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Blame Peter Watts. 
Head of Zeus sprung into existence on 3rd January 2012 – far, 
as legend might have it, from fully formed. Inhabiting a literary 
agent’s attic, HoZ comprised five people, three desks and one 
chair. Worse, despite sixty per cent of the company being  
self-proclaimed science fiction afficinados, we had no immediate 
plans to publish any. 

Enter Watts.

Peter’s Echopraxia disturbed and baffled us to such a degree we 
were left with no choice but to roll the presses. On discovering 
that its predecessor, Blindsight, had never been published in the 
UK either, we put the two books together and made the 700+ page 
behemoth known as Firefall. The front cover was emblazoned 
with Peter’s own hand-photoshopped spaceship (see above) but 
we suffered a last-minute failure of nerve over twinning it with 
Richard Morgan’s ‘Fucking Awesome’ blurb. One asterisked vowel 
later, and lo! we had launched an SF list. 

We felt there ought to be a space for big, challenging, take-no-
prisoners science fiction. The kind of SF we’ve always liked 
reading. Was there a demand for such a thing? We didn’t know,  
but we judged the odds were against our being uniquely demented. 
And as it turns out, we weren’t alone.

This bulletin is a showcase of our SF list so far – Ada Palmer 
destroys a utopia, Cory Doctorow builds one. Adrian Tchaikovsky 
turns his Arthur C. Clarke Award-winning attention from  
spiders to dogs in his first SF novel since Children of Time.  
We also have a focus on the growing Chinese component of our 
list. Cixin Liu’s Three-Body Problem trilogy has blazed a trail for 
Chinese SF but what else can Chinese SF offer? We have award-
winning novels from Stanley Chen Qiufan, Baoshu and Hao 
Jingfang in the pipeline. On the translation front we’re also hard 
at work on ICE, Jacek Dukaj’s 1,000-page Polish masterpiece.  
ICE conjures an alternate twentieth century, where Russia and 
half of Europe are locked in an eternal winter, where the laws 
of physics and even logic work differently. The author thinks it 
might be untranslatable... Big, challenging, take-no-prisoners 
science fiction. 

 
Nicolas Cheetham, September 2017

R E M E M B R A N C E  O F  E A R T H ’ S  P A S T  

is a special collector’s omnibus edition of Cixin Liu’s

T H E  T H R E E - B O D Y  P R O B L E M  •  T H E  D A R K  F O R E S T  •  D E A T H ’ S  E N D

• Slipcase
• Two colour printing throughout
• Three ribbons
• With a new foreword from Cixin Liu

500 signed and numbered copies at £100 each.
26 signed and lettered copies at £250 each.
For more information email: 
marta@headofzeus.com

c i x i n  l i u
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A lot of Too Like the Lightning derived from 
observing how increased travel and international 
communication is changing the shape of our 
communities, making them more diasporic. 
Migration and diaspora have been major factors 
in human history for many centuries, but without 
speedy international communications people’s 
everyday experience was still dominated by 
interaction with the people who lived near them. 
The internet and speedy transit have changed 
that. Thus, geography is starting to have less and 
less to do with identity, and the communities we 
feel most connected to are often spread around 
over a large area, often over national borders. I 
speculated about the future development of this 
trend, and what would happen politically when 
shared identity came to have even less to do with 
geography and borders. 

In Terra Ignota, which has not only the 
internet but flying cars so fast you can commute 
from continent to continent as easily as we 
do from city to city, the political units aren’t 
geographic at all. People live wherever they 
want to live, work wherever they find work, and 
register to be members of the nations they feel 
most fit their identity, and whose values and 
laws they most respect, and are governed by 
those nations and pay taxes to them regardless of 
where they live. Someone who considers herself 
French, or Chinese, or Canadian can sign up 

for that law even if she was born in India and 
lives in Buenos Aires. In such a world every 
person living on a street might be a member 
of a different nation, living under different 
law. A factor that greatly influenced this idea 
was spending time with multinational couples 
from the European Union. Thanks to easy 
travel within the EU it’s now not uncommon 
for a mother from one country and a father 
from another to have a child who is born in a 
third but grows up in a fourth. When staying 
at international research institutes in Europe, 
I often heard such families discussing their 
children, and how their kids when growing 
up need to choose which of four potential 
citizenships to pursue.  Hearing them debate 
the choices, weighing the advantages and 
disadvantages their children would experience 
with a UK passport vs. an Italian passport vs. 
an Australian passport, made me interested 
in exploring what would happen if all people 
had that kind of choice, selecting from several 
options for citizenship instead of being locked in 
by default to the one we happen to be born with.

I also thought about my world from a history 
perspective, first thinking about what specific 
historical events had shaped this path for Earth’s 
future, and then asked myself about their likely 
outcomes, and how that development would 
affect different aspects of Earth culture, from 

cuisine and architecture to race and gender. This 
resulted in a future which is neither a dystopia 
nor a utopia, but which feels like a strange 
mixture of both. I think this is more realistic 
than dystopia or utopia in many ways since, if 
you showed our present to someone from a few 
centuries ago, I think the present would feel to 
them like a dizzying mixture of the utopian (long 
lifespans, amazing medicine, women’s suffrage, 
computers), the dystopian (superweapons, eco-
disasters, frighteningly different social mores, 
so many political powers overthrown), and the 
depressingly familiar (poverty, corruption, 
religious violence, lingering sexism).  

In the future of Terra Ignota, race relations are 
much better than they are now, largely because 
the increase in international travel means that all 
cultural groups live distributed all over the world, 
and everyone grows up as a minority surrounded 
by other minorities, with no majority culture 
anywhere. But gender equality has not improved 
as much — not because I personally think gender 
equality isn’t achievable, but because in this 
particular imagined future another world war 
happened in the 2100s that ended up silencing 
discourse about gender.  History shows time 
and again how social changes that are already in 
progress can be strongly changed (accelerated, 
decelerated) by large political events — the 
French Revolution, World War I, World War II, 

all had huge impacts on feminism. Using these 
as my model, in Terra Ignota I imagined a global 
war silencing the conversation about gender, 
making progress stagnate. Now, I could just 
as easily imagine the opposite, a future where 
gender relations improved more quickly than 
race relations instead of the other way around, 
but this is what seemed plausible with the 
particular future path I started to explore.  And 
over the course of the four books we get to see 
this future face up to its gender problems, and 
watch how a world that has let the problem 
stagnate for 250 years struggles to get the wheels 
of progress turning once more, so it can finally 
move forward.  I hope that, by showing a future 
where one social problem (race) has achieved 
great progress through constant discourse, while 
another (gender) has stagnated under a forced 
silence, the story will help remind people why 
it’s so important for us to keep discussing issues 
like race and gender, and what the price could  
be if we let silence fall.
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ADA PALMER
Ada Palmer is a Professor of Early Modern European History 
at the University of Chicago. So how does a Renaissance  
historian become an award-winning science fiction writer?

“I hope the  
story will 
remind people 
why it’s so 
important for 
us to keep 
discussing 
issues like race 
and gender, 
and what the 
price could  
be if we let  
silence fall.

THE BOOKS

WINNER OF THE 2017 
JOHN W. CAMPBELL 
AWARD FOR BEST 
NEW WRITER.

Ada Palmer is an author, historian and 
composer. She did her Ph.D. at Harvard and 
teaches History at the University of Chicago, 
where she specialises in European History. 
She composes close harmony folk music 
and performs with the a cappella group 
Sassafrass. She won the John W. Campbell 
Award for Best New Writer at the Hugo 
Awards in 2017 for her debut novel, Too 
Like the Lightning, which is the first in the 
Terra Ignota series. The series continues with 
Seven Surrenders, The Will to Battle and the 
concluding chapter, Perhaps the Stars. 

COMING 2019
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I’ve called Walkaway an optimistic disaster novel 
and people ask me how it’s optimistic to assume 
that we’ll have a disaster in our future. And 
really I think it’s good design thinking. It’s not 
being a pessimist to assume that in the future 
things will go wrong. People who design systems 
in the expectation that nothing will go wrong 
don’t make great things, they make the Titanic. 
Optimism is really about the assumption that 
maybe we can make things that fail gracefully, 
that coast to a gentle stop from which they can 
be restarted instead of exploding and showering 
everyone around them with white hot shrapnel. 
Writing the novel where we think through what 
a graceful failure mode for late stage capitalism 
might look like, it was a really fun exercise. It 
made me more hopeful about the future, and I 
hear from the readers it’s doing that for them too.

I don’t think that the future depicted in 
Walkaway is necessarily feasible or realistic. It’s 
an attempt to shine a bit of light on a corner of 
the possibility space that generally is neglected 
and sits in the dark. I don’t know what we would 
do if the lights went out. But I know what I’m 
going to do so that when the lights go out we do 
things better, so we don’t break down into chaos 
and savagery. That’s to create systems now while 
things are going well that prime us for generosity 
and kindness when things go badly. To build 

I am fascinated by the idea of non-human 
intelligence, and by the Other as protagonist, 
and both of these are on display front and  
centre in Dogs. It explores some of the territory 
I opened up in my earlier novel, Children of Time 
– how do we, as humans, react when something 
we’ve made looks us in the eye, how do we react 
when it says no? How does it view us? In Dogs of 
War, I’m not dealing with a far future, but with a 
possible day after tomorrow where we’ve shortcut 
to artificial intelligence by engineering animals 
(and there are some other non-human or semi-
human intelligences involved too…)

The core of the book is how Rex is regarded 
and exploited by his creators and by people as a 
whole. He was designed to be a useful tool to do 
dangerous work, and at the same time to provide 
plausible deniability for any regrettable atrocities 
his masters might want to bring about. What will 
he grow into, with that as the sum total of his 
genesis?

Dogs of War is all about the social issues, 
and for me there is really one key social issue 
that fragments into most of the others, which 
is the power dynamic, the drive to stratify and 
enshrine inequality – whether in gender, in 
race, in class or by economic means. The way 
people use Rex and his comrades in the book 
is the way people have historically used people. 
It’s the exploitation, the rationalization and the 
hypocrisy that always surrounds it.

I honestly cannot say whether anything like 
Rex will exist. In the book there are pressures 
leading to the creation of the Bioform soldiers. 
One is the backlash from some catastrophic 
attempts to deploy robots in combat zones, and 
for this I was looking at the sort of robotics that 
DARPA et al are developing, and working on 
the basis that military strategists are aiming 
at an army that will eventually not rely on 
human soldiers in front line roles, but give the 
dangerous jobs to machines. If the machines 
aren’t performing, then getting an animal to do it 
is the next best thing. But whether you’re talking 
about an AI or an engineered and sentient 
animal, there is the same moral quandary 
(especially if its purpose is to kill people). There’s 
a lot of talk about the dangers of AI and how we 
should be giving AI a code of behaviour to limit 
it. Any AI worthy of the name is going to work 
out very quickly that those enforcing the code do 
not consider themselves bound by it, and what 
does that say about us?

networks that are robust, that allow us to stay in 
touch and to ensure that even when things go 
wrong we can find out who needs help and band 
together to help them and make sure their loved 
ones are okay. Ensuring the networks are robust 
isn’t just good for when things are going well, it’s 
essential for when things go badly. Our networks 
are ultimately what we’re going to use to pull 
together after a crisis so that we can figure out 
how we can combine our labour to put the world 
back on its feet. 

 Today when we talk about things like the 
climate crisis, we have all these big questions 
– how much international cooperation can we 
muster? What will technology do? What will be 
the actual impact of the carbon we’ve already 
released? And rather than trying to predict what 
will happen, I’m just saying that there’s this suite 
of possibilities that we haven’t spent much time 
considering, that if we were to chase them down 
might bring us into a corner of the map where 
the territory is more hospitable, much more so 
than the corners of the map that we spend a lot 
of time ruminating over. I’m not saying that I 
know what the terrain will be when we get there, 
the terrain is dynamic, but at least I can suggest 
a direction that we can head in.
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CORY DOCTOROW is a  
co-editor of Boing Boing and 
a columnist for the Guardian, 
Publishers Weekly and Locus. 
His award-winning novel Little 
Brother was a New York Times 
bestseller. Born and raised in 
Canada, he lives in Los Angeles. 
He is a frequent speaker on 
freedom of speech, DRM and 
politics. He recently took part in 
an event with Edward Snowden 
at the New York Public Library 
to discuss Walkaway and the 
real-world implications of many 
of the themes in the book, 
including capitalism and political 
power structures, building a 
better world, climate change 
and freedom of the individual. 

Adrian Tchaikovsky won the Arthur C.  
Clarke Award in 2016 for his novel,  
Children of Time. In his spare time he is a 
keen live role-player and occasional actor. 
In total he has written fifteen novels, several 
novellas and a raft of short stories, which 
have seen him nominated for the David 
Gemmell Legend Award and the British 
Fantasy Award. His latest novel, Dogs  
of War, is out in November.
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“It’s not being 
a pessimist to 
assume that 
in the future 
things will go 
wrong.

“ I am fascinated by the  
idea of non-human intelligence, 
and by the Other as protagonist.

Planning for the best when faced with the worst

Dog bites man
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Two issues of China’s leading SF 
magazine, Science Fiction World

The inspiration for my books, as always, 
stemmed from science, and some unanswered 
questions therein: why even be self-aware? Why 
would evolution prefer that to a nonconscious 
meat robot capable of the same sort of 
computation? (An even more profound question 
is: how does electricity trickling through meat 
cause the meat to wake up in the first place?  
I don’t think anyone has the slightest clue how  
to answer that yet.)

I write science fiction to explore the 
ramifications of scientific and technological 
change on society. In that context, the social 
issues and phenomena that interest me are those 
that arise from the sci/tech impact, not the other 
way around.

Sometimes the science is too real, to the 
detriment of the story. In one way, that’s fine; 
some readers get inspired by the story, want  
to learn more about the science, and go explore 
the references I load onto the back of each 
novel. I think Blindsight might be the only SF 
novel to ever get used as a required text for 
an undergraduate neuroscience class; that’s 
pretty clearly due to its foundation in real-world 
science.

Traffic on science fiction’s Silk Road has 
traditionally been distinctly one-way. For 
one hundred years, SF was manufactured in 
the West and shipped East to China. Even as 
other Chinese exports came to dominate world 
markets in the 1990s, there was little sign this 
particular trade deficit would ever be reversed. 
But inside China an SF revolution was brewing. 
At its vanguard was one extraordinary work. It 
took the best part of a decade for it to make its 
way to the West, but when it did, tech-titans, 
presidents and SF fans lined up behind it. 
Mark Zuckerberg selected it for his Facebook 
reading club, Barack Obama blurbed it, SF 
readers voted it the Hugo award for best novel 
— a first for translated fiction. Its been a New 
York Times bestseller in the US, spent 11 weeks 
on Germany’s Der Speigel bestseller list, won 
literary awards in Spain and Germany and has 
sold over 100,000 copies for Head of Zeus. 

The book was Liu Cixin’s The Three-Body 
Problem. Taking its title from an intractable 
scenario in orbital mechanics and containing 
three intertwining plots, set respectively during 
the Cultural Revolution, the present day and 
on a distant world, trapped in a three-sun solar 
system, Three-Body was initially serialized in the 
Chinese magazine Science Fiction World in 2006. 
Published in book form in 2008, it conquered 
the national bestseller charts, selling over a 
million copies and now stands at the fore of an 
extraordinary flowering of Chinese SF that has 
finally opened up an East–West lane on the SF 
Silk Road.

 
THE FIRST 90 YEARS
Chinese SF is roughly the same age as its 
Western counterpart, but China’s twentieth-
century – interesting times – didn’t run in the 

Peter Watts is a science fiction writer and  
a reformed marine-mammal biologist. He is 
the author of the Rifters trilogy and a winner 
of the Hugo, Seiun, and Shirley Jackson 
awards (along with a bunch of Canadian, 
European, and Russian awards you’ve 
probably never heard of. For some reason, 
he is especially popular in countries with a 
history of Soviet occupation). De scribed as 
‘one of the very best hard-sf writ ers alive’ 
(Globe & Mail), the over all ef fect of his  
prose is per haps best summed up by critic 
James Nicoll: ‘when ever I find my will to live 
be com ing too strong, I read Peter Watts.’

genre’s favour and its development was anything 
but smooth. 

Translated SF arrived in China in 1900 with 
the publication of Jules Verne’s Round the World 
in Eighty Days. The earliest original Chinese 
science fiction novel, Colony of the Moon by 
Huangjiang Diaosou, followed shortly thereafter, 
serialized between 1904 and 1905. The collapse 
of the Qing Dynasty in 1912 ushered in nearly 
four chaotic decades of warlord factionalism and 
Japanese occupation. Perhaps the most famous 
novel from this period  – a Penguin Modern 
Classic today – is Lao She’s Cat Country, a 
dystopian satire set on Mars, published in 1932.

There was a more optimistic burst of SF 
writing after the foundation of the People’s 
Republic in 1949, but it was largely didactic and 
directed at children. The Cultural Revolution 
left little room for literature of any kind, but by 
the late 1970s economic reforms had opened 
the door to commercial literary activity and 
several specialist SF magazines were launched. 
The most influential, Science Literature, was 
founded in 1979 and had gathered an audience 
of 200,000 subscribers by 1980. But in 1983, 
the Anti-Spiritual Pollution Campaign, decrying 
the genre’s Western capitalist influences, all but 
wiped SF from the map. Science Literature kept 
publishing (the only SF magazine to do so) but 
its subscribers dropped to under 1000.

 
CHINA’S NEW GENERATION…  
AND NEW NEW GENERATION
In 1991, Science Literature rebranded as  
Science Fiction World (SFW), taking a definitive 
step in the genre’s long march to domestic 
commercial and critical respectability and its 
successful integration with the international  
SF community.

PETER WATTS
The problem though, is that when you hook 

your story on a paper you read in Science last 
week, you’re gambling that some different paper 
won’t show up in Cell or Nature a year down 
the road disproving those initial cutting-edge 
findings. The state of scientific knowledge 
changes over time, and the rate of that change 
has only increased in recent years.  So the more 
cutting-edge your story, the faster it stale-dates. 

“I think Blindsight 
might be the only 
SF novel to ever 
get used as a 
required text for 
an undergraduate 
neuroscience class

What are the limits of science in science fiction?

JOURNEY  
TO THE WEST 

How Chinese SF took on the World
BY NICOLAS CHEETHAM, HOZ PUBLISHER
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SFW launched the careers of Liu Cixin, He Ji 
and Wang Jinkang – the trio known that came 
to be known as Chinese SF’s ‘New Generation’. 
By 2000, subscriptions were over 350,000. 
In 2003, the magazine was able to launch a 
publishing house, dedicated to bringing the best 
of World SF and original Chinese SF to their 
readers. 

Despite SFW’s groundwork, mid way through 
the noughties Chinese SF still carried little 
literary cache. It was largely ignored by both 
the literary establishment and the massmarket, 
or it was simply dismissed as juvenilia. When 
Liu wrote the first volume of his Three-Body 
trilogy, he didn’t feel Chinese readers were 
ready for the more hardcore elements of his 
SF imagination, so he was careful to base the 
first two installments in a world he felt his 
readers would recognize and lead them on from 
there. The final installment, filled with multi-
dimensional warfare, artificial black holes and 
mini-universes was the book he wanted to write 
for himself as a committed SF fan, but both he 
and his editor – SFW’s Yao Haijun – approached 
it with a degree of trepidation, worrying it was a 
non-commercial indulgence. To their surprise it 
was the volume that made the series. 

China’s online community loved Three-Body. 
Fans composed songs, created fake trailers for 
the movie they hoped for, adopted social media 
personalities based on Three-Body characters 
and wrote fan fiction. Baoshu’s serial Three-
Body X, a side-quel to the events depicted in The 
Dark Forest and Death’s End, started appearing 
online within a week of the final volume’s 
original publication and eventually, with Liu’s 

blessing, was itself traditionally published as 
The Redemption of Time.  All the online noise 
drove a million book sales, bringing scientists, 
engineers and government to the trilogy. 
Cosmologist Li Miao wrote a book called The 
Physics of Three-Body. China’s national aerospace 
agency asked Liu to consult for them.

The impact of the Internet on Chinese SF 
shouldn’t be underestimated. Readers suddenly 
had access to a wealth of Western science 
fiction, fans had a new medium for discovering 
and expressing their appreciation of it, and 
perhaps most importantly, writers had a new 
way of distributing their work. Many of China’s 
best-known and most decorated SF writers 
did not start their careers within the literary 
establishment. Commanding little respect or 
attention from publishers, the government or 
the general public, SF authors were denied a 
traditional route to market, so they published 
on digital bulletin boards and forums, more 
for feedback rather than wealth or fame. Early 
drafts were posted and editing crowd-sourced. 
The forums fostered real success, launching 
the award-winning careers of Baoshu and Xia 
Jia. Hao Jingfang first published the Hugo 
award-winning ‘Folding Beijing’ directly on to 
a popular bulletin board hosted by Tsinghua 
University.

The rising stars of China’s SF scene – known 
as the ‘New New Generation’ – are far removed 
from the popular stereotype of an SF aficionado. 
They are multi-lingual, highly qualified young 
men and women holding high-octane jobs. 
Hao Jingfang has a Ph.D. in Economics, on 
top of a post-grad in Astrophysics. By day, she 

works as an economic advisor to the Chinese 
government at China Research Development 
Foundation, a state-backed think tank in Beijing. 
Stanley Chen Qiufan worked at Baidu, Google 
and now Noitom, a motion-capture start-up. 
Xia Jia has China’s first Ph.D. in SF – Fear and 
Hope in the Age of Globalisation: Contemporary 
Chinese Science Fiction and Its Cultural Politics 
(1991–2012) – and teaches at Xi’an Jiaotong 
University. She’s a translator from English into 
Chinese (she translated Ken Liu’s novella ‘The 
Man Who Ended History’) as well as an actress, 
filmmaker, painter and singer. Baoshu, now an 
award-winning SF author in his own right, has 
a Masters degree in philosophy from KU Leuven 
in Belgium.

Liu Cixin’s Hugo for Best Novel in 2015 
and Hao Jingfang’s Best Novelette award the 
following year were mainstream news in China. 
In the aftermath of ‘Folding Beijing’s’ victory, 
Audi launched an ad campaign, declaring: ‘Hao 
Jingfang, China’s first female Hugo Award 
winner, marching forward with Audi’. The 
carmaker, seeking to bolster its progressive 
brand values, latched on to the burgeoning SF 
scene and selected a writer to play the role that a 
film or sports star might play in the West. 

In the China’s film and TV world, SF IP is 
now about as hot as it gets. Even the government 
has also come to recognize the importance 
of the genre. There are apocryphal stories of 
officials visiting Silicon Valley and identifying 
an inordinate fondness for SF among leading 
entrepreneurs as a statically significant 
contributing factor to their success. True or not, 
China’s State Council cited a need to improve the 
country’s scientific literacy in its 2016 science 
and technology progress plan. Their proposed 
policies included the establishment of national 
SF awards and international SF festivals.

 
ON THE SILK ROAD
Despite China’s fervor for homegrown SF, 
there was still no easy conduit to the West. The 
overwhelming popularity of the serial fiction 
platform is unique to China and there is the very 
considerable language barrier. 

China’s highly motivated SF fandom did 
what it could, setting up Chinese SF advocacy 
groups like the Future Affairs Administration 
(FAA) or Storycom and worked hard to attract 
foreign interest and investment. Clarkesworld 
Magazine has a Kickstarter-funded agreement 
with Storycom to include a translated Chinese 
SF story with each issue. Beijing Guomi Digital 
Technology Company, founded by a collective 
of authors, translated twelve of Liu Cixin’s 
short stories into English and published them 
individually and collectively in eBook and PoD 
around the world, but the breakthrough came 

caption

Hao Jingfang’s Bladerunner-esque 
Audi advert can be seen here: 
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=9XTF3JHdjU0  

With over a million domestic sales 
behind it, The Three-Body Trilogy 
(top) is now being made in to a 
movie and computer game in China 
(below). With sales outside China 
about to exceed the one million 
mark, Hollywood is also interested.  
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when Li Yun, Export Director at CEPIEC, China’s 
second largest Book Importer, took the risk 
of commissioning English translations of the 
Three-Body trilogy. 

Li picked two committed Chinese SF 
evangelists, Ken Liu and Joel Martinsen to 
translate. Given all the people committed 
to bringing Chinese SF to the West, it is 
undoubtedly unfair to pin its successful 
emergence on the shoulders of a single 
individual, but if you had to do it, your  
poster boy would be Ken Liu.

Ken was born in China in 1976 and moved 
to America at the age of 11. He read English at 
Harvard, studied law at Harvard Law School, 
worked as a lawyer, a software developer and 
also found time to write. His literary output 
– more than 120 short stories and an epic 
‘silkpunk’ fantasy series (so far!) – is garlanded 
with awards. His short story ‘The Paper 
Menagerie’ (2012), won, uniquely, all three of 
the top awards in the world of SF and fantasy 
– the Hugo, the Nebula, and the World Fantasy 
Award. The first volume of his fantasy epic won 
the Locus Award for Best First Novel. He added 
translation to his crowded resumé when Stanley 
Chen Qiufan – having just read one of Ken’s 
short stories – reached out over the Internet and 
asked him to comment on a translation of one of 
his own short stories. Ken judged the translation 
competent but didn’t think it captured the 
voice of the original. So he produced his own 
interpretation... and started down the road that 
led to the publication of Invisible Planets, the 
very first commercial anthology of Chinese 
contemporary science fiction in English, and – 
almost predictably for a man with so many SF 
awards already in his closet – to a Best Novel 
Hugo for translating The Three Body Problem. 
You won’t be surprised to discover that he’s also 
the translator of Hao Jingfang’s ‘Folding Beijing’.

Li Yun’s initiative found Three-Body homes 
with twelve (and counting) international 
publishers and established a publisher-friendly 
rights conduit to the West that has led to 
Li launching a literary agency dedicated to 
bringing not just the best of Chinese SF, but 
the best of Chinese genre fiction to the rest of 
the world. Meanwhile, agencies that once sold 
rights West to East are increasingly representing 
Chinese authors – Hao Jingfang is represented 
by Andrew Nurnberg Associates, Chen Qiufan  
is represented by the Grayhawk Agency.

 
BUT WHAT IS CHINESE SF?
Does Chinese science fiction’s domestic and 
international success mean that there is 
something intrinsically new and different about 
it? Some special ingredient? Can one take Liu 
Cixin’s multi-dimensional hard SF, Stanley 

Chen Qiufan’s or Hao Jingfang’s economic 
and sociological speculation and distill some 
essence of Chinese SF? Should one even try to? 
After all, is there such a discrete thing as SF 
written in English? Would it be useful to try and 
distinguish between US SF and Canadian SF? 
Between English SF and Scottish SF? 

Ken Liu warns that ‘anyone who confidently 
asserts a definitive characterization of “Chinese 
science fiction” is either a) an outsider who 
doesn’t know what they’re talking about or b) 
someone who does know something, but is 
deliberately ignoring the contested nature of the 
subject’.

But I think we can enquire as to why Chinese 
SF has proven so successful in the West and 
what are Western audiences expecting when 
they read Chinese SF? Is it Chinese SF’s 
‘Chinese-ness’ that has made it popular in the 
West? Or Chinese SF’s ‘SF-ness’?

The big themes of Western SF – space 
exploration, alien contact, genetic engineering, 
AI, ecological catastrophe – all have their 
Chinese analogue. And in treating these 
grand themes the Chinese science fictional 
imagination appears every bit as exuberantly 
inventive as its Western counterpart.

So if SF-ness is evenly distributed, is 
Chinese-ness the magic ingredient? The 
Chinese cultural experience – from histories, 
geographies and mythologies on the one hand, 
to cuisines and everyday customs on the other, 
is undeniably different. For the Western reader 
that makes for some pleasingly exotic colour, 
but more importantly, brings some interesting 
perspective shifts. The experience of humanity 
in the Three-Body trilogy is markedly different 
to the typical experience of frontier-settling, 
rebel-alliancing, alien-smiting humanity of 
Western SF. In his introduction to Remembrance 
of Earth’s Past – a one-volume special edition 
of the Three-Body trilogy Head of Zeus are 
producing this autumn (see inside front cover!) 
– Liu Cixin says, ‘At the end of the nineteenth 
century and the beginning of the twentieth, 
Western civilization crossed the ocean to 
bring to the ancient Chinese empire ideas that 
have cataclysmically transformed its culture 
and are still shaping contemporary China: 
modern technology and science, Marxism, 
market capitalism, and democratic governance. 
Compared to Westerners, the Chinese may 
thus have a much more immediate and visceral 
understanding of how contact with another 
civilization may transform one’s own. My series 
may be read as an echo of that national memory.’

If the Western experience has shown that 
economic boom-times are SF boom-times, you 
could say that China’s diverse, vibrant, modern 
SF scene reflects a diverse, vibrant, modern 
China. But let’s not forget that the technological 

and social change that took three centuries in 
the West occurred within two generations in 
China. Does this lend SF an immediacy and 
relevance in China that it perhaps doesn’t 
retain in the West? Chinese SF authors speak 
with such an earnest passion about the genre’s 
philosophy and practice that I suspect SF is 
intrinsically more relevant to contemporary 
China than it is to the West.

But I think the key to Chinese SF’s 
international success lies within the nature 
of SF itself. The simple truth is that science 
fiction is inherently export-ready. Firstly, as a 
literature of possibilities it embraces the new 
and different. Its readers expect to be challenged 
by alien concepts and carried to far shores and 
over strange horizons. Secondly, one has to ask 
why other immensely popular genres within 
China such as wuxia — martial arts — stories or 
historical fiction or ghost stories, haven’t enjoyed 

Team Zeus at Worldcon 75 in 
Helsinki. From left to right: Stanley 
Chen Qiufan, Adrian Tchaikovsky, 
Nicolas Cheetham, Baoshu,  
Liu Cixin and Ken Liu.  

the same international success as Chinese SF. In 
taking a concept or departure point and running 
with it, SF, to a large degree, is self-booting and/
or decipherable via the lingua franca of science. 
For other genres without these requirements, 
the sheer weight of assumed historical, 
geographical, mythological references can be 
untranslatable. In bringing the uninitiated up to 
speed, the translator’s footnotes would outweigh 
the text. Thirdly, SF is universal. It’s concerns 
cut across borders. As Liu Cixin puts it, ‘SF is 
the most global, the most universal storytelling 
vessel, with the capability to be understood 
by all cultures. SF novels are concerned with 
problems faced by all of humanity. Crises in 
SF usually threaten humanity as a whole. It is 
a unique and treasurable trait inherent in the 
genre – that the human race is perceived as a 
single entity, undivided.’
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Why do you write science fiction?
My interest in science fiction is mainly from 

my interest in science, my curiosity about the 
universe and nature. After being introduced to 
science fiction, I was fascinated with imagined 
worlds and joined the first generation of science 
fiction fans. I write science fiction because I love 
science, and I want to give the beauty of science 
literary expression. Ideas about science and 
technology thus form the core of my stories.

How does Chinese SF differ from more 
traditional European and American SF?

In my opinion, science fiction is the most 
global literature genre because it deals with 
issues relevant to all nations. Western science 
fiction often comes from a Christian background, 
and focuses on the crisis or morality of certain 
acts, such as the impact of cloning and life-
creation, and this impact is often portrayed as 
severe and significant because of their Christian 
background. This is not apparent in Chinese 
science fiction and we do not have this crisis. 
In Chinese culture we do not have a ‘doomsday’ 
mentality, the sense of time is infinite, but in 
China, readers are more used to a contemporary 
setting and then one must bring them slowly 
into the future.

And how does The Three-Body Problem fit  
into that? 

At the time of Three-Body’s publication, 
China’s science fiction market was anxious and 
depressed. The long marginalisation of science 
fiction as a genre led to a small and insular 
readership. Fans saw themselves as a tribe on 
an island and felt misunderstood by outsiders. 
Writers struggled to attract readers outside 
the tribe and felt they had to give up their 
Campbellian ‘science fiction fundamentalism’ 
and raise the genre’s literary qualities and 
realism.

Much of the first volume was set during the 
Cultural Revolution, and in the second volume, 
the China of the future still existed under socio-
political institutions similar to the present. These 
were attempts to increase the sense of realism for 
readers, to give the speculative elements some 
foundation in the present. As the story continued 

CIXIN LIU

to develop, it was impossible to root the third 
volume in present realities, and I had to describe 
distant futures and distant corners of the cosmos 
and, by consensus, Chinese readers were not 
interested in such things.

My publisher and I reached the conclusion 
that since it was impossible for the third volume 
to succeed in the market, maybe it was best to 
give up trying to attract readers who were not 
already science fiction fans. Instead, I would 
write a ‘pure’ science fiction novel, which I found 
comforting, as I considered myself a hard-core 
fan. And so I wrote the third volume for myself 
and filled it with multidimensional and two-
dimensional universes, artificial black holes  
and mini-universes, and I extended the timeline 
to the heat death of the universe. 

And, to our utter surprise, it was this third 
volume, written only for science fiction fans, 
which led to the popularity of the series as  
a whole.

China’s most successful science fiction author tells us why 
he writes – and how his bestselling series was designed to 
reach beyond the genre’s core readers. “In Chinese 

culture we  
do not have 
a ‘doomsday’ 
mentality,  
the sense of 
time is infinite.
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Born in 1963, Liu Cixin (family name: Liu; 
given name: Cixin) grew up during the 
Cultural Revolution when SF was largely 
unkown within China. His first contact with 
the genre came via Jules Verne. At the time 
he had no idea what he was reading was 
fiction, but it was the start of a love affair 
with classic Western SF. A graduate of the 
North China Institute of Water Power and 
Hydroelectric Engineering, Liu went to work 
– and still works – as a computer hardware 
engineer at the Niangziguan power plant. 

His writing career began in 1999, when 
his short story, ‘Whale Song’, was published 
by SFW. He is a multiple winner of the 
Galaxy and Xingyung Awards. He won  
the Hugo Award for Best Novel in 2015  
– a first for a translated work – and the 
2017 Locus Award for Best SF Novel.

Liu, who is known to his fans and friends 
as ‘Da Liu’ – an affectionate nickname 
meaning ‘Big Liu’ or ‘Liu the Elder’ – has 
sold over a million copies of this Three-Body 
trilogy in China. 

Baoshu is the pen name of Li Jun, who launched his writing career in 
the wake of the Chinese publication of Death’s End, the final volume 
in Cixin Liu’s Three-Body trilogy. At the time, the thirty-year-old was a 
postgraduate Philosophy student at Belgium’s KU Leuven. Unable to get 
hold of a copy of Death’s End directly, he had a friend in China buy a 
copy, photograph every page and email the 
images over. On finishing Death’s End, Baoshu 
started to write Three-Body fan fiction, posting 
his work online. Continuing the story of Yun 
Tianming, the only human to have come in direct 
contact with the Trisolarian aliens, he quickly 
gained a large following. His work, endorsed 
by Cixin Liu, was officially published in China in 
2011. Baoshu is now a major Chinese SF writer 
in his own right, having won six Xingyung awards 
and three Galaxy Awards.
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When I was in grade school, I used to run 
home every day during lunch break to listen to 
the pingshu storyteller on the radio with my 
grandmother, both of us entranced by tales of 
heroism and betrayal. This was how I absorbed 
Romance of the Three Kingdoms, and a great deal 
of what I’ve learned about storytelling can be 
traced back to these early lessons.

My wife Lisa similarly grew up with fond 
memories of wuxia TV dramas in Hong Kong, 
which take a lot of their narrative techniques 
from Chinese historical romances. When I was 
looking for a suitable subject for my first novel, 
Lisa suggested that I do an epic fantasy take on 
Chinese historical romances, and I knew right 
away that the idea made sense. I wanted to try 
to reimagine a Chinese historical romance as an 
epic fantasy, to transform a foundational Chinese 
narrative — in this case, the founding of the Han 
Dynasty — into a new kind of story told with 
narrative tropes taken from both East Asian and 
Western epics.

Or, in words more suited to our Twitter-driven 
age: I wanted to write ‘War & Peace with silk-
and-bamboo airships; Iliad with living books 
and sentient narwhals; Romance of the Three 
Kingdoms with U-boats.’ 

The actual source material for The Grace 

Born in China in 1976, Ken Liu emigrated to 
California with his family when he was eleven 
years old. A few years later, Ken was reading 
English at Harvard and went on to study law 
at Harvard Law School. While working as a 
lawyer and sometime software developer, 
Ken had his first short story published in 2002. 
Since then, he has written over 120 short 
stories, winning multiple Hugo, Nebula and 
World Fantasy Awards. His first short story 
collection, The Paper Menagerie, named after 
his most celebrated work, was praised by the 
TLS as ‘distinguished not only by its inventive 
imagination and emotional acuity – it has, as a 
whole, an impressive and cumulative coherence... 
The glittering wit on the surface of these pieces 

belies their righteous anger and profound 
melancholy’.

Ken is also the author of The Dandelion 
Dynasty, a trilogy of ‘silkpunk’ epic fantasy.  
The first novel, The Grace of Kings, was published 
in 2015 and won a Locus Award. Book two, 
The Wall of Storms, is out now, with the third 
expected in 2019.

Ken has also played a key role in bringing 
Chinese SF to the world. He translated books one 
and three of Cixin Liu’s blockbusting Three-Body 
trilogy and he is the editor and translator of 
Invisible Planets, a collection of short stories from 
China’s finest writers, including Hao Jingfang, 
Cixin Liu and Stanley Chen Qiufan. He plans to 
produce another collection in 2019.
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SILKPUNK: ‘Romance of the Three Kingdoms with U-boats’
of Kings is Sima Qian’s Records of the Grand 
Historian. Sima painted vivid portraits of 
historical figures in his biographies (not unlike 
Plutarch’s Lives of the Noble Greeks and Romans), 
and parts of The Grace of Kings deliberately 
evoke that ‘historian’s voice’ to offer another 
perspective on the events and characters.

While I draw a lot of inspiration from Chinese 
literary predecessors, the novel is told using 
a deliberate melding of narrative conventions 
taken from multiple literary traditions. There are 
wuxia-style flashback character introductions 
as well as Anglo-Saxon-style kennings, poems 
based on Tang Dynasty models as well as songs 
imitating Middle English lyrics, rhetorical 
devices taken from Greek and Latin epics as 
well as formal descriptions reminiscent of 
Ming Dynasty novels. The opening scene, for 
example, makes use of an extended series of 
parallel sentences with repetitive structure to 
form a catalogue, something familiar in old oral 
epics but not often seen in modern works. A 
reader may feel this novel is different, but if I’ve 
succeeded, the reader should also feel, after an 
initial period of adjustment, that this melded 
style is the only one right for the story.  
Originally published as an interview with Dave 
Brendon, September 2016
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In 2012, Ken Liu’s ‘The Paper Menagerie’ 
became the first short story to win the  
unique trifecta of the Hugo, Nebula and  
World Fantasy awards.  It is the story of a 
mail-order Chinese bride marooned in a 
foreign culture who crosses the gulf that 
separates her from her American-born son 
with an origami paper tiger. 

You can debate whether the story is SF 
or fantasy, but you can’t deny the emotional 
punch packed in its fifteen pages. Even the 
most robust reader should prepare for tears.

Invisible Planets is the first English-language 
anthology of contemporary Chinese science 
fiction. Inevitably, the question arises of just how 
‘faithful’ the translations are. The simple answer 
is: ‘very’ and also ‘not at all.’

A ‘faithful’ translation is simply impossible. 
Cultures are distinct from each other, as are the 
ways they have chosen to partition and shape 
experience linguistically. Every translation is 
thus an act of cultural negotiation, a performance 
for (at least) two audiences balanced on the edge 
of betrayal and subversion. The translated text 
is a new work of art derived from the original, 
but with its own internal life, logic, and separate 
aesthetics. Betrayal is not only inevitable; it is 
desirable.

Think of the translator as a co-author. And 
like any collaboration, a translation is full of 
internal tensions and contradictions: between 
the intent of the author and the intent of the 
translator, between the expectations of the 
original audience and the expectations of the 
target audience, between the literary tradition 
that the original is in dialogue with and the 
literary tradition that the translation is thrust 
into, between the desire to assert that the text is 
universal (in spite of language) and the need to 
defend the unique cultural milieu in which it  
was written (despite translation).
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I’ve never tried to intentionally emphasize 
political or social metaphors in my work. I write 
about the aspects of life in China I observe and 
experience — some of which are good and some 
not so good. I’m often surprised by how critics 
read deeper meaning into my stories that I didn’t 
mean, while readers often give me feedback 
based on their feelings. 

My generation includes the workers at 
Foxconn, who, day after day, repeat the same 
motions on the assembly line, indistinguishable 
from robots; but it also includes the sons and 
daughters of the wealthy and of important 
Communist officials, princelings who treat 
luxury as their birthright and have enjoyed every 
advantage in life. It includes entrepreneurs 
who are willing to leave behind millions in 
guaranteed salary to pursue a dream, as well 
as hundreds of recent college graduates who 
compete ruthlessly for a single clerical position. 
It includes the ‘foreigners’ lackeys’ who worship 
the American lifestyle so much that their only 
goal in life is to emigrate to the United States as 
well as the ‘fifty-cent party’ who are xenophobic, 
denigrate democracy, and place all their hopes  
in a more powerful, rising China. It’s absurd to 
put all these people under the same label.

 Take myself as an example. I was born in 
a tiny city in Southern China (population: 
a million-plus). In the year of my birth, the 
city was designated one of the four ‘special 
economic zones’ under Deng Xiaoping, and 
began to benefit from all the special government 
policies promoting development. My childhood 
was thus spent in relative material comfort 
and an environment with improved education 
approaches and a growing openness of 
information. 

 Not even seventy kilometers from where 
I lived, though, was another small town —
administratively, it was under the jurisdiction of 
the same city government — where a completely 
different way of life held sway. In this town of 
fewer than 200,000 people, more than 3,200 
businesses, many of them nothing more than 

Born in Guangdong Province in 1981, 
Stanley Chen Qiufan is one of Chinese 
science fiction’s emerging talents and one 
of its key proselytizers. He is the winner of 
Taiwan’s Dragon Fantasy Award, China’s 
Galaxy and Xingyun Awards, and a Science 
Fiction & Fantasy Translation Award, with 
Ken Liu. Working with the World Chinese 
Science Fiction Association he has been 
prominent in promoting the Xingyun Awards 
which launched in 2010. He’s an ex-Googler 
and now works for a motion-capture / 
augmented reality start-up in Beijing. 
His debut novel, The Waste Tide, will be 
published in 2018. 

family workshops, formed a center for e-waste 
recycling. Highly toxic electronic junk from 
around the world, mostly the developed world, 
was shipped here — often illegally — and workers 
without any training or protection processed 
them manually to extract recyclable metals. 
Since the late 1980s, this industry has managed 
to create multiple millionaires but also turned the 
town into one of the most polluted areas in all of 
Guangdong Province.

  
THE WASTE TIDE
It was this experience in contrasts and social rips 
that led me to write The Waste Tide. The novel 
imagines a near future in the third decade of this 
century. On Silicon Isle, an island in Southern 
China built on the foundation of e-waste 
recycling, pollution has made the place almost 
uninhabitable. A fierce struggle follows in which 
powerful native clans, migrant workers from 
other parts of China, and the elites representing 
international capitalism vie for dominance. 

Mimi, a young migrant worker and ‘waste girl’, 
turns into a posthuman after much suffering and 
leads the oppressed migrant workers in rebellion.

 
THE FUTURE OF CHINA
In fact, I am not filled with despair and gloom for 
the future of China. I wrote about the suffering of 
a China in transformation because I yearn to see 
it change gradually for the better. Science fiction 
is a vehicle of aesthetics to express my values 
and myself.

 In my view, ‘what if’ is at the heart of science 
fiction. Starting with reality itself, the writer 
applies plausible and logically consistent 
conditions to play out a thought experiment, 
pushing the characters and plot toward an 
imagined hyper-reality that evokes a sense 
of wonder and estrangement. Faced with the 
absurd reality of contemporary China, the writer 
cannot fully explore or express the possibilities 
of extreme beauty and extreme ugliness without 
resorting to science fiction.

STANLEY 
CHEN  
QIUFAN

In 1903, another revolutionary time in 
Chinese history when the new was replacing 
the old, Lu Xun, the father of modern Chinese 
literature, said: ‘The progress of the Chinese 
people begins with scientific fiction.’ He saw 
science fiction as a tool to inspire the nation 
with the spirit of science and to chase away the 
remnants of feudal obscurantism. More than a 
hundred years later, the problems facing us are 
far more complicated and likely not amenable 
to scientific solutions, but I still believe that 
science fiction is capable of wedging open small 
possibilities: to mend the torn generation, to 
allow different visions and imagined future 
Chinas to coexist in peace, to listen to one 
another, to reach consensus, and to proceed 
together.

 Even if it’s only an insignificant, slow, 
hesitant step.

“Faced with 
the absurd 
reality of 
contemporary 
China, the 
writer cannot 
fully explore 
or express the 
possibilities  
of extreme 
beauty and 
extreme 
ugliness 
without 
resorting to 
science fiction.

“In my view, 
‘what if’ is at 
the heart of 
science fiction.

‘What if’ and Chinese SF
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