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Re-Comment on Stories of “Custom History”—A
Sampling Analysis of Chi Zijian’s Stories

Abstract Chi Zijian’s stories connect to the origin of her life’s journey,
which is the “Earth Spirit.” Such a connection renders her stories
characteristic of “custom history” by demonstrating how the writer
reflects reality from her own perspectives, voice, and methods of
narration. The narrative style adopted by Chi Zijian is different from that
of other modern stories in which nature is allowed to take its course.
Chi Zijian’s short stories employ many “accidents” and “coincidences,”
bringing the audience back to the storytellers’ time of Chinese classical
novels. From a writing perspective, a majority of Chi Zijian’s stories
are about lower-class society and are a custom history for the silent
population in the north of China.

Keywords Chi Zijian, custom history, writing about the lower class

Among contemporary Chinese writers, Chi Zijian iR % is one of the most
widely and often-reviewed. | can recall many monographic studies on her
which were conducted by distinguished critics. In order to re-conduct
research on such a writer, it is necessary to forget past criticism of her,
and the researcher should start with a plain reading and respect his
reading experience. Since the fall of 2008, | have conducted a half-year
of “chronicle-type” reading on the list that Chi Zijian provided. Having
read nearly all of her works, | have come to the conclusion that great
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writers are able to show the “scent” of their own style in their writing.
Chi Zijian’s stories have established a style connecting to the origin of her
life—the “Earth Spirit.” Reading Chi Zijian, | find her perspective on the
world is different from the “time-rewinding elf” of Arctic Village, who
often retrospect her hometown in her writing. As she says, however, the
“benevolence of nature in my stories” and “that in human beings may be
traced to the village where | grew up.””

Custom History of the Silent Population

Some old topics and common sense in literary history may be interpreted
as something new by later writers in their era. Reading Chi Zijian’s stories,
[ always recall the stories of “custom history” proposed by Honoré de
Balzac in La Comédie Humaine. Nowadays, when people talk about stories
of “custom history,” they not only mean “encyclopedic type” stories
which show that an author knows everything about regional customs,
daily life scenes, utensils, languages, daily necessities, rituals, etc. of a
certain era and ensures natural accuracy. Such a purely “technical” issue
could be absolutely achieved from deskwork preparation and fieldwork.
In fact, Chi Zijian had resolved such technical issues before writing her
two important novels: Puppet Manchukuo (Wei Manchukuo £}y ¥ [& ) and
The Last Quarter of the Moon (E’erguna He You’an %l /Rt 4l 45 /). We
should also note that Balzac attributed a meaning to stories of “custom
history” that “French society would be a historian, and | should write its
story with all the good and evil, collect major lust facts, show disposition,
select major social events, and build typical characters by integrating
people’s similar characteristics. By doing so, | might be able to finish the
historical chapter that many historians have already forgotten, namely,
the Custom History.”? Therefore, stories of “Custom History” indeed

' Chi Zijian and Guo Li, “Chi Zijian yu Xin Shigi Wenxue—Xiandai Wenming de Shanghuai
Zhe,” 58-64.

* Chi and Guo, “Chi Zijian yu Xin Shigi Wenxue,” 58-64; Chi Zijian, “Xin Zai Qianshan Wai—
Zai Bohai Daxue de Yanjiang,” 35-41.

®> Honoré de Balzac, “Preface of La Comédie Humaine.” This quotation is from the Chinese
version “‘Renjian Xiju’ Qianyan” in Xifang Wenlun Xuan, vol. 2, ed. Wu Lifu, 168.
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refers to how writers reflect reality with regard to their perspectives,
voices, and methods of narration.

Let us start with Chi Zijian’s stories in 2008. Chi Zijian published a handful
of stories including The Grassland (Caoyuan ¥ Jii) (Beijing Literature 1t 5t
% 2008, no. 1), A Jar of Lard (Yi Tan Zhuyou — I %% 1) (West, Chinese
Language Literature P83 - #1E Y %% 2005, no. 5), Laba Festival Night in the
Town of Bujilan (Bujilan Xiaozhan de Laba Ye A7 % = /Ny () ik )\ 7% ) (Chinese
Writers W [ {F %X 2008, no. 8), and Thawing (Jiedong fi# %) (Writer Magazine
fE % 2009, no. 1). Even though we do not compare her output with that of
other so-called “productive” writers, it is rarely seen that a writer in his
or her writing prime creates so few works, and this is also rare in Chi
Zijian’s twenty-year writing career. Chi Zijian seems to hold a style that
she was born with and deeply cherishes in these stories. In our constantly
changing era, considerable courage is needed to doggedly maintain self-
constancy. Chi Zijian challenges not only her own patience but also that
of readers who love her. The Grassland tells a story about a business trip;
A Jar of Lard is literally about a jar of lard; Laba Festival Night in the Town
of Bujilan sets the scene in a bistro at a station in a mountain forest, and
Thawing is trapped in the muddy Spring pit. Chi Zijian enjoys “legends”
about daily life. In A Jar of Lard, the village butcher Huo Dayan exchanges
a house for a jar of lard and secretly hides an emerald ring in the jar.
The woman he quietly loves holds the jar of lard and goes to a man in
Daxing’anling Mountains. But the woman breaks the jar she is tightly
holding when approaching her destination. Cui Dalin, the man’s colleague,
hides the ring hidden in the lard, making the female teacher with flawless
skin marry him, which, however, troubles his conscience and causes him
to experience erectile dysfunction. The female teacher later loses her
life because of the ring. This jar of lard silently engenders feelings and
is a bitter pill to swallow. Such a painful story is narrated with a teasing
tone. The woman overeats lard during pregnancy, leading to an oversized
fetus and her suffering from a difficult birth. She, therefore, is forced
to travel to the border with the Soviet Union to give birth, which partly
contributes to her husband’s accusations during the Cultural Revolution.
A more “legendary” thing is that the lost ring of the female teacher was
unexpectedly fished out by the woman’s grown-up son. Her son was born
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in a foreign country and falls in love with a foreign girl, and finally settles
on the other side of the border.

Unlike classical novels that are full of “coincidences,” modern novels
adopt a narrative style that lets nature take its course. There are not many
short stories that deal much with “accidents” and “coincidences” like Chi
Zijian’s. Such stories seem to bring the audience back to the storytellers’
time in classic Chinese novels. Those storytellers would reiterate “to
be continued” till the end of their stories. Audiences of such stories
need to be patient and wait till the end. This kind of story arouses the
audience’s interest and is highly appreciated. Indeed, most of the time
we seem to forget that stories should be “absorbing.” Can we describe
Chi Zijian’s stories as “absorbing”? And how about Thawing? An urgent
dispatch which is later proven an invitation to movies for insiders makes
a monotonous and stereotypical married life sparkle with a woman’s
tenderness for her man and finally subsides into indifference. Chi Zijian’s
stories exhibit the characteristics of the era and China’s long-maintained
morality and virtues, just like in Laba Festival Night in the Town of Bujilan.

The majority of Chi Zijian’s stories focus on the “lower-class population,”
although she also writes about the intelligentsia, the upper classes, and
the middle class. In the mid-1980s, Chi Zijian had written about three
hundred thousand characters. When she reviewed her writing, she said:
“99 percent of my stories concern the life at the bottom.”* As time
passes, however, Chi Zijian has never diverted her attention from the
“lower-class population” when we look back at her writing. The “lower-
class literature” is very popular today, but it seems that few people
consider Chi Zijian as part of the “lower-class” literature genre.

Both Chinese and foreign literature maintain a constant focus on the
“lower class.” Concern for the “lower class” in modern China after the
May Fourth Period (1919) is deemed a measure of modern intellectualism.
From the perspective of writing, it might be said that the modern
literary history of China is the history of fate describing the “lower-
class” nonentities. Reading (Dushu 13 13) published Focus on the Lower Class
(Guanzhu Diceng <7+ Ji& JZ) written by Partha Chatterjee, in its 8th issue,

* Chi Zijian, “Siren Du Qiaocui,” in Beifang de Yan, 188.
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2001. This article has collected better theoretical resources on the “lower
class” and a more in-depth interpretation of the realistic insights into
the “lower class” compared to that of later articles. Chatterjee believed
the “lower class” “reveals India’s experience as a colonized region.” But
it should be noticed that, in the 21st century in China, the “lower class”
does not “emerge as a resistance to the elitism of the colony and the
nationalism and elitism of capitalism.”” The “lower-class population”
means neither factory workers, prisoners nor psychos described by
Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze, nor the “third-world” women
represented by Western feminists.” However, in the new century, there
is an urgent desire to utilize the “lower class” to deliver the intellectuals’
ideology in relevant studies and literature in China. Therefore, it is
inevitable that “artistic romance” in “lower-class” studies and literature
would be exerted at the current stage. To a certain extent, the “lower
class” in culture and literature of the new century does not only serve
as a touchstone to test how literature reflects reality but also indicates
the last high moral ground of those gradually marginalized intellectuals
in the new historical context. In fact, before the “lower-class literature”
in the new century, the “artistic romance” shown in the “lower class”
had already existed. Around the 1990s, “neorealism” literature and “new
generation” literature represented the localization and secularisation of
avant-garde literature. In fact, the avant-garde literature represented by
Can Xue ¥%%, Yu Hua &4£, Mo Yan %L, Su Tong #53, Sun Ganlu fhH
#%, and Ge Fei #%3F exited from contemporary Chinese literature in the
1980s. Avant-garde literature “shows off virtuosity” and tries to evade
and reconstruct reality via imagination. It is replaced by the “simulated”
original ecology in the “neorealism” and “new generation” literature.
Therefore, before the emergence of “lower-class” writing early in the new
century, contemporary Chinese literature had already spent more than a
decade mastering how to write an original-ecology novel in “simulated”
literature.

> Partha Chatterjee, “Guanzhu Diceng,” 13-20.
® Chen Yonggiu, “Cong Jiegou Dao Fanyi: Sipiwake de Diceng Ren Yanjiu,” in Cong Jiegou
Dao Quangiuhua Pipan: Sipiwake Duben, eds. Chen Yongguo, Lai Lili and Guo Yingjian, 13.
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The literary critic Gayatri Spivak once put forward a proposition of
wide concern: “Can the lower class have a voice?”” Interestingly, in 2005,
though in a different context and intonation, a writer named Liu Jiming
also asked this question: “How can we describe the lower class?” With
the current “peasantry literature,” “migrant literature,” and so on, is it
possible to state that we have already addressed the problem of how
to “describe the lower class in literature”? If it is assumed that there
exists a “low-class experience” that was once hidden and needs to be
described by writers, to what extent can writers realize the “narration of
the lower-class population”? Lacking detailed analysis of today’s “lower-
class” literature may revive certain common sense issues that have been
abandoned, such as “thematic determinism” with “prioritized morality,”
“demonstrating pain” through suffering, the imagination of the “lower
class,” and so on. Therefore, writers without clear reflection may reach a
“moral high ground” but not a “literary high ground.”

In this case, no matter how much “meaning” we add to the lower class
in advance, the prerequisite to “narrating the lower class” should be the
possibility and extent that the lower class can have a voice. It is nothing to
do with adding “artistic romance” to “the lower class.” If we go into even
more detail, writing stories nowadays has left out not only the traditional
techniques. Some used official expressions have been abandoned, such
as some familiar terms including “class perspective” and “class feeling.”
Here comes the question: Should a writer own his or her “perspective”
and “feeling” once we do not limit to “class”? As disseminators of ideas,
good writers should own their unique literary habitat. Their “perspective”
and “feeling” undoubtedly belong to people related to their life and
spirit. So, what about Chi Zijian? Take her story All Nights in the World
(Shijie Shang Suoyou de Yewan tt 5t I ffi 4 1) % #f ) written in 2004 as an
example. Poverty, suffering, gloom, and receiving no reward for virtuous
deeds were revealed in a horrifying scene, which is rare not only in Chi
Zijian’s stories but also in contemporary stories of the same themes. More

7 Gayatri Spivak, “Preface,” in From Deconstruction to the Critique of Globalization: A Spivak
Reader. This quotation is from the Chinese version Cong Jiegou Dao Quangiuhua: Sipiwake
Duben Bianzhe Xu, eds. Chen Yongguo, Lai Lili and Guo Yingjian.
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importantly, in the story, an intellectual lady suffering from her husband’s
death reaches the lower class with the hope to cure herself through “folk
songs and ghost stories,” and finally integrates her torment into a wider
landscape of China. In reality, when the current intelligentsia writes stories
about the “lower class,” it is necessary to experience such closely related
“lower-class” population, to reflect their “lightness” or “heaviness,”
and further “describe the lower class” via the lightness-heaviness
comparison.

If we admit that Chi Zijian is indeed telling “low-class” stories, | wonder
if she agrees with the once-sullied word “spokesperson.” Reading her
works over the past two decades, we can find that she has shown her own
distress and loneliness through “artistic romance.” But more often, Chi
Zijian aligns herself with the “lower-class population,” the disadvantaged,
the affronted, and the injured. Qi Dou in Beneath the Tree (Shuxia # )
is a silent person; the dog in A Clouded Light (Yueguo Yunceng de Qinglang
it = JZ i) i B) is silent; Puppet Manchukuo in Puppet Manchukuo is a
silent “state”; in The Last Quarter of the Moon exists a silent “nation.”
Chi Zijian writes stories of custom history. However, she herself remains
humble and weak. Custom history in her stories belongs to the silent
population in northern China. For example, in Puppet Manchukuo, Chi
Zijian adopts a pseudo-“choreographic” style which she calls a “chronicle”
in her stories. Tracing back a few years, Chi Zijian uses “chronology” to
write the “history” of a child who meets an untimely death. The novel,
The Chronology of Yanxia’s Birth and Death (Yanxia Shengzu Nianbiao {H&
HEAEAEZR) could have been a good example of Chi Zijian’s view of history,
which, however, gained limited attention from critics. The historical
construction of “choreography” in Manchukuo presents individuality and
marginality. Now, Chi Zijian’s pseudo-“choreography” further transfers
her writing focus of “custom history” to “local daily life.” This is what
Chi Zijian calls “the ordinary life” of “ordinary people.” The 20th century
experienced great changes and the writers got used to chasing the new
and embracing change. The sensibility to the changing times became an
important indicator of how well the writers could reflect reality. But now,
Chi Zijian is heading the other way. She senses the fixed “unchanged” in
“change(s).” “I believe we can still find tranquillity in turbulence in that



414 HE Ping

era, but of course, the sort of ‘tranquillity’ was of certain humiliation.”®

In a sense, Chi Zijian’s Puppet Manchukuo is designed in a more “ancient”
time setting. In Puppet Manchukuo, there is neither spatial juxtaposition
nor progress and backward in reference. There is no panic caused by
vicissitudes. “Time,” in Chi Zijian’s stories, passes day by day. It slowly
grows and slowly ages. There exist sufferings that are hard to tell and
trivial struggling, and also boring and subtle joy in so-called real-life
and spiritual “grand occasions.” Puppet Manchukuo tells a story about
implacable national and domestic foes. We thought Chi Zijian would write
the story into a magnificent national narrative epic. But it also describes
the death and injury that people suffered and the hatred that the nation
had. The “lower-class” population still struggled and remained alive. Chi
Zijian is not against heroic spirit and solemnity, because she writes stories
about killing and fighting. But the “heroic spirit” in the “grand” world is
never opposite to “small” and “trivial.” In a “grand” and “magnificent”
era, dignity and decency of life naturally grow among the “small” and
“trivial.”

“My Writing is Rough and Desolate”

Chi Zijian “lists” the “good and evil” of custom history, and well masters
how to change from a devil to an angel. In such a sophisticated world that
makes us confused, Chi Zijian insists on drawing a simple but clear line
between good and evil.

Chi Zijian holds her belief. When | was writing a book review on one of
her novellas, | described Chi Zijian as a woman who illuminates the current
literary age in a simple and unadorned manner.® Just like “crying fish” in
The River of Forever Flowing (Shi Chuan i )1]), I think Chi Zijian’s pity and
fondness, and warmth and love are also the “crying fish” that brings us
“blessedness.” Chi Zijian loves writing about moonlight and oil lamps, and
making her stories glitter brightly. Chi Zijian protects and guards the beauty

® Chi and Guo, “Chi Zijian yu Xin Shigi Wenxue,” 58-64.
° He Ping, “Chi Zijian: Wei Women Jintian de Wenxue Shidai Chi Yi Zhan Jianpu de Deng,”
Jiefang Ribao, July 11, 2008.
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and solemnity of life. The inscription of Meinu on the Shore (An Shang de Meinu /-
15 40) reads: “To render warmth and love.” Chi Zijian has a grieving fondness
for things that are beautiful but easily lost. But the “evil of human beings”
has never been avoided in Chi Zijian’s stories. She pursues beauty and also
faces ugliness. “My hands are rough and desolate, and my writing is rough
and desolate.
the feeling of death,” “bleakness melts into one’s young life.”" Reading
from Fairy Tale of the Arctic Village (Beiji Cun Tonghua JbHAY #1H) written
at her early age, the “evil of human beings” often surfaces in bewildering

2910

This derives from her growth. “Gradually growing up in

fantasy and hurts us deeply. Time passes and the world changes. The
“evil of human beings” in Chi Zijian’s stories extends in the way that trees
give shade. The owner of a small shop hoards salt and raises prices in the
fishing season, resulting in village-wide fish rotting, as written in Baiyinna
(Baiyinna FH4RHL); the father who drowned his mentally retarded son in
the Noon of Springy Grass (Qingcao Ruge de Wuhou 5 F.UIHK 1) 1E4F); the
betrayers in Meet in Yixiao (Xiangyue Yixiao Ge #H £ 16 Ji# &) and The Third-
Place Dinner (Di-San Di Wancan #f; — #fi It %); and the dark cold hellscape in
All Nights in the World . . . . Selfish, suspicious, jealous, greedy, and brutal. All
evil of humanity is ready to destroy the tender world like an assassin with
a dagger.

Having such an insight into the world, Chi Zijian could definitely produce
“a flower of evil.” She, however, makes “warmth and love” illuminate
every corner of the world. Writers should have their inner brightness to
see the brightness of the world. Chi Zijian interprets Lu Xun &Il as
a person of inner brightness, and she herself also introspects. “I always
think Lu Xun is a romantic person in nature. But once we position him
as the ‘soul of the nation,” we focus more on realism and criticism in his
works and neglect the inner romanticism that a great writer normally has.
From his former residence to the old street, a vivid Luzhen floated into
my mind. It is cosy, tranquil, languorous, and releasing, allowing one’s
We are against each other, we hurt each

”»12

imagination to stretch broadly.

' Chi Zijian, “Niannian Yijiu de Caiyuan,” in Beifang de Yan, 52.
" Chi Zijian, “Siwang de Qixi,” in Beifang de Yan, 282.
* Chi Zijian, “Luzhen de Heiye yu Baitian,” in Beifang de Yan, 64-65.
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other, but we also accompany each other. In such a suffering world, we
struggle to stay alive. Chi Zijian’s stories like Kiss Potatoes (Qingin Tudou >
>k 112, Temple Fair at Wuzhang Temple (Wuzhang Si Miaohui 1.3 5F )/ 4>) and
Laba Festival Night in the Town of Bujilan express the love of family members
and love of people who have only met by chance. As a writer, Chi Zijian
seems to prove the fact that a sane realist can also be a thorough idealist.
Just quote what she said: “I believe life should be cold. Human beings are
just like dust that is randomly scattered on the earth, which is fated to
disappear, either from a life perspective or from a religious view. Humans
are but motes in the universe, while the universe is eternal. So, people are
born with a sense of desolation. Bringing ourselves and others warmth
is the only thing we can do in such a desolate world. Then, when we are
leaving the world, we will not regret for having a trip to the desolate
world. | consider this an even stronger power. | grew up in the Arctic
Village. From every October to the next May, it was covered under snow.
In that environment, people will naturally crowd around a furnace if there
is one.”” This might explain Chi Zijian’s fondness for Victor Hugo and
Leo Tolstoy because Hugo seldom cornered villains and allowed people
like Jean Valjean to achieve spiritual redemption. Tolstoy rarely cornered
villains either, such as in his story Resurrection. Chi Zijian rarely depicts
extreme evil and villains in her stories. She gives people who are lost a
way to realize and return to their human nature, in her stories like Fog,
Moon, and the Cattle Pen (Wu Yue Niulan %5 [ 24£42), The Night Boat (Yexing
Chuan % ATH), The Soul Wandering across West Street (Xijie Hun’er #4525
JL.), and The Woods of Birds (Baique Lin 15 % #K).

Like “grass in the marsh,” “the blowing silhouette delivers breath-
taking beauty at night” (Temple Fair at Wuzhang), Chi Zijian highlights
brightness in the darkness, stresses benevolence in evil, and chants
dreams in despair. As written in Hot Bird (Re Niao #\1%), the bird’s free
and unfettered dream enables Zhao Lei to find out the sham in his
parents’ life. “I always thought that such a perfected environment
did not motivate one’s imagination to fly. The wild and remote barren
land instead provides a larger space for imagination. However, such

¥ Chi and Guo, “Chi Zijian yu Xin Shigi Wenxue,” 63.
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places lack sufficient spiritual nutrients. Without satisfaction and self-
adaptation, people’s expectations emerge from paucity, loss, and
humiliation and become more splendid than the reality.”" Chi Zijian
insists that a writer should voluntarily seek and guard the furnace
in the blizzard, so she has an in-depth understanding of a line in the
preface to Grigori Efimovich Rasputin’s Doch Ivana, Mat Ivana, “The
evil in the world is powerful but love and beauty exert even stronger
power.””” Reading Chi Zijian’s stories and following her sympathy and
generosity, we discover inner kind-heartedness. If we are willing to
turn selfishness, suspicion, jealousy, greed, and brutality away from
our inner hearts, we may be re-accepted by the world. For unknown
reasons, Chi Zijian enjoys writing about trips, such as Hot Bird, Travels
to White Nights (Xiangzhe Baiye Liixing [r]% 1 Jit1T), Andante Treading
on the Moonlight (Tazhe Yueguang de Xingban &3 F J6I14T4R), All Nights
in the World, Enjoying the Comet (Guan Hui Ji ¥ 1), Time-Rewinding
Elf (Nixing Jingling 1417 ¥5 &R ), The Third-Place Dinner; The Grassland, and
so on. | reckon she always treats life as a journey of kindness. Chi Zijian
also shows her pity and fondness for Meinu in Meinu on the Shore, the
outlaw in A Duck Named Flower (Ya Ru Hua 5 4111¢), the parents in Noon
of Springy Grass, and many “sinners” struggling in the world. Just like
what Chi Zijian describes in The Cattail Stem Lamp (Pucao Deng J#&.4])
and The Third-Place Dinner, many sinners are disadvantaged and injured.
And they are convicted because they are destined to live in a criminal
world. Touching people’s deepest and weakest inner heart, pity and
fondness, as well as warmth and love is nearly a well-grown “belief” to
Chi Zijian, although such a belief is hard to have, just like the Comet in
Enjoying the Comet, or like the unique golden mud bowl in Bowl Kiln at
Sunset (Riluo Wanyao H ¥4 i %%).

Chi Zijian is, after all, a writer of realism, so she can feel what Balzac
tried to convey: “The law of history is different from that of novels. It
is not for a beautiful dream. History records, or should record, facts

* Chi Zijian, “Biyao de Sangshi,” in Beifang de Yan, 176.
 Grigori Efimovich Rasputin, Doch Ivana, Mat Ivana. This quotation is from the Chinese
version Yiwan de Nii’er, Yiwan de Mugin, trans. Shi Nanzheng.
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in the past, while stories should describe a better world. But in such a
context of stately lies, stories seem useless if their details are made up.””
Therefore, it must be clarified that Chi Zijian is not a sentimentalist like
some researchers said. In fact, mono-sentimentalism is vulnerable and
reclusive. Chi Zijian brings people “expectations,” but she clearly knows
the scope and boundary of “stately lies” and “real details” and tries to
awaken people from the unreal “expectations.” From this perspective, Chi
Zijian’s Yangko (Yangge ##)) demonstrates not only a rich folk, but also a
lower-class world. The most thrilling part of this story is the exhumation
of Xiao Shuzhuang for paying a look to the legendary “extraordinarily
beautiful” lady. Chi Zijian stays “awake.” Her novels Beneath the Tree and
A Clouded Light tell stories of a man and a dog that suffer in the torturing
world. The end of Beneath the Tree reads: “They relive the warmth
which is inexpressible and beautiful. They seem a little bit fatigued. The
dawn is about to come. The darkness leaves with plentiful warmth from
people in the farmyard. The thin and pale daytime is arriving. ‘We need
to sleep,’ they say and fall into a tight sleep. Qi Dou dreams about the
white horse in the moonlight which she has not seen for quite a while.
She then has an unspoken sadness.”” The dog in A Clouded Light feels in
its last minutes: “I soon will travel through the clouds and be embraced
by boundless brightness. | will no longer see the world in only black and
white.”"®

Therefore, | insist that Chi Zijian’s stories are built on desolation. When
Chi Zijian wrote The Last Quarter of the Moon, she said: “This is a satisfying
beginning of a desolate self-narration.”’® Knowing this, | suddenly
realized that she started writing “a satisfying beginning of a desolate
self-narration” in the 1980s, including The Lost One (Na Diushi de 7 2 2k 1),
Dagugigu in Sound Sleep (Chenshui de Dagugigu it HE [ K [ 2 [&]), and Fairy
Tale of the Arctic Village.

® Honoré, “‘Renjian Xiju’ Qianyan,” 173.

7 Chi Zijian, Shu Xia.
*® Chi zijian, Yueguo Yunceng de Qinglang.
' Chi Zijian, “Xin Zai Qianshan Wai.”
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How Can Chi Zijian Be Categorized in Literary History?

Almost every researcher studying Chi Zijian’s stories has pointed out that
Chi Zijian is one of the very few significant writers that have not been
categorized in the narrative spectrum of contemporary literary history.
Generally, categorized writers should contribute nouveau “classic” or
“sample” experience to literature in an era. Therefore, writers that are
recorded in literary history may not be “classic” writers who represent
the highest literary level as we thought. They may have just provided
representative literary “samples” of a certain era. If a judgement is made
based on how classic literary works are, more than half of currently
selected works with regard to the narration of thirty-year new period
literature in literary history may be deleted. Taking scar literature as an
example, stories like Scar (Shanghen 173Ji%) and Class Counsellor (Banzhuren
PE ¥ 1T) are categorized in the narration of literary history. Can we say the
aesthetics and literariness of these stories are “classic”’? Whether a writer
can be categorized in the spectrum of the narrative of literary history
relies on whether that writer produces proper stories at the proper time.
Also, the reality of writing in China’s contemporary literary history reveals
that the literary trends and literary genres matter the most. Therefore,
if a writer finds no proper genre to fit himself or herself into and writes
freely outside the literary trend, it will be very difficult for the writer to be
categorized in the narrative of literary history.

How can Chi Zijian be categorized in literary history? Let us make a
hypothesis. If the current narrative of literary history does not need to
change its order and pattern, and the legality and effectiveness of the
narrative of literary history relate to the new period, the starting point of
Chi Zijian’s writing journey should be root-seeking literature and avant-
garde literature. Fairy Tale of the Arctic Village, her first story that attracted
the public’s attention, tells a story about life in the remote borderland. It is
regionally close to root-seeking literature, but it did not receive a cultural
interpretation in root-seeking literature since it is a story reminiscing
about childhood. Viewed from a cultural perspective and taking Migration
in Early Spring (Chuchun Da Qianxi #] % KiL ) as an example, Chi Zijian
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writes about a village that migrates to an untamed wilderness and later
returns. In some meaning, the way the story is told does not follow the
way of root-seeking literature. When it comes to avant-garde literature,
Chi Zijian’s stories have never been famous for “showing off virtuosity.”
“l don’t like the current Chinese literature. It is indeed a parody of
some imported stories, for example, Jorge Luis Borges’s stories.”*’
Such a literary view shapes her posture of writing “against showing
off” beyond avant-garde literature. The “neorealism” literature around
1990 helped female writer Chi Li i #] to achieve her literary status, while Chi
Zijian kept publishing stories like Lovesickness Apart (Yaodu Xiangsi ¥ Jf¥ #H
i), The Untamed Scenery (Yuanshi Fengjing J& 45 X, 5t), The Season of
Remembrance (Huaixiang Shijie 448 I} 97), and Fire Remains (Luhuo Yiran
Jr KA AR) in important literary publications including Harvest, People’s
Literature, Zhongshan Literary Bimonthly, etc. | firmly believe this was a
crucial turning point for Chi Zijian as an excellent writer. That was a literary
era of “original ecology,” but Chi Zijian’s stories were ethereal, meditative,
and related to “heart-breaking””' love affairs. This could be deemed the
farthest “running away” in Chi Zijian’s writing career. She later “regained

9922

her previous tranquillity”* in her hometown. Interestingly, she seems to
want to hide this “running-away” experience forever. In The Collection of
Chi Zijian published by Jiangsu Literature and Art Publishing House in 1997
and The Novellas Collection of Chi Zijian published by Shanghai People’s
Press in 2008, The Untamed Scenery, the only story similar to Fairy Tale of
the Arctic Village, was collected. It could be said that Lovesickness Apart,
The Season of Remembrance and Fire Remains demonstrate Chi Zijian’s
extraordinary writing talent, viewed from the present time. Such a talent
left indistinct marks in later stories like Travels to White Nights and Time-
Rewinding Elf, which was, however, later repressed by Chi Zijian and
critics, either intentionally or unintentionally.

In 1992, Chi Zijian stepped into the “old-times’” writing era, and wrote stories
like The Mill of Old Times (Jiushidai de Mofang IHECIEE55), Yangko, The

** Chi Zijian, “Wengqing de Liliang,” in Zhang Ying, Wenxue de Liliang, 295.
*' Chi Zijian, “Zixu,” in Yangge, 1-2.
2 |bid.
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Incense Workshop (Xiangfang #¥4J5), and so on. Chi Zijian got herself closest to
the so-called literary trend during this period. The three stories and the
later Puppet Manchukuo may be collected in “new historicism fiction.” But
with regard to “new historical fiction,” the narration of literary history
showed its interest in the overturning and reformulation of the modern
“revolution.” In a time when ordinary people’s history was not fully
respected, highlighting the “new” of “old-time” history was undoubtedly
hard to be popular. Chi Zijian herself controlled and managed the “old-
time” history of ordinary people in a restrained and constricted manner.
What “new historicism fiction” needed was “restoration,” just like “life’s
ups and downs,” but not Chi Zijian’s style “as it always was.” For example,
“the Xu Manman and Yang Xueli couple, Su Yingshi’s mother and Squire
Zhang Defu passed away one after another.” “The town stands there still,
as it always was. Farmers keep growing crops; grain merchants, keep selling
food; and doctors continue taking care of patients. Pupils graduate and
school principals change. The bell, however, rings and remains in its dreary
and distant way” (Dong Chuang %< i, hereinafter Eastern Window).

The mid-late 1990s witnessed the maturity of Chi Zijian’s writing. A
dozen of her major stories were created during this period, including The
River of Forever Flowing, “Kiss Potatoes,” Fog, Moon, and the Cattle Pen,
“Washing the Dust off the Road” (Qingshui Xichen &7k :2R), “Wa Yun of
the Huijie Town” (Huijie Wayun 7K1 TL z=, hereinafter Wayun of the Huijie
Town), Travels to White Nights, Meinu on the Shore, Time-Rewinding Elf,
Enjoying the Comet, Temple Fair at Wuzhang, and Puppet Manchukuo. That
was also a time of commotion and rebellion for female writers, but the
gender consciousness of females which was highlighted in literary history
refers to “females” and “feminism,” which is different from “males”
and “patriarchy.” Chi Zijian’s stories “contains the nature of sex,” stating
that “women are naturally more sensitive than men.” Therefore, Chi
Zijian’s “female” worldview is born in nature, is tender and forgiving, and
is mutualistic, intertwined, even reconciliatory and complementary to
“males.”

In the new century, Chi Zijian is more extensive and sophisticated. For a

* Chi and Guo, “Chi Zijian yu Xin Shigi Wenxue,” 58-64.
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writer, “writing in middle age” is the result of his or her self-clarification.
Those remaining writers have been through numerous groping and
winnowing. Stories like A Horse and Two People (Yi Pi Ma Liang Ge Ren —
UL 55~ N), Bride under the Snow Dam (Xueba Xia de Xinniang &5 31
HI#TUR), Breeze into the Forests (Weifeng Rulin 1§ )X{ A#K), A Jar of Lard,
All Nights in the World, The Third-Place Dinner, and The Last Quarter of
the Moon all drifted an anxious, lost, distressed and sad Chi Zijian. How
could Chi Zijian set off from such an incomplete and suffering place in
a turbulent era, and get herself healed and become tender? Chi Zijian
started to write about unreconcilable chill and desolation in her stories.
Characters in stories like Wa Yun of the Huijie Town, Bride under the Snow
Dam, Picture of Picnic (Yechui Tu 74X &), Dance (Qiwu 2 %), and The Last
Quarter of the Moon either drifted into prostitution or committed evil
deeds. Chi Zijian lost her skilful transition from evil to good. She doubted
herself and wrote stories describing “love and beauty are more powerful
than evil,” hence coming a new Chi Zijian. “I never intentionally categorise
myself and my writing,” she says, “I prefer to take it as it comes. The
change in style, my understanding of art and my literary viewpoint, all
have changed naturally. When | was in my twenties, nature to me was
picturesque. When | grew older, my thoughts changed, directly relating
to reality. | do not mean a thorough awakening in literature, but ages
can always catch you and drive you through vicissitudes and make the
emotion in your writing artless.”** There might exist stains on human
“nature” in stories like The River of Forever Flowing, Kiss Potatoes,
Fog, Moon, and the Cattle Pen, and Baiyinna, but these are still great
works when stains no longer exist. But now, facing great damage, can
benevolence in human nature still guard our last home? Chi Zijian wavered
over this question between “trust” and “not to trust.” She might dive
into nuances for a more in-depth exploration. As a writer living in a fast-
changing China and world, and as a writer holding belief in the world, the
anxious, lost, distressed, and sad Chi Zijian helped achieve “classic” works
or act as “samples.” And how does literary history categorise Chi Zijian?
Think about it in a different way. Can we simply take the current narrative of

* Ibid.
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literary history as a possibility of being categorized in history? In fact, Chi Zijian’s
writing, from the beginning, generated her own spectrum. Chi Zijian loves the
“skilfully and plainly described customs and language of marketplace life,” in
The Golden Lotus (Jinpingmei 4 3fi#%). She thinks: “Modern fiction nowadays,
is indeed backward, not advancing. For example, novels of the Ming and Qing
Dynasties longed for a writing style of unofficial folk history, different from
the current folk literature. Audiences could read elegance, smoothness, and
cosiness in folk literature at that time.”” According to Balzac’s views, the stories
of Custom History are different from “public life” and are closer to the “unofficial
folk history” in China. He believed: “I pay the same attention to long-lasting,
daily, secret, or obvious facts, individual behaviours, and causes and principles
that historians pay to the public life of all peoples.””® Bearing this in mind, we go
back to where she started writing. It will be very interesting that Chi Zijian named
her story in Arctic Village “fairy tale.” Referring to Zhou Zuoren J& E A, “fairy
tales” “tell neither certain locations and names nor historical truth. They are just
for fun.” “Now we use the noun “fairy tales’ introduced from Japan. But these
are not stories for children, especially they are not children’s books. The
meaning of this word was “something odd.”” The phrase “something
odd” in Chinese classical novels is the same as “legends” in stories which
feature ghosts and legendary stories. So, Chi Zijian tells a lot of stories
about strange ghosts, miracles, and dreams and describes numerous
vicissitudes of life, karma, and the “plain” observation on the world in
Chinese classical novels. Simple expectations are also shown in Chi Zijian’s
stories. From this, when other people are making achievements, Chi
Zijian, a 20-year experienced writer picked up grass abandoned on the
harvest land. It can be said that story writers nowadays start to realize the
meaning of the “story of ‘grass’ kinds.” Once the literary meaning of the
“story of ‘grass’ kinds” is reignited, can Chi Zijian be categorized in literary
history? For Chi Zijian, she does not live in a “black and white world”
anymore, either in the Ming or Qing dynasties, nor in Paris, London, or
Russia in the 19th century. Instead, she now lives in a complicated and

* Chi Zijian, “Wengqing de Liliang,” in Wenxue de Liliang, ed. Zhang Ying, 295.
* Honoré, “Preface of La Comédie Humaine,” 175.
¥ Zhou Zuoren, ““Wukelan Minjian Gushi’ Fanli,” in Zhitang Xuba, ed. Zhong Shuhe, 535.



424 HE Ping

intertwined “China” where stories of All Nights in the World, Dance and
The Last Quarter of the Moon take place. And if she continues to write
“stories of ‘grass’ kinds” or stories of Custom History, stories of Ming and
Qing Dynasties and Balzac(s) are definitely insufficient.

“| Believe Life Has Its Destination”

2«

When it comes to “stories of ‘grass’ kinds,
and fairy tales of “something odd,” topics can be extended a little bit.
Compared to traditional Chinese novels such as “stories of ‘grass’ kinds,”
modern fiction reserves a larger space for the hidden and unannounced
storylines, such as the preference for foxes and ghosts. Chi Zijian, in this
aspect, has demonstrated deeper silence and further vanishing. Here are
some examples.

unofficial folk history,”

At this moment, Harelip suddenly found a lady dangling and flying
around in the fog. She wears her dark hair down. Her clear skin
oozes immense charm. She is flying freely and uninhibitedly, in a way
prettier than birds.”®

She could feel that the red light between her and Qu’er is moving
slowly out of the house, across the clearing, through the door, and
into the windy air. The wind catches dust and blows it, making the
surroundings covered by boundless yellow.*

Walking to the bridge, | suddenly found He among the dense crowd.
My heart gave a lurch when | walked to the bridge. And then | sensed
someone’s eyes brightened shortly. His figure then appeared. This
was how | found him. *°

This is the third time | come to the bank. There are no pedestrians.

*® Chi zijian, Nixing Jingling.
* Chi Zijian, “Yaodu Xiangsi,” in Beiji Cun Tonghua.
3 Chi Zijian, “Luhuo Yiran,” in Yangge.
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Snowflakes flutter lightly, either near me or afar. Vastness blurs the
edges of the fishing village on the other side.”

When Maria and | carried the bloodied Gogree back to Shirangju,
Nihau came back. As soon as she came in, she shuddered. She looked
at Gogree and spoke to us in a calm voice: “I know. He fell down from
a tree.” Nihau started to cry and told us she left the camp knowing
that if she saved the child, she would lose one of her own. | asked her
why, and she said: “God wanted that child, but | kept him. And my
own kid should go for him.”**

Ghosts, miracles, and dreams make Chi Zijian’s world meaningful. Travels
to White Nights tells a story that “I” travel to the Arctic Village with a
ghost. Chi Zijian reckons: “It may be because | grew up in the remote
town in the north of the Gobi Desert that | have long had an interest in the
existence of souls. Where | grew up, life exists in two forms: Staying alive
or appearing in the dreams of the living and their plain life after death.
More than one person has told me that they have ever met ghosts, which
arouses my fear and excitement for the dark night.””* In some meaning,
this existence of “gods” is about not only science but also a worldview,
about how we construct our spiritual and meaningful world, and about
how our souls reside in us. Drastic changes in China since the 19th century
could be discussed from many aspects, among which is that ghosts and
gods were less revered by the public. But Chi Zijian’s stories are bathed
in God’s grace. “I was born and grew up in Daxing’anling Mountains. |
did not obtain much academic knowledge from family learning, so to
me, the northeastern culture lies more in historical legend as well as
fairy and ghost stories told by neighbours when | was young.”?* “My
hometown is rarely visited for its remote distance. There are too many
miracles and legends there. Therefore, the houses, cattle pens, pigsties,

3" Chi Zijian, “Jiuduo Hudie Hua,” in Ya Ru Hua.

3* Chi Zijian, E’erguna He You’an, 135.

3 Chi, “Zixu,” in Yangge, 1-2.

** Chi Zijian and Zhou Jinglei, “Wenxue de Di-San Di,” 42-50.
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kitchen gardens, tombs, mountains and rivers that occupy my memory
are injected with miracles and legends. Characters in my stories are also
rich in miracles and legends. The living in my understanding are not those
who follow the rules in the real world, but those bathing in god’s spirit.”**
Growing up in such an environment, it is easy to understand the world of
ghosts that Chi Zijian has built her experience upon.

We should re-interpret how Chi Zijian’s stories present “experience in
Chinese novels.” Ghost signs in daily life and the spiritual world of Chinese
people used to be the most imaginative component in Chinese literature
and are also the most magnificent part of Chi Zijian’s stories. “l don’t
agree that dreams are not true” and “I don’t believe in zero retribution
for evil deeds.” This can be deemed a reality in Chi Zijian’s stories. It
echoes Calvino’s words that “folk stories are real.” While Calvino was
editing the Fiabe Italiane, he realized this fact and believed: “It seems
that all countries and peoples pause their life, but in fact, everything
could possibly happen: A snake hole may be opened and form a milk
river; the merciful king turns out to be a tyrannical father; a silent and
enchanted kingdom springs into life. | form such an impression that rules
and regulations that used to govern the entire world once got lost in
folk stories are now jumping from the pandora’s box that | opened.”*
Calvino also believed that: “Humans equal in nature are randomly divided
into the royal and the civilians. In daily life, it is common to witness the
innocents suffering from persecution and the revenge that comes after;
loved ones meet each other at the wrong time, ending love before love
blossoms; ordinary people are cursed and have a shared future; unknown
power is manipulating individuals. All complex factors exist in every
moment of one’s life and force people to fight for self-liberation and the
right to control their destiny. Meanwhile, as a requisite, one could only
liberate him- or herself after he or she helps others to become liberated.
To succeed in liberation, the loyalty to fighting for the goal and purified
souls is needed. Beauty is another thing we need, which is sometimes

3 Chi Zijian, “Shui Yin Tianhe zhi Shui,” in Beifang de Yan, 238.
% Italo Calvino, Fiabe Italiane. This quotation is from the Chinese version Yidali Tonghua,
trans. Liu Xianzhi, 7-8.
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covered by humble and ugly frog skin. But the most important feature lies
in infinite changes and a unified universe: including human beings, plants
and animals, and inorganic compounds.””” Thinking about it in this way,
folk stories are born to be logical, thus we might be able to understand
Chi Zijian’s experience and imagination of a “simple and straightforward
world in which good is distinguished from evil.” So, referring to the
writing about ordinary people’s history, local chronicles, custom history,
and daily life history in Chinese contemporary literature, we should allow
a higher degree of inclusivity for “imagination.”

The lack of imagination and the dilemma of Chinese contemporary
literature serve as a topic that implies tracing original sin. The prerequisite
of discussing this question is that imagination is the key to motivating and
advancing literary progress. For the relationship between imagination and
literature, we are neither willing nor enthusiastic to sort this out. The lack
of imagination is not merely about technology and capabilities, otherwise,
we can gain imagination via craftsman-like acquisition. However,
investigating the literary ecology and mental status of writers, it is found
that modern China or even ancient China does or did not provide a fertile
condition for the imagination to develop. Confucius always refused to
talk of supernatural phenomena, extraordinary feats of strength, crimes
of unnatural depravity of men, or supernatural beings, which greatly
suppressed literary imagination. Limitations imposed on the imagination
of Chinese literature result from “the long-term despotism of the Great
Unification.” Let us narrow down the time span and investigate the
history of modern Chinese literary vernacular in the recent 100 years. It
could be found that the “pattern(ed)” literary view kept affecting writers’
stories. The standardized production of modern Chinese literature headed
to patterned production by the state from the patterned production of
intellectuals. Therefore, by studying modern and contemporary Chinese
writers, it is easy to identify the public and universal production standards
they are based on. Being dominated by the “pattern(ed)” literary view,
the imagination of intellectuals, nations, peoples, and modernity may be
sufficient, but individual imagination is always suppressed and strangled.

7 Ibid.
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In some research, China’s society is ‘““a world of humanities, a workaday
world, a juste-milieu world, and a world closely related to daily life.
Against such a cultural background and with such national characters,
writers naturally refute supramundane imagination and extremely tragic
imagination which follows the way a Greek tragedy goes. Chinese writers
live in @ humanistic world where they explore life, settle life, and inspire
their imaginations.””® However, if we count “stories of ‘grass’ kinds” and
“unofficial folk history” as parts of Chinese literature, that judgement may
be inaccurate. Therefore, writing stories about custom history in China or
even stories about all of rural China, how boring it will be if writers stop
writing about foxes and ghosts. Chi Zijian, Su Tong, Mo Yan, Yan Lianke [#]
EFL, Zhang Wei 5K 4, Bi Feiyu 52K 5%, A Lai [ >k and others have all carried
out meaningful exploration of this. So, for us, there is silence remaining in
contemporary literature that is yet to be revealed.

Based on such contexts, The Last Quarter of the Moon is an expedition
of self-imagination to free herself from the literary “pattern.” So far,
both critics and Chi Zijian herself normally interpret The Last Quarter of
the Moon as an elegy for the fading civilization. But | prefer to categorise
it as an epic of gods. The “last shaman” should be the most charming
and imaginative part of this story. The narrator, the 9o-year-old Ewenki
lady said: “My body is given by the gods. | want to return it to the gods
in the mountain.”?® To the Ewenki people, shamans can connect to gods.
“Shaman Nidu is my father’s older brother, the Chief of Urireng. | call him
‘Ama Egedu’ meaning uncle. My earliest life memories start with him.”*
At the end of the story, “Nihau wore her god gown, god hat, and god
skirt, for the last time. With the god drum in her arms, she began praying
for rain.”* “Nihau sang the last god song in her life with the rain, but
collapsed in the rain without finishing the god song . .. .”*

In an era of odes to human beings, Chi Zijian chants the most

*® Xu Fuguan, “Zhongguo Wenxue Zhong de Xiangxiang yu Zhenshi,” in Zhongguo Wenxue
Jingshen, 74.

3% Chi, E’erguna He You’an, 2.

* Ibid.

" Ibid., 239.

* Ibid., 240.
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magnificent odes to the gods.
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