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Believe it or not, it’s possible for you to read and understand the stories in this book even if you start off not knowing a single word of Chinese! We won’t lie to you and say it will be easy, but with time and patience you can certainly do it.

Here’s how. You’ll notice that each story is shown in two versions: Chinese characters on the right-side pages, and phonetic spelling called “pinyin” on the left-side pages. These two versions are word-for-word identical.

There are no spaces between Chinese characters and no capital letters, so it’s sometimes hard for tell the difference between a name and ordinary text. So to make things a bit easier, we underline all proper names, for example 美兰.

Also, some Chinese words require a single character, but others are made from two or more characters. But don’t worry. Once you learn to recognize the characters, it becomes easy. Remember, a billion people around the world have already learned to read and write this language, so there’s no reason why you can’t do it too!

Let’s do a quick example. Look at the first sentence of the first paragraph of the first story. It’s at the top of page 15, just below the story’s title. It’s made up of four Chinese characters: 我叫美兰. Look across at the pinyin on page 14 and you’ll see that the first word is pronounced wǒ​[1]​. Look up wǒ in the glossary (it’s sorted alphabetically by pinyin), and you’ll see that it means “I” or “me.” Do the same with the second character, 叫, and you’ll see that it’s pronounced jiào and means “to call or be called.”

The third and fourth Chinese characters are underlined, which in our books indicates that this is a proper name. You can see in the pinyin page that 美兰 is pronounced Měilán, a Chinese name.

So, you’ve now puzzled out the entire first sentence: “I or me,” “to call or be called,” and “Meilan.” Chinese grammar can be quite terse sometime, so in English this is “I am called Meilan” or simply “My name is Meilan.”

If you want to double-check to make sure you got the correct meaning, go to the English translation in the back of the book.

These four tales are based on very old stories collected and retold by Lin Yutang in Famous Chinese Short Stories, originally published in 1948. Lin was born in China, educated in the US, China and Germany. He wrote dozens of books in Chinese and English, and has been recognized for his witty and warm style of writing, and for bringing Chinese culture to an English-speaking audience. He was nominated for the Pulitzer Prize in 1940 and 1950. He also invented the first workable Chinese language typewriter (the MingKuai, 明快) and a toothbrush that also dispensed toothpaste. He coined the Chinese word for humor, 幽默 (yōumò), and edited a Chinese humor magazine for many years.

These stories are all quite old, written between 500 and 1,500 years ago. In some cases they have been passed down and reinterpreted by several different authors. All have love and desire as their main theme, and in keeping with traditional Chinese storytelling style, all have a moral based on Confucian, Daoist or Buddhist teachings. 

We hope you like them. And of course be sure to read the other volume in this series.

Enjoy!

Jeff Pepper and Xiao Hui Wang
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, USA
June, 2021 
Revised July, 2026
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This story is based on a famous short story, “The Carved Jade Guanyin” (碾玉观音, Niǎnyù Guānyīn) written during the Song Dynasty in the 12th Century by an unknown author. Guanyin, the Chinese Goddess of Mercy, is the subject of the jade carving that’s central to the story.

The original version of this story was about true love overcoming death. In the original, a maidservant of the king who is described by one reviewer as “ingenious, bold and violent,”​[2]​ tries to elope with her lover, a poor jade carver. She is killed but carries her lover off to the underworld where they become a ghostly couple.

In 1948 the story was reinterpreted by Lin Yutang as “The Jade Goddess” in his English-language book Famous Chinese Short Stories. Lin made major changes to the story. He changed the heroine from a maidservant to a well-off young woman, allowed her to live, and refocused the story on the sacrifices that people make for the sake of art. Lin also added a lot of material not present in the original story.

The version you see here contains some elements of both versions. We have removed most of Lin’s extra material but kept his main plot line. And we’ve tried to make it easier to ready by using a limited vocabulary and simple grammar.
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Yù

我叫美兰。我今年80岁，是个修女​[3]​。这是我的故事。

Wǒ jiào Měilán. Wǒ jīnnián 80 suì, shìge xiūnǚ. Zhè shì wǒ de gùshi. 

很多年前，我还是一个年轻的女人。我和我的父母一起住在重庆。我父亲是张县令​[4]​。他是一个有钱人，我是他唯一的孩子，但我们家族​[5]​的许多成员​[6]​也和我们住在一起。一些人是好学生，他们在政府​[7]​那里得到了工作。一些人不是好的学生，或者没有上过学校，他们在家里或外面的花园里当仆人。

Hěnduō nián qián, wǒ háishì yígè niánqīng de nǚrén. Wǒ hé wǒ de fùmǔ yìqǐ zhù zài Chóngqìng. Wǒ fùqīn shì zhāng xiànlìng. Tā shì yígè yǒu qián rén, wǒ shì tā wéiyī de háizi, dàn wǒmen jiāzú de xǔduō chéngyuán yě hé wǒmen zhù zài yìqǐ. Yìxiē rén shì hào xuéshēng, tāmen zài zhèngfǔ nàlǐ dédào le gōngzuò. Yìxiē rén búshì hǎo de xuéshēng, huòzhě méiyǒu shàngguò xué xìao, tāmen zài jiālǐ huò wàimiàn de huāyuán lǐ dāng púrén. 

有一天，我家族里的一位年轻人来到我们家。他叫张坡。他是我的表哥​[8]​，比我大一岁。我记得他个子高，双手大，好看的笑脸。我父亲给他一个仆人的工作，但不久他就发现张坡不是一个好仆人，所以我父亲让他在花园里工作。

Yǒu yìtiān, wǒ jiāzú lǐ de yí wèi niánqīng rén lái dào wǒmen jiā. Tā jiào Zhāng Pō. Tā shì wǒ de biǎo gē, bǐ wǒ dà yí suì. Wǒ jìdé tā gèzi gāo, shuāngshǒu dà, hǎokàn de xiàoliǎn. Wǒ fùqīn gěi tā yígè púrén de gōngzuò, dàn bùjiǔ tā jiù fāxiàn Zhāng Pō búshì yígè hǎo púrén, suǒyǐ wǒ fùqīn ràng tā zài huāyuán lǐ gōngzuò. 

张坡喜欢这个花园。他喜欢花时间与树木和花在一起。他自己学习了怎么画画和用木头做小动物。他可以用他的手做任何东西。他听说附近的村庄里有一家玉店，所以他在那里当了学徒​[9]​，很快就学会了雕刻玉。

Zhāng Pō xǐhuān zhège huāyuán. Tā xǐhuān huā shíjiān yǔ shùmù hé huā zài yìqǐ. Tā zìjǐ xuéxí le zěnme huà huà hé yòng mùtou zuò xiǎo dòngwù. Tā kěyǐ yòng tā de shǒu zuò rènhé dōngxi. Tā tīng shuō fùjìn de cūnzhuāng lǐ yǒu yìjiā yù diàn, suǒyǐ tā zài nàlǐ dāng le xuétú, hěn kuài jiù xuéhuì le diāokè yù. 

我们成为了好朋友。他是我的表哥，所以我知道我不能和他结婚。但是我一直都在想着他，我一直想和他在一起。他也有一样的感觉。

Wǒmen chéngwéi le hǎo péngyǒu. Tā shì wǒ de biǎo gē, suǒyǐ wǒ zhīdào wǒ bùnéng hé tā jiéhūn. Dànshì wǒ yìzhí dōu zài xiǎngzhe tā, wǒ yìzhí xiǎng hé tā zài yìqǐ. Tā yěyǒu yíyàng de gǎnjué. 

“坡哥哥，”有一天我对他说，“我妈妈说我们不应该花很多时间在一起。你是我的表哥，我们不能结婚。另外，我的父母要我和一个有钱的年轻人结婚。”

“Pō gēge,” yǒu yìtiān wǒ duì tā shuō, “wǒ māma shuō wǒmen bù yīnggāi huā hěnduō shíjiān zài yìqǐ. Nǐ shì wǒ de biǎo gē, wǒmen bùnéng jiéh
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