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Zhu Zigiang

Chinese Children’s Literature and

( PEJLEXFSTAHE )

hinese children’s literature has experienced ups
Cand downs over the more than one hundred years
since the publication of the book series Fairy Tales in
1908, which marks the birth of Chinese children’s
literature.

In Chinese Children’s Literature and China’s
Modernization Drive, 1 identify the eight years since
1949 as the “short “‘Golden Age’” for Chinese
children’s literature. “The Golden Age” mentioned
in this book refers to the period of time from the
launching of reform and opening up in 1978 to the
present.

The decades since 1978 have witnessed tremendous
and fundamental changes in China’s politics, economy
and culture. During this period, Chinese children’s
literature has seen unprecedented progress and created
a “Golden Age” that has no parallel in our history.

T LML

China’s Modernization Drive
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In this era, Chinese children’s literature adopted
and further developed the “child-oriented” thoughts
first advocated during the May Fourth Period; it
shook off the confining belief that children’s literature
is only a tool for children’s education, and succeeded
in forging real children’s literature through returning
to literariness and child-orientation.

The present booklet takes fantasy literature and
realistic novels for children as its focal points. At the
same time, children’s poetry and a newly emerging
genre, picture books, are introduced because of their
distinctive features.

I have tried to avoid simply listing all the writers
with all their works in this book. Instead, I discuss
only writers and works that have inspired me in my
understanding and interpreting of this Golden Age.
Due to the limited space, this booklet is only capable
of sketching the development trend of Chinese
children’s literature in its “Golden Age” by taking
a number of writers and their works as examples,
instead of presenting a panoramic picture. Therefore,
I am profoundly sorry for those writers whose works
have not been covered in this book. Moreover, please
note that the authors and works covered in this
introduction do not include those in Taiwan, Hong

Kong, and Macau.
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Fantasy literature constitutes half of children’s literature. The quality of
fantasy literature in a country reflects that of the country’s children’s
literature in general.

Early in 1992, in “Fictional Fairy Tales: A New Literary Genre,” |
noted that fantasy in children’s literature has experienced three stages of
development: from collected folk fairy tales to literary fairy tales, and then
to fantasy novels.

Similarly, China’s children’s fantasy literature since the launching
of reform and opening up has also exhibited an unmistakable trend of
evolution from literary fairy tales to fantasy novels.
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“The Hilarious Fairy Tales” versus
“The Lyrical Fairy Tales”

j%éﬁ%M(ﬁﬁ+:%%@%>ﬁ$#ﬁﬁoﬁ#?
1984 4F 11 A ik, BHRKKICA T3E ., BERE .
G . SEE. M. BRIAWK. MHKEL. BBSO6. ISIE. IE
e BEEE. MR RIS AR EET 1982 FHH
Ve, Schi b, ERIEOME ERARF A X+ A (i
FECHRARSEAET ) | TiE 4 R R R IHEE RBRT 1982 4,
RALBX AN, B, R HE EA R R
VERIEIELLT LA, T L I E . (R, B8
B4 NG R =+ 24 LR S AL

B efore I begin the main part of my discussion, I want to start by briefly identifying
a milestone in Chinese children’s fantasy: the book The Latest Fairy Tales of Twelve
Authors, published in November 1984. The book includes works published in 1982 by
twelve famous writers of fairy tales, He Yi, Hong Xuntao, Jin Jin, Zong Pu, Bao Lei,
Chen Bochui, Ye Yonglie, Zheng Wenguang, Sun Youjun, Ren Rongrong, Ge Cuilin,
and Ye Junjian, in that order. Needless to say, there have been famous writers of fairy
tales other than the twelve listed above. Yan Wenjing, for example, was still publishing
at the time, and there were also works by new authors published before or after 1982.
Nevertheless, I have singled this book out because the writers of the 1950s and 1960s
were still active, and among them, Sun Youjun, Ren Rongrong, Ge Cuilin, and others
have been prominent in the world of children’s literature in the three decades since the
book’s publication.



2 % )L 8 X F @@/
THE DEVELOPMENT OF CHILDREN' S /
FANTASY LITERATURE /

KBS

Zheng Yuanjie
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China’s fairy tales at the outset of the reform and
opening up in the late 1970s and 1980s were still
under the lingering influence of the fairy tale tradition of
the 1950s and 1960s, and that influence was obvious in
Zheng Yuanjie’s works. Once, Zheng thus acknowledged
his gratitude to Zhang Tianyi: “When I was a boy, |
loved Zhang Tianyi’s fairy tales. When I grew up and
began to write fairy tales myself, I have always been
deeply indebted to him for the joy his books gave me in
my childhood and for the seed of fairy tales he sowed in
my heart.” ' The funny stories and instructive morals of
Zheng’s early fairy tales, e.g. his first attempt Hei Hei on
the Honest Island, published in 1979, bear the noticeable
influence of Zhang Tianyi’s fairy tales.

D B GSERID) FRic) . WXBINEEF: (GRARRC) , KEDELEHREE 1989 412 A% 1 ik
1 Zheng Yuanjie (1989). “Afterword to Lu Xixi Was Lost.” in Zheng Yuanjie, Lu Xixi Was Lost, first edition. Hefei: Anhui
Children’s Publishing House.
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However, Zheng Yuanjie has been a lucky dog, born at the right time. The new
era starting from the opening up, which unyoked creativity, gave free rein to his
imagination. And while the mindset of the time was evolving, Zheng himself soon
sought to transcend the times. He once observed, “Alas, our poor children are such
wretched, pitiable creatures. They have no time for play. They are forever burdened
with too many assignments. They have been strangled by tests of all kinds, as if
by monsters. I wish my fairy tales could create an entertaining world, in which my
young readers could laugh to their heart’s content, from beginning to end.” '

D X8I CMPRISTTIGGE - FIFF) , 0 DIE L HiMkE, 1987 4ERR

1 Zheng Yuanjie (1987). “Preface to Zheng Yuanjie's Collection of Fairy Tales,” in Zheng Yuanjie's

Collection of Fairy Tales. Shenyang: Liaoning Children’s Press.
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Zheng Yuanjie stopped trying to cure children of their “faults,”
endeavoring rather to represent their wishes and emotions as they grow
up. In his many fairy tales, he often presents himself as the children’s
spokesperson, who attacks education that suppresses children’s nature,
and explores the essential theme in children’s literature, namely, what
kind of people children should grow into. Take “Taming Rabbits”. The
story tells how Pipilu starts his education in primary school. But the
school is designed to mold children into “the most honest and obedient
children” who are “gentle, submissive,” and who are “never naughty or
trouble-making.” Eventually, all the pupils, under the instruction and
coercion of their teacher, Mr. Xu, become tamed rabbits, except Pipilu,
who is smart, playful, and true to himself. So the teacher gives him
special attention, and his parents actively cooperate, feeding him carrots
only, stretching his ears for him, and painting his room red so his eyes
may turn red too. Seeing how Mr. Xu ignores his own paralyzed son in
helping Pipilu change into a rabbit, Pipilu feels very guilty, and “submits
a written resolution promising to change into a rabbit.” However, when
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Pipilu next notices a mistake Mr. Xu makes in class, he points it out, upon which
Mr. Xu scolds him for having the “resolution” but not the “deed” to become a rabbit.
Pipilu is very ashamed of himself, as he knows fully well that “those students who
challenge their teachers and stand up for themselves shall never become rabbits.”
At last, Pipilu has no choice but to “live and go to school in rabbit-like clothing day
and night.” He dare not open up to speak, much less to speak his mind, while Mr.
Xu, Pipilu’s parents, and his classmates are all overjoyed with the changes Pipilu has
made. At the end of the story, Zheng writes, “The only dream in Pipilu’s life is to
get out of the rabbit-like clothing one day.” This story highlights in the form of light
drama the serious theme of children’s education and development, and strikes a chord
in children’s hearts. That Zheng boasts the largest child audience among Chinese
fantasists for children and has been crowned the “king of fairy tales” is attributable
not only to the singular imagination and interest of his works but also to the echo he
finds in children’s hearts.

In the mid-1980s, there emerged a new school of Chinese fairy tales, which was
soon dubbed “the hilarious school.” The fairy tales of the hilarious school have
inestimable significance in China’s literary history.

The wild imagination, grotesque exaggeration, and exciting playfulness in Zheng’s
fairy tales have also won him the title of “the spearhead of the hilarious school.”
Zheng’s fairy tales were a bright light in 1980s children’s literature. The most popular
with children are “The Pipilu and Luxixi Series”, “The Twelve Animals of the Chinese
Zodiac Series” and The Adventures of Shuke and Beita.
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Another leading writer of the hilarious school is Zhou Rui. Unlike

- }é B (IVINERTIE G Zheng Yuanjie, whose works range from long stories to mid-length
Zhou Rui stories to serials, Zhou produced mainly short pieces until 1992, when he

Monkey King Jr.and Pigsy Jr. published Monkey King Jr. and Pigsy Jr., the first of his long pieces.

F 2AMF KB HIKRAILF |
—H. BFR? FRLERS, The creatures on Planet I have ears like the |

o i = g humans on the earth. And the nose? Roughly |
MR BT RLE, 4410, the same. The organs are very much similar too,

RAH—H 20T 2k, ARzh2. f2 except for one, the gallbladder, which is smaller.

FEMAFE, RERLNK [Note: In Chinese, when someone is said to have
LB 6938 % KA, #AE A a small gallbladder, it means he or she is timid.]
A e ST Both children and adults on Planet F ride |

tricycles, so they do not have to worry about |
falling over easily.
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: i ) soft popping sound, like a flea bursting when it is
AT ARBEERXEZIIERT, AX squeezed with a fingernail. In order not to frighten
FEARAR EAES /) F AT RAT K people, experts are working to mute all crackers.
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