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But Some of Us are Looking at the Stars
Kun Kun

The wild nature of a realist
7KHPRPHQWWKDWVRPHRQHGHFLGHVWRZULWHLI LW·VWUXO\PLUDFXORXVLVRIWHQOLNHQHGWRD´ÁDVK
of inspiration”. Haruki Murakami’s description of such a moment is a classic example, and whether
true or not, it has a certain moving patina. He said: I was watching a baseball game when I decided to
VWDUWZULWLQJWKHWHDP,VXSSRUWKLWDKRPHUXQDQGWKHEDOOÁHZIDVWDQGKLJKDFURVVWKHVN\,VWDUHG
at it and thought: I want to be a writer!
:KHQ,WROGWKLVVWRU\WR/LX&L[LQKHLPPHGLDWHO\UHSOLHGWKDWKHKDGKDGDÁDVKRI LQVSLUDWLRQ
too, only not quite so romantic. “In 1989 I was a computer programmer at the Niangziguan power
plant; I was in my early twenties and had just graduated from university. I lived in single dorms and
didn’t have a girlfriend. I had nothing to do in the evenings apart from playing cards and mahjong. In
one night I lost a month’s wages – 800 yuan. That was the moment I suppose. I thought – I can’t go
RQOLNHWKLV,KDGWRÀQGVRPHWKLQJWRÀOOWKHHYHQLQJV,I ,FRXOGQ·WPDNHPRQH\DWOHDVW,VKRXOGQ·W
ORVHDQ\7KHQ,WKRXJKWRI ZULWLQJDVFLHQFHÀFWLRQQRYHOµ
He smiled. His expression was complex: a mixture of sincerity and wit, just like the man himself.
Liu Cixin’s thick build and perfectly round face create an impression of sincerity and honesty, while he
often reveals a kind of worldly wisdom as well. It’s the kind of wisdom that comes from being wellversed in the rules of the game, and becoming expert at the game without ever breaking the rules: it is
the wisdom of a realist.
In 2011, Liu Cixin was praised for “single-handedly raising the standard of Chinese science
ÀFWLRQWRDZRUOGFODVVOHYHOµ,Q2FWREHUKHSXEOLVKHGWKUHHSDUWVRI WKHVFLHQFHÀFWLRQWULORJ\
7KUHH%RG\LQVZLIWVXFFHVVLRQ²7KUHH%RG\,(DUWK3DVW7KUHH%RG\,,'DUN)RUHVWDQG7KUHH%RG\,,,
'HDG(QG. The trilogy took a period of six months to prepare and three years to write, and a total of
300,000 copies were sold (before the date of completion).
+DLOHGIURPWKHRXWVHWE\VFLHQFHÀFWLRQIDQV²ZKRFDOO/LX&L[LQE\WKHQLFNQDPH0DVWHU/LX
²WKHSXEOLFDWLRQRI WKHWULORJ\ZDVLQLWVHOI ELJQHZV+HDYLO\LQÁXHQWLDOLQWKHWKHSRSXODUOLWHUDWXUH
market, Liu Cixin and his works have frequently appeared in a variety of newspapers and journals
and he has repeatedly topped bestseller lists. His only ever meet-and-greet event, which was held at
the Chengdu Book Tower, was closed prematurely because of the excessive number of people who
arrived to see him; the bookshelves were stripped bare of Liu Cixin’s novels, including the 7KUHH%RG\
trilogy, in a rare scene that has not been repeated in a decade.
Mainstream literature has also taken note of this “rising star”. The editor-in-chief of People’s
/LWHUDWXUH/L-LQJ]HLQYLWHG/LX&L[LQWRZULWHDVKRUWVWRU\IRUWKHPDJD]LQHWKHÀUVWWLPHLQRYHU
\HDUVWKDWLWSXEOLVKHGDZRUNRI VFLHQFHÀFWLRQ1LQJ+DRDUUDQJHGWRPHHWZLWK/LX&L[LQDQG
HQWKXVLDVWLFDOO\GLVFXVVHGWKHXQLYHUVHDQGRWKHUJUDQGLVVXHVDIWHUZKLFKKHERXJKWWKHÀOPULJKWVWR
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Liu Cixin’s short story 7KH9LOODJH7HDFKHU.
The Three Body trilogy’s meaning has been summarised as follows: “7KUHH%RG\,·VUHÁHFWLRQV
on history and 7KUHH%RG\,,’s transcendence of morality have been further developed in 7KUHH%RG\,,,
'HDG(QG, which posits a comprehensive structure of cosmic sociology, psychology and ecology – is
this a merely pointless exercise of technique?”; “The 7KUHH%RG\ trilogy has addressed the imagination
of the structure of the universe and begins to address the nature of time and the mystery of creation,
but it is clear that Master Liu has intentionally maintained a distance from Western mythology, and
taken a new path of Chinese mythology.” (Professor Yan Feng, Department of Chinese Language and
Literature, Fudan University).
According to the “Dark Forest Theory” proposed by Liu Cixin, the universe is like a dark forest,
in which civilisations are armed hunters that prowl around under cover, ready to eliminate any other
SDUWLHVWKDWH[SRVHWKHPVHOYHV7KH(DUWK·VFLYLOLVDWLRQLVDIRROLVKFKLOG,WVWDUWVDODUJHÀUHLQWKHGDUN
forest and shouts: “I’m here! I’m here!” From this moment on, the history of the Earth’s civilisation
undergoes a monumental transformation and it faces catastrophes that threaten to overwhelm it. The
hero of the novel tries to overcome these disasters with the power of good, but his good intentions
LQIDFWOHDGKLPRQO\WRKHOO,QKLVQDUUDWLRQ/LX&L[LQWUHDWVPDQNLQGDVDXQLÀHGZKROHWKHWDVN
of saving the world again falls to the Chinese people, a group of elites that do not stand against the
people. The 7KUHH%RG\ trilogy stands for a high level of universal values, while also satisfying China’s
fantasy of being a “rising power”.
But this point is a little over-interpreted. Liu Cixin is not interested in philosophy; his greatest
inspiration comes from the uncertain things; do “universal values” really exist? He leaves such
questions unanswered; he is not particularly concerned with issues of political or public interest. He is
DFRPSXWHUHQJLQHHULQJJUDGXDWHRQHRI &KLQD·VÀUVWJHQHUDWLRQRI FRPSXWHUHQJLQHHUV+HUHVSHFWV
rules and has an exceptionally strong ability to summarise systems.
In the early 1990s Liu Cixin wrote a software program in which each intelligent civilisation in the
XQLYHUVHZDVVLPSOLÀHGLQWRDVLQJOHSRLQW$WLWVKHLJKWKHSURJUDPPHGFLYLOLVDWLRQVZLWKLQ
a radius of 100,000 light years and made his 286 computer work for hours to calculate the evolution
RI WKHVHFLYLOLVDWLRQV$OWKRXJKWKHÀQDOFRQFOXVLRQRI WKHSURJUDPZDVVRPHZKDWQDLYHLWIRUPHG
WKHEDVLVDQGVKDSHRI KLVZRUOGYLHZ%HIRUHKHEHJDQWRZULWHVFLHQFHÀFWLRQQRYHOV/LX&L[LQUHDG
almost all of the science fiction literature available on the market in Chinese, and summarised his
reading as follows:
´&RPSDUHGWRZRUOGVFLHQFHÀFWLRQFHUWDLQWKHPHVDUHDEVHQWIURP&KLQHVHVFLHQFHÀFWLRQ.H\
areas include:
Time travel:
Hardly any works from these two periods deal with this theme, one of the major themes of
science fiction novels. Even those that do write about the past engage in “false time travel”, for
example using computers or biological technology to resurrect dinosaurs or using virtual reality
technology to simulate the Qing dynasty.
Alternate history:
There are also few traces of this, a theme that has long and frequently appeared in Western
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VFLHQFHÀFWLRQLQWKH&KLQHVHVFLHQFHÀFWLRQFUHDWHGGXULQJWKHVHWZRSHULRGV$OWKRXJKWKHUHLVD
FHUWDLQDPRXQWRI KLVWRULFDOVFLHQFHÀFWLRQVXFKDV0LVWLQWKH$QFLHQW*RUJH and &ROXPEXVIURP$PHULFD,
these are not alternate history novels in the usual sense of the term.
Apocalyptic:
Works that depict disasters that endanger the whole of human civilisation are also rare among
the literature of these two periods (Song Yichang’s $IWHUWKH'LVDVWHU is an exception.)
Long-range space travel:
7KHPDMRULW\RI VSDFHWUDYHOWKDWDSSHDUVLQWKHVFLHQFHÀFWLRQZRUNVRI WKHVHWZRSHULRGVLV
set within our solar system. A small number of works portray stories of interstellar navigation, such
as )OLJKWWR6DJLWWDULXV, but the distance and speed of travel that is described is extremely cautious and
restrained.
1HDUIXWXUHPLOLWDU\FRQÁLFW
Works from these two periods such as 'HDWK5D\RQD&RUDO,VODQG and Wave only depict smallVFDOHLQFLGHQWVRI WKHFROGZDUDQGWKHUHIRUHFDQQRWEHFDWHJRULVHGDVPLOLWDU\VFLHQFHÀFWLRQ$SDUW
from the context of )OLJKWWR6DJLWWDULXV, I can only recall two works that directly depict a war in the near
future that takes place under contemporary political conditions, which are the novel 6HFUHW6LJQDO and
the short story Bridge (the latter was reprinted by ;LQKXD'LJHVW), both from the 1980s.
Ultimate thinking:
7KHWKHPHWKDWLVPRVWDEVHQWIURPWKH&KLQHVHVFLHQFHÀFWLRQOLWHUDWXUHRI ERWKSHULRGVLVDQ\
philosophical consideration of the ultimate mysteries of nature and the universe. At present I can
barely recall any works of this kind.” (From Liu Cixin’s \HDUVRI :HVWHUQ7UHQGV)
/LX&L[LQPDGHKLVÀUVWVXEPLVVLRQWR6FLHQFH)LFWLRQ:RUOGLQZKHQKHVXEPLWWHGÀYHVKRUW
stories, including Whale Song, for publication. They were each written in strict accordance with the
rules above in order to avoid the mistakes of his predecessors. In order to make his submission as
successful as possible, Liu Cixin also analysed the basic characteristics of 6FLHQFH)LFWLRQ:RUOG and made
some small adjustments to the works to accommodate the style of the magazine. In addition, he sent
WKHÀYHVKRUWVWRULHVWRWZRGLIIHUHQWHGLWLQJRIÀFHVLQRUGHUSUHYHQWDQ\RQHHGLWRU·VVXEMHFWLYHWDVWHV
IURPLQÁXHQFLQJWKHREMHFWLYHRXWFRPHRI KLVVXEPLVVLRQ$OOÀYHSLHFHVZHUHSXEOLVKHG7KLVLVWKH
power of a system.
7KHSRSXODULQÁXHQFHRI WKH7KUHH%RG\ trilogy made Liu Cixin famous. I asked Liu Cixin if his
life has changed as a result of fame:
“Am I popular? Am I on CCTV? Am I on SINA’s homepage? No. I am not popular. I am not
interested in fame. Regarding the attraction of fame and wealth… It does not take any will-power to
turn down fame; you could give it to many people for free and they wouldn’t want it. But it is very
GLIÀFXOWWRUHIXVHZHDOWK,DPXQDEOHWRGRWKDWLWUHDOO\DSSHDOVWRPH5HJDUGLQJIDPH,KDYHWREH
particular. I wouldn’t want the type of fame that many people have even if you gave it to me for free.
Don’t make the mistake of thinking I’m famous, I’m really not. If we must talk of fame, I really was
IDPRXVIRUDVKRUWWLPHEXWLWZDVQRWKLQJWRGRZLWKVFLHQFHÀFWLRQ'XULQJP\ÀUVWIHZ\HDUVLQ
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my job I was very well-known for my computer work in the Shanxi power system, in particular in the
DUHDRI IXHOPDQDJHPHQW$WWKDWWLPHDOORI WKHÀJXUHVRI DXWKRULW\LQWKHIXHOV\VWHPNQHZZKR,
was and if there was ever an issue that could not be resolved they would ask for me. I am just a senior
engineer, nothing else.”
The Niangziguan power plant lies in central Shanxi province, surrounded on all sides by
mountains. Darkness falls at 4 o’clock in the afternoon. Yangquan, the closest city to the power plant,
is a 40 minute drive away by car, but because the roads are frequently blocked by lines of coal trucks
for days at a time the best way to get to Yangquan is by train, which takes two hours. There is a small
mountain and lake to the north of Niangziguan where there is a scenic spot called the Fairy Cave,
which is often visited by people from Hebei province at New Year and other festivals. But the trees
and rafters are covered with soot and the sky is often overcast. Liu Cixin lives at the power plant and
refuses to be interviewed by reporters; a reporter once infuriated him by arriving uninvited.
If we apply a little imagination, the scene could be magical: a Chinese Kafka living in seclusion
in a valley, single-handedly holding back the despair in which he is enveloped, as well as the oppressive
weather; a pen in one hand, he records everything that he sees, because when he looks up at the
stars in the quiet night he sees more than other people do… When the Chengdu press-conference
concluded and the street lights came on one by one, Liu Cixin suddenly said to the person next to
him: “I pity people who live in cities, they never experience true darkness.”
But, these are all misunderstandings.
Liu Cixin is a realist; he does not like martyrs and has no desire to be an ascetic. He likes the
IROORZLQJTXRWHIURPWKH$PHULFDQVFLHQFHÀFWLRQZULWHU5REHUW$+HLQOHLQ´,ZULWHVFLHQFHÀFWLRQ
to make a little money to drink beer.” In fact, he is not short of money; he has two houses, both of
which are large. The reason that he is not willing to meet reporters is that a second job is not allowed
LQODUJHVWDWHRZQHGHQWHUSULVHV$OWKRXJKHYHU\RQHÀQGVZD\VWRHDUQDOLWWOHH[WUDPRQH\RXWVLGHRI 
work they do so in a low-key way; it would not make sense to be visited constantly by reporters. He
is grateful for the quiet at Niangziguan, which gives him uninterrupted peace to write, but he has not
entirely rejected the idea of moving to the city, if there was a better job opportunity or it was better
for his daughter’s education.
“My novels do not mirror the temperament of their writer at all. If you tried to deduce what
kind of man I am from my novels then you would be entirely mistaken. The characters in my novels
are full of superhuman qualities and dedication; they are extreme idealists. But I am a very normal
person in my own life. I have moderate political views; I do not advocate revolution but not avoid
reform. I am neither left nor right; I abide by the rules of the game. I am no different to anyone else
in myself and my conduct.”
But is he an absolute realist? Is he the kind of ‘everyman’ portrayed in Tolstoy’s 'HDWKRI ,YDQ
,O\LFK, who lives the most simple and ordinary, yet also the most terrible life?
<HDUVDJRDQRWKHUVFLHQFHÀFWLRQZULWHUVDLGWKDWDVWURQJ´KRPHWRZQFRPSOH[µZDVSUHVHQWLQ
Liu Cixin’s works. Does Liu Cixin make light of such a complex? It is quite simply the most unlikely
thing to appear in his novels. It is now ten years later and the Niangziguan power plant is to be
relocated. Liu Cixin will leave his home of over twenty years, the place where he spent his youth as a
UHFHQWJUDGXDWHDQGZKHUHKHZURWHDOORI KLVVFLHQFHÀFWLRQQRYHOVWRGDWHEXWKHLVQRWUHOXFWDQWWR
leave. Liu Cixin feels only the solitude and apprehension of a traveller.
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Perhaps this is another moment: the moment when a realist discovers the boundaries of idealism
in his heart. Liu Cixin, a senior engineer and science graduate who believes in laws more than he
believes in inspiration, has discovered an even more mysterious driving force that was hidden behind
VFLHQFHÀFWLRQOLWHUDWXUHDEX]]LQJGHVLUHWRH[SUHVVKLPVHOIDNLQGRI VHOILQÁLFWHGVKRFNDNLQGRI 
ZLOGQDWXUHGUHDFWLRQDJDLQVWWKHPHGLRFUH/LX&L[LQVDLG´7KHSDWKRI VFLHQFHÀFWLRQWKDW,KDYH
taken is also a path that seeks home; the hometown complex was hidden so deeply that even I myself
FRXOGQRWVHHEHFDXVH,GLGQ·WNQRZZKHUHKRPHZDVVRSHUKDSV,PXVWWUDYHOIDUWRÀQGLWµ
A man who carries a survival pack at all times
+DQ6RQJEHOLHYHVWKDWKHSKRWRJUDSKHGD8)2,WZDVDERYHWKH&KLQD:RUOG7UDGH&HQWHU
Tower III in Beijing and it was neither a plane nor a balloon. It drifted slowly, almost as if it had
VWRSSHGLQPLGDLU7KH8)2VHWDERYHWKHWDOOHVWEXLOGLQJLQ%HLMLQJWRGDWHDEXLOGLQJWKDWUHVHPEOHV
a giant caterpillar with antennae, looked like a bubble that had been spat out of the tower.
Han Song was standing on the roof of the Xinhua News Agency by Beijing’s Xuanwu Gate
when he took the picture. The Xinhua News Agency is another very mystical building. A tool of
public guidance, it exudes an aura of communism, majesty, patriarchy and power. When Xiao Ji,
a science fiction fan who works for Xinhua, first set foot in the building an old man dressed in a
Zhongshan suit and a hat, carrying a container of rice with a steamed bun on top, drifted past her.
7KLVLVWKHVFLHQFHÀFWLRQRI WKLVZRUOGVKHWKRXJKW
;LDR-LKDGUHDG+DQ6RQJ·VVFLHQFHÀFWLRQQRYHOVIRUDGHFDGHEXWVKHGLGQRWFRQQHFWWKHROG
ZRUNHUDWWKH;LQKXD1HZV$JHQF\ZLWKWKHVFLHQFHÀFWLRQDXWKRURI WKHVDPHQDPHIRUDORQJWLPH
+DQ6RQJZHDUVJODVVHVWKDWDOPRVWREVFXUHKLVHQWLUHIDFH+HLVVOLJKWRI ÀJXUHDQGZDONVVRIWO\DV
if under a wartime curfew at night. As a new employee at Xinhua, Xiao Ji attended a staff induction
class given by Han Song: the Self-Discovery of Journalists. Han Song’s entire body was hidden behind
the computer on the platform and he spoke extremely quietly. His voice grew softer and softer and
the people in the audience fell asleep one by one.
+DQ6RQJLVZHOONQRZQDVDUHSUHVHQWDWLYHZULWHURI WKHVRIWVFLHQFHÀFWLRQJHQUHLQFRQWUDVW
WRKDUGVFLHQFHÀFWLRQIRUZKLFK/LX&L[LQLVUHQRZQHG6RIWVFLHQFHÀFWLRQUHIHUVWROLWHUDU\SORWV
and themes that focus primarily on issues of philosophy, psychology, political science, sociology, and
the humanities, while only touching lightly on natural sciences and new technological developments.
Conversely, works of hard science fiction stress technological themes and scientific conjectures to
propel their plots.
In 1987 Han Song published his first short story 7KH)LUVW6HQWHQFH, after which he published
the short story collection *UDYHVWRQHRI WKH8QLYHUVH2QHRI WKHVKRUWVWRULHVLQWKHFROOHFWLRQGHSLFWV
the world in the distant future, when mankind has travelled far into the galaxy and archaeologists
have begun to explore space in order to investigate extraterrestrial gravestones, behind which lies a
conspiracy that could destroy mankind. The short story collection won the World Chinese Science
Fiction Award in 1991. In 2000 he published 5HG6WDURYHU$PHULFD, in which he used a travelogue
style of writing to describe the experiences of a child Go prodigy travelling around America in the
future, throughout which he ridicules Chinese-style narcissism. In 2010, he published the short story
collection Subway, which has been hailed as his most representative collection of short stories and “fully
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displays themes such as secret chambers, survival, individual fate and ultimate concern, violence and
the deconstruction and reconstruction of history”. Han Song has been unable to publish the majority
of his works; only 20% have been published.
The most prominent element of Han Song’s style is not so much as question of soft or hard
VFLHQFHÀFWLRQEXWUDWKHUDVHQVHRI UHDOLW\:X<DQD3URIHVVRUDW%HLMLQJ1RUPDO8QLYHUVLW\DQGD
WXWRURI JUDGXDWHVWXGHQWVPDMRULQJLQVFLHQFHÀFWLRQVDLGWKDW´+LVZRUNVFRQVFLRXVO\FRQVWUXFWDVHW
RI K\SRWKHWLFDOÀFWLRQDOFRQGLWLRQVZKLFKIRUPDVHOIFRQWDLQHGVXSHUUHDOLVWZRUOGUHDOVFLHQFHLVQRW
a prominent theme of his narrative but it is also not divorced from reality, which enables his works
WRHQWHUWKHOLWHUDU\DUHQDRI VFLHQFHÀFWLRQZLWKDXQLTXH´SRVWPRGHUQOLWHUDU\VW\OH·RI WKHLURZQµ
+DQ6RQJKLPVHOI LVDOVRZLOOLQJWRHPSKDVLVHWKHSRZHURI VFLHQFHÀFWLRQWRVKLQHOLJKWRQUHDOLW\DQG
GHVFULEHG&KLQHVHVFLHQFHÀFWLRQOLWHUDWXUHDV´DSLHFHRI VSRQJHVDWXUDWHGZLWKSROLWLFDOÁDYRXUµ
Han Song has worked at the Xinhua News Agency as a reporter for twenty years. He completes
WKHZRUNUHTXLUHGRI KLVSRVLWLRQGXULQJWKHGD\DQGZULWHVVFLHQFHÀFWLRQEHWZHHQWKHKRXUVRI 
o’clock and 6 o’clock in the morning, a writing habit which has endured for many years. These two
VWDWHVDUHLQWHUSHQHWUDWHGVFLHQFHÀFWLRQLVDKXVNÀOOHGZLWKZKDWKHFDQQRWVD\LQWKHUHDOZRUOG,W
has also permeated his work: he once travelled to a haunted location in Yunnan province to create a
QRQÀFWLRQGRFXPHQWDU\ZRUN$Q2QVLWH,QYHVWLJDWLRQRI *KRVWV, which contains a mixture of science
ÀFWLRQDQGP\VWLFLVP$VWURQJSKLORVRSKLFDOWRQHDQGVHQVHRI XOWLPDWHWKLQNLQJFDQEHIRXQGLQ
+DQ6RQJ·VVFLHQFHÀFWLRQQRYHOVDVZHOODVDOLWHUDU\VW\OHLQKHULWHGIURPWKHVDQGDVHQVHRI 
twisted absurdity and despair.
+DQ6RQJGHFODUHGWKHIROORZLQJWREHWKHHVVHQFHRI VFLHQFHÀFWLRQOLWHUDWXUH´6FLHQFHÀFWLRQ
LVDOLWHUDWXUHRI HVFDSLVPWKHZHDNDQGUHVLVWDQFHDJDLQVWGHVSDLUµ:KHQ,ÀQDOO\PHW+DQ6RQJ
after he had finished reporting day and night on the National People’s Congress and the Chinese
People’s Political Consultative Conference he was with Fei Dao, the “younger version of Han Song”.
Fei Dao, who’s original name is Jia Liyuan, is a doctoral student at the Faculty of Chinese
Language and Culture at Tsinghua University. He received his M.A. degree from Beijing Normal
8QLYHUVLW\LQVFLHQFHÀFWLRQOLWHUDWXUH+HLVWKHRQO\SHUVRQWRKDYHYROXQWDULO\VDWWKHH[DPLQDWLRQ
IRUWKHVFLHQFHÀFWLRQPDMRUZKRLVVWLOOZULWLQJVFLHQFHÀFWLRQ)HL'DRDOVRZULWHVVRIWVFLHQFHÀFWLRQ
and his published works include $'RRPVGD\6WRU\DQG7KH/RQJHVW:D\WR'HDWK. This young science
ÀFWLRQZULWHUXVHVULFKO\SRHWLFODQJXDJHDQGKLVZULWLQJLVHPRWLRQDOO\FORVHUWRWKHFRPEXVWLYHVW\OH
RI DGROHVFHQWZRUNV+HRIWHQXVHVDQFLHQW&KLQHVHÀJXUHVDVSURSVDQGVRPHRI KLVZRUNVKDYHEHHQ
FODVVLÀHGDVIDQWDV\
Fei Dao has an very similar disposition to Han Song. He is also thin and frail; in fact he is even
more so. Because he was hospitalized due to illness he appeared hastily on the day of the interview
wearing a hospital gown and as he spoke blood slowly oozed out from his cracked lips. First he
wanted to talk about his favourite writers, those great men of weak bodies. For example Proust, he
had asthma; and Kafka, he suffered from a social phobia… They were not great because they were
sick however, but because of their sensitivity and honesty, and their concern and enthusiasm for
writing, because of which they opened up their insides as if they were skinning an orange…
Han Song and Fei Dao are very similar in both disposition and style of genre: they both use real
life to write; neither is very optimistic about the real world and they have both tried to escape a little
from the ways of the world; they are both extremely inward and both writers’ auras are so weak they
7

are almost non-existent, as if they themselves are their own baggage, ready to be picked up to escape
the crowd. Even their family backgrounds are somewhat similar.
Han Song was born and grew up in Chongqing. His father worked in the news and his mother
was a teacher. His family lived in a large staff compound. Han Song’s impressions of Chongqing and
his childhood there are of a marginal, remote, and closed-off place, and of the military industry there.
+HVWLOOUHPHPEHUVDQHDUWKTXDNHWKDWKDSSHQHGZKHQKHZDVRU\HDUVROG+HLQVWLQFWLYHO\UDQRXW
into the centre of the compound to escape, carrying cookies and water with him. Fei Dao grew up in
DPLQLQJUHJLRQLQ&KLIHQJ+LVORYHRI QDWXUHLQVFLHQFHÀFWLRQFRPHVIURPLOOXVWUDWLRQVRI WKHEOXH
sky that came with stories of outer space. That blue was a kind of clear blue that he had never seen in
the skies above the mining region where he lived.
,WLVDOLWWOHVWUDQJHWKDWWKHPDMRULW\RI &KLQD·VVFLHQFHÀFWLRQZULWHUVDOOFRPHIURPUHPRWHDQG
LVRODWHGWRZQVSODFHVRYHUÁRZLQJZLWKLQGXVWULDOIDQWDVLHVDQGVXEXUEDQFXOWXUH+DQ6RQJVDLGWKDW
“It is precisely this kind of isolation and suppression, combined with fantasies about the future and
a sense of wonder that produces a chemical reaction. This produces two different kinds of people:
the majority, who are envious of industrialisation, are therefore inspired with ambition to change
their destinies and to go and reap its rewards, both in reality and speculatively; while a small number
of people become inward and hope to use their imagination to surpass this stage and reach a distant
XWRSLDµ7KLVLVWKHFUHDWLYHVRLORI &KLQHVHVFLHQFHÀFWLRQOLWHUDWXUHGXULQJWKHHQGOHVVWUDQVLWLRQIURP
DQDJULFXOWXUDOWRDQLQGXVWULDOFLYLOLVDWLRQVFLHQFHÀFWLRQ·VLPDJLQDWLRQRI LQGXVWULDOLVDWLRQHQDEOHVLWWR
VWDQGLQDSURPLQHQWSRVLWLRQDQGÁXWWHULWVORQJEDQQHUFORXG
When it was time to leave, Han Song picked up his big, bulging backpack again. What does he
NHHSLQVLGHLW":DWHUFRPSUHVVHGELVFXLWVDÁDVKOLJKWURSHDVWKPDPHGLFDWLRQÁXPHGLFLQHDQWL
LQÁDPPDWRU\PHGLFLQHPRWLRQVLFNQHVVPHGLFDWLRQ«+HLVDSHVVLPLVWLFVFLHQFHÀFWLRQZULWHUZKR
believes in doomsday rumours and is therefore prepared. He has carried a survival pack with him at all
times for over ten years.
Spiritual pollution and gathering spectators
The Encyclopaedia Britannica defines science fiction as: literature that deals with science or
VFLHQWLÀFRUWHFKQRORJLFDOIDQWDV\WKHPDMRULW\RI ZKLFKLVUHODWHGWRWKHIXWXUH7HFKQLFDOO\LWFRQVLVWV
RI WZROHYHOVVFLHQWLÀFUHDVRQLQJDQGOLWHUDU\H[SUHVVLRQ,WLVDIRUPRI OLWHUDWXUHWKDWGHDOVZLWK
alienation in order to depict the unique imagination of mankind; if such alienation can be understood,
LWLVVFLHQFHÀFWLRQLI LWFDQQRWEHXQGHUVWRRGWKHQLWEHFRPHVP\WKRUIDQWDV\,I ZHORRNDWLWV
PHDQLQJVFLHQFHÀFWLRQLVDOLWHUDWXUHRI HVFDSLVPVFLHQWLÀFUHDVRQLQJDQGWKLQNLQJDERXWWKHIXWXUH
²WKLVNLQGRI H[SODQDWLRQFDQEHH[SDQGHGHQGOHVVO\%XWLQ&KLQDIURPWKHVWRWKHV
VFLHQFHÀFWLRQOLWHUDWXUHZDVUHVWULFWHGWRWKHIROORZLQJWZRFDWHJRULHVWKHLPDJLQDWLRQVRI VFLHQWLVWV
and the imaginations of a communist society.
China copied the Soviet Union’s approach and made some adjustments in accordance with
Chinese characteristics: the visions of scientific minds had to be outstanding and charismatic as
representatives of the new scientists of communism; visions of communist society on the contrary
had to embody the struggle between man and nature, because after the realisation of communism and
the elimination of class, there no longer existed any form of struggle between people in society, who
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existed in harmony and friendship. Representative works include )URP(DUWKWR0DUV, which not only
rushes to communism, but also to Mars; and &RPPXQLVW&DSULFFLR, which describes Beijing in 2001 as a
garden of communism, where Chairman Mao has already turned 100 and is still hale and hearty.
During that time, Liu Cixin was a Red Guard in a primary school in Yangquan, Shanxi province.
His father was a former national coal system expert, and because of this bad element in his family
EDFNJURXQG/LX&L[LQZDVVHQWWR6KDQ[LIURP%HLMLQJ7KHÀJXUHRI WKH5HG*XDUGODWHUSHUPHDWHV
KLVQRYHOVEXWDWWKDWWLPHWKLVZDVKLVRQO\RSWLRQRI VHOISUHVHUYDWLRQ:KHQ+DQ6RQJÀUVWUHDG
&RQVWHOODWLRQVDQG*UHHN0\WKRORJ\ in the staff compound in Chongqing, he was entirely absorbed into
DQRWKHUVPDOOZRUOGZKLFKVHHPHGWRUHPDLQLQQDWHO\XQFKDQJHGUHJDUGOHVVRI ÁXFWXDWLRQVLQWKH
real world.
:X<DQLVDKLJKSURÀOHÀJXUH+HJUHZXSLQWKH&XOWXUDO7URXSHFRPSRXQGRI WKH$LU)RUFH
Political Department in Beijing, in an environment that strongly resembled the movie ,QWKH+HDWRI 
the Sun. His childhood was tinged with blue: the courtyard, painted blue and divided into two front
and rear sections, was once the private residence of a warlord; the children of the troupe chased each
RWKHUDURXQGWKHEURRNDQGURFNHU\LQWKH\DUGWKH\FRXOGZDWFKÀOPVUHVHUYHGH[FOXVLYHO\IRUWKH
leaders and read secret materials and foreign novels. They were a group of privileged children who
had a natural sense of superiority; it was very similar to the scenes described in Wang Shuo’s writing.
Cui Jian was one of Wu Yan’s playmates in the courtyard.
Wu Yan’s father was a member of the propaganda team of the cultural troupe; his mother was
a dancer. A sense of the destructive power of the arts in his family led to his love of technology. Wu
Yan cried when he read Guo Yishi’s ,QWKH:RUOGRI 6FLHQFH published in 6FLHQFH)LFWLRQ:RUOG, in which
DFKLOGH[SORUHVWKHVFLHQWLÀFZRUOGDQGVHHVDQDUWLÀFLDOPDQPDGHVXQDQDWRPLFSRZHUSODQWDQG
UDGLRDFWLYHIDUPLQJZKHQWKHFKLOGUHWXUQVKRPHKHÀQGVDJLIWDFDELQHWRI WHVWWXEHVPLFURVFRSHV
and telescopes. Wu Yan’s love of science is not based on his own personal experience, but is on the
contrary observational and descriptive.
In 1978, Wu Yan, who was in junior middle school at the Dengshikou Middle School in Beijing,
wrote a book review of science fiction writer Ye Yonglie’s ;LDR/LQJWRQJ·V7UDYHOVLQWKH)XWXUH, and
submitted it to the *XDQJPLQJ'DLO\$QHGLWRUWKHQDUULYHGWRPHHW:X<DQLQSHUVRQDQGÀQGRXW
LI KHZDVDTXDOLÀHGVXFFHVVRULQSXUVXLQJWKHVRFLDOLVWFDXVH,QWRFHOHEUDWHWKHGRZQIDOORI 
the Gang of Four and welcome the Third Plenary Session of the 11th Central Committee, culture,
children’s literature and popular science were encouraged to flourish and Wu Yan received an
important recommendation. The *XDQJPLQJ'DLO\ published his book review and also wrote a special
feature in praise of his work. He became nationally famous as a ‘young writer’ and was able to meet
Ye Yonglie in person. He had stepped into the limelight.
$IWHUWKH&XOWXUDO5HYROXWLRQVFLHQFHÀFWLRQOLWHUDWXUHIRFXVHGSULPDULO\RQUHÁHFWLRQ,WDOVR
contained characteristics of “scar literature”. In Zheng Wenguang’s 'HVFHQGHQWVRI WKH*RG of War he
depicts the development of communism on Mars before bringing the story to a tragic conclusion. ,Q
Three Whips, another story by Zheng Wenguang, three whips talk and discuss who they lashed during
the Cultural Revolution. In Jin Tao’s 0RRQOLJKW,VODQG, a group of people who have fled from the
Cultural Revolution arrive at the island; in the end they do not go back to the mainland, but follow
aliens to another world.
The period from 1978 to 1983 is still viewed as the Golden Age of Chinese science fiction.
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$OOSURYLQFLDOVFLHQFHDVVRFLDWLRQVHVWDEOLVKHGVFLHQFHÀFWLRQPDJD]LQHVWRSURPRWHSRSXODUVFLHQFH
Sichuan’s Association for Science and Technology established the magazine 6FLHQWLÀF$UWDQG/LWHUDWXUH
(the predecessor of 6FLHQFH)LFWLRQ:RUOG ,WVÀUVWLVVXHFRQVLVWHGRI DWRWDORI FRSLHVZKLFK
increased to 200,000 in the following year. Tong Enzheng’s 'HDWK 5D\ RQ &RUDO ,VODQG, which was
published in People’s Literature, won the First People’s Literature Short Story Prize. The novel was
DOVRWXUQHGLQWRDÀOPZKLFKOHIWDQHQGXULQJLPSUHVVLRQRQWKRVHZKRVDZLWDVFKLOGUHQRI WKH
LQFUHGLEOHSRZHURI DODVHUWRFXWDQ\WKLQJLQKDOI LQDÁDVK
In 1983, Liu Cixin was a student at the Institute of Electric Power, by which time he was
DOUHDG\DVHDVRQHGVFLHQFHÀFWLRQIDQ+HOD\LQKLVGRUPLWRU\OLVWHQLQJWRWKHUDGLRWKH3HRSOH·V'DLO\
DQQRXQFHGLQDQHGLWRULDOWKDWVFLHQFHÀFWLRQZDVW\SLFDORI ´ERXUJHRLVOLEHUDOL]DWLRQµDQGZDVFODVVHG
as “spiritual pollution”. Criticism of science fiction developed across the country, in a campaign
which became known as the “small Cultural Revolution of 100 days”. Science fiction magazines
ZHUHIRUELGGHQIURPSXEOLVKLQJVFLHQFHÀFWLRQOLWHUDWXUHDQGWKHPDMRULW\RI PDJD]LQHVZHQWRXWRI 
EXVLQHVV6FLHQFHÀFWLRQZULWHUVVXFKDV=KHQJ:HQJXDQJ<H<RQJOLHDQG7RQJ(Q]KHQJZHUHVXEMHFW
to accusations, as a result of which Zheng Wenguang fell ill and did not recover. Wu Yan was again
SXVKHGLQWRWKHOLPHOLJKWDVKHZDVFULWLFL]HGDVDFKLOGRI <H<RQJOLHDQGKLVKRQRULÀFWLWOHRI ´\RXQJ
writer” was forcibly removed.
/RRNLQJEDFN:X<DQUHFDOOVWKDWWKHUHZHUHDQXPEHURI YDJXHUHDVRQVWKDWVFLHQFHÀFWLRQ
EHFDPHDWDUJHWRI WKHDQWVSLULWXDOSROOXWLRQPRYHPHQW7KHDWWDFNRQVFLHQFHÀFWLRQZULWHUVÀUVW
EHJDQEHFDXVHWKHLUZRUNVODFNHG´VFLHQWLÀFFKDUDFWHUµDQGSRSXODUVFLHQFHZULWHUVZURWHDUWLFOHVWKDW
analysed the “hard errors” of science fiction novels, which promoted “incorrect scientific views”.
7KLVVXEVHTXHQWO\EHFDPHLGHRORJLFDOFULWLFLVPVFLHQFHÀFWLRQZULWHUVZHUHSHVVLPLVWLFDQGZRUOG
weary; they hated humanity and believed in unhealthy values. Finally it became a personal attack.
Contemporary political factors and personal grievances were also evident during this process. Wu
<DQLVDWXWRURI GRFWRUDOVWXGHQWVPDMRULQJLQVFLHQFHÀFWLRQDW%HLMLQJ1RUPDO8QLYHUVLW\DQGOHDGV
&KLQD·VRQO\VFLHQFHÀFWLRQOLWHUDWXUHPDMRU+HVWRSSHGZULWLQJÀFWLRQORQJDJREXWFRQWLQXHVWR
FRQWULEXWHWRWKHJHQUHDVDVFKRODUDQGVFLHQFHÀFWLRQREVHUYHU,I &KLQHVHVFLHQFHÀFWLRQZDVDQ
individual, it would be one that had no control over its own fate, someone that was subject to dramatic
ÁXFWXDWLRQVLWLVFRQVWDQWO\EHLQJSXOOHGXSFXWRIIDQGIRUJRWWHQ
)URPWKHGD\WKDWVFLHQFHÀFWLRQHQWHUHG&KLQDLWKDVERUQWKHJUHDWUHVSRQVLELOLW\RI DOLWHUDU\
form that conveys a moral message, and it has been burdened with too great a number of social
functions. In 1902, Liang Qichao established 1HZ)LFWLRQDQGSXEOLVKHGWKHVFLHQWLÀFQRYHO$)XWXUH
5HFRUGRI 1HZ&KLQDKHXVHGVFLHQFHÀFWLRQQRYHOVDVDWRROWRSURPRWHQHZÀFWLRQ,QWKHIROORZLQJ
year Lu Xun translated Jules Verne’s )URPWKH(DUWKWRWKH0RRQDQG$-RXUQH\WRWKH&HQWUHRI WKH(DUWK
into Chinese, which he considered primarily as tools of popular science education, which could “guide
WKH&KLQHVHSHRSOHIRUZDUGVµ7KLVLVFRQVLGHUHGDVWKHPRPHQWWKDWVFLHQFHÀFWLRQHQWHUHG&KLQD
DQGDOVRDVWKHEHJLQQLQJRI DGHEDWHDVWRZKHWKHUVFLHQFHÀFWLRQVKRXOGEHFODVVLÀHGDVDQDUWRUD
science. Any gain for either viewpoint was a loss for the other; but regardless which one prevailed,
VFLHQFHÀFWLRQZDVXVHGDVDWRRODQLQVWUXPHQWRI HLWKHULGHRORJLFDOPHDQVRUWKHDGYDQFHPHQWRI 
popular science.
:X<DQVDLGWRPH´6FLHQFHÀFWLRQOLWHUDWXUHVKRXOGUHWXUQWRWKHOLWHUDU\IRUPLWVHOIµ+H
KDGMXVWÀQLVKHGWHDFKLQJDQHOHFWLYHFODVVLQVFLHQFHHGXFDWLRQ7KHVFLHQFHÀFWLRQPDMRUWKDWKH
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UXQVEHJDQWRWDNHDSSOLFDWLRQVIURPVWXGHQWVLQLWKDVSURGXFHGDWRWDORI JUDGXDWHVWKH
PDMRULW\RI ZKLFKÀUVWDSSOLHGWRRWKHUPDMRUVDQGWKHQWUDQVIHUUHGWRWKLVRQH2QO\)HL'DRFKRVH
himself to apply to take the entrance examination, and he is the only graduate to still be writing
VFLHQFHÀFWLRQQRYHOV
,ZDVDEOHWRVHQVH:X<DQ·VGLVSDUDJHPHQWDQGKXPLOLW\7KHVFLHQFHÀFWLRQPDMRULVUXQYHU\
well; at least it is better than nothing. But I could also sense his excitement and a kind of hidden
arrogance. He started telling me about the different types of science fiction writers: first, women,
who in the technological age are subject to the dual forces of both technological and patriarchal
oppression; second, the immature men who stop developing and live eternally as 17 year olds;
third, people of lower social standing and marginal groups in society; and fourth, the members of
underdeveloped countries and regions.
The one common characteristic of all of these groups is that they are a little nerdy – they were
all the observers at parties that never danced, ‘the people who watch the dark side of the moon’.
They know how to use their imagination to resist repression and mediocrity; they are sincerely proud,
ambitious and progressive; they believe that they are the gods of the imaginative realm, so much so
that they have carved their names on the medals of the intelligence hierarchy.
A watertight industrial chain
Yang Xiao travelled by train for eight days and eight nights to Amsterdam to win the right for
China to hold the World Science Fiction Convention in Chengdu. An exciting legend, this story is as
P\VWLFDODVVFLHQFHÀFWLRQLWVHOI
Especially when you imagine Yang Xiao: a small, thin woman with a few strands of grey in
KHUKDLUZKRRQWRSRI EHLQJWUDYHOZHDU\DOVRZRUHDP\VWHULRXVDLURI LQMXU\VSHFLÀFWRKHURZQ
country. At that time, China was not popular internationally. It was 1991, and the international world
had imposed sanctions on China because of the incident at the square. Permission to hold the World
Science Fiction Convention, which had been previously granted, had been withdrawn. Yang Xiao
moved people with her passion and overcame Poland, China’s rival, to win permission to hold the
event. Seventeen internationally renowned individuals from the science fiction world were invited
WRWKHFRQYHQWLRQZKLFKZDVWKHÀUVWLQWHUQDWLRQDOHYHQWWREHKHOGE\&KLQDVLQFH6LFKXDQ·V
Association for Science and Technology attached great importance to the event, which it supported
XVLQJLWVRIÀFLDOFORXW6FLHQFHÀFWLRQIDQVZHUHDOVRH[FLWHGDQGÁRFNHGWR6LFKXDQ7KLVPDUNHGWKH
HQGRI WKHFDPSDLJQDJDLQVWVFLHQFHÀFWLRQDV´VSLULWXDOSROOXWLRQµWKDWKDGEHJXQLQDQGD´OLIWLQJ
RI WKHEDQµRQVFLHQFHÀFWLRQOLWHUDWXUH
At that time Yang Xiao was the director of 6FLHQWLÀF$UWDQG/LWHUDWXUHWKHÀUVWGLUHFWRUWREH
FKRVHQGHPRFUDWLFDOO\$IWHULWZDVLPSRVVLEOHWRSXEOLVKDQ\ZRUNVRI VFLHQFHÀFWLRQOLWHUDWXUH
and there was also a lack of materials from authors, both of which caused 6FLHQWLÀF$UWDQG/LWHUDWXUH’s
VXEVFULSWLRQVWRGURSWR$WRQHWLPHWKHÀQDQFLDODFFRXQWVRI WKHPDJD]LQHZHUHDVORZDV
\XDQ7KHPDMRULW\RI VFLHQFHÀFWLRQPDJD]LQHVUXQE\RWKHUSURYLQFLDOVFLHQFHDQGWHFKQRORJ\
associations went out of business, but Sichuan’s Association for Science and Technology decided to
keep themselves to themselves with regard to the future of 6FLHQWLÀF$UWDQG/LWHUDWXUH. The magazine
ZDVHQWLUHO\UHVSRQVLEOHIRULWVRZQSURÀWVRUORVVHVDQGKHOGGHPRFUDWLFHOHFWLRQVWKURXJKZKLFK
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34-year-old editor Yang Xiao was elected. For a time 6FLHQFH$UWDQG/LWHUDWXUH changed its name to
Strange TalesDQGSXEOLVKHGQRQÀFWLRQZRUNVLQRUGHUWRWU\DQGDWWUDFWPRUHUHDGHUVZLWKLQFUHGLEOH
anecdotes. In 1989, it wanted to use the opportunity created by the entrance of Transformers to China
WRLQVSLUHDUHYLYDORI VFLHQFHÀFWLRQEXWWKHVWXGHQWVWRRNWRWKHVWUHHWVVRRQDIWHU7KHDWWHPSWWR
hold the annual World Science Fiction Convention in China was a gamble. After that the magazine
changed its name to 6FLHQFH)LFWLRQ:RUOG.
6FLHQFH)LFWLRQ:RUOGLV&KLQD·VPRVWZLGHO\FLUFXODWHGDQGLQÁXHQWLDOVFLHQFHÀFWLRQPDJD]LQH
DWLWVKHLJKWFLUFXODWLRQZDVURXJKO\FRSLHVSHULVVXH,WLVWKH%LEOHRI VFLHQFHÀFWLRQIDQV
6FLHQFH)LFWLRQ:RUOGLVDWWKHFHQWUHRI DQXPEHURI VWRULHVERWKUHODWHGWRVFLHQFHÀFWLRQDQGQRW
In 1997 the magazine once again hosted the annual World Science Fiction Conference and invited
several American and Russian astronauts to attend. This attracted CCTV to report on the event,
while the American magazine 1HZVZHHN also took notice of Chinese science fiction writers for
the first time, and was particularly interested in the division between Han Song’s job as a Xinhua
1HZV$JHQF\UHSRUWHUE\GD\DQGVFLHQFHÀFWLRQZULWHUDWGDZQ$VPDOOFUD]HIRUVFLHQFHÀFWLRQ
literature subsequently appeared in the popular realm for a time. The writer A Lai took up the post
of editor-in-chief of 6FLHQFH)LFWLRQ:RUOGDIWHUKHÀQLVKHGZULWLQJ5HG3RSSLHV. He brought about a
GLDORJXHEHWZHHQPDLQVWUHDPOLWHUDWXUHDQGVFLHQFHÀFWLRQDQGDOVRLQKHULWHG<DQJ;LDR·VLGHDOLVP
and indoctrinated his editors with an ambition to be a great world periodical. In 1999, the magazine
published popular science articles and literary works about memory transplantation just before the
university entrance examinations and guessed correctly the Chinese language composition topic in
that year’s examinations, as a result of which subscriptions rose rapidly to 380,000 copies. In 2009 the
magazine issued an open letter which instigated a campaign to get rid of its editor-in-chief, who had
been appointed by Sichuan’s Science and Technology Association; he was driven out by the magazine’s
editors because of activities such as dealing in ISBNs and investing public funds.
6FLHQFH)LFWLRQ:RUOG·VRIÀFHVDUHORFDWHGRQWKHthÁRRURI 6LFKXDQ·V$VVRFLDWLRQIRU6FLHQFHDQG
Technology’s building in a new district in the south of Chengdu. As well as 6FLHQFH)LFWLRQ:RUOG, the
RIÀFHDOVRSXEOLVKHVWKUHHRWKHUPDJD]LQHV6FLHQFH)LFWLRQ:RUOG7UDQVODWLRQV)DQWDV\:RUOG, and 1HZWRQ.
It is still managed by the Association for Science and Technology and at present it has a circulation of
URXJKO\FRSLHVSHULVVXH$QLQVFULSWLRQE\<DQJ=KHQQLQJKDQJVRQWKHRIÀFHZDOO´)DQWDV\
and dreams are not the same”. If you look closely there is also evidence of support from fans from
around the time that the editor-in-chief was driven out, in the form of sweets, plaques and notes
VD\LQJWKLQJVOLNH´2QWKHRWKHUVLGHRI GDUNQHVVLVVXQOLJKWµ
Editor-in-chief Yao Haijun does not only regard 6FLHQFH)LFWLRQ:RUOG as a magazine, but also
as a body that functions as an industrial chain and a platform. Inspired by changes in American
VFLHQFHÀFWLRQOLWHUDWXUHULVLQJVWDUVÀUVWSXEOLVKZRUNVLQVFLHQFHÀFWLRQSHULRGLFDOVDQGWKHQFROODWH
a number of these works to publish as a collection, after which they then publish a full-length novel
which can enter bookstores alongside other popular literature. This is followed by TV adaptations and
WKHGHYHORSPHQWRI DIÀOLDWHGSURGXFWVDQGDIDPRXVZULWHULVERUQ:ULWHUVDUHWKHQDEOHUHFHLYHWKH
money and attention that they deserve, which is enough to offset mainstream literature’s low regard
IRUWKHVFLHQFHÀFWLRQJHQUH(DFKVWDJHRI WKHSURFHVVLVFRQQHFWHGEXWWKHUHLVOLWWOHHQWDQJOHPHQW
within itself, so it forms a healthy and complete industrial chain.
6FLHQFH)LFWLRQ:RUOG has launched a Nova Program, in which new authors can publish their works
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in the Nebula Series; while the Galaxy Awards promote established authors (Wang Jinkang has won
the award nine times; Liu Cixin eight times), who are then published in the Cornerstone Series collection.
Recommended foreign science fiction works are also published in the 6FLHQFH)LFWLRQ0DVWHUVbooks
DVDVXSSOHPHQWDQGÀQDOO\6FLHQFH)LFWLRQ:RUOG also publishes individual works by star authors that
are discovered during this process, such as Liu Cixin’s Supernova Era and the 7KUHH%RG\ trilogy, and
develops further associated products. 6FLHQFH)LFWLRQ:RUOG is Liu Cixin’s talent scout and Yao Haijun is
his literary agent.
The moment that Yao Haijun’s ambition was unleashed can perhaps be dated back to 1997. It
ZDVWKHQWKDW<DR+DLMXQZKRZRUNHGDWDIRUHVWU\FHQWUHÀUVWWRRNSDUWLQWKHDQQXDO:RUOG6FLHQFH
Fiction Convention. His monthly salary of 140 yuan was not even enough for the train ticket from his
home, Yichun, to Beijing. He stayed in a basement quite far away from the event itself; it was full of
VFLHQFHÀFWLRQIDQVZKRZHUHQRWRIÀFLDOO\LQYLWHGWRWKHHYHQWDQGHYHU\RQHVWD\LQJWKHUHIHOWWKDWLW
was quite an achievement to have got there. They talked all night, and the place became known as the
“underground convention”.
<DR+DLMXQVDZ&KDUOHV%URZQWKHIRXQGHURI WKH$PHULFDQVFLHQFHÀFWLRQSXEOLFDWLRQ/RFXV
MagazineIRUWKHÀUVWWLPH7KHHOGHUO\$PHULFDQKDGDVXLWHDWDKRWHOQHDUWRWKHYHQXHDQGKHOG
an after party there in the evening, to which many big names were invited; it was an exciting party
RYHUÁRZLQJZLWKZLQHDQGJXHVWV7RDWWHQGWKHPDLQHYHQWRI WKHFRQYHQWLRQZDVQRWDVLPSRUWDQW
as an invitation to Charles Brown’s party, which was seen as the real honour. He himself was also a
VFLHQFHÀFWLRQIDQZKRXVHGKLVRZQPRQH\WRVWDUWDPDJD]LQHLQZKLFKKHKDVHGLWHGIRU
40 years. /RFXV0DJD]LQHLV$PHULFD·VPRVWLPSRUWDQWVFLHQFHÀFWLRQSHULRGLFDODQGDSODWIRUPIRU
VFLHQFHÀFWLRQQHZVDQGLQIRUPDWLRQ7KH/RFXV$ZDUGVKDYHDOVREHFRPHDQDXWKRULWDWLYHVFLHQFH
ÀFWLRQDZDUG&KDUOHV%URZQ·VVDORQVW\OHRI KRVWLQJLQ%HLMLQJOHIWDQXQIRUJHWWDEOHLPSUHVVLRQRQ
Yao Haijun.
$WWKDWWLPH<DR+DLMXQZDVDOVRUXQQLQJDPDJD]LQHIRUVFLHQFHÀFWLRQIDQVWKH6FLHQFH)LFWLRQ
)DQ$VVRFLDWLRQ. It was founded in 1986, based on the principle of publishing science fiction news
DQGDGYDQFLQJH[FKDQJHEHWZHHQVFLHQFHÀFWLRQIDQV7KHPDJD]LQHLVLVVXHGWKURXJKDPHPEHUVKLS
V\VWHPDQGWKHDQQXDOPHPEHUVKLSIHHLV\XDQ2QO\RQHSHUVRQZRUNVDWWKHPDJD]LQH<DR
Haijun is responsible for compilation, editing, printing and distribution. Because the magazine is run
and published privately, it is an “illegal publication”; it has run for 12 years.
Yao Haijun was born in Yichun, Heilongjiang Province, to a family of forestry workers. In junior
middle school he suffered from a strange illness. His doctors gave up treatment and he had to leave
school. His family sent him to his uncle’s home on the outskirts of Yichun to be looked after. The
KRXVHZDVLQDYLOODJHNPIURPWKHQHDUE\WRZQRI +RQJTL WKHYLOODJHLVQDPHGDVVXFK ,QWKH
GD\KLVXQFOHZRXOGJRRXWWRZRUNLQWKHIRUHVWU\FHQWUHDQG<DR+DLMXQZRXOGHLWKHUJRÀVKLQJRQ
the riverside or read 6FLHQWLÀF$UWDQG/LWHUDWXUH. He was left to fend for himself and in fact he relaxed.
+HVWLOOUHPHPEHUVWKHÀUVWWLPHWKDWKHZDVVKRFNHGDQGDEVRUEHGE\WKRVHZRUGVDERXWWKHXQLYHUVH
and the future. It was as if his entire self had became smaller; curled up on a heated Kang bed, the
wider word opened up in his mind, while in the real world, the trees outside of his window were heavy
ZLWKKD]HOQXWVDQGZKRNQHZZKHQDVPDOOFUHDWXUHPLJKWÁ\RYHUWROLFNWKHZLQGRZSDSHU
In 1997, Yao Haijun, who had magically recovered from his childhood illness and studied at a
technical school, had a job at the forestry centre. In another space, he was also somewhat famous as a
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VHDVRQHGVFLHQFHÀFWLRQIDQ+HUHFHLYHGDQLQYLWDWLRQIURPWKHPDJD]LQH6FLHQFH)LFWLRQ.LQJ to enter
WKHVFLHQFHÀFWLRQSXEOLVKLQJLQGXVWU\DQGLQKHWUDQVIHUUHGWR6FLHQFH)LFWLRQ:RUOG. The world
RI VFLHQFHÀFWLRQWKDWKHVHHVWRGD\LVDOUHDG\YHU\GLIIHUHQWWRWKDWRI WKHSDVWQHZVWDUZULWHUVVXFK
as Liu Cixin and Han Song have already appeared and the construction of a solid platform centred
on the core of 6FLHQFH)LFWLRQ:RUOGKDVEHHQFRPSOHWHG6FLHQFHÀFWLRQOLWHUDWXUHZKLFKLQWKHSDVW
has been used as an instrument and suffered many setbacks, has gradually returned to the realm of
literature itself; it seems that all it needs now is time…
6FLHQFHÀFWLRQIDQVDUHDOVRORRNLQJH[FLWHGO\WRZDUGWKHIXWXUH6HDVRQHGVFLHQFHÀFWLRQIDQ;LDR
Ji, who works at the Xinhua News Agency, excitedly described her thoughts: this is a era when geeks are
very popular and “intelligent is the new sexy”; the internet and mobile media are also stimulating youths
LQDOOFLWLHVDQGWKHQXPEHURI \RXWKVWKDWZLOOUDGLDWHWRVFLHQFHÀFWLRQOLWHUDWXUHFDQEHGHYHORSHG
through children’s literature. Xiao Ji used to think that Jia Zhangke had a very cosmological view on
WKHZRUOG DÁ\LQJVDXFHUDSSHDUVLQStill Life), but he later explained that this had nothing to do with
VFLHQFHÀFWLRQZKLFKZDVYHU\GLVDSSRLQWLQJ1RZ1LQJ+DRKDVERXJKWWKHÀOPSURGXFWLRQULJKWVWR
/LX&L[LQ·VZRUNVDQGZLOOVKRRWDVFLHQFHÀFWLRQPRYLHZKLFKLVYHU\JRRGQHZV«
In August 2010, the first Nebula Awards organised by the World Chinese Science Fiction
$VVRFLDWLRQJDYHWKHEHVWVFLHQFHÀFWLRQIDQWDV\SUL]HWRERWK/LX&L[LQDQG+DQ6RQJ
Han Song gave a humble acceptance speech on Weibo: “I don’t entirely agree with the decision
WRJLYHWKHRXWVWDQGLQJDXWKRUDZDUGWRP\VHOI DQG/LX&L[LQ2QHSHUVRQLVHQRXJKDQG/LXLVWKH
great writer of Chinese science fiction; he is the best representative. I wrote to ask to decline the
DZDUGEXWWKH\EHOLHYHGWKDWWKH\VKRXOGSURPRWHWKHDFKLHYHPHQWVRI &KLQHVHVFLHQFHÀFWLRQDQG
that I must accept the situation.”
Liu Cixin did not say much. He has barely any contact with other people in science fiction
FLUFOHV7KHFODLPWKDWKDV´VLQJOHKDQGHGO\UDLVHGWKHVWDQGDUGRI &KLQHVHVFLHQFHÀFWLRQWRDZRUOG
FODVVOHYHOµSHUKDSVUHIHUVERWKWRWKHVWDQGDUGDQGSRSXODULQÁXHQFHRI KLVZULWLQJDQGDOVRWRKLV
PDQQHURI GRLQJWKLQJVDORQH/LX&L[LQRQFHDJDLQVSRNHRQWKHWRSLFRI ´VFLHQFHÀFWLRQOLWHUDWXUHDV
a genre of literature”: “The format has changed now; the main body of literature now is in fact genre
literature, so that even mainstream literature has now become a genre.” An engineer, Liu Cixin has a
great ability to systematically summarise laws and he has also studied the creative methods of other
literature genres, such as sitting down to write tens of thousands of words per day. But this made him
anxious; he could not follow the set pattern.
“First I must shock myself in order to be able to write. If I don’t shock myself, then I can’t
ZULWHDQ\WKLQJ,DPQRWDTXDOLÀHGZULWHURI ´JHQUHOLWHUDWXUHµ,FDQ·WSURGXFHZRUNDVLI ,DPRQ
DSURGXFWLRQOLQH0\OLPLWDWLRQVDUHREYLRXVWRPH,I DOORI WKHKRSHVRI &KLQHVHVFLHQFHÀFWLRQ
literature are placed on my shoulders alone, then its future is also obvious.’ Liu Cixin has not written
another word since the publication of the 7KUHH%RG\ trilogy. He has re-read his previous works and
feels that the young man who wrote them was incredible: he had a writer’s arrogance about his own
achievements and was excited; but praise and expectations have reminded him that the holiday is over.
He must start his next work. These tangled thoughts alone have consumed too much of his efforts.

Translated by Lucy Johnston
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The Thinker
Liu Cixin

The Sun
+HFRXOGVWLOOUHFDOOKLVIHHOLQJVWKHÀUVWWLPHKHVDZWKH6L\XQ0RXQWDLQ2EVHUYDWRU\WKLUW\
four years ago, when the ambulance crossed the mountain ridge and the main peak appeared in the
GLVWDQFHLWVGRPHGWHOHVFRSHURRIVUHÁHFWLQJWKHJROGHQOLJKWRI WKHVHWWLQJVXQOLNHSHDUOVLQVHWLQWR
the peak.
Back then he had just graduated from medical school and was a trainee brain surgeon. He
KDGFRPHWRWKH2EVHUYDWRU\DVDSK\VLFLDQ·VDVVLVWDQWWRUHVFXHDSDWLHQWWRRFULWLFDOO\LQMXUHGWREH
transported. A visiting scholar from England had accidentally fallen off a cliff while out for a walk
and had severely injured his head. When they arrived, they performed a cranial perforation to drain
excess blood and relieve pressure on the brain, and once the patient’s condition had improved to the
point he was able to be moved, the ambulance took him to a hospital in the provincial capital for
additional surgery.
,W ZDV TXLWH ODWH ZKHQ WKH\ OHIW WKH 2EVHUYDWRU\ :KLOH WKH RWKHUV ZHUH PDQHXYHULQJ WKH
patient into the ambulance, he turned a curious eye toward the surrounding telescope domes,
arranged as if according to some obscure plan, like a moonlit Stonehenge. Compelled by a force he
was never afterwards able to explain, he walked over to the closest telescope, pushed open the door,
and entered.
The inside was unlit except for countless small signal lights. He felt as if he had passed into a
PRRQOHVVRXWHUVSDFH2QO\RQHVOHQGHUPRRQEHDPSHQHWUDWHGWKHVOLWDWWKHWRSRI WKHGRPHDQG
where it struck the tall telescope its silver thread described a partial outline, resembling a piece of
abstract art occupying the center of an urban plaza at midnight.
He tentatively approached the base of the telescope. In the dim light he saw a mass of
equipment of bewildering complexity, and as he searched for a lens that would accomodate his eye,
a soft female voice called from the doorway:
“That’s a solar telescope. There is no eyepiece.”
A slender figure dressed in a white uniform entered gracefully, a feather drifting on the
moonlight. As she approached him, he felt the gentle breeze sh e brought with her.
“Traditional sun telescopes project an image on a backing curtain, but most of them are
viewed on a display screen these days....Doctor, you seem to have quite an interest in this place.”
He nodded. “An observatory is a place of freedom and detachment. I like that feeling.”
´6RZKDWDUH\RXGRLQJLQPHGLFLQH"2RSVWKDW·VDUXGHTXHVWLRQµ
“Medicine is not just frivolous technology. It can be freeing too, for instance my studies on
the brain.”
´2K":KHQ\RXRSHQXSDEUDLQZLWK\RXUVFDOSHOFDQ\RXVHHWKRXJKWV"µVKHVDLGKHUVPLOH
15

visible in the dim light. It reminded him of something he had never seen before, the projection of
WKHVXQRQDFXUWDLQ²LWVWKUHDWHQLQJÁDPHVHOLPLQDWHGOHDYLQJEHKLQGRQO\DZDUPEULOOLDQFH+LV
heart warmed involuntarily. He smiled, and he hoped that she saw his smile.
´$VEHVW,FDQ%XWWKLQNDERXWLWWKDWPXVKURRPVKDSHGREMHFWWKDWÀWVLQ\RXUKDQGLVDQ
elaborate universe, a universe that from a philosophical viewpoint is far grander than the one you
are observing here, because while your universe may span millions of light years, I believe it’s been
VKRZQWREHERXQGHG%XWP\XQLYHUVHLVXQERXQGHGEHFDXVHWKRXJKWVDUHLQÀQLWHµ
´$KLW·VQRWHYHU\RQHZKRVHWKRXJKWVDUHLQÀQLWH%XW\RXVHHPWREHVRPHRQHRI OLPLWOHVV
imagination, doctor. As for astronomy, it is not as freeing as you imagine. Thousands of years ago on
the banks of the Nile, and on sailing ships a few centuries ago, it was a highly practical technology.
Astronomers in those days were forever recording the positions of thousands upon thousands of
stars in their charts. Entire lives were spent on a census of the stars. Even today, most specialized
astronomical research is dull and empty of poetry. For example, the project I’m working on is stellar
scintillation, and it’s basically endless observation and recording and more observation and more
recording. Hardly transcendent or freeing.”
He raised an eyebrow in disbelief: “Stellar scintillation? What we see as twinkling?” When she
smiled without speaking, he shook his head with a self-mocking grin. “I know that’s just atmospheric
refraction, of course.”
She nodded. “Still, it’s a visually striking metaphor. Take away the base constant and display
RQO\WKHGLIIHUHQFHLQRXWSXWHQHUJ\ÁXFWXDWLRQDQGDVFLQWLOODWLQJVWDUORRNVDORWOLNHLW·VWZLQNOLQJµ
´,VLWEHFDXVHRI VXQVSRWVRUVRODUÁDUHVRUVRPHWKLQJOLNHWKDW"µ
6KHVWRSSHGVPLOLQJDQGVKRRNKHUKHDGVROHPQO\´1RWKHVHDUHÁXFWXDWLRQVLQWKHRYHUDOO
energy output of the star, and their causes go deeper than that. The brightness of an electric lamp,
IRUH[DPSOHGRHVQRWGHSHQGRQWKHPRWKVVXUURXQGLQJLWEXWXSRQYROWDJHÁXFWXDWLRQV2I FRXUVH
the fluctuations and scintillations of a star are far more miniscule and require extremely precise
LQVWUXPHQWVWRGHWHFW2WKHUZLVHZH·GEHEXUQWWRDFULVSE\VRODUVFLQWLOODWLRQ7KLVUHVHDUFKLVRQH
way to understand the deep structure of a star.”
“So what have you discovered?”
“We’re a long way from actually discovering anything. To date, we have only been observing
WKHVFLQWLOODWLRQVRI WKHPRVWHDVLO\REVHUYDEOHVWDUWKHVXQ2XUREVHUYDWLRQVPD\FRQWLQXHIRU
PDQ\\HDUVDQGZHPDQ\ÀQGIDUWKHUWDUJHWVDVZHH[SDQGRXUUDQJHWRRWKHUVWDUV<RXNQRZZH
could spend a decade or more collecting samples from the cosmos before we are able to talk about
conclusions or discoveries. This is the subject of my dissertation, but I suspect that I’ll keep on
working at it, maybe for the rest of my life.”
“If that’s the case, you must not think that astronomy is dull at all.”
“I feel like I’m working on a beautiful endeavor. Entering the world of stars means entering
DYDVWJDUGHQZKHUHHYHU\ÁRZHULVXQLTXH\RX·OOSUREDEO\ÀQGWKDWPHWDSKRUSHFXOLDUEXWWKDW·V
really the way I feel.”
As she spoke, she gestured almost unconsciously toward the wall. Following her finger, he
noticed a painting hanging there. It was abstract, just one continuous, thick, rising and falling line.
When she saw what he was looking at, she headed over to the wall, took down the painting, and

16

KDQGHGLWWRKLP+HVDZWKDWWKHOLQHZDVLQODLGZLWK\XKXDVWRQHVWKH´UDLQÁRZHUµSHEEOHVRI 
Siyun Mountain.
“It’s pretty, but what does it mean? Is it a range of neighboring mountains?”
“We recently observed a solar scintillation with a very rare intensity and fluctuation type,
DFFRUGLQJWRRXUSDVWIHZ\HDUVRI REVHUYDWLRQV7KLVSLFWXUHLVWKHUDGLDWLRQÁXFWXDWLRQFXUYHRI 
that scintillation. I, uh, like to pick up yuhua stones during my walks on the mountain, so....”
But it was a different curve that attracted him. The dim light of the signal lamps limned the
contour of her body, while the rest of her melded with the surrounding shadows. It was as if the
FRQÀGHQWKDQGRI DPDVWHURI WUDGLWLRQDOSDLQWLQJKDGODLGRXWDÁRZLQJOLQHRI LQNRQDEODQNVKHHW
of xuan paper, and the grace of that single line instantly imbued the rest of the spotless white paper
with life and meaning....down the mountain, in the metropolis where he lived, millions of pretty
young women chased incessantly after glitz and vanity. A great cluster of particles in Brownian
motion, none of them setting aside even the slightest moment of silence for thought. Away from
all of that on Siyun Mountain, who would have thought that a quiet young woman would have her
JD]HGÀ[HGXSRQWKHKHDYHQV
´%HLQJDEOHWRÀQGVXFKEHDXW\LQWKHXQLYHUVHLVDUDUHWKLQJDQGDIRUWXQDWHRQHµ+HVWRSSHG
staring, conscious of his lapse. He handed the picture back to her, but she declined with a gesture.
“Keep it as a memento, doctor. Professor Wilson is my advisor. Thank you all for saving him.”
7HQPLQXWHVODWHUWKHDPEXODQFHGHSDUWHGWKH2EVHUYDWRU\XQGHUWKHPRRQOLJKW/DWHUKH
came to realize that he had left something of himself behind on Siyun Mountain.
Time I
,WZDVRQO\ZKHQKHPDUULHGWKDWKHÀQDOO\VWRSSHGWU\LQJWRÀJKWWLPH+HPRYHGHYHU\WKLQJ
from his bachelor dorm to his newlywed apartment, except for a few things that were inappropriate
IRUVKDULQJEHWZHHQDFRXSOH7KRVHWKLQJVKHWRRNWRKLVRIÀFHLQWKHKRVSLWDO)OLSSLQJFDVXDOO\
through them, he noticed the picture inlaid with yuhua stones. Examining its colorful line, he was
struck by the realization that his trip to Siyun Mountain had taken place ten years ago.
Alpha Centauri
It was a spring outing organized by the young staff at the hospital, an opportunity he treasured
because in the future he would be invited to participate in such activities less and less frequently. The
organizers were deliberately mysterious about the trip and kept the curtains tightly closed the entire
way until they reached their destination and disembarked. They had to guess their location, and a
GHFHQWSUL]HZDVRIIHUHGIRUWKHÀUVWFRUUHFWJXHVV+HNQHZWKHDQVZHUDVVRRQDVKHJRWRXWEXWKH
kept silent.
The main peak of Siyun Mountain was directly ahead, and the pearls of the telescope roofs
gleamed in the sunlight.
2QFHVRPHRQHKDGJXHVVHGFRUUHFWO\KHLQIRUPHGWKHJURXSOHDGHUWKDWKHZDVJRLQJXSWR
WKH2EVHUYDWRU\WRYLVLWDQDFTXDLQWDQFHDQGWKHQZLWKRXWWHOOLQJDQ\RQHHOVHKHZHQWRII RQIRRW
along the winding road to the peak.
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He did not lie, but he knew in his heart that the woman whose name he did not even know, and
ZKRZDVQRWDQ2EVHUYDWRU\HPSOR\HHZDVQ·WOLNHO\WREHWKHUHWHQ\HDUVRQ+HGLGQRWHYHQLQWHQG
to go inside. He just wanted to look at the place from a distance, the place where ten years ago his
VXQEDNHGVRXOKDGEDWKHGLQLWVÀUVWPRRQEHDP
2QHKRXUODWHUKHUHDFKHGWKHPRXQWDLQWRS%HVLGHWKHIHQFHZKRVHZKLWHSDLQWZDVPRWWOHG
and faded, he gazed in silence at the telescope buildings. Little had changed. He quickly recognized
the domed structure he had once entered. He sat down upon a rock slab, lit a cigarette, and stared
at the time-scarred iron door, his mind replaying over and over the scene he cherished deep within
his memory: the iron door ajar, a liquid moonbeam, a feather drifting gently in.....his was so totally
immersed in that dream that he felt no shock at all when the miraculous occurred in the real world.
The iron door actually opened, and the feather that had once appeared in the moonlight emerged
LQWRWKHVXQVKLQH+HUOLWKHÀJXUHKXUULHGSDVWDQGHQWHUHGDQHLJKERULQJWHOHVFRSHEXLOGLQJ7KH
whole process may have lasted ten seconds, but he knew he was not mistaken.
Five minutes later, they met again.
7KLVZDVKLVÀUVWWLPHVHHLQJKHULQDGHTXDWHOLJKW6KHZDVHQWLUHO\DVKHKDGLPDJLQHGZKLFK
did not surprise him in the least, but then, considering that after ten years her appearance ought
WRKDYHFKDQJHGIURPWKDWÀUVWPHHWLQJLQWKHGLPOLJKWRI WKHVLJQDOODPSVDQGWKHPRRQKHIHOW
puzzled.
She was pleasantly surprised to see him, but pleasant surprise was the extent of it. “You know
doctor, I travel a circuit of various observatories in the course of my projects, and I’m only here
for two weeks each year. Yet we meet again. It must be fate!” This last sentence she tossed off
casually, lending further evidence to his feeling that she felt nothing special toward him. Still, that she
recognized him after a decade was a sliver of comfort.
They exchanged a few words about the condition of the English academic with the head injury,
and then he asked, “Are you still studying stellar scintillation?”
“I am. We observed solar scintillation for two years and then turned to other stars. You can
understand that we had to employ observation methods completely different from those we’d used
IRUWKHVXQ7KHQWKHSURMHFWFRXOGQ·WÀQGQHZIXQGLQJVRLWZDVVXVSHQGHGIRUVHYHUDO\HDUV:H
UHVXUUHFWHGLWMXVWWKUHH\HDUVDJRDQGQRZZH·UHREVHUYLQJWZHQW\ÀYHVWDUV:H·UHVWLOOH[SDQGLQJLQ
number and scope.”
“You must have created quite a few more pictures from yuhua stones.”
The moonlit smile which had surfaced from the depths of his memory countless times over
WKHSDVWGHFDGHQRZHPHUJHGLQWKHVXQOLJKW´2K\RXVWLOOUHPHPEHUWKDW<HVHYHU\WLPH,FRPHWR
Siyun Mountain I still like to collect yuhua stones. Come, have a look.”
She took him to the telescope building where they had met ten years ago. He looked up at what
may or may not have been the same solar telescope; the computer equipment surrounding it was
brand new and certainly not a relic of that time. She led him to a tall curved wall hung with some
familiar things: pictures of various sizes inlaid with yuhua stones. Each picture contained a single
curve. Lengths varied. Some were gentle, like ocean waves, while others were steep, like a line of
irregular Himalayan cedars.
2QHE\RQHVKHWROGKLPZKLFKZDYHIRUPVFDPHIURPZKLFKVWDUV´7KHVHZHFDOO7\SH$
stellar scintillations. They appear relatively less frequently than other types. The difference between
18

Type-A scintillations and more common stellar scintillations is that their energy level is several orders
of magnitude more intense, and on a mathematical level, their waveforms are more aesthetically
pleasing.”
He shook his head in confusion. “You fundamental-theory scientists always talk about the
EHDXW\RI PDWKHPDWLFVDVLI \RXKDYHDSDWHQWRQLW7KRVH0D[ZHOO(TXDWLRQV\RXÀQGVREHDXWLIXO
– I was able to grasp them but I found nothing of beauty in them...”
Just as she had ten years before, she abruptly turned serious: “This sort of beauty is like a
crystal. It’s hard, pure, and transparent.”
2QHSLFWXUHLQSDUWLFXODUFDXJKWKLVDWWHQWLRQ´+H\GLG\RXUHPDNHWKLVRQH"µ1RWLFLQJKHU
puzzled expression, he added, “It’s the waveform of the solar scintillation you gave me ten years
ago.”
“But....this is the waveform of the first Type-A scintillation from Alpha Centauri. It was
REVHUYHGRKODVW2FWREHUµ
He was sure the confusion on her face was sincere, but he was even surer of his own judgment.
He was all too familiar with that waveform. He was even able to recall, in order, the color and shape
of every stone that made up the line. He did not want her to know that for ten years, apart from
this past year following his wedding, that painting had hung on the wall of his dorm. Every month
there would be a few days in which, once the lights were out, the moonlight outside the window
ZDVVXIÀFLHQWIRUKLPWRVHHWKHSLFWXUHFOHDUO\IURPZKHUHKHOD\RQWKHEHG7KHQKHZRXOGEHJLQ
silently to count the stones that made up the line, his eyes crawling along the line like a beetle. Most
of the time, he would be asleep when he had completed one length and was halfway back, and he
would continue striding across the solar line in his dreams, stepping from one colored stone to
another across a river whose opposite shore was forever unseen....
“Can you look up a solar scintillation line from ten years ago? The date was April twentythird.”
´2I FRXUVH,FDQµVKHVDLGJLYLQJKLPDFXULRXVJODQFHDSSDUHQWO\VXUSULVHGDWKLVFOHDUUHFDOO
of the date. She went over to the computer and quickly called up the solar scintillation waveform,
and then pulled up the waveform for the Alpha Centauri scintillation. Then she stood mute before
the screen.
The two waveforms overlapped perfectly.
When the silence became unendurable, he ventured, “Perhaps the two stars share an identical
VWUXFWXUHVRWKHLUZDYHIRUPVDUHLGHQWLFDO<RXGLGVD\WKDWWKH7\SH$VFLQWLOODWLRQLVDUHÁHFWLRQRI 
a star’s deep structure.”
“They may both be main sequence stars, class G2, but their structure is entirely different. But
the point is that this would never occur even in two stars with identical structure. Have you ever seen
two completely identical banyan trees? A perfect overlap in such a complex waveform is like two
banyan trees that are identical down to the last twig.”
“Maybe there really are two identical banyan trees,” he said by way of consolation, even though
he knew it was meaningless.
She shook her head gently, but then a thought struck her and she jumped up. In her eyes there
was fear in addition to shock.
“My god,” she said.
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“What?” he asked in concern.
“Have....have you thought about time?”
His mind was nimble, and he quickly latched onto her idea: “As far as I am aware, Alpha
Centauri is the closest star to our own, at a distance of...about four light years.”
´SDUVHFVOLJKW\HDUVµ6KHZDVVWLOOLQWKHJULSRI VKRFNDQGWKHZRUGVVHHPHGWREH
spoken by a different person.
Things were clear now: two identical scintillations had appeared eight years and six months
apart, the time it would take for light to make a round-trip between the stars. The light from the solar
scintillation reached Alpha Centauri, which experienced an identical scintillation, and after the same
length of time, the light from that scintillation returned and was observed.
She bent over the computer and performed a series of calculations while talking to herself:
“Accounting for recessional motion, the results match precisely.”
“I apologize for making you uncomfortable. But since there’s no way to verify this, it’s not
ZRUWKJHWWLQJVRZRUNHGXSDERXWµ2QFHDJDLQKHZDQWHGWRFRQVROHKHU
“No way to verify it? Not necessarily. The light from that solar scintillation is still spreading
through space. It might still cause another star to produce an identical scintillation.”
“And next further star after Alpha Centauri is....”
“Barnard’s Star. 1.81 parsecs. But it’s too dim, there’s no way to detect its scintillation. The next
VWDULV:ROI DWSDUVHFV$OVRWRRGLP8QGHWHFWDEOH7KHQWKHUH·V/DODQGHDW
parsecs. Also too dim. The light has to reach Sirius.”
“And that’s the brightest visible star. How far away is it?”
´SDUVHFV\HDUVµ
“The light from that solar scintillation has been travelling through space for ten years now and
has reached Sirius. Maybe there’s already been a scintillation.”
“But we have to wait another seven years before it reaches us.”
Abruptly she seemed to awaken from a dream. She shook her head and laughed. “My god.
What am I doing? This is ridiculous!”
“You mean that it’s a ridiculous idea for an astronomer to have?”
She looked at him intently: “You don’t think so? As a brain surgeon, how would you like to
have a discussion with someone about whether thoughts are located in the brain or in the heart?”
There was nothing for him to say. She looked at her watch, so he got up and said goodbye. She
made no move to stay him, but she did walk with him a ways down the mountain road. He restrained
the impulse to ask her for her telephone number, because he knew that in her eyes he was just a
stranger whose path had happened to cross hers for the second time in ten years.
$IWHUVD\LQJJRRGE\HVKHWXUQHGDQGKHDGHGEDFNWRWKH2EVHUYDWRU\DQGWKHPRXQWDLQZLQG
ÁLFNLQJKHUZKLWHZRUNXQLIRUPUHFDOOHGLQDUXVKWKHIHHOLQJKH·GKDGZKHQWKH\SDUWHGDGHFDGH
ago. The sunlight seemed to be transformed into moonlight, and a graceful feather drifted away from
him....Like a drowning person grasping with all his might at a piece of straw, he resolved to preserve
the slender thread of their relationship. Almost instinctively he called after her retreating form: “What
LILQVHYHQ\HDUV\RXÀQGRXWWKDW6LULXVUHDOO\GLGVFLQWLOODWH"µ
She stopped, turned back toward him, and replied with a slight smile, “Then we’ll meet back
here.”
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Time II
Marriage may have introduced him to a completely new way of life, but what truly and utterly
changed his life was the child. After the birth, the local train of his life suddenly became an express,
speeding past one station after another without halting its forward motion. The dullness of the
journey numbed him, so he shut his eyes against the monotonous scenery and let his fatigue carry
him off to sleep. But like many sleeping passengers on the train, deep within his heart a small clock
continued to tick, ready to wake him up a minute before arriving at his destination.
Late one night, when his wife and son were sleeping soundly but he was still wide awake, a
strange impulse drove him out onto the balcony. He looked up at the smog-dimmed starry sky as if
searching for something, but what? It was a long while before his heart answered: Sirius. He shivered
involuntarily.
6HYHQ\HDUVKDGSDVVHG2QO\WZRGD\VUHPDLQHGXQWLOWKHGDWHWKHWZRRI WKHPKDGVHW
Sirius
7KHGD\DIWHUWKHÀUVWVQRZIDOORI WKH\HDUWKHURDGZDVVOLFNVRWKHWD[LFRXOGQRWWUDYHOWKH
ODVWVWUHWFK2QFHDJDLQKHKDGWRFOLPEWKHSHDNRI 6L\XQ0RXQWDLQRQIRRW
Along the road, he questioned more than once whether he was in a normal state of mind.
Realistically, the probability that she would show up was zero, for one simple reason: Sirius could not
possibly scintillate as the sun had seventeen years ago. For seven years he had dabbled a great deal in
astronomy and astrophysics, and had grown sheepish about his ludicrous “discovery” of seven years
before. She had not mocked him to his face, and for this he was eternally grateful. Looking back on
it now, her seriousness was merely good manners, and in his many recollections of the promise she
had given him at their parting, he was increasingly able to identify a mocking tone....Astronomical
REVHUYDWLRQKDGJUDGXDOO\PLJUDWHGLQWRRXWHUVSDFHRUELWVDQGWKH6L\XQ0RXQWDLQ2EVHUYDWRU\
had ceased to exist four years ago. The buildings had been converted into vacation villas, now vacant
for the season. What was he doing here? The thought brought him to a halt. Time demonstrated its
power: he was no longer that young man who could climb a mountain with ease. He paused for a
moment, but eventually rejected the thought of going back. He pressed onward.
$WWKHPLGSRLQWRI OLIHZK\QRWFKDVHRQHÀQDOGUHDP"
So when he saw that white silhouette, he genuinely thought it was an illusion. Dressed in a
ZKLWHZLQGEUHDNHUWKHÀJXUHDWWKHROG2EVHUYDWRU\EOHQGHGLQWRWKHVQRZFRYHUHGPRXQWDLQDQG
was initially hard to make out. When she saw him she headed over at a run, and at a distance he
ZDWFKHGWKDWIHDWKHUÁ\DFURVVWKHVQRZ\JURXQG+HVWRRGVWLOOXQWLOVKHUHDFKHGKLP6KHZDVRXW
of breath and unable to speak, and he saw that apart from cutting her hair, she had not changed
PXFK6HYHQ\HDUVZDVQRWDORQJWLPH²EDUHO\DVQDSRI WKHÀQJHUVLQWKHOLIHWLPHRI DVWDU$QG
she was a student of the stars.
6KHORRNHGLQWRKLVH\HV´'RFWRU,GLGQ·WKDYHPXFKKRSHRI VHHLQJ\RX,FDPHMXVWWRIXOÀOO
DSURPLVH2UPD\EHWRVDWLVI\DZLVKµ
“Me too.” He nodded.
“I nearly...I nearly missed the observation time. I didn’t really forget. I just buried it somewhere
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deep within my memory, and a few nights ago it suddenly came back to me....”
“Me too.” He nodded again.
They were silent. The only sound was the wind in the pines, which echoed across the mountain.
“Did Sirius scintillate?” he asked at last in a soft and trembling voice.
She nodded. “The scintillation waveform was an exact overlap of the sun’s seventeen years ago,
and of Alpha Centauri’s seven years ago. Identical, and occurring precisely at the expected moment.
These are the results from the Confucius III space telescope. There was no mistake.”
They lapsed into another extended silence. The wind whipped through the trees, and he felt as
LI WKHVRXQGZDVVSLUDOLQJXSZDUGIURPWKHPRXQWDLQVÀOOLQJWKHVSDFHEHWZHHQKHDYHQDQGHDUWKDV
if some power in the cosmos was engaged in a deep, mysterious chorus....he shivered involuntarily.
She evidently had the same feeling and seemed to break the silence only as a way to banish the terror.
´%XWWKLVWKLQJLVDQRGGLW\WKDWLVEH\RQGRXUFXUUHQWWKHRULHV,I WKHVFLHQWLÀFFRPPXQLW\LV
to treat it seriously, more evidence and observations are required.”
He said, “I know. The next observable star is...”
“Procyon in Canus Minor would have been observable, but five years ago its luminosity
decreased dramatically, dropping below observable values, perhaps because it drifted into a nearby
interstellar dust cloud. The next observable star is Altair, in the constellation Aquila.”
“How far is that?”
´SDUVHFVOLJKW\HDUV7KHOLJKWIURPWKHVRODUVFLQWLOODWLRQVHYHQWHHQ\HDUVDJRKDVRQO\
just reached it.”
“Which means we have to wait for nearly seventeen more years?”
She gave a slow nod. “Life is too short.”
This touched him somewhere deep within his heart, and his wind-dried eyes felt moist all of a
sudden: “Yes, life is too short.”
She said, “But at least we will be able to meet like this one more time.”
He stared at her. Would they be separated for another seventeen years?
“Please forgive me. My mind is a mess, and I need some time to think.” She brushed a strand
RI KDLUIURPKHUIRUHKHDGDQGWKHQUHDGKLVWKRXJKWV6KHODXJKHG´2I FRXUVH,·OOJLYH\RXP\
phone number and email address, and if you want, we can get in touch later.”
He let out a long breath. His ship adrift at sea had at long last sighted a lighthouse on the shore,
and his mind was full of an indescribable happiness. “Then....I’ll walk you down the mountain.”
She shook her head with a smile, and then pointed at the domed holiday villa behind her. “I’d
like to stay here for a while. Don’t worry, there’s electricity, and a nice family that keeps a permanent
ranger post. I really need some quiet time. A long quiet time.”
After that they parted. He took the snow-covered road down the mountain, leaving her
standing on the peak where she watched him for a long while. Both of them were prepared for a
seventeen year wait.
Time III
Returning from Siyun Mountain for a third time, he suddenly saw the far end of life. They did
not have many more seventeen year periods left. Light traveled at a snail’s pace across the cosmic
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H[SDQVHWXUQLQJOLIHLQWRDQLQVLJQLÀFDQWVSHFNRI GXVW
7KHÀUVWÀYHRI WKRVHVHYHQWHHQ\HDUVKHNHSWLQWRXFKZLWKKHU7KH\H[FKDQJHGHPDLOVDQG
even phone calls at times, but they never met in person. She lived in a distant city. As time went on,
they both reached the pinnacles of their respective lives. He became a renowned brain specialist and
the director of his hospital, and she became a member of the national academy of sciences. They
had an increasing number of things to worry about, and he also realized that it was inappropriate
WRGLVFXVVZLWKDOHDGHULQWKHÀHOGWKHP\VWHULRXVWKLQJWKDWKDGEURXJKWWKHPWRJHWKHU6RWKHLU
interactions tapered off, and by the halfway mark of those seventeen years, they had stopped
communicating entirely.
But he was unperturbed. He knew that they shared an unbreakable bond. As the light from
Altair traveled night and day across the vastness of outer space toward Earth, they both awaited its
arrival in silence.
Altair
It was late at night when they met on the main peak of Siyun Mountain. They had both arrived
early so as not to keep the other waiting, so they climbed the mountain at a little past three in the
PRUQLQJ7KHLUÁ\LQJFDUVFRXOGHDVLO\KDYHDVFHQGHGWKHSHDNEXWWKH\GHFLGHGLQGHSHQGHQWO\WR
park at the foot of the mountain and make the ascent on foot in an obvious attempt to recover a
sensation of the past.
Ever since its designation as a nature preserve a decade ago, Siyun Mountain had become one
RI WKHLQFUHDVLQJO\UDUHZLOGHUQHVVDUHDVRQ(DUWK7KH2EVHUYDWRU\DQGKROLGD\KRPHVRI \HVWHU\HDU
were now overgrown ruins, and the two of them met amid the ruins under the starlight. He had seen
her on TV recently, so he knew that the years had left their mark, but on this moonless night, by
whatever trick of the imagination, he felt that she was the same young woman from the moonlight
WKLUW\IRXU\HDUVDJR+HUH\HVUHÁHFWHGWKHVWDUOLJKWDQGPHOWHGKLVKHDUWZLWKSDVWIHHOLQJV
6KHVDLG´/HW·VQRWWDONDERXW$OWDLUDWÀUVWRND\"7KHSDVWIHZ\HDUV,·YHEHHQGLUHFWLQJD
research project to observe the transmission of Type-A stellar scintillations.”
´2K,·GKDYHWKRXJKW\RXZRXOGQ·WKDYHDQ\WKLQJWRGRZLWKWKLVGLVFRYHU\2UWKDW\RX·GKDYH
totally forgotten it.”
“How could I do that? Something that actually exists should be tackled head on. The universe
described by the classic theory of relativity and quantum mechanics is actually unimaginably weird
and strange....observations over the past few years have revealed that Type-A scintillations transmitted
between stars are a common phenomenon. Innumerable stars are generating Type-A scintillations
every second, to be retransmitted by the stars that surround them. Any star can be an originator or
transmitter, turning intergalactic space itself into pond rippling under the raindrops....what, you’re
not surprised?”
“There’s one thing I don’t understand. If observing just four scintillation transmissions took
more than three decades, how did you....”
“You’re an intelligent man. You ought to be able to come up with a way.”
“Maybe. Did it go something like this? First, you chose to observe stars that are relatively close
to each other – a star A and B. Perhaps they’re ten thousand light years away from Earth, but they
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DUHMXVWÀYHOLJKW\HDUVDSDUWIURPHDFKRWKHU7KHQLQWKHVSDFHRI ÀYH\HDUV\RXFRXOGREVHUYHD
scintillation transmission that took place ten thousand years ago.”
“Clever! There are more than a hundred billion stars in the galaxy, so you can imagine there is a
fair number of this type of star pair.”
He smiled, and as he had thirty-four years ago, he hoped she would see his smile in the
darkness.
“I brought you a gift.” As he spoke, he opened up the backpack he had carried up the mountain
DQGWRRNRXWDVWUDQJHREMHFWDERXWWKHVL]HRI DIRRWEDOO$WÀUVWJODQFHLWUHVHPEOHGDEDOOHGXS
EXQFKRI ÀVKQHWDQGZKHQKHKHOGLWXSWRWKHVN\IUDJPHQWHGVWDUOLJKWFRXOGEHVHHQWKURXJKLWV
KROHV+HWXUQHGRQDÁDVKOLJKWDQGVKHVDZWKDWWKHREMHFWZDVPDGHXSRI FRXQWOHVVVPDOOEDOOV
WKHVL]HRI ULFHJUDLQV([WHQGLQJIURPHDFKEDOOZHUHYDULRXVQXPEHUVRI ÀEHUVVRWKLQDVWREH
practically invisible, connecting them all in an incredibly complex grid system. He turned off the
ÁDVKOLJKWDQGLQWKHGDUNQHVVKHÁLFNHGDVZLWFKDWWKHEDVHRI WKHJULG$OORI DVXGGHQLWZDVÀOOHG
with swiftly moving points of light that dazzled the eye. She seemed to be viewing a hollow glass
RUEÀOOHGZLWKWHQVRI WKRXVDQGVRI ÀUHÁLHV7DNLQJDFORVHUORRNVKHGLVFRYHUHGWKDWWKHSRLQWVRI 
light emanated from certain balls and then transmitted to the surrounding balls. At every moment a
proportion of the balls was originating or transmitting points of light. She seemed to be watching
her own metaphor: a pool in the rain.
“Is this a model of stellar scintillation transmission? It’s stunning. Did you....did you predict all
of this?”
“I did guess that stellar scintillation transmission is a common phenomenon in the universe.
Based on nothing but intuition, of course. But this object is not a model of that. A research project
at our institute uses molecular microscopy and three-dimensional holographic positioning technology
to study neural signaling in the brain. This is a model of signal transmission in a small part of the
right cerebral cortex. Naturally it’s just a very, very small part.”
She watched rapt as the stars traversed the globe: “Is this consciousness?”
“That’s right. Just like computing power is produced from a massive grouping of zeroes
and ones, consciousness is formed out of a massive number of simple linkages. The simple links
between neurons gathered together in massive numbers produce consciousness. In other words,
consciousness is the transmission of signals among an ultra-massive number of nodes.”
They looked the glittering starry model of the brain in silence, while the galaxy’s billions of
stars, and the billions upon billions of stars outside the galaxy, drifted through the far reaches of
the universe. And between these uncountably many stars, countless Type-A scintillations were being
transmitted.
She said softly, “It’s almost dawn. Let’s wait and watch the sunrise.”
6RWKH\VDWGRZQDJDLQVWDORZZDOODQGZDWFKHGWKHEUDLQPRGHOLQIURQWRI WKHP,WVÁDVKLQJ
phosphorescence was hypnotic, and she drifted off to sleep.
The Thinker
6KHÁHZXSVWUHDPDORQJDYDVWJUD\ULYHUWKHULYHURI WLPHLQWKHGLUHFWLRQRI LWVVRXUFHDV
WKHVWDUVGULIWHGWKURXJKVSDFHOLNHIUR]HQJODFLDOGHEULV6KHÁHZIDVW2QHÁDSRI KHUZLQJVVHQW
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her across a hundred million years. The universe was contracting, stars were converging, background
radiation was intensifying. Ten billion years passed. The moraine of stars began to melt into a sea
of energy, dissipating quickly into free particles, and those particles in turn transformed into pure
energy. Space began to glow, dark red at first, and she seemed to be creeping through an energy
EORRGEDWK7KHQWKHOLJKWLQWHQVLÀHGDQGWXUQHGIURPUHGWRRUDQJHDQGWKHQWRDEOLQGLQJEOXHDV
LI VKHZHUHÁ\LQJLQVLGHDQLPPHQVHQHRQODPSWXEH0DWWHUKDGQRZWRWDOO\GLVVROYHGLQWRWKHVHD
of energy. Across this dazzling space she saw the spherical boundary of the universe closing inward
like an immense palm. Suspended at the center of a universe that had shrunk to a size no larger than
a living room, she waited for the arrival of the singularity. At last, all was plunged into darkness, and
she knew that she was at the singularity.
A chill assaulted her. She discovered she was standing on an expansive white plain with the
unbounded black void above her. Beneath her feet, the ground was pure white and covered with a
layer of slippery transparent glue. She walked forward until she arrived at a crimson river covered
ZLWKDOD\HURI WUDQVSDUHQWÀOPWKURXJKZKLFKVKHFRXOGVHHWKHUHGZDWHUVXUJLQJEHORZ6KHWRRN
to the air and saw that not far off there were forks in the blood river, its many branches forming
a complex network. From higher up, the rivers narrowed down to blood threads upon the white
JURXQGZKLFKUHPDLQHGXQERXQGHG6KHÁHZRQZDUG$EODFNRFHDQDSSHDUHGXSDKHDGEXWZKHQ
VKHÁHZRYHULWVKHGLVFRYHUHGWKDWLWZDVQRWEODFN,WVEODFNQHVVZDVGXHWRLWVWRWDOWUDQVSDUHQF\
WKURXJKZKLFKVKHFRXOGVHHYLYLGO\WKHPRXQWDLQUDQJHVRQWKHRFHDQÁRRU7KHFU\VWDOOLQHUDQJHV
UDGLDWHGIURPWKHFHQWHURI WKHRFHDQDQGH[WHQGHGWRLWVVKRUHVVKHÁHZGHVSHUDWHO\XSZDUGIRU
ages, and then looked down again upon the entire universe.
The universe was a giant eye watching her in silence.
...
She awoke with a start, her forehead damp with sweat, or dew. He had not slept, but had been
watching her quietly all this time. In front of them on the grass, the brain model had exhausted its
batteries, and the starlight passing through it had been extinguished.
Above them the stars remained as before.
“What is ‘he’ thinking?” she asked abruptly.
“Right now?”
“For the past thirty-four years.”
“The scintillation that originated in the sun was just a primitive neural impulse. These impulses
occur all the time. Most of them are like the tiny ripples left by mosquitoes on the surface of a pond,
DQGWKH\GLVVLSDWHLPPHGLDWHO\2QO\ZKHQDQLPSXOVHLVWUDQVPLWWHGWKURXJKRXWWKHXQLYHUVHGRHVLW
become a complete sensation.”
“We’ve used up our entire lives and have only seen one impulse, which he may not even have
felt?” she said as if dreaming.
“You could spend the entirety of human civilization without seeing even one complete
sensation.”
“Life is too short.”
“Yes, life is too short....”
“A loner in the truest sense of the word,” she said.
“What?” He looked at her in confusion.
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´,PHDQDSDUWIURP¶KLP·WKHUHVWLVQRWKLQJQHVV+HLVHYHU\WKLQJDQGKHLVWKLQNLQJ2U
maybe dreaming. Dreaming of what....”
“Let’s not try to be philosophers,” he said with a wave of his hand.
A thought occurred to her, and she straightened away from the wall she’d been leaning against.
´$FFRUGLQJWRPRGHUQFRVPLFLQÁDWLRQWKHRU\LQDQH[SDQGLQJXQLYHUVHOLJKWHPLWWHGDWRQHSRLQW
will never spread throughout the entire universe.”
“Which means that he will never have a complete sensation.”
6KHOHYHOHGKHUJD]HLQWRWKHLQÀQLWHDQGZDVVLOHQWIRUDORQJWLPH7KHQVKHDVNHGVXGGHQO\
“And us?”
+HUTXHVWLRQSLWFKHGKLPLQWRDPHPRU\RI \HVWHUGD\7KHQWKHÀUVWFU\RI DELUGVRXQGHG
from the forest of Siyun Mountain, and a ray of dawn appeared on the eastern horizon.
“I have,” he said with confidence. Yes, he had, once. Thirty-four years ago, a still night on
this very peak, a feather-light figure in the moonlight, and a young woman’s eyes gazing at the
heavens....a scintillation had been generated in his mind and had swiftly spread throughout his entire
mental universe, never to disappear in the years that followed. The process was grander still: his
PLQGFRQWDLQHGDXQLYHUVHIDUPRUHPDJQLÀFHQWWKDQWKHJOLWWHULQJXQLYHUVHRXWVLGHZKLFKKDGEHHQ
H[SDQGLQJIRUÀIWHHQELOOLRQ\HDUV$OWKRXJKWKHRXWVLGHXQLYHUVHZDVYDVWLWKDGEHHQSURYHQWREH
ERXQGHG%XWWKRXJKWVZHUHLQÀQLWH
As the eastern sky grew brighter, the stars began to vanish, and a silhouette of Siyun Mountain
EHJDQWRHPHUJH$WRSLWVKLJKPDLQSHDNDPLGWKHYLQHFRYHUHGUXLQVRI WKH2EVHUYDWRU\WZR
people nearing sixty years of age watched the east in anticipation, waiting for a dazzling brain cell to
rise above the horizon.

Translated by Joel Martinsen
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All the Water in the World
Han Song

1. Lonely wanderer of the waterways
“That which is abundant in this world is water.”
Thus the northerner Li Daoyuan 1 sighed to himself one day.
In his day, the north was wetter and richer in vegetation than it is now. Yet it took another
thousand years after Li’s death before humanity came to understand the immensity of the world’s
ZDWHU6FLHQWLÀFUHVHDUFKKDVVKRZQWKDWVHYHQW\SHUFHQWRI WKHHDUWK·VVXUIDFHLVFRYHUHGLQZDWHU
mainly seas and oceans; this just happens to be the same proportion of the human body that is made
up of water.
Can we deduce from this that the world is itself a kind of organism? This is an interesting
question, one that demands protracted investigation.
Whatever the case, as China has long been a country that turns its back to the sea and looks to
the land, for someone in those days to say “that which is abundant in this world is water” would be
as outlandish as phoenix feathers and unicorn horns.
Furthermore, Li Daoyuan’s “Commentary on the Classic of the Waterways” made very
little reference to the sea. Almost without fail, when the subject of the oceans is mentioned the
commentary comes to an abrupt halt, or else Li passes over the subject with a stroke of the brush;
for example, “The Great Liao River runs into the sea at the city of An”, or “The east of Zhejiang
pours into the sea”.
This was because in those days the sea was considered the edge of the world.
7KH1RUWKHUQDQG6RXWKHUQ'\QDVWLHV  ZKHQ/L'DR\XDQOLYHGZHUHUDYDJHGE\
ZDUDQGIUDJPHQWDWLRQ%XWWKHZDWHUWKDWÁRZHGIURPKLVSHQWKHULYHUVODNHVVWUHDPVZDWHUIDOOV
ZHOOVDQGVSULQJVVXUJHGXQFKHFNHGEXUVWLQJWKURXJKWKHERUGHUVVHWE\ÀJKWLQJPHQ
In that war-torn landscape, Li Daoyuan used the maps and registries of the united Western
Han imperial court (206 BCE - 8 CE) to paint his world of water, but not even he knew why. He
was only ever dimly aware that he might be doing so as a sort of remedy, but that this remedy would
perhaps, in the end, prove futile.
Let’s say that it was futile; that he was determined to do something patently impossible. Was he
not, in so doing, merely striving to play out his destiny?
And so he hoped to clarify the meaning of a man’s actions, because he was acutely aware that

1

)DPRXV&KLQHVHJHRJUDSKHUDQGZULWHU &( ZKRVHEHVWNQRZQZRUNLVKLV´&RPPHQWDU\RQWKH

Classic of the Waterways”.
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his obsession with water was a mystery that most men could not fathom. He knew so much of water,
but what of his own soul?
Accompanying Emperor Xiaowei on his tours of inspection, when he wanted to rest he would
VWHDORII WRRQHVLGHVORZO\VPRRWKGRZQKLVJRZQDQGVWDUHÀ[HGO\DWWKHSXOVLQJRI WKHPHWDOOHG
veins on his bronzed arms; excitement would surge up inside him.
He had seen many civilians destroyed by war, he had seen the spiderweb tracery of their veins
through their skin, still throbbing as they took their last breaths, the blood seething, never again to
nourish their bodies. Is there really any difference between the balance of water in the world, and
water in the body? Can they attain a state of perfect symbiosis? All these thoughts confused him.
But the obstinate Emperor does not see the world thus, nor do the generals preparing for
war or the ministers busy with court intrigues. So Li Daoyuan became a lonely wanderer of the
waterways.
It was around this time that, one night, he dreamt of red water.
$WÀUVWKHWKRXJKWLWZDVWKHEORRGWKDWÁRZHGHYHU\ZKHUHLQULYHUVWKHULYHUVWKDWRIWHQIRLOHG
his attempts to draw a pure and perfect map of the waterways. But he discovered that this was not so.
It was so dazzling in colour that it lost nearly all resemblance to water, and just like morning
mist or lightning, it lingered only an instant before he awoke with a shout and sat up, dumbstruck.
The cold light from the stars poured like water down his broad, soft collar, and streamed down
the hard line of his spine. After waking he recalled the image of the red water, the limitless expanse
of deep red, creeping, decorous and silent. It was oppressive.
But was it a true memory? There was most likely no such body of water on earth, so perhaps
the dream was an augury of something that Li Daoyuan had not yet encountered?
2YHUWKHIROORZLQJGD\VWKHLPDJHUHDSSHDUHGVHYHUDOWLPHVLQKLVGUHDPV7KHUHGZDWHUZDV
expanding, until one day all the water in the world had turned red.
It was as if one type of water had come to rule over all other waters.
The water in the dream had become a sexual fantasy.
Suddenly, Li Daoyuan was gripped by the desire to see the waterfalls at Mengmen on the
Yellow River; only their crashing waves and breathtaking heights could stir within him the doubts
that no still heart should possess, and satisfy the excitement, the hunger, long stored inside him.
But as he made his way there, he became aware of a worry growing in his subconscious, that it
was from the Mengmen falls that the red water spewed forth. But why did this worry him? Why the
Mengmen falls on the Yellow River? Yellow and red were not complementary colours, after all.
:KDWHYHUWKHFDVHRYHUÁRZLQJZLWKORYHIRUDQGIHDURIWKLVULYHURI UHG/L'DR\XDQDUULYHG
DW0HQJPHQ7KLVZDVDURXQGWKHWZHQW\ÀUVW\HDURI WKHUHLJQRI (PSHURU;LDRZHQ $&( 
when Li Daoyuan was thirty-two years of age.
2. ‘Mirror Tao’
Li Daoyuan was disappointed to find that the waterfall at Mengmen was not red as he’d
anticipated. But the sight of the Yellow River, a witch flying wildly with tangled hair, seemed to
suggest the possibility of many different types of water, including those of which Li Daoyuan as yet
knew nothing.
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Li Daoyuan’s spirit was moved. He turned, and saw a verdant bamboo grove some hundred
metres beyond the waterfall, an odd sight. As far as he was aware, bamboo grew only further south,
so this must be an unusual species.
The delicacy of the bamboo contrasted intensely with the violence of the Yellow River.
This swathe of emerald green was the colour of clear, fast-moving water, and provoked an
intense sense of pleasure in Li Daoyuan. A path wound its way deep into the grove, around rocks
of varying sizes, over ground daubed with light and shadow. After a short while he heard the gentle
sound of running water; it had none of the ferocity of the Yellow River but sounded rather like a
young woman singing under her breath. Li Daoyuan was even more overjoyed.
The sound of the water rose and fell, advancing and receding, like a crystal clear stream
speeding and jumping through the glossy black mountain cliffs. Li Daoyuan stilled his emotions, and
began to grope his way towards the sound in a game of hide-and-seek. Left then right, forwards then
backwards, his joy knew no bounds.
Suddenly the sound erupted, and it became clear he was close. He walked slowly towards it but
the sound grew quieter again. Then, in an instant, it was there before him, not a galloping stream but
a deep pool the size of a human face, a deep reddish brown. Long, slender bamboo encircled it on
DOOVLGHVDQGGHVSLWHWKHVWLOOQHVVRI WKHDLUWKHVXUIDFHRI WKHSRROURVHDQGIHOODVLI WKHUHZHUHÀVK
churning the water from below.
Perplexed, he glimpsed a thatched hut through the flickering bamboo, its door, made from
EUDQFKHVZDVRSHQ2QHQWHULQJKHVDZDQROGPDQVRXQGDVOHHSRQDEDPERRPDW$WWKDWYHU\
moment the sound of water exploded outside.
Li Daoyuan stood respectfully, with his hands by his side, waiting. Presently, the sleeping man
awoke, and on seeing his guest, offered him a seat and some tea. Li Daoyuan examined the old man
carefully, taking in the eyebrows that fell to his shoulders, and the arms that hung below his knees; Li
'DR\XDQNQHZWKDWKHZDVDKHUPLWDQGKHZDVÀOOHGZLWKYHQHUDWLRQ
The tea was a cool, green colour, with no trace of red in it, and therefore couldn’t have been
made with the water from the pool outside. Just then, the water in the pool exploded again.
“It is my observation that there is no fresh water spring nearby, only that stagnant pool. It
should be still, but why does it froth and roar so?” Li Daoyuan asked.
“There is much my guest does not understand,” the old man replied sternly. “This is no
ordinary water, but a living creature.”
Li Daoyuan was astonished. The old man invited him to go down to the pool. The water was
still, and only made faint mumbling sounds as if it was talking quietly with the old man. Li Daoyuan
clapped his hands together and declared it a marvel.
“Creatures such as this are no different in substance to water,” the old man said. “Their shape
changes according to their substance. This one’s name is ‘Mirror Tao’.”
“Why is he here?”
“Three years ago, one night at the end of the lunar cycle, a thunderstorm gathered over the
0HQJPHQIDOOV(DUO\WKHQH[WPRUQLQJWKLVSRROKDGDSSHDUHG$WÀUVWLWGLGQRWDSSHDUVWUDQJHLW
was only afterwards that I realised it was no ordinary water.”
$IWHUKHÀQLVKHGVSHDNLQJWKHROGPDQFDOOHGRXWDIHZWLPHVDQGDJDLQWKHZDWHUEHJDQWR
churn, emitting a noise like a brave lion or a strong man, before reverting to the voice of a young
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woman, or a cicada. Li Daoyuan tried calling out to the water but it ignored him, seeming rather
GLVSOHDVHGDQGHPEDUUDVVHGOLNHD\RXQJJLUOOD\LQJH\HVRQD\RXQJPDQIRUWKHÀUVWWLPH
Li Daoyuan told the old man that he had dreamt many times of this red water, and had
journeyed here to investigate. The old man could not help but sigh.
Li Daoyuan reexamined the water and observed that it was clear and transparent, with no
impurities, and the glossy appearance of lacquer. It was as if he was still dreaming. He reached out
and brushed the surface of the water; it felt as if he had been ambushed by the warm, tender skin of
a young woman. He reached further into the water, but it felt sticky, holding him. He wrenched his
hand out. The water sounded as if was sneering at him, guffawing.
He returned to the hut with the old man. The old man told him that over the course of time
he had learned to distinguish between the different sounds the water made, and in this way he had
conversed with ‘Mirror Tao’, and had come to understand his life story.
‘Mirror Tao’ had told the old man that he had already forgotten which dynasty he came from,
and did not even know if he was from the past or the future. All he remembered was that his
forefathers were creatures not unlike humans, and they lived on the land. Then there had been a war,
which destroyed their habitat, and they had no choice but to take refuge in the water, to which they
soon adapted.
$WÀUVWWKH\VWLOOORRNHGPXFKOLNHKXPDQEHLQJVEXWRYHUWKHFRXUVHRI VRPHWHQWKRXVDQG
years they evolved to take on new forms, giving themselves over to a life in water - ‘I am the world,
the world is me’, and that way, they could live forever.
Then, one day, a new calamity befell them, and they had no choice but to leave the water and
migrate to an unknown space.
More misfortune followed. It was not clear what exactly had gone wrong, but during the
journey obstacles were hurled down in their path, and they never reached their destination.
“Where was this world in which they lived, where they formed a perfect union with the water?”
“The sea.”
´6RWKHZKROHVHDPLJUDWHGµ/L'DR\XDQORRNHGDWWKHWLQ\SRROWHUULÀHG
“Indeed, ‘Mirror Tao’ is the sea, and the sea is ‘Mirror Tao’,” the old man said sadly. “All his
efforts to escape ultimately failed.”
Li Daoyuan didn’t know much about the sea, but on hearing this a tidal wave of emotion
crashed over him. It was impossible for him to imagine that such a vast expanse of ocean and this
meagre pool were one and the same thing. And when did the blue of the sea become red? Just as
‘Mirror Tao’ had wondered himself, did this happen in the past or in the future? He was deeply
confused. The one thing he could be certain of was that the sea was, at that moment, still rising and
falling, far away and indifferent to their concerns. Just as Li Daoyuan had never set foot in the south,
when on earth would the ocean have come here?
“It’s such a pitiful creature. How long can he possibly survive here?”
“I fear time is running out.”
“What if we return him to running water?” As he suggested this, an image of the Yellow River
at Mengmen appeared before his eyes, the waters surging with an energy he had never seen before.
He thought of all his previous experiences with water, and dearly hoped that he could help save
‘Mirror Tao’.
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“If we do that, this creature will rapidly disperse and become a new ocean. It will be a way for
him to be born again and grow. All the world’s water will turn red. ‘He is the one, the one is many.’”
The old man frowned slightly.
“Then...”
“Then, our world will become a world of water, and it will no longer contain the water we
know.”
Li Daoyuan didn’t know how to respond.
Night had fallen, and Li Daoyuan stayed with the old man in his thatched hut. During the third
night watch he awoke to the sound of whimpering from outside. It was hard to imagine that there
was a life form, a world, which was formed out of water. He couldn’t help wondering whether the
members of this strange species hadn’t destroyed themselves through some imprudence?
The sobbing grew louder. Was ‘Mirror Tao’ crying?
Maybe he was calling out to other creatures – all the world’s water? But Li Daoyuan already
knew that those bodies of water had no souls.
Li Daoyuan was curious about where the creature had originally planned to seek refuge. Where
was it? A new place of escape beyond the sea, was, unfortunately, hard to imagine.
The old man must have been used to it, as the sound did not wake him, and instead he snored
loudly, seemingly caught up in a sweet dream. Li Daoyuan was disturbed and upset, so he threw on
his clothes and went out.
The darkness was permeated with a fearful atmosphere; this was the time of night when even
monsters did not dare venture abroad. It reached into even the densest corners, and up in the sky a
ferocious, dark red nebula loomed above him. This mysterious wreath, far, far away, had never before
hung so low. It felt as if it were about to drop onto his head. Li Daoyuan thought it looked like a
bloodstain splashed on the sky. His whole body shook. After that, a thought that had never really
RFFXUUHGWRKLPEHIRUHDSSHDUHGGLPO\LQKLVPLQG+HKDGGLIÀFXOW\GHVFULELQJZKDWH[DFWO\LWZDV
it exceeded his powers of comprehension, nothing could induce greater despair that this.
‘Mirror Tao’s sobs became even more mournful. The surface of the water began leaping and
jumping energetically, and then formed a column one metre high, as if reaching out to that other
world, but the distance was still too great. Finally, the column of water gave up, and fell back,
dejected, to perfect stillness.
Li Daoyuan sensed... we might call it space, but actually it was something that exists outside of
space, with a strength that exceeds all else, and the most elementary of structures; something which
FDQQHLWKHUEHVHHQQRUFRPSUHKHQGHGEXWPDNHVDSULVRQHURI \RXULPDJLQDWLRQ:DVLWZDWHU"2U
QRWZDWHU",WZDVWKHÀUVWWLPHWKDWVXFKDQDZNZDUGH[SHULHQFHKDGLQWUXGHGXSRQKLVRWKHUZLVH
perfectly planned life, introducing the possibility of change. When faced with this sort of being,
one so impossible to describe in words, he thought, it didn’t matter if he were water or a person, the
question remained, how could ‘Mirror Tao’ hope to rescue himself so easily?
A sourceless, lancing pain made him want to wail and cry out. At that moment, he felt that the
pool of water was watching him like a surprised and timid eye. Ashamed, he controlled his feelings.
But for the ocean, what did it actually mean to transcend the ‘space’ of space? And how did
‘Mirror Tao’ discover this strange existence in the form of a water creature? If he really found his
SODFHRI UHIXJHZKDWIRUPZRXOGKHKDYHWRWDNHLQRUGHUWRVXUYLYH"2QHIHDUVLWZRXOGQRWEHZDWHU
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Nothing in this world has an innate form.
At that moment, Li Daoyuan became conscious of his connection to the water, and a feeling
of terror surged inside of him. He felt that his thoughts and body were about to become one with
the water.
He stood, frozen to the spot, helpless, while the roseate dawn spread across the sky, and
everything seemed to slip into the past like a nightmare.
The water did not stir, but in its redness appeared a layer of ash. Flustered, he used his hand to
stir the water, and could feel it beginning to coagulate, freeze, and recede.
“He’s dead.” Surprised, he turned back to look at the thatched hut only to see it too receding in
a dense, grey fog.
He threw himself forward, using both hands to try to push the greyness back in through the
ÁLPV\EDPERRGRRUEXWKHZDVSXVKLQJDYRLG7KHYRLGOHDSWLQWR/L'DR\XDQ·VFKHVWFDXVLQJKLP
severe pain as if a screwdriver was boring through his heart. He looked up and saw that there was
nothing before him but blue mountains and crags.
He turned to look behind him and saw a silver dot quivering in the sky, too high to reach,
ÁLFNHULQJFORVHWRWKHVZROOHQSDOOLGVXQEHIRUHYDQLVKLQJ
For one moment he experienced the existence of many worlds. And the one in which he lived
wasn’t necessarily the most real.
$IWHUVRPHWLPHKHOHIWIHHOLQJZHDU\2QO\RQFHKHVDZWKDWWKH<HOORZ5LYHUZDVVWLOOÁRZLQJ
did he let out a sigh of relief. The water resonated deeply with his soul.
3. No way to escape
2QKLVUHWXUQWR/XR\DQJ/L'DR\XDQZURWHDERXWWKLVH[SHULHQFHLQKLV´&RPPHQWDU\RQWKH
Classic of the Waterways”.
From then on, he worked even more dilligently at recording all the different bodies of water in
the world as if afraid that they might, one day in the future, all vanish.
Yet for a long time he refused to go to the seaside, making only the sloppiest references to the
sea in a work which later scholars deemed not to be in accordance with his usually rigorous academic
standards.
,QWKHWKLUG\HDURI WKHUHLJQRI ;LDRFKDQJ &( DIWHUWKHWUHDFKHU\RI WKHSURYLQFLDO
governor of Yongzhou, Xiao Baoyin, was revealed, the court ordered Li Daoyuan to act as an
ambassador beyond the Tongguan Pass, where he would negotiate with the traitor. This was, in fact,
a plan to place him in danger, a plan concoted by Li Daoyuan’s political opponents, who wished to
XVHWKHWUDLWRU;LDRDVDPHDQVWRÀQLVK/L'DR\XDQRII
Li Daoyuan was, in fact, well aware of this fact, yet he went with an open heart, thinking of the
pool of red water, which had witnessed the turning of time, yet had no means of escape.
A place from which even water has no escape; what manner of realm could that be?
Water, you fundamental element, you conquer all through your ability to yield, and yet you
found yourself in such a predicament. Surely, this is the deeper meaning of “that which is abundant
in the world is water”. It is impossible to put into words the feelings of the geographers of that age.
In the end, Li Daoyuan met his end at the Yinpan Station (close to what is now Lintong in
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Shaanxi Province). His blood gushed from his body, seeped into the mud, forming myriad rivulets
that eventually reached the seashore upon which he had never set foot.
As if in some fateful response, not long afterwards the manuscript of Li Daoyuan’s
´&RPPHQWDU\RQWKH&ODVVLFRI WKH:DWHUZD\VµZDVGHVWUR\HGLQWKHÁDPHVRI WKHZDULQ/XR\DQJ
Future generations never learned what Li Daoyuan had recorded in it.
Now, all we can do is piece together the surviving scraps that make up his description of the
Mengmen falls, which amounts to one hundred and thirty-one characters. His landscape of surging
ZDWHUVDQGÁRDWLQJFORXGVKDVEHHQFRQVLGHUHGDSRHWLFPDVWHUSLHFHLQGXFLQJDQJXLVKHGVLJKVLQ
subsequent generations of readers.
The Mengmen falls are today’s Hukou waterfalls. Research indicates that these waterfalls have
PRYHGPRUHWKDQÀYHWKRXVDQGPHWUHVWRWKHQRUWKRI WKHLUSRVLWLRQZKHQWKH\ZHUHYLVLWHGE\/L
Daoyuan.
In early summer, during the last year before the beginning of the third millenium of the
Christian era, the muddy waters of the Hukou waterfalls suddenly turned a clear emerald colour.
According to the people who have lived the best part of their lives on the banks of the Yellow River,
such a thing had never happened before. What colour the river might turn in the future is anyone’s
guess. Yet our most authoratative news agency has recently reported that the Hukou waterfalls will,
in a hundred years’ time, disappear completely.

Translated by Anna Holmwood
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7KH%XWWHUÁy Effect
Fei Dao

1. “Inception” 1
The great educator Kong Zhongni (Confucius), after a lifetime of frustrations and
peregrinations, determined to ascend Mt. Taishan to look at the heavens. As he stood on the peak
gazing at the azure sky, he saw two frolicking fishes, Yin and Yang. But when he touched them,
heaven and earth collapsed.
When he awoke, Zhongni heard thunderous shouts of “Kill! Kill!” and “remembered” that he
was the leader of a peasant uprising. The King of Chu had used the dream–machine invented by the
scientist Gong Shuban 2 in an attempt to transplant into his head the notion that: “Compassion is the
true way to rescue the world from chaos”. Yet the evil characters in his dream, who forced him on
his peregrinations, were actually his own subconscious.
General Kong, seeing through this trickery, gave a contemptuous smile.
2. Terminator
The First Emperor Qin Shi Huang Di was a brutal tyrant. The anti-government rebel, Chen
Sheng 3 ordered man–made terminators to assassinate the Emperor Qin.
7KHÀUVW7HUPLQDWRUKHVHQW-LQJ.H 4 experienced sudden programming faults because he was
running pirated software. He failed in his assassination attempt and was put to death.
The second Terminator, Gao Jianli  , struck the Qin Emperor with his zhu but failed to kill
KLPEHFDXVHKHXVHGDYLOODJH²PDGHNQRFNRII 6 zhu. He was put to death.

1

7KHWLWOHIRUWKHÀOPLQ&KLQHVHLV´'UHDP5REELQJµ>7UDQV@

2

0RUHFRPPRQO\NQRZQDV/X%DQ %& *RQJZDVD&KLQHVHFDUSHQWHUHQJLQHHUDQGWKLQNHU

3

Peasant leader of a rebellion in 209BCE which ultimately caused the demise of the Qin Dynasty.

4

Jing Ke, celebrated for his failed attempt to assassinate the First Emperor Qin Shi Huang Di in 227BCE.



Musician and expert in performing on a hammered-string instrument called the “zhu”. After the death of Jing

Ke, Gao Jianli was invited to perform at the Imperial Palace and attacked the Emperor with his instrument.
6

Pun intended: the author uses

>PRXQWDLQ²YLOODJH@ZKLFKORRNVYHU\OLNHWKHFKDUDFWHUV

GHVLJQHUJRRGV@
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>IDNHFRXQWHUIHLW

The third Terminator, Zhang Liang 7 , was betrayed and beat his hammer against an empty
chariot. He was put to death.
The fourth Terminator, No Name 8 , lacked determination and was talked around by the
Emperor of Qin. Abandoning his mission, he took his own life.

5HDOL]LQJWKHVLWXDWLRQZDVKRSHOHVV&KHQ6KHQJVWDNHGDOOLQRQHÀQDODWWHPSWKHFUHDWHGWKH
Nth Terminator, the woman Meng Jiangnü 9 . If the Emperor of Qin could not be killed, then she
would use ultrasonic waves as a weapon which would shatter his lifetime’s achievements.
3. $6SDFH2G\VVH\
2QFHSHDFHZDVHVWDEOLVKHG/LX&KH 10 surveyed his unaccustomed expanse of territory and
felt uneasy.
When Zhang Qian 11 sent word to the Emperor that a square, jet–black stele had been
discovered in the desert, the Emperor Wu seemed to hear it as a call from Heaven. He had craftsmen
FUHDWHDJUHDWGUDJRQRI EURQ]HLQVSLUHGE\WKHVWHOH7KH(PSHURUPRXQWHGLWDQGÁHZRII WRWKH
depths of the universe, turning his back on earthly wealth and honours.
+HGLGQRWUHWXUQWRWKLVGDUNZRUOGDJDLQ2QFHKHKDGJRQHWKURXJKWKHVWDUU\JDWHKHFRXOG
see the past and the future. Amid the oceans of Time, once he had understood the truth, he became
a star child, and turned his profound gaze on the speck of dust that was the homeland from which
he had come.
2QO\=KDQJ+HQJ 12 , who spent his nights star-gazing, sometimes heard him give a faint faraway sigh.

7

A politician of the Warring States Period state of Han, Zhang Liang did much to help found the Han Dynasty.

He attempted to assassinate the Emperor Qin using an enormous hammer, but failed because he was directed
not to the Emperor’s carriage but to an empty one.
8

The assassin known as No Name in the 21stFHQWXU\&KLQHVHÀOP +HURÀQDOO\VXEPLWVWRWKHQRWLRQRI 

centralized power and relinquishes a golden opportunity to assassinate the Emperor Qin.
9

The heroine of a Qin Dynasty folk tale. Meng Jiangnü’s husband died building the Great Wall. Meng Jiangnü

went in search of her husband and when she heard of his death, she wept so loudly that she “cried the Wall
down”.
10

Liu Che was the personal name of Emperor Wu, seventh Han dynasty emperor and a Chinese “King

6RORPDQµ+HUHLJQHGIRU\HDUV %&(²%&( DQGH[SDQGHGWKHIURQWLHUVRI +DQ&KLQDWRWKHLU
greatest extent.
11

An explorer and diplomat under Emperor Wu, Zhang Qian was posted twice to the Western regions and

established the Silk Road.
12

$JUHDWDVWURQRPHURI WKHÀUVWDQGVHFRQGFHQWXULHV&(
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4. Avatar
When “Mr. Five Willows” 13 was a young man, he was boundlessly ambitious. Later,
disillusioned, he happened upon the Peach Blossom Utopia. It was inhabited by hermits from other
planets, who lived off wild fruits and the water from mountain streams, reciting poetry and practicing
calligraphy.
Time went by and he began to yearn for worldly pleasures. He secretly returned home in the
hopes of taking his lady wife, Zhai, with him to live as an Immortal. However, he was apprehended
by the secret police who had had him under surveillance.
The country was in turmoil and the people longed for peace. The Emperor heard that the
“heart of the universe” 14 was to be found in this Peach Blossom Utopia and if he could get hold of
it, he could subdue the entire kingdom. He therefore led his army to invade it and did not return for
a decade. According to posthumous records left by the inventor Ma Deheng  , he created an avatar,
and used it as a Trojan horse to penetrate Utopia. But although he wreaked havoc, he found no “heart
of the universe” and the Utopia could not be restored.
6PQH
As a lover of aesthetic art, Li Longji 16 organized a solar system beauty contest in the hopes
of finding the most beautiful woman in the universe. But no one met his expectations. Then he
badgered the famous monk Yi Xing until he created the most perfectly beautiful woman. Li Longji’s
heart broke as soon as he set eyes on her.
After this, Li Longji turned his back on the human world to satiate himself with this ineffable
beauty of the virtual games world. Ministers and commoners alike complained that the Son of
Heaven had been seduced by fantasy, plunging the prosperous world which his ancestors had
carved out for him into crisis. The Emperor felt occasional pangs of guilt and uninstalled the game.
+RZHYHUKHVHFUHWO\NHSWRQHÀOHDQGZRXOGVRRQVXFFXPEWRWHPSWDWLRQDQGUH²LQVWDOOLW
At Ma Wei Po, where Yang Guifei was killed, the troops treated His Majesty with ECT. The
Emperor Li Longji, weeping, finally permanently reformatted his lady. Many years later when he
was old and grey and alone in his dreary Immortality Palace, he still yearned for his Yang Guifei and
UHPHPEHUHGKRZEHDXWLIXODQGWUDJLFVKHKDGORRNHGZKHQKHÀUVWVDZKHUWKDWHYHQLQJ

13

Tao Yuanming, named Mr. Five Willows from the trees which surrounded his cottage, was a reclusive poet of

WKHIRXUWKDQGÀIWKFHQWXULHV&(,QKLVHVVD\3HDFK%ORVVRP6SULQJ, he describes a Utopia of peace and tranquility,
cut off from the rest of the world.
14


7KH%XGGKLVWQRWLRQRI WKHXOWLPDWHWUXWK>7UDQV@
2QHRI WKHPRVWFHOHEUDWHGPHFKDQLFDOLQYHQWRUVLQWKHKLVWRU\RI DQFLHQWVFLHQFHDQGWHFKQRORJ\/LYHG

about second century CE.
16

Personal name of Xuanzong, the Tang Dynasty Emperor under whom the country was plunged into

turbulent times. His ministers were of the opinion the roots of the troubles lay in his infatuation with his
beloved concubine Yang Guifei, and forced him to issue an order to have her killed.
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6. The Matrix 17
´2OGPDQ<XHµ
General Yue Fei 18 recalled how his teacher once warned him: “If people hail you as the saviour
of the world, be careful.”
7KHÀHUFHVROGLHUVRI WKH.LQJGRPRI -LQIHOOEDFNLQGLVDUUD\ZKHQWKH\PHWKLP\HWWKH
great Song Dynasty which General Yue Fei was protecting always ordered him to halt at the crucial
moment. Every time he was enjoying his wine at a banquet, Yue Fei came to the realization that he
did not know if he was a slave in revolt against the matrix or an anti–virus software embedded in the
matrix itself. How was he to make use of the powerful body which fate had bestowed on him in this
virtual environment?
2QKLVGHDWK²EHG*HQHUDO<XHZDQWHGWRWHOO=KDQJ;LDQDQG<XH<XQWKDWWKLVZDVMXVWD
dream. But having spent half a century in glorious battle, he had forgotten the truth which had come
to him so long ago when he swallowed the red pills. That’s destiny! You may think that “Heaven
shines bright” 19 , but if you are a protagonist in a game, who bestows the setting “absolute loyalty to
his country” on you?
7. Iron man
When Temuchin 20 was born, a ray of scarlet light shone from his chest. Later, he waged war all
over the Galaxy, relying on the “heart of the universe” which Heaven had bestowed on him.
His gigantic body was like a dark comet whistling through the planetary system. The Great
Khan’s god-like will was more invincible than the densest neutron armour. Spiderman, Batman and
green giants and supermen from distant planets quailed before him, and the constellations dimmed.
2QO\WKHLQYLVLEOHEODFNKROHZDVWRWDOO\LQGLIIHUHQWWRKLP
7KH*UHDW.KDQIHDUHGWKDWKLVKHDUWPLJKWOHDYHKLPRQHGD\DQGKLVFRUUXSWLEOHÁHVKPLJKW
EHFRPHWKHEXUGHQKHKDGGUHDPHGRI+HWRRNDQDSWKHQXSRQDZDNHQLQJÁHZWRDEODFNKROH
in the belief that in this underworld of unfathomable darkness, he might metamorphose into King
Kong and lord it over the entire universe.

17

7KHWLWOHRI WKHÀOPLQ&KLQHVHLV´(PSLUHRI +DFNHUVµ>7UDQV@

18

Yue Fei was a famous general of the Southern Song Dynasty who opposed the invasion of barbarian forces.

Later he was the victim of trumped-up charges by a treacherous minister, and was killed together with his son,
Yue Yun, and the general Zhang Xian who was under his command. It is alleged that the sobriquet “absolute
loyalty to his country” was scratched on his back by his mother.
19

<XH )HL EHOLHYHG WKDW ´+HDYHQ>¶V OLJKW@ VKLQHV EULJKWµ DQG WKH WUXWK ZRXOG ILQDOO\ EH UHYHDOHG WKXV

H[RQHUDWLQJKLP>7UDQV@
20

7KH0RQJROFRQTXHURU*HQJKLV.KDQ>7UDQV@

37

8. Star Trek
During a very long journey through space, Zheng He 21 , the captain of the 'D0LQJ, killed time
with the aid of 7KH5HFRUGVRI WKH*UDQG+LVWRULDQ and chess games with Einstein.
)RUPDQ\\HDUVKHKDGEHHQDEOHWRÀQGVSLULWXDOFRPIRUWLQWKDWEULOOLDQWERRN7KDWPRVW
manly of men 22 who lived more than one thousand years before him helped him to understand that,
QRPDWWHUKRZJUHDWWKHKXPLOLDWLRQLQÁLFWHGRQ\RXJUHDWWKLQNLQJFDQDQQLKLODWHHYLOGRHUV7KXV
ZKHQKHUHFHLYHGWKH(PSHURU·VRUGHUVKHUHVROYHGWRHPSOR\KLVÁHHWWRFRPSOHWHWKHWDVNZKLFK
the Grand Scribe had only begun with his pen.
2QLWVYR\DJHWKH'D0LQJ spread Imperial Chinese military might and culture through the
world, Zheng He formed many alliances and exchanged gifts of great value. Poets on board wrote
XQÀQLVKHGHSLFVZKLOHVFLHQWLVWVPDGHGLVFRYHULHVZLWKRXWHQG
As Zheng He got older, he grew melancholy. Einstein said that the earth has been in existence
for billions of years, thus everything he thought had long since turned to dust and ashes. This shows
the inevitability of the theory of relativity.
“Go faster,” cried the captain, gesticulating, hoping that that he could catch up with time and
recall his original name.
9. The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy 23
Hong–Li Aisin–Gioro 24 had a dream about the extermination of humanity while in a West
Lake brothel.
When he awoke, the Emperor called all the world’s scholars together and spent ten years
assembling all humankind’s learning together in the &RPSOHWH/LEUDU\RI WKH)RXU7UHDVXUHVRI .QRZOHGJH.
When the end of the world approached, his descendants used this learning as a guide as they roamed
the Galaxy.
2QH6HSWHPEHUPRUQLQJVL[W\\HDUVDIWHUWKHGHDWKRI WKH(PSHURU4LDQORQJWKH(QJOLVKPHQ
&DUULQJWRQDQG+RGJVRQERWKVHSDUDWHO\REVHUYHGDEULJKWVRODUÁDUH . Brilliant polar auroras have
for many years caused a plethora of doomsday myths. The next year, English and French forces
attacked Beijing and seized the &RPSOHWH/LEUDU\RI WKH)RXU7UHDVXUHVRI .QRZOHGJH.
Guided by the Library, the white men boarded spaceships and set off for the Galaxy in search

21

$GPLUDODQGQDYLJDWRURI WKH0LQJ'\QDVW\ZKRVDLOHGVHYHQWLPHVWRWKH:HVWHUQ2FHDQVDWWKHKHDGRI D

JUHDWÁHHW
22

The Grand Scribe Sima Qian, a great historian who was castrated for offending a Han Dynasty Emperor,

and later wrote The Records of the Grand Historian as an angry riposte.
23

7KHWLWOHRI WKHÀOPLQ&KLQHVHLV´+LWFKKLNHUV*XLGHWRWKH0LON\:D\µ>7UDQV@

24

Personal name of the Qing Dynasty Emperor Qianlong. He compiled the &RPSOHWH/LEUDU\RI WKH)RXU7UHDVXUHV

RI .QRZOHGJH, the biggest encyclopedia in Chinese history, which preserved large quantities of documents. Equally,
he used this as an opportunity to requisition books from all over China, destroying and falsifying much material.


&DUULQJWRQ+RGJVRQZKLWHOLJKWVRODUÁDUHRQ6HSWHPEHU>7UDQV@
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of pastures new, leaving earthly disasters behind them. But until the day they died they never knew
WKDWWKH(PSHURU4LDQORQJIRUHVDZLQKLVGUHDPQRWRQO\GRRPVGD\EXWDOVRWKHJUHDWÀUHZKLFK
consumed the Summer Palace 26 . When the Library was compiled, much key knowledge was excised
or repudiated, and the result was a maze which entrapped poor white men forever within the brains
of the dead. Guided by the soul of the late Emperor Qianlong, the Empire of the Great Qing slowly
DVFHQGHGDQGÁHZRII LQTXLWHDQRWKHUGLUHFWLRQ
10. Back to the Future
Ladies and gentlemen of the future:
Tonight a shadow of a young woman suddenly leapt out of the moonlight and said:
“I am your descendant, sir!”
A radiant girl, she began to talk as if in her sleep. When I heard about the unprecedented
prosperity and true perfection which was to come, I felt moved, and was almost prepared to go
with her to be a history exhibit. Although I was only invited as a living corpse to be admired by my
descendants, it was worth dying for the privilege of seeing the long–vanished Peach Blossom Utopia
with my own eyes, even if I turned to dust on my journey through time. But then doubts set in as
I heard that some things were not right, and when she asked me to lecture to the people of the
future, I took this as an opportunity to pull out. However, the look of disappointment on this young
woman’s face obliged me to attempt to comfort her:
“If the future is as splendid as you say it is, it requires redoubled efforts from me today. If not,
then I will not need to go further,” I told her.
She departed, still disappointed. Although I was put to shame by the adoration of my
descendant, I had no alternative.
There is something which does not give me pleasure in heaven, so I do not want to go there.
There is something which does not give me pleasure in hell, so I do not want to go there. And there
is something which does not give me pleasure in the golden world of your future, so I do not want
to go there. 27
%XWLWUHPLQGVPHRI DGUHDP,KDGZKHQ,ZDV\RXQJ,KDGWUDQVODWHGVRPHVFLHQFHÀFWLRQ
made some rambling utterances and had ambitions to write myself. Later, this dream disappeared
DORQJZLWKHYHU\WKLQJHOVH,I LWFRPHVWRPLQGQRZDV,ZULWHWKLVWULÁLQJSLHFHSOHDVHWDNHLWDVDQ
expression of appreciation to you all for your goodwill towards me!

Translated by Nicky Harman

26

7KH<XDQ0LQJ<XDQ 6XPPHU3DODFH ZDVUD]HGWRWKHJURXQGE\%ULWLVKDQG)UHQFKIRUFHVLQ>7UDQV@

27

,TXRWHKHUHIURPWKHWZHQWLHWKFHQWXU\ZULWHU/X;XQZKRWUDQVODWHGWKHVFLHQFHÀFWLRQRI -XOHV9HUQH/X

Xun was a great admirer of this literary genre, which he believed could promote progress in China.
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