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Gao Xingjian’s Soul Mountain is an autobiographical novel which offers a wonderful 
synthesis of place and landscape through the mythic geographic and the biocentric world. 
Gao’s journey allows him to ponder on the way the Cultural Revolution has swept away the 
vital interrelationship between the human and physical ecology as decisively as it has 
destroyed the ancient forests. He travels both at the physical level and in memory to many 
places he had visited in childhood as a refuge, as well as in dream. China had experienced a 
period of amnesia in the twentieth century, in which the nation’s rich past was erased from 
the collective memory of the Chinese. Several decades of China’s social history are 
compressed into the pages of the novel, dislodging in the process large fragments of forgotten 
memory which re-surface in Soul Mountain. Gao attempts to give linguistic expression to 
these fractured memories to recreate his psychological state during this period of 
confrontation with death. The paper seeks to bring out a better understanding of the 
intertwining aspects of place, landscape and memory in ethnographic representation and its 
significance in Gao Xingjian’s Soul Mountain.
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Chinese Nobel Laureate in Literature Gao Xingjian in his fiction Soul Mountain

(2000), presents an introspective journey in the early 80s into the remote mountains and 

ancient forests of Sichuan in southwest China. Soul Mountain is a fictionalised autobiography 

superimposed upon a documentation of two traumatic and interrelated events in Gao 

Xingjian’s life: his being targeted for criticism at a time when the memory of the persecution 

of writers during the Cultural Revolution was still palpable, and his being wrongly diagnosed 

as having lung cancer. On his long journey as a political refugee from Beijing, Gao Xingjian

employs the strategy of storytelling to disperse his loneliness, and at the same time 

reconstructs his personal past as well the impact of the Cultural Revolution on both the 

human and physical ecology of China. His confrontation with death had filled him with a 

conscious resolve to live, and moreover to live a life which was authentically his own, one in 

which creative expression occupied a position of primary importance. Gao Xingjian fled to 

the safety of the provinces, while in Beijing; he was one of the main targets of the anti-

spiritual pollution campaign. In the novel Soul Mountain Gao Xingjian documents his 

observation of Chinese history and ecology in the south-west provinces during his five 

months of travel in the south. Juxtaposed against this backdrop are his reflections on human 

existence, and on his own past life. As a fugitive from the authorities, he kept to the margins 

of Han Chinese society, living much of the time on nature reserves and amongst ethnic 

people. These months of solitude allowed him to reflect on human existence, nature, society 

and history, as well as his own life. Gao Xingjian is often considered as an exponent of Root-

seeking Literature; a literary movement that began in the early 1980s, has been the most 

pervasive and influential literary trend in post-Mao Chinese literature. “The primary locus of 

root-seeking literature is the Chinese countryside, where the political winds that swept China 

during the past century had only limited success. Agrarian society is thought to be the heart 

of Chinese culture, uncorrupted by Western influences and therefore retaining the primordial 

energies of humanity” (Ying 160). 

Cheryll Glotfelty in her introduction to The Ecocriticism Reader (1996) defines ecocriticism 

as “the study of the relationship between literature and the physical environment” (Glotfelty 

xix). Ecocriticism has developed into an increasingly worldwide movement in two main 

waves or stages: the first marked by a commitment to preservationist environmentalism, an 
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ecocentric environmental ethics, an emphasis on place-attachment at a local or bioregional 

level, a prioritization of the self-nature relation, and forms of literary imagination that 

especially reflect these; the second marked by “a more socio-centric environmental ethics 

attaching special importance to issues of environmental (in)justice” (Buell et al. 433), to 

collective rather than individual experience as a primary historical force and concern in 

works of imagination, and increasingly to the claims of a global or planetary level of 

environmental belonging. Throughout these shifts, however, a number of concerns have 

remained constant. The paper seeks to bring out a better understanding of the intertwining 

aspects of place, landscape, memory and the self in ethnographic representation and its 

significance in Gao Xingjian’s Soul Mountain. Place, landscape and memory are, it seems, 

inevitably intertwined. Memory appears to be a personal thing- we remember some things 

and forget others. But memory is also social. Some memories are allowed to fade- are not 

given any kind of support. Other memories are promoted as standing for this and that. One of 

the primary ways in which memories are constituted is through the production of places.

Almost every place depicted in Soul Mountain has its own unique pattern or weave of 

elements. Place is a “meaning constructed by experience” (Tuan 152) whether it is home, 

dwelling, milieu, territory, regions, states, cities, neighbourhoods, rural areas, wilderness, 

uninhabited areas and of course, space. Gao Xingjian’s concept of physical environment 

exhibits various spatial patterns on different scales- biological organisms organized into 

populations and communities across landscapes. Gao’s insistence on spatial heterogeneity is 

the most salient feature that characterizes his idea of landscaping. Like other biological 

organisms, humans live and act on landscapes, and thus have influenced, and been influenced 

by landscapes. In this way landscape is a cultural construct, a mirror of our memories and 

myths encoded with meanings which can be read and interpreted. Soul Mountain stresses on 

the notion that the folktales, oral histories, ethnography, ballads and ordinary events of daily 

life all invoked in the spatial positioning of a place. The novel presents a lively vision of the 

customs, folk songs and traditions preserved by national minorities, most of which have been 

lost among the Han people. These songs provide valuable insights into understanding the 

‘ethnoecology’ (McLaren 4) of the region. Ethnoecology has been defined as a “traditional 

set of environmental perceptions- cultural model of the environment and its relation to people 

and society” (Kottak 26). 
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The sense of place and embeddedness within local, mythical, and ritual landscapes is 

important. The sense of place serve as pegs on which people hang memories, construct 

meanings from events, and establish ritual and religious arenas of action. All the novels of 

Gao Xingjian explored ‘environmental landscape’ that connects human and spirit dwelling 

places, including forests, mountains, rivers and streams. Folktales, myths, oral histories, 

ballads, ritual incantations and ordinary stories of daily life all invoked in real or imagined 

detail the spatial positioning of a community of people. Soul Mountain contains numerous 

references to Chinese as well as Western myths and symbols. The novel makes a strong 

connection between the places visited on the journey and the entrenched Chinese cultural 

traditions behind the landscape. Land is always read like a text with cultural and literary 

meaning embedded by the narrator in his search for cultural memories. The protagonist “I” 

visits various remote villages, ethnic groups, nature reserves with ancient forests and the 

giant panda, isolated monastries and temples, and is witness to ancient folk and shamanistic 

practices. The “I” chapters, which also contain large segments of conversations, folk songs 

and chants, examine how primeval instincts are repressed by civilization and how attempts 

during the Cultural Revolution to eradicate superstitious practices has been to a large extent 

superficial. 

Edward Relph in Place and Placelessness examines that the changing character of places 

through time is related to “modifications of buildings and landscapes as well as to changes in 

our attitudes, and is likely to seem quite dramatic after a prolonged absence” (31). Landscape 

here refers to the perceived settings that frame people’s sense of place and community. Place, 

landscape and memory are inevitably intertwined. Some places change over time as both 

physical and human processes operate to modify Earth’s surface and thus constituted in 

memory: 

There is the common sensation of returning to a familiar place after an absence of 

several years and feeling that everything has changed even though there have been no 

important changes in its appearance. Whereas before we were involved in the scene, 

now we are an outsider, an observer, and can recapture the significance of the former 

place only by some act of memory. (Relph 31) 
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Landscapes are diverse, complex, beautiful, and inspirational. Spatial heterogeneity is the 

most salient feature that characterizes all landscapes. While the physical environment exhibits 

various spatial patterns on different scales, biological organisms are organized into 

populations and communities across landscapes. Like other biological organisms, humans 

live and act on landscapes, and thus have influenced, and been influenced by, landscapes. 

Unlike other biological organisms, however, humans represent an unparalleled force that has 

profoundly altered the structure and function of landscapes and even the entire biosphere. A 

number of worldwide environmental problems, such as land degradation, biodiversity loss, 

and global climate change, clearly attest to this destructive power of anthropogenic activities.

While place has often been conceptualized as some kind of definable, bounded space, 

geographers have been keen to show how the spatial characteristics of place are highly 

nuanced. In Gao’s fiction questions of ecology, identity, gender, ethnicity, class, 

cosmopolitanism, multiculturalism, or globalization plays an important role. Place entails 

spatial location, entails a spatial container of some sort. Places are “centers of felt value” 

(Tuan 4), “discrete if ‘elastic’ areas in which settings for the constitution of social relations 

are located and with which people can identify” (Agnew 263). Each place is also “inseparable 

from the concrete region in which it is found” (Casey 31) and defined by physical markers as 

well as social consensus. Landscapes and places “serve as pegs on which people hang 

memories, construct meanings from events, and establish ritual and religious arenas of 

action” (Stewart 3). Landscape provides a contextual horizon of perceptions, providing both a 

foreground and a background in which people feel themselves to be living in their world. In 

chapter 54 of Soul Mountain the “you” visits a place whose landscape is reproduced through 

memory:

You visit these old places but find nothing. The rubble heap in front of the small two-

storey building is not there, nor is the heavy black door with the metal ring-latch, nor 

even the quiet lane in front of the house, and certainly not the courtyard compound 

with the carved screen. Probably that place has already been turned into a bitumen 

road heavy with traffic… (Soul Mountain 326) 

Personal artefact and objects may be elusive but etched in the deep recesses of memory, but 

they are not physically present. In Soul Mountain the protagonist visits some places which are 
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familiar to him as he can connect with these places through memories. Whenever the narrator 

revisits these places he immediately tries to juxtapose the image he had from his memories 

with the present landscape. It is interesting to note that time has profoundly altered the 

structure and function of landscapes and even the entire biosphere. In Chapter 22 the narrator 

arrives in Anshun, a district on the Yunnan-Guizhou border. He is walking on an old street 

where the houses on both sides are about to collapse and the eaves come right out over the 

road. The street is endlessly long, as if it goes through to the other end of the world. At this 

point he realises that this is the place which he visited during his childhood with his 

grandmother.  

In Soul Mountain there is an interpretation of local folk literature, myths and legends and 

would seek to examine community directly by considering how their scholarship might have 

an impact on the people who actually live there. Soul Mountain presents a collection of folk 

songs and customs in circulation amongst the commoner classes of the lower Yangzi Valley 

which have been terminated entirely during the Cultural Revolution. The narrator in the 

course of his journey found elderly performers who could sing relatively long narrative type 

mountain songs. The narrator in some of the chapters toured villages and collect material 

from villagers who remembered narrative songs from the past. The traditional folk customs 

and performing arts of the Yangtze Delta is no longer in active transmission as part of a 

living culture in the delta today. The narrator gives a detailed introduction about the Caohai 

region and its inhabitants the Yi minority community. In Chapter 20 the narrator during his 

visit to the Guizhou Province witnesses the folk tradition of Yi community. Yi people are 

mostly located in the delta regions of the Jinsha River and its tributary the Yagong River. 

Their earliest ancestors are the Qiang people. “The Yi women have dark skin, a high nose 

bridge and long eyes and they are very beautiful” (117). Young people who fall in love can 

only meet secretly in the mountain. Yi love songs all seem to be “sad and tearful 

outpourings”.

Soul Mountain thus presents a series of field researches, enriched with philosophical, 

historical, and literary meditations. Visits to remote temples and villages, the collecting of 

local songs and customs, the adaptation of stories and legends, all confer a deliberately 

composite construction to this ethno text. This formal heterogeneity coincides with the 

multiplicity of southern cultures, which the author seeks to rehabilitate in the face of an 
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orchestrated amnesia. At a time when his contemporaries are preoccupied with glorifying the 

national heritage that was significantly destroyed by the Cultural Revolution, Gao Xingjian 

takes it upon himself to challenge Han supremacy, which is far from favourable to peripheral 

cultures. Behind this inquisitorial account lies a historical distinction. As the author reminds 

us, there is a traditional dichotomy between the cultures of the North and of the South, 

respectively symbolised by the Yellow River and the Blue River (The Yangtze). The culture 

of the North gained influence over the centuries, due to an imperial system backed up by 

Confucian orthodoxy. This official culture gradually overshadowed the sometimes older 

cultural heritage of the South, traces of which can be seen among the ethnic minorities such 

as the Miao, the Yi, the Qiang, etc.  

In The Future of Environmental Criticism, Lawrence Buell states that place entails spatial 

location and “a spatial container of some sort” (Buell 63). But space against place connotes 

geometrical or topographical abstraction, whereas place is “space to which meaning has been 

ascribed” (Buell 63). Throughout the novel, Lingshan is presented as something which is 

elusive in nature. By connecting the selves with their own past memories and with each other, 

the journey leads us to a deep exploration of the rich and complex inner world of human 

being. There are also numerous historical and legendary stories being told in these chapters, 

which allow us an extended examination of various forms of human relationships in historical 

and cultural contexts. It is a journey searching for meaning of life and purpose of living, for 

truth and ideals, and for love and companionship which are what Soul Mountain represents 

symbolically. The search for true life in Soul Mountain becomes an attempt to return to the 

authentic life, which the protagonist finds in the folk songs of these ethnic tribes such as the 

Qiang and the Miao. He collects these songs because he is searching for lives and life is 

shown more clearly in these old songs than in the more modern one-minded songs of his era. 

The novel consists of folk legends or tales, and the style of different types of oral literature 

and tradition. In Sichuan Province, Shamnastic customs and traditions still flourish. Gao 

Xingjian incorporates into his novel his experiences with monks, folk singers, and recluses, 

thus portrays the history and mythology of the people around him. Throughout Gao’s 

writings history and reality blend with mythology and the natural distortion of time, and 

perceptions of the past and present blend with history and folklore into one experiential 

moment.
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Rightly “Soul Mountain is a novel of a pilgrimage made by the protagonist to himself and a 

journey along the reflective surface that divides fiction from life, imagination from memory” 

(Nobel Prize Press Release 2000). The journey here traverses through the landscape which 

creates a dreamlike, meditative series of interrelated fragments, images that includes nature as 

a dynamic but fragile target of human greed, suppressed folk cultures, the recovery of 

childhood and spirituality, symbolized by the elusive Soul Mountain. Dramatizing the ideas 

that natural system and their individual parts possesses intrinsic value, independent of human 

utility, and that humankind is an element within natural systems. Each chapter’s viewpoint 

reflects aspects of a single, fractured consciousness. Gao Xingjian’s approach, aims to 

unearth forgotten, threatened, and marginalised cultures, pointing to the hierarchies within the 

political frontiers, and dissenting from the official creed and common discourse on the 

subject. Place in Soul Mountain refers both to “geographical terrain and a terrain of 

consciousness” (Buell 83). They are defined by unique locations, landscape and communities 

as well as by the focusing of experiences and intentions in particular settings. Places are not 

abstractions or concepts, but are directly experienced phenomena of the lived world and 

hence are full with meanings, with real objects, and with ongoing activities. The terrain here

always reads like a text with cultural and literary meaning embedded by the narrator in his 

search for cultural memories. According to Moran, the integration of landscape and 

humanscape is one of the major characteristics of the Chinese literary heritage. By carrying 

this literary feature, Soul Mountain locates itself solidly within the Chinese literary tradition 

and connects to a wider Chinese literary discourse. Gao Xingjian commented in his essay 

‘Literature and Metaphysics’- “Daoism and Chan Buddhism, in my view, embody the purest 

spirit of Chinese Culture” (The Case for Literature 93). In this era of environmental crisis 

Daoism proposes a comprehensive and radical restructuring of the way in which we conceive 

of our relationship to place, landscape and our “cosmic environment.” Places, landscapes and 

memory in Gao Xingjian’s Soul Mountain is an intrinsically dynamic, interconnected web of 

relations in which there are no absolutely discrete entities and no absolute dividing lines 

between the living and the nonliving, the animate and the inanimate, or the human and the 

nonhuman. 
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