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Mo Yan:Iwill continue telling my stories

Jrs ago, the wife of the general
y of the Swedish Academy had
girl. It is the beginning of a

| story."
hed members of
1 Academy, Ladies
men:Through the
of television and
I imagine that
st a
ance with
st Gaomi
/ have seen
) ather, as
brothers, my siste
and my daughte
even my granddaughter, now
a year and four months old.
But the person who is most on
my mind at this moment, my
mothi bmeone you will
never see. Many people have
shared in the honor of winning
this prize, everyone but her.
My mother was born in 1922
and died in 1994, We buried

her in a peach orchard east

arther away from the village
in order to make room for a
proposed rail line. When we
dug up the grave, we saw that
the coffin had rotted away and
that her body had merged with
the damp earth around it.

we dug up some of that soil, a
ymbolic act, and took it to the
new gravesite. That was when
I grasped the knowledge that
my mother had become part
of the earth, and that when I
poke to mother earth, I was
really speaking to my mother.

I was my mother's youngest
child. My earliest memory was
of taking our only vacuum

bottle to the public canteen for
drinking water. Weakened by
hunger, I dropped the bottle
and broke it. Scared witle:

hid all that day in a hay

Tow evening, I h y
mother calling my childhood
name,
my hiding place, prepared to
receive a beating or a scolding.
But Mother didn't hit me,
didn't even scold me

rubbed my head and heaved a
sigh.

My most painful memory
involved going out in the
s field with Mother

to glean ears of wheat. The

collectiv

gleanel ttered when they
potted the watchman. But
Mother, who had bound

could not run; she was caught
and slapped so hard by the
watchman, a hulk of a man,
that she fell to the ground.
The watchman confiscated
the wheat we'd gleaned and

so I crawled out of
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Chinese writer Mo Yan,
winner of the 2012
Nobel Prize in
Literature, described
himself as a storyteller
in a lecture at the
Swedish Academy on
Friday afternoon.

walked off whistling. As she
sat on the ground, her lip
bleeding, Mother wore a look
of hopel ess I'll never
forget. Years later, when I
encountered the watchman,
now a gray-haired old man, in
the marketplace, Mother had
to stop me from going up to
avenge he " she said
the man who hit me
s man are not the same
person."

My clearest memory is of
a Moon Festival day, at
noontime, one of those rare
occasions when we ate jiaozi
at home, one bowl apiece. An
aging beggar came to our door
while we were at the table, and
when I tried to send him away
with half a bowlful of dried
sweet potatoes, he reacted
angrily: "I'm an old man," he

Ho sk by

jiaozi,

said. "You people are eating
but want to d me
sweet potatoes. How heartless
can you be?" I reacted Ju\l as

small bowlful apie
barely enough to get a t

hould be thankful we're
giving you sweet potatoes, and
if you don't want them, you
can get the hell out of here!"
After (dressing me down)
reprimanding me, Mother
dumped her half bowlful of
||rm7| into the old man's bowl
ful memory
involves helping Mother sell
at market, and me
harging an old villager
e jiao — intentionally or
not, I can't recall — before
heading off to school. When
afternoon, [
saw that Mother was crying,
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something she rarely did. Instead
of scolding me, she merely said
softly, "Son, you embarrassed
your mother today."

Mother contracted a serious

my teens. Hunger, dise:
too much work made things
extremely hard on our family.
The road ahead looked especially
bleak, and I had a bad feeling
about the future, worried that
Mother might take her own life.
Every day, the first thing I did
when [ walked in the door after
a day of hard labor was call out
for Mother. Hearing her voice
was like giving my heart a new
lease on life. But not hearing
her threw me into a panic. I'd
go looking for her in the side
building and in the mill. One day,
after searching everywhere and
not finding her, I sat down in the
yard and cried like a baby. That
is how she found me when she
walked into the yard carrying a
bundle of firewood on her back.

She was very unhappy with me,
but I could not tell her what 1
was afraid of. She knew anyway.
"Son," she said, "don't worry,
there may be no joy in my life,
but I won't leave you till the God
of the Underworld calls me."

I was born ugly. Villagers
often laughed in my face, and
school bullies sometimes beat
me up because of it. I'd run home
crying, where my mother would
say, "You're not ugly, Son. You've
got a nose and two eyes, and
there's nothing wrong with your
arms and legs, so how could you
be ugly? If you have a good heart
and always do the right thing,
what is considered ugly becomes
beautiful." Later on, when I
moved to the city, there were
educated people who laughed at
me behind my back, some even
to my face; but when I recalled
what Mother had said, I just
calmly offered my apologies.

My illiterate mother held people
who could read in high regard.
We were so poor we often did
not know where our next meal
was coming from, yet she never
denied my request to buy a book
or something to write with. By
nature hard working, she had no
use for lazy children, yet I could
skip my chores as long as I had
my nose in a book.

A storyteller once came to
the marketplace, and I sneaked
off to listen to him. She was
unhappy with me for forgetting

my chores. But that night, while
she was stitching padded clothes
for us under the weak light of a
kerosene lamp, I couldn't keep
from retelling stories I'd heard
that day. She listened impatiently
at first, since in her eyes
professional storytellers were
smooth-talking men in a dubious
profession. Nothing good ever
came out of their mouths. But
slowly she was dragged into my
retold stories, and from that day
on, she never gave me chores on
market day, unspoken permission
to go to the marketplace
and listen to new stories. As
repayment for Mother's kindness
and a way to demonstrate my
memory, I'd retell the stories for
her in vivid detail. It did not take
long to find retelling someone
else's stories unsatisfying, so |
began embellishing my narration.
I'd say things I knew would
please Mother, even changed the
ending once in a while. And she
wasn't the only member of my
audience, which later included
my older sisters, my aunts,
even my maternal grandmother.
Sometimes, after my mother had
listened to one of my stories,
she'd ask in a care-laden voice,
almost as if to herself: "What will
you be like when you grow up,
son? Might you wind up prattling
for a living one day?"

I knew why she was worried.
Talkative kids are not well
thought of in our village, for they
can bring trouble to themselves
and to their families. There
is a bit of a young me in the
talkative boy who falls afoul of
villagers in my story "Bulls."
Mother habitually cautioned me
not to talk so much, wanting
me to be a taciturn, smooth
and steady youngster. Instead |
was possessed of a dangerous
combination — remarkable
speaking skills and the powerful
desire that went with them. My
ability to tell stories brought her
joy, but that created a dilemma
for her.

A popular saying goes "It is
casier to change the course of
a river than a person's nature."
Despite my parents' tireless
guidance, my natural desire to
talk never went away, and that
is what makes my name — Mo
Yan, or "don't speak" — an ironic
expression of self-mockery.
After dropping out of elementary
school, I was too small for heavy
labor, so I became a cattle-
and sheep-herder on a nearby

grassy riverbank. The sight of
my former schoolmates playing
in the schoolyard when I drove
my animals past the gate always
saddened me and made me aware
of how tough it is for anyone —
even a child - to leave the group.
I turned the animals loose on the
riverbank to graze beneath a sky
as blue as the ocean and grass-
carpeted land as far as the eye
could see — not another person in
sight, no human sounds, nothing
but bird calls above me. I was
all by myself and terribly lone!
my heart felt empty. Sometimes
1 lay in the grass and watched
clouds float lazily by, which
gave rise to all sorts of fanciful
images. That part of the country
is known for its tales of foxes
in the form of beautiful young
women, and I would fantasize a
fox-turned-beautiful girl coming
to tend animals with me. She
never did come. Once, however,
a fiery red fox bounded out of the
brush in front of me, scaring my
legs right out from under me. I
was still sitting there trembling
long after the fox had vanished.
Sometimes I'd crouch down
beside the cows and gaze into
their deep blue eyes, eyes that
captured my reflection. At times

I'd have a dialogue with birds in
the sky, mimicking their cries,
while at other times I'd divulge
my hopes and desires to a tree.
But the birds ignored me, and so
did the trees. Years later, after I'd
become a novelist, | wrote some
of those fantasies into my novels
and stories. People frequently
bombard me with compliments
on my vivid imagination, and
lovers of literature often ask
me to divulge my secret to
developing a rich imagination.
My only response is a wan smile.

Our Taoist master Laozi

said it best: "Fortune depends
on misfortune. Misfortune is
hidden in fortune." I left school
as a child, often went hungry,
was constantly lonely, and
had no books to read. But for
those reasons, like the writer
of a previous generation, Shen
Congwen, I had an early start
on reading the great book of
life. My experience of going to
the marketplace to listen to a
storyteller was but one page of
that book. After leaving school,
1 was thrown uncomfortably
into the world of adults, where
I embarked on the long journey
of learning through listening.
Two hundred years ago, one
of the great storytellers of all
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I grew up
in an
environ-
ment
immersed
with folk
culture,
which
inevitably
come into
novels
en |
pick up a
pen to
write.
This has
definitely
affected --
even
decided --

my works’

artistic

style.

time — Pu Songling — lived near
where I grew up, and where
many people, me included,
carried on the tradition he had
perfected. Wherever I happened
to be — working the fields with
the collective, in production
team cowsheds or stables, on my
grandparents' heated kang, even
on oxcarts bouncing and swaying
down the road, my ears filled
with tales of the supernatural,
historical romances, and strange
and captivating stories, all tied to
the natural environment and clan
histories, and all of which created
a powerful reality in my mind.

Even in my wildest dreams, I
could not have envisioned a day
when all this would be the stuff
of my own fiction, for I was just
a boy who loved stories, who
was infatuated with the tales
people around me were telling.
Back then I was, without a
doubt, a theist, believing that all
living creatures were endowed
with souls. I'd stop and pay
my respects to a towering old
tree; if [ saw a bird, 1 was sure
it could become human any
time it wanted; and I suspected
every stranger I met of being
a transformed beast. At night,
terrible fears accompanied me
on my way home after my work
points were tallied, so I'd sing
at the top of my lungs as I ran
to build up a bit of courage. My
voice, which was changing at the
time, produced scratchy, squeaky
songs that grated on the ears of
any villager who heard me.

I spent my first twenty-one years
in that village, never traveling
farther from home than to
Qingdao, by train, where I nearly
got lost amid the giant stacks of
wood in a lumber mill. When my
mother asked me what I'd seen in
Qingdao, I reported sadly that all
I'd seen were stacks of lumber.
But that trip to Qingdao planted
in me a nnwarfil decire to leave
my villa
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and opening of her doors to the
outside, I would not be a writer
today.

In the midst of mind-numbing
military life, I welcomed the
ideological emancipation and
literary fervor of the nineteen-
cighties, and evolved from a boy
who listened to stories and passed
them on by word of mouth into
someone who experimented with
writing them down. It was a
rocky road at first, a time when |
had not yet discovered how rich
a source of literary material my
two decades of village life could
be. I thought that literature was
all about good people doing good
things, stories of heroic deeds
and model citizens, so that the
few pieces of mine that were
published had little literary value.

In the fall of 1984 1 was
accepted into the Literature
Department of the PLA Art
Academy, where, under the
guidance of my revered mentor,
the renowned writer Xu
Huaizhong, 1 wrote a series of
stories and novellas, including:
"Autumn Floods," "Dry River,"
"The Transparent Carrot," and
"Red Sorghum." Northeast
Gaomi Township made its first
appearance in "Autumn Floods,"
and from that moment on, like a
wandering peasant who finds his
own piece of land, this literary
vagabond found a place he could
call his own. I musl say thal in
the course of cre
domain, Nor
Township, I wa
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Nobelprize 2012 MO YAN NOBEL LAUREATE

Mo Yan's visit to Sweden to collect his Nobel Prize is

prompting wild speculation in China. People are eager, and
nervous, to see how a Chinese writer will present himself
on the Nobel stage to a global audience.

Grand Ceremony
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