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Over the past two years, the boom in Chinese 
full-length novel writing has far exceeded 
expectations. As if by common agreement, 
writers have propelled the flourishing state 
of full-length novels. It is too difficult to 
generalize a common trend from the large 
stock of works, but through intensive 
reading, some common tendencies and 
features can still be discerned.

I 	 Strengthening the Unique 
Identity of Literary Works 
through Their Strong Sense 
of Locality and Enhancing the 
Recognizability

The development of Chinese novels up to 
this day, from the perspective of literary 
practice, has faced many challenges. The 
“high-level tactics” in artistic expression 
have been exhausted, and it is difficult 
for writers to find new ideas and new 
ways to make breakthroughs. In recent 
years, through analyzing many full-length 
novels, I have found that novel writers 
are striving to find directions 
through “integration.” That is, 
they are striving to newly integrate 

traditional and modern elements, and 
elements of popular novels and themes of 
serious novels, in order to break down all 
kinds of established barriers and to form a 
writing condition that can both win over a 
wide range of readers while maintaining the 
pure taste of fiction writing.

After intensively reading these 
nearly “hyper-productive” full-length 
novels, I have some new insights. That is, 
novel writers have suddenly focused on 
strengthening the locality of literary works. 
Here, locality has at least two functions: First 
is to emphasize a sense of homeland while 
highlighting local elements, or its so-called 
“locality.” It is actually a kind of homeland-
complex from the writers themselves; 
second, locality does not exist in opposition 
to modernity, but tries to integrate with 
modernity and become an important part 
of it. We see that novels with geographical 
locations as their titles have been launched 
in clusters. These geographical places refer 
to either big or small, ancient or modern, 
fictional or factual places. Examples are 
Expecting in the Wild 野望, Northward 
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Flow 北流, Benba Country 本巴, Baoshui 
Village 宝水, Mountains in Hometown 家
山, In the Years 烟霞里, Eighteen Stanzas of 
Liangzhou 凉州十八拍, Golden Relics 金墟, 
Suzhou River 苏州河, Above Baiyangdian 
Lake 白洋淀上, Land in Snowy Mountains 
雪山大地, Records of Qinling Mountains 
秦岭记, Copper Store Alley 铜行里, City 
of Steel 钢的城, Memories of Jiangnan 望
江南, Yifeng Gate 仪凤之门, River Bend 河
湾, Tianlu Bay 天露湾, Chorus of Wujiang 
乌江引, and Old Bohai Sea 老渤海.

What is more important, of course, 
are the stylistic features reflected in the 
novels. Baoshui Village written by Qiao 
Ye 乔叶 is a typical representation in this 
aspect. This novel, with its clear theme, 
writes directly about the revitalization 
of rural areas in the new era. The novel’s 
locality is most prominent in its language. 
It uses many dialects and slang, which 
are quite lively, to strengthen the specific 
locality of the characters and the stories. 
The places using these dialects and slang 
extend out from the city into the county and 
even village level, which greatly increases 
the dynamism of the novel.

Showcasing uniqueness through 
locality, highlighting cultural colors 
through the depiction of folk culture, and 
demonstrating artistic personality through 
the extensive use of dialects and slang have 
become common choices among writers. 
In Mountains in Hometown, instead of 
just using dialects for character dialogues, 
Wang Yuewen 王跃文 brings dialects 
directly into its narrative style. Regardless 
of whether readers can clearly understand 
the meaning of the language or not, the 
writer never makes any annotations, and 

allows readers to comprehend and perceive 
meaning through the repeated use of 
dialects. Sentences which use dialects are 
found everywhere throughout the novel.

What must be emphasized is 
that the “extreme locality” found in the 
character dialogues and even narrative 
style not only highlights folk customs and 
regional customs, but also reflects a certain 
artistic self-consciousness transformed by 
modernity.

Ge Liang 葛亮 intersperses Food 
Is Heaven 燕食记 with a lot of Cantonese 
dialects, so it is obviously difficult to read the 
novel. However, as your reading progresses, 
you will find that there is a wonderful side to 
this state of half-understanding, because it 
creates a strange and bizarre effect. If every 
word is dissected, some phrases may not be 
easy to understand. But when you put them 
together, they seem to be understandable, 
and transmit a direct sense of the setting 
and color of Lingnan, an area south of the 
Five Ridges in China.

The lotus pond tones in Fu Xiuying’s 
付秀莹 Expecting in the Wild, the southern 
flavor of Lin Bai’s 林白 Northward Flow, the 
Southern Fujian accent in Cai Chongda’s 
蔡崇达 Fate 命运 and the Plum Mountain 
temperament of Huo Xiangjie’s 霍香结 
Corona 日冕. All have their own features 
respectively, yet all of them reveal a high 
degree of regionality. Even Xu Kun 徐坤, 
a former avant-garde novelist, portrays 
a strong sense of northeast China in his 
newly-written work Holy Matrimony 神圣
婚姻. Moreover, I insist that the male and 
female characters in the novel who dare 
to love or to hate, to laugh or cry at their 
own will, the stories full of rushing, noise, 
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conflict and entanglement, and the reversal, 
harmony and beauty in the concluding parts 
of the novel which reflect the mutual care 
and trust among different characters, all 
display writing tactics that conform to the 
stylized quality of the comic short-drama in 
northeast China, which is very interesting.

II 	 While Deliberately 
Showing the Qualities of an 
Autobiography, the Writing 
Transcends the Scope of 
Individual to Depict a 
Spiritual Homeland

Born in the Purple 金枝 written by Shao 
Li 邵丽 is a grand narration of family 
history. Within it, all histories are written 
through the lens and emotional filter of  “I, ”  
one of the major family members, giving 
each history strong, subjective notes and 
rich emotional substance. This narrative 
technique modestly avoids the rigid, century-
old narrative format. With its personal tone, 
it effectively integrates grand history and 
ethical kinship, revealing a distinctive artistic 
style and literary character.

Wei Wei’s 魏微 In the Years also 
depicts the dialogues between ordinary 
people and history, yet presents it more 
directly, as it deliberately fashions itself 
after an autobiography. It is not so much 
that there are discernable similarities 
and connections between the author and 
the novel’s characters, but that the birth, 
growth, fate, and destiny of the real writer 
are fully presented, similar to a non-
fictional overview of the writer. Tianzhuang 
sets out from Lizhuang Village and goes all 

the way to Guangdong, where she has long 
yearned to be. She positions herself right at 
the forefront of the reform and opening-up 
period. The marvelous combination of her 
minuscule life with significant historical 
events and epochal changes lets the impact 
of the era seep into the individuals’ lives, 
like a huge wave crashing upon the lives of 
every individual, or like a great wall standing 
before them. 

Similar methods could also be 
found in many other full-length novels. 
For example, in Food Is Heaven, which is 
themed around food culture, although the 
story of the central character is fictitious, 
there are elements of reality. The narrator, 
“I,” at the beginning of the novel, is not 
a participant in the plot but could be 
considered an intervener. He came to the 
area because he initially had come to do 
academic field research. This novel also 
incorporates his experience of studying 
in Hong Kong and living in the Lingnan 
region. Those who are slightly familiar with 
Ge Liang will know that these are elements 
of reality he deliberately leaves in the novel. 
It is this technique which makes the story of 
the characters feel more alive, moving freely 
and complementing one another.

III 	Turbulent Changes and 
Transitions in Great Times 
Are Reflected through 
Small Regions and Minor 
Characters

In recent years, the Chinese Writers 
Association has advocated for the 
establishment of the “Literature Summit 
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Plan for a New Era ”and the “Creation 
Plan for Great Changes in Mountains and 
Townships in the New Era.” It can be said 
that influential full-length novels in the 
current era are practicing such advocacy 
in various ways. These works consciously 
display historical changes through the 
struggles and lives of ordinary people, 
particularly the historical changes which 
have occurred during the new era. They 
also strive to demonstrate a new creative 
atmosphere through the power of thought 
and artistic quality.

The themes of many works may 
be strung together to reveal the history of 
China’s revolution, construction, reform, 
and development during the new era.

Works such as The Vast Map 千
里江山图 by Sun Ganlu 孙甘露, Melody 
Flying Over the Wilderness 琴声飞过旷野 
by Xu Guixiang 徐贵祥, Old Bohai Sea by 
Miao Changshui 苗长水, Great Doctors 大
医 by Ma Boyong 马伯庸, Corona by Huo 
Xiangjie, Chorus of Wujiang by Pang Bei 
庞贝 and Suzhou River by Hai Fei 海飞, 
all depict revolutionaries fighting, but each 
one has its own unique methods and styles.

The Vast Land is a full-length 
novel on revolutionary history that has 
a compelling story. It possesses a fresh, 
vibrant, and fascinating avant-garde 
quality. Its sense of imagery, dramatic 
elements, complex character relationships, 
tense struggles between enemies and us, 
city landmarks, as well as myriad symbols 
scattered throughout the novel, all infuse 
together to allow this clear-themed, firmly-
positioned novel to shine an enchanting 
display of colors.

While showcasing significant themes, 

writers can also depict the complexity of 
history, and reflect the intrinsic connection 
between significant historical affairs 
and the lives of ordinary people, which 
demonstrates their mature thoughts on 
writing and on aesthetic concepts.

Mountains in Hometown, for 
example, is difficult to categorize into 
a single theme. It is a work about one’s 
hometown, about China, and about history, 
as well as about ideals, about emotion 
between people,and about the sentiment for 
home and country. To some extent, Shao 
Li’s Born in the Purple could also be viewed 
in this way.

Considered from the traditional 
classification of themes, there are also 
works which focus on the unexpected field 
of industrial themes, such as A Ying’s 阿
莹 Chang’an 长安, Shui Yunxian’s 水运
宪 Wearing Flowers of Honor 戴花, Luo 
Rixin’s 罗日新 City of Steel, and Lu Nei’s 
路内 Everything about Farewell 关于告别
的一切, etc. However, it would be overly-
simplistic to define these works purely by 
their industrial theme, as they obviously 
have more aspirations in terms of their 
content.

Since China’s reform and opening-
up, and particularly since the start of the new 
era, China’s reform, development, as well 
as the changes made to people’s spiritual 
world, have all been reflected in this new 
assortment of novels. Liang Xiaosheng’s 梁
晓声 Students from Chinese Department 
中文桃李 strives to portray the history of 
spiritual growth in the post-1980’s youth, 
while Shi Yifeng 石一枫, a post-1970’s 
writer, focuses on depicting the joys and 
sorrows of youth in the “electronic era” who 
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wander and struggle between illusion and 
reality in The Shot 入魂枪. Guan Renshan’s 
关仁山 Above Baiyangdian Lake depicts 
the changes made to the Baiyangdian New 
Area, whereas Lu Min’s 鲁敏 The Golden 
River 金色河流 portrays the reform process 
for enterprises, particularly highlighting the 
changes to people’s spiritual world as well 
as the turbulence in their minds.

Telling great stories about China has 
become a common pursuit and a major focus 
of writing for Chinese writers. They strive 
to find materials and themes in tradition, 
and then modernize them. Meanwhile, they 
excavate themes through the refinement 
of real life, and then present them in an 
artistic manner. The Chinese myths from 
Li Hao’s 李浩 Legend of the Kitchen God 
灶王传奇, the Made-in-China objects in 
Lao Teng’s 老藤 Copper Store Alley, the 
Chinese landscapes in Jia Pingwa’s 贾平
凹 Records of Qinling Mountains and the 
ancient Chinese towns in Xiong Yuqun’s 熊
育群 Golden Relics have each provided me 
with an unforgettable reading experience 
and rich intellectual rewards. 

All of this artistic exploration by 

novelists, including their deep intellectual 
excavations, have constantly made me 
feel that a new literary atmosphere is 
developing. Ai Wei’s 艾伟 In the Mirror 
镜中 is particularly worth noticing. It is 
an adventurous and exploratory work. 
The novel’s depiction of the extreme 
circumstances in life, the ultimate 
state of human nature, the extreme 
condition of emotions, as well as the 
resolution and redemption of sharp 
contradictions, generates an extraordinary  
force.

With such a large number of full-
length novels emerging by the bunch, all I 
can do is to describe them in a way that is 
inevitably limited, and even less do I possess 
the proper understanding and ability to 
analyze them one by one. However, these 
works are diverse and abundant, and there 
are many more full-length novels worthy of 
reading and analyzing.

We rejoice in the gains we have 
already made and look forward to a new, 
splendid blooming of excellent literary 
roorks.
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