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Introduction
Chronotopia: Urban Space and Time in Twenty-First-Century 
Sinophone Film and Fiction

So he will be obliged to define time in such a way that the rate of a clock depends 
upon where the clock may be.

—Einstein, “The Foundation of the General Theory of Relativity”

In lit er a ture and art itself, tem po ral and spa tial deter mi na tions are insep a ra ble  
from one another, and always coloured by emo tions and val ues.

—Bakhtin, “Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel”

According to Albert Einstein’s the o ries of rel a tiv ity, space and time form a uni fied 
fab ric that shapes and is shaped by the mass of the objects that inhabit it.1 This 
means that there are no abso lute coor di na tes for the uni verse, but that state ments 
about things like veloc ity and posi tion will be rel a tive to the indi vid ual observer. 
We under stand this to be true on an astro nomic scale for all  the stuff that goes on 
at the fringes of and beyond Earth’s atmo sphere—from GPS sat el lites to dis tant 
black holes, but usu ally this fact has lit tle impact on how we behave on a day-
to-day basis. In fic tion, how ever, the impli ca tions of rel a tiv ity and warped space-
time can be intro duced into quo tid ian sce nar ios to form a tex tual link between 
the seem ingly diverse chronotopes of uni verse and liv ing room. Here space can 
become not just the o ret i cally but per ceiv ably muta ble and a moment in time can 
be made to lin ger on the pages of a book.2

One of the first lit er ary schol ars to be inspired by Einstein’s con cept of space-
time was Mikhail Bakhtin, who, in his influ en tial essay “Forms of Time and of 
the Chronotope in the Novel” from 1937, used the term chronotope to describe 
how diff er ent literary envi ron ments deter mined plot devel op ment and narrative 
structure. In his anal y sis, the lit er ary land scape affects how objects and char ac-
ters behave and move about, just as space-time cur va ture deter mines the paths 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/prism
/article-pdf/19/1/1/1541724/1m

olsen-olsen.pdf by guest on 20 April 2024



2 PRISM • THEORY AND MODERN CHINESE LITERATURE

of celes tial bod ies. For example, he described the road as a linear chronotope of 
unex pected meet ings, whereas the vil lage engenders a more cir cu lar temporality 
defined by depar ture and return.3

Since Bakhtin, sev eral lit er ary schol ars, such as Robert Nadeau, Katherine 
Hayle, Susan Strehle, and Elana Gomel, have con tin ued the prac tice of bor row ing 
con cepts and met a phors from con tem po rary phys ics to ana lyze fic tion, while Wai 
Chee Dimock has used Einstein’s descrip tion of observer rel a tiv ity as a model for a 
more dem o cratic form of lit er ary crit i cism.4 Whereas Bakhtin wrote at a time when 
nar ra tol ogy focused largely on lit er ary tem po ral ity,5 we have since expe ri enced 
a spa tial turn in lit er ary stud ies, begin ning in the 1960s, with geog ra phers like 
Doreen Massey, Edward Soja, and David Harvey as well as cul tural the o rists such 
as Henri Lefebvre and Michel Foucault draw ing atten tion to the spa tial con di tions 
of human life. Indeed, Foucault contended that the lat ter part of the twen ti eth cen-
tury con sti tuted an “epoch of space” fol low ing the nineteenth cen tury’s atten tion 
to his tory.6 This trend in lit er ary research is con tinu ing strong today with a ded i-
cated book series, Geocriticism and Spatial Literary Studies, edited by Robert Tally 
Jr., devoted to the sub ject. However, as Elana Gomel argues, and many adher ents 
of spa ti al ity stud ies acknowl edge, since nar ra tive is inher ently tem po ral, all  the 
four dimen sions are rel e vant to lit er ary anal y sis, par tic u larly in the case of mod ern 
and post mod ern fic tion writ ten after the new nar ra tives of rel a tive space-time first 
became part of a com mon vocab u lary.7 In the field of phi los o phy, schol ars such as 
Kuang-ming Wu have argued that an under stand ing of space and time as inex tri-
ca bly entangled is nei ther new nor strange. He con tends that pre mod ern Chi nese 
think ing is char ac ter ized by a fun da men tal cog ni tive syn the sis of time and space, 
expressed in notions that real ity is “time-spaced,” because space is always defined 
his tor i cally, and “space-timed,” because we engage with pre vi ous epochs by imag-
in ing our selves walk ing through the land scape of the past.8 Regardless of whether 
this anti-abstract approach is typ i cal of all  pre mod ern Chi nese think ing, the con-
clu sion drawn by Gomel and Wu that a uni fied space-time is nei ther coun ter in tu-
i tive nor rel e vant only to the field of nat u ral sci ence is sig nifi  cant.

Though Bakhtin’s schema of typo log i cal chronotopes may seem a lit tle too 
gen er al iz ing and struc tur al ist today, his pro posal to under stand nar ra tive time 
as a func tion of nar ra tive space, and vice versa, was truly rev o lu tion ary. As seen 
above, sev eral schol ars have aimed to intro duce and develop Bakhtin’s leg acy to 
the study of var i ous genres and fields. The essays in this the matic clus ter aim to 
fur ther this engage ment with lit er ary space-time from the rich and var ied per-
spec tive of twenty-first-cen tury Sinophone film and fic tion, whose com pressed 
and intense urban ity lends a new, sharp edge to the study of space and time in 
lit er a ture. The play ful title “Chronotopia,” cou ples Bakhtin’s term with Foucault’s 
heterotopia, refer ring to a “kind of effec tively enacted uto pia in which the real 
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sites, all  the other real sites that can be found within the cul ture, are simul ta-
neously represented, contested, and inverted.”9 It is meant to illus trate the cre a tive 
aspects of our col lec tive endeavor that set out to probe and expand the existing 
meth ods for ana lyz ing lit er ary space-time by exam in ing the fic tional time-spaces 
that live behind, around, and through real cit ies. By vir tue of a shared spa tio tem-
po ral focus on urban sce nar ios (the col lec tive prism through which we cast our 
indi vid ual rays), the diverse lit er ary and cin e matic mate ri als ana lyzed pro duce 
a syn ergy of new per spec tives on urban fic tion and new prac tices for lit er ary 
research. Chronotopia, then, is a short space of time for meth od o log i cal exper i-
men ta tion, bring ing the spa tio tem po ral back drop of all  lit er ary world-build ing to 
the fore front of the anal y sis.

While urban real i ties have been part and par cel of Sinophone film and fic tion 
through out the mod ern period,10 the late twen ti eth cen tury and the early twenty-
first saw the rise of a new urban era where the city was no lon ger defined against 
the rural real i ties of the coun try side and the ances tral vil lage (guxiang 故鄉), but 
had for many become the pri mary land scape of human exis tence.11 Furthermore, 
the accel er ated, if erratic, urban i za tion of the sec ond half of the twen ti eth cen tury 
had been followed by a period of gen tri fi ca tion that is still ongo ing in many cit ies 
across China and East Asia today. The urban con di tion in much of the Chi nese-
speak ing world, then, is one of cha otic and rapid change abil ity, char ac ter ized 
by built envi ron ments in flux. It is these unsta ble con di tions that the indi vid-
ual sub ject must try to iden tify with and make sense of, not to men tion live in. 
For writ ers and film mak ers, how ever, such fluid city scapes have also presented a 
rich ground for explor ing the nature of, and inter con nec tions between, time and 
space as expe ri enced by city dwell ers.

In this themed clus ter on urban space-time in twenty-first-cen tury Sinophone 
film and fic tion, we encoun ter wan der ing flats, ghostly spaces, and nos tal gic fan-
ta sies that fos ter an inter pre ta tion of space and time as fun da men tally entangled 
in the city, as well as an under stand ing that such spa tio tem po ral struc tures are 
often unpre dict able and inher ently muta ble. Jie Lu’s arti cle “Multiple Time-Spaces: 
Dialogical Representation of the Global City in Chi nese New Urban and Rural-
Migrant Films” pres ents a meth od o log i cal mar riage between two  Bakhtinian 
 con cepts—dialogism and the chronotope of the city—in a pioneering effort to 
expand the cat e gory of Chi nese “urban film” (dushi dianying 都市電影) to include 
not only new urban films (xin dushi dianying 新都市電影), but also rural-urban 
migrant films (nongmingong dianying 農民工電影). By employing a read ing focused 
on urban expe ri ences of time and space, Lu shows that migrant films con sti tute an 
impor tant and unig nor able angle on today’s Chi nese city. Win nie L. M. Yee, in her 
arti cle “Ghostly Chronotopes: Spectral Cityscapes in Post-2000 Chi nese Litera-
ture,” explores the Bakhtinian chronotope of the thresh old from the per spec tive of 
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con tem po rary Chi nese nov els that fea ture ghosts or ghostly char ac ters. Through 
her inno va tive pur suit of a “spec tral chronotope,” she reframes haunted nar ra tives 
as ves sels for col lec tive mem ory. Frederike Schneider-Vielsäcker’s con tri bu tion, 
“Spatiotemporal Explorations: Narrating Social Inequalities in Contemporary 
Chi nese Science Fiction,” ana lyzes the fan tas tic space-time of con tem po rary Chi-
nese sci ence fic tion as a medium for crit i cal com men tary on con tem po rary urban 
realties. In her study, she exam ines futur is tic nar ra tives of spa tio tem po ral seg re ga-
tion, where not only sta tus and income are unequally dis trib uted, but fun da men tal 
resources such as space and time are as well. In their joint arti cle, “Reconfigur-
ing the Chronotope: Spatiotemporal Representations and Cultural Imaginations 
 Beijing in Mr. Six,” Xuesong Shao and Sheldon Lu focus on the chronotope of “Old 
Beijing” (lao Beijing 老北京) and its quin tes sen tial incar na tion in the hutong 胡同 
(alleys). Through their detailed and con tex tual anal y sis of the film, they uncover a 
com plex form of con tem po rary nos tal gia, evoked by the contrasting images of two 
gen er a tions of char ac ters and build ings that make up pres ent-day Beijing. In the 
final arti cle, “Take the Elevator to Tomorrow: Mobile Space and Lingering Time 
in Contemporary Urban Fiction,” I round up our multivocal study with a look at 
ele va tors as lit er ary fig ures that point explic itly to the joined nature of space and 
time. I pro pose the term time-space12 as a meth od o log i cal device that allows us to 
study such enclosed, yet mov able rooms, and I engage in a com par a tive anal y sis 
of two lit er ary ele va tors and the roles they play in lit er ary nar ra tive and fic tional 
city scape.

ASTRID MØLLER-OLSEN is inter na tional research fel low with the Universities of Lund, Stavanger, 
and Oxford, funded by the Swed ish Research Council. Her research has appeared in Modern 
Chi nese Literature and Culture, SFRA Review, Cana dian Review of Comparative Literature, 
and International Journal of Heritage Studies. She hosts the podcast Sinophone Unrealities 
and the lit er ary blog xiaoshuo.blog. Her first mono graph Sensing the Sinophone: Urban 
Memoryscapes in Contemporary Fiction was published by Cambria Press in 2022.

Notes
1 In the words of phys i cist Robert Geroch in his delight ful and emi nently read able 

book General Relativity from A to B, Einstein’s gen eral the ory of rel a tiv ity is essen tially 
“a the ory of grav i ta tion which (for rea sons per haps not alto gether under stood) also 
touches on the struc ture of space and time” (Geroch, General Relativity, ix).

2 Parts of this dis cus sion also inform my book-length study of space, time, and mem ory 
in urban Sinophone fic tion; see Møller-Olsen, Sensing the Sinophone.

3 Bakhtin, “Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel,” 243–48.
4 See list of ref er ences for titles.
5 As exem pli fied by the work of Vladimir Propp. The study of time in mod ern nar ra tol ogy 

did not stand still, how ever, but con tin ued to develop and received a new com plex ity 
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in the work of Paul Ricoeur and Gerard Genette. It was later adapted to post mod ern 
con di tions by Ursula K. Heise.

6 Foucault, “Of Other Spaces,” 22.
7 Gomel, Narrative Space and Time, 6.
8 Wu, “Spatiotemporal Interpenetration in Chi nese Thinking,” 17–18.
9 Foucault, “Of Other Spaces,” 3.
10 See for instance Braester, Painting the City Red; Scheen, Shanghai Literary Imaginings; 

Song, Mapping Beijing; Zhang, City in Modern Chi nese Literature and Film.
11 This shift is described in detail by Robin Visser in her bril liant work Cities Surround the 

Countryside.
12 I use the term time-space in a sim i lar man ner in my book Sensing the Sinophone.
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