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Ye Zhaoyan

He was born in Nanjing in 1957. On his graduation
from high school in 1974, he went to work as a tongsman
in a factory. Four years later he entered Nanjing
University and obtained his MA in 1986.

He has been engaged in writing since early 1980s.
Most of his novellas and short stories are included in two
collections: Selected Writings of Ye Zhaoyan's Nowvellas
(7 vols) and Ye Zhaoyan's Short Stories: A Chronology .
His principal novels include Nanjing 1937: A Love Story,
Flower Demon, Love Stories of Other People, A
Greenhouse without Glass, How Stubborn Our Heart Is,
and The Woman Running toward Darkness. His essay
collections include A Night of Vagrancy, Old Nanjing:
Re flections of Scenes on the Qinhuai River, Ye Zhaoyan's
Excellent Essays, Ye Zhaoyan's Essays and Tree Flower
Miscellany .
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Preface

Do college students read today? Certainly they do, but what do
they read? Well, they surf the net, they read the text messages, and
they get bogged down in an ocean of information from blogs or
WeChat. They seem to be extensively read, but much they read and
enjoy reading is nothing but sheer guff and hogwash. They know
something about everything, but nothing they know seems to be of
any substantial depth or width. Mobile phones not leaving their
hands even for a moment, they are phubbing all those around them.
The tiny machine makes its way to the classroom where it replaces
the textbook as the most eye-catching and attention-drawing
plaything to the hopeless stare of the teachers. “The textbook is full
of corrupt stuff anyway, " as I recall with astonishment what my late
advisor Jessie Chambers said years ago when she was asked to give

her opinion on China's college education.
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So it is fragmented reading from the new media that college
students seem to be enjoying today, and serious literature is
woefully slighted or neglected, forgotten in the dust-covered shelves
of the libraries, becoming the spiritual food for a minority of bookish
souls. When it comes to English learning, the situation is no more
encouraging. Chinese students do not read serious literature
anymore; what they have learned is gibberish full of “kind of,” or
the internet jives and cants, some pop songs, and an exaggerated
show of shrugs. They count themselves fluent in English, not
knowing that a real command of the foreign tongue is built on an
extensive reading of good literatures of all kinds.

Talking of extracurricular reading, 1 remember what 1 saw
when my wife and I were visiting her cousin eleven years ago in New
York. She has a son and a daughter; the boy, Franklin, was an
undergraduate of the University of Pennsylvania, and the girl,
Shelly, having just finished her elementary school, was awaiting
with great excitement her commencement which we all attended the
next day. I, out of curiosity, was flipping through Shelly’s reading
materials. I saw Shakespeare, Milton, Mark Twain, Hemingway,
etc., lying helter-skelter on her reading table. There was a copy of
Harry Potter of course. 1 asked Shelly, “You're reading these?”
“For fun!” snapped the teenage girl. An elementary school pupil
reading Shakespeare, Milton, Mark Twain, and Hemingway outside
classroom! And for fun! What are our college students reading?
This has been weighing upon me like a leaden slab over the years.

Maybe American students don’t make a good comparison?

Well, let's look at the contents of Freshman Readings in English
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for undergraduate students of the National Southwestern Associated
University in war-torn China. Mind you, this is for all the freshmen
and not just the English concentrators. Compiled by Prof Chen
Futian, a Hawaii-born Harvard ME, the Readings has a total of 43
essays, almost all written by master hands and smack of a strong
spirit of liberal education, vastly different from the so-called
“ Practical English,” * Business English,” “ Legal English,”
“Secretarial English,” etc., so prevalent in college classrooms
today: “Barren Spring” by Pearl S. Buck, “Beast of Burden” by W.
Somerset Maugham, *“ Song of the River” by W. Somerset
Maugham, “Birth of a Sister” by Tan Shih-hua, “A Dissertation
upon Roast Pig” by Charles Lamb, “An Optimist Look at China” by
Hu Shih, “The End of Life” by Lin Yutang, “A Sacred Mountain”
by G. Lowes Dickinson, “Fragments from a Flower Diary” by Nora
Waln, “A Word to Youth”™ by Andre Maurois, “A Pair of
Woodpeckers” by an unknown author, “The Battle of the Red and
the Black Ants” by Henry David Thoreau, “Liberty” by Woodrow
Wilson, “ What Is Science?” by Ira Remsen, “ The Durable
Satisfactions of Life” by Charles W. Eliot, “The Imaginary Invalid”
by Jerome K. Jerome, “The Tell-Tale Heart” by Edgar Allan Poe,
“The Widow and Her Son” by Washington Irving, “The Champion
Snorer” by an unknown author, “A Liberal Education” by Thomas
Henry Huxley, “The Function of Education in Democratic Society”
by Charles W. Eliot, “What Shall We Educate for?” by Bertrand
Russell, “The Strength of Democracy” by Walter Lippmann,
“Technological Civilization” by Charles A. Beard, “The Social
Value of the College-Bred” by William James, * Liberty and
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Discipline” by Abbot Lawrence Lowell, “ The Liberation of a
People’s Vital Energies” by Woodrow Wilson, “Habit” by William
James, “Why a Classic Is a Classic” by Arnold Bennett, “Evolution”
by John Galsworthy, “Fighting in Gallipoli” by John Masefield,
“The Half Mile” by T. O. Beachcroft, “The Long Shadow” by John
Hampson, “The Field Where the Satyrs Danced” by Lord Dunsany,
“Every Man's Natural Desire to Be Somebody Else” by Samuel
McChord Crothers, “The Philosopher” by W. Somerset Maugham,
“Bismarck™ by Emil Ludwig, “The Riddle of Hitler” by Stephen H.
Roberts, “British Foreign Policy” by John Gunther, “The American
Love of Freedom” by Edmund Burke, “What Is a University?” by
John Henry Newman, “Theory of the Liberal College” by Alexander
Meiklejohn, “ Self-Cultivation in English” by George Herbert
Palmer. And these are only [reshman readings. Just imagine what
the students would be like after four years of intensive, spiral
reading of arts and le.etters like these!

You would say that they are most of them foreign literatures
and our students are Chinese, and as Chinese they must be well
versed in their mother tongue or well read in Chinese literature. Not
at all! 1 find to my dismay that Chinese college students haven’t read
anything of Chinese literary classics. I used to teach a course named
“Translation of Literary Classics.” Among all the English and
Chinese materials I'd prepared, nothing seemed to have been on the
students’ reading list except perhaps Lu Xun's “Kong Yiji,” which
was in their middle school textbook. They're well acquainted with,
say, the names of the “Four Literary Masterpieces,” but not many

of them have bothered to read any one of them. Taoist and
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Confucian classics such as Daodejing ( Classics of the Way and
Virtue), Zhuangzi, The Analects, Mencius, The Great Learning,
The Doctrine of the Golden Mean, etc., must readings of any
school kids of olden days, are even more out of the question. They
claim that their teachings are far detached from real life and their
way of linguistic expression is miserably esoteric to modern readers.

The situation is discouraging enough, but it is against this
gloomy background that “ A Bilingual Library of Contemporary
Chinese Master Writers” is launched by Nanjing Normal University
Press in hopes of bringing back some of the lost lambs to the normal
track of conventional mode of paper book reading. However, our
target readers are not limited to college students only, for any one
who might be interested in Chinese-English translation, comparative
literature, and comparative studies between Chinese and Western
cultures may find their own rewards in reading the Library for which
there are two points to say at the least. First, the present Library is
born against the favorable climate of “ Chinese culture going
international” which, as a top-down, nationwide, and now largely
canonized slogan, means a lot to its publication. It is all natural that
when a country has won a stronghold in world economy, as China
has now robustly shown to the outside world, it desires to go all out
in other respects such as culture. It is historically true of such
institutions as Alliance francaise, British Council, and Goethe-
Institut, all important venues of their respective country's cultural
interflow. Though probably a matter of national self-confidence and
pride, there seems to be nothing wrong with that. The question

remains how a country’s culture is to go global. Two forces are at
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