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			DAI SIJIE


			CHINESE NOVELIST AND FILMMAKER


			

					Born in Fujian Province (China) in 1954.


					
Notable works:
	
Balzac and the Little Chinese Seamstress (2000), novel


	
Mr. Muo’s Travelling Couch (2003), novel


	
The Chinese Botanist’s Daughters (2006), film







			


			Dai Sijie is a Chinese writer and filmmaker who has lived in France since 1984. He enrolled at Peking University to study History of Art at the age of 22, just as the Cultural Revolution (Chinese political movement, 1966-1976) was coming to an end. He received a scholarship which enabled him to continue his studies in France at the IDHEC (Institut des hautes études cinématographiques, “Institute for Advanced Cinematographic Studies”) in Paris. His first feature film, China, My Sorrow (1989), won the Jean Vigo Prize, and his later film The Chinese Botanist’s Daughters (2006) also received critical acclaim.


			His debut novel, Balzac and the Little Chinese Seamstress, was published in 2000. In 2003, he was awarded the Prix Femina for Mr. Muo’s Travelling Couch. His most recent published works are Once on a Moonless Night (2007) and L’acrobatie aérienne de Confucius (“The Aerial Acrobatics of Confucius”, 2009).







		

			BALZAC AND THE LITTLE CHINESE SEAMSTRESS


			CUTTING TO THE HEART OF THE CHINESE CULTURAL REVOLUTION


			

					
Genre: novel


					
Reference edition: Sijie, D. (2002) Balzac and the Little Chinese Seamstress. Trans. Rilke, I. London: Vintage Books.


					
1st edition: 2000


					
Themes: Chinese Cultural Revolution, reading, love, friendship


			


			Balzac and the Little Chinese Seamstress is considered Dai Sijie’s masterpiece. The book has won three prestigious French literary awards: the Prix Edmée de La Rochefoucauld, the Prix Relay du roman d’évasion and the Academie française’s Prix Roland de Jouvenel.


			During the Cultural Revolution, which took place when Sijie was a teenager, his parents were imprisoned and he was sent to a reeducation camp in the mountains. This experience inspired him to write Balzac and the Little Chinese Seamstress, which tells the story of two young intellectuals who are also sent to a small mountain village to be reeducated by the villagers. During their time there, the young men discover Western literature and meet the Little Seamstress.


			This sometimes-hostile environment is where all three teenagers come of age, as the Little Seamstress also comes to the gradual realisation that there are more paths open to her than the one that had always seemed to have been set out for her.


			Sijie’s prior experience as a filmmaker enabled him to adapt the novel for the screen himself, and the film premiered at the Cannes Film Festival in 2002.







		

			SUMMARY


			The story begins one evening in 1971 in a small mountain village called Phoenix of the Sky. Like many other young intellectuals, the narrator and his friend Luo have been sent there by the Communist regime in order to be reeducated by the poor villagers.


			In fact, the authorities use the reeducation process to “purify” young people from the intelligentsia or the bourgeoisie through a humble life of hard labour. These upper-class teenagers are sent to extremely poor mountain villages which are almost entirely dependent on their own agricultural produce for survival.


			This is the fate that has befallen the novel’s two protagonists, who are forced to work in the fields, in the coalmines and as porters, among other tasks. Because their parents are “stinking scientific authorities” (p. 8), their reeducation, which lasts for a maximum of two years for most people, is probably going to last indefinitely. Many of the people being reeducated harbour hopes of being able to leave someday, such as Four-Eyes, who lives in another village where he shares Luo and the narrator’s fate. 


			Although Luo and the narrator do not get on well with Four-Eyes, he plays a key role in their reeducation: one day, the two protagonists discover a locked suitcase under his bed. They question him about its contents, as they are convinced that it contains books which have been banned by the regime (which has banned all Western books, along with a number of Chinese books, as they have been deemed dangerous), but Four-Eyes emphatically denies these accusations. However, Luo and the narrator correctly assume that he is lying, and from then on, they begin bartering with Four-Eyes by demanding one of his books in exchange for their help.


			Several months after their arrival, they meet the daughter of the local tailor and nickname her “the Little Seamstress”. They are nearly the same age and immediately become friends; the narrator even suspects that his friend has fallen in love with her, but Luo claims that she is not civilised enough for him. Nonetheless, Luo and the Little Seamstress spend more and more time together, and eventually grow very close. Luo feels as though he has found his calling: to educate the Little Seamstress himself.


			Shortly after they first meet her, the young woman writes to Luo to invite the two young men to put on an “oral cinema show” in her village, as this is their specialty. They each have their own roles to play during every show: Luo is an excellent actor and storyteller, while the narrator puts the story to music by playing his violin. For him, this instrument represents a connection to his past life.


			Ever since the two young men first arrived in the village, the violin has been the object of great curiosity and even greater suspicion from the villagers. The village headman, who is a staunch Communist, was instantly suspicious of the instrument, but Luo managed to convince him to let the narrator keep it by having the narrator improvise a sonata and claiming that it is called Mozart is Thinking of Chairman Mao, thus demonstrating the instrument’s utility as a way of spreading propaganda.
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