
uncxplodcd dcpth charge or an indissol- 
uble stone. Ling-ling (and the remem- 
k i n g  Yuan-tsung Chcn!) collccts her- 
self, as though it were not there, and 
rcturns briskly to the falsity of her 
waking dream. The narrative resumes, 
retrieving dropped ends bf the original 
delusion and tying them properly, 
down to the last half-truth. A naive 
reader would close the book on the last 
line believing that, with a modicum of 
violence, a great justice- the distribu- 
tion of land to individual peasants- 
had k e n  done. Such a reader certainly 
would not suspect that the “wrctchcd 
landlords“ had only k g u n  to pay a 
price in blood or that the pcasants 
would not long afterward Ix forced to 
relinquish their lands to that far more 
powerful and exacting landlord, the 
totalitarian state. Of course an author 
can write about any period of time he 
chooses. Nevertheless, it docs strike one 
as strangc: Yuan-tsung Chen lived 
through more than twenty years in thc 
People’s Republic of China- through 
collectivization, the Hundred Flowers 
Campaign and anti-rightist backlash, 
the establishment of the communes, 
the Great Leap Forward and its tragic 
aftermath, the Cultural Revolution, 
the Red Guard movement, the ensuing 
factional battles and incessant turbu- 
lence under the ”Ciing of Four.” Why 
docs she return thus virginally to 
1950- as though notliirig has happenctl 
since then-and, yes, once again ritual- 
isticiilly k a t  that old dead horse, the 
Kuomintang! To most Chinese today 
the ineptitude and cruelties of the 
former rcgimc undcr Chiang Kai.shck 
are ancient history, resuscitated only as 
riccdcd by the current propaganda ma- 
chine. I 

The questions continue. For in- 
stance, in an intcrvicw published in the 
New York Times Book Review (May 4, 
1980) Yuan-tsung Clicn states that had 
she nut experienced excruciating hun- 
ger in 1959-60, during the Great Leap 
Forward period, she “coiildn’t have 
written that chapter, ‘Spring Hun- 
ger’....’’ Does this ‘mean that Ling-ling 
first suffered real hunger not in still 
“feudalistic” IBngxiang in early 1951 
but in some other Cliincse village 
almost ten years lilter, well after the 
completion of the larid reforni that was 
to have eliminated such catastrophe? Is 
this what is meant by the line in the 
preface, “This story is fiction, but it is 
true”? 

Oh, well, perhaps the times are more 
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parable or a morality play. Despite the 
rewards of Crccne’s prose, 1 think this 
story would lose less in translation than 
any of his others. Doctor Fischcr, an 
immensely rich man, entertains him- 
self by holding dinners for a select 
group of rich friends who undergo 
huniiliation at his hands in return for 
gifts. How far ci3n he’ push thcm! Will 
they risk even their lives for a very 
considerable gift? Will poor joncs, who 
marries Fischcr‘s daughter, be dc- 
stroyed by the Doctor? “So you’ll let 
him take you into a high place and 
show you all the Kingdoms of the 
world?” Anna-Luisc asks fcarfiilly. 

Grecnc can draw upon a vast mer-  
voir of technique and tiilcnt as he 
dcvelops this simple story. Nothing 
here is extraneous, nothing wasted. 
One can lean on every sentence, every 
incidcnt with confidence; the authority 
of 3 master craftsman is lxhind thcni 
and nothing will give way. The lunch- 
time scene, during which Anna-Luisc 
has an accident, is remarkably strong, 
nioving, and i t  is achieved with disarm- 
ing simplicity. But in reading this s t o  
ry, which is interesting, 1 found that I 
was also reading Grccnc. That is, I 
found I was giving weight iincl density 
to words, phrases, themes that I would 
not easily give to thcni in n novel by 
another author. And I was admiring 
what Grccnc, ;it his present age, could 
do with a tlicmc tliat he would have 
developed diffcrciitly at an earlier time. 
But  I do wonder what those who first 
ericoii~iter Crccnc through this Iwok 
will make of it. For it  is, in the Crccnc 
corpus, relatively slight. I hope i t  will 
lead thcni back to sonic of his othcrs- 
The Power and the Glory, Brighton 
Rock, Travels Wi th  M y  Aunt- to name 
:I few of his Irst. 

interchangeable than one imagines. Ac- 
cording to a People’s Daily article of 
Novcmlxr 26, 1978, the current living 
standards of pcasants in a large area of 
China‘s northwest, including Cansu, 
“arc lower than those of prc-liberation 

, days or the time of the war of resistancc 
against Japan.” If so, the description of 
grinding poverty in The Dragon’s Vil- 
lage still informs the reader about 
much of China today. 

In the same New York Tima intcr- 
view Yuan-tsung Chcn quotes the 
words of a Chinese poct who once 
cncouragcd her to continue writing, 
although she nevcr quite managed to 
follow the approved Maoist formula: 
“In China [he said] if you choose to 
write, you have to prepare to go all 
alone somctimes.” 

True. And not only in China, may I 
add- not only in China. (wul 
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The considerable familiarity that I and 
many othcrs have with the works of 
Grccnc must, I think, affect our judg- 
ment of Doctor Fischer of Geneva. So 
milch .is familiar;: the opening sen- 
tences that almost im,micdiatcly compel 
one’s attention (‘Ti‘ think I used to 
detest Doctor Fischcr more than any 
other man I have known just :IS I loved 
his daughter more than any other wom- 
an. What a strange thing that she and I 
ever came to mcct, leave alone to mar- 
ry.”); religious skepticism coupled 
with theological themes; poetry, re- 
membered or rend, that has particular 
and unexpected relevance; and that par- 
ticular gray emotional and psychic cli- 
mate that seeps into and pervades so 
ninny of Greene’s novels, whether they 
arc set in Victnani, Haiti, Berlin, Afri- 
12-3, Latin America, or-as here-Switz- 
crland. 

This familiarity is more significant 
for the apprcciation of this short novel 
than for his other novels. The Human 
Factor, which directly preceded it, is 
spare, pared down, relatively free of 
detail and ornament. B u t  Doctor Fisch- 
er is so chaste and unadorned in its 
prose and narrative structure that it has 
the character less of a novel t h m  of ii 
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