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Abstract

This article centers on Bei Dao’s prose collections Blue Lamp, City Gates, Open Up!,
and The Blue House to examine the image of Beijing as reconstructed in his prose writing.
Returning to Beijing after many years of displacement, Bei Dao experiences a profound
sense of loss, as the memories of his earlier life appear to have disappeared along with the
old city itself. In response, he turns to his remembered, “old Beijing” as a means of
negating the contemporary, transformed metropolis. This impulse culminates in City
Gates, Open Up!, a work that metaphorically enacts the opening of the city gates, allowing
Bei Dao to descend into the depths of his memories of past Beijing and to retrieve those
fragments he chooses to preserve. Some of these prose pieces resonate with the Bei Dao
known from the history of modern Chinese poetry, while others are deeply inscribed with
the personal recollections of Zhao Zhenkai’s youth. Although prose is a nonfictional genre,
the act of writing itself entails an inherent process of construction, which inevitably
involves selection and omission at the level of detail; memory, likewise, is subject to
unavoidable variability. Drawing on Douwe Draaisma’s reflections on the authenticity
and reliability of memory and nostalgic writing, this article examines the stories of old
Beijing as reconstituted in Bei Dao’s prose.
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