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Translating “Liangzhou Ci”: Alternating between Intervention and Non-Intervention

JUN TANG and CONRAD BAUER
Southeast University, China (JT)

“Liangzhou Ci” was written by Ge Fei, the pen name of Liu Yong (1964-), winner of three
national literary awards in China and currently a professor at Tsinghua University. The fictional
story, which was first published in the mid-1990s and has been republished several times since,
describes a conversation between the narrator and Dr Lin An, regarding an academic article of
Lin’s. The story begins with Lin’s self-exile and rumours of his death, and highlights his
resistance to complying with the expectations of academic rigour in his unsubstantiated account
of the life story of the Tang poet Wang Zhihuan. In summary, Lin is portrayed as one of those
Chinese intellectuals who have failed to keep pace with the changing society.

Literary translations “have always been expected [...] to be near-equivalents of the
originals’ message, meaning, tone, and quality” (Koerner 213). However, translation scholars
are familiar with concepts such as translation as a form of rewriting (Lefevere) and translation
as intervention (Munday), which have been used as umbrella terms describing the textual
manifestations of a multitude of intentional or deliberate translation shifts in target texts.
Although rewriting and intervention have often been ascribed to ideological concerns or
political agendas, cross-linguistic or intercultural differences may also lead to the adoption of
an “interventionist approach” to translation (Limon 30), which will result in various translation
shifts (e.g. additions, omissions, lexical changes, stylistic changes).

To avoid the cross-linguistic or intercultural pitfalls that translating into one’s non-
native language can entail, the native Chinese-speaking translator (Jun Tang), through
networking, found a co-translator (Conrad Bauer), who is a native English speaker from the
United States and holds a Master’s degree in Chinese Language and Literature. We also sought
some help from Bauer’s brother, a professional editor.

Rejecting the “more traditional understandings of fidelity” (Floros 70) that tend to
disempower translators and reduce their confidence in mediation and intervention (Limon 33),
we agreed on the importance of producing a readable and culturally adequate translation. We
alternated between two approaches for this purpose: an interventionist approach intended to
enhance readability of the target text by making changes or rewriting textual segments, and a
non-interventionist approach intended to preserve the textual features of the source text by
staying close to the original words. Due to space restrictions, only outstandingly significant
translation shifts regarding cross-linguistic or intercultural differences are explained here.

The first thorny problem is how to translate the culture-laden title of the original story.
First, “Liangzhou Ci” (lit. A Song of Liangzhou) is also the title of a well-known ancient poem
mentioned in the story, which is also known as “Chu Sai” (lit. Beyond the Border), and which
depicts the desolate scenery of the northwestern border region of the Tang Empire. Second,
Liangzhou is a prefecture of the Tang Empire (618-907), whose capital city is Wuwei — the
setting of the fabricated anecdote of the Tang poet in the second section of the source text and
one of the stops on the protagonist’s lengthy trip. However, we deemed it impractical to burden
readers with lengthy notes, and hesitated about the choice between an interventionist approach
and a non-interventionist one. Upon the suggestion of one of the anonymous peer reviewers of
the translation, we opted for a non-interventionist approach and elected to render “Liangzhou
Ci” as “A Song of Liangzhou”.

A second thorny problem is how to render the culture-specific references in Ge Fei’s
story (e.g. personal names, place names, poem titles, book and magazine titles). First, the
protagonist’s name, Lin An, coincides with the name of a southeastern city (Lin’an, the ancient
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name of Hangzhou). The original writer seems to use the geographical distance between Lin’an
and the northwestern city Wuwei (the setting of the anecdote fabricated by the protagonist in
the story) as an indicator of the protagonist’s disorientation in a changing society and his
isolation from reality. We were thus faced with two options — either to follow the norm for
transcribing Chinese names (i.e. spelling the family name and the given name separately and
making the family name precede the given name), transcribing the protagonist’s name as “Lin
An”, or to disregard the default pattern, spelling the name as “Lin’an”, recalling the name of
the southeastern city. After some hesitation we decided to abide by the norm and adopt a non-
interventionist approach because English-speaking readers lack the background knowledge to
understand the cultural inferences of the second option.

Second, the source text uses both the name Wang Zhihuan as well as an alternative form
— the courtesy name Wang Jiling — to avoid repetition. Although this is a culturally specific
tradition that is familiar to Chinese readers, a non-interventionist approach to translation will
only confuse the English-speaking receiving audience, who might not understand that these
names refer to the same person. We therefore adopted an interventionist approach in this
instance, and only used Wang Zhihuan as the poet’s name, to avoid confusion. We felt that this
change, while diluting the cultural specificity of the source text (Tymoczko 224), could help
produce a readable target text.

Third, the Chinese original also mentions some place names. To improve the readability
of the target text, we adopted a primarily interventionist approach, omitting two place names
that seemed unnecessary or irrelevant (i.e. “Agsu” and “Changsha”) and adding geographic
location information where we saw fit (e.g. “the northwestern city of Zhangye”, “the
southeastern seaside city of Shanghai”, “Lin traversed diagonally two-thirds of China”, “the
heartland city of Taiyuan”).

Fourth, since the aim is to produce a sense-oriented rather than sign-oriented translation
(Limon 36), we alternated between two approaches when translating culture-specific references
such as poem titles and book and magazine titles. In cases where we believed that a faithful
representation of the original culture-specific reference might mislead the reader, we opted for
an interventionist approach and made relevant changes. Otherwise we adopted a non-
interventionist approach. For instance, the first paragraph of the third section of the original
story mentions Tang Shi (lit. Tang Poems), which is a well-known abbreviation for Quan Tang
Shi (lit. The Complete Tang Poems). Following an interventionist approach, we stuck to the
unabbreviated title of the book and added the descriptive word “authoritative” in the target text
to designate the literary status of the collection of poems. Another illustrative example is “Yan
Ge Xing” (lit. A Song of the Yan State), a poem by the Tang poet Gao Shi, which is mentioned
in the second section of Ge Fei’s story. Since a literal rendering of the poem title could leave
target readers wondering about the meaning of “the Yan State”, we opted for an interventionist
approach and translated the poem’s title as “The Battle on the Northern Border”. Our reasons
were twofold: first, the poem describes a bloody battle fought on the northern border, and “the
Yan State” does not designate the location of the battlefield; second, “Yan Ge Xing” is one of
the preset titles for poems written according to the yuefu style (a folk song style well-known in
ancient China).

The third challenge lies in bridging crosscultural differences in stylistic preferences.
“Writer responsibility is when the burden of communication is on the writer” (McCool 2). It
has been contended that English is characterized by writer responsibility (Hinds) and promotes
values such as “clarity and concision” (McCool 2); Chinese, on the contrary, is characterized
by reader responsibility and “demands more of the reader” (McCool 14). From the perspective
of a writer-responsible language, the Chinese style of writing may be wordy, implicit and
unclear. In this regard, we endeavoured to produce a readable target text instead of trying to
reproduce the original style.
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The source text is divided into four sections, which recount, respectively, the narrator’s
unexpected meeting with Dr Lin An and Lin’s frustrating experience with academic research,
a fictional anecdote regarding the Tang poet Wang Zhihuan’s social life in northwestern China
told by Lin, a fictional story regarding the loss of the bulk of Wang Zhihuan’s poems and Lin’s
discussion of Wang’s motive in destroying those poems, and the end of the narrator and Lin’s
conversation on the Tang poet. The author employs four section headings, whose literal
translations, following a non-interventionist approach, are as follows: “The chit-chat”, “An old
tale”, “Poems and their disappearance” and “Conclusion”. English-language readers would
normally expect that section headings of a fictional story and those of an academic article
would be written in quite different styles. In contrast, the section headings of the source text
are written in a reader-responsible style — being unclear or misleading, they fail to fulfil their
primary function, that of clearly summarizing multi-paragraph sections of a fictional story, and
instead lend a sense of alienation to the target text, a feature which could distract the attention
of the target readers or disrupt the reading experience. We first attempted to adopt an
interventionist approach and rewrite the headings. However, having failed to find satisfying
substitutes that sounded natural in English, we decided, in the end, to omit the headings.
Omission of the four headings makes the last paragraph of the second section strike readers as
an irrelevant digression. Literally, this paragraph can be translated as “Lin stayed in the
bathroom much longer than | expected. | knew that was not the end of our conversation. In the
humming noise of the freezer compressor, the sad face of his wife came to my mind. | had not
seen her since their divorce.” In order to avoid the perception of irrelevance, we used an
interventionist approach and cut out the paragraph to maintain the coherence of the text.

Other stylistic changes (e.g. rewriting or restructuring sentences, combining or splitting
paragraphs, eliminating unnecessary or irrelevant details) have also been made to enhance
clarity and readability. For instance, as mentioned above, Chinese writing tends to be wordy
and often contains unnecessary or irrelevant details, which can be omitted to guarantee a less
distracting reading experience. In the fourth paragraph of the first section of the source text,
Lin is quoted as saying in one of his academic articles that the opening line of the well-known
poem “Shu Dao Nan” (The Perils of Traveling in Sichuan) is “Yi xi hu xu” (%% 720E), which
is a misrepresentation of the original line, “Yi xu xi” (WEMH-WEk). The misrepresentation is
intended to demonstrate Lin’s contempt for scientific rigour. The problem is that both the
original line and its misrepresentation are comprised of several interjections that defy a word-
for-word approach to translation. Since the mere mention of “the opening line” is enough, we
adopted an interventionist approach and omitted the cluster of interjections. In the last section
of Ge Fei’s story, the second paragraph reads “Light had appeared in the sky, but the sun didn’t
rise”. From the perspective of an English-speaking reader, it provides irrelevant details that
disrupt the cohesion and coherence of the text. Hence we cut out this sentence.

The fourth challenge derives from the translation of several segments of the source text
portraying the appearance and behaviour of women. Scholars have noticed “the internalized
male gaze surveying the female as sex object” (Conway 4) and criticized patriarchal modes of
representation. However, maintaining a critical stance does not mean that translators can freely
change textual segments to fit their own ideological inclinations. Any ideological intervention
on the part of the translator must be justified not only because “translators are normally
expected, even assumed, to keep their politics out of their work” (Von Flotow 24), but also
because certain changes to the original content may affect the source text’s cohesion and
coherence. Hence we made only a number of minor textual changes of lingua-cultural rather
than political or ideological significance.

Floros has demonstrated the possibility of “a contradiction between theoretical ideals
and actual contexts of practice” (65), something we encountered in translating Ge Fei’s story.
We assumed the role of cultural mediators, with the intention of guaranteeing the survival of
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the source text in the target culture by enhancing readability of the target text. We “see it as
part of [our] role to intervene” (Limon 31); our choices were based on the aforementioned
ethical intention. While we cannot guarantee that all our solutions are optimal, we can
guarantee that they are justifiable.
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A Song of Liangzhou
Ge Fei

Translated by Jun Tang
and Conrad Bauer

Though Dr Lin An had once established
himself as a renowned scholar of cultural
studies, he had backed out of the spotlight
four years ago, cutting off all contact with
his academic colleagues. | had heard
nothing about him since then. The rumour,
which happened to be true, was that he
could not cope with the devastating effects
of his divorce. Celebrities magazine had
recently published a memorial for Lin; the
author claimed that, according to freshly-
obtained information, Lin had succumbed
to cholera in the northwestern border
region back in June of 1993. When Lin
suddenly showed up at my door weighted
down by a heavy backpack, | could not
have been more surprised by the gap
between reporting and reality.

Travelling from the northwestern city
of Zhangye to the southeastern seaside city
of Shanghai, Lin traversed diagonally two-
thirds of China. Owing to that erroneous
report and all these years of estrangement,
our unexpected meeting was considerably
embarrassing. Much had changed in the
last four years, not just for those within our
academic circles, but the rest of society as
well.  While most people busied
themselves in amassing personal fortune,
others amongst us had willingly forsaken
the pursuit of worldly goals. Lin and I
carried on our conversation in a
melancholic and sentimental mood. He
was no longer the passionate and
humorous conversationalist | once knew.
During the awkward moments of silence
that bored both of us, we gazed out the
window, watching stylishly dressed co-
eds walk through the trees towards the
university cafeteria.

For as long as I could remember, Lin
would not abide by the expectations of
academic rigour, though he was a person
of wide knowledge and diverse interests.
His research, laced with facetious
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remarks, was based on presumptions and
whimsy. As China’s reform-era academics
strained to incorporate international
standards of scholarship, Lin used to mock
their gradual and laborious development
of respect for facts and logic: “The
childish wish to defend the truth is the
surest route to shallowness”. Before he
disappeared four years ago, Lin had sent a
lengthy contribution to Academic Monthly
on the poem “The Perils of Travelling in
Sichuan” by Li Bai. In the manuscript, he
proclaimed that the poem should not in
fact be ascribed to the famous Tang
Dynasty poet: “It is a manual of sword
fighting techniques bequeathed to Li Bai
by a reclusive martial artist living in
Sichuan. The opening line describes an
unidentified fighting technique...” One of
the magazine’s editors sent me a letter
expressing her concern: “Your eccentric
friend must be mentally disturbed.” It is
probable that the submission was intended
as an ironic expression of his
disappointment with the academic world
in which he had been unable to find his
place.

This rejection had not dampened
Lin’s enthusiasm for academic writing. He
brought with him a recently finished
article on “A Song of Liangzhou,” a well-
known poem by Wang Zhihuan, a
contemporary of Li Bai’s. Lin told me that
he began writing the article to dispel
feelings of isolation and exclusion.
Unexpectedly, the process of writing
cured his insomnia. The article was
characterized by his signature writing
style and an unbearably long title. If I were
to take the liberty to present the title in a
condensed form, it would read: “Wang
Zhihuan: An Existentialist of the Mid-
Tang Period.”

Lin’s article began: “Pushkin once
remarked that ‘Man’s ineluctable fate is to
pass into oblivion.” It is only recently that
I have come to understand his meaning...”
In the ensuing paragraphs, Lin
commenced his discourse on Wang

106



7 H R S P R LR LAY
Emﬂﬁ TEYE —EMEREIAS

/HL, IAE, BRTT IR — XA I
BB MR 2, IR B i

W, XA TR SRR LS
MR 2 b, JRAR T pE ik
EIEFT R E N, BT oA, BE
EHFER FOZE, KILEGEEM
NHEE R, XEEE—EERER
AL, dRefo o XL AR ) J — 4
SERABRINZEFZ A, thi)HEk TR
e, SRIMFIEFBEIX >, AR
R, ANk BRI,

SPIN IR SYNCR ¢ P}
. R LA AR, (XTI
ARV, (EHUEE AR ZESMDI,
NGB ATTBUE — R IR R, k—
EARKEZFESIFRFM, AT
B 1k it i S A SR A, — 4 il
HE LR AE R &I —Fh oyl ¢
ANHIFTE, BARRBRF GO/ B8
P WA R SR MRSk
BIXHE, FRTGEER, SURBINE,
SR A SR, BB
WMBEXUE EHE, TR A
%ﬁﬁﬁﬁﬁﬁoﬂﬁé%ﬁ@“ﬁ
B RIVASYNCOL (SN SO A S INS & SR o
G AL B

PP A LR T EAE 5
EWRATHY AR, 7 IeLiEL

Zhihuan by relating an anecdote about the
poet.

In a place that nowadays is nothing
but sand, there once stood a two-storied
wood and stone building. This was in
Yushu, less than three miles away from the
city of Wuwei in the remote desert
province of Gansu. The preserved traces
of this long-forgotten building are two
stone guardian lions and an iron hitching
post. The vanished building initially
served as a caravansary for merchants and
travellers on what was once the only route
to the Shandan Horse Farm and
Dunhuang. When in the early eighth
century military forces were called into
Wuwei from inland areas to help secure
the border against invading nomads,
officers and soldiers requisitioned the inn
to serve as their lodgings. Later, its rooms
were occupied by a group of free-spirited
frontier poets, together with musicians and
courtesans, whose revels often lasted until
dawn.

We know from even the earliest
written records that poets and courtesans
have long possessed a natural affinity for
each other. But when sardined into this
isolated inn drinking and carousing on the
edge of the uninhabited desert, they
inevitably came to quarrelling over one
matter or another. Desperate action was
needed to reduce the frequency of
bloodshed. In a moment of drunken
inspiration, a poet named Ye Xiushi
devised a method for distributing the
courtesans amongst the poets. The
procedure was exceedingly simple: the
poets usually arrived at the inn on
horseback at dusk. They wrote as they
drank, bantering and composing responses
to their friends’ poems. When the moon
rose above the desert horizon, the
courtesans appeared one by one from
behind a screen, singing one of the
recently finished poems. The poet whose
poem the courtesan sang won the privilege
of her company for the evening.

“To a degree, the procedure shares
similarities to a blind date,” Lin explained.
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“It lent seeking professional pleasure a
sense of mystery and refinement.”

After Wang Zhihuan was demoted
from his position in the central
government and exiled to Wuwei to serve
as a low-ranking official, he became a
regular patron of this inn. Yet not once had
any of the courtesans sung one of his
poems. Later generations of scholars
believed that Wang Zhihuan’s poems were
neglected for two reasons: the poet’s
“plain looks and unconfident demeanour”
failed to win him the favour of the fairer
sex, and, more importantly, his
compositions were not easily put to music.
It would be unimaginable for a coquettish
and shallow courtesan to sing aloud his
majestic verses.

At a certain point, the situation took
an unexpected twist. Though official
histories paid it no heed, an inexact
account was rendered in the eighteenth-
century work A Collection of Tang Poetry
by Shen Degian.

One evening, the poets gathered at
the inn as usual. A rumour had circulated
that several new escorts had arrived at the
inn, which boosted the spirits of the poets.
Appearing first from behind the screen
was a plump, plain-looking local girl. The
poets kept their heads down, each one
fearing that she would sing one of his
compositions. Glancing around, the girl’s
beady eyes fell on Gao Shi as she sang a
stanza of his poem “The Battle on the
Northern Border”. The other poets all
breathed a sigh of relief, looking at Gao
Shi sympathetically. Gao Shi did not seem
the least bit put off: “This girl is adorable;
I'like her backside,” he whispered to Wang
Zhihuan, sitting next to him.

The next courtesan was good-
looking, but she was a fixture at the inn,
and well past her prime. She was obsessed
with the tall and handsome poet Wang
Changling; in one encounter, she had
impulsively menaced him with a pair of
scissors, demanding a marriage proposal.
Every time she appeared onstage she sang
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one of Wang Changling’s poems, so none
of the poets had bothered to give her a
second look. As expected, the courtesan
sang ‘“Beyond the Border”. Although
Wang Changling looked upset, he
conducted himself with grace. Smiling
modestly, he said, “For old times’ sake...”

Time flew by quickly; Wang Zhihuan
felt a little drowsy. Just as the evening was
about to conclude, a woman emerged
whose presence instantly dispelled the
poet’s lethargy.

There are multiple descriptions of the
woman’s beauty, either marvelling at her
“jade-like, smooth arms” or acclaiming
her as “a demure lady with alluring eyes”.
Observers were invariably impressed by
her unique blend of femininity and
innocence. She sang Wang Zhihuan’s “A
Song of Liangzhou.”

It was obvious that this gentle and
attractive woman had not received even
the most basic vocal training. She sang
awkwardly, seemingly unable to control
her wvoice. An aged accompanist
improvised on the zither, trying in vain to
keep pace with her erratic tempo. The
woman sang with tearful eyes as if
experiencing some unspeakable
humiliation.

“If a person has decided to drink a
glass of poisoned wine, he’d better empty
his glass in one gulp,” Lin drew a
comparison. “The woman finished singing
in just this kind of hasty manner, probably
with regret. She stood there, bewildered,
looking out at the group of poets.”

While the audience looked back in
silence, Wang Zhihuan cleared his throat
twice and rose from his chair. He walked
past the woman and the wine jars beside
her without giving her a single glance, all
the while keeping his balance and faking
nonchalance. It was as if the woman were
completely non-existent to him.

Outside, in that cold autumn night,
wind-blown sands whipped against each
other, making a droning sound. In the
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glow of the light emanating from the inn,
Wang Zhihuan spotted his Shandan horse
beside a toppled fence. Suddenly, tears ran
down his cheeks. From inside the
guesthouse, the sound of breaking wine
jars was followed by a frightened shriek
from the woman.

“We now know that the courtesan
was Wang Zhihuan’s wife in disguise,”
Lin said with feigned calmness. “However
incredible it may sound, it’s true. You see,
during the mid-Tang period, the regular
poet gatherings at the inn in Yushu had an
influence comparable to the Taiwan and
Hong Kong singles charts nowadays. At
that time, those gatherings served as the
invisible hand guiding the cultural trends
of the nearby city of Wuwei. Wang
Zhihuan’s wife, who rarely left home, had
become paranoid about her husband’s
frequent absences. She soon learned what
was happening at the inn from a Muslim
hawker selling dried Chinese wolfberries.
Concern for her husband’s possibly
damaged self-esteem gnawed at her
constantly. In the end, she thought of a
ruse to prevent the situation from
worsening.”

“Well, the woman must have been a
passionate lover of poetry,” I chimed in.

“An amateur enthusiast. It is simply
because her husband was a poet. A woman
in pre-modern China was like that: if her
husband were a dentist, she would
undoubtedly take a liking to forceps. In
fact, Wang Zhihuan’s wife knew nothing
about poetic composition. When the
couple was living in the heartland city of
Taiyuan, the wife questioned the logic
behind her husband’s composition, ‘On
White Stork Tower’. The last two lines of
the poem read: ‘An even grander
panorama of the mountains and the
Yellow River will stretch out before you /
should you ascend the  stairs
to the next floor’. According to her line of
reasoning, one has to climb at least four or
five floors up to enjoy that kind of view.
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Unable to persuade her to come to terms
with the poem, Wang Zhihuan had no
choice but to take her to visit the shabby
tower. Upon their arrival, Wang Zhihuan
said, ‘There! The tower only has three
floors; | wrote my poem while standing on
the second one.” His wife grinned,
embarrassed, ‘Now I understand.’

“So, it’s clear that the wife’s sole
motivation for impersonating a courtesan
was her love for her husband. As far as |
can see, love is no more than a morbid
fascination.”

“Perhaps also a kind of luxury,” I
chipped in.

“Absolutely.” Lin stood up and
moved toward the bathroom. “Taking a
contemporary perspective, what Wang
Zhihuan had gone through was not only
pathetic, but absurd. Similar examples of
this absurdity abound in our present age.”

It is common knowledge that Wang
Zhihuan began his writing career in his
early teens and died of emphysema in his
fifties. Only six of his works were
compiled in the authoritative The
Complete Tang Poems. Yet after careful
examination, scholars have concluded that
four of these compositions are false
attributions. Thus, only two of his poems
have been recognized as authentic — “A
Song of Liangzhou” and “On White Stork
Tower”, both of which remain popular to
this day.

Resuming the conversation, Lin told
me that he had stayed for sometime in
Zhangye, Wuwei, and nearby areas, where
he came upon a woodblock edition of
Biographies of Ten Talented Writers of the
Tang Dynasty, by one Li Shiyou, whose
personal information cannot be traced.
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The volume was poorly written, citing
flimsy evidence and containing many far-
fetched interpretations. As for the
mysterious disappearance of Wang
Zhihuan’s poetry, Li offered a dubious
explanation.

One night during a heavy rain, Wang
Zhihuan calligraphed “A  Song of
Liangzhou” and “On White Stork Tower”
onto two unfolded fans before burning the
transcriptions of the remaining poems in
his corpus. At that point, he had already
lain on his sickbed for months. Knowing
that he would soon depart this world, he
gave the two fans to his servants as a token
of his friendship. Li Shiyou believed that
Wang Zhihuan took a gamble, destroying
his other poems in hopes of consolidating
his reputation as a leading poet. Li
presented this analogy: imagine a pair of
priceless vases; breaking one of them
would only increase the value of the
other...

“This line of reasoning is ridiculous
and superficial,” Lin said indignantly.
“We know that Wang Zhihuan was very
cautious about disseminating his poetry.
He seldom dedicated his poems to anyone,
including his friends. This stubbornness
even led to estrangement from his poet
friends Gao Shi and Wang Changling. If
what Wang Zhihuan really craved was
literary fame, he could have been as
celebrated as Li Bai or Du Fu.”

In his article, Lin wrote in detail
about that dismal night when Wang
Zhihuan allegedly destroyed the lion’s
share of his poems. The piece made
for compelling reading, but I couldn’t help
doubting the truthfulness of the story.
Looking up, I caught a glimpse of Lin’s
withered face and white hairs. | knew then
that I was not in a position to question him.

“Even a reasonable and strong-willed
person is occasionally tempted by the idea
of self-destruction.” Lin paused for a
moment, then spoke in a gentler tone.
“Likely it stems from old wounds and
unforgettable trauma. These ineffaceable
memories still have the capacity to
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dampen one’s spirits, engendering a vain
desire for seclusion and hopeless
speculation on the unknowable. Cao
Xueqin is right in saying that in the end all
things in this world are nothing but
flowers in a mirror and the moon’s
reflection on the water.”

Lin’s comments reminded me of a
letter his wife had sent to me; it was
written in Russian and suggested that their
marriage was teetering on the brink of
divorce. She mentioned that she was
seriously concerned about Lin, whose
mental state alarmed her. “His casual
conversations gradually betray a desire for
self-destruction...”

“Our discussion of Wang Zhihuan
brings to mind a Jewish writer...” Lin
attempted to recall the name, tapping his
head with his fingers.

“Do you mean Rilke?”

“No, it’s Katka I’'m thinking of,” Lin
said. “Wang Zhihuan reminds me of
Kafka. They both were unsatisfied with
their relationships and died from lung-
related diseases. They even shared the
same wish: to leave no trace behind after
death. For both of them, this wish went
unfulfilled. They were immortalized:
people, out of goodwill, tend to do the
opposite of help. They just would not
leave these writers’ souls in peace. Max
Brod’s acts against Kafka’s last will were
truly unforgivable.”

“Are you suggesting that Wang
Zhihuan’s hatred of this world is the
reason he yearned for oblivion?”

“Hatred is only a minor factor here,”
Lin responded. “Besides, we know little
about Wang Zhihuan’s personal history.
The point is: he already understood the
nature of this world as a heap of ruins,
humbly accepting it. In my opinion, he
made the point quite clear in ‘A Song of
Liangzhou’.”

“Your article
geographical factor...”

mentions a

“It’s the desert,” Lin explained.
“Wang Zhihuan lived in an area bordering
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the desert. ‘Desert’ is a timeless metaphor
for death. In fact, several days after | had
left Gansu, | was still dreaming that the
desert was chasing after my train. If, as
people say, the world has some
predetermined agenda, it undoubtedly
concerns exemplifying the metaphorical
meaning of the desert.”

“What I’'m trying to make clear in my
article is, let others determine their
destiny, and take yours into your own
hands.” Lin ended our conversation at
dawn with this brief summary.

Lin walked over to the bookshelf,
looking as if he wanted to flip through one
of the volumes. For a long time, he stood
there motionlessly. A handmade toy sat on
one shelf, amonkey carved from a coconut
shell. Lin and his wife had given it to me
after returning from a tour of Hainan
Island. I could still recall the image of the
newly married couple holding hands and
standing beside my window; the silvery
hair band of his wife glittered in the
afternoon sunlight.
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