
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resources to adapt to local conditions. The
master-apprentice reconciliation appears
to be the fusion of two cuisines, but we
know that, in fact, Chen Wuju’s Shanghai
cuisine has already been transformed by
Lu Xianzhi’s Southeast Asian cuisine. All
sorts of relevant or irrelevant factors make
“food” more complicated. The fusion of
“food” has gradually strengthened the
tradition of Hong Kong’s current food
culture, as well as the cultural and political
imagination embedded in it.

Lyricism of “Food”

Like Ge Liang’s other works, Food Is
Heaven is also written with an abundance
of classical sentiment. The elegance of the
narrative is indeed on direct display and
there is also the combined use of various
dialects as proof of Ge Liang’s great efforts
in writing about history. The narration of
the entire novel is natural and smooth like
floating clouds and flowing water, while the
story is also full of twists and turns. Such
integration seems to form a kind of tension
with two things about to collide with each
other, but it unfolds slowly, like daily life.
The slow narrative depicts worldly affairs
of the past and the profound history,
presenting a style that reminds people of
the word “lyricism.”

As far as Food Is Heaven is
concerned, its lyricism contains at least
two layers of meaning. One is narrative
lyricism. Generally speaking, we always
regard “lyricism” as a natural attribute
of poetry. When Chen Shixiang and Gao
Yougong expound on the lyrical tradition
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or the classics, they mainly focus on the
lyrical aspect of poetry (Chen 2021). That
notwithstanding, since the Ming and Qing
dynasties, lyricism has opened up more
possibilities in other genres, and Dream of
the Red Chamber ZLH%F is an outstanding
representative of lyrical works in the novel
genre. Food Is Heaven is quite poetic, using
elegant language and concise phrasing.
Of course, it has something in common
with the “poetics” of lyric poetry. But Ge
Liang obviously goes beyond this style. His
writing constantly explores the possibility
of how the language of contemporary
novels can continue to be classical and
elegant, with an emphasis on lyrical
connectivity. In other words, although we
always feel the novel as a modern genre
is disconnected from traditional writing,
especially classical Chinese poetry, it
seems that Ge Liang’s writing makes an
effort to demonstrate that lyricism plays
a pivotal role in contemporary novels that
carry on the tradition of classical poetry.
“Lyricism” is not only the expression of
feelings, but also a function of narrative.
As David Der-wei Wang points out,
lyricism is not entirely the expression of
the individual’s emotions and desires,
but rather the result of observing things
to make comments, representing a set
of emotional mechanisms activated by
the subject when faced with different
environments and “things.” It is about both
subjective feelings and objective things
(Wang 2019). In other words, “lyricism”
itself is a narrative structure or process. In
this sense, Food Is Heaven can be regarded
as a specific practice of “lyrical” narrative.

The other is lyricism as a
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commonality. In the past, more attention
was paid to lyricism in elegant literature
or elite literature. In contrast, issues such
as whether “popular literature” contained
lyricism and how it was displayed received
less attention. In view of this, Chen Guogqiu
put forward the theory of “lyric Hong
Kong.” In particular, he delved into the
idea of Cantonese naamyam in the lyrical
tradition, such as The Flower Princess 5 &
{€ and Sorrows on an Autumn Trip 35iBFK
R, especially in the process of constructing
Hong Kong people’s identity. For him,
the lyrical value of the popular literature
is not limited to leisure appreciation, but
lies in the spiritual connection and even
the establishment of faith (Chen 2016).
In other words, if the Ming and Qing
dynasties witnessed the integration of
lyrical traditions into different genres, then
Hong Kong, witnessed the decentralization
of lyricism from the elite to the common
people. Lyricism is both personal and
collective, belonging to both the elite and
the populace. Naturally, it is also different
from the epic style of left-wing lyricism.
What it seeks is not a harmony between
the greater good and the individual, but
an organization of collective life. Such
lyricism might as well be regarded as a
commonality, collective unconsciousness,
and an imagined community. Food
Is Heaven focuses on the folk society,
especially the food and daily life of
ordinary people, effectively conveying
a ubiquitous lyricism. This lyricism as
a commonality is infused into daily life
and is reflected in the details of the food,
which makes readers feel relaxed and at
ease.
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Whether it is lyricism as a narrative
or as a commonality, they both exhibit
the “charm” of the lyricism in Food Is
Heaven, not only displaying an emotional
atmosphere, but also the back-and-forth
interaction between the host and the
guests. From the perspective of emotional
atmosphere, the “food” stories in the
novel are always connected with classical
images or personal affairs such as classical
gardens, operas, and porcelains, forming
a “combination of images” rather than a
single image of “food.” This combination
not only indicates the politics of “food” or
the fusion of “food,” but also shows that
in fact, “food” is only the starting point of
the story. With food at its center, the novel
links it to the classical and elegant Chinese
culture or life style. Therefore, Food Is
Heaven is not necessarily just a reflection
of Lingnan culture or Guangdong and
Hong Kong cuisine, but reflects the
historical form of Chinese cultural
changes in specific regions. In a sense, we
can even call it the epitome of modernity.
As we pursue usefulness and value, what
we alienate is life itself. Connotations or
stories represent a nostalgia for the daily
life close to people. From the perspective
of the host-guest relationship, food also
indicates an ecological relationship.
Whether you can eat or not is only about
the most superficial hygiene issue. As for
when to eat, how to eat, and with whom to
eat, these topics touch on social ecological
issues. The selection of ingredients based
on local conditions represents how people
make use of nature and conform to natural
selection. The method of making and
eating the ingredients further conveys
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the way we understand society and deal
with interpersonal relationships. As the
key “props” in the novel, lotus seed paste
mooncake, naturally, has deeper meanings.
When the three generations of chefs make
the lotus seed paste, they always sing Yang
Pan’er ¥ JL, a Yuefu (“Music Bureau”)
poem: “If you want to see lotus whenever
you wish, move the lotus pond to your
room, so it could bloom by your bed and
you can fall asleep with the bloom in your
arms.” The poetic scene precisely depicts
a scene where nature is fused with home,
illustrating the harmony between human
and nature. The production of lotus seed
paste to a great degree requires the rhythm
of shoving and slicing, which is the result
of the interaction between human power
and thing power. The softness, waxiness,
and sweetness of lotus seed paste seem
to depend on the ecology of this dialogue
between things and self. Furthermore,
lotus seed paste mooncakes are an
essencial delicacy for the Mid-Autumn
Festival. The moon may wax or wane as
people may part or meet again, outlining
the ecology of society and history. Was not
the Mid-Autumn Festival in the residence
of the Court Historian’s Residence like
a barometer of social change in modern
China?

In a broader sense, the charm of
“food” or the lyricism of Food Is Heaven also
alludes to the writer’s lyrical relationship
with Hong Kong. In the book Charles
Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Era of High
Capitalism, Walter Benjamin uses the
word “flineur” to describe the image of
those who wander in the streets and alleys
while keeping a distance from the city.
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They watch the world with cold eyes, as
people come and go, and see what others
do not see (Benjamin 1992). As pointed out
at the beginning, the relationship between
Ge Liang and Hong Kong, is both intimate
and distant. He personally experiences this
city, while he also imagines Hong Kong,
by reading books or watching films. Such
a position also makes him a historical or
urban “flineur” in a sense. “Flanerie” is
both his gesture and his critique. Zhang
Yingjin suggests that we sublimate
“flaneur” to “flanerie,” and sums up three
forms: “flanerie of text” based on character
creation, “creative flanerie” based on the
writer’s experience, and “critical flanerie”
based on scholarly research. The story of
Food Is Heaven contains all three forms.
It narrates a history of life in the city
and conveys what the writer has seen
and gained from living in Hong Kong.
Moreover, in a symbolical way, it projects
his own understanding and interpretation
of Hong Kong. The lyrical relationship
between Ge Liang and Hong Kong, is not
only about observation and exploration,
but is also a kind of “flanerie criticism.”
It is not an unconditional acceptance
of the whole, but a warm dialogue at a
distance. As Zhang Yingjin concludes:
“In the context of urban culture, flanerie
is an effective critical method, whether
for reflection on the heroic gestures of the
past or the exploration of today’s daily life”
(Zhang 2005, 95-108).

Perhaps, in Food Is Heaven, Ge
Liang recalls and cherishes the memory of
legends of the past in the form of an elegy.
He wanders between history and reality,
imagination and fiction, food and text, and
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gives the land under his feet a new fldnerie-
style definition—a world of mortals and
a space for food, with both everyday
mundaneness and profound history. The
story of food also brings a new dimension
to the telling of Hong Kong stories. The
aspect of the food in the novel “hides the
contract of time and space with certain
people and things. Some of them reside
in this aspect, concentrating on returning
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to the past; some celebrate on the surface
while healing their wounds caused by the
history in private; others strive to break
free, and the latitude and longitude of time
and space in this aspect can no longer trap
them” (Ge 2022, 526-27). In addition to
the colorful aspect of the food, what other
aspects of Lingnan have stories to be told?
Will this be the direction of Ge Liang’s
future creations? Let us wait and see.
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