Shan Sa

“The French are quite evolved as a civilization.”

I first met Shan Sa in 1996, on a moonlit rooftop of Paris, at a champagne and sherbet party. She was then in the midst of writing her book about the Tian An Men crackdown. Now, she is one of the women that rule the top book sales, she’s a worldwide best seller, and a media favourite and martyr since she breached her contract with prestigious publisher Grasset for Albin Michel.

When she was a child, Shan Sa used to detest the French language. Her parents are teachers in Beijing, and her father used to bring back French children’s songs from Paris. “I like consonant languages, and French is full of vowels!” Then in 1990, she chose to start a new life in France, and joint the Ecole Alsacienne in Paris after only three months of French. She passed her French baccalaureate in Philosophy and Literature in 1992, and went to study Philosophy at the Institut Catholique until 1994. “I had by then fallen in love with the language: its rigor, precision, and philosophy.” She then met the famous painter Balthus, and assisted him for two years up in his Swiss family chalet. Her first book in French came out in 1997, and she opened her first painting exhibition in 2001. 

As the afternoon sun perms the top of the Luxembourg garden trees, we are joint by two friends, young writer Stephen Carriere, and art vagabond Marc d’Hauteville.

Damien Brachet: “Do you find the French racist?”

Shan Sa: “Yes. But I am also racist. I am racist against terrorism.”

Stephen Carriere: “Do you see yourself part of a literary movement?”

SS: “The movement of the oppressed.”

SC: “Are any of them French?”

SS: “No, modern French writers are too naïve, faking disenchantment. They write of fragility, while mine is a literature of domination.”

SC: “Are you accusing their fiction of dandyism?”

SS: “They all profess the same boring mal de vivre.”

SC: “Do you think they are really sincere?”

SS: “Perhaps that’s the Paris game, writers grow from being manipulated, to being manipulators. They start off by posing as victims, to then attain adulation, and enter a circle of master and servant.”

DB: “Is that what happened to you?”
SS: “… I used to play this game, now I keep out of it.”

SC: “Do you know you’re one of the very few who’s not also a book critic in a magazine?”
SS: “I’m not in that circle, and I was never asked. I am but a little mouse in that circus, like Cinderella in the kitchen - no one pays attention to me.”
SC: “Isn’t it strange that the top writers are book critics as well?”
SS: “Whatever suits them. But don’t get me wrong, this is truly a brilliant generation of writers now. The French are quite evolved as a civilization, but they are too protected, they are out of touch with reality. It is a very refined people, but they lack oxygen. Which can produce a beautiful, simmering violence.”

Marc d’Hauteville: “Can I use the grill?”

SS: “Absolutely, they are halogen vitroceramic flash plates.”

MH: “Whatever happened to good, safe, coal gas stoves?” 

DB: “Are the French frustrated?”
SS: “There is precisely not enough frustration in France, all desire has disappeared.”
DB: “What inspires you?”

SS: “Politics! The duel between Chirac and Sarkozy is delicious.”

SC: “Yes, it’s like King Lear.”

MH: “The battle of the chiefs.”

SS: “ And the rampant corruption is delightful.”

DB: “What makes you stay?”

SS: “Oh I’m just passing through. I can write anywhere.”
DB: “Where would you go next?”
SS: “Maybe China, because that’s my home, or the US, because it’s so …different, or Japan, for my exhibitions.”

DB: “How are they different from France though?”

SS: “France possesses an overall harmony, averaging between quality and mediocrity. It’s a temperate country. Whereas the US and China are extreme, they have huge gaps, between the rich and poor. I would miss the landscape though, everywhere in France is so beautiful.”

DB: “What about the people?”

SS: “The French are an intelligent people, very mental, very brainy.”

DB: “Do you read any French books?”
SS: “Yes, the classics, and contemporary friends…”

SC: “You are the only writer I know who translates her own books.”
SS: “There is also Nancy Huston, she writes both in French and English.”

DB: “Does your book change meaning from one language to the next?”
SS: “I find Chinese less poetic than French, but more human, more colloquial.”

DB: “So is calligraphy a hobby, or your real income?”
SS: “It’s in case of writer’s block. I need to paint, to balance the violence from my writing. My calligraphy is lighter, more luminous, whereas my books are heavy and dark. Also it offers the advantage of instant gratification: you immediately know whether it’s good or bad, whereas you may have to wait a whole year to know what comes out of your book.”
DB: “What about the battle of the sexes?”

SS: “There is no more battle, the women have won.”
SC: “Hallelujah!”

SS: “The men here are too sentimental, romantic Don Juans. Whereas in China, there are less and less women because of the one child policy, and they are getting stronger. And the men are too concerned with saving face. So there are all these overqualified, unmarried women, and this surplus of unmarried men. There will be more and more interracial marriage with Westerners.”

SC: “First, there are all the Russian women.”

SS: “Well, the more difficult the competition, the better.”
DB: “Do you like Chinese contemporary art?”
SS: “Chinese fine arts are very interesting now, they are in a privileged situation: cheap labour, low costs, allowing for monumental pieces. And the daily reality is fascinating, very stimulating. Artists can easily live away from the city, comfortably, whereas it’s so expensive in France.”

DB: “Any last wishes for dying France?”
SS: “Relax!”

“L'Imperatrice” (The Empress), Albin Michel – 2004

“Miroir du Calligraphe” (The calligrapher’s mirror), Albin Michel – 2002

“La Joueuse de Go” (The girl who played Go), Grasset – 2001, Goncourt Youth Prize

“Le Vent Vif et le Glaive Rapide” (The wind and the swift sword), William Blake & Co, - 2002

“Les Quatre Vies du Saule” (The four lives of the willow tree), Grasset – 1999, Cazes Prize

“Porte de la Paix Celeste” (The gate of heavenly peace), Le Rocher – 1997, Goncourt Scholarship for a First Novel, Vocation Litteraire Prize

“May Spring return”, Children of Si Chuan - 1990

“Snow”, Children of Shanghai - 1989

“Red dragonfly”, New Buds - 1988

“The poems of Yan Ni”, People of Guan Dong, 1983

