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Literary Craft in Nonfiction: On the Xu Xiake
youji’s “Life Writing”

Yi-Ru Fan*

Abstract

This article examines how the Xu Xiake youji (henceforth Youji),
through its method of diaristic narrative, displays Xu Xiake’s emotions,
knowledge, and the geographical characteristics of the places that Xu cast
his eyes over. It also ponders how Xu, through his diary entries, contrived
such vividness in his depiction of the mountain landscapes. Last but not
least, it rethinks from the perspective of “life writing” Xu’s self-reflection
in relation to his dealings with others.

Using diary entries as a device, Xu presented his emotions, feelings,
traveling mindscape, and mountaineering sensations on a daily basis.
These entries also included some off-topic (or epenthetic) and hearsay
stories. Due to its dailiness, the Youji may well be taken as a compilation
of numerous narrative arcs. Bearing its temporality in mind, we look
particularly at the state, the mindset, and the awareness under which the
Youji was written, hoping to see more clearly the process whereby single
events were built into the plot. In addition, from the perspective of “life
writing,” we also look at Xu’s internal monologue as he dealt with others,
and his self-consolation in difficult times, hoping to introduce a different

angle from which Xuxue, or the study of Xu Xiake, can be conducted.

Key words: Xu Xiake youji, narrative arcs, life writing

Professor, Department of Chinese, National Taiwan Normal University
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