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			INTRODUCTION

			In the years since the end of the Cultural Revolution (1976)—the period of focus for this volume—writing in China has proliferated in a way that is beyond the powers of any one person to master. For this reason, any anthology of contemporary Chinese fiction will tell the reader as much about the interests and proclivities of the editor as it will about the contemporary literary scene. I have deliberately avoided stories by fine authors whose work is well represented in English translation—Gao Xingjian, Mo Yan, Su Tong, Yu Hua, Wang Anyi, and Can Xue, to name a few—and instead have opted for stories by less well-known, but no less worthy, authors. I have chosen stories by writers whose work I have enjoyed and translated over the years. In the course of time, some of these writers have even become friends.

			The history of Chinese literature spans thousands of years, but coming to terms even with the literature of the twentieth century for the non-Chinese is an immense undertaking. The cultural, historical, and linguistic complexities of the country at times seem insurmountable. The New Literature movement of 1919 was directed against imperialism, the powerless Chinese government, and traditional culture, which were seen by students and intellectuals as responsible for China’s woes. This meant replacing the classical language of imperial China with the modern vernacular.

			Before the Yennan talks, a more experimental strain based on Western models coexisted with a more nativist approach in the social-realist mode with folk culture elements. Mao Zedong’s Talks on Literature codified the dogmatic parameters of literature in China for the next four decades. Writers traveled or were sent to the countryside to learn from the peasants. Literature was to serve the revolution. The revolution and the revolutionary experience of soldiers, workers, and peasants were to be the subject matter of literature. This, of course, culminated in a cultural bureaucracy that produced the literature as propaganda that held sway for decades. Some good writing was produced within these parameters, but by the time of the Cultural Revolution, fiction seemed to be a dying art, with only two so-called literary magazines staying in print throughout the ten years of the Cultural Revolution.

			After the Cultural Revolution, a new sense of freedom pervaded the cultural sphere, and unofficial publications appeared. For many writers, however, despite encouragement from Deng Xiaoping, the political atmosphere became more restrictive throughout the 1980s. Frustration with the political system culminated, in 1989, with the Tiananmen demonstrations and their brutal suppression. In the early ’90s, the cultural sphere remained depressed, although there were hundreds of unofficial literary magazines. After 1993, when the current consumerist society really took off, literature became another commodity, freedom of expression was reborn, and writers who once wrote for an underground audience became mainstream and were published by state-run publishing houses.

			Two thematic obsessions of the stories collected here are history and memory. These themes are not new to modern Chinese literature. Some of the writers collected here use subtle irony; some are more realist; some more allegorical. However, it is the interplay of memory—its fallibility and fragmentary nature—and history by which the writers grapple with issues of identity. Their vision is often dark and troubling, sometimes sadly lyrical, sometimes humorous, sometimes poignant. Yet it is their passionate, creative engagement with the times that makes their work so powerful.

			Tie Ning was born in 1957 in Beijing and has written numerous short stories and novels. She is the first woman president of the Chinese Writers’ Association. “O Xiangxue” is the story that first brought her to the attention of the reading public. A lyrical evocation of life in a remote mountain village, it describes the experiences of a girl whose encounters with people at the village railway station broaden her horizons. Its wide appeal to readers in China comes from the author’s ability to capture beautifully a sense of youthful innocence in a simple, straightforward style.

			Bi Feiyu was born in 1964 in Xinghua, Jiangsu Province. He has gained renown as a screenwriter (Shanghai Triad) and more recently for his novella The Moon Opera. Bi Feiyu’s story “The Ancestor” is a dark tale about a period when China was undergoing immense change. Through the character of the grandmother and her relation-ship with her sons, the story represents an allegorical critique of China’s relationship with its past. The old must make way for the new in often cruel and disastrous, if not superstitious, ways.

			Cao Naiqian was born in 1949 and has a day job as a detective with the Public Security Bureau in Datong, Shanxi Province. He is a natural writer. His “novel” of thirty interlocking stories, There’s Nothing I Can Do When I Think of You Late at Night, from which the story in this volume is drawn, is, to my mind, one of the finest pieces of writing China has so far produced this century. Cao’s starkly lyrical work focuses on the disposable lives of some of China’s poorest and most ignorant citizens, documenting their suffering and their joys. His writing is sometimes difficult for the general reader because of Cao’s use of Shanxi dialect. The story published here, “Dog,” is a sadly humorous tale of subtle irony. The main character is Dog, a humble, uneducated peasant who knows only the honor and dignity of work. He is often preoccupied by thoughts of food and sex, but he is also selfless and hardworking. Cao’s depiction of the simple peasant, while being truthful as well as humorous and ironic, would have been ideologically unacceptable for most of the history of the People’s Republic of China. Indeed, the very “backwardness” of the author’s peasant characters is an indication of how things have changed in China. During the Cultural Revolution, writers were supposed to depict peasants as heroes of ideological purity who were leading the country toward a Communist paradise. Cao’s character, fixated as he is on food and sex, and totally lacking in correct ideology, would have been unimaginable just a few decades ago.

			Li Rui was born in 1950 in Beijing, but his family roots are in Sichuan Province. He has spent much of his life in Shanxi Province, having been sent to the countryside during the Cultural Revolution. He has written two historical novels set in Silver City, an imaginary city in Sichuan Province; two brilliant novels of the Cultural Revolution; and several volumes of short stories and essays. His story, “Plow Ox,” in this volume comes from his collection Things in Peaceful Times. The collection was inspired by a late-Ming text on agricultural implements that Li Rui encountered in a used-book store. Each story revolves around an agricultural implement or, in the case of “Plow Ox,” a draught animal. Like much of Li Rui’s rural fiction, “Plow Ox” displays the honest simplicity of the Shanxi peasant.

			Ma Yuan was born in 1953 in Liaoning, Manchuria, and was something of a literary phenomenon in the 1980s. I recall a huge conference at Fudan University on his writings when I was at the Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences for the 1988/89 academic year. Then Ma suddenly dropped out of sight and went into business. Some of his best-known pieces tend to be mysteries, and take place in Tibet or in Dongbei during the Cultural Revolution. “The Mistake” is no exception. From the get-go we are introduced to a narrator who exhibits an odd mix of the educated and low-register lingo one expects from an urban tough. The initial few paragraphs portray his mind as somewhat disorderly, switching randomly among topics and digressing. This mental pattern forms the narrative paradigm for the story—a perfect mystery in which the plot moves back and forth, revealing more and more clues until all things (almost) come together in the end. The story is a good example of how memory and incomplete understanding of events color our perceptions. In many of Ma Yuan’s stories, there is plenty of mystery but often no final resolution.

			Jiang Yun was born in 1954 in Taiyuan, Shanxi Province. A fine writer whose talent has not been sufficiently recognized, she is the author of several novels and collections of short stories and essays. She is married to Li Rui, and the couple has collaborated on one novel, a rewriting of the well-known White Snake legend dating back to the Tang dynasty. Jiang Yun’s story “Lanterns for the Dead,” as the title suggests, ostensibly revolves around the folk custom of setting lanterns adrift on water in memory of the dead during the Ghost Festival. The story is not plot driven or even character driven; rather, it is driven by its lyricism. The narrator recounts Fan Xilin’s visit to a town along the Yellow River, where she witnesses an execution and later the folk custom of launching water lanterns. The narrative moves back and forth in time, with the contrasting and apparently random details from the days of revolution and the contemporary reform period setting up a pattern of resonance, which finally climaxes in the execution of a young woman.

			Jia Pingwa was born in 1953 in Shanxi Province and is one of the most influential members of the “root-seeking” school of writers, who have a particular interest in rural life and sexual relationships. His story “Greasy Moon” is both a retrospective look at the horrors of the Cultural Revolution and perhaps a postscript to Lu Xun’s famous story “The Diary of a Madman.” In Lu Xun’s tale, the madman has paranoid delusions that everyone is out to eat him. As he studies a historical text, he realizes that the history of mankind is the history of eating people, of cannibalism. In “Greasy Moon,” You Yiren learns from growing up during the Cultural Revolution that preying on one’s fellow man is the norm, if not something innate in mankind. His abnormally small size is symbolic of the stunting of the generation that grew up during the Cultural Revolution. You Yiren kills people for no apparent reason and then sells their flesh. One day he happens to eat in a well-known dumpling shop in the county town only to discover that the dumplings are filled with the meat he has sold. Sickened, he runs away. Later he is arrested, tried, and sentenced to death. His half-moon-shaped fingerprints stand as official testimony to the horrors bred by society, much in the way that Lu Xun’s madman eventually finds himself awaiting an official position to join the cannibals.

			Wang Zengqi (1920–1997) is the oldest writer included in this collection. His work is also the most culturally bound and, therefore, perhaps the most difficult. His story “Receiving the Precepts” is perhaps the finest example of his late fictional output, with its emphasis on customs and human feelings from an earlier day. It is also replete with the sights and sounds of the Jiangnan region of southern China. The story was written in 1980, but a note appended to the piece refers to it as a “dream of thirty years before.” The plot is minimal, with the narrative focusing on a youth who leaves home to become a monk. In the course of describing the boy’s removal to a temple, his life and new friends there, and his eventual receiving of the Buddhist precepts, the author provides detailed descriptions of temple life, rural life and custom, and the interpersonal relationships of his characters. The story appeared when scar literature and stories detailing the horrors of the Cultural Revolution were common. It was a welcome relief, but it, too, describes, in a lyrical fashion, much of what China has lost since the revolution.

			•   •   •

			By definition, literary translation is a compromise between being faithful to the author and to the reader. Needless to say, I have tried to be as faithful to each author as possible while at the same time attempting to create a readable English version that could be used as a crib for advanced language students. The pieces vary to some extent in the degree of literalness applied. As I have written elsewhere, bridging the gap as a translator between English and Chinese presents problems of the sort that most translators of Western languages could never conceive. That which is taken for granted by the reader of the source-language text is a matter of opacity for the reader of a translation. The cultural underpinning to a text is often completely lacking for, say, an American reader. What is to be done? Where necessary, I have provided notes, as is usual for the Parallel Text series, and have additionally worked explanatory notes into the texts themselves.

			•   •   •

			I have spent nearly thirty years reading and translating Chinese fiction. I am still learning about China, grappling with its immensity and the vastness of its culture. I would like to express my heartfelt thanks to a number of individuals who, over the years since I began studying Chinese, have been enormously helpful to me as a student and a translator. First of all, I would like to thank Howard Goldblatt, friend and mentor, who commissioned two of the stories here for earlier editorial efforts. I would also like to acknowledge the influence of Göran Malmqvist on my work translating Chinese fiction through our discussions and for his introducing me to such writers as Cao Naiqian, Li Rui, and Jiang Yun. Liu Jun of Nanjing University, a fine scholar of modern Chinese literature, whom I met at a conference on Taiwan modernism, suggested Wang Zengqi’s challenging story. Thanks must go to Julia Han Qingyue of the Foreign Languages Press in Beijing, and a former student, for helping me secure author contacts. Lu Ye, my teaching assistant at the Monterey Institute of International Studies, was instrumental in preparing many of the Chinese texts for this book. I am also grateful to John Siciliano at Penguin for suggesting this project and for his support and editorial acumen. Last but not least, I would like to thank my wife, Yingtsih, who not only served as an editorial consultant in the present effort, but who also read and commented on every translation in this volume, saving me from many a blunder. It goes without saying that any infelicities that remain are my responsibility.

			—John Balcom
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			If no one had invented the train, if no one had laid the rails deep into the mountain, the small village of Tai’ergou would have gone unnoticed. The village of more than ten households was hidden in the folds of a huge mountain. With all their hearts, the villagers silently accepted whatever kindness or rudeness the mountain gave, spring, summer, fall, and winter.

			However, two thin, bright rails stretched there; they wound bravely up the mountain, and again quietly advanced, sounding their way ahead, winding and snaking, until they finally arrived at the foot of Tai’ergou. Then they seemed to burrow into a dark tunnel and dash toward another mountain ridge, running far into the mysterious distance.

			Soon the line began operating. People crowded at the entrance to the village, watching the long green dragon whistle on its way, carrying a strange and fresh wind from outside the mountain, hurriedly brushing past Tai’ergou and its poverty. The train sped by so quickly that even its wheels, as they rolled on the rails, seemed to say, Don’t stop! Don’t stop! That’s right, why stop at Tai’ergou? Did anyone in Tai’ergou ever leave? Did anyone outside ever visit a relative or friend in Tai’ergou? Was any oil stored there? Was an old gold mine hidden there? Whatever might be said, Tai’ergou had no power to make a train stop.

			But at some point, which no one can remember, a station at Tai’ergou was added to the train’s scheduled stops. Perhaps the passengers had requested it. How many of them, who stood by their word, had kinship ties with Tai’ergou? Perhaps that happy male attendant discovered that there was a passel of seventeen- or eighteen-year-old girls who would gather together at the entrance of the village, their chins raised, greedily absorbed in looking up at the train as it sped by. One of them would point at the cars, and from time to time they would hit each other, pout prettily with displeasure, and scream once or twice. Perhaps it was simply on account of Tai’ergou being so small, so small as to make the heart ache. But the steel-and-iron-boned dragon could not stride forward, head held high, but had to stop. In short, after Tai’ergou was added to the schedule, the train from the direction of the capital headed to Shanxi would stop for one minute every night at seven o’clock.

			That brief minute disturbed Tai’ergou’s normal tranquility. In the past, the residents of Tai’ergou would go to bed right after dinner, as if they had all heard the huge mountain’s silent orders at the same time. Thus every little stone house in the village suddenly fell silent at the same moment, perfectly and profoundly silent as if recounting their piety to the mountain in a hush. Today, right after serving dinner, the girls of Tai’ergou lost their self-possession; distracted, they wolfed down a few bites, then put down their bowls and began to dress and put on makeup. They washed away the day’s yellow dirt and dust, revealing coarse, ruddy faces; they brushed their hair until it shone black; then they competed to dress in the nicest clothes. One put on the shoes she wore only at New Year’s; another stealthily applied rouge to her face. Regardless of whether the train arrived after dark, they still, each in her own way, painstakingly considered their clothes and appearance. Then they all set off for the entrance to the village, running to where the train passed. Xiangxue was always the first one out the door; Fengjiao, who lived next door, was the second, right behind her.

			At seven o’clock, the panting train made its way toward Tai’ergou. After making a racket, it shuddered to a halt. Hearts aflutter, the girls pushed forward to the windows to look in as if they were watching a movie. Only Xiangxue remained behind, hands clutched to her ears. Seeing the train, she was always up front, but when it arrived, she always shrank to the rear. She was a little frightened by the huge engine and the way it fiercely belched white steam, as if it could swallow all of Tai’ergou in one gulp. Its whistle, which shook both heaven and earth, also frightened her. Before it, she was like a leaf of grass with no roots.

			“Xiangxue, come here, look
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