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Publisher’s Note

Foreign Languages Press is dedicated to the editing,
translating and publishing of books in foreign languages.
Over the past several decades it has published, in En-
glish, a great number of China’s classics and records as
well as literary works from the Qin down to modem times,
in the aim to fully display the best part of the Chinese
culture and its achievements. These books in the original
are famous and authoritative in their respective fields, and
their English translations are masterworks produced by no-
table translators hoth at home and abroad. Each book is
carefully compiled and translated with minute precision.
Consequently, the English versions as well as their Chi-
nese originals may both be rated as classics.

It is generally considered that these English transla-
tions are not only significant for introducing China to the
outside world but also useful reading materials for domes-
tic English leamers and translators. For this reason, we
have carefully selected some of these books, and will
publish them successively in Chinese-English bilingual

form.

Foreign Languages Press
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THE NEW-YEAR SACRIFICE

The end of the year by the old calendar does real-
ly seem a more natural end to the year for, to say noth-
ing of the villages and towns, the very sky seems to
proclaim the New Year’s approach. Intermittent flashes
from pallid, lowering evening clouds are followed by
the rumble of crackers bidding farewell to the Hearth
God and, before the deafening reports of the bigger
bangs close at hand have died away, the air is filled
with faint whiffs of gunpowder. On one such night 1 re-
tuned to Luzhen, my home town. I call it my home
town, but as I put up at the house of a Fourth Uncle
since he belongs to the generation before mine in our
clan. A former Imperial Academy licentiate who be-
lieves in Neo-Confucianism, he seemed very little
changed, just slightly older, but without any beard as
yet. Having exchanged some polite remarks upon meet-
ing he observed that I was fatter, and having observed
that I was fatter launched into a violent attack on the
reformists I did not take this personally, however, as
the object of his attack was Kang Youwei. Still, conve-
rsation proved so difficult that T shortly found myself
alone in the study.
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I rose late the next day and went out after lunch to
see relatives and friends, spending the following day in
the same way. They were all very little changed, just
slightly older; but every family was busy preparing for
the New-Year sacrifice. This is the great end-of-year
ceremony in Luzhen, during which a reverent and
splendid welcome is given to the God of Fortune so that
he will send good luck for the coming year. Chickens
and geese are killed, pork is bought, and everything is
scrubbed and scoured until all the women’s arms —
some still in twisted silver bracelets — tum red in the
water. After the meat is cooked chopsticks are thrust
into it at random, and when this “offering ” is set out
at dawn, incense and. candles are lit and the God of
Fortune is respectfully invited to come and partake of
it. The worshippers are confined to men and, of
course, after worshipping they go on letting off fire-
crackers as before. This is done every year, in every
household — and naturally this year was no exception.

The sky became overcast and in the afternoon it
was filled with a flurry of snowflakes, some as large as
plurr-blossom petals, ‘which merged with the smoke
and the bustling atmosphere to make the small town a
welter of confusion. By the time I had retuned to my
uncle’s study, the roof of the house was already white
with snow which made the room brighter than usual,
highlighting the red stone rubbing that hung on the wall
of the big character “Longevity” as written by the Tao-
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ist saint Chen Tuan. One of the pair of scrolls flanking
it had fallen down and was lying loosely rolled up on
the long table. The other, still in its place, bore the
inscription “Understanding of principles brings peace of
mind.” Idly, I strolled over to the desk beneath the
window to turn over the pile of books on it, but only
found an apparently incomplete set of The Kang Xi
Dictionary, the Selected Writings of Neo-Confucian
Pbilosopbers , and Commentaries on the Four Books . At
all events I must leave the next day, I decided.
Besides, the thought of my meeting with Xiang-
lin’ s Wife the previous day was preying on my mind. It
had happened in the afternoon. On my way back from
calling on a friend in the eastern part of the town, I
had met her by the river and knew from the fixed look
in her eyes that she was going to accost me. Of all the
people I had seen during this visit to Luzhen, none had
changed so much as she had. Her hair, streaked with
grey five years before, was now completely white,
making her appear much older than one around forty.
Her sallow, dark-tinged face that looked as if it had
been carved out of wood was fearfully wasted and had
lost the grief-stricken expression it had borme before.
The only sign of life about her was the occasional flick-
er of her eyes. In one hand she had a bamboo basket
containing a chipped, empty bowl; in the other, a
bamboo pole, taller than herself, that was split at the
bottom. She had clearly become a beggar pure and
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simple .

I stopped, waiting for her to come and ask for
money .

“So you’re back? ” were her first words.

“Yes.”

“That’s good. You are a scholar who’s travelled
and seen the world. There’s something I want to ask
you. " A sudden gleam lit up her lacklustre eyes.

This was so unexpected that surprise rooted me to
the spot.

“It’s this.” She drew two paces nearer and low-
ered her voice, as if letting me into a secret. “Do dead
people tum into ghosts or not?”

My flesh crept. The way she had fixed me with
her eyes made a shiver rin down my spine, and I felt
far more nervous than when a surprise test is sprung on
you at school and the teacher insists on standing over
you. Personally, I had never bothered myself in the
least about whether spirits existed or not; but what was
the best answer to give her now? I hesitated for a mo-
ment, reflecting that the people here still believed in
spirits, but she seemed to have her doubts, or rather
hopes — she hoped for life after death and dreaded it
at the same time. Why increase the sufferings of some-
one with a wretched life? For her sake, I thought, I’d
better say there was. '

“Quite possibly, I’d say,” I told her falteringly.

“That means there must be a hell to0?”
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