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Introducing
“Chinese Masterpieces”

In the early 1980s, two Americans, Sam and Sylvia
Tankel, founded the bimonthly journal Short Story In-
ternational. In a letter to their readers they wrote,
“Short Story International takes you to all points of the
compass, to anywhere in the world. There are intrigu-
ing stories waiting for you... stories that will involve
you in corners of this world you’ve never seen. .. and in
worlds outside this one. .., with glimpses into the fu-
ture as well as the past, revealing fascinating, universal
truths that bypass differences in language and point out
similarities in people.”

This American couple’s efforts are not in vain.
Two decades later today, their journal has emerged as a
force to be reckoned with on the international literary
scene, disseminating across the world fine short stories
from different countries, including China. The peoples
of the world may vary in race, color and creed, but
Short Story International makes one realize that truly all
of us share the same dreams, fears, pain, capacity for
laughter, sense of wonder, and hopes for the future.
The journal eventually gained the financial support of
the UN International Cultural Exchange , and , pub -



lished under that organization’s name, is playing an ev-
er-increasing role in enhancing understanding between
the people of different countries.

For China, this journal was born at the perfect
moment. The decade-long trauma known as the “Great
Cultural Revolution” had just come to an end, and Chi-
nese literature was being delivered from the influence of
“ultra-leftist” ideologies. New, pent-up literary voices
began to make themselves heard from beneath the
thawing spring soil. Almost overnight, a hundred with-
ered flowers suddenly re-blossomed. Countless fine lit-
erary works appeared that reflected the true lives of
people and eulogized the beauty to be found in humani-
ty. It was like tears of morning dew breaking into sunlit
smiles. Editors of Chinese Literature, founded in the
1950s as the only literary journal published in English
and French out of China for worldwide circulation, sud-
denly found their hands full coping with a dazzling out-
pouring of great short stories. There were so many to
publish that issues of the journal often ran out of space.
Only a limited number of these masterpieces made it to
the journal, as the editors worked like bees buzzing
through a sea of flowers. Some of the pieces drew the
attention of editors of Short Story International, who
reprinted them one after another for the benefit of a
much larger audience.



Then letters began pouring into the editorial de-
partment of Chinese Literature, from friends from ev-
ery corner of the globe, expressing their pleasant sur-
prise at the discovery of Chinese literature as a rich
mine of literary gems. One reader said he had thought
that China had nothing but ossified thoughts, but upon
reading the Chincse short stories carried in this journal
was amazed by what beautiful literature writers of a
country with a 5, 000-year-old civilization were capable
of creating. Tempted by these fine short stories, many
readers have gone the extra miles to travel to China for
a closer look at Chinese literature as well as the land and
people depicted in what they had read. Many Chinese
writers have also travelled abroad to tell international
readers how they have come up with their captivating
stories.

Incomplete statistics show thaf over the last two
decades and more, Short Story International has carried
over thirty outstanding Chinese short stories, beautifully
rendered into English, which had been previously pub-
lished in Chinese Literature. Every now and then we re-
ceive copies of Short Story International that have car-
ried our translations, and make it a point to pass them
on to the writers so that they can share in the joy. As
the Chinese old saying goes, “The apricot tree makes its
presence felt by extending a bough of blossoming flow-



ers over the top of the wall, unbeknownst to those who
live behind the wall.” In our case, no matter what our
short stories are, they have flown across the seas like
Chinese literary ambassadors to foreign countries, and
thus deserve their reputation as the highest representa

tives of the Chinese short story.

Now, we have collected a few Chinese master-
pieces from that prestigious UN journal and published
them once again in this Chinese-English bilingual book
series, called Red Apricot Series in Chinese and simply
Chinese Masterpieces in English. The books are meant
for Chinese readers learning English, and foreign read-
ers who want to learn Chinese. If you will enjoy reading
them by comparing the Chinese originals with the Eng-
lish translations, or vice versa, that is the best thix
series’ editors could wish for.
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Jian Xian’ai(1906 - 1994), former chairman of the Guizhou
Provincial Federation of Literary and Art Circles, is a
well-known contemporary writer in China. He was born in
Zunyi County, Guizhou Province. His first works were pub-
lished in 1924 when he was still a student at the Middle School
Affiliated with Beijing Teachers’ University. He published six
short story collections including Morning Mist. From 1937 to
1951, he worked as president of the Zunyi Normal School and
chaired the Chinese departments at Guizhou University and
Guiyang Normal Institute. Apart from a number of works in-
cludng Selected Short Stories by Jian Xian'ai, he has also pub-
lished several novelettes, and essays. His short story “The Salt
Calamity” was published in the autumn issue of Chinese Litera-
ture, in 1994.
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“My Dear Friend Mingluan:

“I'm sure you’ll be surprised to know that I
have become very pessimistic recently. Perhaps
you will even doubt my sanity...”

Red Sand Furrow Village’s primary school
teacher, Zang Lanchu hunched over the table un-
der the dimly flickering oil lamp and began a long
letter to his friend. He was a frail, short man
whose malnourished face was of an unhealthy yel-
lowish complexion. As he wrote, his chest heaved
rhythmically up and down, his left hand nervously
holding the paper in place. His nearsighted eyes
peered barely five inches from the sheet of paper
as pent-up anger spluttered from his mouth.
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The school was housed in the village’s only
temple, — Guanyin Temple, — halfway up the face
of a high precipice. The main temple hall, which
contained several Buddhist statues, also served as
the school’s classroom. Zang Lanchu lived in a room
which adjoined the main hall. Life was very strenu-
ous for this primary school teacher — he taught
several dozen students, he received his wages only
once every few months, and all vear round he ate
like a vegetarian with the temple monks. After he
dismissed the class he would walk along the trails cut
into the mountainside and look at the mountain
scenery which was often shrouded in a mysterious
mist. Below he could see one hundred or so homes
nestled in the dense forest. The homes did not ap-
pear so dilapidated from such a distance. Occasion-
ally voices could be heard, or the mingling echoes of
the sounds of chickens and dogs, rising from below.
In the evening Lanchu would hike down the moun-
tain into the village to assist the peasants with their
accounts or help them write letters. Several families
had come to depend on him.

In the entire county Zang Lanchu was the only
graduate from a teachers’ school. He had no interest
in living in the city because he believed that cities
were breeding grounds for iniquity. In order to ex-
perience village life and to give some practical help
to the villagers he had happily moved to impover-
ished little Red Sand Furrow after graduation. It
wasn’t until he arrived there he realized the differ-
ences between city and village life were not as great
as he had imagined. Not a single day passed in the
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village without some young men dragged off for
military service or a new tax imposed on the peo-
ple. What was even harder for him to belicve was
that several relatives of his who had begun work as
neighborhood and area security supervisors had
become exceedingly avaricious and were making il-
legal money all over the place. He also found that
the majority of children he taught were from the
wealthier village families, as there was no way the
poorer children could go to school. But since he
had been assigned to the village there was no other
choice, he would have to stay here for a while be-
fore saying anything about a transfer. Six months
after he arrived a new calamity hit Red Sand Fur-
row. Zang Lanchu wanted to pour his heart out to
someone but there was no one suitable around. He
suddenly remembered a former classmate, Wang
Mingluan, who lived in a neighboring province.
This friend understood him. So that evening he
picked up his pen and started the letter.

“You know I've always been optimistic, cer-
tainly never cynical. Whatever the difficulty I've
always done my best to overcome it and move for-
ward. But although I've only been in this village
for six months, I've already seen many distressing
things.

“You wouldn’t believe it, Red Sand Furrow has
been hit by a devastating salt shortage. The vil-
lagers have been eating food without salt for more
than a month. Today when 1 walked around the
village, each face I saw was in deep despair. It
looked as if a funeral were taking place — everyone
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