
WhyHas PenguinModern Classics Chosen
Mai Jia Twelve Years Later?

F09CCHHIINNAA PPUUBBLLIISSHHIINNGG && MMEEDDIIAA JJOOUURRNNAALL RIGHTS
Editor：Qu Jingfan
Email：793616934@qq.com
Typesetter：Yao Zhiying

Penguin Classies reissued Decoded (《解密》) and In the Dark (《暗算》) in August and marketed them as featured books till Sep-

tember. At the 2014 London Book Fair, Decoded has sold 19 rights deals overnight, setting off what was nicknamed the“Mai Jia

phenomenon”. Will the new editions bring back the“Mai Jia phenomenon”?We interviewed with Yan Yan, Mai Jia's wife who man-

ages the rights of Mai Jia's works.

■Yan Yan (Chairman of Hangzhou Maitown Cultural Development Co., Ltd.) □Qu Jingfan

□How do western publishers assess Mai Jia's work,
and how have his works been translatied amd published
abroad?

■Mai Jia began writing Decoded in 1991. The Chi-
nese edition was published in 2002, but it took many
years before the English edition finally came out in
2014. Born in 1964, Mai Jia did not catch the best mo-
ment to emerge on the literary field in the 1980s. How-
ever, Decoded became a dark horse in the literary
world immediately after its publication in China. His
subsequent novels, In the Dark and The Message (《风
声》), were adapted for film and television in 2006 and
2009 respectively, helping to usher in a wave of Chi-
nese espionage dramas. In the Dark won the Mao Dun
Literature Prize. Decoded was first discovered by the
English translator Olivia Milburn when she came across
it in an airport bookshop during a visit to Shanghai. She
was deeply moved after reading it and returned to the
shop to buy In the Dark as well. Her grandfather was a
code-breaking expert, so she translated one of the chap-
ters for him to read. By a twist of fate, the manuscript
eventually found its way to Alexis Kirschbaum, editori-
al director at Penguin Modern Classics in the UK back
then. Kirschbaum immediately decided to acquire the
rights.

Eric Chinski, vice president and editorial director at
the prestigious American literary publisher Farrar,
Straus and Giroux (FSG), wrote in his 2014 recommen-
dation letter for the ARC (advanced reading copy) of the
English edition of Decoded :“Mai Jia may be the most
popular writer in the world you've never heard of.”“De⁃
coded is a rare, gripping, beautifully written book that I
found impossible to put down. It was FSG's first contem-
porary Chinese novel in English translation and the first
translated novel by one of China's most acclaimed writ-
ers.”Chinski has been described as“a gifted talent
scout”in contemporary literature, having discovered
many outstanding emerging writers. The joint endorse-
ment and publication of the novel by UK and US pub-
lishers attracted coverage from more than 40 major me-
dia outlets. Decoded received consistently positive re-
views from both the international media and the mar-
ket. The Economist named it one of the“Ten Best Nov-
els of the Year”, while The Daily Telegraph listed it
among the“20 Best Spy Novels”. In June of 2014, Pla-
neta Group released the Spanish edition of Decoded as
part of its prestigious literary series Biblioteca del Desti⁃
no, and ran a 40-day advertising campaign on buses in
Madrid, and the Queen of Spain personally sent a letter
of congratulation for the new edition.

Up to now, Mai Jia's works have been published in 34
languages. The worldwide English- language rights to
The Light of Wounds was sold to Penguin.

□In August this year, the English editions of Decod-
ed and In the Dark were reissued as part of Penguin
Modern Classics series. What prompted Penguin to reis-
sue the books?

■Being reissued as part of the Penguin Modern Clas⁃
sics list is a strong endorsement of Mai Jia's work. In re-

cent years, the global publishing industry has under-
gone a series of mergers and restructurings under the
impact of the internet. Staff turnover at publishing hous-
es has thus become increasingly frequent. What has not
changed, however, is the importance Western publish-
ers place on the quality of books. They continue to
search for high- quality works with lasting vitality and
to explore ways of aligning publishing with changing
channels of distribution. Kaliane Bradley, who previous-
ly worked as an editor at Granta, joined Penguin Clas-
sics as an editorial director three years ago. She is also
an increasingly acclaimed writer. Her debut novel, The
Ministry of Time (《时间部》), became a Sunday Times
and New York Times bestseller and was a finalist for
the 2025 Hugo Award, and the BBC also acquired the
television adaptation rights of this book. Bradley decid-
ed to revisit the classics and select a new group of titles
for the Penguin Modern Classics list, giving them a
fresh visual design with the distinctive“little green
book”covers. Decoded and In the Dark were among
the titles selected. Bradley says that:“For many readers
around the world, Mai Jia's work redefines the possibili-
ties of the spy novels. His books move beyond the fa-
miliar conventions of the genre, turning instead toward
the workings of the soul and the ways in which minds
are shaped by secrecy, obsession and the solitude of in-
telligence work.”

The relaunched Penguin Modern Classics list began
releasing new titles in 2025, with a classic work by a dif-
ferent author being featured every two months. August
and September this year belong to Mai Jia. We travelled
to London to witness the new English editions of Decod⁃
ed and In the Dark embarking on their next journey.

□In recent years, Mai Jia's overseas publicity activi-
ties have had a considerable impact. How did the ideas
for these promotional activities come about?

■We have been able to organize these activities part-
ly because Mai Jia's books have performed exceptional-
ly well in overseas markets, and partly because we were
fortunate enough to work with highly professional inter-
national agents. Through them, we had the opportunity

to meet a number of leading international publishers and
rights professionals, making it possible for the author to
connect with readers around the world. When planning
these events, our aim is to bring together rights profes-
sionals who have both market expertise and genuine cu-
riosity. Overseas publicity for an author needs to pay at-
tention not only to the overall quality and impact of an
event, but also to how effectively it can be translated in-
to concrete results. Take this year's LBF event for exam-
ple, Mai Jia's foreign rights agent Gloria Masdeu care-
fully prepared an English sample chapter of The Light
of Wounds, together with background information on
Mai Jia and his works.

We have always worked hard and waited patiently.
Major international publishers have long histories, high-
ly experienced editors and publishers with a keen eye
for quality. Although the market is constantly changing,
the“handmade workshop”model still plays a dominant
role in literary publishing. What moves me is the sinceri-
ty of international publishers and their genuine love for
literature when I speak with them about books. They on-
ly choose works that move them personally and that car-
ry real weight. They put more emphasis on the spirit and
sensibility a book conveys, and hope that readers will be
able to feel the power of the work as well.

□ How can authors and publishers overcome over-
seas readers' unfamiliarity with Chinese fiction?

■ For both overseas readers and Chinese readers,
they are always looking forward to discovering some-
thing new. In that sense, unfamiliarity can actually be an
advantage for Chinese literature. Unfamiliarity makes it
easier for Western readers to empathize with an ordinary
person at the mercy of fate. The broad recognition De⁃
coded has received in the West is ultimately rooted in
the emotional intensity of the work and the strength of
its narrative technique. Mai Jia had also gone through
periods of commercial expansion, explosive success and
a literary downturn. He came to realize that it is difficult
for a writer to rely on formulaic writing. Only by taking
writing seriously and expressing one's own unique feel-
ing, can a writer win readers' attention—and perhaps re-
ceive what one might call a reward from God.

To win the attention of international publishers, first
and foremost, a work itself needs to have strong appeal.
Even after being diluted through translation, it must still
be able to convey the original power of the work. Sec-
ond, an excellent and experienced international rights
agent is essential. Finally, it is crucial to find a translator
who is widely recognized as excellent. This is extremely
important for an author seeking to reach international
readers. When we were looking for a translator for The
Colonel and the Eunuch (《人生海海》), which was very
different from Mai Jia's earlier works, both in subject
matter and in linguistic style, we chose the young trans-
lator Dylan Levi King after conducting a comparative
trial translation process. His translation not only cap-
tures the linguistic style of the original, but also pre-
serves the natural resonance of English as a native lan-
guage.
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