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Collective Tragedy 

By BRYAN WALSH Sunday, Nov. 09, 2003 

Before turning to fiction in the early 1980s, Chinese writer Yu Hua toiled as a country 

dentist. So it's no surprise, perhaps, that his early works are as sadistic as a triple root canal. 

In The Past and the Punishments, a collection of Yu's short stories, a young girl is eviscerated 

by cannibals. Elsewhere in the anthology, a murderer is himself dissected by blas� organ 

harvesters. Yu meant to critique a Chinese society whose capacity for cruelty can still astonish, 

but even his avant-garde peers were a bit put off. "I can't imagine what kind of brutal tortures 

patients endured under his cruel steel pliers," the author Mo Yan once wrote.  

Thankfully, even dentists can mellow. In the 1990s, Yu began producing novels that, 

though still suffused with suffering, were leavened by a touch of Chekhovian compassion. Two 

of those novels, To Live and Chronicle of a Blood Merchant, first published in 1992 and 1995 

respectively, were translated this fall into English for the first time. While less experimental 

than his previous works, these books encompass the collective tragedy of China's 20th 

century�and will help one of China's top writers gain the international recognition he 

deserves 

http://www.time.com/time/letters/email_letter.html
http://www.time.com/time
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Outside his homeland, Yu is probably best known from Zhang Yimou's award-winning 

1994 film To Live. (Yu co-wrote the screenplay.) Following a peasant family from the Chinese 

civil war of the 1940s through the spasms of the Cultural Revolution, To Live is a historical 

fable with a long-suffering protagonist, Fugui, to rival the Biblical Job. If something bad 

happened to China over the past 60 years, it happens to Fugui and his family�again and 

again. The constant calamity may leave readers drained of empathy, but Yu's stringently 

honest prose succeeds in making an existential hero out of Fugui, whose will to live is the only 

thing not taken from him by the end of this dark book.  

Chronicle follows the same narrative and historical arc as To Live. Xu Sanguan is a factory 

worker who argues with his wife, yells at his kids and curses like, well, a Chinese factory 

worker. But Xu manages to stay human in an increasingly inhuman world. The "blood 

merchant" of the title, he is willing to sell his plasma to keep his family fed and together�an 

eerily prescient scenario that evokes the recent real-life traumas in Henan province, where 

hundreds of thousands of peasants may have contracted HIV by selling their blood. Though 

Chronicle is at heart more hopeful than To Live, which sometimes reads like Chinese Beckett, 

the tragic necessity of sacrifice is never absent. The book's translator, Andrew Jones, 

compares its informal structure to traditional Chinese opera�but instead of the public 

celebration of life experienced in such art, Yu depicts a community that is forced by perverse 

Maoist mandates to revel in the destruction of its weakest members. Though Yu might no 

longer dream of performing unanesthetized dental work on his poor characters, he's ever 

willing to take a drill to the society that torments them.  

 

 

 

Bestial Acts  
'To Live' and 'Chronicle of a Blood Merchant' by Yu Hua  

Reviewed by Michael Laris 

Sunday, November 2, 2003; Page BW04  

TO LIVE 

By Yu Hua. Anchor. 250 pp. Paperback, $13 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/
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CHRONICLE OF A BLOOD MERCHANT 

By Yu Hua. Pantheon. 263 pp. $23 

It doesn't take long in China to see that beasts of burden tend to have 

just two legs, or to realize how much time is spent processing hardship 

and history.  

In the gritty central-plains city of Yan'an, where guerrilla leader Mao 

Zedong once plotted communist revolution, destitute laborers still live 

in caves. One young couple showed me how they use the party mouthpiece 

People's Daily as wallpaper to keep dirt from falling into their wok. 

Hundreds of miles to the south, in impoverished Guangxi province, a sick 

farmer living between limestone peaks recounted how he survived for 

decades by selling bags of his own blood. He kept selling after contracting 

hepatitis C, a debilitating and infectious liver disease. 

Even amid the whirling traffic and neon billboards in Beijing, where 

capitalist reforms have brought limited new freedoms and gaudy riches, 

private conversations can morph into talk of a father hounded to premature 

death decades earlier for praising market economics, or of a teenage son 

shot by People's Liberation Army troops near Tiananmen Square during 

pro-democracy protests in 1989. 

The Beijing-based writer Yu Hua -- whose experimental, sharp-edged 

fiction helped set the literary tone in China's capital in the years just 

before and after the demonstrations -- was born in the middle of the great 

famine that killed tens of millions of Chinese between 1959 and 1961. It 

was a period euphemistically known as the "three years of hardship." 

Hardship indeed. Yu Hua used the man-made disaster of collectivized 

farming, the fanatical Cultural Revolution and other upheavals of modern 

Chinese history as the backdrop for two novels written in the early and 

mid-1990s now being published in English for the first time. 

The epic -- and at times crude -- stories of struggle and survival in To 

Live and Chronicle of a Blood Merchant offer unforgettable images of 

cruelty and kindness, as Yu Hua's characters are torn between their animal 

instincts and their humanity. What Yu Hua brings to these narratives is 

a steely willingness to take things too far. Both novels are pumped full 

of melodrama and outrage, real tears cut with flashes of violence and 

sarcasm.  

Acclaimed director Zhang Yimou's adaptation of To Live won the Grand Jury 

prize at Cannes in 1994. In a masterstroke of inadvertent marketing, 
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Chinese authorities banned the film, which ended up boosting book sales 

and raising Yu Hua's profile at home.  

To Live opens with a city boy trolling China's vast countryside for popular 

folk songs. He hears an elderly farmer named Fugui speaking to his elderly 

ox. "Have you ever heard of an ox that didn't plough the land?" Fugui asks 

the tired creature, before telling the city boy his story. 

Fugui was young and rich and full of disrespect for his father, his 

pregnant wife and the fat prostitute he would ride piggyback through town, 

yanking her hair like reins and dropping coins down her shirt to shut her 

up on his way to gamble away the family's land. But he seemed to slap fate 

on the rear once too often. Conscription at gunpoint, years of near 

starvation and rapid-fire tragedies followed, including a botched 

childbirth and an early death when overzealous doctors emptied the veins 

of a volunteer blood donor to save the life of an official's wife.  

Walking alone after a lifetime of labor, Fugui sees a man preparing to 

slaughter a tearful, elderly ox. Fugui saves the ox, leads him away and 

names him Fugui. "The longer I've managed to squeeze by, the more useless 

I've become, but in the end I've lived a long time," Fugui says. And, he 

adds of his companion: "He really does resemble me."  

Xu Sanguan, the vein-tapping silk-factory worker in Chronicle of a Blood 

Merchant, has it hard as well, but he is less resigned. Xu Sanguan's 

occupation is delivering cocoons, but his real job is convincing the 

corrupt, fleshy and phlegm-hawking Blood Chief Li to buy another bowl of 

his blood. He takes a belly full of water before the needle, and fried 

pig livers and rice wine after, and keeps selling until he's almost gone. 

Xu needs the "blood money" to feed his starving family and to pay medical 

bills when his eldest son, Yile, smashes a rock into the skull of the 

blacksmith's son after an argument, exposing steaming "stewed tofu."  

Xu is conflicted about raising Yile, who he believes was fathered by his 

wife's former suitor. He calls himself a cuckold and beats his wife when 

she recounts being raped. Later, when Red Guards shave half of her head 

and persecute her as a prostitute, Xu, in accordance with perverse 

Cultural Revolution rules, is allowed to bring her a tin of plain steamed 

rice. When no one's looking, he directs her to stewed pork he has hidden 

underneath.  
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Part sentimentalist, part butcher, Yu Hua is both nurturing and quick with 

the cleaver, ready to carve up whatever it takes to sustain his stories. 

In "Classical Love," a story published in China in 1988 and later in an 

English compilation called The Past and the Punishments, Yu Hua describes 

the chop-by-chop dismemberment of a maiden in an ancient Chinese tavern 

during a famine. The passages succeed at repulsing the reader and shaking 

up an old literary convention. 

While there is no literal cannibalism in To Live or in Chronicle of a Blood 

Merchant, both novels are marked by the loss, desperation and primal 

behavior that serve as Yu Hua's guideposts for exploring Chinese people 

and human nature. This can yield mixed results. While a blurb from fellow 

writer Wang Ping calls To Live "a Chinese Book of Job," the cascading 

tragedies that hit farmer Fugui may begin to sound more like parody to 

some readers. The sudden flattening of one beloved character, leaving only 

"a thick paste over the cement slabs," and another cartoonish death soon 

after feel forced. 

Such scenes may be less startling for Chinese readers who have seen 

privation and atrocity firsthand, and that is both Yu Hua's strength and 

his weakness. It is often difficult to tell when he's playing it straight 

or when he's playing you. Still, his journeys of abuse and historic 

reckoning are worth taking, even as Yu Hua enjoys keeping you off balance.  

Perhaps most disturbing is that Yu Hua's dark visions sometimes fall short 

of China's harsh realities. Chronicle of a Blood Merchant was first 

published before government blood-collectors were widely exposed for 

carelessly using dirty equipment and infecting huge numbers of 

blood-sellers with HIV and hepatitis. As it turned out, Xu Sanguan and 

his family were lucky. ?/p>  

Michael Laris is a staff writer at The Washington Post. He worked as 

a journalist in China from 1993 to 2000. 

 

 
Boston Globe--Yu Hua 

By ANNA MUNDOW 

http://www.boston.com/bostonglobe/
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December 21, 2003 

There is no pyrotechnic drama in Yu Hua's immensely moving "Chronicle of a Blood 

Merchant," just a simple story -- practically a folk tale -- of a Chinese family hatching and 

repairing its own small disasters as it endures poverty, famine, and finally Mao's Cultural 

Revolution. This sounds grim or, worse, inspirational, but Hua's startling, funny style immunizes 

the novel against sentimentality. "They're attacking other people," Xu Yulan, denounced by the 

local bullies, tells her husband, Xu Sanguan. "I just stand to one side and keep the ones who are 

being attacked company." 

Years earlier, hearing that it was easy money and good for his health, Xu Sanguan begins 

selling his blood to the local hospital. Marriage and three sons follow. Xu Sanguan hoards the 

gloves supplied to him by the silk factory, and his wife unravels them to make her children's 

clothes. "After nine years of marriage she decided to use seven years of gloves to make herself a 

good sweater." 

This deceptively plain novel -- so artfully constructed, beautifully written, and stealthily 

consuming -- repeatedly stops you in your tracks. Hua writes, for example, of Xu Sanguan 

mourning a friend: "He remembered Genlong, and when he was finished remembering, he sat 

and cried." Not a wasted word. 

Anna Mundow, a freelance journalist living in Central Massachusetts, is a correspondent for 

the Irish Times. 

 

 

 

November 28, 2003 

Book Review 

A brutal history and personal sorrow reflected from 

the soul of a generation 

To create a character that reflects not just a generation but the soul of a people is a rare 

achievement in literature. Chinese writer Yu Hua may have done it twice in the 1990s with his 

novels "To Live" (Anchor, $13) and "Chronicle of a Blood Merchant" (Pantheon, $23). Now that 

both books have been translated for the first time into English, American readers can be 

introduced to Fugui and Xu Sanguan — men who face both the tide of brutal history and the 

personal sorrow that can break a man in two.  

http://seattletimes.nwsource.com/
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"To Live" is the more celebrated work outside of China. Originally banned by the Chinese 

government, the novel has subsequently received several prestigious awards, as well as being 

made into a movie by film director Zhang Yimou. 

Hua, in a straightforward, almost documentary style, tells the story of Fugui, a selfish, wealthy 

young man who brings his entire family to ruin by whoring and gambling. He loses everything, 

including the family home. The humiliation of relocation is just the first in a heartbreaking 

series of setbacks. Fugui is forced into the Nationalist Army; he is taken by the Maoists, then 

released. Reunited with his wife and two children, he returns to village life as a farmer. Soon 

come the peoples communes, and his small plot of land goes to the collective — the great leap 

forward to transform Chinese society leads to widespread famine, and later, to the thuggish 

actions of the Cultural Revolution. 

Hua sentimentalizes nothing. Every crushing tragedy is excruciating. Each has a numbing 

force like the death of a child. Occasionally there is small relief, moments of beauty and 

kindness as when Fugui's mute daughter Fengxia marries the gentle Erxi, and soon a baby is 

on the way: 

"Once Fengxia was pregnant, Erxi seemed to love her even more. When summer came, their 

house was filled with mosquitoes, and they didn't have a mosquito net. As soon as it got dark, 

Erxi would have Fengxia sit outside in the cool night air while he lay down in bed to let the 

mosquitoes feed on him. Only after all the mosquitoes had had their fill would he let Fengxia 

come in to sleep." 

"To Live" is a cruel read. Hua is unsparing in showing how misguided politics destroys lives, 

especially the poorest ones. Sometimes the piling on of family catastrophes seems almost 

absurd. But Fugui's transformation into a new kind of man seems completely genuine and 

inspiring. 

"Chronicle of a Blood Merchant," written several years later, is less mythic than "To Live." It's 

more like a mordant folk tale. Xu Sanguan is a cart pusher in a silk factory. His wife, Xu Yulan, 

works as a street vendor, frying dough. Xu Sanguan has three sons — one of them, his oldest 

and favorite, Yile, isn't his, he learns from his wife. This makes him a cuckold in the eyes of the 

neighborhood. 

Hua comically plays with Xu Sanguan's need to save face. He bullies his wife, ignores his son, 

shouts at his neighbors. Then, one day Yile gets into a fight and gravely injures a neighbor's 

son. Xu Sanguan's honor depends on paying for hospital costs; money he doesn't have. Years 

ago, as a very young man, he sold his blood to a hospital for some extra cash. Now he returns 

to the practice to settle the debt. 

As life in his town goes from bad to worse, spurred on by the abuses of Mao's Cultural 

Revolution, Xu Sanguan keeps his family alive by continuing to tap into his arm. 
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Although "To Live" has an epic sweep, "Chronicle of a Blood Merchant" tells a more 

complex story. The deprivations of Xu Sanguan and Xu Yulan are tied into a web of tribal-like 

associations of identity that create tensions not found in the earlier novel. In the end, "To 

Live's" Fugui endures and is purified by the extremes of living. Xu Sanguan endures and is 

nearly bled dry by them. 

 

Slate 

The Secret Lives of Dentists 
How Yu Hua's brutal novels reflect the transformation of literary 
China. 

By Nell FreudenbergerUpdated Friday, Oct. 24, 2003, at 4:53 PM ET 

Before Yu Hua started writing stories in 1983, he worked as a dentist, and his prose retains 

what I guess might be the intensity of a provincial Chinese root canal. After reading some of 

his early stories, one critic remarked, "I can't imagine what kind of brutal tortures patients 

endured under his cruel steel pliers." Yu Hua has long been considered one of China's most 

important novelists, and his novels To Live and Chronicle of a Blood Merchant have just been 

translated into English for the first time; recently, they were named two of the last decade's 

10 most influential books in China. Chronicle of a Blood Merchant follows Xu Sanguan, a 

small-town factory worker, from youth to middle age in the second half of the 20th century—a 

period that included the forced collectivization of the Great Leap Forward, the ensuing famine, 

and the Cultural Revolution. Each time a crisis befalls his family, Xu Sanguan donates blood. 

The process is described in brutal (not to say sadistic) detail from the moment two peasants 

Xu Sanguan meets on the road explain that in order to dilute their blood, so there's more of 

it to sell, they drink until "our stomachs are so swollen that it hurts and the roots of our teeth 

start to ache." 

Why is Yu Hua important? Since the 1980s, his fiction has evolved away from formally 

experimental short stories, which he was writing around the time of the Tiananmen 

movement, toward critically and commercially successful novels, which have been described 

as "gripping stories of ordinary men and women living through extraordinary travails." In 

China, as in America, there is a debate about what constitutes popularity in fiction: Are Yu 

Hua's best-selling novels a concession to China's newly consumerist culture or a necessary 

response to the intellectually serious but hopelessly academic "postmodern" fiction in fashion 

20 years ago in China? Whereas in the United States this discussion is an aesthetic one, the 
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debate in China has sharper teeth; American writers may fear the culture mafia, but at least 

they don't have to worry about the Ministry of Culture. 

We usually associate European and American literary postmodernism with a kind of 

emotional distance, but Chronicle of a Blood Merchant and Yu Hua's earlier novel, To Live 

(which was made into a popular film by Zhang Yimou that won the Grand Prix at the 1994 

Cannes Film Festival) are blatantly sentimental. While enduring the series of catastrophes 

that constituted life in China under Mao, Xu Sanguan also undergoes a personal crisis: He 

discovers that his first son, Yile, is actually the child of his rival, He Xiaoyong. Xu Sanguan's 

bizarre method of dealing with this information is to leave his illegitimate son at home while 

he takes the rest of the family out to eat during the famine. He explains to Yile that, "if I let 

you eat noodles too, I'd be doing that bastard He Xiaoyong a favor." Yile stumbles hungrily 

around the village, searching for his family; arriving after they've left, he sits outside the 

restaurant, shivering in the dark. We can almost hear the violins. But melodrama works in Yu 

Hua's fiction because it is purposefully absurd. Xu Sanguan's argument about why he can't 

feed his son—more like a line from a Pirandello play than a rationalization for any human 

action—is obviously a kind of diseased logic that he has caught from the state. During the 

collectivization of the Great Leap Forward, when public institutions were turned into canteens, 

Xu Sanguan explains to his wife that they will now eat dinner at the opera house: "You know 

where the kitchen is? Right on the stage. All the singing clowns from the Yue Opera Company 

are up onstage rinsing vegetables." When politics becomes a kind of theater, ordinary life will 

follow.  

Yu Hua's work is connected to a tradition of stylized Chinese opera, and if there is 

something that remains self-consciously difficult or experimental about his style, it's the 

flatness of his characters. The translator of Chronicle of a Blood Merchant, Andrew F. Jones, 

also notes the influence of Alain Robbe-Grillet, whose antipsychological approach appealed to 

Yu Hua as a way of reacting to the ideological manipulation of realism in the propaganda 

books and films of his childhood. When all the sureties of daily existence can be overturned 

instantly, according to a whim of the Central Committee, private subjectivity is impossible. In 

place of internal complexity, then, the members of the Xu family perform public displays of 

emotion. They cry, quarrel, and flirt in full view of their neighbors. Like the gloves from the 

factory where Xu Sanguan works, which his wife painstakingly unravels and reknits into 

sweaters, the characters seem to have been taken apart and repaired so that their linings are 

visible on the outside. Deprived of private experience, they cope by wearing not only their 

hearts but their pettiness, cruelty, and sexual perversity on their sleeves. 

Everyone is familiar with the kind of fiction that struggles to connect a domestic drama to 

some kind of larger political or historical idea; it's irritating when characters in a novel must 

stumble into a protest march, or turn on the television and see a shuttle launch, in order to 
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seem significant. In Yu Hua's fiction, by contrast, history is often simply dispatched in the 

manner of stage directions: "Xu Sanguan said to Xu Yulan, 'This year is 1958. We've had 

People's Communes, the Great Leap Forward, Backyard Steel Furnaces, and what else?' " 

Just as he can breezily deny his son a bowl of noodles, Xu Sanguan can rattle off a chronicle 

of disasters, almost as if he doesn't remember them—and perhaps he doesn't. On one of his 

numerous visits to the hospital, Xu Sanguan encounters Blood Chief Li, an official he met 10 

years earlier when he came to give blood for the first time. When he asks whether the blood 

chief remembers him, the official exclaims: "How do you expect me to remember someone 

who came through here ten years ago? Even a god wouldn't be able to remember that long." 

In a politically stable society, 10 years isn't such a long time, but in a decade that 

encompasses these events, memory is impossible. It would be unbearable.  

While Chronicle of a Blood Merchant and To Live are clearly political novels, there's 

something else happening here, too. Neither feels like a capitulation—to official pressure or 

commercial taste. Rather, they seem like good examples of the kind of heterogeneity that is 

resulting from the slow relaxation of political restrictions on writers and artists in China. 

Instead of simply reacting to state-sponsored propaganda, Chinese writers (with notable 

exceptions) are now free to blend formal or stylistic innovation with a more humanistic 

approach. Near the end of the novel, Xu Sanguan tries to give blood a final time; his wife 

reassures him: "Xu Sanguan, you don't have to sell your blood anymore. We have enough 

money, and that's not going to change." Xu Sanguan's beautiful, vestigial gesture—he wants 

to give blood, although there's no longer any need—shows the persistence of human 

sensibility in the face of totalitarian logic. Underneath the stylized dialogue, the extremes of 

brutality and emotion, and the apparent flatness of the characters, are real people, emerging 

from a period of horror. They are still people who can't risk planning very far into the future 

or thinking very deeply about the past. Everything they have experienced together is 

compressed in this vital and electric present moment.  

 

 

 

the Star Tribune 
Paperbacks: Yu Hua's 'To Live' a timeless family 

epic 
Emily Carter, Special to the Star Tribune 
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About halfway through "To Live" (Anchor Books, $13), Yu Hua's epoch-straddling 

family tragedy, it becomes apparent that you are reading something timeless. "To 

Live," in other words, is a classic. As distant as protagonist Fugui and his family 

might seem to Western readers, they are also intensely familiar, and by the end of 

the book they are family. Yu's prose is at once fresh and hypnotic -- drawing us 

inside the story from the first sentence onward. 

One of China's foremost authors, Yu Hua worked for many years on edgy, 

avant-garde short fiction before returning to the more traditional narratives of 

"To Live" and his widely praised "Tales of a Blood Merchant" (out in November). 

In other hands, the deceptively simple story in "To Live" might play out like 

a soap opera: The proto-typical arrogant young man, Fugui gambles away the family 

fortune in the first pages, leaving his family destitute. He's kidnapped by the 

Nationalist army and returns to find his daughter mute, his mother ailing, and food 

scarce. 

Battered by wave after wave of history, the family struggles to survive. The 

Communist victory, the Great Leap forward and the Cultural Revolution -- each present 

a new and personal peril. During the Great Leap, famine leads to rickets in Jiazhen, 

Fugui's wife, and neighbors fight over the remnant of a moldy sweet potato. Fugui's 

son is bled to death at a hospital to provide enough blood for an important cadre's 

ailing wife. This implication, that the Communist Party actually sucks the blood 

of children, might have been what got the movie based on his book banned in China 

for 10 years. 

But this is not just a diatribe against the regime; pure bad luck also bedevils 

Fugui. At the book's conclusion, tragedy and loss have piled up; tears and wailing 

seem almost ritualized. The result, however, tends not toward bathos but living myth. 

A recurring phrase is "Who could have guessed?" or "Who could have known?" Life 

appears fragile, subject to violent, unpredictable forces, and all the more precious 

for being so. What strength there is comes from the characters' connection to one 

another. When Fugui attempts to hide the death of their daughter from his wife, the 

reader is pushed beyond sentimental tears into the sorrowful realm of real love. 

Yu's simple, effective style goes straight to the heart. In the unforgettable 

ending, Fugui, an old man and sole survivor, calls out to his ox, whom he has named 

Fugui, after himself. The narrator watches the two of them disappear, leaving him 

alone in the deepening twilight: "I saw the exposed and firm chest of the vast earth; 

its pose was one of calling, of beckoning. And just as a mother beckoned her children, 

so the earth beckoned the coming of night." 

"To Live" calls to the reader the same way, with simple beauty and unadorned 

power. 
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United Press International 

Commentary: 'To Live' is a window on China's world 

Tuesday, 19-Aug-2003 

Copyright 2003 by United Press International (via ClariNet) 

 

By Shirley Saad 

 

SAN DIEGO, Aug. 19 (UPI) -- This fall the novels of the renowned Chinese writer Yu 

Hua will be available for the first time in English. This best-selling author has 

already been translated into French, German, Italian, Dutch, Spanish, Korean and 

Japanese. He follows in the footsteps of fellow Chinese writers Ha Jin, who lives 

in the United States and has won the U.S. National Book Award,, and Dai Sijie, who 

lives in France and is the author of "Balzac and the little Chinese Seamstress. 

 

In the U.S., Yu Hua is best known for his novel "To Live," which was banned in 

China and was made into a movie in 1993 by Zhang Yimou of "Raise the Red Lantern" 

fame. It won the Grand Prix du Jury at the Cannes Film Festival in 1994. The movie 

was also banned in China and Zhang Yimou restricted from working for two years. "To 

Live" was recently named one of the past decade's most influential books in China. 

"To Live" is the story of Fugui, the spoiled son of a wealthy landowner who 

gambles it all away and survives trials and tribulations worthy of Job to become 

a simple and philosophical peasant. The story, which is presented in Fugui's voice 

through the mediation of a second narrator, spans 40 years from the Communist civil 

war through the Cultural Revolution of the 1960s and is told in a simple but forceful 

style full of controlled emotion. 

Yu Hua, whose novels were banned in China, weaves a tapestry of human life on 

the background of historical upheavals in a deceptively dispassionate tone. His 

unemotional style seduces the reader into rejoicing with Fugui when good fortune 

smiles on him, and grieving with him when tragedy strikes. And tragedy strikes often, 

causing another Chinese writer to describe the novel as "a Chinese Book of Job." 

Yu Hua wrote in the introduction to the 1993 Chinese edition of "To Live" that 

his novel was inspired by an American folk song about the life of an old black slave, 

"a life imbued with upheavals and suffering, but also tranquility and happiness." 

His protagonist, Fugui, gets caught up in the war between the Nationalists and 

the Communists, and quickly realizes its destructive futility. "After fighting this 

battle, I knew what this thing called war was. I promised myself never to fight again. 

I wanted to go home." 

After he returned home, land reform gave him back the five mu of land he had 

gambled away and had been renting from Long Er. Fugui lost the land and the family 
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house to Long Er, but ironically that was what saved his life. "After Long Er was 

executed, cold chills ran up and down my neck the whole way home. The more I thought 

about it, the more I realized just how close I had come to being in Long Er's shoes. 

If it hadn't been for my father and me, the two prodigal sons, I would have been 

the one to be executed." 

Mao's Cultural Revolution gives Fugui another opportunity to be thankful for 

his reduced station in life. Prominent villagers and townspeople become the target 

of the overzealous Red Guards, but Fugui is not worth their attention. 

"It's better to live an ordinary life. If you go on striving for this and that, 

you'll end up paying with your life. . . One by one, everyone I knew died, but I'm 

still living." 

Yu Hua's social critique is subtle and enhanced by his use of black humor. For 

example, communism dictated that all the villagers eat in the communal dining room, 

sharing one communal pot. When drought hits and famine strikes, the village leader 

tells them all to go and buy new pots and it'll be just like before, each man for 

himself. 

"Back when all this had started, all it took was one word from the team leader 

and we had all smashed our pots, and now with another word from him we all had to 

go buy new ones." 

In other words, life didn't really change all that much for the average peasant. 

Life was hard and you took your orders from above. The important thing is to survive, 

and that Fugui does. 

He saves an old ox from the slaughter and names him Fugui after himself. The 

two are old but tenacious, and everyone in the village is surprised that they're 

still alive and kicking. Fugui overhears someone in the village saying that they're 

"a couple of old bastards that just won't die." 

Yu Hua's career has been marked by three distinct periods of creativity: the 

short story, the novel and the essay. His short fiction was remarkable for its brutal, 

realistic depictions of violence. Violence is present in Fugui's life too, but 

there's beauty and love as well. 

Like Ge Fei, the Chinese Borges, and Mo Yan, the author of "Red Sorghum," Yu 

Hua broke away from the early avant garde movement feeling that telling a good story 

was more important than experimenting with style. Influenced by writers such as Kafka, 

Borges, Proust or Faulkner, these Chinese writers combine both Western and classical 

Chinese influences. The result is great storytelling laced with daring stylistic 

and linguistic innovation. In recent interviews they have stated that novels should 

promote the joy of reading, and that reader approval is a better measure of success 

than critical acclaim. 

Given the worldwide attention and recent America phenomenon of "Sinomania," the 

world of Chinese art and literature is getting both. Witness the success of Dai Sijie, 

Ha Jin and Gao Xingjian, another exile living in France, winner of the Nobel Prize 

in 2000. 
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Unlike them, Yu Hua lives in Beijing, but will be teaching at Iowa City this 

fall. He is the first Chinese writer ever to win the prestigious James Joyce 

Foundation Award. His novel "Chronicle of a Blood Merchant"is scheduled to appear 

in November. 

(To Live by Yu Hua, Anchor Books, $13, 235 pages.) 

 

 

 

Humor and tragedy found in Mao's absurdist 

nightmare 

During China's Great Leap Forward and its aftermath, an average 

family finds uncommon strength in Yu Hua's `Chronicle of a Blood 

Merchant' 

By Bradley Winterton 

CONTRIBUTING REPORTER  

Sunday, Nov 23, 2003,Page 18  

Blood is donated in Taiwan, as it is in Western democracies. But in China in 

the 1950s, when the bulk of this grimly farcical novel is set, it was sold, at a 

series of blood-plasma collection stations in public hospitals. We now know that 

the particular way this was done led to the widespread contamination of blood 

reserves with the HIV virus in the 1990s. This tragedy doesn't feature in Chronicle 

of a Blood Merchant, which was published in Chinese in 1995 and is this month 

appearing for the first time in English. Nonetheless, the horrors of this scheme 

are the book's main subject.  

Xu Sanguan is a worker in a silk factory, though before long he's also working 

at smelting iron under Chairman Mao's orders for the establishment of back-yard 

foundries. He's married to Xu Yulan and they have three sons, Yile ("first joy"), 

Erle ("second joy") and Sanle ("third joy"). The last two look just like Xu Sanguan, 

but strangely Yile doesn't resemble him at all. Soon the truth comes out -- Yile's 

father is a neighbor with whom Xu Yulan briefly lost control of herself in what she 

calls a moment of madness.  

To begin with, Xu Sanguan refuses to have anything to do with the boy. When at 

school he beats a classmate almost to death with a rock, Xu refuses to pay the hospital 

bill and instead insists the boy's real (or "blood") father should do so. But then 

gradually a bond begins to grow between them. By the end of the book, helping Yile 

http://www.taipeitimes.com/
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-- and in fact saving his life -- becomes the driving force behind Xu Sanguan's 

existence. As with Bloom and Stephen in James Joyce's Ulysses, the older man acquires 

a spiritual son almost in spite of himself.  

Stark poverty stands behind most of this story. Following the Great Leap Forward 

of 1958, famine ensued in much of China, and for many people selling their blood 

was one of the few available ways to survive. It so happens that this novel has a 

happy ending, with both father and son living into less impoverished times. But even 

so the situation of a family subsisting on corn gruel for months on end is the gaunt 

background to most of the tale.  

And yet it remains a comedy, albeit one of a bitterly absurdist kind. The survival 

of most of this group of low-life characters is actually a heroic one, a testimony 

to their resilience and stubbornness. Like a bunch of Charlie Chaplins, they're 

knocked this way and that, barely understanding what's hit them, but carrying on 

despite everything. Just as the big guys constantly push Chaplin aside, so fate deals 

these characters a string of hard blows. But, like clowns in all eras, they get up 

again, dust themselves off, and carry on as best they can with their lives.  

Other parallels that come to mind are the knock-about 18th century novels of 

the Scottish writer Tobias Smollett, and the antics of the traditional Italian 

theater known as commedia dell'arte. Speeches are short and to the point, action 

is fast and unrelenting. No one is defeated for long, and the guys who do the pushing 

remain abstract caricatures, suggesting that life will always be like this and that 

the forces that make it are beyond imagination, and so beyond understanding.  

Nevertheless, some things are understood. The real cause of the long line of 

tragedies is actually Chairman Mao and his policies. He's mentioned a few times in 

the narrative though not explicitly blamed. The political forces exerting pressure 

on this novel are hazy at best, though by the 1990s a lot could be said that couldn't 

be said earlier. And of course the largely happy outcome is not without its political 

dimensions either.  

But comedy prevails, just about. Certain phrases recur, as in some kinds of 

theater aimed at an unsophisticated audience. Time and again Xu sits down in his 

town's Victory Restaurant and orders fried pork livers and yellow rice wine, nicely 

warmed. He and the two friends who introduce him to the art of selling blood introduce 

him to this as well. They eat this meal to celebrate their new-found riches, and 

in the end Xu eats it anyway when things have gone well, whether he's just sold blood 

or not. It's both familiar and farcical, both gross and a genuine source of happiness 

and a feeling of well-being in a society where scarcity, and sometimes even 

starvation, are the norm.  

Few words are wasted in this blunt yet touching tale. Again, the old silent movies 

are an inevitable parallel. The action is everywhere speeded up so that everyday 

things seem comic. Then the technology didn't allow for long speeches as they all 

had to be written out on cards. Now, the speeches are kept short for the comic effect 

alone. These puppet-like characters think little, but what they do think, and say, 
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is down to earth and very much to the point. They're both comic and pathetic because 

their situation is so terrible and their reactions to it are so direct.  

This, in other words, is popular literature at its best. No one could possibly 

accuse it of avoiding reality, yet at the same time it's accessible, and in Chinese 

no doubt very funny, in a way that the most unsophisticated readers can easily 

understand. It's interesting to learn that Yu Hua started off writing "experimental" 

fiction, and only switched to this form of popular narrative later.  

Pantheon is doing a fine job introducing Chinese authors to a wider readership. 

This book is translated by Andrew F. Jones, an associate professor at the University 

of California, Berkeley. His Afterword, however, is a touch too subservient to 

academic fashion, possibly to compensate for the colloquial and racy nature of his 

translation.  

He writes of "stale humanist verities" and "the stale conventions of realism" 

when this novel is nothing if not realistic and awash with humanistic values.  

It doesn't need defending in such a fashion. It's its own best advertisement, as 

well as a depiction of the absurdist nightmare that was China 50 years ago. Some 

readers may have unwittingly encountered the author before, though. His earlier 

novel, To Live (活者), published in 1992, was filmed to critical acclaim by director 

Zhang Yimou (張藝謀).  

 

 

 

The Asian Review of Books 
Down to earth 
To Live by Yu Hua 

Chronicle of a Blood Merchant 

Peter Gordon 

06/09/2003 

Given that YU HUA has been named as one of the last decade's most influential 

in China, that his books are bestsellers there and that one (TO LIVE) was made 

into a well-received film starring Gong Li, it is somewhat surprising that his novels 

are only now appearing in English translations. 

 

YU HUA is not the only one of China's modern literary writers available in English, 

but he is still one of only a few. Yu Hua's is a rather different China than that 

seen through the filter of news magazines or the increasingly large crop of personal 

memoirs from the Chinese diaspora. 

 

TO LIVE is the story of Fugui, who squanders the family fortune and is forced to 

reinvent himself as a peasant (thereby saving himself from execution by the 

mailto:editor@asianreviewofbooks.com
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victorious communists, a rare case of irony in what is otherwise a straightforward 

account). It is a bleak existence: Fugui loses four generations of his family and 

is ultimately left alone with an ox as his sole companion. It is a simple story, 

simply told. YU HUA's strength is in characterization and description: it is no 

easy task to allow readers to peer into the minds of people whose lives are so very 

different from our own. Even minor characters -- and landscapes -- are deftly 

sketched with only a few words. 

 

CHRONICLE OF A BLOOD MERCHANT is the rather more sophisticated and 

ambiguous tale of Xu Sanguan who resorts to selling his blood to make ends meet and 

when tragedy strikes his family. Like TO LIVE, CHRONICLE OF A BLOOD 

MERCHANT deals with a man struggling to support his family, but here virtues 

and vices are drawn in shades of grey, love and infidelity go hand in hand and the 

protagonist Xu Sanguan is not exactly the brightest star in the rural firmament 

(indeed, there is something of a hint of Homer Simpson about him). 

 

In its own context, i.e. that of recent and current China, CHRONICLE OF A 

BLOOD MERCHANT is undoubtedly also a cautionary tale of the dangers of the 

blood trade. The novel was written before the revelations of HIV infections resulting 

from infected needles came to light. This is clearly an issue that touches YU HUA 

deeply, for blood transfusions appear in TO LIVE as well. 

 

For those who wish to, it is possible to find considerable grist for the political 

mill in these books. However, except for the obvious condemnation of poverty, 

oppression, injustice and corruption -- about which one will get little argument 

from Chinese authorities -- the political messages seem ambiguous. Fugui ends up, 

if not exactly happy, at least content with his ox: material possessions never 

brought him long-lasting happiness. And although commerce in human blood is a 

damnable trade, Xu Sanguan enters it of his own free will, at a time when he did 

not really need the money. 

 

I find echoes (probably coincidental) of the Turkish writer Yashar Kemal and the 

Thai Nobel nominee Pira Sudham who also write about the struggles of the rural 

downtrodden for life and dignity -- and who also write in a manner as straightforward 

as the people they write about. 
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Asia Pacific Arts 

Thicker Than Water 

6 Apr 2004 

By Shirley Hsu 

Yu Hua's Chronicle of a Blood Merchant paints a vivid picture of Chinese 

life. 

 

The plot of acclaimed Chinese author Yu Hua's Chronicle of a Blood 
Merchant, a novel newly translated into English, is simple enough: the 
good-hearted factory worker Xu Sanguan sells his blood every time his 

family is financially strapped. At 35 yuan for four hundred milliliters 

of blood, a farmer can earn more money than he would make working six months 

in the fields. Confident with the advice of friends that blood is like 

well water---"If you never go to the well, the source dries up, but if 

you use it every day, there'll always be just as much water as there was 

before"--Xu Sanguan figures he's tapped into a goldmine. After each 

transaction, he refuels at the Victory Restaurant, where he plops down 

two yuan, and orders two shots of warm yellow rice wine and a plate of 

fried pork livers, pounding his fist on the table for emphasis. When the 

Cultural Revolution and ensuing famine grips the country, Xu Sanguan's 

blood dealings become alarmingly frequent, and he soon sinks into a 

dangerous blood deficit that pork livers can't replenish.   

Despite the agonizing plot, Yu Hua's novel is compassionate and his 

characters simple, yet dignified. Some critics, however, have suggested 

that Yu Hua's treatment of his characters is simplistic and lacks internal 

complexity. For example, one MSN.com reporter writes that "if there is 

something that remains self-consciously difficult or experimental about 

his style, it's the flatness of the characters." But these criticisms 

overlook the broad scope of Yu Hua's story. True, his characters are not 

terrifically complex--they are uneducated, although endowed with rural 

wisdom, but at heart Chronicle is not really the story of an individual; 
it is the story of a family. This novel is less about complex internal 

states than it is about external relationships, familial bonds and 

http://www.asiaarts.ucla.edu/article.asp?parentid=9830
http://www.asiaarts.ucla.edu/author.asp?Author_ID=120
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community ties--the relationships that a pre-Communist Confucian society 

placed supreme importance on over individual desires.  The individual, 

in this story, melts away and is replaced by the various roles that 

individual plays. Yu Sanguan's sons, for example, rather than having 

highly individualistic names, are named Yile, Erle, and Sanle, meaning 

First Son, Second Son, and Third Son.  Never do they melt away into one 

generic son however, each character has his own distinct personality, yet 

it is clear that their purpose in is to act as sons to Yu Sanguan, and 

as brothers to one another. Chronicle explores the societal roles and 
relationships once strictly defined by Confucian hierarchy and structure, 

later unmoored by the Communist Revolution. 

Xu Sanguan himself never once sells blood to make money for himself; each 

time he makes a transaction, it is to strengthen a bond with another 

person.  He sells to earn money to take his future wife out for a bowl 

of dumplings.  He sells to take his slowly starving family out to dinner. 

When Sanle is sent to a communal farm, Yu Sanguan sells blood to curry 

favor with Sanle's commune chief, hoping to make Sanle's life a little 

easier. Finally, with no one left to sell blood for, as his sons have all 

married, he breaks down completely for the first time. 

Yu Hua's books have been successful in China for over a decade for a reason; 

they touch upon the dismay many Chinese felt at the unleashing and upheaval 

of societal roles, of relationships turned topsy-turvy by the Cultural 

Revolution. Xu Sanguan's sons, for whose sake he must have sold over a 

gallon of blood over the years, are ultimately imcomprehensible and 

disrespectful.  After Communist party officials publicly humiliate Yu 

Sanguan's long suffering wife for a decade-old transgression, her own sons 

turn on her, calling her a whore. Finally, when an aging Xu Sanguan tries 

to sell blood for a final time because he feels like having a plate of 

pork livers, the new blood chief, an arrogant young man, insults him, 

comparing his blood to that of a pig's.  This slap in the face is 

ultimately more upsetting than all of Xu Sanguan's blood transactions, 

heartbreaking as they are. 

Yu Hua's gift for compassionate humor lightens the brutal story; he eases 

the agonizing situation without once ridiculing his characters, all of 

which are poor, uneducated, average citizens. In the end, it is this humor 

that brings the characters to life and give them dimension and dignity. 

After the upstart young blood chief humiliates Xu Sanguan, his wife 

complains about the new breed of obnoxious young people: "Who does he think 

he is?  Why, he's even younger than Sanle, and yet he dares to talk like 

that to you!  Back when we had Sanle, this Shen wasn't even a twinkling 
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in his mother's eye, and now he thinks he's on top of the world." 

Replies Xu Sanguan, "That's why people say pubic hair doesn't come out 

till after your eyebrows do, but gets even longer in the end." 

Yu Hua visits Los Angeles 

By Carlos Prado-Fonts 

6 Apr 2004 

Acclaimed Chinese writer Yu Hua speaks at UCLA on writing and writers.  

Carlos Prado-Fonts, Regina Wei, and Honghong Ma for APA 
UCLA Dept. of Asian Languages and Cultures 

Click here to read Shirley Hsu's review of Chronicle of a Blood Merchant. 

From staring at teeth to his first officially-sponsored visit to Beijing 

to seeing the adaptation of one of his novels into an internationally 

acclaimed film, contemporary Chinese novelist Yu Hua has come a long way 

as a writer. On his visit to UCLA on November 24, 2003 he impressed a 

crowded room full of students, faculty and other community members with 

his eloquence and quick wit and allowed his audience a glimpse of what 

it means to be a writer in contemporary China today. 

While admitting that writing provides him a vital emotional release, Yu 

Hua says that he can’t really write for himself. Looking at the relation 

between the writer, his readership and the market, he believes that a 

writer is always a product of a society. His own writing cannot be said 

to be written for himself or for the people. A fervent admirer of Lu Xun’s 

work and his commitment to the “writer’s responsibility,” Yu Hua 

asserts that writing not only provides him health and completes his own 

http://www.asiaarts.ucla.edu/author.asp?Author_ID=157
http://www.asiaarts.ucla.edu/article.asp?parentid=9830
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life, but also makes him able to discover the fiction of the world. 

During his talk at UCLA’s Asia Institute, Yu Hua discussed this and many 

other aspects of his career and his views on writing. The writer, is 

currently participating in the International Writing Program at the 

University of Iowa, has recently seen two of his major novels published 

in English. To Live (Knopf, 2003), translated by Michael Berry, tells the 
story of Fu Gui, a son of a wealthy family who, after having lost his 

fortune, becomes an honest farmer and suffers the hardships of fate and 

the truculences of history. To Live—which has been used in the teaching 

of post-1949 Chinese History—became extremely popular in China and 

reached international audiences when acclaimed director Zhang Yimou 

turned it into a successful movie in 1993. Chronicle of a Blood Merchant 
(Pantheon, 2003), translated by Andrew Jones, describes how Xu Sanguan, 

an ordinary factory worker, has to sell his own blood at several points 

of his life in order to support his family during the bleak years of the 

Cultural Revolution. Written in a lyrical but sober style and not exempt 

from humor and satire, the novel masterfully reflects on the collapse of 

many concepts and values in modern Chinese society.  

Looking at these two novels, Yu Hua sees an evolution in his treatment 

of the fiction characters throughout his career. His short stories written 

during the avant-garde period of the late-1980s portray groups of flat 

characters with symbolic nature. People appear as symbols or signs, in 

the same line as French nouveau roman author Alain Robbe-Grillet. Some 

of these pieces of short fiction were also translated by Andrew Jones and 

published under the title of The Past and the Punishments (University of 
Hawaii Press, 1996). Throughout his later writing experiences, Yu Hua 

claims to have discovered his characters’ own voices. The later novels 

depict more mature characters, such as Fu Gui and Xu Sanguan. In this 

sense, he confesses having learned the craft of writing from Shen Congwen, 

another of the most important Chinese writers in the 20th century, who 

emphasized the tiezhe renwu xie, literally, “writing by sticking closely 

to the characters.” This—along with a very able adaptability to the 

situation of the literary market both in China and abroad—can help 

explaining his transition from the short story form towards the long 

novel. In the novel the characters are less confined by the literary 

limits, says Yu Hua, who is currently working on two long works of fiction. 

Born in 1960 in Hangzhou, Yu Hua worked as a dentist for five years when 

he graduated from high school right after the Cultural Revolution. The 

publication of his short story “On the Road at Eighteen” in 1984 draw 

the attention of Chinese critics and catapulted him to a prominent 
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position within the literary avant-garde of Post-Mao China, along with 

authors like Su Tong, Ge Fei or Wang Shuo. In the 1990s his work reached 

a wider readership without losing some of the features that had 

established his reputation in the previous decade. Today, after having 

published several novels, collections of short stories and critical 

essays, Yu Hua is more than ever at the forefront of China’s literary 

scene and is widely acclaimed as one of the most talented and creative 

voices of contemporary Chinese literature.  

 

Asian American Federation 

11/12/2003 

Book discussion with Yu Hua on his award winning book To Live 

Originally banned in China, Yu Hua's novel To Live was recently named one of the last 

decade's ten most influential books in his homeland, and was awarded Italy's Grizane Cavour 

in 1998. In 2002 Yu Hua became the first Chinese writer to win the prestigious James Joyce 

Foundation Award. To Live was also turned into the Zhang Yimou - directed film of the same 

name, which won the Grand Prize at the 1994 Cannes Film Festival.  

This will be the third session of the Young Associate's book club. As with the previous 

sessions, the concept is to read a book in advance and then meet with the author to have an 

informal discussion. To Live may be purchased at all major book stores in New York (Anchor 

Books, 2003) . This session will be in Chinese with English translation. Yu Hua's new novel 

Chronicle of a Blood Merchant will be available for purchase the night of the discussion.  

Young Associate Members $5, Non-Members $10; Discussion limited to the first 20 

registrants. Additional seating will be available in the rear. Reservations Required. 
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Wednesday, November 12, 6:45PM 

At China Institute, 125 East 65th Street 

To Register: call 212-744-8181 x137  

 

the Northwest Asian Weekly 

Author of once-banned book  

takes local stage 

By Christine Benedetti 

For the Northwest Asian Weekly 

 

The acclaimed Chinese writer Yu Hua discussed the balance between “imagination” 

and “insight,” among other literary practices, last Monday at the University of 

Washington.  

 

“When imagination soars, it’s insight that serves as a rudder,” Yu said in reference 

to authors’ control over their writing. “One might even say that without the measure 

of insight, imagination is merely a nonsensical, flight fantasy.” 

 

According to him, he possesses a “good amount” of both characteristics. 

 

Speaking through a translator, Yu kept his head bowed down and rarely looked up 

at his audience of about 80 people. 

 

Yu is on a national tour of universities and bookstores to promote his novels To Live 

and Chronicle of a Blood Merchant. To Live was initially banned in China. It wasn’t 

until this year that the books were translated into English and distributed in the 

United States, even though they were written in the mid-1990s. Following the talk, 

the controversial film “To Live,” which was also banned in China at one time, was 

shown. 

 

Born in 1960, Yu experienced much of China’s Cultural Revolution — a turbulent, 

and sometimes violent, anti-Communist movement during the ’60s and ’70s — as a 

teenager, and includes much of this in his writing. 

 

“Everyone had their own experience and impression during the Cultural Revolution,” 
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said Yu. “My memories of the 1960s were pretty good, and the 1970s were more 

oppressive. Putting it into a book has been a release.” 

 

Both books have received international acclaim, and To Live was named one of the 

past decade’s 10 most influential books. In 2002, Yu was the first Chinese writer to 

win the James Joyce Foundation Award, a prestigious honor given to authors who 

encourage scholarship and critical thinking. 

 

An avid reader, Yu referred to Dante, Shakespeare, Brazilian native Borges and 

other authors of the classics during his talk. 

 

“Any writer is first and foremost a reader,” said Yu. “If you read great literature then 

you will write better, but if all you read is garbage, then you will not be very good. 

What you read gives you a mental standard, which is what you aim for.” 

 

Later on in a question-and-answer session, Yu opened up to the primarily 

Chinese-speaking crowd, cracking understated jokes that could be heard between 

waves of laughter. 

 

“Critics have loved my books, but I have been embarrassed by the praise,” said Yu. 

Then he continued with a laugh, “And I can’t say anything great about my stuff 

because I am supposed to be humble. But if you go out and tell others that I am 

great, that works!” 

 

Because he kept taking sips of water, someone in the audience asked if Yu was 

nervous. He replied, “I am not nervous because I have been doing this in America 

for a while now. But it does mean that I have to make several trips to the men’s 

room.” 

 

After more than a dozen stops across the country now, Yu said that he likes America 

and has grown accustomed to speaking in front of large groups. However, he was 

more critical of the United States’ literature-translation process. In other countries, 

such as China, publishers buy thousands of translation permits a year, whereas in 

the U.S. the number is much lower. 

 

“America is a star, and the world is an audience always wanting to know what the 

celebrity is doing in their private life,” said Hua. “But the star is not interested; all it 

has to do is just give a wave and a smile.” 

 

Lan Dnag and Nana Kirkpatrick, two audience members, both said they were 

pleased to be at the talk and movie screening.  

 

“I very much like his book and movie,” said Dnag. “He wrote the book about internal 
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life, and it is a very amazing story.” 

 

Kirkpatrick is only familiar with the movie, directed by the acclaimed Zhang Yimou. 

She said she was there to finally see the author of the story. 

 

“I only know the book from the movie,” said Kirkpatrick, slightly pausing. “But, now, 

maybe I will try and read it because everyone has said it is so good.” 

 

Christine Benedetti is a student in the University of Washington School of 

Communications News Laboratory. She can be reached at scpnwan@nwlink.com. 

mailto:scpnwan@nwlink.com

