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Enduring the Flavors of History and the
“Salt” of Literature—Four Highlights
from the Symposium on
Food Is Heaven”

> Chen Zeyu*

Since its publication, Food Is Heaven s
it has attracted a large readership.
According to the publisher, the book has
been reprinted six times over the past
six months, spreading nearly a hundred
thousand copies, each imbued with the
flavors of Lingnan (an area south of the Five
Ridges in China), to every corner of the
world. Many food enthusiasts and readers
from all over the world have rediscovered
their fondest memories of food through
it, describing the work as “delicious”
and “invigorating,” while relishing in the
lingering notes it leaves behind and their
profound implication.

Upon examining these “profound
implications,” one discovers that it is
indeed a novel which can be difficult to
articulate. From legendary characters to
common livelihoods, all the social changes,
mannerisms, and morals of China over the
past century are depicted vividly. While its
turbulent narrative may captivate readers to
finish reading it in one sitting, the sweeping
historical changes it covers also provoke
contemplation. The novel’s characters are
diverse and unique in personality, each
participating in the construction of
history and the evolution of tastes
from different eras, presenting a

readers with a banquet of exquisite dishes.

Recently,a “sumptuous” symposium
was held at the National Museum of
Modern Chinese Literature, where dozens
of scholars and critics gathered to savor
the “Southern Flavor” in Food Is Heaven.
Several parts of the four-hour discussion
were particularly memorable.

Food Is Heaven

On February 25, 2023, the symposium on
Ge Liang’s full-length novel Food Is Heaven
was held at the National Museum of
Modern Chinese Literature in Beijing as the
final session of “Humanities Novels Season:
Series of Symposiums on Key Writer Works
in Guangdong.” Zang Yongqing, President
of the People’s Literature Publishing House,
and Zhang Peizhong, Secretary of the
CPC and Vice-Chairman of Guangdong
Provincial Writers Association as well as
Vice-Chairman of the Chinese Reportage
Association, each delivered speeches.
Critics such as Cheng Guangwei, Meng
Fanhua, Zhang Zhizhong, Li Yiming, He
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Xiangyang, Peng Xueming, Li Xiaodong,
Pan Kaixiong, Wang Jun, Li Chaoquan,
Zhang Li, He Zhongming, Liu Qiong,
Liu Ting, Liu Daxian, Cong Zhichen,
Zhang Xiaoqgin, Yue Wen, Xu Chenliang,
Wang Guoping, Rao Xiang, Li Weichao,
Fu Yichen, and others participated in
the discussions. The symposium was
chaired by Liang Hongying, Member of
the Chairman’s Committee of the China
Writers Association and Editor-in-Chief
of Journal of Literature and Art X &
fiz. Zhao Ping, Deputy Editor of People’s
Literature Publishing House and editor
of Food Is Heaven, and Wang Changgai,
Editor of People’s Literature Publishing
House, both attended this symposium.

Highlight One: “45 Degrees Angle of
Elevation”

As early as 2009, Pan Kaixiong met Ge
Liang for the first time. At that time, Pan
was a visiting scholar at Hong Kong Baptist
University where Ge Liang was teaching.
As Pan Kaixiong recalled, he had two tasks
at that time. One was to give a lecture to the
students of the Faculty of Arts of Hong Kong
Baptist University, and the other was to have
an exchange with six or seven teachers in the
literature department, of which Ge Liang
was a part. This was the fourth time since
the publication of Food Is Heaven that Pan
Kaixiong publicly recalled this story. Each
time he talked about his first time getting
acquainted with Ge Liang, listeners could
feel a joy that he can not contain. With a
typical Pan Kaixiong’s “snicker,” his facial
expression told everyone that he did not miss
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this opportunity to meet one great writer.

At the time, Ge Liang took a stack
of handwritten manuscripts to meet Pan
Kaixiong with, asking him to read the
manuscripts before they started their talks.
This pile of manuscripts had been Scarlet
Bird JR# which is the first full-length
novel of Ge Liang. As an editor immersed
in literary publishing for many years, Pan
Kaixiong was naturally not afraid of reading
works, but this pile of manuscripts still
brought some difficulty to him at the time.
As he recalled, reading Scarlet Bird made he
tired. He did not understand what it meant
after reading it, and he did not know what
to say with Ge Liang without knowing the
meaning of the work, so he went ahead and
read it a second time. Pan Kaixiong said
that in all honesty, he felt Scarlet Bird was
quite ordinary at the time.

This feeling arose from aesthetic
fatigue, as well as his professional judgement.
Pan Kaixiong said, it was already 2009, but
he felt that the narrative style of Scarlet
Bird still resembled novels from the mid-
to-late 1980s, when avant-garde literature
had just emerged. Specific narrative styles
have certain significance for different eras,
but revisiting the massive shock that the
previous “narrative revolution” brought
still called for more reflection. During his
time in Hong Kong, Pan Kaixiong had
a serious talk with Ge Liang, identifying
each “awkward” point in the novel. He
spoke frankly with Ge Liang at the time. Ge
probably did not quite agree in his heart,
but he still said he would ponder over and
consider Pan’s advice. As for what changes
had been made to the novel when it was
published, Pan did not have any idea.
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Before long, six years passed, and
Pan Kaixiong no longer worked at the
People’s Literature Publishing House.
During this period, Ge Liang finished
his second full-length novel Paper Hawk
Jt3¥. Pan praised Ge’s new edition as a
“complete transformation” over the Scarlet
Bird. Ge Liang’s narrative style, the way he
used and language to describe things were
completely changed from the earlier Scarlet
Bird. A minor drawback, however, was that
the connections between the sections of the
novel were somewhat rigid. Pan Kaixiong
recalled a phone conversation about the
novel with editor Zhao Ping, in which he
suggested that if the transition of the two
parts could be smoothed out, the entire
work would be improved. If Scarlet Bird
was merely Ge Liang’s foray into full-length
novels, Paper Hawk had demonstrated his
mastery of this literary form. As everyone
at the symposium generally agreed, the
process of writing Paper Hawk has made
Ge Liang’s narrative style distinct. In 2019,
Paper Hawk was shortlisted in the top ten
candidates for the 10th Mao Dun Literature
Award. Though the novel did not receive the
award finally, Pan Kaixiong was convinced
that Ge Liang would continue to create even
more exceptional works.

In early 2022, months before Food Is
Heaven was officially printed by the People’s
Literature Publishing House, a manuscript
revision meeting was organized. This meeting
was different from previous ones. According
to Pan Kaixiong, everyone was holding a
pre-release copy in the conference room,
barely finding any major faults. At that time,
Pan Kaixiong felt this was definitely a work
that had taken a great leap forward from
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Paper Hawk. The only thing Pan wanted Ge
Liang to improve was to streamline the novel
a bit. When Food Is Heaven was officially
published in August, Pan Kaixiong skimmed
through it again as a whole and found that
Ge Liang had indeed took his suggestions
by trimming out many fragmented sections,
making the official version feel much better
than the previous one. Reflecting on the
changes in Ge Liang’s writing from Scarlet
Bird to Paper Hawk, and then Food Is
Heaven, Pan Kaixiong believed that they
were a trilogy of long novels that showcased
the growth of a young writer. At the same
time, it is also a classic case, because not all
writers can consistently maintain a 45 degrees
angle of elevation upward trajectory in their
works, and not all writers show constant
improvement, or even make a complete
transformation within a decade’s time.

Highlight Two: Food Is the Most
Basic Necessity of the People

An ancient saying goes that “Food is the
most basic necessity of the people.” At
the symposium, many critics sought to
understand and engage with the work
through the lens of “food.”

As the ancient saying goes, when
the granaries are full, the people follow
appropriate rules of conduct. Food is
inseparably linked with the spiritual history
of the Chinese people. Ge Liang used food
as the smallest yet greatest point of entry
into the human world, presenting scenes
overflowing with abundance, richness,
and warmth. From food to literature, Peng
Xueming noted that, Food Is Heaven is the
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most human, worldly, and artistic long
novel he has read in recent years. In the
beginning of the new era, the novelist Lu
Wenfu stirred up the literary field with
his novel, Gourmet F1E%%. With the
publication of Gourmet, novels describing
daily life which had long been suppressed
entered onto the stage; this was Lu
Wenfu’s contribution to contemporary
literature’s development. Meng Fanhua
posited that with Gourmet to Food Is
Heaven, an exquisite connection between
restaurant guests and chefs had formed,
which had become a wonderful anecdote
in contemporary literary circles.
Portraying the world through
food is a long-standing tradition in
Chinese literature; Food Is Heaven is but a
contemporary exploration of this traditional
worldly literature. Dream of the Red
Chamber ZLI%F, devotes nearly one-third
of its pages to depicting the eating habits of
numerous figures, mentioning up to 186
kinds of food in its full 120 chapters. These
descriptions not only showcase fine cuisine
exquisitely, but also serve as an important
plot device that drives the narrative and
shapes characters. Zhang Peizhong stated
that Food Is Heaven benefited from the
subtle narrating methods of Dream of the
Red Chamber. It sprung from the custom
of eating dim sum in Guangdong and
Hong Kong, and chose Cantonese food
as the basis of the story and its characters.
The novel was ambitious in its vision and
delicate with its words, skillfully integrating
rational thought and fantastical stories with
rich forms and a solid artistic foundation.
Food is a frequent theme in all of Ge Liang’s
novels, which is closely tied to his cultural
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roots. Zhang Xiaoqin noted that one of the
reasons Ge Liang wrote Scarlet Bird was
that Qifangge, a century-old restaurant in
Nanjing, had to lease out its ground floor
to McDonalds due to poor management.
Scenes relating to food were further
developed and enriched in Food Is Heaven.
Instead of focusing solely on food, Ge
Liang went back to the roots of traditional
Chinese culture. A line from Zheng Xuan’s
annotation of Rites of Zhou - Office of the
Heavens - Food Provisioner Ji4L-RE i
7%, was quoted on the cover, proper eating
means lunch and supper. This shows the
reader that food is interlinked with rites,
and is an important avenue for seeking
out cultural roots in Food Is Heaven. This
was also reflected in the novel’s table of
contents and structure. Food Is Heaven
adopted the structure of ancient Chinese
poems, and was divided into a former part,
which includes nine sections, and a latter
part which includes seven sections. This
structure filled the novel with a strong
atmosphere of classical Chinese.

Critics at the symposium agreed that
Food Is Heaven constructs a contemporary
understanding of Chinese food culture. He
Zhongming believed that this was also Ge
Liang’s greatest success in writing the novel.
The core of traditional Chinese culture was
“people.” Behind the structure of food and
drink was the concept of “people.” The
novel regarded “food” as “heaven,” and
aimed not to take wonderful food or special
recipes as its supreme pursuit, but focused
on how to portray people’s identification
with, creation of, and faith in food. Food
Is Heaven emphasized respect, both for
people and food, in food culture, therein
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grasping the persistent pursuit of goodness
and manifestation of human character.
“Style is the people,” and “food reflects its
eater.” As Zhang Li stated, Ge Liang used
folk culture to re-explore the relationship
between people, the times, and culture,
portraying things “that everyone has in their
hearts, but no one knows how to express” in
the novel, and re-summoning the depths of
history and geography.

Many critics noted the English
translation of the book title on the cover,
Food Is Heaven. If we translated this back
into Chinese, it would imply literally “food
is heaven.” He Xiangyang said that the
pursuit of “food is heaven” was in fact the
Chinese people’s longing for a peaceful and
prosperous world, because only in peaceful
times could we sit down and delicately take
our time to pursue elegance, beauty, and
pursue from a state of being satisfied with
our needs to a moderately prosperous life.
Behind “food is heaven” laid a spiritual
significance which implied social harmony
and stability of mind. This ideal could be
found in every moment of daily life; in
water, flour, vegetables, fruits and other
types of ingredients. They all interact with
one another, satisfying people’s longing for
a good life from the physical, physiological,
psychological, and spiritual aspects.
Following He Xiangyang’s point of view,
Liu Ting further elaborated on the beauty of
humanity in their longing. She believed that
Ge Liang reflected the enormous force of
human emotion in Chinese society with the
concept of “food is heaven,” and that this
force was both destructive yet integrative.
Liu Ting said, in a society governed by
human relationships, the constraining
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power of ethics is potent, yet we all exist
within this energy field.

Highlight Three: Natural History,
“Preservation” and Lyrical
Tradition

“Natural history” is also a significant feature
of Ge Liang’s Food Is Heaven. When
analyzing Lingnan works of contemporary
literature, Cheng Guangwei found Sanjia
Lane =% to be particularly impactful.
As a novel depicting social transformation,
Sanjia Lane focused on how to depict change,
whereas Food Is Heaven was centered on
daily life and stability. Cheng Guangwei felt
that novels about “unchanging” elements
often related to a “natural history,” and that
the content from page 31 to page 45 in Food
Is Heaven showcased this “natural history”
mode of writing. In this long narrative,
Master Rong taught Wuju and Xie Xing how
to make lotus seed paste mooncake; from
preparation to kneading the dough, and from
stuffing to baking techniques, this “natural
history” method spared no detail, presenting
all of Cantonese food culture through a
meticulous and comprehensive lens. Wang
Guoping believed that the “natural history”
of gourmet food is like a vast container,
and the historical changes, life encounters,
personal traits, emotional waves of the novel
all unfolded within the context of localized
knowledge about food. We used to think that
the aesthetic of knowledge in novels was just
showing off, as knowledge was now easy to
acquire; one could easily get this knowledge
by buying a book or doing a quick search.
But what is more important is how this
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knowledge is integrated into the story.
After some reading and discussions, Wang
Guoping came to believe that the knowledge
akin to “natural history” seemed to push
the story forward, and food often appeared
more like the protagonist than the characters
themselves.

“Natural history” requires writers to
be thoroughly familiar with the knowledge
of a certain field, while putting their
expressive abilities to the test. The first time
Wuju tried to replicate Deyuege’s lotus
seed paste mooncakes, they were as golden
as the master’s, yet hard and inedible like
stones. Although both the master and the
student followed the same procedure when
making them, Wuju was not measured with
his proportions and added extra rice flour,
thereby making a mooncake that was only
aesthetically pleasing. If an writer merely use
“natural history” as a way of stringing together
well-known terms, the novel would simply
appear as scattered sand to the readers.

In this respect, Ge Liang, like Wuju
in Food Is Heaven, is a patient person. As Li
Chaoquan put it, Ge Liang’s works always
gavehim the feeling that thiswriterhad avery
distinct sense of calmness. In expressing his
ideas, conveying the theme and organizing
the structure, Ge Liang demonstrated
a maturity that was uncommon for his
age. Li Chaoquan called this calmness
“preservation.” Just like making the stuffing
for lotus seed pastries, it took patient
simmering and careful handling, using time
to ferment and generate a unique aroma.
He thought that was what Ge Liang relied
on in his writing. Here, “preservation”
means that a writer has identified what
they perceive as a constant, and salvage
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cultural symbols from cultural memories
to establish a foundation that could support
the gradual and conscious unfolding of
writing. Considering this, Li Chaoquan
posited that it was not difficult to understand
why characters in the novel could all choose
forgiveness and understanding in the end,
as they, like the writer, had undergone
refinement over time. From a standpoint of
restoring values when dealing with worldly
matters, they portrayed an increasingly vast
social reality: This was perhapd what Ge
Liang also pursued in his writing.

“Preservation” influences a writer’s
use of language. Li Yiming believed that Food
Is Heaven possessed an elegant, condensed,
and rich language with lasting charm, a calm
and composed tone, fascinating poetry, and a
taste of vicissitudes. It did not use extravagant
language, yet still achieved an elegant effect.
Its explanations of life, reconciliations with
life, and understandings of destiny formed
a philosophical salvation for human souls.
Behind “preservation,” a greater world
emerged. Li Yiming believed that a good
novel should be like a chaotic universe, a
literary world which was endless, unable to
be fully read, spoken of, or debated about.
The significance of a novel lay in its ability to
enrich one’s cognition through continuous
reading, rather than reaching a certain fixed
or definite value. The descriptions of historical
culture and real life in Food Is Heaven, as
well as the chaotic state formed by the charms
therein, made this natural-history-styled
“preservation” work a great novel.

The writing styles of “preservation”
and “natural history” are also clearly
reflected in the exploration of the spirit of
craftsmanship. As Rao Xiang summarized,
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from generations of hairdressers in Hair
Cutting €& to generations of chefs in
Food Is Heaven, Ge Liang illuminated the
lives of craftsmen, their dignity, and the
inheritance and transformation of affection,
human emotion, and craftsmanship. Like
the craftsmen in his works, the writer himself
inherited a cultural lineage, a style, and a spirit
of the times. Moreover, the literary pursuits
demonstrated in Food Is Heaven aligned
with Chinese aesthetics. Rao Xiang astutely
observed that Food Is Heaven relied heavily
on a return to the traditional Chinese narration
and lyricism. The novel unfolded its narrative
through the actions of characters, rather
than psychological descriptions. Compared
to Scarlet Bird and Paper Hawk, the use of
classical Chinese narrative techniques in Food
Is Heaven was advanced. Food Is Heaven
touched the softest part of Chinese people’s
hearts, which is the secret of aesthetic interest
of the Chinese. It attained the essence of
traditional Chinese culture. In terms of the
tradition of lyricism, the novel described a
history full of emotions and people full of
emotions, but it did so in a “lightly painted yet
deeply felt” manner, employing a “joy but not
to the extent of wantonness, and sorrow but
not to the extent of self-injury” aesthetic of
moderation to express emotions.

Highlight Four: A Debate

Aesthetic tradition and the intellectual
resources of Food Is Heaven sparked a small
debate in the latter part of the symposium.
Liu Daxian expressed his ideas frankly. He
made it clear that, based on his personal
aesthetic tastes, he did not much appreciate
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Ge Liang’s literary style. However, he
believed that Food Is Heaven was worthy
of discussion, and one’s personal preference
should not compromise the integrity of a
critic. He stated five points in total. Firstly,
he argued that Food Is Heaven was a work
that imagined a foreign land in the past. The
narration of the novel internalizes both a first-
person and third-person perspective, yet this
character was not particularly effective in
terms of the overall structure of the plot. Liu
Daxian posited that the function of “I” was
to facilitate cultural performances and serve
as a thread to bring culture to life. Today,
history seemed like a foreign country, the
true nature of which required our constant
exploration, construction, and imagination.
Secondly, he argued that this novel sculpted
a cultured image of China. According to
Liu Daxian, the language, image and tone
of the novel were all carefully polished to be
an exquisite form of writing. This writing
abandoned the “smokeless and fireless” of
the subject, representing a purified form of
writing. Thirdly, he felt that Food Is Heaven
was not, as most people think, a novel about
worldly affairs, but rather seemed more like a
renaissance novel. He found that its characters
all had an antiquity reminiscent of Wei
Xiuren’s 751 The Flower and the Moon
Trace f6HJR, Chen Sen’s Ff#x Precious
Mirror {i{EESE or Han Bangging’s ¥
X Biographies of Flowers of Shanghai i
AEF%. From chefs, to servants, to actors,
everyone could chant poetry and appreciate
the moon . . . which was like Ge Liang himself,
a scholar in the new era. This is how I interpret
it, though it might not be correct. Fourthly,
he said that Food Is Heaven contained
a desire for order, rules, and stability. Ge
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Liang repeatedly emphasized in his work
that people’s social positions must be
upright, dignified and aloof. This dignity
in his narrative was equated with calmness,
meaning that people should remain unruffled
amidst changes, and maintained a sense
of tranquility and clear-mindedness in the
chaotic world. For Liu Daxian, this kind of
“calmness” and “tranquility” stemmed from
thelonging for a primal order, and represented
a certain cultural symbol of our era. Our era,
undoubtedly, has become more conservative
after the “wild growth” or “chaotic clamor,”
and our cultural order is becoming more and
more stabilized. Fifthly, he said that Food Is
Heaven portrayed the beauty of moderation
in traditional Chinese aesthetics. Nearly all
characters in this novel were joyful, joy but
not to the extent of wantonness, and sorrow
but not to the extent of self-injury. They
were gentle, respectful, and well-mannered.
Regardless of their social status, everyone
walked upright in the chaotic time and space
of the story. Even though they complained,
they were never resentful, demonstrating a
sense of the Chinese saying, to raise it to its
greatest height and brilliancy, so as to pursue
the course of the Mean.

It is evident that Liu Daxian arrived
at a different conclusion from a different
perspective. Although his statements were
comparatively neutral, his dissatisfaction with
Food Is Heaven was still clearly articulated.
After Liu Daxian finished his speaking, the
symposium fell silent for a few seconds.

However, a response was quickly
made. As one of the participants from the
organizing party, Xu Chenliang initially did
not want to say much about the work. After
hearing Liu Daxian’s views, he thought that
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he needed to offer a simple “rebuttal” and
to make some additions. Xu Chenliang’s
primary objections were to the above-
mentioned second and third points. He
argued that, the tradition expressed by Ge
Liang was not abstract or generalized. It might
include what we called Confucian orthodoxy,
elements from literati culture, and elements
from popular culture which even had an
“underworld quality.” By citing Ge Liang’s
talk on his writing, published in Modern
Chinese Literature Studies, Xu Chenliang
stated that the “dialogue between fishermen
and woodcutters” in Chinese culture also
implied a view of history. It summarized the
relationship between Ge Liang and traditional
Chinese cultural resources. He did not merely
observe history in a condescending way,
but observed and understood the reality of
civilization through concrete labor and daily
life. For Xu Chenliang, it implied that Ge Liang
employed the modern novel, with its strong
subjectivity, to open up new ways for readers
to rediscover tradition. Moreover, he did not
abstractly reengage tradition as a whole, but
focused on highlighting those potential forms
of thought which were beyond the common
understanding of the masses, thus enabling
readers to see more possibilities in traditional
culture than just those being explicated in the
modern era. Just like Yang Shen’s poem that
most of us were familiar with, “The white-
haired fishermen sails on the stream with
ease, accustomed to the autumn moon and
vernal breeze. A pot of wine in hand, they
talk as they please. How many things before
and after, all melt into gossip and laughter!”
Xu thought this tradition might be somewhat
different from what Liu Daxian referred to as
the “wind-chanting and moon-appreciating”
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literati tradition.

After this slight dispute, Yue Wen and
Fu Yichen also shared their interpretation of
the work from their own perspectives, parts
of which happened to respond to the above
dispute. Here are some points from their
talks. Fu Yichen said that modern literary
novels had developed for over one hundred
years, and the writing tradition of gentry
scholars and the aristocratic temperament
we once had in traditional literary culture
had essentially been ruptured and dismissed.
In contemporary Chinese literature, most
writing emphasized critically examining
the soul of traditional culture. In this sense,
Ge Liang could be regarded as an inheritor
of tradition, an emotional participant,
or one who identified with it, and whose
writing ethics were exceedingly rare in this
contemporaryera. Yue Wen said that the high
praise for Ge Liang from the scholars at the
symposium might stem from the infectious
energy of his writing. The reason why we had
great expectations for Ge Liang was that we
could see how much motivation such energy
can give people. Yue Wen went on, however,
as a particularly unreliable reader, and
someone who insisted on ordering noodles
in a baozi shop, she admited that she looked
forward to the possibility of a clear-headed
person like Ge Liang becoming a little out of
control, after all, he is still so young, why not
lose a little control and see how far he can
go? She earnestly look forward to this kind of
losing control, even though it is just a foray.

Ge Liang, the Writer

In Food Is Heaven, when Master Rong
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returned to Deyuege, he finally grasped the
essence of the lotus seed paste mooncake:
The secret was to bring out the saltiness,
amid its myriad of flavors. Salt is the essence
of all flavors and can attract the umami of
all flavors. Lotus seed paste is sweet, so we
always think about increasing its sweetness,
yet we often forget that everything has its
order, and things opposite to one another
can also produce one another. It is the
same with people. The icing on the cake
is, in fact, not the best part; after being
blocked and jabbed at by your opponent,
you will find that the good elements in you
are unexpectedly brought out. Salt is this
opponent. Its fights with you, completes
your goodness, and brings out this good
taste. Then it hides itself away, and becomes
invisible. Ge Liang uttered these wise
words about cooking through Master Han
Shijiang, speaking in metaphor to reveal
the secrets hidden behind the life through
insignificant chose.

Salt, like dust, is almost invisible
in the grand scheme of things, yet is the
key to adjusting the world’s flavor. The
same is with literature; literature is “salt,”
mixed up in all the aspects of our chaotic
and unknowable world, and intertwined
with the ups and downs of life. It traces the
depths of history and looks for the beating
heart within it. Much like making lotus
seed paste mooncake, Ge Liang is refining
the tastebuds of history and building the
spiritual landscape of modern Chinese
people. His efforts also concentrate
the “salt” of literature—bit by bit, one
scoop at a time, and with a broad mind
and delicate description. This is Food Is
Heaven.
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