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TRANSLATOR’S STATEMENT


In the course of translating this book, I focused on staying true to the original text and the author’s voice while still creating a product that is engaging for English readers. There are several people who helped me with this effort and need to be thanked: Duncan McHenry, Zhang Yuting, Cheng Shouliang, Jack Hargreaves, Liliana Worth, Xie Qiye, and Fei Xiaoru. Without their help, it is hard to imagine that in a mere seven months I could have reached the level of quality represented in the work that you are currently holding. Additionally, there are a few things I would like to draw your attention to:


1 In accordance with Chinese names, I placed the last name before the first name.


2 The KMT is also referred to as the Nationalists or the Nationalist Party. Their military is referred to in a few ways, such as 8th Army, Chongqing Army, and Nationalist Army.


3 The CCP is the Communist Party. They are sometimes referred to as just the Party or the Organisation. Their army is referred to as the Communist Army and the Eighth Route Army.


4 Money is often referred to as RMB or Yuan.






DOSSIER ONE


1951: THE FIRST CONFESSION — UNDER THE NAME OF WINTER JASMINE






1





WINTER JASMINE THEATRE TROUPE


“Now, tell the Party truthfully: what did you do before 1949?”


The deafening sound of gongs and drums wafted in urgently and merrily from outside the window, as earth-shattering as cannon shells exploding on the battlefield. In the mind of Zhao Xun, the one being questioned, he could see red flags flying over the fully packed assembly hall, their colours bleeding together into a vast red sea. It was a venue framed by red, a new China lined with red flags. Like a groom waiting to lift the red veil from his bride, Zhao Xun had waited for the coming of this day with eagerness and anxiety, wanting to embrace it without restraint but still dreading a cold rejection.


“I was born on September 18th, on the 15th year of the Republic of China. Five years later, on the exact day, the Mukden Incident happened.”


“Comrade Zhao Xun,” Li Kuangtian said, “I must remind you, the Republic of China is no more. It is a new era, and we use the new calendar.” Li was the head of the Planning Office of the Yunnan Federation of Writers and Artists. He spoke with a sort of kind authority, and his serious face was stern but somehow conveyed a sense of friendliness.


The office was clean, uncluttered, and was furnished with one desk, a couple of chairs, and two rows of file cabinets. The desk was covered with a khaki linen cloth, on top of which lay a teacup, an ashtray, and a stack of files. The middle-aged man behind the desk wore a yellow military uniform devoid of any rank badge or insignia. The uniform’s colour was slightly faded, but it nevertheless looked neat, trim, well fitted, and smart. The collar hook was firmly fastened, and all four pocket flaps were carefully smoothed down. These simple garments were the usual attire of that era’s victors who came to rule over all the rivers and mountains with the smell of gunpowder still lingering on the fabric of their clothes.


Zhao Xun’s hands were clasped over his abdomen — his palms were covered with sweat. He straightened his back and spoke respectfully: “Right, right, my apologies. It is indeed a new society, Mr. Li — no, Chairman Li.” Li Kuangtian was a great writer during the War of Resistance and an idol once worshipped by literary students at National Southwestern Associated University. Who would have guessed he was a member of the Communist Party! Back then, he could be seen wearing a smart, light-grey tunic suit, or a navy blue, long gown covered in chalk dust, or even cloth shoes ripped at the seams and pants with patched knees. But whenever he rushed into the classroom, he brought with him not a gust of wind, but rather an air of refinement as though a muse had descended upon the university.


Li Kuangtian chuckled. “Don’t address me as chairman,” he said. “The Provincial FWA is still being organised, it won’t be made official until I pass the democratic election and obtain the Party’s approval. Then I’ll be chairman.”


The wall behind Li Kuangtian was decorated with the portraits of Chairman Mao and Stalin. These brought such dazzling brilliance to an office of otherwise threadbare walls that it was almost breathtaking. Mao Zedong looked confident and benevolent in his portrait with warm eyes that seemed to see everything in the universe. He looked like a sovereign who, ascended to the throne, would bring peace to a war-ravaged land. It was the face of an unprecedented new leader who had become the saviour of a distraught China. As he wrote in the lyrics published in the autumn of 1945:


 But alas! Qin Shihuang and IHan Wudi
Were lacking in literary grace, 
And Tang Taizong and Song Taizu
Had little poetry in their souls.1


When Zhao Xun visited Wen Yiduo in Kunming, Mr. Wen commented, “The lyrics by Mr. Mao demonstrate a breadth of mind not unlike that of Li Bai and a literary elegance superior to that of the poet emperor of the Southern Tang (Li Yi).” A poet as their leader — “How blessed the people are!” Zhao Xun ruminated over this thought for a moment until, startled by his own carelessness, he hastily pulled his wandering mind back and again fixed his attention on Li Kuangtian. But the portrait of Stalin inevitably entered his line of vision. The moustache that curved slightly upward, combined with the strange eyes of a Georgian, conveyed a vague sense of pride and assertiveness. Zhao Xun even sensed a hint of derision. It was as if a man of elusive nature stood next to a gentle giant.


 “Your accent sounds like it’s from Yunnan. Which part, specifically?” Li Kuangtian asked again.


 “Longling. Western Yunnan.”


 “Longling?” Li Kuangtian muttered to himself reflectively. “I remember having a student at NSAU who was from Longling. Not many students at NSAU were from Yunnan.”


At that moment, Zhao Xun’s heart began to pound as loud as the gongs and drums outside. He was afraid that the intelligent eyes of Li Kuangtian would see right through him to his wildly thumping chest. “In… In that case, Chairman Li — Master Li — did you know this, this person?” He was at a complete loss as to how he should address the awe-inspiring leader in front him, and he wondered whether all the blood rushing to his head was causing him to blush or not. The scars that covered a good portion of his face should hide some of the embarrassment, he told himself. Only a small part of his face was unmarred, and a single ear retained a relatively normal shape. His mouth was pulled slightly askew. People typically couldn’t bear to look at his “Quasimodo”-like face for more than 10 seconds, just like how you wouldn’t stare at the patches on other people’s clothes.


Luckily, Li Kuangtian was still lost in his own thoughts as though he were speaking to the past. “He was a member of the Holly Club, an underground branch of the Communist Party (CCP) at NSAU. I must have seen him several times, but it’s been over a decade now, and I don’t remember much about him. He was an honest and kind man. That said, I think you could say that about most anyone from Yunnan — not very talkative but down-to-earth. He wasn’t as active as NSAU students from other provinces, and he left the institution for the Huangpu Military Academy around 1939. I heard that he died in the war.”


While Li Kuangtian was still deep in thought, Zhao Xun secretly let out a sigh of relief. He had attended a public trial an hour before. At the entrance to the assembly hall, a boy who looked about college age and was wielding a giant red flag poked him rudely with the pole. “Get out of the way,” he demanded. “Stop blocking the path.” Zhao wanted to tell the youngster not to be so overbearing. He wanted to ask who wasn’t once a student revolutionary and tell the boy about when they were protesting on the street… But he didn’t let the words slip out. Behind the boy was a group of students holding up a portrait of Mao Zedong with the kind of passion typical of that post-1949 era.


The sight left Zhao Xun deflated. The order of society had reached a turning point in 1949. It was like the natural flow of time had reached the edge of a waterfall and was tumbling downward. Giant waves splashed up towards the sky, spraying everything around them. The old order collapsed into dust as the new one came in, storming with thunder and lightning yet gentle as a spring breeze or the grain rippling across a pasture. It was simply overwhelming. For people caught up in the tides of sociental change like Zhao Xun, you could never be too careful.


 “Enough about this,” Li said. “Let’s talk about you. I’ve read some of your files, but they’re incomplete. Comrade Zhao Xun, if you are serious about joining the revolutionary ranks of writers and artists, you have to tell us all about your past.” Li Kuangtian punctuated his words by tapping a rolled-up dossier against the desk; the stern expression had returned to his face.


 “After we won the War of Resistance,” Zhao Xun said, “I taught at a primary school in Yu Xi. I only arrived in Kunming two years ago, which would have been 1948. I came here to put on spoken dramas, and I also wrote for newspapers.”


 “On March 27th, 1949, you used the pseudonym ‘Little Bookworm’ to publish an essay titled ‘Winter Jasmine’ for the Yunnan Daily’s ‘Earth’ edition. The content was wholesome and the prose elegant. It used the flower as a metaphor to call for the spring of revolution — very progressive. The KMT even sent special agents to threaten you.” Li Kuangtian opened the dossier and took out a wrinkled, yellowish newspaper.


 “Yes,” Zhao Xun breathed another sigh. They knew everything.


 “What kind of spoken dramas were you involved in? Are you still a director?” Li Kuangtian asked.


 “Thunderstorm, The True Story of Ah Q, The Wilderness, Black 28, Wild Rose, The Story of Ah Wa… That sort of stuff. Whatever the audience liked really,” Zhao Xun replied, his confidence returning with the mention of the plays.


 “Black 28 and The True Story of Ah Q are pieces that used to be performed by NSAU faculty and students in Kunming. How did your troupe know how to perform them?” Li Kuangtian was more interested than surprised.


 “Huh? Well… Our troupe had a good number of exiled artists. All of them were stranded in Kunming after the war ended. Some of them were from Peking, some from Shanghai. There were also students from NSAU and the National Hangzhou Art School who stayed there.”


 “And where’d you get your education?”


 “I… I… I mostly taught myself. I went to high school in my hometown of Baoshan, but I… I didn’t really attend university. The Japanese took over Longling when I graduated from high school, so I fled. I travelled all over. Since there wasn’t much to do during my days as a primary school teacher, I read Lu Xun, Ba Jin, Lao She, Shen Congwen, and Stanislavski’s acting theories. I even read one of your books, Master Li. Silver Fox. That essay collection… It taught me how to write an essay.”


Li Kuangtian chuckled. “Just some old stuff from the 30s; not worth mentioning.” He said this with a look of fake modesty. All writers have such an expression when their works are mentioned.


 “I enjoy literature, especially progressive, revolutionary literature,” Zhao Xun continued. “Before the liberation, I read a lot of Chairman Mao’s articles such as ‘On New Democracy’, ‘On Coalition Government’, and ‘On People’s Democratic Dictatorship’. I… At that time, I thought that if our country could be like what was described in those articles — anti-imperialist, anti-feudalist, anti-dictatorship, pro-democracy — if it could form a coalition government that represented the people…” he trailed off.


 “Yeah. Most of the intellectual youths of that era yearned for revolution, democracy, and freedom. It was the general yearning of the popular sentiment — but how did you become a director?”


 “I became a director because… Well, look at my face. Not exactly stage friendly, is it?” Zhao Xun bowed his head as if in shame and even unconsciously covered his twisted mouth with a hand.


 “Are those burns?” Li Kuangtian asked with sympathy.


 “Yes. There was a big fire when I was little, and I just turned out disfigured like this.” Zhao Xun again raised his head and spoke with a confident voice: “But ugly as I am, I couldn’t resist the appeal of plays, nor was I willing to submit myself to loneliness. So I opened a rice noodle store next to the Nan Ping Grand Theatre. I made a little money and gained more social experience than performers. Plus, I learned how to deal with KMT inspectors.”


 “So you attended the university of society, like Gorky,” Li Kuangtian said with approval. “Not all writers get their education from the university. Ba Jin didn’t, and neither did Shen Congwen.” He chuckled again, saying, “It turns out you’re quite a talented youth!”


 “Thank you, Master Li, for your kind words, but I am not without a good many shortcomings.”


 “Don’t be so modest, child of Yunnan.” Li Kuangtian looked fondly at him like a general smiling upon a talented solider. “Once our association is set up, the various arts will set up their own troupes successively. There’ll be writers associations and ones for artists, theatre, musicians, and so on. The Party wants these writers and artists to rally together and organise themselves so they won’t be poor anymore, having to sell rice noodles for the sake of art. You see, it’s like when you opened a rice noodle shop so you could direct spoken dramas. You will all be the People’s Artists, solely concentrated on serving the People and China’s socialist project. The government will pay you, and you’ll be free, without any troubles. You will exist solely to furnish the people with art. How’s that sound?”


 “That would be great. Master Li, you, you… When you said ‘all of us’, do you mean that you consider me a ‘People’s Artist’?” At that moment, Zhao Xun was like a student being questioned during an examination.


 “Certainly, given your talent and achievements, mixed with your progressive thinking, you’re of course a People’s Artist. The Party and the government need people just like you. You will be sent to factories, the countryside, and the military to experience all walks of life, so that you may produce artwork that can reflect the new society. Yes, did you read the newspaper? Comrade Ba Jin led a troupe of writers and artists onto the North Korean battlefields last month. What a rare opportunity! How many chances do writers get to defend their country on the battlefield? This is the history of our newly born Republic, the epic story of its struggle against foreign invasion!” Li Kuangtian was growing visibly excited. He waved a fist in the air like a poet and slammed it against the desk with a loud thud. But he almost immediately lost his high spirits. “Pity, though, that I can’t go.”


Zhao Xun gazed at him silently, scenes from a war playing out in his mind as though he were already a correspondent on a battlefield, armed with nothing but a notebook, a pen, or a camera — a “People’s Artist”.


But Li Kuangtian quickly regained his composure. “That said, the new socialist China is bustling with activity everywhere. Listen to the gongs and drums outside. Look at these devoted, passionate people. Our artists can find new lives and new experiences everywhere. Without a doubt they’ll be able to make new art. Hence, we must quickly organise them and get into action.”


Li Kuangtian pushed the chair back, rested a foot atop the desk, pulled out a cigarette, and offered it to Zhao Xun. The gesture made him seem much friendlier. Zhao Xun hastily waved his hand to decline it, so Li placed the cigarette between his lips. “Let your friends in theatre circles around Kunming know, and hopefully some will join our association. I can tell that you’ve got good organisational skills and obvious talent. Work hard, little Winter Jasmine, the spring of literature is truly here. I know the theatres in Kunming suffered a fatal blow when the war ended and NSAU faculty and students returned to their campus in the North. I never thought some of you kept at it. That’s no easy task. Once the theatre association is established, I think you might make a good vice secretary.”


The words washed over Zhao Xun like spring dew, causing him to leap from his chair with excitement. “Master Li, Master Li, you… Being recognised by you means so much to me. I’ve no words to express my gratitude!”


 “Don’t thank me, thank Chairman Mao, and thank the Party,” Li Kuangtian replied. “Also, stop being so modest. You’re a director; perhaps you could even be my teacher.” After blowing out a puff of smoke, Li Kuangtian added, “Nevertheless, a political background check is still required. You need to put down everything you did before 1949 — every place you ever went, the organisations you were a part of, names of people who can certify, any articles you’ve ever written — write it all out clearly. Don’t conceal anything from the Party. You should know that the Revolution’s ranks are pure. Every single person who works on behalf of the Revolution and in its ranks must be totally pure, like a crystal.”


The sounds of gongs and drums rose again with renewed enthusiasm. Occasionally, Zhao Xun heard chants drifting in. “Another batch of the impure has been disposed of,” he thought, shuddering inwardly.


***


Sometimes time would fold in on itself, and others it would rearrange itself. It’s difficult for people caught in such times of folding and rearranging. They end up just like Zhao Xun’s face: transformed by the suffering until they’re left completely beyond recognition.


As Zhao Xun pushed his American Lightning bicycle out of the Provincial Federation Planning Office, his mind surged with wild joy and fervent anxiety. He felt an urge to shout loudly, yet he couldn’t contain the yearning to find some remote place to hide away.


A group of women wearing Lenin jackets and with small flags in hand peered eerily at Zhao Xun and even turned their heads to get a second glance after he passed them. Zhao immediately knew that his American bomber jacket and bike had roused their suspicion. He had found both at Kunming’s flea market after the War of Resistance ended. Guns and Jeeps were even for sale alongside the bikes and bomber jackets in the black market near Hu Guo Road after the American Flying Tigers pulled out. Once there was even a guy who asked Zhao Xun if he wanted a U.S. military radio transmitter. Zhao momentarily entertained the idea of acquiring it as a collector’s item; but, fortunately, the deal fell through.


The public trial that had just taken place was over a KMT special agent who had hidden away a radio transmitter. It ended with an execution by firing squad, drawing a gasp from Zhao Xun. The luxuries of older times were out of tune with this new era. The long gowns and mandarin jackets and qipaos that once dotted the streets had all but disappeared. A “complete makeover” naturally entailed a change in people’s dress. “And yet,” Zhao Xun scolded himself, “you’re still strutting about in a leather jacket that screams American imperialism! Like a dumb wife who could never dress properly for dining out.” This new era was one where the poorly dressed could hold their heads high again. Remembering those bashful, adolescent years when he studied in patched, worn-out clothes, Zhao Xun couldn’t help but feel an admiration for the transformed society’s sense of fashion.


He ate a bowl of rice noodles at a plain little shop near the Green Lake. Even in winter, lush foliage and colourful blossoms surrounded the lake. As always, plants had begun developing well ahead of their respective season as though wanting to display their vigour. Only the willows that lined the banks of the lake appeared to lag behind their peers. In the past, no matter the season there were always students reading aloud, lovers holding hands, or amateurs performing Peking opera skits beside the emerald-hued lake that was hidden away from the bustling downtown. They were all gone. The sounds of oars and the shadows from the lantern lights were also gone. They had disappeared along with lives of elegance and serenity, decadence and luxury. “Carved balustrades and marble steps must remain, but the expressions of faces have had a change,” Zhao Xun thought to himself.2 “Let the changes rain down. All shall be strangers to me and I to them. I’ll purge the past from my mind as quickly and thoroughly as possible. I’ll not only put on a new face and be a new person, but I’ll also wash my mind clean of old notions, transforming them — becoming a new person. I’ll show them what I can do and prove myself by fighting to become a ‘People’s Artist’.”


A cold spell had hit two days prior, driving away the often-visible winter sun. These ephemeral cold waves always brought shivers to the high-altitude city that was usually warmed by the sun all year round. On the central island, a loud crowd was learning the Northern Chinese Yangko dance. The red tops, green pants, and red silk ribbons brought a tinge of warmth, fake as it was, to the slightly sombre winter. It was the trendiest type of art in those days. With its clamouring gongs and drums and fluttering red ribbons, the dance could be seen and heard all over the city. Though its movements were simple and far from elegant, Zhao Xun remembered how the dance’s rebellious and exuberant spirit had quietly begun gaining popularity with students on Kunming’s university campuses around 1948. These were wild, resonating songs from Northern Shanxi with such lines as:


River water rolled down, and through each little bend,
While fighters from Mount Hengshan started to descend, 
Our courtyard we did line with flags of brightest red
To beckon these dear fighters to our humble homestead. 
With mantou freshly made, and steaming millet gruel, 
Our precious band of fighters, could eat and drink till full!3


And:


On the mountain’s others side lies a land that’s fine;
Barns are filled with heaps of golden grains that are divine.
But first you have to plough and sow to fill your belly full;
No servant and no slave will help you push or help you pull.4


They were quite popular among the students. Special agents on campus blacklisted the students who sang these but wouldn’t dare arrest a person for singing “unruly songs”. The people had long been oppressed by corrupt, authoritarian rule, and now their will was abundantly clear. The week before, the Winter Jasmine Theatre Troupe was invited by the Culture Department of the Kunming Military Region to perform for soldiers being deployed to the Korean battlefield. If the sparse clapping from the solders was any indication, then Thunderstorm was hardly well received, but the Yangko dance called The Sky Above the Liberated Zone, as performed by the Military Art Troupe, sent the soldiers from the North into an excited frenzy of shouting. Old Han, who played the role of Zhou Pushu, sat backstage and muttered that they were performing the work of scholars for simple soldiers. Zhao Xun quickly put a stop to his complaints. “Nonsense. Perhaps we could add some Yangko dancing scenes into our future performances.”


Old Han responded with a shout: “My dear director, which act in Thunderstorm is suitable for Yangko?”


Zhao Xun, who started off by selling rice noodles, was left with nothing that he could say.


 “It doesn’t matter,” Zhao Xun thought to himself at that moment. “You want to be a People’s Artist. Whatever the audience likes is what you should deliver. Whether crosstalks, clapper talks, street plays, cantatas, Shandong quick-patters, or Northern Shanxi yangko, a revolutionary culture worker must acquaint himself with these forms of art as quickly as possible.5 Comrade Li Kuangtian said so. In this new era, the great director Zhao Xun, passionate and talented, could add Yangko dance scenes not only to Thunderstorm, but also to The Story of Ah Q. The Communist Party likes whatever the people like and will pay your salaries soon.”


Zhao Xun’s theatre friends were even more excited when he shared the fact that they’d soon be able to eat than when he told them their salaries would be raised. The news even brought tears to the eyes of Old Han, whose ideas had always lagged behind the rest of the troupe. His wife and daughter had both made it to Hong Kong, and he had recently been quietly asking around for a way to get there as well. “Not even the KMT were bold enough to do this,” Old Han sang out. “When an open-minded king calls for talent, it is beside him the world must stand.”6 The excitable female actors chanted, “Revolutionary cadres, revolutionary cadres, we are now also revolutionary cadres.” All the while they waved their fists, but Zhao Xun corrected them, saying, “We’re revolutionary culture workers. We’ve still a good deal of self-reforming to go through before we can be deemed cadres,” he spoke like a true Party leader.


 “Comrade Li Kuangtian, the head of the preparatory team from the Provincial FWA, and on track for becoming the Chairman of the Provincial FWA — a pursuit at which his success is as guaranteed as rainwater filling a canal, given that no one else is better suited for the role…” Zhao Xun stammered. “Chairman Li pointed out that most of us scholars of the old era are good people who are sympathetic to the revolution and on the side of the people. As long as the literature and art produced contributes to the development of the new socialist China, the Party will allow us full freedom to create and to perform. The Party will organise and move us about. We will be sent out among the people, even to the frontlines of the Korean War, to perform for workers, farmers, and soldiers; we will write the plays they will grow fond of and that embody the sacrifices they make for the country and its people.”


Easily excitable Old Han slapped his thigh. “I’m going to stay. I’ll write to my family and ask them to come back. They’ll see Old Han is a useful man to the new China.”


 “So there will be no more romance scenes?” Liu Guodong asked.


He was the leading young male actor in the theatre troupe.7 A top student in the Hangzhou Arts School, Guodong was forced to flee to Yunnan during the War of Resistance. Handsome and a born stage performer, he shined wherever he went. After the war ended, Guodong stayed in Kunming to court the mayor’s daughter, but with the uprising of General Lu Han in 1949, the mayor took his family and Guodong’s wife with him to Burma along with Yu Chengwan’s troops. His reason for not leaving with them has always been a mystery. Some said that he wanted to continue his career as an actor, while others speculated that he stayed for his mistress — the third concubine of a rich businessman. This was a man who lived for love and drama.


 “Romance scenes?” Zhao Xun asked. “This is a fiery age; don’t only think about love and romance. There’s no time for love once you join the revolution.”


Liu Guodong responded with a grin: “We still have to make babies, right? No matter who’s doing the overthrowing.”


The remark caused gales of laughter. Zhao Xun raised his voice: “Guys, guys, if we’re to be revolutionary culture workers, then we can’t be so sloppy and careless anymore. Comrade Li Kuangtian has required every single one of us to fill out a form that indicates our reason for joining revolutionary work, the jobs we performed in the old society, people who can validate this information, and whether or not we were members of any clubs or associations. Comrade Kuangtian said the revolutionary ranks are pure, and every revolutionary culture worker must be as pure as crystal.”


 “So you’re saying they’d like to see me in my underwear?”


Out of the whole theatre troupe, only Ah Q, who was never serious, would say something like this. He played Ah Q onstage as if he were playing himself, or rather like he were Ah Q in real life. He combined the qualities of a sly, cowardly, self-abased, greedy, complacent, materialistic-petty-bourgeoisie with those of a proud, arrogant, vain, and unctuous local celebrity who was oblivious to the Han Dynasty, let alone the Wei and Jin. He was such a vivid, urban version of Ah Q that everyone had all but forgotten his real name and usually just called him Ah Q instead.


Zhao Xun shot him a glare but swallowed whatever it was he had wanted to say. Ah Q’s underwear was perhaps the last thing that should be allowed to see the sunlight.


In truth, who isn’t like Ah Q?


People say that actors can’t distinguish between the stage and real life. Life is like a play, and plays are about life. So is this life more splendid, or is the stage more glorious? Are the characters on stage more tear-jerking, or is life more filled with suffering and hardship? Such are eternally unanswerable questions. There is a stage for everyone, whether they like it or not. We’ve all a role to play in society. It could be that of a hero or a clown, a good person or a bad one — or some other role with which the actor has a hard time identifying. Everyone wanted a play that was positive, healthy, and upbeat with a happy ending in which Cinderella and her prince lived happily ever after. But, as we are all aware, life is never that simple. Just like the relationships and fates of characters in Thunderstorm, life is filled with conspiracies, lies, deceit, hypocrisy, desires, incest, bullying, helplessness against the current of time, and entangled, chaotic personal tragedies. In his brief career as a director, Zhao Xun preferred tragedies, not just because they sold tickets, but because the tears shed in the theatre reminded people that they were still alive with their parents and children still beside them. Tragedies led them to appreciate their prescribed, perhaps dull lives.


Zhao Xun watched the parading of anti-revolutionists on the street that day. There was a long procession of trucks. In almost every single one of them were counterrevolutionaries, thoroughly tied up with long wooden boards lodged in between the ropes and their backs; many were familiar faces to him. Some were old-time elites, others he had dealings with, and then there were those who used to scold and bully him. For example, one of these people used to be a tax inspector who never once paid for eating rice noodles at Zhao Xun’s shop. He even brought a bunch of relatives to the shop, and they ate to their heart’s content without paying. “It was just a bowl of rice noodles!” he thought. “Enjoy your feast, because it was easy to swallow down but difficult to cough up. Now the Communist Party will feed you a bullet!”


Zhao Xun let off a great deal of anger on that day, especially since the two assassins responsible for Mr. Wen Yiduo’s death had been caught by the people’s government and were being delivered a swift execution. They were so savage that year. Assassinations, kidnappings, secret executions, and blatant violence. It was exactly as Mr. Wen Yiduo said in “The Last Speech” when he stated, “They produced fear to mask their own.” But there was one character in the lot who Zhao Xun couldn’t quite figure out. He chanted wildly from the truck, “Long live Chairman Mao! Long live Commander-in-Chief Zhu De! Long live Supreme Commander Stalin!” For a moment, Zhao Xun thought that he was watching a KMT execution procession of the underground party. All the preceding trucks had been greeted with cheering and applause from the onlooking crowd when they drove by, but the men’s chants were met with uneasy silence.


It was a tragedy without explanation, one that showed you the destruction of the most beautiful thing in the world and was destined to happen. This scene was a tragedy far beyond the imagination of any director, making the plot of Oedipus Rex seem light-hearted in comparison. Zhao Xun felt as though a fowl plague had swept over both sides of the densely packed street. He felt goose bumps all over, and his hair stood on end. People accepted the scene happening before their eyes not only because it was of no consequence to them, but also because a more devastating tragedy had already occurred. For the time being, it was better to focus on their own continued existence rather than on what the future could hold. The sole difference between good times and bad ones was that the former was a stage for comedy and the latter a stage for farce. But neither could escape tragic events.


Zhao Xun had a disfigured face. From the day the greater portion of his face was burned off, he knew he was doomed to be a figure representative of misery. In this world, a person with a disfigured face could either walk about as a zombie or bear the weight of a dark abyss of humiliation and shame. But now he felt extremely lucky. This was neither because he would soon become a revolutionary culture worker nor because he was not bound on the trucks, being sent on his way toward the execution grounds; rather, it was because his face had been transformed and left him a complete stranger. This Chinese “Quasimodo” was not too ashamed to show his face; instead, the true face of his past was hidden.


A few years before, when Zhao Xun first arrived in Kunming to found the Winter Jasmine Theatre Troupe, no one trusted the Quasimodo who had appeared out of nowhere. At that time, the ragtag troupe of Kunming’s enthusiastic artists was led by Old Han and performed wherever and whenever they could, often unable to afford proper venues. Old Han was a “downstreamer” who wandered from place to place during the War of Resistance.8 He spent some time with theatrical troupes in Shanghai and Chongqing and even worked with masters such as Tian Han and Lao She. When he was teaching music at a high school in Kunming, he had the crazy idea of adapting The True Story of Ah Q into a musical. It had barely been a decade since spoken drama had been accepted by Kunmingers, thanks largely to the efforts of NSAU student theatre clubs. When spoken dramas first appeared on Kunming’s stages, they were called either “civilised plays” or “new plays”. Female students with bare arms were greeted with boos and insults when they stepped onstage. Old Han boldly pushed forward the art of Kunming’s stage plays, but audiences ignored his efforts. A local newspaper even commented that, "The singing style of foreign musicals sounds like braying donkeys and whining horses. It is far less mellow and smooth than the Yunnan Hue Deng Opera.9 That’s not to mention the Peking Opera, the quintessence of Chinese culture.”


Such comments made Old Han feel like he had a knife in his side, but what caused him even more pain was the constant badgering of debtors. At that time, spoken drama productions relied on business patrons who invested in the shares of a certain play, solicited sponsorship on behalf of the troupe, or provided high-interest loans. Just like no free meal really came for free, no spoken dramas were truly performed for free either. When Old Han was at his wits’ end, Zhao Xun appeared on the Kunming spoken drama scene like a saviour. He paid off all the debts, reshuffled the cast, and gave the troupe a new name — the Winter Jasmine Theatre Troupe. He said, "Although we are in the City of Spring, spring is yet to arrive for spoken drama performers, and it falls on our shoulders to usher it in.” More importantly, he discovered and developed a brilliant spoken drama star, Shu Feifei,. She had previously been little more than eye candy on the stage. When she tried to speak standard Chinese, it was often laced with a heavy Kunming accent, at times eliciting audience members from other provinces to snicker among themselves. Old Han had tried everything, but nothing worked. It was Zhao Xun who finally taught her standard Chinese, one word at a time, just like a Chinese language teacher would. He utilised front nasal sounds and back nasal ones and showed her how to distinguish between retroflex initials and sibilant dental initials.


To be fair, while Zhao Xun did clear the debt for the troupe and provided funding for its continued existence, it was not the sole reason why he, a freak who seemingly appeared out of thin air, managed to gain the confidence of the theatre cast and crew. Indeed, it had more to do with his perseverance and talent coupled with the charisma of a mature man. He owned a modest rice noodle shop, but when it came to plays, he acted like a rich man who could easily afford to fling money about. Although his face was burnt beyond recognition, he had an erect figure and a dignified bearing (as long as you ignored his face). While strong and agile, he also had a genteel elegance about him and a quick wit. Fame and gain meant little to him. He elected to be a behind-the-scenes director, letting Old Han serve as the head of the theatre. Stanislavski tells us…” became his staple line during rehearsals. Every time the name Stanislavski was mentioned, a reverence swept over the company as though Director Zhao had been possessed by Stanislavski himself.


 “Instinct… Instinct!” he would say. "Is this how Ah Q feels when he fondles the shaved head of the young Buddhist nun? He’s a cowardly rascal, a was attempting to molest girls for the first time in his life.” Or, "Emotion, emotion, where’s your emotion? Imaging being Si Fang, how would a lowly woman love?” And sometimes he would chime in, "Stanislavski said that there are no small parts, only small actors. Embody the character you portray, and the great actor within will embody you!” He was all over the stage, correcting actors’ intonation, explaining the various meanings implied by differing gaits, and telling actors that even the simple act of pouring a cup of tea should reflect Stanislavski’s psychological realism.


Every day he shouted himself hoarse during rehearsals. He trained Shu Feifei, step-by-step to become her characters instead of imitating them, transforming her from a natural beauty into a star. She was always Si Fang in Thunderstorm, Jin Zip in Field, the female special agent Xia Anhui in Wild Rose, and the lustful young wife Pei Yu in Motherland, a drama set during the War of Resistance. Zhao turned her into a superstar in Kunming’s theatre circles, a social butterfly among government officials, a celebrity everyone gossiped about, and a constant fixation of tabloids and entertaining news. Whether onstage or off, she was always radiant, graceful, and full of charm, like a canna lily in full bloom beneath the bright southern sun — glorious and vibrant. She was a professional actress, treating wherever she stepped as the stage, even when buying cabbage from the market. There, a mechanical spotlight might not have been shining on her, but the crowd’s gaze cast an even brighter light.


Shu Feifei, was a stage name. She was born Shu Shula, and she had a younger sister named Shu Shuwen, a high school student who was learning to play violin and preparing to pursue a major in Fine Arts. Every Sunday, she would follow her star actress sister to the theatre to watch rehearsals. One day, on their way back in a rickshaw, Shuwen said to her older sister, "He's courting you.”


 “Who are you talking about? Liu Guodong?” Shu Feifei, asked.


Shu Suwon responded, "The Quasimodo, obviously.” Shu Feifei, was surprised and slightly overwhelmed. "Nonsense. You’re too young to understand such things.”


Shu Feifei, had at least a dozen admirers at that time, including handsome military officers, junior bank managers, high-ranking government officials, rich heirs, and airline pilots. She received fresh bouquets every day and invitations to dinner every weekend. Even the third son of the ex-provincial chairman, Long Yun, who was once the highest-ranking military and administrative officer in Yunnan Province, had invited her to a dance in the Long Mansion. But after her younger sister told her that Zhao Xun was courting her, she suddenly found all these suitors poorly educated, shallow, and vulgar. That said, if Zhao Xun was courting Shu Feifei,, it was a realisation of the proverbial toad wanting a taste of the swan.


Yet with such a beautiful swan, even a toad was entitled to wishful thinking. The problem was that this creature was thoughtful, charming, and brilliant. And while the swan adored beauty, she loved art even more. As joys and sorrows and romance and love pushed ever closer to a climax on the stage, her real-life love intensified.


One day, in her sister’s boudoir, Shu Feifei, cried as she read a love poem from Zhao Xun and then murmured to herself, "What is more lovable: a face or a noble soul?”


Her naively romantic high school sister answered her earnestly, "The soul, of course. Only a noble soul shines in the dark.”


It was indeed a dark time. The on-going war brought rampant chaos and inflation. Workers and merchants went on strike while students took to the streets, demanding democracy and protesting the civil war. The military and police ruthlessly suppressed and persecuted the innocent. Only someone like Zhao Xun could run both a theatre troupe and noodle shop during those times while also spending a gold bar to produce a spoken drama commentary magazine. He called it "Peach Blossom Pool”, imitating the big Shanghai periodicals, and had it printed in Hong Kong despite the cost. The 16 pages were headed by a colour-print cover and were all adorned with a large portrait of Shu Feifei,. I’ll make you into the Roan Lingus of the spoken drama world,” he told her. The first five issues sold a measly 300 copies, but this didn’t discourage Zhao Xun in the least. He took out another gold bar to cover the soaring costs of printing and paper. "You have a heart of gold,” Shu Feifei, once said to him with emotion while studying her own colour portrait.


The rapidly changing political landscape quickly put a halt to their unrealistic love affair. Shu Feifei, came from a wealthy local family. Her father, Shu Wii, used to work for the French on the Yunnan-Haiphong railway. Following the railway’s closure during the War of Resistance, Shu Weiqibecame a senior assistant at a French bank. He also ran a pickle plant on the side; its business extended all over Southeast Asia for a time.


When noise from the explosions made its way to the outskirts of Kunming in 1949, Shu Weiqiwent with his French bank boss to Vietnam. Only the youngest of his four beautiful daughters, Shu Shuwen, refused to leave with him. She insisted on staying behind to look after her elderly grandmother. People fled the war frantically like birds startled out of the woods by gunfire. It was rumoured that Shu Feifei, gave Zhao Xun an ultimatum: "You can end this hopeless love affair of the past few years, or flee with my family.” Although Zhao Xun’s emotions cut deeper than a “peach blossom pool 1,000 metres deep”, his parting words were cold and clear:


 “Without a country, how can a person perform?”10


When the People’s Liberation Army marched into the city, the vacant Shu residence stood as a “Yellow Crane Tower” of sorts.11 Zhao Xun occupied himself by performing for the army, learning crosstalk and clapper talk routines, making recordings at the radio station, and rehearsing a new play to welcome the PLA forces into the city. Amidst the commotion, he stumbled upon a young, thin figure waiting for him at the stairs in front of his rental apartment holding a violin box. Zhao Xun immediately recognised the eyes of Shu Shuwen, and under dim lighting, overwhelmed by the turbulence of society, and lost in the lonesome sorrow of a rainy night, he felt a burst of love extend towards him that he would never forget. He felt as though Liberation had happened all over again as that warm hand stretched out promising salvation in the midst of his long, hopeless wait. "But if you accept this travesty,” he thought to himself, "it'll be the same as being too ashamed to look into the holy face of Saint Mary.”


 “I can’t. I have to wait for the return of your sister,” he replied to her beckoning hand.


 “Do you want the Nationalists to return?”


 “Never. We were just liberated.”


 “Then your day will never come,” she said.


 “I can accept that fate.”


 “Zhao Gage, do you really believe I stayed behind for my grandmother?”12


 “You’re like a younger sister to me. I’m twice your age.”


Within three months, they turned from “siblings” into a married couple. This was probably a very happy ending for sworn brothers and sisters during such troubled times. Zhao Xun had to admit with guilt and sorrow that only a new love could heal the wounds of his old one. It wasn’t that he couldn’t hold on to the love that he had lost, but rather that the new love came suddenly and unstoppably like a wave of radical social change. People are so small and fragile.


And besides, following the death of Shu Shuwen’s grandmother, she invited Zhao Xun to move into the empty Shu estate.13 There was no bridal sedan sent to receive the bride, no attending church (Shu’s entire family was Catholic) to be blessed by the priest, no exchange of wedding rings, no wedding banquet packed with distinguished guests, no announcement in the newspaper, and no festive music to mark their wedding. “It’s a new society, and there’s a new way of going about these things,” Zhao Xun told his friends who had gathered to congratulate him. “Foreign priests have been banished by the People’s Government, and feudal etiquette has been overthrown. You can marry your wife simply by obtaining a stamp of approval from the Military Control Committee.” People like Liu Guodong and Ah Q were overjoyed. Now that the old government was brought down and the people were liberated, the time to eradicate feudalistic matters like arranged marriages through matchmakers and by the dictates of parents, or even betrothal between unborn children, had come. Marriage would be like playing house: if two people were happy together, then they’d stay together. And if they weren’t, then they could split up, which the People’s Government even supported. Now that was freedom from the shackles of feudalism — the ability to fall in love and marry according to one’s choice. Talk of Zhao Xun’s unusual love affair quickly spread among the still relatively conservative Kunming society.


Years later, when Zhao Xun had fallen into the deep depths of Hell on this Earth, he would recall his wedding night countless times. He held the dainty face of his bride in his hands, murmuring, “Shuwen, my love who is still but a stranger, what have I done to deserve your love? What were you thinking when you entrusted the rest of your life to a person with a mutilated face? What did you even know about me?” Her answers surprised him. It was like a love confession out of a spoken drama: “My husband, I still don’t fully know you, but this did not matter, nor did your mutilated face, for I could serve as another face for you. What mattered was that, were you to marry my older sister, I would have shaved my head and become a nun on the day of your wedding and remained unmarried my whole life. Or I would have desperately waited, alone in my boudoir, until one day when the sun shone brightly in the clear, blue sky and the peach and pear blossoms were in full bloom. Riding a white horse, you would have passed the peach grove and picked a flower, and then you would have passed the pear grove and gathered another. Side by side, the peach and pear blossoms would form a delightful contrast, and your life, once fraught with hardship, would finally be blessed with happiness.”


Fortunately, the new regime quickly tore the old system apart; those people scattered off like peach blossoms, giving the pear flower a chance to unfurl itself in earnest, boldly smiling at the spring breeze. Many years earlier, a fortune teller told Zhao Xun that he had nine lives, would fall in love twice, and would marry twice as well. It was also said that he would never turn the people with whom he fell in love into his wife, though the people who married him would love him the most.


Zhao Xun was deeply grateful for the changing times, which saved him the “fortune” and the awkwardness of taking a second wife. If Shu Feifei, were likened to a cherished colour-print magazine with rich content, then Shu Shuwen was like a thin, wordless book that had to be painstakingly filled out one difficult day after the next. Even in a qipao, Shu Shuwen the bride lacked the curvy, sultry figure of her older sister. She rather appeared slender and delicate, underdeveloped and naïve, as if the gentlest wind could sweep her away. It wasn’t until she was four months pregnant that Zhao Xun started to notice her feminine charm.


A woman like her should be unwrapped slowly over time. She was not only another face for Zhao Xun, but also an extra pair of eyes on the back of his head. She could always see danger to which Zhao Xun was oblivious. And when he excitedly told her that he would become a revolutionary culture worker, the dainty woman replied directly, “That job isn’t for you. Don’t take it.”


 “Why? We’ve already filled out the forms and handed them in together.”


 “Yesterday, I watched Gao Jianxiong get arrested and driven off to be executed,” Shu Shuwen said with worry.


A silence swept over Zhao Xun. Gao Jianxiong used to be a friend of his. He was an editor and journalist at the Central Daily during the War of Resistance, and he later became the director of the editorial department for the newspaper’s Yunnan sector. Li Mi, who was born in Yunnan, was a famous commander in the battles against the Japanese invasion of western Yunnan in 1944. After he was defeated by the PLA and fled the Huaihai battlefield, he was appointed commander of the 8th Corps of the Central Army stationed in Yunnan by Jiang Jieshi. As soon as he took office, Li Mi recruited Gao Jianxiong to serve as a press officer, which gave him the rank of colonel without having to give up his job at the Central Daily.


Shortly after the Spring Festival in 1949, Gao Jianxiong came to see Zhao Xun wearing his crisp colonel’s uniform and asked him to join the army, saying that Commander Li Mi would at least grant him the rank of major. Zhao Xun looked at him like a university senior at a freshman and told him disdainfully that he would not involve himself in the civil war. The People’s Government announced that Gao Jianxiong was “pretending to revolt while actually resisting”. When Zhao Xun married, Gao Jianxiong sent him a baby stroller with rubber tires, supposedly British-made and from Burma. At that time, he was being reorganised by defectors in the eastern suburb. He even joked about how the civil war between the KMT and the CCP was like children playing war: “Today you’re the officers and we’re the bandits, tomorrow we’ll play bandits while you play officers. We fight for a while then return to find our mothers. But one day I woke up to find the streets lined with red flags as if everyone had been constantly preparing to welcome a new regime. Word came from higher-ups that the tide had turned against us — so let us rebel. Then came the PLA saying, ‘Officers and soldiers of Jiang’s army, we appreciate your troubles!’ And there you have it. I suddenly became a member of the PLA.”


Back then, Zhao Xun had an idea of what would happen if he joined Li Mi’s troops. Had he done so, he wondered, would he have shared the same fate as Gao Jianxiong, or would he be living in exile, or already a ghost wandering among the ruins of war? It was a chaotic time. Some went into exile, some disappeared, some remerged, and even more people rushed in from elsewhere. Zhao Xun knew a tinkerer on the streets of Kunming who used to work near his rice noodle shop and had once even patched a cooking pot for the business. He was skilful, humble, and courteous — always making his clients happy enough to give him tips. After the PLA entered the city, he was suddenly seen wearing a khaki military uniform and a military belt. He had apparently been an important figure in the underground party and was appointed vice director of the Military Control Committee.


One day, Zhao Xun ran into an elementary school classmate from more than 20 years prior who was also his cousin. He didn’t dare show any sign of recognising him, and his cousin seemed to be consciously avoiding him as well. Everyone knew society was in the midst of a reshuffling, and nobody knew who, no matter how insignificant it may have been, had held which card in the previous round. Gao Jianxiong had naively thought that he would be able to draw a new card by putting down his old arms and changing into a new military uniform, thereby making himself a member of the PLA. He didn’t realise that the rules had changed.


Zhao Xun believed that he was clever enough to quickly grasp and adapt to any set of rules. Just like in chess and cards, as long as one followed the rules they wouldn’t necessarily lose, and if you mastered them you could become a winner. But either the new rules were yet to be established, or they were still too strange for people to adapt. Deep down, Zhao Xun had to agree with his wife. He was an active figure in the old era and could even have been deemed a sensation in the literary and artistic circles of Kunming. It was inevitable that he had gotten involved, in one way or another, with political and military personnel in the KMT government, some of whom even became his friends. All these people had either fled, died in the war, or had been captured. It was hard to say if any of them would mention him in their confessions, but Zhao Xun was convinced that he had hatred towards the old system and had longed for the new society; the question was how to convince them.


 “Zhao Gage, our baby is soon to be born; don’t let anything happen to yourself,” Shu Shuwen would say. Even after their wedding, Shu Shuwen continued to call him Zhao Gage in intimate moments wherein she drew the term of endearment out in a singsong voice that filled his heart with warmth.


 “Nothing will happen, Sister Mei,” he would reply. He continued to call her “Sister” just as he had promised during their wedding night. “Even if we grow old together,” he said, “I’ll still call you my Sister Mei.”


 “The head of the Provincial FWA trusts me, and he even wants me to be the vice secretary of the theatre association.”


 “All the more reason not to get involved, Zhao Gage!” Shu Shuwen shouted in distress. “Have you forgotten who you are?”


Zhao Xun’s eyes widened and the scars marring his face began to twitch. “Who am I?” Maybe he was asking himself; maybe he was asking her.


  


 1 This poem by Mao Zedong shows that all of China’s historically great leaders were not without flaws, and by emphasising their shortcomings he asserts his own superiority.


2 This is a line taken from the poem “Yu Meiren” by Li Yu, also known as the “Last Ruler Li” (Li Houzhu), who was the third ruler of the Southern Tang state.


3 The lyrics of a song by Chinese opera singer Wang Kun (1925 - 2014) titled “River Water Rolled Down (duimian ge gouli liu heshui).”


4 The lyrics of a song composed by Luo Zhongrong, which was first published in Shanghai’s Daily Times (shidai ribao) in 1947.


5 Also known as xiangsheng, the Chinese traditional comedic performance of “crosstalk” typically consists of dialogue rich with puns and allusions delivered in the Beijing dialect by a duo at a rapid, bantering pace; “clapper talks” are a traditional storytelling method performed to the rhythmic accompaniment of two small bamboo boards, or bamboo clappers, that are clapped together to dictate the timing of the story’s delivery; “Shandong quick patters” are an oral tradition performed in Shandong dialect. Similar to clapper talks, delivery of the seven-character lines, full of humorous and vivid language, is accompanied by beating together two tiles or plates to create a quick rhythm.


6 This is a line from the poem “Duan Ge Xing” by Cao Cao, penultimate chancellor of the Eastern Han Dynasty.


7 The original refers to the role of xiaosheng, one of the numerous subtypes of the sheng role in Beijing opera. The xiaosheng was a young male actor. The characters they played would typically be involved in love affairs with beautiful young women.


8 He lived in the downstream areas of the Yangtze River, such as Shanghai or Nanjing.


9 The "Flower Lantern Opera” in translation, this is one of the most famous operas across the many different regional styles in which it is performed. The plot is often compared in some aspects to that of Romeo and Juliet.


10 The line referring to the peach blossom pool is from Zing Wangling, a poem by Tang Dynasty poet Li Bai (701 -762 CE), which describes the difficulty of parting with a dear friend.


11 This is derived from a Tang dynasty poem titled Yellow Crane Tower by Cui Halo (704 - 754 CE). It describes how after a person gained immortality and flew away on a yellow crane, all they left behind was the tower they once called home.


12 She is adding “Gege”, which literally means “elder brother”, to the end of his surname as a term of endearment. In response, Zhao Xun says that she is like a little sister to him, but, unlike her, he means this literally and platonically.


13 Specifically, Shu Shuwen’s family home is a siheyuan, a traditional kind of Chinese architecture typically reserved for the wealthy.
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IDEOLOGY REPORT


During the winter of 1948, the Kunming sun’s heat warmed people’s bodies while doom and desolation hung heavily in the air. Situated deep in the rear flank of conflict even during the height of the war, Kunming maintained a languid gaudiness akin to “sing-song girls not knowing the bitterness of their fallen kingdom”. The rumbles of cannons from the northeast battlefields had already lulled, and according to government newspapers, tens of thousands of Nationalist troops had “successfully retreated”. Yet with their corps commanders, counter-insurgency commanders-in-chief, lieutenant generals, and major generals all either captured, killed, or on the run, where had they to go?


The 60th Corps responsible for defending the city of Changchun mostly comprised local recruits from Yunnan. After returning home victorious from the bloody Battle of Taierzhuang, they were sent to Vietnam with the honorary appointment of accepting Japanese surrender and taking over a garrison there; they were later given the baffling assignment of travelling to the Northeast battlefields.


Many of the 60th Corps soldiers’ wives had already donned their mourning dresses, and their sorrowful wails rippled through the streets of Kunming. For the people in that rear flank, the Central Daily News newspaper’s incessant reports of “successful repositioning” were nothing short of obituaries. The formidable, millions-strong army of Lin Biao would soon enter Shanghaiguan, while the Nationalist forces “repositioned”, as their officers put it, from Northeast China to Northern China were finally “repositioning” to the Central Plains. At the onset of the Battle of Xubeng, even those ignorant, pungently unkempt old men who knew nothing about the art of war knew that the Nationalist troops would continue their “repositioning” until they had marched south of the Yangtze River and “repositioned” up to the edge of the sea.


The sentiments newspapers instilled in people during those days proved a stark contrast from those of four years prior. At that time, with the support of the American Flying Tigers, the Nationalist soldiers had launched an all-out counter offensive against the oncoming Japanese forces in western Yunnan, delivering a decisive blow to the once haughty Japanese forces and eventually driving them away from Chinese soil. In those precious times when people could hold their heads high, they felt uncomfortable whenever the newspapers didn’t provide detailed accounts of victories. But the recent, daily accounts of the Nationalists’ “repositioning manoeuvres” gave the people no reason to relax their furrowing brows. Mourning was not limited to individual households or cities — it felt like the whole country was in a state of grief. A mere glance across the headlines was enough to draw a heavy sigh from anyone picking up a newspaper from the newsstand.


 “You think the communist bandits are worse than the Japanese devils were?” a passer-by asked. “The more we beat them, the more their numbers grow.”


 “They are outlaws after all,” an old man replied as he basked in the sun, squatting beneath the eaves beside the stand. “If you trace the etymology of the word back to its origins, you’ll find the symbol for ‘wrong’ surrounded on three sides, but one side remains open. So, you see, since the dawn of time bandits have always had a way out.14 As long as there’ve been governments, there’ve been outlaws as well.”


 “Respectfully, sir,” the man with the paper in hand responded, “the notion that ‘gentlemen and thieves cannot coexist’ is also as old as time.15 What good have the communist crooks done for you?”


The listless, elderly man who held a water pipe as thick as an arm glanced at him and replied, “Whoever decides to come, I’ll stay put right here, baking in the sun.” Resting upon a high plateau, the winter sun beats down on the heads of those below in Kunming just as if a great furnace were hanging in the sky, delivering about half the warmth of a cotton-padded jacket. As a result, the locals used the word “baking”, instead of “basking”, to describe sunbathing.


He pursed the lips of his clearly toothless mouth and took a few deep, wheezy inhales before letting out a cloud that shrouded his whole head. Wisps of smoke slowly drifted up from the mouth of the pipe like an artillery cannon after unleashing a shell when an elderly woman walked out from the dark room behind him, exclaiming, “The sun’s moved on, you old geezer, and you haven’t kept up with it.”


With that suggestion, the old man slowly rose so that the woman could shift the stool beneath to a position where it was situated comfortably under the sunlight, after which he eased back into his seat; his tired gaze traced the ever-changing scenes offered by the street. It was as though the swarm of military uniforms, long gowns, mandarin jackets, qipaos, tunic suits, school uniforms, and rags didn’t actually exist. The Northeast battlefield and the Battle of Xubeng didn’t seem to exist either. As long as his wife was there to help “reposition” the stool, he would just remain seated, pleasantly baking beneath his own sun.


Social norms are cyclic in nature. Their coming and going is merely a question of time, like the rising sun and falling moon. The ordinary folk of Kunming all seemed to agree with the old man who spent his days baking in the sun; regardless of which party came into power, they’d always have a sun in which to bask.


An ox cart carrying water teetered down the stone slab side street. It had the look of a cart that had been doing so for a whole century and knew there was at least another century left to go. Irksome rickshaw drivers flew past pedestrians on the main street as their fluttering feet shuttled carts up and around lanes and alleys. When they ran into a crowd of people, the drivers would shout, “Careful or you’ll be splashed by the shit!” The pedestrians would quickly rush out of the way, fearing that faeces collectors from the countryside had arrived, and then they’d turn back around to see the figure of a rickshaw flying by. Some would hurl half-hearted curses at them, snarling, “See you in Hell, dog fucker!” If a woman was seated in the rickshaw, with the nylon stocking wrapping her calf visible from the slit in her over-thetop qipao, then the people couldn’t help but yell, “The worthless shit’s moving quicker than a womaniser off to knock boots!”


On that day, after a cocky youth hurled one such comment, the passers-by turned to see the rickshaw come to a halt. From beside the young woman wearing a qipao, a sturdy man dressed in a pressed, navy blue tunic suit stepped out with a bowler hat on his head and a staff in his hand. His gaze cut like a knife clear over to where the boy stood. “What did you say?” the man demanded. With two steps he reached the offender, who realised he’d encountered a formidable match and quickly turned, attempting to run off, but the man grabbed him by the collar of his shirt and effortlessly lifted him up before gently tossing him to the ground. It was plainly obvious that he was an opium user. Watching these events from across the street, a police officer with cloth shoes that wrapped around his legs and a baton in hand stood at attention as though frozen, watching a play unfold. The dark-suited man beckoned to the officer, who hurriedly obliged. “Send him to this address,” he instructed. The man drew a green notebook from his pocket and waved it in front of the officer. Glancing at the notebook, the officer nodded his head and saluted without neglecting the scoundrel beneath his foot. The kid knew that he’d found himself in the presence of a fierce figure and threw himself into a kowtow at the man’s feet, “Officer, officer, I’m the worthless shit. I meant myself. Won’t this do?”


The man in the tunic suit left without even affording the young boy the charity of a contemptuous look. The self-proclaimed “worthless shit” was still at a loss over what had just transpired. “Where are you going to take me?” he asked the officer.


 “Congratulations,” The officer replied. “You’re off to be fitted for a military uniform. There you won’t be able to stand around all day offending people on the streets.”


An Earth-rattling cry erupted from behind the well-dressed man, but he was seemingly already bored with the situation. He mounted the rickshaw without looking back and was greeted by the qipao-clad woman’s reproachful questions: “And who was that? What criminal could be worth the attention of Special Commissioner Qian?”


 “I’ve carelessly slipped into old habits,” Special Commissioner Qian explained earnestly. “I’ve sent another opium addict to the Nationalists’ frontlines.”


 “Can such a person still fight?” the woman pouted.


Qian chuckled. “Even if he can’t fight, at the very least the military will help him to get over his addiction.”


 “No wonder you all aren’t able to scrounge up a victory,” she mumbled back at him.


Special Commissioner Qian glared at the heavily done-up face of the woman beside him. “Win?” he replied sternly, “If you performers can’t put on more shows that’ll drum up national morale, where will our troops find the confidence to ‘scrounge up victories’?”


The girl’s mouth twisted into a mocking grin. “Oh! So it was us performers who led to the defeats in the Northeast after all.”


Qian clenched his jaw tightly and pressed his face as close to her powdered one as possible. “You might be a woman, and an artist, but I’m telling you, this war is everyone’s war. The Nationalist Party and the state are the same for all of us; there’s no ‘us or them’.”


The edge of a woman lies in her ability to rely on a pretty, rosy face to make disrespectful remarks to those around her. “That’s not certain,” she replied, shifting her body to one side. “When we’ve been hungry, the Nationalist Party doesn’t stand with us.”


 “When you were hungry, did you take the time to consider whether or not you were standing with the Nationalists, comrade Shu Feifei,?” he replied.


 “You’re so annoying,” she pouted. “Who actually is comrades with your lot? Don’t drag me in as a scapegoat…”


 “This isn’t a question of scapegoats, darling. If the ‘nest is overturned’, do you think you’ll still do theatre? Perform art?”


Special Commissioner Qian Jirui of the Nationalist Party’s Yunnan Province Central Bureau of Investigation had accepted a special invitation from the Winter Jasmine Theatre Troupe to inspect the newly rehearsed rendition of The True Story of Ah Q. Zhao Xun was very close with Qian, who often received invitations from his “brother Xun” to attend the “elegant gatherings” of Kunming’s literary and theatre circles. Since his arrival in Kunming, Qian had grown much better at talking like a bureaucrat than those officials of the city and propaganda bureaus who spent most of their time fixated on the literary world. He seemed to have personal relations down to a professional level. That said, with officials being officials, there was always the chance they would demand to be taken somewhere to relax. Zhao Xun had asked Shu Feifei, to collect Qian since she didn’t hold the lead role in The True Story of Ah Q. For a performance to actually make it to the stage during those days, it had to pass through three checks: venue booking, financing, and censorship. There was no shortage of spoken dramas that passed the first two stages but hit a roadblock at the third; but the directors always had several cards up their sleeves when it came to dealing with officials.


Upon seeing Zhao Xun, Qian Jirui cupped his hands before his chest and bowed, asking, “Brother Xun, time to get rich again?”


 “I wouldn’t dare speak of getting rich” Zhao Xun quickly replied. “We still need the support of the Commissioner Qian.”


 “I heard the last performance of Wild Rose earned you a gold bar.”


Zhao Xun laughed. “We were merely able to pay off the high-interest loan the troupe had taken. When have you ever seen spoken-drama performers strike it rich? This way please, Special Commissioner Qian.”


They arrived at the performance space where, Zhao Xun explained, the performers, who were then still in the makeup room getting ready, would soon come out to put on a special performance for Special Commissioner Qian. He then reported that he had spent three months adapting the script for the performance, all the while demonstrating as much respect to the commissioner as possible. Special Commissioner Qian flipped through the pages and then sat in a contemplative silence for a few moments before speaking. “Lu Xun again?”


Zhao Xun’s heart jumped into his throat. “We… we like Lu Xun.”


 “Brother Xun, as an artist, simply liking something is clearly not enough,” Special Commissioner Qian spoke with the air of a wise elder before abruptly changing the topic: “Tell me, what was Lu Xun’s birth name?”


 “Zhou,” replied Zhao Xun.


 “I believe his surname is pronounced Gong,” Qian mocked, “drawing from the same character the communists use to write the name of their little party.”16 His voice then took on a more earnest tone: “We know that Lu Xun has been promoting the communist bandits all along. Even after he dies, the man’s still singing their praises. We know this because even today those bandits are still receiving his dividends. Yet you actors and writers continue to eulogise him as the father of your craft. It was only once he’d studied in Japan that the man stopped heeding the orders of the government.


Zhao Xun leaned forward. “Do you have evidence for these claims, Special Commissioner?”


Shu Feifei,, who was at Zhao Xun’s side, quickly pulled him back, responding, “The Special Commissioner is merely joking. Lu Xun is but a pen name, after all. One day he had a passing fancy to name himself Lu, the next it could have been Gong; that’s all the Commissioner is suggesting — thank goodness the geezer never lived to see that day. It’s hard to say whether one day a good or bad mood might have caused him to start going by the pen name of ‘KMT Xun’. Any writer can call themselves by whatever name suits their fancy. Am I right, Special Commissioner?” As Shu Feifei, reached the finale of her piece, her manner became so coy that even Zhao Xun got goose bumps. “We’ve not the slightest concern over what name he took; our sole intention is to perform an adaptation of one his stories, that’s all,” Zhao Xun said.


But Special Commissioner Qian didn’t fall for her games and kept his official demeanour, exclaiming, “Our nation is currently struggling to suppress this rebellion, its survival hanging in the balance. Is this really an appropriate time to perform pieces the likes of The True Story of Ah Q? How will this revitalise our nation’s aspirations? And what if Ah Q-esque characters fill our frontlines? Should we rely on ‘spiritual victories’ to rouse the morale of our troops? Ha! If our soldiers were like Ah Q, then after every defeat they’d be claiming victory for the youth over the elderly. This… This… If our soldiers on the frontlines haven’t any spirit, then how can they fight the enemies? If our people on the rear flank haven’t any spirit, then how can they be civilised?”


 “I was under the impression that the National military was winning all its battles?” Zhao Xun responded with more than a hint of derision.


 “You…” Qian Jirui slapped his hand on the script laid upon the table, managing to suppress his initial instinct to condemn Zhao Xun’s nonsense. But although they couldn’t discuss the actual state of things, it was readily obvious. Meanwhile, those in power not only spoke of nonsense but acted without sense as well. Special Commissioner Qian was crystal clear about this. “You’re not wrong,” he said. “The military claims one victory after another as they move forward. At times like these, art and literature that inspire the morale of the people are more vital than ever. They don’t need tales of decadence and decline, ignorant thieves, hooligans, and the dregs of society. The Japanese like to see us Chinese through that lens. Back then, they dared to despise the national military since they knew many Ah Qs lined its ranks. The communist bandits like to think of us as a group of Ah Qs as well. This way, they can openly introduce the Soviet Union ideology into our country. Once their puppets ascend to a higher level, they’ll be able to use the inertia of these falsehoods to ‘redden’ our soil.”


The more the Special Commissioner spoke, the more impassioned he became, up to the point that spit flew out of his mouth onto the pesky Ah Q himself. Ah Q dodged the droplets on Zhao Xun’s script and ran off. The spirit of this character seemed to want to ask Zhao Xun, the man who wanted to put him back onstage, a question: “Are revolutions not allowed anymore? Can we no longer take away the Ningbo-style bed of the scholar’s lady? Bah! Young rascals! I’ll strike you with my iron whip.”


Zhao Xun tried his best to calm down. “It seems you’ve read a great deal of Lu Xun’s works, Special Commissioner Qian.”


 “Of course I’ve read his books. Anyone who’s been to university has read Lu Xun,” Qian bragged. “Back then, I’d bought every book of his that was for sale.”


 “Did you ever stumble upon the two words ‘Communist Party’ while reading his works?” Zhao Xun asked.


 “Brother Xun, you and I both know that most art is subjective. To tell the truth, all the plays you’ve put on are pieces the student theatre performed while I was at the university. What’s the goal of spoken drama? During a war of resistance, it should educate, oppose surrender, and ensure the survival of our nation; but in these current times, theatre should unite the people’s spirits, raise morale, and supress rebellions that obstruct the founding of our state. Did I not give both of you a copy of the government-issued Regulation for the Arts and Literature Creative Prize the last time we saw one another? There’s a large grant from the government listed in there; why don’t you go get it? Otherwise, why don’t you get back to selling rice noodles?”


Zhao Xun replied irritably, “We won’t be able to get it.”


 “Don’t get into such an artist’s huff, Brother Xun. When I was at college, I was always going on about ‘art for art’s sake’, but when I entered society, I finally learned that a small wok is made out of iron, and artists must eat as well. Artists should provide more service to the people of their nation. Look around at the state of our society; the atmosphere is gloomy and morale is low. While our soldiers fight bloody battles on the frontlines, no sign of celebration or support can be heard from behind their backs. There are merely attempts to undermine morale. It is said, ‘As the smoke and dust of war roll in the northeast, the general leaves home to smash the ravening thief.’17 Such is the kind of national fervor we require! The existence of our country and party is at stake; will you really not take any responsibility?”


Zhao Xun was equal parts surprised and impressed that Qian had pulled out the verse of Gao Shi, the Tang Dynasty frontier fortress poet, and that he had said it with such confidence. He replied coldly, “‘Half of the soldiers have laid down their lives in battle, yet in the command camp done-up girls still sing and dance.’18 Do you not share some of the burden as well?”


A little astounded, Qian Jirui stared at Zhao Xun. He felt like he’d been checkmated. “Brother Xun, let’s not squabble over books at such a time. We should finish discussing your changes to Ah Q.”


 “Changes?” Zhao Xun’s eyes grew big. “You haven’t even finished reading the script, and yet you want me to change it?”


 “Do you think I don’t know what type of person Ah Q is?” Qian Jirui responded mockingly. “Do you think I cruised through my four years of study at Southwestern Associated University? Let’s be frank. For your rendition of The True Story of Ah Q to reach the stage in this current climate, elements must be added that will rouse the spirits of the Chinese people, encouraging a united national consciousness. Even though Ah Q is an ignorant, backward character, he should still demonstrate a fighting spirit and deep concern for the life of our nation. My old friend, the government’s Regulation for the Arts and Literature Creative Prize pointed you in the right direction long ago: ‘Suggest a life of self-cultivation and praise a spirit of service.’ Otherwise, you will not receive the Municipal Party department’s ‘Certificate of Approval’.”


The play had already been rehearsed, the venue had been rented out, and advertisements had been distributed; an announcement of the performance had even been made in the local newspaper, emphatically exclaiming that, besides those who had seen the National Southwestern Associated University’s performance of The True Story of Ah Q during the War of Resistance, four years had passed since the people of Kunming had seen their “old friend” Ah Q. Naturally, the report had been written by Zhao Xun’s friend Gao Jianxiong, an enthusiastic fan of the Winter Jasmine Theatre Troupe.


 “Let’s just make changes,” Special Commissioner Qian concluded. That evening, after accompanying Qian Jirui to the “Jade Cloud Veranda” evening banquet as held on the banks of Jade Lake, Shu Feifei, and a party of other actresses took Special Commissioner Qian dancing at the Jinbi Ballroom while Zhao Xun returned home to redraft the fate of Ah Q with the help of his alcohol-induced elation. The next day, when it came time to rehearse, the daft Ah Q was no longer a simpleton easily cajoled into the line of the firing squad but was rather a driven, conscientious peasant. Even when the time came for him to draw his circle, he sternly cried out to the audience, “Though you cut off my head, we are but one ideology, one party, one leader.” These grandiose pronouncements meant to move the audience threw the real Ah Q onstage into a great rage:


 “Who the fuck is this Ah Q, Director Zhao?”


Zhao Xun wildly shouted up from below the stage, “It doesn’t matter if it’s Ah Q or Ah O, say your lines!”


 “But,” Ah Q sullenly answered, “I can’t find the right feeling. That, ah! Did that chicken shred-eating master tell you what Ah Q was supposed to be feeling when he said these sorts of lines?”


 “Don’t think about it. Got it?” Zhao Xun sullenly responded.


As hoped, the company received the “Certificate of Approval”. The playbill released by the Winter Jasmine Theatre Troupe clearly read “The Newly Revised True Story of Ah Q”. Zhao Xun wasn’t sure how many people would regard these “new revisions” as “absurd fabrications”. As the days leading up to the performance waned, Zhao felt like a fraud on the verge of being outed. “No director is more outdated than myself. Mr. Lu Xun is laughing at me from the heavens.” Just like Mistress Xiang Lin, he told everyone he saw within the theatre company.


But a fate worthy of sharper contempt from Mr Lu Xun awaited. On the play’s opening day, the excited audience of 300 filled the small venue to the point of bursting. In the past, Zhao Xun and his theatre comrades would have heeded the call to charge like soldiers; but on that day, the drums of retreat filled their ears.


A half hour before the opening, several tunic suit-clad, black bowler hat-wearing members of the Municipal Party’s Propaganda Department and the Central Bureau of Investigation arrived backstage looking for Zhao Xun. They told him the Municipal Party Department had come to the conclusion that, in accordance with the National Total Mobilisation Law and Provisional Measures for Recovering Management of Newspapers, Press, Magazines, Films, and Advertisement, it was decided that The True Story of Ah Q was not a suitable performance for the current tumultuous period of rebellion. They ordered the show to be immediately cancelled and the audience to be dispersed at once without explanation.


There was no room for debate. The Special Commissioner’s car was parked outside the theatre, and a military police squad was even present. Zhao Xun had a pile of shit atop his head. He knew he would have to stand in front of the curtain and supply the audience with an explanation, but on the brink of a breakdown, he had an epiphany: this was by-and-large better than blaspheming Lu Xun’s work.


The situation was more trying than standing before a hail of bullets and required even greater courage. With the “Certificate of Approval” in one hand and the “Prohibition Order” in the other, Zhao Xun, in a deep, indignant, choked-up voice, announced to the audience:


 “The True Story of Ah Q is a tragedy of Lu Xun’s, but the greatest tragedy today is that of my theatre company, myself, and you, our enthusiastic patrons. I have just received an order stating that, given the extraordinary straits in which the nation finds itself, this performance cannot go on. I can merely issue the earnest request that all attendees depart from the premises in an orderly fashion. We are setting up a refund point at the entrance. Although we send forth a million apologies, we cannot expect to receive your forgiveness. But…”


A momentary silence washed over the hall before hisses and boos erupted from the audience followed by banana skins, tangerine peels, snack food, dumplings, mantous, cakes, and even leather shoes. Zhao Xun froze like an unfeeling wooden plank, enduring the unprecedented onslaught and humiliation.


 


14 The old man is describing the word for bandit, which bears this appearance: ?. The root meaning of “wrong” is this component: “ ?”. This, the right side of the box surrounding the component meaning “wrong”, clearly has an opening, leading to the wordplay spoken by the old man.


15 “Han zei bu liangwei” was a principle broadcasted by the Guomindang (KMT) leader Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kaishek) to mean that the Nationalists and Communist Party (CCP) could not harmoniously and successfully exist within China at the same time.


16 The Chinese Communist Party is pronounced “Gongchang Dang” in Mandarin Chinese – hence the foundations for Qian’s wordplay.


17 A line from the poem “Ballad of the Swallow (Yan ge xing)” by the Tang Dynasty poet Gao Shi


18 This is another line from the same poem as mentioned above by Gao Shi.
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IDEOLOGICAL REFORM


 “Spoken drama was censored when the reactionary Nationalist government was in charge,” Zhao Xun told Li Kuangtian. “They ‘opened a window to the void’. We may have seemed glorious onstage, but we were really just dancing in shackles. When you have a government that is even feared by Ah Q, one that totally prohibits artistic freedom — how can it not collapse?”


Zhao Xun and his Theatre Troupe companions had been in an ideological “boot camp” at a middle school for the previous month. Aside from spoken drama performers, there were also writers, flower lantern singers, Yunnan and Beijing operettists, composers, painters, and calligraphers present. They were being drawn into the fold of the soon-to-be-established Provincial FLAC. Everyone lived communally in a quasi-military style. They were only permitted to return home and spend time with their families on weekends.


Everyone was in high spirits at first. The food was good and the materials they studied felt novel. The large canteen was full of energy as everyone bustled about with large bowls. Each day, at half past six, the group would be wakened by a bugle call. They’d step out for exercise drills and group jogs at seven o’clock. Breakfast was served at half past seven. Half an hour later, classes began and they lasted until five in the afternoon. The schedule was filled with lessons on current affairs, political questions, military affairs, the Korean War, and Marxism-Leninism; accounts of the All-Union Communist Party Bolsheviks and history lectures over the Chinese Communist Revolution were commonplace. There were also discussions, presentations, self-reflection sessions, and ideology reports that typically lasted well into the night. An inexhaustible flow of new concepts, ideologies, theories, and styles were planted into the minds of these artists from a now bygone era.


The “Thought Reform Campaign” was not only aimed at transforming their spirits, it also sought to redefine their entire approach to life — their zuofeng. Even Ah Q, who had always lived a carefree and ungoverned life, was now the first to spring out of bed with the sound of the bugle and finish washing up. This came to be because he arrived at drills late three times during the first week and was subsequently berated by the PLA drill instructor. The sergeant ordered him to run 10 laps around the track as punishment. The imposing figure shouted, “Ready, set, go!” But Ah Q, being Ah Q, simply squatted with his hands folded. He looked over to the director with an expression that screamed, “So what?” The drill instructor had served as a division commander. He was big, tall, hot-tempered, and a battle-hardened veteran from the battlefields of Northeast China. Ah Q’s disrespect sparked anger in the drill instructor that led to him whipping out his belt. Sensing imminent trouble, Zhao Xun rushed over to Ah Q’s side and pulled him up. “You fucking idiot, Ah Q! Run! Fast!” He took the lead, chanting, “Left, right, left” — and so their run began.


But it was Li Kuangtian who rescued everyone from the drill instructor’s fury. “If the Party really wants to reform Ah Q,” he joked to the hardened veteran leader, “simply making him run certainly won’t do the trick on its own.” This saved poor Ah Q from having to run until he was foaming at the mouth.


One day Zhao Xun was scheduled to deliver a self-reflection speech, or “cleansing”, as they called it. They were “cleansed” every week, either in a big assembly or among a small group. On this occasion, Zhao Xun had to face the organisers, as represented by Li Kuangtian and two other strangers. The two outsiders sat on either side of Li Kuangtian, wearing serious expressions. It seemed they were cadres from the North. One of them had the last name of Huang, and the other was Liu. Since people simply addressed each other as “comrade” at the study class, Zhao Xun wasn’t able to learn their titles.


 “Very good, Comrade Zhao Xun,” Li Kuangtian summarised. “Such disclosures can help us to understand the dark state of the arts as well as the persecution of artists in areas controlled by the Nationalist government. While their constant censorship of newspapers is common knowledge, we did not know that they also censored spoken dramas. You could write down these experiences to share in the study class for further discussion. Yesterday, the poet Comrade Yi Fu denounced the old society in which a poem he had published led to a three-year prison sentence.”


 “Did you organise the theatre troupe to fight against the KMT reactionaries?” Comrade Huang interjected.


 “Fight?” Zhao Xun thought it over before he replied. “No, the KMT reactionaries were too powerful. People in the KMT Bureau of Investigation and Statistics all had special service backgrounds. They belong to the CC Clique within the CBIS. They were always shadowing us. After The True Story of Ah Q was banned from the stage, they placed us under surveillance. We had a ‘tail’ behind us when we walked home at night every day for three months following the ban.”


 “This demonstrates that your fighting spirit was inadequate,” Comrade Huang pointed out. “The reactionaries forced you to add their ideas to The True Story of Ah Q, and you acquiesced without question. What does this reveal? It shows that deep down in your soul you were still afraid of them. That is why it is imperative for culture and arts workers from the old society, such as yourself, to have your ideologies reformed. Look at the writers and artists from the Lu Xun Academy of Fine Arts during the Yan’an period. Name one of them whose ideas weren’t on the frontlines of the fight against imperialism, feudalism, and the KMT dictatorship?”


Zhao Xun nodded vigorously in agreement. “Who could possibly be excited about a life under a dictatorship,” he wondered to himself privately, between nods. “If only I’d gone to the Lu Xun Academy…”


Comrade Huang continued, “Your self-reflection should not merely focus on the persecution you suffered under the KMT government, but should also include an analysis as to why you made no attempt at resistance. How could the revolution have succeeded if we were all docile subjects who cared only for art and ignored political matters?”


 “Right, of course,” Zhao Xun said. “Why didn’t we fight? Good question. We simply made concessions so we could continue to perform spoken drama. It’s a common defect among us artists of the old society. Our outlook was not adequately enlightened, not receptive to new socialist ideologies. I feel ashamed about this, truly! Art for the sake of art is an outdated notion — a capitalist perspective.”


Li Kuangtian interjected, this time with an approving tone. “As deputy class leader of the study class, Comrade Zhao Xun has shown great initiative to encourage ideological reform among his peers. This has been bluntly obvious to all of us. Even Sergeant Zhang commented that Comrade Zhao Xun has been the most active and disciplined during training sessions. In both formation drills and daily chores, he has set a good example. Following his example, Ah Q has made tremendous progress.”


Zhao Xun broke into a cold sweat. The PLA sergeant responsible for their drills had once publically praised him, commenting on how he stood straight as a post and walked as swift as the wind. “Your back is always ramrod straight, like a military man’s,” he commented.


Once, when they were having lunch in the canteen, Sergeant Zhang even asked Zhao Xun if he had previously been enlisted. “No, no,” Zhao Xun replied quickly. “Joining the PLA is enough for me.”


 “I may be an uncultured geezer, but it only takes one look at a man to see if they’ve had military training or not.”


Zhao Xun almost choked on a mouthful of rice. “The training for being onstage is as harsh as those in the PLA,” he replied after taking a few moments to compose himself. “They had us start with leg and waist stretches, even gait training when we were just kids. You have to start young.”


Zhao Xun passed his “cleansing” smoothly, and life felt headed towards greener pastures. One day a man called Minister Fang, who was the PLA department head of the Military Division Department of Politics and Culture, came to their ideology class to make a report. Minister Fang was a celebrated writer in KMT-controlled regions from the 1930s on. Yearning for revolution, he joined the Lu Xun Academy of Fine Arts and even served as deputy director of the academy’s Faculty of Theatre and Literature. The contents of his report were profound yet presented in a manner both clear and concise. He spoke of politics while also displaying a foresight robust enough to illuminate avenues of development for the revolutionary arts.


The students couldn’t help but feel a deep admiration for the minister, and after finishing his report Fang even asked Zhao Xun to stay behind and discuss joining the PLA’s Military Division Department of Culture once their study class came to an end. “I saw your performance of Thunderstorm, and I’ve heard your crosstalks and clapper talks over the radio,” he said. “You’re a talented young lad, it seems.”


Zhao Xun was deeply moved by these words and told him about how he’d dreamed of wearing a PLA uniform. The very next day, Li Kuangtian sought him out to tell him how the newly established FLAC Writers’ Association was of the utmost importance and to ask Zhao if he was willing to join. “As for a position, we could start you off as a vice-secretary.”


Li Kuangtian’s words washed over Zhao Xun like a warm spring breeze, and tears of excitement welled in his eyes. “I thank the Party for its confidence, and I thank you, Comrade Kuangtian, for your cultivation,” he replied hastily. “But… But Cultural Department Minister Fang has asked me to pledge my life’s service to him in the military district.”


 “What’s this about ‘life’s service’ and ‘cultivation’?” Comrade Li Kuangtian retorted without an ounce of hesitation before going on to point out that Zhao had forgotten himself in his moment of pride. “We are revolutionaries. Only Nationalist reactionaries speak of ‘cultivation’, ‘pledging their lives and loyalty’, and other kinds of nonsense. I’ll speak with Minister Fang. The Federation of Literary and Art Circles is a new organisation in need of talented members; I’m certain the Minister will support our work. You simply can’t leave.”


 “Talented…” Zhao Xun savoured the words in his dreams. “I’m a talented member of the Communist Party. Talented men are given tasks that require talent. Work hard, Zhao Xun, work hard!”


As soon as he got back home on Saturday, Zhao Xun swept Shu Shuwen and her growing belly into his arms, exclaiming, “I’ve been cleansed!”


Shu Shuwen didn’t completely understand his meaning. “Slow down,” she replied coyly. “Someone has a child in their belly.”


 “Clean from head to toe,” he continued triumphantly. “And it couldn’t feel better!”


Shu Shuwen gently caressed his forehead. “It’s only been a week and you’re that eager?”


Zhao responded with a hearty laugh, scooping his wife up in his arms and gently placing her in the lounge chair. “Sister Wen, ‘cleansing’ is a new concept from the study class that you’ve likely not heard. It means to be washed clean of corrupt bourgeois sensibilities — notions indicative of us old society artist types. We’re reforming our ideologies and catching up with the times, rendering ourselves wholly new. Clean revolutionary culture workers. This isn’t… Well, it’s not what you think it is.”


Both were smiling, gently sharing their affections with one another atop the lounge chair. Zhao placed his head on his wife’s stomach. “Any complaints from the little one?”


 “He kicks wildly,” Shu Shuwen replied. “We’ve definitely a mischievous one on our hands.”


 “You should eat more and give me a big, chubby child,” Zhao Xun thought aloud. “That’s right, he’ll be a writer’s son. Sister Wen, I’m set to be vice-secretary of the Writers’ Association.”


Shu Shuwen didn’t seem terribly happy. “So, then, you’ve cleansed yourself?”


Zhao looked at her dumbstruck. “Of course I’m clean. Comrade Li Kuangtian told me so himself. He also said that the work of the Writers’ Association is important. He said I’m valuable to them. Minister Fang, the minister from the Military Division Department of Politics and Culture, even asked me to go work with him, but Li wouldn’t have it.”


That evening, the two lay on their bed with grand designs in mind for their uncertain future. It was decided the rice noodle shop wouldn’t reopen. He planned to give the chef, Mr. Wang, and the four young lads who worked there some money to help set them on their way, and Shu Shuwen wanted to donate a gold bar she’d inherited from her grandma to the state to help them purchase an aircraft to “fight against those American devils”. A good number of his study class cohort had made donations, and Zhao Xun and his wife couldn’t fall behind. Later, once he began receiving his government salary, it would be important to be recognised as a government cadre. There was simply no way that he could concurrently work as a small business owner without hindering his career as vice-secretary.


They decided that Sun Ma, their residence’s domestic servant, also needed to be dismissed. Workers were now masters, and everyone was equal. For a household to still employ servants was to engage in exploitation. Everything in the house from the old society needed to be “cleansed”, from what they wore, to what they consumed, and even how they spent their money and acted. All had to conform to the new era. Zhao Xun’s American military aviator jacket, nylon suit, and trousers were to be given to Mr. Wang along with his indanthrone blue robe, Southeast Asian-style flowered shirt, and even his bowler hat and peaked cap. As for Shu Shuwen, her qipao, pleated skirt, nylon stockings, high-heeled shoes that she’d had custom made in Hong Kong, otter fur coat, and even her gold and silver jewellery, green jade bracelet, and white jade pendant had to go. It wouldn’t be appropriate to give them to their servant, Sun Ma, so it was decided they would hide them away in the bottom of a crate. From that point on, they planned to wear Lenin suits every day.


They had piles of old photographs, books, and magazines left over from the Shu family. There were even a hundred copies of a sentimental book self-published by Zhao’s father-in-law, Shu Wii, written with classical Chinese grammar. A thick stack of letters from Shu Weiqi’s French manager and his daily work records from his time with the railway also remained.


 “We should burn these quickly,” Zhao Xun said. “Especially the statues of Jesus and the Virgin Mary, the crucifixes, and copies of the Bible need to be disposed of quickly. These are relics of imperialism. The Communist Party is atheist and won’t look fondly on such things.”


 “There are also the love poems you wrote for my sister…” Shu Shuwen mentioned, stammering. “I never got rid of them… Do you want to burn them too?”


 “Burn them,” Zhao Xun replied without hesitation. “They’re nothing more than vestiges of the petty bourgeoisie.” His wife’s brow tensed with his words, as if the thought of burning the poetry had burned her as well.


 “My heart is yours now,” he vowed. “Only yours. I parted with my past long ago.”


Shu Shuwen sighed with her response. “I regret my sister’s plight… Your feelings for her were genuine…”


 “Don’t mention your sister again,” Zhao Xun interjected quickly. “At the study class, I had to vouch for your family. You barely passed. Old Han and the others helped me testify. They said you have progressive notions… that you’re a student who stayed behind to welcome in the New China.”


 “Zhao Gage, what about your medals. Zhao Gage… Must we burn them as well?” Shu Shuwen finally asked.


Zhao Xun dropped his wife’s hand as if it had scalded his, and the scars on his face began twitching. He turned and sat up, his face like a tortured philosopher or businessman deep in debt. The thought of his old medals weighed on him so heavily that he struggled to breathe.


 “The medals wouldn’t melt if you burn them. Bury them below the Chinese plum tree’s flower pot.”


The Chinese plum tree on the Shu estate was said to have been potted in the Ming Dynasty. It was something of a family heirloom and was extremely valuable — arguably the estate’s most valuable asset. Planted in a stone basin four metres wide and seven metres deep, the plum blossom had spanned at least seven generations. Kunming has long enjoyed its reputation as the “Spring City” where winters are never cold. But the plum blossom likes the cold and is subsequently even more precious in a place like Kunming. When the family’s plum blossom bloomed in those years long since past, the Shu family invited gifted individuals, scholars, and close friends to their house to admire its flowers. Many of those classical Chinese verses in Shu Weiqi’s book were centred on praising its “beautiful blossom”.


But during the War of Resistance it never once bloomed. Those several hundred-year-old branches just sprouted a few green leaves and nothing more, prompting Shu Weiqito write the following ode: “These old branches hold their breath in our nation’s trying times; and when peace decides to return, they shall see its earliest signs.” And then, by pure mystery, the Ming Dynasty plum blossom proudly burst into full bloom as the winter of 1945 hit, following the end of war — and victory. Clusters of blood red flowers dotted the ancient branches. It seemed to have no concern with which plant was to be crowned the toast of the spring; it only lived to announce the nation’s restoration.


That year a great number of friends came to admire the plum blossom, and the press sent reporters to interview the family. The blossoms lining the branches “are the blood of the officers and men who fought in the War of Resistance against Japan,” the reporters said, and now the “beautiful blossoms bear the happy tidings of peace as our nation’s mountains and rivers are returned to us, marking the imminent spring.”


But soon after, widespread calamity once again swept the country. Calls for war echoed through the valleys, and the “beautiful blossoms” once again “held their breath”. Before fleeing Kunming, Shu Weiqitold Shu Shuwen to take good care of their elegant Chinese plum tree. “Look after it just as you would your grandma,” he said.


***


The following Monday, the mood at the study class had changed drastically. It all started with Li Guodong’s scandal coming to light. From the moment this lothario joined the class, he had never once sincerely considered reform. He instead traded glances with a female ‘flower lantern’ performer from the very first week. Come the second weekend, the two secretly rendezvoused, and the day before the next Monday were caught in the act in a hotel. The lady who caught him was the wife of a rich merchant with whom Li had illicitly lived for a long time. She even riled up a crowd in the street; Liu Guodong could never understand how a petty love affair brought so many people to their feet. All his life clear up until his death he could never figure this out. “Some new society, eh? We’ve smashed the cage of feudalism and established the freedom to love who we choose, so why should the revolution care about who sleeps with who?”


Liu Guodong posed exactly such a question during a “cleansing session” and provoked a mob-like wave of criticism, beginning with Yang Xiaokun, who was the first to rise to his feet. “Liu Guodong is a worthless whoremonger who can’t be expected to change his ways,” he said passionately. “In the old society, he dined, drank, womanised, and gambled as he pleased. He used to smoke opium, is the son-in-law of the former KMT, reactionary mayor of Kunming, and spent months living illicitly with the wife of another reactionary capitalist doing who knows what. The Communist Party had the courtesy to try reforming this slave of all five vices. They invited him to join our class and be ‘cleansed’. But he doesn’t care about the Party. Instead, he ‘cleansed’ himself in pools of rotting shit. He comes to class with an eye for fucking women. What do you think we’re doing here, Guodong? The Party is dedicated to our re-education. To reforming our adverse thoughts and dated customs that linger in our minds. They propose to teach us about the state of the world outside our borders and within, enabling us to establish revolutionary artistic ideologies. But him. He eats and whores around with women to his heart’s content. Li Guodong treats our place of study like a fucking brothel!”


Spit flew from Yang Xiaokun’s lips as he hurled curses, and his finger jabbed the air. It was the kind of violent berating typical of Kunming street corners: a hand raised high with the index finger Shu ting out at its target’s nose, the other four fingers clenched tightly in a fist. He unleashed this condescending gesture with a good deal of distance separating himself and his target, likely to avoid being punched. Li Kuangtian waved his hands at Yang to make him stop, as he couldn’t bear to continue listening to such words. “Comrades,” he interjected, “we must be civilised and polite when expressing ourselves.”


Before the KMT fell in Kunming, Yang Xiaokun applied to work as a stage manager with the Winter Jasmine Theatre Troupe. Back then, Old Han asked Yang what books he’d read, to which he replied with “Three Heroes and Five Gallants, and some other things in that vein.” So Lao Han asked him to recite some lines. Liu Guodong was standing off to the side, but once Yang began his recitation, Liu stepped forward and offered his blunt evaluation: “Sounds a little smoother than a man with a stutter.”


 “Do you know Tian Han and Cao Yu? What about Ba Jin and Lao She?” Old Han continued.


Yang scratched his head for a long moment before he replied, “I know a few ‘Lao Hans’ who are farmers. And Lao She? What do those characters mean again? ‘One’s’ and ‘sacrifice’? Well… ‘I’d’ ‘sacrifice’ anything to be on stage, that it?”


With this response, Old Han nearly kicked Yang in anger. “You couldn’t perform for the life of you. Pfft. Do you even know the definition of ‘performance’?”


 “Who doesn’t?” he replied. “The people on the stage are fake, and those off it are real.”


Old Han was on his way to show him the door before the young man began begging. “I’ve been hungry for days now,” he pleaded. “I’m not asking for anything else from the troupe, just a bowl of rice. That would do.”


Yang Xiaokun continued on to explain how his family had an expansive estate during the Qing Dynasty with three entrances, three courtyards, and seven or eight servants, but when the republic period began and the KMT came to power, his family’s fortune declined. By the time Zhao Xun took over the theatre troupe, Yang Xiaokun was already an indispensable member. Organising venues, dealing with loan sharks, and settling issues with local thugs — these were all tasks that necessitated a man like Yang. Everyone in the troupe looked down on him and simultaneously couldn’t go on without him. Someone once walked into the costume room and stumbled across him holding a mannequin that he’d fitted in a qipao of Shu Feifei’s, masturbating. “Just the sight of his lecherous gaze makes me forget my words,” Shu Feifei, complained to Zhao Xun. It got to the point where whenever they had an important performance, Zhao Xun would make sure to send Yang Xiaokun far away from the venue.


After the city was liberated by the CCP and everyone in the troupe signed up for the ideological study course, Yang Xiaokun also requested a registration form from Zhao Xun. “This is a camp for artists of the Communist Party,” Ah Q snapped. “What business have you got being there?”


Yang Xiaokun replied with an overwhelming air of self-righteousness: “The Communist Party aims to emancipate workers seeking liberation. I’m one of those workers who can’t scrounge up enough food to eat my fill. If you can go, Ah Q, then why wouldn’t I be allowed to go?”


And then came the day of Yang Xiaokun’s tirade, after which Liu Guoding was asked to leave and was not heard from again.


Everyone in the study class was on edge after that. They continued to convene nightly for study and revelation sessions. The “cleansings” always lasted clear until midnight. But there was no more joking or idle chatter over meals or during evening strolls. Interactions between male and female comrades became increasingly modest, as if to embody the notion of “giving and receiving sans contact”.19 They didn’t dare say much more to each other than a simple greeting. Then an announcement came from higher up that they wouldn’t be allotted a weekend break and would instead be required to spend the two days working at a steel mill. Zhao Xun inwardly cursed when he heard this news because he’d promised Shu Shuwen that he would take her to the hospital for a check-up that Sunday. He had no idea at that moment that his life was never going to be the same again.


Old Han met with Zhao Xun to go for a walk after dinner on the evening of that announcement. They of course weren’t permitted to exit the middle school’s main gate and were given the sole option of wandering around the track surrounding the football pitch over and over again. Zhao said, “At seven we have to go back for ‘cleansing’.”


Old Han spoke with a worried look. “I never thought it was going to be like this, my old brother.”


 “What are you talking about? Guodong still? Just let it go. Forget about him; his was the fate of a pervert.”


 “I’m the one with the cursed fate, Zhao Xun!” Caught up in the moment, Old Han’s words had grown in volume and Zhao Xun hastily motioned for him to quieten down. They both looked around nervously. Some people were playing badminton, and others were walking around as the dusk deepened. But Zhao Xun could sense that people were watching them, trying to overhear their conversation.


Earlier in the afternoon, Old Han had been called to the school’s administrative office for a “bathing”. He spoke with Comrade Huang and another man he didn’t recognise. The stranger presented a dossier from a yellow envelope that dated back to when the Nationalists were in charge. People referred to that kind of envelope as the “File of Enemies and the Puppet Government”, and it contained a form clearly indicating that Old Han — that is, Han Sanqin — had applied to join the Three Principles of the People Youth League. Another document revealed was Han Sanjin’s certificate of appointment to the post of “Youth Group Propaganda Department Chief” by Kunming’s KMT Municipal Department.


 “I was wetting myself. That man was from the Provincial Public Security Bureau,” Old Han said, looking sullen.


Zhao Xun breathed in the frigid air. His whole body felt cold as ice. “Why didn’t you hand it over during the ‘cleansing’?”


 “How was I supposed to explain that?” The volume of Old Han’s voice started rising again. “We were just trying to make it easier to get approval certificates for our performances back then. If they contacted me and I didn’t accept, then how was I supposed to go on performing spoken dramas? We’re performers and they’re the rulers. Who in that kind of position isn’t trying to rope in the performers?”


Zhao Xun understood exactly what he was talking about. Three Principles of the People Youth League was popular for a time before the Nationalist Party merged a number of organisations in 1948. After it congealed into the Nationalist Party, many of the League’s members voluntarily joined the Party, but there was also a significant number that left the organisation as a result of the war and because the despotic governance of the KMT left a bad taste in their mouths. Zhao was in contact with Han during these years and never once saw him think twice about joining the Nationalist Party’s Municipal Department. Old Han was always aloof and arrogant about such things. That year, whenever he had to deal with the Municipal Party Propaganda Bureau or the Bureau of Investigation and Statistics, he always asked Zhao Xun to take care of it, saying that bureaucrats annoyed him. Old Han probably thought that as long as he didn’t make direct contact with the KMT, then this thing could be simply overlooked. But it was becoming more and more apparent to Zhao Xun that in the new era, anyone who wanted nothing to do with politics was finding ever more obstacles between themselves and their dreamlike desires.


 “So… what did you say?”


 “I told them to examine me again and cleanse me again. This evening…” He sighed. “I’m afraid it’s already started. God, how am I supposed to cleanse myself?”


 “Tell them what you need to tell them, Old Han. What doesn’t need to be said, for the time being — don’t say it.” These words left the lips of Zhao Xun, but they didn’t feel like his own, and he couldn’t say where they had come from.


 “Ai!” Old Han sighed heavily as his eyes filled with tears. “Zhao Xun, my friend, I’ve a request I need to make of you. My wife and son… If I’m not around when they return, you have to help take care of them.”


These words left Zhao Xun shocked. “Have they left Hong Kong?”


 “They left just last week,” he sighed before continuing. “If they’d made me ‘cleanse’ a week earlier, then I would have…”


As he was speaking Zhao Xun noticed a figure running over towards them from some distance away. He realised it was Yang Xiaokun and hurriedly signalled for Old Han to stop talking. Yang offered them a forced greeting, mentioning how he always worked out a little after dinner. “Anyways, then…” he mumbled and then ran off, his figure swaying from side to side. “Scum,” Old Han whispered. “I really was a gullible fool.”


 “Ignore him.” Zhao’s voice was full of resentment. “I made the same mistake. I shouldn’t have let him join our study class. I gave him a platform. Comrade Kuangtian asked me his background this morning and told me to warn him about using unbefitting language. Our Winter Jasmine Theatre Troupe has lost face on his account.”


 “Be careful of that ungrateful bastard,” Old Han said. “Comrade Huang asked me a bunch of questions about our theatre troupe today. They’ve heard a lot of what’s been said in private… especially the complaints from Ah Q and Liu Guodong. You tell me: who do you think the rat is?”


 “Shit…” Zhao Xun inhaled the cold air deeply and desperately as he thought over whether or not he had said anything inappropriate to the troupe.


 “I’ve got something to tell you, my old brother, but I don’t know if it’s appropriate to say it aloud or not.”


 “Tell me, Old Han. We’ve faced a lot together. Your family’s concerns are mine as well. You needn’t worry about your wife — besides, we still don’t know if they’ll make anything of this.”


 “This has nothing to do with me — it’s about you,” Old Han said while looking directly at Zhao Xun. “I’ve seen a bit of the world myself, and… Well, since the moment you came to the theatre troupe, I’ve always considered you to be a brother… And I’ve also known that you’re no run-of-the-mill character.”


Zhao Xun laughed a little. “You flatter me, brother. But at the theatre I simply found food and some work I liked.”


 “So you’re still playing the fool with me?” Old Han sounded hurt. “You must realise that the less simple a man is these days, the more complicated his background must be. A former county junior schoolteacher leads my theatre company to acclaim? Does this make any sense to you? And Stanislavski… Who’d heard of him before you arrived? You’ve wit and brilliance. Be careful displaying such talents in this day and age. You can’t make a mistake! Should anything happen to me, then I… Han Sanqin — I entrust my child to you.”


The evening breeze kicked up, but it still wasn’t enough to blow away the stream of tears on Old Lao Han’s cheeks, and it couldn’t disperse the worry and fear in the depths of Zhao Xun’s heart. A cargo train rumbled past. Neither Zhao Xun nor Old Han saw it, but they could hear its wild, piercing cry from the railway track beyond the sports field. The earth rocked beneath their feet. The words and emotions that their hearts yearned to reveal were crushed beneath its rumbling.


Then came Thursday, and a Jeep appeared outside the study camp without warning. Two public security cadres stepped out and read an arrest warrant for Han Sanqin, “A key member of the Nationalist Three Principles of the People Youth League.” As Old Han was escorted to the door, he turned his head to Zhao Xun and cast a hopeless gaze. He didn’t say a single word, yet Zhao Xun understood everything.


The class had been in the process of “cleansing” Ah Q before the interruption, and the massive pile of “dirt” that he’d already dug up had the whole class on edge, but when Old Han was escorted out it felt like the classroom had turned into a giant industrial freezer. Each exhale was plainly obvious in the frosty air. A few of the radical members of the class bent their heads to begin gathering this “ammunition”. It seemed clear that Yang Xiaokun was eagerly preparing his onslaught of Ah Q. He furiously scribbled down a list of “crimes” that Ah Q had committed in a notebook as he prepared to rain them down on the poor devil’s head.


Ah Q suddenly let out a shriek as though he were on stage and had gone into character. He took a few steps toward one wing of the room and then dropped down on one knee with a thud. Still kneeling, he slapped his face twice and, to everyone’s surprise, launched into a shocking public confession.


The long, winding, personal ideological dissection required a great deal of patience from the audience. He mentioned how from youth he only had a father and no mother figure in his life and how “terrible that is for a child!” His neighbour, “Auntie Zhang Qi”, breastfed him. She had tremendous breasts that never ran short of milk. “Sometimes her milk spurted out over a metre. There was so much that even with myself and her fat son nipping away together we couldn’t drink it all. Once Old Jian, who pulled the ox cart, said to her, ‘those two babies have had enough, why don’t you give me a drink’, and then Auntie Zhang Qi chased him around the courtyard hitting him.”


Gentle sniggers rippled across the classroom before the Meeting Chair berated everyone for laughing and warned Ah Q that he needed to get to the point. “This session is about bitter experiences; you can’t just spend the whole meeting going on about breastmilk,” they said.


 “Yes, yes. Of course not — that’s right,” Ah Q replied quickly before continuing. “Our family was poor back then. When I was seven I still ran around naked. It wasn’t until I started going to the Nationalist Primary School that I found out what cloth was. I wore shoes sewn together by Granny Gao, clothes made by the Tang family’s second daughter-in-law, and a padded jacket that the father of my friend ‘Monkey’ didn’t want. I ate the leftover food the rich Huangs threw out to their dogs. I grew up in the alleyways of Kunming, and the reactionary KMT types exploited and bullied me from the time I was a kid. They told me that I looked like the son of a monkey and threw stones at me. When we played cops and robbers, they always made me play the robber. I felt humiliated every day. But then I felt a sense of pride when the Communist Party arrived. I could finally hold my head up high because the cops were supposed to be the KMT reactionaries, but the robbers were the rebelling communists. So I naturally put myself in the same lot as the communists. Even if I could play cops and robbers with those kids again today, I’d still want to be the robber and fight against those KMT cops.”


 “Enough about children’s games,” the chair said, cutting him off again. “Tell us about your behaviour in the old society and discuss your understanding of the new one.”


 “The old society? Back then my lot was about the same as any labourer, and I was taken advantage of wherever I went. My teachers and classmates at school looked down on me because I was poor. But I can perform — especially the roles of poor people who are suffering. What’s the name? Sni… Tani… That damned master who went on about realism — whatever his name was — at any rate, I didn’t have to imagine for these roles; I could just feel it. My reality was worse than that of many roles I’ve played. After I finished school I couldn’t find any decent work so I drifted about and found what I could to eat…”


Tears and mucus were beginning to stream down Ah Q’s face. “Then I ran into Old Han, erm… I mean, Han Sanqin — that’s it — he assigned me to work with the theatre troupe. I started off playing small parts and doing the most tiring of tasks. I only asked for a bowl of rice to eat. Those starlets of the theatre never even looked us in the face.” By this point, Ah Q was so choked up that he was barely able to speak, but he kept at it. “Yes… That Comrade Yang Xiaokun was the same. He told me how Shu Feifei, had always hated him. Didn’t you, Yang Xiaokun? You weren’t happy at all. You and I were the same in the theatre troupe: low class workers who suffered together. Common workers.”


Shu Feifei, left along with her foreign bourgeois master. But we didn’t go along with them. We stood with the Communist Party. That proves we’re together in this.


 “Liu Guodong, Han Sanqin, Zhao Xun — they’re all here with us as well. When Liu Guodong joined the study camp, he was constantly complaining, saying how the communist cadres were hicks who liked dancing around in big cotton pants but demanded that female performers at the study camp wore qipaos when they danced together — so that they would ‘look like rich provincial men feeling up their concubines’.”


 “That year, the Nationalist officers… no, shit, that’s wrong, damn it!” He slapped himself across the head. “That year, the reactionary Nationalist officers all wore American style ‘tricotine’ military uniforms to the dancehall. Their trouser seams were so straight they could cut your hand, and their hair was so slick that a fly couldn’t land on it. Do you get just how reactionary they were back then? Can’t you see? They were foreign sympathisers, but they still couldn’t beat the Liberation Army and its big cotton trousers. But the female performers still hate those big trousers, am I right?”


A number of students interjected, trying to get his train of thought back on track. “Cut the rubbish, Ah Q. The people don’t care about their trousers, it’s that they like the Liberation Army.”


 “Right, right. Right! They like the Liberation Army. But I’m not done speaking! I’ve heard Han Sanqin and Zhao Xun saying reactionary things in our study class. They said, ‘What sort of study class is this? We only study politics and pay no mind to our craft. We’re not politicians, so we shouldn’t have come here. We should just perform our own plays and live with the wind.’ But Zhao Xun said that everything is different now. ‘You don’t choose politics,’ he said. ‘Politics choose you, so studying them a little should be useful.’ Zhao Xun seems forthright and honest, but he’s actually a secretive, crafty fellow. He wrote for me to shout, ‘Long live the Three Principles of the People!’ That dog shit line, and say, ‘One nation, one party, one leader’ while I was in character as Ah Q on stage. Back then I told you that Ah Q would never say a line like that, didn’t I, Director Zhao? And Stani… That fucking playwright couldn’t make me speak like Ah Q either. But you… You forced me to. Ah Q… He loves the Communist Party; how could you make him — me — say such things?”


Ah Q really was Ah Q. Zhao Xun couldn’t recall him ever having so nimbly weaved together such a long monologue before. Until their rehearsals for The True Story of Ah Q, he’d only ever played an eclectic assortment of minor roles. It seemed the study class had offered a better system for Ah Q’s studies than that of Stanislavski. Zhao Xun remembered Ah Q once accusing him of spending the whole day looking for reporters to interview Shu Feifei. “And yet you say that I’ve brought Ah Q to life on stage — that I’m the maestro of performing Ah Q. So won’t you please find some reporters to interview me, the ‘Master of Ah Q’. I want to be famous.”


But that day, Ah Q proved himself the first in their ideology reformation class to resort to slapping himself in the face, revealing others’ secrets, and sobbing pathetically in order to “pass”. All the live ammunition that people had aimed in his direction went cold. Ah Q even sold the radical Yang Xiaokun on his ingenuity and found himself appointed “representative worker” of the Winter Jasmine Theatre Troupe. “Fucking fool,” Zhao Xun thought to himself. “Looks like I’ll have to be ‘cleansed’ all over again.”


But Zhao Xun was actually being too optimistic. If he knew of the crisis awaiting him, he’d be willing to be “cleansed” until his skin wore thin.


Everyone was given two mantous and a bowl of rice porridge after Saturday morning’s training session. After the meal, they were scheduled to head to the steel mill to work, but before they set off someone notified Zhao Xun that Comrade Li Kuangtian had requested his presence in his office. Zhao’s heart pounded heavily as though he could hear a voice whispering into his ear saying, “Misfortune’s a-knockin’ at your door…”


He opened the door to Li Kuangtian’s office and was greeted by Li’s suspicion-filled face. It was seething with anger, like a parent who’d fallen for their child’s lies. Comrade Huang and Liu were both in the room as well, both displaying a demeanour as stern as that of a judge, along with two men in khaki uniforms who he didn’t recognise. At that moment he couldn’t help but think back to the hopeless, desperate eyes of Old Han as he was being carried away.


If you’ve an unfortunate history, it’s a shadow that you can never shake off. So mused Zhao Xun’s heart.


Skipping over the formalities, one of the uniformed men coldly delivered his message. “Zhao Xun, we’ve brought you here today to explain yourself to the Party. Clearly. We need to understand your relationship with the Nationalist Party’s CBIS Special Commissioner Qian Jirui.”


Zhao Xun let out a sigh and replied as calmly as possible. “I’ve already confessed this to the Party. When I was doing spoken drama in the old society, he was the special commissioner for the Bureau of Investigation and Statistics. He was also head of the Arts and Culture Investigation Committee for the KMT Municipal Department. Anything we wanted to perform had to be approved by him first. When it comes to suppressing democratic freedom and progressive values, he was the executioner.”


The khaki-uniformed cadre took out a yellow folder. “It’s that folder again!” Zhao thought to himself. “Who knows how many secrets about every detail of my life and death it contains.” He extracted three sheets of confession papers and waved them in front of Zhao Xun. “This is the report submitted by Special Commissioner Qian Jirui detailing his participation in Kunming’s ‘Winter Plum Blossom Club’ between 1948 and 1949,” he said. “Tell us about your relationship with the ‘Winter Plum Blossom Club’.” Qian Jirui was arrested at the end of 1950 for being an undercover KMT agent. Rumour was that he commanded a large unit of special agents.


Even plum blossoms would have shed nervous tears in that room, and winged birds would have been struck with terror. The interrogator gently placed the documents on the table, and in an arrogant tone that seemed in possession of all the answers, he demanded, “Come clean to the Party.”


 


19 This is an idiom that is derived from the classic Mencius. It indicates that, in interacting with one another, men and women should not come into direct contact. The idiom specifically points to an instance wherein a person of one gender wants to give a present to a person of the other gender. It should not be given directly, the notion posits, but should instead be delivered by a third party.
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THE FIRST CONFESSION: WINTER PLUM BLOSSOM CLUB


Before the winter of 1947, Shu Weiqihad already composed dozens of poems extolling the family’s Chinese plum tree. This senior deputy of the French Bank of Indochina’s Yunnan Branch wrote about how “the old branches and vines prefer winter’s flurries over the messenger’s horses that come spring do scurry” and “the courtyard welcomes dusk’s rays to its breast, while my soul yearns for blossoms to return to this nest.” The delicate lines went on and on. “Plum tree lovers look anxiously to the skies, for spring rains care not of the petals’ demise.”


Meanwhile, Zhao Xun was in the midst of his fierce campaign for Shu Feifei’s heart. He began discussing the beauty of plum blossoms, musing over philosophy, and reciting poetry. This approach proved an ingenious tactic for circumventing the girl’s defences.


At first, Shu Weiqihad no intention of spending time with the director whose face was scarred and mouth oddly disfigured, but then Zhao sent him a poem that left him thoroughly delighted:


The bygone dynasty stirs us like shimmering ice atop snow,
Those charming, lingering notes cut deep in our soul;
With a smile, I hold out a branch of plum blossoms in hand,
And respectfully offer reminders of our spring-filled land.


 “How had I not seen this world from the perspective of the ‘Ming Dynasty Chinese plum tree’?” Shu Weiqisighed to himself after taking in the poem. “For countless dynastic periods and generations, people sang out in admiration of the plum blossom from a perspective beneath its flowers rather than from within. Our estate’s Chinese plum tree has become an object of godly worship, yet this young man’s eyes have seen beyond that — so it’s only proper that I should look past his appearance as well.”


The poem earned Zhao Xun a seat of honour in the Shu household, and he was also tasked with the compilation, editing, and printing of Shu Weiqi’s book, Flute by the Plum Blossom. After eight years of bloody resistance came to its victorious conclusion, the Shu estate’s “Ming Dynasty Chinese plum tree” bloomed, quickly becoming a popular topic of discussion around Kunming. As a result, every year several local newspapers from the “Spring City” waited in deep anticipation of the first frost when it was said that the city’s literary elite would regularly convene at the Shu estate. The journalists accordingly praised their endeavour by quoting poetics: “Ten thousand lines of poetry lack the value of a single plum blossom outside a northern window.”


Though a railway engineer by profession, Shu Weiqirevered the refined lifestyle of “enjoying glasses of alcohol among the flowers”. The “Winter Plum Blossom Club” had accordingly been founded at his suggestion. It brought together close acquaintances from within the literary circle, uniting them in praise of the Chinese plum tree.


By the time Zhao Xun was inducted into the club, its members included former Qing ministers, prominent social figures, university professors, newspaper editor-in-chiefs, and middle school teachers, as well as such illustrious political figures as Party Secretary Hong Fakui, Propaganda Department Head Huang Shixue, Party Communication Agency Special Commissioner Qian Jirui, and Provincial Department of Education Head Long Zhao. Moreover, the members were not merely masquerading as lovers of culture. To be admitted, each of them had to have composed an ode to the Chinese plum tree. Shu Weiqiwas very strict about this stipulation, but he was not actually the president; instead, that role was bestowed upon Hong Fakui. Shu Weiqiwas merely one of its many vice-presidents.


On one listless day, Zhao Xun asked his future father-in-law why there had to be so many officials at a poetry exchange, and, especially, why they were allowed to run the club. But Shu Weiqisimply laughed off the question, saying, “This is something you young people probably can’t understand, but the truth is that without the officials everything becomes very difficult. Agents might even start thinking that we convene to discuss national affairs. And Hong Fakui was also a classmate of mine during my time in Paris. I shouldn’t overstep my authority.”


Back in those days, the Winter Plum Blossom Club gathered every weekend. Sometimes they met at the Shu estate to dine and recite poetry beneath the Ming Dynasty Chinese plum tree, and other times they convened at a restaurant. But throughout that winter, as the wise and talented members of the club indulged in the plum tree’s charms and shared elegant couplets beneath its branches, the tree remained silent as ever. It seemed to have no interest in singing along.


The flowers didn’t bloom, and the war grew graver with each passing day. Given a state of affairs as unpredictable as the weather and a club that was filled with connoisseurs of metaphor, it was only natural that they discussed topics of the nation.


In those days, military police beat to a pulp the students who protested in the streets, commodity prices surged faster than “summer flood waters”, and the writers had no interest in lingering on their plum blossom-laden fantasies and philosophical blather. They felt their responsibility was to “illuminate the path with the tip of their pen”. And while they had been coerced out of revolting, they could still grumble, gossip, and lament the unimaginably absurd reality that they had found themselves in.
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