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This paper takes a border-crossing event in the life of one contemporary children’s novel from
China as a vantage point from which to view ways that reading across the book and its shifting
contexts can inform our understanding of the narrative. As a working paper in literary studies it is
an exploratory venture towards questions for discussion.
Context
In 2016, the Hans Christian Andersen Award for Writing1 (HCAAW) was presented to Chinese
children's author Cao Wenxuan 曹文轩 (b.1954). The award was preceded by the publication in
2015, in the UK and the US respectively, of the first of Cao’s novels to be translated into English,
Bronze and Sunflower (青铜葵花, 2005) and Dawang Tome: The Amber Tiles (大王书:黄琉璃,
2008).2 While the domestic publishing industry, and market for children's books, are substantial,
and imported titles in Chinese translation have had great success, the export of contemporary
children's literature for the commercial English-language market is a relatively recent
development.3 For a writer already at the forefront of the international circulation of contemporary
children's literature from China to win the HCAAW was an event reported as a significant
development in the recognition of Chinese books and authors in the world.4 Coupled with two
newly-published English translations, it also marked a moment of border-crossing towards new
readers.5
The author’s books for children arrived in a context where the scarcity of English-language
information peripheral to writer, texts, and the contemporary Chinese children's literature scene in
general, stood in noticeable contrast to the scale of material in the domestic market. For Cao the
domestic literary landscape for works is formed not just through longevity of career, but also
through the range of outputs and of responses. Beyond works for children, as a literary critic and
academic, he has written extensively on literature, on children's literature, and on how it represents
the child.6 An impressive fan base on the one hand is matched, on the other, by a back catalogue
and status sufficient to generate surveys, analysis, and state-of-the-field reviews dedicated to the
author's fiction and literary criticism.7 New stories from Cao enter a world populated by discourses
and commentary on children’s literature, what it should look like, who should read it, and why.
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As this suggests, a particular feature of this context of production as it relates to works of children’s
fiction is the attention that is given, in materials in and around the books, towards guiding the
imagined reader not only to, but through, the text. This is achieved through a focus on presenting
messages about the nature and purpose of children’s literature, and about the themes, significance
and meaning of the stories, some examples of which I discuss below. The term paratext, used in this
sense, is a deliberate reflection of what this context comes to mean. It indicates the way that ideas
about literature and about individual works that appear in materials within and around the children’s
stories call to mind Gérard Genette's8 dissection of the types and functions of paratextual elements
as they transform the text into the book;9 and, importantly, the use of paratext as "the conveyor of a
commentary"10 intended to direct or influence the text's reception.

This approach is reflected in a literary tradition in which aspects of paratext have been employed as
a guide both to literature and to the individual text.11 Frances Weightman has written extensively on
the uses of prefaces and the evolution of author profiles in Chinese literary tradition, arguing for the
significance of author image in the international circulation of texts, and in connecting “the
constructed author, the imagined reader, and the fictional work”.12 In a recent study of Cao as
celebrity she demonstrates, through analysis of the packaging of a sample of Cao’s works, a
contemporary case of “authorial self-fashioning” in which the author is “consciously constructed”13
through “highly visual and author-centric” materials including multiple photographs.14 The result,
Weightman argues, is an imagined author - an “archetypal paternalistic guide”15 - whose further
characteristics suggest pressures and purposes beyond authorial agency and self-representation.16
The emphasis in Genette's theorisation is on authorial intent, to the degree that: "the author's
viewpoint is part of the paratextual performance, sustains it, inspires it, anchors it."17 This has its
limitations,18 and is not a restriction applied here, but the influence of Cao’s ideas is evident in
material around the books, and in scholarship and broader comment, to the extent that, reading
about his works, certain words and phrases become commonplace and articles reflecting on his
ideas join other materials in new iterations of the text. This is the case, for example, in the language
around the role of adversity in children’s fiction discussed below. What is particularly noticeable in
this contemporary example is the extent to which the resulting commentary reaches beyond why
children should (be encouraged by adults to) read certain works to how to direct their approach.
Paratext, including marketing materials, key messages about the books, and about the author’s
profile, can be viewed as more, or less, relevant to different audiences or across borders.19
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Weightman concludes that the packaging of “the Cao Wenxuan brand” reflects three domestic
target markets: children, parents, and peers.20 Decisions about which readership to address, how to
present an author, and for international markets which books to translate and how, reinforce a view
of children’s literature as a purposeful collaboration between the adults outside the text. Emer
O'Sullivan asserts that “the communication in children’s literature is fundamentally asymmetrical"
and "at every stage of literary communication we find adults acting for children."21 Children’s
literature bears a particular burden of intent, and it also serves to foreground the different ways that
adults are involved in imagining the child beyond the book.22 This includes the adult reader who
may be “reading the children’s book to fit the book to the child, to mediate, to protect.”23 Messages
may or may not be read, or received, as intended,24 but ideas about children and childhood emerge
through the story and through the materials that are attached to the text.

When we think about what literature can tell us about the child in cultural imagination, as the book
travels into new territories there is, then, a convergence of issues that relate to authorship, reception,
paratexts, cultural contexts, translation and other forms of adaptation, education, bookselling,
comparative and children’s literature, and childhood studies. Established and emerging research
into the circulation of children’s classics towards an understanding of adaptation, and what this
implies about the border-crossing process and about the child as construct, provides one valuable
element of the ever-expanding scholarly resource.25 As a researcher of the child image in literary
imagination, I am curious about the many different ways that a border-crossing event makes the
effects of this convergence visible today, and more so through a work moving from such an
intricate and purposeful context and against what has, historically, been the dominant flow of
books. This is a view that, in part, follows O’Sullivan’s analysis that what is, at different times,
considered appropriate in children’s literature is discoverable through comparative approaches to
the text, and speaks to ideas of childhood and of the child as implied reader.26 It is also a way to
observe, through an informative example, how the consequent shifts in paratext imagine and direct
the reader to and through the text.
Two books
Taking books and materials available at the profile-raising moment of an international literary
award, this discussion paper reflects on an encounter with one novel - Bronze and Sunflower - at
one point in its international travels. Through the direct framing of Chinese and English editions it
begins with attention “not only to how paratextual elements are translated but how they are not”27 as
a familiar starting point for cross-border reading. It is not, however, an analysis of the translation or
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a comparative reading of the English and the Chinese texts,28 and I am not concerned with the
decision-making process (what comes along, what is left behind, and why). This is, rather, a reading
across and between editions of the book to some small details of paratext and of the text to reflect
on how these changing elements intend to direct the approach to the narrative in different ways:
How do they frame the story? From the messages about the novel that are presented in material that
appears alongside the Chinese text I follow two prominent ideas, summarised as: that literature and
reading are conduits through which young people learn life lessons; and, that this book has
important things to say about the role of resilience in the life of the child. This is a focused view of
the expansive material around the book, and of the text itself, that begins and ends with the child
image. It takes the original-language and translated books as discrete phenomena and as reflections
on, and of, the narrative.
Two lives
Bronze and Sunflower is a story about two marginalised children growing up in rural China in the
1960s and 1970s. Since 2005, it has been reprinted in multiple Chinese editions, repackaged, and
brought to market with a range of accompanying materials.29 The tenth anniversary of the novel saw
new editions and supplementary volumes,30 and study guides, or readers, that emphasise the
educational value of the novel and position it among other Chinese and foreign works.31 The
English edition, translated by Helen Wang, was first published in the novel’s anniversary year,
2015, by children's literature imprint Walker Books.32 It is a stand-alone book that includes two
postscripts - a short Historical Note, and an author contribution On Writing ‘Bronze and Sunflower’.
It also details other titles in Walker's World Voices series placing it among an international array of
children's fiction. This position is underscored by information on English PEN, which supported the
translation and gave the novel the English PEN Award. Focused on and around the publication of
the translation and HCAAW, 2015-2016, further reference is taken from materials generated by that
event.
The narrative is almost entirely occupied with the actions and emotions of Bronze, a village boy,
and Sunflower, a girl from the city who follows her father, a sculptor who is sent to a rural labour
camp. The children experience terrible events through cycles of disaster and recovery. This
narrative structure supports, and is reinforced by, popular analysis of the thematic core of the novel
as the lesson that hardship is a catalyst for the children's development of a creative and resilient
approach to life. This is the approach taken by Li Donghua who positions the novel as the author’s
views on children’s literature in practice.33 An example is useful to map the lesson in the novel.
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Here is one cycle, delivered over ten pages in the English translation, and seven in the original,34
after Bronze's family take in the newly-orphaned Sunflower:
And the family had such fun! At night, after the lights were turned out, they talked and talked, and
the sound of laughter flew out of the window of their little thatched house and into the night. Anyone
passing by would wonder what on earth could be so funny.35

Soon after, without warning, comes a storm and devastating flood:
The family went home. But it was no longer a house, just some broken-down walls. Bronze went in
first, determined to find Sunflower’s schoolbag. He poked about with his foot underwater, and every
time he felt something, he’d hook it up with his toes: a bowl, a wok, an iron shovel.36

Generations experience the destruction differently, the children entertained by the bizarre
appearance of a fish in the flooded house, the adults aware of the seriousness of their situation:
Mama looked at the two children, who hadn’t a care in the world, and at the house that had no walls.
She turned away and wept. Baba’s hard, rough hands rubbed his hard, rough face over and over.37

In the end, the dip towards despair becomes a pragmatic and a practical response, the plain
expression an antidote to melodrama: “When the flood receded, the family built a shelter on the
foundations of their old house. From now on, they would have to live even more frugally.”38 A
similar cycle is repeated for different disasters. A locust swarm that destroys the crops is preceded
by the villager's languid anticipation of a "truly golden harvest".39 While others leave, Bronze’s
family decide they have no option but to stay.40 The cycle of disaster and recovery does not reduce
the downward pull of an inescapably difficult life: the story resolutely refuses the remedy of a
happy ending; new disasters occur, including deaths; (unjustified) complacency reaps its own
reward; and the resilient individual rebuilds.
Guided reading
Different Chinese editions of the novel hint at the contrasts that form the logic of the narrative. The
2014 commemorative edition opens with an epigraph, "This is the story of a boy and a girl…"41
Another, slightly earlier, edition has its own dedication to “those who have suffered hardship and
their descendants".42 Placed side by side, as prominent, concise statements directed at the implied
reader, they have the power to suggest tensions in the story - the calm before each storm. The first
case is a gentle beginning. In the second, the dedication suggests a shared knowledge of adversity.
Materials accompanying various editions and iterations foreground adversity as at the thematic (and
educational) heart of the text;43 and promote the importance of guiding children’s reading towards
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positive results.44 A focus on the function of children’s literature is not unusual in this context,45 and
reflects a heritage that, from the heated discourses of the early modern era forward, includes a
century of debates about how books might (or should) influence children.46 It forms part of the
context for the marriage of clarity of intent; the presentation and exposition of the lesson; and how
an audience of adults and of children is imagined.
Materials such as study guides, with sections on why we should read this writer,47 and the souvenir
volume to the commemorative edition, imply a focus on showcasing and on explaining the author
and his works. Weightman asserts the significance in the souvenir volume of contributions from
literary figures as underscoring the text’s “reliability and educational value” for the benefit of
adults.48 As a way of imagining the adult as guide to the child, they also come together in the
repetition of messages about meaning. Ideas connect Li’s article, referenced above, on the value of
adversity and the need to resist pressure to soften the narrative in children’s fiction,49 with shorter
pieces that comment on the nature and purpose of suffering in the novel.50 The commentary, here
and elsewhere, places the book in relation to trends in children’s literature in China,51 a positioning
that also highlights the existence of opposing views among critics and authors about the purpose of
children’s literature, and the nature of the child.
The thematic focus on the value of adversity in children’s texts references the writer’s postscript,
Meili de tongku [Beautiful Suffering] (2005),52 suggesting the role that this short essay has played
in establishing a view of the novel that centres on the importance of writing (and reading) about
hard experiences in stories.53 In the postscript, Cao proposes an era in which society is focused on
pleasure and the idea of happiness; and one that tries to shield children from the knowledge that life
is in fact difficult, and that adversity is part of life, and of growth.54 The repeated use of "we"
(women) implies a shared (adult) responsibility to understand that children cannot be protected from
the inevitable, and should instead be helped to build resilience so they are ready to meet hardship.
The implication is that stories that reflect suffering are necessary for the child, and for society.55 In
place of shallow happiness, Cao argues for optimism built through experience, presenting a bleak
alternative for children ill prepared to face hardship. The child imagined throughout this argument
is brought into focus in the closing section that appeals to “today’s children” who are encouraged to
view their difficulties as part of a universal experience in which they are neither the first nor the
last.56
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The exploration of lessons in resilience through a return to the children of an earlier era is more than
a turn to biographical detail as literary inspiration,57 it is a return with a stated aim to engage an
imagined present-day child in learning to overcome a contemporary problem. In this, it imagines a
young audience able to benefit from an engagement with literature and with the experiences of
fictional children. If we consider how the text is framed, through themes of adversity, coupled with
the idea of learning, this points to the cycles of suffering in the story. It also draws attention to the
imparting and gaining of knowledge as a repeated motif. The narrative pauses to reinforce its
message when, for example, Grandmother muses that children do not know enough to fear the
devastating impact of a locust swarm because they lack the real-life experience of their elders.58
Bronze and Sunflower are hardy, imperfect, teachable figures who are positioned as having a role to
play in the growth of the implied child reader, allies both to the beleaguered adults in the text and to
“today’s children”.
New readers
How, then, does a repositioning of paratext reflect on the text? Beyond the book, the lack of
English-language material on the work mid-decade has already been noted. The only published
English translation of an essay by Cao that I have found that was available before the award
foregrounds the role of the adult, and of reading, in guiding the child.59 For a broader readership,
the second theme, the significance of suffering, is readily transposed through the English-language
commentary generated around the HCAAW. The Jury President's laudation reflects language
around the Chinese text:
Cao Wenxuan’s books don’t lie about the human condition, they acknowledge that life can often be
tragic and that children can suffer. At the same time, they can love and be redeemed by their human
qualities and the kindness they sometimes find when they are most in need.60

Focus and tone are replicated in media coverage that itself relies heavily on publicity materials.
This, from an interview in The New York Times: “Sunshine and playtime are not the hallmarks of
Cao Wenxuan’s stories for children.”61 Nevertheless, a direct comparison between Chinese editions
and the English edition highlights differences. The original postscript - a standard part of the novel
and commentary - is not included, removing this vivid articulation of the intended message.62 This
reduces the prominence of the terminology of suffering and, in its place, is an author commentary
that focuses on the verisimilitude of the story and the creative role of the writer as he recalls the
inspiration for the novel in a conversation with a friend.63 Rather than an instruction on meaning,
the implied reader encounters a creative process, arrived at through real-life experience, that mirrors
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the narrative structure of the novel: the (writer) narrator (creating) observing an established child
trope - the child out of place.
A further interaction can be discovered in the Historical Note - just over a page of text that
introduces the Cultural Revolution era, cadre schools, and the harshness of rural life in the 1960s
and 1970s.64 One way an idea of the audience is constructed is through assumptions about what
they can be expected to know: how much context is required for the reader to make sense of the
story? In children's literature, it is an approach with added relevance when, while children find ways
to read beyond cultural difference,65 part of the purpose of reading may be understood to be to learn
about other places and lives.66 Here, the note provides reference points on what may be unfamiliar
while maintaining a gentle, accessible tone. One consequence is to emphasise that the audience is
expected to need some help to access the narrative. Viewed as a reflection on the text, the note has
more to say. It begins:
Bronze and Sunflower is set in rural China in the late 1960s and early 1970s at the time of the
Cultural Revolution, when the political situation in the cities was very tense. The Chinese authorities
sent huge numbers of professional people (known as ‘cadres’) from the cities to labour camps
(known as ‘cadre schools’) in remote rural areas.67

The note goes on to advise that the integration of villagers and cadres was not easy: "They didn’t
always understand each other but they had to get on as well as they could."68 Read through the
dreadful losses narrated in the novel itself, this approach is more than a translation of the past into
the supposed-simple language of childhood for the reader unfamiliar with China's history. Consider
the low-key introduction of significant terms - cadre schools, Cultural Revolution - the use of "very
tense", the idea of dislocated lives, and the measured lesson of cooperation across barriers.
Returning to the story, this is an account that highlights the matter-of-factness of the novel - drama
without melodrama - and one that flows into, rather than standing apart from, the text.
One final observation on the imagined child glimpsed through the book. The English edition has a
front-cover endorsement from author David Almond: “A beautiful book - a treat for all young
readers.”69 This may, as Valerie Pellatt suggests, be praise for the translation and the translator,70
although as the translator’s name and the fact of translation are relegated to the back cover in the
2015 English edition it is not clear that this association would be made by the reader. Looking back
to the story, taking the book as both a "treat" and a representation of hardship, prompts reflection on
how the tale is told. The imagined child reader is to be drawn into the “treat” of the book where they
will find children who are themselves repeatedly drawn into an enchanting but perilous landscape.71
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This is not just, however, a matter of discovering harsh reality, it highlights the way that, in a
further play with contrasts, the novel overlays the mundane world with enchantment: the children
are other-worldly; intriguing creatures populate the wetlands; and we read the dying thoughts of
Bronze’s buffalo. Such observations are, of course, available through the text, and are suggested not
to imply that they are invisible without reference to materials beyond the story itself, but simply to
follow the prompts of paratext to explore ways of seeing, and therefore what is seen.

Questions
The cross-border journey of Bronze and Sunflower is an example that prompts questions that pull at
multiple threads of inquiry. The great imbalance in paratextual material at the border-crossing
moment - evident notwithstanding the small sample discussed - provides an opportunity to follow
contemporary processes of adaptation and circulation: How is the English-language landscape
around the novel evolving, and will it come to reflect the scale of the original?72 Close connections
are made in the Chinese context between the book and wider commentary on childhood and on
literature: Will new fiction in translation direct much-needed attention to the translation and
international circulation of contemporary literary and cultural criticism, and how might that
influence the book? The novel is a contemporary example of fiction reaching new markets and
imagining new audiences: How, brought together, might the multiple translations and shifting and
expanding contexts of a contemporary work such as this inform or map current ideas of children,
childhood, and children’s literature in the world? Finally, while books and their contexts allow
space for reflection on the text, this is a critical reading that is itself a further imagining of the child.
As is often noted, text and paratext cannot reveal the real reader or how they read.73 This seems
most relevant to the case of children’s literature, and perhaps especially so where a strong
connection between intent and meaning is asserted.74 How do the messages that sit behind the text
travel and how do children encounter the child who is imagined through the book?
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