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Preface

Dr. Wang Labao’s book, based on his Ph. D dissertation, is being
published in English. Invited to write a preface to it, 1 should logically
follow suit. But of course, I opt for English for another reason. Over re-
cent years many an ex-student has sought a preface or a foreword in Chi-
nese from me for his/her published work, knowing what an obliging teach-
er [ used to be. As a result, I have developed symptoms of what I call
‘ preface-itis* . Writing a preface in English, hopefully, renders such
symptoms less pronounced if it does not obliterate them altogether in my
reader’s minds.

I first came to know Mr. Wang Labao in the late 1980s when he en-
rolled in an MA program in the Foreign Languages & Literatures Depart-
ment, Fudan University. In those days, he frequently dropped by and we
used to talk well into a night about ‘cabbages and kings’ in a small cubi-
cle of mine that doubled as dining area, drawing room, and part of my
study. His assiduity and determination to get ahead of his peers who were
mostly ‘ city slickers’ while he was bom a country boy favorably im-
pressed me. The departmental library then had about 100, 000 books.
‘City slickers’ kept complaining about how dated the collection was.
Wang Labao never bellyached, but was seen reading ‘old books’ one by
one with omnivorous avidity. To this day the librarians keep a lively mem-
ory of him as the first to arrive in the reading room and the last to leave
regardless of all the sound and the fury going on around him, and they say
that he must have read a thousand books and browsed many more during
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the three years when he studied at Fudan. Likewise, to this day I use his
example to admonish those graduate students who think the books are too
old to be of use. We all crave for new knowledge, to be sure. But no
book is ever too old for anybody.

Wang Labao did his MA thesis on William Faulkner. I still remem-
ber the days when Wang Labao came to me and demanded supervisorial
attention to his thesis composition, which I could not very well give on
account of the fact that I was practically tied down by responsibilities for
The English-Chinese Dictionary ( Unabridged) then under compilation.
In retrospect, it was heartless of me to deny him a more substantial com-
mitment that he so richly deserved. However, I did sit on the judges’
committee to hear his defense. I remember vividly with what eloquence
and aplomb he elaborated on a point or answered a question with enough
relevance and to spare!

I have since seen Mr. Wang Labao but rarely although I continue to
take an interest in his academic achievements, pleased to see him becom-
ing increasingly more vocal and visible in academic circles. I have quite a
few friends from what is called ‘the Aussie school’ — retuned Chinese
scholars from Australia. But ‘time hath sow’d a grizzle on (our) case’!
And we all need nimbler minds and abler hands to succeed and surpass
us. I believe, that, with this book and his future research results, Dr.
Wang Labao will prove worthy of ‘the Aussie school’ as well as of the
unique youthful literature blooming from Down Under.

Lu Gu-sun
Professor of English
Fudan University
December, 1999
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Introduction

In Australia, the short story has long been a popular form. Austra-
lian writers started to publish short fiction as early as the 1820s and
1830s." In the mid-1840s, short story collections began to appear. From
the 1860s, short story publishing steadily increased. By the 1890s, the
short story had become one of the most prominent features of Australian
writing. Denton Prout records that, towards the end of the nineteenth
century, at least three hundred prose writers were at work in Australia,
many of whom wrote mainly short fiction.” The emergence of writers such
as Henry Lawson and Steele Rudd during that time finnly established the
short story as one of the most beloved Australian literary genres.

In the twentieth century, the Australian fondness for the short story
continued. The first forty years saw the publication of at least fifty-two
collections. After the 1940s, Australian short story publication ‘reached
epidemic numbers, similar to the great rabbit plagues which chewed up
vast areas of the best grazing land” .> Stephen Torre s short story bibliogra-
phy of the second forty-year period (1940-1980) lists some two hundred
and seventeen published collections and an extra one hundred and sixty-

! See Elizabeth Webby, *Short Fiction( Australia)’, in Encyclopaedia of Post-Colonial
Literatures in English(Vol.2), eds. Eugene Benson & L. W. Conolly, London and
New York: Routledge, 1994, pp.1455-1459.

? See Harry Heseltine, ‘Introduction’ , The Penguin Book of Australian Short Stories ,
Ringwood, Vic. : Penguin Books, 1976, p.9.

? Murray Bail, ‘Introduction’ , The Faber Book of Contemporary Australian Short Sto-
ries, London & Boston: Faber & Faber, 1988, p. xiv.
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three anthologies and miscellanies containing Australian story writing. In
the 1980s, Australian writers published another two hundred and twenty-
one collections and put together at least another one hundred and twenty-
three anthologies and miscellanies.

The Irish writer Frank O’ Connor has claimed that the short story
tends to flourish in pioneering and frontier societies.* In Australia, the
short story has often been seen as a form particularly suited to local condi-
tions. Henrietta Drake-Brockman believed that the short story in Australia
could be traced all the way back to prehistoric times when the Aborigines
used it as a ‘vehicle’ for their myths and as a way to make sense of the
drama of their daily lives.’ To Murray Bail, ‘the habit of Australian sto-
rytelling’ goes back to ‘the first moming of the Furopean settlement’
when white settlers filled the emptiness of the landscape with tales of
hard-luck and endurance.® A common assertion repeatedly made by other
writers and critics is that Australians have a special affinity with the form
because it best expresses some of the quintessence of a distinctive national
character forged in early experiences of harshness and pain.’

In Australian literary criticism, the short story as a genre has gener-
ally been taken for granted. In a critical article on ‘Short Story Antholo-
gies in Australia’, English critic Gay Raines expressed her surprise at the
fact, that while British and American critics have gone to great lengths to

* Frank O’ Connor, The Lonely Voice: A Study of the Short Story, London: Macmill-
an, 1963.
5 Henrietta Drake-Brockman, ‘The International Symposium on the Short Story, Part
One: Australia’, Kenyon Review, 30. 4 (1968), p. 478.
¢ Murray Bail, ‘Introduction’, The Faber Book of Contemporary Australian Short Sto-
ries, p. xii.
7 Marion Halligan & Rosanne Fitzgibbon, *Introduction’, The Gifi of Story: Three
Decades of UQP Short Stories, St Lucia, Qld.: UQP, 1998, p. ix.
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