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Editor’s Note

I t is widely acknowledged that there 

has been an unbalanced cultural 

interflow between China and the 

Western world over the past two centuries 

or so. Some pioneers of our country showed 

a strong sense of curiosity and an earnest 

interest in things Western as early as the 

Ming Dynasty. Then there came a collective 

outburst of intellectual passion for Western 

studies when it came to late Qing and the 

early Republic. The founding of the People’s 

Republic saw a somewhat new direction and, 

in spite of all the incredible twists and turns in 

the process of cultural reconstruction, it was 

impossible to keep the door as tightly shut as 

in olden days. The overall landscape changed 

further with the government’s open and reform 

policy starting 1980s. Step by step, China has 

been making great efforts to make itself one 

of the members of the increasingly globalized 

village, embracing all “positive and advanced” 

incoming cultural elements on the one hand, 

and introducing to the outside world its time-

honored history and culture on the other. The 

initiation and crystallization of Chinese Arts 

and Letters, a magazine meant mainly for 

English readers both in and outside China, 

is just one of such efforts aiming at a more 

balanced China-West cultural interflow, 

but it would not be possible were it not for 

this larger favorable social background. Its 

ultimate ambition, therefore, is to trigger an 

extensive interest among our Western readers 

in Chinese arts and letters at large and help 

bring about, as one of our advisors put it, 

“a reciprocal backflow” from the Western 

readership and hopefully, an equal, healthy 

and constructive dialogue between Oriental 

and Occidental civilizations. 

High-keyed and high-flown as it might 

sound, we are fully aware that Rome was 

not built in a day and, starting from scratch, 

there may lie ahead mountains of difficulties 

and obstacles. Our forerunners and some of 

our peers have learned some good lessons in 

this regard. The inadequacy of knowledge of 

alien nations and their reading habits and the 

narcissistic and self-congratulatory attitude 

in the process of cultural introduction and 

translation may, among others, contribute to 

the sad fact of the aforementioned unbalanced 

cultural interflow. A mass production of 

coffeetablers and tourist guides follows as a 

result, passing for genuine Chinese culture. And 

due to similar factors, the more serious and 

earnest efforts have not won for themselves 

the much-hoped for rewards and hoorays. 

Self-assured and self-authorized successes 

and accomplishments are seen and heard all 

around, only to find themselves contradicted 

and cold-eyed abroad by both intelligentsia 

and the common reader.

CAL has to face all that has been faced 

with, and to avoid falling into the same pit, 

we’ll have to keep a sane and sober mind that 

after all, this world would not end without us 

doing this job which, backbreaking as it is, is 

not unlike a drop of water in the vast ocean. 
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Nevertheless, now that we have gotten on the 

road, CAL will do its utmost to blaze a new 

path above all the bluffs and clamors to have 

its voice heard, and heard with delight, by the 

outside world. This should be the minimum 

luxury, so to speak, that any publication such 

as CAL can justifiably long for and enjoy. 

The founding issue is deeply indebted to 

our ten advisors, all gurus of their respective 

provinces of research. Their earnest and honest 

well wishes and encouragement as expressed 

in their inscriptions have set challenging 

spurs to us to forge ahead regardless of all the 

barriers and obstacles that might be waiting 

in ambush for us. The attached snapshots of 

theirs, with their scintillating and amiable 

smile, have given us more warmth and affinity 

than awe and distance. Our sincere gratitude 

also goes to our editorial board members 

who are all great scholars and experts widely 

acknowledged both home and abroad. Without 

them standing behind us promising their 

quiet yet indispensable support, we would not 

have had the nerve to accept the challenge of 

founding CAL to start with.

Translated and introduced in this founding 

issue are some of the most active writers of 

Jiangsu Province of today. We hope this will 

not come as a surprise to our readers, for 

notwithstanding a little turn of selfishness—all 

its sponsors are from our beloved homeland, 

Jiangsu is recognized as one of the most 

culturally rich provinces in China. Our first 

featured author is Bi Feiyu, a major figure in 

contemporary Chinese literature. Bi is in the 

prime of his writing career and yet the prospects 

of his future development seem to be unlimited. 

“Love Days,” “The Lactating Woman” and 

“My Sister Xiaoqing,” the three short stories 

translated here, are of distinctly different 

styles. While the first two may share a sense 

of contemporaneity and a similar concern 

for the grass roots and “the neglected,” they 

reflect the truth of two totally different strata 

of society, one urban and the other rural. The 

third one, written in a genuinely realistic style, 

reads more like the author’s own memoir, and 

yet it mirrors through the happenings at a corner 

of the earth the once palpable absurdities of life 

of the entire country. Three renowned critics 

have written their critiques on Bi Feiyu and his 

literary creation, each from their own perspective 

but all with the same incisiveness and wisdom.

Su Tong is justifiably a veteran writer 

now, having achieved international fame after 

his Wives and Concubines was published in 

1989 and adapted into a film Raise the Red 
Lantern directed by Zhang Yimou. Su Tong is 

still in his golden days though, claiming that 

his best work is yet to come. His two stories 

translated here are “Rising Dragon Temple” 

and “The Foundling,” one realistic and the 

other “magically realistic,” if I may say so. 

His interview with a literary journalist from 

China Reading Weekly, however, presents 

us with a panoramic view of his twenty-odd 

years of prolific career and his most frank and 

straightforward attitude towards literature. 

Fan Xiaoqing, even more veteran than 

Su Tong, “took to the path of literature” in 

early 1980s. Chairperson of Jiangsu Writers 

Association, she shows, as she has always 

done, a clear preference for “the little people” 
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and their bitter-sweet lives. As a woman 

writer, her insight into and description of these 

people and their lives are both encyclopedic 

and microscopic. “We’re All in the Service 

Area” and “The Hallucinated Courier” 

included in this issue have with them a touch 

of humor now and then and, besides all the 

consistent characteristics of Fan Xiaoqing 

stories, are also imbued with an air of vivacity 

and sprightliness of the pace of contemporary 

life. Pang Pei, on the other hand, makes an 

interesting contrast with his “homebody”-

flavored writing of prose, now with a nostalgic 

warmth in recalling “Childhood Voices,” now 

with a philosophical contemplation of heaven 

and earth, life and death, domesticity and 

vagabondage, all coming not from the actual 

contact with the particulars and minutiae of 

a bubbling life, but from his reading of it in 

his somewhat secluded library healthily away 

from the madding crowd.  

Translations apart, the founding issue 

has solicited three authors who have come 

up with three pieces, each in a way distinct 

both in content and form. All three authors 

are academics and professors: Mr Zhang 

Longxi, a scholar of international stature, is 

a comparatist and, like his mentor Mr Qian 

Zhongshu, an addicted classicist. “Analogical 

Thinking in Ancient China” retains the 

hallmark of Mr Zhang’s scholarship, logic 

and rationality, lucidity and erudition. Martin 

Puchner, a Harvardian, is a professor of 

English whose strength lies in drama and 

world literature. Among his multi identities is 

the general editor of the Norton Anthology of 
World Literature (third edition) which has both 

developed and sharpened his world vision. A 

light pacing through his light writing “Chinese 

Garden and World Literature” is like a rewarding 

trip over the zigzags, ups and downs of our 

famous Suzhou Gardens, harvesting unexpected 

wonders and delights while being unknowingly 

led into an equally labyrinthine wonderland, the 

land of literature. Professor Shen Li from Fudan 

University has written a piece on Xu Beihong, 

a representative figure in the art history of 20th 

century China and has always been the pride of 

Jiangsu, his hometown. Xu is like a multifaceted 

diamond; Prof Shen, not a professional art 

historian or critic as far as I know, has, however, 

by showing us only the two more dazzling facets 

of the precious stone, “Equine and History 

Painting,” already surprised and intrigued us 

with the raciness of her writing, the exactitude 

of her introduction and analysis of this particular 

painter and his work, and the broadness of her 

knowledge of art at large. 

And lo! That Xu-brand galloping horse is charging right 
towards us, cutting a beautiful swath across the horizon. What 
could make a more generous present for 2014, the Year of the 
Horse, when Chinese Arts and Letters is born to the world!

Editor in Chief 

Yang Haocheng/杨昊成


