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I’d like to set the stage for a biography of Mo Yan by defining – to some extent – his writing style.  Mo Yan’s writing is described as postmodern literature.  So what is postmodern literature?  Even the Wikipedia definition says that the term is hard to define.  The term is used to describe certain tendencies in post-World War II literature.  It is both a continuation of the experimentation championed by writers of the modernist period (relying heavily, for example, on fragmentation, paradox, questionable narrators, etc.) and a reaction against Enlightenment ideas implicit in Modernist literature. .  . Instead of the modernist quest for meaning in a chaotic world, the postmodern authors eschew, often playfully, the possibility of meaning, and the postmodern novel is often a parody of this quest.  Unifying features often coincide with the concept of meta-narrative and little narrative, i.e. writing about writing, for example, Mo Yan’s comments about himself the author and the little vignettes of Mo Yan the character.   . . .Postmodern writers often celebrate chance over craft, and employ metafiction to undermine the author’s “univocal” control (the control of one voice).  Essentially, as in postmodern qualitative research, the author becomes a “participant observer” in the narrative.  The distinction between high and low culture is also attacked with the employment of pastiche, the combination of multiple cultural elements including subjects and genres not previously deemed fit for literature. Magical realism is often used in postmodern literature, as in Samuel Beckett’s theater of the absurd and Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s work.  Common techniques include irony, playfulness and black humor.  Some postmodern authors are William Burroughs, Kurt Vonnegut, John Barth, E.L. Doctorow, Don Delillo, Paul Auster, Orhan Pamuk.

Mo Yan, the pen name for Guan Moye, was born in 1955, in Gaomi, Shandong Province, China. His pen name Mo Yan means “don’t speak” or perhaps don’t speak the unspeakable, which of course he does, in volumes.  Mo Yan is a graduate of the People’s Liberation Army Academy of Art and Literature and holds an M.A. from the Beijing Normal University.  He served in the People’s liberation Army of China from 1976-97 where he became a member of the Cultural Department.  Currently, Mo Yan lives in Beijing where he is the editor of the Beijing Procuratorial Daily.  It should be noted that in an interview in May, 2009 he said that he was kicked out of school in fifth grade for smoking a cigarette and never went to college or a university.  In an interview in June, 2009, he noted that he quit school at age 11 to work in the fields.  Take your pick.  As a young adult he worked in a cotton plant, then, in 1976, despite his “bad class background,” he volunteered to join the army and enrolled successfully.  (His bad class background referred to the fact that one of his uncles had owned some land.)  In the army he served in a cultural education unit where he became an instructor.  “Like other authors who once had a military career, he is grateful to that organization which permitted him to have time to write.”  

And write he did!  Mo Yan is a prolific writer.  He published his first story, Transparent Radish in 1981 at the age of 26.  This was followed by Red Sorghum Family in 1987, which was the basis for the film “Red Sorghum,” a prize winning film in the 1988 Berlin Film Festival.  His collection of short stories, Shifu: You’ll Do Anything for a Laugh, was the basis for the film “Happy Times,” in 2000.  Seven of his works including novels and short stories have been translated into English and even more have been translated into French.  His English translator is Howard Goldblatt, professor of East Asian languages and literature at the University of Notre Dame.  Mo Yan has a close working relationship with both Goldblatt and his French translator. His works have been translated into a dozen languages. In addition to the works that have been translated, he has written 18 other books in Chinese.   Publishing houses compete to publish his work.  A typical edition comprises 200,000 copies.  His novels and short stories have been the object of both celebration and controversy in China, and he has received a great deal of attention from literary critics worldwide.  Mo Yan was censured by the People’s Republic of China for The Garlic Ballads (1988) with its depictions of corrupt and cruel Communist Party officials.  For a time he was not allowed to leave the country, but he continued to write.  In ’91 he published a collection of short stories, in ’92 The Republic of Wine, in ’96 Big Breasts and Wide Hips, all of which have been translated into English.  Life and Death Are Wearing Me Out (2008 ) was written in 43 days, according to a Wikipedia note.
Yan plunged deeply into metafiction in The Republic of Wine (1992 in Chinese, 2002 in English) the main story that of an inspector sent to the fictitious Chinese province of Liquorland to investigate reports of male babies being reared as exotic meat dishes for the rich and corrupt, is framed by correspondence between a fictitious aspiring writer and Yan himself.  Because of the importance of cannibalism in this novel, Mo Yan has been compared with 18th century British satirist, Jonathan Swift.  Yu Wong, in the Wall Street Journal review of this book, remarked, “No one is spared by this smart, black satire, not even the author himself.  Other reviewers have praised the author’s literary imagination, Der-Wei Wang noted that Mo Yan “has always written with a taste for the eerie and magnificent.”  In an interview Mo Yan acknowledged that he has been influenced by the magical realism in South American writing especially Gabriel Garcia Marquez, although he did note that it took him 21 years to finish reading One Hundred Years of Solitude.  He finally finished the novel because he was going to meet Marques at a conference.  His writing style is heavily influenced by his native Shandong region, it’s dialect and it’s wealth of story tellers.  He acknowledges that his fiction is first and foremost drawn from the oral histories told by his hometown’s Laobaixing [common people].  He further states that “writers are like bandits and stake out their own territory.  His is surely the town of Gaomi.  One commenter noted that “His work is a skillful imitation of folk opera, [the folk opera that is typical of  Gaomi and the Shandong province] a splendid street performance full of sound and imagery leaving nothing to the imagination.” 
Mo Yan has been nominated and received numerous awards, among which are the Neustadt International Prize for Literature, candidate, 1998; Kiriyama Prize Notable Books (for Big Breasts and Wide Hips), 2005; Fukuoka Asian Culture Prize XVII, 2006; The Man Asian Literary Prize nominee (for Big Breasts and Wide Hips), 2007; and the Newman Prize for Chinese Literature (for Soaring), winner, 2009.  The Japanese Nobel Prize winner Kenzaburo Oe has noted  “If I were to choose a Nobel Laureate, it would be Mo Yan”.  

In an interview in May, 2009, Yan noted that since his novels contain a lot of violence, many critics have speculated that he himself is a cruel and violent individual. However, Yan told us that he is really very timid person.  As Yan put it, “I dare not even kill a chicken.  Mo Yan is in fact a very modest and self-deprecating kind of individual.  Unlike many authors who become insufferably pretentious after achieving fame, Yan doesn’t seem to have a pretentious bone in his body.  He’s still very much a laobaixing [common person], but a labaixing who just happens to be one of China’s and indeed the world’s greatest writers.
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