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ZHOU Xinmin and OUYANG Qiansen

Exploring the Beauty of Humanity－Interview with 
Ouyang Qiansen 

Zhou Xinmin: Hello, Mr. Ouyang! I’d like to talk about your literary works with 
you today. I notice you’ve worked in geology for a long time. Geology and 
literature seem to be two extremely different domains. Can you elaborate 
on the relationship between geology and your literary creations?

Ouyang Qiansen: Actually, geology and literature are closely related. Many  
famous writers studied geology. Lu Xun 鲁迅 majored in mining before he 
turned to medicine. Contemporary literary history has also witnessed plenty of 
outstanding geology-related works, such as The Younger Generation (Nianqing 
de Yidai 年青的一代), Treasure Hunt in Remote Mountains (Shenshan Tanbao 
深山探宝), and Seething Mountains (Feiteng de Qunshan 沸腾的群山).

With regard to the influence of the geological sector on me, first of all, 
the literary atmosphere of the geological sector has had a great influence 
on me because it attaches great importance to the cause of literature. 
Writers’ associations have been successfully established in the fields 
of geology and mineral resources, petroleum, coal, and metallurgy. In 
particular, the Ministry of Geology and Mineral Resources back then had 
a longstanding tradition of literary creation and cultivated a large number 
of writers such as Xi Qing 溪青, Huang Shiying 黄世英, Wen Leran 文乐
然, and He Jianmin 何建明 . In the 1980s, the Ministry produced literary  
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periodicals such as Wilderness Literature (Shanye Wenxue 山野文学) and  
Cenozoic Erathem (Xinsheng Jie 新生界), and even provincial bureaus had 
literary periodicals. In 1984, the Bureau of Geology and Mineral Exploration 
and Development Guizhou Province (Guizhou Bureau) founded the 
literary magazine Azalea (Dujuanhua 杜鹃花), and my first literary works 
were published in it. The strong literary atmosphere in the geological 
sector also deeply affected me and was an important driving force that 
steered me in the direction of literature. Inspired by such an atmosphere, 
I embarked on the path of literary creation.

Zhou: It seems that the geological sector has provided a positive environment 
for many literary masters and has produced excellent literary works. Can I 
assume that your literary enlightenment was also related to geology?

Ouyang: My literary enlightenment is certainly related to geology. I was 
born in 1965 in Geological Brigade 103 of the Guizhou Bureau affiliated with 
the Ministry of Geology and Mineral Resources in Tongren County, Guizhou 
Province. When I was learning to speak, there were very few books that I  
had access to, except for works like The Golden Road (Jinguang Dadao 
金光大道), Bright Sunny Days (Yanyangtian 艳阳天), Unforgettable Battle 
(Nanwang de Zhandou 难忘的战斗), and Red Rock (Hong Yan 红岩). 
And the stories of Romance of the Three Kingdoms (Sanguo Yanyi 三国 
演义), Outlaws of the Marsh (Shuihuzhuan 水浒传), Journey to the West  
(Xiyouji 西游记) and Strange Tales from a Chinese Studio (Liaozhai 聊斋) 
were told to me by others. At that time, the workers in the geological team 
came from all over the country, and many of them were intellectuals. In that 
era when people lacked a cultural life, listening to stories was the most distinct 
memory of my childhood. And that is why I love telling stories to this day.

After becoming an adult, I worked in the geological team for eight years, 
exploring mineral resources in the field. I can’t claim that I have visited 
all the mountains and rivers of our motherland, but at least I have left 
my footprints across the western provinces. Geological workers must 
climb mountains and explore dangerous areas. I’ve been to places with 
the toughest conditions as well as to those deserted places. On several 
occasions, I nearly became lost in the mountains. Given these experiences, 
I am now quite content to be a writer. Of course, I’m not saying that 
writing is easy, especially when it comes to writing TV scripts, which may 
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require a scriptwriter to produce as many as 20,000 characters a day in 
emergency circumstances. Sometimes, I hear my peers complain that 
script writing is toilsome, and some people in other lines of work also 
think that our job is challenging. But I disagree. Having been a part of a 
geological team, I would say that I have nothing to fear as a scriptwriter. 
The eight years that I spent doing mineral exploration constituted the most 
bitter but memorable part of my life. Even now, at over fifty years old, I 
always dream of the scenes of searching for mineral resources in the field. 
Nearly half of my novels contain geological elements. It is safe to conclude 
that the experience of being close to nature and surrounded by beautiful 
scenery has had a lifelong influence on my literary creative process.

Zhou: Next question is also about your literary works. Since the mid-
1980s, the phenomenon of vulgarization has appeared in Chinese literature, 
and the evil of humanity has become the focus of many literary works. 
Yet, in my observation, counter to this popular trend, your novels tend to 
emphasize the goodness of humanity. What is your point of view on this?

Ouyang: To talk about the evil of humanity, we first need to define what 
“evil” is. If only people “who are not selfish and only benefit others, and 
who are pure and noble, with no vulgar tastes,” can be regarded as “not 
evil,” then everyone is evil. In this sense, human nature is undoubtedly 
evil despite the old saying that people are inherently good. If this saying is 
true, Confucius would not be a saint and the spiritual practice of Buddhism 
would be meaningless. Clearly, the purpose of such spiritual practice is to 
dispel evil and the goal of Confucius is to educate people, so that they will 
adhere to the principles of benevolence (ren 仁), righteousness (yi 义),  
propriety (li 礼), wisdom (zhi 智), fidelity (xin 信), forgiveness (shu 恕), 
loyalty (zhong 忠), filial piety (xiao 孝), and self-discipline (ti 悌). The same 
is true for literary works. People always say that the written word is a 
reflection of the person. How does he write? What is the content? Indeed, 
it is his business, and this is not the point. What matters is that this cannot 
be the ethos of a great nation. My works are concerned with the goodness 
of humanity, not because I am too idealistic, but because I have too many 
worries. What does this mean? It means kindness is so valuable these days. 
The examples are too shockingly numerous to enumerate. In a worrisome 
time like the present, who can remain indifferent? If you are not blind or 
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deaf and have the ability to think, your concerns will certainly escalate to 
anxiety at this point. And with this anxiety comes the impulse to change. 
To tell the truth, it sounds like a big talk for a writer to want to change 
reality. Nonetheless, our best countermove is to aspire to truth, goodness, 
and virtue, even though this goal is hard to achieve. It is said that a writer is 
an engineer of the human soul. If the souls of writers were cold and full of 
indifference, how could we bring warmth to the hearts of others?

Zhou: The next question is related to the previous one. Your novels 
are full of romanticism, despite the fact that it has been rare in Chinese 
literature since the trend of “neo-realistic” novels. Why do you love 
romanticism? What do you think is the value of romanticism?

Ouyang: In the long history of literature that has lasted for thousands of 
years, countless great writers exist like twinkling stars in the sky. For 
instance, the works of Qu Yuan 屈原 and Li Bai 李白 are all full of romanticism. 
The Chinese literary tradition has never been short on romance. I grew up 
reading the classics, especially those infused with romanticism. Romantic 
literature focuses on illustrating the writers’ subjective ideals and expressing 
strong personal feelings. It is characterized by subjectivity, idealism, and 
emotion, as well as an admiration for nature. Romanticism, which was 
a highlight of literature around the world in the eighteenth century, still 
shines brightly today.

Zhou: The female characters portrayed by you are very distinctive. We can 
see that you regard women as the embodiment of beauty and kindness. 
Can you talk a little bit about the meaning of such a portrayal?

Ouyang: It is based on my intense admiration for my mother. For me, 
my mother is my first teacher. She is not highly educated, but she is good 
at telling stories. Almost every story with positive implications in Chinese 
tradition was said to me by my mother. Just like her peers of the same 
era, she has an essential quality, namely, a good inheritance of the virtues 
of Chinese women. In my eyes, my mother is the embodiment of truth, 
goodness, and virtue. So, I place my sincere hopes and expectations of 
them in my works. When I was a kid, I would not be afraid even when my 
mother told stories about ghosts because of the maternal kindness she 
expressed. She is now over 90 years old, and although her speech is not 
clear, her voice is still full of tenderness. This device regarding the female 
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characters in my works is staged this way because I want to encourage 
women and girls (including my wife and daughter) that no matter what the 
circumstances of our lives are, we should look forward to the future with a 
kind heart and love for life.

Zhou: The conflict between human and nature is a major theme in your 
novels. You’ve put a lot of effort into depicting this topic. Objectively 
speaking, you are one of the essential writers of ecological literature in 
China. Compared with other writers, you have been writing about this 
subject for a longer time with more fruitful results. Can you elucidate the 
motivation and purpose of your continuous efforts in ecological literature?

Ouyang: It is a nearly indisputable fact that the ecological environment 
of the planet has been undergoing extreme crisis. But how many people 
really care? How many people really feel worried? The answer is that 
the vast majority of people simply don’t care at all. Indeed, the conflict 
between human and nature has never ceased since ancient times, but the 
situation is particularly serious today. As I wrote at the end of my short  
story Broken River (Duan He 断河), when there are no tigers at Tiger Ridge, 
 no ducks at the Duck Pond, no pines at Green Pine Slope, no oil at Oil City, 
and no coal at the Coal Town . . . . The human population continues to 
increase while other species are rapidly going extinct. The consequence of 
this is humankind will eventually destroy itself. I am a writer who worked 
in geology, so caring about humanity and nature is more of an instinct 
for me. Over half of my works reflect on the conflict between human and 
nature. However, the literature has little impact. Rivers with no pollution 
or streams with clear water are uncommon these days. The motive for 
me to write so many ecological works is simple: to constantly be warning 
people. As early as two thousand years ago, the great philosopher Laozi 
老子 came to a materialistic conclusion in his book Tao Te Ching (Daodejing 
道德经) that failure to recognize and follow the laws and rules of nature 
would lead to self-inflicted consequences.

Zhou: In your works, nature is full of vitality and spirituality, including 
the forests and stones. Is such a depiction based on your unique 
understanding of nature?

Ouyang: The ancients said that, all things have a spiritual nature. I 
couldn’t agree more. Whether it is a plant or an animal, and no matter its 
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size, all existence is rational. There is also a saying about nature that one 
thing restrains and nourishes another. The extinction of one species may 
lead to a break in the chain of survival. Such breaks can be particularly 
terrible, wiping out dozens or even hundreds of species as a consequence. 
Some scientists assert that if bees disappeared, humankind could only live 
for four years. This is not a startling exaggeration as the evidence from 
scientists is pretty convincing. Bees pollinate most of the plants that our 
livelihoods depend on. Hard to believe, isn’t it? As a result, without the 
little bees, human beings will not survive either. So, I’m in awe of nature.

Zhou: Your stories and novels often feature regional culture. Guizhou’s 
unique regional culture is an important factor that brings charm to your works. 
For you, what are the significance and value of regional culture in novels?

Ouyang: Most of my novels are set in Guizhou, and in particular, I focus on 
the town of my birth, Tongren, in east Guizhou. Annals of Guizhou  
Prefecture (Guizhou Fuzhi 贵州府志) highly praises Tongren that the beauty 
of all the counties in Guizhou is on display in Tongren. The city is located at 
the foot of Fanjing Mountain, the main peak of the Wuling Mountains. It 
is known as a place with beautiful mountains, beautiful waters, and even 
more beautiful people. Guizhou Province was founded more than 600 
years ago, and Tongren Prefecture was originally subordinate to Wuling 
County and Qianzhong County of Huguang Province. The region was 
under the influence of Chu culture, so my works naturally have a flavor of 
the Chu culture. The short stories Broken River and Knocking the Dog (Qiao  
Gou 敲狗) and the novellas Lots of White and Little Black (Bai Duo Hei Shao 
白多黑少) and Crystal Valley (Shuijing Shangu 水晶山谷) are typical examples 
containing Chu cultural elements. The relationship between region and 
literature is like that of a mother and a son. In other words, the qualities 
of the mother have a direct impact on the son. Likewise, folk customs, 
behaviors, and language characteristics determine the style of literature.

Zhou: Your works have the connotation of ancient Chinese novels. What 
do you think of integrating the creativity of ancient Chinese novels into 
contemporary novels? Have you consciously engaged in such creative practice?

Ouyang: The ancient Chinese novels are characterized by a clear point 
of view, concise and expressive language, and vivid characters, which 
reached a peak during the Ming and Qing Dynasties. What contemporary 
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novels lack is precisely the essence of these ancient novels. It is a wise 
choice for Chinese writers to inherit the excellent traditional culture and 
do some innovations on that basis. I have read all kinds of popular classical 
novels, and naturally I am profoundly influenced by them. Of course, not 
all ancient novels are classics. I have had negative reviews of certain of 
them. Lu Xun once said that we should make the past serve the present, 
and make foreign things serve China. This could be the guiding principle of 
our literary creation process. To serve the present and our country means 
taking the essence of the past and foreign things and discarding the 
detritus. Truthfully, as a native Chinese with yellow skin and black eyes, 
I am aware of my roots and that I haven’t made enough effort to learn 
about foreign things.

Zhou: In addition to the rich ideological and cultural connotations of 
your works, you also have your unique writing style. I find that social 
history is not the main content of your short stories, but is often staged 
as a background. Can you use some examples of specific works to explain 
such an arrangement?

Ouyang: I think about this issue a lot, but after reading the former 
president He Shiguang’s 何士光 review of my short stories, I believe that 
he has a more profound understanding than I do. Mr. He points out in 
his essay that a piece of literature always comes down to being a type of 
narrative and recounting, whether it is a short story, a novella, or a novel, 
no matter what kind of characters, scenes, or plots are depicted. Behind 
this narrative, there is always the implicit image of the narrator himself. 
Maxim Gorky once said that Anton Pavlovich Chekhov’s narration was 
like the autumn sunshine, broad and bright but with a touch of sadness. 
Qu Qiubai 瞿秋白 said that Lu Xun’s writings were characterized by clear 
realism and tenacious fighting spirit. If a work deeply carries such wisdom, 
sentiments, and visions, it will surely have the power to attract readers 
and lead them to wander through the years of their lives.1

Zhou: I think very highly of your short stories. Can you share with us 
your view of short stories?

Ouyang: Short stories are the most difficult for a writer to hide his 

1  He Shiguang, “Xu,” in Ouyang Qiansen Duanpian Xiaoshuo Xuan, 5.
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shortcomings. Unlike full-length novels, a writer can put more effort 
into telling stories and shaping characters if the quality of language is 
less satisfying. In short, there are always methods to make up for the 
weak spots. The short length of a story doesn’t mean that you can write 
a piece whenever you like. It is not that easy to write it well. This is my 
understanding of the short story. Thus, among my literary creations, there 
are only a few short stories. I have been writing for over two decades, 
producing works of more than five million characters, but my short stories 
account for only around 300,000 characters. Compared to other forms of 
literature, this number is small. Yet, whenever someone talks to me about 
my works, I incline to direct the topic to my short stories. As far as I am 
concerned, I value my short stories more. They are the form of writing that 
brings me the most pleasure during the creation process. As long as you 
start your contemplation, the inspiration will come to you in a moment, 
or from some wonderful fragments of your memories. Such a flash of 
inspiration enables you to immediately write about the ideas in a cheerful 
and exciting mood. Unfortunately, there are too few of such moments.

Zhou: Quite a few of your novels have been adapted into films and TV 
series. What do you think is the relationship between novels and films and 
TV series?

Ouyang: The novel has nothing to do with the TV script. They are two 
separate artistic forms. But films and TV series are relatively new forms 
compared to novels, so they especially need to rely on the plots of novels. 
In recent years, there have been so many excellent TV series adapted from 
novels. For instance, the four classic Chinese novels, including Romance of 
the Three Kingdoms, have been adapted into many versions of TV series. 
Particularly, in the past decade, more and more novels have been adapted 
into TV series, and the results have been pretty successful. The most recent 
one is Lu Yao’s 路遥 Ordinary World (Pingfan de Shijie 平凡的世界), which 
has received unusually high audience ratings and rave reviews.
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