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The Moment Childhood Vanished

1F A cHILD Knows what he should know and does not
know what he should not, his childhood will be very happy.
Bur when 1 was a chald, | did not know what | should
know, and | knew what I should not, hence all kinds of be-
wilderments continue to follow me roday.

Betore | was ten vears old, I already knew the nuanced
differences between the seven types of Buddhist temples:
si, miao, yuan, chan, gian, gong, and an, That year | followed
my maother and the whole retinue of my paternal and ma-
ternal aunts to Mount Mo-An for a Buddhist service, 1
didn’t complain when we passed a temple at the foot of the
mountain or when we reached another one halfway up. But
when we neared the Shizi Mian An (Sleeping Lion Nun-
nery) close to the peak, | asked, “Is this the place?”

“That's right, we're here,” said a porter who was carry-
ing our luggage on a shoulder pole.

| turned to my mother. “So nuns will perform the rites
for us?"

3
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“Oh no," she said,"the leading monk here is a great nas-
ter. Believe it or not, he’s in charge of eighry-two temples
around here.”

| was even more puzzled. “Then, how can he live in a
nunnery? The Sleeping Lion An®”

She was silent, then said softly,“Well, perhaps ... perhaps
they recently moved here from somewhere else.”

The temple gate was plain, but once we stepped inside
the grandeur expanded: after the First Mountain Pass was
the Second Mountain Pass; then there was the Palace of
Great Majesty, the dining hall, meditation rooms, and the
guest house. Indeed it was a magnificent temple in the an-
cient style! With so much to explore, | soon forgot the niys-
tery of the temple’s name.

My family never failed to honor the Buddha. [t was for
the purpose of worshipping our ancestors and burning shu-
rou that my mother had decided to make this trip. As far as
I could explain then, shu-ton was the written penance sent
to the dead ancestors “by water route and by land route.”
the entire rite involving an elaborate performance. Or, as
1 understood it, a kind of bank check with a high mone-
tary value acceptable in the other world, an otherworldly
currency for penance. People in the world of Yang suppos-
edly paid for the benefit of the people in the world of Yin.
Many monks were involved in chis extravagantly observed
rite of complicated procedures as if it were a grand drama
acted out in sequential segments with monks reciting the
scriptures and kowtowing on the ground. In the splendor
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sustained by bright candles, endlessly burning incense, and
incessant Buddhist music and chants, the service contin-
ued for seven times seven days and mghts in order for the
prayers to be completed m a formal fashion.

For a child, it was a curious spectacle to observe at first,
But after seven days [ grew weary. There was only so much
to see on the mountain, and 1 only had to look ac the Bud-
dhist vegetarian meals to feel repulsed. I even got tired of
teasing a crazy monk who was locked up in a cave behind
the temple. So I sighed deeply, thinking how very difhcult
it was to release your dead ancestors.

1 pestered my mother about going home every day un-
til she replied, “Soon, soon. We'll go home the day after we
receive shu-tou.”

That day was finally about to arrive. | was giddy ar the
thought of eating regular food, kicking balls, flying kites.
At the same time | worried about the instructions 1 had
received from a hunchbacked monk. He had told me that
I would kneel in the Palace tomorrow, carrying a wooden
plate. He said that my hands should be extraordinarily clean
and | should quietly hold the plate while waiting for the
head monk to finish his shu-ron chant. Out of fruseration |
asked, “How long do | have to kneel?”

“About as long as it takes for someone to smoke a cig-
aretre”

“What brand of cigarette?”

“Something like Golden Mouse or Beaury”

| felt better, relieved that it wouldn't take as long as the
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burning of an incense stick at the altar. | even laughed,
imagining the hunchbacked monk hiding in a room and
smoking a Golden Mouse or Beauty,

The receiving of shy-fon came and went, [t didn't seem
to take as long as smoking a cigaretee, bue | itched all over
while | kneeled, holding the redwood plate while monks’
robes and temple fags surrounded me. [ fele it a great in-
Jjustice that I should be suffering for ancestors whom [ had
never known. 5ull, the recitation of a monk standing to
my right piqued my interese:" . aai .. the twenty four al-
titudes ... aai ... in the Clear Breeze Village of the ... aai
Phoenix Tree und Mulberry County in the ... aai Luck
River Province in the Capital ... aai ... of the King of the
Under ... ai-hi-yi-ai ... world, ai-hi ,..”

I 'was amused. So on the large folded vellow paper called
sfin-fou was written an address? Bot what could he mean by
the twenty-four altitudes? Was it where shi-ron was sent to
or sent from? Was there really an underworld? Was the un-
derworld also measured by alticudes? As [ considered these
strange thoughts it was over before 1 knew it. I felr relieved
to stand and straighten my back. As soon as T received shi-
for in a large envelope with a large seal on it, 1 rushed over
to my maorher,

“There is an address on shi-tow. It’s the twenty-four
aleieudes in the Clear Breeze Village of the Phoenix Tree
and Mulberry County in the Luck River Provinee, And
it’s addressed to the King of the Underworld,” | told her
with pride.
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My aunts stood around my mother, not letting their op-
portunity to tease me slip by.

“Aha! A ten-vear-old can understand a monk reading
scripture, Who knows what lies in store for him in the -
future!™

*At least he’ll be the favored disciple of a great scholar”

“WWell, it seems be'll enter the world of Dao and be in
charge of eighty-two temples”

My mother said with a smile,"He should at least know
the difference berween a village, a county;, and a province.
Otherwise how can he find his way home?”

I had not meant to show off and fele their teasing was
unjust. After all, T knew naot only the difference berween a
village, county, and province—1 could also name seven dif-
ferent types of remples.

[t was time to go home!

FParters carried our luggage on their backs or with
shoulder poles. My female relatives were dressed in bright
red and green and draped with lustrous jewelry. 1 followed
everyone out of the gate. Taking a last glance back, I once
again saw the lintel inscribed with those words: Sleeping
Lion An. How could monks live in this place meant for
nuns? Such a temple shouldn® be so big, And why didn’t
my family ask even a single question?

Qur family teacher was an erudite scholar who had
passed the imperial exam of the Manchu Dynasty with
high honors. | was a piece of stone too hard to be carved
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into any desired shape. As he taught me, | would nod just
to make the days go by, It wasn't that | couldn’t memorize
hooks or write poetic couplets. It was that 1 always wanted
v read books that were classified as inferior. In those years,
especially in my famnily, “forbidden books™ covered such
a wide range of writings that even Tang and Song po-
ems were excluded—they were simply “not for someone
your age.” Precisely for that reason, | particularly enjoyed
the sound and sense of two lines of Li Bai from a collec-
tion of annotated poetry, which read:"When rain stops the
sky clears / Where clouds open colors merge.” One day |
was staring at ;i pale pottery vase on my teacher’s desk and
somehow murmured these two lines. My teacher heard and
scolded me: “Where did you learn that? R.emember, sen-
timental poems weaken your willl” Frustrated, 1 suddenly
felt that in his dark study the rain would never stop and the
sky would never clear. 1 dipped my middle finger in water
and wrote the word “escape,” though 1 had no strategy 1s o
how to accomplish this. All | could do was watch the char-
acter dry up. A sour vindication filled my heart.

More than anything else 1 dreaded writing essavs. Top=
ics for assignments were so dry: “On Great Courage and
Small Courage.” or “Su Qing Tries to Persuade King Hui
of the Qing on the Need foran Alliance but the King Does
Mot Accept: An Essay in Assessment.” | know now that the
idea was to deform the mind of a child as foot-binding de-
formed girls' feet. 1 had to improvise without any confi-
dence. After a while, 1 would count words, If 1 had abou
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a hundred words, | would feel relieved. With about two
hundred words, 1 would feel hike Li Bai's“boart sailing light,
leaving behind a thousand mountains.” My essays would be
handed back to me all marked in red, like “a pink face mir-
roring a peach blossom. | would feel embarrassed, and then
vengeful. The teacher’s heavy editing of my essays made it
seem that he was writing about the topics he had assigned
himself. In case my mother asked to see these essays, [ al-
ways made clean copies, leaving out the teacher’s nega-
tive comments, After reading one, she would smile and say
something like," Well, you are capable of making something
out of nonsense, although 1 must say it still lacks depth”
1 was secretly amused that my teacher was really the one
whom my mother alluded to unknowingly as “capable of
making something out of nonsense” and who lacked depth.

A boar full of people were waiting in excited anticipation
to leave when I suddenly realized I had left my special bowl
in the temple.

At home each of us had our own cup-and-bowl set, If
someone accidentally took another’s during tea or a meal,
we would wait until the mistake was rectified, [ was even
given my own tea cup and rice bowl during our stay in
the mountains. My tea cup was designed with one of the
twelve zodiac symbols corresponding to the year of my
birth. | didn't particularly care for the cup. But my rice
bowl was a different storv. As [ didn’t like Buddhist meals,
the elderly master gave me a small bowl fired in a famous
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kiln as a gift. The bowl had a delicate cobalt-blue glaze.
Any food served in it somehow became more appetizing.

“The master is a master after all)” my mother said. "He
knows the temperament of this little monkey”

| recited in reply, "When rain stops the sky clears /
Where clouds open colors merge.”

“That’s right,” she said.“This bowl is part of a long ra-
dition of ceramic making, Look at its color. Only a master
monk can afford such an extravagant gift. Make sure you
don't drop it.”

After each meal T would wash it in a brook and care-
fully put it away. The night before we left, 1 had wrapped
it in soft cotton paper and placed it next ro my pillow. But
I woke up dazed the next morning as everyone hurried o
prepare for departure. Somehow [ forgot to pack the bowl.
It would have been better if 1 had completely forgotten
about it. Now that 1 did remember, the boat was about to
leave shore.

“The bowl!™ | said.

“What is itz My mother didn't know what 1 was talk-
ing about.

“That bowl, that special bowl, the gift”

“Where did you put it?”

*“Next to my pillow.”

My mother knew | could never forget about a lost ob-
ject that meant so much to me. The only way to ease my
mind was to possess it again.

“We can buy another one when we get home.”




The Moment Childhoad Faished 1

“Nao, we can't. It wouldn't be the same one” | was cer-
tain that the bowl was unique.

“What then? Must someone go back and ger i7" She
implied that | should forget about it since it was impossi-
ble that the boat should wait for one person to climb to
the temple and back.

[ walked across the landing plank, sat on the stump to
which the boat was tied, and lowered my head to stare at
the river.

People in the boat were stunned and started whisper-
ing to cach other. No one came ashore to talk to me. They
waited for my mother to force me aboard. She did noth-
ing of the kind, and instead whispered to a muscular young
hoatman who picked up his padded jacket, flew across the
landing plank, and ran up the mountain path.

Mountain dwellers call azaleas “red reflections of the
mountains.” Azaleas—mostly red ones, some white—were
in full bloom. | wandered to a bush, picked a Aower, and
sucked it. A honey-like tuste stung my tongue. In this way
[ waited.

The whisperings in the boat faded. Each found some-
thing to do—some played chess or cards, others ate sun-
flower seeds. A few opened the froit boxes that the monks
had given them and beckoned me to eat with them on
board. | waved a “MNo thanks” There were plenty of inter-
esting things along the shore: pebbles of myriad hues, green
snail shells, transparent gray shrimp shells.... 1 felt a pang of
regret. | didn't think it would take so long.
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Mountain partridges cooed and cooed in the distance.
It had rammed last mighr,

“I'm coming...! Coming...!" rose the voice of the
voung boatman, although we couldn't see him,

He emerged from a small pach and slowed to a stride. As
he neared, | saw him empty-handed and felt defeated—the
bowl was lost! Perhaps he couldn't find it or it had broken,

With a broad smile he slipped one hand inside his pad-
ded jacket that was tied with a belt and took out the bowl.
The cotron paper was torn and soaked with sweat but his
face was free of any perspiration. 1 received the bowl with
both of my hands, thanked him, and walked across the
plank, holding it carefully.

The boat rocked slightly untl there was a gradual, thyth-
mic evenness of rowing, The river unfolded like a huge ex-
panse of silk. The pace of the boat breaking the waves and
the occasiomal words exchanged between the boatmen at
the oars created a rare tanquility, | didn't feel like going
into the cabin and sat alone at the bow. It had indeed ramed
heavily lase night. I remembered hearing thunder. Moun-
tains, now refreshingly green in the distance, blurred in the
water reflections. A mild breeze caressed my face. Where
was my mother?

Slowly the river became even broader and the moun-
tains flat. [ thought 1 should wash the bowl.

With so many people on board, the waterline was quite
high. | barely had to bend my arm to rouch the river. 5o
1 filled the bowl with water and poured it skyward. In the
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sunlighe, drops of water looked like pearls. | stood up and
tried to throw the water a bit farther away when my fin-
gers slipped and the bowl dropped.

In the swirling river, the bowl, face up, was a lotus leaf .
separated from its stem, Hoating up and down, guickly dis-
appearing toward the stern, further and further away....

I watched something vanish, as if [ was in a dream from
which I couldn’t wake.

What could T say to my mother? And to the boarman?

She emerged from the cabin, carrying a saucer with
dim sum.

I told her what happened.

“Someone will find it Even if it sinks, someone in the
fueure will recover it as long as it doesn't break. ... Eat some-
thing. Mo need to think aboue it. When you are done with
your snack, come inside for some hot tea.... Such things
won't be rare scourrences in the furore”

She spoke the last sentence very softly, What could she
mean?

Looking back, 1 find my mother’s words an ominous
prophecy. Such things are indeed no rare occurrences in
my life. Many things and people, far more precious than
that bowl, have been lost. Some broken.

At that moment, with the floating bowl, only my child-
hood vanished.







Notes from Underground

1 FIRST MET HIM at his art opening in Boston in 1985, Then
ten years later, under unexpected cirnmstances, I finally learned
about his “notes.” He invited me to visit line in lis apartntent in
the suburbs of NewYork one winer evening and browght me to his
study. His manuscript was stacked next to his lamp on Jus desk—
sixty-sixc handwritten pages ont thin rice paper thal fad yellowed;
the red-stamped letterhead indicating a certain work unit that ex-
isted during those times which I wo experienced. Each pieee of
paper ws filled on both sides with tiny, graccfil words handurit-
ten inr blue ink. A feeling akin to religions awe washed over me,
thargh I'm not religious, nor is the artist. He explained to me that
that the manuseript was composed as a story in the style of prose-
poetry, but that e now calls it his “notes.” It would be difficuilt 10
restore the story as o whole, considering the pages weren't nun-
bered in the first place and mwch of the writing was faded o a
point that it was impossible fo discern. I persuaded him to let me
transeribe a few selected paragraphs so that he conld pass on 1o

3
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| posterity some evidence of his resilient spirit and presenve a parf
J | of onr historical memory that is fading faster than the blue inlke on
the thin sheets.
I | The story of how the author was locked in an wndergronsid
! prison and how he was able 1o write the "notes” is remarkable. His
undergronnd is not a basement in pineteenth-century Si. Peters-
brirg but one in twentieth-century Chiva, The prison was an aban-
| daned air-raid shelter in Shanghai where our anthor was confined
I as a solitary prisoner for ten months from 1971 fo 1972. As terni-
fyitig as this may sound today, it was one of many illegal prisoi:
in those days and he was one of many “prisoners” whese “erinie”
] was belonging to a certain “undesirable class” (in his case, Iie s
| cassificd as an “intellectnal with decadent thoughts”). Such peo-
Wl ple were imprisoned without trial, without sentencing, without o
conrt of lawr This period of Chinese history seems too complex for
I 1 foreigners, or event subsequent generations in China born after the
| 1960s, 1o truly comprehend. For it is extraordinarily difficult fo e
| plain certaint phenomena that were common then. Suffice it to say
that the artist experienced the kind of imprisonment which 1w
| imposed on him by “rebels” (zaofanpai) i his worke wnit.
I charges against him: “dangerons and decadent thonghts.”
I So for ten months the artist was confined undergrownd, i an
' abandoned air-raid shelter fooded with divty water, dwelling in -

| jal darkeness save for a dim gasoline lamp. His inmediate fanily
f liad died and his remaining relatives thonght he was dead. Thes

wihio lefi hine i this underground hole provided him with paper
so that he could write down and submit his “confessions.” He s
cretly used some of the sheets 1o write his book. He then carcull)
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Solded the manuscript and sewed i inte his cotton-padded winter
pants fo avoid detection. Then, one day, he was released, and mi-
raculously he walked ot in those pants, with the manuscript intact,

The ariist’s reasons for uriting the “nofes" are personal. Bui
e did reveal one thing e me: It was my way 1o siay alive." The
Sollowing are a few excerpts from his “notes.”

1. Death of a Diva

It’s ironic that in this dungeon, forced into the life of an as-
wetic, [ should feel like St. Anthony. As long as | can men-
tally resist the temptation of illusions, [ will have my respite;
et I know that another storm will come, and that the pun-
Ashment will continue, so that in the future when 1 remem-
ber the here and now, I might even call it the “good old
days.” In front of me is a dark blue mkborttle and a gray ash-
tray made of fine china. The ink bottle is provided by the
work unit. Being public property, it is perhaps “socialist” in
mature. The ashtray used to be a sugar bowld, part of a tea
set made in England that T brought here with me, [ guess
that makes it “capitalist” in nature, When 1 first came to the
dungeon 1 would smoke a pack of cigaretres a day; recently
I have cut down to half a pack. With a wave of my hand, the
mlltchﬁtu.k with which 1 light my cigarette goes out. This,
| discovered some time ago, could be used for my enter-
tainment. All T had to do was plant the stick gently into the
ashes in the ashtray and watch it burn from top to bottom,
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a tiny bright-red pillar of flame. The pillar would then turn
gray. bend, break, and become a circle of ash among ashes.
For several months 1 have been successfully directing the
same drama: the ashrray resembles a circular stage on which
the matchstick, like a legendary diva, sings her swan song
before she slowly falls to the ground and dies.

I1. People on the Road

| enjoy watching men and women silently walking on the
road, their faces expressionless, their attention undivided. A
person on the road seems absorbed in self-respect, as if he
would explode at the slightest provocation, His carefree ook
is but a facade behind which his instincts stand on guard.
That he is on the road means he is in “transition”—he could
have just come from doing something, or he could be on his
way to do something, or perhaps what he has to do requires
his attention in two separate places. Thus he is between one
thing and another thing, which is a state of neither good
nor evil. You cannot say with certainty whether a passerby
is good or evil; he embodies the concept of “human.” But
when he (or she) meets someone he knows, when he says
hello, then stops and makes conversation, all of a sudden he
is transformied from a conceptual human to a specific human
with his own individuality, When the two part ways again,
he promptly reassumes the identity of a “passerby.” It now
seems conceivable that the thing he is going ro do could be
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goad or bad, or that he has just done something good or bad.
But since he is on the road and is no longer involved, it is
still difficult to say ifhe is good or ifhe is bad. Since 1am im-
prisoned, | no longer have the pleasure of warching people
walking on the road. My connections with the world have
been reduced to such a minimal degree that even if 1 were
on the road 1 could only see but not talk. 1 have no need to
cherish the memories of any relatives or friends. So I devore
my nostalgia to men and women endlessly walking on bou-
levards and in streets, innocent of good and evil. Whether
their past or their future is good or bad is unknown to me
and of no concern.

I Tiny Tassels

Life can drive the young to hopelessness as it can drive the
middle-aged to hopelessness, but who grieves more in their
hopelessness? Tt would seem that the youth would grieve
more, but it is the middle-aged person who really gives up
and no longer dreams, Because hope is the premise for life,
hope will endure in the subconscious if it is destroved in
the conscious mind. In this way the life of humans can be
distinguished from the life of animals. The hopelesiess of
animals is a biological and instinctive fecling of the end,
but the hopelessness of humans is a final judgment based
on reason and conscious thought. A young person retains
more of the animalistic quality, while a person aware of
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aging is being transformed to a “human being” in a purer
cense: he is learning precisely those fatal points that ren-
der hope hopeless. | don’t have the good fortune of liv
ing in the mneteenth century. But | once saw a picture of
the room in which Lermontoy was imprisoned: there was
a tound table covered with a thick, solid tablecloth, a ta-
ble lamp with an opalescent glass shade, a brass reakeutle,
and two high-back chairs. The poet-prisoner, in his mili-
tary uniforim, was allowed to receive visitors, such as Be-
linsky. 111 had lived in Lermontov’s times, | wouldn't have
been thrown into this dungeon flooded with flehy warer
[ feel profoundly relieved that Lermontoy was more formu
nate than me—Lermontov with his reakettle so authent
cally Roussian, and his rablecloth with its rows of tiny tasseh
hanging from the sides.

V. Who Is Truly Fearless?

“1 have not vet loved you in the way it's expressed i mu

sic”—suddenly 1 remember these words. Now that 1'm
in prison, | cannot possibly find Wagner’s original text, 4

though [ believe this is more or less what he said. Music 15
form of art constituted by its own vanishings. In its essence
and depth music is thus clasest to *death.” Before | turn
forty I have no plan to write my memoirs, bat 'm quite
impressed with Rousseau's late work Reveries of the Solitary
Walker, Turgenev's Literary Memoir is so slim a book that |
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once thought it couldn’t be a must-read. Bur it turned out
to be utterly engaging. As for myself, 1sall follow Flaubert’s
advice: *Reveal art; conceal the artist” When catastrophe
sweeps through your political life, economic condition, love
life, or your pursuit of art, you are reduced to a miserable
and ridiculous state of existence. Your patience and endur-
‘ance are not enough for you to overcome the adversity.
Consequently, you are forced into the underground, that
s you have to fight even if you don't want to (as you must
live to avoid death). Mavakovsky was forced into such a
desperate situation that he had no other option but sui-
¢ide. Before he took his own life, he had to fake the failure
of love as his reason, saying that “a small boat of love runs
‘up on the rock of life)" He was neither a collectivist nor an
individualist. A thorough individualist fears nothing. As far
as my feelings about the world are concerned, 1 will say, in
Wagner's words: “I have not yet loved you in the way it's
expressed in music,”

V. Happiness

“Why is it that some humans are Persians?” It was Mon-
tesquieu who asked this most interesting question. Méri-
mée then asked:“Why is it that some humans are Spanish?"”
S0 he went to Spain and wrote his letters and travelogues
that described bullfighting, robbery, and the death penalry.
Mis doubts vanished. But what question am [ left with? 1
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venture the view that “happiness’ is s0 esoteric a body of
knowledge that it virtually cannot be articulated. It is &
wrick that you can perfect only through rrials and tribu-
lations, From such examples as the facial make-up tech-
niques of the ancient Egyptians, the schools for training
prostitutes in ancient Greece, the design and display of bed-
rooms in ancient Arabia, and the all too exquisite body lan-
gnage of ancient India, it seems that humanity has tried to
create “happiness” and manipulate it. Historians have con-
serued such stories as“golden ages” or “prosperous periods.”
but they have compiled no record of any specific “happy
ndividuals” An individual who knows what happiness 15
and is good at it is a genivs. The genius of happiness is not
an innate gepius but a product of deliberate cultivation.
I may not be presenting my thoughts in the most lucid
mmanner here, but clearly see that such cultivated geniuses
ance existed in the world but never wrote anything like
methodology on happiness. They did leave behind, though.
some mind-boggling cooking recipes, some bizarre SLoric
of spirits and an gels, and a few compassionate yet paradox
ical axioms. The legacy of Epicurus seems quite humble,
for he proposed “friendship, discourse and gourmet foods
as the three ingredients of happiness. Bur this still doesnt
get ta the semantic core of happiness. Can we find a spv
cific instance that embodies “happiness” so that we can sce
it with our own eyes? Yes, we can. We might ask:What does
“happiness” look like? Answer: It looks like a painting I
Cézanne. Happiness s painted one brushstroke at a time
Cézanne himself, his wife, they were not happy....
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A% FOR CHILDHOOD PHOTOS, well, such photos will al-

ways become more precious as time passes. When you see
someone’s childhood photos next to those of his adulthood,
you gradually discover that this child is indeed this youth,
and indeed this middle-aged man and this elderly man. This
process of intuitive identification is nothing short of magic,
‘espite the rare exceptions when the person trving to pro-
cess the identification is either inept or his own failing eye-
sight prevents him from doing so.

It is equally fascinating to look at the childhood photo-
Jjyraphs of your dearest love.You think to yourself That was
different time, we were both children then, we didn’t know
vach other,and how could | possibly know that | would later
meet you, this exquisite you? Or perhaps the two of you be-
came friends as children. Photos of both of you together
then would be extraordinary.You'd say:Ah, yes, that was how
(hings were, don't you remember? But I do,

A young man doesn't really know the value of his own
50






Translator’s Afterword

More than twenty books by Mu Xin—an internationally
renowned writer and painter—have been published in Tai-
wan and mainlind China, The thirteen pieces of An Empty
Room—his first collection of stories to appear in English—
were specifically chosen by the author from three of his
books: {30 Y (Collected Sanwen: Volume 1; 1986,
(RIS (Windsor Cemetery; 1088}, and {ELEED (Bar-
ronr; 1908).

Each story net only stands on its own as an individual
work of ficoion, but the collecrion as a whole can be read
as a short story cycle, or a linked bildungsroman, writ-
ten in varying first-person personae, each *1" embodying
a different race, gender, history. This paradoxical coexis-
tence of fragmentarion and cohesiveness in one book is of
course not an uncommon practice in modern lirerature,
though it is essentially informed by Mu Xin's own aesthetic
principle, namely: the self, the artistically transformed and

IFE
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mransforming self, muse live through others so that others
can live through him. The other referring not only to an-
other person but also to an other time-space, an other real-
ity, an other experience. Mu Xin's style, which is influenced
by both Chinese and world liveracure, and is simultaneoushy
poetry, essay, and fiction, brings to ligh this relational other.
[t evokes the spirit of innovation in contemporary world
literature and comnects Mu Xin to the Chinese samaen, a
genre that freely crosses the boundaries of poetry, medita-
tive essay, and fiction. Indeed, some of his texts were writ-
ten in both prose and verse forms. In the Chinese tradition,
Mu Xin admires the work of the eight great sanwen authors
of the Tang and Song dynasties: Han Yu, Liu Zongyuan,
Ouyang Xiu, Su Xun, Su Shi, Su Che, Wang Anshi, Zeng
Gong. He also includes Nietzsche, Emerson, Rousseau, and
Montaigne as some of his favorite authors that exemplify
the samwen spirit. In the best sense of the word, Mu Xin
himself is a samven writer,

Mu Xin was born in 1927 in Wuzhen, Zhejiang Prov-
ince. In his early years, he was exposed, through volumi-
nous reading, to both the Chinese classical literati tradition
and to Western artistic and cultural traditions. Part of this
education was completed in the private library of Mao
Dun, who was Mu Xin's distant uncle and a major fig-
ure in modern Chinese literature. From 1949 till 1982, Mu
Xin lived in China, and as an artist survived some ter-
rifying experiences, including an cighteenth-month im-
prisonment in an abandoned air-raid shelter. Bizarre as it
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may sound to us today, Mu Xin's case was commonplace
in thar time period. A person could be imprisoned with-
out trial or sentencing and even without a legal court if
he or she belonged to the “wrong” socal group (e.g., n-'
tellectuals) or showed “decadent™ tendencies in thinking,
Few works of Mu Xin’ literary and artistic creativity from
that period have survived. From 1982 tll 2006, Mu Xin
lived in the United States. This was a period of prolific
and protound artistic and literary creativity in his life. [
met Mu Xin in New York in the late 19805 when his liter-
ary works began to arouse great interest among diasporic
Chinese intellectuals. In the following decades, his writ-
ing and paintings won great admiration around the world
and established him as a revered artist-intellecrual. Dur-
ing those years, | twice interviewed him on his life and art
and subsequently published those interviews. In 2006, the
year when he returned to China to live in his hometown,
his works, previously unpublished and largely unknown in
mainlamd China, were re-issued and became such an event
that the publishing world in China called 2006 “the Year
of Mu Xin."

| feel privileged that I've been able to work closely with
Mu Xin to complete this translation. For the past decade or
so 1 have continuously consulted him on issues relating to
this book and have received direct advice from him about
what details should be changed and whar should not. Deci-
stons in translation often concern details chat inigally seem
trivial bur are ultimately significant, In consultation with
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Mu Xin, for example, | decided to use "Fong Fong,” in the
story “Fong Fong No. 4. as the English transliteration in-
stead of using the strictly Chinese pinyin rendition of**Fang
Fang.” as the latter might cause confusing connotations in
English, During the various stages of working on this col-
lection, many other such chojces were made, not to devi-
ate from the original, but to try to capture the spirit of Mu
Xan's stylized, elegant Chinese.

Over the years, Arthur E Kinney, Donald Junkins, John
Parker,Vilma Potter, Susan Harris, Ruben Quintero, R o-
berto Cantu, Timothy Steele, Chen Dan ging,and Hugo Lig
read parts of the manuscript in English and generously of-
fered suggestions and comments. I am grateful to the licerary
agent Joanne Wang for making the publication of this book
possible. Lase but nor Ieast.juﬁ‘reyYang from New Direc-
tions gave the entire collection a parient and thorough ed-
iting that graces my translation. I wish ro acknowledge my
hearttelt thanks to all of them.

TOMING JUN LIU
JANUARY 1, 267




MU XIN, born in 1927 in the south of China, is the author
of twenty collections of stories, poetry, and essays. He 1s also
an internationally renowned painter. During the Culrural
Revolution much of his work—manuscripts and paint-
ings—was destroyed, He moved to the United Stares in
1982, living in Queens, New York, unril 2006, He now lives
in his hometown, Wazhen, in Zhejiang Province. The thir-
teen stories in this collection were composed while Mu
Xin lived in New York.

TOMING JUN L1v grew up in China and received his ed-
ucation in China, Britain, and the United Srares. He was
4 translator at the United Nations Secretariat in the carly
1980s. He is now Professor of English at California Stare
University, Los Angeles, and holds an endowed professor-
ship at Hangzhou Normal University, China,




TOMING JUN Lid

"My Xinis a selitary, an aesthete who resembles those Chinese artists

of long ago who, exiled from the turbulence of their own tines, studied

earlier art and dreamed of a better past. Like those hgures, Mu Xin

gultivates the whispering power of reverie, Familiar with both Asian and
Western ways- he's also a man of our day—he createsan art of commu
nion, one that brings 1ogether the masters of cach tradition and unites
past and present.”

MEW YORK MAGAZIMNE

An Emply Roam is the first book by the celebrated Chinese writer and artist
Mu Xin to appear in English. A cyele of thirteen evocative storics written
while Mu Xinwas living in exile. the collection recalls the siructural beauty
of Hemingway s In Our Time and the imagistic power of Kawabata’s palm-of

the-hand siories, From the ordinary (a bus teip) to the unusaal (Buddhast
halos) to the wise (Coethe, Lao Zi). Mu Xin's wandering “I" interweaves
plotswith philosophieal grace and spiritual pr ofundity. From indelible ele-
ments—a small blue bowl that becomes a symbol of vanishing childhood;
notes seribbled by an imprisoned painterin arace against fading memory;
an abandoned temple room, the site of a mysterious love story—bu Xin
builds an asionishing, linked bildungsroman: An Empty Roony showcases the
creative mind of one of China’s most extraordinary living writers, awriter

who "has rejuvenated the Chinese language for our times” (Fe e Dy
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