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A Screaming Child,
An Enchantment: 
A Conversation with Su Tong

Shu Jinyu / 舒晋瑜  Su Tong / 苏童

Notes from an Interview: 

G e  F e i  (格非 )  a s k e d  a b o u t  m y 

impression of Su Tong. Hmm, what is my 

impression?...Right away pictures flicker to 

life in my memory. Our first meeting at the 

2000 Nanjing Book Fair, the surroundings 

by now grown vague, but I recall three 

writers at a conference table: Ye Zhaoyan 

(叶兆言), Pan Jun (潘军) and Su Tong—

a man of few words wreathed in smoke. In 

2010, upon learning that he was the most 

translated Chinese writer after Mo Yan (莫

言), I interviewed him by phone. Su Tong 

took my call while out walking, yet patiently 

answered my questions. In 2012 at the 50th 

Anniversary of Harvest Magazine, there were 

stops and starts in his speech, but at the end 

he summed up his thoughts succinctly but 

resolutely and said, “I’m not a speech-maker 

like Wang Anyi (王安忆). I overwhelm by 

breadth of digression.” In 2013 I counted 

up his works published in Harvest over the 

past 30 years and discovered that he took 

first place for industriousness among that 

magazine’s contributors.

A  w r i t e r  w h o  t r e a t s  t h e  a c t  o f 

writing with utter seriousness? A humble, 

approachable writer? A writer driven to 

innovate ceaselessly?...As I deliberated, Ge 

Fei said, “Su Tong is enchanting.”

This was the first time I heard one 

writer mention enchantment in praise of 

another writer. I think if Su Tong had heard 

that, his eyes would have sparked laughingly 

behind his black-rimmed glasses. “His 

character is excellent,” Ge Fei went on. Ge 

Fei, like Su Tong, is a scholar as well as 

a writer; both of them emerged as strong 

contenders on the literary scene in the 1980s, 

but are also known as “good buddies”, so 

Ge Fei’s assessment carries a fair amount of 

authority.

Toon Tree Street, a river teeming with 

life, the sky as bright as blue-glazed tile, and 

Interview
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a group of teen-aged boys whiling away the 

days along the avenue…The South evoked 

by Su Tong’s pen is poetic, but his memories 

of the South are by no means filled with 

sunlight and blessedness. In fact, a touch of 

enmity comes through. With a boy’s viewpoint, 

he passes through this setting, hurrying along 

that humid, placid street. His pace may not 

accelerate to a sprint, but he has his own body 

language as he rushes about, with strength of 

purpose sufficient to strike a chord with readers 

and make any onlooker remember—this child 

in a hurry is Su Tong. 

He says he wants to be different from 

other people; he wants to break down and 

disrupt the received order of his craft. He is 

like a naughty child who charges into a tidy 

room where a number of masters are vying 

with each other to tell memorable stories. 

He begins with a scream that causes them to 

fix their eyes upon him; he leaves at the end 

with his happy-go-lucky whistle ringing in 

their ears. It seems that his aim in coming 

was none other than this.  

In 2013 Su Tong finished his novel A Tale of Siskin. As 

a stylistic extension of his Toon Tree Street Series, this 

novel recounts a convoluted rape case that happened in the 

1980s. Through the disparate viewpoints of three parties 

to the case, it reflects a transition from one era to another.

Shu Jinyu: The Boat to Redemption, 

set in the 1970s, tells about the Cultural 

Revolution. A Tale of Siskin draws upon 

three children’s coming of age to reflect the 

upheavals and transformations of Chinese 

society from the 1980s to 2000. Aside 

from continuity in time, what will be the 

connecting thread, content-wise, in your 

eventual three-book project?

Su Tong: This was just my proposal 

for a creative project. I have completed two 

of the novels, but the third needs to incubate 

a while longer. I am intentionally blurring the 

serial nature of the three books; I don’t want 

to cast them in the guise of a trilogy. Even 

so, it is clear in my mind: by age 50 I want to 

get these three novels written.

In terms of germinal ideas, my earlier 

fiction maintained detachment from reality. 

Beginning with The Boat to Redemption, 

which tells a story set 40 years ago, I have 

been using a good deal of realist technique 

in my creative work. I had written something 

in this vein before, titled Why Would Snakes 
Fly?, and now I have gone back to this path. 

Shu Jinyu: A Tale of Siskin carried 

forward your previous stories of rural life, 

and as before, it tells of the street life of 

common people. 

Su Tong: It is a bit like The Boat to 
Redemption because of its exaggeration and 

distortion, in a style you could call “fantastic 

realism.” This has emerged naturally in all 

my years as writer—I would not call it my 
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quest but rather my taste in writing.

Shu Jinyu: How would you describe 

your aim in your writings prior to The Boat 
to Redemption?

Su Tong: A lot of my time was spent 

writing short stories. I can’t really say I had 

a clear plan or project outline. If I had clear 

recognition of what I was after in my writing, 

I wouldn’t need to write. A writer gets old 

like anyone else, and first of all his stamina 

ebbs. I have to admit that writing a novel 

is physical labor, so while my stamina still 

allows it, I’ve arranged to write novels 

first. 

Shu Jinyu: The Boat to Redemption is 

a novel you yourself are fairly satisfied with. 

Have reader responses to this book been 

different than in the past?

Su Tong: Completing a work is the 

ultimate goal. When you finish writing it, 

you have come to the last stop. As for reader 

response, it has nothing to do with you. 

The Boat to Redemption has exceeded my 

expectations, both in terms of distribution 

and awards. Before The Boat to Redemption 

I had never won a prize. 

If childhood memories can be preserved up to 

the present, and if they light up in your mind from 

time to time, these are surely valuable memories. For 

Su Tong, intuition is the important thing. 

Shu Jinyu: Although people who 

lived through the Cultural Revolution have 

memories in common, it is obvious that the 

period is depicted or characterized differently 

by writers belonging to different generations. 

The Cultural Revolution expressed by you in 

The Boat to Redemption, or by Han Dong (韩

东) in Exploits of a Hero from a Small Town, 

is different from what is expressed by writers 

born in the 1950s. 

Su Tong: In writing The Boat to 
Redemption, I was dealing with several 

emotional complexes of my own. As for 

depictions of the Cultural Revolution, maybe 

people feel this collective memory has 

already been used and re-used. For a long 

time in my writing I did not touch upon it, 

but it had left me with an emotional complex, 

so eventually I had to write about it. How to 

write about it was a question of method. I 

also have an emotional complex about rivers. 

I feel awe toward rivers, toward things that 

have an ongoing flow, and this is something 

I need to decipher. Having grown up along 

a river, its constant flow had an inexplicable 

and yet all-embracing influence upon me, 

and this was a question I wanted to deal 

with in that novel. This motive was in the 

background when I created it. 

Writers born in the 60s like me ran into 

the tail end of the Cultural Revolution. Many 

people have observed that our generation’s 

writing about the Cultural Revolution is very 

violent. In our memories, violence was a 
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normal detail of everyday life. My approach 

neither highlights violence, nor does it take 

pains to be indifferent. I simply show respect 

for what happened in life. That was an era 

when life was violent, so there is an issue of 

remembering things as they were. I think this 

is a point writers of our era have in common. 

Why do we seem to have a casual attitude 

about it? Because we were still children at 

the time. We did not have much ability to 

ponder the disasters and adversities that other 

people suffered. One could only observe 

through a child’s eyes, and we seldom 

wondered why it had to happen that way.

Social life was pathological, and 

interpersonal relations were combative. Due 

to political ideals people stopped trusting 

each other: they suspected the worst of each 

other and even killed each other. But In the 

eyes of children, these things were different 

than they were for adults. Even under those 

circumstances, perceptions of beauty are by no 

means lacking in Cultural Revolution memories 

of the 50s and 60s generations. Jiang Wen’s (姜

文) movie In the Heat of the Sun is faithful to 

memories of people from those generations. 

His lens leaps from a person up into the sky, 

and the sky then was especially blue. A child 

remembers such things with special clarity. And 

there were also the beautiful legs of Mi Lan—

in a child’s eyes sexuality is just shrouded 

in such haziness. Against such a cruel 

background there were still wonderful things. 

That was how my generation remembers the 

Cultural Revolution.

Children are onlookers, and they are 

innocent. Being onlookers, they are not 

mentally cluttered with ideology, so they can 

remember period details even more clearly 

than the major players can. Life lived on 

a primal level has intuitive access to the 

substance of things. That power of memory 

is worth preserving and worth seeking. It is 

hard to train oneself to use it.

The two novels Binu and the Great Wall  and Empress Wu Zetian 

were demonstrations of writing in a mode of fantastic realism. Su Tong 

attaches value to this area of his creative work: In his attitude toward 

reality, a writer doesn’t tromp about in the muck of the real. He needs 

to extricate one leg, and fly along three meters over the ground. 

Shu Jinyu: Historical subjects take up a big proportion of your creative work. 

Was Binu and the Great Wall a commissioned work?

Su Tong: Once a writer has a fair number of works to his credit, there is 

no harm in attempting a commissioned work. No writer can get along without 

imagination. In a sense, imagination is more truthful than a literal view of society, 

because it is closer to the substance of life in society. Writing is not a camera 

to record our lives in the here-and-now; our eyes are not devices used by a 

photographer. Fantasy is especially important for realist writers, and among realist 
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works it is a criterion for rating the quality of 

writing. Basically it is a criterion for judging 

fiction in general. The best realism carries 

an element of personal fantasy: otherwise 

one writer wouldn’t be distinguishable from 

another. 

Personally I place high value on this 

link of the writing process. If my works are 

to be classified, they probably belong under 

realism. I hope to be a writer who utilizes 

fantastic realism in the most perfect way 

possible. You could call it surrealism if you 

want, or magical realism: In his attitude 

toward reality, a writer doesn’t tromp about 

in the muck of the real. He needs to extricate 

one leg, and fly along three meters over the 

ground. As to whether one can carry through 

with this attitude in one’s creative work, it 

depends on each writer’s creative ability in a 

specific mode of writing.

Shu Jinyu: In writing Empress Wu 
Zetian and Binu and the Great Wall, you had 

to leave the familiar environs of Toon Tree 

Street. How did it feel switching to such 

subject matter? 

Su Tong: I have never felt that my 

creative works ought to be about experiences 

I have undergone. I have always written 

about human fate and themes that absorb my 

“I have not yet written the great work I envision myself 

writing.”Su Tong claims that this is precisely what gives him 

power. If one does not write, it is probably because one does 

not have such a wish, or one does not posit a certain height for 

one’s writing. Some people may be convinced they have already 

reached that standard.

interest. I am familiar with life along small 

streets, and I often write about life in and 

around Nanjing. In my world, I am fairly 

negligent about delving into grand themes. 

Actually the subject matter is not important. 

On one hand I feel up to attempting anything; 

on the other hand I realize that I’m subject to 

limitations on all sides. There is always the 

problem of a writer’s ability.

We only have two hands, but a writer 

with ambition should do his best to grow a 

third hand: you use information you have 

gotten from life to create a third hand. Only 

if you can write about something outside 

of your personal sphere can you be called a 

good writer.
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Shu Jinyu: How did you set foot 

upon the path of literature?

Su Tong:  There was an overall 

background to my “setting foot on this path,” 

as you say. Writers of my generation came 

of age during a golden age of literature in 

the 80s. Literature and writers were treated 

with high favor. Suppose that you liked 

literature and the chance came along to 

gain recognition from a few things you had 

written, then you would realize that success 

was feasible. That could happen a bit more 

easily in that era. Back then we were engaged 

in a vocation that had a massive following. 

I have to say that not many writers have 

been able to persist from then until now…to 

keep writing and stand by this vocation. But 

this is a matter of different circumstances 

encountered by each individual. A writer’s 

attitude helps to decide the degree of 

connectedness he can keep with literature. 

I have never thought that literature would 

lose much if I had not come into this world. I 

also don’t think that a writer would die if he 

does not write. When you treat literature as a 

profession, and you are still filled with awe 

toward literature, and if you feel you still 

haven’t written the great work you envision 

yourself writing, then as long as the energy 

to write is still in you, this desire will keep 

tugging at you. This is what gives you power. 

If one does not write, it is probably because 

one does not have such a wish, or one does not 

posit a certain height for one’s writing. Some 

people may be convinced they have already 

reached that standard. I keep feeling that I can 

write something better than I have so far.

Shu Jinyu: From what point were you 

clear about your intention to be a writer? 

Su Tong: Of course this relates to 

one’s innate endowment. While in middle 

school I had the notion I wanted to be a poet 

or writer. The idea of creating something, 

most of all in writing, had marvelous appeal 

for me in my youth.

Before the publication of my maiden 

work, I had been writing for quite some time. 

That was in the 1980s. Countless people 

were writing. At my university they were not 

just in the Chinese Department: students in 

Physics were also writing poetry. As I began 

writing, I became aware that I had the talent 

for it, but I needed confirmation from other 

people. If one sees nothing but rejection 

slips, one loses confidence; if a piece of 

one’s writing is published in a proper literary 

journal, one can say one is a writer. 

Shu Jinyu: Many wri ters  s tar t 

by writing poetry, but usually they write 

new-style poetry. What do you think the 

difference is between your generation and 

the writers who came from a tradition of “Old 

Learning”? 

Su Tong: In the history of modern 

literature, some elder writers had a grounding 

in Old Learning, and then they absorbed 

literary nourishment from foreign sources. 

This fusion became the platform they wrote 

from. As for my generation, and this goes 

back to the 50s-and-60s generation, we 

were not allowed to touch the Old Learning 

before our late teens and early twenties. 

Basically we grew up in conditions of utter 

lack of or scarcity in this respect. It would 
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be impossible to expect our generation to be 

well-versed or trained in the Old Learning. 

There was no chance to come in contact 

with it until the 1980s. What you master as a 

child, after all, has far-reaching effects. The 

nourishment we got from our late teens on 

was quite miscellaneous. There was no way 

to distinguish which was more important—

Western works or native tradition. There was 

no way to tell which would influence you 

more—A Dream of Red Mansions or Flaubert 

and Kafka. Our generation’s lack of exposure 

to Old Learning is not a shortcoming, but 

simply one of our characteristics. Even so, 

every writer has his own way of paying 

respect to tradition. I did this starting from 

Wives and Concubines, although not in that 

mechanical a way.   

Shu Jinyu: What was the situation 

with your personal reading?

Su Tong: In that era people read a 

hodge-podge of things. Now and then we 

would have a chance to read a world classic. 

But more likely before we read Andersen’s 
Fairy Tales ,  we were already reading 

about revolutionary struggles. My literary 

nourishment was a grab-bag.

The literary works I read were like 

a water engineering project that doesn’t 

distinguish good from bad water. Given a 

lack of water, any water that comes through 

that culvert can keep your juices flowing, 

even though you couldn’t draw distinctions 

based on “project-related data.” If a child is 

pressed for time, it makes sense to pick the 

best reading material. If the child has plenty 

of time, there’s no worry about reading 

pulp. He will be able to digest it: it merely 

furnishes his memory with added examples 

of flawed writing.

In Su Tong’s creations, childhood is a unique perspective. 

He is seemingly tireless in turning the eye of childhood like a 

telescope upon real life. This is his avenue for perceiving life, 

and it gives him considerable access to childhood memories. 

He manifests a child’s state of being which appears narrow 

and self-absorbed but is rich with wild impulses.

Shu Jinyu: In your creations, childhood is a unique perspective. You are 

seemingly tireless in turning the eye of childhood, like a telescope, upon real 

life.

Su Tong: I have used the perspective of childhood in my works from the 

start. It is the underlying seed crystal for creating my fiction. It is fragmentary 

for me, yet it is an angle or avenue for perceiving life. I don’t come by it 

through being aware of sociology, or by using an adult’s world view; still less 

do I take pains to imitate a child’s way of seeing. I pretty much believe that if 

childhood memories are retained, and if they light up in the mind from time to 
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time, this can be a valuable thing. This comes 

close to my understanding of how fiction is 

really produced. I feel that intuition is highly 

important.

Especially when writing of the young 

people on Toon Tree Street, I make all the 

more use of childhood memories: that is a 

state of being that may appear narrow and 

self-absorbed, but it is really rich with wild 

impulses. My way of perceiving society and 

the world is unique, even if you cannot say it 

is romantic. It is not always in fragments, but 

it could be cast-off items or cigarette packs 

that lend a different ambience to the world. 

A child may never have gone out of Suzhou 

City, but he is quite sensitive to these things. 

I have always held onto that sensitivity, 

using fiction as a means. My avenue of 

summoning things back hardly varies, yet at 

times I may think of a person or event I have 

not thought of for decades. I really cherish 

such moments. This is when I feel a story is 

coming to me.

Shu Jinyu: The theme of “escape” is 

a thread that runs through such works as The 

Flight of 1934, “Young Blood” and The Boat 
to Redemption. In My Life as Emperor you 

wrote of a ruler who escaped from his palace 

to be among the common folk. In The Boat 
to Redemption you wrote of Ku Wenxuan’s 

banishment from the riverbank onto the river. 

In A Tale of Siskin, wouldn’t you say this 

theme of banishment is still present? 

Su Tong: Banishment shows up in 

my fiction fairly often. For me, active escape 

and passive escape are fascinating fictional 

themes. Quite a few of stories align with this 

theme without the express intention of the 

writers. Escape is a kind of subversion: it is 

a way of subverting the so-called fictional 

order other people talk about. Each batch of 

writers has its subconscious mentality and 

tacit rules, and they tend to be the disruptive 

forces. Their basic point of departure for 

this disruption is the set of common rules or 

forms of narrative, and their aims may be 

many and varied. For me The Flight of 1934 

was a search-for-roots novella. I didn’t want 

to repeat somebody else’s search for roots. I 

wanted to break it up and throw it into chaos.

In Su Tong’s personal writing history, Wives and Concubines 

marked a major turning point. Prior to that his writing was so 

avant-garde that readers could not understand it, to the point 

that a friend urged him: Write a piece of fiction that other 

people can understand. He realized that the biggest patch of 

open ground for literature is not always found by charging 

single-mindedly ahead. Thus he chose to take one step back, 

leading to the appearance of Wives and Concubines, in which 

he told a story which was uniquely Chinese. 
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Shu Jinyu: But that meant breaking 

off the “scream.”

Su Tong:  Having  sc reamed ,  I 

didn’t want to scream any more. Wives and 
Concubines was an obvious change. One 

viewpoint I like to propose is that the best 

way to advance may actually be to back up.

Wives and Concubines is a result of 

backing up a step. As far as I’m concerned, 

if you don’t raise some dust you won’t have 

fiction. For other people it may be a return to 

origins, but with reference to the course I’ve 

followed, it is the very thing needed to be 

creative. Before that I had not written fiction 

according to traditional parameters. I had 

never seriously developed a character or told 

a story in earnest. Wives and Concubines was 

when I started telling stories. From that point 

I was a newcomer all over again.

Within this story I discovered the 

pleasure of storytelling. I was incubating 

living beings. After the stories were written I 

parted from them, so  it was felt like a series 

of ravishing encounters, but not tied up with 

desire. Classical fiction is about the human 

heart and ways of the world, but large things 

are seen through small scenes. From San-Yan 

and Er-Pai1 and A Dream of Red Mansions 

right down to Eileen Chang (张爱玲) and Shen 

Congwen (沈从文), this technique of showing 

large things through small scenes has been an 

unassailable creative principle, and I too have 

honored this code.

Shu Jinyu: Many people have noticed 

that your way of “backing up” is not just 

seen in re-appropriating tradition. You also 

put strong emphasis on plot details and 

characters. It also shows in your return to 

narrative method. 

Su Tong: This has to do with my 

immediate surroundings and my exchanges 

with friends. At that time I was serving 

as editor of Zhongshan (《钟山》), and I 

solicited a manuscript from Ma Yuan (马

原). In our exchange of letters Ma Yuan 

said he would write a piece of fiction, and it 

would be a classical one. I was asking myself 

what he could possibly mean by “classical,” 

but then came to realize that he might be 

thinking of writing his story in a most 

conventional vein. His words prodded me. 

I like to do something contrary to people’s 

expectations and, best of all, contrary to my 

own expectations. If I meet both of these 

conditions, I feel a sense of accomplishment 

in my creative work.

“All fiction writers are tending gardens of their own, deep 

in their hearts. This garden sort of reflects the territorial map of 

the world as a whole…” When his short story“Arrowhead” 

won the Lu Xun Literary Prize, Su Tong in his acceptance 

speech likened the creative space in which the writer works to a 

garden. The layout, scope and demarcation of such a space are 

refractions of the writer’s world view; more than that, they are 

direct products of how he or she understands the real world.
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Shu Jinyu: You have written a great 

many short stories, but wouldn’t you say 

that novels are often taken as the measure of 

creativity in literature? 

Su Tong: I don’t stick to a fixed 

approach; only with respect to the act of 

writing do I have sufficient patience and 

resolve. Yes, I’ve written many short stories 

that I’m quite pleased with. Once a literary 

reporter asked why I hadn’t been writing 

literary works. The impression such people 

have comes completely from novels. Only 

the impact of novels radiates out to their 

circle of concern. I put a lot of effort into my 

writing, but lots of people think I haven’t 

been writing anything at all. Sometimes 

information and the actual situation exist in a 

paradoxical relation.

Shu Jinyu: What seems remarkable 

to you regarding your 30 years of writing? 

Su Tong: I have strong continuity in 

my writing, which stretches in an unbroken 

thread over decades from 1984. Some of 

my characters began appearing in mid-

1980s. Actually I have been setting up a 

social microcosm in which many things 

are extended through time. One remarkable 

thing is the relative concern a majority of 

readers have shown for my female subjects. 

I’ve really only written four such novellas, 

including Wives and Concubines and Blush, 

but they made a deep impression on readers. 

In my view the reception of these works was 

extraordinary. I do not consider them as the 

most important part of my oeuvre, but they 

are recognized by others a trademark. When 

my name is mentioned, they will say I write 

about women. I have heard this for decades. 

Strangely enough, huh? But this may be 

due to the movie. The movie did a good job 

of dissemination. But many of my works, 

especially short stories, have their own life 

cycle within a small distribution system. 

Shu Jinyu: Here is  an opinion 

from the critic Wang Gan (王干): “The 

men Su Tong writes about are basically 

unsuccessful; they are all timid and decadent. 

Even his adult males are like children who 

cannot grow up. Thus Su Tong’s female 

characterizations have had a relatively 

greater influence on later writers, especially 

those who wrote about women.” Some even 

look up to you as the “spiritual source of the 

writing of female fiction.” But then, what is 

YOUR spiritual source?

Su Tong: There is no source in 

particular. Every male writer has to get 

one issue straight: we need to write about 

human beings, and humans are either male 

or female. Just because you’re male doesn’t 

mean you can avoid in-depth, careful 

observation of women. If you are going to 

write about humans, you can’t get away from 

lessons on writing about women. I don’t 

know how other writers have gotten away 

from this, or gotten around it. Thus in literary 

history the illustrious female characters 

whose names we still recall today were 

mostly written by men: Madame Bovary, 

Anna Karenina, Lin Daiyu…There is nothing 

strange in this: this is how it is, unless you 

don’t write about human beings. 

Shu Jinyu: Having experienced the 

new century, writers have undergone huge 
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changes in viewpoint, spiritual orientation 

and mode of daily life. You’re one of the rare 

writers that has persevered in the spirit and 

standpoint of your writing. Where does such 

steadfastness come from?

Su Tong: Why Would Snakes Fly? was 

written as a result of feeling disturbed and 

disrupted, which caused me to make changes 

on purpose. My creative attitude in that 

instance was also different than usual. When 

an author looks back and takes stock, he can 

judge for himself which works have a flesh-

and-blood tie to himself as an organism.  

Shu Jinyu: This work stirred up 

controversy. Compared to your short stories 

and novellas, would you say that more 

critical responses have been directed at your 

novels? 

Su Tong: I have reflected on that 

creative project, and I don’t regret it. It also 

constituted a page in my creative resume. It 

provided an angle and a chance to view my 

own writing more clearly.

When one comes under criticism, there 

is always a reasonable component to it. I 

have never indicated that I would not accept 

this or that piece of criticism. Criticism 

means that another person has to say about 

one’s writing. I myself can’t speak with 

certainty about my own writing, so why 

should I refute an opposing opinion? It’s not 

necessary.

Shu Jinyu: Do you write short stories 

because you like them? Actually there are 

many writers, especially young ones, who 

write novels right from the start. There are 

also some—even among writers who have 

written short stories for years—who hope to 

prove themselves by means of novel-writing.

Su Tong: This has a lot to do with 

long-term conditions on the literary scene. 

In China now there hardly exists an author 

who has made a name for himself or herself 

by writing short fiction. Much of the time 

one still finds a kind of chauvinism favoring 

the novel. Even so, writers themselves are 

partly responsible. There are no writers who 

think it’s enough just to write short stories. 

They all think they need to write outstanding 

novels in order to guarantee a position for 

themselves as writers. There are two sides 

to this problem. Many writers find it hard 

to defy convention, and this is true of me as 

well.

Writing short stories is a state of 

self-consolation; writing a novel is giving 

yourself a challenge. Naturally in the 

course of writing a short story there may be 

difficulties, but the state and mood are unlike 

novel-writing.

Shu Jinyu: Your short stories are a bit 

like chaunqi and huaben2 of the Ming and 

Qing dynasties, which often told about city 

dwellers. What is the difference in state of 

mind between writing short fiction and long 

fiction?

Su Tong: Writing short stories is 

quite enjoyable. To finish a story only takes 

me one week. Many writers say that writing 

a novel is hard physical work. In an overall 

sense, writing a novel feels more like an 

ordeal. To describe it in religious language, 

if a short story is like singing a hymn, then a 

novel is like singing hymns all through one’s 
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own baptism. Maybe the metaphor is a bit 

exaggerated, but the mood is like that. There 

is also sacredness about writing stories, but 

not like that of writing a novel. The power 

of self-suggestion is at work here, and it has 

to do with the long-term literary education 

you have received. Many writers feel that 

novel-writing is like a term-end examination, 

especially a take-home test you hand in upon 

completion. This is unlike the “quiz” you 

take when you write a short story.

Over his writing career, Su 

Tong has been associated with 

various labels: back-to-roots 

fiction, avant-garde fiction…In 

fact, whenever a certain school 

has  prevai led,  he has  gone 

against the current. Regardless of 

whether he has been successful 

thereby, he has achieved a form 

of writing that can be called 

“Su-Tongian.”

Shu Jinyu: How do you evaluate your 

years of being a representative of the avant-

garde fiction writers? 

Su Tong: Hardly any writers write for 

the sake of being avant-garde, and I never 

thought of doing that. During my so-called 

avant-garde period I wrote such stories as 

Why Would Snakes Fly? Critics who trace 

the lineage of the so-called avant-garde 

have need of such texts, so they can classify 

authors, and certain works have to be dragged 

into that scheme. Right from the start of 

being grouped with the avant-garde camp, I 

felt that my heart belonged elsewhere. I did 

not think of making a contribution to avant-

gardism. One feature that aligns me with 

the avant-garde somewhat is my mentality 

of disruption. Taking storytelling for 

instance: whatever way people told stories 

traditionally, I would turn that on its head 

or go in a contrary direction. Maybe this 

characteristic fits the avant-garde, but I have 

never wanted to become a writer of a certain 

school. 

Each writer grows up in a certain setting 

with certain influences. I was in a group of 

writers that emerged in the 1980s, during the 

Reform and Opening. Whenever something 

fresh came along, we would absorb that as 

literary nourishment. Back when Marquez 

first appeared in China, every Chinese writer 

was influenced by him to a greater or lesser 

degree. Given the state of literature at the 

time, a text with that kind of force was bound 

to have an influence on us. Influences from 

Western culture guided the avant-garde, and 

back-to-roots literature was also influenced 

by the West. It was quite normal that we 

went through such a period. It was necessary 

to develop new ways of writing. Once I had 

written Wives and Concubines, no one could 

say Su Tong was an avant-gardist any more. 

Later when I wrote Binu and the Great Wall 
and then Empress Wu Zetian, people said 

these works belonged to new historicism. 

Actually the subjects I write of are projected 

over a void and have little to do with history. 

Critics are always analyzing us, but in fact 

a writer, in his writing, doesn’t need to rally 

around this or that banner.  
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Shu Jinyu: What state are you in now 

as a writer?

Su Tong: I’m fairly steady, especially in 

my novel-writing. With each novel I may run 

into a few dozen specific bottlenecks: at such 

times no matter how I write, it doesn’t seem 

to work. If I started dwelling on the neglect 

my novel will suffer after it is finished, I 

wouldn’t keep on writing. If I listened to all 

the critics saying that this writer commits 

mistake-X and mistake-Y, I would lose 

direction…These are shortcomings or regrets 

that a writer deals with. The biggest setbacks 

are due to continuity in certain aspects of 

the writer’s method, which may make him 

struggle with inertia. What will it take to 

make him change, or will he go on writing 

by instinct? Such a struggle is meaningful, 

so such a setback is worth exploring. A so-

called setback is really something a writer 

needs to go through. 

When I first started writing, there was 

plenty of chaff mixed in with the grain. My 

writing was an expulsive release of both trash 

and valuables. Later on it became more and 

more difficult, because the writing got further 

and further from my body, while it got closer 

and closer to my cerebrum. My youthful 

writing was done instinctively. When 

the time comes to carry on consciously, 

questions will arise—how does one carry on, 

and is there a need to carry on? The extent of 

a writer’s interest in literature relates to his 

ideals and his personal quest. 

Shu Jinyu: Yet even a so-called 

breakthrough may end in defeat.

Su Tong: If you ever win approval, 

it will surely be because of your outer 

garments. If you change the outer garments 

and the person inside is not attractive, 

people will have a hard time getting used 

to it. Change is not only a challenge for 

you; it also challenges the taste of readers. 

This is not just a two-fold difficulty: it is 

difficulty on three or four sides. On one side 

are readers who say they like your works, 

but they can’t get interested in these old 

stuffs you come up with; on another side are 

readers who like the women you write about, 

but something is not right about the men 

you write about. On another side are critics 

who can’t get away from using labels. If you 

consider too many inputs, you won’t know 

which course to follow. 

Shu Jinyu: After making repeated 

attempts, many writers go back to the domain 

that they are personally familiar with. 

Su Tong: I don’t feel that there is any 

one domain that one is most familiar with. 

On the contrary, I don’t know what domain I 

should aim for in my writing. For me, when 

I cannot feel the story there like a living 

thing, ready to answer my summons, then 

it probably won’t come out well. When I 

write, I see each of the characters, and I hear 

them speaking. If what I hear and see differs 

from what I would write based on experience 

alone, then I know it will come out well. 

What is more, this has been proven by my 

success. When I write characters based on so-

called personal experience, or when I impose 

what I want to say upon my characters, for 

the most part they won’t come out well.

Shu Jinyu: There is a quality of self-
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aware creativity in your fiction.

Su Tong: I don’t want to see myself 

writing along with a trend; I don’t want my 

writings to show the marks of a trend. If 

someone were to say that my writing is “Su-

Tongian,” whatever that means, I would be 

very grateful.

Shu Jinyu: A professional writer may 

be highly proficient in technique, but his 

writing can easily be governed by inertia.

Su Tong: A writer can easily fall 

into his own trap: he has to guard against 

getting carried away by his own inertia. Not 

only do we need to watch out for traps set 

by others, we have to watch out for traps 

set by ourselves. Weariness and laxity are 

major bottlenecks that need to be overcome, 

and this is an arduous process. The worst 

dilemma or impasse a writer faces is when he 

thinks he has already written the great literary 

work he had once envisioned. When a novel 

is underway, I never consider what other 

people will think of me after I finish it. I only 

consider the text itself. All of my vigilance 

about what I’m doing is encompassed by my 

hope and forethought for the text itself.      

Many writers harbor a mentality or tacit set of rules that 

makes them want to disrupt the rules and forms of stories. Su 

Tong’s “disruption” is more challenging, for it lies in treating 

a postage-stamp-sized spot as a place for truth-seeking. He 

says that the Toon Tree Street will take him a lifetime to write 

about, and he will not grow weary of it. The postage stamp he 

has “painted” this time is titled A Tale of Siskin. More than any 

other book since he began writing, he is satisfied with these 

characters, rendered so distinctly they are practically “visible.”

Shu Jinyu: In A Tale of Siskin, the father dies young, and the grandfather has 

dementia. At the conclusion the old man bereft of soul sits embracing the child. What 

does this metaphor mean? 

Su Tong: This is a conclusion that holds forth hope. For the old man whose soul 

has gone astray, the child offers hope. But is there really hope in this? How will this 

child grow up, and what kind of Chinese will he become? There is consolation in this 

ending, but the larger meaning is left up in the air.

In this novel I tried hard to show how our father’s and grandfather’s generations are 

seen according to the traditional pattern of stable families. As for children growing up in 

this generation—two male characters and a female—they cannot represent the mainstream 

of Chinese people. This novel contemplates how a member of the older generation “lost his 

soul,” which is another aspect of the novel that cost me plenty of effort. I was striving for 

a flexible rendering of social ethics, along with the hidden subtext. 
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Su Tong calls himself a“homebody.”He misses the 

1980s, when readers only got to know the author through 

his books. Due to his authorial voice, Su Tong is often taken 

to be a grizzled oldster or even a“deceased writer.”“I like 

it that way: whatever kind of Su Tong appears in the eyes of 

readers, that is the Su Tong I want to be.”

Shu Jinyu: Being so fond of domestic 

life, don’t you feel a lack of information? 

Isn’t there a need to “enter deeply into life”? 

Su Tong: To know the most important 

things,  I  only need to read the dai ly 

newspaper. I have never felt there is too 

little information about life. Instead I think 

there is too much and some of it needs to 

be filtered out. Tolstoy, Marquez and other 

great writers all said that what a human 

being lives through until age 18 is enough to 

write about until age 80. This rule applies to 

all writers. The basic substance you utilize 

in literature is what you undergo in life and 

society. Your youthful memories are enough 

to write about until age 80, but you have 

to find that opening sentence. People keep 

worrying over the amount of information we 

writers are getting. You don’t need to ride 

around in a bus, facing society every day, 

in order to write. For reportage you need 

to do that, but the marvelous or wonderful 

thing about fiction is that you need not do 

that. Proust did not go out of doors, due 

to physical problems. For most of his life 

he stayed at home, but he wrote a classic, 

Remembrance of Things Past. I’m not trying 

to refute the idea of “entering deeply into 

life,” but our blind spot about how to do this 

leads to lock-step measures and hackneyed 

discourse that have corroded many people’s 

intuition. I really like this comment someone 

made about a work: “I cannot say how good 

it is, but certain cells in my body are saying 

hurrah.” This is a matter of good writing. 

For instance, a writer I like may make me 

sad. Because reading him makes me feel 

sad, I discover that he has imbued the story 

with a touch of grief. This grief gets through 

to me and touches certain cells in my body. 

This is the ideal connection between an 

author and a reader. There should not be so 

many hackneyed rules about what a writer’s 

relation to life experience should be. A writer 

should not worry about whether or not he has 

lived enough; the important thing is making 

good use of what he has lived through. 

Shu Jinyu: Where does imagination 

fit in? According to what many people 

say, education in China puts fetters on the 

imagination. 

Su Tong: The problem of imagination 

relates to a writer’s literary preparation. 

There’s no need to fear that a few years 

of life at school will pose much danger 

to a child. This would exaggerate the 

harm education does to a child. Musicians 

and authors are not fostered by schools. 

Education only makes sure that  each 

person possesses common knowledge, as a 
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preparation for his or her future life. The path 

that each person takes is his own choice. If a 

person doesn’t have imagination, you can’t 

find fault with education for that. We don’t 

want to make blanket statement that turns 

education into a scapegoat—such a train of 

thought belongs to rabble rousers.

Shu Jinyu: You got involved with 

cinema fairly early, and cinema helped 

you gain recognition as a writer. What is 

your view of film adaptations? In the past 

few years, have fewer of your works been 

adapted?

Su Tong: The ones that were adapted 

were all in my “Women Series”—all in the 

‘90s. I cannot really analyze why fewer of 

my books have been adapted lately. The 

“why” of it is a matter for movie directors 

to speak on. It’s not a question of whether a 

book is well-written or not. A book may be 

too far from the director’s vision of what is 

workable.

 Su Tong’s local color is quite 

visible, and his writing breathes 

an obvious “air of the South.” 

Thus David Der-wei Wang made the 

comment that, in taking stock of Su 

Tong’s works in recent years, he 

finds that the South has become 

increasingly rich as a realm of 

the imagination. The South is the 

setting of Su Tong’s homeland on 

paper; it is also the final destination 

that gathers in all kinds of passing 

human affairs.  

Shu Jinyu: The South as rendered 

by your pen is poetic, yet at the same time 

you express a definite sense of your own 

emotional opposition to the South: “I have 

never felt that memories of the South are 

pleasant or filled with sunlight and happiness. 

My emotional stance toward the South is 

strange and perhaps oppositional. People 

have a bond of affinity with their homeland, 

but I feel myself taking a pointed emotional 

stance against it. As portrayed by my pen, the 

land south of the Yangtze River is not all that 

wonderful. I harbor enmity toward it.”

Su Tong: In the creative process, 

more unpleasant things tend to get written 

down. Pleasantness normally does not give 

shape to the emotions and memories of 

fiction. The sense of oppressiveness was 

part of life in one’s own neighborhood. This 

oppressiveness and dissatisfaction from the 

childhood environment may appear in the 

form of either a nostalgia for or repression 

of one’s homeland, a tentacle that fiction can 

draw upon. Unpleasantness may be turned  

into a literary memoir, and this is the very 

sentiment that is desired.

Shu Jinyu: “My writing and I are 

mainly concerned with the South, and I write 

of the South as home, yet I often feel I have 

no home to return to.” Why do you have this 

kind of feeling?

Su Tong: The background of that 

statement was a discussion of Faulkner and 

McCullers. The American South has its 

classic authors and texts, and there was a 

shared setting they grew up in. Things are 



180

C
h

in
ese A

rts &
 Letters

V
O

L.1
  N

O
.1

different in China. The American South 

implies remoteness and backwardness and 

wildness. As the North was industrializing, 

the South was still  under a system of 

agrarian slavery. As for China’s South, it 

was formerly ahead of the North in various 

respects, and it was mainly a place of 

towns and cities. But there are doubts as 

to whether the South that once existed has 

persisted in any reliable way. In spiritual 

terms, our South is quite different from 

what Faulkner wrote about.

Shu Jinyu: Poetic descriptions of 

the South are a feature some writers have in 

common. Both your and Wang Zengqi’s (汪

曾祺) works are rich in poetic quality. Why 

is your writing about daily life gloomy or 

even sinister?

Su Tong:  The  venerable  Wang 

Zengqi rarely used fictional techniques to 

write fiction. This was what made him so 

formidable and unique. This relates to his 

personal experiences, and one can also say 

it is his stance of repressing his homeland. 

Even so, his strongest feelings go back to 

Lixia River. His best works were completed 

during the process of repressing his homeland.

Language ought to disappear into the 

narrative. Sometimes I have poetic feeling, 

but I “de-poeticize” it on purpose. It takes the 

most natural, precise, penetrating language 

to touch the deepest places. At such times 

gracefulness would be of no use.

As one of the most widely followed Chinese writers on 

the international stage, Su Tong enters the visual field of 

overseas readers with his nonchalance intact. He does not 

mind whether or not his works become bestsellers or which 

countries they are sold in. “A writer is like a lamp. It is no 

use trying to light up the whole world; if he can light up the 

ground in front of his doorway, he’s doing pretty well.”

Shu Jinyu: How widely have your 

works been translated overseas?

Su Tong: In 1991 Wives and Concubines 

was translated into Italian and French. Those 

were the first two foreign editions of my 

work, and they still bear my original title. 

The English version came out in 1995. 

That was when Raise High the Red Lantern, 

adapted by Zhang Yimou (张艺谋) from 

Wives and Concubines, won the Silver Lion 

at the Venice Film Festival and an Oscar 

nomination for Best Foreign Language Film. 

Subsequently this novel was translated into 

more than ten languages, and because they 

came out after the movie, they were all given 

the title Raise High the Red Lantern. 

I haven’t kept track of exactly how many 

languages my works have been translated into. 

Seven books have been translated into English, 

including Rice, Wives and Concubines, My 
Life as Emperor, Binu and the Great Wall, 
and The Boat to Redemption. Eight or nine 

of my books have been translated into Italian 

and French. Some of my works have been 
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translated into German and Korean. 

Shu Jinyu:  How are your books 

selling overseas? Are they under-promoted 

or even neglected? 

Su Tong:  Because there  was a 

commercial movie based on Wives and 
Concubines, it sold quite well, especially in 

France, where I have gotten the most royalties. 

Aside from that, My Life as Emperor has 

also done well in the market, and sales have 

surpassed those of Wives and Concubines. I’m 

not sure why, but My Life as Emperor has been 

fairly successful abroad. It has continued to 

sell in Spain, Turkey and Portugal. The stream 

of royalties has been unbroken, even though it 

hasn’t been very much.

For the most part these translated 

works have been ignored, but this is quite 

normal. We need only consider that America 

is the cultural mainstream, so why would 

its readers want to read our works? As for 

me, my works don’t have highly politicized 

content, and they are not highly personal 

confessions, so it is going to be hard for 

them to get shelf space in a foreign market. I 

will be glad if they strike a chord with a few 

simpatico readers. This is the normal way of 

things, and it doesn’t bother me.

Shu Jinyu: How do you feel about 

your works being transformed into a foreign 

language?

Su Tong: Just imagine that in a nation 

utterly unfamiliar to you, your words are 

transformed into a foreign language such as 

Portuguese or whatever, and your book is 

placed on a shelf, even though not in a very 

eye-catching place, that feeling is marvelous, 

and it’s a joy for someone who writes.

Shu Jinyu: What have your channels been for having your work translated?

Su Tong: At first I went through the translator Howard Goldblatt. For the 

copyright transfer of My Life as Emperor, Howard Goldblatt acted as my agent. 

All English translations of my work were done by Mr. Goldblatt, and the copyright 

procedures were handled by his agent Sandra. Beginning from The Boat to 

Su Tong has maintained a tolerant attitude toward problems 

that crop up in translation. For him this is not just a pose: it is the 

rational way to view the process. Even a writer himself is not immune 

to glitches or blunders in his works, how can he demand that a 

translator never make mistakes? Across the two-fold gulf of culture 

and language, nothing that comes across in translation can be 100% 

accurate. A translator is like an emissary who offers flowers from an 

exotic land. He is offering these flowers to readers in his native land, 

which requires an extended, difficult journey. He must preserve the 

flowers intact, but if some leaves fall on the way, that is acceptable. 
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Redemption, all of my copyrights were 

handled by Peony Copyright Agency in 

Hong Kong. In the process of transferring 

copyrights, I have always played a passive 

role. 

Shu Jinyu: In the whole process of 

translation, it seems that writers are in a 

fairly passive position. 

Su Tong: Your book’s fate as a 

foreign language edition is in the translator’s 

hands, and the translator is the promoter. 

I was never acquainted with any of my 

books’ translators prior to their doing the 

translation work, and I was not acquainted 

with any foreigners. It was a completely 

passive process. I believe Mo Yan, Yu Hua 

(余华) and Liu Zhenyun (刘震云) were also 

approached by translators who had chosen 

them. 

In a sense it doesn’t matter whether 

you take the initiative in this matter or 

not—the outcome is going to be the same. 

It is all probably decided by circumstance 

and coincidence. For instance, a translator 

may like the works of a certain writer, who 

could be of the 50s generation or of the 80s 

generation. It’s normally decided by personal 

preference. The quality of translation and 

choice of writer depends on how strong the 

translator’s interest in Chinese literature is. 

If he has done a broad, deep study of our 

literature, then the translation will be first 

rate. Some Sinologists get stuck on one 

writer, but there’s nothing that can be done 

about that. 

Shu Jinyu: Well then, what was it 

about Peony Agency that made you choose 

them? 

Su Tong: They are in earnest about 

what they do. At first I didn’t know about 

their abilities, but after cooperating once I 

believed in them. It has always been hard to 

get a collection of short stories and novellas 

published, but they represented my story 

collection and got it published. They had to 

put a lot of hard work into that, which is why 

I’m convinced of their ability. 

Shu Jinyu: Under your agreement, 

how do you divide up the income? 

Su Tong: According to international 

precedent, I pay them a 15% agency fee. 

Shu Jinyu: In your cooperation with 

translators, what has given you the deepest 

impression? How do you usually conduct 

your dealings with them?

Su Tong: I’m familiar with some 

of them, and I have become friends with 

Howard  Goldbla t t  and  a  few I ta l ian 

translators. Some of them I’ve met only 

once, and some of them I have never met 

in person. As for French editions of my 

books, arrangements have been somewhat 

complicated, because each book had a 

different translator. The same is true of 

German versions of my books. I have 

never even met the people who translated 

my books into Slovakian, Portuguese, 

Turkish, Romanian and Croatian. Most of 

the translators communicate with me while 

doing their projects, and even if I haven’t 

met them we keep in touch by e-mail. They 

bring up various questions that come up in 

the process of translation. 

Shu Jinyu: What is your means of 
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judging whether translators have done a good 

job or not?

Su Tong: Only someone whose 

Chinese and English are equally excellent 

can evaluate them. I really can’t be the judge 

of that. In questions of foreign languages a 

writer, again, is quite passive. When I go to 

America I may run into a friend who says 

a translation is riddled with problems, but 

a few days later someone else may say that 

the translation is fine. It is normal that the 

original state of a work will be lost in the 

course of translation. This is a problem that 

has to be faced. Yet translation, in itself, can 

also be a marvelous thing.

It has been quite some time 

since foreign literature made 

its entry into China with great 

fanfare, but the footsteps of 

Chinese literature into world at 

large are still quite tentative. 

Even so, Su Tong does not think 

this problem should prey upon 

the mind of any rational-minded 

writer. 

Shu Jinyu: You go overseas to take 

part in cultural exchanges now and then. 

How have you benefited? 

Su Tong:  Basically I am unable 

to have in-depth exchanges with writers 

overseas. Being limited by language, I am 

like a mentally deficient person and I have 

to rely on help from translators. This is 

the limitation of Chinese writers who go 

overseas for exchanges. Going overseas is 

really just a chance to see the world, to see a 

different kind of scenery.

Shu Jinyu: The Chinese Writers 

Association has adopted measures to help 

Chinese literature to go outward into the 

world. How would you comment on this? 

Su Tong: I think the intent of such 

measures is good. The hope is to encourage 

sinologists overseas to translate more works 

from Chinese. But this kind of endeavor is 

one thing, and the prospect of developing 

a market is another. What it boils down to 

is that each literary work has its own fate. 

When you try to affect it, the result may 

not match your expectations. Rather than 

believing in people’s power to make things 

happen, it is better to believe that each 

written work has its own fate.

Shu Jinyu: How do you view the 

present status of outreach for Chinese 

literature?

Su Tong: By the same token one 

could ask how many current German authors 

have been disseminated within China. 

Aside from Günter Grass and a few others, 

we hardly know about anyone. That’s why 

we should put our minds at ease about this 

issue. This is not a highly urgent problem for 

Chinese writers.

We are in a so-called globalized era, so 

global markets intersect and interpenetrate. 

This makes it a natural phenomenon for 

written works to be translated back and forth. 

There is no need to be overly subjective in 

our feelings about this. We don’t need to 

single out the situation of Chinese writers, 

because the overall market is a global market. 
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Notes:

1. Editor’s note: San-Yan (《三言》) refers to the three short story collections by Feng 

Menglong (冯梦龙 1574-1646) in the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644). Er-Pai (《二拍》) refers to 

the two short story collections by Ling Mengchu (凌濛初 1580-1644) in the Ming Dynasty.

2. Editor’s note: Both chuanqi (传奇) and huaben (话本) may refer to short stories, 

mostly based on folklore or historical events, in Chinese literary history. Their origin can be 

traced back to as early as the Tang (618-907) and Song (960-1279) dynasties. 

Even within the context of the Chinese 

language itself, you are an independent 

piece in the chess game, so you have your 

place on the world map. This is because the 

chess game is played on a globalized board. 

Whether you publish in a foreign language 

or not, you need to keep your horizon open. 

You need to be aware that as a piece in this 

game, whether you move around to places 

like London and New York or whether you 

stay put, you are still on the game board. You 

still have a place in the globalized layout. 

Translated by Denis Mair


