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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 Chinese 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 that 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 this
series’ editors could wish for.
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Zhou Daxin was born in Dengxian County, Henan Province
in 1952. He has been a soldier, squad leader, instructor, sec-
retary, reporter for an army paper since he joined the PLA in
1970. His first story was published in 1987. He has auth0r~ed
short story collection Han Jianii, novella collection Corridor,
novels Out of the Basin and A Dreamy Night is Not Long,
etc. His The Sesame Oil Mill has been made into films and

won a prize in the 43rd Berlin film festival.
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Preface 1

The Nanyang area is famous for its sesame oil. Histor-
ical records show that as early as in the reign of the Qing-
dynasty emperor, Guangxu (1875-1908), local sesame oil
was being exported via trading compﬁni&s in Hankou to
Hong Kong and Macao, Southeast Asia, Japan and Ger-
many. Moreover, the oil produced in the small mills has
the best reputation, and some one million liters or so are
supplied to Beijing, Tianjin and Shanghai, as well as
Japan, the United States and other countries every year.
What makes the oil from the small mills of the Nanyang
area so famous is the peculiar nature of the local sesame.
The temperature round here is mild, and the soil and water
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contain all kinds of mineral elements. The seeds of the
sesame plants are plump. The oil contains a high quantity
of unsaturated fats which the human body needs. Some of
these seeds, in fact, have a peculiar shape — their pointed
cnds bend to one side; from these the oil yield is as high as
fifty-seven per cent. Another reason for the popularity of
this oil is the special extraction technique used. First, the
sesame is roasted and then ground with a stone mill. Water
is added to the resulting paste and the mixture stirred. Fi-
nally, the liquid is allowed to settle before it is ladled out in
all its pristine glory.

There are lots of these small sesame oil mills around
Nanyang, but if you want to taste the purest and most per-
fect of the local product you have to go south of the city
proper and ask for the Fragrant Spirit Mill. Anyone will
tell you where it is.

It was first opened as a private concern by a woman of
the Gao family, known as Ersao. Two years ago it was ex-
panded with an increase of investment, but Ersao was still
in charge of all the operations. Her given name was rcally
Yin’e (Silver Maid) — a pretty name, but she hardly ever
used it and the people of the village called her, more fa-
miliarly, Ersao (Second Sister-in-Law).

Preface 2

Making sesame oil and brewing beer are very similar,
insofar as the main thing is the water.

It’s the Laoshan mineral water that makes Qingdao
beer world famous. Likewise, it’s the water from the Fra-
grant Spirit Pond that enables Gao Ersao’s sesame oil busi-
ness to captivate so many customers.
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