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How the Voi
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Conveyed—Reading Ge
Liang’s Short Stories”
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Abstract The short stories written by Ge
Liang are simple yet sophisticated, always
revealing a slice of life through plain
narration. His short stories not only allow
one to trace the “pioneering” influence of
Su Tong but also carry Su Tong’s unique
writing style and characteristics. It seems
that Ge Liang is able to offer insight into the
softest part of humanity, narrating fatalistic
yet hardworking characters. His stories are
written in a detailed and authentic style,
exhibiting the literary memory of a young
southern writer in a “more southern”
region with a “southern imaginary” form
linked to writers of Su Tong’s generation.
This form includes cultural, geographical,
and daily life features. Every life detail and
the aesthetic style contained has become the
basic tone and color of Ge Liang’s writing,
forming a literary narrative with a distinct
style.
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I

It was about two or three years ago that I
read a few short stories written by

Ge Liang &5¢ for the first time. To  *
my surprise, he seemed to me like
an old man who had experienced

the vicissitudes of life and chose a literary
narration from the perspective of a
maturing youth to tell some touching
stories. The words he uses are simple yet
sophisticated, pensive yet conveying a slice
of life in his plain stories. In particular,
there seem to be wisps of sound flowing
between the lines. Sometimes, it is the
sound of water, or the wind whispering
through the trees on a still night. Sometimes
scattered, sometimes opaque; at times crisp
and at times loud; sometimes harsh and
sometimes sentimental. Reading his works,
various magical sounds and melodies
can be perceived streaming through the
imagery and landscapes that are conveyed
by the text. I think this cannot be described
as “synesthesia” but more a new way to
narrate and present life. Having this feeling
was a first for me. Among these short
stories, rich sounds capture our inner
hearts. The writer has such a great literary
and narrative sense that I had in my mind
the image of a skilled and reclusive old
man. Now I know the writer Ge Liang is
a young, bright, and talented man whose
narrative ability is exquisite, passionate, and
reserved. In this way, I compare him to Su
Tong #524, a famous writer in the 1980s. Su
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Tong lived in the historical city—Nanjing
when he was 26 years old and wrote his
debut masterpieces Wives and Concubines
ZEZHE and Petulia’s Rouge Tin ZLK}
in a dedicated and skillful way, which is
pioneering. At that time, I saw a trace of Su
Tong in Ge Liang’s short stories: A literary
believer’s joyful yearning for and enjoyable
pursuit of writing, with elegant gestures and
sacred emotions, not too many conflicts nor
cruelty or in-depth structure of solitude. I
realized that he was constantly broadening
his vision and coming from a different
starting point than the contemporaries of
Su Tong.

Many younger novelists have sprung
up in recent years. They are often pushed
forward by waves of the times, and their
works are surging in time. Some become
famous but later produce mediocre works;
some display their talent, invigoration,
and intelligence in their writings, though
they are still young and need to develop
further. In Ge Liang’s writings, there exist
his unique and impressive creations. Unlike
other writings of young writers, he neither
offers a sense of escape in his works nor
constructs a virtual consciousness of hyper-
reality. The only things remaining in his
writings are down-to-earth practice and
persistence. In our time, novelists of this age
pursuing writing in this manner will not be
forgotten even after a long time. I dare say
that Ge Liang should be one of them.

Ge Liang titled his first collection
of stories Seven Voices 1ijH. I thought that
I am far ahead of the age when this young
writer Ge Liang felt and narrated these
stories. So now how am I to discover the
value of “voices” in the imaginary images?
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How can these separate and scattered voices
be integrated? When I focused on reading
his short stories this time, I captured a new
aesthetic in the narrative. Though it is hard
to summarize in just a few sentences, it still
has aroused much speculation and interest
in story writing. What do we expect to
see or hear? And what do we really want
to see and hear in a novel? I heard that
many writers and readers attempt to sense
different things in novels as they think that
different novels convey individual senses.
Now we might have a more accurate way
to sense or to feel, which is by sight and
smell. To what extent could such smells
be extended into writings? Life itself has
connotations and formats. Different sorts
of people and various kinds of things form
a colorful world with their specific forms
and shapes. How could these features guide
novelists to discover and feel? How do they
decide the forms and shapes of novels?
Every writer is discovering the front and
back sides of novels, to demonstrate a clear
or vague image of or among objects. Is life
itself a whole piece or a pile of fragments?
In fact, what we see is how writers collage
fragments of different sizes and shapes
into a relatively complete picture. We then
sense what kinds of historical context the
writer wants to discover and probe the
thread of humanity and fate. Sometimes,
how valuable, meaningful, or special such
discoveries and investigations are or what
unique narrative secrets they convey has
become a problem faced by both writers and
readers. Because for novelists, it is forbidden
to express themselves in the language and
means of expression of others. They need to
have their own voice.
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A few days ago, I was fascinated by a
passage in critic Zhang Xinying’s collection
of essays My Life Bt . In his book, his
three-year-old son Zhang Jianchen asked
a stunning question with gestures: Do you
know the shape of water? When you fill a
bottle with water, the shape of the bottle is
the shape of the water. If the bottle is round,
the water is round; if the bottle is long, the
water is long. Was the person being asked a
nerd? Before he could answer this question,
the three-year-old asked again, “Do you
know what shape water is in water?” The
child did not really need to get the answer
from anyone. He already knew: “Water in
water is the shape of water” (Zhang 2012).
I associated this with the shape of a novel.
So, what is the shape of a novel? I asked the
question as if I were a three-year-old child,
and then answered it myself: life. In novels,
life, experience, and emotion are packed
into a story, and from this, I inferred that
the shape of a novel is the shape of life. And
what is the shape of life? I cannot really
put my finger on it, but I would like to find
and describe the different “shapes” of a
writer’s novels. We might, however, make
assumptions or conjectures that the most
advanced form should be shapeless. That is
why we have the saying “The greatest music
has the faintest notes,” “The great form is
without shape,” and “The Tao is hidden
and nameless.” People then see it as a
certain figurative comparison or metaphor
from a philosophical perspective. This is
a little different from Zhang Jianchen’s
childlike sense of things in intelligence
and understanding, but very different
from the purpose of abstract things. Many
entanglements in the adult world stand
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in stark contrast to a child’s purity and
simplicity and sometimes are even easily
deconstructed by themselves. This seems
shameful to adults. It may not be an
intelligent issue, but a fatalistic choice.

I then feel novelists and I are
sometimes like children, arrogant and
overconfident. At times we complicate
simple things, or the other way around. In
a self-established world, existence derives
from null and seems nothing. It in fact
has nothing to do with right or wrong if
you think about it carefully. They are all
correct. Many novelists have provided us
with a considerable number of convincing
examples.

Ge Liang’s stories undoubtedly have
their own “shapes.” He named his first
collection of stories Seven Voices, aiming
to fit his narrative into a shape. He might
not have thought that voice would become
an important element affecting his writing
style. In this way, the voice generates the
shape. That voice does not derive from Ge
Liang, but from the life that he portrays
in his writing and from what he saw and
chose in the world. When evaluating his
novels, some would define them as “writing
a small scene of life.” He is rather satistied
with this by saying he likes the way scene
is used there because a scene is always
plain and without many ups and downs. It
exists in the life unnoticed and sometimes
forgotten. Life is a series of scenes. Though
they appear to be short, they are connected
with one another, in cycles (Ge 2011a).
Within your vision, they might be intimate
and pure, might be bleak and melancholy,
or, turbulent, but there are always truth to
them. This truth, with its gentle undertone,
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is comforting (Ge 2011b, 3). Reading these
sentences, I could perceive a heavy sense
of ebb and flow. Because gradually, many
sounds in the scene come to our ears or our
“eyes,” which are described by Ge himself
as “there are seven voices in a set of musical
instruments.” How many kinds of voices are
contained in the “seven voices” is certainly
not fixed. Instead, it must be a collection
that is complex, interlaced, extended, rapid
or eccentric, distant, and vast. We value the
writing by voices, determine its elegant or
vulgar features by quality, and weigh the
seriousness or flowing by its momentum.
We can evaluate writing from part to whole,
but the vigor of writing requires romantic
fancies given to reality. Then, voices will
soon become “vigorous voices” in word
and sense. All meaningful and meaningless
features in vigorous scenes will pour down.
Think about it: Scenes have no shapes,
neither do voices. Scenes are the integration
and dispersion of time and space in which
the flowing juice of life conflicts and
overflows. Vicissitudes in life, either plain
or desolate, or lingering and rapid, are
woven with words in an easy and unruffled
way.

II

I can feel that the short stories Clayman Yin
Je NFrand Ah Xia PiES are Ge Liang’s most
thoughtful and must be his favorite two. If
we interpret these two short stories from the
perspective of voices or “vigorous voices”
as mentioned earlier, the protagonists of
Clayman Yin and Ah Xia are tenacious
speakers though with weak voices. Master

295

Yin in Clayman Yin is an “antiquated
character” with a sense of vicissitude.
This clay sculpture folk artist is tough and
calm, bringing others a kind of power.
He is also forbearing and restraining. The
word “stoic” well demonstrates his certain
powers: ordinary but persistent. It might
be hard to imagine that the clay figurines
sculpted by a person with the temperament
of Yin can present the most graceful posture
in the world. Although Yin is a nobody with
humble origins, he can still present the style,
bearing, spirit, and images in an integrated
manner.

I sensed something in my heart
when I was reading this novel and gradually
I became fatigued. Ge depicts a person’s
ultimate fatigue, the voice of the tired and
weary, and the palm-sized clay sculpture
that delivers a similar obstinacy to Master
Yin. Though fatigue fulfills this novel,
the clay sculpture did not lose its original
“taste” even in large foreign trade orders.
It can be said that no one can despise the
existence of Master Yin whether it is in the
stall of the Chaotian Palace or in the later
workshop. No one can underestimate the
sound of his voice though slightly weak.
Master Yin has witnessed the changes of
several eras. As a craftsman of masterful
skill, he has been accepted by the world. He
then stayed with the world and the world
accompanies him. A lot of things in the
world are undergoing dramatic changes.
The material and the spiritual are changing
chaotically, even changing the hearts and
minds of people. What remains are Yin’s
skills and his feeling for this craft. It is only
when Kevin, a British professor, appears on
the scene that the Chinese folk art created
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through Master Yin’s craftsmanship
becomes an overnight sensation. Since then,
Master Yin and his folk art have produced
another value related to art. When one has
adhered to his or her innate character for
nearly an entire lifetime, for a weak person
with backbone who regards “being poor is
good for himself” as his moral standard, it
is inevitable that he will not be able to react
for a while. Life once again sweeps him into
a torrent.

Master Yin was ordinary and calm
but soon became hurried and tired, and
finally exhausted. Though he did not do
it for art itself but for the craft. But the
novel does not fatigue us. I was thinking of
what Ge was thinking and intended when
describing such a character. I did not realize
that he was not attempting to dig deep;
but rather to write about the existence of a
human being, to write about a person’s dips
in and out of the light of the world. This
was his choice, his helplessness, and his fate.
More importantly, Ge wants to describe
his tranquility which exerts a strong power.
Such power is transmitted with the help of
the folk art “clay sculpture.” The voiceless
clay sculptures are lifelike, conveying life,
as well as cultural and historical messages.
Its charm is well dispersed in Master Yin’s
techniques, producing an intense desire
to conquer. It seems now unimportant
whether Master Yin does it for his disabled
son or to rescue the endangered Chinese
folk art. He and his art depend on each
other. Silence and loneliness are immortal
voices accompanying Master Yin. Though
life changes, the ancient folk art and the
artist’s sentiment do not wilt. His works
pass and spread into the world, allowing
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longevity for his voice.

Ah Xia tells a poignant story. Such
poignance is accompanied by an unexpected
change in the narrative. Its protagonist,
Ah Xia, might be seen as someone who is
easily overwhelmed by life. People who are
easily overwhelmed will also speak in an
unexpected voice, weak, tenacious, strange,
or sharp. This voice may come from a very
small and narrow space, and sometimes
we may not understand its meaning at all,
but we must face it and listen to it. What
kind of character is Ah Xia who is not
that “sophisticated” and a bit unusual?
Within a secular society, is it Ah Xia who
is unusual or other people? Ah Xia has not
gained sufficient cultural and education
accumulation. She is, however, unique.
She treats every person and everything
seriously. Her voice is one of reason. It is
a “childlike voice being straightforward and
reasonable.” It includes the sound of her less
elegantly having meals and soup, displaying
the nature of her game. At the restaurant,
she seems weak, but she establishes her
own authority within the crowd with
some rules so that people cannot ignore
or underestimate her. She supports her
friend An and hurt An’s husband with a
knife because the man abuses An. But she
is also serious when the helpless An steals
things. Just think whom should we treat
as aberrant? We should not, at this stage,
hold Ah Xia to a normal standard. But how
many so-called normal people can tell right
from wrong or dare to take responsibility,
as does Ah Xia? As for Ah Xia’s tendency
toward paranoia and her lack of subject
consciousness, we can put it aside for the
time being. In terms of her inner kindness,
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forthrightness, bravery and righteousness,
regardless of gains and losses we mentally
sound people should feel ashamed.
Hongcai $EA is also one of my
favorite short stories. On the surface, the
story describes two children and their
innocent, natural, and non-utilitarian
friendship. In fact, it describes the
interaction of two families, people’s
behaviors, communication, birth, senility,
sickness, and death, and family trifles, as
well as humanity and vicissitudes of life
experienced by several generations over a
long time. How will the changes of the times
affect social interaction and humanity?
What is the most genuine, simple, and
meaningful thing among people? How much
of the past is buried in a city? In this short
story, different voices collide and converge.
Cheng Hongcai moves with his family from
the suburb county of Liuhe to Nanjing, a
metropolis. For generations, they live in
a plain life, placing importance on ethics
and traditional customs. One would think
that there would be a large “difference” in
their interaction with Mao Guo, a girl from
a knowledgeable and intellectual family.
However, through generosity and simplicity,
thorough communication forms between
them despite their different lifestyles and
philosophies. The character of Grandma
becomes the vital core of the story. Her
reactions to people she meets are natural,
patient, and understanding. She is able to
understand others and adheres to rules and
morality; she is not stubborn. Though she is
not very educated, it is difficult to imagine
a 90-year-old woman has such a clear mind.
Obviously she is a character with a unique
voice, which I think is a character I have not
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seen much in stories in recent years. I also
feel that Ge wrote about the old lady with
rich emotions in his inner heart.

In another short story Soulmates:
Harp and Lute 3%, | read a long-lasting
voice. Ostensibly, the story is about an old
couple loving and accompanying each other
through their later life. The story does not
detail the life and scenes of the grandparents
in their early life. The narrative focus is on
their later life, especially in their old age.
After Grandma gets sick, Grandpa takes
care of her very tenderly, which is extremely
warmhearted. Though Grandma is getting
worse, Grandpa’s patience and optimistic
attitude become a beautiful and memorable
life scenery. Such harmonious and tacit
love is detailed by Ge Liang in a skilled and
relaxing way. This kind of story is ordinary
but still amazing and worthy of respect. If
a man and a woman can live a harmonious
and loving life, there are many rhetorical
discourses able to be used as metaphors in
the world. But to me, “harp and lute” is the
most suitable phrase, because the harmony
can only be played by these two musical
instruments.

Just like Ge Liang says, such voices
come from most people in the world. They
hide themselves among the crowd, but
inadvertently echo and remain close to us.
There exists a certain suffering in such a
voice, but it is also the voice of peace and
calm. The theme is a persistent belief in life.
The times have led to a lack of legends and
tales. It seems that life, whether optimistic
or pessimistic, will not experience great
ups and downs. The strength and weakness
of life are all based on human feelings.
People then learn not to expect, only to
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retain an instinctive attachment (Ge 2011b,
3). Master Yin is persistent and so are Ah
Xia and the grandparents in Soulmates:
Harp and Lute. But they are persistent in
different ways. Perhaps, various persistence
develops colorful life and ecology. Although
there is little metaphysical meaning in Ge’s
later works, there is a strong and innate life
force. It is at this point that the narration
starts, and the silent words begin to speak,
displaying this sort of power.

I have long had a preference for short
stories and special admiration for excellent
novelists. To me, short stories are more
difficult to create than long ones. As I
mentioned earlier, it is difficult to give
shape to matter, objects or life in short
stories because of the tense relationship
between their length, genre, topic, story,
and character. The young American
novelist Wells Tower was asked a question
in an interview: Should all writers undergo
a transition from short stories to long ones?
His answer was negative. He said he knew
people gave greater weight to long novels
than short stories. They thought a real
writer should begin writing a novel. But
he thought it is more difficult to write a
successful short story in some sense (Chen
2012, 82-87). The times we are in now also
seem to favor full-length novels. Many
people write full-length novels with great
emotion. I often wonder who is smarter
and wiser, one who writes short stories or
full-length novels? A writer who chooses
and works hard on writing short stories
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must be a writer who has a reverence for
literature and a simplistic heart and can
dive into the text. Such writers should also
pursue the subtle and neat writing texture
of the novel. Then, there will be no fear of
narrating “small” and “detailed” things in
their writing. They are therefore able to go
deep into the texture of life or matter and to
form a great tension within their narration.
Ge Liang evidently favors short stories. He
believes short stories generate great power.
I cannot remember when and
under what circumstances Vladimir
Vladimirovich Nabokov said that embrace
all the details, the extraordinary details. In
fact, in a short story, it is not easy to have
one or two delicate or impressive details.
Writers who can find a subtle voice rich in
personality, who can probe into life and find
the right road, whether it be a forked road,
narrow road, or dead end in the direction of
a life, who can feel or realize the texture of an
ordinary mind amidst the hustle and bustle,
may produce a writing of experienced but
relaxing skill. These abilities are actually a
vision that can polish impurity, which can
discover, express connotation in an implicit
way, convey the atmosphere and details,
and shape things in an invisible way. This
style of writing things in an unshaped
way allows the audience to feel the world
and all creatures. Thus, writers will not be
afraid of small and trivial things in their
writing. The world is made up of countless
trivial things. Connecting these trivial
things with a writer’s outstanding talent,
simplicity, mind, care, and conscience, will
create substantial tension. Writing under
such tension enables writers to express
themselves differently. There are often many
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details in Ge’s novels for the audience to
explore. This is the most outstanding ability
a writer should have. When two youths
raising silkworms and picking mulberry
in Hongcai have an intimate conversation
through the mulberry leaves, the details are
presented first generally then specifically.
In Soulmates: Harp and Lute, to divert
Grandma’s attention from her illness and
pain, Grandpa sings a song called “Three
Stores” for her. When Grandma falls asleep,
there remain traces of tears in Grandpa’s
cloudy eyes. Ah Xia’s “roughness” is
described through her “carefulness.” A
young novelist can sort life in a careful and
delicate way, and find a supporting frame
for his stories, and his diligence is worthy of
admiration.

In many of Ge Liang’s short stories,
there is a figure featuring childhood or
youth. On the comment page of his novel
collection, Ge Liang wrote this line: To Mao
Guo and the children of this era. I think Mao
Guo, that is, Ge Liang’s generation, from
their teens to their thirties, experienced
some changes in the historical transition
period. So, how will this generation see the
world and judge the life of this era? Ge Liang
seems to recall his childhood, puberty, and
booming youth, and return to where he is
now.

Raymond Carver once said that
one’s fiction is related to his or her own life.
In fact, every writer’s narration has a certain
connection to his or her life experience. In
many of Ge’s stories, he makes Mao Guo
a participant, experiencing something
different from the adult world. Sometimes
he himself acts as a narrator lending his
voice, and sometimes he is a quiet listener

299

in his stories. With the complexity of
the world, the twists and turns of life, the
profoundness of the human heart, and the
changes to humanity, can he distinguish
the mystery and simplicity in between? Ge
keeps trying to make Mao Guo a listener
but seldom builds conversation between
Mao Guo and other characters. Mao Guo
is a young boy, but he is significant in the
story, just like ears and eyes.

I do not see desires generated in
this era in Ge Liang’s novels. Instead, I see
characters following the nature of how
things develop and bearing the vicissitudes
of life. Sometimes, even the desires of
characters appear in his writing, Ge’s
description often starts with the basic and
soft parts of humanity. Ge maintains his
focus on ordinary people like Master Yin,
Ah Xia, and Hongcai. He tries hard to inject
insight into the softest part of humanity.
He is intentionally expanding into the
seemingly familiar, but in fact, new and
unfamiliar areas of the characters, so as
to let the subtlest and frailest part of the
characters dive into our hearts, so that in
fact, it is the work of a writer who, through
his writing and the medium of literature,
takes an interest in the life of the characters.
It is indeed about a writer discovering
the reality of life’s existence and the voice
of reality in a humble manner, through
writing and via literature. By this, he wants
to call out the most shocking truth deep in
the world and humanity. Ah Xia, a real and
impressive figure, also makes the audience
feel palpitated and helpless. Our senses may
come from life or the assumption of destiny.
In this magical process, our excitement is
triggered by the power of words. The story
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of Master Yin covers a few decades. Ge,
in his writing, seeks the unchanging parts
of these characters in different eras and
depicts the most essential part of humanity.
He wants to render a long-lasting effect
brought by their lives to reach the inner
hearts of the audience, although the life and
experience of these characters seem already
determined. In fact, the essence of life that
a person relies on is just a point, without a
clear direction. Ge Liang s trying to manifest
the core part of their lives and discover
their inner power. Such a down-to-earth,
metaphorical, suggestive, and ongoing
relationship can therefore be meaningful
between the fictional text and real life,
and between writing and reading. The
narrative individuality, “defamiliarization,”
originality, and relative self-sufficiency
of the narrative and structure, are all
reproductions of life elements. These
elements are reasonable and traceable. At
any time, a writer’s life and experience all
contribute to the inspiration of writing.
Only in this way, can a genuine relationship
between text and real life be constructed
via narration and fictionalization, and can
we gain a sense of trust in texts. This also
serves as an important reason why I like
Ge’s stories.

In An’s Story LRI and Ying
Zhu 9eBE, it seems that Ge Liang deliberately
changed his writing style. He seemed
suddenly inspired by adding a younger
tone to his writing. Both the voice of the
characters and the tones of the narrators
become more powerful, sharper, and more
dynamic. However, due to the acceleration
and change of the narrative rhythm, the
mood of the text appears to swing in the
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context. Many feelings are briefly presented
and cannot be considered carefully. It can
be seen that Ge does not intend to present
a dense and depressed life in a soothing
scene in such works. Therefore, I believe
that the spirituality and the writer’s wishes
in these short stories are not like the
previously mentioned passages; they are not
interacting.

There is no doubt that Ge Liang is
a writer we can trust. You can see that he
promotes the development of the story in
a different direction when he writes. He
focuses on nobodies and patiently listens
to their voices, and the voices from the real
world. He does not treat his characters with
arrogance and self-righteousness. Instead,
he treats them equally or even from a
lower perspective. In addition, he does not
consider too much outside the text, learns to
lower his tone at an early stage and narrates
his short stories humbly. Allowing the
audience to hear voices in narration is about
the selection of perspective. Many novels are
not so readable mainly because the audience
cannot hear the voice in the narration, nor
can they hear the inner communication
between writers and characters, but just
hearing the writer’s continuous talking and
self-righteous and dominating narration,
making the text full of nonsense rhetoric.
I support what critic Zhang Xinying said.
Zhang believes that there exists a great
difference between speaking and writing.
Speaking has great folk nature and is
easy even for less educated people. While
writing needs to follow certain knowledge
standards. Sometimes, the difference
between these two is underestimated. The
gap in between cannot be easily overcome
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(Zhang 2012, 81-82). It is correct that in
fictional text, there are voices and texts, as
well as speaking and writing. Natural and
tacit communication is needed to transit,
integrate, and impact among words. The
audience expects to hear rich and various
voices in texts, which are sometimes slow
and relaxing, sometimes rapid, sometimes
chill, and sometimes hilarious; and of
course, sometimes silent.

The young novelist Ge Liang depicts
various scenes in his stories, among which
the audience can clearly hear rich, detailed,
and authentic voices. They are touching
and moving, echoing each other. With
echoing, this young southern writer in a
“more southern” region demonstrates a
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“southern imaginary” form linked to writers
of Su Tong’s generation. The form includes
cultural, geographical, and daily life
features. Each life detail and corresponding
aesthetic style also serves as a basic tone
and underpainting and contributes to
Ge’s writing to form a literary narration
rich in styles and features. We expect and
believe that Ge Liang, after his “youth” and
“worship” phases of writing, can generate
a free and broad field of creation, and
build and perfect his marvelous world of
stories.
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