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​​​​​Introducing Xuemo, a Religious Writer
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by Chu Dongwei

WE ARE VERY PLEASED to welcome Xuemo, another prize-winning author, into this new volume of Chinese Literature and Culture.

An author should have character and Xuemo is certainly the type we are looking for. Of all Chinese authors we have translated so far, Xuemo is unique in his spirituality and power of imagination.

There are many kinds of good fiction. Some entertain, some provoke thoughts, some provide comfort, some purely delight with the beauty of language, and so on and so forth. Xuemo brings in religion and blends it with life, reality and history in a vast multidimensional time-space with a particular spiritual dimension. Unlike many writers who write in formulas that make predictable stories, Xuemo writes in a way that surprises the reader but meanwhile never loses the plot of a spiritual quest.

In his novel White Tiger Pass, a gold mine is discovered in a village, which consequently prospers and becomes a city. As former farmers become modern city residents, the thousand-year belief system collapses in the face of machine civilization. “His works are permeated with a religious spirit. They deal with spiritual redemption and self-liberation, trying to reiterate spiritual values ... and save the human soul,” said Lei Da, President of China Fiction Society at a seminar on White Tiger Pass.

In The Curse of Western Xia, five excerpts of which are published in the present volume, a robber father wants his son to be a robber while the Buddhist mother wants the son to be a monk, and as a result a series of strange stories take place. The novel also has another plot: a love story develops between a beautiful lady burglar and a Buddhist monk and is consummated in the religious practice of dual cultivation. In the words of Prof. Chen Xiaoming speaking to his students, “Xuemo gives a surreal experience by developing his literary narrative as a religious one which accesses and describes the world of evil as in a dream, a world as pale as the winter sun in the western deserts shining onto mud and soil, visible and weak, illusory and real at the same time.”

Xuemo is best known for his novels but he is equally accomplished at short stories. Chen Sihe, Professor of Chinese, Fudan University, in “What Is the Best Freeze Frame of Beauty?” (Shanghai Literature) notes: “Xuemo is particularly good at creating epic volumes. When I read Desert Rites and Hunters’ Land, I feel as if I were actually transported to the vast, dry deserts.... On the other hand, his short stories are beautiful, animated and filled with sentiment...” He also notes, “While everything is dark and the reader wonders how the human evils and cruelties come into being and how humans have degenerated into beasts, Xuemo gives us a surprising miracle.”

Translating Xuemo is difficult, for his words know no boundaries, like his leaping imagination. The translations are in fact team work between strangers. In the editing process, significant revisions are carried out to minimize paraphrasing and best reflect the style of Xuemo.

Xuemo's works form a huge collection. The current volume can only serve as a teaser. If one wants to read more, they will have to find the Goldblatt translations and then wait for new translations.
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​About Xuemo
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[image: Xuemo]

XUEMO (PSEUDONYM OF Chen Kaihong) is currently Vice President of Gansu Provincial Writers Association. He is winner of multiple prizes including Feng Mu Prize for Literature, Shanghai Grand Prize for Best Novels and Novellas, and Dunhuang Prize for the Arts. His representative works include Fox Ridge and Desert Rites in the “Novels from the Western Regions Series,” and One Man’s Western Regions in the “Culture of Western Regions” series, and poetry collection An Orphan Worshiping the Moon. 
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​​The Curse of Western Xia (Excerpts)
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西夏咒（节选）

Initial translation by Fanpin Li Chen, edits by Chu Dongwei and Fraser Sutherland


Introduction:

The five excerpts are selected from The Curse of Western Xia, which consists of two story lines: a robber father wants his son to be a robber while the Buddhist mother wants the son to be a monk, resulting in a series of strange stories; a love story between a beautiful lady burglar and a Buddhist monk culminating in the “correct fruit” of dual cultivation.













Note on Western Xia Dynasty: The Western Xia Dynasty (1038 –1227) is the Tangut Empire in Chinese history. Minyak was what Tanguts and Tibetans called the empire. The state existed from 1038 AD until 1227 AD. It had jurisdiction over what are now the northwestern provinces of China. These areas include Ningxia, Gansu, the eastern part of Qinghai, the northern portion of Shaanxi, the northeastern territory of Xinjiang, the southwest of inner Mongolia, and the southernmost part of outer Mongolia. 



​​​​The Crunching of Fava Beans in the Dead of Night​​​

​​深夜的蚕豆声

AFTER LEAVING THE MOUNTAIN, what greeted Snow Feather was a familiar sight during any year of famine, a recurring historical cycle which had become one of the inescapable nightmares of humankind.

She noticed there had been great changes outside Old Mountain. The gullies were littered with sinister piles of glistening bones. A pack of wolves was gnawing on the ones that had shreds of meat left on them. When they saw her approach, they snarled instead of fleeing. She brought out her rope dart, a nylon rope six feet long with a one-kilo dart, which was carved out of a dog-beating stick from the village. Wolves were the dogs of the mountain god. They feared ropes. As soon as the wolves saw the coiled rope in her hands, their snarls turned into timid laughter. 

Snow Feather also had a feeling of what Mom referred to as "dead stoves with cold ashes." In other words, everything in sight lacked life. There was not a sign of human life; everything smelled of death. Even the rays of Grandpa Sun were wan and colorless, lacking in any vigor. It was barely performing its job.

She did a rough calculation. It didn’t seem like she’d been on the mountain for more than a few days, but it felt like many months As the old saying goes, seven days in a cave equals a thousand years outside.


The last time she entered the mountain, Grandpa Jiu transmitted to her the sgyu malta bu (Like an Illusion) of Niguma’s Mahamudra (Great Seal). Grandpa Jiu said, “It should be known that all manifested desires are from the mind of the self, and that the mind of the self is illusory and changes. By day, one should cultivate the illusory body, and by night, the dreamland. Tracing the six roots and its corresponding six dusts to self-nature, one will see the emptiness of self-nature, empty but having an appearance, which is not different from emptiness. Appearances, void of self-nature, are like illusions. Thus cultivate yourself like an illusion, eliminate attachments and discriminations, and enter deep dhyna without holding the middle between emptiness and appearance.” Snow Feather practiced this method accordingly. Gradually, she was able to see all appearances in a void so that she was walking like a somnambulist.



It was quite a distance to Diamond Clan Village after Snow Feather left Old Mountain. There was no sign of inhabitants in the settlements along the way. Everywhere were seen messy remnants of human corpses torn apart by dogs and wolves with a terrible stench whirled up by the whistling hellish winds. Across the mountain drifted the homeless souls of the victims, crying like ghost-hunting witches. Their hungry cries filled heaven and earth. Snow Feather chanted spells to help release their souls from purgatory. But most souls clung to their exposed corpses in the wilderness. Generous as heavenly rain was, it didn’t irrigate rootless grass. Empowered as Snow Feather was, she couldn’t bring salvation to those without the karma for it. Fine, she thought, if you want to stand guard over your corpses, I’ll leave you alone!

Suddenly she saw someone peeling the fine bark off an elm. The main trunk of the tree had already been stripped bare like white bones. Only the branches had some fine bark left, and the man was scraping it carefully into a dish. He looked terribly emaciated and resembled a hungry ghost, swaying so badly whenever he moved that he probably wouldn’t last long. Snow Feather cut off a piece of the wolves’ meat and handed it to him. His eyes sparkled with joy upon seeing the meat. He grabbed it and sank his teeth into it, his head shaking violently from side to side, like a wild dog tearing at an ox’s sinews.

Snow Feather asked, “What happened?”

She asked several times, but the man ignored her, occupied with tearing off the meat. Only after he gulped down a few mouthfuls did he reply, “Dead, dead, almost all dead and gone!”“What’s Diamond Clan Village like?” “Don’t know. They all say Diamond Clan Village is doing well. However, people go in and never come out. It is said whoever went in has been cooked and eaten.” Snow Feather didn’t feel like asking any more questions. She just said, “What nonsense! The folks of Diamond Clan Village aren’t cannibals!”

Snow Feather heaved a heavy sigh. She knew that given the misery along the way, Diamond Clan Village was bound to be no better.

At noon, she finally saw the entrance to Diamond Clan Village. Kuan San and others were beating someone up. The person wailed, “I was only running away to survive! What’s wrong with that?” Kuan San said, “Oh no, you don’t! We’ll die together if it comes to that!” And they dragged him back into the village. 

Snow Feather took a side path into the village and went up Screen-Wall Hill, from where she saw just another village. The valley was full of corpses, with a stench which filled the sky. In the gullies that did not see the sun crept numerous black dots like scattered flaxseeds. It was hard to tell whether they were wolves or wild dogs.

Seeing no villagers, she followed the ridge down into the village. Uncle lived at the foot of a large hill. They didn’t visit each other much. She had the impression that Uncle was unfriendly and unaccommodating. Although people called him Degree-Holder Ho, he had been born a fighting rooster. Sometimes, when he didn’t have enough to eat, he’d visit Snow Feather’s house. Uncle loved to eat yam noodles with vinegar. Her mom would cool the noodles with water, and dress them with vinegar. Uncle would take the bowl and fill the room with thundering slurps. But after he ate their food, he had no qualms about cursing her mom in front of the villagers, denouncing her as a disgrace to the family. Mom, however, was always worried about Uncle. After all, he was her only relative from her maiden home – when a bone is broken, the sinews are still connected. Whenever Snow Feather complained about Uncle, Mom would say, “Uncle is master of your bones. Without him, how can there be you?” Fortunately, Uncle was kind to Snow Feather. Even if she were to ask him for a star, he would think of a way to pluck it.

The stench became increasingly strong. Snow Feather held her breath as she walked. She remembered the terrible things the villagers did. She didn’t want to deal with them, or even to think about them. Grandpa Jiu said she didn’t have enough compassion, and urged her to be more compassionate. In her daily visualization practice, she was always exterminating sins and praying for all living creatures, but “all living creatures” to her didn’t seem to include any of the villagers. She couldn’t help but feel a surge of anger whenever she thought of those who had put Mom through so much torment. Grandpa Jiu said, “What you need to exterminate the most is anger. Remember, that’s a fire which can scorch your forest of merit and virtue!”

The gate of Uncle’s residence was closed tight. Snow Feather didn’t need to knock at it. She simply gave it a slight push and the latch came off. Number Three was sunning himself in the courtyard and greeted her with a smile. His inner organs no longer had any support and drooped down to create a protruding belly. But his smile was still brilliant. He yelled happily, “Mom, Older Sister is here!” After a long while, Aunt came out. Her face was so bloated that her eyes were but narrow slits. She uttered an "Mm" as a form of greeting and let Snow Feather into the house.The house was covered in many days’ worth of dust. Uncle was lying on the brick bed. When he saw Snow Feather come in, he struggled to raise himself into a sitting position. He didn’t say anything, but Snow Feather felt his silence spoke volumes. She thought that the trouble she caused last time might have had repercussions for him. Despite his literacy of sorts, he was not respected in the village because he was poor and his wife was debauched. It was said Aunt would unbuckle her pants for any man in the village. When the men had nothing better to do, they’d discuss their experiences with Aunt at the corner of the south wall. It was also said Aunt had the habit of beating Uncle up. She would push the poor little man onto the ground, sit her millstone-like buttocks on top of him, and reduce him to howling and wailing. Aunt had a good side too. She was a great worker. During harvest time in autumn, Braggart would point to the ripened wheat and say, “Three work credits for reaping one mu of wheat.” In other words, one could earn three days’ pay for reaping one mu of wheat. Aunt could scythe wheat from afternoon until the next morning to harvest one and a half mu (which meant she could earn four and a half days’ wages in just one day and night. She made more from this than anyone else in the village. Because she was so able, when the account was settled in autumn, Uncle was able to carry home from the Ancestral Temple food supplies that could sustain the family for a good part of the year. 

Uncle brought himself up. He didn’t ask any questions, which was, of course, fine with Snow Feather. She didn’t want to tell him where she was staying either. She brought out the wolves’ meat, and the three boys pounced on her. Aunt raised her hand and a few blows they all fell and bawled. However, their bawling had no sound and was more like gasping. They’re really starved, thought Snow Feather. She took out a dagger, cut a few slices of meat and gave them to the boys. Number Three gulped down his own slice, grabbed his elder brother’s and zipped away like wind. Number Two bawled and Snow Feather cut another slice for him.

“Shame on you!” sighed Aunt.

Snow Feather said nothing. She didn’t like Aunt. Aunt’s face was very bloated. Snow Feather found her disgusting, because she was always admitting men into her house when Uncle wasn’t around. Once, during Chinese New Year, Snow Feather’s mom bade her visit Uncle. As soon as she entered the house, she saw some guys gathered on the brick bed, and flirting with them Aunt paid no attention to Snow Feather. Ever since then, Snow Feather had rarely visited Uncle’s home.

Snow Feather asked Uncle, “Why have so many people in the village died? Isn’t there grain in the storehouse?”

“Those are reserves in case of war,” said Uncle. “Braggart has the clan militia guarding them! Most families have deaths and quite a few families have died out. Should this continue any longer, the entire village would be gone completely .” Aunt said, “If we have to die, then everyone should be dead!” Her eyes gleamed with hatred. Snow Feather shivered. She felt Aunt had somehow changed. Although Aunt had been lascivious in the past, she’d never exuded such menacing coldness. “Hatred can make people evil,” thought Snow Feather. 

Snow Feather fed Uncle a piece of meat. Uncle munched it. His eye sockets were sunken and dry, and his eyes looked glazed. After munching for a long while, Uncle said, “This is the end. We won’t last till winter!”

Snow Feather said, “Although the wheat hasn’t ripened, there are ears on them. Why not steal some to eat?” “Don’t talk nonsense!” Aunt looked around nervously, “Don’t you know anyone caught stealing green crops gets beaten to death? The corpses in the valley – some died of starvation, others were beaten to death.”

Uncle said, “Girl, get some water and cook the meat thoroughly. I have trouble chewing it!” Snow Feather nodded and went outside to get some hay. She then took the lid off the wok, and found that green mold had grown in it. A familiar stench rushed to her nose. She turned around and saw Aunt staring at her wickedly. She immediately took a spatula and scooped out the green mold. Only then did she realize the stench came from a few pieces of meat... “That’s strange, where did this meat come from?” “The monk brought us some mutton,” explained Uncle. She stifled her disgust and scooped the stinky sticky stuff into a broken basin. Unexpectedly, a finger suddenly jumped into sight with a shining nail laughing at her!

Aunt giggled in embarrassment and said, “We have to find a way to live!” 

Snow Feather tried not to throw up. She washed out the wok, added water to it and boiled the meat. She kept on feeling Aunt’s eyes sweeping over her, but she dared not turn her head around because the woman’s expression reminded her of a hungry ghost looking at steamed buns. She felt it eerie, fed the stove a few handfuls of fuel and walked into the courtyard. The boys were watching the wok from a distance. She thought: “Kids are kids, they’ll brighten up as soon as there is a bit of food in their stomachs.” Suddenly, she saw Number Three sneaking a peek at her. To her surprise, his expression was exactly like Aunt’s. She couldn’t help but shudder.

The smoke rose straight up into the sky from the chimney, hung there, and then scattered down. The courtyard became hazier. Snow Feather felt that the smoke had the smell of a conspirator stealthily encroaching on her. It was more and more surreal.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
IIMONOA NHD A9 @3LIa3 670z ‘ST aNNC ST SAATOA SHALIAD ANV SHALYVESLT SSINTHO

CHINESE
LITERATURE AND
CEUINREIRE
VOLUME 15

Edited by Chu Dongwei, School of Translation and Transcultural Studies,
Guangdong University of Foreign Studies

XUEMO: IMAGINATION AND
SPIRITUALITY

This volume is commissioned by the Collaborative Center for Language Research &
Service, Guangdong University of Foreign Studies






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





