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ABSTRACT

Soul Mountain (2000) traces a five month journey of the protagbfiom Beijing to Sichuan province and from
there followed the Yangtze River to the coast. @hscription of the trip is supposed to be basetherauthor’s journey
along the catchment areas of the Yangtze River9®31In Soul Mountain the depiction of the varied biodiversity
witnessed in the natural forests has an almosassantal value: it holds out the promise of a remeaugthentic relation of
humanity and the earth. On his wanderings intontiterre reserves Gao witnesses how people are spdmars and even
pandas; tress are being cut down a hundred tinséar fdnan before. Stones inscribed with histoiiiestriptions have been
dynamited to yield materials for bridges that weeeer built. The novels focus on literature’s ptdrio sensitize readers

to the environmental or ecological aspects of agla

Ecology can be viewed as “the study of the strgcamd function of nature”-it is understood that kiad is a
part of nature. The paper seeks to interfoet Mountain through natural sciences and shows that the nal\ezlge their
vital truth from laws of nature. It further examing¢he representation of ecology and degraded lapdscin Gao
Xingjian's Soul Mountain and also interrogates the biotic and abiotic camepts of an ecosystem, all identifiable entities
or forms in the ecosphere. The concept of dishaymionthe relationship between humankind and natmd the

possibility of finding a solution in traditional kwledge system is part of the discourse in the hove
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INTRODUCTION

Soul Mountain (2000)traces a five month journey of the protagofiem Beijing to Sichuan province and from
there followed the Yangtze River to the coast. @hscription of the trip is supposed to be basetherauthor’s journey
along the catchment areas of the Yangtze River9831In Soul Mountain the depiction of the varied biodiversity
witnessed in the natural forests has an almosassantal value: it holds out the promise of a rereaugthentic relation of
humanity and the earth. On his wanderings intontiterre reserves Gao witnesses how people are spdiars and even
pandas; tress are being cut down a hundred tinsésr fdnan before. Stones inscribed with histotiiesdriptions have been
dynamited to yield materials for bridges that weeger built. The novels focus on literature’s ptitdrio sensitize readers

to the environmental or ecological aspects of agla

Soul Mountaintakes an ecological orientation towards naturen€e 2000 Nobel Laureate in literature Gao
Xingjian demonstrates his strong concern with thesgstem in modern China, and presents a concretedatailed
discourse on natur&oul Mountain finds China’s environment out of joint and setsritgrator off on a journey to find
something original, primitive and unspoiled thatynsdill survive in the forested mountains of theibowest China. The

concept of disharmony in the relationship betweemdnkind and nature and the possibility of findimgsolution in
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traditional knowledge system is part of the disseun the novel.

Ecology explains the interdependence of environmamitmals, plants and human beings in such a watyttie
changes in or elimination of one component willtulis the others. The term ecology is derived frdma Greek root
“oikos”, meaning “house”, combined with the roobdly”, meaning “the science of” or “the study of’hds, literally
ecology is the study of the earth’s “household€luding the plants, animals, microorganisms, amdpbople that live
together as interdependent components. Ecologyeanewed as “the study of the structure and fmctf nature”-it is
understood that mankind is a part of nature.Thepageks to interpr&ul Mountain through natural sciences and shows
that the novels derive their vital truth from laafsnature. It further examines the representatioacology and degraded
landscapes in Gao XingjianSoul Mountain and also interrogates the biotic and abiotic comepts of an ecosystem, all
identifiable entities or forms in the ecosphere.Boe purpose of the study conceptual tools of eticism has been
applied because of the latter’s close relationstith the science of ecology. Garrard opines inbwek Ecocriticism that
“environmental problems require analysis in cultaa well as scientific terms” (14). He says “ediicism makes it
possible to analyse critically the tropes brougitb iplay in environmental debate” (14). It furtte@ms at analyzing the
advocacy of eco-consciousness which can be corggbumarked in his writings, as well as observing ecological
issues and ethics. In a way, his literary treasin@ws us a better way of living life, where tramgtiag self-centered
values and anthropocentrism and following biocenirand an ethical life is his primary motto. Therglqpresents some
important environmental threats faced by China yoatad seeks to raise the problem with the seriooisonof restoration

of a green planet.

The author, on his long journey as a political gefes from Beijing, employs the strategy of storytelito disperse
his loneliness, and at the same time reconstrugtgdnisonal past as well the impact of the CultRa&olution on both the
human and physical ecology of ChinaSosul Mountain the authorial self is dissected into “I”, “you”,ie” and “he”, who
together make up the protagonist.Through the chermare projections of his self, the author engaigeintimate
conversations with anonymous others to tell theesaf many different types of people who populakena, but yet who
in the final analysis can be found in all societéasl cultures. Reporting the life cycles of the sagds, mystics and
wanderers of south west China and steeping hinrséie growth processes out of a close interesiierbiology of human
affairs; a perspective which dwell mostly on thénaal nature of human life questioning the recoatitin of people as
people.

Chapter 1 ofSoul Mountain begins with “The old bus is a city reject. Afteraking in it for twelve hours on the
pot holed highway since early morning, you arriwghis mountain county town in the soutt®(l Mountain 1). This is
the beginning of a journey in search of a placeewinngshan. Ling meaning spirit or soul arghan meaning mountain in
Chinese, which is located at the source of the Rer. The person whom the “you” narrator met ia thain tore up his

empty cigarette box and drew a map of the routeingshan :

You've never seen the place mentioned in travebats and it's not listed in the most up-to-datv@ guides.
Of course, it isn’'t hard to find places like Lingthingqiu, Lingyan and even Lingshan on provinaisps and you know
very well that in the histories and classics, Limgs appears in works dating back to the ancienmhahgstic workClassic
of the Mountains and Seas and the old geographical gazettéemotated Water Classic. It was also at Lingshan that
Buddha enlightened the Venerable Mahakashyapa. r¥ooot stupid, so just use your brains, first fithds place
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Wuyizhen on the cigarette box, for this is how ybgeét to Lingshan. %oul Mountain 5)

In Chapter 2 ofSoul Mountain the scene shifts to the Qiang region from which Ylamgtze River originated,
situated at an elevation of 16,000 feet up in then@ai Mountain in the border areas of the Qingfabetan highlands
and the Sichuan basin and finally arrives in WugizhSichuan province is located in the upper Yan@ver valley in
the south western part of China. Sichuan is boddbgethe provinces of Gansu and Shaanxi to thenndre territory of
Chongging municipality to the east, the provincé&aizhou and Yunnan to the south, the Tibet Autooas Region to

the west, and the province of Qinghai to the noetstw

So you arrive in Wuyizhen, on a long and narrowedtinlaid with black cobblestones, and walkingnglahis
cobblestone street with its deep single-wheel yat, suddenly enter your childhood in an old mountawn like this.
(Soul Mountain 16)

A number of worldwide environmental problems, sashland degradation, biodiversity loss, and glatiaiate
change occupy the trend of their destructive pavfemthropogenic activities that accelerates ttadoggcal alterations of
landscapes in China. The botanist in Chapter 8déss a giant metasequoia, a living fern fossil enibran forty metres
high. The botanist has come to collect specimem®lof arrow bamboo, the food of the giant pandaséies it takes a full
sixty years for the cold arrow bamboo to go throtigh cycle of flowering, seeding, dying and for #eeds to sprout,
grow and flower. The large scale destruction of¢heamboos is responsible for the loss of habifttteogiant pandas. He
is pointing to the fact that the indiscriminate inip of the species is going to create ecologicélalance which indirectly
is going to lead to the catastrophe of the biosph€he botanist mentions clear cutting of foresil$ation of rivers, and

the environment threat posed by the planned Thorged dam, and offers an explicit warning:

Don’t commit actions which go against the basicrabger of nature, don't commit acts which should be
committed. Soul Mountain 48)

In Chapter 10 the narrative takes us through thdelh and maple groves at an altitude of two thadisaght
hundred metres and arrive at a conifer belt, wheatches of scattered light gradually appear amatgblack hemlocks

soar up, their branches arched like open umbre{E®). The experience is one of pristine ethereaty

| take deep breaths of the pure air of the foiabgling and exhaling is effortless and | feel #aey depths of my
soul being cleansed. The air penetrates to thae sblmy feet, and my body and mind seem to enteres grand cycle. |

achieve a sense of joyful freedom such as | haverrieefore experiencedsqul Mountain 61)

What Gao appreciates in nature, finds parallel &itierson’s impressions of the natural world. Tteaglof Plato
and Emerson, dating back with some of the Hindudbist, and Persian thinkers, saw the origin oh$candentalism in
1836, who adopted the whole connection of thetsgiridoctrine in nature. Emerson finds nature téheesituation which

dwarfs every other circumstance, and all men canfet for solace:

The tempered light of the woods is like a perpetaatning, it is stimulating and heroic... The incomrioable
trees begin to persuade us to live with them... Tleggdantments are medicinal, they sober and hedlhgse are plain

pleasures, kind and native to us. (Emerson 4)
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The novel refers to the human interference withrtbe-human world which is rapidly worsening the itethof
different species. It refers to an incident ofikij of a giant panda named Hanhan by poachers. lnedly Gao has a
very sound knowledge of botanical taxonomy as [saggnt in his description of the physical charasties of the gichun

snake:

The scientific name is the beaked Pallas pit viBaith are more than two metres long, not as thik amall
wrist but with a small tail section which is thinndhe body is a nondescript grey-brown with a gndte triangular
pattern, so it also has the common name of chess$lsoake. They don’t appear dangerous, and coited wck would

just look like a clump of soil.Soul Mountain 171)

In Chapter 33, “he” meets a ranger in the “den$etgsted mountains” (186). The ranger is a talldi@daged
man who is dark and thin, he has a crew cut anarka ldan face with stubble. He was first in the yand then a cadre.
He has travelled to many places but he says hendaesnt to go anywhere now. He just watches okierrhountain on his
own and has been captivated by the mountain. Tatig@ reserve at Heiwan River has a thick growtfost is quiet and
lonely devoid of human sounds. Thus the topogragtanges as he reaches the Hebei Province at tlee tmurse of the

Yangtze River.

Going upstream on the Taiping River, the sourc¢hefJingjiang, the mountain formations on the t&itles
becomes more and more bizzare. Here the thicklgsfed mountain begins to close in and the HeiwarerRiecomes

narrow and deepS6ul Mountain 186)

In chapter 39 the narrator arrives in Central Chifach comprises of Guizhou, Sichuan, Hubei and dun
provinces. The topography here is more rugged.WWhéng Range seperates Guizhou from Hunan. The Myuange is
also the home to many ethnic groups like the Tijian, Miao and others. The Miao live in the southeountains, near
Guizhou and Yunnan provinces. The majority of tha-fan ethnic groups are fiercely independent e hmaintained

their traditional way of life.

The main peak of the Wuling Range, at the bordétse provinces of Guizhou, Sichuan, Hubei and Hins
3200 metres above sea level. The annual rainfafioie than 3400 points and in one year there andybane or two days
of fine weather. When the wild winds start howlithgy often reach velocities of more than three hedidilometres per

hour. This is a cold, damp and evil placgay Mountain 222)

It is in Chapter 53 that the narrator arrives ia #ncient city in Jiangling. Twenty kilometres frdrare is the
ancient capital of the Chu Kingdom, where he vilits archaeological station where excavation igrogress. Often the
change in the course of the river leads to the gdam the topography of the land. The narrator egtes that the lake of
the earlier times has now become a small pond.|&iymnwater has receded in the lower reaches o¥dmegtze and is now
a heavily silted-up sandbar and even the city n§zliou is now below the riverbed. He feels a saigerofound and

apparently disproportionate anguish when a lovaddeape is altered out of recognition. In the warfdthe narrator:

On the east, this hill right underfoot was a lakéerding to the Yangtze River. The Yangtze at theetwas in

the vicinity of Jingzhou city but now it has movsaluth almost two kilometresSqul Mountain 318)

The dynamic ecosystem of the Miluo River is condyaadjusting to changing environmental conditioors

disturbance. The change in the natural environnbemiuse of the destruction of forest and ecologgitey to the
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shrinking of the Dongting Lake is referred to here.

However, | do not go to the shores of Dongting Lakeetrace his footsteps because several ecadgssiw told
me that of this eight-hundrddstretch of water, only a third of what is on thep:i@ow remains. They also predict with
clinical coldness that at the present rate of aditumulation and land reclamation, within twentyangethe biggest

freshwater lake in the country will vanish despitav it is drawn on map$Soul Mountain 319)

Soul Mountain delineates the degraded natural environment cawsaghorance, greed and politics and describes
conservation efforts by scientists. Itdeals withald that, was much destroyed during the Cult®aVolution and will be
even more so in the near future, by, for example,Tthree Gorges Dam in the Yangtze and by the gweving presence
of the Han Chinese who today are to be found evVeeyw “there is money to be madeébl Mountain 242-3). Also
revealing in this context is Gao’s description bé tfew remaining pandas wandering through south@aata’'s ever

shrinking forests wearing electronic transmitters.

Destruction of ecosystems and the large scale aidim of wildlife, threats posing by the constractiof the
Three Gorges Dam are some of the major environrheateerns affecting modern China. The narratonegses how
rivers are polluted and lakes are silted acrossmhele range of the Yangtze valley, from Caohaihat upper reach, to
Dongting Lake in the middle and to Huangpu RiveShanghai near the sea coast. He also reconstam¢srsations with
all sorts of characters, on topics ranging fromn@ke politics to the mythical Wild Man. He captuaishe sees and hears

in a mesmerizing manner: sometimes with unambigetargty and other times with a dreamlike qualityloran 214)

In Chapter 57 “he” enters Shennongjia through Fargin the north. He has come here to see whetteer t
primitive forests still exists. He has come dowhtla¢ way from the high plateau and the huge monostaf the upper
reaches of the Yangtze and it would be a pity tesrout seeing this mountain region of the midddehes. The ecology of
this forest gets affected with the increase inrthmber of human inhabitants resulting in the decimthe habitats of the

other species.

The annual timber export was less than 150 cubitemeFrom here all the way to Shennongjia thereealy
three households. Right up to 1960 the forest hidmreén damaged but after that the highway wentutfitrand everything
changed — today every year 50,000 cubic metresniiier have to be delivered. As production develothedpopulation
increased. In earlier times, every year at the &lap of spring thunder the fish would emerge fritli® mountain caverns
and if we blocked the mouths of the caves withdadsgmboo trays we would haul in a basketful. Nowadae can’t eat
fish. (Soul Mountain 343-44)

The loss of biodiversity loss is a matter of con¢erot only because of the aesthetic, ethical,uttual values
attached to biodiversity, but also because it ctvalde numerous far-reaching consequences for thepbere as a whole.
This idea is explored in Chapter 59 while descgltime ecology of Shennongjia. It is located inlthéei Province which
is situated in the lower course of the Yangtze Ridefore 1960 it was a vast expanse of virgin $bthat even the sun
was not visible and could only hear the sound daewduring the 1960s the Government made planbfming the trees
and in 1966 the road was put through. At prese@iCD cubic metres of timber is supplied to théestBeople came in to
illegally cut trees and to hunt. There are alscs¢hwho come to look for the Wild Man. The narratanphasized the
dangers of ignoring the non-human portion of theirenment and man’s relationship to it. Furthermbig concern for

the protection of the ecosystem of Shennongjiasfiexpression here:
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| can only say that protecting the environmentigartant work and has implications for later getiers of our
children and grandchildren. The Yangtze has alrdetyme a brown river bringing down mud and sit) get a big dam
is to be built on the Three GorgdSbul Mountain 363-64)

Soul Mountain explores the degraded natural environment in setst China. During the journey which covers
both human dominated cities and more nature-frierrdral areas, the impact of the human interferewith the
environment is widely observed and severely caéidi by the people encountered. In Chapter 6, tleatist’s efforts to
save the vanishing animal species- the giant pahdacorded in detail: “In the 2500-metre giant garobservation
compound at Haiba scientists are trying to prestrgeecosystem for the restoration of the pand2®). (The co-existence
between man and animals is depicted here througépeode of creating a habitat artificially for thaby panda called
Beibei:

It's the baby panda they saved when it came fosgictor food, sick and starving! They have beentingifor it
to come, they were certain it would come. It hagady been ten days and they had been countingatyge They said it

would definitely come before the new bamboo shetaged to sproutSoul Mountain 38)

But the poachers are still engaged in killing thasamals and only through the neckband that tratssaignals
they could be traced. These are signals transmitted giant pandas which have been captured, taggddwireless
neckbands and then returned to the forest. Th@sing darkness hides ‘anxiety and restlessnessrbes ‘more perilous’
(Soul Mountain 38) because of human intervention. This makes anigitobserve: “This world belongs to wild animals

but human beings persist in interfering with(i8bul Mountain 38).

Later on in Chapter 8 the irony is pointed out Inycdd botanist that while people are saving a s®ewiith no
capacity for survival, people have no awarenesauing the environment, referring to the threagddsy the construction
of the Three Gorges Dam. Deforestation in Shennangjjchronicled in detail in Chapter 59. Even thlo@nvironmental
concerns have been raised and a nature reserveebasbuilt up, the original ecosystem could hafmyrestored. The
rivers are polluted and lakes are silted, acrossathole range of the Yangtze valley, from Caohahatupper reach, to

Dongting Lake in the middle, and Wusong River imShai near the sea coast:

The black Wusong River which goes through the gitaes off a perpetual stench. Fish and turtleseatimct but
the inhabitants of the city somehow manage to sarviven the treated tap water used for everydaguooption is
brackish and worse still always smells of chloriftewould seem that people are hardier than fisth prawns. Soul
Mountain 471)

William Cronon inThe Trouble with Wilderness states that “wilderness is the natural, unfalletitlagsis of an
unnatural civilization that has lost its soul.dtd place of freedom in which we can recover awe selves we have lost to
the corrupting influences of our artificial liveldost of all, it is the ultimate landscape of autiety” (quoted in Garrard
69). Gao Xingjian is echoing Cronon in his powergjection of the urban world and going to theekts to establish his
ecocentricism by dramatizing the ideas that natsyslem and their individual parts possesses sitrivalue, independent
of human utility, and the humankind is an elemeithiw natural systems. 18ul Mountain he wanders along the Yangtze

River to experience life in the wilderness in ortterealize the idea of self.
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Soul Mountain presents the journey of a person trying to comterims with himself to comprehend the meaning
of the world as it relates to him. The novel stesssn the unification of nature and with the saifd the depiction of
spiritual as well as physical journey of the nasrah Soul Mountain is an attempt to achieve such a unity. The narwftor
Soul Mountain is on a great search of what he assumes is meaning life, yet throughout the book he battleshwhis

reasons for leaving modern civilization and travglon his own to the mountains.

| am on a journey — life. Life, good or bad, isoaijney and wallowing in my imagination | travelantny inner
mind with you who are my reflection. The peren@iatl perplexing question of what is most importamt be changed to a
discussion of what is most authentic and at tinesaonstitute what is known as debate. But letrstbescuss or debate
such matters; they are of no consequence for lavh@ngrossed in my journey or you who are on ypisitgal journey.
(Soul Mountain 313)
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