
Border Town: Chapters 1 – 4 
 
“The river was the famous You Shui of history, whose new name was the Bai Shui or White River… Trace 

the river back upstream, and it was so clear you could see right down to the bottom… When the sun 

shone on the deep parts, the white pebbles and striated carnelian stones were visible clear as could be, 

along with fish darting to and fro as if floating in air.” (Chapter 2, p11) 

Knowledge Check 
 
Can you answer these questions from memory? If not, skim and scan chapters 1 – 4 to find the 
answers. Discuss your findings with a classmate or your teacher; record the significance of 
these moments in the novel: 
 

1. Cuicui’s grandfather is in charge of the ferry that takes people from one side of the river 
to the other. How does he get paid for this work? What is his attitude when people 
misunderstand? 

 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 
 

2. What happened to Cuicui’s mother and father? What was her grandfather’s attitude to 
this? 

 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 
 

3. Describe Chadong:  
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 
 

 



4. Who is Shunshun? How does he compare to other people of his position? 
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 
 

5. Describe Shunshun’s sons’ education: 
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 
 

6. How does chapter 4 end? 
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 

Discussion Point: prostitution on the river 

“Folkways in a border district are 

so straightforward and 

unsophisticated that even the 

prostitutes retained their ever-

lasting honesty and simplicity” 

(p17) 

How does Shen Congwen treat the 

prostitutes who ply their trade on the river? 

What kind of people do they seem to be? 

How do they fit into the community? Are 

you surprised by the depiction of 

prostitution in chapter 2?  



Important Symbolism: the river 
 
Descriptions of the river in chapters 1 – 4 are vivid and powerful. The river is the foundation of 
life in Border Town. Even the houses are built half on land and half over the water. Water is a 
source of happiness and vital to the community, associated with joyous festivals such as Dragon 
Boat racing and duck-catching. People’s lives are lived according to the natural rhythms of the 
river. 
 
However, as a natural force the river does not only bring life and joy. When the river floods, 
people have no choice but to flee and wait for the waters to recede. Therefore, the river is not 
only associated with luxury and easing the lives of the people of the town, but also brings 
hardship and sorrow. Be alert to events that happen in the river later in the novel.   
 
Similarly, the river is not always described as pure and clear: as the river flows downstream the 
waters become muddied. The changing river symbolizes the purity of life in the high mountains 
of Hunan province, where Chadong is located. Shen Congwen idealizes this kind of rural 
existence. Therefore, as the river flows into more ‘civilized’ parts of China, it loses its idealistic 
purity. 
 

Create a small quotation bank with descriptions of the river from the novel so far: 
 

 
“When the sun shone on the deep parts, the 
white pebbles and striated carnelian stones 

were visible clear as could be” (p11) 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



Literary Context: Shen Congwen’s pastoralism 
 
Shen Congwen (1902 – 1988) is one of China’s most famous 20th century writers. His works 

often concern the lives, traditions and customs of remote regions of Hunan province, in the 

west of the country, along the border with Guizhou province. These were some of the poorest 

areas of China throughout the time of Shen Congwen’s life.  
 

Border Town is his most well-known and renowned work set in Hunan province. The novel 

vividly describes the landscape of this area, as well as the culture and customs of the local 

people before the civil war in China (1927 – 1950). Shen’s wider body of work develops a 

growing contrast between two phases of peasant life throughout the 20th century: firstly, a time 

of natural simplicity, moral certainty and happiness; secondly, the gradual erosion of moral 

virtue and the disappearance of an ideal way of life brought on by modern civilization and 

commerce. Border Town is firmly evocative of the first phase of life, describing a pastoral idyll 

in remote west Hunan province.  
 

Border Town inverts traditional prejudices against country people, presenting them not as poor 

and unsophisticated, but as healthy, dignified, and virtuous. They are romantic in the literary 

sense – their simplicity is a strength, not a criticism by the author, and they have an intimate 

connection with nature, which ‘heals’ and fortifies them against the harm caused by the way 

society seems to develop in an ‘unhealthy’ direction. While harmony with nature is not easy, 

and requires self-discipline, nature gives to country people who develop perceptive abilities 

that city-people lack. Nature challenges people to adapt, and rewards those who struggle and 

work hard. 

Create a character profile of Cuicui, with the aim of demonstrating her close connection 

with nature. Include: 
  

• The meaning and origin of her name; 

• Her companionship with her yellow dog; 

• Her association with natural materials, such as bamboo; 

• Her behaviour and habits in relation to nature; 

• Other elements of her character you have noticed. 


