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Introduction and Methodology 

 

For Sinophone minorities in contemporary Europe, comprising both locally born and transnational 

individuals, an increasingly global conception of Chineseness plays a significant role in artistic and 

broader cultural expression and production. While at times Sinophone artists and authors gravitate 

toward cultural essentialism to conform to external expectations, whether from the European 

context or from the mainstream cultural discourse within the Chinese diaspora, other instances 

involve deliberate engagement in performative acts that amplify orientalist ideas driven by personal 

or commercial motives. Such acts may involve exaggerated characters, attire, or cultural practices 

designed to appeal to a perceived foreign audience. The way Sinophone European cultural 

production dialogues with the imagined universe of Chineseness should be considered as an integral 

part of the contemporary European discourse on art and culture; it plays an undeniable role in the 

process of identity formation and definition of Sinophone minorities in Europe. 

The first substantial contribution to the contemporary European cultural and artistic landscape by 

local Sinophone communities can be traced back to Chinese student mobility during the early 

twentieth century. These students participated in structured programs at European universities. Their 

periods of residence in Europe held significant importance in the development of these young 

intellectuals, whose ideas would later inspire the New Culture movement in China (Bailey 1998). 

These individuals occasionally engaged in artistic, literary, or other forms of cultural production, 

both in their homeland and in Europe, laying the foundation for a transcultural commentary on the 

China-Europe mobility experience.1998 

The latter half of the twentieth century witnessed another pivotal phase in the evolution of 

Sinophone European cultural contributions, marked by the influx of writers and artists in the 1980s 

escaping political instability in the PRC, often labeled as dissidents in their host countries. Since the 

1990s, increased labor migration from China to Europe, coupled with the movement of cultural and 

professional elites along similar routes, has led to novel forms of cultural expression tied to the 

China-Europe mobility context. Additionally, the emergence of new generations raised within 

European Sinophone families has enriched the overall field of production. 

Some Chinese-origin authors and artists permanently residing in Europe have achieved commercial 

success and earned widespread recognition for incorporating elements of transculturality into their 

works. These moments of heightened interaction mark the progression of a cultural hybridity, often 

overlooked as a practice firmly rooted in Europe. While such authors and artists occupy an evolving 

space within a context of China-Europe mobility, their works can be analyzed through the interplay 

of diverse cultural systems and underlying power dynamics across aesthetic and national values. 

Chen Xi (born 1981) is a Chinese cartoonist, writer, and illustrator based in Europe. Her style draws 

from various cultural traditions, predominantly European and Chinese, to construct original and 
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fluid ideas. Central to her work is the recurring theme of transformation, a concept applied by the 

author to multicultural aesthetic elements, resulting in the creation of new worlds where the 

boundaries between the self and the other are perpetually traversed and blurred. This chapter aims 

to demonstrate how Chen Xi constructs a distinct European Sinophone chronotope achieved 

through a persistent interrogation of established dichotomies such as self versus other and European 

versus Chinese. More explicitly, Xi’s unique background and personal story becomes interwoven 

within the means of production in a way that enables multiple forms of publication and 

experimentation with different media. 

Embracing Shih’s concept of the Sinophone that seeks new articulations outside of mainland China 

(Shih 2011), we regard Chen Xi’s work as situated in a localized European (albeit transnational) 

context. We claim that the author engages in dialogue with an imagined central Chinese culture 

while maintaining an independent stance. Within this framework, our analysis employs concepts 

such as orientalism (Said 1978) and cultural identity (Hall 1990) to illuminate the author’s agency 

in artistically representing and performing her ethnicity and her expression of empowerment, often 

in playful opposition to conflicting essentialist cultural discourses. We also use the notion of 

“transcultural” to investigate how Chen Xi’s work responds to transcultural literature’s potential to 

“go beyond the limits of any one culture or national/ethnic landscape” (Dagnino 2013, p. 132), 

remaining culturally fluid and conceptually evasive. Combining these critical perspectives with an 

approach informed by the methodology of Sinophone studies, this essay strives to animate the intel-

lectual and aesthetic novelty of Chen Xi’s chronotope-based production without reducing her work 

to a generic hybridity or in-betweenness (Michaels 2015). We wish to foreground Xi’s creative 

agency—and thereby point to exciting developments in Sinophone art and literature—against the 

more static backdrop of one culture set beside another. Even more than a mix of Chinese and 

European cultures, Chen Xi creates imaginative and playful worlds of referentiality, often so 

irreverent and interpenetrating that it is difficult to sort out the layers of symbolism and 

meaning.20132015 

To see how these elements all fit together, this chapter begins with an introduction to the author’s 

life and work, followed by an examination of one of her most representative pieces, Dreams and 

Shadows (2015), discussed within the aforementioned theoretical framework. In the concluding 

section, we reflect on how Chen Xi’s critique of cultural hybridization can contribute to broader 

discussions concerning the interplay between the concepts of self and other in an ethnically marked 

environment. 

 

Floating Life Is Like a Dream 

 

Chen Xi has been carrying out what could be defined as a typical neo-nomadic life trajectory 

(D’Andrea 2006) in constant mobility across Italy, the People’s Republic of China, and the UK. Her 

artistic practice, on the other hand, can be framed as transnational; born and schooled in Beijing, her 

current customer base as a freelance illustrator is in the PRC. Since she moved to Europe 15 years 

ago, however, she only returns occasionally to the PRC. She studied art in the UK and found a 

welcoming environment for her creative activities. She also met her Italian husband in the UK, who 

introduced her to Italian culture, which nowadays plays an important role in Chen Xi’s everyday 

cultural practice. Today she happily lives in a polycultural context, which is represented in her 

creative expressions.2006 

As part of this polycultural practice, her drive toward border crossing emerges in different aspects of 

her creative production, which is for the most part translingual and multimedia. While she has 

authored a handful of stories in Italian, her primary body of work is expressed in Mandarin, often 

employing what appears to be auto-translation into English. These English renditions, while 

considerably simplified in comparison to the originals, occasionally contain unintentional linguistic 

inaccuracies. Nevertheless, this result harmonizes effectively with the transcultural and pop essence 



of her materials. Through the casual, creative, and playful use of language, she discovers an additional 

avenue for artistic and imaginative expression. 

While her novel Under the Sky of Rome (Luoma tiankong xia, Long, 2010) and the illustrated story 

compilation Dreams and Shadows: Tales from Planet Xi Teahouse (Chen 2015) took traditional 

editorial paths, Chen Xi also publishes independently online and in print. She has a Chinese blog 

and social media presence and makes limited edition art fanzines that retail in bookstores, cafés, art 

galleries, and dedicated conventions. Her work is niche, but as will be discussed in the next section, 

it is a legitimate component in an underground British DIY (Do-It-Yourself) scene made up of 

similar artists. 

Born in Beijing in 1981 into a wealthy family, Chen Xi spent her formative years in an apartment 

near the gardens of Zhongnanhai, the epicenter of political power in China. Her childhood was 

often marked by a sense of solitude, as her parents frequently embarked on overseas journeys for 

business. In an interview, she recounts how she found solace from loneliness by immersing herself 

in the illustrated children’s books that her parents would bring back from their travels. 

 

Fairy tales gave me wings to fly, they consoled me when I was young, an only child with a lot of 

time to spend at home alone. My parents bought me lots of storybooks and even recorded stories on 

tape. When they weren’t at home, I used to hear those cassettes hundreds of times, until sometimes 

the tape got stuck and suddenly it came out like a long, dark brown seaweed. My imagination 

traveled to distant lands, and I did not feel alone or imprisoned because I had a very powerful 

resource—the imagination. My parents, while travelling, bought me books of fairy tales and folk 

stories belonging to each culture. As a child, I read children’s stories from USSR, Yugoslavia, 

Scandinavia, Ireland, America, Japan. They expanded my world immensely. (Pedone 2018a, p. 49) 

 

In the year 2000, she earned admission to the esteemed Nankai University in Tianjin, where she 

pursued studies in English Language and Literature. Following her graduation, she made the 

decision to relocate to Europe for advanced education. She embarked on a master’s program in 

Media and Cultural Analysis at Loughborough University in the UK and subsequently delved into a 

course specializing in Illustrating Comics and Graphic Novels at the Central Saint Martins College 

of Art and Design in London. It was amidst this creative environment that she crossed paths with a 

young Italian who would later become her husband. 

Journeying to Rome, Chen Xi embarked on a multi-year Italian adventure that still plays a prominent 

role in her artistic production. Immersing herself in the Italian language, she also commenced remote 

work as an illustrator for a Chinese magazine centered on traditional medicine. Simultaneously, she 

launched a blog under the pseudonym of Long Santiao (Three Dragons), where she penned illustrated 

short stories inspired by her life in Italy alongside her Italian boyfriend. Some of these narratives 

found their way into local publications, resonating with local readers. 

In 2010 her trajectory led her back to the UK, this time to Cambridge, accompanied by her husband. 

While in Cambridge she published her debut novel, Under the Sky of Rome, released in the PRC by 

Shanxi Normal University Press. As a semi-autobiographical work, it traces the journey of a young 

Chinese woman who relocates to Italy to be with her partner. The novel presents Italian 

contemporary society as observed from the perspective of a Chinese expatriate, and woven within 

its fabric are episodes that humorously illuminate the cultural idiosyncrasies in the everyday life of 

an intercultural couple. 

It is while residing in Cambridge that Chen Xi starts engaging extensively through her husband with 

a circle of Italian expatriate acquaintances. At home, she immerses herself in an essentially Italian 

cultural milieu, conversing in Italian, partaking in Italian cuisine, and consuming Italian television 

content. Beyond her domestic sphere, however, she becomes an active participant in the local art 

community. She undertakes the creation of self-produced art zines, which she trades or offers for 

sale at dedicated festivals and conventions. Additionally, she partakes in art exhibitions, becomes a 

member of a musical ensemble, and orchestrates unconventional tea ceremonies. As she fully 



participates in the lifestyle of the British Italian expat community, she simultaneously feels the 

desire to study and practice traditional Chinese archery and wushu (martial arts), as her curiosity for 

classical Chinese culture burgeons—a newfound interest in her life’s journey. This path of cultural 

root seeking is also pursued by Chen Xi as a reaction to racial attacks that she experiences in 

Europe. As she explains in an interview: 

 

I am very aware of being Chinese, especially after having lived abroad for so many years. […] It is 

not always easy being Chinese abroad. In recent years, I have had to face various difficulties by 

virtue of my being Chinese: prejudices, stereotypes, misunderstandings and sometimes even 

discrimination. […] I find that there is a certain prejudice and a certain hostility towards China in 

Europe. […] Anyway, living abroad has made me much more aware of my own cultural 

background. For the first time I began to worry about losing my cultural identity and my roots. 

Today I am more interested in my cultural roots than my peers who have continued to live in China. 

Abroad I began to learn Chinese martial arts, Taiji, the Bagua, the Mantis Style, the Sword of the 

Three Wise Men, the art of shooting with the Chinese bow. I also started holding workshops and 

demonstrations of the traditional Chinese tea ceremony. Through Chinese martial arts I not only 

learned a set of practices, but I also approached classical Chinese philosophy. Through the study of 

the tea ceremony, I ventured into the world of poetry, painting, meditation, and classical Chinese 

aesthetics. (Pedone 2018a, pp. 53–54) 

 

All of these new pursuits merged in 2015 and inspired her second book, Dreams and Shadows. This 

second book, analyzed later in the chapter, is a compilation of postmodern illustrated fables and moral 

narratives. These tales bear a dreamlike ambiance, subtly interwoven with recurring motifs of 

mortality, forsakenness, and betrayal. They brim with unexpected whimsical turns, often delving into 

the realms of surrealism, all while exuding an overarching undercurrent of dark humor. 

 

A Walk on the DIY Side 

 

The context of Cambridge is conducive to the creative development of Chen Xi, who here develops 

her interest around some themes that become characteristic of her subsequent artistic production. In 

Cambridge, the author starts reflecting about her cultural identity and experimenting with ethnic 

performance. The exploration of her newfound “Chineseness” spurs an interest in traditional culture 

and in expressions of Chinese folklore, which were previously not represented in the author’s 

works. Her new stories are populated by mythological creatures and references to myths and 

legends of the classical Chinese tradition. The Cambridge production is also characterized by perva-

sive attention to food and tea as dominant themes of her artistic practice. Tea, a particularly 

important source of inspiration for Chen Xi in this phase, is especially central in her new works, as 

it represents a symbolic link between Chinese and British everyday life. Chen Xi’s celebration of 

tea takes the shape of two tea-zines (art zines entirely dedicated to the theme of tea), teabag comics 

(tiny comics contained in real tea bags), and public performances of the traditional Chinese tea 

ceremony, adapted in personal ways by the artist. Her second official release, Dreams and Shadows, 

is also a collection of illustrated stories centered on the theme of tea. 

More than anything, however, the Cambridge years are important for Chen Xi’s self-definition as an 

independent artist. In addition to regularly exhibiting her work at local galleries, she is welcomed 

into a network of other emerging artists and begins to create various collaborations. Within this new 

context, she experiments with media to express her creativity; for example, in 2012 she sets up a 

performance of food art in collaboration with a Chilean artist, also based in Cambridge. The 

performance, titled “Black and White Food Show,” featured the display of black dishes arranged on 

white objects and pottery and vice versa, accompanied by decorations of various kinds. All of the 

recipes were invented but styled to appear like ancient, traditional dishes. The participants in the 

exhibition were invited to consume foods with names such as Tears of Mermaid (black rice with 



goji berries, dates, and black sugar, decorated with “thousand days” red flowers and served in a 

bamboo bowl), You Can Eat My Black Mountain (mashed potatoes and black beans, food coloring, 

served on a black tray), Black Fairy Jelly (cooling herbal juice jelly, served on a white ceramic 

plate), and Testicles of Black Boar (pickled walnuts, served in a black coffee cup). Some of the 

foods were carved to represent floral or animal elements, a technique used in East Asian culinary 

tradition, and displayed creatively on unexpected materials, accompanied by illustrations and texts 

aimed at involving the visitors in various ways. 

Contact with the world of underground artists brings new inspiration to Chen Xi, who finds in the 

self-production of art zines a suitable medium for the expression of her creativity. The term zine is a 

variant of fanzine: handmade, small-run, self-published, and self-distributed magazines circulated 

within special interest communities (Radway 2011). Since the influential work by Duncombe 

(1997) canonized fanzines as a medium with a long history that traces back to the sci-fi fandom 

scene of the 1930s, more work has been done to highlight the importance of lo-fi culture and DIY 

ethic that underpins a widespread global cultural phenomenon such as that of zine production 

(Spencer 2005). More specifically, art zines along with artist books and art ephemera have historical 

and conceptual relevance especially in their quality of being content-specific, self-published 

(outside the mainstream art establishment), and very limited in copies (sometimes even produced in 

a single copy) (Sandhu 2010). The DIY ethic (and aesthetic) in which art zines partake is often 

related to anti-establishment or at least politically conscious stances. This is especially evident in 

the strong tradition of feminist zine production (Piepmeier 2008, 2009). Part of Chen Xi’s artistic 

production during her Cambridge sojourn is strongly inspired by this universe. She prints out and 

photocopies many of her old illustrated stories that she previously published only on her blogs; she 

started producing small booklets, drawings, series of postcards, foldable posters, and other types of 

ephemera (such as the above-mentioned decorated teabags), often produced in very few copies that 

she sells and swaps at dedicated conventions and events. 

She creates zines that gather stories from her blogs divided by theme. The zine “Beijing Sketch,” 

for example, brings together some of her sketches still dating from her life as a university student in 

Beijing, while other stories have to do with death or melancholy in various ways. The experience of 

a pregnancy threatened by complications marks a further turning point in Chen Xi’s work, which 

becomes more focused on women’s issues, as is the case in her zines “The Pregnancy Notebook” 

and “Dangerous Woman.” The women depicted in these stories are strong and assertive, dream big, 

break the barriers imposed on them, and make their dreams come true. In the story “Toto and the 

Toothbrush,” about a mermaid faced with the dilemma of being devoured as if she were sushi or 

becoming human by scratching off her tail scales with a toothbrush, Toto decides instead to fly 

away like a seagull. In a slightly more realistic vein, the short story “The Sunflower” is about a 

flower-loving woman who becomes the object of attention of a young man who seduces her but 

soon starts cheating on her. One moonlit night the woman loses their child and, consequently, falls 

into depression. She starts having recurring dreams of frozen and lonely gardens, until one day she 

wakes up in a great mood and prepares a delicious breakfast for her husband, serving him 

homemade sunflower seed cake. The young man, after enjoying the breakfast prepared by his wife, 

dies poisoned. The last panel of the story shows the woman cultivating robust, fleshy sunflowers 

and hiding her husband’s body wrapped in their roots. 

Another dangerous woman created by Chen Xi is the protagonist of the story “The Teacup,” about a 

couple who cannot have children, until one day finally the woman becomes miraculously pregnant. 

The day of birth, however, the doctor informs the couple that the newborn is not a child but a cup of 

tea. The husband, albeit grieved, blatantly states that he will still consider the cup as his own son, 

but the doctor announces more bad news: the biological father of the cup is not him. The husband is 

shocked and resents his wife, which increasingly pollutes their marriage. One day, casually opening 

a cupboard, the man discovers one entire collection of teapots that had been hidden there by his 

wife; enraged, he destroys them all: “Another wave of agony swept over him so that he broke every 

single teapot.” Following this episode, his wife abandons him. The last illustration shows the 



sideboard wide open with the only remaining cup inside unharmed, presumably his son, and the 

words: “After a while he put the teacup away from his sight. His heart was broken.” 

In the illustrated story “The Beheaded Wife,” the theme of betrayal is treated with the characteristic 

black humor of the author. It is a story without text in 16 panels. A young woman, about to marry an 

elderly gentleman, winks at a smiling young man on the same day of her wedding; for this reason, 

she is beheaded by an executioner while still wearing her wedding dress. The girl’s headless body 

stands up and embraces the young man, who in turn smiles back, but with eyes full of tears. The 

decapitated bride then rips out her own heart with one hand and gives it to the young man, who now 

looks desperate. The boy buries the bride’s remains in a cemetery and takes her heart home, which 

he decides to keep in a glass jar on the side table by his bed. In the last of four panels, the young 

man casually takes an interest in another girl. Back home, the boy brings the heart to the dining 

table, pained and undecided about what to do. In the end, he eats the heart with fork and knife on 

that same perfectly set table, freeing himself from his previous love bond to embrace without 

remorse the young girl he just met. 

Certainly, the female character who has more space in the stories of Chen Xi is the one inspired by 

the writer herself, such as the one at the center of the account of her first pregnancy (“The 

Pregnancy Notebook”), an extremely difficult stage of her life. Similarly interesting is another 

autobiographical work, the diptych “A Chinese Artist Living in Cambridge,” which consists of two 

zines, one with a white cover and one with a black cover, in obvious reference to the Yin Yang 

system. The diptych summarizes Chen Xi’s life experience in Cambridge in a contrary mode; while 

in the “white” book the stories are cheerful and full of enthusiasm, in the “black” book, the same 

events are interpreted in a gloomy and unpleasant way. For example, those same English gentlemen 

who in the white zine compliment the protagonist on her thorough knowledge of the art of tea are 

represented in the other book like monstrous shadows who make offensive and racist comments to 

her. 

In the vibrant backdrop of Cambridge, Chen Xi’s creative evolution flourishes, crystallizing themes 

that continue through her subsequent artistic endeavors. She begins to wrestle with cultural identity 

and experiment with forms of ethnic performance. This new engagement with her sense of 

Chineseness brings her closer to traditional culture and expressions of Chinese folklore. Her 

narratives take on the hues of mythological beings and allusions to classical Chinese myths and 

legends, echoing the essence of what recently has been defined by Yang Zhiyi as global Sinophone 

classicism (Yang 2022). Encapsulated through her art zines, Chen Xi’s time in Cambridge acts as an 

artistic crucible, igniting her introspection into cultural identity, nurturing her exploration of 

traditional elements, and fostering her autonomy as an artist. 

 

Dreams and Shadows: Formal Characteristics and Cultural Symbols 

 

In the following sections we take a closer look at Chen Xi’s illustrated tales collected in Dreams 

and Shadows. Given its intense transcultural character, with its deliberate ambiguity, parody, 

exaggeration, and the critical use of cultural symbols (taken in their presumed univocity) to 

denaturalize the ethnicity-cultural self continuum, Chen Xi’s work fits within a tendency of comics 

in the last few decades, “where [cultural] identity is endlessly constructed, and deconstructed, 

across difference and against set inside/outside oppositions” (Bromley 2000, p. 5). The title and 

most of the introductory text being in English, it can be inferred that at least one model reader of the 

book would be European, which is a significant parameter to investigate the target of the cultural 

operations in place in the book. Navigating between different cultural formations and skillfully 

mixing clear references from both, Dreams and Shadows compels readers to challenge the very 

notion of pre-ordained, monolithic cultures. 

The book, subtitled “Tales from Planet Xi Teahouse,” contains 12 chapters, each one with its own 

illustrated story, presented by the author herself in the paratext as “a series of my dreams, other 

people’s dreams and this planet’s dreams” (5). The subtitle already gives away that tea plays a 



central role; each story, or each “dream,” is linked to a type of tea. Chen Xi’s own dedication reads: 

“This book is for me and the people who dream and drink tea” (7). In fact, the 12 stories are 

imagined as dates between the reader and the author in the latter’s teahouse. The first page of the 

book shows an image of the author surrounded by tools used for the tea ceremony and the script: 

“Welcome to the Teahouse Planet Xi. I will make you some nice teas and tell you some dream 

stories. I have 999 teas, so how many tales I shall tell?” Descriptions, captions, and other kinds of 

scripts are usually in English, at times accompanied, or more seldomly replaced, by Chinese. Often, 

English scripts are presumably self-translated, as they are left to include typos and minor mistakes, 

adding a note of amateurship and DIY authenticity. 

Tea performs multiple functions. On a narrative plane, it functions as breaks between chapters 

through one-page scenes where different kinds of tea are offered to the reader as prologues to the 

tales. More importantly, though, tea—and the centrality conferred to it—may be interpreted as the 

first self-exoticizing element of the book, given the beverage’s common association with cultural 

“Chineseness.” In fact, the book is a patchwork of cultural references that intentionally challenge its 

characterization. For instance, save for a couple of scenarios, settings are predominantly European. 

At the same time, however, the captions for many stories are in Chinese, and it is worthy of note 

that Chinese scripts are always handwritten. The choice to handwrite Chinese characters has the 

result of playing on the “genuineness” of the handwritten mode in place of the digital. Handwritten 

characters might also emphasize the author’s individuality (especially since English is also 

sometimes handwritten), and they add to the whole DYI dimension of the book. In some cases, 

Chinese characters are even written in their archaic forms. 

The book progresses through two framed illustrations per page, accompanied by captions that work 

as short descriptive paragraphs of what is going on in the scene. In only one case, namely the fifth 

tale, “The Duke of Shadows,” are balloons present as well. Reflecting on the transcultural aspects of 

Chen Xi’s work, it may be noted that some stories included in Dreams and Shadows borrow, at least 

aesthetically, from lianhuanhua, a particular type of comic book with sequential drawings that were 

popular in China during the twentieth century. Lianhuanhua include “one illustration per page that 

carries a paragraph description usually at the bottom; seldom do they use balloons” (Lent 2015, p. 

31). They were originally filled with classical stories (32), and captions were there, instead of 

balloons, precisely with the purpose to bring more narrative information (35). Chen Xi was never 

trained in comics writing, and therefore, it is more probable that she just adopted a form that 

seemed to respond better to her own technical and artistic sensibility. 

Looking closely at the structure of the frame is vital to a comprehensive analysis of the work. Far 

from being a mere technical detail, the frame contains a crucial aesthetic property. In fact, “the 

graphic quality of comics’ images retains an irreducibly concrete materiality that persists quite apart 

from representational conventions, artistic intentions, or other discursive overlays and sig-

nificances” (Denson 2013, p. 273), creating a concrete link between the reader and the deeper layers 

of the narrative “in which the image participates” (274), in a constant “alternation between 

moments of framing and unframing” (277). In line with this approach, Chen Xi’s images can be 

static or moving, and her frames either self-contained or part of a more interlinked flow. Choosing 

to remove balloons and adopting paragraph descriptions, however, can also have the effect of 

isolating the image, with all its evident transcultural features, highlighting its specific characteristics 

independently from the story that is told. Furthermore, the “framing” technique is particularly apt to 

a work marked by a strong transnational or transcultural character (Caschera 2020, p. 232), since 

“the borders at stake in the act of reading graphic narratives stretch from intrapanel frames, such as 

those demarcating speech balloons, to the macro-scale borders between nations and national 

traditions” (Denson 2013, p. 271). 

One example of disrupted linearity between cultural symbols and representation would be the red 

color in the third date/chapter, eerily titled “Death Came to Dine” (English in the original). In the 

story, Death visits the home of the first-person narrator and her pregnant sister. Death has the form 

of a child, but it is invisible to the sister. The narrator becomes friends with it, until a stork—



typically associated with birth in European cultures—comes and takes Death away. The narrator 

then dreams of a river made red by the color of flowers blossoming on the shore. She spots the 

shape of a lady associated with her grandmother. After she wakes up, her sister has given birth. The 

red color here is the most unsettling element, especially in two of the story’s central scenes (Fig. 

15.1). Here, the framing technique allows the gaze to fix upon the red river, which looks disturbing 

in its resemblance to a stream of blood with a human shape in it, especially since it appears in the 

narrator’s dream immediately after her sister is sent to the hospital. However, the fact that the sister 

gives birth soon directs the European reader to a more positive connotation, motivated by the 

propitious property of the red color in Chinese culture. This mix produces an effect of cultural 

surprise upon the European reader and simultaneously complicates the characterization of the story 

as informed by either Chinese or European cultural symbology. 

Date/chapter eight, “The Duke of Shadows,” further challenges the reification of cultural symbols. 

The protagonist is a girl named Little Mo, whose name points to her characterization as Chinese. As 

she grows up, the “Duke of Shadows” eventually fades away after Little Mo asks him “Where is your 

own shadow?” In this union of dreamlike and psychoanalytical elements, the shadows—which 

neutralize Little Mo’s fear by turning them into benign beings—are a transcultural element, as they 

point to China’s folk tradition of shadow puppetry (Pedone 2018b, p. 15). Furthermore, the Duke of 

Shadows is clearly European (or more amorphously Western) by the shape of his hat (possibly a 

magician’s hat). In addition to pointing to the productive hybridity of the author’s references, the 

image of shadows also suggests an active effort to look beyond the subject’s exclusive 

characterization as belonging to a single cultural dimension. It is as if the protagonist’s cultural 

identity was looking at itself in a mirror for a critical self-examination (Fig. 15.2)—and perhaps it is 

no coincidence that the Duke of Shadows sits in front of Little Mo’s mirror. 

 

Functions of Traditional Chinese Cultural Imagery 

 

Dream manifestations or magical elements appear to signify transculturality, showing the multiple 

shades of identity and their deeper shadows. This role of dreams could be linked to another aspect 

of traditional Chinese cultural imagination, as dreams often bring about characters’ epiphanies. The 

foremost example is The Dream of the Red Chamber, Cao Xueqin’s masterpiece from the 

eighteenth century, where dreams contain more profound and enigmatic truths to access the deeper 

layers of the Real, exposing the myopic superficiality of immanent, visible reality. Date/chapter 

nine, “A Story of Tragical Comedy of Wild Great Wall,” is one of the stories where dreams play a 

crucial role to bring out the cultural potential of Chen Xi’s work in defetishizing cultural 

symbology. 

Set on the evident and symbolically unmistakable stage of the Great Wall, this tale may not seem as 

transcultural as the others, but only because the disrupting elements in this story are less obvious 

than in the previous ones. Five friends go for a walk on the Great Wall, “an injured dragon covered 

with weeds and broken bricks” (71). Something is wrong with them. They are distracted, hurting, or 

forgetful about something. They find a temple full of idols, but on their way back, one after another 

they are apparently killed or made to vanish by mysterious forces, somewhat connected to the 

problems they were displaying earlier. The only survivor ends up in a pavilion, where she finds fruit 

to eat and a classical Chinese dress to wear. After she does so, she is brought to a fairy land slightly 

remindful of the quintessential Chinese utopia, the Peach Blossom Spring, where she meets her 

friends again. 

In the frame where she is brought to the mysterious land, which occupies a whole page, the scene is 

depicted like a traditional Chinese painting (Fig. 15.3) with lotus flowers, flying swans, tigers, 

monkeys, dragons, and clouds drawn in the classical style. Outfits, traditional musical instruments 

(a pipa, flutes, and what looks like a sheng can be spotted), pagodas, and all sorts of supernatural 

creatures in the other four framed scenes set in the utopian land are unmistakably borrowed from 

Chinese mythology and cultural imagery (Fig. 15.4). There, the group of friends have a good time 



together, but after a banquet, they fall asleep and wake up back on the Great Wall with a rainbow in 

the sky, suggesting it was all a dream. 

Interestingly, as they fall asleep in the utopian land, itself presented as the product of a dream or at 

least a supernatural dimension, the friends descend “into a soft and aromatic dream” (85). This 

layered dreamscape challenges the boundaries between what is real and what is imaginary, 

especially as the characters move through a constructed landscape loaded with symbolic elements 

such as those described above. This motif recalls the butterfly dilemma in the Daoist foundational 

text, Zhuangzi. In this episode, part of China’s common culture, the ancient philosopher dreams of 

being a butterfly, but after waking thus unsettling the contours of wakeful reality and dream. 

The story is clearly identifiable as “culturally Chinese.” Two elements, however, disrupt the cultural 

coherence of the story. Firstly, the way characters are “absorbed” by the Great Wall (or its 

surroundings, which can be interpreted as narrative metonyms of the Wall itself) suggests that they 

go through a process of cultural upbringing, coming to terms with their “Chineseness,” symbolized 

by the Great Wall and the fairy land. However, a surreptitious but evident element of violence 

emerges; all the characters are brought to the fairy land by violent means—falling off the wall, 

being struck by a lightning, drowning, or being hit by a rock. In other words, there is an apparent 

contradiction between the characters’ successful reconciliation with their cultural identity and the 

painful journey that makes it possible. But the contradiction is left unresolved. 

Chen Xi’s use of traditional Chinese symbolism in many ways anticipates the aforementioned 

Sinophone classicism by showing how cultural tropes deriving from China’s intellectual tradition 

cannot necessarily be explained as forms of fetishism. In fact, Chen Xi’s transcultural registry, 

references, and even artistic choices can be understood only in light of her personal experience as a 

displaced person whose self-expression playfully negotiates between different cultural formations, 

rather than responding to a carefully planned project to deconstrue cultural belonging. This 

interpretation is validated by Yang’s characterization of Chineseness as “a mnemonic, temporal, and 

contextualized experience” (2022, p. 659), activated not just “as deliberate evocation,” but also “as 

involuntary, spontaneous, even subconscious recollection” (667). 

Traditional symbols are also present in date/chapter eight, “Black Monkey.” The main character is a 

woman who somehow is not able to grow past 25 years, and she still looks that age even at 45. She 

is therefore sent by her parents to see a witch (nüwu 女巫 in the Chinese caption), who sends her off 

to a strange market. There she eventually finds a clock with the statuette of a monkey, which makes 

her grow again. Cultural connotations are generally confused in this chapter, with the girl and her 

family apparently displaying Caucasian features, but they are surrounded by less culturally defined 

accessories and architectures. All these elements are particularly—and purposefully—mixed in the 

market; outfits, animals, buildings, and interiors clearly draw on different cultures, making it 

impossible to imagine a definitive geographical or cultural location. 

Once again, a dreamlike dimension is invoked in the market, where the woman is carried by the 

“golden fluffy [mimosa] flowers” blown by the witch. The monkey itself, perhaps not incidentally 

wearing a crown, is clearly an Asian symbol, not only because it is an animal found in Asia, but also 

due to Sun Wukong, a protagonist of the classical novel Journey to the West. Sun Wukong is 

generally associated with magic, mythology, havoc, and rebellion, but the monkey here is 

seemingly chosen for its cultural symbolism and its effect of self-orientalization (as theorized by 

Iwabuchi 1994). The story may be a metaphor for the identity quandary of a transnational subject, 

who must come to terms with a set of cultural references that she has a hard time making sense of 

(the market, the monkey clock) before obtaining a psychological maturity that does not exactly 

match her biological growth. The implied message concerns the displaced individual’s struggle with 

such a diversified cultural landscape that is now part of her life. Her body grows and experiences 

several situations associated with mobility and displacement, but her mind needs more time to make 

sense of the changes and finally find a way to cope with them. 

What ties together these stories of cultural upbringing, or at least cultural mediation and reflection, is 

an experience of transculturation—whether it occurs through a journey to magical places, enigmatic 



dreams, or challenges that must be overcome. There are other stories in Dreams and Shadows where 

the cultural element does not emerge with the same intensity, or is even absent altogether, at least in 

the sense of explicit or implicit negotiation. However, with all the characteristics that have been 

discussed in these two sections (both in its formal elements, such as scripts and captions, and in the 

messages conveyed by the content of the tales), the book in its entirety is itself a thought-provoking 

product of the same processes of transgression of pre-set cultural boundaries encapsulated in the 

stories analyzed above. 

 

Concluding Remarks 

 

As this chapter has shown, the originality in Chen Xi’s work centers around a continuous 

rearticulation of the relationship between the self and the other, precisely questioning what or who 

should be able to identify with the former and the latter. In this sense, it is not simply a matter of 

pure hybridization—of balancing and mixing between elements coming from two or more different 

cultures. More subtly, borrowing from Juneja’s remarks about global art history, transculturality is 

instead a process of transformation beyond models of cultural binarism, as well as beyond “the 

principle of additive extension [to look] instead at the transformatory processes that constitute art 

practice” (Juneja 2011, p. 281). Placed in dialogue with this framework, the methodological 

advantage of global Chinese classicism is particularly evident, explaining how the use of cultural 

symbols on the part of Sinophone authors does not necessarily reinforce the simulacrum of a 

supposedly “genuine,” artificially homogeneous Chinese culture, but may rather be reconstituted in 

a reflexive (if not self-critical) way with exactly the opposite purpose.2011 

This approach is especially useful in Chen Xi’s case, because the elements of Chinese tradition that 

she uses so frequently appear fetishized only at a superficial or isolated glance. Put in their proper 

context, rather, they are ways to conjure up the author’s cultural background and come to terms with 

it in a self-reflexive way. Invariably mixed with destabilizing images, characters, or references 

extracted from a European milieu, they end up questioning the author’s cultural belonging, and 

therefore her own relationship to (her)self and others. In the world of Chen Xi, it is not clear what—

or whom—is otherized; this ontological and aesthetic ambiguity is precisely where the transcultural 

meaningfulness of Chen Xi’s artistic operation is most impactful. By presenting the self and the other 

as mutually influencing categories that need to be constantly interrogated, Chen Xi enacts the cultural 

agency of a transnational creative subject who both rethinks her background and intervenes in her 

present sociocultural landscape, while at the same time enriching the field of possibilities of global 

Sinophone cultural production. 
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