Dragon Bones, by Lisa See

Another pleasure fiction affords is the factual information the author uses to place the story in a setting.  A person can learn quite a bit without even trying.  Think of all that Japanese history you learned when you read Shogun.  We know cyanide smells like almonds from reading mysteries.  And science fiction!  Where else would we learn about worm holes, thermodynamics, and those ever-pesky distortions in the space time continuum?  A text book, I know , or a classroom, but this way is palatable and almost effortless.


From Dragon Bones, a mystery novel by Lisa See, among its other pleasures, you can learn a lot about life in modern China and especially about the building of the Three Gorges Dam.


The detective of the novel is Liu Hulan, and in some ways she embodies many of the dilemmas of life in modern China.  Just as China tries to adapt to the modern day, she too must deal with the heavy weight of the past on the present.  Named for a hero of the Revolution and the daughter of a venerable family in Beijing, she was sent at the age of twelve into the countryside during the Cultural Revolution and only recalled a few years later to renounce her father so he could be sent to a labor camp.  Thereafter she went to school and then college in the United States, where she met her husband, David Stark, an Anglo-American.  Just as China must establish ties with the West, Liu strives to maintain her marriage to this alien westerner.


The mystery is based on the discovery of the dead body of an American archaeologist, stolen artifacts, and a religious cult, and in the telling, we get a feel for life in China today.  The tyranny of the state is still great, but while it still controls much of what happens to the citizenry, it does not cover every aspect of an individual’s life, as it was shown to in Balzac and the Little Chinese Seamstress, a lovely novel reviewed in these very pages just a few months ago.  That tale takes place in the middle of the Cultural Revolution when the state dictated where people lived, what occupation they pursued, what they wore, what they read.  In Dragon Bones See presents the government loosening up a little:  Some have more lee-way in choosing a living, people dress as they please, are more free to read or see what they want, have more access to foreigners.  Small progress maybe, but progress still.  There is more evidence of wealth, foreign or native, but in rural areas modern life seems slow to arrive and many live in unimaginable  poverty.


One obvious example of state tyranny is in the forced relocation of thousands of people in the building of the Three Gorges Dam.  The scope of this dam is truly astounding.  When it is complete it will measure 607 feet high and be over a mile wide, controlling a 4000 mile river that bisects the country north and south.  The lake it will form will be 370 miles long.  When it is operational in 2009, it will generate electricity equal to 18 nuclear plants and replace 50 million tons of raw coal burnt each year.  In a country where pulmonary disease is the greatest killer (true, the people smoke like chimneys) and which is the second largest producer of acid rain and greenhouse gases, this is no small accomplishment.  It will also help control incredible flooding and subsequent massive loss of life.


Yet, the rising waters of the dam will destroy much also.  Over a million people will lose their homes, many of which are ancestral residences.  Compensation is inadequate.  And the location to which people are assigned is often inferior, arable land for farmers difficult to come by.  Entire cities and villages are consigned to oblivion.  Over 2,000 valuable archaeological sites will be lost as well.  It is hard to know:  Much good will be gained by the dam and much good will be lost.


All this factual material is drawn from the narrative structure of Dragon Bones.  It is a natural element to the telling of the story, never added on, or filler, or preachy.  The reader is primarily involved in the character’s lives, their personal dilemmas, and, of course, the solving of the mystery.  But while we are distracted by the traditional elements of good story-telling, we are also instructed in a new subject area.  It’s two for the price of one.
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