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As the title chosen by Howard Goldblatt indicates, recent main-
land fiction can be broadly characterized by its skeptical resistance to
the ideologically controlled writing of the first three decades of the
People’s Republic. In the aftermath of Mao’s death, the new Commu-
nist leadership attempted the precarious and ultimately impossible
balancing act of delegitimizing the extremism of previous policies
while maintaining the authority of the Party rhetoric. Although
Maospeak continues to be perpetuated in the public sphere, by force if
necessary, its persuasiveness went into rapid decline over the course
of the 1980s. However, Maoism’s “thought rectification” had been
largely successful in eradicating traditional ideas and beliefs that early
in the century had loomed so formidably for the May Fourth writers.
Thus, the vacuum left by the abrupt undermining of Maospeak’s
authority offered an enormous field of new possibilities to the
younger writers whose work suddenly began appearing during the
relative thaw of the mid-1980s. Whereas most of the mainland writers
who first came to prominence in the late 1970s and early 80s had
reached maturity before or during the Cultural Revolution and there-
fore retained a strong sense of reformism and moral earnestness, the
younger generation matured in circumstances that-naturally made
them thorough skeptics of language. This inevitable and radical dest- -
abilizing of representation is everywhere evident in this fine new an-
thology of contemporary Chinese fiction.

Goldblatt, editor of Modern Chinese Literature, has been in the
forefront of the effort to bring 20th Century Chinese fiction to English
readers, and of all the anthologies of contemporary fiction that have
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been appearing at such a frantic pace of late, this is the best and most
broad-ranging introduction to the writing in today’s China. Unlike a
number of recent anthologies—which have made the important point
that excellent Chinese fiction is not only being written in mainland
China and Taiwan, but also in Hong Kong and throughout the Chinese
diaspora in both the West and Southeast Asia—Goldblatt has chosen
to focus exclusively on works from the People’s Republic and, for the
most part, on younger and less extensively translated authors. The
translations by Goldblatt and many other experienced hands are of
cons:stently high quality. All the stories first appeared in 1985 or after,
when the often rather unsophisticated realist fiction concerned with
social grievances and reforms gave way to an iconoclastic and innova-
tive writing mostly by a young crop of unknowns. Of the twenty
authers represented here, only the irrepressible Wang Meng (F£%)
was born before 1949 and began his writing career before the end of
the Cultural Revolution. The anthology presents wide diversity of
styles and narrative experiments, and previously taboo subject matter,
especially sexuality and unflattering depictions of peasant life, is in
abundarce. But above all it is the attitude conveyed by these stories
that so sharply sets them off from previous mainland fiction: irrever-
ent, cften cynical even to the point of misanthropy, which nonetheless
is frequently off-set by vitality and humor.

The collection is framed by two stories that in both form and
content mark out a spectrum within which much of the rest falls. Shi
Tiesheng’s (F#4) “First Person” (Diyi rencheng £— Af§) and
Wang Xiangfu’s (EFE) “Fritter Hollow Chronicles” (Youbinwa
jishi JHEEEECE) both present shifting and ultimately indeterminate
narratives. Shi’s story turns out in the end to be about how the narra-
tor met his future wife, although the narrative itself presents this en-
counzer as entirely fortuitous. The narrator is going to look over the
new apartment he has been assigned and in the process of climbing to
the 21st floor sees a number of people about whom he imagines vari-
ous stories, which are altered or abandoned altogether as he observes
or imagines new “facts.” The various narratives he constructs concern
the azchetypal themes of love, marriage, birth and death, but whether
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these are realities or entirely imposed by the imagination becomes
thoroughly confused, and after a while what appears to have begun as
a strictly descriptive narrative takes on a decidedly dream-like texture.
Indeed, this is apparently meant to be a Taoist inspired tale, or per-
haps a parody of one, since an often repeated leitmotif is pronounced
by the woman who will eventually become the narrator’s wife: “Go
with the flow.” Dreams and reality are inextricable, and the determin-
ing moments of one’s life are haphazard; they come to rather than
being determined by the individual. Wang’s “Fritter Hollow Chroni-
cles” contrast sharply with Shi’s story in being set in the remote coun-
tryside and in its rather brutal, even grotesque events told in a folksy,
comic manner. Wang’s narrator appropriately adopts a traditional oral
storytelling mode, but he too destabilizes the narrative by offering
alternative versions of certain events, promising to return to points
which are never mentioned again, and especially by failing to relate
the central action of the tale, the death of Talented Wu, or to explain
what motivated the latter to attack Wheatie Liu and his family. We
end up with something of a postmodernist narrative resulting from the
incompetence of the supposedly traditionalist storyteller, although he
attempts to explain his failings by saying he was about to begin study-
ing the art of storytelling from Comrade New Day Tian but the latter
was blown away by a windstorm.

Quite a few of the other stories go even further in their overt
meta-fictional questioning of the relationship between the narrative
and its presumed referent. In “The Day I Got to Xi’an” (Wo daoda
Xi’an neitian FHIEFEZEIF—K), Duo Duo’s (%%) protagonist finds
his memory increasingly unreliable as his efforts to narrate various
ordinary trips he has taken become confused such that he is unsure
whether or not they actually happened. This story manifests another
pervasive concern throughout much of this collection: the Chinese
obsession with the past. However, as mentioned, particularly for
mainland intellectuals China’s past and traditions no longer maintain
a firm grip on the present; rather, in these stories the Chinese past
tends to manifest itself less as tradition and more at a deeper and more
disturbing psychological level as the haunting of past violence, re-
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pression and guilt. At the same time, the delegitimizing of representa-
tion puts into serious dcubt any effort to narrate and make sense of
this past so there is often the sense of its ghostly presence without the
ability to rationalize or control it. In “The Ancestor” (Zuzong FHZZ)
by Bi Feiyu (£7EXE), the narrator’s family quite literally attempts to
defang the past, which manifests itself as great-grandmother who will
not die. The narrator has been educated and lives in Beijing and
clearly sees his family’s rituals and behavior as backwards, while
nonetaeless going along with them, yet in the end his skepticism is
helpless in the face of his own vision of the inescapability of the past.
In the Can Xue’s (38%) “The Summons” (Buxiang de huhansheng T
BEHIIELRE), the effort to escape from the guilt of the past takes the
form of the protagonist’s devolution to a primitive, even dehumanized
state. This is an unusually accessible tale by one of the more remark-
able and demanding of contemporary Chinese writers, but the conclu-
sion i3 characteristically circular and locates the narrative in dreams
and writing itself.

Repeatedly, the stories in this collection discover that there is no
causal relationship between the present and the past, but this realiza-
tion does nothing to shake off the ghosts. Yu Hua’s (£23%) fascination
with gratuitous cruelty is once again evident in his Kafkaesque alle-
gory “Tke Past and the Punishment” (Wangshi yu xingfa {XZEIH]57).
The protagonist sets off to return to a specific moment in his past un-
der the assumption that there is a straight and clear road to it, yet the
way proves elusive and requires submission to the “punishment ex-
pert.” Indeed, in the end the “meaning” of the past would appear to be
that it is a punishment, a sense of guilt the present must always bear
without understanding or redemption. A somewhat different take on
the representation of the past is offered by Ge Fei’s (2 3k)
“Remembering Mr. Wu You” (Zhuiyi Wu You Xiansheng F&2%&
$e4:), where some outside investigators comes to a village to uncover
the reascns behind the execution of Mr. Wu You, which the village
itself has been happy to forget. However, when the tale of crime and
derailed justice is finally told, Ge Fei quickly concludes with a ges-
ture that mocks the earnestness so necessary for the previous genera-
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tions of Chinese writers. There is no suggestion of what will result -
from the investigation or that justice will be served; simply that when
the tale is finished, nothing has changed, village life proceeds as if
nothing has changed and, presumably, it can be expected that such
events will happen again. The traditional village is without memory,
simply repeating what has gone before, while the modernized inter-
lopers seem merely to be recording the facts for the sake of having
them on record, just as the narrator seems concerned with little more
than getting his tale told. ‘

Many of the stories that appear to present themselves as more
strictly realistic, on closer examination also undermine their apparent
transparency. In one way or another, most of the stories imply and
implicate a prior “master” text, whose political or moral earnestness is
being rewritten and subverted. Hong Yin’s (#:%&) “The Field”
(Neinian de tianye WEMEHYEHEF) is set during the culminating cam-
paigns of the civil struggle between the Nationalists and the Commu-
nists in the late 1940s, and its concise shock effect is augmented by its
deliberate debunking of the formulaic stories of war-time heroism and
female self-sacrifice. “The Cure” (Z2E) is another violent tale about
Shandong peasants by the prolific Mo Yan (F) but it quickly be-
comes obvious that this is a revision of Lu Xun’s (83 “Medicine”
(Z£). However, the hint of hope suggested by the revolutionary mar-
tyrdom in Lu Xun’s story has culminated here in mere self-serving
murder during the land redistribution campaigns of the early Commu-
nist regime. The impressive range of stories gathered here also in-
clude a cluster of works by Shanxi writers set in that stark and unfor-
giving countryside, one of Kong Jiesheng’s (F5/14) stories of rusti-
cated youths during the Cultural Revolution, a fine example of Wang
Meng’s uproarious satire, and a grim tale of repressed desire with
explosive results by Su Tong (8 ). Despite the diversity of style and
content, nowhere is there the sense of solemn social responsibility
that was standard fare in mainland fiction just a decade or so ago.

Particularly considering that the stories in this collection repre-
sent less than a decade of writing and that the vast majority of the
authors are under age 45, the prospects for mainland literature look
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much brighter than anyone could reasonably have predicted just a
decade ago. The relative intellectual and literary isolation the main-
land endured for three decades and the rapid, if halting, opening up in
the 1980s created a unique situation full of opportunities, although
still fraught with serious difficulties, for those intrepid enough to take
them. Inevitably, much of the new fiction if superficially precocious
and rough around the edges, but far more notable is the degree of ma-
turity achieved so rapidly in the best work. Although these stories
everywhere indicate their authors’ concern with China, as Goldblatt
points out in his introduction, the younger writers are increasingly
writing for an international audience. The pessimism over political
reform following the June Fourth incident and the breakneck speed
with which the market is penetrating every aspect of mainland society
has made for a current situation which, ironically, is even less recep-
tive to serious literature than was the case in the latter half of the
1980s. Increasingly, one can expect mainland writers to seek a larger
international audience, which, judging by the outpouring of recent
trarslations, they appear to be well on their way to finding.




