
Abstract  Time and culture are rivers 
without banks. The elegance and archaic 
style of culture is a kind of blood inheritance, 
and the myriad types of cooked food in the 
world are also a kind of passing of the torch 
from generation to generation. Against the 
vast backdrop of the century-old history of 
Lingnan (an area south of the Five Ridges in 
China), Ge Liang’s latest full-length novel, 
Food Is Heaven, is a wonderful story about 
the inheritance of four generations of chefs. 
It describes the cultivation of the industry 
as well as self-cultivation and conducting 
oneself in the world. “To see a world in a line 
of work, and one bodhi in a karma.” This 
novel reproduces the changes of the times 
and reveals the profound history and deep 
patriotism behind the Chinese food culture. 
It reflects on the inheritance of cooking 
skills and depicts the extraordinary roots 
of fine Chinese culture, and studies how 
the cohesive force of the Chinese nation in 
different regions has been unconsciously 
established through those roots. 
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I 	 Exploring the Essence of the 
Food Industry

To be at the top of a profession requires 
background and the story thereof must be 
worth reading. Food Is Heaven 燕食记 is a 
culinary saga that portrays the wisdom and 
courage of picking and training apprentices. 
It vividly reveals the secrets of the culinary 
world. Although not a detective novel, 
the novel has a magical power that keeps 
people reading, unable to put it down. In 
fact, Ge Liang 葛亮 has included elements 
of suspense in previous works such as Paper 
Hawk 北鸢 and Mind Reader 问米, and he is 
good at setting up suspense and interspersing 
the text with hidden surprises. It is only 
at the end of the novel that the mystery is 
unveiled to readers (Ling and Xiao 2020, 
46–49). The ups and downs in the narration 
of the novel make Food Is Heaven extremely  
readable.

The novel eloquently digs into the 
backgrounds of the characters, and their 
enigmatic lives are a treasure trove of 
backstories. The opening sentence of the 
novel, “Master Rong has left” (Ge 2022, 
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1) strikes like a thunderbolt. Master Rong 
Yisheng, the veteran executive chef of 
Tongqinlou in the Central District of Hong 
Kong, China, who had served three bosses, 
was about to resign. It is later learned 
that he had, in fact, secretly taken over 
the restaurant in order to ensure that the 
flavors of the century-old restaurant were 
maintained. Here, I would talk about how 
“I” and Master Rong became acquainted 
when my grandfather named Master Rong 
“No.1 of the chefs.” From that, step by 
step, Master Rong’s unique life experience 
is deciphered: Wuju and “I” learned after 
field visits and information searches that 
Master Rong might be the child of a bitter 
love affair between General Chen Heming, 
a young male cousin of Chen Jiongming, 
and Yue Fu, a nun of the Prajna Nunnery. 
After Chen Heming died in a battle between 
warlords, Yue Fu felt that a catastrophe was 
imminent, so she entrusted the baby, Ah 
Xiang, to her confidant Huisheng, who had 
shared weal and woe with her. Huisheng later 
had to travel to Guangzhou City, Foshan 
City, Anpu Town of Zhanjiang City, and 
struggled to raise Ah Xiang. The entire novel 
moves from depicting diner inheritance to 
chef inheritance; through the description of 
the legendary life of Master Rong, the story 
follows the twists and turns of a succession 
of master chefs over four generations, and 
thus weaves allusions to famous tea houses, 
restaurants, and bosses in various places. 
As a Cantonese chef in Hong Kong, Master 
Rong’s mentorship is complex. He had 
learnt both his natural mother’s and his 
adoptive mother’s basic nunnery vegetable 
cooking skills. Moreover, living with his 
adoptive mother, Huisheng, he had been 

immersed in and deeply influenced by the 
extravagant gourmet cooking of Xiang 
Hongyin’s family and persistently acquired 
culinary skills from his adoptive father 
Ye the Seventh (Ye Fengchi), his younger 
brother Han Shijiang, and other masters.

Constructing a starting and 
transitioning narrative method around 
food and then spreading it to people and 
society, Food Is Heaven highlights Ge 
Liang’s increasing ability to design and lay 
out a novel. The novel begins with a Prelude, 
contains 16 chapters, and concludes with 
a Postscript titled “What to Eat” 食啲乜 
following the epilogue Boundless. Each 
chapter is given a four-character title such 
as “One Cup, Two Pieces” 一盅两件, 
“Prajna Vegetarian Banquet” 般若素筵, 
“Court Historian’s Spring and Autumn” 
太史春秋, “Wind Starts in Henan” 风起
河南, “Peaceful Anpu Town” 安铺有镇, 
“Fishing Snow at Xiangjiang River” 香江
钓雪, “Moon Falls in Guantang” 月落观
塘, “Dai’s Authentic Local Cuisine” 戴
氏本帮, and “Shibahang Returns” 十八
归行 (Ge 2022), all of which derive from 
important events, people, and places. The 
former nine chapters tell mainly the story 
of Master Rong Yisheng’s inheritance 
of traditional teachings, while the latter 
seven chapters focus on the description 
of the disciple Chen Wuju’s pursuit of 
innovation. Master Rong carefully chose 
Wuju as an apprentice and trained him 
diligently, starting with large-case and 
then moving on to small-case dishes. 
Wuju, an effective disciple, received the 
true skill of his master but turned his back 
on him because of his wife. However, he 
also receives the true culinary skills of the 
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Dai family from his father-in-law and wife 
and turns to cook Shanghai’s local cuisine. 
Although Master Rong scolds him for 
being inconsistent, he innovatively blends 
red-case and white-case cooking, creating 
a fusion of Cantonese and Shanghai 
cuisine. Later, Wuju takes his sister-in-law 
Lulu on as an apprentice, thus integrating 
the style of Nyonya cuisine from Malaysia. 
Learning from multiple teachers has its 
benefits. In doing so, Wuju manages 
to connect Cantonese, Hong Kong, 
Shanghai, and overseas Chinese cuisines, 
thereby melding various new methods of 
cooking. Typical Cantonese dishes include 
Cantonese mooncake and snake soup, 
while dishes from other regions include 
Jiangnan-style Shanghai thread soup, 
roasted flavors of fish, and others. Xie Xing, 
Rong Yisheng’s eldest disciple, is expelled 
from the Master’s house for his lack of 
focus on learning cooking. He turns to the 
stock market and real estate professions 
instead, but in the end, he spares no effort 
behind the scenes to orchestrate a culinary 
competition, allowing Master Rong and 
his disciple Wuju to reunite after ten years, 
so that they may reconcile their grievances 
and promote the true integration and 
development of Cantonese, Hong Kong, 
and Shanghai cuisines. The novel is 
compactly organized and full of suspense 
and accurately controlled rhythm, with 
the narratives of the main and secondary 
characters shining like the moon reflected 
in the water.

Food Is Heaven deciphers the secret 
recipes that make food delicious and serves 
as a deep cultural metaphor. Making good 
lotus seed paste is all about “simmering.” 

Even if the lotus seeds have been de-
cored and have lost their bitterness, they 
are still hard and unyielding. Only by 
simmering will they become soft and 
palatable. Simmering not only involves 
the ingredients, heat timing, and duration, 
but also the craft itself. For example, one 
half of “Yuanyang Mooncake” 鸳鸯月饼 
is lotus seed paste with black sesame and 
the other half is creamy custard. They 
are like Yin and Yang in Taiji. Master 
Rong tries making the mooncake and fails 
multiple times but finally Wuju, inspired 
by Fengxing’s Tofu Coir Coat Cutting 
Technique, cleverly uses tofu as a divider, 
creating an exquisite product. In the “Prajna 
Vegetarian Banquet,” Huisheng skillfully 
uses various vegetables to make “imitation 
meat,” deceiving the eyes of diners with his 
ingredients. Top chefs are mostly gifted in 
different ways of cooking and at least one 
of their five senses—taste, smell, hearing, 
touch, or sight is highly refined. The taste 
buds of a good chef are invariably linked 
to unique memories. For instance, Master 
Han can judge the heat timing from the 
sound of steam rising from the steaming 
basket. Top chefs can discern even the 
slightest differences, which is also the key 
to understanding the flavor preferences of 
their diners. As to making lotus seed paste 
mooncake, everyone knows that sweetness 
is desirable, however, many fail to realize 
that to have the ultimate flavor, salt is a 
necessary ingredient, which can serves as 
a foil to the sweetness. Similarly, during 
one’s lifetime, one often needs obstructive 
opponents to compete with, thereby 
producing unexpected benefits. 

Mastering the essence of a 
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profession such as the culinary arts is akin 
to navigating the journey of life. A chef, like 
a practitioner of intangible cultural heritage, 
dedicates their life to perfecting one thing, 
which demonstrates the principle that 
consistent effort yields substantial results. 
The creation of a handmade lotus seed 
paste mooncake not only has established 
the reputation of Deyuege and Tongqinlou 
as iconic Hong Kong-style restaurants, but 
also is the origin of traditional Cantonese 
mooncakes. A delicious red-braised pork 
dish has sustained the long-lasting success 
of Shibahang Restaurant in Shanghai. Every 
chef starts their career as a bright-eyed 
apprentice, and as they age they evolve 
into philosophers or even become revered 
figures. None of those who have achieved 
success have played it by the novel. Ye 
the Seventh asks Rong Yisheng to be an 
apprentice under Master Han. I respectfully 
avoids using the term “dwarf” to describe 
Master Han, skillfully implying this by 
having Ye the Seventh bring a tree stump for 
Jiang. Master Han says that, to be taller than 
others, people have to either stand on this 
tree stump forever, or be taller than everyone 
else in heart (Ge 2022, 293). Consequently, 
Master Han stands on the tree stump for 
over 30 years, leaving two deep footprints, 
and saying that, standing on it, he is taller 
than others; when he steps down, he is still 
taller than others (Ge 2022, 293). Honing 
culinary skills is akin to scholars who sit 
at their desks like trees, and the souls of 
craftsmen and scholars are intertwined. The 
secret of becoming a top chef, a successful 
writer, or an expert in any other field, is to 
overcome numerous obstacles and benefit 
from practice and opportunity.

To portray lively characters, the 
essence lies in expressing common human 
emotions. Literature is a study of humanity. 
Food Is Heaven talks about food and drink 
but aims to explore human nature and reveal 
philosophical truths. The characters in the 
novel are vividly portrayed, making them 
unforgettable. Master Rong, nicknamed Ah 
Xiang, is quiet and taciturn, but he has a 
keen sense of taste and a sharp eye. He has 
a strong memory, yet does not show off. He 
is pragmatic and tenacious, focused and 
decisive. Wuju is assertive and courageous 
in innovating. Although he is scolded for 
betraying his master, he has the true respect 
for him, regards him as his father, and is 
loyal and honest. Seventh Young Master 
Xiang Xikun loses his mother at a young 
age and has an eccentric personality, but he 
is exceptionally talented. After becoming a 
famous Cantonese Opera actor, Song Ziyou 
insists on apprenticing under him and later 
achieves great success. The master and 
apprentice cherish each other and share a 
deep bond. The apprentice takes good care 
of his master. It is regrettable that Song 
Ziyou dies early, and Seventh Young Master 
ends up alone and impoverished. Sima, 
the gourmet, is a well-known writer who 
is down-to-earth. He exerts tremendous 
effort in each piece of work. Ge Liang has 
strong empathy and thus is able to delve 
into the inner heart of his characters and 
to display his compassion, reflecting the 
principle that writing is about expressing 
the heart. His writing style is heart warming 
and enriching, humble and kind, full of 
deep feelings and goodwill, which gives 
readers a warm feeling. “The desire for 
food and sex is natural.” Everyone needs 
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food in life. Food Is Heaven accurately 
extracts the philosophy of interpersonal 
relationships and life, touching the hearts 
of people and resonating with readers from 
all walks of life, giving them a sense of  
connection.

II 	 Condensing the Historical 
and Geographical Culture of 
Taste

As a writer who has relocated from Nanjing 
to Hong Kong, Ge Liang naturally embodies 
the characteristics of cultural crossover. 
He leverages the strengths of both regions 
to create works that capture both the rich 
flavors of Lingnan and the elegance of 
Jiangnan (the lower region south of the 
middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze 
River in China). The choice to begin Food 
Is Heaven with “One Cup, Two Pieces” 一
盅两件 stems from the fact that morning 
tea in Guangzhou originated in the 
Xianfeng and Tongzhi periods of the Qing 
Dynasty. In 1757, when Emperor Qianlong 
implemented the policy of single-port trade, 
the Guangzhou Maritime Silk Road became 
increasingly busy, eventually leading to the 
emergence of Yiliguan 一厘馆 (very small 
and humble stall set at the roadside), a kind 
of Cantonese teahouses providing tea and 
pastries akin to today’s fast-food restaurants. 
It is also believed that these teahouses were 
born out of business meetings between 
Chinese businessmen and Westerners, 
combining Western afternoon tea and 
Chinese morning tea to create a unique 
fusion culture. Food Is Heaven masterfully 
incorporates a significant amount of 

Cantonese dialect, imbuing the narration 
with a vibrant and grounded charm of saam 
kap dai 三及第 (a kind of written style 
mixed with classical Chinese, Cantonese 
dialect, and Mandarin Chinese). Examples 
of this include phrases such as wan sik 揾食 
(seeking food), sikdak haamjyu daidak hot 
食得咸鱼抵得渴 (eat salty fish to bear the 
thirst), Loucat zego seizai, zinggwo maalau 
老七这个死仔，精过马骝 (Old Seven is 
more intelligent than monkey), neidougui, 
batjyu tingjat zoiloiguo 你都攰、不如听
日再来过 (you’re so tired, why don’t you 
come back another time?), and others. 
Conversations among teahouse patrons in 
Cantonese not only enhance the atmosphere 
but also seem to make the food taste even 
better, like the case of General Wang Li 
from Henan, whose coarse language, 
despite being delivered with a Cantonese 
accent, sounds like a string of firecrackers 
going off. Guangdong dishes are inevitably 
connected with Guangdong people and 
the Guangdong dialect. The choice of 
dish names undoubtedly resonates with 
Cantonese culture, producing fascinating 
combinations that are hard to forget. 
For instance, “Ouyu” 偶遇 (unexpected 
encounter) refers to a dish made of lotus  
root and taro (ou yu 藕芋). Another 
example is the dish made by Yue Fu 
“Rongjin Zhuyu”熔金煮玉 (melting gold 
and boiling jade), which is bamboo shoots 
in white porridge. It pursues purity under 
a name indicating wealthiness. The dish 
requires good rice, good water, and good 
bamboo shoots, and this pursuit of perfectly 
purified quality mirrors the character 
Miaoyu in Dream of the Red Chamber 红
楼梦. Unfortunately, few can discern this 
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hidden elegance. The last time Yue Fu 
cooked “Rongjin Zhuyu” for Chen Heming, 
she added gardenia flowers, thus inventing 
a new dish. However, Chen Heming did 
not realize that the name of the new dish 
was “Dai He Ming” 待鹤鸣 (awaiting the 
crane’s cry), which is a pun indicating their 
misfortune. This porridge is like an omen. 
Once it appears, some significant event is 
about to unfold. Huisheng is forced to leave 
Court Historian’s Residence due to this 
exquisite dish, commencing life on the run. 
She originally intends to go to Nanyang but 
ends up staying in Zhanjiang. In the realm 
of culinary arts, the critical difference is in 
the details, as exemplified by the challenge 
of creating shrimp dumplings. The greater 
the number of pleats and the more abundant 
the filling, the more challenging the 
dumpling is to make. While food and drink 
may seem mundane, Ge Liang manages to 
depict these earthly details with an elegance 
and profundity that makes them deeply 
captivating.

While painting a vivid picture of 
worldly affairs, Ge Liang also instills a sense 
of nationalist sentiment in his works. In 
Ge Liang’s narration of the Anti-Japanese 
War, there exists a striking intelligence and 
a thrilling undercurrent. For example, in 
Paper Hawk, the famous Peking Opera actor 
Yan Qiuhuang ingeniously assassinates 
Wada, a Japanese military officer, and 
swallows a piece of paper containing crucial 
information for the Communist Party of 
China before resolutely committing suicide. 
In Food Is Heaven, the narration becomes 
even more intricate with cases within 
cases and spies among spies. Mamorushi 
Kawagawa, a Japanese intelligence officer 

using the alias Zhao Shouzhi, infiltrates 
the populace in search of clues to a case. 
However, he unexpectedly makes the 
acquaintance of Seventh Young Master 
and Master Rong because of the good 
dishes. When he is about to reveal the 
truth of the complicated case, he falls prey 
to the clever designs of a patriot who uses 
food as a poison, taking advantage of the 
checking relations of the five elements. In 
the end, Master Rong, the main character 
and an unwitting participant, finds himself 
involved in a thrilling plot. The novel also 
pioneers the narrative technique of multiple 
perspectives on a single event, giving an 
objective and true account of affairs in the 
style of a non-fiction documentary. In this 
way, it more excellently reveals the real 
state of complicated human relations, the  
intricacies of the human heart, the 
unpredictability of worldly affairs, and 
a truth that is hard to find. By collecting 
various narratives, the novel finally reveals 
the mysteries behind Master Rong’s 
relationships with characters like his 
biological and foster fathers, and with 
Master Han, Song Ying (who is the wife 
of the eldest son of the Xiang family), 
Seventh Young Master, the Situ family, 
the couple of Aunt Yin, and others who 
are all embroiled in historical events such 
as the anti-Qing movement, the Northern 
Expedition, and the Anti-Japanese War. For 
example, through the story of Master Rong’s 
biological and adoptive mothers, the novel 
unveils the legendary life of Ye Fengchi, one 
of the heads of the Sandianhui Society, who 
fought against the Qing goverment. He later 
escaped from Guangzhou to Zhanjiang 
and secretly participated in assassination 
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activities in the Anti-Japanese War. 
Throughout the novel, events from the early 
20th century are meticulously interwoven, 
including the anti-Qing movement, the 
warlord era, support for Fujian Constitution 
Protection, the Northern Expedition, and 
the public sacrifices for the fallen soldiers 
of the Battle of Shanghai with the generous 
financial support from almost all members 
of the Court Historian Xiang’s family. 
Stories of survivals in the Qing Dynasty 
and generations of the Hongmen Society 
are also interspersed within the narration. 
Ge Liang narrates these historical events, 
the changes taking place over the last 
century, and the courageous resistance 
of the Chinese people against intruders 
in an orderly and emotionally engaging  
manner.

As a convergence of global culinary 
traditions, Guangdong and Hong Kong, 
have absorbed and integrated cuisine from 
across the country and even the world. In the 
turbulence of time, its dishes include whale 
shark, snake, and chicken, and a variety of 
shrimp, crab, and shellfish. The global flow 
of people has also brought international 
experience to the region, which is vividly 
documented in Food Is Heaven. This writer 
feels deeply that in his representative work 
Food Is Heaven Ge Liang has used the lens 
of food to profoundly depict the century-
long history of the Greater Bay Area 
(Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao Greater 
Bay Area, China). On August 4, 2022, 
People’s Literature Publishing House held 
“The Taste Buds of Time—Book Launch 
for Ge Liang’s Full-Length Novel Food 
Is Heaven” (Sun 2022), which attracted a 
full house offline and 12,000 views online, 

demonstrating the great popularity of the 
novel. Professor Yang Qingxiang believes 
that Food Is Heaven significantly advances 
the geographical writing of Chinese 
literature, with literary achievements 
comparable to those of The Plain of White 
Deer 白鹿原 to Shaanxi, The Song of 
Everlasting Sorrow 长恨歌 to Shanghai, 
and Red Poppies 尘埃落定 to Sichuan and 
Tibet. I could not agree more!

Cultural space influences artistic 
creation, and civilization defines cultural 
values. Food Is Heaven is Ge Liang’s first 
novel with the word “food” in the title and 
one of the few full-length works in Greater 
Bay Area literature that revolves around 
food. Over the past seventy years, mainland 
writers represented by Jin Yong 金庸, Liu 
Yichang 刘以鬯, and Xixi 西西 have gone 
down to south China and brought new 
perspectives to literary writing of Hong 
Kong contributing to a thriving scene arising 
from the perfect match between local  
culture and the literature of outsiders who 
came to Hong Kong. Influenced by the 
cultural environment, early Hong Kong 
non-local writers paid less attention to Hong 
Kong: Dai Wangshu 戴望舒, while in Hong 
Kong, focused on helping his motherland 
in crisis and hence seldom wrote directly 
about people, affairs, and things in Hong 
Kong. Liu Yichang used Hong Kong, as a 
test field of new literature, resisting the 
temptations of luxury and sticking to his 
literary ideals. The cultural environment in 
early Hong Kong was relatively exclusive, 
the local and non-local literature having 
little in common. However, now they are 
increasingly merging, just like in Ge Liang’s 
Food Is Heaven, which cleverly uses food, a 
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common and shared value orientation for all 
human beings, to connect the two cultural 
spaces of Lingnan and Jiangnan. The novel 
switches between first-person and third-
person perspectives, providing readers with 
an immersive reading atmosphere and a true 
culinary experience. Food Is Heaven adopts 
the perspective of a non-local writer, using 
the common people’s “lunch and supper” 
habit to not only construct the identity of the  
Hong Kong non-local writer community, 
but also to break the invisible constraints 
on the subject matter of immigrant writers, 
which can be seen as a novel attempt and a 
significant breakthrough.

Starting from the perspective 
of food, Food Is Heaven condenses the 
humanistic spirit of the Guangdong-
Hong Kong-Macao Greater Bay Area, 
China, into reality and places them into 
perfect harmony. Following acclaim for 
his full-length novels Scarlet Bird 朱雀 and 
Paper Hawk, Ge Liang published Food Is 
Heaven, which is timely. On the heels of 
his previous two books, this novel offers an 
additional reflection on the construction of 
the “Humanistic Bay Area” and allows the 
Dao to be dissolved in the narration and 
conveyed by the literature like salt dissolved 
in water. Professor David Der-wei Wang 
comments that, from the perspective of 
Lingnan food and local customs, the novel 
depicts the centuries-old vicissitudes of the 
Greater Bay Area. It exhibits more worldly 
charm than Paper Hawk, with a steadier 
and denser structure. The novel uses many 
allusions, and the writer’s effort in verifying 
and imagining can be seen throughout. It is 
truly amazing. Jiangnan and Lingnan have 
been connected since ancient times, both 

belonging to the Nanyue culture (a culture 
formed by the integration of the Huaxia and 
Nanyue tribes). In Ge Liang’s narration, 
the Pearl River Delta in the contemporary 
Greater Bay Area and the Yangtze River 
Delta blend perfectly through their food 
culture, creating a harmonious blending of 
Guangzhou, Hong Kong, and Shanghai.

III 	 Inheriting the Cultural Roots 
of Cooking Skills

Food and culture are interwoven and 
coexist. China, as a major culinary nation, 
is home to a wide array of cuisines and has 
a long history of culinary literature. Yuan 
Mei 袁枚 of the Qing Dynasty penned 
Recipes from the Garden of Contentment 随
园食单, a cookbook that classifies various 
dishes such as seafood, river food, poultry, 
dim sum, porridge, as well as tea and wine, 
with each recipe encapsulated in a few 
simple words. There exists an abundance of 
Chinese gastronomic prose. For example, 
Wang Zengqi’s 汪曾祺 Travel Food 
Collection 旅食集 and Chua Lam’s 蔡澜 
Extraordinary Hong Kong Cuisine 香港非
常美食, and the literature on food culture is 
also extensive. There are also culinary novels 
like Lu Wenfu’s 陆文夫 Gourmet 美食家, 
Chi Li’s 池莉 The Invitation of Mastress 
Liu 请柳师娘 and Jiang Yun’s 蒋韵 Our 
Natasha 我们的娜塔莎 among others. 
However, Ge Liang’s writings on food are 
uniquely imaginative and broad in scope. 
He focuses on the Greater Bay Area of south 
China and traces its history back over a  
century.

Food Is Heaven stands as a 
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monumental work within food culture, 
not only depicting the chefs’ culinary 
skills, but also ingeniously integrating a 
variety of dishes. The novel covers aspects 
of food and cooking, the catering industry, 
dietary structure, ingredients, knife 
skills, seasonings, cooking methods, and 
innovative dish development, and explores 
food folklore and festivals, religious rituals 
and celebrations, as well as the history of 
cuisine and regional flavors. It speaks of 
courts, officialdom, folk customs, ethnic 
minorities, temples, markets, the eight 
major cuisines of China, special banquet 
design, themed dining, tea and wine 
culture, and more. There is an intertwining 
of various flavors in the novel, as well as a 
fusion of Chinese and foreign food cultures, 
food customs, and social etiquette which 
relate to food science, historical schools, 
cookbooks, food literature, food language, 
food appreciation, and philosophical 
wisdom. Chinese cuisine emphasizes the 
art of beautification, where delicious food is 
complemented by beautiful names, beautiful 
utensils, and beautiful surroundings. Hence, 
food also links to stories of other industries 
such as ceramics and painting. Yishunlong
益顺隆 (a porcelain workshop) excels 
in producing the teaware of Guangdong 
colored flower pots, and bone dish plates 
dubbed “Old Crane Spring,” which are 
exported to Southeast Asia and beyond, 
and predominantly used in restaurants. Situ 
Yunzhong, the only granddaughter of Situ 
Zhang who is the old foreman of a porcelain 
workshop, excels in porcelain painting, 
specifically the “Crane in Spring Blue” style. 
In their youth, Yunzhong and Seventh Young 
Master performed together, each able to 

play two roles, with the boundaries between 
person and character often blurred. The 
two, however, never managed to become a 
couple, with their unfulfilled love shrouded 
in a fog of melancholy, permeating every 
corner of the dense woods. The novel’s 
detailed descriptions and foreshadowings 
are sparingly and judiciously drawn, having 
profound implications.

The civilization of food emphasizes 
commonality, universality, and universal 
values, whereas food culture highlights 
specificity, diversity, and ethnicity. It is 
about finding common ground while 
preserving differences. Professor He 
Huaihong from the Department of 
Philosophy and Religious Studies of Peking 
University believes that the transmission 
of civilization is about “understanding,” 
which means once it is understood, it can 
be replicated. The transmission of culture 
is a “transformation,” which requires 
immersion and maturity (He 2022). The 
difficulty of learning cooking lies in this 
transformation. A master chef teaches 
apprentices verbally as well as physically, 
however, an apprentice can only precisely 
grasp the details and perform skillfully 
and fluidly after countless experience. 
This is also one of the differences between 
Chinese and Western food cultures. The 
West pursues precision, measuring to the 
exact gram, while the Chinese seek a sense 
of proportion, a harmony between the self 
and the object, where a chef represents 
a set of recipes. Ge Liang contemplates 
the creation of the universe and the 
cultivation of human affairs. He himself 
has also inherited the craftsmanship of his 
ancestors. For example, he has compiled 
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and published his grandfather’s book of art 
history, Having Read It on Long Table 据
几曾看, tracing the origins of his family 
history alongside art history. Ge Liang is 
a typical academic writer. He consciously 
uses academic research as preparation 
for his literary writing. Before and after 
the publication of Food Is Heaven, he 
published a number of related papers, 
such as “Inside and Outside the Study: 
The ‘Spatial Perspective’ of Scholar Novels 
and Its Inspiration for Creative Writing”  
书房内外——学者小说的“空间观”及对
创意写作的启示, “‘Food’ and ‘History’: 
A Perspective on Paper Hawk” 由“饮食”
而“历史”——从《北鸢》谈起 , “Silent 
Years, and Only Utensils Speak: Traditional 
Artisan Spirit and Contemporary Literary 
Interpretation” 岁月静默，唯器能言——
传统的匠人精神与当下的文学诠释 , 
“Literature Does Not Serve the Utensil” 文
不器用, and “Cultural Tradition: Heritage 
and Transformation” 文化传统的传承与 
新变, among others. In The Record of 
the Craftsmen 考工记, it is written, the 
wise know how to create things, and the 
skilled narrate and maintain them. They 
are known in the world as craftsmen. 
In his many years of writing, he values 
those oft unsung folk craftsmen and the 
inheritors of intangible cultural heritage. 
His narratives are grounded in the spirit of 
good craftsmanship, as is demonstrated by 
his works from the early Clayman Yin 泥
人尹 and Uncle Yu’s Biography 于叔叔传 
to the recent “Craftsmanship Series” that 
focuses on the stories of book restorers, 
barbers, and ceramic artists such as Book 
Craftsman 书匠, Hairdressing 飞发 and Tile 
Cat 瓦猫. All of this exemplifies his good 

craftsman-oriented narration. To obtain a 
detailed portrayal of craftsmen spanning 
vast temporal and spatial dimensions, Ge 
Liang personally visited Longquan, an 
ancient town in southwest China. This is 
the ancestral home of the production of Tile  
Cat, a folk clay sculpture, and the residence  
of many scholars of the Southwest  
Associated University during the Anti-
Japanese War. It is also the previous site 
of the Institute of History and Philosophy, 
Academia Sinica, the Humanities Research 
Institute of Tsinghua University, and 
the Society for the Study of Chinese 
Architecture, among others. The spirit of 
the craftsmen and the literary lineage of 
the scholars illuminate each other, thus 
accurately capturing the essence and charm 
of traditional Chinese culture.

The wisdom of the Chinese people 
can be found in their culinary traditions. 
People from all corners of the country 
gather and unite around food. “Yanshi” 燕
食 refers to midday and evening meals, a 
vestige of an agricultural society wherein 
people worked from sunrise to sunset. 
The Zhou Dynasty established the three-
meal system, a new ritual that affirmed the 
Chinese concept of “Food is the most basic 
necessity of the people.” Tom G. Svensson, 
a historian says in Knowledge and Artifacts: 
People and Objects that the prominence of 
narrated significance in hereditary lineage 
would make objects the representatives of  
an entire cultural tradition (Ge 2021, 1). Food 
Is Heaven employs food as the protagonist to 
polish and examine culinary and temporal 
slices, reflects on the connection between 
ancient objects and skilled artisans, and 
reexamines the inseparable link between 
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gourmet and master chefs. The intention 
of this novel is to deeply explicate ancestral 
teachings and insights about life, and saying 
that, not knowing what one wants to do is 
the real lifelessness. Art should not burden, 
but rather fill one’s being. Equipped with 
skill, one fears not the changing times. 
A lifetime is spent choosing one thing, 
and this one thing makes a lifetime. As 
the meaning inherent in the English title 
Food Is Heaven suggests, fine food is 
paradise. The dedicated focus on cooking 
evokes a sense of happiness that acts as an 
excellent antidote to the restlessness and 
anxiety of present times. To search for 
disappearing handcrafted items in an age 
where mechanical replication, 3D printing, 
and holographic high-definition realism 
are possible, to search for meticulous 
artisanal craftsmanship in an era of high-
tech efficiency and speed, and to quest for 
unique and unparalleled culinary delights 
in an era of standardized and homogenized 
fast food seem out of step with the times. 
However, to knowingly strive for the 
unattainable, to swim upstream in search 
of the unbroken lineage of folk crafts, and 
the depth of traditional Chinese culture 
that has been passed down for thousands 
of years really reveals a unique sense of 
sobriety at its own pace in a drunken  
world.

A career in literature often 
encounters bottlenecks at certain stages. 
Mastery can also be dangerous, as self-
improvement is incredibly difficult and 
often discourages writers. Food Is Heaven 
suggests that Ge Liang has already broken 
through these barriers. His early works 
are filled with historical legends and 

wisdom gleaned from ancient books. His 
more recent works are grounded in on-
site interviews and investigations, deeply 
rooted in the soil of reality. From the vast 
expanse of the sky to the underworld, he 
excavates the true essence of stories from 
the folk fields and the depths of the streets 
and alleys. He is much like a chef searching 
for fresh seafood delicacies. It is as if he is 
bargaining with real life, seeking literature 
in the vein of seeking the bounty of the 
sea. Ge Liang shifts from an archaic style 
(Ling 2017, 97–101) in discussing family 
history in Paper Hawk to a worldly style in 
discussing the local culture of the Greater 
Bay Area in Food Is Heaven. He has made 
a successful transboundary writing of food: 
His narrative has evolved from being an 
encyclopedia-style scholarly writer to an 
experiential writer who is deeply engaged 
with the real world. From the sea of books to 
the sea of people, from literary circles to art 
circles, and from the Hong Kong style to the 
Chinese style, he has become increasingly 
vast and broad in his writing.

In the realm of sociology, the 
concepts of “post-traditional society” 
and “postmodern society” are highly 
equivalent. However, in the field of 
literary criticism, “post-traditionalism” 
and “postmodernism” overlap only 
in the temporal dimension: While the 
core of postmodernism is anti-tradition 
and depolarization, post-traditionalism 
emphasizes a high-level integration of 
tradition and modernity by employing 
modern techniques to represent tradition. 
Ge Liang’s Food Is Heaven adopts a 
narrative method combining both ancient 
and modern threads. The main structure 
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of the work is based on the exploration 
and observations of contemporary 
authors “I,” interwoven with elements 
of ancient human affairs and Chinese 
culture. This combination and contrast 
hide in contemporary society to interpret 
history and continue tradition. Novel says, 
monumental changes surge like waves, 
engulfing the “constants and variables” 
in every person’s life. This engulfment 
does not seek to destroy but rather offers 
many new opportunities. These new 
opportunities point to the heritage of 
Cantonese traditional culture in a new 
era. The post-traditional narrative of Food 
Is Heaven is rooted in the cultural soil of 
the Guangdong region. Guang Fu Culture 
(culture of the Han people who speak the 
Cantonese dialect in the Guangzhou of 
Guangdong Province at the Pearl River 
Delta) is a holistic entity that exhibits both 
exclusivity and inclusivity: The former is 
manifested in the relative independence 
of the Guangdong dialect and cuisine 
among China’s seven major dialects and 
eight major cuisines. The latter is reflected 
in the close material exchanges and rich 
intellectual dialogues between the Lingnan 
region and other areas such as Jiangnan and 
the Central Plains since ancient times. This 
dual nature creates a cultural environment 
conducive to the survival of traditions 
and derives methodologies of modernity, 
making Guangdong a fertile ground for the 
growth of post-traditional literature and 
art. In my opinion, if Yesi’s Postcolonial 
Affairs of Food and the Heart captures the 
flux of food and sentiment, pioneering the 
“postmodern narrative of the geography 
of taste” (Ling 2013, 92–96). Then Food Is 

Heaven has pioneered a “post-traditional 
narrative of the historical geography of 
taste.” This surpasses the work of Yesi by 
adding a penetrating power enriched with 
historical flavor. It narrates the centuries-
long changes in the food culture of 
Lingnan and the historical causes behind it 
while covering the world in terms of spatial 
breadth. It is imbued with Chinese historical 
narrative, which is examined from a global 
perspective, creating a complex interplay 
between multiple structures, reality, and 
illusion. The novel portrays the deeply 
touching stories of masters and apprentices, 
close friends, and accomplished individuals 
from all walks of life who cherish each 
other’s company, gather across time and 
space, and pay tribute to each other across 
life and death. The common ground found 
in their character traits perfectly embodies 
the essence of exceptional traditional 
culture. The book uncovers the essence 
of the traditional Chinese culture of food 
and connects the cultural roots of Chinese 
communities worldwide through their 
shared culinary traditions.
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