
Border Town: Chapters 9 – 12 
 

“Every boat needs a berth, and every sparrow needs a nest” (Chapter eleven, p91) 

Knowledge Check 
 
Can you answer these questions from memory? If not, skim and scan chapters 9 – 12 to find the 
answers. Discuss your findings with a classmate or your teacher; record the significance of 
these moments in the novel: 
 

1. What is the importance of the mill described at the start of chapter 9? 
 
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 
 

2. In what way does Cuicui’s grandfather compare wooing to chess? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 
 

3. Describe Nuosong’s (No.2) conflict of interest that develops through these chapters:  
 
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 

 
 
 
 

 



4. What happens to Cuicui’s yellow dog during chapter 10? 
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 
 

5. Describe Cuicui’s grandfather’s thoughts about the match between Cuicui and Tianbao 
(No. 1)? 

 
 
 

• Significance: 
 
 

6. How does chapter 12 end? 
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 
 

Discussion Point: marriage customs 

“Local custom said that No. 1 would have to come in person with gifts of cakes to Green 

Hill Creek and speak for himself to prove his seriousness” (p80) 

In this section of the novel, grandfather’s 

plan to match Cuicui with Tianbao moves 

forward. How is marriage arranged in the 

story? What formal procedures do the 

characters follow? Is there a place for love in 

marriage? How are customs and traditions 

surrounding marriage similar or different to 

those where you live or come from? 



Important Symbolism: dreams 
 
When Border Town began, Cuicui was thirteen years old – a girl on the brink of becoming a young 
woman. As such she has certain undeveloped characteristics. Her social skills, for example, are quite 
immature. For example, on page 73 she is depicted as silly and naïve when put in an awkward 
situation by herself: “Misunderstanding the good intentions of this stranger… Cuicui giggled 
between her little pursed lips and pulled the boat back to shore.” While she overhears her 
grandfather arranging her match with Tianbao, she misunderstands the details of the arrangement. 
On page 90, her grandfather asks if she understands and Cuicui answers, “No I don’t” and “her face 
and neck flushed crimson” with embarrassment. 
 
However, as time passes the novel unfolds against the backdrop of the annual Dragon Boat festival, 
which seems to mark off the years like a clock. Year on year Cuicui grows older and her subliminal 
thoughts and dreams demonstrate her coming of age. Nowhere is this more evident than in the 
repeated idea of being eaten by a big fish, which is a motif representing sexual awakening.  On page 
87, when her grandfather says, “a big fish is going to bite you” Shen Congwen writes: “Precisely 
because she knew a thing or two about this matter, Cuicui pretended not to understand.”  
 
As a way of dealing with her confusing emotions, Cuicui increasingly lives in a world of thoughts and 
dreams. She searches for shapes in the clouds and lets her mind roam. In this way, dreams and 
fantasies serve a dual purpose in the novel. On one hand they are a way for Cuicui to temporarily 
escape tension, discomfort and embarrassment, as on page 97 when Congwen writes: “she felt 
something very mysterious racing within her little heart, but when night came she went peacefully 
to sleep.” But at other times, Cuicui indulges in dreams and fantasies as a method of exploring 
natural feelings that are disturbing – but also alluring. 
 

• Create a small quotation bank of Cuicui’s dreams and fantasies from this section, or 
elsewhere in the novel: 

 

 
“In her own little world, she stood up abruptly, 

spilling half her pan of peas into the creek” (p93) 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 



Literary Context: translating Mandarin Chinese 
 
Border Town was originally written in Mandarin Chinese, the standard dialect of mainland China. The 

novel was translated by Jeffrey C Kinkley into English in 2009. The transformation of language through 

the act of translation can sometimes be difficult. It could be argued that an entirely accurate and precise 

transformation of one language into another is impossible and that something will always be ‘lost in 

translation.’ This difficulty is no doubt magnified when the two languages are as different as English and 

Chinese! Furthermore, when translating a literary work, a translator sometimes has to make a decision: 

whether to preserve the accuracy of the original text, even if the translation is somewhat awkward or 

stilted; or to ensure the translation is comfortable for a foreign reader even though it may not be 

completely accurate.  

 

You might have noticed that, while the narration of Border Town is lyrical and easy to read, when 

characters speak there is often a formality – or even awkwardness – in their use of language. You may 

also have encountered references that may be difficult for a reader outside of mainland China to 

understand. Of course, unless you speak – and read – Chinese, you won’t have the linguistic capability to 

compare both original and translated work. But you can be sensitive to moments you might feel are 

‘awkward’ or ‘unusual’ uses of language. You might also be able to research certain references in order 

to appreciate the allusions or colloquialisms Shen Congwen was using, and that Jeffrey Kinkley felt 

should remain a part of the translated text. Begin with the phrases listed here, then find your own 

examples from elsewhere in the novel: 
 

• “If you have to be a philanthropist, a real sport like the heroes of Mount Liang, then give it over, 

I’ll drink it up for you.” (p68) 

• “Uncle, you’ve seen a lot of sunrises in this locale. Everybody says the excellent feng shui here, 

the geomancy, is propitious for the emergence of great men.” (p72) 

• “This mill belongs to Middle Stockade’s Militia Captain Wang. Cost him seven hundred strings of 

cash, a thousand coppers to a string.” (p78) 

• “Don’t call her that, she’s a hard worker. Her two hands are worth more than five mills! Lu Ban 

built the bridge at Luoyang with his two hands!...” (p79) 

 

• What other uses of language do you find unusual in the novel so far? To what extent do you 

think the character of the original has been preserved? Can you tell if culture or language 

difference can explain these moments, or whether you think the translation might be at fault? 


