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SPECIAL ISSUE ARTICLE

CHI Zijian

My Literary Pilgrimage

I watched a movie entitled Xuanzang (Da-Tang Xuanzang 大唐玄奘) the other  
day. Directed by Huo Jianqi 霍建起, it tells the story of a religious pilgrimage  
for Buddhist scriptures by the most eminent monk of the Tang Dynasty. 
Actually, as with religions, literature is also more or less a pilgrimage, 
especially for a writer like me who has been engaged in creating literature 
for more than thirty years. But what I am going to say today is that every 
writer must walk their own path. Unlike religious believers who share 
the same scripture, each writer has to go on “a pilgrimage for their own 
scriptures.” That is to say, my experience is not the same as that of others. 
Therefore, should my literary “pilgrimage” and experience inspire you to 
the smallest extent, I will be more than happy. I will give an account of 
my literary “pilgrimage for scriptures” from the following aspects. It will 
explain where my literary style stems from, how it has developed certain 
of its characteristics, and what some of my literary concepts are.

I  Folk Mythology and Primitive Religious Worship

I was born in the Arctic Village, a small village tucked away in the 
Daxing’anling Mountains in northernmost China, where snowflakes float 
in the air for a good half of the year. By November, the village is covered 
with an armor of ice and snow. So, what do we do in winter? We tell 
stories beside a burning stove while drinking a very common type of 
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flower-scented tea. Sometimes we gather around the fireplace, fish a few 
potatoes out of the cellar, and cut them into slices to bake. We listen to 
the elderly telling stories of ghosts and spirits over our cups of tea. During 
my childhood with Grandma, I listened to a lot of these stories while 
seated among the adults. The stories they told can be classified as fiction 
because stories are the kernel of fiction.

Most of the stories I heard in those years are folk tales and myths. Why? 
Many Chinese northeasterners had, at some point in the past, braved 
the journey from Shandong to the northeast. All my grandparents and 
grandparents-in-law had done exactly that before settling in the Daxing’anling 
Mountains. As we all know, Strange Stories from a Chinese Studio  
(Liaozhai Zhiyi 聊斋志异), which was written by a scholar in Shandong, is a 
collection of widely told ghost stories. The elders naturally brought some 
of these mythical stories to the border area where I was brought up. 
And it was in this desolate place that those folk stories introduced me to 
literature.

Another two ethnic groups inhabit the Daxing’anling Mountains. One is 
the Oroqen, which I often write about in my works. As a nomadic people, 
they live in the mountains, hunting on horseback and dwelling in birch 
bark or animal fur-thatched huts. The other is the Ewenki, whom I depicted 
in my novel The Last Quarter of the Moon (E’erguna He You’an 额尔古纳河 
右岸). The Oroqen and the Ewenki are hunting people. They live in the forest  
in similar dwellings known as “Zuoluozi” or “Xilengzhu” and have the 
same religious beliefs. They are only different in that one person rides a 
horse while the other rides a reindeer. The beliefs of these two minority 
ethnic groups are rooted in animism. In their eyes, all natural objects, 
from flowers to rocks and trees, have individual souls. Living in the 
same area with these local minorities, I have been deeply influenced by 
their primitive religions. Even today, their naive religious outlook and 
concept of nature continue to exert an influence on me. For example, 
when I was doing fieldwork for my novel The Last Quarter of the Moon, I 
heard a bizarre story that goes as follows (I had previously heard many 
such stories): A childless hunter named Zhang San used to hunt in the 
mountains all year round. One day, he spotted a pregnant fox. He raised 
his shotgun and was about to fire. You know, the fox fur could be sold 
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for a good price. Just at that moment, however, the would-be mother 
fox lifted its front paws. Standing on its hind legs like a human, it uttered 
something to the effect of “Zhang San, please . . .” Hearing the fox 
begging for mercy in human speech, the hunter became so frightened 
that he threw down his shotgun and could not help but kowtow to the 
fox. After that, he quit hunting for good. Something strange was yet to 
happen. When the unmarried and childless hunter had breathed his last 
breath, and the villagers were holding a funeral for him, two beautiful 
girls appeared out of nowhere in mourning dresses. Claiming to be the 
hunter’s nominal foster daughters, they joined the funeral procession and 
escorted the coffin to the cemetery. Then, they disappeared. Stories such 
as this are widespread in the local area.

The Last Quarter of the Moon involves Shamanism. The sorcerer’s 
dances described in the writer Xiao Hong’s 萧红 works are performed by 
shamans. They are dressed in sorcerous clothing and hats and call back 
the souls of sick children. Once, in my childhood, I was sick and scared 
and was called back in this manner. I did feel better after a shaman was 
invited to call back my soul. It may sound weird to you. It could be merely 
a psychological process, but I did feel as if my soul was back with me. 
Some shamans may dance until a deep hole of one or two square meters 
in diameter appears in the ground under his sorcerous power. Can such 
things be true? I have consulted folk records, and there I have seen it 
written in black and white, though it cannot be explained with science.

So where does the breath of the primitive religion in my works come 
from? I think it has roughly two origins: One is the ghost stories brought 
from Shandong and handed down by the older generation, and the other 
is the aforementioned minority ethnic groups’ primitive religious worship.

II  Nature and the Sense of Destiny

The Daxing’anling Mountains cover an area the size of Austria. Such a 
vast natural space dwarfs the people living in it. Consequently, in my 
childhood, I always felt uneasy when I encountered a stranger in my small 
town, where humans were a minority while flora and fauna constituted 
the majority.
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I was born in winter, but in my childhood, I particularly disliked winter 
chores. During the winter vacation, I had to help fetch firewood. We had 
to gather an enormous amount of firewood to keep warm in the freezing 
weather. Since no coal was available in those days, there was only the wood 
we could find in the mountains for the fire. We brought back the firewood 
using either our wheelbarrow or the snow plow. My paramount task every 
day of the winter vacation was to help my father collect wood, whatever 
the weather, even if it was minus 40 degrees centigrade. I recently wrote 
an article entitled The Jungle of Fiction (Xiaoshuo de Conglin 小说的丛林)1 
for a critical journal in which I mentioned some details of this experience. I 
was eleven or twelve years old at the time. We would collect the withered 
trunks of trees that had been struck by lightning or had been killed by 
termites or disease. Cutting down live trees was prohibited, so we would 
focus on the withered trunks that were left standing in the forest. After my 
father cut them down, we teenage children were supposed to carry them 
from deep in the forest to the snow-covered road where the wheelbarrow 
was parked and the firewood was piled. We had to walk a long way from 
home to the mountain. Many a time I would see a “dog” staring at us. It 
was big and fat, dragging its tail and pricking up its pointed ears. Only later 
did I realize that it was a wolf. So, in my childhood memories, the wolf was 
not a ferocious animal.

Where else did we go in winters like this? We went to town to buy 
New Year Paintings. We lived in a small mountain village where it was a 
tradition to decorate houses with such paintings. Back then, the Xinhua 
Bookstores in all county towns sold Yangliuqing or Zhuxianzhen New 
Year Paintings. Our village was about ten kilometers from the county 
seat. Parents would give two or three yuan to buy New Year Paintings. 
Those were the happiest days. But as you headed to the bookstore in the 
county seat, you would break into a run down the snowy road because 
it was, indeed, biting cold, especially in the last lunar month, when it 
was 30 or 40 degrees centigrade below zero. A temperature of minus 
20 degrees centigrade would have been a blessing from God. I would be 
wearing a cotton-padded jacket, and a pair of thick rubber-soled shoes 

1  Chi Zijian, “Xiaoshuo de Conglin,” 47-49.
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known as a mian-wula 绵靰鞡. If you felt a chill in your feet all of a sudden, 
it was because your toes were frostbitten and had become numb. You had 
to quickly remove your shoes and rub your feet with a handful of snow 
to prevent chilblains. Then, you put on your shoes and ran around quickly 
for a while, or your feet would develop chilblains. When I was a child, I 
had chilblains from collecting firewood on cold days. Far from feeling 
miserable, I was happy beyond words because I would be exempted from 
the hard labor of helping my father collect firewood in the mountains.

These experiences have indeed influenced my literary creations. One 
does not experience such long winters in Wuhan or southern China. We 
naturally look forward to spring, which is really beautiful. When spring 
comes, the wind gets warmer, people can finally cast off their thick 
coats, and girls can change into their flowery lighter clothes. But spring is 
fleeting in the Daxing’anling Mountains. It only lasts about half a month, 
during which the azaleas come into full bloom. I used to pick azalea 
flowers in the mountains with others from the village. I included this 
detail in my latest novel At the Peak (Qunshan zhi Dian 群山之巅). I would 
bring home an armful of azalea flowers, only to realize that I had not 
enough vases to hold them. Where could I put them? I would put some 
in my father’s liquor bottles, some in empty canned pork containers, and 
the rest in cups, bowls, and plates. The most interesting “vase” was a pig 
trough. I’m not kidding. Weren’t pigs raised in every household in those 
years? Pig troughs are quite deep, so I planted some azalea flowers in one 
that was not being used. In those years, life was simple yet beautiful. Of 
course, as a foodie, I loved fruit-bearing flowers such as blueberries the  
best. When the blueberries, or dushi 都柿, were in bloom, I was overjoyed.  
At the back of our village primary school was a forest. After my second 
class was over, it was time for radio gymnastics, I would tear a page from 
an exercise book, fold it into a small trumpet-shaped pouch, and quickly 
slip into the forest to collect all sorts of fruits and berries. I never cared 
whether they were green or ripe. During the third class, right behind the 
teacher’s back, I would stuff my mouth with raspberries, procumbens, 
and anything else that I had gathered. I loved the forget-me-nots, which 
are actually daylilies, because they are edible. Meat sauce noodles with 
daylilies are a real delicacy!
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Spring and summer pass quickly perhaps because they are too beautiful. 
We did not dare to plant cantaloupes or watermelons because they often 
had no chance of ripening before the weather turned cold. Sometimes it 
would begin to snow when it was only September. At the first frost, all 
the green leaves in the mountains turn colors, making Wuhua Mountain 
intoxicatingly beautiful. By this time, if the fruits have not yet ripened, 
their lives will naturally come to an end. Perhaps for the aforementioned 
reason, I tend to think that everything has a heart and a soul. In those 
days, seeing so many fruits wither and fall without ripening made me 
especially sentimental. I have been sentimental since I was a little girl, 
and the sentimentality deep in my bones could have originated from 
this experience. Fruits can die without ripening, and winter can come 
overnight. Nature is fickle and so is our destiny.

In those days, people were buried in the ground when they died. 
One exceeding sixty years old was considered to have great longevity. 
Following local custom, they would have a coffin made, painted red, 
and placed at their door, which was a rather eerie sight. I was especially 
frightened when I would drop around in the evening and pass a coffin. 
Those coffins reminded you of your mortality. For some people, however, 
their train of life would derail, forcing them to get off halfway before 
reaching their destination. Death can come to us at any time. In my 
childhood, my family shared a house with three other families. Three girls 
in the house were born in 1964, the year of the dragon according to the 
Chinese zodiac. One of them contracted dysentery and died because of a 
wrong injection at the clinic. She was a playmate of mine, and she lost her 
life just because she got the wrong injection. It made me feel terrible to 
see her mother crying bitterly in excessive grief. I would examine myself 
every day to make sure I didn’t have dysentery. I was afraid I would have 
the wrong injection. I felt that I was shrouded in the shadow of death.

I have witnessed the changeability of nature, the misfortune of my 
friends and neighbors, and the early deaths of my father and husband. All 
these things made me feel how fragile and bleak life can be.

Many critics try to trace the origin of the death complex in my works. 
I do not have the profound theoretical skill to explain it. All I can say is 
that, in the land where I have lived since childhood, I have seen life and 
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death in spring. And I have seen dead plants resurrected in the spring that 
followed. I have come to understand the simplest truth: Life and death 
are an endless cycle.

III  Bleakness and Warmth

While giving us severe and persistent cold unique to the far north, winter 
also gives us a yearning for warmth and an unyielding and unbendable 
character. Therefore, bleakness dominates all my works, and the 
northerners in my works are forbearing and iron-willed, just like a winter 
river. As we all know, the Heilongjiang River borders China and Russia. By 
this time in winter, the river will be frozen over. In December and January, 
the ice will be even thicker, but we will fish in the river in winter. When 
I was young, I used to follow the adults to the river to catch fish. After 
breaking the thick ice with a steel chisel, you could see water flowing like 
the spring of life, and we could catch fish from the water, even impossibly 
severe cold cannot really freeze a river and keep spring from returning. 
The river is the epitome of life itself. However harsh the reality is, deep 
down in my heart still runs a hot spring of life, which gives a breath of 
warmth to my works. Warmth reflects a higher expectation of human 
nature. It is a religious feeling. I am well aware that evil is as ubiquitous as 
brambles in the jungle of human nature, and the bleak fog shrouding the 
river of our lives has never been dispersed. But I want to find a tiny thread 
of light in the fog of such a place and a slight breath of warmth in this 
boundless cold. The warmth in my works is not so intense, though some 
critics tend to exaggerate it. Too much “warmth” is not a good thing. As 
we all know, when a stove is too hot, it can cause a disastrous fire. The 
heatable brick bed in my hometown was covered with oiled paper. If the 
bed was overheated, the oiled paper would give out a burning smell and 
show ugly brown marks just like scars. So, the warmth of my works is just 
right. It should follow the natural course of the bleak backdrop with just a 
touch of warmth. We should refrain from being blindly warm all the time 
and imposing “loftiness” on our works.

Some people see the warmth in my short story The Snowy Graveyard 
(Baixue de Muyuan 白雪的墓园), but I think it is more mournful than warm.  



372 CHI Zijian

My father passed away in January 1986. He died in the early morning, 
though he seemed fine the day before. Seeing him breathe his last breath, 
Mother began to cry. Being a tough woman, she did not utter a wail of 
grief as others by crying loudly, but cried depressingly. She kept crying 
until a red bean-like spot appeared in her eye. It was fiery red, very big. I 
was so scared, fearing that my mother might have to live with a bad eye 
from then on. My father died in the twelfth lunar month. Soon it was the 
Spring Festival, time to visit his grave. The Snowy Graveyard tells a true 
story. In the days following my father’s death, the red bean-like spot was 
in my mother’s eye, so we thought it would be always there. After she 
returned from the visit to my father’s grave, however, the red spot, which 
had been there for days and was still there that morning, had suddenly 
disappeared. Consequently, The Snowy Graveyard contains an account as 
follows: Father knew his hour had come, but he could not bear to leave 
Mother behind. Like a mischievous boy, he tried to drag out his stay 
by hiding in Mother’s eye in the form of a red spot. Only when Mother 
personally sent him over, was he coaxed into settling down in the other 
world.

In the story you just read, all the details are real. Critics call such stories 
“warm,” but I beg to differ. This is our life, our sad life! As I always say, the 
warmth in my works is amid the bleakness.

IV  Reality and Transcendence

Perhaps because the ghost stories I heard in my childhood had a profound 
influence on me, I’ve always felt that people will go on to live another life 
outside this world. The deceased may go to space unknown to us. Who 
can say for sure that they are not communicating with us in other ways? 
The deceased will come to us in our dreams. There are many such stories 
that we have heard. In this sense, I have always wondered whether 
people exist in another space after they die. Therefore, I am extremely 
curious whenever there is news that another space has been discovered 
or that the soul has weight. What an intriguing thing it would be if science 
could prove the existence of a world other than the human world and 
that the soul does have infinitesimal weight.
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Many of my works, such as The Snowy Graveyard, Kiss Potatoes (Qinqin 
Tudou 亲亲土豆), Puppet Manchukuo (Wei Manzhouguo 伪满洲国), and 
Baiyinna (Baiyinna 白银那), tend to be realistic. I have also written some 
transcendental works, such as Travels to White Nights (Xiangzhe Baiye 
Lüxing 向着白夜旅行), Time-Rewinding Elf (Nixing Jingling 逆行精灵), Come 
and See the Snow, My Friends (Pengyoumen Lai Kan Xue ba 朋友们来看
雪吧), A Drizzling Dusk at the Grieg Sea (Gelige Hai de Xiyu Huanghun 格里
格海的细雨黄昏), and The Traveler (Lüren 旅人). Taking a short story of 
mine as an example, I am going to talk about what inspired me to write 
these transcendental works.

In 2000, I visited Norway via Ireland with a delegation. Wang Meng 王
蒙 headed the delegation and other members included, Feng Jicai 冯骥才,  
Liu Heng 刘恒, and Wang Anyi 王安忆 who was once a resident writer at 
Huazhong University of Science and Technology. In Norway, we went to 
Bergen, the hometown of Edward Grieg, the most famous Norwegian 
composer. Grieg adapted Ibsen’s suite Peer Gynt, including the famous 
Morning Mood. We paid a visit to Grieg’s former residence at the seaside. 
The host had specially invited a pianist to play a few famous pieces, such 
as Morning Mood and Solveig’s Song, from the Peer Gynt suite for our 
delegation. The piano recital was held in a hall that had a big terrace 
facing the sea. I could see that there was no one on the terrace. During 
the recital, I noticed the door leading from the hall to the terrace open by 
itself with a creaking sound. As there was only a gentle breeze blowing 
that day, out of curiosity, I went over to take a look but saw no one there, 
so I closed the door. After a short while, the door slowly opened again as 
if to usher in an important personage. In my mind, it was Grieg who had 
pushed open the door and stepped inside from the terrace to enjoy his 
music. I could not see him, but I was convinced that he was there with 
us. The wonderful feeling that came over me gave me a creative impulse. 
When I told Feng Jicai how I felt, he encouraged me to write something 
about it, and that something became A Drizzling Dusk at the Grieg Sea.

My novel The Last Quarter of the Moon is a work of realism with some 
transcendental elements. For example, every time Nihao the shaman 
saves a child, she loses one of her children. Isn’t that a transcendental 
mystery? If you read the novel, you will know this is true. One Hundred 
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Years of Solitude by Gabriel Garcia Márquez also contains transcendental 
elements. Just imagine the amazement of the tribespeople of the time 
who witnessed someone dragging two magnets along the street. As 
Márquez talentedly describes, a gypsy goes from house to house dragging 
two metal ingots, and everybody is amazed to see pots, pans, tongs, and 
braziers tumble down from their places—even objects that had been 
lost for a long time appeared from where they had been hiding and went 
dragging along in turbulent confusion behind the magical irons. Is this a 
believable scene? It is scientifically possible, but a transcendental medium 
of artistic expression is employed here. Realistic or transcendental, every 
literary work inevitably portrays a writer’s true state of mind and reality. 
Who is to say that life has to consist only of the sun rising and the moon 
setting, and that there is no moment when the soul leaves the body? It 
must be quietly enveloping us.

V  Female Writers and Female Images

In 2015, I participated in a seminar on my works together with some 
critics. Talking about my works, one of them said, “Chi’s works are good, 
but they lack a feminine touch. She seems to be concealing and shielding 
herself by making her works impersonal.” I respect all well-intentioned 
criticism, because good criticism can prevent writers from going too far 
down a tortuous path and will motivate them to improve themselves. But 
I have my doubts about the opinion of that critic.

Seventeen or eighteen years ago, I composed an article entitled My 
Views on Women (Wo de Nüxingguan 我的女性观)2, and some of the ideas  
that I expressed in it remain unchanged today. I think that the relationship 
between men and women is just like that between the sun and the moon. 
They are closely related, each illuminating a different sky with their light. 
Neither of them can replace nor conquer the other. The biggest difference 
between men and women is that most women give birth to children. In 
the process of giving birth, they acquire a most direct and vivid perception 
of life, so they probably have a stronger love of life and are more tolerant.

2  Chi Zijian, “Wo de Nüxingguan: Kuanrong he Wusi,” in Huayu: Feitian Juan, 108-9.
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I prefer not to classify writers by gender, because doing so will inevitably 
involve a certain arrogance and prejudice. In fact, all writings are personal. 
Are the writings of male writers impersonal? Can you say the writings of 
Cao Xueqin 曹雪芹, Pu Songling 蒲松龄, and Feng Menglong 冯梦龙 are 
impersonal? Male writers Han Shaogong 韩少功, Zhang Wei 张炜, A Lai 阿来, 
Su Tong 苏童, Ge Fei 格非, and Bi Feiyu 毕飞宇 have all worked with the 
China Research Center for Contemporary Writing at Huazhong University 
of Science and Technology, but their writings are distinctive in their own 
ways. Both Su Tong and Bi Feiyu live in Nanjing, but are not their works 
of different styles? It is precisely their distinctiveness that has made them 
who they are. Why are some critics so fond of making a fuss about the 
word “female?” They emphasize the female images in the works of male 
writers, or the “female consciousness” of female writers. There seems to 
be something feudal about continuing to think that women are something 
to be “observed.” Therefore, I do not like any attempt to define female 
writers or label any writers by gender. For example, Wang Anyi and  
Tie Ning 铁凝 are brilliant female writers. If their names were removed from  
their works, could you be able to tell that they were written by female  
writers?

In terms of natural attributes, women are more kind-hearted and 
forbearing, show a stronger love of nature, and possess an innate 
intuition for things spiritual. While emphasizing that we should not label 
writers by gender, I also admit that some congenital conditions of women 
do make them more likely to become writers. You may have noticed that 
there are more witches than wizards in the world, and many brilliant 
works are “witchy.”

In recent years, I have at times been disappointed with the image 
of the female in literature, especially in movies and TV shows. They 
are ever more materialistic and apparently devoid of soul or virtue. Of 
course, these female images have become popular partly because of 
the increasingly intense money worship in society. In classical Chinese  
dramas such as Yuan operas An Unjust Charge of Dou E (Dou E Yuan 窦娥冤),  
The Rescue of a Courtesan (Jiu Fengchen 救风尘), and The Riverside Pavilion  
(Wangjiang Ting 望江亭) by Guan Hanqing 关汉卿 , as well as the Sorrow 
in the Han Palace (Hangong Qiu 汉宫秋) by Ma Zhiyuan 马致远 based on  
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the story of Wang Zhaojun, women were assigned the highest position. 
Although they are oppressed in life and frustrated in love, they make their 
final choices following their hearts instead of materialistically submitting to 
officials. In Dream of the Red Chamber  (Hongloumeng 红楼梦) by Cao Xueqin,  
the female figures such as You Sanjie, Qingwen, and Daiyu (who burnt her 
poems determinedly) all defend the dignity of women of that era. Their 
behavior might have inevitably been restrained by feudal factors, but 
always present the noble and beautiful female nature.

Many of us love the famous movie Sophie’s Choice starring Meryl Streep. 
What is the choice that Sophie faced? Imprisoned in a Nazi concentration 
camp, she has to choose which of her two children, one boy and one girl, 
to give up. As we all know, she keeps the boy and gave the girl over to 
her death. After the war, she is haunted by the loss of her daughter. The 
movie also relates Sophie’s heart-wrenching love for a Jewish intellectual. 
Today, many people think that Sophie hands over her daughter because 
she considers women inferior to men. As I see it, Sophie gives up her 
daughter not because she considers her inferior but because she thinks 
women are truely self-sacrificing. Due to the spirit of self-sacrifice in her 
nature, she is convinced that her daughter has the same impulse to be 
self-sacrificing. In this sense, Sophie represents a heroic female image.

Different people have different perceptions of women. Liu Jianmei 刘
剑梅, a professor at the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology, 
wrote The Ecstatic Goddess (Kuanghuan de Nüshen 狂欢的女神) and The 
Wandering Nora (Panghuang de Nala 彷徨的娜拉). The former profiles many  
of the world’s greatest female artists, including the unyielding Mexican 
painter Frida Kahlo de Rivera. The latter depicts Nora, the heroine of the 
play, A Doll’s House by Henrik Ibsen. By comparison, Liu points out that 
materialism will debase contemporary women and hinder their spiritual 
growth. I agree with her on this point of view. Therefore, I believe that 
instead of confining themselves to a small world, female writers and 
female literature must adopt a broader vision.

Going back to the beginning of this topic when that critic questioned 
the lack of “female consciousness” in my works, I particularly wanted to 
say to him, “In my work The Last Quarter of the Moon, Nihao the shaman 
is well aware that saving someone else’s child means losing one of her 
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children. But she continues saving the children of others and sacrificing 
her children. Doesn’t this saint-like woman exhibit female consciousness?  
In my short story The River of Forever Flowing (Shi Chuan 逝川), Jixi the midwife  
who spends all her life by a river is also a strong woman. In Kiss Potatoes, 
another of my short stories, the wife builds a grave of potatoes for her 
husband after he dies from cancer. As she is taking her leave, a potato 
rolls down the grave. The widowed woman continues walking away, 
but she casts a look back and says, “Are you following me home?” And 
there is the heroine of All Nights in the World (Shijie Shang Suoyou de 
Yewan 世界上所有的夜晚). Can you say the grief and arrogance of these 
heroines are not a product of female consciousness? If a writer has a 
deep connection with her characters, but is not hysterical, does she lack 
feminine consciousness? Whatever facet one explores, I do not think it 
is appropriate to narrowly define female images from any perspective. 
Nevertheless, I want to stress that in the history of literature, there indeed 
have been some female writers who have written “private stories” about 
their personal experiences and feelings and some of them did a very good 
job, but this is only a small proportion of them.

VI  “Going Out” and “Coming Back”

In August 2016, when attending an international conference of sinologists 
in Changchun, I met some sinologists and translators, including Anna 
Gustafsson Chen 陈安娜, who has translated some of Mo Yan’s 莫言 works  
into Swedish. Anna was going to translate my novel The Last Quarter of 
the Moon. After the conference, she and her husband, Wan Zhi 万之 , went  
to the area of Inner Mongolia where the novel is set to visit with the 
tribe there for fieldwork. I really admire Anna for her dedication to her 
translation work. During one session at the conference, I delivered a speech 
entitled The Green Grass Beyond the Fence (Fanli Wai de Qingcao 樊篱外的青
草). I hold that in literature, as in many things else, barriers exist and cannot 
be removed overnight. In the context of globalization, it is not only inevitable 
but also necessary for Chinese literature to “go out.” We know that Mo Yan is 
the most successful at this and has gone the furthest among Chinese writers. 
He has even been included in the Hall of Fame in Stockholm.
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When “going out,” however, we are likely to blindly follow the herd. Ang 
Lee 李安 is a director that I admire. Everyone knows he directed Brokeback  
Mountain, adapted from a short story by American writer Annie Proulx. 
There were many such movies produced in those years. In 2005, when Liu 
Heng and I were at the Iowa International Writing Center, we watched 
many similar movies. The University of Iowa has a video hall that is larger 
than this lecture hall, where movies from various countries are shown 
almost every evening. According to the journals that I kept during that 
period, all the Australian and French movies we watched there were 
LGBT-themed. Liu Heng would fall asleep after watching for a few 
minutes. When he woke up, he would throw a glance at the screen and 
mumble, “Again?” The marriage of commerce and literature may produce 
successful works, but it may also lead to bad results. When it comes to 
art, it is most disrespectful and harmful to blindly follow the trend. In 
particular, it may even cause literature to lose itself. Therefore, “coming 
back” is as important as “going out.”

In the spring of 2012, I met an old couple on a train back to Harbin 
from my hometown. The old man was suffering from Alzheimer, but he 
had to show himself before his former employer every year and press 
his fingerprint to prove that he was still alive. In the same year, in order 
to attend a book fair in London, I left my fingerprints with the British 
Embassy in Beijing. When I arrived at London customs, however, I was 
told that my fingerprint did not match those previously registered in 
Beijing. It spent much communication before I was finally admitted into 
the UK. So, do not take it for granted that only in China can fingerprints 
cause trouble; it can also cause trouble in other countries. There is nothing 
new under the sun. However, we must not cut off our feet to fit into 
foreign shoes just because Chinese literature needs to go out. It’s just the 
same as assuming that I had a problem with my fingerprint in London, so I 
think the bureaucracy making life difficult for retirees in China is correct.

This reminds me of the keynote speech that I gave in Norway. I ended 
with these words: When I was a little girl, I lived in the Arctic Village, so I 
firmly believed that the world was just as big as my village. When I grew 
up and I started to travel to other places. I found the world is so big. Now, 
having been to more places, I have come to realize that my literary world 
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is actually only as big as the Arctic Village. Therefore, in the process of 
“coming back,” especially in terms of humanistic care, every writer must 
stay alert, remain down-to-earth, and listen to their inner voice. In other 
words, we must cherish our inner life, cherish the soil under our feet, 
whether it is fertile or barren; and cherish the sunshine and the shadows. 
We must refrain from following the trend. Only in this way, can we avoid 
falling into the quagmire of mediocrity.

So, this is a brief account of my writing career, or rather my literary 
“pilgrimage,” in six aspects. I have reviewed some of my works and 
shared some of my views of literature, though I may have a shallow, and 
not very profound, understanding of literature, I am just laying these 
topics on the table for you to enrich and further explore.

Let us return to the topic of the movie Xuanzang. Xuanzang’s translation 
of the Heart Sutra (Xinjing 心经), which has now been spread throughout 
the world, is a great contribution to Buddhism. Xuanzang walked two 
paths in his life. One was a physical road. He traveled tens of thousands 
of miles in more than ten years. The other was a spiritual path, a religious 
pilgrimage for Buddhist scriptures, which are still widely read by people. 
But a literary “pilgrimage for scriptures” is not like this, because each 
writer prefers to read their own scriptures. In my eyes, writing can never 
be perfect, and writing knows no end. It means that every writer has to 
travel an infinitely long journey, and that is precisely where the beauty 
and grandeur of writing lie. Over the past three decades, I have gone 
through ups and downs in my writing career, but I will continue to pursue 
my literary pilgrimage for my own scriptures. I am still willing to listen to 
the wind and rain and embrace the snowstorms yet to come. I hope my 
speech has given you some food for thought.
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