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  Shanghai Dolls was first produced by Kiln Theatre in association with Pains Plough. It premiered at Kiln Theatre, London, on 3 April 2025. The cast was as follows:
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  Characters




  LAN PING/JIANG QING (1914–1991), actress who married Mao Zedong and started the Cultural Revolution. Twenty-one years old at the start of the play.




  LI LIN/SUN WEISHI (1921–1968), the first woman director in China. Daughter of a Communist martyr, later adopted by Mao’s number two, Premier Zhou Enlai. Fourteen years old at the start of the play.




  Notes on the Text




  A forward slash ( / ) indicate overlapping text.




  An em-dash ( — ) indicates a hard or loaded silence.




  This ebook was created before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.




  

    

  




  




  News




  Projections of headlines (the Chinese ones are subtitled in English):




  ‘Shanghai Times, June 1935: 20 Communist Terrorists Executed in Shanghai.’




  ‘Red China, June 1935: Kuomintang cedes control of North China to Japanese army.’




  ‘China Critic, June 1935: Open Auditions Announced for Upcoming Production of A Doll’s House.’




  A red pen circles this last item of news.




  Lights up on LAN PING, as she reads the newspapers, pen in hand.




  Scene One




  Titles: ‘Shanghai, 1935.’




  A rehearsal room.




  LAN PING warms up vocally with Ibsen’s lines.




  The sound of knocking.




  LAN PING tries to ignore the knocking.




  LI LIN, fourteen, enters. She’s dressed in a shapeless black dress, her possessions in a large cloth bundle, clutching a rag doll.




  LAN PING ‘I must make up my mind who is right – the world or I.’




  LI LIN I’m sorry?




  LAN PING ‘I believe that I am first and foremost a human being.’




  LI LIN Of course you’re human.




  LAN PING Even if you hadn’t bothered to read the script, you should at least recognise Nora’s iconic lines.




  LI LIN Who’s Nora?




  LAN PING I suppose you are a bit young for A Doll’s House.




  LI LIN (Looking around.) What doll’s house?




  LAN PING The funeral parlour’s next door.




  LI LIN (Getting upset.) Who died?




  LAN PING How would I know? Shanghai’s a big city.




  LI LIN But why did you tell me the funeral parlour’s next door?




  LAN PING (Slow and distinct.) Because. The. Funeral. Parlour. Is. Next. Door.




  LI LIN Is this a code? (Hopefully.) A message? From my mother?




  LAN PING No one asked me to pass on no message, okay? Now if you don’t mind I need to focus.




  LI LIN Then why did you bring up the funeral parlour?




  LAN PING You’re in black. You’ve never heard of A Doll’s House. You can’t possibly be here for auditions –




  LI LIN Auditions? (Scandalised.) You’re an actress.




  LAN PING (Spooky voice.) Yes. I’m an actress. Boo.




  LI LIN I have nothing against actresses.




  LAN PING I’ll have you know, this isn’t some disreputable semi-brothel of a touring opera. This is the home of modern theatre. Of dangerous plays. That will blow up the System. This is a home for arsonists. I’m an arsonist. Are you?




  A thoroughly intimidated LI LIN backs away to a far corner. Consults a piece of paper.




  LI LIN This is… 780 Consulate Road?




  LAN PING Yes.




  LI LIN Is it… just a theatre?




  LAN PING It’s the headquarters of the League of Left-Wing Dramatists.




  LI LIN (Gloriously relieved.) The Left-Wing League! (Softer.) A safe house.




  LAN PING Safe rooms are in the attic.




  LI LIN Is Mummy here? Is Papa Zhou here?




  LAN PING Sugar-daddy?




  LI LIN (Uncomprehending.) My father’s sworn brother. He’s looked out for us since Father’s death.




  LAN PING Taking your dead daddy’s place in your mummy’s bed?




  LI LIN No! How dare you!




  LAN PING smirks.




  LAN PING No one’s there.




  LI LIN sinks down in the corner, shuddering. She hugs her rag doll.




  (Nicer.) Have you eaten?




  LI LIN shakes her head.




  Here. Have a macaroon.




  LAN PING carefully takes out a box of macaroons from her bag, and hands one to LI LIN. LI LIN wolfs it down.




  LI LIN It’s delicious.




  LAN PING From the Kiessling café in the French Concession. Hideously expensive. But so good.




  LAN PING snaps the box shut.




  LI LIN looks crestfallen.




  Oh go on then.




  LAN PING opens the box again.




  LI LIN eagerly takes another.




  You look like you haven’t eaten in a week.




  LI LIN tears up.




  You really haven’t eaten in a week. Who’s taking care of you?




  LI LIN The Party takes care of me.




  LAN PING Not doing a very good job then, are they?




  LI LIN They do too! They came at dawn, banged on my door, told me there would be a raid and I was to come here and make myself useful. (Fretfully.) Mummy would be furious if she knew they’d sent me to a theatre.
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