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Dialoguing  
with the World
Xue Yiwei and His Traveling with Marco Polo

Hu Ying 

This essay introduces the author Xue Yiwei and his Traveling with Marco Polo, a creative collection 
that dialogues with Invisible Cities by the postmodern Italian writer Italo Calvino. While Calvino 
imagines a young Marco Polo describing the fantastic sights of fifty-five cities to an aging Kublai 
Khan, Xue Yiwei joins the conversation and provides a meticulous explication of each one of 
Calvino’s cities. Furthermore, Traveling with Marco Polo expands the imaginary cityscapes to 
include oblique commentaries on the past, present, and future of China as well as the profound 
meditation on the city as a microcosm of our world. The result is a daring literary experiment that is 
representative of Xue’s oeuvre overall: at once giving a powerful literary representation of modern 
Chinese history while engaging in dialogue with writers from all over the world.

Featured Author
Xue Yiwei
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Traveling with Marco Polo is a strange and won-
derful book. 

Its subtitle—Reading “Invisible Cities” —
reminds us of the old tradition of biji 笔记 that 

generations of literati writers compiled, blending reading 
notes, exegesis, and commentary.  At the same time, it 
is also a kind of guidebook or a companion-digest for a 
notoriously difficult work by the postmodernist writer 
Italo Calvino. At the book launch hosted by the Italian 
Embassy in Beijing in 2012, the author Xue Yiwei 薛忆

沩 claimed that “Chinese readers don’t understand this 
Italian masterpiece,” his exclusive reason for writing a 
guidebook. Patrizia Liberati, herself a noted translator 
of Chinese fiction, responded: “We Italians don’t under-
stand it either.”1 Still, Traveling with Marco Polo does more 
than explicate Calvino. Like any real, engaged dialogue, 
it goes on, extending and expanding, until it becomes a 
kind of sequel to Invisible Cities, which, in its turn, is a 
fantastic sequel to the no less fantastic tome The Travels 
of Marco Polo. 

Ever since Marco Polo spoke of his adventures along 
the Silk Road to his cellmate in the Genoa prison, ever 
since Coleridge dreamed of an Abyssinian maid strum-
ming on the dulcimer in Xanadu, there has always been 
a veritable mirage surrounding the name of Kublai Khan 
and his kingdom. In Invisible Cities, Calvino imagines the 
young Venetian merchant describing the fabulous sights 
of fifty-five cities to the aging Khan who could no longer 
travel and survey his vast empire.2 Joining the conversa-
tion, so to speak, Xue Yiwei’s Traveling with Marco Polo 
gives illumination to each one of Calvino’s “cities” and 
fetes our imagination with marvelous and mysterious 
cityscapes. Building on similar themes of memory, desire, 
and signs on which Calvino constructed his “cities,” 
Xue’s sequel spins into oblique commentaries on the 
past, present, and future of China, real and imagined. 
And further it spins, into profound meditation on the city 
as a microcosm of our world, utopic or otherwise. Thus, 
the dialogue continues across seven hundred years and 
three or more languages: Xue with Calvino, Calvino with 
Marco Polo (whoever he might be), and Marco Polo with 
Kublai Khan, infusing it with storybook fantasy as well 
as historical reality. 

 By the time Xue Yiwei began this extended dialogue 
with Calvino in 2006, he had been living in self-chosen 
exile in Montreal for four years. Xue recalls that he was 
at the time writing a book column for the weekly journal 
Southern Weekend (Nanfang zhoumo 南方周末), and had 
assigned himself the arduous task of a “daily excursion 
with Marco Polo, as a training course to strengthen [his] 
ability to write in Chinese.” The resulting column is “a 
record of the near-crazy linguistic homesickness that 
afflicted [him] while living abroad.”3 It is remarkable that 
Xue would work out with Calvino as if the latter were 

a personal trainer, hard-going but good for building up 
muscles. Still more striking, when this Chinese writer 
was painfully missing his mother tongue, he turned 
toward an intense engagement with foreign languages 
(English that he knows, and Italian that he doesn’t). But 
then again, Xue was not the first one to do so. Goethe, for 
example, famously championed a foreignizing approach 
in translation because he strongly believed the unfa-
miliar elements in the foreign tongue would invigorate 
German.4 Lu Xun, for similar reasons, practiced what he 
called yingyi 硬译 (“stiff translation”), a rendition so close 
to the original text in all its foreignness that the resulting 
work is hard to swallow for the Chinese reader—and so 
much the better, proclaims Lu Xun.5 

Xue proved both Goethe and Lu Xun right. When he 
emerged after “taking down the last of Calvino’s Invisible 
Cities,” he said: 

I saw clearly that I was both a conqueror and 
the conquered. In any case, I was not my old 
“self.” Boyed by a victor’s jubilation as well 
as a loser’s endurance, I entered into an exhil-
arating state of creativity, which affected my 
future and my past. Having gained a brand-
new sensitivity toward the Chinese language 
from writing Traveling Marco Polo, I poured 
out new works one after another and rewrote 
all my old works.6

Long before he took on Calvino in this close engagement, 
in an autumn evening in 1998, Xue Yiwei bought his copy 
of Invisible Cities at a bookstore in north London. In the 
following years, he would fill the margins of this small 
book to the brim with penciled annotations in English 
and Chinese. In many ways, his encounter with Calvino 
proves to be an ideal way station on his own literary 
journey. 

Xue began publishing fiction in the 1980s just before 
he dropped out of the expected career path of an engi-
neer/civil servant. While his earlier works give voice to 
the existential angst particular to his time and place, one 
can already hear echoes of the key themes that preoccupy 
Calvino as well, themes such as memory, travel, and the 
significance of place. For example, Xue’s short story “The 
Floating Rooms,” first published in 2000, is a psychologi-
cal portrait of the narrator “I,” solely of bits of vivid mem-
ory associated with particular rooms, which float about 
like so many “far flung islands on the ocean of time.”7 
A decade later, his essay “Labyrinths in the Other Place” 
contemplates the twin signs of departure and arrival—
signs that every traveler inevitably faces, including the 
Venetian merchant who steps into the fifty-five Invisible 
Cities, including Calvino who, like Xue, spent many years 
of his life sojourning abroad. In this essay, which some-
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times reads like a travelogue and sometimes reads like 
philosophical musing, Xue gives a fascinating account 
of his own sojourn in the city of Montreal. It begins with 
an observation that Calvino’s Marco Polo would have 
appreciated: that a departure always points toward a lab-
yrinth, “Because almost without exception, all previous 
ideas about the destination are wrong.”8 

How, then, should one navigate the labyrinthine 
journey that is life? Xue’s answer seems to be: to travel 
with other travelers, and to dialogue with other writers. 

Xue himself is an extraordinarily widely read author: 
he is always “traveling with” many others and Calvino 
is but one of his many road companions. As Xue recalls 
it, even as a high scholar in a city in the south of China, 
he had already begun to “live elsewhere” when he per-
suaded his mother to allow him to subscribe to journals 
that introduced Greek philosophers and Scottish Enlight-
enment thinkers.9 In later years, he read the complete 
Shakespeare in English, Baudelaire in French, even trying 
Borges in Spanish and Rilke in German.10 A quick glance 
through his book columns from 2006 to 2007—the same 
period he was “traveling with Marco Polo”— tells us 
that Xue engaged with writers from all over the world, 
including those from Austria, Canada, Columbia, Eng-
land, France, Germany, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Mexico, 
Peru, Portugal, Russia, Saint Lucia, Spain, Turkey, and the 
United States. The authors he discusses could constitute 
the bibliography of a college course on world literature, 
except that academic departments are too provincial to 
offer courses so wide ranging. Taking a cue from Fernan-
do Pessoa, Xue firmly believes that his homeland is not 
defined geographically but linguistically. But unlike Pes-
soa, who famously sang “My homeland is the Portuguese 
language,” Xue takes as his homeland nothing more nor 
less than the whole of world literature, a land “that does 
not concern itself with the advantage of particular classes 
nor the myopia of this group or that, and especially not 
with the boundary of national borders. It is a homeland 
with the broadest territory and richest treasures.”11 Even 
though in academic circles, the idea of world literature 
has generated some controversy in recent years, it has 
not prevented this Chinese writer from claiming it as his 
natural patrimony.

The point of claiming world literature is not so much 
a demand for ownership or a request for fair access, but 
more in the right to dialogue. Even as Xue Yiwei’s works 
chronicle modern Chinese history in all its great upheav-
als and the ensuing big and small tragedies, he does so 
while holding sustained conversations with other writers 
who have done the same for their corners of the earth. 
Thus, in his short story collection Shenzheners, Xue paints 
the portrait of “the youngest city in China,” a market 
town on the southern coast that served as an early labo-
ratory in introducing capitalism to Communist China, as 

a mirror of the radical changes that would overtake much 
of China in recent years.12 At the same time, Shenzheners 
mirrors James Joyce’s Dubliners, which gives a composite 
portrait of the Irish city in the early years of the twenti-
eth century and definitively put it on the map of world 
consciousness. 

A still more direct dialogue comes in the form of 
Xue’s novel Dr. Bethune’s Children, an imaginary conver-
sation between a Chinese narrator who resides in Mon-
treal and a Canadian surgeon named Norman Bethune, 
who went to Spain then China in the fight against the 
Fascists. The doctor died at the Chinese Communist 
base in 1939 and was praised by Mao Zedong, whose 
commemorative essay was committed to memory by all 
Chinese school children during the Cultural Revolution. 
Early in the novel, “I” contemplates the birthplace of the 
good doctor: “Yes, I live in Montreal now, but it is certain-
ly not the same Montreal as the city you lived in . . . The 
differences between the two cities with the same name 
have also been accentuated by your departure and my 
arrival.”13 Thus, in a dialogue between a Chinese writer 
and a Canadian surgeon conducted in the pit of historical 
excavation, we hear the words of a third and invisible 
interlocutor: Calvino. Engaging the Italian writer from 
a distance, Xue provides concrete expression to their 

The cover of Xue Yiwei's Traveling with Marco Polo
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shared obsession about home and abroad, about city, 
desire, and memory.  

In Xue’s latest novel “King Lear” and Nineteen Seven-
ty-Nine, for a last example of his world-wide dialogue, 
the protagonist barely survives the massive upheavals 
that seized China from the 1940s to the 1970s and saw his 
fortunes reversed on the cusp of the reform era.14 All the 
while, his inner world is framed by his college experience 
of acting in the role of King Lear. Like the Greek chorus 
on the side of the stage, lines from the Shakespearian 
tragedy offer commentary at key moments in a story 
of Chinese revolution. Forever attentive to the slipperi-
ness of language once unmoored from its context, Xue 
provides the English original followed by the Chinese 
translation, always carefully modified by “roughly equal 
to,” alerting the reader to both the inevitable historical 
gap as well as the deep resonance between languages 
and between stories. Words from Lear, Kent, and the Fool 
give lament over madness, love, and death at a highly 
particularized time and place (China, 1940s–1979), even 
while illuminating such universal themes as justice (or 
its absence) and power (or powerlessness). And Shake-
speare is radically re-imagined. “Who is it that can tell 

me who I am?”—Lear’s desperate question haunts the 
Chinese protagonist, who went from an intellectual to 
a downtrodden “class enemy” and then, as an old man, 
back to a regular citizen again. In the particular historical 
moment of China in 1979, the Bard’s words ring truer 
than ever: “all the world’s a stage” and we are but mere 
players in the unfolding drama.

Returning to Traveling with Marco Polo, of all Xue 
Yiwei’s interlocutors, Calvino holds a unique place, 
perhaps because Invisible Cities offers an extensive map 
of different utopian/dystopian spaces.  As utopia, it pro-
vides the perfect counterweight to the unseemly reality 
of history; as dystopia, it offers apt allegories to articulate 
lived experience. As Northrop Frye says: “The world 
you want to live in . . . is not the world you see but the 
world you build out of what you see.”15 Constructing his 
cities from the outreaches of postmodern architecture and 
urban design, Calvino’s playfulness belies the ethical and 
social imbrications of his work: that utopian imagination 
spurs readers to envision alternative orders. 

When Calvino was writing Invisible Cities in the late 
1960s, he was particularly concerned with “the massive 
weight and complexity of the world [that] have hardened 
around us.” To counter this “paralysis in critical thinking 
and imagining” and the “stasis of words and ideas,” he 
gravitated toward what the critic Letizia Modena calls 
“images of  ascending lightness,” an utopian impulse 
that has “the capacity to spur the invention of a new fig-
urative language and forms in potentia of the future city 
and society.”16 In the chapter on Sophronia, for example, 
Calvino imagines a city built of two halves, “one per-
manent, the other temporary, and when the period of its 
sojourn is over, they uproot it, dismantle it, and take it 
off, transplanting it to the vacant lots of another half-city.” 
By way of this fantastic urban design, Calvino goes on to 
ponder a mobile, non-permanent city where “every year 
the day comes when the workmen remove the marble 
pediments, lower the stone walls, the cement pylons, 
take down the Ministry, the monuments, the docks, the 
petroleum refinery.”17

The cyclical dismantling of the city, rather than a post-
modern exploration of lightness and mobility, triggers in 
Xue Yiwei a wholly different memory of destruction, not 
just of marble pediments and historical monuments, but 
also of temples, hospitals, schools, and libraries, many of 
which did “become ruins overnight” during the Cultural 
Revolution that swept through China in the long decade 
from 1966 to 1976. In the place of Calvino’s Sophronia, a 
playful city of good balance and sound reason (sophron: 
from ancient Greek σῶς “safe, sound, whole” + φρήν 
“mind”), a different and darker city emerges in Xue’s 
re-write, a place that turns wholesale anti-intellectual, 
where nothing is safe and sound, a city that every Chi-
nese reader of a certain age would readily recognize as 

The cover of Calvino’s Invisible Cities
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his or her hometown. Xue calls 
this chapter “Revolution Forever,” 
echoing the slogan that dominated 
political discourse in China not 
long ago.  If a city is to give us an 
image of the human world, then 
Calvino’s Sophronia embodies an 
idea of revolution that ascends to 
brilliant lightness, whereas Xue’s 
Sophronia models the destruction 
brought on by a revolution in prac-
tice—a historical index of Paris of 
the late 1960s versus any Chinese 
city at about the same time. 

Not content to tell just a his-
tory of material destruction, the 
chapter on “Revolution Forever” 
goes on to foretell the future. Spell-
ing out the long-term consequenc-
es on the fabric of civic life and on 
the collective psyche of the com-
munity, the city demonstrates that 
revolution “disrupts not just the 
lives of one generation but history 
in its entirety” because “it jetti-
sons from the culture of Sophronia 
any reason for construction, any 
wisdom, sincerity, or patience.” 
Seeking the source of this disas-
trous train of consequences, Xue 
points not to a single individual 
nor even a cohort of similar indi-
viduals, but to the strange relation-
ship between Revolution and its 
apparent nemesis, Entertainment. 
The pair “is like a couple who spend day and night 
together, yet dreaming their separate dreams.” Quoting 
Mao, the supreme leader of the Chinese revolution whose 
rhetorical question “who is our enemy, and who is our 
friend” reverberated in contemporary Chinese parlance 
for decades, Xue turns the idea on its head: “The success 
of both revolution and entertainment depends on a solid 
base among the masses.” Note that, once again, what 
appears to be a two-way conversation (Xue with Calvino) 
contains a third, invisible party, whose presence cannot 
but steer the conversation in a wholly different direction.  
Quoting again from Mao’s poem, which had been com-
mitted to memory like a secular gospel by generations of 
school children, we are reminded of the Great Leader’s 
satire on ancient heroes who “knew no better than to 
shoot the eagles with their great arrows.” Ominously, 
Xue goes on to predict that the heroes will be succeeded 
by today’s masses, who will allow “revolutionary fervor” 

to “sweep through the city once 
again and a new revolution will 
arrive, as if by appointment.” 

Thus, just like in any real 
dialogue, significant differences 
creep in between the interlocutors 
Xue and Calvino. In the spaces 
opened up by their differences, 
Xue extends and expands Invisible 
Cities in order to capture what is 
“invisible” in his own world. To 
bring to light what is invisible—
that is not just the goal for Trav-
eling with Marco Polo but also the 
ultimate ambition of all of Xue’s 
writing, as his works reveal and 
illuminate what has been effaced, 
erased, or forgotten.  

 “What is the end point of 
exile?” Xue Yiwei asks in an essay 
on Joseph Brodsky’s essay col-
lection Less Than One. “That is 
to say, other than disappearance 
and death, is there another end 
to exile?”18 To this existential 
and very personal question, Xue 
offers a few tentative answers: 
perhaps when one receives the 
Nobel Prize? Perhaps when one’s 
political enemy ceases to exist? 
He then cites the example of the 
poet Czesław Miłosz who ended 
his exile of twenty-nine years and 
returned to Poland as soon as the 
Berlin War fell. Aleksandr Solz-

henitsyn, the Russian writer in exile for twenty years, also 
chose to return to Moscow after the Soviet Union broke 
apart. And yet, Joseph Brodsky chose differently. He did 
not return, as Xue tells it, because 

Exile did not just take him away from home 
to a geographically distant place. Rather, it 
took him to a world beyond time and space, 
a world of infinity. Thus, he did not need to 
go home. He could not go home . . . His exile 
had begun long before he was driven out. 
One could even say that he never did have 
a home.19 

This may be an apt self-portrait, as Xue has also cho-
sen to “live elsewhere” since his youth, from where he, 
too, then as now, could travel in a world of infinity and 
dialogue with other travelers in a world without borders. 

Thus, just like in 
any real dialogue, 

significant differences 
creep in between 

the interlocutors Xue 
and Calvino. In the 

spaces opened up by 
their differences, Xue 
extends and expands 
Invisible Cities in order 

to capture what is 
“invisible” in his own 
world. To bring to light 
what is invisible—that 
is not just the goal for 
Traveling with Marco 

Polo but also the 
ultimate ambition of 

all of Xue’s writing, as 
his works reveal and 
illuminate what has 

been effaced, erased, 
or forgotten. 
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