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Chinese fantasy literature has more possiblity going abroad

Questions: Qu Jingfan

When did you become an editor of German 
literature at the 21st Century Publishing Group? 
Which books have you worked on as an editor?

   I started to work at the Tianxia Children's Book 
centre of the 21st Century Publishing Group in Beijing 
in 2017. Prior to that, after finishing a graduate program 
in Germany, I worked as a copyright agent for German 
books in Frankfort. After I joined the 21st Century 
press, I mainly worked with German-language children's 
literature, and with editing Chinese original children's 
literature. 21st Century press has explored and built up 
in the field of German children's literature for more 20 
years, building a brand of famous authors and books in 
China. I'm quite lucky; over the course of the past two 
years I've worked on editing the works of some of the 
most important children's literary authors, for example, 
Paul Maar's Smas Series, Otrfied Preußler's Der Räuber 
Hotzenplotz und die Mondrakete, and the 20th-Anniversary 
edition of Michael Ende's Momo.

What's your impression of German children's 
literature? When compared with literary work of 
other countries, what would you say stands out 
about it?

My first impression of German children's literature 
was that it's “a bit hard to read”, but the more you read 
the more interesting it becomes; this is what it's like 
with their adult literature. It's pretty heavy on irony and 
criticism. This might have something to do with the fact 
that Germans are good at self-reflection. At the same time, 
German children's literature puts a lot of focus on realism; 
for instance youth titles cover topics such as difficulties 
growing up, concerning family, love, sex, and even drugs 
– you see all of these in these literary works. Recently, 
the topic of refugees has become the background used 
by some authors, such as how to achieve cultural fusion, 
and how to cope with cultures from different cultures. 
Germans are very regimented, and work hard on their 
internal affairs; at the same time they have no lack of 
innovation, with the winners of many large awards for 
design being Germans. Momo is a typical fantasy work, 
but the fantasy is based in reality. It sharply criticises 
the status quo that people in Germany are exhausted, 

and the society ignores camaraderie. The author has 
created Momo, a brave young girl, the Men in Grey, who 
steal humans' time, and Master Hora who controls time 
itself. Ende comes from an artistic background, thus the 
pictorial sense in his novels is very strong, the addition of 
the fantasy characters of the Men in Grey gives the reader 
a real sense of the stifling stagnation that the protagonists 
face.

 What are some of your favourite characters 
in German literature?

I like Sams and Momo most. You can see a lot of 
the most basic values of purity and braveness in these 
characters. Momo tells people what time and life are 
about, and fearlessly fights with the Men in Grey, helping 
the people take their time back. This book, when placed 
in the context of modern China, really is something that 
connects with current reality. Paul Maar tells the children 
through Sams how to deal with friendship, family, and 
love, how to understand what it is to have a meaningful 
life. Of course, what's important is that people can't 
lose the bravery to face life, nor the bravery to change 
themselves. There is an adult book which I also quite 
like: Ein ganzes Leben. In our lives that can be both short 
and long, we face a lot of difficulties and problems; we 
may resent and evade them. We can't calmly accept them, 
but rather must resolutely push through, because we 
ultimately know where we belong.

The 21st Century press has published the 
Coloured Crow series and achieved great 
success, what other collaborations have come 
about in recent years?

Coloured Crow has been a longstanding hit for 21st 
Century press. They're short and memorable books which 
still enjoy great popularity in the market. Since China's 
Ministry of Education revised the curriculum of Chinese 
books in 2017, Coloured Crow  has become a very suitable 
set of books for elementary students at years 2-4, with 
volumes that can be read quickly. Coloured Crow series 
incorporates elements of both fantasy and realism, 
includes not only the traditional fairy tales and folk tales, 
but also a number of topics related to life education as 
well. In this way the books subtly inspire recognition and 
various concepts in the children's mind that will stick 
with them. At the start of 2019, the head of the German 

Academy of Youth Literature, Maria Claudia Pecher 
came to China and visited our publishing house; aside 
from having a desire to continue collaboration on Coloured 
Crow series, she also hopes that similar books from China 
will be exported to Germany, allowing German children 
to know more about Chinese culture. Of course, such 
a collaboration will take some time and need mutual 
adjustment.

What kinds of Chinese children's literary 
works do you think would be well received by 
German audiences?

Actually, there aren't many Chinese children's books 
entering the Germany market. The German publishing 
industry has a long history, and has very rigorous 
standards for the books they choose to publish. I've 
had communication with many German publishers, and 
when it comes to picture books, there is still a need 
for stories and content that both Eastern and Western 
audiences can accept; they can't be too culturally 
specific. However, in terms of art style, we can add 
more Chinese elements. For example, we had exhibited  
some Chinese original picture books in Germany, 
among which,  Express Delivery from Dinosaur World 
(written by Dong Yanan) and The Rainbow Flower (by 
Michael Grejniec) have been our most sought-after 
titles there. There's also Cao Wenxuan's Summer, which 
has been published by MacMillan in the UK in English, 
and has attracted the interest of a number of German 
publishers. Summer is a book that concerns sharing and 
love, and the art is all in the style of Chinese papercuts. 
I think that there're many works with realistic topics 
in China, as literature is about creating resonance, and 
the differences in Chinese and German culture are so 
huge, so these books are hard to go abroad, but when it 
comes to fantasy works, they may have a much greater 
opportunity to abroad.                  (translated by Moy Hau)

中国幻想文学更有可能“走出去”

(Continued from F11)
And they were interested to know how Afu 

connected to China and why Chinese like him. Also, 
Afu has his Chinese father-in-law play a major role in 
his book. This father-in-law is at the same time very 
intimidating and very likeable. Germans are interested 
in these cross-cultural family ties, especially if they 
have been to China before or know someone in China.

What kind of elements attract you to sign an 
author?

There is no simple recipe for choosing a successful 
book. It is a mixture of good storytelling, the right 
subject matter and precise timing. Nowadays, it 
becomes more and more important that authors have 
a direct connection to their fans or readers. Video 
clips, or social media in general, can be a very good 
way of connecting to fans, but it’s not the only one. I 
have also found authors after having read a newspaper 
article written by them or about them, or contacted 
authors as experts of a specific topic, after having 
heard them perform a reading, or just based on a text 
that I have read.

Within the three years in China, how do you 

think of the Chinese publishing market?
As a private observer, it seems to me that books 

in China are mostly seen as a means to improve 
oneself and learn rather than reading them for pastime, 
entertainment or relaxation. Books on education and 
self-help seem to play a major part in the book market 
in China.

How to be a good literary agent?
If you work in the rights department, you deal 

with other rights departments on a more regular basis 
than with authors themselves. You are loaded with 
information on books from different countries and 
publishing houses. There, the challenge is more about 
seeing the potential for a book, originally published 
in a different country, for the own market. But 
markets are different, and countries as well. The more 
countries and publishers publish one book, the easier 
the decision in favor of this book, because it seems to 
work more universally. But if you wait too long, the 
rights might be hard to get, others might have been 
quicker and secured the rights before. As for Afu, the 
complex Chinese rights have sold already. And as 
long as simplified Chinese rights on his book are still 
available, I can only recommend the departments to 

have a look at Afu’s followers on QQ or other popular 
Chinese channels in order to see the immense sales 
potential of this book in China.

How do you think of the impact video or 
new technology brings about to the publishing 
industry?

New technologies are everywhere. People like to 
read on their phones, authors can directly interact with 
their readers on online platforms and sometimes even 
let their readers vote on the outcome of their stories. 
The publishing cycles change as well as successful 
marketing strategies. Books are turned into movies 
and movies or TV series, or documentaries into 
books. Much of the information previously searched 
for in books is now acquired over the internet. The 
way we receive stories is greatly changing, as is the 
time and concentration we are willing to sacrifice to 
reading books. These processes have already brought 
enormous changes to the publishing industry and will 
continue to do so. That said, I still firmly believe in the 
good old-fashioned way of just going into a bookstore 
and buying a book - unenhanced - and reading it from 
beginning to end. Because some stories can just not be 
told in a vlog.

    Vanessa Mei Zhu, Editor, 
21st Century Publishing Group, China
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