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Knocking on the Door of

Human Nature

— A preface for Whenever I Ask,
Whatever You Answer

By Qinling

A lady of letters”, that describes another side of Liu
Xinrong's profile.

For a long time, Xinrong has impressed me with her
identity as an English professor, a cultural messenger, and an
English TV programmer. But | felt surprise when she laid her
newly finished work in front of me. | wonder how much more of
this elegant lady's talent is thirsting to dance like a butterfly in
some field she has not yet touched. It is really hard to evaluate
her and her work with the common rules within literary circles.
Xinrong and her writings have become a seamless whole. If
literature is the sea, then fiction is the inland bay. What about
essays like Xinrong's? | would not interpret them theoretically
but believe that Xinrong has made an uneasy decision about an
uneasy start along this way. Fortunately, she has not been
negatively affected or restricted by established practices in the
present literary world, but has devoted herself to sailing from
the harbor of her heart for a faraway dreamland.

Along her journey, standing aloft and windward, Xinrong
has a different insight and perception of human nature. It is as if
she stands on the bow, sleeves fluttering, hair blowing in the
sea wind. That is her way of storytelling: reflecting something in
a poetic smartness, and reasoning something through a
meditative tenderness. "No matter how dark one's heart is, he
will choose to be delighted by a far-way light.” “The most
balanced love is posed in the most dangerous relationships.”
“Only the smartest women enjoy loving, but most of them enjoy
love.” In such words as cited here, we taste a mirage of
marriage, a lotus of love and a diamond of life. Such words are
not like single sentences strung together; they are like pearls
scattered along the coastal beach, waiting for us to pick them
up. And Xinrong, the fair lady dancing along the lapping waves,
seems to say, ‘Whenever | ask”, and as the tides and the waves




rise and fall, asks into the vanishing distance, “"Who will answer?” '

Suddenly, | catch the sense of her choosing such a way of writing,
because on the threshold of human nature, no matter whether you pass by
or not, the knocker is always there. There is either an expectation or a
refusal. There is a real story and also a mirage, like the mythology printed
on the door. Upen knocking, who will be called? Who will be awakened?
Who will be enchanted? It is totally up to the one who raises his or her
fingers up to the door.

Not only the texts but also the images serve the storytelling. This
doubled means of narrative crosses into the stories, and the characters,
the narrators and the readers are all tempted into that deep courtyard. The
combination of texts and images plays a positive and alternative role in the
neo-media era for both writing and reading. This book consists of five
chapters, with 10 stories tailored to the theme of each chapter. Each story

can perform a solo, and the 10 stories can also march as a platoon.
Through these mini-stories, the readers seem to be bathing in streams that
bring their minds into the deep sea of human nature.

Embedded in the stories’ pictures, atmosphere and intent are

4 interwoven, image and reality are synthesized. | discovered the power of life

behind them, and they opened and expanded a limitless space for exploring
a spiritual homeland, drawing the reader directly into a place of realization
about human nature. With the bilingual stories and the photographs so
melded together in every word and space, one cannot simply say “both
pictures and texts are excellent” to describe their impact; they are both
completely rooted in tradition and at the same time surpass tradition; they
are a different kind of format tacitly harmonizing content and style, both
stylish and elegant, ensuring them lasting impact, breakthrough influence,
and popularity.

| could not help splitting a beautiful Chinese idiom in half for the
evaluation of this book, “The scenery is pleasing to both the mind and the
eye”. One half is “pleasing to the mind”, for the true state of one’s mind fully
reveals human nature’s tolerance and weakness. The other half is “a feast
for one’s eyes”, for when such colors meet such words, they truly feed the
eyes.

| never easily consent to write the preface of a book, but | felt it hard to
decline Xinrong, for she takes an alternative way to feed her readers with
authentic aestheticism. As | wrote in the preface for one of her academic -
bi-lingual works, A Picture of Tianjin City Folk Culture, “Liu Xinrong is
clearly proficient at different ways of cultural expression, so she isableto |
step over the threshold of Chinese culture and use an appropriate Western
context to present this feast of Tianjin city folk culture for international
perception.” But in Whenever | Ask, Whatever You Answer, she has
transformed into her true literary self. With a heart as transparent as
cicada's wings, she stages the drama of love and hate. Her tools are not
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pens but rulers, compasses, thermometers and surgical blades. In the
stories, her heroes and heroines are described and measured in vivid but
cool detail. In this way, the readers may track their footprints, follow their
eye-contacts, witness their hugs and feel their confusion. This is more than
trespassing in the cultural dimension, or practicing and probing at
innovation in writing. She has forged a season belonging to an intimate
moment, reflected both in photographic images and through the magic of
the two languages. Who will live in this season? A soul mate? A true love?
Who else? It could be whoever asks a question of you, or it might be YOU
who are reading this book.

Many times Xinrong has talked with me about the relationship
between contemporary fictional narration and photographic narration. In
her view, this new media era presents all kinds of fresh possibilities for
literature and other forms of artistic expression, possibilities that could
render literature more lithe and graceful. The reason that Xinrong, in the
name of literature, chose photographer Zidi and his works, was that she
found in them a satisfying narrative power. | affirm Xinrong's perceptions.
When these artistic forms come together to knock at human nature’s door,
the voice that answers must be a mixed chorus, a richness of expression
that strives toward an acme of beauty and bearing.

| appreciate this literary form. The spirit of literature, the quality of
narration, is freely expressed through each story and photo in Whenever/
Ask, Whatever You Answer, tranquilly and intimately, as if knocking on
human nature’s door under the indistinct light of the moon. The stories ask
the questions that want to be asked, and answer as the ones they want to
answer. Here, the questions are asked with or without a reason and
answered regardless of right and wrong. The past is called back; just as
yesterday was, so today will repeat in the days to follow. As on a garden
footpath, there are stone benches; people stay for a moment or continue
onward, busy or relaxed. By the amber light at pub windows, people drink a
toast, whether there is a reason or not. As at an ancient resting spot, briefly
buffeted by wind and rain, people shed or hide their tears.

As to Whenever | Ask, Whatever You Answer, | will not ask what |
originally thought to ask about Xinrong’s literary career. As smart as she is,
she knows her limitations and strengths. Fortunately, Xinrong sits at the
bow of literary culture’s craft, and | am sure that, shading her eyes with her
hand, she will search out that not-too-distant shore.

Written at Guanhailu, Tianjin, on December 15, 2014

Qin Ling, a famous national level Chinese writer and vice-chairman of Tianjin Yanhuang
Chinese Culiural Studies Association, is the writer of eight collections of novels and editor in chief

of more than 20 works,
(Translated by Liu Xinrong and polished by Ann Robertson)
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This is a new-born baby, an outcome of 10 years'
preparation, and a suddenly accomplished debut. From July to
October of this year, everything is in its place so efficiently, thanks
to my dear team of co-workers. We polished the stories in
Chinese and English over and over again; we selected the most
suitable photos from 20,000; we finished 50 short comments for
each story in both Chinese and English. Upon the birth of this
cute baby, | am ready to pour my love and my passion into the next
one, which might have the name, the life circle of this one.

Reading the title, many have questions about it even while
they adore it. Whenever | Ask, Whatever You Answer--- as the title
suggests, the most exciting theme revealed here is “intimate
relationship”. Such sentiment could be accompanied by silence,
and could be awaited by patience. In spite of the yearning for a
warm heart, the characters in the stories are usually trading
solitudes, struggles, fears and betrayals for it, because most
people safely keep a distance from each other to sustain the
so-called intimacy. But according to me, sincere and positive
communication is in the first and foremost place, and apart from
that, we should try to understand tolerantly and selflessly. By
asking, we intend to explore a true person, without
self-imagination and subjective perception. By answering, we
take the chance to meditate and face ourselves. Whenever | ask, |
step forward to accept you, and whatever you answer, you are
proved to be the one. In this book, | believe most people may find
what they are fond of and what they are short of.

This book consists of five chapters, namely, “Their Love
Lane”, with 10 stories of longing and sadness; “Paradise for
Desire”, with 10 stories about restricted regrets; “Somewhere in
Your Heart", with 10 stories of seeking and memorizing; “The
Tree of Tales”, with 10 stories where the plots meet new
characters; and “The Ideal Land”, with 10 stories of the spirit in
revolt.

| have tried to exhibit big ideas in small words in the English
version, to mirror the reflective and philosophical style of the
Chinese version, which | also wrote.

This book owes its beautiful artistic existence to my friend
Zidi, having originally created such stunning photos while
travelling along his global trail. In most of my stories, especially
the title and the last key sentence of each story, my friend



Pangpeng has greatly assisted in translating in the most subtle
way. The English version, in such a book as the present, would be
very difficult to polish without Ann Robertson’s earnest efforts.
Every participant in this work is tied to each other through the
happy face-to-face hours we spent discussing it together.

In this bi-lingual edition, we elaborated the most beautiful
expressions, photographic art, and every effort for a perfect work.
Appreciating the stories, seeing them through the photos, the
reader is able to meet the true self of each artist behind this book.
And that is what | really loved to create.

Acknowledgement once again is made to my family and
friends, who spared me their time and love, shared with me their
talents and support, and challenged me with their appreciation
and curiosity. It really took me a rather long term to learn how to
transfer a long novel into a mini-story. Most of my friends, home
and abroad, hope that all the stories could be produced as movies
suchas “New York, | Love You" and “Paris, | Love You". Come what
may, | hope among the readers, characters and authors, if there
is any unity in the process of reading, interpreting, and
misunderstanding, if there is any intimate relation between what
goes before and what comes later, it is necessary that earlier and
later sparks should be synthesized in a single book.

When | was asked, “What type of thing do you want to make
it into?” my answer goes like this, “| want to make it into
something ever in one’s hand, someplace ever in one’s heart,
some work together with a team, and some moments only for
oneself.”

This book is coming out just when more and more people
understand the significance of loving others and themselves.
Schubert, the great musician once sighed, “We seem to see
through each other, but actually we pass through.” But let us just
go onward braving everything, including the short memory of
intimacy!

Please feel free to contact us at haoxiangcengjingfdgg.com with
any questions, comments, suggestions and inspirations about the
stories and the photos. In “Trails Behind the Photos”, the detailed
geographic description of the photos is made for the readers.
Thank you.

Liu Xinrong (January 4, 2015)






