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Welcome to Shenzhen 
 
The first book in English by acclaimed Chinese-
Canadian writer Xue Yiwei (pronounced Sh’way 
Ee’way), Shenzheners (or Chu zu che si ji) is inspired 
by the young city of Shenzhen, a city in which 
everyone is a newcomer. Shenzhen has grown 
astronomically to become a major metropolitan 
centre of about 18 million. Regarded as the Chinese 
Dubliners, the original collection of short stories was 
named one of the Most Influential Chinese Books of 

the Year in 2013. 
 
Nine short stories 
 
A group of nine short stories, some narrated in the third person, others in the 
first person, are about quite ordinary people living in the city of Shenzhen. The 
characters include schoolboys, teachers, mothers, fathers, a playwright, and a taxi 
driver. In one way or another, they are all seeking or falling into or out of love.  
Curiously none of the characters have given names but are simply referred to as 
the mother, playwright, taxi driver, older sister etc. As a result, a distinct sense of 
anonymity is created. 
  
Love acquired, lost and regained  
 
The very first story “The Country Girl” is set in Quebec. A woman traveling by 
train to Montreal from Toronto strikes up a conversation with a Chinese man 
about the book she is reading by Paul Auster. He is an admirer of the author and 
has the same book with him in Mandarin.  They talk and wonder, ”Can a 
translation ever be faithful?”   
 
This is a question that hangs over the entire set of stories. The woman becomes 
enamored with the man and an email correspondence is initiated, but in the end 
there is no resolution of their seemingly mutual love at a distance, a theme that 
reappears throughout the series of stories. 
 
Most of the stories deal with characters that do not seem capable of either finding 
the love they are seeking, or once they do find it, capable of holding on to that 



love.  Jealously, doubt, vindictiveness and ecstasy are themes that permeate the 
stories. Often, the characters are living out fantasies in their minds.  
 
Joyce link? 
 

Yiwei says that his reading of Dubliners by Joyce 
inspired him to write about these characters in 
Shenzhen.  The stories are in fact quite unlike those 
of Joyce in that the characters seem remote and 
nameless in fact.  Even the epiphanies in these stories 
seem less personal than in for example “Araby” or 
“Eveline”.  
 
However, in a few of these stories I found myself 
thinking about “The Dead” – about Gretta’s lost love 
of Michael Furey. There are often-dramatic 
“epiphanies” for some of the characters and certainly 
for the reader. A good example comes in “The 

Prodigy” when a young student realizes that the pressure to perform is too much 
and thus gives up an artist’s life for the mundane and mediocre.  This is 
reminiscent of Joyce’s theme of paralysis. 
 
Lost in translation? 
 
There is a feeling of unevenness in some of the stories and downright confusion 
in at least one – “The Mother.” One is unsure of what is going on here and maybe 
another read through is required.  Might this be an artifact of translation?  On a 
number of occasions the stories seem to end in an abrupt and almost artificial 
way. 
 
Read it! 
 
This is not your run-of-the-mill set of short stories. It will give you an insight into 
the mind of a popular Chinese author. You will be amazed (again) at how love 
and romantic relations can be so deeply fraught. 
 

 

 


