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Translator’s Note


History, Stephen said, is a nightmare from which I am trying to awake.

—James Joyce, Ulysses



Near the beginning of James Joyce’s 1922 novel Ulysses, Stephen Dedalus famously compared history to a nightmare. It was also in 1922 that Lu Xun penned the preface to his first short-story collection, Call to Arms (published in 1923), in which he asks whether  he should try to use his writing to wake up his fellow countrymen still trapped in the proverbial “iron house” of Chinese feudal values. In these almost simultaneous texts, two of the twentieth century’s leading modernist authors both equated history with sleep and dreams. Whereas Joyce’s Dedalus wants to awaken from the nightmare that is history, Lu Xun worries that his works might in fact succeed in rousing his blissfully oblivious readers, causing them to wake into a state of historical awareness for which they would then have no easy remedy.

Nearly a century later, Yan Lianke appeals to a similar set of oneiric metaphors in his novel The Day the Sun Died. Centered on a fourteen-year-old boy named Li Niannian, whose parents run a shop that sells items for funeral rituals and whose uncle runs a crematorium, the story describes a night during which most of the residents of the boy’s village suddenly start sleepwalking—or, to translate the Chinese term for somnambulism more literally, “dreamwalking.” The community degenerates into chaos, as many villagers act out the urges that they had kept suppressed during their normal waking state.

Like Ulysses, which famously unfolds over the course of a single day (June 16, 1904), the main narrative of The Day the Sun Died takes place over the course of a single night, beginning at 5:00 PM on the evening of the sixth day of the sixth lunar month, and concluding early the following morning. The novel is divided into a series of “books,” each of which opens with a header that notes a temporal interval using the traditional Chinese geng-dian system, and each book is then divided into sections that similarly open with a header that notes the corresponding temporal interval using the Western twenty-four-hour system. Although the year in which the novel is set is not specified, it is tempting to view the work’s thematization of dreams in the context of the popular political slogan, “the Chinese Dream,” which Chinese President Xi Jinping first proposed in late 2012, declaring that “everybody has their own ideal, pursuit, and dream. Today everybody is talking about the Chinese Dream. I believe the greatest dream of the Chinese nation in modern history is the great renewal of the Chinese nation.” In The Day the Sun Died, Yan Lianke focuses on what may be seen as the nightmarish underbelly of this emphasis on progress. In his novel, dreams are not equated with an optimistic faith in future development, but rather symbolize the way the individual and collective past continues to haunt the present.

The Day the Sun Died also features a character named Yan Lianke, who is a well-known author of books whose titles are permutations of novels by the real Yan Lianke. For instance, Dream of Ding Village becomes Ding of Dream Village, The Sunlit Years becomes The Years of Sun, Lenin’s Kisses becomes Kissing Lenin, and The Four Books becomes The Dead Books (in Chinese, the characters for four and death are homonyms). The novel also includes quotes from several of these fictitious texts, all of which are variations of passages from the real Yan Lianke’s corresponding works. Although knowledge of Yan Lianke’s earlier works is not required to appreciate The Day the Sun Died, it may be noted that many of these works similarly focus on the dark side of modern China’s rapid development. For instance, Dream of Ding Village is named after a fictional AIDS village in Yan Lianke’s home province of Henan, The Sunlit Years features a “cancer village” in which all of the residents die of throat tumors before they turn forty, and Lenin’s Kisses is set in a remote village of disabled residents, who are exploited by a local official for financial gain. Through these fictitious communities of marginalized figures, Yan Lianke hopes to draw attention to actual communities and social phenomena that remain hidden in the shadows of contemporary China’s rapid growth.

Even as Yan Lianke’s dark vision has brought him considerable international recognition, it has also increasingly embroiled him with China’s censorship regime. In 2016 the Chinese edition of The Day the Sun Died won Hong Kong’s prestigious Dream of the Red Chamber Prize despite the fact that the novel was never published in Mainland China. Similarly, in 2014, when Yan Lianke was awarded the Franz Kafka Prize, it was in recognition of his entire oeuvre but specific recognition was given to two books translated into Czech—his novella Serve the People! and his novel The Four Books, both banned in Mainland China. Like many of Yan Lianke’s works, all three of these books were published in Taiwan by Rye Field Publishing Company, which is increasingly serving as the primary Chinese-language outlet for his works.

Coincidentally, Yan Lianke was awarded the Kafka Prize the same month he began writing The Day the Sun Died. In his acceptance speech for the prize, he tacitly anticipates some of the central motifs of that novel. He opens his speech by recalling his experience growing up during the period of China’s Great Famine of the early 1960s, which led him to develop “a very keen appreciation of darkness.” He explains that even though today’s China “has solved the basic problem of providing 1.3 billion people with food, clothing, and spending money, [and] therefore resembles a bright ray of light illuminating the global East,” nevertheless “beneath this ray of light there lies a dark shadow. It is as if the brighter the light, the darker the shadow becomes; and the darker the shadow becomes, the thicker the corresponding sheet of darkness.” He adds that he feels he is “one of those people who are fated to experience darkness,” and views his recent literary work as an attempt to represent and explore this darkness.

Although in this speech Yan Lianke was ostensibly referring to the works he had published up to that point, his remarks about light and darkness anticipate this new novel, The Day the Sun Died, which he had only just begun to compose. As with his metaphorical description of contemporary China as a world shrouded in darkness, in the novel he describes a community from which the sun—and all hint of light—has disappeared altogether.

Yan Lianke caps his speech with an account of a blind man from his home village who, every morning when the sun came up, would say to himself, “it turns out that sunlight is actually black—but that is good!” Yan Lianke adds:


Even more remarkably, ever since he was young this blind man always had several flashlights, and whenever he went out at night he would always take one with him. The darker it got, the longer and brighter the beam from his flashlight would become. As a result, as he was walking through the village streets in the middle of the night, people would be able to see him coming and wouldn’t run into him. Furthermore, when people encountered him, he would use his flashlight to illuminate the road in front of them.



Yan Lianke offers this blind man as a model for his own literary projects, suggesting that he views his literature as a figurative flashlight to help others see a light that he himself is unable to perceive:


From this blind man, I came up with a new form of writing that is premised on a conviction that the darker it is, the brighter it becomes; and the colder it is, the warmer it becomes. The entire significance of this writing lies in permitting people to avoid its existence. My writing, in other words, is like the blind man with the flashlight who shines his light into the darkness to help others glimpse their goal and destination.



Yan Lianke not only hopes that his literature will offer readers a metaphorical “light,” but further hopes that this light will help readers “perceive the existence of darkness,” thereby allowing them to “more effectively ward off that same darkness and suffering.”

In this parable of the blind man and the lamp, Yan Lianke borrows, and partially inverts, Lu Xun’s famous metaphor of the iron house. Just as Yan Lianke compares his writing to a blind man with a lamp who helps guide others with a light that he himself is unable to see, Lu Xun describes how he ultimately resolved to compose stories that conclude with an optimistic twist, conveying to his readers a hope that he did not share. In this way, it may be said that Yan Lianke hopes to illuminate the darkness that underpins the contemporary Chinese Dream, and in the process help readers wake up from what Yan, like Joyce before him, suggests is the nightmare of history.

—Carlos Rojas


Preface: Let Me Ramble for a Bit

Hello … Are you there? … Is anyone going to come listen to me ramble?

Hello … spirits! … If you’re not busy, then come and listen … I’m kneeling on the highest point of our Funiu Mountains, so you should definitely be able to hear me. Surely you won’t be annoyed by the shouts of a child?

Hello … I’ve come on behalf of a village … a small village … on behalf of a mountain range, and the entire world. I’m kneeling here facing the sky, and simply want to tell you one thing. I hope you’ll have the patience to listen to me, to listen to me ramble and shout. Don’t be annoyed, and don’t become anxious. This matter is as vast as the sky and the earth.

In our village, many people died as a result of this matter. In our town, many people also died. In our Funiu Mountains and the world outside, and in that night’s dreamscape, as many people died as there were stalks of wheat being harvested. And the number of people who continued to live pathetically in the mountains was equivalent to the number of grains of wheat in the fields. Villages and infants, mountains and the world—what they share in common is that their internal organs are like paper bags of bloody water, and if you’re not careful, the paper may rupture and the liquid inside will spill out. Fate would become like a drop of water that falls in the wilderness, or like a leaf that falls in a bitterly cold autumn forest.

Spirits … people’s spirits! This village, this town, these mountains, and this world won’t be able to endure another nightmare. Gods … bodhisattvas … arhats, and the Jade Emperor—I ask that you protect this village and this town. I ask that you protect these mountains and the world. It is on behalf of this village and town and people that I have come to kneel down on this mountaintop. It is to make sure that the living remain alive that I have come to kneel on the mountaintop. It is on behalf of the crops, soil, seeds, farm tools, streets, shopping districts, and the general hustle and bustle that I am kneeling here on this mountaintop. It is on behalf of the day and night that I am kneeling here on this mountaintop. It is on behalf of the chickens and the dogs that I am kneeling here on this mountaintop. It is with all honesty that I’m telling you the details of what happened on that day and night. If I make any mistakes, it’s not because I’m dishonest, but rather because I’m simply too excited. My mind constantly feels muddy and confused, which is why I always ramble on and on. I like to talk to myself, regardless of whether or not there are people around. I like to mumble one sentence after another, with each one bearing no relation to the preceding one. The villagers and townspeople call me an idiot … an idiot. Because I’m an idiot, I don’t have the patience to tease out the first strand of this jumbled mess. As a result, I have no choice but to recount everything in a halting, scattered way, thereby rendering me even more of an idiot. However, spirits … including bodhisattvas and arhats … you absolutely must not view me as a real idiot. Sometimes my mind is perfectly clear—as clear as a drop of water … as clear as the blue sky. For instance, it’s as if a skylight just opened in my mind, allowing me to see the sky and the earth, and to see that night’s developments. Each and every one of these developments is now clearly visible in my mind’s eye, and I can even find the needles and sesame seeds that fell into the darkness.

The sky is so blue and the clouds are so near that, when I kneel here, I can hear my hair blowing in the wind, and can even hear the sound of the individual strands of hair bumping into one another. I can hear the clouds floating across the sky over my head, and can see the air passing in front of me, like yarn being pulled out of my eyes. The sun is bright and everything is still. The air and clouds smell like dew under the morning sun. I kneel—peacefully kneel here on this mountaintop. I am the only one here. In the entire world, there is only me—there is only me, together with the grass, rocks, and air. The world is so still. Everything under heaven is so still … Spirits, you should let me sit here and tell you about the events of that night. You have all hurried over to listen to me. I know you live in the sky over my head, and reside in the mountains behind me. I am also addressing these solitary mountains and trees, weeds and frogs, chaste trees and elm trees … Kneeling here facing the heavens, my heart like pure water, I will relate everything I have heard and experienced. I will relate that night’s events, as though burning an incense stick in front of you, and under this sky … to prove that everything I’m telling you is true. This is like using weeds blowing in the wind to prove the existence of the earth and to confirm the destiny that the earth grants to the weeds themselves.

Now I will tell my story.

Where should I begin?

I’ll begin here.

Let me begin by telling you about myself, my family, and our neighbor at the time. This neighbor was not any ordinary neighbor, to the point that you wouldn’t even believe we lived in the same village and the same town. But he was, after all, our neighbor. He was our neighbor.

It wasn’t that our family had wanted to be his neighbor, but rather it was our ancestors and God who had arranged it. This neighbor’s name was Yan Lianke … This was that author, Yan Lianke, who could both write and paint. This author who had developed quite a name for himself. In our town, his reputation was even greater than that of the town mayor. Greater even than that of the county mayor. His reputation was so formidable, in fact, that comparing it with others would be like placing a watermelon on a bed of sesame seeds, or putting a camel out to graze with a flock of sheep.

As for me, my own reputation is as minuscule as a speck of dust lost in a pile of sesame seeds, or a flea nit hidden on the back of a camel, an ox, or a sheep … I am fourteen years old and my name is Li Niannian, though everyone calls me Sha Niannian, or literally “Stupid Niannian.” Uncle Lianke is the only one who ever calls me Little Niannian … Little Nephew. Little Nephew … Little Niannian. Not only do our families belong to the same village, we are even neighbors. Our village is called Gaotian, and because it has streets and a market, and a town government, bank, post office, and police station, it should technically be considered a town. The village, however, is called Gaotian Village, and the corresponding town is called Gaotian Town. The county to which Gaotian belongs is Zhaonan County, and I don’t have to tell you that the reason China is called China is that from time immemorial the Chinese people have viewed China as the center of the world, which is why they call the country China, or literally the Central Kingdom. Similarly, the Central Plains are called the Central Plains because the people there believe that they live in the center of China, which is to say, in the center of the Central Kingdom. These are not my words, but rather something Uncle Yan once wrote in one of his books. Our county is located in the center of the Central Plains, and our village is located in the center of the county. In other words, our village is located in the center of China, and the center of the world. I don’t know whether or not Uncle Yan was right about this, but no one ever attempted to correct him. He even said, My entire oeuvre was written to prove to the people of the world that that village and that piece of land are located at the center of the world. But now he doesn’t write anymore. In fact, he hasn’t written anything for years. His inspiration has completely dried up, and his soul is exhausted. He also claims that it is as a result of his writing that he has become annoyed with this world. He wants to go somewhere to seek some peace and quiet. After having endured that night’s events and being unable to write about them, he effectively died as an author—and as a living being, he didn’t know where to go. Therefore, as I kneel here, I beg you—spirits … buddhas and bodhisattvas, Guan Yu and Kong Ming, the God of Literature and Li Bo and Du Fu, Sima Qian and Zhuangzi and Laozi, and also someone or other and someone or other—I beg all of you to grant Uncle Yan some inspiration. Let inspiration rain down on him, and let him continue to live as an author. Let Uncle Yan—over a span of three days and two nights—complete his novel Night of the People.

All of you spirits and human spirits … I beg you to protect our village. Protect our town. Protect that author, Yan Lianke. I’ve read many of his books. Because he is my family’s neighbor, the books he writes when he is out traveling the world are mailed back to his house, and so I can go to his house to borrow them … Years of Sun, Watery Hardness, Kissing Lenin, Ode, Hymn, Ballad. There were also Ding of Dream Village, The Dead Books, and so forth. I read and devoured all of them. However, I have to tell you the truth—which is that when I read his books, it is as though I were asking my eyes to eat rotten fruit or to harvest dried-up winter crops. But, since there were no other books available, I was forced to find flavor even in these rotten fruits and dried-up crops. Who made me a bit stupid? Whose fault is it that my brain is a bit slow? Who was it that permitted me to finish elementary school, but then left me without anything to do? Good or bad, his books contain writing—and even though I may be stupid, I still like to read. Therefore, I read Thousand Year History many times over, to the point that I was able to memorize every stem-and-branch traditional date that appears in the work.

In early autumn, Uncle Yan, in order to write down the story of what happened to our town that night, once again moved out of his home and into a three-room house he had rented next to a reservoir to the south of town. It was a house with a courtyard, and he locked himself in there as though he were in jail. He remained in that courtyard for two full months, but in the end—despite covering the floor with discarded drafts and empty ink bottles—he didn’t even manage to finish the opening of the story. When faced with the reality of what happened that year, that month, and that night, he found himself in a state of confusion—at a complete loss as to where to begin.

When it came to his writing, he felt an abject sense of hopelessness.

He felt a similar sense of hopelessness at the thought of living on this earth but being unable to tell stories. Once, I saw him gnawing on his pen until it was completely chewed up. His mouth was making loud grinding sounds, and he spat the plastic pieces all over the floor, the table, and the piles of wastepaper that surrounded him. Then he began banging his head against the wall, as though his head hurt so badly that he would be better off dead. Then he began pounding his chest with his fist, as though he wanted to beat the blood right out of his heart. Tears cascaded down his face, but his inspiration, like a dead sparrow, refused to take flight.

During that period, I would go every other day to walk around the ruins surrounding the crematorium, to look for Little Juanzi, who had disappeared. Along the way, I would often stop to see Uncle Yan Lianke, and give him some vegetables and noodles. And some fruit, and oil and salt. Then, I would borrow some books. On that particular day, I was taking him some spinach and soy sauce, when I saw him standing in the doorway. He was facing the side of the reservoir and the lake, and his face was as impassive as if it were a brick that had been removed from an old wall.

“Please leave the vegetables inside.”

He didn’t look at me, and his voice sounded like dust falling from a brick and flying everywhere. As I walked past him, I left that bag of spinach in his kitchen. Then, as I was proceeding into the room he used as his bedroom and study to grab the copy of The Dead Books that I wanted to borrow, I saw that the floor was covered in piles and piles of paper that he had written on and then ripped up—like someone who is ill and has vomited all over the ground. It was at that moment that I realized he had completely lost his inspiration. His imagination was dried up. He was unable to write the story he wanted to write, and consequently was so upset that he simply wanted to die. Astonished, I walked out of his room, and saw him heading toward the lake, like a ghost heading toward a grave. At that moment, I decided I would walk this fifty-li-long road by myself, and climb to the mountaintop—on behalf of our village. For our town, for our territory, for the people who live there, and for Uncle Yan Lianke, I want to tell you what happened that night. I ask that you … you spirits … protect our village and our people. I ask that you protect the dark night and the bright day. I ask that you protect the town’s cats and dogs. That you protect that author, Yan Lianke, whose ink has now run dry. Please give him some heavenly inspiration. Please give him an inexhaustible supply of heavenly ink and heavenly paper. Please permit him to keep writing and keep living. Please let him finish writing his Night of the People in three days and two nights, so that he may then include my family in his narrative and describe us in a complimentary fashion.


BOOK ONE

Geng 1: Pheasants Enter  People’s Minds

1. (17:00–18:00)

Where should I begin?

Let me simply begin here.

Those last few days had been the dog days of summer. It was the Dragon Festival, held on the sixth day of the sixth month of the lunar calendar, and it was so hot that the earth’s bones were bending and breaking, and the earth’s body hair had turned to dust. All the sticks and branches had dried up, and the fruits and flowers had fallen to the ground. Caterpillars were hanging in midair—desiccated and reduced to powder.

A car was rumbling down the street, but it hit a bump and its tire blew out. The car then swerved in the direction of the blown tire. The villagers rarely used horses and oxen anymore, and instead most of them used tractors, but when they were busy with the crops, families with more money would sometimes use cars. When the car had a flat out in the fields, a family needed to use an old broken-down truck, or a tractor that smelled of red paint. Horses and oxen periodically appeared pulling carts, and there were even more people carrying bundle after bundle of wheat on their shoulders to the threshing grounds. They crowded greedily around the field and, as the road became blocked, they began arguing with one another.

Someone was even killed. In fact, several people were killed.

The night of the festival—the Dragon Festival was held on the sixth day of the sixth month—some people died because it was too hot, and my family’s funerary shop sold its entire stock of burial shrouds.

Our funeral wreaths were also sold out.

Our golden foil was also sold out.

There had been boy and girl figurines made from yellow, white, and striped paper. There were gold and silver pots made from bamboo. Gold and silver mountains, and gold and silver horses. The entire room had been full of spirit money, like a bank that had just received a new shipment of coins. There was a white dragon-horse treading on the black hair of the child leading it, and several jade girls riding on the back of a green dragon. If you had walked into our family’s funerary shop—which was called New World—several days earlier, you would have been startled by the opulent goods. But this was actually just as well, because on the eve of the Dragon Festival business suddenly exploded, and in the blink of an eye all of the store’s goods were sold out. It was like when prices are about to soar, people go to the bank to withdraw their money in order to spend it. People empty their accounts, and even withdraw their old, overdue money. Then they buy the remaining goods from the stores along the main street.

2. (18:01–18:30)

Dusk arrived.

Dusk was embraced by the muggy air. There was no breeze blowing, and walls and pillars of all of the houses were covered in ash. The world was burned to the point that it was almost dead, and people’s hearts were burned to the point that they were almost dead.

After working in the fields all day, everyone was exhausted … utterly exhausted. Some people fell asleep while harvesting their wheat, while others fell asleep while threshing it. The wheat crop was excellent that year, and the grains were as large as beans—so large that flour poured out of the gaps between the grains. It poured out. The golden ears of wheat covered the road, as people stumbled over the grains. The weather forecast predicted that there would be a thunderstorm in three days, after which the sky would remain overcast—meaning that those who didn’t quickly harvest their wheat would find it rotting in the fields.

So, people quickly went to harvest their wheat.

They rushed out to harvest and thresh the wheat.

All of the village’s scythes were busy, and people were hunched over whetstones sharpening them. Between heaven and earth, and between the fields and forest, there were people everywhere, and there was sound everywhere. Throughout the fields and throughout the entire world, there were people everywhere, and there was sound everywhere. One sound rubbed against another, as people with carrying poles brushed past each other and got into fights. Two families came to blows over a threshing machine, while, in the distance, my third and fifth uncles came to blows over a millstone.

I huddled in the doorway of the shop, reading Yan Lianke’s novel Kissing Lenin’s Flowing Water Like Years. My parents had dragged my cot out into the entranceway, and as the light swung back and forth I could see the words NEW WORLD on the sign above our family’s funerary shop. The sign was written in gold characters on a black background, and in the twilight the gold characters appeared dull yellow. Not long after finishing dinner, my father brought out a glass of water, then sat on his bamboo cot on the side of the street. My mother hobbled over and handed him a paper fan, whereupon a man came and stood in front of him. The man was tall and had rolled up the sleeves of his white undershirt. A smell of sweat and wheat emanated from his head and body. He had a ruddy face and short hair, with a wheat leaf stuck in it like a tiny flag. He panted heavily, as though a rope were being pulled in and out of his throat. He said,

“Brother Tianbao, please prepare three wreaths and five paper ornaments for my father.”

My own father stiffened, and asked, “What’s wrong with your father?”

“He died. At midday today he went to sleep in his room … he had been harvesting wheat for two days straight, so I told him to take a nap. He went to sleep, but suddenly sat up in bed, grabbed a sickle, and said that if he didn’t harvest more wheat, it would rot in the fields … if he didn’t harvest it, it would rot on the ground. Then he got out of bed and headed to the fields. He wouldn’t respond when anyone spoke to him, and didn’t even acknowledge anyone’s presence. He continued forward, focusing only on himself. When he encountered other people, they all remarked that it looked as though he was sleepwalking, and when others spoke to him, it appeared as though he couldn’t hear them. It was as though he were sound asleep and no one could wake him. He kept talking to himself, seemingly walking in another world and speaking to another version of himself. When he reached the wheat fields, he said he was thirsty and wanted to drink some water, then he proceeded to the canal at the base of the West Hill, and drank from it. After drinking—and while still asleep—he fell into the canal and drowned.”

This man who told us that his father had fallen into a canal and drowned was from the Xia family on the east side of town. I later learned that I should address him as Uncle Xia. Uncle Xia described how his father had drowned in his sleep, but also said that his father had been fortunate—Uncle Xia hadn’t seen anyone dreamwalking for many years, but all of a sudden his father started dreamwalking, and since his father had died in his sleep, he must not have suffered in the slightest. With this, Uncle Xia stumbled away, his face ashen. He was wearing a pair of white cloth shoes, and his heels slipped into and out of the shoes.

I watched as Uncle Xia hurried away, like someone who remembers he has forgotten his key and runs home to fetch it. I sat under the light in the entranceway idly browsing a book. It was Yan Lianke’s Kissing Lenin’s Years of Sun. This novel was about revolution, which is like a year-round tornado, and revolutionaries run around in all directions like crazy people. The four oceans are frothing and the clouds are seething; the five continents are trembling and lightning is flashing. When navigating the ocean, it is necessary to rely on a helmsman; and when living things grow, they must rely on the sun. These sentences sputtered out like a string of firecrackers, like a thunderstorm in the heat of summer—dense and muddy, loud and raucous. The general plot of the novel involved a group of locals who wanted to go to Russia to purchase Lenin’s preserved corpse. This was clearly a fabrication, but Yan Lianke wrote it as though it were true. I didn’t like this story, nor did I like the tone in which he told it. At the same time, I couldn’t figure out why this particular story was so seductive. As I was reading, Uncle Xia had come over, said something, then left again. I glanced up at my father, who was sitting on his cot in the entranceway. I saw that his expression was even darker than Uncle Xia’s—as dark as a cement wall. If Uncle Xia looked as though he had lost his key, my father looked as though he had just found an entire bundle of keys—including both useful and useless ones—and was unsure whether to throw them away or wait for the person who had lost them. Father hesitated, then stood up. Mother called to him from inside the shop, “Did someone else die?” Someone else had died. Father turned to her. “It was Old Xia from the eastern side of town, who fell into the West Canal while dreamwalking and drowned.”

A question and an answer—the same way that when the wind blows, the tree leaves move. Father got up slowly and walked into the funerary shop … First I should say a few words about our shop. The shop was the sort of two-story redbrick building that you find along every northern town street. The second floor was used as a residence, while the first floor was used for business. In the front of the store there were two salesrooms, both of which were completely covered in papercuts and wreaths … including cutouts of oxen and horses, gold and silver mountains, and boys and girls. These are all traditional goods. As for modern goods, there were paper television sets, refrigerators, cars, and sewing machines. My mother was crippled and it was hard for her to get around, but she knew how to make papercuts, and she could make papercuts of window flowers, magpies, and mynas sniffing wheat and looking as if they were about to burst into song. She could make a papercut of a tractor, spurting plumes of smoke into the air. When villagers got married they would always ask her to make them festive papercuts, and even the village chief said that my mother was a master paper cutter.

But making papercuts for weddings wasn’t profitable, because no one was willing to pay for them. Later, my parents opened our New World funerary shop. My father designed bamboo frames and my mother made papercuts. When the bamboo and papercuts were combined, they became funerary objects that people could purchase.

People were willing to buy things for funerals, but not for weddings. It was all very curious.

Everyone believed in dreams, but didn’t believe in reality. It was all quite odd.

Speaking of my father, he was indeed very short—under one-point-five meters tall. As for my mother, she was very tall—much taller than my father. She was a head taller, though her right leg was shorter than her left. This was a result of having broken her leg in a car accident when she was young. After the accident, she was left crippled—permanently crippled. Therefore, my mother and father rarely went out walking together. My father was short, but when he walked, it was as though he were flying. He was short, but when he spoke his voice was as loud as thunder. When he became angry, the house would shake so hard that dust would fall from the rafters and petals would fall from the paper wreaths. My father, however, was a good man. He seldom got angry, and when he did, he usually didn’t hit anyone. In the fourteen years I’ve been alive, I saw him beat my mother only once, and I saw him curse her only a dozen or so times.

The one time that he beat her, my mother simply sat there and let him. My father, however, was a good man, and after striking her a few times, he stopped.

Whenever my father cursed my mother, she also simply sat there and let him curse her. My mother was a good woman, and whenever she let my father curse her, after a while he would stop.

Both Mother and Father were good people, and they never beat me or cursed me.

Our family opened the New World funerary shop, which sold wreaths, burial shrouds, and paper ornaments. Our family made a decent living profiting off dead people. Whenever someone died, it was a happy day for our family. But my parents never actively hoped someone would die. In fact, sometimes they didn’t hope for anything at all. When business at the funerary shop was good, my father would ask my mother, “What do you think is going on? What’s going on?” My mother, in turn, would ask him, “What’s going on? What’s going on?”

I heard my father inside the funerary shop asking, “What’s going on? What’s going on?” I turned to look, and saw that the funerary ornaments, which had been piled up as high as a mountain, were all gone. My mother was sitting in the same spot where there had previously been a pile of wreaths, and in front of her there were mounds of red, yellow, blue, and green paper. She was holding a pair of scissors in her right hand, and had a stack of folded red paper in her left. The floor was covered with paper scraps. In that pile of colored paper, my mother … actually … actually my mother continued cutting until she fell asleep.

She fell asleep leaning against the wall.

She became so exhausted making funerary ornaments that she fell asleep.

My father stood in front of her and asked, “What’s going on? What’s going on? Someone placed an order for three wreaths and five paper ornaments, and tomorrow morning he will come to collect them.”

I now looked back into the house, and when I saw my mother I was reminded of how Old Xia had died while dreamwalking. I was reminded how so-called dreamwalking is really a result of the way in which whatever you are thinking about during the day becomes engraved in your bones, so that after you go to sleep at night you continue your thoughts from when you were awake, and try to carry out those thoughts in your dreams. This is similar to what bureaucrats call to implement, but in popular discourse we simply say to carry out. In their dreams, people try to put their thoughts into practice. At that point, I began to wonder what I would do if my mother and father were to start dreamwalking. What thoughts might they have deeply engraved in their bones?

I began to wonder whether or not I myself would dreamwalk. And if I were to begin dreamwalking, what would I do? What, indeed, would I do while dreaming?

3. (18:31–19:30)

Unfortunately, I had always slept very little, and never became so exhausted that I fell into a deep slumber. Neither did I have any pressing concerns engraved in my bones. I was as incapable of dreamwalking as a man is incapable of getting pregnant, or a peach tree is incapable of producing apricot blossoms. But I saw people dreamwalking, and was surprised at how quickly it all started. I had never expected that they would begin in rapid succession, as though they were being summoned—much less that tens and even hundreds of residents of the village, the town, the Funiu Mountains, and even the entire world would begin dreamwalking overnight.

Family after family began dreamwalking.

Thousands and thousands of people began dreamwalking.

The entire world began dreamwalking.

I was still reading Kissing Lenin’s Years of Sun. The novel was as odd as a peach tree full of apricot blossoms, or an apricot tree full of pears. Even if you don’t like the story, it will still lead you by the hand and draw you in.

Gao Aijun picked up a cent in the street, and wanted to go to the store to buy some candy. One piece of candy costs two cents, but he didn’t have enough money. He decided to sell his straw hat. He sold the hat for fifty cents, with which he wanted to buy half a jin of stewed pork. Although the pork was very fragrant, half a jin of stewed pork costs ten yuan, and he still didn’t have enough money. He decided to sell his clothes, leaving himself only a pair of underpants to cover his private parts. He was able to sell his clothes for a lot of money: fifty yuan. With these fifty yuan, he decided he didn’t want merely half a jin of stewed pork, but rather he wanted actual meat. Full of energy, he went to the hair salon on the other side of the village, and paced in front of it. The young women in the salon were also sex workers, and the salon was no different from a brothel. Everyone said that the salon’s new girls from Suzhou and Hangzhou were very good, with tender skin and bodies like water. But to go to the brothel and fondle these girls with bodies like water was not something he could do with only fifty yuan. To get a room and a bed, he would need a hundred fifty yuan. And if he didn’t want to leave promptly when he was done and instead wanted to stay for the night, then the price would increase to five hundred yuan. He thought and thought, and ultimately decided he had no choice but to make a significant sacrifice if he wanted to realize his plan. He gritted his teeth, took a step forward, and resolved to go home and sell his own wife, Xia Hongmei.

This story, this novel—why does it seem as though it were actually true? Why does it seem as though it were true? I thought about this, and wanted to laugh. Just as I was about to laugh out loud, something even more ludicrous appeared before me. There was the sound of footsteps in the street, like several hands beating a drum at the same time. I turned around and saw a crowd of children—some were seven or eight years old, while others were ten or more—who were all following a man in his thirties. The man was shirtless, and was holding a wooden shovel used to thresh wheat. He was mumbling to himself. “After a while it will start to drizzle. Yes, it will definitely start to drizzle. You’re not like the others, in that you don’t do business. You farm, and if you don’t harvest the wheat, it will grow moldy, and an entire season’s crop will go to waste. An entire season’s work would have been for nothing!” The man’s eyes were half-closed, as though he were falling asleep. He walked so fast that wind blew out from under his feet with every step. As he walked, it was as though someone were pushing him from behind. It was very stuffy outside, and there wasn’t a trace of dampness or coolness in the air.

That man was coming from the west, and he crossed the street as though crossing a narrow ribbon. The streetlamps were the color of mud, as though there were ashes floating overhead. It was as if that man were walking through ashes. Of the children chasing him, there was one who was completely naked, his cock flapping between his legs like a wild bird. “He’s dreamwalking … He’s dreamwalking,” the children whispered curiously—as if they were afraid that if they said this out loud, they might wake him up, but if they didn’t, they would be unable to keep this miraculous occurrence to themselves.

The dreamwalker walked so fast, it was as if he were devouring the road in front of him.

The children jogged behind him. They stayed a few steps behind, so as not to wake him, so as not to bring an abrupt end to the spectacle.

The entourage appeared before me.

The man turned out to be Uncle Zhang, who used to live in the old house across from ours. In our town, Uncle Zhang was an infamous wastrel. He couldn’t earn money, nor could he hold a job. Because of this, his wife would slap him, and would even go to the eastern side of the river with a man who could earn money, and would sleep with him in plain sight. She left home with that other man, and they went together into the city—to Luoyang or Zhengzhou. The other man eventually tired of sleeping with her, and no longer wanted her. After she was cast aside, she returned home, and as soon as she entered the courtyard, Uncle Zhang said to her, “You’ve returned. Quick, wash your face and go inside to eat something.” He even cooked her some food and steamed her some buns. Uncle Zhang was truly a cuckold, but now he was dreamwalking. I stood up where I was sitting in the doorway of New World, and exclaimed, “Uncle Zhang …” My shouts sounded like popcorn popping, and the stuffy air was pushed forward by the sound. “Father … Uncle Zhang from across the street is dreamwalking … he’s crossing in front of our house!” I shouted into the shop, then put down my book, hopped down from the doorstep, and headed toward Uncle Zhang and the children who were following him. When I caught up with them, I made my way through the crowd of children, as though cutting through a small forest. I made my way over until I was under another streetlamp, and there I tugged Uncle Zhang’s arm and shouted, “Wake up, wake up! … Uncle Zhang, you’re dreamwalking!

“Wake up, wake up! Uncle Zhang, you’re dreamwalking!”

Uncle Zhang ignored me. He pushed my arm aside, and said, “After the rain, the grain will grow moldy out in the fields, but what can be done? What can be done?” I again rushed up and tugged at him, but once again he merely pushed my arm aside, and said, “The grain has gone bad, and when my wife and children return, they will be hungry. If my wife goes hungry, she’ll run off again with another man.” As Uncle Zhang said this, his voice softened, as though he were whispering to me and was afraid others might hear.

I stood behind him and stared in amazement, as my legs grew weak. After pausing for a moment, I quickly walked up to him, and I saw that his face resembled an old gray brick, and his body was as stiff as an old elm tree. His footsteps were as loud as a pair of hammers. His eyes were wide open, as though he were wide awake, but when he spoke, he didn’t look anyone in the eye, and his brick-like expression demonstrated that he was sleeping.

Gazing out from Town Street, I saw that the sky was as hazy as though there were a cloud of fog floating overhead. When I looked more closely, I noticed a tiny light or two hovering in the haze, like summer fireflies. There was a hair salon and the grocery store—selling daily items, dishes, and cooking utensils. There was also a privately owned clothing store and a publicly owned electronics store. All of the stores along the eastern side of the town’s main street had their windows open—regardless of whether or not there was anyone inside, or whether or not there were any lights on. Some of the store owners had closed shop and returned home to harvest their wheat, while others were sitting or lying down in their stores and cooling off with an electric fan. The street was very quiet, the night was impatient, and everyone was feeling lazy. When I passed in front of Uncle Zhang’s store across the street, some people turned to look at me, while others didn’t turn and merely continued what they were doing.

The children shouted, “He’s dreamwalking! … He’s dreamwalking! Quick, look at the dreamwalker!” The night was dark and murky. Perhaps someone heard them, or perhaps not. Perhaps several people heard them, but acted as though they hadn’t. Those who did hear them would come out and take a look, stand by the side of the road and smile. After Uncle Zhang had walked away, those people would then go to the children and ask, “What are you doing? What are you doing?” Dreamwalking was a significant occurrence, but at the same time it wasn’t really significant at all. For the past several hundreds or thousands of years, this sort of thing has occurred nearly every summer, and sometimes even several times in the same summer. When other people dreamwalk, it actually doesn’t have an iota of significance. Who wouldn’t end up dreamwalking once in their lives, or even several times—even just by rolling over and kicking the blanket off the bed? It’s like how people talk in their sleep hundreds of times. Talking in one’s sleep is a kind of light dreamwalking, and if one gets out of bed and starts doing things, that would be a kind of deep dreamwalking. Everyone who lives and works on this earth will inevitably have several instances of either light or deep dreamwalking.

The night was so hazy.

The sky was so stuffy.

People who were busy went to do what they had to do, and people who were idle remained idle. Meanwhile, people who were neither busy nor idle continued being neither busy nor idle.

Uncle Zhang, from across the street, headed out of town, to the edge of his family’s field. He then went to a small threshing area in his family’s field, in front of the ripe wheat. The landscape outside town was completely different from the landscape in town. In the fields, there was always at least some wind. There were small fields that were each shared by a pair of households, and medium-sized fields measuring half a mu, which were collectively threshed by several households. There were also some large fields measuring more than a mu each, which had been left behind by the production brigades. These fields lined both sides of the road, and at night the road resembled a sparkling river, and the wheat fields resembled lakes. In the distant large fields, there was the rumbling of threshing machines, while in the nearby small fields there was the creaking sound of horses and cattle pulling millstones. There was also the popping sound of people pounding the wheat as they lifted bale after bale onto the iron frame. Mixed together, all of these sounds resembled a boat—or several boats, or even several dozen boats—sailing across a lake.

The night sky was vast, the wheat fields were minute, and the sounds from the fields were swallowed by the night. In the end, there was a kind of stillness. The lamplights in the wheat fields were muddy yellow, and Uncle Zhang walked through this muddy yellow light as he left the town and headed north. After a while, the children stopped following him, and simply stood at the entrance to town. I, however, continued following him. I wanted to watch as he bumped into a tree or an electrical pole, because when he did, his nose would start bleeding and he would wake up with a shout. I wanted to see what his first response would be upon waking up from his dreamwalking. I wanted to see what he would say, and what he would do.

Fortunately, Uncle Zhang’s family’s field was not very far, and he reached it after proceeding north for about half a li. To get from the road to the edge of the field, he had to cross a rain-filled ditch. As he was doing so, he slipped and fell in. I thought for sure he would wake up, but he merely climbed right back out. “A man can’t let his wife and children go hungry. A man can’t let his wife and children go hungry.” Without waking up, he kept repeating this phrase to himself over and over. In this way, he crossed the ditch and reached the edge of the field. Everything appeared very familiar, and he reached the field without any difficulty. He turned on an electric lamp hanging from a poplar tree next to the field. As soon as the light came on, he put down his wooden shovel and continued looking around. He pushed an iron threshing frame into the middle of the field, then carried over a bale of wheat. He untied the bale and, grasping a bundle of wheat stems with both hands, pressed the wheat flat and threshed it on the metal frame.

I stood next to him, and although he could see the entire field, he couldn’t see me. As far as he was concerned, it was as if I didn’t even exist. When people are dreamwalking, they see only the people and things they care about, and it is as if nothing else exists. The kernels flew off the iron frame as though from an explosion, and there was a faint whishing sound. The smell of ripe wheat was as fragrant as if it were coming from a hot wok. It seemed as if there were even more stars in the sky, and in the distance there was the sound of people arguing over the order in which they would use the threshing machine. Nearby, a nightingale could occasionally be heard singing in a tree. Apart from this, however, everything was silent. Everything was still and pure. Everything was murky grayish black. As sweat dripped down his face, he grabbed a handful of wheat kernels that had fallen to the ground. There was nothing else; everything was still and pure. After he finished threshing the wheat, he brought over another couple of bales. There was nothing else; everything was still and pure. I didn’t want to keep watching—I didn’t want to watch what he would do next.

I wanted to go back, but just as I was about to turn around, something happened. This something was like a glass bottle shattering, producing a loud sound. Uncle Zhang finished threshing another bale, then went to fetch a third. But as he was about to grab the new bale, for some reason he went to an area behind a pile of bales. As he was heading there, a night cat jumped out from behind the pile and stepped onto his shoulder as it ran across his back. Afraid that the cat’s claws might scratch him, he instinctively covered his face with his hands. He stood there frozen in shock, appearing as dead as a post. After a moment, he began blaming himself. Sounding surprised and confused, he asked, “What am I doing here? What am I doing here?” He looked around, and added, “This is my family’s field, but why am I here threshing grain? Why am I threshing grain?”

He woke up. At least it appeared as though he had woken up. “I was clearly asleep, so how did I end up here threshing grain? How could I be here threshing grain?” It appeared that he had woken up. He looked at the sky, with an expression of surprise and confusion that he himself was unable to see. He twisted his body as though looking for something, but when his gaze came to rest on the wooden shovel he had brought, he seemed to suddenly remember something. He squatted down and began slapping his face. “You are truly fucking debased! You are truly fucking debased! Your wife ran away with someone else while you were busy working, yet you still come out here to thresh grain for her. She is sleeping with someone else, yet you are still here threshing grain for her.”

He slapped his face, as though he were repeatedly punching a wall. “You are truly fucking debased! You are truly fucking debased!”

After hitting himself repeatedly, he began making excuses for himself.

“I wasn’t doing this for her. I was doing it for my baby.

“I certainly wasn’t doing it for her. I was doing it for my baby.”

Eventually, he stopped hitting himself, and he also stopped talking to himself. Instead, he collapsed like a sack of flour. After a while, he fell back asleep while leaning against a bale of hay. It was as if he had briefly woken up and then fallen back asleep. It seemed as though the period he had been awake had been but a musical intermission within a larger dream, and after the intermission concluded he returned to his original dream. I was surprised. Extraordinarily surprised. I stood in front of him, feeling as if he had been putting on a performance for my benefit. I couldn’t tell whether to trust him when he said whether or not he was sleeping. When I stepped forward and pushed him, it was as though I were pushing a stone pillar, and when I shook him, it was as though I were shaking a water pouch. His body swayed, but then quickly returned to resembling a water pouch. I shouted, “Uncle Zhang, Uncle Zhang!” It was as if I were shouting at a corpse, even though he was still breathing and continued to snore softly. “Your wife has returned. Your wife has returned.” I stopped shaking him, because I didn’t think he would wake up. He was already sleeping soundly. Like a corpse. So I shouted at his corpse-like body, “Your wife has returned. She has returned with that man. While you were sleeping, she was with that man.”

Then the situation was no longer like what came before.

It was completely different.

It was as though the sun had come out in the middle of the night.

It was as though there were a fire burning on Uncle Zhang’s skin. His sleeping face, which resembled a dirty cheek or dusty brick, started moving in response to my shouts. He sat up, his cheeks trembled, and his entire face appeared ashen. He made an effort to open his eyes and stare at me, but it seemed he was merely peering at the road behind me. The road was like a river flowing over from afar—flowing in from far away, and then flowing away again. It flowed from north to south, and all sorts of sounds floated up onto the shore and mixed with the sound of flowing water. Uncle Zhang stared at the northern end of the street. His wife had taken this road on her way out of town. She had gone to Luoyang or Zhengzhou. Perhaps she had gone to Beijing or Guangzhou. In any event, she left with a man from some village, who was able to earn money.

She went out into the world.

He stared at this road leading toward the outside world. Under the light of the lamp, he chewed his lip. There was a grinding sound as his upper and lower teeth rubbed against one another, like two pieces of dark-green granite pressing against each other. The sound was dark green, like the night. It was also very humid, and there was an occasional breeze blowing in from the fields. The scent of wheat pounded people’s nostrils, went down their throats, and became embedded in their lungs and stomachs. Some cars drove along the road from south to north, their lights slicing forward like a knife, then slicing away again. Uncle Zhang watched the lights recede. As the cars drove into the distance, the sound of his grinding teeth was replaced with a biting sound. A dark-green sound emerged from between the cracks in his teeth, like leaves that are covered in frost but have not fallen to the ground.

Those frost-covered leaves swayed back and forth. After a while, they separated themselves from the branches and drifted down to the ground. The air was as cold as his gaze. It was as if the sound was emerging from between his teeth.

He suddenly stood up, as though being pulled to his feet by the car that had just driven by. He stood up and gazed out in the direction that the car had gone. The muscles in his face collapsed, and there was again the sound of grinding teeth. He stood there as though a burst of energy were about to explode out of his joints. He didn’t say a word. It was as if he had become a different person—as if he were no longer the same person who, a moment earlier, had been afraid that his grain would rot in the fields. It was as if he were no longer the same person who, a moment earlier, had been concerned that his wife wouldn’t have anything to eat when she returned home. He had become a completely different person.

He didn’t look at me, nor did he look at the world around him. His gaze was somewhat askew, as though he were looking at something I was unable to see. It was as if he were looking at another world and another scene. That other world and other scene must have existed in his dream, and in his hysteria. He seemed to be able to see that other scene very clearly, as it appeared drop by drop in front of him. He turned pale and a layer of sweat appeared on his forehead. It was impossible to know what he had seen after falling back asleep, what he had encountered, or what had taken place in front of him. He didn’t say a word. He remained completely silent, and continued grinding his teeth. A thick vein was visible in his neck, as though a snake were crawling down his face.

Another vein began throbbing under the lamplight.

It was as though there were a couple of snakes crawling down his neck.

Three or four more veins appeared, like snakes crawling along his neck. He left the pile of hay and walked toward the threshing frame. He kicked the wooden shovel on the ground, as though kicking a branch or a bush on the side of the road. He was walking inside another dream—a dream that was completely different from his previous one. In this other dreamscape, he went over to the threshing frame, leaned over, picked up a steel rebar that was as thick as his thumb, and held it in his hand. He hefted it, then strode over toward the area beyond the fields.

The rebar was two feet long, and it seemed it had been sitting there for an eternity. It had been waiting for him to pick it up, and now, in his powerful hand, the rebar began striding toward the villages in town. He didn’t follow the road he had taken on his way there, but rather proceeded within a new dream. From one alleyway, he walked toward a location in his dream. I followed him and called out to him several times. Seeing that he was still not responding, I stopped to watch as he entered the village. I watched as he, in the still night, strode past a wall and disappeared.

As for myself, I also headed south down the road, toward home.
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