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IN SEARCH OF CREATIVITY: AGONY AND
ECSTASY IN GAO XINGJIAN’S LINGSHAN

Ming Jian, William Paterson University

Abstract

Beleaguered by an artistic void and creative anxiety that were shared by many Chinese
writers after the Cultural Revolution, Gao Xingjian embarked on a search for artistic
creativity in the 1980s. Soul Mountain, along with A Preliminary Discussion of the Art
of Modern Fiction, can be seen as Gao Xingjian’s major undertakings in the 1980s in his
attempt to restore creative energy. Based on a critical analysis of Soul Mountain, this
essay discusses Gao Xingjian’s understanding of artistic creativity, his particular vision
of the creative process, and the dynamics of the novel that engender both creative agony
and satisfaction. I suggest that Gao Xingjian’s understanding of artistic creativity be
defined as a persistent struggle for the unique description of personal experience, and for
the understanding and expression of the self. I believe that Gao Xingjian’s particular
vision of artistic creativity and the creative process is typically revealed in the
protagonist’s facing an imminent death threat, in his drastic environmental dislocation,
in his resorting to the “primitive,” myths of origin, legends, and folk literature, and in his
exploration of loneliness and sexual desire. I argue that Gao Xingjian posits the infinite
“self-quest” as the origin of individual creativity and the impetus for his pursuit of
creativity.

Artistic Creativity

In an interview with Gérard Meudal, a journalist for the French newspaper
Libération, Gao Xingjian =417 {& claims that Lingshan R i (Soul Mountain)
embodies his effort to search for “inspiration and creative energy” (Meudal
1995). Indeed, the search for artistic creativity constitutes one of the central
themes of Lingshan, in which Gao Xingjian engages in a complex of issues
circumscribed by the concept of artistic creativity. In pursuit of creativity, he
turns to the “primitive,” loneliness, attends mythopoetic trope, taps into
insatiable sexual “desire,” and embarks upon a discourse of the self that posits
the quest for the self as the origin of individual creativity. The paradoxes and
overarching tensions involving these issues constitute, as I will argue here, the
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dynamics in Lingshan that engender both creative agony and satisfaction. The
primary focus of this article is to examine Gao Xianjian’s understanding of
artistic creativity by exploring his pursuit of creative inspiration which reveals
his particular vision of artistic creativity and the creative process, and to probe
his “self-quest™ (338/308)! that defines the creative imperative and constitutes
an impetus for an infinite search for creativity.

Raymond Williams (1961: 3) began his extensive discussion on creativity
in The Long Revolution with the following comment about the word “creative:”
“No word in English carries a more consistently positive reference than
‘creative’.” The same can also be said, if we replace the word “English” with
“Chinese,” for the May Fourth and the immediate post-Mao periods in Chinese
literature, in which Chinese writers acutely felt an artistic void and creative
anxiety, and tried to draw inspiration from both Western literature and
traditional Chinese cultural roots.? Yet the meaning of the word “creative”
varies considerably in different times and for different writers. As a result, “the
very width of the reference involves not only difficulties of meaning,” as
Williams (1961: 3) pointed out, “but also, through habit, a kind of unthinking
repetition which at times makes the word seem useless.” Hence it is necessary,
before we engage in a more detailed discussion of creativity issues in Lingshan,
for us to provide a brief account of the concept of artistic creativity as it applies
to and is construed by Gao Xingjian.

Many May Fourth writers, especially Creation Society members, tried to
rejuvenate their artistic creativity by turning to Western Romantic writers. They
readily adopted the Romantic vision of creativity, which emphasizes what

1 All references to Lingshan appear in brackets, giving page numbers of the Chinese original
(Gao 2000) first, followed, after a forward slash, by page numbers of Mabel Lee’s (Lee
2000) translation. I have mostly used Mabel Lee’s translation for the passages I quote from
the novel, but made changes in the English translation when I have found Lee’s reading of
the Chinese to be inaccurate or inconsistent. My changes appear in square brackets, and I
also explain in footnotes why I made the changes.

2 Benjamin I. Schwartz (1961), Chow Tse-tsung (1967), and Chang Hao (1971) discussed
how the general idea of creativity was first introduced into China in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth century. On the literary scene of the early 20" century, the Chinese writers’
views on creativity were inspired chiefly by Western Romantic writers and Nietzsche, but
also by authors such as Kuriyagawa Hakuson. See, for example, Leo Ou-fan Lee (1973),
Yue Daiyun (1984: 140-166), and Marston Anderson (1993: 249-268). In her article “The
Anxiety of Out-fluence: Creativity, History and Postmodernity,” Bonnie S. McDougall
(1993: 99-112) tried to theorize the concept of creativity and explore the meaning of literary
creativity in contemporary China.
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Williams (1961: 29) termed “two traditional ideas of creativity in aesthetic
theory;” namely, “the idea that the artist is specially inspired,” and “the idea of
‘revelation’, the discovery of a ‘superior reality’.” According to this Romantic
view of creativity, art should be seen as special and extraordinary and artists as
original geniuses. Gao Xingjian did not share this Romantic view that essentially
restricts literature specifically to those individuals with great talent. The you-
narrator in Lingshan, for example, defines fiction in such a broad sense that it
includes even the writings “on geography and natural sciences, street talk,
[hearsays], and miscellaneous records of strange events” (503/453)3. Like many
other post-Mao Chinese writers, Gao Xingjian first turned to Western modernist
writers in his attempt to restore his creative energy,* and formed a rather
modernist vision of artistic creativity.

In a discussion on the modernity (xiandai xing HLAGPE) of the con-
temporary writer, Gao Xingjian (1996: 126) describes “creativity” (chuang zao
xing fi&E ) as “an effort to find a modern, unique language to express one’s
own perception” (nuli wei ziji de ganzhi zhaodao yizhong xiandai de, dute de
yuyan, biaoshu chulai %% 71 B ORI B —FILA R, MEFHIES,
R AR H3K). Here we see several key words in the configurations of Gao
Xingjian’s views on literature in general, and on creativity in particular. The
word “unique” signifies the intimate link between creativity and originality;
“language” foregrounds the critical role played by language and implies a
“language consciousness” that is seen by Gao Xingjian as “a creative attitude”
(1996: 146); and “express” indicates at once a mediation between the interior
and the exterior and a descriptive interpretation that is critical for the creative
act. With the word “own,” Gao Xingjian seems to emphasize an individual
creativity in contrast to collectivity, which he tries to avoid in Lingshan. The
content of the “expression” here is “one’s own perception,” instead of the

3 Mabel Lee’s translation of the Chinese phrase dao ting tu shuo W& i is incorrect. It
should be translated as “hearsay,” “rumors,” etc.

4 Gao Xingjian’s book 4 Preliminary Discussion of the Art of Modern Fiction, for example,
was intended to stimulate Chinese writers’ creativity by, among other things, introducing
skills developed and experimented with by modern Western fiction writers. Although the
book focuses mainly on specific narrative skills, Gao Xingjian touched on some important
issues of artistic creativity, which he later extensively engaged in Lingshan. Lingshan was
originally commissioned by the People’s Literature Press. The editor suggested that Gao

. Xingjian write a novel to showcase his idea expressed in A Preliminary Discussion of the
Art of Modern Fiction.
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representation of external social reality that used to be the key tenet of the
Chinese realist paradigm.

“Perception” is a word that Gao Xingjian uses often in his writings and is
understood by him both as consciousness and as subjective observation, as
interpretation of external reality as well as life experience. Hence, the concept of
“perception” seems to be used here to mediate a traditional literary duality that
looks at literature in a binary mode and separates literature and reality by seeing
literature either as the representation of reality, or as the direct expression of
purely aesthetic experience and the writer’s vision. Gao Xingjian considers it
impossible for us to assume that there is any reality experienced by a human
being into which his/her interpretations do not enter. Hence he states in
Lingshan: “reality exists only in human experience, which, furthermore, must be
personal experience” (18/15). “Personal experience” here denotes a person’s
own perception or interpretation of the external reality and his/her personal life.
To express one’s own perception means thus to express one’s personal
experience that includes his/her interpretation of external reality, and his/her
own consciousness or own self. Personal experience and the self thus become
the ultimate content of expression. Hence, Gao Xingjian (2001: 21) terms
literature ultimately as “man’s focusing his gaze on his self” and focuses his
understanding of artistic creativity on the quest for the self. In fact, the origin of
individual artistic creativity is seen by Gao Xingjian ultimately as an infinite
quest for the self and self-realization. Gao Xingjian’s understanding of artistic
creativity can thus be defined as a persistent struggle for the unique description
of personal experience, for the understanding and expressing of the self.

This concept of creativity sounds indeed very much like the typical
modernist, humanistic theory of creativity, in which creativity is intimately
linked to originality, the critical capacity of the artist to introduce aspects of
private experience into a shared language. The concept of “expression” itself
already presupposes an autonomous individual subjectivity and posits the self as
an autonomous existence that precedes and exceeds the operations of language.
It 1s worth noting here that Gao Xingjian’s view on some key issues related to
the concept of creativity, such as subjectivity, self, and language, is often
ambiguous and at times contradictory. In his writings, for example, he seems to
take a postmodernist stance on the concept of the autonomous subject when he
expresses a strong skepsis about the certainty of the self in chapter twenty-six of
Lingshan, and when he defines the subject as a being “constructed through the
operations of language” (1996: 96). In light of this, creativity should not be seen
as the expression of an inner experience, or the product of an autonomous
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subject; rather the subject, or the self itself, emerges and is sustained only within
the employment of language and during the act of artistic creation. In a sense,
Gao Xingjian’s proposition concerning “no isms” (meiyou zhuyi ¥&H F X)
suggests a strategy to appropriate various isms, including modernism and
postmodernism.

Gao Xingjian’s concept of creativity suggests that he belongs to a
generation of writers of the 1980s who sought to rework the modern Chinese
literary paradigm. Some of the ideas in his vision of artistic creativity represent
some typical views expressed in the creative and controversial literary trends of
the mid-1980s: Chinese modernism (xiandai pai BLfLIK) and the “search for
roots” (xungen F-#8) movement. His modernist vision of artistic creativity
reveals a close relationship with Western modernism, which many of his
contemporary writers accepted, to use Li Qingxi’s 2K (1988: 16) words,
“as both an artistic methodology and a structure of feeling.” His “language
consciousness,” purposeful deconstruction of the Chinese realist paradigm, and
awakening of the individual subject could be found in many contemporary
writers.

Searching for Creative Inspiration

In the beginning of Lingshan, the protagonist, beleaguered by an artistic void
and creative anxiety, is trapped in a deep crisis. The desperate situation pushes
him to embark on a search for creative inspiration in an attempt to restore his
creative energy. In the following pages I will discuss a few aspects of his search
that reveal Gao Xingjian’s particular vision of artistic creativity and the creative
process. These aspects can be placed in the following categories: 1) imminent
death threat — the protagonist’s misdiagnosed lung cancer; 2) a drastic environ-
mental dislocation — a sudden change in the protagonist’s habitual world; 3) the
“primitive” — marginalized ethnic minorities living in peripheral regions amidst
ancient rituals, shamanism, and nature that is untouched by human civilization;
4) myths of origin, legends, and folk literature; and 5) sexual encounters.

In Lingshan we see some important isolated moments, in which the
protagonist experiences, often in the existential or the Zen Buddhist sense,’ the
sudden revelation of his authentic self, or the exterior reality, and feels the

5  Li, Shixue Z=8&% (2001: 75-78) describes Lingshan chiefly as a work of a Buddhist
pilgrimage.
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impulse to elucidate the new experience his sensitivity reveals. We may call
these moments “creative encounters,” because in these moments the protagonist
suddenly gains the unique mode of perception, which sheds light on some
essential aesthetic issues. One of the most painful creative encounters ex-
perienced by the protagonist in Lingshan is probably his facing imminent death,
even though it turns out to be a false alarm and lasts only for a relatively short
time period.

In the second chapter we are told that the protagonist has just “gone
through a crisis” (13/11-12) caused by the wrongly diagnosed lung cancer. After
his father had died of lung cancer, the same doctor who treated his father
diagnosed his illness as the same disease. For a period of time, the protagonist
firmly believed that he was facing imminent death. We learn from Heidegger
that it is impossible to hide from one’s most crushing existential situation such
as death by taking refuge amid the generalities of “Das Man” (or “the they”).6
The I-narrator’s assertion that “the birth of I derived from fear of death”
(337/308) might be understood in the same vein. The generalities of “Das Man”
are meant by Heidegger as the inauthentic conformity of the masses to public
opinion and conventional wisdom in contrast with the autonomy of individual
self-determination and self-expression. This is precisely the condition the
protagonist finds himself in when facing a death threat. He struggles hopelessly
in his habitual world; that is, in his everyday working environment, in the
literary world, and in the familiar community he lives in. The struggle becomes
so desperate that he feels himself “like an insect caught in a spider’s web”
(14/12). Following the thinking habits and aesthetic conventions of the time, the
[-narrator feels “alienated from life,” and thus ends up with “distorting reality”
(14/12). When facing imminent death, the protagonist suddenly feels that he has
become most acutely aware of his inauthentic conformity and reestablishes
contact with his deepest inner self. It is the misdiagnosed lung cancer that
literally “kills” his habitual world and inauthentic, habitual self, and launches his
quest for the authentic self. In this sense he acknowledges, after the torment:
“Fortunately, the doctor who gave the wrong diagnosis saved my life” (14/12).

6 In Being and Time, Martin Heidegger sees the discovery of finitude as ultimately a
liberatory experience and the ensuing “epiphany” as an experience that shakes the anxious
comfort of inauthenticity: “What is characteristic about authentic, existentially projected
being-toward-death can be summarized as follows: Anticipation reveals to Da-sein its
lostness in the they-self, and brings it face to face with the possibility to be itself [...] to be
itself in passionate anxious freedom toward death which is free of the illusions of the they,
factical, and certain of itself” (1996: 245).
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The two immediate actions taken by the author/protagonist following his
cancer incident — “returning to nature” and writing Lingshan to tell his “personal
experience” — indicate two major approaches in his quest for his real life and
authentic self. “Nature,” in Lingshan, carries the connotation of the nonhuman
world, as well as our human spontaneity and original or natural condition.’
Hence, the protagonist is not only eager to leave the big city behind and plunge
into mountains and primeval forests, but also keen to tap into childhood, the
“primitive,” creation mythology, and primordial drives. Such a “nature” is seen
by Gao Xingjian as a vast reservoir of creative energy and a source in which to
find the genuine layer of himself. At the same time, Gao Xingjian tries to find
his real life and authentic self in writing — fictionalizing his lived life, a creative
process that could reveal or even create the author’s real life and his authentic
existence. His quasi-Cartesian motto, “I express myself, therefore I am” (wo
biaoshu gu wo zai TR MILAE)® (1996: 128) should be understood in this
vein. The protagonist’s experience of misdiagnosed cancer thus becomes a
“creative encounter” that brings him to the realization of the fundamentally
creative nature of artistic activity, which enables him to grasp his true existence.
Proust once described this creative nature of art in his novel In Search of Lost
Time:

The grandeur of real art is to rediscover, grasp again and lay before us that reality from
which we live so far removed and from which we become more and more separated as the
formal knowledge which we substitute for it grows in thickness and imperviousness — that
reality which there is grave danger we die without ever having known and yet which is

7 Thomas Moran (2002: 207-236) discussed nature in Lingshan in detail. However, his
discussion focuses on the nonhuman nature as well as its symbolic and allegorical
meanings.

8 The Chinese phrase biaoshu # A can be translated into English as “express,” “convey,”
“state,” “voice,” etc. My decision to use the word “express” and to add “myself” in the
English translation is chiefly based on Gao Xingjian’s discussion of this quasi-Cartesian
motto in his No Isms, where he used this phrase when discussing explicitly “the expression
of the self” (dui ziwo de bioshu %} H I )& & 1996: 128). Gao Xingjian used this phrase
at various places in his writings, and the meaning of the phrase may vary in different
contexts. In his article “Why Write?” (wei shenme xiezuo } 14 5 1E), for example, this
phrase should probably be translated as “I write, therefore I am.” In her translations of Gao
Xingjian’s works, Mabel Lee translated this phrase as “I say and therefore I am” in Gao’s
Nobel laureate speech “The Case for Literature” (Gao 2000: 8) and the variation of the same
motto ni biaoshu cai deyi cunzai YRR & A 13 LATE4E[...] as “it is only through expressing
yourself that you exist [...]” in One Man’s Bible (Yige ren de shengjing — 1> NH1EZ)
(Gao 2002: 140).

” %
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simply our life. Life as it really is, life disclosed at last and made clear, consequently the
only life that is really lived, is literature. (Proust 1934: 1013)

The protagonist in Lingshan literally feels that he almost died “without ever
having known” his “life as it really is” and “that is really lived.” The artistic
activity to “rediscover, grasp again and lay before us that reality from which we
live so far removed” is essentially to reveal previously unseen or unknown
aspects of life and reality — both exterior and inner reality. This is precisely what
Lingshan sets out to accomplish.

To be able to discover and grasp those previously unseen or unknown
aspects, according to Gao Xingjian, the artist has to avoid following social
conformity, particularly the habits of thought and aesthetic conventions that
dominate at the time. As a way to break with conformity and get out of the
“spider’s web,” the protagonist chooses to initiate a drastic change in his
habitual world. One of his very first actions is a sweeping environmental
dislocation, leaving his whole habitual world, including his own apartment, the
familiar literary world, and the big city, to roam in geographically remote and
politically marginalized regions. The political persecution suffered by the
author/protagonist and his misdiagnosed cancer both play an important role in
his decision to go into self-exile. In a Foucaultian sense, the false diagnosis of
lung cancer described in the novel is not to be seen as simply a medical
“disorder,” but lends itself to an allegorical reading: it casts the author, Gao
Xingjian, as an outsider in relationship to the “rational” (ruling) order and power
structure of the dominant political system.® In a repressive society, self-
determination and self-expression are restricted and treated as renegade and
unhealthy. For a period of time in the early 1980s, Gao was indeed seen in some
ways as a spiritual “cancer.” He was singled out for criticism in the “oppose
spiritual pollution” campaign and was rumored to be ready to be sentenced to
labor on a prison farm in Qinghai 7. Seen in this light, the protagonist’s
self-imposed exile expresses his refusal to conform to the dominant state
ideology and the social rules of collectivity.

The environmental dislocation is described in the novel not chiefly as a
political action, but rather as an aesthetic strategy for the protagonist to search
for creative impulses and to rejuvenate his artistic creativity. When choosing

9 In Madness and Civilization, Foucault’s study on the historical transformation of the
concept of madness suggests that madness in the West is historically both a medical
“disorder” and a sociopolitical definition that serves the social and economic system by
casting out those who do not conform to the “rational” order (Foucault: 1973).
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peripheral regions as his destination, where marginalized ethnic minorities
reside, and primitive cultures, ancient myths of origin, and folk literature and
arts still exist or are traceable, the protagonist actually follows a strategy
employed by both the Western modernist writers and artists, and the Chinese
writers in the May Fourth and post-Cultural Revolution periods. We all know
that the formal innovations of Western modernist art and literature were inspired
by “exotic” cultures and by primitivizing non-Western lands and people. From
painters such as Picasso and Cézanne to writers like James Joyce and D. H.
Lawrence, many modern artists and writers, at moments of cultural crisis, turned
to the “primitive” to search for creative impulses. On the Chinese literary scene,
some writers, facing the crisis of artistic creativity in the May Fourth and the
immediate post-Cultural Revolution periods, turned to mythology, folklore, and
the “primitive” to restore their creative energy.!® Rey Chow discussed this
approach and what she calls the “dialectic between formal innovation and
primitivism” in Primitive Passion. She identifies this approach as a strategy
employed by both “elite, cultured intellectuals everywhere in the world” and by
“modern Chinese intellectuals,” and claims that the latter turned their attention to
the “primitive” because they found in it “a source of fascination that helps to
renew, rejuvenate, and ‘modernize’ their own cultural production in terms both
of subject matter and of form” (Chow 1995: 21).

The focus of Rey Chow’s discussion of the primitive is on socially
oppressed classes, women in particular. In Lingshan, the term “primitive”
chiefly connotes common people and ethnic minorities in geographically remote
and politically peripheral regions, who are seen by the protagonist/author as the
Other of an intellectual, or more precisely, of a Han intellectual. Through
selective recording, collecting, and re-telling of folk rituals, customs, and folk
literatures, the author of Lingshan tries, by primitivizing others, to find the
creative impulse in order to restore his creative energy and extricate himself
from the intellectual and psychological void he experienced, along with many
other Chinese writers at the time. It is therefore not surprising that Gao
Xingjian’s description of local folk, ethnic people and their cultures turns out to
be essentially a narcissistic imagining of the Other. In fact, he is primarily
interested in his own identity rather than in the identity of the local folks and
ethnic people he visits. The seemingly sympathetic images are unmistakably
controlled by the gaze of a dominant Han Chinese intellectual, who

10 These writers include Lu Xun % ifl, Shen Congwen {} M\3 and the so-called “search for
roots” writers such as Han Shaogong # />3 and Acheng B 3.
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demonstrates, intentionally or unintentionally throughout the novel, the "latent
superiority complex" (gianzai deyouyue gan SrKJtfcSii*ofan intellectual
towards common people, to use Chen Sihe's RE£,Sfn (1997: 121) comments on
intellectual writers' dealing With common people, and the greater sense of power
and |egitimacy Of a Han intellectual towards ethnic minorities. His self-
presentation and articulation of the Han Chinese intellectual is itself already a
sign Of his privileged identity. He is always aware Of his origin, aware Of coming
from the urban political center, and always prepared to take advantage Of this.
Several times the protagonist intentionally shows his ID card for the Writers
Association and presents himself as a "reporter from Beijing" (268/250) or as a
writer "from Beijing" (236/223) in order to seek preferential treatment, Which
indeed brings favor to him." He claims that the generations Of villagers "don't
know the history of the place, don't [even] know about themselves" (45/42),12
with the implication that he is there to play the role of witness and explorer of
ethnic history and cultures. It is worth noting that this sense Of superiority Of an
intellectual and the typical Han reading Of ethnic minorities come from a
protagonist who himself has become an outcast in the dominant Han culture and
has been marginalized by the mainstream society. This, however, does not
prevent him from clinging to the power of his intellectual and Han perspective,
and from actually seeking a return to his former social identity in his
appropriation Of common people, ethnic minorities, and "primitive" cultures.

In his article "Returning to Commoner" (Huanyuan minjian & JUKI'S]),
Chen Sihe discussed the typical literary practices of Chinese intellectuals in
relation to common people after the Cultural Revolution. He pointed out: "The
world of common people's lives is like Kafka's castle, in which intellectuals,
after wandering around for a long time, ultimately face only themselves” (Chen
1997: 119). The protagonist K, in Kafka's novel The Castle, cannot find that
mysterious and godly figure - the Count - because what he longs to see is
produced by his own wish in imagination. Similarly, what the protagonist Of
Lingshan looks for in common people and the ethnic minorities and their
cultures is what he misses in his own intellectual life and in Han people in the
urban areas. As a result, what he sees is a projection Of his own view or desires
rather than the true reality. This is clearly reflected in his search for creative

11 For example, he does get a free ride in a local official's car and special treatment by
presenting himself as a journalist sent by the central government. On another occasion, he
uses the same trick to get a lift from a truck driver.

12 The Chinese original is: [...], tamen shenzhi dou bu zhidao tamen ziji fill ff] flmMM~AliE
fite ff] S B.
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