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Restrained but
Passionate
Narrative: 
A Study of Bi Feiyu

T o write a scholarly “study” of a writer whose scope has already 

assumed gargantuan proportions means one has taken on a real 

challenge. Yet Bi Feiyu goes even beyond that, for he is still 

a young writer with prospects of limitless growth. Assessing such a subject 

promises nothing but travail, and the fruit of one’s scholarly exertions is 

bound to fall short of expectations. Above the increasingly masterful turns 

and leaps of this sinewy body of fiction hovers the image of the author. 

Like the fox fairy he often mentions in his works, which grows large after it 

becomes a changeling, his image is multifarious and elusive. With a narrative 

tone more relaxed than his elders yet tauter than his peers, he eludes attempts 

at “comparative literature” in a domestic or foreign context. The personality 

of this writer who sets up no obstacles to readability poses unusual difficulties 

for one who plans to place him within scholarly paradigms of an “authorial 

study.” If this is an inexhaustible subject, then so be it! Bi Feiyu’s fiction 

has helped me realize that no critic should presume to sum up such a writer 

definitively, lest his comments be seen as a handle inviting ridicule or as 

a target drawn upon his own forehead. No critic should harbor delusions 

of wielding the tuning plectrum that would define standard pitch for all. A 

critic is not supposed to be a hammer, thumping out his own pet themes, for 

such a hammer has a handle which invites one to chuck it aside. The task 

here is more like a series of allergy tests—the antigens are one’s own, and 

a disposable needle is necessary as one faces not the author but the entities 

from his imagination.

Shi Zhanjun / 施战军
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The Bright, Hard Shell of the Avant-Garde

I n the early 1990s, aftereffects of avant-

gardism were still roiling the hearts 

of youths whose passion drove them to 

create. Bi Feiyu was not immune to such 

intoxication, and what some have called his 

“anxiety of influence” can be traced through 

forms he adopted during the still-short span 

of his early development. 1994 was a year 

of enduring significance for Bi Feiyu, who 

was determined to part with his “avant-garde 

shell” yet still clinging to it. Since the mid-

80s young writers, whether intentionally 

or not, had spent almost ten years in thrall 

to their avant-gardist elder brothers. Just 

from the angle of thematics and key words 

we can get a sense of their odd avant-garde 

baggage. They too developed an alternate 

“master narrative.” For instance, they dealt 

with “fictive history” and “conscious life-

force” and “philosophical underpinnings.” 

They aimed for unfathomability, erudition, 

prodigious effects and infinite interpretive 

possibilities. In some cases they invited 

readers to solve riddles, or even placed a 

philosopher or historian directly into the 

narrative. They strove to give readers a sense 

of “textual estrangement” and best of all 

astonish them. Everybody and his brother 

wanted to be brilliant and profound and 

shocking. In the early 1990s, while “New 

Realism” was gingerly starting to find its 

footing, the paragons of transcendent avant-

gardism were carrying on without a crowd to 

support them, yet their residual seductiveness 

still spurred and goaded their eager would-be 

successors to give these effects a try. From 

1993 to 1994, Bi Feiyu indulged in avant-

garde thrills, even as he was expressing a 

mood of surfeit with them. In the ensuing 

period he still revisited them on occasion. 

In fact, Bi Feiyu had not taken up fiction 

writing for long before his works showed his 

own unique flair. Yet that hard, bright textual 

form was an enticement back then, and how 

else could one let one’s avant-garde passion 

show in one’s writing?

Three of Bi Feiyu’s fictional works that 

have enjoyed lasting acclaim are Narrative 

of 1993 ,  “Ancestor” of 1994  and Chu 

River of 1994. At their core they give good 

reason for high expectations for this writer. 

Confronted with the enigmas of 

family history and big history, 

they no longer follow the 1980s 

avant-garde tendency of aloof 

spectatorship;  rather,  they 

show how fictive scenarios 
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and heightened perceptions 

can complement each other. 

With their synthesis of artistic 

e l e m e n t s ,  t h e i r  c u l t u r e d 

ambience and their  tel l ing 

details, these elegiac narratives 

have the delicate keenness and 

heady infectiousness it takes to 

solemnize the act of reading.

This solemnity inheres in the fabric of 

the stories,  achieving a praiseworthy 

transcendent quality. Yet the writer adopts 

deliberate moves and techniques such as 

interspersed plot segments to maintain the 

intellectualism and mystification that are de 

rigueur for avant-garde writing. 

The  t i t le  Narra t ive  bespeaks  an 

intention to edify the reader in matters of 

fictional art. Sure enough, the protagonist 

holds a Masters degree in History, and he 

injects historical facts and philosophical 

reflections into the narrative. Given such 

abundance of memorable sayings, a critic 

sensitive to such things will be prompted to 

underline several places on each page. Here 

are two examples:

In fact history is a romantic poet. When 

inspiration strikes there is nothing he cannot 

do. History is improvised, not planned. 

“Laws of history” are an excuse for people’s 

mediocre imaginations in the face of history. 

History of course has its logic, but logic is 

just sequence; it is not law.

Nationality and country are certainly 

not big concepts. At times their concreteness 

extends to the most delicate aspects of a 

person’s feelings, making one’s fragile 

nerves bear the weight of a nationality; they 

make one feel inadequate to carry such a 

great burden. The ache of this philosophical 

conclusion is brought home to me more and 

more all the time.

The narrator puts the matter in absolute 

terms. A looming figure presses down on 

the reader’s shoulder, gesturing to show the 

route ahead. There are other typical schemes 

of avant-garde narration. “Ancestor” starts 

right off this way: “Great-Grandmother bides 

silent in a remote stretch of time. A whole 

century of historical rifts flow against the 

obverse and reverse of her being.” Stories 

like this often add emphasis marks under 

certain words and sentences, or they quote 

lines of foreign poetry at the beginning 

and end. At the time this seemed necessary 

for their edifying purpose, and looking 

back now these measures are not without 

amusing interest—because we can read a 

touch of self-important profundity in them. 

They are like a road sign along the history 

of narrative. Looking back one finds them 

loveable even if  cringe-worthy. Once 

these features are let go of, the narrator’s 

native elfin wit comes through, but these 

aphorisms, quotes and symbols at best 

represent a dull-witted application of the 

author’s intellectual gifts.
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I call these touches “profundities” 

rather than “thought,” because when these 

ponderous statements are noticed they 

can be amusing. They are thrown into the 

waters of the story to stir things up, as if 

by mischief-maker we cannot help feeling 

sorry for. On the other hand, “thought” 

in our contemporary literature has been 

an overwhelming, blanketing discourse. 

Aside from edifying us it wants to instill 

its ideas in us, which can cause a literary 

work to clump up like hardpan soil. When 

every aspect of an artwork is made to carry 

“thought,” that work will be seen to be 

superficial rather than giving an impression 

of profundity. The novels that people 

dislike most are those cast as “works of 

thought,” because they have thoroughly 

separated themselves  f rom the basic 

playfulness that makes a novel a novel.

Pursuit of avant-gardism requires a 

spirit of attempting something at all costs, 

but this “something” is a hurdle people set up 

for themselves. 

Once a self-aware writer 

discovers the importance of 

his narrative gift, and once he 

gets rid of that big shiny shell 

and gives up those earnest 

profundities, then the thick-

tongued stutterer who uttered 

them will soon go offstage. Then 

a different, once-suppressed 

narrator—a passionate, silver-

tongued fellow this time—will 

take the stage and speak in a 

normal person’s tone.

In fact, that normal person was there 

to begin with. He was restrained by the 

ruminations of that zealous avant-gardist, 

but the chance would come to “turn the 

tables and be liberated.” “Wolfberries” was 

published in August 1994 and Cotton Candy 

in the Rain was published in September 

1994. Their titles were not all that “avant-

garde,” and the writing was clearly more 

accessible than before.

The excellence of these two pieces 

stands out even today, and despite their 

umbilical vestige of avant-gardism, they are 

fully crystallized outgrowths of a personality 

which does not put its intentions on display. 

Like their forerunners their themes are 

polysemic, but they relate to issues of vital 

concern; like their forerunners they venture 

into profundity, but in a fresh way that 

moves along fluidly and at times soars. In 

“Wolfberries” the story line is crisp yet stirs 

up reveries in flurries. It gravitates to a site 

of not-yet-distant historical memory, so as to 

mesh with our picture of life in the present. It 

no longer flaunts the strengths of avant-garde 

technique; instead, it discovers real avant-

garde longings among conventional people 

as they contemplate their prospects on the 
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grass roots level, and it traces the unraveling 

of those longings. A father wins prestige 

by using a flashlight, thus standing at the 

vanguard of village life. After a prospecting 

team comes to the village, the father again 

moves to the forefront among his peers by 

his belief in science. Then the older brother 

appropriates the flashlight as capital for his 

pursuit of love, but this results in the loss of 

someone else’s life. Fearsome rumors and 

political promises pull the villagers leftward 

and rightward, and even scientific ideas 

become grounds for suspicion. The avant-

garde impulse in life, which could be seen as 

one’s longing for or interpretation of future 

possibility, gets enveloped in nebulous bids 

for power among common people, and so 

primitive notions gain the upper hand in 

the end. This story’s vitality is comparable 

to that of “Crickets Galore” written five 

years later, and they are alike in richness 

of political implication, though horror is 

highlighted in the latter work. The search for 

something essentially artistic, relinquished 

or evaded by some, often cannot stay clear of 

political influence. In 1995 when the “New 

Generation” was at its height, “individuality” 

was becoming the rage, so anything that did 

not partake of everydayness and individual 

desire was excluded from “truth,” giving 

rise to a manic state that practically drew an 

equal sign between bodily desire and fiction. 

Cotton Candy in the Rain was a work that 

went against the tide of the times, because 

it clearly grappled with issues of war and 

peace, heroism and captivity, character and 

fate. Thus I am glad to see the remnant of 

that avant-garde umbilical cord here, for it 

spotlighted irregularities on the fashionably 

flat artistic plane that presumed to negate 

meaning and ideology. There was still an 

indomitable soul like Bi Feiyu contemplating 

the collective state of our social, cultural 

psyche or looking at how human nature 

gets swallowed in the serpentine belly of 

imposed violence. Everyday loving-kindness 

attracted notice, and what the wounded had 

gone through was understood with visceral 

immediacy. Only by breaking through the 

shell of an avant-garde schema could this 

core substance show itself. Therein one could 

find broadly engaged but unique qualities that 

set themselves apart from the chaotic literary 

environment, solitary but not isolated.

Distinct from the shell of carnivalesque 

language which had been molded by 

the avant-garde, the “New Generation” 

countered with its narratives of extremely 

ind iv idua l ized  l i fe .  From the i r  f i r s t 

appearance they were slotted into a flat, pre-

fabricated house shaped by desire and private 

concerns. Outside that house were grand 

mysteries to tempt the exploratory types, and 

those who were able to break from the avant-

garde shell no longer look anything like the 

New Generation writers. 
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Historical Imagination: 
Flying toward the Vortex of Mystery

A narrative colored by passion inevitably 

results from exploratory impulses and 

a strongly assertive imagination. Exploration 

tends to be intently focused, and imagination 

needs to be nimble. Our author’s treatments 

of the Ming dynasty and the town of 

“Brokenbridge” grow from deep reserves 

of history and family lore. A region often 

has an affinity with segments of history, for 

instance, Shaanxi’s affinity with the Qin, 

Han and Tang dynasties, or Beijing’s affinity 

with the Yuan, Ming and Qing. As for 

Jiangsu Province, why is it so inextricably 

bound up with the Ming dynasty? This is 

connected with the relative completeness of 

culture in Nanjing back then, as well as to 

the richness of literati life and perhaps the 

leisure pursuits found there. There was an 

intact walled city where revelers’ lights from 

houses of mirth were reflected in the Qinhuai 

River. Against the banks of that velvety night 

lap the waves of our boundless imagination, 

forming a contrast with the decline of Ming’s 

dynastic governance and the dreariness of 

the capital up north. If Beijing at the time 

was broad daylight, then Nanjing was the 

cloak of darkness. Bi Feiyu’s Ming dynasty 

is an elevated enclave of imagination. 

Drawing on Nanjing’s remnant glow to tell 

stories of his family line, his imagination 

flies toward a vortex of mystery. There the 

senses are carried off into the nightscape on 

a captivating trip. To put it more precisely, 

historical stories of Bi Feiyu’s family line 

are a way to convey his curiosity about 

mysterious things. 

Mysteries of history allow 

more room than present-day 

reality does. A place external 

to oneself triggers more of an 

exploratory wish than does one’s 

present physical location. If one 

fictively places oneself in such 

a context, then enigmas will be 

found at every turn, displaying 

their boundless fascinations. 

Through them Bi Feiyu could satisfy his 

wish for imaginative expression and he could 

convey painful realizations of his forebears’ 

long series of adversities. That is to say, 

family lore is a part of “experience,” but this 

experience is just a lead-in: it is merely the 

sampan from which the gull of imagination 

takes flight. It flies toward the experiential 

world of his forebears—history. Yet his 
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forebears have already turned to fossils. 

The sparse inventory of historical traces 

provides temporal coordinates for the Midas 

touch that will transform those fossil stones. 

Against the vast sweep of time, a dialogue 

that leads to the realm of mystery shows 

its transcendent capability. Because this 

transcendence is joined with the bloodline 

of its narrator, it comes out as a lyrically 

colored sensibility. Thus the story is neither 

encased in three feet of ice, nor does it spout 

three-fathom jets of flame. This historical 

lyricism has a “balminess” which touches 

heights and low places. It connects with 

worldly conventions, yet its interrogation of 

history escapes conventionality. It connects 

with metaphysics, but in a subversively 

ironic way. Thereby are constituted the 

textual features of a Bi Feiyu story—oddly 

mysterious yet plain and accessible. First of 

all it connects with history, which none of us 

can know for sure, and then it connects with 

upheavals of daily life therein, which we can 

imagine in outlines but could never imagine 

with such concreteness of detail. Here Bi 

Feiyu demonstrates his relentless passion to 

confront the mysteries of history. What is 

more, with his gifted imagination he escorts 

us to the borderland of the bygone and the 

contemporary. As a writer he jumps back and 

forth across the boundary line of past and 

present, amusing himself and amusing others, 

reflecting upon self and reflecting upon 

others, at ease without giving up seriousness.

If we consider the sequence of writing 

from Lone Island, Narrative and “Ancestor” 

to “Who Is That Talking in the Night?”, we 

will discover that the expository component 

gradually diminishes and direct statement 

shifts toward emotive presentation. What 

is more, present-day life experiences 

increasingly influence the vector of his 

historical imagination, and mystery is 

increasingly being brought out in the open. 

Even works that are not directed at history 

like “Villager Who Sold Two-Stringed 

Fiddles” and “An Era Filled with Porcelain” 

are infused with historical ruminations. The 

passion for narrating mystery is restrained 

within the scope of parable. If the lure of 

mystery makes the author’s inspired notions 

float loose like unbound hairs, then what 

tames the mystery is thinking that combs 

out a counterpoint of history versus present 

time or occurrences versus parables. Actually 

in many later works written directly about 

present-day life, Bi Feiyu does not give up 

his contemplations on man’s mysterious 

fate along the random links of time’s chain. 

What is more, these contemplations mostly 

accord with findings of literary history on 

the cultural ecology of common people. 

Thus the continuities, resonances and 

variations between contemporary authors 

and a “modern” author end up demonstrating 

“historical” unity. This is quite an intriguing 

phenomenon. For instance, between the 

present-day town of Brokenbridge in 

“The Lactating Woman” and the historical 

Brokenbridge in other works by Bi Feiyu, 
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there is not too great a difference in the 

human atmosphere. These in turn show no 

essential otherness, in terms of impersonal 

and ethical setting, to the town of Weizhuang 

in Lu Xun’s pioneering fiction. As for the 

sensibilities and hard facts in “Wolfberries” 

and “Wu Song Slays the Tiger,” these 

definitely can offer fruitful parallels to the 

“winds of change” that were blowing during 

the May Fourth Era. What has changed is 

that today’s Bi Feiyu has altered his elders’ 

“critical realism” to explore the element 

of mystery in people’s inner worlds. The 

aim of change and enlightenment has been 

given subordinate status. First of all he lets 

us see the reality that has not changed, and 

so the ironic touch is necessary, while his 

restrained, cautious investment of tender 

sentiment is thought-provoking in itself, 

because however mysterious “history” may 

be, the people in history are none other than 

us. Occasional surges of pride tempered by 

ultimate melancholy become a fated pattern, 

of which this line from a Tang poem might 

be taken as a good description: “You claim to 

transcend feeling, and yet you feel.”

This sense of mystery and curiosity 

about history is emblematic, after all, of the 

author’s devotion and awe toward time. Of 

course, for a writer of this generation like Bi 

Feiyu, “devotion and awe” toward anything 

cannot possibly be blind or unconditional. 

When elusive traces of any marvel reveal 

themselves, he may ponder: “What is going 

on here? How can it be like this?” What he 

figures out will be put in his writer’s notes 

or essays. If something is hard to unravel 

or extricate himself from, he puts it in 

his fiction. He uses first-hand visions and 

selected images to express his puzzlement 

and his search. 

“Now is already tomorrow.” This 

sentence from the story “May 9th and May 

10th” points the moment of now toward 

the future, but it is spoke at the temporal 

boundary of 0:00 midnight. This story deals 

with the puzzle of an intruder who speaks 

this sentence during his surreptitious, fleeting 

appearance in the home of a newly married 

couple. Another sentence in the story fits 

Bi Feiyu’s attitude toward time: “Time is 

female.” This reminds us of the tenderness 

and delicacy that should be attributed to 

time. Putting this in a broader context, the 

bell tolling the hours through the dark night 

is a symbol of history. Its chiming hints of 

tolerance that lets loving-kindness count 

for more than memory. In comparison, 

space is more male in its characteristics. Its 

indicator is an incident such as a crime or 

incitement, but no matter how disruptive 

and troublesome an incident is, the elasticity 

of time gathers it in inclusively. As in 

“Ancestor,” when the great-grandmother dies 

an undeserved death after having her teeth 

extracted, the guilt of her progeny is shown 

only in a cringing reaction of nerves. As the 

most time-honored embodiment of time, 

the “ancestor” can no longer crawl forth to 

express complaint. 
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The intriguing thing is that the “older 

generation” has an even more wretched lot 

than the younger generation does. Members 

of the older generation are sandwiched 

between the grandparents’ generation and 

the younger generation, and they are often 

deluded characters or oppressors. Take for 

instance the father in Cotton Candy in the 

No matter how history in 

its innocence is provoked by 

the latter born, it evokes a safe 

and settled feeling. Thus flight 

into the vortex of history is 

most likely to give a sense of 

unrestricted freedom. However, 

even as Bi avails himself of 

this freedom, he limits it to 

interrogations of history that 

are linked to today. The human 

ecology of “here and now” in 

the spatial sense is hung from 

history’s doorframe, exposing 

the shallow soul of worldly 

calculations before the mystery 

they lack. An act of scrutiny 

or perhaps crit ique is thus 

conveyed in a roundabout way.

Rain, who expects his son to be a hero like 

himself, or consider the rancor toward the 

father’s commands in “Writing Characters,” 

both showing such a tendency. This doctrine 

of “forgiving the grandfather and accusing 

the father” lets us see the author’s gradation 

of emotions through time, from respect 

for the faraway to disdain for the near. 

Because a bottom or covering was imposed 

on the vortex of his father’s generation, 

expectations of freedom met with a stifling 

or suppressive force. Just as it was about to 

be “implemented” as reality on the ground, 

Bi Feiyu drew his soaring imagination back, 

so that he could begin sending out feelers 

toward the teeming variety of present-day 

life.
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I n this subtitle we have the morphology 

of Bi Feiyu’s fiction as a study of 

the human condition. Taken in a temporal 

sense—this is the major premise—Bi Feiyu’s 

fiction highlights his own anxiety over the 

dilemma of self-directed human existence. 

Complex psychological interplay 

between generations is a perspective for 

writing about people at which Bi Feiyu 

excels. The relatively early novella Cotton 

Candy in the Rain and the fairly recent 

novella The Moon Opera, to my mind, are 

two of Bi Feiyu’s outstanding works. On the 

surface the former tells about what happens 

among classmates, but a deeper discovery 

lies in the changing human significance of 

war and the re-evaluation of values from one 

era to another, as seen in the collision of inner 

worlds between persons of two generations, 

namely Hongdou and his father. The Moon 

Opera represents the full maturity of Bi 

Feiyu’s artistic ability. Here he shifts his take 

on cross-generational psychology from the 

family to the stage, and to ongoing master-

pupil relations among three generations of 

actresses who perform “blue robe” opera 

roles: Li Xuefen and then Xiao Yanqiu and 

then Chunlai. Xiao Yanqiu is the one in 

the middle, and she is the novella’s main 

character. For some reason, while reading 

The Moon Opera it made me think of Chen 

Rong’s (谌容) novella In Middle Age, and I 

was struck by how utterly and decisively the 

present author has gone beyond his literary 

predecessor’s monotone social theme. Both 

lead characters are harried and burdened by 

responsibility, yet what a huge gulf separates 

Lu Wenting, who embodies limpid inner 

depths of altruism, from Xiao Yanqiu’s 

crazed assertiveness and individualism! This 

proves the amazing developmental leap that 

was made, in terms of fictional art in ten-

odd years, as older writers were succeeded 

by the new generation. With momentum that 

is by now irresistible, the latter are moving 

toward front stage with their rich probings 

into human psychology and their expressive 

artistry that bears no trace of contrivance, 

supplanting the one-note social cogitations 

and rough-and-ready narrative techniques 

of the older generation. Xiao Yanqiu’s 

competitive relation with Li Xuefen over 

the lead role already belongs to history, but 

what a frustration it is for this woman who 

cannot accept defeat that her turn has come 

to occupy Li Xuefen’s former position. 

Against the backdrop of the new economy, 

she needs to repay her boss’ “adoration” and 

sponsorship with sexual favors in order to 

make a comeback, while dealing routinely 

Fear • Love • Dilemma of 
Self-Directed Existence
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with her husband’s zest for bedroom activity. 

At the same time, she must whole-heartedly 

throw herself into her role as Maid-in-the-

Moon. Holding dual identities as mentor 

and competitor, she grooms Chunlai for 

that role while at the same time holding her 

back. Yet her boss, her husband, “Maid-in-

the-Moon” and Chunlai are not particularly 

easy to deal with. Her boss only wants to 

gratify his former infatuation, but once that 

wish is fulfilled his desire falls flat. Her mild-

mannered husband suddenly becomes a hot-

tempered man. “Maid-in-the-Moon” requires 

her to lose weight, but having done that 

she will be out of voice. Chunlai is fed up 

with the opera troupe’s dire circumstances 

and her teacher’s “loving attention,” so 

she looks for work at a TV station...These 

things are interwoven into Xiao Yanqiu’s 

objective setting, but they are minor next 

to her subjective urge to go onstage, which 

becomes an inextricable dilemma. Through 

contrast with the youthful Chunlai, her self-

destructive presentiments cast a pall of fear 

over everything. Diminished self-esteem due 

to age and fading looks is unacceptable to 

her, and her wished-for scenario shows slim 

prospects of coming true in reality. Individual 

artistic ideals are muddled by narcissism and 

everything is lit by the slanting rays of her 

struggle against fear. The current economic 

setting has provided chances for her to 

offer something positive, but from her inner 

perspective everything tied to economics is 

incidental—such as going to bed with the 

boss. Even so, it is precisely those incidentals 

which trigger her urge to perform and 

undermine her enthusiasm for everyday life 

or even artistic life. In this work of fiction the 

palpable and fearsome ills besetting people 

in our era, typified by Xiao Yanqiu’s hidden 

thoughts and the delicate relations among 

three generations of “blue robe” performers, 

are kneaded into a ball and presented to the 

reader. The reader is able to encounter these 

things substantively in his thoughts, and 

there are interstices which let him figure out 

the broad, complex implications for himself. 

Many of Bi Feiyu’s works touch on 

things that cause fear. In Chu River, the 

disparate psychologies of fear between 

Chinese and Japanese people are disclosed 

unobtrusively through contrasts between 

“national cultures.” In Cotton Candy in the 

Rain, memories of war lead directly to the 

destruction of an effeminate man. Narrative 

commences with a family disaster and strikes 

a melancholy note to convey how fearsome 

experience stays and deepens in memory. 

In That Summer, That Fall, resistance to 

motherliness holds implications of mutual 

fear between generations. In “Sleeping 

with Eyes Wide Open,” threats play out 

alongside the whole thread of narrative, 

while livelihood and friendship become 

precursors to horror and preliminaries to 

death. In “Yiduo the Peking Opera Singer,” 

the main character feels senseless fear and 

revulsion toward the other “I” in the story. In 

everything from evoked ambience to acts by 
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characters, “Crickets Galore” is a convincing 

horror story. Looking at Bi Feiyu’s stories 

from this angle, the historical component is 

an escape and dissociation from real-world 

fear, while depiction of reality includes both 

psychological and emotive treatments of fear. 

The flaunting of fear was taken to 

consummate lengths by avant-garde fiction 

in the 1980s. Bi Feiyu differs from this in 

substance, for he builds fear upon affection 

which is hindered or unrealizable. Narrators 

in his fiction are not there to instill fear; 

rather, they exert themselves to dispel fear, 

though often to no avail. This conveys our 

writer’s subjective tendencies, as can be 

seen from the works treated above. When 

it comes to “The Lactating Woman” and 

“My Sister Xiaoqing” (probably one of 

Bi’s best short stories) the lyrical aspect of 

fiction overwhelms all else and lets these 

stories express beauty of rare pristineness. 

At one point I thought that these female 

motherly figures, being fairly young and 

innocent, might have been Bi Feiyu’s means 

of striking a balance with considerations 

of evil in human nature. Yet to suppose 

this would surely underestimate Bi Feiyu’s 

capacity to bear unpleasant things. I can 

only conclude that this is yet another mode 

of lyric narrative for him. Figures worthy of 

affection and forces that obstruct affection 

(the father and villagers in “The Lactating 

Woman”; factions of various persuasions 

in “My Sister Xiaoqing”) are juxtaposed in 

Bi Feiyu’s fiction. These are actualities of a 

world in which fear and love are mingled—

the needless (fear) and the longed-for (love) 

going hand-in-hand in life. This is the 

norm of the “human world,” and it must be 

respected.

From the mysteries of historical 

imagination, Bi Feiyu gradually moved 

toward the true conditions of present life; 

from transcendently oriented modernism he 

returned to an empirically textured spirit of 

realism. There was an inner basis for such a 

move on his part, for he is after something 

in the inner life which is living and palpable. 

He is after insights into human existence and 

real imaginings of the world, which have 

to fit into the space provided by the present 

moment, for “history” is only a front for 

“reality.” 

In Bi Feiyu’s version of 

realism, sensibility in the face 

of  this  world and concern 

for the moiling crowd allow 

for enlarged discursive space 

between thought and action. 

The fox of reality now has 

night-bright eyes gained from 

s iz ing  up  h i s to ry,  ab le  to 

penetrate unhindered through 

extravagant, noisy exteriority. 
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Mystery is converted to what can 

be seen; sense of self-importance 

changes to reminiscences lasting 

through “white nights”; grief 

permutes into a “leisurely stride 

forward” that is open-eyed even 

if reluctant. 

When “reality” is contemplated by a 

clear-eyed person, all those sad, laughable 

irrational figments which obscure its latent 

order are traced by tacit judgment in all their 

distended varicosity. Strength of grip and 

accommodating truthfulness confer broad-

minded equanimity upon Bi Feiyu’s “spirit 

of realism,” with boundless prospects still 

open ahead.

Rhythm • Speed • Diction

B i Feiyu is quite adept at controlling 

the narrative rhythm in his writing. 

As for what subject matter is to be handled 

with what rhythm or pacing, he is fairly 

self-aware in the demands he makes on 

himself as writer. Each of his works seems 

to have been written to a certain piece of 

background music, and changes in tempo 

are made, as far as possible, with attention 

to overall harmony. For instance, in “Writing 

Characters,” when calligraphy is practiced 

indoors the story’s pace is halting and 

suppressed, like a nocturne by Tchaikovsky. 

When done outdoors it becomes rapid and 

lively: the nocturne becomes Mozartian. In 

“My Sister Xiaoqing” we sense the firmness 

of Beethoven’s Pathétique, with firmness 

of rhythm contrasting remarkably with 

tenderness of content. Bi Feiyu is a master 

of control. Beginning with Chu River he 

mostly uses a lingering rhythm to evoke the 

everyday mood of a residence compound, 

then uses quick tempo when he shifts to 

tense details of one’s dealings with the 

outside world. In late-period writings on 

realist subjects, he may even dispense with 

long dialogues and summarize exchanges 

between characters in order to adjust a 

story’s symmetry.

But pacing and rhythm are areas 

in which a fiction writer can lapse into 

contrivance and overemphasis on technique. 

In “Two Meetings with Eel,” pursuit of 

rhythmic features and modulation of pacing 

are injurious, to some extent, to the story’s 

substance. Particularly in works on real 

subjects, the realistic features are often what 

impart readability, more so than trying to 

heighten reading pleasure with rhythm. Two 

works that likewise deal with real life—Lin 
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Hong’s Vacation and “Sleeping with Eyes 

Wide Open”—adopt a jumbled rhythm which 

is compatible with the real-life content being 

expressed, and thus are very readable. When 

we come to The Moon Opera, the evenly 

paced narrative mounts to a cadenza-like 

rhythm, and then reaches a finishing speed 

that has readers exclaiming out loud. As one 

reads The Moon Opera, one feels the easy-

going rhythm shift to hesitancy and then to 

headlong, heart-pounding momentum. It is 

like flowing water, trickling from a shallow 

source into a pool, then swirling about, 

and then plunging ahead to cascade over a 

precipice. 

Bi Feiyu is a writer who has gradually 

defined his individual artistic parameters: his 

adept fusion of metaphysical qualities and 

emotive expression (Wu Yiqin [吴义勤] has 

called him a  “metaphysician of affect”); his 

tenderness in an ambiance of overall tragedy 

(Wang Zheng [汪政]) remarks that Bi Feiyu 

“has somehow made the short story his own 

form”); his dual attention to the transcendent 

and the empirical (Wang Binbin [王彬彬] 

classes his fiction as “either-physical-or-

metaphysical”). Thus from the substrate 

up he has worked out an entire fictional 

heaven and earth by the force of his own 

personality. Aside from these things, in my 

view, Bi Feiyu has also set up clear personal 

landmarks in the form of language. Consider 

these examples:    

Many times at night I would see her 

walking along the base of the wall, and 

wherever she walked the moonlight would 

pour down in silvery beams and a cloud in 

the sky above would seem heavy with rain. 

In fact, her comings and goings were much 

like those of a fox. She would be walking 

along quite visibly, then under a big tree her 

movements would cease, and then with a 

flounce of her skirt, she was gone.

—“Who Is That Talking in the Night?”

By mid-summer those reeds would be 

fully grown, each one a long slim blade. 

They stood there long and slender, and they 

went on standing long and slender…They 

stood there in one reed bed after another, not 

caring what people thought of them. Under 

alkaline conditions they grew into their own 

independent world, a world of thriving life. 

That was the kind of place the alkali marsh 

was: it was a world of rice and of reeds, but 

ultimately it belonged to the reeds.

  —“My Sister Xiaoqing”

After shaking hands Rooster laughed 

“heh heh heh heh,” with four distinct 

chuckles. Later I knew that Rooster always 

laughed like that—heh heh heh heh,—not 

one chuckle less, not one chuckle more.

Having laughed Rooster paused awhile 

before saying, “Fuck it.”

For Rooster saying “fuck it” was 

probably what others meant by saying 

“hello.”

So I brought out a hearty “fuck it” in 

return.

With that “fuck,” Rooster sat down.

 —“Leisurely Walking Forward”
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Here it is worth noting that Bi Feiyu’s 

dialogue often uses ideological vocabulary, 

but it is often ironically directed at some 

aspect of life at the time of narration. In 

recent years it is occasionally found in 

narratives of current subjects. For example, 

at the height of domestic conflict in “What 

Is a Man Left with,” when the narrator most 

needs female consolation, his wife seizes the 

chance to punish her husband thoroughly: 

“When it comes to me,” my ex-wife 

would say, “First, I do propaganda; second, 

I do united front strategy. After that the 

game’s up. You’re a goner for sure.”

Another example is “Heaven on a 

Train,” also a story of marital ties, in which 

one can only resort to metaphors to ease the 

sense of a strained relationship.

I had to laugh. I would wager that my 

smile must have looked like a sunflower, 

taking in the sun’s rays and all set to thrive...

I  think the look on my face was 

probably like a politician traveling in the 

Middle East, with a mind full of worries.

Appropriation of political vocabulary 

into family relations, sexual relations 

and  soc ia l  dea l ings  se rves  to  make 

communication more lively and pointed. 

Such language may seem arch or frivolous, 

but it holds a certain quantity of Chineseness. 

Perhaps this is what polit icians were 

anticipating—that our speech would hold 

others’ interest and fit with our Chinese 

identity. Here the writer’s perceptiveness is 

focused on something small: to speak of tiny 

things with broad implications or to let one 

referent stand for another will probably not 

be taken as an affront. 

Such rare adroitness and pointed irony 

of transposition belong to the instantly 

recognizable wit t iness of  Bi  Feiyu’s 

language. Readers cannot help smiling in 

tacit understanding, or they may be taken 

aback by the author’s slyness and burst out 

laughing. Yet Bi Feiyu does not overdo such 

cleverness. 

His stories do not heap 

up anecdotes, and he avoids 

the pitfalls of self-indulgent 

logorrhea. Thus his language is 

witty without being slick. His 

witticisms are not hot air, for 

they are organically blended into 

his story as a fitting buffer to 

keep one’s brow from knitting. 

When there is need for them 

they appear in a flash, and then 

they are gone. This language is 

pregnant with implication in a 

way that can make you break 

into a smile or perhaps break 

out of a resentful mood.
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 What is more, they add luster to the 

story’s surface, and they let a breath of fresh 

air into its interior. These flashes of wit are 

part of the narrative’s passion: in an overall 

condition of restraint they are short, relaxed 

moments when passion is allowed to poke 

out its head.

In theory the current wave of youthful 

writing tends toward “individuality,” but 

the deplorable fact is that advocacy of this 

trend has resulted in widespread “inter-

textuality” among young writers. The 

supposed individuality of “everydayness” 

is nothing more than endless recounting of 

male-female entanglements. They entangle 

themselves into bed, and from there entangle 

themselves onto the road of a journey, 

using highly similar language between one 

story and the next. If we were to cover up 

writers’ names and place stories by several 

of them together, it would be hard to tell 

whose story was whose. To see the pursuit of 

“individuality” lead to group similarity is a 

saddening outcome. This is like the previous 

generation which suffered collectively from 

mimesis disorders of the Marquez-ian, 

Borges-ian, Kafkaesque and Pearl Buck-

ian type. Even now as each issue of Foreign 

Literature, World Literature and Yilin comes 

out, there are fairly widespread simultaneous 

infections of “literary translation mimesis 

disorder” among the crowd of young writers. 

Here it should be noted that the “avant-garde 

mimesis disorder” of the 1980s and the “New 

Generation mimesis disorder” of the late 

1990s both resulted from over-familiarity, 

or perhaps “over-ripeness” of content and 

technique. 

Bi Feiyu’s individual parameters 

have been provisionally defined. He has 

amply tapped into his personal gifts to 

develop his own way with language, and 

he has unflaggingly explored the personal 

dimensions of realism. He has sustained 

his inspiration for writing that seeks out the 

stuff of life, with restrained but passionate 

narrative, while consciously trying out a 

range of narrative techniques, all of which 

have enabled him to extend the road of 

literature into progressively deeper areas. For 

a time he absorbed the exploratory narrative 

tendencies of avant-garde writers, and like 

his generational peers he went beyond that. 

What is more, he has maintained clear self-

awareness that lets him “sleep with eyes wide 

open,” enabling him to prove at each step 

that Bi Feiyu is Bi Feiyu, not one of those Bi 

Feiyu-esque writers. 

The emergence of  such a  wri ter 

corroborates, from a literary angle, the 

unarguable results of our country’s overall 

development. His prospects for development 

are still wide open, and he is far from having 

reached the “over-ripe” stage. Thus the 

writing of an “authorial study” of Bi Feiyu 

should actually be left to a much later time.

Translated by Denis Mair 


