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Attachment to Place and the Leaving of Sound:
The Significance of Sensory Ethnography in Zhou
Zhihui’s Prose Writing

Lou Yang

Abstract: Zhou Zhihui’s prose collection Notes from a Worry-Free Pasture transcends the singular “visual”
writing paradigm and forms a sensory-ethnographic record of borderland life history. Sensory ethnography in
literary form is rooted in the emplaced experience of the author’s interaction with place, an organic knowledge
generated through the mutual integration of the author’s body, soul, and local environment. In this book, Zhou
Zhihui creates a soundscape of the Altay borderlands imbued with vitality and imagination, revealing that “place”
is no longer a static concept but a continuous process formed under the action of contingent sensory events.
The borderland sound patterns arising from the complex combination of Altay’s nomadic traditions and social
modernity manifest as an intermezzo form in which sound perceptions of different eras alternate and collide,
along with a spatiotemporal logic of latent conflict. Several sound threads in Altay not only depict the picture
of Xinjiang’s practice in its march toward Chinese-style modernization, but also generate, within the “auditory
imagination,” a new-era local imagination of Xinjiang and a “new West” image.
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