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ABSTRACT

'San Mao' was one of the most popular writers of the 1970s and 1980s in the
Chinese-speaking world. This study deals with some of San Mao's best-loved
stories, namely the tales set in the Sahara Desert and in Europe. It examines San
Mao's portrayals of foreign countries and foreign people, and of herself in
interaction with them. It endeavours to demonstrate the function of San Mao as

an exemplary self for readers, and to situate the San Mao persona in relation to
the world she created in her texts.



Table of contents

Acknowledgments p. iii
Abstract p. Vv
Ch 1: To boldly go p. 1
Ch 2: In the desert p. 48
Ch 3: San Mao of the Sahara p- 106
Ch 4: Among the Europeans p.- 160
Ch 5: Europe's daughter-in-law p. 217
Ch. 6: The world as we know it p. 274
Appendix 1: San Mao timeline p. 308
Appendix 2: San Mao makes history p. 311
Appendix 3: San Mao goes shopping p. 347

Selected bibliography p. 392



Chapter 1:

To boldly go

San Mao

In 1974, a young woman from Taiwan wrote a story about life in the Sahara
Desert, and sent it to a Taiwan newspaper for publication under the pen-name 'San
Mao'. The woman's name was Chen Ping (1943-1991); but she was to become
known throughout the Chinese-speaking world by the name of her alter ego, San
Mao. It did not take long for the boundaries between the person Chen Ping and the
textual persona of 'San Mao' to blur and their identities to merge - not only for readers
but also, apparently, for Chen Ping herself.

In private life she had a third identity: 'Echo’. When she travelled to places
where European languages were spoken, such as Spain and Germany, Chen Ping
was known as 'Echo Chen'. She is reported to have chosen the name for its
ambiguous story and poetic resonances.! Perhaps it is not too fanciful to suggest that
there is some kind of Narcissus/Echo relationship between the author Chen Ping and
the persona of San Mao which she created, and which became a kind of alternate or
even substitute self. As Chen Ping travelled around the world, she created echoes of
her own life in the writings she produced as 'San Mao' and about 'San Mao'; and the
more she revealed about the illusory figure named San Mao, the fainter the image of
Chen Ping herself became.

This study takes as its subject the textual creation 'San Mao', the T' of the
stories written by Chen Ping under the pen-name of San Mao: the romantic idol of
more than one generation of young women, the subject of three biographies and much
media interest, and the literary burden which Chen Ping, towards the end of her life,
expressed the wish to destroy so that she, Chen Ping, could resume an inconspicuous
and anonymous life without having to enact the larger-than-life qualities of San Mao
any more.2

1 The myth of Narcissus and Echo is recounted in San Mao: yesterday, today, tomorrow, pp. 5-6.
San Mao's biographers also discuss the story; Cui and Zhao suggest that 'San Mao adopted the name
"Echo" as early as her teenage years, to express the sadness and self-love of a young woman', Cui and
Zhao p. 49; Lu, Yang and Sun also retell the story, p. 5.

2 The public figure San Mao is said to have wished that 'San Mao' (the literary persona) could die,
leaving the woman Chen Ping free to live an ordinary life away from the publicity that 'San Mao'
constantly created and attracted. For example, the words of 'a friend of San Mao' are quoted in the
programme notes to a Hong Kong dance drama based on San Mao's life: 'In the end she wanted to
"kill San Mao". She wanted to shout into the telephone receiver, "Let me tell you. The San Mao
that you're looking for is dead! It's true. She died last night, and broke the wire of the desk lamp
when she fell down', quoted in program for 'San Mao', a dance drama on the life of San Mao by the



Thus it is the literary persona 'San Mao' and not the person 'Chen Ping' who is
the subject of this present discussion: the San Mao who charmed readers with stories
of foreign countries and the adventures and social interactions she claimed to have
experienced there, and who 'through [her] writings, facilitated the dreams...of people
tied by circumstance to a single location'? at home in Taiwan or across the straits in
China, bringing 'the promise of other lands and other cultures' and 'dreams
fulfilled'.4

The woman who created and 'became’ the character 'San Mao' left Taiwan in
1967 at the age of twenty-four for Europe, to spend two years or so in Spain and
Germany.> This was the first of several sojourns abroad (even after her return to
settle permanently in Taiwan in 1981 she did not stop travelling), and her published
representations of her encounters with Europe spanned more than twenty years, from
1968 to 1991.6 She also lived in the Sahara Desert, probably for about two years,’
and it was while she was there that she began sending stories to Taiwan's United
Daily News under the pen-name 'San Mao.’® The first was published in 1974, and
won immediate acclaim. When her stories were collected and published in book
form, 'San Mao' quickly became a popular and best-selling writer in Taiwan, Hong
Kong and Singapore; later, when pirated editions of her books began appearing on
the mainland in the early 1980s, she became equally famous and popular there. Her
position as a mass media celebrity was established not only through her writings but

through public lectures, participation in the literary and cultural scene in Taiwan,

City Contemporary Dance Company and Shanghai Youth Dance Company, Hong Kong, November
1995.

3 Hanne p. 15.

4 Porter p. 13.

5 The circumstances of San Mao's decision to go to Europe are not really discussed in her stories;
biographical material hints at the ending of an unhappy love affair which drove her to flee abroad
(discussed in Chapter 2).

6 Her first Europe story, 'Antony, my Antony', was first published in June 1968 (in Lion-cub
literature, Youshi Wenyi 174), before she acquired the pen-name San Mao. Europe stories appeared
in several later collections (for example, Rear View, 1981) and small anecdotes of Europe feature in
her last works, My Treasures, (published 1987) and Dear San Mao, (an agony column in Jiangyi
magazine, 1989-1990, collected and published as a monograph after her death in 1991).

7 Though San Mao did not specify dates, biographers construct the period as being from March or
April 1973 until October 1975.

8 The story "The Restaurant in the Desert', published in the United Daily News in 1974, was the first
work to be published under the pen name of San Mao; several earlier stories, which had been
published under her real name, Chen Ping, were later republished in monograph form as The Rainy
Season Will Not Return under the name 'San Mao', to capitalise on the success of her first collection
of Sahara stories (Stories of the Sahara), published in 1976. After her death, there was dispute about
who had 'discovered' San Mao; it was reported in the Liberty Evening News (Zili Wanbao) on 20
January 1991 that San Mao went to the Sahara in April 1974 as a special correspondent for Industrial
World magazine, and that her first publication as 'San Mao' had been a letter from the Sahara
published in Industrial World in May 1974 (Liberty Evening News, 20 January 1991, p. 18).



Hong Kong and Singapore, and a very high level of publicity about her life. Her
active writing life lasted for 15 years (or 21 if early works from before the time she
chose the pen-name 'San Mao' are counted), and she produced 23 works, among
which are numerous short story collections, translations from English and Spanish,
whimsical 'random thoughts', agony column correspondence collections, an
illustrated book about her souvenirs, and a film screenplay. The repeated reprintings
of her work, as well as her high media profile, attest to the fact that she was the object
of widespread interest during her lifetime and beyond.?

Secondary material relating to San Mao and her influence combines with
anecdotal evidence to suggest a strong emotional identification on the part of many
readers with San Mao and her experiences, her personal philosophies of life and the
ideologies that informed them.10 The 'exotic' foreign settings of many of her stories
were an important factor in San Mao's great appeal to the reading public. Another
was the fact that the protagonist of the stories is ostensibly herself: a young Chinese
woman living in 'foreign’' places and dealing with foreign people and all their exotic
and unpredictable ways. Her depictions of life in Africa and Europe, supposedly
based on her own experiences, came at a time when foreign travel was a luxury
available to few readers in Taiwan (and later China). In her stories, San Mao created
a persona that interacted with the unfamiliar and the 'exotic’, then relayed and
interpreted the encounter back to readers at home. Her consistent deployment of a
first person narrator called 'San Mao' gave the impression of a real person relating
real experiences; her simple and personal writing style, reminiscent of the style of
personal letters, reinforced this impression.!1

9 It was fashionable in the late 1990s to downplay San Mao's influence. At the time when her work
was first published, through the 1970s and 1980s, however, its popularity was undeniable. San
Mao's biographers Cui and Zhao describe her as 'one of the best loved and best-selling writers on the
Chinese literary scene in the 1970s and 1980s. Among people who like literature in the Chinese-
speaking world, there wouldn't be many who haven't heard San Mao's name. Among young readers,
there would be very few who have not read San Mao's works', Cui and Zhao p. 293. During San
Mao's lifetime, more than capacity crowds attended her public lectures; stories abound of San Mao
herself having difficulty getting into a hall to give a lecture because of the crowds, and on one
occasion the enthusiastically surging crowds broke the glass doors of the auditorium where she was to
speak. Her public story-readings and storytelling were also popular, preserved on audio tapes released
under the titles San Mao Tells Stories (1986), Meteor Shower (1987) and The World of Reading
(1990). San Mao's best-selling books ran to many editions in both Taiwan and the People's
Republic of China (even though her stories had also been widely circulated in magazines as well) and
have continued to be reprinted after her death in 1991.

10 Gu Jitang describes San Mao's stories as full of ‘honesty and humanitarian concern between
people; reading San Mao's works, you feel the beating of an honest heart from start to finish, a kind
of mutual love between people and a mutual thoughtful caring’, Gu p. 120.

11 Many, many people who have read San Mao's stories have remarked on the intimate and personal
nature of her work. Comments such as 'when I read San Mao it is as if she is standing next to me' or
'it is like a letter from her to me' are typical of this view.



During her lifetime, Chen Ping/San Mao was one of the best-known writers
and 'personalities’ in the Chinese-speaking world. After her death, 'every major
Taiwan paper and mainland dailies ran lengthy obituaries;!2 now, almost ten years
later, her books continue to be reprinted, biographies continue to be written, and her
name is still a household word. Though she does not lack admirers in the Chinese
literature departments of universities and among others who are influential in the
ongoing process of creating and maintaining literary canons, her writing is not
infrequently relegated to those ghettoes into which 'things that other people like' tend
to be consigned (books that only women read; books that only teenagers read; books
that only people without university education read);!3 consequently she is regarded
by many as a 'popular’ author who enjoyed a burst of acclaim among young women
but whose work has no lasting relevance.14

Such categorisations of San Mao's work reflect the changes I have observed
over the past decade in the way she is discussed. In the People's Republic of China
in the mid to late 1980s, students in é€lite tertiary institutions were eagerly reading her
stories, passing them around among their friends and recommending them to a new
reader of Chinese like myself as the work of an interesting and rewarding author. In
Taiwan ten years later, San Mao was spoken of as a writer associated with a specific

12 Her death was front-page news in most Taiwan newspapers; whole pages were devoted to accounts
of her life and career, commemorative articles by people who had known her, speculations about why
she should have chosen to commit suicide and analysis of the significance of this ‘San Mao
phenomenon’. :

13 See Harriet Hawkins, Classics and Trash: traditions and taboos in high literature and popular
modern genres, Harvester Wheatsheaf, London, 1990 for a discussion of this process of dismissal.
This categorisation may be because of the sentimental nature of many of San Mao's stories. Her
status vis-a-vis the intellectual/literary communities of the Chinese-speaking world is, however,
somewhat ambiguous. Despite the supposedly 'popular’ nature of her writing, she won literary
prizes, taught creative writing at university level, gave lectures sponsored by institutions such as
Taiwan's National Central Library, took part in writers' workshops and suchlike. The fact that the
authors of several books on San Mao are graduates of major universities in China perhaps lends some
extra credibility; Zhang Yun, for example, is a graduate of Shanghai Foreign Languages Institute
who worked on the magazine Chinese Literature, was a member of China's UNESCO delegation in
Paris, worked at the UN in Geneva and Dakar, then worked for the People’s Daily; Cui Jianfei is a
graduate of Nankai University and Zhao Jun a graduate of Beijing University; Gu Jitang is a graduate
of Wuhan University and a researcher at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences.

14 The mainland journalist Zhang Yun, who spent four years coveing the Magreb region for the
China Daily, notes his dismissal of San Mao's stories until he had actually read them. Before he
went to Africa, his daughter (a fervent San Mao fan who had read San Mao's books as a junior high
school student), asked him to visit the place where San Mao had lived in the Sahara. Zhang had
‘thought San Mao's books were just for teenagers' but 'discovered later that that was prejudice’ after
friends urged him to read her work ('Since you've been to the desert, you should read Stories of the
Sahara; you should visit the Sahara where San Mao lived'), prompting Zhang to observe that it was
as if what he himself had seen was 'just a fake Sahara, the only real Sahara being where San Mao had
been'. When he finally read Stories of the Sahara, Zhang found it absorbing and exciting, full of
experiences that he could relate to from his own experiences there, Zhang pp. 1-9.



time, whose work, though it had been appreciated in the 1970s, could be of no further
interest. Many people with whom I have discussed San Mao have suggested that
Taiwan had somehow 'outgrown' San Mao, even to the point of embarrassment that
her work had ever been taken seriously at all.

The fact that her books continue to be reprinted indicates that they are still
being read, and it may be (as seems to be popularly thought) that her only audience in
the late 1990s is female high school students. Yet it was not always so. It is rare to
meet a Chinese-literate person who was living in Taiwan in the 1970s or China in the
late 1980s who does not know of San Mao's reputation as the legendary Chinese
woman of the Sahara desert. Her stories appeared in newspapers and magazines with
very large circulations;!3 she featured in the social as well as literary pages of
newspapers; magazines carried photo-feature articles about her and about her home;
and, as noted, her death was front-page news in every major Taiwan daily and many
mainland newspapers.16 |

However one chooses to categorise her writing, San Mao is an important
cultural figure - even a cultural icon - of the late 20th century in the Chinese-speaking
world, not only for her writings but also for the public and mass media activities in
which she participated (public lectures, story-readings, the literature and creative
writing classes she taught for a short time at Culture University, magazine and radio
interviews, lecture tours, literary seminars, literature prizes, magazine agony
columns, pop-song lyrics, and the screenplay of the award-winning film Red Dust).
She remained a prominent figure in the Chinese literary and social world as a

15 In Taiwan's United Daily News and Crown magazine, then in popular magazines on the mainland
(as well as being collected and published in book form).

16 San Mao's popularity is difficult to quantify, as sales figures for her books are not available; the
number of print runs would suggest, however, that demand remains steady. Her effect on the
thinking of her readers is also difficult to demonstrate or quantify. Obviously readers bring their own
preconceptions and experience to their reading of a.text, and do not perceive it in a uniform way.
Through many conversations with Chinese women who were San Mao fans in their youth, however,
I have learned of the common fantasy of marrying a bearded foreigner just like José, travelling like
San Mao, or decorating a house in San Mao's style. I have also heard many former San Mao readers
compare themselves to her, or their own experiences of foreign countries to hers. My conviction that
San Mao has been a serious influence on her readers is based on purely anecdotal evidence and I do not
propose to make it a feature of this study. As John Frow has pointed out, texts do not ‘impose
meaning’, neither do they ‘unilaterally shape the consciousness or the political opinions of their
readers'’; rather, they 'become a locus of struggle in which the business of belief is negotiated by
readers choosing textual sense on the basis of their worldly experience’, John Frow, Cultural Studies
and Cultural Value, pp. 69-70. Though San Mao may have influenced many readers in many ways,
it is obviously impossible to trace any incontestable cause/effect link between the ideas in San Mao’s
books and the thinking of her readers. Such abstract questions as San Mao’s influence will be left
aside here.



'personality’ and celebrity from 1974 (upon publication of her first Saharan story)
until her suicide in 1991, at the age of 48, and interest in her continues today.!?

The term 'legend' is frequently used in reference to San Mao.18 She has been
described as the first Chinese hippie!® and a Chinese Jack Kerouac;20 she has been
compared to Lawrence of Arabia and a character in a Hemingway novel.2! The craze
for San Mao has been characterised as 'the San Mao whirlwind' (San Mao xuanfeng),
'the San Mao phenomenon' (San Mao xianxiang) and 'San Mao fever' (San Mao re),
and she has been described as 'a comet on the literary scene' whose works are 'like a
tornado, sweeping through readers' hearts...through Hong Kong, Singapore and the
whole world.”?2  Over the past 25 years, works by San Mao have frequently been
selcted by teachers of Chinese language to foreign students both in Taiwan and on the
mainland for their students to read;23 as recently as 1999, a teacher of English in
China reported to me that, in language-teaching games and role-plays, students would
contend for the chance to play San Mao.24 Biographical and critical literature
regarding San Mao is still being produced and, as the first draft of this chapter was

17 San Mao herself claimed to have received thousands of letters from readers, and that affection and
concern were shown to her constantly by her public in everyday life, Dear San Mao pp. 7-10. San
Mao's biographers Lu, Yang and Sun note that 'San Mao fever' lasted 15 years (presumably counted
from the publication of her first collection in 1976 to her death in 1991).

18 The word is oft-repeated in biographies and appears constantly in San Mao's obituaries.

19 This expression has come up in conversations with many, many people about San Mao, both in
Taiwan and on the mainland.

20 yohn Maier, a former associate of San Mao's, in a private letter, 1995.

21 See The World of San Mao and San Mao Speaks to You Softly, Though the comparison with
T.E. Lawrence is probably simply to do with the fact that he, like San Mao, lived in the desert,
Dennis Porter's discussion of Lawrence and his book Seven Pillars of Wisdom does indeed point to
elements that would seem parallel with the case of San Mao. Lawrence too presented himself as
involved in and vital to 'the Arab nationalist cause' (for a similar presentation by San Mao, see
Appendix 2, 'San Mao Makes History'). Lawrence promotes the myth that for 'people of colour' to
'pursue a national goal', they need his leadership (Porter p. 221); San Mao too presents herself
advising a Polisario leader on affairs to do with Sahrawi independence (see Appendix 2). Lawrence
wrote from 'a position of power and privilege' in the desert base on his membership of an imperial
system (Porter p. 227); San Mao too, although without Lawrence's full set of 'race, nation, class and
gender' power and privilege, nevertheless enjoyed the benefits of Spanish citizenship in a colony of
. Spain, along with a position of material ease and the freedom to come and go as she pleased. Porter
suggests that Lawrence sought 'alternative forms of existence among other peoples' (Porter p. 227);
this too could be said of San Mao. Lawrence writes of his loyalties being divided, between
imperialist indentification and comradeship with the natives, p. 228-229. For Lawrence, 'the desert
Arab becomes, in part, an expression of the age-old nostalgia for the supposed lost harmony of the
primitive world', Porter p. 234; for San Mao, the desert is also the place for 'nostalgia’ and is bound
up with notions of the 'primitive’ and with things that the 'modern' world has lost (see Chapter 2).

22 The World of San Mao p. 224.

23 Colleagues and students at the Australian National University have told me of encountering stories
by San Mao in language classes in both Taiwan and China from the late 1980s; others have spoken
of teachers recommending San Mao's stories to them as leisure reading.

24 My thanks to Andrew Benoy for this piece of information based on his experiences as an English
teacher in Xiangtan, Hunan.



being written, a dance drama based on the life of San Mao was created by a Shanghai
dance company and performed in Hong Kong.25 The mainland literary critic Gu
Jitang, in his 1991 evaluation of San Mao, described the outrage of his audience at a
lecture on Taiwan literature at Nanjing University in the late 1980s when they found
out that San Mao's work would not be included;26 Chai Ling, one of the leaders of
the student demonstrations in China in 1989, claimed that San Mao was her favourite
writer and spoke of being inspired to join the democracy movement by the example of
San Mao's love for humanity;2’ and in the early 1990s the Chinese-American
traveller Ma Zhongxin was spurred to write a book about San Mao out of chagrin that,
when he gave public lectures about his own travels, his audience would always bring
up San Mao and ask him about the places she had written about.28

It could be said that the work of any big-selling '‘popular’ writer and the ways
in which their writings are received reflect something about the society that produced
and acclaims them, and that they in turn help to create and reinforce that same climate
of social opinion that is receptive to their ideologies and world views. Critical work
on 'popular’ genres such as travel literature, autobiography and romantic fiction
discusses the ideologies of these genres by situating them in their social context,
relating them to such issues as economic prosperity or lack, social expectations,
gender roles, geopolitical factors and so on. The work of San Mao, which bears
some resemblance to the travel narrative and to the romance, can be discussed in
similar ways.

San Mao's best loved stories are set in the Sahara Desert, a place few Taiwan
or mainland readers would have visited in the 1970s and 1980s when her stories
appeared, and a place with which Taiwanese and Chinese interests had had little
contact - indeed. a place that was also outside the sphere of interest of Euro-American
cultural priorities that we call 'general' knowledge (other than as a quasi-fictional
setting for romance). Other stories by San Mao are set in various parts of Europe and
its colonial peripheries, some of which would have been objects of cultural

25 'San Mao' was performed as part of the Chinese Dance Festival held in Hong Kong in October-
November 1995. The programme incorporates several quotations from San Mao and gives a
chronology of her life. The initial note on the dance drama reads: 'San Mao's story is legendary,
romantic, and clouded with a heavy fog of resignation. The experiences of modern men and women
can be seen-imprinted on her struggles throughout her entire life....we shall follow San Mao's heart
to look at her previous life and her next life. We shall also follow it and watch her wavering between
the identities of Chen Ping and San Mao' (program, City Contemporary Dance Company and
Shanghai Youth Dance Company, Hong Kong, November 1995).

26 Gu Jitang, pp. 2-3.

27 Videotaped interview by journalist with Chai Ling in Beijing, June 1989.

28 Ma expresses scepticism about San Mao's stories and decides to travel to the places where San
Mao lived to discover her 'true' story, Ma p. 4-11.



knowledge, stereotpye or fantasy for readers (Paris, Berlin) and some of which,
probably, would not (Madeira, the Canary Islands). Later, she wrote about trips to
the Americas (the USA, Central America and South America) and about life in
Taiwan, both in childhood and in the present. This study, however, discusses only
the writings of San Mao about Africa and Europe - writings in which she portrays not
only African and European people and societies but also a Chinese heroine ('San
Mao') having adventures, making friends and finding a place for herself among
'foreign' people in 'foreign' places. Through a reading of these tales of San Mao,
Africa and Europe, I will outline and discuss the picture of the world and China's
place in it that San Mao presented to her audience. ’

It should be noted at the outset that, although much attention is paid to
representations of countries 'foreign' to San Mao, the writing discussed here is not
considered primarily as 'travel writing." Towards the end of her life, San Mao
frequently stated that her travels were not 'wanderings' (liulang), as they had often
been called, with connotations of self-indulgence and lack of serious purpose.2? It
was San Mao's contention that she had always conscientiously fulfilled the roles she
had chosen (for example housewife or student), and that this had just happened to be
in places far from home30 - even though her earlier writings appear to create an
impression of a free spirit spontaneously moving around the world. Scholarly
analysis of travel writing as a genre suggests that the actual journey is an important
component of the travel narrative - the departure, the means of transport, the trip, the
arrival.3! By this criterion, San Mao's narratives are not exactly 'travel writing.'
Most of her stories show her already settled in a 'foreign' country, trying to establish
a stable life for herself and for her husband, José. If depiction of landscape is another
important component of travel writing, then San Mao's stories again do not match the
'travel' classification; scenic descriptions are relatively rare in her work, which
focuses much more on interactions with people.

29 The meaning of the word has shifted since its usage earlier in the 20th century in times of famine,
war and dislocation to describe the movement of displaced wandering populations, poor and homeless
(as in the title of Zhang Leping's story of an orphan boy on the streets of Shanghai, The Adventures
of San Mao, San Mao liulangji).

30 The World of San Mao p. 129. San Mao's accounts of her student life in Germany create the
impression of an extraordinarily dedicated scholar, with five or six hours of class each day and ten
hours spent each evening memorising the homework. So successful are San Mao's studies that her
teachers, she claims, ask her to record tapes to demonstrate how much a dedicated and talented student
could learn in six months, Taking the City pp. 228-229.

31 As noted by Dennis Porter, in ‘traditional...nonfictional "literary" travel writing...the author
records his impressions of a journey to a foreign country, dates his [sic] arrivals and departures, and
respects the order of the itinerary he [sic] actually took', Porter p. 237.



But San Mao's writing, if not exactly 'travel writing', is not 'not-travel
writing' either. Here I borrow from Susan Horton's analysis of Olive Schreiner and
Isak Dinesen, two women who did not 'travel' as such but who produced narratives
of 'exotic' places in which they lived for an audience back in their 'home' countries.
Dinesen and Schreiner, writes Horton, 'were not travelers to Africa and generically
speaking they did not produce travel literature. But what they produced is not quite
not travel literature either'; their works are 'not travel literature and not not-travel
literature; not memoir but not not-memoir."32 As 'not travel writing', San Mao's
writing is informed (as will be demonstrated) by a wish to belong, to be part of a
community, to make a home, and to invoke a stable 'real life' rather than a brief travel
experience. Her narratives, like those of Schreiner and Dinesen, are exoticised stories
of what may have been 'everyday' for her but was ‘exotic' for her readers, accounts
of events that may have been recalled from memories of 'real' events and, equally,
may not. San Mao claimed that everything she wrote in her stories was true, based
upon her own experiences or those of her 'neighbours and friends',33 and more than
one attempt has been made to seek out the 'truth’ of her stories (whether or not people
she wrote about really existed, whether or not events she described had actually taken
place or customs she described had ever really been practised), with varying levels of
success. It seems generally agreed that she went to the Sahara and to Europe,
although such questions as how long she stayed, and how and why she went are
subjects of disagreement.34 Questions of the veracity of San Mao's accounts are,

32 Horton p. 28. San Mao portrays herself living in foreign places rather than travelling to them;
thus she also resembles the travellers discussed by Foster who, 'because of their extended stays in the
countries they visited, could be considered temporary residents rather than travellers in the strict
sense,' Foster p. vii.

33 San Mao herself has been quoted as saying that 'Everything I have written is a factual record of my
life..there's a record of my own feelings, and some experiences of my neighbours and friends...that is
to say I have no fictional stories, because I can't make up stories,’ Sima Zhongyuan et al. (ed.), p.
114; "My works are just an autobiographical record...a record and reflection of my life and my
experiences,’ Mei pp. 162-163. Anecdotal evidence attests to a belief in the truth of San Mao's
stories among some readers; more significantly, her biographers reproduce the content of her stories
in reconstructing the 'facts' of her life. The journalist Zhang Yun, in his journey to the Sahara and
conversations with associates of San Mao's, treats discrepancies between their stories and San Mao's
as either failures of memory or unwillingness to be truthful on their part.

34 See Ma Zhongxin The Truth of San Mao for a skeptic's account of San Mao's stories. Ma
suggests that, contrary to her claims, San Mao was never a student in Europe, was not pursued by
José (who was not, as she claimed, an engineer with a university degree), never worked in schools
or embassies in Europe, stayed in the Sahara less than a year, and did not have the kind of
relationship with José or with his family that her books describe. My own interviews with people
who knew San Mao would tend to confirm the belief that the general outlines of her stories were
based upon her life. Jerry Martinsson, for example, noting San Mao's skills as a story-teller,
commented that any good story-teller is likely to embellish and exaggerate at certain points in order
to produce a well-paced, readable and engaging story, and that San Mao was no exception (personal
interview, Taipei, August 1995).
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however, beyond the scope of this present discussion, which deals with San Mao's
textual world rather than trying to fit her narratives into the ‘real' world of Chen
Ping's life.35

Despite her status as a cultural icon in the Chinese-speaking world, very little
has been written in English on the impact of her life and work, from the point of view
either of her writings or of her public persona as a mass-media celebrity. As one of
the most public of public figures of her generation, who inspired great attachment and
even affection among many readers, San Mao's significance is hard to deny. Indeed,
as the acclaimed Taiwan literary novelist Li Ang has noted, a writer like San Mao
‘who could create a great whirlwind like this is a social phenomenon deserving of
close examination’.36

A brief timeline of the life of Chen Ping/San Mao appears in Appendix 1.
Briefly, although she was born on the mainland, she was raised in Taiwan from the
age of five; she recieved very little formal secondary school education (supposedly
withdrawing from high school at fourteen after a humiliating experience at the hands
of a teacher)37 but spent three or four years being educated at home, with minimal
social interactions outside; at eighteen she began to study art with a teacher who
encouraged her creative writing talents, and her first story was published soon
afterward; after a period of auditing classes at Taiwan's Chinese Culture Academy
she went to Europe (to Spain and Germany), financed by her father, and briefly to the

35 The concern of this study is not whether or not a real person had these actual experiences; rather,
my concern is with the actions, words and thoughts represented as those of the persona named San
Mao who is the narrator and protagonist of these stories. Whether or not these bear any relationship
to those of Chen Ping (who wrote as 'San Mao') is not, in my view, relevant to the discussion. (For
the record, among many young educated people with whom I discussed San Mao in the People's
Republic of China in the late 1980s, there seemed to be a prevailing view that San Mao's writings
were 'truthful' accounts of real lived experience; Taiwan readers in the mid-1990s were more
skeptical, and I am personally inclined to agree with them).

36 China Times (Zhongguo Shibao), 5th Jan 1991, p. 3. Zhang Yun also claims that everyone he
met on his travels in Africa was fascinated when they heard about San Mao. An Ethiopian UN
secretary is quoted as exclaiming that 'she had only heard of the adventures of Europeans in North
Africa, and never imagined that a Chinese woman writer could have lived in the Sahra desert for so
many years. She also said with great interest that if San Mao's Saharan stories were made into a
film, the vivid plot would be as good as that Hollywood film Casablanca'’, Zhang pp. 15-16.
Western Sahara officials are likewise depicted as expressing interest in San Mao and suggesting that
her works be translated into Arabic, see Appendix 2, 'San Mao Makes History'.

37 For the story of San Mao's withdrawal from school see Lu, Yang and Sun pp. 50-52.To
summarise briefly, San Mao showed little aptitude for mathematics at school, and would score zero
on maths tests. When one day she managed a perfect score, the teacher suspected her of cheating and
devised another test for her, which she failed. As a punishment for 'cheating', the teacher painted two
big black zeros around San Mao's eyes and made her parade around the school to be seen and mocked
by all. After this experience, San Mao gradually ceased going to school. At the beginning of the
following semester she returned to school, but only for a few days; reluctantly, her parents agreed
that she should formally withdraw from school.
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USA; returning to Taiwan, she taught at the Chinese Culture Academy3® and
prepared to marry; upon the sudden death of her fiance, she returned to Spain; from
Spain she went to the Western Sahara, where she married a Spaniard, José, and
began to write stories about life there; when Spanish rule in Western Sahara was
coming to an end amid the Polisario Front's fight for independence and competing
territorial claims from Morocco and Mauritania,39 she and José left the desert and
moved to the Canary Islands (in 1975); a few years later, in 1979, José died in a
diving accident; San Mao returned to live in Taiwan two years later in 1981 and, with
the exception of 6-month stints in the Americas and other shorter trips, she remained
resident in Taiwan until her death in 1991.40

As biographers have tended to accept San Mao's stories as autobiographical
and to use them as source material for their accounts of her life, much of the material
in biographical works may be regarded as speculative.4! The internal chronologies in

38 Two of her former students have described their own responses to San Mao as a teacher. Guo
Mingling responded to 'her confident and modest personality, her warmth and her broad knowledge.
San Mao was 'a complete teacher, who lived in the students' world, sincere and involved', who moved
her students to worry lest they disappoint her. Guo claims that 'her emotions are so real, she
expresses herself so creatively, so vividly - because of her vivid life...I want to love San Mao more
and more...I never expected to have a lamp to show me the way in life - but San Mao is perhaps...a
star', The World of San Mao pp. 186-189. Ji Xiuyun remembers her 'gentle' and 'deep’ gaze; the way
she demonstrated how a piece of fabric could become a cape (she put it over her head and - look! - she
became Lawrence of Arabia'; the way she would talk about sex when other people would avoid the
topic; that 'she was herself, a whole and real person'; the sorrows she had endured and her need for
true friends; the way she gave her students hope in life; the way she has 'all the human frailties, but
in her they become glorious'; and the fact that one student had dropped her class because she felt that
San Mao's personality was too magnetic, and that the only possible response to her was to accept her
and follow her, The World of San Mao pp. 191-196.

39 For a discussion of stories set at this time, see Appendix 2, 'San Mao Makes History'.

40 She died in hospital where she was having treatment for gynaecological and hormonal complaints,
by hanging herself in the bathroom of her private ward. After her death, hospital authorities noted
that her physical illness had been relatively minor and easily treatable, but that she had been about to
be transferred to a psychiatric ward. Speculations about the causes of her death included depression,
the burden of fame and public expectation and an inability to carry on being 'San Mao' for her public,
a wish to join her dead husband (with whom she had supposedly been communing through mediums)
in the afterlife, and the fear that her popularity was waning and that she had nothing more to write
about that would restore it. Many San Mao readers expressed regret that San Mao had died such an
ugly death after having lived such a beautiful life. San Mao's suicide is discussed at length in three
biographies: Cui Jianfei and Zhao Jun, San Mao: a biography, pp. 277-288; Pang Xiangli, San
Mao: a biography pp. 171-173 and Lu, Yang and Sun, San Mao: a biography, pp. 362-379.

41 Sara Mills has noted the tendency in published analyses of travel accounts by women to assume an
unproblematic narrrating 'self' that maps exactly onto the traveller and writer, Mills p. 36.
Biographers of San Mao have certainly tended to treat her work in this way, reconstructing the 'facts'
of her life from the plots of her stories and interweaving material from her own narratives with such
dates as can be deduced. Some more critical writers have brought accusations that San Mao's stories
are 'untrue’', suggesting that such basic elements as her marriage to a Spanish man and his early death
were fabrications and not, as she claimed, real experiences. Numerous articles have attempted to
'disprove' various stories; authors have journeyed to sites of her tales in attempts both to disprove and
to verify her accounts.
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San Mao's works are vague and not always consistent, and there are inconsistencies
between biographies over basic data (such as her birth date, which is variously given
as 1943 and 1945, or the number of times she married). Thus the life of Chen Ping is
as enigmatic as the persona of her literary creation, San Mao.

The known world
As already noted, the basis of San Mao's fame was her stories of foreign

countries (her earliest and most popular work being set in the Sahara Desert, Spain
and Germany). It is clear that her particular view of the world touched a sympathetic
chord among many readers, and that her stories were to some degree influential in
creating images and expectations of worlds they had not themselves experienced -
among them, 'western' behaviour and life in 'western' countries. For most of San
Mao's readers, the Sahara Desert was completely unknown; consequently, she could
‘'make' the Sahara for them. Europe, by comparison, was better known (through its
cultural products, translated literature and film images); and what San Mao wrote
could feed into what readers already knew, or believed they knew, and could interact
with their prior knowledge or fantasies or both.42

San Mao's writings could be said to constitute a superior 'knowledge' of the
world, which she imparted to her readers, teaching them to know her world - a more
spacious one than their own - and to know her as she acted within it. Thus San
Mao's world is 'known' in the sense that it is her own world (of which readers have
no experience), which she makes known to them through her stories. With regard to
conventional usages of the term 'the known world' (to include the 'old" world of
Europe and North Africa and only the fringes of Asia, with the Americas and Oceania
lying beyond the world of knowledge), the world of San Mao's most successful
stories can be also said to be 'the known world'.43

42 Dennis Porter has pointed out that for travel writers even before this century, 'The vast majority of
the places visited....especially in Europe, were already familiar through a great many representations
in various media...the challenge thrown down to the traveller is to prove his [sic] self-worth by
means of an experience adequate to the reputation of a hallowed site,' Porter p. 12. Though San Mao
does not generally situate herself in 'hallowed sites' (as noted in Chapter 4), her earliest stories of
Europe are set in famous cities of which readers would have some impression, however sketchy or
romanticised. San Mao's narrated experiences, those of a young Chinese woman coming to terms
with life in these foreign places, is not only adequate to the reputations of European cities but
actually enhances them through their connection with herself. The Sahara, by contrast, was in some
sense 'created’ by San Mao for her readers and became something of a 'hallowed site' through her
stories.

43 Though she discusses visits to the Americas in later writings (notably in Stirring Up the School,
Over the Hills and Far Away, and Lilies of the Plain), these are not included in the scope of this
present work, which deals only with San Mao's 'African’ writings and her European writings.
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In using the term 'Africa’ throughout this study I do not intend to suggest or try
to bring into being any kind of equation or unity among a myriad of national,
linguistic and cultural groups, or to set up a clearly-defined and separable 'Africa’ as a
polar 'other' in relation to anywhere else. Rather, I wish to refer to a pervasive view
that has informed so much writing about Africa and other parts of the world by those
who take upon themselves the position of superior observer and narrator, of an
undifferentiated and exotic place of mystery that is somehow inferior to the
traveler/narrator's own home country, whatever it be.44 My references to literature
relating to 'Africans' or locations in 'Africa’ that have nothing to do with the Spanish
Sahara (such as the writings of Isak Dinesen or Olive Schreiner) are intended to
invoke narratives built upon a sense of authorial privilege vis-a-vis those the traveller
encounters on his/her travels, based upon a system of political and cultural
presuppositions and inequities, that has manifested itself in many different writings
about many different societies in the continent generalised under the name 'Africa’. I
draw also upon colonial narratives of Africa, the Americas and India, which tend to
display similar assumptions and generalisations that appear to be common to colonial
views of 'natives' everywhere. In cases where San Mao's narratives partake of
colonial stereotpyes of natives, I have invoked other narratives of natives by way of
comparison and, I hope, illumination.4>

By contrast, the term 'Europe’ is employed, according to current usage, to
include natives of European capitalist nations*® and their colonial possessions (such
as the Canary Islands and Madeira) as some kind of 'Greater Europe' that is united
and exclusive of a clearly-defined 'mon-Europe'. The Europeans in San Mao's
narratives are mostly Spanish, German, Swiss, French, English, Danish, Swedish
and Norwegian.

The coupling or contrast of 'Africa’ and "Europe’ does not reflect any belief of
mine in united continental entities that may be defined in opposition to each other.
Rather, I wish to make the point that San Mao is 'at home' in a diverse world
symbolised by two continents. Generalisations (taking Madrid as 'Europe’, or El

44 Given the international structures of travel writing and publishing, the 'home country' is likely to
be an industrialised country and comparisons are likely to take industrialised countries as their
'standard'.

45 1 do not wish to iron out differences between individual cases; rather, it is my intention that the
use of material relating to various countries should enlarge the pool of theoretical debate. Colonial
impressions have much in common wherever they are drawn and similar rhetoric is used of 'natives'
everywhere; my drawing upon the literature or analysis of colonial superficialities should in no way
be interpreted as a negation of differences between cultures and specific situations.

46 Now including a united Germany which, in San Mao's day, was divided between the capitalist west
and communist east, both of which feature in her stories.
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Ayoun as 'Africa’) are intended to illuminate how San Mao's stories of an individual
self at play in various 'exotic' locations (exotic, that is, to most Chinese-educated
readers at the time of first publication) enact and reinforce global cultural power
relations.

The standard English-language model for examination of the known world has
generally been the European traveler venturing out to an 'exotic' and probably 'less
civilised' non-Europe. My aim here is to demonstrate that though San Mao may travel
to 'Africa’ and portray it and its people in ways that are similar to the conventions of
European colonial narrative, she travels also to a 'Europe’ where the natives are
equally in need of her good example, her civilised behaviour and her self-sacrificing
virtue.47 Though I reject such notions as 'civilised' and 'uncivilised', 'advanced' and
'backward’, these terms are used in discussing what appear to be underlying
ideologies and preoccupations in the writing of San Mao and others.

The undiscovered country

It is not my intention to add to the already ample literature dealing with the
reasons for which people travel and the motivations and ideologies that underlie travel
literature. Dennis Porter, for example, has discussed some of the many motivations
for which Europeans have travelled in the past few centuries (ranging 'from
exploration, conquest, colonization, diplomacy, emigration, forced exile, and trade to
religious or political pilgrimage, aesthetic education, anthropological inquiry, and the
pursuit of a bronzer body or a bigger wave').#® Travel has been discussed as a means
of fleeing from something at home,*° of seeking something new, or both;30 the
'curative dream of travel' could be seen as an antidote to 'the malaise of boredom',3!

47 Thus she both affirms the structures of a world built on European colonial domination and
challenges them.

43 porter p.10.

YA ‘personal escape from boredom and repression' and from 'the strictures of life at home', Mills p.
35.

30 To 'cross physical and ideological distances' and 'expand institutional and psychological borders’,
Frawley p. 15. Frawley suggests that for the woman traveller from Victorian England, travel was a
way of leaving behind 'the boundaries and borders of a domestic sphere...to a place where one could do
more'; certainly San Mao could 'do more' in foreign countries than at home, such as for example the
amateur practice of medicine (see Chapter 3). Frawley also notes an equation between the activity of
travel and that of writing; both 'occur in conjunction with one another and are necessary to one
another; and both are intimately connected to the writer’s sense of her self and of her relationship to
others. Both give to the writer an identity with purpose and a basis for accomplishment', Frawley
pp. 14-15.

51 Dennis Porter in Hanne (ed.), p. 53. Travel could thus be connected to 'the faith that there are
places on this earth where we may go in order to learn the secret of living freer, fuller, happier, more
authentic or more purposeful lives than is currently the case where we happen to reside’, p. 53.
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or indeed for other more serious physical maladies of those who travel for the sake of
their health. San Mao's biographers have suggested all of these as contributing
factors to her travels, and in particular that she traveled for the sake of her mental and
emotional health - to 'heal her wounds' after broken relationships or deaths.

Travel, especially to parts of the world regarded by the traveler as culturally
‘civilised', is also a means to accumulate cultural capital.’2 Ros Pesman has
discussed this cultural capital aspect in the context of Australian women journeying to
Europe, the supposed home of 'real' culture to which Antipodeans must travel to
encounter true civilisation. Residents of Europe's former colonies are not the only
ones to regard travel to Europe as a way of amassing important cultural experiences,
however; for example, Joseph Tobin has pointed out the importance of this aspect of
foreign travel for Japanese elites t0oo.53 Certainly San Mao's European experience
was an important contributing factor to her position of cultural authority for readers,
an authority not only to describe the world but also to speak authoritatively over a
wide range of aspects of life.

Travel to a place considered by the traveler to be somehow 'backward', on the
other hand, can be motivated by nostalgic longings for an innocent 'past' that is
supposedly to be found there; this may also be accompanied by the urge to transform
what is there (in the manner of a 'civilising mission', for example). Both of these
aspects of San Mao's international experiences will be discussed in the following
chapters. The enjoyment of a new type of play that is facilitated by the dissolution of
the social rules of home in the 'liminal zone' of the 'foreign' society with its new
social conditions3# is also a feature of San Mao's narratives. The idea of becoming
somehow 'whole' through travel (whether the wholeness be physical or mental) and

the notion of creating or discovering a new personality in a new land as motivations

52 gee Appendix 3, 'San Mao goes shopping'.

53 Tobin p. 13. Tobin characterises travel for Japanese elites of the Meiji period as 'a finishing
school of worldly tastes and western life-style’; people journeyed 'in search of sophistication,
adventure and self-actualization'; and '[t]he tradition of living in New York, London or Paris to
acquire cultural capital' continues to this day'. San Mao's travel experiences could be characterised in
a similar way. It is perhaps significant that her European experience was initially in Madrid and
Berlin rather than the more internationally glamorous capitals of the time, London and Paris; though
this was probably largely due to economic factors (discussed in Chapter 4), her residence in these
cities - less frequented by Chinese-speaking elites and therefore less 'known' to readers - added to her
cultural capital through her unique authority to create 'knowledge' of these places for readers.

54 As Ros Pesman has noted of her own travels in her youth, "We had no doubt that life was freer,
more tolearant, and less repressvie over there - and of course we were right, not because there was
necessarily different, but because the constraints were not our constraints, the neighbours were not our
neighbours', Pesman p. 2.
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for or results of travel are particularly relevant in the case of San Mao, given that 'San
Mao' was, precisely, a new personality, created by Chen Ping in a foreign land.55

The political dimensions of travel in terms of hierarchies of cultures have also
been well documented. Dennis Porter alludes to the self-satisfactions of a traveller's
sense of superiority to other societies that he or she believes to be less 'civilised' than
his or her own;3¢ and in her study of Australian women travelers, Ros Pesman has
discussed the twin narratives of travelling for what one can supposedly receive from
another society and for what one can contribute to it. This is one of the underlying
themes of the chapters that follow.

In her discussion of discourses of travel and displacement, Caren Kaplan
notes at length the various modes of self-image in foreign lands, notably 'the exile’
(with its romantic connotations of solitude, creativity and importance) and the
'immigrant’ (with associations that are less romantic, tovdo with the wish to seek a
better material life and to assimilate into the new society rather than remain defiantly at
odds with it or with the home society).5? Kaplan adds that 'many modern subjects
may participate in any number of these versions of displacement over a lifetime -
never embodying any one version singly or simplistically’, and this may be truly said
of San Mao, who occupies a somewhat ambiguous space in between the definitions of
‘exile' and 'immigrant’. She is a romantic figure and often a solitary one, but exhibits
the wish to 'settle and belong'; she projects 'a spiritual or creative identity or
profession’ characterstic of the 'exile’, but also displays a willingness to associate

55 Robert Edwards, in Marfa-Inés Lagos-Pope (ed.), Exile in literature, pp. 20-21: 'The prime
consequence of losing social institutions is to remove external definitions of self, but its secondary
effect can be the creation or discovery of a new personality’. The notion of travel as a way of healing
(and of 'writing the self whole') has been embraced by San Mao's biographers. Certainly San Mao
appears to have suffered frequently from both physical and mental illness: depression, dramatic
extremes of mood between withdrawal and sociablilty, a spinal injury in a car accident in the
Canaries, rumoured cancer after her return to Taiwan, gynaecological complaints, a hormone
imbalance causing mood swings towards the end of her life. She attempted suicide many times
throughout her life (two attempts are recorded in biographies; associates of San Mao suggest that
there were many more).

56 'To travel through the world is to gather a series of impresions and to make a succession of more
or less conscious notations on the superiority or inferiority of other societies, when compared to
one's own, in respect of the satisfactions they afford their members', Porter pp. 28-29.

57 Discussed at length in Caren Kaplan's book, Questions of Travel: postmodern discourses of
displacement. (Duke University Press, Durham 1996). Kaplan discusses the privileged space given to
'singularity, solitude, extrangement, alienation' in Euro-American culture, and the notion of the 'artist
in exile' (p. 28, pp. 36-37); 'the exile/expatriate’ is defined against the immigrant with the belief
that immigrants 'intend to assimilate, having supposedly left their homes without reluctance and
being eager to become 'as much a part of the nation or community as possible', supposedly with
'financial or material gain' as their goal. The romantic exile, on the other hand, 'may be seen to be
displaced for spiritual, political or aesthetic survival alone', with 'aesthetic gain' as his/her principal
goal', p. 110.
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herself with 'less romantic forms of labor'; she neither emobdies 'the desire to return
to a lost origin' nor is eager to reject it. Her accounts of herself in foreign countries
could be said to draw upon the experiences and perspectives of exile, immigrant and
other positions in between:58 and a progression could be suggested between early
narratives of a new country (in which her persona could be said to be closer to the
'exile’ mode) and stories written after a longer stay, when her concern is to write
herself into the new society (perhaps resonant with 'immigrant' mode).

In addition to the practice of travel itself, much has also been written about
narratives of travel - both in terms of statements of 'self'59 (constructed in relation to
an 'other"),%0 and of the problems of 'representation.'®! Indeed Porter suggests that

- Nowhere perhaps as much as in the field of travel writing...is the fundamental
ambiguity of 'representation’ more apparent. To represent the world is a
political as well as an aesthetic-cognitive activity. It is an effort both to put
something alien into the words of a shared language for someone else at home
and to put oneself in the Other's place abroad in order to speak on its behalf.
One is at the same time representator and representative, reporter and legislator.

And in all that one writes one also inevitably (re)presents, however, imperfectly,
oneself.62

Ros Pesman makes a related point:
The first tale is always the one that the subject tells herself in the moment in

order to make sense of experience...Travellers' tales are always suspect; travel
is the area for tall stories. After all, who can verify or confound? and much of

58 1t could be suggested that San Mao is not an 'exile’ (there is no narrative of rejection of 'China’ or
Taiwan), but not not an exile; she is not an 'immigrant' as such (she does not move to a new country
permanently, to seek a better life), but neither is she a non-immigrant. It might be noted that San
Mao is not dependent upon the economy of the foreign countries in which she lives; she is supported
at first by an allowance from her father in Taiwan, and then by the proceeds of her book sales in
Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore (the editions of her books that sold so well in China in the late
1980s and early 1990s were pirate copies, and San Mao received no financial gain from them).

59 'The writings of travellers and explorers are usually...at least as revealing about the character and
prejudices of those doing the travelling and writing as about the people and places they claim to have
discovered...While the tales of some travellers are extraordinarily informative, for those who have
stayed at home, about the rich variety of peoples, landscapes and customs around the globe, a
majority, perhaps, serve to confirm a belief in the superiority of the traveller (and by implication the
reader) over members of all other races', Hanne p. 4.

60 Porter suggests that 'in the geopolitical imaginary of Europeans down to relatively recent times at
least, there is a hegemonic geometry of center and periphery that conditions all perceptions of self and
the Other', Porter p. 19.

61 Discussed at length by Sara Mills, who notes a tendency in women's travel writing 'to exhibit a
concern with displaying the "self" (p. 19). Quoting Mary Louise Pratt, Mills discusses two types of
travel writing, each with its own 'narrative figure: 'the "manners and customs" figure' (which is
largely impersonal, with the narrator absent and statements emanating from 'an impersonal source
which is not identical with the narrator who travels from place to place') 'the "sentimental" figure'
(which foregrounds the narrator), Mills pp. 72-75. Considered as 'travel narratives', San Mao's stories
fit the 'sentimental type; they are sentimental also in the focus on her own emotions as she interacts
with new people and new places.

62 Porter pp. 14-15.
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the point of travel is to gather tales. Indeed, the tale can be more important to
the traveller than the experience. Who dares return without some adventure to
recount?...Images of self, as well as consciousness of audience, of the
expectations of others, and of reputation, both censor and embellish writing -
just as they shape our construction of ourselves...The tale discloses much about
self image and self construction, about perception of social expectations and of
audience, about the possible and permissible range of roles within culture
specific to time, place, class and gender'.63

Though San Mao's writing is not necessarily classifiable as 'travel writing' (as noted
above), she is certainly 'representing a world' for her readers - a world perceived,
understood and narrated through the various filters and moulds of her own gender,
social position, nationality, income level, ability to consume, and sense of place in the
world.%4 And in representing that world she is also, of course, representing a self is
actively engaged in the activities of experiencing and representing.

It will be noted that critical literature examined in this section deals exclusively
with European travellers, and largely with women whose travels considerably pre-
dated those of San Mao. This European focus is a result of the constitution of the
field of study of travel narratives. While there is ample scholarly literature dealing
with the aims, adventures and narratives of European subjects journeying out into an
unknown non-European world, there is in comparison very little that focuses upon
travels by the people of that non-European world.%5 Rey Chow has noted in the
context of cultural criticism an 'editing out of non-Western capacities for looking, and
the presence of "non-western" gaze'; and this has also been the case with the
literature of travel.56 For a discussion of the dynamics of travel, English-language
studies of travel abound; Chinese-language studies are fewer. The preponderance of
the European model is not, however, uninstructive in a study of San Mao for, as will

63 Pesman pp. 15-16

64 As Foster reminds us, the responses of travellers to unknown worlds are 'partly dircted by their
social position and nationality', Foster p. 2.

65 Chinese literary precedent for San Mao's stories is difficult to find. The travels of princesses
married to 'barbarians’, especially in the Han and Tang dynasties, are a major literary trope in classical
and premodern vernacular narratives; they are not, however, written by the women themselves (even
though they may be written as if from the women's point of view). There are many records of travel
by Chinese imperial offcials both within the empire and to neighbouring countries; these are largely
the product of tours of Chinese imperial outposts (for example, the Travels of Lao Can are confined
to China). Travel stories of Fan Chengda or of Xuanzang, Faxian and other Buddhist pilgrims would,
of course, have been known to San Mao, as would the travels of Xu Xiake and Zheng He and later
accounts by members of the late 19th-early 20th century 'romantic generation' (discussed below) of
their sojourns abroad. It would be difficult to prove any direct influence of earlier travel accounts
upon San Mao, or or even any sense of lineage from other Taiwan writers of mainland origin (such as
Yu Lihua). Secondary material relating to Chinese travellers is, as noted, scarce. The work of Hu
Ying is a useful beginning to the study of Chinese woman travellers (Hu Ying, 'Re-configuring
nei/wai: writing the woman traveler in the late Qing', Late Imperial China 18(1) June 1997, pp. 72-
99).

66 Chow, Primitive Passions, p- 13.
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be argued, there are commonalities between the narratives of the nineteenth-century
European lady-traveler and the Chinese woman who narrated a world for readers of
Chinese in the second half of the twentieth century.

Travel and representation

It need not be re-stated that a representation of a society or of a self can never
be 'true' and complete and that the portrayal of places, events, other people and the
self cannot but be created by selectivity and ideologies (consious and unconscious) on
the part of the narrative agent. Various explanations have been given for the narrative
choices of women in their stories of 'foreign' cultures and of themselves. Sara Mills
has pointed out in her analysis of travel narratives by European women that such texts
written by women have often been considered by critics and readers to be 'realist’
rather than 'creative', and that this assumption of 'factuality' has in turn allowed
criticism of their work to be based on doubt of its supposed 'truthfulness' or
'factuality’, with 'accusations of exaggeration and falsehood.'¢7 Mills suggests that
there is a concomitant tendency for women writing of their travels to 'exhibit a
concern with displaying the "self"',%8 and in particular to stress 'personal involvement
and relationships with people of the other culture.'®® These observations apply also

67 Mills p- 4, pp. 12-13. 'One of the major problems in the analysis of women’s travel writing is
that of assuming that the texts are autobiographical, and that they are straightforward transcriptions of
the lives of the women travellers. When talking about "the self" in writing of any kind there are
immediate problems. Firstly, we are making an assumption that we all know what the self is: it is
used as an easy shorthand for something amorphous and untextualisable. The self is presumed to be
the writer’s self which is translated into the persona or narrative voice of the text. It is assumed that
the reader can discover the ‘self’ of the woman travel writer in the narrator position in the text. But if
we accept that the writer’s self in the first place is not a coherent entity, nor is it entirely under the
control of the writer, then we cannot imagine that what we read in the text is a faithful representation
of the writer. Secondly, we have to deal with the problem of assuming that this self can be faithfully
transcribed into a text. The self is not easily grasped in any case, but the representation of it is even
less so because it is mediated by discourse, i.e. the writing system and its rules for making sense
within the existing meanings of the time. This is further complicated with texts from another period
where you cannot be entirely sure that you are reading with anything like the same frames of reference
as the writers or readers of the time. Our notions of self conflict quite markedly with other periods’
textualisations. In texts, we are dealing with an illusory textualisation of an illusory construct, and
this representation is itself not coherent or unified since textualisation, although it may attempt some
form of unity, always exceeds this attempt. Since words have potentially multiple meanings, and
multiple references, various connotations, and therefore different possible interpretations, dependent
on the text’s context or the reader’s frame of reference...a coherent "self", in textual terms, is
impossible. The text itself is not a stable field of meaning, but something which readers work on
and interpret. Therefore the range of meanings which the unstable self of the writer attempts to
encode are never decoded in a predictable way by the unstable self of the reader', Mills p. 36.

68 Mills p. 19.

69 Mills suggests that European women travel writers of the 19th century were caught between
conflicting discourses: that of imperialist adventure (requiring 'action and intrepid, fearless
behaviour') and that of femininity (requiring 'passivity from the narrator and a concern with
reltionships'); in comparison with the writing of their male peers, they stress 'personal involvment
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to San Mao, whose work has been criticised for not being 'true’ (though, unlike the
writers Mills discusses, San Mao persistently claimed that her stories were all based
on her own experience) and in whose narratives the 'self' is paramount, displaying
itself in engagement with the people of the 'foreign' cultures among whom she
lives.’0 Susan Horton invokes metaphors of mirrors and screens to describe the
project of displaying the self (both to readers and, perhaps, to itself) in the writing of
Dinesen and Schreiner: their use of 'Africans' as characters in their narratives (who
could be 'brought close or kept at a distance in whatever manner would best set off
the desired identities of the authors') was, she suggests, as 'a kind of mediating
screen' through which the writers themselves would become visible for their
European audience,”! presenting themselves 'mirrored in African eyes.”72 Just as
Dinesen made use of 'the Africans of her imagination' in her narratives, to enhance
her own self-presentations,’3 so too does San Mao; and in her stories of Europe, 'the
Europeans of her imagination' fulfil precisely the same function.

Mary Louise Pratt has pointed out the importance of humour of an ironic kind
(bathos, self-deprecation) as a narrative strategy of women writers of travel
narratives, suggesting that the heroic narrative poses of male colonial travel writing
(such as 'the monarch-of-all-I-survey', the 'seeing-man') are, for various social
reasons, 'less available to women'.’4 These humorous devices characteristic of the
writings of the women discussed by Pratt, such as Mary Kingsley, are widely used
by San Mao as well. Her whimsical presentation reflects the tendency noted by Pratt

and relationships with people of the other culture' as well as taking a 'less authoritarian stance...vis-a-
vis narrative voice', Mills pp. 21-22. Relationships are the primary focus of San Mao's stories as
well; again the 'feminine' concern with human interaction and interest in personal stories combines
with stories of fearlessness, independence and adventure, to create a suitably nurturing female persona
that is also brave and adventurous.

70 Porter too notes that travel representations 'are always concerned with the question of place and of
placing, of situating oneself once and for all vis-a-vis an Other or others', Porter p. 21. 'Since the
narrative of a journey gives an author great freedom to focus on whatever it is in an unfamiliar land
that 'strikes his fancy', it invites a form of self-disclosure that is only partially conscious, but that is
in any case different from what one finds in other forms of writing precisely because of the stimulus
of dépaysement. There is a sense in which a foreign country constitutes a gigantic Rorschach test; it
stimulates free association of a kind that is not reproducible in other ways. As a result, in their
writings travelers put their fantasies on display often in spite of themselves', Porter p. 13.

71 'But identity does require an audience, and if that audience needed to be European, Schreiner and
Dinesen not infrequently constructed "Africans" as a kind of mediating screen through which they
would become visible...both the production and the dissemination of their identity were controlled by
a process of alternately setting themselves off against and settling themselves comfortably among
Africans whom they variously constructed...Africans also serve each woman at times as a kind of
audience in attendance at their identity formation', Horton p. 72.

72 Horton p. 195: 'Becoming real to herself by seeing her reflection in their eyes, Dinesen becomes
real and important to European and American audiences by reporting those reflections’.

73 Horton p- 55.

74 Pratt p. 213.
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that 'women protagonists tend to produce ironic reversals when they turn up in the
contact zone'/5 with the humourously self-deprecating narrative personas so often
characteristic of their writing.7¢ Kingsley and San Mao also share the 'rhetoric of
feminine curiosity'77 and the tendency to become involved and get in amongst objects
of interest rather than observing them from a dignified distance.’® Pratt refers also to
the female traveller claiming 'an innocence already given by her gender',”® and a
further assumption of innocence based on childlikeness.80 San Mao too claimed
feminine and childlike innocence, reinforced by the connotations of the pen-name
‘San Mao' (discussed below), to present herself as a new arrival in strange lands, full
of childlike wonder and curiosity and in search of fun and stories.

Shirley Foster suggests that the writings of 19th century English women
travellers, in response to a climate in which travel for pleasure might be regarded with
suspicion, tend to include some self-justification for the travelling and to present some
kind of sense of purpose.81 San Mao too (as noted above) claimed not to be
'wandering' but to be travelling for a serious purpose and diligently fulfilling her

75 Pratt p. 102.

76 Pratt notes in the work of Mary Kingsley 'a relentlessly comic irony applied to herself and those
around her. Pleasure is constant, but it lies in play, not in beauty; Africa is a rousing jolly good
time. Above all, Kingsley’s book owes its enduring popularity to this masterful comic
irreverance....At the same time as it mocks the self-importance and possessiveness of her male
coutnerparts, Kingsley’s irony constitutes her own form of mastery, deployed in a swampy world of
her own that the explorer-men have not seen or do not want', Pratt p. 215. San Mao too constitutes
a world of her own mastery, in the small-scale community of her neighbours and acquaintances and
her personal domestic dramas. However, like Kingsley, San Mao too 'did locate herself within the
project of empire, however much she rejected the tropes of imperial domination'; Kinglsey’s
position...recovers European innocence..."Not knowing" for her does not mean "needing to know";
"not seeing" does not mean "needing to see"; "not arriving" does not mean "needing to arrive". The
bumbling, comic innocence of everyone in her writings, including herself, presupposes a particular
way of being a European in Africa. Utopian in its own right, her proposal seems expressly designed
to respond to the agonies of the European who has landed in the swamp after falling from his
promontory', Pratt p. 215..

77 Pratt draws attention to 'a curiosity (desire) marked as female, in need of control', in contrast to the
noble curiosity of the male travelers/writers, who ‘are to be driven by curiosity, which legitimates
their every move’, Pratt p. 104.

78 For example, Kingsley discovers the value of swamps ‘not by looking down at them or even
walking around them, but by sloshing zestfully throught them in a boat or up to her neck in water
and slime...Her comic and self-ironic persona indelibly impresses itself on any reader of her book’,
Pratt p. 213.

79 Pratt p. 105.

80 pratt p. 216.

81 Though 'to a greater or lesser extent, the woman voyagers saw their journeying as a release, an
opportunity to experience solipsistic enjoyment and to enrich themselves spiritually and
mentally...such desire still smacked too much of self-pleasing and irresponsibility, and so certain
strategies were employed to "cover" it, regarding both the journeys and the published accounts. Chief
of these is the insistence on "proper" purpose, a way of validating the respectability and usefulness of
the activity, especially when this could be related to current notions of womanhood', Foster p. 8.
Often this was done by declaring a 'philanthropic purpose’, p. 10. Though San Mao's narratives do
not explicitly draw on discourses of philanthropy, her activities nonetheless appear philanthropic.
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appointed duties, whether they be those of student, housewife, teacher or writer.
Maria Frawley, also discussing English women travellers of Victorian times, has
suggested that they were able to use their travel experiences to establish an authority
for themselves that they could not otherwise have had;32 certainly this is also true of
San Mao, whose supposed knowledge and mastery of unknown worlds demonstrated
in her travel narratives invested her with the authority to speak and write about many
areas of life, particularly in the aesthetic, emotional and cultural spheres.83 The
notions of 'professional identity and cultural legitimacy' that Frawley suggests lent
interest to women's travel accounts were certainly characteristic of San Mao's
narratives as well; indeed travel and cultural experience was a vital element in San
Mao's legitimacy as a public figure and her claims as a writer, given that she had left
school in her early teens. Frawley points also to the 'confidence, freedom of spirit
and sense of accomplishment' that was exhibited in the writing of Victorian women
travellers, qualities characteristic of the self-representations of San Mao as well.84

Susan Horton has suggested that, as they produced their narratives of a past in
which the self takes central place as agent and heroine, Isak Dinesen and Olive
Schreiner 'became themselves in the act of "remembering" and communicating a past
that was a construction in and of the moment of writing.'8> Certainly 'San Mao' was
created and became ‘herself' through writing. Though I do not use the term
'identity' as a category in discussing San Mao's narratives, there is considerable
commonality between writings about 'identity' and the framework of self-
representation used in this work.86

In the presentation of a 'foreign' society to readers, the function of an
experiencing and narrating self is partly to bridge the gap between two conflicting

82 Frawley p. 8.

83 Not just in the stories she wrote but in interviews, articles and magazine advice columns, which
deal with practical matters (such as home decor), matters to do with the emotions (what to do when
one's husband has an affair; how to deal with cruel parents), attitudes to life (adolescent angst,
feelings of inadequacy) and simple matters of opinion (such as magazine advertising). Dear San Mao
and Heart-to-Heart contain pronouncements by San Mao on these and other topics.

84 Frawley p. 13.

85 Horton p. 244. As Ros Pesman has pointed out, we 'craft ourselves' in the act of narrating
experiences - and, indeed, in the experiencing of them, Pesman p. 15.

86 See for example Stuart Hall: 'identity is always in part a narrative, always in part a kind of
representation. It is always within representation. Identity is not something which is formed outside
and then we tell stories about it. It is that which is narrated in one's own self...We have the notion
of identity as contradictory, as composed of more than one discourse, as composed always across the
silences of the other, as written in and through ambivalencs and desire. These are extremely
important ways of trying to think an identity which is not a sealed or closed totality', Hall in King
(ed.), Culture, Globalization and the World System, ed Anthony D. King, Macmillan, London,
1991, p. 49.
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objectives - that is the effort not to 'domesticate’ the subject matter too much and the
desire not to alienate readers excessively from something unfamiliar.87 The situating
of the self within that 'foreign' setting - a self which is attractive to the reader, with
which the reader may identify, which can safely lead him/her through unfamiliar and
potentially threatening territory without fear of alienation - can ensure that not even the
most familiar landscapes (even, indeed, those of home) will not seem dully familiar or
over-domesticated and that the most unfamiliar will not seem unthinkable or
threatening. This is one of the functions of the 'San Mao' of San Mao's narratives:
as a Chinese female self leading the reader into the unknown with a keen sense of
irony, a taste for 'the exotic' and a playful interest in cultural differences, San Mao is
presented as being comfortable and 'at home' wherever she goes, while also able to
see the 'exotic' charm, irony and difference in the world around her, whether the
location be 'known' or 'unknown' to readers. The discussion in later chapters of San
Mao and the writing she produced in or about Africa and Europe will revisit many of
the aspects of travel and self-representation noted above.

The ‘lifework’

The self-presentation in San Mao's writing was enhanced and reinforced by her self-
presentation in other aspects of her life - which might in turn be incorporated into her
writing to create a seamless and consistent public San Mao whose fame, social
visibility and writings were inseparably intertwined. The life of 'San Mao', first
created and enacted in texts of her own composition, was backed up by biographies
and continued through interviews, correspondence and personal appearances. Mary
Louise Pratt, in her discussion of Alexander von Humboldt, has observed that he
existed not primarily as a traveller or travel writer but as 'a Man and a Life', having
'produced his own journeys and subject matters and spent a lifetime of energy
promoting them'.88 San Mao too, a textual creation and penname, became - through a
network of texts and through the cultivation of the persona of the texts even outside
them - 'a Woman and a Life'. This 'Life' was a work of conscious creation that

87 Mary B. Campbell, quoted by Ledford-Miller in Hanne (ed.), p. 23.

88 Pratt p 115. Pratt notes further that 'Humboldt in his writings is doing Romanticism' (Horton p.
137), and her remarks about Romanticism may be instructive to a discussion of San Mao almost 200
years later: 'To the degree that "romanticism" shapes the new discourses on America, Egypt,
Southern Africa, Polynesia or Italy, they shape it. (Romantics are certainly known for stationing
themselves round Europe’s peripheries...Romanticism consists, among other things, of shifts in
relations between Europe and other parts of the world, notably the Americas, which are, precisely,
liberating themselves from Europe......westerners are accustomed to thinking of romantic projects of
liberty, individualism and liberalism as emanating from Europe fo the colonial periphery, but less
accustomed to thinking about emanations from the contact zones back into Europe', pp. 137-139.
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spanned the textual life of San Mao and the 'real’ life of her creator Chen Ping who
'became’ San Mao. Susan Horton's concept of 'lifeworks' (outlined in her analysis
of the writings of Isak Dinesen and Susan Horton) is an appropriate one to invoke
here. 'Lifeworks' are the sum of self-presentation in which 'Myth, story,
performance, physical self-presentation, letters, lectures, radio broadcasts, allegories -
all become strategies that open up a space and a place for a self-performance',8? and
in which the gap between self and performance disappears. Isak Dinesen, suggests
Horton, is perhaps 'best known as the architect of her own flamboyant persona',?0
dressing, speaking and arranging her bodily positions to perform her chosen mode of
self-presentation that dove-tailed with the persona that is the narrator and subject of
her writings.®! San Mao too dressed and spoke distinctively;92 and photographs of
San Mao, like those of Dinesen, seem engineered to buttress the image of the persona
through the choice of background and pose.93 For San Mao too these 'attempts to
produce artful, visually and emotionally satisfying configurations of space, material,
movement and gesture' helped to lend her persona the character of legend;%* her
lifework, like Dinesen's, 'is a kind of montage'®5 in which she marks out a space for
herself through her self-presentations, presenting what she wishes to present and
keeping hidden what she does not wish to be seen. Horton suggests that literary
productions, biography, letters and bodily presentation can be treated together as
contributors to and manifestations of the 'lifeworks.'®® Thus a host of intersecting
elements of the San Mao persona - her style of dress, her hairstyle,”” her ways of

89 Horton p. 246.

90 Horton p- 4.

91 Horton p. 72. 'Dinesen’s cloches and large hats, her carefully constructed photographic
representations, her ethereal storyteller’s voice - all separated her from a crowd even in its midst'.

92 As noted, San Mao favoured distinctively long, loose, flowing clothes and an immediately
recognisable hairstyle that made her conspicuous in public places; she also spoke in a soft, childish-
sounding 'hyper-feminine' voice (as heard on her storytelling tapes, San Mao Tells Stories, The
World of Reading and Meteor Shower).

93 For example, they depict her striding through the desert, her hair flying in the wind; posing in
front of an antique wooden door; at her desk in front of shelves crammed with books (prodigious
reading being an important part of her self-presentation); or surrounded by her collection of 'treasures'
(exotic objects collected from her life of travel).

94 Horton pp. 13-14.

95 Horton pp. 34, 31. Dinesen, notes Horton, invested a great deal in 'living with style what she
referred to...as "what is generally known as 'one’s life”” (Horton p. 31); San Mao could also be
characterised in this way.

96 Horton p- 37.

97 San Mao frequently refers to the casual style of her clothes (ber jeans, her long cotton skirts, her
simple shirts, her sandals) and explicitly connects her clothing preferences to her desire for freedom
(indeed biographer Pan Xiangli claims that San Mao exemplified 'the spirit of jeans' - comfortable,
classless, and at home everywhere, Pan p. 140. She was, indeed, recognisable by her clothes and her
distinctive hairstyle of two plaits, in a style she claimed to be 'American Indian'.
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interacting with people,®® her hobbies,?® her way of decorating her homes,100 her
travels and other leisure activities, her public associations with other literary
figures,!01 her relationships with family members and friends,102 the events and
causes she chose to involve herself with,103 and even her distinctively sloping
handwriting - were all significant elements in her self-presentation. All combined to
contribute to her fame, each reinforcing the others. San Mao's life and work created
each other through the performance of her persona and the construction of the public
self as a work of art.104 |

Comparisons between San Mao and Dinesen or Schreiner suggest areas of
similarity in the self-representation choices of their 'lifeworks' - indeed San Mao
combines many features of the two other women's personas as analysed by Horton.
Both, Horton notes, were 'difficult women for those around them'105 (as was San
Mao, from the time of her suicide attempts in childhood and withdrawal from school
to her taking family and friends as material for her stories; Ma Zhongxin suggests that
she was such a difficult personality that José chose to live on another island rather
than with her).106 A sense of identity as an artist was a common feature of Isak
Dinesen and San Mao; both studied art (San Mao privately, Dinesen at art school) and
both presented themselves as women equipped with aesthetic sensibility and assumed

98 Everyone I have spoken to who knew San Mao has commented upon her impression of personal
warmth and her way of getting on well with people; one characterised being with San Mao as being
like having a warm shower. Her stories create a similar impression of easy likability, with accounts
of a stranger giving her a blade of grass (Taking the City pp. 132-133) and people responding to her
with warmth wherever she goes (notably in Over the Hills and Far Away).

99 San Mao discusses her hobbies of painting stones and patchwork in her stories, and her collections
of 'folk objects' are well known from her collection book, My Treasures (discussed in Appendix 3,
'San Mao Goes Shopping').

100 5an Mao's home decor will be discussed in later chapters. Her homes were legendary for their
decor. described in detail in her biographies and much photographed.

101 Including her publisher Ping Xintao, the romantic novelist Qiong Yao, the modern dance director
Lin Huaimin, associate writers at Crown magazine and so on.

102 5an Mao's parents and siblings frequently appear in her stories; she wrote about her father
(supposedly disapproving and hard to please); her mother (supposedly smothering her with love and
care); her brothers, sister, cousin and nieces. Both of her parents wrote about her in turn: My
Daughter, Everyone's San Mao' (A Horse for You pp. 7-11) and 'Daughter’ (Taking the City pp. 4-6);
they appear as Uncle and Aunt Chen in secondary literature about San Mao, and seem to be regarded
as fantasy parents who could understand their daughter's character and talents and could allow her to
leave school early, encourage and teach her, and not force her to conform.

103 §an Mao supported Lifeline, the telephone counselling service; she was also involved in writers'
festivals and art events, particularly events sponsored by Crown magazine and publishing house.

104 Her life as well as her work helped to create her myth, and her work was supposedly based on her
life, and helped create it. The construction of self in her writing and in her life can thus be conceived
at some level as a unified self-presentation.

105 Horton p- 12.

106 Ma pp. 179-182.
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authority over the aesthetic realm.197 Horton describes Dinesen as 'a sucker for ..the
beautiful, for transcendently true and everlasting love';108 San Mao too projects a
love of beauty and claims transcendence for the relationship between herself and José.
Like Dinesen, San Mao presented herself as a woman with whom men often fell in
love. Both women had lovers or husbands who died young, and both depicted
themselves making visits to the beloved's grave.109 Both women claimed sincerity in
their writings; both apparently suffered from depression, alternating sociability with
withdrawal; both depict their personalities as passionate and dramatic. Both valued
the thinness of their bodies.!10 Although San Mao is often perceived as an
independent and bold traveller, there are also aspects in her self-presentation that are
reminiscent of the 'hyperfemininity' and 'extremely traditional...roles for males and
females' that Horton has noted were characteristic of Dinesen’s writings.!11

All three women lived in both Europe and Africa, and all three 'collected’ both
places to include in their lifeworks, as pieces of 'the very artful bricolage that was
their work of self-construction.'112  All three constructed something they could
present as 'African behavior and belief' in their constructions of an 'Africa’ and of
their own experiencing and narrating selves in interaction with 'Africa’ as they created
it.113 Each of the three devoted 'prodigious quantities of...will and great amounts of
imaginative energy...to carefully designing and positioning her own body for viewing
both in and out of the African landscape, and then to careful reporting or representing
of those positionings'.114 The connections of all three with both Africa and Europe

107 Horton p. 171. Dinesen studied art in Copenhagen and Paris; San Mao studied art privately in
Taipei and later won funding to study ceramics in the USA.

108 Horton p. xii.

109 Horton discusses 'the untimely death of Denys Finch Hatton in a plane crash' and Dinesen's story
of visiting his grave, Horton p. 175; José's untimely death in a diving accident and San Mao's visits
to his grave are described in How Many Flowers Fell While I Slept. Horton notes that Dinesen
presents herself at the grave as 'tableau’ rather than narrative (which would have required 'telling the
story of the failed relationship'; but 'by force of will and skill, Dinesen wards off that threat even as
she invokes the more powerful and positive aspects of the relationship that is now gone', Horton p.
175; if, as Ma Zhongxin claims, the relationship between San Mao and José - depicted by San Mao
as a great and lasting love - was strained to the point of his seeking a divorce, a similar analysis could
be made of San Mao's presentation of herself at the grave of José.

110 Horton p. 58. San Mao's references to her slenderness will be noted in the following chapters.
111 Horton p. xiii. There are also similarities bewteen San Mao and Olive Schreiner, who is
described as egoistic and possessive, with 'a tendency to delusion about her health and also a slight
touch of persecution mania, accompanied by its opposite: the conviction that everyone admired and
revered her if they were not positively in love with her', Horton p. 12, quoting Yvonne Kapp,
Eleanor Marx, Pantheon Books, New York 1972.

112 Horton p xii.

113 Horton p. 5. Horton notes the importance of both Africa and Europe to Schreiner’s and
Dinesen’s work of self-construction, Horton p. 35.

114 Horton p-42.
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were important to the success of their self-productions; they took what they chose
from both continents that would enchance their own personas and support the
significance they claimed for themselves. They were also, of course, 'inevitably
entangled in both the colonial and the sexual politics of their times and places',115
whether upholding or resisting them, and reflected them in the narratives they
produced.

Horton suggests that Africa was ‘an escape' for Dinesen and Schreiner.!16
San Mao's biographers have likewise suggested that going abroad was an 'escape’
(whether from an unhappy love affair, from the death of a lover, from 'smothering'
mother-love), constructing her journeys away from Taiwan in 1965 (when she left for
the first time) and in 1972 or 1973 (when she left again after her fiancé's death) as
ways of healing her emotional wounds. In the writings of both Dinesen and
Schreiner, who claimed both Africa and Europe as 'homes', Horton has noted an
ambivalence of feeling, noting that when they were in one 'home' they spoke of
longing for the other.!17 For San Mao, whose 'home' was neither, the questions of
'home' and of ambiguous longings is perhaps more complex. She claimed to have a
'half-Spanish soul’; to José, she was 'my Saharan heart’; she would wake up in the
morning wondering if she was in Taipei or in Spain dreaming of Taipei.!18 Though
Taiwan was her 'home' on account of her having been brought up there, she claimed
a 'home' in China as well - not only by ancestry and birth, or by a sense of united
Chinese cultural heritage, but also by narrating a 'China’ in which she was accepted,
acclaimed and loved (as she also claimed to be in Africa and Europe). This work will
demonstrate San Mao's representation of herself as 'at home' wherever she went, and
her projection of 'belonging' in whatever place she happened to be - Europe, Africa,
or China.

In the creation of an identity and a narrative persona in Africa and Europe, a
varied cast of characters is called upon to interact with, contrast with, complement or
applaud the narrating subject. Likewise the narrating persona, once created, requires
readers to interact with it. As Horton has pointed out, identity requires an audience;
and in order to become visible, the narrating persona of San Mao (like those of
Dinesen and Schreiner), constructed Africans (and Europeans) 'as a kind of mediating
screen...both the production and the dissemination of their identity were controlled by

115 Horton p. 5, p. 18.

116 Horton pp- 51-52.

117 ‘Horton p. 23.

118 The Rainy Season Will Not Return p. 113.
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a process of alternately setting themselves off against and settling themselves
comfortably among Africans' (or Europeans). These same Africans (and Europeans)
‘also serve each woman at times as a kind of audience in attendance at their identity
formation, and sometimes as a defense or shield'.11® Thus lives other than their own
are incorporated into the lifeworks' as accessories to the presentation of a whole and
authoritative self.

The creation of their own 'lifeworks' as well as literature by writers has, of
course, a history in China as well. In his discussion of 'the romantic generation' of
serious Chinese literati figures of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Leo Lee notes
that their lives and personas were as much a part of their fame as their writings;120
'the wenren was...renowned for his life and personality as much as for his work'.121
Lee points out the long-established characteristics of the literatus-genius that these
romantic lifeworks tend to reproduce.!?2 The example of Yu Dafu may be instructive
here by way of comparison with San Mao: he read The Dream of the Red Chamber
(Honglou meng) at an early age (so did San Mao);123 he quit school early (so did San
Mao); he studied abroad and wrote a story about a love affair between a Chinese
student and a local person (so did San Mao - Yu Dafu in Japan and San Mao in Spain
and Germany); enjoyed travel to remote places!24 but later noted that he had lost the
urge to travel (so did San Mao).125 There are similarities also between Lee's remarks

119 Horton p- 72.

120 For example Su Man-shu, who 'could gain popularity from his personality and lifestyle as much
as from his literary accomplishments', Lee p. 63. Su was, notes Lee, 'the picture of a melancholy
genius whose thoughts were too unique and whose sensitivities were too acute to be wholly
understood by his age - a posture that many self-styled men of letters were later to adopt eagerly. Su
Man-shu was among the first men to exemplify the idea that the style of a man is, both to himself
and his public, as important as the man himself', Lee pp. 63-65. Su Man-shu gained popularity
'from his personality and life style as much as from his literary accomplishements'; Lee describes his
fictional writings as 'imaginary reconstructions of many actual events in his life', a description that
could equally be applied to the writings of San Mao.

121 1 ee suggests that what audiences acclaimed was 'neither the expertise of craftsmanship nor the
vigor or exuberance of creative imagination but rather the intensity of the author's own emotional
experience', what readers believed to be 'the scintillating personalities of the literary men', Lee p. 248.
This same 'exaltation of the writer's personality and life experience' is clearly evident in written and
anecdotal accounts of San Mao.

122 1 ee pp. 85-88.

123 Honglou meng has become something of a standard for the expression of sensitivity and literary
appreciation, and San Mao claimed to have read the book hundreds of times.

124 1 Jiked traveling, especially in deserted regions unreached by trains, airplanes, steamships, and all
those effective vehicles of modern transportation...Once in a wide and thinly populated area, you could
sing and hum, lay bare your body, and wash off all the false etiquettes and rigid manners of society’,
quoted Lee p. 105. :

125 'But this kind of disposition for traveling and drifting has gradually been diminished in recent
years', Lee p. 105. As noted elsewhere, after years of travel San Mao too distanced herself from
'drifting’ or 'wandering'. Further comments by Lee about Yu Dafu also have resonance for San Mao.
He notes that for Yu, 'all literature is autobiography; the reverse seems also applicable, that all
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about Xu Zhimo and the persona of San Mao. Xu was a keen reader of novels, to the
detriment of other academic work; nonetheless, he 'invariably scored highest in
Chinese composition tests'.126 This same characteristic is an important part of the
San Mao legend.!27 Thus stories of San Mao told both by herself and her
biographers situate San Mao within the lineage of Chinese high-culture literary figures
of the late 19th and early 20th century. Though her writings may not be classified as
'high culture', her 'lifeworks' place her within well-established high culture
traditions; they may indeed be regarded as a 'popularisation’ and 'feminisation' of an
existing male high-culture tradition.

In his discussion of the 'romantic generation', Lee also draws attention to the
iconic 'three big words: love, freedom and beauty'!28 - and these three words surely
encapsulate the spirit of San Mao's own persona of romantic adventure as well. Lee
notes the importance in the literary persona of a 'love of nature', of 'being easily
moved to tears' and of a 'focus on "I"' - also conspicuous and important elements in
San Mao's self-presentation. Further, he suggests that these writers display a
paramount emphasis on 'the intensity of the author's own emotional experience’; this
too is a hallmark of San Mao's writing. The heightened sensitivity of the artist,
expressed in his/her 'difference’ from those around him/her, is another feature shared
by San Mao and the literati discussed by Lee.!?® Other characteristics of the literary

autobiography - at least his autobiography - is literature. This autobiographical impulse is the
motivating force for most of his creative output....(but) behind the simple unity of his life and works
lies a maze of ambiguities between reality and appearance, between the self and visions of the
self...The story is...neither strictly imaginary nor strictly realistic, but a delicate blending of the two.
With a heavily imitative technique and an emerging autogiographical impulse, the young writer
attempted to accomplish two tasks: to paint the contours of an imaginary figure based on his own
image and to inflate this fictional personality to the proportions of an ideal, larger-than-life vision',
Lee pp. 110-113.

126 L ee p. 124.

127 See Rear View and Taking the City for San Mao's stories of her school days, of her novel reading
habit and the teacher's disapproval, and her high scores in literature exercises. Like San Mao, Xu also
lived abroad (in the USA and England), returning 'exultant with acquired Euoprean tastes', Lee p. 124.
128 Hu Shi characterised Xu Zhimo's 'Weltanshauung as consisting of 'a simple faith on which were
written three big words: love, freedom, and beauty. He dreamed of having these three ideal conditions
merge into the life of one individual. This was his simple faith. The history of his life was the
history of his seeking the realization of this simple faith', Lee p. 159. Lee further connects the
'simple faith' with notions of romantic love. Hu Shi's description fits San Mao's world view
admirably.

129 'By virtue of this superhuman endowment of sensitivity and feeling', notes Lee, 'a literary man
considers himself superior. Since he is different, he is accursed with loneliness; but because he is
also superior, he deserves and demands attention and adulation...In the eyes of the modern wenren
themselves, the problem of identity and alienation can be turned into a personal asset...Being
alienated, the typical modern wenren considers himself different from the mundane crowd. This sense
of difference is derived also from a discovery of the preciousness and uniqueness of his own life
experience....His hypersensitivity, which dooms him to suffering for life, can also be a blessing, a
gift of feeling that average mortals do not possess', Lee pp. 251-252. In San Mao's case, however,
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genius figure in Chinese history include a rich emotional life,130 an early love of.
literature and also of travel,!3! a love of plants and gardens,!32 an appreciation of
deserted regions, and fastidiousness about his/her personal surroundings.!33 The
persona of San Mao displays all of these.134

By drawing on these conventions, San Mao's self-presentation - and the
presentation of San Mao constructed by biographers - places her in connection with
the traditions of Chinese scholars in the imperial period, 20th century creative writers
and great romantic figures.!135 She has been likened also to the fictional character Jia
Baoyu, hero of Cao Xueqin's classic novel The Dream of the Red Chamber. A
hyper-sensitive youth, full of feeling for all around him, Baoyu leaves his family at
the end of the novel to become a wandering monk. One commentator on San Mao has
suggested that San Mao's leaving the secure home of Taiwan and the warm, romantic,
social student life of Spain to live in the Sahara Desert was an act of similar spiritual,
self-denying significance that signalled a rejection of the vulgar world and a quest for
life on a higher plane amid solitude and silence!3¢ (thus the classic Chinese novel

'difference’ is framed by a depiction of exceptional sensitivity to other people and skill in human
relationships.

130 Liang Qichao, for example, characterises himself as ‘emotional’ (fuyu ganging).

131 San Mao assumes such traditional attributes of the literatus as 'precocity in literature and...early
love of travel,' Clunas p. 23.

132 Clunas notes that a love of gardens was essential to the image of a Qing literatus, Clunas p. 24.
San Mao too speaks of her love of growing things, telling how she treasures her pot plants in the
Sahara, and often referring to her garden in the Canary Islands.

133 Craig Clunas notes that the Qing literatus was 'fastidious in his preferences for bright windows,
cleanliness, swept floors and the aroma of incense', Clunas p. 24.

134 The person Chen Ping, like the literati discussed by Clunas, found 'ways of transforming
economic power into cultural power' (Clunas p. 13) through travel, writing about travel, collecting
and so on.

135 Sao Mao was tenuously connected with this world through her father, who had been a student in
Shanghai at this time. Leo Lee, of a comparable age to San Mao, reminisces in the preface to his
book: 'As "emancipated" intellectuals fresh from college in the early thirties, my parents adopted a
"modern" method in reaising their first son, steeping him in Greek mythology and the music of
Chopin. Western literature - Dumas, Lamartine, Byron and Romain Rolland in Chinese translation -
became the regular educational fare in my adolescent years in Taiwan. I can still recall with vivid
immediacy how my father gave me special persmission one night to read through La Dame aux
Camélias until early dawn. And it did not take me much time to find out that the initial letter in my
father's European name stood for Armand...my father, a musician by profession, was also a poet in
his college years in Nanking', Lee pp. vii-viii.

136 Cui and Zhao suggest that San Mao's wish to visit the Sahara was a choice to slough off the
temptations of the material world, 'just like Baoyu becoming a monk' Cui and Zhao p. 290. They
note San Mao's liking for the novel, suggesting that it 'gave her enlightenemnt on life’ from the time
she was a primary school student',. Though she studied philosophy at Culture Academy and Madrid
University, they continue, the philosophy she studied and the concepts of life it imparted could never
surpass the Dream of the Red Chamber, with its 'Buddhist and Daoist thinking' that 'life is dust’, Cui
and Zhao p. 291. Cui and Zhao suggest that from an early age San Mao quested for the meaning of
life; that her teenage withdrawal was somehow nun-like, as she shut herself up and wore 'sad and
drab' clothing like that of a nun and pondered the meaning of life; that she was disappointed in
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most admired in modern times is invoked to provide a template for interpreting San
Mao's life and work, both by San Mao herself and by her commentators).

It was in the Sahara that 'San Mao' (pen-name, persona, narator, adventurer)
was born. The name is an important element in the lifework, giving rise to several
associations that all highlight aspects of the San Mao persona.

The pen-name
The reasons for San Mao's choice of pen-name have been much discussed by
biographers, based on various hints given by San Mao herself. One common
explanation is that she named herself after the cartoon character hero of San Mao the
Wanderer, (created by the Shanghai artist Zhang Leping in the 1940s) which she
spoke of as the first book of which she became aware as a child.137 The San Mao of
the cartoon is a small boy, an orphan living on the streets of Shanghai; San Mao the
author claimed to have chosen the pen-name not only to commemorate the fact that it
was the first book she ever read. There is also a 'Peter Pan' aspect to the name; she
liked the fact that the boy 'wandered everywhere and never grew up'.138 The
childlike connotations of the name enhanced her persona of playful and innocent
wanderer around the world. In later life, San Mao was to contact Zhang Leping,
creator of the cartoon child San Mao, to tell him who his story of a boy roaming
around and never growing up had inspired her with a love for 'small', insignificant
people; this will be discussed further in Chapter 6.

The writer San Mao gave the simplicity and ordinariness of the name 'San
Mao' as another reason for her choice to use it: 'San Mao is a very simple and
ordinary name; I'm an ordinary person writing about ordinary life, so I don't need a

philosophy classes at Culture Academy, as they did not bring her the meaning of life (indeed gave her
nothing more than she had already learned from Dream of the Red Chamber); that as a student in
Spain she was healed of her 'love wound's by the youths serenading her with love songs, but that this
did nothing to add to her philosophy; and that finally she left the dust of the secular world to go to
the desert and embrace her 'nostalgia for a previous age', Cui and Zhao pp. 291-292. Returning to
Taipei after the death of José was a return to 'the swirling red dust of the secular world'; after the
purity of the desert, she could not be happy there again. Cui and Zhao connect her eventual suicide
with the Buddhist monk or nun's renunciation of the world and 'casting off' of joys and sorrows.
Thus her acquaintance with the world's 'dust' was short, and Cui and Zhao note that her final writing
is scattered with Dream of the Red Chamber references (in her Red Dust screenplay, in the story of her
trips to Suzhou and Dunhuang), claiming that the 'enlightenment' of the novel was with her to the
end of her life: 'She may have seen her own death as the casting off of bitterness. She couldn't have
been too unhappy. Her supramundane life concept directed her whole beautiful and tragic life', Cui
and Zhao p. 292-293. According to Ma Zhongxin, San Mao (though generally considered to be a
Protestant Christian) often spoke of becoming a Buddhist nun; he concludes after conversations with
prominent Chinese Buddhists that she was either insincere or deluded.

137 She spoke of it as one of her favourite books, The World of San Mao p. 37.

138 Guan Guoxuan, 'San Mao' from "Brief biographies of people of the Republic of China', in
Biographical Literature 376, September 1993, pp. 143-147.
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very literary name'. This 'simple and ordinary' motif is common in discussions of
San Mao.13% She was often praised for her interest in and affection for little' people,
people in low-status service occupations rather than the kind of powerful people that a
famous writer could supposedly mingle with in preference. Stories abound of San
Mao singling out cleaners, tea-ladies and drivers to chat with; commentators suggest
that she allied herself with the ordinary and praised them in her stories, while
shunning the powerful.140

Other explanations of the choice of pen-name are based upon the meaning of
the words 'san mao' as 'thirty cents'. San Mao is quoted as saying that the name
seemed suitable because she is just a small, ordinary person who does not care about
wealth and has only thirty cents in her pocket.14! Elsewhere, there is a suggestion
that her writing itself is small and ordinary and not worth more than thirty cents.!42
In both of these explanations, the image remains of San Mao as one of the 'little’
people.

Though 'San Mao' may be an unremarkable nickname, it should be noted that
name is usually associated with male rather than female children. The choice of a
boychild penname was clearly not intended to conceal the fact that Chen Ping was a
woman. The very first sentence of the first story she wrote as 'San Mao'
(‘'Unfortunately, my husband is a foreigner')!43 makes her sex clear.144 Perhaps the
name is intended to convey something of the solitariness, independence and
confidence (despite his poor conditions) of the lone boy-child of the San Mao comics;
and this forms an interesting tension with the feminised, sociable chatty, presentation
of her stories with their emphasis on emotions and relationships. Indeed the

incorporation of characteristics stereotyped as masculine as well as feminine may be

139 These connotations of 'ordinariness' and insignificance and of not claiming great literary status
differentiate San Mao from the literary tradition discussed above; though she may have manifested
some of the standard attributes of the sensitive literary genius, she did not - like Yu Dafu or Xu
Zhimo - claim the 'greatness', seriousness and 'universality' for her work that these men of letters did
for theirs.

140 See the three San Mao biographies and Gu Jitang. There is perhaps an association here with the
original San Mao of the cartoon; the story of the boy San Mao, who is mistreated by both 'the west'
and China, contains an element of social critique regarding the economic 'progress' of early 1940s
Shanghai that has left Tittle’ people like him behind.

141 "When I started writing stories, I didn't want a very literary pen name, because I am just an
ordinary person. I thought for a while and thought of this name - San Mao, and what it expresses is
that I am just a little person with only 3 mao [thirty cents] in my pocket', The World of San Mao p.
113.

142 This remark is imputed to San Mao herself, The World of San Mao p. 37.

143 Stories of the Sahara p. 19.

144 1 thank Josephine Fox for drawing my attention to this and pointing out the similarity to Karen
Blixen's choice of Tsak' as a pen-name. ’
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one reason for the success of the San Mao persona.l4> Such ambivalence is not
inconsistent with other perceptions of female narratives of foreign countries; as Sara
Mills has pointed out, the narrative of the 'tomboy' was often invoked by critics and
analysts of earlier European women's travel texts.146 This 'traditional' view of the
woman traveller has been articulated by Shirley Foster. 'As women became able to
travel more widely and more independently’, she notes, 'they had to adopt a position
of gender ambiguity, taking on the "masculine™ virtues of strength, initiative and
decisiveness while retaining the less aggressive qualities considered appropriate to
their own sex'; as a result, many of these women 'lay stress on their femininity even
while engaging in the most daring and hazardous pursuits'.147

It might be suggested that San Mao's constant emphasis on her housewifely
activities and caring for José fulfilled a similar function, proving her 'femininity’'
throughout her adventures in the desert. Furthermore, it might be noted that one of
her most dramatic stories, in which she escapes the predations of three Sahrawi men
and saves José from drowning in a swamp, contains reminders of the fact that she is a
woman (her dress, her physical 'weakness', the hint of male sexual violence)
throughout the text. For the young women who constituted the main part of San
Mao's continuing readership, a persona that combined travel and domesticity,
independence and 'traditional' female family obligations, the exotic and the mundane,
may have been equally a challenging or a reassuring one. In a world of changing
female roles, San Mao provided an example of someone who had enviable
international adventures, a stable heterosexual relationship and a career that brought
her fame and popularity.14® San Mao's tendency to link travel and adventure with the

145 1 thank Yang Dong for his comments about San Mao having been perceived as being 'like a'man'
in that she travelled independently in the desert in search of adventure.
146 Mills p. 35.

147 Foster p. 11. Sara Mills has noted that analyses of women's travel writing tend to dwell on
‘markers of femininity, such as concern with personal relations and appearance', Mills p. 39; this has
also been the case with commentary on San Mao's writing. San Mao herself pays considerable
attention to these aspects, with frequent references to her appearance (in particular long hair and her
clothing), characterising herself as beautiful, and requently taking personal relations (in particular her
own charm and kindness) as the main subject of her narratives.

148 Such a synthesising of the unkown and the known may have been particularly appealing to
women who themselves wished for some combination of independent travel, a 'glamorous’ career, and
marriage; this would have included the Taiwan counterparts to the group in Japan described by Lise
Skov and Brian Moeran as 'the growing number of unmarried women in their late 20s and 30s..."¢elite
cosmopolitans” [who] simultaneously take part in a global consumer culture - through travel, fashion
and so on - and in a local culture which lays claim on them to fulfil their roles as wives and mothers',
Skov and Moeran p. 7. Many young Chinese-speaking women in the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s grew
up reading stories in which San Mao travelled, married, wrote, and 'participated in global culture'.
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persona of a happy housewife have earned her the epithet of 'old fashioned new
woman'.149 '

In her discussion of Isak Dinesen, Susan Horton has noted that Dinesen
distances herself from the submissiveness expected of women while expanding the
allowable space for female activity and self-representation; thus, suggests Horton,
her literary persona identifies itself as 'not male and not not-male'.150 The self-
representation encapsulated in San Mao's pen-name likewise suggests a gender-
transcendening adventurer - but an infantilised one. This sense of infantilisation not
only suggests an aura of childlike innocence but also contributes to a popular
perception of San Mao as younger than she actually was.!51

The final connotation of the 'San Mao' name is perhaps an accidental rather
than intentional one. At the time of the Boxer Rebellion in China in 1900,
terminology relating to foreign influence was expressed in terms of one, two or three
mao. 'One mao people" were 'western' foreigners; 'two mao' people were Chinese
converts to Christianity; 'Three mao' people were Chinese people who had been
influenced by 'the west' to the extent that they used and admired foreign things.152
San Mao's encounters with the 'foreign' - and indeed her explicit statement that she
had learned from foreign societies and recommendation of 'foreign' ideas to her
readers (noted in Chapter 6) - would suggest that she was a true 'three mao'
person.153

149 pan Xiangli p. 97.

150 Horton pp. 34-35.

151 Biographical sources disagree on the date of her birth, and commentators tend to gloss over her
age; references within San Mao's work to her age or specific references to dates often do not add up.
This vagueness may be to do with attempts to reduce the age gap between her and José or with
youthfulness enhancing her playful persona. Zhang Leping, creator of The Adventures of San Mao,
claimed after San Mao's death that she had actually claimed to be older rather than younger than she
was (suggesting that she had falsified her age in order to be able to study abroad). Although San Mao
was 33 when her first book came out, there is a perception that San Mao's books are both by and
about a much younger woman. That her age was given as 48 at the time of her death caused great
surprise among readers, many of whom believed that she had been much younger. The fact that
readers have tended to imagine both the character 'San Mao' and the author San Mao as somewhat
younger than this is perhaps attributable to the persona of childlike curiosity and uninhibited emotion
created in San Mao's work; it may also be partly a manifestation of the disrupted socialisation of her
teenage years (resulting from her withdrawal from school at the age of 14 and consequent years of
social isolation); it may owe something to a general perception that students and people who travel
are likely to be young; and it may be to do with the simplicity and naivety of the language in which
the stories wree written. A sense of youthfulness - whether or not it was connected with actual youth
- was an important component of the San Mao persona.

152 1 thank Josephine Fox for bringing these terms to my attention.

153 Maybe even a two mao person, as she occasionally expressed sympathy for Christianity and is
thought to have been Christian.
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The wandering child

The San Mao spirit is well illustrated by one of her most popular tales, a story from
Chen Ping's childhood published some years after Chen Ping had become 'San Mao';
thus it is a story of 'San Mao' set at a time long before she went to the desert, but
written and published at the height of San Mao's fame.

In a primary school in Taiwan one day in the early 1950s, the children are
asked to write an essay on ‘My aspirations'. The child who would grow up to be San
Mao begins:

When I grow up, I hope to be a rag-and-bone woman, because in this job I

could breathe the fresh air and I could also roam around the streets and lanes

and have fun. I could work and play at the same time, as free and happy as a

bird in the sky. Even more important, I could pick up lots of useful things

that other people had thrown away thinking they were rubbish. The happiest

time for a rag-and-bone woman is when she can discover good things among
the dust. This...154

The teacher is enraged at this lack of 'aspiration'. ‘If you’re going to be a rag and
bone woman', she roars, ‘there’s no point in being at school. You may as well just
get out now; how would you face your parents?” The child is ordered to start again
and write a new composition.
She begins:
When I grow up, I hope to be a streetside vendor, selling ice-blocks in
summer and baked sweet-potatoes in winter, because in this job I could breath
the fresh air and I could also roam around the streets and lanes and have fun.
Even more important, while I was working I could have a look in the rubbish

bins on the street, to see if people had thrown anything good away.
This...155

Again the child is ordered to rewrite it.
'So all I could do', sighs San Mao to the reader, 'was write some nonsense':
"When I grow up I want to be a doctor and save lots of people’s lives...".
The teacher was very moved when she read it, and gave me an A.

‘Now this is an aspiration that shows ideals, and that won’t let your parents
down'.156

Little did the teacher know, states San Mao, that nothing could change her
devotion to the rag-and-bone career (all her life, she remarks, she has been picking up
other people’s discarded things to reuse).!57

154 Rear View p. 50.
155 Rear View p- S1.
156 Rear View p. 51.
157 Rear View pp. 49-52.
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The story introduces several constant images in the life and persona of San
Mao 158 First, the protagonist ('T') is characterised as a small, socially-insignificant
person who does not seek weaith or social advancement - and who does not despise
others who are low and insignificant on the social scale. Second, she is a free spirit,
roaming and playing where she pleases, as free and as distant from worldly
considerations (suéh as economics or politics) as the birds of the air. Third, she is a
collector - a collector of objects, and later also a collector of tales, anecdotes,
characters - who can see value where others cannot, and can pluck what is
overlooked and despised by others out of the dust and transform it into something
useful and good.

Yet the fundamental tension in the San Mao persona may already be apparent.
San Mao is not a rag-and-bone woman or a street vendor. She comes from a
comfortable middle class background; when she resists school, her parents are able
and willing to educate her at home; her father is wealthy enough and willing to
support her to study and travel abroad for several years; she becomes a best-selling
writer with an estimated income of a million NT dollars per year.!39 When she
actually tries to sell food on the street, she is too embarrassed to make any sales at
all.160 The free and outdoor life envisaged by the child is simply a romance; she
grows up not to do a humble, low-paid and despised job but to be a widely-travelled
writer, popular public lecturer and sometime university teacher.16! The picking up of
what other people discard remains a hobby; the picking up of new and unusual
experiences - facilitated by her privileged background - becomes her livelihood.
Nonetheless, evaluations of San Mao and her work continue to incorporate the
discourse of the playful, romantic child, wandering innocently around the world,
picking up undiscovered treasures - which she can, of course, 'sell' again as stories.

San Mao's stories

158 In a later story, San Mao tells of her early fascination with the rag-and-bone cart that would visit
her lane in Taipei 'crammed with treasures' - bamboo poles, brushes, stools, dustpans, wok stirrers,
washboards and so on. Food vendors' carts fascinated her with the colours of the crockery. As she
grew older, she became fascinated with Chinese pharmacies, with so many different herbs and barks
with beautiful poetic names in little drawers, and began to dream of being a pharmacist - then a dry-
goods vendor, then a flower seller, then the person in charge of the prayer slips at a temple, then a
dessert vendor, Rear View pp. 149 -151.

159 Yang Tian, 'Highest-earning writers in the Chinese-speaking world', Jiangyi 6.6, March 1990, p.
79.

160 piscussed in Chapter 3.

161 Indeed even such experiences of unskilled work as she has (for example, spraying perfume and
directing customers in a department store, noted in Chapter 5) are converted into cultural and
economic capital by the act of writing and publishing about them.
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Biographers Cui and Zhao have classified San Mao's work into three literary periods:
the 'rainy season' (yuji wenxue shiqi), the desert period (shamo wenxue shigi), and
the dessert-vendor-in-the-city period (dushi yubing wenxue shigi) .162

The 'Rainy Season' writings are her early stories, written before the age of 22
(although some of the stories collected in The Rainy Season Will Not Return, from
which Cui and Zhao take the name, were written in Europe between the ages of 24
and 26). According to Cui and Zhao, these stories are characterised by sadness,
depression and confusion; most are about adolescent love.163 The 'rainy season'
stories were published under the name 'Chen Ping'; the 'San Mao' pen-name was
adopted for the first Saharan stories and used in all later work.

Cui and Zhao date San Mao's desert literature period from June 1974 (shortly
before her marriage to José in the Sahara) to José's death in 1979. San Mao's 'desert
period' works are collected in four volumes (Stories of the Sahara, Diary of a
Scarecrow, Cryng Camels and The Tender Night), and are considered by Cui and
Zhao to be her best work, with the title story of Crying Camels (discussed in
Appendix 2, 'San Mao Makes History') as her 'creative peak'. Not all of the 'desert
period' literature was written in the desert; many of the stories in these four
collections were written after San Mao left the Sahara and was living in the Canary
Islands. The 'desert period' stories, described by Cui and Zhao as imbued with a
healthy, open, smooth and easy style, established her as a literary star throughout the
Chinese-speaking world.1%4 The stories discussed here are, for the most part, 'desert
period' stories. »

The third period of San Mao's creative writing, the 'dessert vendor in the city'
period, began after the death of José in 1979, when she returned to Taiwan and lasted
until her death.165 The 'vendor' notion is taken from a comment by San Mao herself
that she saw herself as a street vendor, selling stories to passers-by; the dessert
(yubing) is a link with Taipei. In this period, suggest Cui and Zhao, 'the desert and
the beach virtually disappeared, and were replaced with beautiful and pure stories
from her heart'; they name the title story of Taking the City as 'the masterpiece of this
period'.166 It was, they suggest, a lonely time for San Mao; she threw her energies

162 Cuj and Zhao pp. 294-295; yubing is a popular dessert in Taiwan made with crushed ice, syrup
and agar agar sold by street vendors.

163 Cui and Zhao p. 78. 'Although she lacked literary talent', they continue, 'Chen Ping's name is a
little star amid the star-filled literary sky.' The handful of 'Rainy Season' stories that discuss Europe
(discussed in Chapters 4 and 5) express a more cheerful tone.

164 Cyj and Zhao p. 250.

165 Dyshi yubing wenxue shiqi).

166 Cuj and Zhao p. 256.
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into lectures, seminars, phone calls, banquets and autograph-signing as well as
writing, and her many commitments built up 'a pressure that she could not
overcome'.167 This pressure, indeed, is one of the many reasons that has been
suggested for San Mao's suicide in 1991.

Cui and Zhao suggest that, before her death, San Mao had 'said goodbye to
her dessert-vendor-in-the-city life'; she had, they claim, 'fixed her gaze upon the
mainland' and was about to enter her fourth literary period, her 'mainland period'
(indeed they suggest that her screenplay, Red Dust, was the first work in this new
period). San Mao's 'return’ to the mainland will be discussed in Chapter 6.

San Mao, Taiwan and China

Though San Mao grew up in Taiwan, her family had no roots there; they had fled
from the mainland in 1948 along with other supporters of the Kuomintang
(Nationalists) when the Communist forces were prevailing in the civil war which they
would ultimately win in 1949.168 Many Nationalists in Taiwan preserved a focus
upon the mainland and a mentality of self-conscious exile, connected with the official
Kuomintang line of 'retaking' the mainland as legitimate rulers of a united 'China’ that
would include both the mainland and Taiwan. Though many of these new arrivals in
Taiwan were economically poor at first, they quickly established themselves as an
elite - not least because of their connections with the ruling party. San Mao's father
had been a Kuomintang officer; he had a law degree from a prestigious mainland
institution, and after moving his family to Taiwan was able to establish himself as a
lawyer in Taipei. San Mao herself had been born on the mainland, in Sichuan, an
inland province to which the headquarters of the Kuomintang forces had retreated
during the Japanese invasion. Her 'hometown' is, however, identified according to
custom as the birthplace of her ancestors and her father, on an island belonging to
Zhejiang province off the eastern seabord. (Information about San Mao's life can be
found in Appendix 1).

San Mao grew up in a Japanese-style house (one of the remnants of the period
of Japanese colonial rule in Taiwan, from 1895 to 1945), in which her own family
and her father's elder brother and his family lived together as one household. She
characterises the area of Taipei in which she grew up as semi-rural, and her childhood
as idyllic until she encountered the rigours of Taiwan's competitive education system.

167 Cui and Zhao p. 295.

168 Thus in Taiwan they were, in the parlance of the day, wai sheng ren, 'people from other
provinces', that is mainlanders.
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Upon withdrawing from school at the age of thirteen, she studied literature, foreign
languages, music and art at home with her father and private tutors. Her stories
describe several years of withdrawal and anomie in which her contact with other
people - even her family - was minimal; the role of European art in her recovery of
sociability is noted in Chapter 4, as are the circumstances of her first journey away
from Taiwan in her early twenties.

Looking back on that time, she would later note that the Taipei she left in 1967
had been a place with few consumption choices, where clothes were made by tailors
rather than being available ready-made, and where there was only one department
store.169 By the time her stories of foreign countries began to be published,
however, the cultural and consumption-related options in Taipei were already
becoming more numerous and more internationalised.

Crown magazine, in which all San Mao's stories except the first few were
published (before being republished as books by Crown Publishing Company), is a
useful case study of this development. The relationship between Crown and San Mao
was undoubtedly symbiotic; Crown promoted San Mao and her work, and the
popularity of San Mao's stories contributed to the popularity of Crown.179 Crown
was established in 1954 by Ping Xintao as a Readers Digest style of magazine,
publishing mainly translated articles from its American counterparts. From the 1960s
onward, the magazine incorporated more stories by Taiwan writers,!7! gradually
introduced several celebrity interview formats (that helped to create a public
impression of a vibrant cultural scene in which well-known people in various fields
interacted together and discussed issues of interest or exchanged anecdotes), increased
the number of life-style features and, significantly, published many travel-related
articles. According to the literary sociologist Lin Fangmei, Crown

started with very small circulation but gradually became widely accepted by

readers. Now it is one of the most popular and long-standing magazines in

Taiwan. From the beginning it was not a purely literary magazine. In addition
to fiction and poetry, it contained articles of general interest on cultural affairs,

169 My Treasures p. 213

170 The literary sociologist Lin Fangmei has noted of the novels of Qiong Yao that 'her novels and
Crown have mutually reinforced each other. When she published her first work, Crown was already a
successful magazine; her readership would have been much smaller if she had published in a less
well-known magazine. As her popularity increased, it puushed up the circulation of Crown', Lin p.
163. This was also the case with San Mao's work.

171 The first feature story by a local writer appeared in 1961, 7 years after the magazine was
established. Among others, Crown published the work of Qiong Yao (love stories), Sima
Zhongyuan (ghost stories in local settings), and the Hong Kong writer Ni Kuang); in the late 1980s
Crown also published several accounts of trips to China (by Qiong Yao, San Mao, Ling Chen and
others).
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lifestyles and leisure activities. It is a high-quality middle-brow journal that
strikes a balance between good taste and easy consumption. Moreover, this
magazine recruited many unknown novice writers who later became popular and
famous... As a publishing firm, Crown thus plays an important role in Taiwan's
literary production.!72

San Mao became a personal friend of Ping Xintao, the publisher of Crown.
As literary editor of the United Daily, Ping was responsible for the publication of the
first 'San Mao' story;173 as founder and publisher of Crown magazine and
publishing house, he republished her stories of the Sahara in book form. All of her
later stories appeared first in Crown magazine and then as collections published by
Crown Press. San Mao became one of the flagship writers for Crown, her stories
alternating with those of the popular romance writer Qiong Yao as an attraction in
Crown for several years.174

According to Ping Xintao, when Crown began to introduce articles on places
of interest within Taiwan in the 1960s, most Taiwan people lacked the means to travel
even to the next town.!75 Gradually, however, Taiwan became more prosperous;!76
incomes rose; travel within Taiwan became more frequent; opportunities to study
abroad became more possible; and interest in both local communities and foreign
countries was high. A wave of 'studying-abroad literature' (liuxuesheng wenxue) in
the 1960s and 1970s (with Yu Lihua as a prime exponent)!7’ introduced readers to
the lives of Taiwan students in foreign countries. Crown published the work of Yun

172 Lin Fangmei pp. 162-163. In Lin's classification of 'acclaimed' writers of the 1960s (those who
received the most column space in literary reference books, serious literary journals and academic
works) and 'popular’ writers (the most prolific authors), 'only a couple of the acclaimed authors in the
1960s were Crown authors, but almost all of the recognised authors were recruited by Ping', Lin p.
163.
173 ping was chief literary editor of the United Daily , Taiwan's largest newspaper, from 1963 until
1976. The literary page of the United Daily was at that time one of the main arenas for the
introduction of new writers, and any writer whose work appeared there became immediately well
known as a 'conversation topic' (I thank Chin Heng-wei for providing information about the function
of the United Daily literature page).
174 Through the 1980s, ew stories by Qiong Yao or San Mao would appear in first position in the
magazine, immediately following the advertising and contents pages.
175 Interview with Ping, Taiwan, August 1995. The Taiwan journalist and commentator Chin
Heng-wei notes that reportage literature (baogao wenxue) concerning interesting things and places
around Taiwan became very popular at a time when people couldn’t afford to travel and see other parts
- of Taiwan for themselves. Local travel literature was gradually superseded by 'foreign student
literature' (liuxuesheng wenxue), which highlighted the life of the Taiwan student abroad (mainly in
the USA and discussed their own culture shock and struggles living in a foreign society. The 'San
Mao craze' of admiration for the playful, romantic 'childlike' woman of the desert was the next phase
(interview, Taiwan, August 1995).
176 Statistics relating to Taiwan's economic growth, incomes and consumption between the 1960s
and 1980s can be found in the Statistical Yearbook of the Republic of China (Administrative Yuan
Statistical Bureau, Taipei); Chan and Clark give some of this data in appendices, pp. 158-177.
177 Yu Lihua returned to Taiwan in 1962; her books are published by Crown Publishing company.
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Qing (who went to America and, like San Mao, maried a bearded 'foreigner') and a
regular column by the journalist Zhao Ning about life in the USA.

It has been suggested that San Mao differed from the writers of 'studying-
aborad literature' not only in that she went to Spain rather than the USA!78 or had
none of the usual qualifications to study abroad but also in that her whole enterprise
was to do with personal fulfilment - following a romantic dream to a foreign country
rather than dedicating herself to learning in order to contribute to her own country.179
San Mao's stories were personal accounts of human interaction and feeling, without
an explicit underlying narrative of service to Taiwan/China. The following chapters
will attempt to demonstrate that, though the narrative of 'saving the nation' is not
explicitly present in San Mao's work, her stories do not lack political elements. They
are, I will suggest, affiliated with narratives of the nation and are in fact imbued with
ideologies of 'civilising', 'improving' and, ultimately, enacting the superiority of
'China’ wherever she goes.

In the 1970s, when San Mao's stories appeared in Crown, the advertisements
and articles that appeared alongside them give some indication of the increased means
of consumption and the widening range of international (mainly Euro-American)
choices available. Advertisements for numerous foreign brand-name goods
(Wrangler jeans, Adidas sports clothes and shoes, Wacoal underwear, Tissot and
Citizen watches, Wrigleys chewing gum) proliferated. Travel features abounded:
about New Guinea and New Caledonia (1976-77); Bali (April 1978); Morocco and
Algiers (August 1977); a photo spread on Florence (July 1977); an article on food in
Thailand (No. 285); 'letters from Panama' (1979); stories of life abroad as well as
travel articles were also numerous. Crown ran its first advertisement for an
international airline (Thai) in May 1980. Performances of 'western' high culture were
advertised and reviewed (such as the first performance of the ballet 'Swan Lake' in

178 By the 1960s and 1970s there was already a considerable volume of writing in Chinese about the
USA, Japan, France and Britain (including that by Xu Zhimo and Yu Dafu, two of the 'romantic
literati' invoked above). Images of Spain and Africa may have been introduced through the novels of
Hemingway, and the Sahara desert would presumably have been known from film images such as
Lawrence of Arabia and Beau Geste; but accounts of Chinese experiences of these places were, as far
as I am aware, non-existent.

179 1 thank Chin Heng-wei for his useful discussion on this point (personal interview, Taipei,
August 1995). Chin noted that most students studying abroad at that time embraced some measure of
the 'saving the nation' ideology inherited from the May 4th student movement, and that this was
reflected in their writings - while San Mao, though she referred occasionally to national questions,
embraced an ideology of fun and play in most of her stories of studying abroad.
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Taiwan in late 1979), and articles appeared on various producers and products of
internationalised popular culture.!80 San Mao's work fitted well into this context.

In addition, Crown was influential in creating a kind of fictive community of
local celebrities in Taiwan through a system of interlocking interviews, discussions
and quick quotes from well known figures in the arts and popular culture. Writers,
actors, singers, disc jockeys and other famous local people interviewed each other in
Crown magazine, participated in group discussions that were printed in Crown,
contributed short opinion pieces or wrote small articles on a given topic (for example
My first job'; 'Someone who gave me a helping hand'; 'My father').18! San Mao
participated in this public dialogue as one of Crown's celebrities. In the 1980s-
1990s, as the so-called 'culture industry’ burgeoned (and, among other
developments, the number of magazines competing for the consumer's attention
increased dramatically),!82 Crown consolidated its position in the culture market by
initiating other cultural activities (for example supporting modern dance, opening its
own art gallery, sponsoring a prize for 'mass fiction'). As alread noted, Crown is a
mass-circulating magazine that is not without cultural influence; its publication of San
Mao's work was a major attraction and, correspondingly, it provided a 'frame' for her
work.183

Given San Mao's association with this widely-read and influential magazine, it
might be suggested that she has played some role in the formation of tastes,
aspirations and emotional frameworks of Crown's general readers at the time of
publication of her stories, as well as for readers who specifically sought out her books

180 Translaed articles continued to appear, but over time less translated literature was printed in
Crown. Translated material tended more towards articles about 'western' culture and cultural figures;
over time, 'popular’ culture has come to feature as much as or perhaps more than 'high' culture.
Examples from 1977 include articles on the love-story writer Barbara Cartland and the film character
James Bond; an article about the Doonesbury cartoon series appeared in May 1978. Popular foreign
films were also advertised and discussed in Crown (The Deep, February 1978; Saturday Night Fever,
July 1978; Star Wars, Feb 1978; The Omen, August 1979). Fiction translated in Crown in the
1970s included the works of Mary Stewart, Gerald Durrell, Georges Simenon and Somerset
Maugham. A translated series on 'famous men' in 1978 included George Bernard Shaw, John
Steinbeck, Picasso, Stravinsky, Tennessee Williams, John F. Kennedy and Prince Charles.

181 1 thank Tomoko Akami for pointing out the influence of Japanese magazines on this aspect of
the Crown style.

182 The number of periodicals published in Taiwan increased from 331 in 1954 to 3748 in 1988,
Chan and Clark p. 170.

183 At time when San Mao's work was first published, Taiwan was under KMT domination, under
the official line that Taiwan would 'reclaim' the mainland. 'Taiwan' consciousness was suppressed,
and was thus a less significant feature of public discourse than it is at present. The fact that
arguments about 'Taiwaneseness' do not play a major part in this discussion is not a failure to
understand their importance but an omission based upon the fact that they play no part in San Mao's
writing (except, perhaps, implicitly in My Treasures, discussed in Appendix 3). It might be noted
that Ping Xintao, founder of Crown, was of mainland origin, as was Qiong Yao.
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to buy. Her stories fit neatly into Crown's template of valuing leisure, travel, self-
fulfilment, literature and community; the San Mao 'lifestyle’ - despite the personal
sadness experienced by Chen Ping/San Mao through the loss of partners, illness and
loneliness - appeared to exemplify the ethos of individual self-realization and
constitute the ideal of a 'beautiful life'.184 Thus San Mao's stories of herself (an
international self travelling on several continents; a social self involved in her
community; a caring self who is kind to others; a female self who combines
independence with a stable relationship; a playful self who can take and enjoy
whatever the world has to offer) were contemporaneous with the increasing prosperity
and the proliferation of options for readers in Taiwan.

When her works began to appear on the mainland in the early 1980s (a decade
or so later than in Taiwan), China was recovering from years of relative isolation from
international influences. After decades of serious literature with an emphasis on
explicit political morals, readers were receptive to the 'softness' of stories such as San
Mao's.185 It was my impression at that time that many readers considered San Mao's
work to have been factual, accurate descriptions of life in foreign countries; further,
they demonstrated a way of being, and a way of being Chinese, that was at that time
unfamiliar and - to many readers - deeply appealing. As well as providing
'information' about foreign countries, San Mao's stories introduced a young Chinese
female persona who overcame difficulties, cared for others, and claimed to be full of
sincerity and a concern for the world that extended also to each individual reader.

'San Mao' was a literary construct and a pen-name, not a person; and what
she was known for was, supposedly, not so much skill in fictional writing as an

184 San Mao exemplified the 'beautiful life' that was talked of longingly in the 1980s and early
1990s: a life in which a taste for 'the beautiful' should prevail in everything (indeed a 'lifework' of
taste), including clothing, home decor, other forms of consumption, foreign travel and other leisure
activities - or, in the words of Joseph Tobin, a life in which 'the central notion is to create an identity
of one's own through enlightened consumption', Tobin pp. 18, 24.

185 1 thank Li Kaiyu for his enlightening comment that for mainland readers in the early 1980s,
accustomed to 'hard' ideological literature, the 'soft' stories of San Mao and Qiong Yao made them
seem like 'fairies'. Chen Xiaomei has suggested that at that time 'Chinese intellectuals were seeking
an "authenticity" in Chinese writing', a 'historical, social and collective conscious of the Chinese
people', under the influence of Jung, whose works became popular in China at that time (Chen p.
92). Placed in the context of Chen's discussion of the so-called 'misty (menglong) poets' of the
1980s, phenomenon of 'roots-seeking (xungen) literature' and new modernist writers, the popularity
of San Mao with its focus on an 'authentic', sincere Chinese self may not be entirely disconnected
from the 'allegorical self-expression' of the ‘misty poets' or the 'social concerns and...quotidian...prose
styles' of writers such as Liu Suola and Xu Xing (Chen p. 85, 93). While San Mao's prose style has
often been criticised as being excessively influenced by European languages (or simply as childish),
the content of her stories, in which a Chinese woman shows herself fulfilling her dreams of exotic
travel, long-term residence abroad and 'international marriage', served not only as wish-fulfilment
fantasy but also an affirmation of 'Chineseness' and its value on the world stage.
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actual revelation of herself - her adventures, her personality, her world. Her
lifeworks - with all of the attendant trappings of the self - became a sought-after
commodity (through the consumption of her writings, tapes and songs; through
attendance at her lectures; by tracking her through the many interviews and articles in
various mass media that chronicled her life, her writing, her house, her philosophy
and, ultimately, her death) and, furthermore, became the basis for authority in many
areas of life.186 As Stuart Ewen has noted, '[t]he pheonomenon of celebrity reflects
popular longings. In celebrities, people find not only a piece of themselves, but also a
piece of what they strive for'.187 In San Mao, readers could find a fantasy self: a
woman who - apparently - travelled the world, loved and was loved, knew how to fit
easily into whatever context she chose, achieved fame, brought happiness to many,
and felt deeply and sincerely about everyone and everything.
Ewen suggests also that the true celebrity is
both a product of the modern machinery and one who, simultaneously,

transcend[s] it...This transcendent, and critical, quality is an aspect of many
celebrities...[and] is unquestionably part of their bond with their audiences'.188

San Mao exemplifies this aspect of celebrity perfectly. She was a product of the mass
media - newspapers, magazines, a magazine publishing house - and yet presented as
an individual largely untouched by commerce, a spontaneous free spirit motivated by
feeling (playfulness, concern for others, a spirit of adventure, a great love for José).
Furthermore, as Ewen points out, 'the consumption habits of the celebrity generally

186 San Mao's ‘authority’ is clearly illustrated in her participation in magazine 'agony columns'.
Dear San Mao and Heart-to-Heart illustrate the areas in which readers were publicly presented as
having written to San Mao for advice. Major areas of San Mao's 'authority' include emotional
relationships and aesthetic questions (including home decor). As many scholars have noted, amid the
uncertainties of a fast-changing world (such as changes in family relations, greater independence for
young people, new educational and career opportunities appearing and so on), the need arises for
examples or advice from some kind of cultural intermediary on appropriate ways of being; San Mao
was presented as able to fulfil this function.

187 Ewen p- 96. Ewen notes the increasing importance of the ability to purchase and construct a
lifestyle to 'middle class'status. Ewen pp. 64, 70. From the early twentieth century onward, 'the
marketplace of consumer goods...provided instruments for the construction of a self...to be seen, to be
judged, to simultaneously scale and maintain the wall of anonymity. In the worlds of work and love,
status and aspiration, the assembly of 'self was becoming compulsory for ventures into the society at
large.....Style provided an extension of personality on a physical plane, leaving its mark on the
sundry accessories of life: personal apparel, the home, even the foods one ate....A central appeal of
style was its ability to create an illusory transcendence of class or background', pp. 76-77. Ewen also
points out the appeal of the fact that celebrities, 'though they shine above us, are also - many of them
- very mucu like us. Identification is easy. The whole story of their success is that they came from
'the mass', p. 94. San Mao too came from 'the mass' and was perceived to continue to give her
attention to 'the masses' rather than the powerful; her experiences, though set in 'exotic’ places, were
on the whole small-scale stories with which readers could easily identify.

188 Ewen p. 96.
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become part of the picture';18% and so with San Mao, as argued in Appendix 3, 'San
Mao Goes Shopping'.190 The attention paid to San Mao's various homes is a further
manifestation of this tendency.19!

In Taiwan, San Mao's celebrity evolved along with cultural and economic
changes in Taiwan's media and society in general. In the People's Republic of China,
San Mao appeared suddenly as one of the first celebrities brought to the public by
private media rather than as a role model promoted by the state.192 In both places, her

books brought her fame and her persona won many admirers. Yet, as Stuart Ewen
reminds us,

The commodity status of celebrity remains. To be known is to be sold. It is
this objectification of the person that, most probably, explains much of the
turmoil and grief, the identity crisis that often accompanies stardom. Perhaps
celebrities, too, become uncomfortable in their own skins as they, in the eyes of
others, become frozen images; as their faces and bodies and mannerisms
become icons; always the personage, never the person. It is difficult to be a
disembodied image.193

Towards the end of her life, Chen Ping was reportedly deeply uncomfortable about
having to be 'San Mao' for the public. As noted above, she spoke of killing San Mao
and coming back anonymously as Chen Ping; indeed San Mao's friend the architect
Deng Kunyan designed a fantasy funeral for the character 'San Mao' in which a body
in a glass coffin would be accompanied by an enormous procession through Taipei -
and then in a burst of thunder and lightning the coffin would split open and the body

189 'The critical content gets boiled down for its most valuable element: style, to merchandise, to
consume. Along the way, the consumption habits of the celebrity generally become part of the
picture, completing the circle, providing models...[their] style is transformed into a 'look’', Ewen p.
96.

190 Ewen notes the function of magazines in the creation of Hollywood celebrities, noting that they
dovetail with the star's presentation in movies to provide 'a seamless tableau of fashions, hairstyles,
favorite foods, personal habits, reading interests, decorating ideas, and recreation interests', Ewen p.
97. Interviews with and articles about San Mao likewise dovetail with her presentation in her stories
to provide a continuous image of her as a 'personality’.

191 Biographers' attention to San Mao's home decor has already been noted. Joseph Tobin's edited
volume on the 'domestication’ of 'western' modernity in Japan contains discussion of home decoration
that may also have relevance in the case of Taiwan. The wish for an 'independent life-style' is noted,
along with the turning to cultural mediators (in this case, home decor magazines) for advice. As in
Ewen's comments on 'celebrity', there is a fundamental tension noted between the notion of
'individuality' (associated with expressing personal tastes) and the following of packaged taste
examples. See Nancy Rosenberger in Tobin (ed.), pp. 106-125.

192 1 jke the singer Teresa Teng, San Mao appeared as an ostensibly independent figure of glamour,
talent and 'femininity' - with the added appeal of being from Taiwan, whose cultural products had been
unavailable to mainlanders for decades - and appealed to an audience for whom these attributes had,
for the past decade or more, been in short supply. I thank Lewis Mayo for his comments on this
aspect of San Mao's celebrity.

193 Ewen p. 101.



46

would be gone; and no one would notice the anonymous woman inconspicuously
becoming just another one of the crowd.194

The chapters that follow will discuss some of the narratives of San Mao from
which this celebrity arose. Africa and Europe are discussed as sites for the
manifestation of the San Mao persona, whether in play, responsibility or emotion.
Attention will be drawn to some commonalities between the stories of San Mao and
the writings of women travellers from Europe, Australia and America in the 19th and
20th centuries.195 The world of San Mao is, of course, somewhat different from the
world of these women, and her connections with world economic and political
systems was even less clearly defined than theirs.196 Though they may have been
'generally considered not to be actively involved in the project of colonial
expansion',197 their ethnicity and nationality bound them to a world order in which
many of their rights were assumed.198 For a Chinese traveller and resident in Africa
and Europe, however, the situation is more ambiguous. She was a beneficiary of

194 Liberty News (Zili wanbao), 8 January 1991, p. 19.

195 Most of the accounts of travel and life in foreign countries on which theories of travel and its
links with colonialism have been based are accounts of travels by European travellers to countries
under the economic or political control of Europe. Indeed, while there is abundant theoretical
literature relating to the experiences of European travellers in other parts of the world, there is very
little discussion of non-European writing about Europe. Numerous Chinese travellers have written
accounts of Europe since the writing of Mao Dun (?) in the early 20th century, and there are doubtless
many other individual accounts by Asian, African, South American, Australasian and Pacific writers
about European travel and life; even so, theoretical literature of travel remains very much focused on
the experiences of the European subject moving outward (into so-called 'new' worlds that are new only
to them). Like so many other fields, the field of travel literature seems underpinned by the pervasive
notion of Euro-American traveller as universal subject, travelling to places supposedly less developed
or civilised than their home countries, describing and representing from a position of international
cultural authority as well as, usually, economic sufficiency. Equivalent cultural authority is denied
by Europe to non-European observations of Europe, which tend to remain within the domain of
individual story rather than buttressing a general narrative of European Us and Inferior Them. A study
of a modern European or American traveller (Isabelle Eberhardt, say, or Paul Theroux) would fit
straight into a long-established framework of knowledge and preconception, while a study of San Mao
does not. Moreover, in discussion of a European or American writer, the Europeanness or
Americanness of the subject has not generally been considered his or her most salient or significant
feature. There is an assumption of 'naturalness' that they would travel, observe and record. In
discussing my research on San Mao, however, I am often questioned about why she should have
wanted to do these things. To suggest that China and the Chinese world is somehow relevant only to
itself is untenable. Some readers may feel that there is insufficient Chinese historical context in this
present anaylsis (for example, that more attention should be given to Ming travellers, or Chinese
travellers of the early 20th century). These subjects are, of course, deserving of attention, but they are
not my concern here. Rather, I wish to place San Mao within the larger international phenomena of
modernity, travel, self-expression and the quest for innocence. I have deliberately avoided taking any
kind of contrastive approach between 'East' and "West', but have tried to demonstrate commonalities
between San Mao's narratives and European writing of foreign countries.

196 Milts p. 1.

197 Mills p. 1.

198 Writers such as Mills have rightly demonstrated that travel writing was itself 'an instrument
within colonial expansion' which helped to reinforce colonial rule, Mills p. 2.
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(and, it could be argued, participant in) the Spanish colonial project through her links
with Spain and Spanish citizenship; yet, as a Chinese woman in Africa and in Europe
her position could be represented as that of an innocent, unprivileged outsider.
Outside a European world order, she could present herself as a compassionate sharer
of African suffering, facing discrimination in Europe, bullied by 'the West' - yet
transcending racism and proving China more than a match for a European colonial
power. She is not an agent for any larger colonising mission on the part of a Chinese
state, but (as will be demonstrated) she appears to enact some kind of civilising
mission, demonstrating a self-conscious wish to embody positive 'Chinese values'
and 'improve' the people she has placed herself among.199

As Mary Louise Pratt has noted in her analysis of literature of travel and
exploration, such writing 'has produced “the rest of the world” for European
readerships';200 it also 'produced Europe’s differentiated conceptions of itself in
relation to something it became possible to call "the rest of the world".201 The
following chapters discuss the world that San Mao 'produced’ for readers, and the
conceptions of 'China’ that differentiate San Mao and her readers from the rest of that
world. Most of these conceptions are implicit rather than explicit;, only becoming
visible after careful reading and comparison of San Mao's stories. My aim here is not
generalisation but a specific reading of individual stories, in order to show how the
ideologies of her work emerge with the unfolding of the narrative. I have recounted
whole stories rather than plucking out short samples, in the hope that by articulating
some of the narrative threads that run through her work and link one story with
another, some of the underlying ideas may be illuminated. As these ideas achieve
their effect through the narrative system in which they are presented, they have been
recounted as they appear in context rather than extracted for brief summary.

Chapters 2 and 3 will examine San Mao's stories of Africa; chapters 4 and 5
will deal with stories of Europe. The final chapter will review some aspects of San
Mao's African and European stories, discuss her trips to China, and consider her
assumption of a personal place in the world.

199 Here San Mao's self-confident values and behaviour in 'the world' is reminiscent of Rojek's
description of the 19th century bourgeouis traveller, who 'confronted peripheral cultures with the self-
consciousness that he had more to teach than to learn. The self-realization of bourgeois culture
demanded that peripheral cultures and peripheral peoples should be...subjected to the bourgeois
programme of self-improvement', Rojek p. 122.

200 pratt p. 5.

201 pratt p. 5. As Pratt points out, travel writing is intimately connected with 'forms of knowledge
and expression that interact or intersect with it, outside and inside Europe.' Pratt p. 5.



48

Chapter 2:
In the Desert!

The pen-name ‘San Mao’ and with it the persona of the Chinese woman
of the desert was introduced to the world on 6th October 1974 with the
publication of the story ‘The Chinese Restaurant'.2 Popular acclaim was instant,
and 11 more Saharan stories soon followed.3

In May 1976, the 12 stories were collected into the volume Stories of the
Sahara and published by Crown Publishing House. Even though the stories
had been published already, the book was an immediate best-seller; the stories
continued to be widely read and discussed, and interviews with San Mao
proliferated in Taiwan magazines and newspapers. The author herself was
mobbed by fans when she returned briefly to Taiwan in 1976.4 San Mao’s first
book remains her most widely read; indeed, in conversations with readers about
San Mao, it is still the book that people almost invariably mention in association
with her name. It established her as a best-selling author and created an image in
popular imagination of San Mao as a romantic and playful free spirit roaming in
exotic climes with her Spanish husband, having adventures and collecting stories
to send home to those whose lives were confined to school or humdrum work in
Taiwan.

1 'Sahara' here being that part of the Sahara desert that was a colony of Spain from 1884 to 1976
(when Spain withdrew and the territory was divided between Morocco and Mauritania). Known
also as the Western Sahara, this region of 102,703 square miles located in northwest Africa 'is
bordered on the north by Morocco, on the west by the Atlantic Ocean, on the south and east by
Mauritania, and in the northeast for 26 miles by Algeria', Damis pp. 1, 9. The local residents, the
Sahrawi, comprise several tribes of nomadic herders; their language is Hassaniyya Arabic.
Estimates of the population 'have varied dramatically according to the political interests of those
counting' (31,500 was counted by Spanish estimate in 1954; 150,000 by Moroccan estimate in
1966; and 750,000 by the Polisario Front, 'the national liberation movement...fighting for an
independent Saharan state'; the figure of 73,497 counted in a 1974 census (administered by
Spain) is questioned by the Polisario Front on the grounds that it supposedly missed many
nomads or counted 'only the one male member of a family who had an identity card and normally
had contact with the Spanish administration’, Damis, p. 8.

2 The story was published on the literature page of the major Taiwan newspaper United Daily
News. After San Mao's death, there was a rival claim that 'San Mao had published an article in
Industrial World May 1974).

3 ‘Sent from the Sahara desert’ was printed next to each story as it appeared on the United Daily
News literature page, accompanied by a small graphic of a postmarked stamp on an airmail
envelope. This letter graphic presumably served to create a sense of up-to-date immediacy and
to create or strengthen an impression for the reader that the stories really had come all the way
from the remoteness of Northwest Africa. This identification of San Mao’s short stories with
letter-writing was to become a significant element in her appeal,.

4 San Mao returned home for medical treatment, on the proceeds of Stories of the Sahara. An
interview in The Woman (Funii zazhi) gives an indication of the interest in her at that time ("The
woman readers are mad about', Funii zazhi July 1976.
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This chapter will discuss some of the ‘stories of the Sahara’ that so
captured the imagination of San Mao’s readers,> beginning with the first story
published under San Mao’s name:® ‘The Chinese restaurant’ (later retitled 'The
restaurant in the desert').

The restaurant in the desert

Perhaps surprisingly for a story that was to be the first in a series whose appeal
came in part from their exotic settings in the Sahara desert, there is nothing
identifiably ‘Saharan’ about ‘The restaurant in the desert'. It is a story about
San Mao cooking Chinese food for José, her Spanish husband, and could be set
anywhere at all where the basic ingredients needed for Chinese cooking are not
readily available.? In choosing ‘feminine’ domestic details of food preparation
and home making as the subject of her story, San Mao shows strong similarities
to the many European women who have written about their lives in Africa since
the mid-19th century. Catherine Barnes Stevenson has pointed out a tendency
among these women writers to include stories of ‘ingenious housekeeping
adapted to the difficulties of a hostile land’ and to dwell on ‘the domestic trials
and triumphs of the housewife in Africa’, with Africa being ‘sometimes merely
an exotic backdrop to their domestic dramas'.® This could equally be said of
‘The restaurant in the desert'.

While San Mao is living in the Sahara with José, her Spanish husband,
her mother sends her a parcel containing various Chinese foodstuffs.® ‘A friend
in Europe’ sends vinegar and soy sauce, and then, San Mao tells us, ‘the
“Chinese restaurant” in my home opened for business right away'.
‘Unfortunately’, she adds, ‘there was only one customer, and he didn’t pay - but
later on, long queues of friends arrived wanting to eat there'.

Emboldened by the fact that José has never been to Taiwan and is thus in
no position to judge the quality or authenticity of her ‘Chinese food', San Mao

5 Most stories discussed in this chapter are from the book of the same title. San Mao’s Saharan
stories can be found in the collections Stories of the Sahara (Sahala de gushi), Huangguan
Chubanshe, Taipei, 1976; Crying Camels (Kugi de luotuo), Huangguan chubanshe, Taipei,
1977), The Rainy SeasonWill Not Return (Yuji bu zai lai), Huangguan chubanshe, Taipei, 1976;
and The Tender Night (Wenrou de ye), Huangguan chubanshe, Taipei, 1979.

6 A few stories had already been published a decade or so earlier under her own name, Chen
Ping (see Appendix 1).

7 San Mao's biographers Cui and Zhao suggest that the story 'approximates the playful and
humorous dialogue between the couplc, and the impromptu jesting found in classical Chinese
drama’. Cui and Zhao p149.

8 Stevenson pp. 23-24. Mary Louise Pratt has also pointed out the employment of 'feminized
...metaphors of bedroom and kitchen' in the work of Mary Kingsley and other women travellers
to Africa (Pratt p. 214).

9 The foodstuffs included various types of Chinese noodles, Chinese vegetables, dried
mushrooms and dried pork.
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gives him fanciful explanations of the unfamiliar foods as he takes second
helpings. Bean-starch noodles, she tells him, are made from ‘the first rain of
springtime';10 next time she serves them she tells him they are made of fishing
line.1l Sceptical about her explanations of her dishes, he enters into the spirit of
the game by refusing to eat the sushi she has made, claiming to believe that they
are made of carbon paper; showing him that her mouth has not been stained
blue, San Mao claims in return that she used ‘the reverse side of the carbon
paper'.12

The circle of ‘customers’ begins to widen when Jos€ shares some dried
pork with his colleagues.!3 When the supply of Chinese foodstuffs is almost
exhausted, however, San Mao reverts to cooking ‘western’ food (represented
here by steak). José is at first delighted to see his favourite food on the table
again, but after three days of it he is pining to eat ‘rain’ again.

There are two obvious and complementary readings for the story up to
this point. First, one could say that it demonstrates how ‘the west* is won over
by the superiority of ‘the east’, as José the Spanish husband is won over in spite
of himself by the superiority of Chinese food over his familiar steaks. Second,
it could be argued that here the superiority of China is created and affirmed by
‘the west’; the reader can believe that the food of China really is superior if a
Spanish man accustomed to that exemplar of western plenty (and hedonism), a
meat-rich diet, can abandon the preferences of a lifetime once he has been
introduced to Chinese food and discovered that the latter is better. In the person
of José and in the arena of food, Europe resoundingly acknowledges the
superiority of the East.

But the story does not end here. One day José announces that his boss is
complaining that ‘everyone in the company has been invited to our home for a
meal except him and his wife. He’s waiting for you to invite him for a Chinese
meal!’14 The following day José relays to San Mao his boss’s request that she

10 1t falls on the mountain-tops and freezes in strips; mountain folk [that is Taiwan's Aboriginal
people] bundle it together and carry it down the mountain and sell bunches of it to get money to
buy rice wine’, Stories of the Sahara p. 21.

11 Tt’s the nylon line you use when you go fishing - Chinese people process it until it is white
and soft, Stories of the Sahara p. 21.

12 Stories of the Sahara p. 23. Once he has tasted the sushi, however, he is readily able to
identify the wrapping as seaweed.

13 In an attempt to stop José eating it all, San Mao tells him that the contents of a bottle of
marinated dried pork is actually Chinese medicine (“Throat pills, to help people who have a
cough’). This is to no avail, however; having discovered the 'medicine’ to be tasty, José takes
half of it away to share with his workmates, who from then on constantly feign coughs in hopes
of another taste of the ‘medicine’. Stories of the Sahara p. 22.

14 Stories of the Sahara p. 24.
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cook him ‘dried mushrooms stir-fried with bamboo shoots'.15> Though there is
no bamboo to be found in the desert, San Mao replies, ‘OK, invite them
tomorrow night. No problem - we’ll grow some bamboo'.16
The following evening, San Mao
put candles on the table, and a white cloth with a red one diagonally
across it. It was quite beautiful. The meal delighted everyone; not only
was the food attractive and delicious but I also dressed up nicely and put
on a long skirt. After dinner, when the boss and his wife got into the car
to go home, they said specially to me, ‘If we need someone in the PR
office one day, I hope you will come and work for us and be part of the
company'.
My eyes brightened. This was all to the credit of the ‘dried mushrooms
with bamboo shooots'.17

Delighted at the positive impression his wife has made on the boss, José
exclaims,

‘The dried mushrooms with bamboo shoots was really good! Where did

you get the bamboo shoots from?’

‘What shoots?'...

“The bamboo shoots you made tonight'.

I'laughed. ‘Oh, you mean the dried mushrooms with cucumber?’

‘What? ...It’s OK for you to trick me, but you dare to deceive the boss?’

‘I didn’t deceive him. That was the best dried mushrooms and bamboo
shoots he ever had - he said so himself'.18

The story ends on this note of triumph for San Mao, with José likening
her to ‘that monkey that can do 72 transformations'. Thus with mysterious
Oriental tricks to rival those of the legendary Sun Wukong,!% San Mao has won
over José’s boss and received a job offer into the bargain; indeed she has
successfully demonstrated the excellence of her Chinese cooking skills, her
resourcefulness and artistic hospitality not only in the domestic circle but also to
José’s superior in the Spanish phosphate company where he works. In addition
to the ‘international marriage’ relationship that is a major focus of the story, this
episode both foregrounds the playfulness of San Mao’s own nature20 and hints at
the European reinforcement and approbation that clearly underlie her authority
as a ‘citizen of the world’ and representative of China in various international

15 “well"’ remarks San Mao ironically, ‘a boss who has seen the world! You shouldn’t
underestimate foreigners', Stories of the Sahara p. 24. Elsehwere San Mao ironically connects
European consumption of Chinese food with 'civilisation', noting that the many Chinese
restaurants in the Canary Islands cater to tourists from northern Europe, as 'native Canary people
are not yet civilised to the extent that they start to try Chinese food', Crying Camels p. 189.

16 Stories of the Sahara p. 24.

17 Stories of the Sahara p. 24

18 Stories of the Sahara p. 25.

19 The monkey hero of the classic Chinese novel The Journey to the West.

20 The previous chapter noted the tendency towards ironic self-presentations common to women
travel writers (as noted, for example, by Mary Louise Pratt, that 'women protagonists tend to
produce ironic reversals when they turn up in the contact zone', Pratt p. 102.
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settings. Although it is set firmly within a purely domestic, feminised sphere of
cooking and home-making, the story affirms San Mao’s international
competence and charm with the seal of European approval (achieved through
humorous deception by playing on the boss's ignorance). It also sets the scene
for the personality of the heroine and her relationship with José (far more,
indeed, than it prefigures dramas of adventure in the desert). The second story in
the series (‘Record of a marriage’) likewise gives readers few glimpses of
Saharan exotica, focusing on the bureaucratic difficulties San Mao and José
encounter as, she claims, the first non native-Saharan couple to struggle with the
formalities of getting married in the desert.2!

A larger narrative emerges when the stories are viewed together,
collected into the Stories of the Sahara volume and elsewhere. The author takes
the reader outwards from the entirely domestic setting of ‘The restaurant in the
desert’ and presents various adventures in the desert and interactions with its
people. The overall effect is not only a record of her own playful persona
(which confounds not only José but colonial officials too) and of her interactions
with and observations of the Sahara and Sahrawi, but of her shifting
identifications of herself with 'China’ (Taiwan), Spain and the Sahara. For the
most part the focus of Stories of the Sahara is on relatively mundane, everyday
topics - bathing, lending household items to neighbours, fishing, taking a driving
test, home decoration and so on.22 After a tour of some of San Mao’s
interactions outside the home, the collection closes, as it began, with a homely
account of nest-building in the desert and the bestowal of European approval on
San Mao’s abilities. A discussion of this story will conclude the present
chapter.

San Mao's sojourn in the Sahara lasted, at most, about two and a half
years, from April 1973 until October 1975.23 During her time there, in selecting
subject material for her Saharan stories, there were obviously choices to be

21 According to the officials in the local Spanish colonial law-court, no other non-Sahrawi
couple has married in the desert. After a series of bureacuractic difficulties, the court officials
are full of festive excitement when San Mao and José finally marry, Stories of the Sahara p. 33,
40-41. The marriage took place in July 1973. San Mao's marriage story captures the
imaginations of her biographers, who reiterate the story of José's present to her of a camel skull,
the casual clothes they wore for the occasion and their general casualness and absence of
planning and attention to ceremony (see for example Cui and Zhao p. 123).

22 Larger scale, more dramatic issues such as murder and revenge, and Saharan independence
struggles are treated in a later collection, Crying Camels; these are discussed in Appendix 2, San
Mao Makes History.

23 Though San Mao rarely specificies dates, hints in her books would suggest that her desert
sojourn lasted from mid-late 1973 till late 1975. Biographers tend to give more specific dating,
though their dates are not consistent. 30 or 31 October 1975 is given by most biographers as the
date of her departure, but the date of her arrival is less precisely stated. The skeptic Ma
Zhongnan suggests that San Mao's desert stay lasted less than a year.
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made. It has been noted in connection with the writings of two European women
about Africa earlier this century (Isak Dinesen and Olive Schreiner), that
‘women colonials writing in and of the African landscape...had to make certain
choices...about how to render that landscape...about whether and how to situate
themselves in it; they 'faced constant decisions about how much to allow
themselves to figure or merge with the landscape, how much to remain isolated,
and how much to create protective boundaries around themselves...Implicated as
they were by...ethnic or national origin, and by association with the colonial
order changing the landscape of Africa...They made choices about whether to
present the landscape as seen by privileged colonizers/tourists in a world not
their own, "taking the view" as tourists habitually do, and "buying" momentary
ownership of a place not their own', or, alternatively, to present a different view,
that 'seen by residents taking "legitimate" possession of the landscape in which
they lived and worked'.2# These same choices were available to San Mao, and in
her African stories she too presents herself both as a touristic outsider in the
desert and as a resident whose 'real life' there is lived through interactions with
the desert and its people. As a Chinese woman in the Sahara, she can portray
herself as innocently at play (indeed deceiving the powerful) with no
connections to wider political considerations; but through her marriage to José
she becomes identified with the Spanish colonial enterprise and thus not only
gives herself a more 'legitimate' purpose for being there but can also benefit from
her affiliations with colonial power. In her stories she not only gazes wide-eyed
at the sights and experiences the Sahara has to offer but also does her best to
involve herself in its life and create some sense of belonging there. This chapter
will focus on San Mao as she 'takes the view'; the following chapter will discuss
her 'taking possession' and seeking to belong to the desert.

The romance of the desert

But what was San Mao doing in the Sahara in the first place? What prompted
her to make the journey from Europe to a place which, as Susan Horton has
observed in connection with Isak Dinesen’s journey to Africa in 1914,
'Europeans of her time thought of as the past'?25 It is not until the final story in
the Stories of the Sahara volume (‘Setting up home empty-handed’) that San
Mao purports to explain the motivation that prompted her Saharan journey.

24 Horton p. 189.

25 Horton p. 244. Just as Europeans of Dinesen's time might have thought of Africa as 'the past’,
Africa could be consigned to 'the past' in San Mao's generation in a Taiwan that was rapidly
modernising, urbanising, industrialising and becoming increasingly prosperous.
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For half my life I have been travelling to many countries. I have lived in
advanced civilized societies; I have seen enough to be left with no
illusions about them, and I have had my fill of them. It’s not that I have
been untouched by them; my lifestyle has been very much influenced by
them. But I have never left my heart in a city where I have lived...

I don’t know how many years ago...I was flicking casually through a
National Geographic, which happened to be about the Sahara Desert. 1
only read it once; I couldn’t explain it - a nostalgia like the memory of an
earlier age; inexplicably, I gave myself over to that great unknown land
without holding anything back.26

'‘Advanced' societies have ceased to satisfy San Mao; she is in search now
of something different.2’ Like so many European travellers and writers before
her, San Mao sees in the ‘unknownness’ of this part of Africa an ‘Orient’, ‘a
place of promise’; it is a space ‘both factual and yet imaginary’ which, although
it ‘could be located precisely, geographically, on a map', is also ‘imbued with
additional symbolic meaning'.2® In his discussion of European travellers'
preconceptions about Tibet, Peter Bishop suggests that many travelled there with
certain fantasies already present in their minds, with which ‘the actual encounter
with the empirical place’ would interact ‘to confirm or contest'.2® Similarly, San
Mao's narrative notes how her imagination was prepared before her arrival there,
both from the National Geographic’s presentation of the Sahara and from
fantasies of her own. Like Tibet for Bishop's travellers, the Sahara exercises

26Stories of the Sahara pp. 211-212. This 'nostalgia‘ for the Sahara is amplified by San Mao's
biographers, such as Cui and Zhao pp. 157, 292, 239. Twenty years later the jouralist Zhang Yun
too feels 'nostalgia’ on his first sight of the Western Sahara from his plane; connecting the desert
landscape in his mind with the evocations of bleak landscapes found in Tang dynasty border
poerty, he exclaims that it is no wonder San Mao should have felt nostalgia for the memory of an
earlier age on seeing the National Geographic article about the Sahara. Zhang, Following in San
Mao's Footsteps p. 17. The 'nostalgia’ motif also prefigures a theme that appears in San Mao's
later work, namely the suggestion of previous existences; in later writings San Mao expressed a
belief that she had been an American Indian woman in a previous life (see San Mao, Over the
Hills and Far Away).

27 Citing Dean MacCannell's work on tourism, Caren Kaplan notes 'the propensity of occidental
"moderns" to look "elsewhere" for markers of reality and authenticity as a primary facet of
Europe-American modernity. The quest for better models, new forms, fresh images, and relief
from the ills of metropolitan centers compels the modernist to move further and further into what
are perceived to be the margins of the world', Kaplan pp. 34-35. 'Reality and authenticity’,
suggests MacCannell, are thought to reside 'in other historical periods and other cultures, in
purer, simpler lifestyles. In other words, the concern of moderns for "naturalness", their
nostalgia and their search for authenticity are not merely casual and somewhat decadent, though
harmless, attachments to the souvernirs of destroyed cultures and dead epochs. They are also
components of the conquering spirit of modernity - the grounds of its unifying consciousness'.
Such attitudes are characterised, Kaplan suggests, by 'a complicated tension between space and
time. When the past is displaced, often to another location, the modern subejct must travel to it,
as it were', Kaplan p. 34-35.

28 Bishop p. 13. Bishop notes that 'the orient' was presented by ‘many 19th century travel writers
as 'a certain type of experience - a place of pilgrimage, a spectacle, a ...world of exotic customs,
of disturbing yet alluring sensuality, and combined with horrific bestiality and perverse morality’'
(Bishop p. 7), and such a description has resonances in the writings of San Mao. .Likewise
Edward Said notes that ‘In the Orient one suddenly confronted unimaginable antiquity, inhuman
beauty, boundless distance’, Said, Culture and imperialism p. 134, quoted in Bishop p. 7. Such
terms are common in San Mao's stories of the Sahara.

29 Bishop p. 22
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something of the fascination of a ‘sacred space’ for San Mao;30 it is 'endowed
with the qualities of a dream’, ‘an eternal sanctuary outside (or even indifferent
to) space and time’31 where the ‘solitude and silence of boundless luminous
spaces’ are ‘far from the confusions and turmoil of modern life'.32

The Sahara, with whatever qualities the National Geographic article has
transmitted into San Mao’s imagination, is seen here in comparison with ‘many
countries’ that are ‘advanced’ and ‘civilized’ and which San Mao knows well,
yet have failed to satisfy her longings. Readers familiar with San Mao’s career
(as most soon were) would know that Spain, Germany and the USA are being
referred to here. The decisive factor in San Mao's longing for the Sahara,
however, is to do with the world order; for while she is living in Spain it occurs
to her that '280,000 square kilometres of land there was Spanish territory'.33
Residency in Spain and knowledge of the Spanish language have equipped her to
partake of the opportunities that Spanish colonialism offers:34 to live and
identify herself with the colonisers in a distant and poor region of the world

30 Bishop defines the 'sacred space' in terms of 'its separation from the profane world, by the
limited access accorded to it, by a sense of dread or fascination, by intimations of order and
power combined with ambiguity and paradox'. Bishop notes further that sacred places tend to be
located at 'the periphery of the social world', and are imagined to have some kind of ’essential
continuity with the past, with the Ancients'; they are 'sites of paradoxical power - of destruction
and also of renewal' which 'can induce a sense of both serenity and terror’. They are 'terrible, yet
fascinating'. Bishop p. 10. San Mao's configuration of the Sahara Desert would seem to partake
of this 'sacred space' fantasy. The landscape of the Sahara is for San Mao ‘a living symbol...a
premeditated and constructed sign...a naive dream world, myth concretised into fact’ (Bishop p.
223); Her 'nostalgic' longing for the Sahara is presented almost as a spiritual quest, reminiscent
of the ‘secularised pllgnmaoe discussed by Bishop (p. 5).

31 The notion of 'boundless space', 'boundless light', an 'empty region' and 'solitude' were bullt
into the European imaginings of Tibet discussed by Bishop, p. 160. Likewise ‘timelessness' is an
important feature of the sacred space of the imagination. Here the Sahara, like Tibet, holds the
apparent promise of 'a different order of space and time outside the strictures of European
modernism' (Bishop p. 145); San Mao's experiences there can be envisioned, as travellers to
Tibet envisioned theirs, as being somehow 'outside space and time'; the land itself could be
imagined as 'ancient’, 'unchanging' and 'unaffected by the outside world' (Bishop p. 149), as if it
were somehow 'backwards in time', as if 'time seemed to have stopped’, as if 'nothing ever
seemed to have changed or moved'. (Bishop p. 154). The notion of 'primitive' is included in this
sense of 'timelessness' for Bishop's travellers to Tibet (‘prehistorical’; 'primitive’; 'the most
elementary, primeval forms of human life’; 'even the landscape seemed "primeval™; 'like a land
before the arrival of humans', Bishop p. 156), and similar notions are present in San Mao's
writings of the Sahara.

32 Bishop pp. 7, 164-165. Chris Rojek has also noted the modern 'western' idea of 'wild spaces'
being somehow refuges from modernity: 'The mountains, the forests, the lakes, the moors, the
deserts and the national parks seem to have resisted the juggernaut of modernity. Free from the
wreckage of the metropolis these places seeem to be oases of serenity’, Rojek p. 198.

33 Stories of the Sahara p. 212. Spain's historical interest in the territory was, according to
Damis, as 'a strategic area for the support ot the Canary Islands, where the Spanish were firmly
entrenched, and as a commercial asset linked to the Canaries' fishing industry'. (Damis p. 9). In
1958 the Western Sahara became 'a Spanish African province' by a decree of the Spanish
government that incorporated the territory into metropolitan Spain, Damis p. 11.

34 As Sara Mills has pointed out in her discussion of women colonial travel writers, their texts
stand in relationship to colonial systems; they did not just travel as individuals, but their travels
around the world were part of colonialism as a whole, Mills p. 29.
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which, like so many other unindustrialised places, has been heavily invested in
‘western’ minds with fantasies of an ‘unspoiled’, ‘traditional’ and exotic
playground for those who can choose both to live there in more material comfort
than the ‘natives’ and to leave and return to the ‘civilisation’ of their real homes
whenever they wish to. In her descriptions of the Sahara, there is a strong
element of the fantasy with which western travellers have imbued Tibet as a relic
of history and of innocence.3> The very isolation of the Sahara and its
wilderness landscape are what appeals to San Mao; like Tibet, the Sahara
represented a place of sanctuary where the wilderness was relatively untracked
and unmapped and culture remained 'primitive’, distinct and, supposedly,
unaffected by the outside world. As Peter Bishop has pointed out, this
‘appreciation of wilderness' and 'aesthetic relationship to such places' is a feature
of industrial cultures.36

San Mao states that her initial desire in visiting the desert was to be ‘the
first woman adventurer in the world to cross the Sahara'.37 The challenge of
such an adventure lies in the fact that ‘the desert was not a civilised place' and
her consequent expectation that it would be different from places she had visited
- and that the usual rules of travel, as she has experienced it so far, will not
apply.38 For six months before going there, she claims to be ‘tormented’ by her
longing for the desert and ridiculed for it by friends.3 Finally, she makes her
decision to set out.40 José, her Spanish boyfriend, takes a job with the Spanish

35 Bishop notes that in the first half of the twentieth century 'Tibet symbolized everything the
West imagined it had itself lost...Tibet also seemed to symbolise a lost innocence', Bishop p. 204.
The three 'imaginative contexts' for Tibet in the British imagination which Bishop puts forward
(imperialism, changing attitudes towards wilderness landscapes and new ideas about personal
experience, Bishop p. 11) may correspond with changes in imaginings of the world for San Mao
- new, more confident, imaginations of Taiwan's place in the world as it grew wealthier, similar
tendencies to romanticise wilderness, and the emergent sense of a free, individualistic self at play
in the world that characterises San Mao's writing.

36 Bishop speaks of ‘a radically new aesthetic appreciation of wilderness regions’ developing in
late 19th century Europe (Bishop p. 117), which is connected with various aspects of
romanticism, such as a new aesthetic based on appreciation of 'wild, empty and barrent parts of
the world' which casued 'wilderness' to be seen as something 'sublime' and turned the 'waste' of
Tibetan landscape into something 'wonderful', Bishop p. 113. Bishop also notes ‘the sense that
many Westerners had of belonging to such distant places’ at that time, Bishop p. vii. The
Chinese heremetic tradition, it might be noted, also aestheticises wilderness and seclusion.

37The Rainy Season Will Not Return p. 177. Not only the first woman adventurer but also, of
course, the first Chinese, although ethnicity is not explicitly invoked in her self-representation
here.

38 'Experiences of travelling in many countries ', she notes, 'would not be very useful to me
there', The Rainy Season Will Not Return p. 177.

39 Stories of the Sahara p. 212.

40 Actually I was the person who insisted on going to the Sahara desert', writes San Mao, 'not
José. Later, after staying a long time, it was for José and not for me', Stories of the Sahara p.
211. This is disputed by Ma Zhongnan, in his book The Truth About San Mao. Claiming to have
interviewed members of José's family and others who knew San Mao and José at that time, he
asserts that José had actually done military service in the Western Sahara, and had signed a
contract to return to work for the phosphate mining company before San Mao reappeared in
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phosphate mining company in the Sahara4! and goes ahead of her#2 to the little
town of El Ayoun, the capital of the Western Sahara.43> Then
I concluded all trifling matters without saying goodbye to anyone.
Before I got on the plane, I left a letter and my share of the rent for the
three Spanish girls I shared a house with. I shut the door...thus closing

the door on my familiar lifestyle, and rushed off to the desert I did not yet
know.#4

Arrival

Mary Louise Pratt, who has wrtitten so insightfully about European travel
accounts of Africa and South America, notes the importance of the actual arrival
in what she calls the ‘contact zone:'¥> ‘arrival scenes’, she says, ‘are a
convention of almost every variety of travel writing and serve as particularly
potent sites for framing relations of contact and setting the terms of its
representation’#6. The arrival of San Mao in the desert is related only in the final
story in the Stories of the Sahara collection, after eleven other tales of her
adventures there; the reader, therefore, does not ‘arrive’ along with San Mao but
rather encounters the shock of arrival only after building up a picture of life in
the desert from the scenes San Mao has already presented.

San Mao’s arrival in the Sahara begins with her reunion with José, the
Spanish man she would soon marry (and whom the reader already knows as her

Spain and renewed contact with him. According to Ma, San Mao pleaded with José to take her
with him to the Sahara when he went, and that he had simply been too good-natured to refuse,
Ma pp. 63-68.

41 The phostphate mine was 'the one big capital investment of the Spanish in the Sahara’, Damis
pp- 4, 12. Set up in 1962 by the Spanish National Institute of Industry, it was named Fosfatos de
Bou Craa (Fosbucraa) in 1969. 'An estimated $400-500 million from Spanish and international
sources provided the necessary investment to acquire mining equipment and to construct
treatment, storage, dock and port facilities' Damis pp. 4, 12-13. According to San Mao, the
Fosbucraa site was two hours drive from El Ayoun, Crying Camels p. 68.

42 Biographers give February 1973 as the date of San Mao's arrival in the Western Sahara (eg
Cui and Zhao p. 121). Zhang Yun gives this date as the time that José arrived there, with San
Mao arriving in mid-April (Zhang p. 12), though by San Mao's account José was in the desert for
three months before her arrival.

43 El Ayoun (now La Ayoune) was the capital of the Western Sahara, with a population of about
25,000 in the early 1970s, Damis p. 70.

44 Stories of the Sahara p- 213. San Mao's biographers Cui and Zhao reproduce San Mao's
version, noting that José had a very hard life in the desert but had been willing to put up with it
for her sake Their account states that, having arrived in the desert, José wrote to San Mao asking
her to come over and marry him; and San Mao, though seeking adventure rather than marriage in
the desert, had read his letter ten times, gone out for a walk, come home and written a farewell
note for her sleeping flatmates saying she had gone away to get married, and left forthwith. Cui
and Zhao pp. 121-122.

45 ‘Contact zones’ being 'social spaces where disparate cultures meet, clash and grapple with
each other, often in highly asymmetrical relations of domination and subordination - like
colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out across the globe today' (Pratt p. 4);
also described as the 'space of colonial encounters, where peoples geographically and historically
separated come into contact with each other and establish ongoing relations, usually involving
conditions of coercion, radical inequality and intractable conflict', Pratt p. 6.

46 pratt pp. 78-80, quoted from Pratt.
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husband). Before she has even left the airport terminal and seen her first glimpse
of the desert, her initial impression of life there is one of extreme physical
hardship, expressed in the physical changes wrought in José after only three
months of living in the Sahara. His skin is chapped and sunburned, his lips are
cracked and his hands are coarsened,*’ and San Mao realises from this how
unprepared she is for the realities of desert life. ‘Only then did I make the
connection’, she sighs, ‘that the life I was about to face would be a serious test
for me, and not the romantic life of my idealising childish imagination'.43

As she emerges from the airport, ‘the nostaligia of half a lifetime had
come home to this piece of land in a day, with a myriad thoughts and feelings'.49
Previously, as noted above, the desert had been a land for which she felt some
kind of nameless nostalgic longing. Now, she explicitly names the fantasy of
longing and expectation which she brings to her encounter with the Sahara: ‘The
Sahara desert had been my dream lover in the secret depths of my heart for so
many years!” Curiously, it is José, San Mao’s real-life lover, who gives voice to
this fantasy of intimacy with the personified desert, greeting San Mao with the
words, “You are in the embrace of your desert now'. San Mao can only nod, her
'throat constricted’ with emotion.50

In this initial encounter, the personified desert-as-lover displays both
beauty and a vague sense of threatening power or terror.

I raised my eyes and looked out. A strong lonely wind blew sighing over

the endless yellow sand; the sky was high and the earth was deep and

majestic, silent. It was dusk, and the setting sun dyed the desert blood-

red, it was bleak and terrifying. [I]...had expected hot burning sun; the
early winter weather turned the land into poetic desolation.5!

Here are none of the numerous cast of pushy native porters, noisy throngs
and lawless drivers that surge plentifully through so many stories of arrival in the
“Third World'. Only the sympathetic José seems to be present, and since not a
single person is there to mar San Mao’s narrative of arrival in the desert, she is
free to indulge her fantasies of being swept off her feet by the Sahara-which-is-
her-lover and to commune alone with the desert's vast expanse.

47 Stories of the Sahara p- 213. In his narrative of following in San Mao's footsteps 20 years
later, the journalist Zhang Yun notes that after visiting the Fosbucraa dock and seeing the
dormitory where José lived, surrounded by desert and continually engulfed by whirling
sandstorms, he can understand José's weatherbeaten appearance after three months there (Zhang
p. 131).

48 Stories of the Sahara p. 214.

49 Stories of the Sahara p.214.

50 Stories of the Sahara p. 214. Interestingly, on later occasions when San Mao personifies the
desert, it is a woman, its undulating dunes likened to the curves of a woman's body (eg Crying
Camels p. 77). Zhang Yun, arriving 20 years later, claims that 'anyone who is interested in the
Sahara will have more or less the same emotions as San Mao when they arrive in the Western
Sahara, and I am no exception'. Zhang p. 22.

51 Stories of the Sahara p. 214.



59

The first ordeal that the desert-lover demands of San Mao is the forty-
minute walk to the house José has rented on the outskirts of El Ayoun. Along
the way she registers the presence of ‘people, sand and gas stations’ and the
lights of the town shining through the near dark; looking back at the town from
her house San Mao’s attention is caught not so much by the presence and
dwellings of Sahrawi people but by the Spanish institutions (representing
colonial government, military power and commercial wealth) lined up along the
main road through the Saharan town:

“This is the bank, there’s the government, the court is on the right, the
post office is below the court, there are several shops, our company’s
main office is in the row in front, the one with the green light is a
restaurant, the one painted yellow is the cinema'.

“That row of apartment blocks is so neat - who lives there? Look, there
are trees behind that big white wall, and a swimming pool - and that
mansion with music coming from those white gauze curtains is a
restaurant, is it?’

‘The apartment blocks are...for high-level workers; the white house is the
governor-general's, and of course it has a garden; the music you can hear
is from the military officers club'.52

Amidst these monuments to the presence of Spanish rule in the desert, San Mao
is delighted to espy a building that appears to her more authentically 'native’, ‘a
Moslem emperor’s palace fort'. José is quick to disillusion her, however: “That’s
the National Hotel - four-star - for important people from the government. It’s
not a palace'.>3

The homes of the indigenous inhabitants are less noticeable. Though
José assures her that Sahrawi homes are to be found ‘both in town and outside
town’, it is not until the end of their forty minute walk, as they reach the
outskirts of the of El Ayoun's ‘smoke and houses’, that Sahrawi begin to enter
the landscape - and then only from afar. Preceded in the narrative by their
dwellings and their animals, the people of the Sahara are still placed far enough
away to be idealised and romanticised:

Some way away from the road...were pitched several dozen patched and

holed tents, and galvanised iron huts. There were a few dromedaries and

flocks of goats on the sand.

The first time I saw this people, who were always clad in dark blue, was

like entering another world for me - a fantasy land.

The wind brought the laughter of little girls playing...

In a wild and backward and poor place like this, life is thriving in growth

just the same; it isn't a struggle for existence at all. For the people living
in the desert, the cycle of birth, age, sickness and death is a natural thing.

52 Stories of the Sahara p. 219. A governor-general had been stationed in El Ayoun since 1958
(Damis p. 11); Spanish military personnel numbered at least 15,000, Damis p. 12. According to
Zhang Yun, this 'big building like a Saharan castle' becomes the office of the chief administrator
of the district after the Spanish withdrawal, Zhang p. 30.

53 Stories of the Sahara p. 220.
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As I looked at the smoke rising, I felt that they were so serene as to be
excellent, refined. '

In my view this easy and free life is civilisation of the spirit.54
At this safe distance, the Saharans are 'serene’, 'refined' and 'natural’, civilised of
spirit, thriving with life, and with a special closeness to the realities of birth and
death (that San Mao, her Spanish companions in the desert and her readers at
home have presumably lost). This romantic vision of the Saharans is strongly
reminiscent of the ‘elegaic tone in describing Africa and Africans’ encountered
in the writing of earlier European travellers who, it has been pointed out, were
often ‘prompted by Africa’s representing in Europeans’ minds their own lost
natural Eden as well as the more gentle civilization lost to their own continent’.53

Now San Mao calls us back from the general sublime to the scene of the
new life before her:

In the end we came into a long street, along the sides of which decaying

square houses made of hollow bricks stood scattered under the setting
sun.

I looked especially at a very small house at the end of the row, with an
arched doorway; it told me directly that it was mine....

There was a big rubbish tip opposite...and beyond that was the vast sky.
Behind the house was a high hill, not sand, just big lumps of scattered
rocks and gravel.

I couldn’t see anyone in the neighbouring houses; there was only the
ceaseless wind blowing fiercely and playing havoc with my hair and long
skirt.56

Even as she arrives at her new home in Golden River Street, Cemetery
District, the vastness and apparent emptiness of the desert of San Mao’s pre-
prepared imagination creates a certain sense of drama for her self-production,
and appears to constitute a tabula rasa for her adventures. Here in the desert
there is scope as endless as the unbounded sands for a life as epic, dramatic and
exotic as anyone could wish; San Mao can create her own life out of the very
emptiness of the landscape around her. In this intitial encounter with the desert
she produces ‘a psychic landscape, one of infinite, uninhabited - and thereby
liberating - space around her own figure'.57 In the manner of many European
travel writers to Africa before her, San Mao’s writings ‘first empty out African

54 Stories of the Sahara pp. 215-216. The resonance of this view with earlier European
evocations of 'wilderness' can be seen from a passage quoted by Maria Frawley (from Cities of
the Past by Frances Power Cobbe, Trubner and Co., London 1864; ‘A Day at the Dead Sea’):
‘The simple realities of existence, which so rarely approach us at all in the orderly and overly
finished life of England, where we slide, without jolt or jar from the cradle to the grave, along the
smooth rails laid down by civilization, are present once more in the wilderness of the East’,
Frawley p. 154.

55 Quoted by Susan Horton from Langbaum's description of Isak Dinesen’s writing about
Africans, Horton p. 208.

56Stories of the Sahara pp. 216-217

57 Horton p- 179.
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landscapes and then proceed to fill them up again';58 but unlike these other
(mostly male) adventurers, she fills them not with ‘statistics, scientific
cataloguing of species, or metaphors that transform African landscapes into more
familiar...ones’59 but with people - the people who were there all along but who
emerge only now as they come into interaction with San Mao herself. Notions
of the vast emptiness of the landscape do reappear throughout San Mao’s
writings, but it is in her encounters with the people around her, and not with the
solitude of the desert, that most of San Mao’s project of self-creation takes place.
In her interactions with the Sahrawi people, she creates not only herself but them
as well, and the idealised ‘noble savage’ of her first impression is quickly
banished.

It should not need to be stated that the Saharan people have their own
history independent of Spain's, Morocco's or San Mao's interventions; behind
San Mao's writings there are, of course, real Sahrawi whose lives, thoughts and
behaviour have no necessary relationship to the way she chose to represent them
in her stories. This thesis makes no attempt to guess at the 'real’ stories of
Sahrawi people in the mid 1970s, at the time San Mao produced her narratives
about them; it is an analysis of how one influential writer made a world for
readers in which the material she invented or embroidered involved lives (real or
fictional) other than her own. In the words of Susan Horton, 'obviously to posit
ways in which [these] representations of Africans are misrepresentations
presupposes a knowledge of real Africans (in that place and at that time) that the
present author cannot have'.60

‘First contact’

San Mao’s attempts at contact with the Sahara and its people begin,
ironically enough, with Spanish officialdom. Once settled into the rented house
in El Ayoun, she is keen to begin her project of travel into the wider desert.6! El
Ayoun (which, although the ‘capital’ of the Western Sahara, can boast no more
than 3 or 4 streets, a few banks, and a few shops’62) is perhaps not ‘authentic’

58 Horton? p. 154. See also Pratt p. 80: ‘'the territorial, colonizing aspirations of
Euroimperialism are idealized into the depopulated face of the country'.

59 Horton p. 154, summarising the larger arguments presented by Pratt.

60 Horton p- 196.

61 Biographers Cui and Zhao, configuring love and marriage as the central issue of San Mao's
life, play down San Mao's serious travel aims and gloss over the experiences described in this
section, noting simply that 'apart from hitching rides, seeing mirages and going with the water
truck to take photos of folk customs, all San Mao could do was stay obediently at home waiting
to get married', Cui and Zhao p. 123.

62 San Mao notes further that E1 Ayoun ‘has the strong bleak atmoshpere of a town in a western;
there is none of the prosperity of a capital here’ (The Rainy SeasonWill Not Return p. 177); also
that El Ayoun has no traffic lights, Stories of the Sahara p. 206.
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enough as desert - and her aim, after all, was a coordinated project of travel right
across the desert expanse. In search of true and definitive desert travel
experience, she goes first to the representatives of Spanish colonial order in the
Sahara: the police.

The police prove far from helpful, however.63 When she asks the
Spanish deputy commander how to go into the desert, he replies derisively, ‘“The
desert? Aren’t you in the desert? What do you see when you look out of the
window?’64 The desert of San Mao's imagination, as we have seen, is not to be
found in the town;%5 she wishes to travel across the Sahara to the Red Sea.
Hearing this, the policeman is even more dismissive, telling her to give up and
take the next plane back to Madrid and thus save the police trouble. Only with
great difficulty does she manage to persuade him to grant her three months of
residency in the Western Sahara on the understanding that the police will take no
responsibility for her - and she is no closer to her goal of travel across the desert.

Frustrated, she turns for help to another representative of Spanish control
in the desert - the military - asking ‘the retired commander of the 'Desert
Forces 66 to advise her on how to travel out into the desert. He too is
discouraging, pointing out on the map how few roads there are; even these, he
explains, are merely ‘the tracks of people who have gone that way before. When
the weather is good you can see them; if there is a sandstorm they blow away'.67
Her plans rejected by both police and army, San Mao turns at last to ‘the local
residents (who) have lived in this desert for aeons - they must', she surmises,
'have their own point of view'.68

She seeks them out in a square outside the town where

camels and jeeps, merchandise and goats were all crowded in together...I
waited for an old Muslim man to finish his prayers and then went up to ask

how to cross the Sahara. He could speak Spanish, and as soon as he started
to speak, many young people gathered round.

In this rather stage-managed scene where the foreign visitor goes to the market
full of local colour and consults the venerable elder amid the circle of youths
who obligingly cluster about to listen, the Saharans appear to retain in relation to

63 Indeed San Mao depicts them as positively obstructive, compelling her to go to the police
station every day, keeping her passport, and 'always trying to make me leave', The Rainy Season
Will Not Return pp. 178-9.

64 The Rainy Season Will Not Return pp 178-179.

65 The Rainy Season Will Not Return p. 186 - 'In fact, both in and outside of the town was all
sand, but I still wanted to go further afield'".

66 The retired commander is ‘the very first person I got to know in the desert’; he is described as
a Spaniard who, having spent 'his whole life' in the desert, has no wish to return to Spain even in
retirement, The Rainy Season Will Not Return p. 180.

67 The Rainy Season Will Not Return p. 180.

68 The Rainy Season Will Not Return pp. 180-181.
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San Mao °‘the essential colonized quality of disponibilité' in that they
unquestioningly accept her intrusion and spontaneously take up the roles she
wishes them t0.%9 Yet as the scene progresses, the Sahrawi soon subvert this
apparent traveller's fantasy. San Mao does not receive the kind of native wisdom
that she was expecting; and although she initially assumes that this is because of
some lack on the part of the old man, she has become by the end of the
encounter the implicit butt of his joke.

“You want to go to the Red Sea? I have never been there. You can fly to

Europe now, and change planes and get to the Red Sea easily. What’s

the point of going across the desert?’

‘Yes, but I want to cross the desert. Please show me!' I called shrilly,
afraid he hadn’t heard me clearly.”0

To cross the desert, the old man tells her, she must hire two jeeps and engage a
guide - but this will cost far, far more than San Mao can afford. She begins to
walk away, disappointed, and then the old man adds:
‘You can also do it without spending much money...you could move
around with the nomads, they are all peaceful people. They go wherever

there is water. That way won’t cost much. I can introduce you to
someone'.

‘I’'m not afraid of hardship; I’ll buy my own tent and camel. Please help
me. Then I can leave immediately'.

The old man laughed. ‘It’s not definite that you can go. Sometimes they
stay a couple of weeks in the same place, and sometimes they stay half a
year or six months. It depends on where the goats have a few withered
trees to eat'.

‘How long does it take for them to go all around the desert?’

‘I can’t say. They are very slow - perhaps 10 years or so'.

The listeners all laughed. I was the only one that couldn’t laugh.”!

Frustrated by her lack of success in acquiring the knowledge she sought from the
locals (and perhaps by the fact that she will need more than a romanticised
willingness to 'endure hardship' to discover the desert of her dreams), she
ponders the irony of having come all of this way to the desert only to find herself
confined to this tiny town.

The natives having failed to come up with the suitable plans she had
hoped for, she turns once more to the Spanish occupying forces - and this time
she is able to benefit successfully from their presence in the Sahara. Her
relationship with the Spanish military commander allows her to travel safely
‘alone’ (that is, in the company of Sahrawi) far out into the desert under his
protection. Thus the agency of Spanish colonialism makes it possible for her to
travel into the ‘real’ desert and to encounter ‘authentic’ tent-dwelling Sahrawi in

69 This definition of disponibilité is from Pratt, p. 163.
70 The Rainy Season Will Not Return p. 181.
71 The Rainy Season Will Not Return p. 182.
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addition to the town-dwelling people who live around her in El Ayoun. Yet as
she so often does, San Mao presents institutional privileges as merely the
coincidental happy consequences of personal contact:
By introduction of the retired commander of the Foreign Legion, I often
went with the truck that sold water in the desert around a several hundred
kilometre radius. I put up a tent at night and slept near the nomadic
tribes; because of the army commander's concern, no one dared bother
me'. 72
It is on these trips out into the wider Sahara that San Mao begins her
attempts to establish relationships with the people of the desert. Thwarted in her
goal of being the first woman to cross the Sahara, she turns to another of her
‘greatest ambitions’: to take photos of the life style of the nomads who live in
this 'wilderness'.”3
‘If one analyses it, my enthusiasm for the culture of different peoples
comes from the great difference between them and me, to the point of
creating beauty and feeling in my soul. I often went deep into the
desert...and at that time, when I first came to this mysterious vast land I
used every possible means of transport to go out and get to know its
many faces. Even more precious, I wanted to see why it is that people

have the joys, loves and hates of life in this place where not even grass
will grow.74

With this statement of the radical difference of these ‘others’ from herself and
the wonder that they can experience human emotions in an environment different
from those familiar to her, San Mao introduces the story of her journeys out into
the desert with her camera, ‘longing to take pictures of everything’; ‘As for the
people who lived in the desert’, she declares,
the way they walked or the way they ate or the colours and styles of their
clothes, their gestures, their language, marriage, religious faith - I had an

inexpressible love for them all...What I liked even more was to get close
to observe them carefully and satisfy my endless curiosity about them.”

Underlying her photographic project is an explicit wish to ‘organise the largest
desert in the world’ by means of her camera, and thus to impose her own order
onto the wilderness of the Sahara. This ambitious and comprehensive
photographic record of the Sahara proves, however, too large an undertaking.

72 San Mao claims to have spent two months in this way. Stories of the Sahara p. 224.

73 Crying Camels p. 21. Dennis Porter and Caren Kaplan have discussed the significance of the
figure of the nomad to popular non-nomad imaginations: 'The desert Arab becomes, in part, an
excpression of the age-old nostalgia for the supposed lost harmony of the primitive world, a
modern Noble Savage, who is different not only from the half-Europeanized and decadent Turks
but also from city Arabs...it is far from clear that in the hierarchical opposition between Western
civilization and Eastern barbarism - the fundamental Orientalist trope - the good is on the
European side', Porter p. 234; further discussion on the romanticisation of nomads can be found
in Appendix 2, 'San Mao Makes History'".

T4Crying Camels p. 22.

75 Crying Camels pp. 23-24.



65

Unable to organise the entire desert, she must limit her plans; she makes the
decision accordingly to take photographs only of people.”6
On her excursions out of El Ayoun into the wider desert, San Mao
accompanies a Sahrawi man, Bashin, and his assistant on their journeys to
deliver water, which last several days.”” To wherever the nomads’ tents are
gathered Bashin brings petrol drums full of water in his
broken-down old truck with...no roof and no windscreen... for several
thousand kilometres in the sun - it was a big physical challenge and
harship...Even though the nomads’ tents were in groups, there were still
scattered widely; only a few camels and goats mingled together in flocks,

sustaining their lives by nibbling at a few wretched leaves on the withered
trees.”8 .

San Mao is equipped on these journeys with the things she herself needs,
but she soon discovers that she has neglected to bring ‘the things that the nomads
were hoping for'. In a naked equation of material objects and personal feeling,
she states that because of this she ‘couldn’t receive any friendship'.7® She does
not make the same mistake twice: next time, she is well prepared, having
realised that

even at the ends of the earth there are women who love to be beautiful
and children who love to eat, and so I...bought lots of lovely necklaces
and cheap rings, and...a whole lot of glittering keys...fishing line, sugar,
milk powder and sweets.

Going out into the Sahara taking these things really made me feel
ashamed of exchanging goods for friendship, but I asked myself what I
wanted from them - and it was just to let them get closer to me and let me
understand them. All I wanted in return was just their kindness and
friendship, and I hoped that through my gifts they would see that I loved
them, and go a step further to make them accept this foreign woman who
might as well have come from outer space.80

Thus the natives of the Sahara are to be assured of San Mao’s love through the
archetypical item of unequal colonial exchange - beads - along with shiny keys
that have, of course, no practical value at all for tent dwellers. The effectiveness
of the beads in buying the ‘friendship’ San Mao desires may be questionable, but

76 Crying Camels p. 24. Frustrated in her photographic ambitions, she perhaps contents herself
with her attempts to impose order on the chaotic ‘otherness’ of the desert through her stories of
her life there - that is, in words rather than in pictures. For an account of San Mao’s one
published attempt at organisation by means of photography of the world and her place in it, in
which she has taken photographs only of objects, see Appendix 3, ‘San Mao Goes Shopping'. In
Crying Camels San Mao also records photographing a banquet and taking pictures of animals
(pp- 32-33). Cui and Zhao assert that San Mao's fascination with people's customs and interest in
taking photographs of the living conditions of the nomads in the wilderness was stronger than
with ordinary tourists. Cui and Zhao p. 137.

77 Their trips take them from the Atlantic coast almost as far as the Algerian border and
back...2000 km in one trip', Crying Camels p. 24.

78 Crying Camels pp. 24-25.

79 Crying Camels p. 24.

80 Crying Camels p. 25.
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they are certainly successful in purchasing for her some experiences of native
disponibilité. Whenever the water truck stops, she tells us, San Mao jumps out
and hastens towards the tents. The ‘lovely and easily frightened inland people’
would ‘run for their lives’ at the sight of ‘this stranger’, but Bashin would yell at
them and ‘herd them like sheep to stand in front of me....I never let Bashin force
them to come close to me, I couldn’t bear that’8! (there is no 'force' involved, it
seems, in 'being 'herded like sheep'). Once she begins to hand out the gifts,
however, the Saharans (like the animals to which they have already been
likened) are apparently reassured by her gentle tone of voice (even though they
do not understand the Spanish language in which she addresses them), cease to
panic and crowd around her as she wishes. ‘Here, come and take some beads,
they’re for you’, she cries as she hangs a necklace around a little girl’s neck; the
girl obediently allows San Mao to ‘pull her close and stroke her hair'.82

These trips into the desert, San Mao tells us, continued for some months
until she married José and they had a car shipped from Spain. On every trip she
brings sugar, fishing line, medicine and cigarettes ‘to give to the people who had
nothing’;33 and each time she returns to El Ayoun ‘empty-handed, as though I
had been robbed. The poor Sahrawi living in the desert took everything down to
my tent pegs, to say nothing of the things I was carrying about my person'.84

In return for her gifts she receives human interactions that she can
transform into colourful anecdotes for her stories. To be sure of receiving the
longed-for photographs is, however, a much less simple matter. On one
occasion, for example, she is invited into a tent where (by means of gestures) she
attempts to coax a group of women into removing the veils that conceal their
faces.

In a very embarrassed manner, two of them revealed their light brown

cheeks. Their beautiful faces were set off by big eyes, blank expressions,

and unconsciously sexy lips; their appearance entranced me so much that
I couldn’t stop myself lifting my camera.85

81 Crying Camels p. 25.

82 Crying Camels p. 26.

83 Stories of the Sahara p. 224.

84 Stories of the Sahara pp. 123.-124 San Mao’s inventory of largesse to the desert dwellers
also includes medicines; this will be discussed in Chapter 3.

85 Crying Camels p. 27. Zhang Yun recalls this scene when, travelling through the desert, he
insists on stopping to look into one of the tents pitched near the roadside. The nomads are
'astonished by their strange guest' and shake hands 'not very naturally'; Zhang is careful to note
their 'strange smell'. The women, he notes, 'hovered at a distance, not daring to approach' - 'T
couldn't see their expressions but they seemed very simple and naturral...I didn't take a photo -
* not because I was afraid they'd say I had stolen their souls but because it was late and my guide
was urging me to hurry', Zhang pp. 94-95.
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The lifting of women’s veils is well known in male travel writing as a metaphor
for the ‘unveiling’ of the secrets of exotic lands.8¢ Later in the chapter we will
find San Mao observing the hidden bodies as well as faces of Sahrawi women,
and again hoping to capture the image on film; and the discovery and revealing
of female mysteries (the private disposition of the body) appears to be a
compelling subejct for writers of secondary literature on San Mao87. It has been
noted also by Vron Ware that many European writers since at least the 19th
century have singled out the position of women as an index of civilization, with
veiling (along with arranged marriages and the dowry system) as a potent
symbol of 'backwardness'.88 San Mao's narratives too suggest this pattern,
connecting veiling with backwardness in this story and elsewhere;8° her story of
arranged marriage and dowry will be discussed below.

Here, as San Mao replicates the male cliché of the uncovering gaze, she
reproduces also the sexualising gaze that inserts seductiveness into the sight of
beauties that are usually hidden (such as the women's lips).

The women, meanwhile, are gazing back:

I don't think these women had ever seen a camera - much less a Chinese

person - so they were entranced by these two strange things as well.
They looked at me, motionless, and let me take the photos.90

86 Noting that 'the image of the eternal feminine' is 'at the forefront of fantasies about the
unknown and fascinating', Bishop points out the 'almost voyeuristic' attitude of travellers who
perceive themselves as penetrating 'veils, purdahs' and so on 'to get a "peep" at Tibet' (Bishop p.
177). Sara Suleri has pointed out the fascination for Englishmen in India of women 'sequestered
in the unknowability of the zenana...it is only after such a sanctum has been penetrated that the
Anglo-Indian can claim to "know" the Indian', Suleri pp. 92-p3. San Mao proudly notes that
when young Sahrawi women come to her home to visit, they take off their veils, Stories of the
Sahara p. 131.

87 Zhang Yun, for example, is keen to learn about Muslim women's bodies beneath their veils.
His first question on visiting the Western Sahara is whether or not Sahrawi women still swathe
their bodies in cloth and hide their faces; once he has satisfied himself that at least some of them
do, there are three more things he wishes to know about the 'lifestyle' of the Sahrawi people: are
Sahrawi women too modest to consult doctors - and would they rather die than expose their
bodies to the gaze of a male doctor as San Mao suggests (see Chapter 3); do they marry when
they are still children as San Mao suggests they do (see below) and do they still perform colonic
irrigations on each other (see story below). Zhang identifies these as 'the three most interesting
customs', Zhang p. 39.

88 Vron Ware, Beyond the Pale: white women, racism and history, London: Verso, 1992, p. 14.
'Purdah, arranged marriages, the dowry system, were held up as examples of non-European, non-
rational and even "primitive" customs which marked out the societies that practised them as
backward and needing to be civilized. The veil, and the degree to which women are obliged to
cover their heads, continues to be one of the most potent symbols of cultural difference in the
twentieth century'. Ware pp. 250-251. In her story of a Sahrawi marriage (discussed below),
San Mao concludes from the fact that the bride's brother is not keen to include her in the ritual
party that "Women have no position at all in this place', Stories of the Sahara p. 62.

89 The fact that Shayida - the beautiful, clever and heroic Sahrawi woman whose story is
discussed in Appendix 2 - appears without a veil (and is Catholic rather than Muslim) is
presented as a part of her 'liberated' persona and as one of the reasons that other Sahrawi mistrust
her (see Appendix 2, 'San Mao Makes History").

90 Crying Camels p. 27.
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This photography session in the female space of the women’s tent is soon

forcefully interrupted by the paterfamilias, who comes in to see what is going

on; when he discovers San Mao taking photographs, he rushes over with a shout,

variously kicking out at and abusing the group of women crowded inside the

tent, who huddle together in a frightened group, apparently on the point of tears.
‘You...you’ve taken their souls! They’ll die!” he said in broken Spanish.
‘What?’ I was amazed. This really was unfair to me.

‘You, you, woman...you can cure diseases...you can catch souls, and
you’ve collected them all in here'. He pointed at my camera.®!

The narrative of soul stealing is not new here; the same notion of the stealing of
souls through photography was present at the time of the introduction of
photography to China (and San Mao later jokes about her own 'pure, stainless
soul' being captured by José's camera).92 As the 'stealer of the desert women's
souls', under accusation from this angry man, San Mao remarks that ‘things
weren’t quite right' (although her concern seems perhaps more for his unfairness
to herself than to the other women), and runs towards the truck, 'yelling out for
my protector Bashin';3 Bashin, however, is poweless tostop the angry people
from giving chase. San Mao’s thoughts immediately turn to the persuasive
measures that would be available for her (through her access to Spanish power or
her superior education) to deploy against them if she chose - but, fortunately,
resists the notion of using them (‘we didn’t have to use refusing to deliver water
or [bringing in] the desert forces or deeper superstition to scare them with').94
As already noted, many of San Mao’s stories present her as a figure of infinite
resourcefulness, reminiscent of the inventive trickster monkey Sun Wukong.
Now, faced with people who are afraid they will die from being photographed,
she comes up with an idea: to tell the Sahrawi that their souls have indeed been
captured inside the box of her camera but can be freed and given back. She asks
Bashin to communicate this to the crowd, adding, ‘Tell them not to be afraid'.

‘Miss, they're crazy! They’re ignorant, take no notice'. Bashin’s manner

was very arrogant, and I felt disgusted.

‘Go on! get out of here!” Bashin waved his sleeves, and they unwillingly

dispersed a little.

The women whose souls I had stolen saw that the engine was running

and the truck was about to leave...they crouched down, their faces

ghostly pale.

I...said to the people, ‘I am going to let the souls go. Don’t worry'.

In front of them all I opened my camera, and with the air of performing a

magic trick I took the film out. Then I jumped off the truck and faced the
light to let them see. The negatives were blank; there were no pictures of

91 Crying Camels p. 27.

92 See note 98 below.

93 Crying Camels pp. 27-28.
94 Crying Camels p. 28.
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people. When they saw this they sighed with relief...The people smiled,
satisfied.%> ' '

The arrogance of the town-dwelling Sahrawi Bashin towards the desert-dwellers
again provides the appropriate contrast with the indulgent manner and
inventiveness of San Mao. While he herds them like goats, she cajoles them
with gifts; he condemns their ignorance, while she craftily exploits it to extricate
herself from a tricky situation. Although her desired photographs have been lost
in the process, she joins with Bashin in hearty laughter once safely back in the
truck.

But San Mao’s encounter with Sahrawi ignorance and her opportunity to
display her own ingenuity is not over yet. An elderly Sahrawi man in the back
of the truck pursues the topic of souls:* There used to be a thing that you could
put in front of people and you could see their souls getting caught in it'. She asks
Bashin to translate; then .

When Bashin had explained and I understood, I took a little mirror out of
my backpack and without a word I gently held it up in front of that old
man’s face. When they saw it, they yelled and almost fell out of the
truck, frantically hitting Bashin on the back, telling him to stop the truck.
The truck braked, and they jumped out, almost falling off. I was
startled...and looked up at Bashin’s water truck agan. Sure enough, it had
no rear vision mirrors.%¢

The questionableness of playing such a trick on genuinely terrified people is
perhaps supposed to be neutralised by the fact that San Mao does it ‘gently’. The
success of the trick leads her to ponder on the nature of people who can be
scared by so simple a thing as a mirror:
You certainly can’t say that material civilisation is necessary for
humankind, but I was shocked and suprised that there could actually be
people living on the same earth as us who have never seen a mirror. I
couldn’t help feeling sorry for them. Was ignorance such as this just the

limitations of their geographical environment? or were there human
factors? I couldn’t find an answer.%7

95 Crying Camels p. 28.

96 Crying Camels p. 29.

97 Crying Camels p. 29. This is not San Mao's only story of photography trickery and its
connection to ‘civilisation'. On another occasion she and José encounter a young Sahrawi man
outside El Ayoun; he can speak Spanish, used to help on a mobile clinic run by nuns, and
describes himself as 'civilised'. He is fond of having his 'soul' taken and asks José to exchange
clothes with him for a photo, fastening José's watch on his wrist and twisting his hair into 'a style
that didn’t belong to him at all, like a very rustic fake European'. San Mao's portrayal of the
young man as comic in his preoccupation with 'civilisation' and the inexperience of European
ways that causes him to select the hairstyle of a rustic yokel continues as she mocks his lack of
understanding of western technology: he asks if their camera takes black and white or colour
photographs, not realising that it is the film rather than the camera that influences the colour of
the photo (and indeed telling San Mao that she does not understand this fact). Telling him that
his camera is the best colour camera in the world, José takes his photo 'in the clothes and
appearance he thought of as civilised'; and San Mao laughs and laughs at the thought of José
'deceiving the youth by exploiting his own error'. As José photographs her, she cries, 'The colour
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Bashin is evidently not the only one inclined to an arrogance that dismisses
inexperience as inferiority. But San Mao does not dwell for long on these
essentialist speculations; rather, she brings the focus back to herself, going on to
tell of her clever strategy for taking photographs unobserved, combined with her
campaign to educate Sahrawi people not to be afraid of mirrors:

When T went to the desert again I took a medium-sized mirror, and when
I got off the truck I would prop this gleaming object up on some stones.
Everyone would go to look at it, terribly afraid, and they didn’t take so
much notice of my camera because the truly terrible soul-stealing device
was now the mirror.

This strategy of ‘keeping the people ignorant’ that I came up with for
taking photos was not the most noble behaviour, so I would often crouch
down myself in front of the mirror and comb my hair or rub my face and
look at myself - and then I'd go nonchalantly away.

I made it clear that I wasn’t afraid of the mirror at all, and slowly the
children would come over, and dart quickly in front of the mirror; they’d
discover that nothing happened and so they’d do it again, and again, and
then the mirror would be surrounded by twittering Saharans. In this way,
the soul-stealing affair disappeared.®8

Thus San Mao's 'soul-stealing' story ends with the tendency noted by Sara
Mills in women travel writers' descriptions of the 'colonial countries' they visit to
present them as 'populated by harmless, loving children'.%9

Interactions with the natives and photographs are not the only rewards of
San Mao’s trips out into the desert. The pleasures of scenery and of desert fauna
also combine to please her. ‘Only when I saw the lovely sight of the herds of
galloping wild antelopes at sunrise and sunset far out in the desert', she remarks,
‘could I forget the tedium and hardship of real life'.100

But what was the nature of this tedium and hardship that only the desert
landscape and animals enabled her to forget? In El Ayoun, it seems, there are
few sources of diversion:

This poor little town only has one dirty broken-down cinema; as for the
streets, there’s no life in any of them. Most of the newspapers and
magazines we get are out of date; we get TV on average 2 or 3 times a
month and the people on it look like ghosts...the electricity and water are
always cutting off, and if you want to go for a walk there are sandstorms
all day.

Living here (apart from Sahrawi who live happily), Europeans drink too
much, couples fight, single people often commit suicide - all of these are
tragedies forced by the desert.101

camera comes to seize the pure white stainless soul! Please spare me this time', Crying Camels
pp. 34-35.

98 Crying Camels p. 30. Zhang Yun, visiting the 'old town' twenty years later, talks of veiled
women 'scurrying away behind me, afraid I'd take their photo', Zhang p. 45.

99 Mills p. 22.

100 Szories of the Sahara p. 224.

101 Stories of the Sahara pp. 142-143.
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The physical desert is also, it seems, something of a cultural desert for San Mao,
and the limitations of El Ayoun are supposedly enough to drive the European
coloniser mad (although the natives may live happily). For San Mao too, whose
previous life had been spent entirely in cities (Taipei, Madrid, Berlin),!02 life in a
small desert town would have had its difficulties - and would have seemed
increasingly alien to San Mao's readership also, in a Taiwan where standards of
living were rising rapidly and consumer culture, café culture, and television and
magazine culture were all burgeoning. 'Being cooped up...in this little town that
only has one street', San Mao notes later, 'is as lonely as being a person with a
broken leg living in cul-de-sac';103 she stresses the importance of her car as a
means of escape from the boredom of El Ayoun and the confines of Cemetery
District.104

In response to the scarcity of entertainment and material choices, San
Mao turns both outward (travelling into the wider desert with José in their car)
and inward (into the domestic sphere, investing her energies in creating a home
base into which she can retreat). This will be discussed below, after a brief
consideration of San Mao's narratives of desert hardship.

Hardship

As well as the lack of entertainment, general material scarcity is, of
course, an important aspect of the desert’s ‘emptiness’. For the privileged
traveller in a relatively poor foreign land, having undergone some physical
hardship (genuine or otherwise) can be an important part of the experience, or
even a badge of honour. Indeed the discomfort is often not (as Pratt has pointed
out in the context of Victorian travellers in Africa) just something to be put up
with, but actually becomes a significant and meaningful feature of the trip itself.
It is not uncommon for the traveller to take a certain pride in the hardships of
everyday life that he or she has chosen to undertake (and that the native
residents, of course, have no choice but to endure).

In San Mao’s desert narratives, references abound to the hardships of the
natural environment, such as the frequent sandstorms!05 and painful extremes of

102 Amenities of the city such as cafés, department stores and subways feature prominently in
San Mao's stories of Europe.

103 Crying Camels p. 66.

104'When the car that José had had shipped over was driven to our door that day, we practially
rushed out to meet it. Even though it was not a big jeep like that most practical and distinguished
of vehicles, the Land Rover, and was not suited to driving about in the desert, we were still
delighted with it'. Crying Camels p. 66.

105 “In the season of wild sandstorms, at midday when it is burning hot, the sky is full of yellow
dust, and it hurts as if your lungs were full of sand, visibility is zero, the car would toss about as
if in a raging sea, and all around you is the deafening sound of the hurricane of sand and stones
hitting the sides of the car', Crying Camels p. 74. The constant and inescapable intrusion of sand
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heat and cold!06. Material hardship is an even more frequent theme.!07 Indeed
the fact that she lived in Cemetery District at all is supposedly regarded by the
other Spanish Fosbucraa wives as unendurable; they will not visit the area for
fear of catching something.198 San Mao's biographers Cui and Zhao concur that
living in Cemetery District constituted great hardship, perceiving some kind of
superior moral quality in San Mao's ability to live there among the Sahrawi, and
suggesting that José had somehow wronged her by setting up house in a district
of town populated by Sahrawi.109

Procuring water is a particular problem.!10 She tells, for example, of
having to carry buckets of water (purchased from the government, as much as 10

to make San Mao's desert life uncomfortable - reminiscent of 'the pestilential omnipresence of
the subcontinent' noted by Suleri, p. 91.

106 She describes, for example, the freezing cold on her first night in the desert, Stories of the
Sahara p. 222.

107 San Mao notes that prices are so high that she can afford a mattress but not a bed; when they
arrive, their household effects are 'S big coarse grass mats that the Saharans use', a pot, 4 plates, 2
forks and spoons, 11 knives, a bucket, a broom, a brush, some coat hangers, soap, oil, rice, sugar
and vinegar - 'The things', she notes, were horrifyingly expensive', Stories of the Sahara p. 222;
‘Even though we had bought a few things', she continues, 'our home was just a few mats on the
floor'. Stories of the Sahara p. 223. '

108 The wife of José's boss praises San Mao's home for its tasteful decor (‘Her home is decorated
with real style - I never imagined she could make a room rented from Sahrawi as beautiful as
something in a magazine’), but the other women eschew the whole district (‘I have never been
there; I'm afraid of catching a disease’). San Mao argues that experiencing material hardship is
a valuable part of the desert experience (’I think that when you come to the Sahara if you don’t
experience hardship in material life, it is a loss to everyone in terms of experience’) and suggests
that the others do not share her interest in the desert, Sahrawi or the value of experience (‘What
desert? Forget it! Living in these dorms we don’t feel as if we’re in the desert. But you! What
a shame! Why don’t you move into town? Mixing with Sahrawi...’, Stories of the Sahara pp.
252-253. The disgust of the Spanish wives is perhaps connected to the notion of 'going native',
discussed by Dennis Porter in connection with T.E. Lawrence: 'going native - in traditional
colonial society that was the ultimate apostasy. A peculiar opprobrium was attached to the white
European who chose to live and dress like the natives or who appeared to prefer their company’,
Porter p. 230. As an 'outsider' in the Spanish community as well as the Sahrawi one, San Mao
exercises the freedom to choose her community, and ‘'made up my mind never to move into
town'. '

109 'José could only afford to put his lovely wife in an ordinary district outside town, mixing
with Sahrawi. Fortunately, San Mao didn't feel wronged', Cui and Zhao p. 140. 'Before coming
to the Sahara’, they continue, 'San Mao had an excess of humaneness. Living with the natives
whom the white wives despised, San Mao did not feel like a pearl cast in darkness; on the
contrary, the longer she lived there the more she became like a Sahrawi....She fell in love with
them. Eating camel meat didn't make her feel sick any more. The stink of the Sahrawi wasn't as
terrible any more', Cui and Zhao pp. 140-141.

110 yos¢ applies to the city government for water, Stories of the Sahara p. 222; the government
provides salt water for washing, drawn from deep desert wells, delivered daily in a government
truck at a cost of 90 pesetas per container, and stored in a petrol drum on the flat roof of the
house; drinking water, on the other hand, must be bought in town, The Rainy Season Will Not
Return p. 177-178. 'The water we used for washing and cleaning was the government’s
responsibility; after one big bucket a day they didn’t give you any more. So if we bathed, we
couldn’t wash our clothes as well, and if we washed clothes we couldn’t wash the dishe<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>