
Series Editor’s Preface

From its first controversial founding as a British colony in 1842, Hong 
Kong has been a unique place of refuge for immigrants, protected from 
the turmoil of the Mainland, a haven in which this free-thinking,  
free-wheeling child of China’s great literary culture has been 
able to survive and f lourish, unimpeded by political struggle and 
the heavy hand of ideological dogma. In the tender core beneath 
this modern city’s deceptively hard and glittering surface lies a 
world of fine literature, visual and performance art, music, theatre  
and film. It is one of the great civilised cities of the world. This  
new series of six books proudly presents that civilisation, giving  
evidence of the defiant and distinctive character of Hong Kong’s  
imaginative literature, which marks it off from the other parts of the  
Chinese-speaking world. Like the better-known cinematic work of 
Wong Kar-wai, the literature of Hong Kong combines a timelessly 
Chinese palette of colours and flavours with an exciting acceptance  
of cosmopolitan modernity. It is as authentically Chinese as the 
very best Cantonese cuisine, and yet at the same time, having 
issued from a place which is so permeable and volatile, it is also  
infused with an effortless sense of fusion. It is an alchemy of  
Hong Kong, but for the world.
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Series Editor’s Preface vi

Liu Yichang, an immigrant from Shanghai in 1948, was for 
several decades, until his death in 2019 at the age of 99, the  
father figure of the modern Hong Kong literary scene. As editor 
of the journal Hong Kong Literature, he was widely respected for  
having nurtured younger talents such as Leung Ping-kwan and 
Xi Xi. His 1962 stream-of-consciousness novel The Drunkard  
vividly portrays the Hong Kong of the early 1960s, chronicling 
the struggle for survival in the jungle of the city of a dissolute  
but thoughtful and literate Chinese man of letters. It captures  
the quintessential spirit of Hong Kong, its magnif icent, often 
squalid, splendour, its contradictions, its chaotic and irrepressible 
energy.

Leung Ping-kwan, who moved into Hong Kong with his parents 
from Guangdong province as a small child in 1949, was a prolific and  
supremely gifted poet, critic, and writer of fiction. Lotus Leaves is  
the most complete anthology to date of translations from his poetic  
oeuvre, and shows the sheer range of his writing, from celebration of  
the everyday in Hong Kong life, to deeper meditations on the human  
condition, and playful pieces written for performance in the lively  
cultural scene in which he was so active a participant. His two tales in  
the companion volume Dragons, with their roots both in Latin-American  
Magical Realism and in the age-old Chinese tradition of tales of the 
supernatural, demonstrate his accomplishment as a storyteller.

Xi Xi also immigrated as a girl to Hong Kong from Shanghai, in  
1950. Over the past five decades she has created a large and uniquely  
personal body of work, as a writer of both fiction and poetry. She is  
widely admired for her great stylistic elegance and for the poignant  
and haunting, almost melancholic, mood of much of her writing. 
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Series Editor’s Preface vii

The Teddy Bear Chronicles is a quirky and original work, cleverly 
bringing together her passion for the making of teddy bears with a 
number of short essays about colourful figures from Chinese history.  
It is a charming album, both instructive and entertaining, leaving 
the reader with a feeling of pure delight.   

The memoir Ordinary Days by the scholar and critic Leo Ou-fan 
Lee and his wife Esther brings to this series an intensely personal  
touch, consciously echoing that great sentimental memoir of the 
late 18th century, Shen Fu’s Six Chapters of a Floating Life. With  
disarming candour, Leo and Esther lay bare their hearts and  
share with us their story of love and suffering. Set partly against 
the backdrop of some of Hong Kong’s most turbulent years, partly  
in the far-f lung diaspora of the Chinese intelligentsia, this is a  
remarkably revealing record of the inner life of a highly cultivated 
modern Chinese couple.

The Best China, an anthology of Hong Kong essays from the past 170  
years, records the intellectual ferment that has always characterised  
the city, sometimes restless and questioning, sometimes meditative  
and lyrical, always civilised, and buoyed by an all-pervasive spirit of  
freedom. 

To borrow from the title of one of Xi Xi’s works, we could perhaps  
call this series Six Chapters from a Floating City: a tribute to the  
indomitable spirit of the people of the special world that is Hong Kong.

John Minford
5 March 2020

Featherston, New Zealand
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Translator’s Preface

In his own preface to The Drunkard, Liu Yichang revealed that 
the novel was written for his own entertainment, unlike most of 
his other works, which were written simply to make a living. His 
creative power and literary erudition nonetheless transformed this 
entertainment into a rich and vibrant mindscape. In it we see an 
amalgamation of his personal memories, his dreamy imaginings,  
his serious ref lections on literature and on innovative literary  
techniques, and his trenchant observations on Hong Kong. It  
beckons constantly to the reader. Yet, at the same time, its very subtlety 
and complexity deter, indeed sometimes almost forbid entry, especially 
for the translator. 

A telling example can be seen in Chapter 24, in which the Narrator  
sets out to translate a part of Armand de Gramont’s memoir of 
Proust. According to the Narrator, the original French memoir itself  
was never published, but this particular section was translated  
into English by John Russell and published in the London Magazine.  
A responsible translator should at least glance at the relevant  
issue of the London Magazine. But, as was the case in many other  
similar instances with this novel, what at f irst seemed a minor  The
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Translator’s Preface xii

clerical task was soon discovered to be far more challenging, 
requiring a great deal more careful thought than had initially 
been expected. In the case of Gramont’s memoir, where no other  
Chinese translation existed, tracking down the specific issue of 
the London Magazine that carried Russell ’s English translation 
ultimately required reading through the tables of contents of 
every issue published during Russell ’s lifetime. Clumsy as such 
a method was, it did occasionally yield delightful results—such 
as the joy of discovering that the copies of the London Magazine 
in the Chinese University library were stamped with the words,  
‘donated by Liu Yichang’. So I was holding in my own hands the 
very copy of the London Magazine for 1955 that Liu once held when 
he was writing The Drunkard!

This moment of kinship, discovered during an arduous search 
through the archives, perhaps illustrates most clearly the interplay  
between invitation and exclusion.

My numerous attempts to trespass on Liu’s kaleidoscopic mindscape  
led me to the view that the essential quality of this masterpiece is its 
hybridity. It not only combines the Chinese language and Chinese 
traditions with the literary trends and techniques of other cultures, it 
also constantly creates and becomes its own unique identity. We can 
certainly see traces of stream of consciousness and interior monologue  
in the novel, but we cannot dismiss The Drunkard as a modernist 
work in the Western sense; we cannot label Liu Yichang as a mere 
follower of Marcel Proust, James Joyce, and other authors of that 
ilk. Nor can we, on the basis of the sheer amount of space within  
the narrative devoted to the task of reviewing modern Chinese  
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Translator’s Preface xiii

literature, conclude that this was Liu’s single, underlying goal. 
The Drunkard includes both of these elements but it refuses to be 
defined by either. It is perhaps this very quality of The Drunkard  
that makes it so representative of Hong Kong.

As the reader may immediately notice, the names of places and 
people in this translation of The Drunkard are often romanised  
according to their Cantonese pronunciations (apart from those 
that already have established and traceable English names). This 
is not ‘Cantonese pinyin’ per se, since Cantonese romanisation 
was not developed until 1971, long after the first appearance of The 
Drunkard. Rather, it is the earlier romanisation commonly used 
on the birth, death, marriage, and divorce certif icates of Hong 
Kongers. I have sought thereby to recreate as closely as possible 
the Hong Kong depicted in the original. I cannot claim to have 
always succeeded in reproducing the author’s intentions, but I 
have made every effort to dig into stated or unstated references;  
I looked through hundreds of old photos, to check if the signboard 
of a particular place contained its English name. 

The panoramic view of world literature presented in The Drunkard  
inspires awe. And yet it is a view that stemmed from a very local 
miracle. And that miracle is Hong Kong.

Charlotte Chun-lam Yiu
2020

Ann Arbor
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