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By Establishing Literary Translation Prize
Explore a New Literary Agency Model

M Alicia Liu (founder of Singing Grass Communications Co.)

[JQu Jingfan

The inaugural Voices of Today Literary Translation Prize was awarded at the 2026 BIBF. The

prize, inviting entrants to translate a substantial extract from Salty Jokes, Liu Zhenyun's latest L b
novel, attracted more than 100 entries from 14 countries. Created by the UK- and China—-based
cultural communications agency Singing Grass in partnership with UK literary translation charity
Paper Republic, the award gives the winner £1,500, with £500 for each of the two runners—-up.
Why was this award created, and what's its future plan? We interviewed Alicia Liu, founder of

Singing Grass, to share her thoughts on a viable path of Sino—foreign publishing cooperation. }

[JWhy did Singing Grass launch the Voices of Today
Literary Translation Prize? What is the core idea behind
the initiative?

M The Voices of Today Literary Translation Prize
grew out of a very clear gap we kept encountering in our
international publishing work: there is strong and grow-
ing global curiosity about contemporary Chinese writ-
ing, but not always enough visible opportunities for tal-
ented translators to bring those voices meaningfully into
English.

What feels increasingly important today is the oppor-
tunity for international readers to discover a contempo-
rary China that may surprise, intrigue and resonate in
equal measure — not through headlines or stereotypes,
but through literature and human experience.

At the heart of the prize are two ideas: “Voices of To-
day” and openness to diverse perspectives. We wanted
to create a platform that supports both emerging and es-
tablished translators, while also encouraging contempo-
rary Chinese stories that can emotionally resonate with
readers across cultures.

In its very first year, the prize received over 100 sub-
missions from 14 countries, which exceeded our expec-
tations and reinforced our belief that Chinese literature
has real global potential when connected with the right
translators and international platforms.

Long term, we hope the prize can become an open an-
nual platform, bringing together major Chinese authors,
publishers and international literary communities
around contemporary Chinese writing and translation.

[ Did the feedback from overseas translators and
readers exceed expectations since its inception?

M The response has been incredibly encouraging. Not
only did we receive a strong number of submissions, but
the diversity of entrants was particularly striking. We
saw applications from Gen Z bilingual creative writers,
members of the Chinese and wider Asian diaspora living
overseas, alongside highly experienced sinologists and
literary translators.

For us, that mix is especially exciting because it re-
flects the emergence of a new generation of globally
minded cultural voices who want to engage with con-
temporary China through literature and translation.

Many younger translators today move naturally be-
tween Chinese and English online cultures, literature
and social media. That gives them a very contemporary
sensitivity to tone, humour and emotional expression
across cultures.

More broadly, it reinforces the idea that there is grow-
ing international appetite not only for Chinese literature
itself, but for engaging with it through new translator
voices and perspectives.

[] Chinese readers are paying close attention to Liu
Zhenyun's new novel Salty Jokes. As the international
rights agency for the book, why did Singing Grass choose
this moment to expand into literary representation?

» Jenny Lu, a doctoral
student at the University
of Queensland in Bris—
bane, is the winner of the
inaugural Voices of Today
Literary Translation Prize,
with joint runners—-up Yaqi
Xiand Alexis Wu.

JENNY LU B
(AUSTRALIA)

M Over the past decade, Singing Grass has built deep
experience across international publishing, cultural ex-
change and UK—China creative collaboration. Repre-
senting Liu Zhenyun's latest novel felt like a natural
next step in extending our work into international liter-
ary representation.

Long term, we hope to help build a more internation-
ally minded literary agency model that not only supports
established writers, but also works closely with more
Chinese authors and publishers seeking meaningful
global readerships.

Liu Zhenyun's work represents one of the most dis-
tinctive voices in contemporary Chinese literature to-
day. Through humour, irony and philosophical observa-
tion, his novels explore loneliness, communication and
the emotional contradictions of modern life in ways that
feel deeply universal.

What is especially interesting is how strongly his
work continues to resonate with younger readers in Chi-
na, many of whom actively engage with and share his
writing online and through social media.

Although his stories are deeply rooted in local life in
Henan, they also speak to much broader questions about
human connection and public emotion in the global social
media age. In many ways, this combination of local speci-
ficity and universal emotional resonance is precisely
what international publishers are increasingly looking for.

[JFrom your observations of the UK market, how has
Western publishing's appetite for contemporary Chinese
literature changed? What trends should Chinese publish-
ers pay attention to?

M Over the past few years, interest in Chinese litera-
ture in the English-language market has become much
more sustained and commercially grounded. It remains
a relatively small segment compared with some other
translated markets, but curiosity is becoming more con-
sistent—driven in part by younger readers' growing en-
gagement with East Asian culture and what we often de-
scribe as a kind of “reverse cultural flow”.

Several trends are particularly noticeable.

One is the continued rise of genre fiction. Writers like
Liu Cixin helped open the door internationally for Chi-
nese science fiction, and publishers are now increasing-
ly interested in crime, suspense and speculative fiction
from China.

We are also beginning to see certain Chinese authors
positioned more permanently within the Western liter-
ary canon. Mai Jia's novels, for example, will be repub-
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A L-R: Chinese writer Liu Zhenyu,
and Alicia Liu, creator of Voices of To—
day Literary Translation Prize

lished this August by Penguin Random House as part of
the Penguin Modern Classics series, which suggests a
much longer-term international positioning. At the same
time, there is growing interest in contemporary non-fic-
tion that reflects everyday social realities in China.
Books such as I Deliver Parcels in Beijing, which ex-
plores the gig economy and the lives of urban workers,
have generated strong curiosity overseas because they
offer insight into the emotional and social texture of con-
temporary China.

What international publishers increasingly look for to-
day are stories that combine strong narrative drive with
emotional resonance — books that feel rooted in a spe-
cific Chinese reality while also speaking to shared hu-
man experiences globally.

[JAs a bridge between Chinese and international pub-
lishing, what advice would Singing Grass give Chinese
publishers and authors seeking to go global?

M One important shift is to move beyond thinking
about internationalisation simply as translation.

A good translation alone is no longer enough. The key
question today is whether a book can find the right trans-
lator, publisher and readership internationally.

Contemporary Chinese literature can also be extreme-
ly challenging to translate well. In a writer like Liu
Zhenyun, the language moves constantly between classi-
cal Chinese references, Buddhist and philosophical re-
flection, Henan street humour, local dialect rhythms and
contemporary internet slang.

Translating the literal meaning is one thing; capturing
the tone, emotional texture and cultural layers is much
harder! Even small details can be challenging. A Henan
joke or a Buddhist phrase that sounds deadpan in Chi-
nese may land completely differently in English if the
tone is even slightly off.

We also believe Chinese publishing should continue
investing in long- term international mechanisms—in-
cluding translation prizes, residency programmes and
talent incubators—that can help connect Chinese litera-
ture with emerging global translator communities.

Finally, international publishing today increasingly
requires long- term literary agent thinking rather than
one- off rights sales. Successful global publishing de-
pends on sustained author development, strategic posi-
tioning and long-term cultural conversation.

Going global is no longer simply about exporting
books. It is more about building lasting cultural connec-
tions.



