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Introduction

But if the little fox,

After nearly completing the crossing,
Gets his Lail in the water,

There is nothing that would further.

Hexagram 64, “Before completion,” Yijing

In 1994, I published a book in French on new Chinese cultural phe-
nomena entitled A Small Cultural Revolution 1 believed that a revolu-
tion in the cultural sphere had occurred and so attempted to present
the radically manifest changes that T had tracked in the different cul-
Lural spheres {litcrature, mnusic, theater, television, arts) and in the new
words that were being used all over China — while ordering them into an
organic whole. To my mind, the year 1993 marks the end of thar cultural
revolntion, which lasted some ten years.

Since then, there bave been further changes, sequential ones, smaller
oncs. That s, evolution and continuation. Nothing is ever ahsolutely
at rest; nonchange is also a form of change, or so claims the ook Q.
Changes or Yijing.” Now that morce than Len years have gone by, it is pos-
sible to reassess the transformations, to reorder them inlo generations,
suceessions that were not visihle wbile they were in process,

This present work attempts to be a handhook of the changes that Chi-
nese culture has undergone in the past decade. The index will allow the



reader to locate (discussions of ) spucific events and theiragents, and the
glossary of main Chinese terms will contribute to its usefulness as a ref-
erence book. At the same time, this hook aims to interpret (or “reveal,”
to usc a Yijing lerm) the meaning of events. These last few years have
allowed me a certain perspective on the process, and [ now detect more
connections among the various phenomena and between them and the
real world, in China and outside of China. Nothing is self-contained.
I have read belween the lines and hrought to the fore some conhgura-
tions discernable in China’s cultural scene. There are many mnore to be
explored by anyone who is willing to look otherwise.

Unlike the Book of Changes, this present wark, needless to say, is nota
book of wisdom nor a fortune telling handbook. The outconie of these
various changes cannot yet be assessed. Upon completing this book, I
fear that 1 may have acted rather like the incautious young fox running
rashly over the ice: I have perhaps gotlen my tail wet.

The chapters’ words

It is difficult to write about change. How can one wrile a book that will
he a correct yet fluid rendition of phenomena that emerge, recombine,
and crisscross nonslop? My anchorage has been words. [ndeed, I believe
that words are still at the root of all the changes.

Fortunately, iny scrutiny of Chinese words, as used today, by women
and men, has helped me realize that there is no such thing as the ter-
rifying “mot juste,” ‘zheng ming’ (‘correct designation’). Words are on
the move, all the time. Every single work T have examined is an attempt
at “saying” things otherwise, from within and withoul Chinese culture.
Language is the most vital common denominator of all the works dis-
cussed in this book: literature, television, film, art, music, theater, and
performing arts.

[ have divided the book into two parts, hoth starting from the most
arganized form of word ordering, literature. Chapter 1 is dedicated 1o
literature, while the next two gradnally open up the written word, speak
it out, act it out. Chapters 4 to 6 also deal with literature bnt as con-
densed images, as sounds, and cnd up with telling portraits and the
yelled-our lyrics of rock,

2 China’s New Cultural Scene

Chapter 1, “Literary Experiments: Six Files,” is a close reading of
narratives writlen by three men (Ma Yuan, Ge Fei, Yn Hua) and three
women (Can Xue, Chen Ran, Xu Kun). 1 show the particular agenda of
each one, by examining their respective narrative techniques and idio-
syncratic eflects. These wrilers provide a sampling of most of the prob-
lematics and themes Lo be discusscd in the rest of the book: commen-
taries on other cultures {non-Han Chinese, European, American) and
on their own culture; revisions of Chinese history and of Maoist poli-
tics; positions on the privale and the public and on sexual difference,
as well as on consnmerism and Americanization.

Chapter 2, “Away from Literature I: Words Tnrned On,” stndies liter-
ary works in transition. The focus is on one writer, Wang Shuo, simply
because Wang’s signature is manifest all over China, in all cultnral
forms: literature, television, mnsic, film, art, theater, and most impor-
tant of all, in people’s mouths. [ examine how Wang Shuo with his part-
ners, notably Feng Xiaogang, but also Jiang Wen, have :F.B:w. turned
on words, put them “on the box.” The key to Wang’s popularity and
financial success is his invented lingo, a combination of subverted politi-
cal formnlae with streetwise slang, always adapted for a light-hearted
effect. 'The rest of the chapter stays light and cheerful, notably with
women’s works in film, mnsic, and literature (Ning Ying, Liu Sola, Xiao-
ven Wangy).

Chapter 3, “Away from Literature 11: Words Acted Ont,” focuses on
theater experiments, In the first section, 1 distinguish between what is
called or markeled in China as cxperimental and what is to my mind
experimental, nainely Mou Sen’s work. Mou works with collaborators
from different cultural spheres, notably Yu Jian (a poet}, Wn Wenguang,
Jiang Yue (both video producers), and Wen Hni and Jin Xing (dancers).
The second section covers more experimental, independent, and under-
ground productions, froin Zhang Yuan's to Jia Zhangke’s, which strug-
gle like the theater performances to make, in China, the invisible {quo-
tidian actions, politically sensitive sites, marginals such as migrant
workers or those stricken by a1ps) visible.

With chapter 4, “Colorful Folk in the Landscape: Fifth-Generation
Filmmakers and Roots Searchers,” there is a return to literature, but
of yet another kind, linked to a certain kind of cinema. Novels of the
“roots-searching” school (inelnding those by A Cheng, Mo Yan, Liu
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1. Detail of Here, There, Anywhere. Installation by Gu Xiong, 1995.

Photograph by Vancouver Art Gullery.

Heng, Han Shaogong, and Jia Pingwa) have much in common with the
hlms of the famous “Fifth Generation” (with Chen Kaige and Zhang
Yimou as main representatives), whether they bave been adapted tor
film or not. One common trait is their use of basic images of China: its
land, its peasants, its written system, its mode of naming, and its taboos.
These writers and filmmakers invent from enduring indigenous con-
ventions, and [ investigate their works from oue of their pet paradigms,
the animal. The 19805 ox evolves into a butterfly in the 1990s.

Chapter s, “China’s Avant- Garde Art: Differences in the Family,” is an
attempt to make sense of the paradoxical condition of Chinese avant-
garde art, which is virtually invisible in China. With Hal Foster's au-

thoritative critical work on American art as a background, 1 draw a pic-
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ture of the complexities specific to an art that is not American, does not
wanl Lo be American, yet does not care to be labeled Chinese, either.
These are the main dilferences witl the big “family” of avant-garde art,
which is shedding its ethnic, sexual, cultural features and moving more
and more toward what | call an immanent anthropology.

Chapter 6, “Rock Music frorn Mao (o Nirvana: The West Is the Best,”
focuses on the West, as in North America and Furope but also as
China's western (rontier, specifically Yan'an, Mao Zedong's revolution-
ary base. I show how China’s rock spans both registers, with Cui Jian at
one end of the spectrum and the No group at the other, with a full range
of popular st¥les, by both male and female performers, in the middle.

The conclusion, “A World Wide Web of Words,” reiterates the impor-
tance of langnage in my scrutiny ot contemporary Chinese culture. 1
replay some words as they are used today by women and men, in gangs
and cliques, and in the advertising world. Spoken Chinese is richer than
ever, written Chinese is spotted with letters from the Roman alpha-
bet. My concluding words are for poetry, which not only participales in
the linguistic dynamic but also undertakes what I call an ongoing vivi-
seclion of language, allowing for a full manitestation of the temporal-

spatial relations within words —lest we forget.

References

Although there are innumerahle links among the various expressions
of Chinese cultural production and although most of it is language-
specific, it is not a closed circuil. Tt is moved by concerns traceable
throughout the planet. In lact, the emphasis on language, the critical ex-
atnination of its instrumentalization, is one such global preoccupation.
Other endeavors are linked to language: for cxample, the desire to deny
human heings a special status as Homa sapiens. This deanthropomor-
phisizing of human heings is at work in Chinese cultural productions
as it is elsewhere. There is also no humanistic notion of creativity in the
current work of many Chinese artists, The authority of the author, or
the confidence of a unified subjectivity asserting truths about a sell or
about China, is virtually nonexistent.

The ways in which Chinese cultural producers deal wilh representa-
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tion (of self, nation, others) are also not exclusively “Chinese.” I show
how they position themselves in various ways: [rom inside and outside,
with new and old referents, and with references from other cultures,
which are already part of today’s Chinese culture. Thus this book holds
many heterogeneous references. It is good Lo be in culture shock.

& China's New Cultural Scene

1 Literary Experiments

Six Files

Setting right what has heeu spoiled by the father.

Hexagram 18, “Work on what has been spoiled,” Yijing

Lilerature is the least transitive medium. 1t is hasically untranslatable
because it is an assemblage of the words of a particular language, as spo-
ken and read by people in a particular cultnre. (Even when the writers
are following foreign models, such as Beckett, Borges, Duras, Kafka, and
Robbe-Grillet) Chinese literalure is a particularly indigenous, context-
specific enterprise. Translations of Chinese literary works are of course
possible (and they are increasingly available), but without linguistic
cominentary they don't yield much more than a storyline with a cer-
tain unfamiliar air. The nonreader of Chinese will necessarily turn the
works into some form ol out-of-the language lulerpretation, something
akin to what Jameson called a “national allegory” reading.' This open-
ing chapter is to be taken as a linguistic commentary on soine Chinese
literary works that have rather slim storylines but heavy textuality.
Such literaturc is not a popular cultural phenomenon. Tts production
is a most private aflair: between one writer to one reader, from one indi-
vidual 10 other individuals. It is not only individualistic but elitist too,
like it or not. Not everyone reads, and those who do dou’t necessarly
want to read convoluted twists on their familiar words. Thus the reader



of literary experiments is an intellectual who has a feeltor words at large
hut who cannot he personified or clearly identi fi < d . $he or he remains
ex-centric and anonyinous, My commentary atte- 1xa prtsiehightight some
of the possible positions of this reader.

[ will give few details about the six authors’ <1 1~ < unstances, hecause
(literary) experiments are not translations of a &1 ragzlepersan’s life, nor
of his or her culture, The selections T have mad <, haowever, are guided
by a desire to show various individnal options s Iiich, lakeu together,
constitule a certain sampling of literature. Theser #1 lesare to he read like
documents found in a filing cahinet, where ma x1v 1mor are waiting to
be read.

The hles are presented in a loose chronological «<>rder({Ma Yoan is the
old hand, a sincere hippie, while Xu Kun is the 1mexwcomer, a inocking
yuppie). hut that’s of little importance, since rmy~ @i is not lo move
historically from one school 1o another and sinc e the works themselves
shun realistic conventions of storytelling and ot hiserical time. No
cause and no crescendo will he found in the fol 1« ~aring pages: all cases
are extremely diflerent and point to different prcablematics, which are
all crucial, whether they are writing another cult w1 e (MaYuan), writing
today’s culture (Xu Knn}, writing a {woman’s) po 1r1t otview (Chen Ran),
rewriting history etymologically (Ge Fei), perscaralizing the collective
{Can Xue}, or collectivizing the personal (Yu Huaa ).

Literature experiments with culture between t e lincand is a refrac-
tion of it, 'Ihe works under scrutiny here are lik @  =suhtexts of what will
be discussed in the following chapters. They reracd er new, in their own
idiosyncratlic ways, language and representation. WA"ordsire questioued,
discourses arc douhted and rerouted. Referentizali ty is skewed and no
assertions are made, except ironically. Reality is a lsor aword, and it has
different meanings for, say, Ma Yuan, who writes w1 1 real hings ahout the
forsaken; Ge Fei, who demonstrates the unreal oo f the accepted concept
of reality; or Xu Kun, who derealizes the idiems «»f today by repeating
them out of sync.

The serions, deep question “why” leads nowhez <. ltishetter to scru-

tinize the ordering of words.
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Reality Bites: Ma Yuan

“Now [ must give you this fictitious ending. ['ll tell it to you under my
breath. Here lies all 1ny sorrow and satisfaction” (“Fabrication,” 141).2
Ma Yuan wriles in carnest. He is a fiction writer {or was, in the eighties),
and he experienced cxtraordinary, hard-to-helieve things while living
i Tihet, between 1982 and 1989. Born in 1953, he is not Tibetan bul of
Han origiu, and from the north of China, near Shenyang in Jinzhou.

Ma contends he is not a Hemingway type of writer; that is, one who
contents himself with just inagining things and who can thus case his
pent-np feelings of sadness (103). Nor is he one Lo let his imagination
roam like the proverbial “celestial horse wandering across the sky,”
which would he the typical and rraditional Han Chinese way. But Ma
nceds the horse and the sky as prerequisites, Since leaving Tibet in 1989,
he has written very little. He has been working since 1992 on a film
project “Xuduo zhong shengyin — Zhongguo wenxuemeng” (Many dif-
ferent voices — China’s literary dream), among other things. 1l consists
of inlerviews with at lcast one hundred Chinese writers, from Ba Jin to
Ge Fel. It’s a serious project that attempts Lo trace this century’s living
writers and their work.

Ma Yuan’s stories scemn to be the far-fetched products of a fertile mind.
His experience in a leper colony in the short story “Fabrication” (“Xu-
gou™) (1986) is a fine example. In “Fabrication,” we are told repeatedly
from the start that we are reading a “fiction.” “Ma Ynan” is the name of
the uarraler; he is a writer who concocts (he tale, who boasts about his
literary masterpieces, offers a sensational dénouement, and the ensning
“satisfaction.”

But “Ma Ynan” mighrt also he someone who actually lived the leper

u

colony experience of the story. 1 say “might” hecanse, if the ending is fic-
titious, that is, if it undocs the Lrue narrative, then *Ma Yuan” never lived
through this trauma. However, if the ending is jnst a fictional dénoue-
ment for the sake of fiction, then chances are that “Ma Yuan” did love a
leprons woman, did befrieud a Loba sculptor, did become the old Guo-
mindang soldier’s contidant, and so on. And this presents us with a cruel
reality, thus the ensuing “sorrow.”

Ma Yuan has heen hailed as the ploneer of experimental wriling in

whose footsteps have followed Yu Hua, Ge Fei, and many others. [ sus-
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pect, however, that he might only accidentally be part of a literary trend.
For Ma Yuan is nol a trendsetter. He is, rather, very much a bohemian,
for whom the expression “accidental tourist” might be more appropri-
ate, since he stayed iu Tihet for a long time hy chance and to this day
has no fixed address.

His short stories all take place in Tibet, where he was assigned to work
as a journalist in 1982. Tibet overwhelmed him, bur also bored him.
Writing became a means if not of overcoming then at least of coping
with both states of mind. His writing took the foriu of a personal diary,
of a travelogue, of a newsletter to friends, as one can see from “More
ways than one to make a kite” (“Die zhiyao de san zhong fangfa™)”
“But [ have my own way to kill tbe horedom. Reading novels is one of
them. . .. Or I draw the curtains (my own spare bedsheet, that white-
blue checkered one you all remember), shut the door, turn on the desk
lamp, sit at iy desk with the three drawers in a horizontal row, and
make up stories for you” {246-47).*

The aside to the reader is not necessarily a postmodern, Calvino-like
game. Nor is giving the narrator his own name a willful crisscrossing
ol meganarrators with nanonarrators, an endless ludic mise-en-abyme.
Yet the first sentence of Ma’s shorl story “Tabrication” caused a great
sensation when it was published: “T am that Han guy called Ma Yuan,
I write novels” {101). This flouting of a basic convention of fiction pro-
pelled Ma Yuan’s work into the category of experimental writing and
opened up metafiction in China. Most of his works also have a narra-
tor called Ma Yuan, which refers to Ma Yuan, the experiencing subject,
the narrator, and the actual writer. As Wu Liang notes, the ambivalent
realily effect relies heavily on “Ma Yuan.”?

‘This “Ma Yuan” tbe subject is a tail, bearded man {the real Ma Yuan
is also tall and hearded) who carrics a knapsack, a camera, a map, a
peu, and sometimes a harmonica, and who encounters sirange people
in ‘I'ibet. These people—beggars, prostitutes, ex-highwaymen, lepers,
and strays from the Guomindang (km71) —all tell him their incredihle
stories. 1e, in turn, befriends them, and, if they are women, he makes
love to them. He is a henevolent tourist. The writer side of “Ma Yuan™
transcribes the stories and adds a little spice; for example, something
to at Icast end those everlastiug stories. 11e also comments on his own

status as a writer ot fiction, of what is called “creative writing.”
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“Ma Yuan” mocks himself constantly, either for his art or for his ways.
lle is never as sexually polent as the natives. He is the logical one, who
asks questions where there are no answers to be had, He represeuts
the predictability and pragmaticism (amiableness and hypocrisy) of the
Han Chinese. He is a typical Han Chiucse in Tibet, a subject who does
not acknowledge thal he is in culture shock, Ma Yuan recovers from
this drawback in his art hy putting his craft (his literary artfulness) to
the fore: educated in the Han language and literature and also versed in
foreign literature, he can remap things with both accuracy and imagi-
nation. In jest, he compares his ability to write (in Chinese characters)
10 the deities’ faculty of creation. The epigraph he gives to “Fabrication”
is a comment on the deities” styles® It reads that deities, forever self-
confident, actually all narrale genesis in the same way: they all repeat
the same fiction. Singular things may have occurred, but they are all
recast in one mold.

The epigraph has an ambiguous status. If Ma Ynan the writer is like a
god, then his narratives should also he uniformly the same. That is both
true and false. Actually, Ma Yuan is extremely conscious of language, of
the fact that he is transcribing events (and nonevents) into the Han lan-
guage. His lexicon, unlike that of the complacent gods, is that of doubt.
“What is left ruling the whole narrated world |of Ma Yuan] is the un-
certainty principle. . . . So the true-false switch is subjective, depending
on the acceptance of the receiver.”” I would add that Ma realizes the
effects and the limitations of the Han lauguage on Tibetan reality. He
warqs his readers, probahly Han Chinese like himself, thal he will use

FL

sparingly verbs of action such as “to occur, to take place” ‘fasheng’ and
privilege verbs such as “to be, to have” ‘you’ along with the tentative
“possibly” ‘keneng’ (0 yield a nonauthoritative, conditional mode. He
also calls atlention to his avoidance of terins used by anthropologists
and adventurers referring to the discovery and observation ol so-called
natives.

The narrator figure, “Ma Yuan” is forever conscious that he does not
speak the natives’ language and so must rely on his own culture to
understand them, He makes mistakes —“mistake” is a Lerm1 highly re-
current in Ma’s works (there is even a short story entitled “Mistakes”
[“Cuowu”], 1987).* His mistakes are caused by his desire to understand,
to penetrate mysteries: he makes presutnptions and asks too many ques-
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tions. He relies too heavily on analytical logic and on his sense of sight.
The fact that he wishes to take photographs is indicative of these traits.
The following passage neatly exemplifies his mode of inquiry and inter-

pretation:

» o

“Hold the child,” T said. “I'll take a picture of you.” “I don’t take pic-
tures. 1 don’t understand pictures.” [ took a photo album from my
knapsack and showed her a color photograph of me. She said without
flinching, “That’s you.” T explained to her that 1 could preserve her on
a thing like that. She shook her head. She said, “I understand. 1 don’t
take pictnres. I don't understand pictures.” iler words were contra-
dictory, hut 1 sort of guessed what she was saying. What she was say-
ing was that she knew (understeod) what pictures were, but she didn’t
understand how pictures could move people onto a thing {paper) like
that. She didn’t want people to rake her picture. 1 retnemher reading
in a book that people who had not been exposed to rnodern civiliza-
tion thought photography was a kind of soul-suatching; that their soul
would be captured in the little box of the camera. 1'd like this detail
1o appear in my next masterpiece. It seemed that she must have seeu
people taking pictures or shooling a film or a video. Time would show
that I had made another error of presumption. [ forgot that people here
had seen movies. Photography was by no means heyond (heir under-
standing. When she said she didn’t understand, she didn’t want her
picture laken, there were other reasons. But more of that later, (“Fab-

rication,” 110, with modifcations)

“Ma Yuan” is by turns an obnoxions tourist who wauts to take pictures
of every sensational thing or person, an understanding interpreter of
the natives’ peculiarities, and a dupe. He tells us at the very end of the
story —when the tourist “Ma Yuan” attempts once again 1o pholograph
his prize trophy, the leper woman — that she didn’t want to be photo-
graphed because of her devastated looks. “Suddenly [ realized why she
dido’t want to he photographed; she knew (hat with this disease she
was 110 longer good-leoking. After all, she was a womnan” (“Fabrica-
tion,” 142). In the end, if there are realizations or understandings — can
the comment “After all, she was a woman” be termed a “discovery”?

They are limited to “Ma Yuan,” both subject and interpreter. Because

12 China’s New Cultural Scene

the reality out there, the people out there — the forsaken ‘qi'er’ — remain
inaccessihle (“Xogou,” 88).°

“Ma Yuan” gets to photograph only the usual tourist fare: women
walking around sacred trecs, a sculptor creating Buddhist statnes. e re-
turns from his stint in the leper colony with a statue in his backpack and

3

this “sensational story” with a “knock-out suhject matter” (“Fabrica-
tion,” 102). But In coniessing his fallibility, his inability to transcend his
cultnre and improve anything out there, he makes his narration more
effective. “1 was nothing more than a Lhasa resident who wrote novels,
inspired [rolu time to tine with excessively romantic notions. ... No one
conld he more useless than [ was™ (“Fabrication,” 137). And at the end
of the story he reverts to an authoritative, rational voice —he asks for
the date, he declares the old km v officer “mad,” he says he “loves” the
(leper) womnaw’s body. Especially given the array of sources for his tale —
archeological, geological, medical, scientific literature —these features
of the story defeat its “natural” purpose, which is to conviuce the reader
that ouly a madinan would have lived through this. Wheu “Ma Yuan”
claims that he is not crazy, although the story’s facts point to the con-
trary (he claims he is institutionalized in a psychiatric hospital iu Bei-
jing), we teud to believe him. He may not he in such an institution at all
(this may just be poctic license—“Ma Yuan” being so intimately con-
nected to Ma Yuan that he could easily play such tricks), and he may be
feebly taking a “rational” stance to end this damned story of the con-
demned. The dumping ground in Tibet that the Han Chinese use for
its coutagious, unwanted ones connectls melonymically, therefore, to a
very real situation. “They may share the same planet as we do, but our
worlds don’t connect— they are the forsaken” (“Xugou,” 88).

Ma Yuan seems to have problems ending his narratives precisely be-
cause they are all uterconnected fraginents of life and heavily intra-
textualized, like onc never-cndiuy story. “Fabrication” ends with the
total disappearance of the leper colony in a mudslide —a deus ex ina-
china finale — but that saime village reappears, verhatim, as an epigraph
to another short story, “Heart-to-heart tale” (“Qingshu,” 323):"" “The
leper colony had no wall or fence of any kind. No paticent could be pre-
vented from leaving, and no outsider hindered from entering” (“Fabri-
cation,” 106). In other stories such as “An old Himalayan song” (*Xima-
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laya guge”),)! Ma starts by locating the place (in Tihet, naturally) where
the story will occur, lest one should doubt the existence of such a place
later on. In “A wandering spirit” (“Youshen™),"? the narralor says he
won't deal mnch with one particular character’s personality hecause he's
alreadywritten about it elsewhere (275).”" Indeed, Ma's stories are closest
ta stories told to a live public with whom he would play tongue-in-
cheek games and for whom unigueness would be irrelevant: “Any of my
readers who are iuterested can have a look at the Spring Wind literary
collection, 1986. Remember my name is Ma Yuan—that's my magnumn
opus” (“A Wandering Spirit,” 275). These authorial cross-references 1o
the world out there undo the fictional self- containment.

Repetition also points to the artificiality of Han Chincse discourse,
For example, a conversation with the kMT officer is given twice, once in
chapter 2 without “Ma Yuan” s retorts, and the other time in chapter 16,
with “Ma Yuan™ s reactions made implicit by the officer’s responses to
them. This “dialogue” begins the same way both times, with the im-
possible utterauce “I'm a deaf-mute. (People here take me for a deaf-
mute)” (“Fabricalion,” 103, 134). Similarly, the accounts of “Ma Yuan® s
attempts to couvince the woman to be photographed has her reiterating
simple statements such as “1 don’t take pictures,” “T don’t understand
photography™ (“Fabrication,” 110). Ma Yuan tells stories of nonevents,
of gazes gone askew, of disturbed certainties. For a little longer than
the lime of the story, the normal and nonnormal worlds are rendered
disturbingly coeval, after he has demonstrated how, in reality, they are
worlds apart (“A wandering spirit,” 274-75; “Fabrication,” 130). All of
Ma’s stories are also stories about parrative timne colliding with “real
time.” [n “A wandering spirit,” there is a section entitled “A story ahout
telling stories” (275) and another, the closing ane, entitled “An end or
a beginuing?” (281), where a character is mentioned “racing towards
[“Ma Yuan”] at high speed, racing toward the end of the story™ (282).
“Tahricatiou” covers some five days {or ix il three? or seven?) in 1986; it
was also written in 1986 (the story ends on May 4; Ma actually hnished
wriling il on April 25), The artifice of fictional time is constantly np-
held in Ma’s slories. He resorts to old narrative devices, such as “more
on that later,” gives way to digressions and to new tricks to dective the
reader’s expectations. For example, in "A wandering spirit,” Ma writes:
“This may be a short story, hut it covers a long peried of time” (264).
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In “Mistakes,” when the narrator goes up to his thirteen roommates to
hind his cap, we read the same phrase thirteen times: “Hey, get up” (31).
That same narrator at the onset had stated: “I really can't stand using
flashbacks. Why should I he obliged to start my story with ‘at that time?’
[ don’t know either the origins or the consequences of this affair” {29).
Unifermily, not singularity, is also stressed, whether it he a disease such
as leprosy making all the contaminated look alike {“Fahrication™) or a
seductive woman, tnrning all men’s gazes into the same ravished expres-
sion (“A wandering spirit,” 269). By reading Ma Yuan, the reader learns
lo navigate around the fictionality of his stories, (o feel the thrill of the
“knockout subject matter” of the enthusjastic novelist “Ma Yuan,” but
especially the despair of the “unlucky bastard” that “Ma Yuan” is (“Fab-
rication,” 140-41) for being stuck with this experience to pnt down in
words, an experience that will be rendered utterly fcritious and there-
fore highly credihle. When “Ma Yuan™ says 10 his readers: “T am sure
you will forgive me, 1 cannot finish this story. I am tired” (“More ways
than one to make a kite,” 251}, once again fiction’s time collapses with
storytelling time and the real time of the reader.

Ma Yuan reqnires much patience and perspicaciousness from his read-
ers. He is an author who feels no duties toward them; on the contrary,
he jests with them. He prevents his reader from taking the stories too
seriously, hut he also frustrates a reader who needs explanations, or
symhols, or a neat conclusion, Ma leaves “Ma”s experiences raw, Ma
doesn’t write mnch these days, perhaps because he has returned to the
Han Chinese world and feels he has no “real” unbelievable experiences
Now.

Ge Fei, the eraser

Ge Fei (pen naine of Liu Yong) was born in 1964 in Dantu County,
Jiangsu. He is the archexperimentalist of literature in China. His EJH-
ing is experimental on many levels; parrative voice, plot {dejconstruc-
tion, characters turning into ohjects or into signs and vice versa, the
obliteration of boundaries such as those between history and fction,
puhlic and private, pastand present. His work, indeed, appeals forenost
to the intelligence of the reader. Ge Fei’s works consequently are often

Literary Experiments 15



2. Filing Cabinet. Oil pamting by Mao Xubui, 1993.

Photagraph donated by artist.

compared to Luis Borges’s,'”” because they are labyrinths and puzzies to
be igured our.

Howcver, for Ge Fei, the immediate model is the nouveau roman
writer, Alain Robbe-Grillet.'® Ge Fei writes a subtext of seduction into
his narrations, thus engendering a pervasive sexual atmosphere much
akin to Rohhe-Grillet’s. Ge Fei’s work also appeals to the senses be-
cause, like Robbe-Grillet, he pays attention to the slippings and slidings
of words, of their coatiugs.

“A flock of brown birds” (“Hese niaoqun”)" uses what at first glance
would scem to be a “Ma Yuan”-type narrator; that is, himself, a writer.
But his “Ge Fei” puts such emphasis on his status as a wrirter that he 1
closer to “Borges” in The Other. “A flock of brown hirds,” in which is
emhedded another story, (ells of the writer “Ge Fei,” who has isolated
himscIf in the countryside in order Lo finish a novel that he is dedi-
cating to his wife, who died on their wedding night. A woman, named
Qi ‘Chess’, visits him; they spend the whole night tagether talking and
looking at painted portraits of herself that she has brought along, Their
conversation centers around a story he tells her: his own love story (with
his deceased wile). The plot of the love story develops thanks to Qi's
questions, hut it also wanders from flashbacks into different periods
of “Ge Fei” s past to insistent descriptions of the loved woman’s bools
and gait. Although 1t does have wmany interruptions, the story can be
pieced together. But it is a most disquieting story, with violent deaths,
sexual hrutalily, and fetishistic fascination. Moreover, i is a most un-
likely story. hecause “Ge Fei” —or is it Ge Fei?— turns his heloved into
a ghost: her hand is like an eel (147); her skin is as cold as a frog (149);
she disappears without a trace on a snowy night and dies again on her
wedding night.

This attempt to undo all realistic conventions of iiction is omnipres-
ent in “A flock of brown birds.” Ge Fei here experiments with the reality
eflectin literature. The reader does believe iu the strange love story, even
though there are too many coincidences, unexplainable events —such
as the ahrupt vanishing of the loved woman, or her unconditional love
for a brutal husband. We adhere somewhat 1o the tale hecause we have
Qi who straightens out the narration when it goes awry. She explains

@

why the text is circnlar and repetitious. “Your memaory has been annihi-
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lated hy yonr novel” (128), she says; elsewhere, she thinks she can guess
the development of the story, “hecause it follows the formula of love”
(131); she asks for the meaning of the symbols (127); she eggs him on:
“And then {what happens]?” {129). But Qi is rendered an incompetent
and unreliable “reader” at the end of the story; a woman approaches
“Ge Fei”’s ahode, “Ge Fei” recognizes her as Qi, hut Qi — exactly like
the loved woman in another situation —denies ever having heen there
and claims she does not know him and is just passing hy. The story
has thus gone full circle: at the beginning of the story, “Ge Fei” claims
he does not know Qi; at the end, it’s her turn. The investigative reader
then understands the lure. All these characters, “Ge Fei,” Qi, and the de-
ceased lover are mirror images of one another. At the end, “Qi"—wham
we mistook as a friend-cum-mediocre psychoanalyst — comes not with
portraits of herself but with a mirror showing us the labyrinthine struc-
ture of the tale. The name “Qi” is the name of Lhe strategy game that
calls for players and good tactics, but it is also the hoinophone of “wife.”
Qi could just as well be “Ge Fei” s beloved, The guessing game of homo-

[T

phones is almost endless: gi can inean “other,” “weird,” and last hnt not
least “deception.”

Compared to Ma Yuan'’s self-portrayal, Ge Fei's inscription in the text
is rendered totally fictional. “A flock of hrown birds” is a play with time,
people, emotions, ohjects, all conflated into pawns, or signs, to produce
an experimental tour de force. “Ge Fei”’s memory and time lapses — he
is unahle to tell time if the migrating birds don’t come round —are lures
for this highly constructed tale where no detail is left unaccounted for.
For example, upon Qi’s {first) visit, “Ge Fei” says that Qi 15 carrying a
painting album or a mirror. On Qi’s first visit, it turns out to he a paint-
ing album; on her second visit, it is a mirror. But that second visitor inay
well not he Qi. She has been erased as a character. In a similar play, the
loved woman utters a proverh meaning death, “The light has gone out”
(151), and her death follows. Words, Ge Fet’s words, kill her. Ge Fe1acts
like a magician who brandishes words, juggles with their incanings, all
for his audience’s intellectual pleasure,

The development of the slory has all along been in “Ge Fei”/Ge Fel's
control, as he inakes clear (131); it has not followed any other logic, such
as the “love formula” Qi refers to. It has been built with signs, some
retrospectively purely aesthetic, such as the color brown for the birds,
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the loved woman’s hoots, Qi’s attire, the earth, and so on, They mark
the unfolding of the story, and its circular, self-contained logic.

Ge Fei creates an ominous atmosphere in all his stories by experi-
menting with obsession, He forges characters who have highly selective
or faulty (hypo- or hypertrophic) memaory, which freczes soine hlocks
of time, which makes them insistently evoke the saine events, who turn
“reality” into an individual affair and foeus on very private recollec-
tions. It is always as though their smells, their sounds, their visions
colored and paced the narrative. Apart from “ill forebodings” ‘buxiang

W

de yugan, Ge Fei's favorite term is “in the recess of one’s heart” *neixin
shenchu.’

Such is what prompts the short story “The lost hoat” (“Mizhou”)
{1989}."* The term iz (lost, confused, fascinated) of the title recurs inany
times throughout the story and is linked to its homophone, mi (riddle,
enigma, insoluble mystery). In one sentence, Ge Fei uses the latter
homophone three tiines (o render the mystery hiding deep in the pro-
tagonist’s heart (“Mizhou,” 305)." This story recalls those of Gahriel
Garcia Mdrquez (especially his Chronicle of a Tale Foretold [Cronica de
una muerte anunciadal} and hegins with a prologue in which a nar-
rator tells of the miysterious disappearance of the main character, the
commander Xizo. Xiao, commander of the 32nd Brigade under Sun
Chuanfang {a historical character of the warlords period, circa 1926
27), has “ill forehodings™ ahout the imminent war. By a curious— co-
incidental —set of circumstances (the death of his father), he ends up
in his native town, where he encounters his childhood sweetheart, now
a married woman. For him, she is a “fruity fragrance” "guoxiang,’ a
fitting description for a woman whose name is Apricot ‘Xing,” which
Is a homonym for “sex.” This smell eventually guides him to the Lea
field where she works, then to her home, for mmore adulterous love-
making. Of course, the liaison cnds tragically for the woman: hev veteri-
narian husband returns, smells something “fishy,” gouges out her sexual
organs, and sends her packing to her mother’s, Xiao dies too, hut uot he-
cause of this love affair: his bodyguard, obeying higher orders, executes
him for treason. No one could have foretold this eutcome, not even the
Daoist fortune-teller who had warned him against his “wine-cup” (83).
Things just go awry.

Serious, dedicated military men such as Commander Xiao in
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“The lost hoat.” or Colonel Younghushand in “Mectings” (“Xiangyu™)
{1993),”° losc their perspective as a result of unexpected encounters {for
Xiao the loved woman; for Younghusband, the head lama), or, rather,
they lose the perspective they should have as military men. Xiao docs
nol realize that his heloved’s home is in enemy territory (under his
hrother’s command); Younghusband, “the headstrong, rash and im-
petnous . . . young officer [who was| undouhtedly the most suitable
choice to take command of a war in a mysterious country like Tibet”
(*Mcetings,” 15-16) does succeed in his expedition to Lhasa on July 30,
1904, but he has lost all of his certitudes concerniug the superiority of
Western scieuce. The story ends with something the head laina once
told him: “The earth is not round at all; it’s (riangular, like the shoulder
blade of a sheep” (49). Although “Meetings™ has a real historical back-
ground, like “The lost hoat.” it is ahistorical and apolitical. What is told
is the story of an individual’s “innermost feelings,” which the reader
alone (with Ge Fei) can somewhat grasp. The “world outside |fiction]”
knows nothing. We, the readers, have had access 1o these characters’
intimate experiences, thanks to the meganarrator who reads or, rather,
fashions minds. We read that the purposeful Colonel Younghusband, for
example, is something of an aesthete, hecause, while traveling toward
(yantse, he sees the scenery as “unreal, like a painting in oils” (26).

Similarly, encounters, or lack thereof, all take place under Ge Fei’s
control and we are powerless to guess ov inlerpret them. To interpret
Ge Fei’s stories symholically or psychoanalytically is to run into a dead-
end. Ge Fei, like a magician—he makes a cut-off pigtail continue to
grow or a dead inan unhntton his shirt, perhaps hecause of the heat—is
experimenting with forin, with words, with signs; he aestheticizes them
and erases all referential possibilitics.

The short story “Green yellow” (“Qing huang”) {1989)*' is an even
more obvious case of stories constructed with a proliferation of signs,
hecause here the pretext is a term: “green yellow” ‘qing huang.” Ob-
sessed hy the lack of a definite referent tav that tevm, an ethnolinguist,
the narrator, surprisingly follows the tracks of an unreliable source, his
own academic adviser, and heads, against the latter’s advice, to the vil-
lage of Mai in order to find “Green yellow,” which he helieves to bea
hook, a year-hy-year record of the lives of heal prostitntes (designated
“green” if young, “yellow” if old), Instead of finding the book, he finds
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storics, cach one shadier than the other: Chang the ex-boatman is a
wandering ghost; his wile has no vagina; his daughter pets raped; Li Gui
is a sontnamhulist, and so on, Some stories are and are not related to
the lure, those (ishing hoats turned brothels. Also, the possible mean-
ings of "green yellow” become conlused: it mipht refer to prostitutes,
but the nvestigator also meets a daughter called Younyg Green and a
second wite, Emerald; it might even shimply refer to nature, because its
cycle evolves from green to yellow, and the charm of Mai is purposely
described with these two colors, The reader is literally dazzled by all
the clues strewn about. Green Yellow is also the name ol a type of dog,
greenish back, yellowish belly. According to a Ming dynasty dictionary
the ethnologist consults, green yellow is a plant. And so onand so forth,
Ge Fei even adds a sequence where there is a yellowish coffin in a green

patch! [t would scem that the ultimate “green yellow™ is indeed a book:
Ge Fei’s own fictional work, “Green yellow.”

The narrator who tells the strange stories claims that he is affected
by the air and loses track ol and interest in lus own linguistic investi-
gation. Perhaps, but nol the author. Near the end of the slory, narra-
tor and author unite in this avowal of the Action of it all, which recalls
Colonel Younghusband’s statement: *The village— its quiet river, the
red sand on the riverside, the people rushing around, their shadows —
all this seenmied to have been fabricated, or all this looked like the com-
mon objects one sees in still-lite sketches™ (“Green yellow,” 40, with
modihcations).

Ge Fei's “Hushao” (“Whistling”) (1990} * also llustrates this objec-
tification of people and aestheticization of things, people, and nature.
An old man —who is also a historical figure, Sun Deng —rambles on
about his past, especially about his fricnd, the poet Ruan Ji (210-63),
and views and comments on his surroundings, which comprise a paint-
ing and whatever he can see of the outside from his old chair. All frap-
ments are given as views or details of sections of a painting. Nothing
whatsoever happens in this story, where time and meinories are frozen
into pictures, which are constantly — like a siimple jigsaw puzzle — being
rehearsed, at diffcrent moments of $nn's lile. 1t is an experiment with
surface ‘mian,’ a term recurrent throughout: what’s on the table (a chess
game}, the surtace of the painting {(which represents a chess game), the

cracked ground of the atrium, {wrinkles on) people’s faces, which are
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said to he like mirrors (44), and of course the “pictures” {45} ‘tuhua’
(220) of natural and pastoral scenes, as well as the surface of conver-
sations he overhears. This is Ge Fei in his most semiotie manner: no
events, no feelings of joy or sadness, hut imperceptihle transformaltions
of sight, sound, or smell. There is no (special} meaning to be sought and
no reason (such as waitiug) for this exercise in recollection. Suu Deng
may just be a senile insomniac who can’t, for instance, lake a nap while
all athers are doing so. Or else Sun Deng, a senile insomniac, is trying
to attain tranguility. Yet the reader is waiting, expecting something to
happen; what “happens” is a slow, brilliant writerly confusion amoug
nature, art, and fragments of Sun’s life. Myriad variations on 2 relatively
invariahle routine. Painting the same scene and scenery over and over
again, with different lighting, at different times of the day and year.

As in most of Ge Fei's stories, dialogues (for example hetweeu Sun
and Ruan) and writlen messages (for example the poetry wanuscript on
Snn’s lap or the inscription on the painting) are undecipherable. What
is more, the whistling, which gives the work its title and which alludes
to the mode of communication between Sun and Ruan, is left unan-
swered. Sun attempts Lo whistle—to communicate hy returning Ruan
Ji's whistle —but he cannot produce a sound. As is customary with Ge
Fei, the story then ends with a commeut on the theme and on the writing
of it. Replacing Sun “the poet who died long ago” (68) is a daydreamer,
a living person; that is, Ge Fer,

1f Ma Yuan’s stories extend on to the reality of the world, Ge Fer’s
remain in the “deep recesses” of individuals. But this depth does uot
helong to them. it is the depth of words —multiple meanings, uses,
conuotations, sounds —which we readers are asked to fathom, to in-
vestigate, much like the ethnolinguist, the writer, or the etymologist.
I cannot agree with Zhang Xudong’s claim that Ge Fei creates hy his
experiment a “dialogical situation” that yields a certain seuse of com-
munity* There has to he a cownplicity, or rather an intelligence shared
by author and reader; otherwise, the potentialities of the text would be
left unexplored. Ge Fei’s works are literaryfaesthelic experiments, turn-
ing historical figures into signs like any other ohject.” When “Ge Fei”
is involved, he shares the same fate: he is another character, to he mir-
rored into yet another object, o he added lo another scene or scenery.
Consequently, [ also cannot agree with Jing Wang’s position, which is to
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deny the epithet “postmodern™ to Ge Fei (and Yu Hua) becanse “they in
fact present various versions of thar old bourgeois subject caught in the
act of discoursing about itseif. . . . [ T]hey adhere to the modernist myth
of the subject” (245).”" Ge Fei remains an archexperimentalist in a sell-
contained world, resisting meaning, erasing all attempls at any unified
suhjectivity.

Yu Hua's method with the real

Yu Hua was horn in 1960 in a small town near Shanghai. His parents
hoth warked as doctors in a hospital, and he himself trained as a den-
tist. Emerging as a writer in 1984, Yu Hua has becn at the Iorefront of
China’s experimental writing ever siuce.

If Ma Yuan cxperiments with his own life experiences, thereby open-
ing up a space to the real world, Yu Hua experiments with collective ex-
periences, or with “culture,” and that opens onto the real, onto political
space.

If Ge Fei’s experiments remain a linguistic, literary, self-referential
world of meaning, Yu Hua’s literary experiments thrust us out of it. Ge
Fei requires the (cultured) reader to go through the full hermeneutic
circle. Yu Hua leaves us stranded, and terrorized. The reader is faced
with an autonomous machine at work, programmed to destroy. There is
no possible community with Yu Hua: we arc inside the imachine, forced
to comply with the functioning of the process. We arc confronted to a
deadly logic, carrying out orders, frtom “nowhere.” The reader is ma-
nipulated.

Hence, our unease when reading Yu Hua. The reader becomes part of
the “collective assemhlage of enunciation”? and is therefore involved
in the text’s ceaseless engendering of violence. Andrew Jones has asked
a vital question concerning Yu Hua: How does a reader cope with such
graphically violent texts ethically?* The answer mast certainly entails
a political positioning. Yu Hua's texts, like Kafka’s, are eminently con-
nected to the political. As Deleuze and Guattari have noted, the more
individual the plight is, the more collective and political it is. Yu's char-
acters hecome Every(wo)mau.

Yu Hua's ohsession is foremost with bodies, which he defamiliarizes.
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Bodics are not envelopes for the soul, for a subject; nor are they ma-
chines that eat, walk, love, and suffer. All bodies arc matter caughtin the
workings of an anonymous force, a compulsive drive toward physical
mutilation andfor destruction. Like Katka’s bodies, they are not used
metaphorically: they are flesh and bones to he broken up.

“One kind of reality” (“Xianshi yizhong™) (1958} % is a deployment
of the logic of dispassionate revenge. It is the logic of retaliation, where
one part of the family s pitted against the other. A four-year-old child,
Pipt, kills his younger cousin, whom he litcrally takes for a toy. Al first,
this family feud is “child’s play™

So he slapped the hahy again, with all the might he could muster. No

big reaction — just more of the sanie sounds, except (hat the crying be-

carne a litle more drawn out. So he abandoned this tactic and, grab-
bing the baby by the throat, began to throttle him. "The hahy clawed
hack desperately at Pipi’s hands. When Pipi finally Jet go, he was re-
warded with just the kind of erying he wanted to hear. He did this over
and over again, first choking the baby and then letting go, reveling in
the explosive screams that hurst forth every time. Eventually, though,
when he loosened his hands around his cousin’s throat, the baby no
longer cried with the same intensity and passion. All he did was open
his mouth and let out short, tremulous gasps. Pipi soon lost 1nterest

and wandered away. (25}

The dead child’s father, Shanfeng, kills Pipi hy hurling him into the ai.
Another skull is left apen in the courtyard. Shangang, Pipi’s father, then
kills Shanfeng, his own brother, by making him die of laughter (adog s
made ro lick his feet smeared with delicious stew). Shanfeng’s unnamed
wile reports Shangang to the police, who execute him. This killing is
also a inessy affair; they shoot three times, the hrst shot wars off an car,
the second hits the back of his head, and the third finally lodges into
his head, while his huttacks are high off the ground. Shanfeng’s wife —
pretending she is Shangang’s wife — donates the executed’s hody to sci-
ence. A medical teain, joking as they work, opens up Shangang’s corpse;
a high-heeled lady, the dissector, elegantly colleets his skin, a urologist
his testes, an oral surgeon the uvndamaged lower jaw, and so on.

This gruesome tale, sparing no graphic delail, leaves the reader cold
and stunned. Although there are some funny episodes— when Shan-
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gang is shot the first time and he asks twice, “Am [ dead yet?” (sg, 60);
when Shangang’s wife realizes she has not seen the live-in mother-in-law
in quite a few days; when the medical team exchanges smart-ass jokes
in the morgue; when the dead Shangang appears to his wife with only
half a head and says he's fine, perhaps he just canght a cold. But in mm:.-
eral, what ocenrs is no laughing matter. Yu's huinor is akin to Kafka’s.
It grows on you and is qnite unsettling. “One kind of reality” cven has
a “happy end” of sorts: Shangang, who lost his own son, posthumously
and by proxy impregnales a woman who gives birth o a inale beir. Un-
like Ge Fei's stories, Yu Hua’s conclusions are open-ended, never cir-
cular. The nightmare can continue. The literary machine continues to
burrow its way into the meost unexpected domains of investigation.

No one is impervious to the workings of the machine. In “Shishi
ru yan” {“World like wist™) (1988),”” all the characters have one-track
minds or, more accurately, are the workings of a machine of doom.
None of them has a name. Some have nuinbers, some are referred to
by their job, some hy their kinship with a “number.” The body of the
machine is therefore even more visible for the investigation into the con-
taininating power of fear, paranoia, superstition, and morbidity. There
is no main character. Or any of them could be a inain character: the
fortune-teller who rapes, kills, kidnaps; the blind man who “sees”™ the
intricacy of many trappings; the girl called q (8i), whose name and call-
ing is death *si.” Regardless of the power or influence at times that onc
might have over another, all these players are inere parts in the global
design of annihilation. As in “One kind of reality,” a chain of verbs of
action sets one part then another into motion, For example, 7 has heen
ill since his son’s birth: the fortnne-teller tells them that their natal co-
ordinates arc at odds, The only way out is to expel the son, which is done
by giving him away lo the fortune-teller. In turn, the latter feeds oft
that foster son to boost his own vitality. This process is never entropic:
as one part disappears (a son dies, for example), another pops up, re-
plenishing the energy. There is self-engendering (engineering) at work,
Yu's stories have hranchings heyond the text’s final period. There will
be more lovely girls to commit suicide, more romantic men to lollow
them inta the river; marriages will follow deaths, suicides and murders
will follow marriages.

In other words, Yu Hua's experiments maintain the live immediacy of
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the present, never letting it pass to become a past, and therefore never
allowing fora future. No one is an autonomaous body; no onebody is im-
murnc against torture, a2 most immediate experience, including ghosts,
which mingle with the “living dead.” They torture and are tortured. The
story “19867 wrilten in 1986, is an example of the presence of ghostly
workings. In this story, the (nightmarish) dream world, the supernatu-
ral world, and the waking or real world are interwoven, as well as the
past and future, conflated as 1986, the year the story was written and n
which it takes place. After a disappearance of overa decade, a mad ghost
that haunts the town returns to his hotne, where his wife and child have
cut off all links with him, including erasing the family name. But their
efforts are to no avail. Although it is said thar “the disastrous years of
the past decade or so have faded into the mists of time” (143, with modi-
fications), and the Cualtural Revolution slogans have been replaced by
billhoards, the past is still very present. The woman is overwrought with
fear of her dead husband’s return, and she lives in seclusion at home
with her daughter.

Throughout the story, the madman/ghost repeats his performances
of mutilation and self-mutlation. Fermerly a high-school teacher who
was interested in doing research on raditional punishments, he is now
putting his knowledge into practice. Chapiers 2, 3, and 4 of “1986™ are
so packed with graphic accounts of the severing of bodies {nose cutting,
testis crushing, leg chopping, and so on) thal the reader is trapped into
an cverlasting experience of a (hellish) present that never ends. For ex-
ample, the madman after shouting, “Nose cutling!” starts to place the
saw under his own nose; the cutting scene lasts for a good two pages,
then the clinical account moves on Lo the legs, and so forth.* Katka’s
The Penal Colony (In Der Strafkolonie) displayed torture machines; Yu
displays the torture machinery in full operation.

The bodies are inachines one works on, that one “fixes.” Pain and suf-
fering are incidental, because the goal is 1o dismantle them much like
a machine, to break them up. Dodies in Yn's stories are machinces with
each part as significant or insignificant as another. Of course, “1986,”
by virtue of its timed seuting, lends itself particularly well to a political
reading: Yu is definitely dealing with the ghostly presence of the Cultural
Revolution. But his is not the only possible reading of Yu, no more so
than the stories of Can Xue, which arc discussed below.
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3. Bloodline: The Big Family no. 2. Oil painting by Zhang Xiaogang, 1996.

Photograph donated by artist.

Yu's insistence on telling the procedures of bodily mutilation in many
of his stories leads the reader into experiencing, through the proxy of
words, the mechanics of torture, Hence, torture and the body hecome
deterritorialized, become an immediate intense malerial experlence
with ramifications in each person’s life. It could be termed an erotic
cxperience, in that we become sadomasachists because we read on, he-
causc we proceed from one section to the next.”? We thus comply with
the story’s logic, where distinctions such as victim and victimizer do
not hold, past and future are totally senseless, where literary discrimni-
nations such as beautiful and ugly, clinical and lyrical, where moral and
psychological judgments such as good and had, sane and mad are in-
discriminately caten up by the body-Lime inachine.

“Wangshi yu xingfa” (“The past and the punishments”) {198¢) * illus-
trates a dialogical situation where the reader can perhaps choose his
or her position: a victimn, called “the stranger” and a victimizer calied
“the punishment expert” arc the characters. Highly reminiscent of the
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odd situatiou in Kafka's The Trial (Der Prozess), the stranger, for no
reason, is called by the expert to receive his punishment {the expert
tells of au identical experieuce). The stranger complies and agrees to be
sawn in two. But the victimizer, a very polite and erudite executioner,
cannot carry out this plan and cousequeutly disappoints the stranger.
The expert cannot even carry out his own refiued punishment, a ten-
year project, aud ends up inflicting the inost degraded (note: uot “de-
grading”) puuishment, that is, suicide. Throughout the story, historical
dates — all of the Cultural Revolution period — are twssed about like wild
cards, as if they were clues to explain the punishments. Both the stranger
and the expert have kuowledge of these dates. It is even suggested —
but never asserted — that the strauger was the expert’s victimizer, We
are left in the end with one character, the strauger, who will surely keep
the killing machine working,

What is strikiug Iu all of Yu’s narration is its matter-of-fact style,
which of course prevents the reader from fecling compassion for the
“speaking parts” of the machine. But who feels compassion for na-
chines? The only feeling other than sheer horror is occasional laughter,
due to the hyperbolic descriptiou of torture. It recalls classical Chinese
texts, such as Water Margin (Shuihuzhuan), which arc packed with gory
murders, But the classics have been entertainment for the young and
old since Yuan times. Yu's narratives are less stories than procedures
or investigations into a logic that has many connections with today’s
reality.

It is therefore not surprising that Yu's discourse on fiction almest
always deals witb authenticily or reality or, indeed, with truth. Radically
antirealist, Yu believes in the order of the world — an objective reality
‘keguan de zhenshi, and he is interested in the profundity of things.
Bul such reality or Lruth is neither to he fonnd in common sense, nor in

we

one’s experience, Yu has put it this way: “’l'here is another kind of order
and logic [of civilization]| which makes the world go round. . .. I write
to get closer Lo the real [*xianshi’]. . .. Anyevent can in a literary work
symholize a world.”**

wWhen Yu Hua talks about symbolizing "xiangzheng,’ I believe he is
talking about metonymical action. Novels must link up with reality in

a metonymical way. Like Kafka, Yu Hua “kills all metapheor, all sym-
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holism, all signification, no less than all designation.” ** The works are
writleu without literary self-reflexiveness, as if no one was writing them.
With Yu Hua, we are forever dealing with reality, a most profound thing
indeed.

Yu is not a postmadern writer of “surfaces™; at the same time, it is true
that there is no psychological depth, no motivation, no access to the
iuner recesses of the mind. His narratives are not soul-searching, nor
heart-stirring. Bul Yu's quest is, as he wrote in 1989, “to grasp the ‘real’
[‘zhenshi’] of the world,”* an ongoing process. As he reiterated again
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in 1994, his aiin is “to seek out the truth |‘zheuli’],” ™ the real order of
things.

Between Ge Fei and Yu Hua there is a literary abyss. Although they
both play with resurging tiine and botb {for difterent reasons) pay
homage to Robbe-Grillet,”* Ge appeals to our aesthetic, literary com-
pelence to disentangle his network of signs while Yu— for whom the
term “appealing” is preposterous — sticks our nose into the murk of a
certain kind of reality and leaves us there, his words forgotten (gone up
in smoke). This can perhaps acconnt for the many varied interpreta-
tions of Yu Hua, depending on the political agendas of the critics: cul-
tural nihilisim, complicity with the official order, eriticism of patriarchal
order, and so on.

Yu Hua admires ane modern Chinese writer, Lu Xuu, and oue cou-
tenporary Chiuese wriler:® she is Can Xue, a wriler whe also works

with logic: not that of violence hnt of the violence within language itself.
Personaily speaking, Can Xue
Can Xue (the pen name of Deng Xiaohua) was horn in Changsha in 1953

and is the most radical and hence the most potentially disturbing writer
in China, She calls hersclf a barbarian and claims to write in order to

take revenge. Her work is a resistance against cnliure and language
Culture is an ordering of the world by man |sic; it is what civiliza-

tion entails: cities, institutions —such as marriage, work units, litera-

tore, medical knowledge —and last hnt not least, language. Can Xue’s

works make fun of all of these either by refusing to acknowledge them or
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by exposing their civilized preteusious. Stripped of their veneer, things
and people become barely recognizable; language likewise escapes ret-
erentiality, the reader caunol comnprehend.

Tt is somewhat miraculous that Can Xue has been pnblished in China,
manages to live there as a writer, and has been translated — hefore Ma
Yuan, Ge Fei, Yu Hua et al, — into Euglish, French, Japanese, and prob-
ably more languages. Abundant criticism has been written about Can
Xue and her works, Most of it revolves around the question of madness
(of all forws: perversions, schizophrenia, scopophilia, paranoia), either
disclaiming it or atteinpting to prove it.

In my opiniou, her world is not peopled by madwomen in the attic or
Luxunesque lucid madmen (that is, people whase madness is sane); it is
aship of fools, with Can Xne sometimes at the helun (atter all, she writes,
publishes, aud uses language, tao). (Everyone, includiug her, puts on
airs.) There is no single logic to be found in Can Xue’s writings. There
are, however, Snr:E:mv that serve to counter logic and not ouly com-
mon sense — that which the fool or genius lacks —bat any logic, that of
a dreamer, of a hallucinating suhject, of a madperson, of an autistic, of
fairy tales. Her stories mix all of these with the actual state of the Chinese
language and with the inhereut logic (the visual, aural potentialities) of
the Chinese language.”

There is a radical negation of systematicity in Can Xue's work, and
Can Xue shies away fram responsihility. She has no master and does nol
yield any master signifiers. Her works show a total disregard/disrespect
of external reality, an indifference to anythiug, anyone, exclusive of her
owil person,

There is in all her stories a “voice” that is inditferently couched in
a male or female body, young or old. This “voice” functions within a
closed circuil, and is not even solipsistic because it does not master
itself. It is a fool’s voice that does not even own, let alone control a body.

In Can Xue's works, the human body is very present and visible. Tt
is a public, inalleable thing that undergoes constant alterations. Such
transformations occur, hapbazardly: (1) when another person looks at
you and measles rash spreads on yonr nape or a bulge appears; (2) when
you have a disease that “pops up,” a nosc cancer, a lung tuinor, or a boil
on your buttock; (3) when insects enter yon and your leg turns the size
of a lead pipe or your belly hivats like a pregnant woman's; (4) when —
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simply hecavse it is a living hody— your nose runs, you defecate, you
stink of garlic, you snore, you rot; (s} when van are fearful or terrorize
others and von turn green, or black or white or any color, or your eyes
bleed or the soles of your feet sweat; (6) when you are dead and your
eyes are eaten; {7} when literary images — which are the saine as clichés
in Can Xuc —become concrete: your chest is filled with bamboo shoots,
blocking yonr breathing; (8) when you turn into an animal and grow
a tail, get furry; become a howling wolf; (9) when vou dreain or are in
someone else’s dream; (10} all of the above, especially at night Hine; (11)
for no particular reason, when you cough, gasp, puff, pant, or slobber.

Can Xue's fictional body is anarchy itself. No law governs it, not even
its owner, aud certainly not nature. It is “logical” that the human body
would be at the center of Can Xue’s imagery: the body is what is most
inscribed as both “nature” and “culture.” Can Xuc stresses its rich physi-
cality and downplays its noble humanity. For example, in “Shaushang
de xiaowu”™ (“'The hut on the mountain”™) (1986),*? bodies are notably
hearing bodies. Tbe main character hears thicves, hears a locked-up
man in a hut crying out, hears her father-turued-wolf bowling at night,
hears her own body freezing; her mother hears the bugs that come in
at daybreak as they cross the floor. The normai activities of the char-
acters are few. The main character tidies her chest of drawers, or sits
with her hands on her lap in an armchair; sbe visits a hut behind the
house, plays solitaire {to ignore her mother’s stamping in the adjacent
room), and eats dinner. Like all the characters, she is hypersensitive to
sounds, but does not respond to conversations, perhaps because “every-
onc always says time-honored things” (“Shanshang de xiaown,” 97). (It
doesn’t matter what is said, it is always time-honored.) The father, for
example, has been saying the same thing over aud over again for twenty
years, she claims; he talks about some scissors he dropped in the well
a long time ago; he fears they have rusted. He says his wife says this is
a figment of his imagination. But he goes ou, “T've been troubled by
this for dozens of years. The wrinkles on my face look as tbough they’ve
been carved in” (g6).

Here, worry for the slate of the scissors and tbe scissors themselves
have both “carved” his face. As in careless, or automatic writing, Can
Xue likes to carry words over.* Scissors ‘jiandao,’ like kuives ‘dao,” carve.
And figuratively, of course, worry does make a face furrow. But then
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the next image of worry is the familiar “whitening of hair™ her father’s
hair has turned white, but on one temple only, the lelt one. (This, by
the way, is no less incongruous than the transformation of the socialist
iron girl, the “white-haired girl” of the play of the same name, whose
vicissitudes under the old regime brought on the premature aging.) In
answer to her father’s lament, she complaias of the cold. The cliché of
the “piercing” cold is made literal: “Bits of ice are forming in my stom-
ach. When I sit down in my armchair T can hear them clinking away”
{“The hut on the monntain,” 214). Can Xne uses catachresis and distorts
idioms, mnch in Samuel Beckett’s way. “1 am no enemy of the common-
place,” says Beckett’s Molloy, who would rather call his mother “Mag™
becanse “withont knowing why, the letter g abolished the syllahle Ma,
and as it were spat on it.”*

Shirking away from all authorial dnties, Can Xue leaves us withoul a
conclusion, cxcept for amakeshift one. The main character — we can call
her “Can Xue” (does it matter?) — goes for the second time up the moun-
(ain to inspect the hut and concludes by saying, “There were neither
grapes, nor a hut” (“Shanshang de xiaowu,” 98). This is a very different
finale [rom that of Ge Fei: instead of showing off some literary prowess
by describing the “circular ruins,” she closes with a matter-of-fact sen-
tence that abruptly ends whatever expectation the reader could have
had —on the layerings of a word snch as “the hut,” for example, And
it is also not an opening-up of the story, as in Yu tua's fiction: Can
Xne throws in a totally heterogencous ohject, grapes. This is disturbing,
since grapes have not at all been referred (o in the text. The only pos-
siblc explanation is the author’s very free association of the mountain
with grapes.

Grapes pop up again in another story by Can Xue, “lianchuang”
(“Skylight”).** She 15 invited to someonce clse’s hut, where there are
grapes. Can Xues recurrent excursions — her call of the wild —are very
much in the spirit of Little Red Riding Hood. In “Skylight,” she complics
and follows the old man fora scary, convoluted walk through the woods.
She meets with an eerie collection of fantastic animals, both winged and
legped, and of course with big long teeth. Bul the “grandfather™ is not
such a bad menster after all. She recalls going to pick mushrooms with

him a long time ago {317}. And he is not a wolf, nor 15 he a member ol
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her family. He makes his identity clear from the star(: he is the father
of her colleagne A (306). To her direct questions, he replics that he is
a cremator (311); he is the old man who digs tunnels in the cemctery
{314). Yet, he is also nasty: after crusbing her ribs with something like
pliers, he makes her say “Please.” She complics (313). And there is a can-
nibalistic side to him, since he eats the eyes of corpses, the “grapes” he
enticed her with, in his written invitation.

The fairy-tale atmosphere is reinforced by the childishness in the var-
rations, both in style and in content, The attitude of the protagonist
is often that of an observing child, such as in “The hut on the moun-
tain” In “Skylight,” although she 1s an adult— she says she 1s three years
older than her forty-year-old brother — " Can Xue” is a child missing her
mother, as the cremator makes apparent to her, Acting like a psycho-
analyst for a minute — nothing is ever pursued in Can Xne’s writings —
he says to her, “You speak now.” This brings her (o tell of her family:
“Me? As soon as [ was born, I was thrown inte the piss pol. Because Twas
steeped in urine, my eycballs are always bulging, my neck is cotton-limp
and my head’s bloated like a balloon. I've spent so much time inhal-
ing poisoned air (hat my ribs are ravaged by tuherculosis. My fatber is
syphilitic, his nose has rotted down to two Hma:@:ﬁ holes; as for my
mother . .. my home is on top of ruins” (309). To this, he comments,
“Mama, you want to say: Ma-Ma” (310). Laler on, he mocks her, after
she has described her mother lying in the hathtub, with her head flayed:
“Oh! Ma-Ma” (314). The daughler’s ambivalence toward her ruother re-
calls Molloy and his dealings with his beloved “Ma(g).”

Fairy tales are domestic affairs and are fittingly Can Xue’s favored
structure. For Can Xue, it would seem that everything is (like) a family
affair, where, however, no one has a fixed role. In “Skylight,” the crema-
tor, AkA her colleague’s father axa wolf axa (grand)father, also talks
of his mother. In the end, the old man is also herself. She has switched
roles: from Little Red Riding Hood to the hig bad woll.

To a greater extent than other stories, “Skylight” is also riddled with
onematopoeia, which are the mark of nursery rhymes and other chil-
dren’s stories. At first, the old guy is the teacher. He tells her: “Listen:
Bang, bang, bang, bang, bang! bany, bang, bang, bang, bang! She [bis
dead mother] jumps like this all night” {313}. It allows language to be-
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come visihle. Plain words like “mother,” “please,” and phrases such as
“happy uew year " are defamiliarized. As in a dream, they are not used in
a communicational seuse hut for {unjsound purposcs. “Mother” ‘Ma-
Ma,” as we have seen, is two lamentahle sounds; “please” is inadequate
as a response to abuse; “happy new year,” one of those things one says
only on the occasiou, is here a wild card. Like the grapes clsewhere,

OF course, this is “free” association and it hlends in with other rhe-
torical tricks that Can Xue pulls out. The Chinese saying “Xiong you
cheng zhu,” for instance (“Bamhoo grows inside the bosom™: a thought
is hrst conceived in onc’s heart, as the bamboo is imagined hefore it is
painted), is materialized inle a progressive choking. At first, there is a
bamboo bud growing in the woman’s lung, then shoots, and then the
growth hurts unbearably (314-16).

There is never any jabberwocky in Can Xue’s words, though. She will
nol gratify us with such Carrollian entertainment. Her endeavor is anti-
cultural, and any new construction would he a bnilding of something,
Can Xue detests clichés with a vengeance, especially of the highfalutin,
inflated, sycophantic kind. In “Skylight,” the female character scoffs at
her father who uses the phrase "l admire” *xinshang’; likewise, the term

o

“to approve of " ‘zaucheng’ often recurs ironically in her texts. Crit-
ics have shown how Communist language — ways ot speaking that are
pompous or hanal— is turned on its head in Can Xue's work ** But there
is a whole lot more than contemporary politics involved. Her attacks
are always far- reaching hut also never exhaustive. Can Xue does not ain
to describe a systern. She is not a theorist and will not be linked with
philosophers or any other “comrades-in-arms,” as she calls the critics.”’

A more recent work, “Mingren zhi si” (The death of a famous person)
{1991} * has the suhtitle “Can Xuc tan yishu” {Can Xue talks ahont art).
The topic is the foolishness in the social use of language and in the ways
of even famous people. She starts by mocking the pretentious word-
ing of ohituaries. She quotes the customary phrases used when people
dic: “Returned 10 the hosom of mother earth,” “peaccfully and serenely

M ow

slipped into eternal slumher,” “swam with cven strokes into the silent
depths of the vast scas.” Then, she moves on to discuss the death of a
(amous persou, which should he couched in such noble words. But the

fainous person dies ridiculously: imitating a bird, he flaps his arms and
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tries to fy from the seventh floor. The faineus person had wanted 1o do
an experiment: “You can understand that, youre a writer,” he had said
{361). As much as Can Xue mocks tamous sayings, tamous people, she
doest’t spare hersell and the artistic community —they are all shagua
fools’ (363). Imiration ‘mofang,’ a deep-rooted bad hahit ‘liegenxing,
is, along with death, every(wo)man’s condition {363).

“The death of 2 famous person™ 1s one of the few works by Can Xue
that is relatively intelligible and that takes some moral stand. She clearly
states her opinion on human heings. Language — spoken, written —is
our worsl enemy and our best {riend. It is our clothing, our body, our
camouflage. In “Cavglao de fuyun™ (“Aging Clouds™) (1986} a pure
sophist’s dinlogue unlolds (between a hushand and wife):

— Why are vou laughing at me? (husband)

— Because you are a fool. {wife)

— What ahout you then? (husband)

—How can T be a fool? If I'm a (ool, how would T know that you are
a fool? {wife)

— So that’s how it is, (husband)

He had seen through her. But she didn’t know; she was still playing
the old game of tricks "™

Of course, Lhe ahove statements are impossible, unverifiable; and none
can alone carry any truth content. What remains consistent in all of Can
Xue’s stories is the “voice” within the anonyinous recording machine
o:m:m:mmﬁ in the not-so-closed circuil. It is so1ne “innerfouler voice”
that “Can Xue” listens (o, once the big had wolf has been outwitted, as
in “Skylight™:
moment the light went out, the bell rang. I have finally hecome fasci-
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coldly smiling, warmly smiling, acridly smiling. At that

nated by my own sound, that’s a soft and graceful low sound, forever
pouring out next to my ear” (318), Thus we find something like the grin
of the Cheshire cat.

Can Xue is right in saying that “critics have not succeeded in penctrat-
ing [her] turf.”* There is no territory Lo start with, no land of opportu-
nity for systematic critics in scarch of an overarching logic. Can Xue’s
work Is, in a very idiosyncratic, oxymaoronic way, “personally” hers. 1t
freely mimicks the world and makes words break out, like pimples.
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Chen Ran’s Western footnotes

Chen Ran, born in 1962, is a Beijing “free writer” ‘ziyou Zuojia, or §o
stales her husiness card. She started writing fiction in the mid-eighties,
at much the same time as Yu Hua, Ge Fei, and many of the experimen-
tal writers. But she is an outsider o that group; she has gained some
recognition only in the past few years and as a feminist writer. She is ihe
representative of feminist writing in China,

Within literary circles, Chen Ran's writing 1s not viewed highly. Her
works are considered weakly structured, repetitive, and lacking scope.
Chen Ran writes “little” stories about herself, about wonien much like
her {thal is, urhan and middle-class), which focus on (female) sexu-
ality, They are quite repetitive and sceningly autobiographical. There is
an obvious conflation of narrator-author, since Chen'’s characters, and
Chen herself, sumetimes quote each other. What interests me in Chen
Ran’s work is how she incessantly rehearses the same theme, often with
the same expressions, and makes much use of Western references in this
ongoing performance.

Chen Ran's overt references are mainly to writers: female writers like
Virginia Woolf, Marguerile Yourcenar, Marguerite Duras; male writers
like Borges, Joyce, and Rilke. But her range ol Western references s
broad, from music to architecture to hlm, with director Ingmar Berg-
man as the most recurrent figure. Yet, in the midst of all this high cul-
ture, there is one very incongrucus Western reference: (o former U.S.
president Richard Milhaus Nixon, ler hgure of the father-lover and the
representative, for her, of the carly 1970s.

Nixon's death in Fehruary 1995 may have been the catalyst tor her
novella “Pokai” (Breakthrough) ' written in March 1995, which ailudes
to Nixow and the news of his death. “Breakthrough” is, however, not
about (American) politics; it is considered a “feminist manifesto,” as
feminist critic ai Jinhua has said: “Chen Ran’s most radical work yet.”*
“Breakthrough” s dicgelic time is the beginning of March 1995, a week
after Nixon’s death, and its events revolve around a one-week trip from
a southern town to a northern city. At the onset, the narrator, Daier (a
protagonist naine one finds in other pieces by Chen Ran, ohviously re-

ferring to the neurotic hut lucid character Lin Daiyu of the Dream of

the Red Pavifion |Hongloumeng|}, is traveling back north with her best
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friend, Yunnan (homophene of the southern provinee, Yunnan (rans-
latahle as “dead nann tree” and evoking, hy sound also, “dead inan”).
The narrator went south to meet her friend in order to estahlish, with
women arlists, an association against gender discrimination that they
named Pokai, ‘Breakthrough” We don't get to know why Yunnan, who
lives in that southern town, travels back with the parrator, but, ar the
end of the story, the narrator asks Yunnan to go home with her, and
Yunnan accepts,

While waiting for the plane and during the flight, the two friends
mainly talk ahout their feelings for cach otherand discuss gender issnes:
there is an untathomable barrier between the sexes, men discriminate
against woinen, women are scapegoals, and so on, This is very much
the standard feminist discourse based on the binary male-temale dis-
tinction, castigating the masculinist economy. This discourse will re-
surface several times in the story, with an increasing radicalization of
the distinction hetween womanhood and all phallic constructions, and
the ever pressing need (o break away from nen.

Conversely, the inadequacy of language (o vepresent new female
bonds is discussed. Refusing the feminine marker mu (mother and
female) to descrihe each other, they revert to fraternal and sovoral terms
mixed together, as in “little hrother-like sister” or “little sister-like
brother ‘didishi de metmei, ‘ineimeishi de didi’ {94). As for the name
of the association, they prefer “Breakthrough” (o “The Second Sex.” for
they find Simone de Beauvoir's expression derogatory. The term “love”
‘ai, always referred to within quotation marks, is also rejected in favor
of the more cgalitarian and less conpromised “affection” ‘gingyi.

“Naturally,” this story also thematizes the emancipation of women’s
sexuality. | irmly believe [ am not a lesbian,” declares another of Chen
Rap’s protagonists.” In “Breakthrough” however, same-sex love (or af-
fection, if you, like Chen Ran, prefer this terin) is explicitly broached.
Indeed, there is trom the start a inutual seduction strategy, of which
Yunnan is dehnitely the leader. She 1s the bold, talkative woman, who
forces avowals from the other and whose role is inscribed as masculine
in many ways. Daier even cluims that Yunnan has asked more than once
whether, “if she were a man,” would Daier marry her (115). Yet Yunnan
is the ohject-choice: she is the one who is physically descrihed —and

more than once — by Daier at first and, in almost the same terms by an
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old woman in a dreaw that Daler has. At the end of the story, it is not
Yunnan who asks the other “to come home with her,” but the neorotic
and impressionable little Daier.

Daier, the protagonist and narrator and obviously Chen Ran’s fic-
tional self, is the one who “walks into dead ends,” who says she’s nol
anywhere as good as her friend, who has no sensc of home. But she’s
the one who dreams, 'here are two dream sequences in Lhe sloty: one a
feminist ulopian dreain at the end of the story, the other a denunciation
of the “daughter’s seduction™*' toward the beginuing of the story. They
are of equal importance in length, and, [ would say, of equal impor-
tance as feminist statements. Together, they express the impossihility of
breaking through the “heterosexual matrix,”* hnt also the possibility
of exposing all fixed identifications as phantasins.

The second dream wraps up the “sisters unite” discursive sections and
occurs at the end of “Breakthrough.” This dream takes place after the
establishment of the associatiou, with Yunnan hy her side ou the planc
heading back to the northern city. Ynnnan has just told the narrator
Daier that, were they to die now, she wonld kiss her —“Why should only
men kiss women, kiss you?” (118). The dream is a magic reenacimeut ot
the imagined situation. The plane crashes, and Daler enters the under-
world where au old woman tells her to rentain with her friend, reminds
her that salvation comes ouly through female solidarity, and sends her
off with a gift of beads, “a sign” ‘yi zhong tnhao’ (124). The beads are
luminous if strung together ‘chuan zai yigi’ (124). Upon waking, the
magic remains: the old woman is identified as Yunnan'’s inother, the
beads are real —they spill out of Daier’s pocket on the strects —and
Daier is holding on to her friend’s sleeve. This is a performance of ferni-
nist and lesbian fantasy. It doesn’t fully work in “real life” though: it
comes oul of a dream, and the beads — which do spill, onto the dirty city
street, are little white “teeth-like” beads, not the oneiric crystal. What
comes closest to crystal are the glassy, phallic huildings of the cityscape,
which both women find icily cold (126).°% And it comes out ot a hetion
that leaves the tast words to Daier, aka Chen Ran: “My tongue stuck
like a stiff tile in my mouth™ (128},

Such irresolution al the end of a ferminist manifesto is peculiar. But
“Breakthrough” is not an cxpression of any kind of closure, The title

might even be ironic, especially when oue considers the first dream
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{actually a daydream), in which Dajer reveals her problems with men,
particularly with father figures, whom Nixon incarnates, [ think that
this story is an account of a breakthrough as concerns Daier’s nnder-
standiug of herself as a woman struggling against heterosexual norins,
against fixed gendered desire, and all other forms of couventional iden-
tihcation, (Henee, [ cannot agree with Wendy Larson’s reading, which
analyzes Chen's work iu terms of a postmodern discourse of desire,
which she of course cannot find. She writes: “Desire is nnrooted, vague,
variahle and cannot really be called desire at all; it is E:&w robotic, ma-
nipulaled, and functional to the extent that it enacts itself to promate
itsel£.”)*

Chen has to deal first with the “daughter’s sednetion.” The first dream
or reverie, which features Nixon in the father-seducer role, takes place
on the plane, on way sonth, hefare the establishment of the feminist
association, before the explicit union with Yunnan. Obviously, it is a
difficult story to tell because, Daier (Chen Ran) cloaks it and mixes it
with assertive feminist statements and more resolutely lesbian declara-
tions, Still, what is said is that, “until recently,” Daier had been wait-
ing all her life for a mnan (“lutelligeut, talented, and gentle-mannered”)
aud that man, she realized, was somneone like Nixon. But now she has
dropped the gender regnireincnt, “the sexually different prescription”
‘xingbic yaogiu.” Tt was “after traveling in old countries with modern
civilized ways in Australia and Europe,” that she realized it {same-sex
sex] was not “abnormal” (102). As long as (he relationship is fatal/vital
‘zhiming’ — like her phantasmatic identification to Nixon, she adds.

Daier exposes the strange connection in a very theatrical way, A news-
paper, the official Peeple’s Daily, is given 1o her by the stewardess. She
drops it ou the seat next to her, but the cover story catches her eye: "Con-
dolences to foriner U.S. President Nixon.” She plays out a mock funeral
for him: “I stopped looking out the window when the plane shook. I said
to myself: ‘Farewell, Nixon, Adien.” Tt was as if this trip was especially
to bid farewell to Nixon, at the gate of paradise, in space” (107}

This mock ritual is of course a self-mocking. Daier is criticizing her-
self for being bogged down in a fixation dating to her prepubescent self,
which identificd Nixon as a nice man, a kind father, and her own father
as a stultifying monster, This is potentially a very subversive political
statement: Nixon representiug the better side of the1g70s, displacing all
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Chinese fathers, the great Mao and her real one, The following passage
is also a repetition of a family disposition, with the “normal” Freudian

tensions between mother-father-child exposed.

My relationship with Nixon is actually a relationship with the Nixon
era [‘shidai’]. When [ saw his name written ont, what T saw was in fact
the ugiveté, the sadness, and the fimsy, inhocent lite. 1 was sitting in
a large old-fashioned room with dark brown window [rames and off-
white window paper, sitting in my father’s desperate, angry gaze of
those red years ['niandai’l, the gaze that stifled the child’s clear and
vivid voice in my mouth. I saw that girl child, both hands on her knees,
scared eyes, yellowish hair like wild wheat in the wind, she does not
know how to comb her hair, sl waits for her mother to come home . ..
sbe moves onto the streel, stands on a rock 1o sce her mother one
minute sooner. A home without a mother isn't a home, a home with-
oul a woman isn’t a home, and that little girl, one couldn’t say she was

a womatl. (105-6)

The breakthrough for Daier, when it comes, is oul of the heterosexual
maltrix of desire. The ¢hild waiting for her absent inother has now been
replaced by the adult who longs {or that woman Yunnan, for Yunnan to
give her a certain sense of home, and the real aging mother is now the
one wailing for her (128).

By reenacting such childhood scenes, Chen Ran has succeeded in dis-
playing the phantasmal structure of identifications and to begin to con-
struct new ones. As Judith Butler has said: “ The rules that govern intelli-
gible identity, that is, that enable and restrict the intelligible assertion of
an ‘1, rules that are partially structured along matrices ol gender hier-
archy and compulsory heterosexualily, operate through repetition. ..
In a sense, all signification takes place within the orbit of the compul-
sion to repeat; ‘agency’ then, is to be located within the pogsibility of a
varialion on thal repetition” (145).

Bnt of course, Daier or Chen Ran doesn’t achieve a {ull assertion of
that “1." The end ol “Breakthrough,” we have seen, is not a resolution.

The Nixon obsession and the family drama arc replayed in at least
lwao other works, “Yu wangshi ganhei” (A toast to the past) (1991) and
in Chen'’s long novel, Siren shenghio (Private Life) (1996).7" In "A toast

to the past,” Nixon appears in a narrative where the twin taboos of in-
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cest and homosexuality are performed. In Private Life, Nixon is still the
ideal man for her: “There was only one exception [to hoth beauty and
talent in a man]: former U.S. president Nixon, both handsome and suc-
cessful. What attracted me to him was, T discovered, that his noble nose,
wide shoulders, and henevolen attitude corresponded very much to ny
model of a father. Twould superimpose [‘fugai’] on my hoyfriends this
father image — this is a fault T have had till now” (152). Chen Ran said
this last sentence word for word in an interview in 1995 It is evideut
that all of her protagonists are herself, or else that she plays out alter-
nately all her characters. The reality effect of Chen Ran’s identifications
is what matters, uot whether she i5 heterosexual or homaosexual, or bi-
sexual. “Woman” here is an emerging “I” that strnggles against con-
gealed substantive identity, unceasingly aud playfully rehearsing sce-
narios of sexuality.

Chen Ran has many Western feminist (and postfeminist) writings to
back her up. Butler and Gallop, especially, but also Irigaray, Lacan’s
“daughter,” are there, iu the margins.

Xu Kun's theme parks

At the other end of the spectrnm of female “gender trouble,” there is
the satirist Xu Kuu, born in 1965 in Shenyang and now living in Bei-
jing. Since 1993, she has been writing novellas that intellectuals, both
male and female, love to read. If Chen Ran rehearses a person’s mnl-
tiple identifications, Xu Kun parodies society’s diverse identifications.
Unlike Chen's works, Xu’s do not atternpt to hind alternatives; they play
with whal’s there, Her characters are men, women, young, and old and
she surveys the scene from afar, using different styles, different masks.

Yet her replications of today’s trends are not uncritical, She operates
critically within the helerosexual matrix of power and althongh no one
is immune to her mocking, men are definitely the main target, They
perform acts of hravura throughout her works, from seduction (o sui-
cide, and put up their own flagposts. Rendered larger than life, they and
their exploits become “incredible.”®

Xu Kun's caricatures evolve in a world of novelly and of replicates.

“Regou” (Hotdog) (1996)°" recounts the trials of a fiftyish-year-old
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4. Sleepwalking. Ol painting by Yu Hong, 1993. Photwgraph from

exhibition catalog

man, Chen Weigao, 10 join the young crowd, “to eat, drink, and he

* tle is a thealer critic who gets involved with a young woman,
crimental theater actress seeking fame. Of
y eulogizing her with the

merry.
an aspiring postmaodern exp
course, he will hoost her career by shameless! ,
latest fancy expressions, riddled with “new” and “posts”; and of course,
she in turn will sleep with him. Together, they will drink hlack nw,_n_nm
and eat hotdogs. Foolish Chen has only harsh words for his own wife of

twenty years. Her odor of lard and pig pancreas is everywhere, on the
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sheets and on the towels, as well as on his shirt collar; when he burps, he
smells the stink of his wife’s garlic and dried shrimp dumplings on his
hreath {201). The pathetic Chen nevertheless returns to his wife’s cook-
ing, once the pretty starlet has dropped him. Xu here uses food as au
indication of people’s cultural level: if you are “in,” yon cat Western fast
food, whether you like it or not.

if in “Hotdog,” Xu Kuu blends Western food culture with navelty in
theater, in “Xianfeng” {Avant-gardce) (1996),%° she mixes Western figures
and cxpressions with novelty in the fine arts. It is to my mind her most
incisive work because the frame is broader, exteuding to questions of
neccolonialism.

Her protagonist is Satan ‘Sadan; the name he has adopted as an artist;
he was formerly called Foolish Egg “Shadan’ Satan is a wannabe art-
ist who suffers from delusion and megalomania. Both, or alternately,
Jesus Christ and Zen Buddhist mouk, Satan wanders at the beginning
as well as at the end of the story in a theme park. This amusement park
is an amalgam of the Garden of Gethsemane and Disneyland, and of
the Imperial Summer Palace that was devastated by the European allied
troops at the inru of the last century. The Ynaumingyuan ruins (as they
are called 1oday) were also nntil receutly a haven for “free” artists. Xu's
story starts in 1985, when the Arst wave of bohemian artists moved into
run-down places that they rented from farmers around Yuanmiogyuan.

Somewhat accidentally, Satan, along with his friends, is acclaimed
the preeminent special avant-garde painter of the “Ruins” school. His
school is entered in the Cross-Century Encyclopedia under F for fei

.

‘ruins’ and If for houwel ‘post-garde.” Eventually, his work 1s bonght by
the Fine Arts Museum, and he can live off the rovalties of postcards and
reproductions. But Satan is a natye, tormented sonl.

What Satan wants, as is discovered after his death, written on the in-
side of a picture frame, 15 “to write, in my momenlous way, a chronicle
of art history” (334). No less. The ways of his epoch ‘duandai xingshi’
are realized in a single work of art. This work is an empty wetal frame,
which in 1685 is entitled Beirrg (Cunizai) and bears one vagnely Sartrean
{or Buddhist?) mnscription: “All nothingness is betng. All being is noth-
ingness” (281-82). In 19y5, Satan adds a canvas on which he splashes red
paint and throws himself (naked) down onto, then writes, between the
lam copulat-

o

outline of his legs, au inscription. The inscription reads:
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ing with my own image” (327). The 1995 work is retitled 1o Live (Huo-
zhe), in reference to Zhang Yimou’s 1994 film of the same name. In-
deed, Satan simply tries to “live as an artist.” His own speech is almost
as sparse (and crude) as his sole piece of work: He says “fuck” and
“waa-ow!” and will not partake in any isms: “letme be vanguard, stop
these isms, ox?” {288).

The problem is not the quality of Satan’s work but the unwarranted
reception it reccives. Satan 1s whitled into all sorts of discourses, all
ill-fitting. Like a gardener becoming president, Satan 1 upheld by the
art critics as a new cultural phenomenon. “The critics who'd studied
abroad and were desperately thinking of ways to link up with (he world
[Sjiegui’| were all excited: that was it! They took up their bilingual dic-
tionarics to dress [him] in new clothes™ (283). But they also have prob-
lems importing concepts. The custom machine is blocked ou the word
“avant-garde” because the only available defiuitiou of vanguardism is
the “red and expert” one, forcing the critics to use iustead a soccer terny,
“frontline” ‘gianfeng’ {284).

A woman, the “oriental beauty,” also coopts him in order to get back
unto the cultural scene. Al the same time, she makes hiin higs sex slave;
Satan must yield his brush to serve her with his virile “pen.” No one
cares for his art, especially not the peasants. Once, in a field, Satan is
kicked out by the owner of the held who calls his art “dick all” iba
wanyi' and forces him to leave.

Satan has romantic ideas about art. Xu Kun makes him resemble Jesus
Christ with his unworldly airs, long hair, and pauper’s clothes. On the
other hand, when he goes to the big city, ﬁcoc_m simply take him for
a migrant worker or a commaon beggar. Satan is forever longing for an
idcal. That is why he leaves his wife— called, incidentally, Julictte —and
child, and goes out searching, perhaps for his roats. Neither the Bud-
dhist temple life—where all is commercialized with a rhetoric strik-
ingly similar to the {ashionable art world or again to the Christian mass
(“Nibble this. Chew on this” [308]) — nor the peasant life “works™ for
Satan.

In a wheat feld, Satan hecomus a cross between 1Holdeo Caulheld aud
Vincent van Gogh. Tn a moment ot artistic inspiration — where he utters
“wow!” — Xu Kun describes him as “the catcher in the ryc” ‘maitian
shouwangzhe” This is a truly far-fetched and highty ironical reference.
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For one, as Caulhield’s kid sister tells us, the momentary tenderness and
harmony with the world that Caulfeld experiences g...iw.mm from his mis-
reading of a Rabert Burns pecin, which has nothing to do with “helping
people through.” What is inore, Satan, a husband and father, is imitating
a leenager from some Aumerican novel

As (or the actual “(eel” of being in a wheat held, Xu Kun guides us
toward van Gogh, unrecognized genius, who for Xu and other Chinese
was the Western aruist par excellence. Yel how can Satan, who does not
create but simply drags his picture frame to the wheat field, be twinned
with such a figure as Van Gogh? This 1s another preposterous compari-
son, which, along with the comparison to Caulfield in Catcher in the
Rye, is nevertheless the frequent positive (romantic) reference in China’s
current art scene. Xu Kun is therefore making a copy of a copy of what
cannol be called an original.

“Avant-garde” is a parade of figures, Western and Chincse, that are
tried like outfits on Satan the artist and that show the ground on which
art in China stands. At the end of the novella, Satan, who has stolen his
precious work from the muscum and destroyed the canvas, bears his
frame as Jesus bore his cross and wanders back to Yuanmingyuan. A
peculiar carnival awaits him: the ruins have been metamorphosed into
an mn.:._mmEn:H park recreating the imperial glory prior to the European
invasion one hundred years before. Satan, in his delusion, sees the Qing
dynasly emperors Kangxi and Qianlong coming toward him, With them
are such female historical personalities as the empresses Wu Zetian and
Cixi and the loyal eunuch Li Lianying (these historical figures have all
been (urned nto household names thanks to television and cinema).
Satan is taken aback, and steps back into vel another world: the Trojan
horse, where beautiful Helen will kiss his feet so forcetully that he can’t
staud it and shies away, only (o fall into yet anather world: Disneyworld.
Satan is now riding in the “Magic Mountain” roller-coaster. His M::wam
want to spill out, he gets very excited and cries out to his image to come
back to his body, as if his painted image, now destroyed, were an cssen-
tial part of himsell. That's when Satan, tolally hewildered, not knowing
heaven from earth, or his body from his image, undoes his safety belt,
falls out of his scat, and dies. \

So 1nuch for the romantic artist as a young man or as a madinan. And

so much for the imperial grounds uow turned into a theme park. Xu Koo
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equates novelly in the arts with out-of-place copies of Western art and
revived Chinese classical lore. Is Satan’s work zero-positive {“ariental™)
or zero-negative (“Western”)? She chooses a man as the ill-suited actor
and the invaded grounds as the scene of the carnival. “Avani-garde”
is a cartoonish roman-a-clef, in which many cultural public figures of
the last decade could fit the roles (the popular Wang $huo and the Jia
Pingwa of Feidu (Wasted Capital) for literature; the Fifth-Generation
filmmaker Zhang Yimou and the Sixth Generation Wu Wenguang for
film; pop artists such as Fang Lijun, Liu Wei, Wang Guangyi, and many
others for painting; the “oriental beauty” is Liu Xiaoqing, who, once
her beauty had faded, became involved with the business world of cos-
metics and real estate. Since the writing of this novella, China has ac-
quired its American theme parks: on the outskirts of Shanghai there
is the “American Dream Park,” which replicates stereotypical Aineri-
can attractions.** Already in the beginning of the 1990s, Beijing had its
indigenous “Dream of the Red Pavilion” tbeme park.

The recycling of roles does not end with people or with sites: the
Salanic/foolish work of art is converted into a useful tool. After Satan’s
death, an anonymous character finds Satan’s discarded frame, adds
wheels to it, and turns it into a rolley for household appliances. He
is granted a large sum of money for the patent. This episode ends the
novel.

“Youxing” (Parading) (1995)* is Xu Kun’s most outspoken novella
on the division of roles according to the sexes. In this novella, everyone
parades, everyone has a ground, a public place ‘guangchang’ to be more
precise. Except for the female protagonist, who is a wanderer. Beauti-
ful and talented, Lin Ge is a reporter who has three love alfairs: one
with an old poet whom she idolizes and who writes about gods; one
with a progressive intelleciual who worked twice ina “production team”
‘chadui’— the Cultural Revolution and Oxford University {which is a
“foreign production team” ‘yangchadui’) —and who seduces her with
his discourse; and one with a young rocker whom she “packages™ for
success. After the old poet’s silly baggy underwear, after the intellec-
tual’s peevishness in front of his own wife, and after babysitting the
sulky youth, she simply disappears from the public sphere, from the
texL. “Some say she’s dead, some say she got married” (27). The novella
ends with the following: “The square, it is always open; and also, il is
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always closed” (27). Lin Ge has gone through what she calls various “ex-
plorations” ‘tansuo’: poetic idealism with the poct; seductive dialogue
with the intellectual; and plain monologues with the rocker. These :mm:
have all managed (o “raise their flags” in a public place. She, o the other
hand, swims, wanders, conducts some symbolic guerrilla warfare and
parades through the square. The novella’s tone s set with the HQE.MS:.
to mo.mr wander, and 5o on. Under the title is the phrase :Qcm:_.u.m:nm“
youxing, youdang, yousi” ‘key words: to parade, to wander; wanderin .
thoughts’ {4). *
.:. ,..?&:_-mmaos deals with finc arts, “Parading” deals with literature
criticism, and rock music, in other words with more new cultural wvm..
:o?w:m. M.ﬂ 18 obvious in the stories that such activities belong to men.
1_;7:.“ storyisas wild and hilarious as the others bul the fact that the point
of view is Lin's, that IS, 2 woman’s, must mean something more, Here
perhaps, Lin Ge is—as Daier was for Chen Ran —Xu’s mn_w?.w ego j:.mv
fictional alter ego, though, has no agency whatsoever. Lin Ge s W:ﬂ a
reporter, someone who takes on other people’s words, one who is cul-
turally invisible. She writes down notes on whal’s happening and what
other peoplc are doing, and it is only logical that she disappears from
the text at the end.

Betore her vanishing act, though, she has made us laugh at man’s
vanity, at hiy attachment to his pen/penis® and his desire for fame. m_,hm
me coinpared a man’s erection (o the state of the stock exchange: noth-
Ing stays up forever, not even U.S, hard currency (10). She has also nade
us laugh at the romantic idealism of young women hy commenting on
her sexual adventures as “sacrifices” for the cause and comparing the
way three generations of men use rhetoric when they want to have sex
Emo.. Lin Ge Ak 4 Xu Kun can talk dirty, in Chinese as well as in m:m:mr.
She is adept at making the wildest assoctations: Confucius with 0:12..
mas greetings, Pink Floyd with the Berlin Wall and the Xidan Democ-
racy Wall. She wants neither to be a Niiwa nor an Eve: there are already
no gods in this world, she says (z2). v

O?.w the female protagonist has “done” the three men, has completed
rm.a mission, she can swim away. There are no places, let alone flags to
_.E.mw, for women. Territory is definitely a masculine conception in Xu's
writing. Men are the ones engaged in questions of indigenous things, of
land and discourse, versus American or foreigi immports. Like the m:m.r<
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ground on which China’s new art is built in “Avant-garde,” the “flags”
-rossed with local and

marking territory in “parading” arc heavily criss-c
, the intellectual lover, althoogh edu-

foreign references. Tor example
| theory as well as Freudian

cated abroad and versed in postsiructura

terminology, proposes o counter foreign imperialism through the dis-
“In the twentieth century. foreign

semination of Confucian thinking:
things have been pouring inmadly,
televisions, and all we have to send back, apart fr
cine, cuisine, taiji and gigong, is Confucianism., ¥We should convert the

world to it” (15).

¥u Kun's wrilings are ab
a Buddhist temple next to a Caulfieldian rye field. where a c
nun tea with a Tao Yuan-

forcign guns, foreigh cannons, color
om our Chinese medi-

oll contemporary China as one big theme
park: lone
of Jesus might be seen sipping chrysanther
ming Jook-alike. Xu, a satirist, inagnifies China’s desire to link with the
world, which makes all the more evident the conneclion belween muodes

of cultural identification and a masculinist economy.
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2 Away from Literature |

Words Turned On

A spring wells up at the foot of the mountain. The image of yonth

Hexagram 4, “Youthful folly,” ¥ijing

Wang Shuo’s mimics and gimnicks

“Xu Kun is Wang Shuo’s female couuterpart.”' This statentent may be
:wm.o_._:\ il one considers Wang Shuo solely as a writer: both are enter-
.EE:._mu both write aboul contemporary urban Chiuese society, (ocus-
ing wzinly on young people’s lives, and both have their nrmammm] )

what one hears on (he streets and in the media. The juain &mc_.m:o,m vmw.ﬂ
tween the Lwo is that Wang Shuo practices what he “preaches” —entre-
prencurship —while Xu Kun remains in the literary arena, as a writer
.m:a critic.? Xu Kun is writing now, while Wang Shno has stopped writ-
Em.:oﬁ_m, If literalure is intransitive for Xn Kun —as it is for inost ex-
MM”M.S:E_ writers—it is in transit and absolntely transitive for Waug
) Em:._m Shuo, born in 1958 in Nanjing bot living since childhood in Bei-
fing,’ is Hr.n foremost experimenter with the exchange value of words

He F: i::m.: twenty-four novels (between 1984 M:E.Gc: and has also
participated in the writing of scripts for several television series. Siuce




the end of the 1980s and increasiugly so in the 19908, Wang has heen
capitalizing on his own work: he has written songs derived from twelve
of his novels” themes, has started o tnrn his own novels into scripts tor
television and film, and collected his novels in a four-volume edition.
Everything he has done has been hugely successtnl. No one in China has
packaged his own words and his inedia iinage as successtully as Wang,
except perhaps for Mao Zedong,. (Of course, the comparison fails il one
thinks in terms of quantity reproduced: strictly on the numbers, Mao is
definitely the winner: the number of square meters of foor space occu-
pied by Mao’s work in the repository huilding is ba wan ba, (hat is,
88,000} °
A comparison between Wang Shuo and Mao as concerns their play
with words, or their “literary” fortune, could easily he pursued. People
call the collected works of both writers the “Four Volnmes™ ‘sijuan’;
there is a Maospeak and a Wang Shuospeak; both have recycled old ex-
pressions for their own purposes. [n 1993, Maao’s speeches were sold on
tapes and Maolst songs revamped, while Wang’s novels, more famous
than ever, were made into songs. Literature serves a purposc, and iu this
goal the two “leaders,” of course, differ totally —unless one could say
that Wang Shuo also aims at “serving the people” of his generation, a
generation without a living Mao and in great need ol entertainment. He
claims 10 be “the secretary of his thines,” anchoring his stories in reality.
Wang Shuo serves his contemporaries with stirring narratives: ro-
mances, coming-of-age stories, detective stories, and political-social
farces. And of course he serves his own interests hy creating, every time,
a bestseller. Wang Shuo is a public figure, a sclf-made man, who can
write a mock autobiography with a tille as self-assertive (and self-
derisive) as I am Wang Shuo, yet another bestseller, 1le can easily say,
“Just don’t consider me a person” and “I'm a hum. Of course, I'm fear-

"

less.”

Wang Shuo’s corumnodity is language: more specifically, his art of re-
partee, his glih tongue. “Wanzhn” (Trouhlewmakers), written in 1987,
and Bianjibu de gushi (Stories of an Editorial Board) (1991)® arc both of
the same recipe: swart-asses giving ont advice to others and inore often
than not hringing trouble upon themselves or upon their clients, The
former was the first work of Wang Shuo to he turned into a film; the
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fatter was written hy Wang (and others) .,::un:w for relevision. It was
mainland China’s first sitcom, | ,
“Troublemakers™ is an illnstration of private entreprencnrship based
o_”_ the word. I is the story of three young men who devise a M.E ..‘.,_HE«
of making money: they act as surrogates, substitnting their rc&mm[\
above all their repartee— for their clients’ The ,:_,ramc\;,.. their com-
pany name, refers to themselves, the “three substitutes/surrogates” “ti’
and also to their three arcas of specialization: troubleshoating 8.,&:3
relief, taking the blame f26)° _
__: o_..._m inslance, a young writer of pulp fiction, ironically named Zhi
w.:m.ﬁ Pure Wisdom,” also a :oEoE._o:m for the Cultwural \:mé:E.c:.m
rusticated youth”), badly wants a literary prize. The threc entrepre-
:.n_._a satisfy his demand by Organizing an awards ceremony. Versed in
_,v,:,q.::,,._:o:. they create a inock event that parodies literary mxnmmams.
tation and the literary institution. Phonies are asked to nmmhn_ “poems”: a
WOman posing as a poet of the “Misty” school, the ::amwmao::m ,,..ﬁro.&
of poctry noted for its abstrnseness, stands slaring at :._m\m:&o:nm and
:.._m: places her long hair on one side of her body while reciting inpas-
stvely: “People say this side of me s the Yangzi River.” She then procecds
to place her hair on the other side of her bodyand ends her ﬁnl.o:,:a:o.m
E:‘:_ “People also say this side of me is the Yellow River,” It Q::m. her
raving applause. As is especially evident in the filin version, the evening
is a spoof of what Chinese teleyision tirelessly shows: that is, speeches
And what it holds at regular intervals; namely, evening galas ‘wanhui _
Mv:n of the surrogates starts the show with the usnal official ﬁ:Em_.:m,“
Today ... we are all here together . . . to hold snch ameeting . . . that’s
Hm@ good” (33). Then another one continues with the typical blurb:
[ was invited to come at the last motnent, I've had no time to v?,..
ﬁm_.n. anything, plus I don’t speak well, in my opinion there’s no nced
to give you the habitual phrases, I'd like 1o express my congratulations
to the Three Ty company for their good work” (35}, Once all the Neces-
sary m.ﬁnmnrmm. and the ludicrous poeins have been delivered, the scene
turns into a frantic fashion show gone awry. On stage, dancing together
to the rhythm of disco music, are workers, peasants, traffic policemen
female bodybuilders, old-Shanghai prostitutes, clowns and literati _,EE_
the Chinese opera, Fighth Army and kM soldiers, Cultural Revolution
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red cuards, stundents from the May Tourth f1919) cra, a bride decked in
as pretty fashion models. All forms of ideology are mocked
mes are contlated, politics firt

white as well
here: different historical and political 11
with fraditional and pop cnluure. Entertainment is the name of the game
in the Klm, and it would also seem o he Wang Shuo’s goal.

‘There is no particular social critique in Wang Shno's work. As one of
his protagonists matter-of-factly says to defend himself, when accused
of sedncing a client: “[ only used words from the Xinhna [New China)
dictionary” {49). Wang picks np fromall disconrses indifferently: politi-
cal, economical (including hlack market jargon}, social, intellectnal,
Frendian, and so on, and does not mind if his scriptis altered: “If some-
thing’s got to go, then out it goes” ‘yao gai jin gaiba* The novel, which
is almost totally made up ol dialogues —banteron anything from sports
to Oedipal theory, has an improvised quality, which the filim version
ting and adding rejoinders here and (here. {For exainple,

porsnes by dele
horn, 1 was already dead,”

the Misty poet adds a new jewel: “When Lwas
or this disconcerting response to “’m sorry I'm late”: “So what, I'm not
waiting for yon.”) As Lin Xinwu has expressed it, Wang Shno's works are
ahont the here and now (“this time, this place, this body, this intention™}
(202). Any displacement, \herefore, brings on modifications.

Qnick wit is all that is F.LEQH_ in the constant re(dis)placcnents the
three stand-ins execute, Whether it be during their “social counseling”
or during their lejsure time, their tongues never rest. Even songs afe not
left withont some rejoinder: to 2 People’s Liheration Army song about a
soldier leaving for the Sino-Vietnamese war. which comes on the radio
with the farewell words “1t this should be so, don't be sad,” they retott
in chorns: “I'm not sad!” (32-33). Indeed, there is mo chorus of recrinii-
nation on their part. "We can stand anything hecause wt know there’s
nothing perfect, everywhere's the same. We have no expectations, no
recriminations” {50-51). “If yon don't rely on anything, then yoo dom’t
care about anything” (36). Consequently, the navella “Troublemakers’
can end with the deiclic nonauthorial phrase picked op from the radio:

]

“And this ends onr E_cmam:d:m:m for tonight” {52).

The Glm, however, atiennates the radically dismnissive attitude of the
homs and turns them mto do-gooders, much like the editorial staft of
Stories of an Editorial Board. Stories is nevertheless of crucial iimpor-

tance in China's television programming history because it is China’s
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\:Ah,: sitcom, “by far [the] most popular American prime-time genre.” "
I'he 3%9:%- five-part serial coinedy that Wang Shoo wrote with his n.oi
most frequent collaborator, Feng Xiaogang, made everyone, young and
old, menand women, laugh heartily when it aired in 1991 and continued
to keep people gigpling at cach of its reruns well into 1993 {at least 190
throughout all of China), The comedy’s success rests &:,_cm_ solely on
its linguistic games, covering a wide range of everyday situations :«r.._m
since become a prototype of the Chinese television series.! S
‘The sketches revolve around the six staff members of a mediocre
Ewmmi:n with a pompous name, Guide to the World of Man {Renjian
zhingn). They are harmless fun, without any social nw:_Ecm. oras Feng
Mpmmomw:m put it, the idea is “just touching on social things, never deal-
J:m with the system.” ' Perhaps the most famous saying of lhe series
is “Money isn't everything, hut without money you just can’t do m_._w,.
wrw:m,: which is offered by the entrepreneurial middle-aged Yu Deli. As
in “Tronblemakers,” the actors in Stories act as social counselors :,._omﬁ
c?rm time: to find a wife, scitle a family dispute, help a fat nan lose
weight, a handicapped singer gain recogniticn. They never solve too
inany prohlems, and as editor-in-chief Chen says, “We're not too busy
Ms.m have time to do some in-fghting™ As spectators, what keeps cE”
interest up, apart from the goofy solurions, are the verbal exchanges he-
tween these very different members of the team, all of whom are rather
prolix. Gender and generational diffcrence creatc humour between the
older Big Sister Bovine (Niu), a true “red,” and the young journalists
Ge Ling and Li Donghao. Big Sister Bovine Hnds Emo_cmmnm_. faults 2::.
::::. constantly; in turn, they retort with Maoist expressions. Li cries
out: “How have I heen less fervent than you, Big Sister Bovine? All nrm
rules 1o follow, T have followed them (o a T, including even the Party’s
calls to climinate rars, kill flies, donate blood, study Lei Beng :::”_;,q
later, huy nattonal products, and to stay off the streets during n.?u. r.rww
oﬁ.mn years: when have I ever lacked passion?” " Ge Ling, just as quick-
witted, makes cracks at Big Sister Bovine’s past hy saying she can solve
m. frand prohiem, because she was an iron fiand during special inves-
ligations in the Cultural Revolution.” Big Sister aci:m still holds the
torch and is rather prond of her former experiences as a (Maoist) “men-
tal labourer [‘sixiang gongzuozhe’] whao'’s gnawed all the S:m_., bones™:
when visiting a man who has marital probleins, she bluntly says o EEM
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as if she were an iron maiden still: “Just consider me sexless.”* Young
Ge Ling and Li Donghao, while dealing with yet another marital case,
speak as if they were veterans of the Long March. Li: “If we bad aban-
doned [the cause] then, would there he today’s happiness?” Ge: “Fan-
shen [‘to emancipate onesell]) or, literally, ‘to turn one’s hody around’|
means to stand on one’s own twao feet, not to tumble on other people”
and “We can't lose the big banner of the ‘Five Talks, Four Beauties. "'
Ge and Li, who flirt with each other, nevertheless call each other “comn-

o< LTS

rade” ‘tongzhi,’ and Li talks of the staff as a “troop” ‘duiwu,” “dynarnic

w7

as a mighly torrent.” ¥ To any viewer of the 1990s, this contemporary
use of worn-out political phrases and applications of Maoist practices
are just fun.

Their inonthly magazine is a jumble of personal ads, two-liner ad-
vice 1o the yonng, comfort for the old, tear-jerking pnlp fiction, test
and contests, how-1o tips on such topics as “with which blood-type to
be united in wedlock” or “proper abstinence for couples during sexnal
intercourse,”'® and other light reading, which they themselves concoct
or solicit. Their pnblication criteria are plain and simple: “We don't
want texts written in a sloppy hand, or those which are not written on
standard graph paper; neither do we want letters to the editor which
are too fulsome or too sincere. Nor do we want content which touches
npon officialdom from the county level up, or texts withont the seal
of approval from the appropriate party committee.”'* When a writer
submits a sentimental novel, they all find it too long and needing too
mnch revision, and, finally, they even accuse him of plagiarism, with-
out ever having read the work. Ge Ling ofters this solution: “Does he
have other works, or perhaps is he interested in gardening, fisbing? In
his free time, does he play tennis? Does he know how to play chess? [las
he ever practiced splashed-ink calligraphy?” ** When they have to writc
a speech for a children’s gala, they show off their mastership of Maoist
clichés: “Dear little friends, you are the Rowers of the fatherland. Our
future, the heavy responsibilities of Communism, will tall on your gen-
eration’s shoulders. Today yon are littlc grass blades, tomorrow you will
be pillars,”?

In the sketch “Shui bi shui sha duoshao™ {Who's dunthest), Wang
Shuo has created a female version of his troublemakers, a streetwise,
female hipster. Her name is Nancy, she speaks some English (“What-
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THE STORIES OF AN
EDITORIAL BOARD
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5. Stories of an Editorial Roard. Publicity material from
Beijing Center for Televisual Art, 1991.

you-name”), and she poses as a snperefficient factotum who can ran
W:m_._. cditorial board. This imposter uses catchy phrases like those Wang
as scattered throughout his novels, such as “swearing EY "
She is irreverent toward everyone and everything, rm”mom:oﬂ”“w_” mmmhwm
‘dawan” who drive Ferraris, wear large gold rings, and hold cellular
phones ‘dageda.’ She never eats (plain) Sichuanese food hut gocs for
Cantonese food. When accused of being abum ‘humang’ by — onmﬁcc:m
— Big Sister Bovine, Nancy replies: “I don't know anyone hy the name
of ‘Liu, except for him [Liu Shuvon, an older staff member|™ {27).
The humorous, tongne-in-check crosslalk, with yonng people as the
star performers, are Wang’s trademark in all his .anrm. Whether he
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made them up or picked thern up off the street, expressions such as 1
fee! for you like the masses do for the Party,” protfered hy a girl to a boy
in the novella “Dongwu x:“:m_dm:m.. {wild beasts) (1991) have hecome
standard jokes throughout China. As Geremic Barmé has stated, Wang
Shuo “plays with Party language o an extent nnprecedented in Chinese
literature.” **

Having said this, Wang Shuo is anything but a dissident. No one and
nothing escape his macking, from rock star Cui Jian to human rights.
In the novel Wande jiu shi xintiao {Playing for Thrils) (1589), a man in
a bar attempts to seduce @ woman with Cui Jian’s most popular song,
“yi wu suovou” {1 have nothing): “I'll give you my dreams and my tree-
dom.” On \83 of his dreams and freedom, the suitor claims he would
also give her his democratic rights and carnings. But the tough chick
refutes him: “Now you're pushing it. ... 1 don't need those. Give them

2

to somebody who realty wants them.”

Suns and lovers on and off screen

Wang Shuo’s work is not subversive, because he celebrates free-wheeling
spirits (like himself) who are not involved in anything social or politi-
cal but in their own enterprise. Furthermore, for Wang Shuo, literature
s the art of concealment, of counterfeit, not of revelations. “My first
experience as a writer, when [ was 12, was d 5,000-character essay of
sell-criticism. Tt was a good piece of literature.”*! Apart from bis very
early work, any scntimentality or tinge of genuineness is erased hy his
literary brio. “Ldongwu xiongmeng” (Wild beasts) ** is exemplary in this
sense. A caining-of-age story, it tells of a fifteen-year-old hoy’s summer
in the mid-1970s from the point of view of the same boy as an adult.
The protagonist is a juvenile delinquent who breaks into homes with a
master key, is rough with girls, cruel with other hoys, skips school, and
cheats at exams. He is perhaps a little bit worse than the other boysin his
gang whao are prohahly also heaten by their parents, hang out cating ice
cream, fantasize about girls, and ahout war against the imperial powers
according to Mao’s design. But we, the readers, can’t know because the
story is written by master illusion ist Wang Shuo who, from the very first

lines, tells us that he just can’t be honest ‘laoshi,” that he’s created his
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owh “neat persona,” and that he's fallen for it {406). Throughout the
story, the adult narrator corrects his teenage impressions, frustrating
any reader who wants to know the “truth.” The constant conscious dis-
tancing from his younger sell also preempts any nostalgia trip. For ex-
ample, the ohject of the boy’s desire is the well-developed (“like a white
pir)”) Milan, whom he compares 1o Western food: “Later, after innch
consideration, 1 found an appropriate comparison for her: she was like
the rich taste of a thick cream of tomato sonp™ {432). Milan's “every
frown, every smile, became the equation [he! assiduously attempted 1o
solve” (447} could be a inore understandable image for the obsession
of the high school boy, bul it is followed by au unbelievable yperbole:
“Those were the happiest days of my life. The wrinkles on my face come
from all (he smiling 1 did in those days” (447-48). Every time readers
think they are hearing Wang Shuo’s “voice,” they are being conned. For
example, the end of the novel is a total deconstruction of the plot: the
boy never personally knew Milan, never bear his love rival Gao Jin, and
so on. After exhorting ns to “forget ahout truth and keep on lying,” he
proceeds to tell us he raped Milan, beat up Gao lin, and so on. He puts
the blame on literature, on fiction, on the connatative power of words.
“There is no way to render truth inart. Each word 1 choose snrpasses the
concrete meaning | want to give it, even when vou use the most precise
adjective it always yields more, like a hat that fits your head hut always
has some give. . .. [ have never seen anything that adores self-expression
and fabricates lies as easily as words” (482).

This sounds like an earnest writer putting his cards ou the table. But
Wang’s cards are poker cards, and he, who doesn’t want to be “taken
for a human,” certainly cair’t be taken for an carnest writer struggling
with reality/fiction/fantasy/memory. Consider the ending of this ather
false statement: “When has the word ‘honest’ ever been mine? If 1 dont
leave lireratnre, this joh, | will keep on fooling . .. hnt if I shatter my rice
bowl, how will | survive? [ have a wife, a daughler, and eighty-year-old
parents” {484).

Still, “Wild beasts™ contains emotionally strong moments, which,
were they not constantly sabotaged by the narratorfauthor, conld be
quite intense. Jiang Wen, the famous young actor of Red Serghum, made
snch a filin from the novel and (ellingly entitled it Yangguang carnlan de
rizi (In the Heat of the Sun) (1994). In the (lm, although the border-
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line between fiction and personal memory of the eveuts is also mucdled
{and eflectively visualized), it contains a share of angst and guilt that no
work of Wang Shuo admits. The film can he seen as the story ot a hifteen-
year-old rapist who is emhellishing his deeds and s, therefore, a rather
pitiful creature. The inajestic ending in the swimming pool —where his
fricnds are ducking him cach time he tries 1o emerge —yields an atmo-
sphere of pathos, beautiful and cruel, enhanced by the 1gth-century
music of Mascani’s Rustic Cavalier, the (romantic} musical motif of the
flim.

ludeed, Jiang Wen's film version appeals to the emotions and did ex-
tremely well in China with young viewers. It is a fine Alm, with an ex-
cellent cast, an excellent photographer (Gu Changwei}, smart artistic
direction, and a very crally use of music. In the Heut of the Sunis China's
first film celebration of the Cultural Revolution. Seen through the young
boy’s eyes, with an adult {Jiang Wen's) voice-over, it is a very personal,
suhjective rendering that millions of young Chinese—who didn’t live
through the Cultural Revolution — adopted immediately. In this sense,
with this first ilm of his, Jiang Wen realized for cineina what Wang Shuo
realized for fiction: inventing a positive feeling for a whole generation,
Aesthetically, the film is a jewcel. We are repeatedly faced with Cultural
Revolution relics of all sorts: Mao’s red-sun portrail hangs in the im-
mense Moscow restaurant, little girls sing and dance to Mao love songs,
a fight is heightened by the “Internationale”; seventies television shows
us raving crowds of Mao idolaters, scenes from the Red Detachment of
Women are screened outdoors, the gang impersonales the most often
shown Soviet filin, Lenin i1 1918, or Lenin in October (“Vasily, quick, go
save Lenin'™). At the same time, In the Heat of the Sun mocks China’s
award-winning films: the teacher is not perspicacious like the hero of
Chen Kaige's Haiziwang (King of the Children), but simply a foolish, ac-
ned young man; the young protagonist, shot in full zoom reminds one
of the bereft son in Zhang Yimou's Hong gaoliang {Red Sorghum). But,
unlike that son, who cries out for his mother (in a ritualistic thymed
chant, amplificd hy plaintive suonia sounds} — “Mother, Mother, ascend
the Western Palace” (“Niang, niang, shang xilang”) — Jiang Wen’s hero
sobs for his puppy love (without pretty lines): “Milan, Milan, Milan,
Milan, Milan.” This new generation of filmmakers docs uol so much
deal with generational issues, but rather with theirown generation’s pre-
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occupations, namely with fun and teenage love ** What 1s more, their
music is no longer folkloric, but a blend of Western styles and Chinese
pop music.” \

‘The film is not pedagogical like its predecessors; instead, it creates a
geuerational solidarity amongst those who were too young to have par-
ticipated fully in the Cultural Revolution. Instead, they remnained in the
deserted cilies and, according to Jiang Wen and Wang Shuo at least, had
a great time. |n interviews, Jiang Wen has said more than once that the
Cultural Revolution was great fun: “like a rock 'n’ roll concert with Mao
as top rocker and the rest of the Chinese as his fans.” #F [t was “a profound
and salulary puberty crisis for the Chinese peopie.”* In other words,
the Cultural Revolution brought on the emergence of individuality for
a generaflon.

Such is the import of Jiang Wen’s very personal film and of Wany
Shuo’s novel: Mao was great, we are great too, As the protagonist (axa
Jiang Wen, since it is his voice-over) says: “Augnst 23 was Rumania's
Liberation Day. [t was also my birthday, and Lin Yiku’s (his fricnd’s].”
Unlike the Fifth-Generation fitm Lan fengzheng ( The Blue Kite) by Tian
Zhuangzhuang, where the parents’” marriage is delayed because of Stal-
in’s death, political events only run parallel to incidents in the main
character’s life. I the Heat of the Sunt gives a cameo role to Wang Shuo
as the “greatest bully in town”; he is shown sitting at the end of a very
long table, with the two fighting gangs on opposite sides, one dressed
in white, the other in black. Above Wang’s head hangs Mao’s sunny-
head portrait. When the crowd of youngsters carry him off in jnbila-
tion, Wang’s head even blocks Mao’s. This s the “forgotten generation’s”
coming-of-age.

In Wang’s novella, “Wild beasts,” there is a long passage comparing
the 1uerits of ice cream with the food associated with the older gen-
eration (“rusticated youths™ who include the Fifth-Generation film-
makers), that is, wotou (a corn grit scone). Wang takes time to describe
the kind of cheap ice cream they ate then, where they could get it; and,
when they could afford it, swirled soft ice eream for five mao, or betler
still the delight of an ice cream with fruit mixed in: “That was quite
an outstanding luxury, comparahle today to going to a fancy Japanese
restaurant, drinking British liquor and enjoying a Finnish sauna. .. . 1
admit, ice cream nay not have the iinportance of ‘wotou, but lor some
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people, they would rather not eat ‘wotou,” go hungry and have an ice
cream instead. At that time, the capitalists were outside our country’s
door, on the threshold, casting greedy eyes on us” {(465-66). His gen-
eration is the [un-loving, consunerist gencralion.

For Wang Shuo and his partners, Jiang Wen and Feng Xiaogang, the
sky’s the limit. it the Heat of the Sun ends with the now grown-up pro-
tagonists, played hy Jiang, Feng, and others, in a white limousine, drink-
ing Réiny Martin cognac while circling around Beijing’s Muxidi district,
now full of skyscrapers. They are the kings now,

Int the Heat of the Surn is a privately funded film, and it had the greatesl
publicity campaign ever. All around Beijiug, ads for the illm —and for
Stag Beer, a main sponsor—could be seen. Beautifully designed pro-
motion material, free T-shirts (with color stills of the actors and lines
such as “Film mogul Jiang Wen meoves the world with a powerful work
of international quality”). Private funding for the film was possible be-
cause of Jiang Wen'’s reputation as a frst-rate young actor: Hang found
moncy in Hong Kong and Taiwan {Golden Harvest), managed to get
superslar Lin Xiaoging’s name as a supervisor jianzhi, and created with
friends his own company, Sun Film.

The him company has an ofhce in Beijing and is making television
series, hopefully films later too0.” China has many such cultural compa-
nies, and everyoue in the culture industry — the average citizen as well
as serious, engaged literary critics and avant-garde painters —seems to
want a place in the movie business.”! Such a move is termed “electrifi-

" i

cation” ‘chudian.

Money, fame, freedom: Wang Shuo grabbed the recipe hefore any
one clse. His pariner, Feng Xiaogang,™ followed him shortly after and
adapted a greal number of stories, including of conrse Wang’s, into ex-
ceptionally popular films or series for television. Wang Shuo and Feng
Xiaogang created their own flin and television company, called Hao-
meng (Good Dreams) in 1993. Withont the shadow of a douht, their
Beijingren zai Niuyue (A Beljinger in New York) {1993} has incarnated
the formnla of (financial) success for television.

In terms of storyline, A Beijinger in New York is as much a milestone
as Stories of an Editorial Bourd. 1f the latter continues Lo be the basic (as
vet unrivaled) model tor a portrayal of Chinese social problems, A Bet-
jinger tapped into a new field, that of China in the world. As the title
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indicates, A Beijinger is the story of a Chinese man ermigrating to New
York to live his American dream. Since it aired, there have heen sev-
eral series based on a similar theme, namely, Xin dalu (New Continent,
1994), aboul cight students from Asia in the United States; Yangriv zai
Beijing (Foreign Girts in Betying) (1995), and so on. None has had the
favor or the success of A Beijinger.

Like In the Leat of the Sun, A Beijinger was also fully financed pri-
vately. A total of $1.5 million was amassed from hank loans and from
American and Chinese companics. Understandably, this twenty-part
series, filmed outside of China, in New York and the surrounding area,
abounds with “soft puhlicity” ‘ruan guanggao’ and dual marketing. Pre-
ceding each cpisode, Coke and Sprite ads are run side by side with ads
for Chinese products, such as the local alcohol Kongfu jiajiu, whicb is
advertised hy the actress playing the main female role of Achun, or Dan-
nel shirts from a joint-venture modeled hy the American actor play-
ing the part of David, the Irish entrepreneur. Chinese commercials had
never been so deftly made and used. The series, airing in autuinn, also
contained ads for timely cold remedies like Wahaha. Furthermore, in-
side the episodes themselves, luxury consumer goads like xo Cognac,
Siminons mattiesses, “s55” brand cigarettes, and Ray-Ban glasses, were
all very ohviously displayed.

In contrast to the first Chinese experiment in filming Chinese na-
tionals abroad, Zuikou de guizu (The Last Aristocrars) (Xie Jin, 1989),
A Beijinger is glainorous and convincing. The first scene of each episode
is a commanding aerial view of Manhattan supported by a dramatic
melody, with half-English, half-Chinese lyrics, “I'ime and time again”
{"Qianwanci de wen”) (sung hy popstar Liu Huan). Feng Xiaogang,
the director of the serics, who had never been abroad before, gathered
around him an excellent team: advisers living in the United States as
well as in China, first-rate aclors such as Jiang Wen for the lead role
(his first for television — Wang Shuo linked Jiang, his ardent admirer, to
Feng, his pariner), the well-known actress Ma Xiaoqing (who played in
Troublemakers) as the difficult child, and an expatriate who had lived
in the United States for six years, Wang Ji, to play the mistress-business
iron lady.

It was very much an improvised system of flmmaking, where every-

one did more than one job, where deals of all sorts had to be struck in
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order Lo shoot this or that scene.™ For example, renting a helicopter at a
low price — for aerial shots of the city, of aburial, ora hoat outing when
the character Wang Qiming, hy then a millionaire, takes his daughter
on the Hudson in his personal yacht—and coaxing people into getting
perinission to filin in sites that were off limits (for exanple, in a ceme-
tery unavailable (or ilm shootings since The Godfather) required excep-
tional connections and diplomacy. Director Feng is quoted as having
said: “In the whole world, no place is hetter [‘niu’| than the United
States, and no place in the United States is better [‘niu’] than New York.
We Beijingers were able to shoot there, 50 we are the hest [‘miu’].”

Whether this statement was made in earnest or not,” it is Lelling in
terms of the scope and hope the project inspired. A Beijinger is techni-
cally a very well-made television series. It is perhaps the first Chincse
show with a brisk pace, created hy fine ediling that aliows inany ditffer-
ent scenes and sequences to be viewed in one episode, and sustained
by music of all sorts, such as an African American guy’s drumming on
garbage cans mixed in with Western classical music. The narrative is
quite unpredictable: the storyline doces not follow the habitual Confu-
cian noral one, no character is fully good or bad, and China does not
win over the United States {or vice versa). New York is both great and
awful: “Uf you love him, take him to New York, for it’s paradise. If you
hate him, take him to New York, for it's hell.”#

Based on the novel of the same title by Glen Cao (Cao Guilin), the
television series—as is characteristic of most adaptations — leaves more
room for hope than the book does: the daughter Ningning is still alive
(aud living somewhere in Africa with her white hoyfriend}; divorced
Achun is reunited with her child; twice-estranged wife Gno Yan re-
turns (o China; Wang Qiming carries on his business, witlt his mis-

tress backing him. A Beijinger is, nevertheless, not a representation of

the Americau dream. It could cven he regarded as a nationalistic, anti-
American production, predating the anti-American fever reflected in
a 1996 hook, Zhongguo keyi shuo bu (China Can Say No).”” Five years
after the extravagantly praised “azure civilisation™ {weilanse weiming)
of the United States in the television docuinentary Heshang (Death-
song of the River). A Beijinger criticized the racism of white Americans
and showed the anger of the immigrants, in this case the Chinese im-
migrants who must confront such racism, To the last episode, the hero
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Wang (Qiming vers his anger by directing ohscene words and gestures
at policemen and anyone who happens (o he there, Of a fiery nature,
he beats up quite a few people throughout the series, They are all white:
a gas attendant, his own daughter’s hoyfriend, that boyfriend's father,
and his business and love rival, David. Tn ane episode, Qiming verbally
and physically assaults a prostitute, also white. This violence is at times
coupled with his love of Maoist songs, now set to disco rhythms in the
1993 album, Houg Taiyang (Red Sun). Free and debonair, he yells out
these tunes while driving on 42nd Street in his Mercedes, wearing Yves
Saint-Laurent clothing and Ray-Ban glasses. There 1s nothing pitiable
or laughable in Wang Qiming’s hearing: he’s cool and rich, with a good
wife and an able mistress. Ie’s made it to the top and can tell anyone
oft.

In a roundrable on the television series, the actor Jiang Wen claimed
that he had not exaggerated in any way the rage and frustration of being
a Chincse abroad, that on the contrary he had greatly downplayed the
negative feclings freshly arrived imnugrants usually harbor: “Ainericans
are perhaps quite nice toward Americans, but with foreigners they are
not so uice. They differ a lat from us Chinese.” As for the director, Feng
Xiaogang, he simply said: “The Americaus can make a fitm like Year of
the Dragon and give a totally distoried representation of the Chinese.
When we made A Befjinger, all we did was to show some of our feel-
ings.”

The dehate around the series mainly dealt with verisimilitude. A Bei-
jinger was the first convincing Chinese filin representation of the United
States, and, consequently, viewers watched it for more than the story:
they also watched it for what could be seen. In the [irst episodes, Wang
and his wife live in a dingy bascment. Many parents of Chinese stu-
dents living in the States phoned their offspring pleading them to come
home, while younger viewers thought the pad was not bad at all. The
sexy Taiwanesc bnsinesswoman, Achun (played by Wang i}, became the
most lusted-after female prototype in marriage agencics.” Achun, who
speaks Chinese and English fuently, is a reinarkahle character: fearless,
fierce, and passionate, she is also clegant, sexy, and an international jet-
setter. Unfortunately, enamored of the hero, Wang Qiming, she lets go
of her own career to attend to his.

Allin all, Wang Qiining is the hero and very much a maeho figure. The
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songs opening and closing cach episode focus ou him, the new hero, the
Chinesc musician turned millionaire who can have his pick of Chinese
and white women (as well as heat up white men). The opening song,
“Time and timne again,” tells of the change he’s undergone, whereas the
woinan (his wife} has not Inoved on; the closing song, “Baoying™ (Retri-
bution) (also interpreted hy a pop superstar, Na Ying) tells of the plight
of the woman who waits fruitlessly for hetter days to come.

As concerns gender roles, the television series is in tine with the novel
hy Glen Cao, who presents this work as autohiographical. His alter ego,
the male hevo, is definitely the focus, and women mere accessories. [n
his preface, Cao writes that, aftcr spending ten years in New York, he
retnrned to China with “nothing hut a broken dream and a heavy inanu-
script. ... Pve made a fortune all right, but morally I'm zero. . .. I've he-
come a whiner.” % Yet his Wang Qiming is presented in a positive light,
and it is clearly gendered: as the “greenwood hero of the new era” (166),
as a “young forty-year-old who is particularly curious, loves to be ener-
getic and throw himsclf into action™ (178). or as “a wild bull who's heen
goaded in a corrida® {217]). One is lead to think that this virile energy

e

might come from the sun, the American sun: “The sun, ah, the Ameri-
can sun! . .. I can also get my sharc of the sun. ... Ah! the sun, the fair
sun |for one and all{l” exclaims a newly arrived Chinese vational in the

novel (79-80).

In and out of China: Do girls just wanna have fun?

Ultimately, the novel as well as the film presents a new Chinese nale
hero, one who is invincible anywhere, even ahroad, hnt who maintains
Chinese characteristics, namely, a profound love for the reddest sun,
Mao Zedong, This would seem to be a common denominator of many
of the works analyzed ahove. But for the other gender, for women, can
they, nnder such circumstances, also hecome queens of the road? To his
wild daughter, Ningning, Wang Qiming, says: “We're Chinese, tryas we
might, we can't hecome Americans. . .. I think that, for family concerns,
for social relations, the Chinese way is hetter.” To which Ningning re-
plies: “You want e to keep Chinese ways. . . . What do yon want me to
becoine? An American? A Chinese? An American with Chinese ways? A
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Chinese with Amnerican ways?” (128). Ningning is kiiled hy an overdose
in the novel; iu the film, she runs far away.

Some women wrilers, iluimakers, have been offering other options,
less dramatic ones. Even the female counterpart to Glen Cao’s A Bei-
jinger in New York, Zhou Li Fochler’s Manhadun de Zhongguo niiren
{Manhattar's Ching Lady), which has its share of palriotic statements
and gooey sentimentality, does not carry the same heavy overtones. The
pictnres of Ms. Fochler that appear among the book’s illustrations show
her (and her Caucasian husband} smiling and quite relaxed; two pic-
tures show her “before and after” (inaking it in New York): again both
are “nice” pictures, the difference being that, in the latter one, the lady
wears three rows of pearls and is signing a business contract. Compare
the picture of Glen Cao, in his hook looking rather glum and slightly
aggressive as he stands by a Steinway piano—which has a pictnre of
him “before,” when he was a musician — and who does not even fuse his
two names: first, he writes the Chinese characters and then underneath
them, the English

Jiang Wen's I the Heat of the Sun also has some sort of a feinale
equivalent, The Monkey Kid (Hoa Sar’er), made hy Xiao-yen Wang.
Wang was born in Beijing in 1959, is a graduate of the Beijing Film In-
stitute in 1982, and left China for the United States in 1985, Technically,
Wang belonys to the Fifth Generation of Ailminakers; but, perhaps he-
cause of her younger age or because she left China after gradualting, or
again because she is a woman, she shares none of that generation’s oul-
look. Wang returned to China in 1994 to independently shoot her first
feature film, a film about her childhood dnring the Cultural Revolution,
Alow-bndget, noncommercial film (s30,000), e Monkey Kid does not
have the technical refinement or the authorial complexity of In the Heat
of the Sun. 1t is a simple, sweet rendering of a nine-year-old girl’s life
during those “sunny days.” None of the violence of I the Heal of the Sun
is to be found there, and the Cnltural Revolution artifacts are merely
present, not lavishly exhibited. [n fact, The Monkey Kid just happens to
be sct during the Cultural Revolution, when parents were away and all
that was taugh at school was the Little Red Book and Mao love songs. It
is a precocious coming-of-age story where the local bullies are mischie-
vous little boys peeing in Thermos bottles. Shi-wei, the heroine, learns
how to make her way in life. [n the last scene of the ihn she is seeu, all
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6. “Trying out Mom’s Soviet-style bra” Film still from
Xiao-yen Wang’s The Monkey Kid, 1995. Photograpii from
press kit.

smiles, riding her bicycle in the rain. The sun, the heat of Jiang Wen's
film, is totally absent in this hilin, which starts with a snowfall and people
swaddled in heavy, unrevealing clothes. Shi-wei is empowered by small,
insignificant things, and that is thanks to her mother who, though often
away, takes tiine to educate her daughter in various ways: culturally (lis-
tening to Bizet's Carmen), strectwise (defending oneself bur also atrack-
ing when nccessary), and simply on how to have fun (climbing trees). It
is she who unhesitatingly lets Shi-wei ride her bike in the rain, to which
the little girl comments: “1f Papa were here, he'd say no.” The female
connection is visible throughout the film: Shi-wei is fascinated by her
teacher, first pregnant, then breastfeeding; she stares at her big breasts
in class; at home, she tries on her mother’s Soviel-style bra in front of
the mirror; with her girlfriends, she wonders aboul menstruation and
whether her hrain will go soft. But most of the lime, the little girls are
having fun: they play hlindman’s bluff togetber as well as skip rope or
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put on make-up, don veils on top of military costumes, and execute mi-
nority dances. Before the final credits, a line appears on the screer, in
English: “'This film is dedicated to my mother.” In an interview, Wang
confirms the autobiographical clements of The Monkey Kid: “Fach day
my mother was forced to crawl through a dog door in and out of her
school because she was the daughter of a landlord. But T was too young
to know any ol this, So, ironically, the vears of the Cultural Revolution
arc Lthe sonrce of my happiest memories.” **

Il The Monkey Kid is perhaps a little 100 sweet {and tbe mnsic, rely-
ing on the Chinese flute 'dizi’ gives it a rather exotic, Oriental Aavor),
then there are other renderings hy women of the Cultural Revolution
wilh more of g bite. For example, Liu Sola's Hundun jia ligefeng (Chaos
and All That)* Lin Sola, horn in Beijing in 1955, and presently living in
New York (after living in Loudon), is both a fiction writer and a music
comnposer. She wrote Chaosin19v1. Itisa twolold story, with the female
character Huang Haha as the focus. Haha's name was chosen by her
father, who hop[ed] that with snch a name she would rise joyfully above
the ordinary” {11), in contrast to himself who “ahs all the time” (45). She
is a student living ahroad, in London. Clacs goes back and forth be-
tween her present life, told in the third person, and her childhood dur-
ing the Cultural Revolution, told in the first. Haha mocks her boyfriend,
Michael, a Caucasian, who finds her “exotic and inscrutable™ {26) yet
who also keeps a (rich, while) flancée, but her wit and irony are mostly
aimed at herself, now and during her Cultnral Revolution days. Haha
wants action, for example a satisfyving love relationship, yet she spends
her youny adult days writing letters to people in China. The narrator
reports that Michael calls this habit of hers her “contraceptive device”
(93). Similarly, at the age of cleven, Haha wanted to become ared guard,
but all she gets ont of the experience is to learn how to talk dirty and
eventually to guard her friend’s cat. “The most essential qualification
for being a red guard was that you had to he able to say to people’s faces
{19).
After having said “Fuck it,” she is rewarded hy her brother with a genu-

"

the kinds of things you usually only find written on toilet walls

ine khaki nniforin and she gets to wear a Mao badpe the size of an alarm
clock (32-33). Haha demystifies aud makes ludicrous the red puards and
the whole era. She Lalks about what was anathema: “Long hair and high
heels, like cats, dogs, and rahbuts, were all class-enemy stuff” (12). We
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T ey LG, 3 1 arey 2 v oorare g - - a7 vart . -
learn about how the teacher devised various versions of the gave l(or zai dongfang”” What is more, as she herself remarks, oue can’t (el

exposing offenders, about Uncle Lei Feng, about the “Little Red fuck-
ing Book,™ abont the unlikely yet very coded fashion of those days,*
aboul emhroidering portraits of the Great Leader, ahoul the songs they
sang concocted [rom quotations from the Little Red Book, of Russian
ballads, and so on. Of course, sex is interiningled with the “political

aspirations,” bnt it comes nowhere close to, for example, Wang Shuo’s

whether iUs “popular music or classical music.” " Blues in the East is a
blend of ditferent schools of Chinese operas, already something quite
peculiar —the north not nsually mixing with the south—but also of
pieces based on African American sounds and with English lyrics (in-
toned by African Awnericans). Some compositions also include Japanese
percussion. Liu Sola is a cosmopolitan: she speaks (or rather writes or
depiction of sexual arousement.*® The girls talk about (its and sex in a sings) at times as a Chinese and at times as a world ¢itizen. She refuses
very naive way, like Xiao-ven Wang’s sweet protagonist. any kind of packaging ‘baozhuang’ from the United States, but also re-

Liu Sola writes lightly about everything, an expatriate’s struggling lite
and the traumas of the Cultural Revolution. Yonng Haha and a friend

fuses to return o China where she would no longer find the stimulation
‘ciji’ the United States offers. Ultimately, or so she says, Liu Sola likes
brag about their families” experiences: to be an “unclassified” person, to stay in the United States, where ex-
perimentation ‘shiyan’ is always possible, as opposed to England and

"

“Our house was scarched hy the Red Guards
“Fantastic! Great! Ours was scarched too!™ ...
“My mom and dad’s salaries were cut off. They're down to living

2]

expenscs!

China, which are both empires and very conservative.*
At the end ol Chaos, the protagonist Haha receives a letter from a
fricnd who has just returned to Beijing:

“Same with mine'” You want to know what it’s like here? Ull give you a list, and vou'il

“My mom and dad got locked up!” know: skyscrapers, fancy holtels, supermarkets, fast-food Joints, joint

_. i - o _
” (94-95). ventures, new policivs, epidemics, nepotism, nude art shows, super-

“Mine, too
. . - . . stars, door-to-door sales rmi aneed marriaves
There is no trace of tragedy or of any form of grandeur hinted at in i oor sales nen, exporl permits, arranged marriages,

perlect couples, rock 'n’ roll, clopement, prostitution, black-market

Chaos. [tis an irreverent novel, which puts an expat’s life and a Cnltural . ]
fction, inadernism, human-meat dumplings, private cars, female in-

Revolulion experience on the same plane, a lite in Beijing and a life in

. . . . fanticide, rlacti istry is v chs
London. Liu added an afterword to the English translation: nticide, prophylactic dentistry, tourists, money chaugers, black-

market U.S. dollars, Lelevision ads, firearms, factories, wars, henpecked

Forget about the distance between China and the rest of the world.
Please don't get npset with this hook, and ask me whether it’s true that
the Chinese kill cats and insult cach other. And don't ask me if this

husbands, abduction and sule of women, female professors, female au-
thors, single-parent families, Kentucky Fried Chicken, Coca-Cola,
fashion, consumer durables, prizewinning movies, getling rich quick,

is the story ol my life. T can tell you this: the Chinese kill everything, tours, holidays.” (123-24)

just the same as you do. Cursing and insulting each other in all sorts of

. . , o e . . This portrait of B is mai ange n:
different ways is part of the Chinesc civilisation. And this is certainly . w_a m 2.::_”.. Is inainly one of change, of new phenomena
. c Cro : - that wonld understandahly strike a nativ i ~ after a pro-
not an autobjography, or some historical cpic. [t's just a collection of lomecd broad ly strike a native returning home afier a pro
- _ . onged stay abroad. Yet this is ‘hat fasc i i ;
scenes and verses, dancing hand in hand in circles large and small. B Y this is not what fascinates Ning Ying, a woman

. ) ; filmmaker t China i . , ol
When the circle is complete, the dancers laugh and call it a day. (127) who left China in the 19805 and who has returned in the

1990s. Like Xiao-yen Wang, Ning Ying is technically of the TFifth Gen-
The saineis true of Lia Sola’s music. Somehow, itis impossible to clas- eration, but she is at odds with their deep and heavy ruininations on
Chinese culture. Ning Ying has made two important {(or, we should say

sify it. It is neither Chincese nor Western. It isn't “world music,” although
‘unimportant but great”™) Shms: Zhaole (For Fun) (1993) and Minjing de

in music stores that’s where one finds Liu's ¢ 1, Blues in the East/Landiao
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gushi (Gn the Beat) (1995). Both are set in her home town, Beijing, and
hoth offer a portrait ol “residual” Beijing.

Ning Ying has the eve of a tourist, perhaps because of her prolonged
stay in Ttaly. {Sent there to study film, she met Bernardo Bertolucci and
eventually becanie his assistant on The Last Luiperor.) Her Alms seem to
bypass madernity, the attitude typical of the sightseer looking out for
exotica. Bul that is simply a coincidence. Ning's hims are neighhorhood
films (similar 10 Wayne Wang's Simoke and Biue in the Face, located in
Brooklyn, far away from corporate and cultural centers), and they could
not possibly be located in highrises. Her neighborhoods are out of the
view of tourists hecause they are far too ordinary and because they can-
nol be known unless one moves into them, lives in them. Consequently,
Ning’s ilms have had great appeal at art Alm festivals * They show us an
unchanged, ongoing way of life out ol the limelight: in For Fun, we see
Peking opera as performed hy old men, who live in old quarters of the
clty; in On Hie Beat, police officers and old-lady committees, keeping
watch in a very unchanged part of town.

Ning’s Alms offer a better-than-documentary look at Chinese citi-
zens. There are no statements made, no cultural commentary or social
criticism. Her camera lightly and coolly records these people’s lives in
their everyday routines and in their unchanging houndaries. 'he social
groups Ning has chosen to portray are not {upwardly) mobile: Peking
opera will mostlikely die oul with its performers, all retired men; neigh-
borhood surveillance will also die out without the policemen’s allies,
all retired ladies. Furthermore, the area where O the Beat was Almed,
Deshengmen, looks like a postwar city, with its rubble of torn-down
traditional courtyard houses ‘siheyuan’

Ning does not look nostalgically upon these groups and their environ-
ment. As she has said: “T've never been o Peking opera; it doesn’t inter-
est me.”*' And how conld anyonc feel deep compassion for policemen,
who are called, in Chinese as in French, “dogs”? Rather, she takes these
people and neighborhoods as curiosities, amusing remnants among
whom light comedies take place. She gently mocks the characters’ vigi-
lance. In For Fun, a former concierge from the Peking opera is forced to
step down. He had become the very oflicial coordinator of opera ama-
teurs, a delightful bunch of old men, who in the end reprimand him.
They don’t want his authoritative management; they’re just ont for fun.
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As one says: “Opera is good for your health. [t makes you move and it’s
far betrer than staying at home and haby-sitting the ‘little emperor””
The punctilious concierge ohliges. After that, it is just for fun.

Apart for the main character in For Fun, all of Ning’s actors are non-
professionals. In Ou the Beat, she even got real policemen to play their
parts. In For Fun, there is a memally disabled young inan who follows
the leader around. He is plaving his part, naturally. He participates in
discussions by repeating others” words, perforims in the troupe (even
though sometimes he hits his head instead of the percussion). This au-
thenlic quality adds to the peculiar charm of these off-heat narratives.
On the Beat, for example, shows us how policemen are nrade to run after
stray dogs and consequently have to get rabies shots; how, at the end of
their day, in their grungy little office they watch American cop stories.
There is no introspeciive probing, no existential depth in Ning’s films
(the city s not hostile, nor s it cause for jubilation); conversely, the city-
scape does not recede in favor of the protagonists, as frequently occurs
in urban Chinese films.* We are given a gallery of local portraits, of
people who cannot be dissociated [rom their background.

Ning Ying, the voungest of the Fifth-Generation Almmmakers, offers no
major female roles in her flms and has never done a film with women's
themes: “ think it is ridiculous to be thought different just because ! am
a woman.”* Ning obviously delights in the position of the distant ob-
server, poking fun al a very male-oriented socicty and enjoying herself
while entertaining us.

It would seem that Chinese women, or at least the well-seasoned world
travelers, dcal most willingly with fun things, pleasurable things, and
leave “higher” artistic expressions of desire and identity to their male

prers.
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3 Away from Literature It

Words Acted Out

In the hunt the king uses beaters on three sides only
and fovegoes game that runs off in front.

Hexagram 8, "Holding together {Union),” Yijing

Against theater’s antics

Filmmaker Ning Ying has no professional actors in her filims, with the
exceplion of one veteran theater actor, Huang Zongluo, who plays the
tyrannical busybody in For Fun. Ning claiins she was delighted wheu
no professional actors wanted o work with her! Her delight is under-
standable, if one looks at the stilted acting that Chinese theater nsually
offers. In the media, theater is discussed in lerms of “crisis” ‘weiji’; the
situation is generally said 1o be “hleak” ‘xiaotiao.’

The Chinese have a very short history, less than a century, of “spo-
ken theater” ‘huaju’ People like Huang, now in their seventics, have
ﬁ_uv.ma in all the Chinese “classics” such as Chiguan {The Teahouse) and
Leiyu {The Storm). The huge state theaters are now practically deserted
and its former players and playwrights all dead or retired. Few younger
people are attracted by the stage. One well-reputed man of the theater,

director Lin Zhaohua, has heen trying in the past years Lo revive interest

in theater, to make theater mere popular. Accordingly, he has chosen
plays with direct social relevance, such as Guo Shixing’s contemporary
plays, which include Niao ren (the Bird Men) and Q7 ren (The Chess
Men). The Bird Men was a relative success when performed in Beijing
in 1993-94. Action is on- and offstage, since a psychoanalyst watches
the action with the spectators and comments upon it. The characters
in the play include some bird lovers who go for strolls with their pet
birds and make them sing and boast of their talents. But there is also a
panoply of other people, ranging from an ornithologist lo a kebab ven-
dor ta a black marketeer, and (o a bearded foreign tourist with his Chi-
nese wifc. As spectators, we enjoy the display of people, hirds, and their
iuteractions. We are made Lo gently criticize all of them. As the program
informs us: “We understand more and more the nature of birds, but less
and less [the nature of] human beings.” Indeed, all the characters are
slightly warped, even the folkloric bird lovers, who at oue point yell out
iu disnay when a poor woman from Anhui province walks toward their
birds: their darling birds may he frightened by the red of her tattered
clothes.

Following this success, Lin produced a far more experimental show
entitled 93 xiju kalaOK zhiye (*93 Evenings of Theatrical Karaoke). Also
performed in the huge Capital Theater, the play was again on and off the
stage, and inside as well as outside the theater space per se. The action
comprised real actors doing skits, the audience appraising them, video
cameras constantly sweepinyg the crowd and the stage action, The topics
broached by the participants were all taken from real-world sceuarios:
hotlines where suicidal teenagers phone iu, sex among the clderly, di-
vorce for pre-Reform couples, courl cases [or the yuppics, and so on.
What 10 me was the most intriguing and most pathetic part of this in-
clusive show was the part played hy veteran actors who werce there on
display. Indeed, Huang Zongluo and many otber respected old actors
were there to be photographed and talked Lo, and theatergoers conld
even try on their stage costumes. Obviously, Lin wanted total accessi-
bility of theater.

Unfortunately, in such @ grand venue, and with the high price of the
tickets, such atterapts at undoing theater’s make-belicve and at reviving
while popularizing a snubhed art are doomed to fail. Still, oue person
is quoted to have said, after enjoying Beijing duck on the theater prem-
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ises (as part of the show): “It tastes better here. In arestaurant, you only
have the food. Here, iUs tradition, culture that you eat.”’

“Culture.” however is not in deserted opera or art houses. As Artaud
said in the 1930s, if the crowd doesn’t come to the theater, that’s because
the masterpieces have become literary, that is, fixed forms that no longer
answer the needs of the time.* The omnipresent karaoke joints, (ancy
restaurants, arcades, and discos are the spots where the young hang out
when they do go out. Otherwise, like their elders, they watch television
or go to the movies. One particular crowd, however, does go to the the-
ater: yuppies. In the past few years, it has become fashionable o attend
what are called “experimental” ‘shiyan’ plays, usually performed in little
theater houses. The plays are reftective of that group’s preoccupations:
couples’ inhdelity, separalion hecause one partner leaves to go abroad
or else is a workaholic, loss of family values, money versus truc love,
wornen’s liheration, and so on. These are popular boulevardish melo-
dramas with pretensions to some artistic quality. For example, Zhang
Xian's Meiguo lai de gizi (The Wife Back from Anerica) was publicized
as “a great work of art in a little playhouse” The mise-en-scene can be
tellingly austere—a few pillows. “But don’t get us wrong. If we use a
totally empty set, it is not for lack of money,” claims the program of ene
such play, Linghun chugiaa {When Conscience Speaks). The characters
may be reduced to two, three, at the most four (young) protagonists.
Hnt the “experimental” aspect is, in my view, solely there for reasons of
marketing: it sells. These are consumer products, machines reproduc-
ing conventional dialogues, giving the puhlic what it wants: namely, &
flattering mirror for them to see themselves in, designed to elicil their
consent.

In a way, they are like glorified television soap operas or domestic
film productions that offer the same current 1opics aud box office ap-
peal. For example, playwright Zhang Xian writes hoth filmscripts (Liu-
shou nushi [ The Woman who Stayed Behind]) and plays (Meiguo faf e
gizi {The Wife Back from Americaf).’ In 1993 he produced a film en-
titled Gufeng (Stock Craze), followed by a play, OK. gupiao {Okay for
Stocks). In the film a femnale hus ricket dispenser becomes enthralled by
playing the stock market, to the point of torgetting her husband and
child. In the play, a man who has lost his job throws himself into the
whirlwind of the stock market with the hope of getting rich. The “social
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messages” are obviously sanctioned by the stale: Anancial success goes
hand in hand with some form of patriotisu1 and attention to family
values. Among the couples separating, the person (o identify with is, of
course, the one who stays behind, who remains in China. Such is the
case in The Wife Back from America, The Woman Who Stayed Behind,
Dasaba (Freewheeling), Shangyidanyg (Taken In), and a score of other
filins, which, incidentally, turn nien rather than women juto the better
halves, because the men do not leave China. Actor Ge You in this re-
spect mncarnates the hero. He is the protagonist of the last two films
mentioned, who stays hehind. Ge is also leading actor in Wang Shno's
television series, Stories of an Editorial Board. There is a difference how-
cver between the early-nineties series and the more recent film produc-
tions: nowadays, Ge You's celluloid persona is always living very coum-
fortahly, drinks cognac, invites his girlfriend to the best restaurants. As
exemplified by A Beijinger in New York, recent televisiou, film, and the-
ater productions all attenipt to ereate a luxurious environment, which
adds spice to the viewers’ pleasure: ogling at consumer goods and want-
ing thein, too. In a play written by a woman, Li Jianming, San ge #iiren
{Three Women)® the inost impressive element was the elegant wardrobe
of the women and especially the display of 1nore than fifteen exquisite
pairs of shoes on stage. [n Wu Yuzhong's Louding (Rooftop), the focus
was on one woman's laced, lilac underwear, which cost two hundred
yuan, a month’s salary.

As befits righleous bourgeois theater, the enticeinent to buy more, w0
always want more, is cloaked in some sort of inoral warning. The pro-
gram of (he play Qiggan caolian (Feelings at Driff), which deals with
adultery, announces outright: “Perhaps this iwo-person world is yours?
Perhaps you're the one playing? . . . Theatricality does not exist solely
in the movies or on stage, but in cur lives.” The plays can at times stir
a little awareness, a twinge of “conscience” —“a term that usually be-
lougs Lo the clderly, or to women wheu they have lost their wallet.”’
Some even have a nostalgic streak, accentualed by appropriate music,
usually pop campus songs churning out teelings for the good old days.
When the lights went off at the end of When Conscience Speaks, the 1993
top-of-the-charts song, “Xiao Fang” (Little Fang) was aired. That was a

3t

fine example of smart “packaging” ‘baozhuang.’ “Littlc Fang” tells of the

twinge of couscience in a grown man who reminisces about his country
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sweetheart. Little Fang, a peasant, whom he left when he returned to
the city after the Cultural Revolution.

Nostalgia sclls well. Yuppies. now working lor big companies, espe-
cially joint venlures. can allow themselves moments of selective retro-
spection, of pleasant reminiscing. The reenactments of the cight model
plays (operas and ballel) of Jiang Qing’s Cultural Revolution agenda ht
into such a view. Lavish set designs and a huge cast revives, on a big
T'he iron maidens

e

budgut, the now-imagined ainbiance of “those days.
ot the “Cultrev” madel hallet, The Red Detachment of Women {Hongse
piangzifun), become if not somewhat sexy, at least attractive; the cho-
reographed movements are softer, the music too. Such expensive stag-
ings take place before sold-oul audiences in China. and also in Hong
Kong and Florida, They are for those who can aftord Lo reminisce. Cul-
tural companies ‘wenhua gongsi’ that sprouted all over the country in
the ninetics are the sponsors of such artistic manifestations,

With Beijing opera definitively dead, with stand-up comic crossralk
‘xiangsheng’ devoid of piquancy. with realistic “modern” theater de-
volved into verbose or Vaselined Cultrev plays, the situation of the the-
ater in China does seem to be rather desolate. Bur there is another outlet,
and that is for truly experimental, alternative performances.

With the end of the 1980s and beginning of the 1990s. young the-
ater people started to stage Western plays such as Pinter’s The Lover.
O'Neill's The Einperor Jones, and Genet’s Balcony. In the Chinese con-
text, these plays take on a definite allegorical coloring, what Chen Xiao-
mei has termed “occidentalism.”* Chen has described well the instru-
mental uses given to Western plays rom Shakespeare to Brecht, when
performed in China: they are vead as stories presenting allegorically
Chinese problems that could not be exposed otherwise: in other words,
they are filled with political innuendoes. One can understand why the
cxperimental director Mou Sen (who staged lonesco and O’Neill plays)
calls his own productions of Western plays a “compromise,”® Few young
people care for current political issues: and they are certainly not inter-
ested in reviving Beijing opera, let alone Greek drama. Another experi-
mental playwright, Meng Jinghni, born in 1966, is perhaps the young-
est proponent of Western plays in China. Not only has he staged many
(from The Bald Soprano to Balcony to The Kiss of the Spider Woman),
bul his own creations are offshoots of this “modernist” tendency, for
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example Wo Af Cha-cha-cha (I Love XXX) {1994} and Stfan (The Tale
of the Nun and the Monk) (1993). “Experimentation” in his plays means
polyphonic voices, criss-crossed temporal lines, postmodern references
o classical works, a mediey of citations, and a very animated stage not
aversc Lo lechnological special effects. For cxample, The Tale of the Nun
is a blending of two stories from Boccaccia’s Decarmeron and an anony-
mous Ming dynasty love tale hetween a nun and a monk. The actors
mix Beying opera poses with Cultural Revolution gestures; the pro-
gram notes, in a postmodern positioning, follow bestselling author Jia
Pingwa, who imitaled a inode of censorship using little black boxes
found in classical erotic texis. In a commentary on T Love XXX, Meng
said; “Language per se is part of our life. , . . Peasants can love their
beast of hurden —why shouldn’t we love language?™" In 1997, Meng
attempted an adaptation of Lu Xun's AAQ zhengzhuan (True Story of
AhQ), which he entitled ARQ tongzhi (Comrade ARQ).M Meng does not
operate the same way as his contewmporary and one-time director, Mou
Sen. even though, in Beijing, people talk of the “two Ms.” Meng is syn-
cretic in his art; he does not venture into improvised performances and
vemains within rather conventional paradigms of theatricality. Meng
does not have a taste for the radical moves thar Mou favors.2

Indecd, Mou Sen has inoved into the eritical terrain of trne experi-
mentation, an area that would be more appropriately uamed “perfor-
inance” ‘xingwei yishu. A student of Lin Zhaohua, who himself was a
student of Gao Xingjian, Mou has succeeded in challenging the place of
mild social critique (reflective, naturalistic) in China’s theater and of the
idealistic (allegorical, ahstract) streak of traditional productions. Actu-
ally, he has liberated Chinesc theatrical practice of all expectations. He
has accomplished this in collaboration with the poet Yu Jian, the video
artist Wu Wenguang, choreographer Wen Hui, and a dancer, Jin King.

What these people do is shocking to say the least.”” Mou’s produc-
tions atm at being “performances” that disturh actors and spectators,
in a holistic manner, that is, they are not limited o a single psycho-
logical, philosophical, social, or political realm, Mou Sen’s first such
experiment, Bi'an (The Other Bank), took place in a classrooin of the
Beijing Film Institute for only a few days in 1993. It was the work of many
menths of physically and mentally straining exercises for the actors,
all young men and women from the acting class of the Film Institute.
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7. “100 words of action.” Dance performance by Wen 1iui in Beijing’s

Film Institute. 1995. Photograph by Wu Wenguang.

Following Grotowski’s cmphasis on the actor’s liberation {from his/
her role, him/herself), Mou Sen turned the young actors into nimble,
animal-like humans, able to cry, yell, laugh, speak, dance and jump.
The Chinese saying “Juben, juhen, yi jn zhi ben” (The storyline, the
storyline, all’s in the storyline) could not he further away froin Mou’s
practice, especially in The Other Bank, where words finally become just
words, sounds divested of their signifieds, Adapted from Gao Xingjian’s
1986 play of the same name."* The Other Bank has been completely re-
oriented toward the concreteness of the Chinese language, which gets
performed physically by the actors, It is another form of juben, “con-
creteness” heing a homonym of “storyline.”

Althongh Gao Xingjian's work is described as “experimental,” it is
to my mind still within the metaphorical (in this case, European ah-
surdist) register.® The poet Yu Jian has subverted Gao’s play by includ-
ing a grammatical discussion on the term “bi’an” ‘other bank,” which is
rife with symbolic meanings of the elsewhere: in Buddhism, it refers to
Nirvana, the inaccessihle country or paradise; nowadays, it means any
foreign land (anywhere but China), and in general, any ideal to reach for
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(the moon, communist bliss, love).!* By focusing on the physical traits
of the word {the fact that it is made up of sixteen strokes, is a noun,
has two syllables, one with a third tone, the other with a fourth) and by
repeating 1t Livelessly (bi-bi-bi-bi-an-an-an-an), Yu erases the ultimate
idealistic weight of the word. Yu's contribution to the text is to under-

FEINTY

minc the power of snch words as “elsewhiere,” “life,” “theater,

" “aspira-
% cc

tions,” “wairing.” He undercuts statements, as in * ‘There’ll come a day,
but that’s not now” (Zong vou yitian ke hn shi xianzai). The word that
matlers in the end is dong ‘to move/to act up.” To turn all words into
{words of ) action Is the aim of his grammatical venture and Mou's per-
formance. “To act, to move around, that’s living, that’s the other bank,
I'm ‘other-banking’ ” (78).

This very Chinese-language play on words and their referents loses
much in translation because, for one, the word “to mave/to act” ‘dong’
is also the word for “verbs” ‘dongei, which are therefore literally “action
words.” Yu Jian’s work is highly situational and concrete. He is vehe-
mently opposed to flamhoyant, abstract discourse, which he aptly criti-
cized by saying “Mao Zedong never wrote about a cup.” "’

Mou Sen’s mise-en-scéne further suppressed the allegorical thrust of
Gao's play, The actors were so innch in motion, were so loud and violent,
that for example, the rope with which they were acting/playing, origi-
nally meant to cvoke a niver, a bridge, and other links between humans,
remained foremost a rope, not a prop for our imagination’s wander-
ings. In fact. it became a “word of action,” too. As Yu wrote of The Other

.

Bunk: “To call it a play with a storyline [‘juben’], would be a bit much.
It has no characters, no set.” '8

The production took on immense proportions after its performance.
There was a symposium, himed by Jiang Yue, who produced a docu-
mentary on the play and its impact, also called The Gther Bonk (1995),
The symposium participants were all ecstatic aboult the production: Dai
Jinhua, feminist protessor of Alm and literary theory, stated that she
had never in her eleven years at the Beijing Film Institute seen any-
thing as powerful; it forced her into critical introspection. Independent
video artist Wu Wenguang spoke of feeling as if he had been “stripped.”
Postmodern critic Zhang Yiwu heralded the performance as the death
of modern Chinese theater and the heginning of a new culture with-

out idealism. Many articles werc also written on Mou's Other Bank. In
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one, it was described as a “theater of cruelly” ‘canku xiju.* Indeed,
Artaud’s conception of a nonverhal theater is somewhere in the back-
ground, and his statement “All that acts is a cruelty” {*Tout ce qui agit
esl une cruaulé”)® firs these circumstances, Bul Beckett's Waiting for
Godot is also in the margin in this Beckett-like conversation: “Whal are
we doing here? We're going to the other hank. . .. At this very inoment,
on this very spot, we're acting this play. What kind of play?” {65)*' Gro-
towski’s conception ot a “poar theater” is here, oo, with its emphasis
on arduous physical (raining of the actors. One statement by Grotow-
ski particularly resonates with Mou’s Other Bank: “For me, a creator of
theatre, the important thing is not the words but what we do with these
words, whal gives life 1o the inanimate words of the text, what trans-
forms them into ‘the Word. ™2 Stll, Mon and his collaborators have
their own signature, specific to China. All in all, Mou’s work belongs
to the laboratory-theaters that have been emerging worldwide since the
fifties, It is a form of resistant theater, resistant to classification, to all
conventions ol the theater, including China’s.

The Other Bank has had many sequels. Mou Sen produced, again in
collahoration with poet Yu Jian and to worldwide acclaim, Ling Dang’an
{(Fife 0) in 1994; they also produced one “Hop™ Yu wizibing you guande
(Things related to a1ns), in 1995, Performances of Things reluted to AIDS,
like The Otlter Bank, were very few and were inaccessthle ko most ﬁcsﬁ_m“
since they were publicized only through word-of-mouth. Things has in
fact nothing to do with a1ps. The people on stage simply prepare a meal
and talk, some of them mentioning a1ps in passing, o remark how it
was totally outside of their preoccupations. Many spectators —who had
wanted finally (o see a Mou Sen show and he part ot the in crowd —were
turned ofl by its untheatricality and lack of luster. No text, no actors,
just people cooking and wnigrant workers bricking up some kind of a
wall then eating dumplings, with the willing spectators.

As for File o, first performed in Belgium*' then throughout the world
{zigragging fromn Eastern Ewrope to Japan to South Aincrica up to
Canada, then hack to Western Europe), it also exhibits typical Mou
Sen characteristics: improvisation, minimal set and accessories, noindi-
vidualized characters, and a lot of noisy interference. Yet, unlike his
other works, it has a story to tell, or rather three storics to tell. File o
tells what Every(wo)man, but especially a socialist-country citizen, has:
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a personal lile that grows thicker and thicker as the person moves along
in bfe. As Milan Kundera put it: “Our only claim to imunortality is in
the police files.” # But because the main text, which is the heart of the
performance, is a poem hy Yu Jian, it is quite specific to the Chinese
situation, The poein begins like this, with numbers:

The Archives Roony: Fitth floor of the building  a padlock and be-

hind the padlock in a secret room his file stored in a file
drawer it is the prool that he is a persan scparated from him
by two floors he works on the second floor this box separated
from him by so meters 30 steps aroom unlike the others in
reinforced concrele on six sides 3 doors no windows 1 fluo-
rescent lamp 4 red fire extinguishers

200 square meters more than 1,000 locks®

Yu’s poem is taped and is turned on and off. Tt is somewhat reminis-
cent of Beckett’s Krapp’s Last Tape since it is an account of a person, a
life of Every(wo)man. But in this story, the “1” is eradicated. A chill-
ing authorial voice describes matter-of-factly a life: from: the person’s
nondescript birth in some dreary hospital, to his (her} learning words
such as “mother,” “father™; to sexual initiation in a schoeol lavatory; to
present-day premature old age at thirty. The tape interrupts the other
rwo narratives, hut then these two will also interrupt our hearing of the
tape and of their narration. That is in order; no one can be heard cut
to the full, and is it nol banal anyway? Another “pcrsonal” narrative
is that of the video artist Wu Wenguang performing in this show, who
tells his own story. via his fathet’s story. That’s only normal because a
file not only follows you; it also precedes you. As critic Fe Yi expressed
it: “One {s written up by the file, and pot the other way around.” " He
Yi underlines one particular passage that totally eradicates a “self,” any
personal rait. This is an anonymous {Chinese) hody:

Name: horizontal stroke vertical stroke curved stroke to the right
curved stroke to the lefl Sex: the south will be yang the
north will be vin Nationality: there’s a pretty place  Family back-
ground: if the old man’s a hero the son will he a good guy  if the

old nan’s a revisionist the son will be a bum Professiou:  whatever
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Heaven gave [ shall use  Salary:  a small dish of snacks not enough
(o get stuck in the teeth. ("File 0.7 56)

He Yi also makes it clear that Yu is parodying the Cultural Revolution's
formulas. Still, [ find that Beckett’s love-hate of formulaic language and
his use of very concrele things for vital matters resonates with the poem
“File 0.” Also, Beckett’s play on inemory, time, and intemporality is akin
to the cxperiment here. One more narrative emerges at the end of the
play; it is Jiang Yue’s account of his first love. This time, Wu steps in and
recites with him, the tape also plays, and it becomes a chorus of disso-
nant sounds, a noisy finale Lo an already noisy play, where a ;nonstrous
ventilator is switched on and off, a welder (Jiang Yue) welds on and off,
a woman (Wen Hui) stridently screams, actors rnn in and hurl apples
into the tan. “Words are sent to the guillotine, ka-cha, ka-cha, ofl they
fall” says Yu Jian of his contribution to Fife 0.*

The enthusiastic international reception of this play was astound-
ing. 1t was widely read as an allegory of the Tiananmcu massacre and
also as a direct crilicism of ogrish China devouring its youth. The be-
nevolent foreign public read the play much as they read Zhang Yimou’s
films: the actors became representative victims of a dchumanizing sys-
tem. Notwithstanding the evident social critique —or, rather, the cvi-
dent assault on the system—in Yu Jian's poem, could File o have heen
read otherwise in the intcrnational spherc? Nothing is more removed
fromm Mou Sen’s goal than theater as a reflection of reality, or worse,
as allegory of an oppressed China. “Forceful stories ahont the Chinese
people and the mother country don’t interest me. Nor do heroic political
deeds. T want to break through the cliché that China can be reduced to a
purely political phenomenon, to the Cultnral Revolution, to Tiananmen

”

events, etc.”* Against his will, his production hecamc an autoethno-
graphic perforinance.”® What is more, File 0 offers no grand narrative or
any sort of conscience-raising Brechtian parahle. Yet, it does “interferc

with reality,” which is Mou Sen’s aim.*

Other word-of-niouth performances

Being there. With File o, Chinese artists were for the first time present on
our ground, in the West, showing themsclves without an 1p tag. For ine,
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their presentation was complelely unallegorical, and unpsychological.
It simply stated their “heing here.” During many long moments in the
play we are face to face with an actor who just starcs at us or speaks to
us, but in a language most of us don’t understand** Robbe-Grillet has
discussed the reception of Becketts plays in the hfties with a discourse
on presence, of the characters simply being there and not accountable
in terms of psychology or ideology.” The discomtort we fect in the pres-
cnce of the Chinese performers is enhanced by the fact that the people
facing us are from another nation, another cultnre, another race (for
most of the spectalors), vet they deal with things that concern us all,
as George Orwell, Noam Chomsky, and many others have attempted
to tell us. On the question ol racial difference, Genet’s reply to an actor
suggesting he should write a play to be performed by blacks is signifi-
cant: “But what’s a hlack? And first of all, what color is it?”* Hanif
Kureishi’s protagonist Karim in The Buddha of Suburbia ofters another
ironic counterpoint. Because of his ethnic and class hackground, Karim
is choscn as an actor in an alternative play; heis told to go and research a
real character, that is a ‘black’ character, “though truly I was more beige
than anything” (167). Karim ends up playing a role that portrayed the
“sexutal ambition and humiliation of an Indian in England” (216).* Does
“racial differcnce” necessarily supersede other diflerences on stage?
Chinese artists are moving on, and doing things everywhere. Even
women! The conerete, physical credo of Mou Sen and Yu Jian has its
counterpart in the work of an occasional collaborator, Wen Hul, who
is a chorcographer/dancer. In 1994-95, she created a work-in-progress
‘zuopin zai jinxing zhong, entitled “100 ge dongci” (100 verbs/words
of action). Wen Hui first performed this dance alone, in New York City
and in Washington. Upon returning home, after participating in Mou
Sen’s play Things Related to arps, she perforined it again in Beijing, but
with a difference. This time, Mou Sen, Wu Wenguang, and many other
nonprofessional dancers, mostly men, also participated. The idea was
sitnple: dance is not only on a stage: dance Is life itself; all our ordi-
nary actions are dance, too. Consequently, the other dancers perforined
everyday actions: they stood up, sat down, rested on one another,
blocked others, took their clothes on and off. The performance had no
set beginning or end. People just lcft at some point, with their props (a
broom, a television set, a bucket, rice). Wen Hui’s dance itself, though,
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was cxplosive, frenelic, as terrorizing as the best Louise Lecavalier
dances. Lecavalier, who dances with the internationally known Cana-
dian dance company. La La La Huinan Steps, is a Em::::fr_o:n_‘ mus-
cular Hermaphroditus, and she has an equivalent in this tiny, black-
haired Chinese woman, who, when dancing, is as tough as anyone, of
either sex. She simply immersed herself in water, then proceeded to
dance from the tuh of water all over the Beijing Institute floor. The per-
formance of “100 verhs™ oscillaled between mechanical, daily gestures
and wild frenetic motion; between sight {part ol the performance was
in total darkness) and sound, silence (except for the shuffling of feet)
and noise— from hnckets and brooms used in the banal vet strange quo-
tidian activities.™

In Mon Sen’s File 0, Wen Hui's dance role was rather passive, at hest
reactive. Al some point in the play, she was completely enveloped in
gigantic silky cloths. Perhaps this silent role should be reconsidered as
pivotal in the play? Similarly, another person, also choreographer and
dancer(Jin Xing),played a silent part in Mou's other production, Things
Refated to a1ps. If 1 understood well,” she incarnated the mystery of
aIDs. All the other people were participating in some menial activity
(cooking a meal or huilding a wall}, while she made occasional appear-
ances, Jin Xing has attracted much attention since she had a sex-change
operation in 1993 to hecome a woman. Her mere presence in the EE‘«
performatively acted ont the issue of uncertainty, instability, but also
of pertinence: Who can get a1ns? what does a woman stand for? what
does a play need ta he a “play™? and so on. In all interviews with her, Jin
Xing claims that she cannot yet attract snpport just on the merit of her
performances.™ Perhaps [in should stop trying to estahlish herself as
a “natural” woman and instead concentrate en problematizing sexnal
identity.

One person who does precisely thal, when he is not behind hars,
is Ma Liuning. In his performances. he precedes his name with Fen
(Fragrant). Ma presents himself as both man and woman: a woman’s
made-up face, a nude man’s body. Ma hclicves that the specihcity of his
perforinance art is precisely the work on his body, hecause his body is
“something no other medium can replace,” and because it climinates all

"

mythic processes of art.* He refers to his art as “practical art” ‘shijian

yishu’ (hat makes each huinan being a synthesis of elements ‘zongxing’

84 (China's New Cnltnral Scene

(119). Ma alludes to Michael Jackson, who interests him for his special
blurring of racial and sexual boundaries; he intimates that —E:E:.:w_w
packaging of itself is all fake (and irnelevant, one could add) (119}, Ma's
position is therefore not autohiographical; he is not out to tel! the truth
about himsclf {or humanity, for that matter!) but to show the falseness
of any assertions on Lhe essential nature ol biclogical sexual difference,
on the hxity of object-choices, on the separation hetween life, art, arti-
fice, and the rest (120}. Yet, much like the crusading cops in Ning Ying’s
film Our the Beat, the police deem his live works pornography and regu-
larly lock him up.

‘T'he authorities don’t look well upon independent filmimakers either
and have hlacklisted many of them several times. Making “indepen-
dent” ‘duli” Alms in China means that one has no recognition whatso-
ever in China. No funds come from Chinese film-related sources, and
no distribution permit is allotted. The films are literally “closet works™
‘chouti’ since they are only shown as video copies to friends.** Perhaps
the terin “underground” ‘dixia’ is more suilable, giveu the recognition
these days of so-called independent cinema in the United States.

The characteristics ol such cinema in China are, first, very low
hudgets;" second, its blurring of boundaries between documentary and
feature Alm; third, its thematic concern for the fringe of urhan (espe-
cially Beijing) socicty (the mad, the bums, the alcoholics, the migrant
workers, the vagrant artists). All threc elements combine to produce
films that are gencrally hlack-and-white and with nonprotessional ac-
tors. Zhang Yuan is the main representative of China’s independent
cinema and the most successtul #'lo date, he has made five feature ilms.
Only his first film, Marma (Mama) (1990) has heen shown in China, but
to a very limited audience, there existing only three copies in circula-
tion* Zhang also was the first to make videoclips in China (tor pop
singer Al Jing and rock star Cui Jian). None of the stunning and clever
clips he made for Cui Jian has ever heen shown on local television. e
alse occasionally does ads for television {they of course serve their pur-
pose'). Funding comes from [ricnds, from previous flms, and from for-
eign countries or institutions, such as France’s ministry of culture or the
Rotterdam Film Festival.

English-language articles on Zhang use the term “gritty” o descrihe
his style. A typical Zhang film has a slow, steady pace and no closure
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(like life). When there is violence, such as domestic violence (a son beal-
ing his father in Erzi [Sons] [1995), a mother pushing away her retarded
son in Mama [1990]) or sexual violence, (a bum raping a woman in Bei-
jing zazhong [Beijing Bastards] [1993]), his camera does not shy away
from the indeed gritty scene. What makes Zhang's ilms poignant is the
real life story behind the violence, as we see also in his Dong gong xi gong
(East Palace, West Palace) (1996).* In Mama, the actress Qing Yan is in
fact herself a single mother who cares for her retarded son on her own;
the film includes arcbival interviews of mothers in the same siluation.
In Beijing Bastards, the protagonist is indeed a “bum” since L1 Wi is
in real life a rock music promoter and has no steady job; the rock stars
Cui Jian and Dou Wei play themselves. In Sons, the Li family members
play their own roles in a dysfunctional family, where alcohol and verbal
abuse are everyday scenes. For the shooting, the father was taken out
of the hospital for the menially retarded where he is institutionalized
and returned there afterward. East Palace, West Paluce, a story ahout a
policeran interrogating a homosexnal, has as a start a real story, that
of policemen searching gay parks and toilets in order to find homeo-
sexuals for a survey for which no one was volunteering. The only filin
without a storyline, Guangchang ( The Place) (1994) treats perhaps the
most sensitive of all topics: Tiananmen today.** This docnmentary hln
gives us a twenly-four-hour presentation of what goes on at the cur-
rently most infamous square in the world. Allis quite sercne, except tor
the chilling guards here and there (bul they arc walched hy people who
are sucking popsicles): we see kites flown by sweet old men, provincial
tourists taking photographs, a businessman on his ccllular phone, an
old lady vawning while sweeping, and cute children with toy tanks. As
if nothing had ever happened there, as if life just kept on fowing, as
usual, which is pretty much true. Tiananmen is Beijing is China. As in
all of his films, Zhang does not step in with authorial commentarics on
what is scen and heard. The Place is also particular in his himography
in that it is “out in the open”: all his other films, dealing with the op-
pressed and repressed, take place in claustrophobic environments, such
as basements or dingy hangouts under staircases. Beijing Bastards 1s a
fine demonstration of the absence of space for subcultures: guys smoke
pot in the john, runaways hnd squatholes to make out, painters can't
hind studios, musicians don’t have a hold on any rehearsal space {and

86 China's New Cultural Scene

certainly not on a performing place, except for underground fire-traps
or anywhere outside, on side streets).

Zhanghas a way of making his “actors™ exposc theinsclves frontally to
us. In Beijing Bastards, Kar-zi {(Li Wei) vents his anger in a long mone-
logue to the viewer (ahout his pregnant girlfriend who left); Dou Wei
writhes in front of the camera while he sings a song, In Maina, the re-
tarded boy cries, staring at the camera.* Somehow, Zhang wants to give
space to these people who cannot otherwise be scen and heard. It is
another sort ofautocthnographic filming. Zhang also considers himseif
a “hastard” and, in Sens, plays a madman. All the independent hlm-
makers make films about people around them, who are somewhat like
themselves.

‘This secondary Lrait, that of self-represcntation, is most obvicus in
Wu Wenguang’s documentaries, Liufang Beijing: Zuihou de mengxiang-
zhe (Bununing in Beifing: The Last Drearers) (1990) and its seqnel Sihai
weljia (Al Home in the World} (1995). Tn both films, Wu follows the same
five artists, all from the provinces, who decided in the mid-1980s 10 re-
tnain in Beijing at the end of their studies. As critic He Y1 notes, this
refnsal to take on an assigned job, to snub the work unit and to make it
on one’s own, was quite a rare phenomenon at that time. He adds that
the decisive factor was Beijing itself: the city as political and culrural
capital, as old and new, sacred and profane, as a living contradiction
was (he main attraction.®” Beijing still holds that phantasmatic power
for maost artists today: it’s where you are recognized by peers; it's where
you make it,

But the irony in Wu’s films is (hat, apart from Mou Sen, whoin we see
staging a play, none of the other artists is now engaged in any form of
art. As He Yiputs it, “The most ironical thing is that these ‘last dreamers’
are bogged down by everyday living.” * Thus the term “ethnographic”
documentary is apt: we see one brushing his teeth outside, another
cooking outside, yet others having a mad spell or marrying, and so on.
I wonld say that the inost ironical thing is precisely the marriages, a very
antibohemian move. In the sequel, At Home in the World, all, cxcept
for Mou Sen, are living ahroad and have married foreigners (an Italian,
a Frenchman, an American, an Austrian). Only two of them practice
some form of arl. The women bear babics, and one wears a pearl neck-
lace, The most striking feature of the sequel is the cynical reasoning they
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give. Photographer Gao Bo is paramount exaniple. Le tells Wu that he
would like to go back to China, to he like him, having time to shoot
the breeze: here {in Paris), all time s time used to make money. Making
portraits on the street, Gao Bo is a slick salesman who knows all the best
spots to lurc clients. Good weather means good money-making days.
Painter Zhang 1all, at the onset, seems successful both in family mat-
ters and professional life. But what does he do at night? He steals away
with a spray-paint can and scrawls grafhti on Bologna’s old buildings.

so what of Beijing as utopia? Ohviously it is not one for the actors
in Wu's documentary. Beijing was a springboard for inecting foreigners
and making contacts to get scholarships to go abroad. Although Wu
is a friend of all these “actors,” they don't come across as particolavly
sympathetic, nor as “dreamers,” nor as interesting world citizens. Wu's
filmns are interesting in that when read against the grain, they show the
aporia of artistic life in China.®

Another facet of this dreary picture of art, artists, and living in Bei-
jing/China comes oul in Jiang Yue’s documentary Bi'an (The Other
Bank) (1995). This film is an exposurc of, T would say, dirty laundry™
Starting with the strenuous rehearsals for Mou Sen’s play of the same
name, the filin then follows Mou’s life and improved lifestyle, hnt espe-
cially it follows those left hebind, that is, the fourteen young actors who
acted in his play. After the week of performances, all of them stayed in
Beijing with the hope of acting again in Mou Sen’s plays. None ever did;
after six maonths, except for one who stayed to study in another fckd,
they were all forced to go back to their provinces. Jiang’s camera shows
them waiting for a call from Mou Sen, having harely enough food to
survive, playing cards, keeping fit, and so on. At some point, they all
have to work. Onc girl becomes a hostess for a restaurant; her job 13
to stand outside the door dressed in a gipao and smile at prospective
clients. “No one remembers us,” she says: “they only remember Mou
Sen.” The poel Yn Jian, whose “grammatical discussion” was a key part
of the scripl, is shown saying, “The play dealt with a deconstruction of

Mo

utopia. But these kids created another form of utopia” That is, sadly,
whal Jiang’s documentary shows us. The most striking example ends
the film: a peasant boy returns to his native Hehel {not very far from
Beijing) to prodnce his own play. Performed on farmland, attended by

Mon Sen, his girlfriend, and the villagers, it imitates slavishly the spirit
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8. Film still frem Zhang Yuan's Sens, 1995.
Photograph by Rong Rong.

of the play, The Other Bank: the “actors” say such lines as “Whal are we
doing here? We're performing a play. What play?”

Beijing makes cveryone dream, bnt not everyone gets a share of it
A small film group, Qingnian shiyan dianying xiaozu { Youth Experi-
mental Film Group), was created in 1995 by eighl young graduates from
different departments of the Beijing Film Institute. Born in the 19705 in
various Chinese provinces, they have chosen to remain in Beijing and
make films specifically about non-Beijingers in Beijing. Their frst work,
Xigo Shan hui jia (Litile Shan Goes Homvy) {1395), althongh a hction, has
the allure of a weird documentary. it looks like rough shots one sees
in the evening news: one sequence follows anather without necessarily
being linked. The theme music that introduces China’s televised news

(Xinwen lianbo) is heard now and again. Snbitilles lu Chinese, vital un-
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less one understauds the dialect, follow Lhe style of investigative reports
hut they generate here eeriness. The vital difference with official cover-
age is that Little Shan Goes Home is not about some colorful folk from
faraway places. Little Shan is a migrant worker from Anyang, Henan,
who has come to the big city. On the eve of the New Year, on the eve of
his departure to go back home for the holidays, he is fired from his res-
tauranl job. Penniless, without gifts for his family, he seeks out his pro-
vincial compatriots in the city: racketeers, prostitutes, university stu-
dents, construction laborers, all to no avail. Left alone, he has his long
hair shaved off and leaves Beijing.

There is a seven-minute-long sequence of Little Shan walking. Di-
rector Jia Zhangke claims that the group’s aim, in such slow and long
sequences, is precisely to make themselves and the viewers go through
other people’s miseries®' “Not averting one’s gaze” seems to he their
motto. Their lms intentionally develop in a linear, newspaper-like [ash-
ion, because their aim is to report on the other side of Beijing, peopled
with losers like Little Shan, who is pretty much like them: “Wc are mi-
grant workers [‘mingong’] in film." ¥ The ilm group showed Little Shan
to migrant workers. Tronically, one worker came up and said he was
willing to act for free in their films anytime.

This closeness to life, this displacement of art into life, which charac-
terizes all the endeavors analyzed here, does not have the same meaning
in China as, say, in the blasé United States. They are al| forms of “closet
art” or, 10 usea terin from a Cultural Revolution practice, “mannscripts”
‘shouchachen’ handed from one person to the other under the table. In
China, such art is considered very threatening from the poliut of view
of the authorities, and it is not diffused. Hence, it is invisible. When ex-
ported here, in the First World, its meaning mnoves on: the words, the
gestures, become representative of China, though they are in the first
place assertions of people simply “being there,” where “there” is never
in the (lime)light.
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4 Colorful Folk in the Landscape

Fifth-Generation Filmmakers and Roots-Searchers

Revolution meaus removal of that which is antiquated.
The great man changes like a tiger.

Hexagrain 49, “Revolution (Molting),” Yijing

A generation of Chinese grew up step by step, stride by stride, with the
People’s Repnblic of China. They went through the different stages of
life during the country’s different socialist and postsocialist stages: in-
fancy during farm reform aud collective nurseries; childhood dnring the
antirightist movement and the first labor camps; preadolescence dur-
ing fainine, iron-smelting, and the rnptnre with the Soviets; adolescence
during the Cultural Revolution; preadult days at the onset of reforny,
and finally adulthood during the current reforin era. Their bodies and
minds are inscribed with the great happenings and great catastrophes
that their nation and they, as citizens of that nation, underwent. Under-
standably, this generation’s artists are hoth worse and better off: their
unique experience and opportunities have no malch in the older gen-
erations, nor in the vounger generations. Only they have emerged as
Chinese from the People’s Republic of China and inatured as Chinese
in-the-world.

In cinema, they are the so-called “Fifth Generation” ‘diwudai’ of Chi-
nese filmmakers, that is, the first class to graduate after the Cultural



9. “The Filth Generation at the Beijing Film Institute, ten years after graduation.”

Photograph by Song Yuanyuan, 1992.

Revolution, in 1982, My interest in contemporary Chinese culture was
first aroused by these cineasts. The main representatives, Chen Kaige
and Zhang Yimou, made Chinesc films interesting to the world. They
adapted their contemporaries’ literary works, collectively called “roots-
scarching” ‘xungen’ literature, This chapter is dedicated o the study
ol this particular generation’s evolution, in particular the male ol the

species.

Earthy creatures

Eating beef, once certainly doesn’t hecome beef.

Lu Xun, "Concerning the Intellectuals™

The Fifth Generation's hlm products are fine examples of “grabbism”
‘nalai zhuyl, a term used and a mode proposed by Lu Xuu (o pick things
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here and there, from the past as well as other cultures, where and when
needed? As students, they viewed indigenous film (from all previous
generations), Asian film (from Ozu to Oshima}, and diversified foreign
film (troin the French New Wave and Eastern Europe art(ilms to Holly-
wood’s Oscar winners), There is ne generational style unilying them,
but there is definitely a common will, which, simply said, is to break new
ground technically and thematically by exploring both their medium
and their culture.

In this sense, the Fifth Generation echoes the new literary tendency of
the mid-1y8os, the so-called roots-searching school, their generational
and artistic peers. No more than their filmmaking counterparts do these
writers share a common acsthetic. For example, there is Mo Yan, who
deftly combines old indigenous poetic devices with foreign techniques,
such as Gabricl Garcla Mdrquer’s magic realism and Claude Simon’s
baroque painterly descriptions. And there is A Cheng, who recycles a
Daoist-like attitude and a discourse of detachment and sparsity.

Perhaps, wheu Colombia’s Gabriel Garcia Marquez, hailed as the pre-
cminent practitioner ol Latin-American magic realism, won the Nobel
Prize in literature in 1984, Lthis Chinese generation learned a lesson: cul-
tural specificily al the very grassroots, especially from a Third World
country, can lead to recognition. Then again, the lesson could have
sprung (rom the excitement, controversy, and heated dehates surround-
ing Luo Zhongli’s hyperrealist oil painting Fugin (Father) of 1980: a

gigantic, extreme close-up of an old shabby peasant (with a ball-point

w »

pen behind his ear). Perhaps the lesson just came “naturally,” in 1984,
when Huung theli ( Yeflow Egreh), with Chen Kaige as director and Zhang
Yimou as cameranan was lauded, first in Hong Kong, then internation-
ally. Yellow Eartl cannot be more culturally specific. It contains all man-
ner of details that can be read as distinctively Chinese within a Third
World cinerna, that 1s, as Teshome Gabriel described it in 1985, cinema
“with a discursive use of mediom and an appeal lor ntellectual appre-
ciation,” which privileges space and community over temporal manipu-

wr

lation and individual destiny. *“Third World films are heterogenous, em-

ploying narrative and oral discourse, folk music and songs, extended

silence and gaps, moving from lictional representation to reality, Lo fic-
- )

tion.” * [n a nutshell, Yelfow Earth makes visible China’s geography, folk,

their customs, history, and philosophy, past and present.
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Tellingly, the film opens with text, to situate the viewer (hot neces-
sarily [mainland] Chinese). We read tha) it is the end of the 1930s, where
Mao Zedong, now based in desolate northern Yam'an, is consolidating
his Eighth Route Army. In order to recruit the peasanls to the revolu-
tionary camp, a soldier is sent to the villages to collect songs, which will
be adapted for the cause. Thiy preamble announces a documentary, but
Yellow Earth is anything but a documentary, if by “documentary” we
understand a straightforward presentation of a certain reality. Yellow
Earth is in fact a feature film, with a melodramatic plot—a young girl,
forced to marry, comrmits suicide because the soldicr did not coine back
in time to take her to Yan'an. Yet this narrative is buried in the matcrial
details, the excessive sights and sounds, of the film. The screen is at times
all yellow loess, at times ail sky or yellow river. The appearance of an old
peasant with his huffalo at the very top of a high platean also adds to the
graphic quality. Some scenes are “copied and pasted” elsewhere. Some
scenes of action are made to alternatc with still-lifes. The camera, with
widc angle shots, in long takes, also moves slowly, panoramically, across
the scenery and becomes the visual complement to the young girl’s off-
screen singing. {These techniques go against the Holiywoodian trend of
“invisible” narration and, taken together, weaken the melodrama, while

yielding au ideological point of view.)

Few words are uttered on screen, yet sound effects are frequent. The
microphones are nearby when the characters slurp their meatless por-
ridge, or when the buffalo lows; the camera shows their unspoken
understanding, their habitual mode of communication {or lack of it)
through gestures; it goes into their dark shabby homes, without much
lighting equipment. Faces are not made up, and most of the time they
are expressionless. Cuigiao, the daughter enthralled by the idea of so-
cialism as presented hy Gu Qing the soldier, looks like the celebrated
victim-turned-heroine, the white-hajred girl of the Yan'an era. She has
that same obstinale, naive look retrospectively given to the pre-Com-
munist heroines of the 19305 and 405 in the film, painting, and modcl
plays of the Cultural Revolution, However, deprived here of the smiles
and rubicund cheeks of those earlier representations, the peasants
simply look like earthy creatures, with tanned skins, like their beasts

of burden. The concluding scene, a rain-invoking ritual 1o the gods,
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secures in the viewer's mind images of primitivencss, both seductive and
repulsive. ‘
Yellow Earth can he read as a critical exploration of socialist Chincse
culture supposedly based on peasant forces: peasants, it implies, _,jcm
remained untouched by Mao’s revolution. Or it can be read as a positive
recycling of Chinese values kicked out during the socialist era: .ﬁmwﬁ_m
live according to nature’s seasons, not political upheavals; their _,_Smm
are punctuated by folkloric songs and customs such as qma. imﬁ_%:mw
in palanquins. It is a most ambivalent hymn to China and its people.
In this sense, it is much like an ethnological documentary that leaves
the viewer, including the indigenaus viewer, contemplating (the pros
and cons of } an alien culture. Such a sweeping critical approach to Chi-
nese cnlture is typical of the generation born with the People’s Republic
of China. In 1988, forty-year-old Su Xiaokang edited and brought to
the Lelevision screen the six-part documentary Heshang (Deathsong of
the River)® 1t seems that all of China watched it during its two airings
(in June and August) and discussed its issues. Put bluntly, Deathsong
is a devastating critique of Chinese civilization, of its sinicity, through
long-standing and more recent icons: the Yellow River, the Grear Wall,
the Dragon, the Red Flag. Unsurprisingly, footage from the m_E‘u\m:c:\
Earth (for example, the waist drummers jumping up and down) is used
to exemplify the backwardness and immobility of China. .
Deathsong, however, is not made up of ambivalent statements like Yel-
{ow Earth. On the contrary, it presents the “national treasures” as ::.L.J.
negative, as fctishes ol a primitive and stagnant society. > fetish in _ﬂ
first sense was “the name given by white men to cult objects and reli-
gious practices of people and civilizations from Guinca and Western
Alrica in the ffteenth and sixteenth centuries”® During the peak of the
colonial period, felishes becaine, for the West, signs of n_.__:.:.m_J g&w
wardness among all nonwhile peoples, from Guinea to America.’ rwm_-
cally then, ?:mrrmm are/were tangible proofs of the orientalist ﬁ:m::..n:o:
Tﬂr.mm: the West and the non-West {(tbe Orient) and the m:_v_.io:ﬁv.. of
(he former. {As if only harbarians would anthropomorphize gods, in-
animate objects, and animals.) As Edward Said and inany others have
pointed out, orientalism is a discourse of exteriority and, consequently,

80 is the discourse focusing on fetishes.
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With Yeflow Earift hut more unequivocally with Deathsong, the Chi-
nese positioned themselves outside of their own culture, as eth nologists
do, searching for their own civilization’s fetish objects (and their own
sclt-debasement), Deathsong, with its evolutionist suhtext, ultimately
depicts the Chinese as animals of a lower species. To wit, the begin-
ning of part 6, “Weilanse” (“Azure Blue”), which divides the primitive
and the advanced civilizations in terms of red/earth and blue/space:
“Hnman blood is red. Almost all animals have blood that is red. Primi-
tive religion defined the basic color of life as red. Larly man daubed the
corpses of the dead with red pigment from iron ore in order (o suminon
back the life that had heen lost. The blne sky is deep and mysterious. . . .
When inankind left the earth's surface for the first time and gazed back
at his home from outer space, [(hey discovered that] the planet Earth was
a hlue planet” (203, my emphasis).

The color red in Deathsong is viewed as wholly negative, as hloody: it
15 the color of the setting sun {another image of decline}, of Mao’s era,
of the Hag of the People’s Repuhlic of Cbina, hoth indirectly evoking
bloody turmoils, and of primitive customs such as painting corpses with
ocher. Yellow is also undermined as the Chinese symholic color: The
Yellow River, “the inost hrntal and most unrestrained river in theworld”
{(106) has even “dyed” ‘rancheng’ the Chinese people’s skin {104); the
yellow earth is “branded” laovin’ into Chinese people’s culture and psy-
chology™ {up, my translation instead of “unprinted™). Emperors and
despots wore yellow with clawed dragons inspiring terror, and so on.

Tbe semiotic ways of Deathsong are manifold: the Yellow River is an
aqnatic Great Wall; that is. it is useless in preventing invasions and suc-
cessful c_.__w in mm:nm:m n its own people. Teans are seen as totems, like
the dragon, of a civilization burdened by endless floods, earthquakes,
cyclical internecine wars, and revolutions: “once in cvery scven or eight
vears,” claims the politically oppressed protagonist of the Alin Furosng-
zhen (Hibiscus Town), quoted 1n the Ei\:ummﬂ This recycling of old
leons can in fact he considered an unearthing of fetishes deftly woven
together. The authors probahly consciously played on the timeliness of
their production: 1988 was the year of the dragon, (he first one ro fall
after that of 1976 —a year marked hy the official end of the Culuural
Revolution, the death of Zhou Fnlai, the Tangshan carthquake, and Mao
Zedong’s death and the end of his lcadership. Would their critical in-
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quiry bring ahout any hlueness for China in the next year of the dragon,
(hat is, in the year 2000, the year of the Olympics that China wanted to
host?

Deathsong is now casily disiissed because of ils manifold inaccnra-
cies® and its “fixation ou the Western model of development.” Yet, in
198% and 1989, it reached people vationwide because it was televised,
and so it is recognized as a “milestone in Chinese television.”™ The at
least century-old questions of national salvation/doom were now ex-
posed in images, in imnagistic ohjects to be appraised for their symholic
value, as if from the outside.

To question a civilization such as “China” in a visual medium is nec-
essarily Lo reify it. To question at the same time the possihilities of the
medium, in this case, film, also ¢ntails a maximal use of sights and
sounds. Among the carly Fifth-Generation hlms, Chen Kaige's Haizi-
wang (King of the Children) is exemplary of this approach. Chen chose
to talk of China’s greatest all-time cultural fetish, the written word. He
presented itin a clashing “natural” environment of oral ﬁma:mc:mu with
non-Han speaking woodcutlers and cowherds, with the sounds of Emma
singing, woodcutting, and shooing, of cowhells tinkling. King of the
Children (1987) is an adaptation of the 1984 novella of the same name
by A Cheng, a propanent of the roots-searching school, with incur-
sions into A Cheng's other works, “Shuwang” (King of the trees) and
“Qiwang” (King of chess), both of 1985."" A Cheng emerged in CEEQ,
China and subsequently in the Chinese diaspora with his trilogy of

kings. His simple stories struck a {nostalgic) chord, undoubtedly be-
causc of the specifically Chinese traits of his texts — chess, written words,
Daoisl onceness with nature — and because of their apolitical nature. The
style is spare and simple —in the positive, classical uc:m..,.,.l.m:a :.E
stories, told in a gently humorous way, are basic lessons of life. Set in
the Cultural Revolution, with tecnage protagonists narrating, they tell
of the apprenticeship of friendship, of individuality, of lasting values
such as the natural world, applicable to the Chinese context at large.
The tone is that of gentle detachinent {from politics, from official au-

thority, from the s.mH._n:E. Prabably, all these elements contributed to
its literary fortune, inside and outside China.'”

Chen W..:mc chosc 1o adapt the story “King of the children,” witich
recounts the rise and fall of Lao Gan, a rusticated youth ‘zhiqing,” who
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becomes a (cacher in a remote Yunnan village. Chance, it seems, has
chosen this unlikely candidate, who is just like his camp fellows from
high school: rowdy, fun-loving, and nothing of an intellectual. Initially,
his pupils scoff’at him and the more serious ones reprove his frivolous
attitude. Lao Gan gradually realizes the folly of teaching childreu useless
and incomprehensible texts that smack of propaganda and decides to
teach them hasic words and then have them write compositions based
on their own experiences,

Chen Kaige offers {rom the heginning to the end of the film visual
images of the written word: one appears on the blackboard before the
film even starts (“shang xue” ‘to go to school’) and another, also written
on the blackboard, closes the ilm {(“niu + shuj” ‘cattlepiss’). The writ-
ten word is also presented as a fetish ebject, in the form of the dictio-
nary. All these writerly elements exist in the novella, but Chen, working
with sights and sounds, completely reoricuts the meanings of writing.
In A Cheng’s novella, Lao Gan’s model student copies the dictionary
and learns, like all the others, how to write after events have taken place,
that is, to transcribe/copy in a proper way. In other words, Lao Gan's
students learn the exchange valne of the written word.”* In Chen's filu,
however, all copying is decried: “Don’t copy anything, not even the dic-
tronary” are his last words to his pupil. But will his pupil heed his advice?
One mnst answer no; after all, Lao Gan is dismissed from his teaching
position, and Wang Fu, now beholder of the prized dictionary, will most
likely continue his cumulative recording of characters. Chen Kaige aims
lo attack the written code at a symbolic and philosophical level, not for
its down-to-earth, practical value.

The flm King of the Children offers an iconoclastic view of the Chi-
nese written code, as perverted by Lao Gan, who has himself goue to
the school of life while he is stranded at the remote village and learned
to donbt the system. He invents a written word: the comhination of
“ox-cow” with “water-urine” (niu 1 shui), which becomes a visnal con-
densation of a lesson he has derived froin grazing cattle, That iuvented
character is also present in (he novella, hnt there it has a metaphorical
meaning, implying the kind of enticement one needs to offer in order
to be oheyed: cattle like salty fluids, if you urinate for them, they will
follow you. The film, by insisting not only on the anccdote but on the
visual representation of the character {on the blackboard at the very
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end), presents characters at their simple face value. Thus, the film ironi-
cally ends with a written “"word” tnrned into a symhaol, a new fetish.

Chen has also added a protagonist absent in the novel, a youug cow-
herd, and he has given prominence to the animal world. Left on his own,
Lao (Gan encounters strange creatnires. The first is an old man who sings
in a lauguage Lao Gan can’t understand, The (Han-Chinese speaking}
viewers nnderstand this hrst encounter to be with a national minority of
some sort. Lao (Gan langhs and leaves the scene. The second encounter
is with a young cowherd, who will never utter a word, even when the
protagonist asks him questions such as “Why are you not in school?”
This dark-skinned boy, whose face is partly hidden by his straw hat, is
al times accompanied by an ox or cow. Cattle are aurally present from
the very onset of the film, coutrapuntally with the scratching of chalk on
blackboard, or of pencils in notebooks. Similarly, the cowherd is visu-
alized in alternation with the pupils. A cow even becomes a protagonist
in what is the third encounter: at night, Lao Gan opens his door and is
brought face to face with the creature, which, like the cowherd, gazes at
him, then leaves.

Progressively, this “humanimal kingdom” — nonspeaking, from the
protagonist’s point of view—becomes magisterially important. All
scenes with them are eerie, mysterious, and lelt uncominented on. Lao
Gan hehaves less and less like a conventional human: he squats and
looks like 2 rock or an animnal; he stands up, like a scarecrow. A scene
nearing the end of the film shows him contemplating gnarled trec
stumps, and the cowherd. This strange scene, with the stumps anthro-
pomorphized, appearing like combinations of objects, people, parts of
humans, animals, segues into the one presenting the invented word on
the blackboard. Lao Gan has somehow invested them with talismanic
value, turned them into totems, into his own fetish, which connters the
conventional one, the three-thausand-year-old writien word.

With Kiny of the Children, Chen atlempted to deconstruct a fetish by
confrontiug it with realities of the natnral world and of peasant knowl-
edge. But he only succeeded in showing his own ambivalence toward
the written code, by transferring the fetish onto the other, that is, the
nonwriting “animal” kingdom. Kings arc fools, faulty words are correct,
and vice versa. The Chinese written word, though couvoluted, remains

the rool of all fantasy.
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Few puople have seen this ilm, inside and outside China. King of the
Children was the very first Chinese film ever to be part of the oflicial
competition at Cannes. But the Film Festival jury of 1987 granted it its
Alarm Clock prize for the most soporific ilm of the competition. Why?
It could be sheer insensitivity and ignorance, or it could be that King of
the Children was solely geared to a Chinese audience —those who can
read Chinese characters, who know the right ones from the faulty ones
and know that it works by combinations; who know that there isa Han
culture and many other Chinese cultures, and so on and so forth. King
of the Children could not (and was not intended to} work as an inter-
national cross- cultural cominodity. Rather, it 15 a cultural investigation
within one civilization,

Lessons of survival, in order to survive in the international arcna,
need morc bite. And more convention. Zhang Yimou showed the way,
with hiy own artful comhination of Chinese letishes. Although the state-

ment that “fetishes are supremely culturally specihc”™!*

may not be al-
together true, some have heen classified as specihcally “Chinesc”; for
exainple, foot binding (by none other than the father of sexual fetishism,
Freud)* If one comhines the initial meaning of the fetish (that which
is primitive from an outsider’s point of view) with its later incaning (as
transference of the sexual upon abjects), then the success, domestic and
international, of Zhang Yimou's films can be understood. His hlueprint
is a combination of the Chinese countryside, Chinese old things, Chi-
nese traditional arts and crafts, and attractive Chinese women.

His frst film as divector, Hong gaoliang (Red Sorgitim) (1988) was im-
mensely popular at homie and abroad. At home, it hecame a cult film, all
young men singing on the streets the theme song, “Little sister, keep on
moving”; abroad, it first won the Golden Bear award in Berlin and then
numerous other titles throughont the world, tor its production crew, its
photography, its actors, and ol course its director. Red Sorghunt is the
adaptation of a part of Mo Yan’s nove! of the same name, which also
became a bestseller (ollowing the film !* The story is a lale of love and in-
dependence, set dnring the China-Japan war in the late 1930s. A young
couple meet, a sedan-bearer and a young wowman promised in marriage
toa leper who owns an alcohol distillery; they will manage the distillery,
have a child, and all will be bliss, until the Japanese invasion, whereupon

they resist in their distinct, daring ways. The film follows the novel in
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10. "My grandpa, the pallbearer warned distill-

ery owner.” Lilm still from Zhang Yimou’s

Red Sorghum, 1988.

its choice of point of view: an omniscient, off-slage, present-day male
narrator whose own life is gray and “small as an insect” compared to the
heroes of his clan, especially the grandfather and grandmother in thelr
prime. [t starts with that voice, on a blank screen: “I will tell you the
story of my grandpa and grandma. .. “Grandma” then appears: in-
stead of the expecied old granny, we see a beautiful, twenty- somethiug
woman (played by Gong Li} who, though clad in ancient (ashion, looks
yery <on ﬁm_dmucn.:.v\.

‘The camera throughout the film takes in human bodies in detail: the
woman'’s eyes, breasts, open mouth, and yes, her feet (decked in red);
the man’s nape, shoulders, back, and strong legs. All manncr of fanta-
sies are exposed in the film: sex in nature {the fainouns “wild union™);
urine transtorming liquor into the finest brew; women carried off like
big sacks of cereal; meat caten off the carcass (a cow!); the faying of
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a person, and so forth. These scenes are presented in vivid, primary
colors, where red stands oul as heantiful, gushing blood. Zhang Yimou
torcefully reorients the color red from its Communist value toward its
matcrial and traditional meanings: red is the color of inarriages, of lifc
as birth and as death, that is, ol blood. He stresses the intensity of red hy
dyeing the alcohol red, by dressing Lthe woman in red, by filming the fire
that feeds the distillery and their home-made bombs, and hy reddeuing
a sunset sky,

The photography provides an albnm of beautiful, vivid. “Chinese”
snapshots: the full moon over the deserted platcau, vast expauses of
green ficlds interspersed with close-ups of beautiful, happy-go-lucky
people, such as the youthful grandparents. Music intensifies the dra-
matic moments: harsh folkloric sougs and the snona ‘reed fAlute’ for the
heart-wrenching moments.”” Nothing could be inare “Chinese.” Yet, as
Zhang himself has said, the music is not, as it is in Yeflow Earth, ethno-
graphic in any way: il’s a mixture of southern tunes with northern airs
‘nanqiang beidiao’® The customs presented —from the jolting of the
wedding sedan to the red sorghmn wine— are all inventions, as Zhang
himself admits. But they are read as Chinese. And they are emineutly
legible cross-culturally. Two inore examples can be provided herc. One,
in Zhang's words: “[ think that for humaus in general the color red
excites passion; no oue would say red is cold”” Another example is
Zhang’s Hollywoodian use of woman: woman is the suture, intra- and
extradicgetically. She is the fulcrum of all projections, she is the hinge
on which the narrative is played. The first image is “woman,” specchless,
exposed as matter, and her exposed dead body {(under Japanese fire),
brings on the closure of the film. Zhang works with conventions, 1nany
of which are cominon to non-Chinese. as well.

It is ironical to me that Zhaug Yimou’s films are unilaterally read as
national allegories outside of China. They rather nicely tap into “our”
own fetishistic fantasies. Judow, his second film, makes the point even
clearer. It is a successful mise-en-scene of visual “pleasures.” fudou is
also an adaptation of a novel, this one by Liu Heng, who is also of the
roots-searching school® The story is set in prerevolutionary times, 1t
is (once again) about a heantiful woman who manages to case herself
partly out of a bad situation by having au affair with another man. Ju-
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dou is married 10 @ sadistic and impotent old man who has a dye factory
and who tortures her because he wants a male heir. He gets a son even-
tually, through his wife’s affair with his nephew, Tianqing, a man of ber
age. The sou, Tianbai, grows into a murderous monster who kills his
two fathers. In the film, the woman immolates herself, setting fire to the
whole factory.”

The film, beautifully draped in tints of blne and yellow, shows human
feelings at their hase level: a woman is hrutalized; a man (Tianqing)
looks at her/at her body through a peeping hole while she is bathing;
she eventually finds out that he is peeping, and she willingly shows him
her hruised yet superh body; she comes on to him while he is eating a
phallic-shaped vegetahle; they make love in dirty hideaways. The viewer
is forced to become a voyeur, inuch like the donkey in the pigsty where
she bathes, or like the son who catches the lovers in flagrante. It’s ex-
citing and traumatizing {a pitiful, exhilarating sight). One cries for Ju-
dour's fate, for Jiwer {the female protagonist in Red Sorghum), for the
death of these oppressed women. Woman is exposed to ns in separate,
fragmented parts: her face in a full-blown look at the camera; her (pig-
like) squeals off-screen; her full breasts clad in yellow, against a yellow
ream of cloth; her fool in an embroidered red slipper peeping out of
the sedan, The camera forces us to gaze at snch an exhibition. Tn this
sense, [ partially agree with Rey Chow’s stateinent that Zhang Yimou's
{first three) films are “ahout the affect of exhibitionism rather than {as
is often assuined) that of voyeurisin,” ¥ Chow makes her point convinc-
ingly hy focnsing ou the scene mentioned above, when a battered Ju-
dou knowingly allows the peeper Tianging to look at her body (again,
not her whole body, but a statue-like bust) thereby forcing him into an
alliance with her and preventing both his and our voyeuristic pleasure.
However, [ would not rule out the spectator’s voyeuristic drive in Ju-
dou. (Mclo)drama (Red Sorghum, Judou) works to create such emotions
as gasps of horror in front of sadistic acts. tears of joy in heterosexual
rennion, and so on. All expressions of passion are emhedded therein.

On the other hand, Zhang’s third film, Dahong denglong gaogas gua
(Raise the Red Lantern) {1991), is definitely about exhibitionisin and
its affect. Constructed like a Western classical tragedy,” Raise the Red
Lantern Ireezes our fantasies and turns them against us, The final af-
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fect is a sensc of the tragic, when exposed to unresolvable dilemmas.
The story, also sct in the 19205, is an adaptation of Su Tong’s novella
“Qi qie cheng qun” (Wives and Concuhines).#* The slory is one ot con-
flict: four wives in a four-winged mansion ‘sihcyuan” ight against cacb
other. Captive in their husband’s hoine, they are at his mercy and their
struggle is in vain. The fact that he is virtually absent from the screen
reinforces his role as the Father, or the Hidden God of tragedy. There
is therefore no suspense in this tragic machine, which unfolds merci-
lessly from Fourth Wilke’s arrival one summer, to Fifth Wike's arvival the
next summer. Zhang here offers no (partial) nudity, no sex scenes, bul
a display of four types of human design, the four women. Like tragic
figures, they have no psychological makenp: First Wifc is an “antique”
object; Second Wifc is a “Buddha face with a scorpio heart” —note the
use of tragedy’s linguistic tradernark, the oxymoron; Third Wife is an
actress; Fourth Wife is a modern, educated girl. One could even catego-
rize them in terms of their appropriate Chinese element, respectively:
water (base of the household), earth (malleable matter), metal (sharp
and piercing), and wood (youth itself). No fire, thongh. Zhang revives
tragedy by preempting its “modern” content: the fire of love/passion.®®
Raise the Red Lantern is formalistic in all aspects: titles, appearing ou
an otherwise blank screen, aunounce the scasons and mark the chang-
ing acts of the drama. It is rigorously timed: act 1 (summer): Songlian
(Fourth Wife) arrives and learns the basic customs of the house; act 2
{fautumn}: intrigues ave deploved by all the women; act 3 {winter): the
dieis cast, scvere punishments are carried out; act 4 (summer}): Songlian
(¥ourth Wife) goes mad and Filth Wife arrives. The absence of spring
corresponds to the absence of fire, of love/passion; the single conflict is
deployed within a strict time frame and circumseribed place, Also, the
mode of exposition of the situation, which is indeed “a morbid atmao-
sphere with an crotic background”* is perfectly inorganic: the camera
is resodutely static, the rituais (lanterns, foor massage, eating, and so on)
occur and recur in their due time, the seasons following cach other, the
architecture standing staunchly symmetrical, reinforced by the stolid,
archaic calligraphy.

The acling is also supremely theatrical. The words are few, terse, and
untrustworthy. Silences are very heavy with no backgronnd music to
alleviate them.” The main protagonist, Senglian (played by Gong Li),
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poses more (han she speaks. At the very beginning of the film, she faces
us while talking (o her mother- in-law; throughont the tilin, she stands
in front of the mirror or the camera but never looks at anyone.”® All she
does is to expose herself in a forceful way: she often holds a lantern,
inarking her body as an exhibitionistic site. As the hnshand says when
he watches her hold a lantern, an educated woman is ditferent indeed.
There is no shame, or frivolity. It is the strange, ungazing look of the
knowing beast, much like the hull in the corrida. After baving fonght till
the end, afler having (mis)calculated, afier having instigated the death
ol two other women, and the mutilation of another, she is facing us
again, absolutely withdrawn; as the tragic vicum, she is now blinded by
her madness. Abandoned by her father, she is a latrer-day Oedipus—
whose tragic Haw is arrogance;?” and, because of that self-exposure, she
is the scapegoat of ritual sacrifices as well.

Zhang Yimou's work appeals to both international and indigenous
spectators precisely because he always operates within Lwo compatible
parameters, within local and global modes of representation that ap-
pear archetypal. The idea of the fetish is exploited to the full: it is hoth
sign and object of totemic primitiveness, of specular sexual perversion,
of import-export commuodity, and it therefore becomes an archetypal
significr. Zhang’s complex mode of fetishization " has its roots in the

literary school aptly described as “roots-searching” ‘xungen,’

The investigation of proper names

Anyone who can conceive of looking for roots,
should, already, you know, be growing rotabagas.

Gayaurl Chakravorty Spivak, Postmarked Calcutta, india

The roots-searching school of hiterainre fed the Fifth Generation film-
makers with fantastic images of colorful folk in the landscape. This
movernent of the mid-1980s was the first since 1949 to critically -
vestigate Chineseness at its very roots, hence the designation “roots-
searching.” A sampling of fetishes at work in the navels of Mo Yan, Han
Shaogong, Liu Heng, Su Tong, and A Cheng shows that the recurring,

root is in fact condensed in the figure of the animal. The positive is coded
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as atavistic and anachronistic wilderness, which is pre- or nonlinguis-
tic, violent, sensual, material, and also amoral, apolitical, and ahistori-
cal, Thesc are characteristics attribnted by humans to animals, which
of coursc include huinans, all hnmans.

[nstead of considering this collective tendency as the creation of a

LT

“new aboriginality” ™ and therehy remaining within the traditional an-

thropomorphic bias —which is then translated into an orientalist view

"3 _gne can see it as

if the cnlrure it emerges from is “of the Orient
reappraisal, readjustinent of the human, from a nonhumanistic, non-
anthropocentric point of view, jost as one can in non-Chinese literary
works from Kafka to Zaniewski."” That is, from an carthy point of view.
Men and women don't becoine animals, they are animals {Loo).

This zoomorphic point of view reacbes far into any civilization’s roots.
Liu Heng, author of “Fnxi Fuxi” (Jndou), reexamines the Chinese way
of naming hy materializing tbe mythological, by turning the philo-
sophical issue into a material affair, more precisely a scxual affair. Fuxi
and Niiwa, the vin-yang archetypes of humanity, traditionally repre-
sented as man and woman, brother and sister with serpents’ bodies, are
turned into incestuous cave dwellers with reptilian behaviors. Although
they have proper names — Yang Tianqing and (Wang) Judon — they are
mast of the time accounted for in generic terms of male/female. Still,
the story —and the investigation aronnd naming — revolves around the
clan name, Yang, the nltimate “male” signifier. That name is progres-
sively endowed with all possible male —animalistic —attributes, which
can however be snhsumed hy its synecdoche, the cock. And that is the
naine under imvestigation.

In the 19408, 2 peasant called Yang [inshan huys a woman, Judou
{Chrysantheraum Bud), with one my of land foreach of her twenty years
of life. 11e wants a son to call his own, to porsue the family lineage, Lo
worship the ancestors after him, and so on. Impotent, Yang eannot reap
what he sows, His nephew, Tianging, does it in his stead, Two boys are
born, and are called hy the clan Tianbai and Tiunhnang. This nomi-
nal ordering accords with their real father’s generation and makes them
not Tianging’s sons hnt his cousins. They are thus Jinshan’s sons and
so Tianging remains a true bachelor where stalus is given by that name
(ming fu qi shi de guanggunr) (153). Such is the custom where naming
is helieving,
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Liu Heng’s novel downgrades indiflerently all inales Lo their sexual
organ, the “cock” becoming a totem for all clans {instead of the ances-
tar’s stelac)® In a mock poetic flight, the narrator tells of little boys
comparing their “tools” while urinating on flitting butterflics (169); he
describes Tianging at length after his suicide in a vat—it is an ana-
tomic description, with emphasis on his “rag-like thing” and “turuip-
like thing” (166-67). As the novel progresses, the penis ‘jiba’ — the image
of the cock is the same in English and Chinese —is proclaimed the base
of life ‘ben,’ ‘benbenr.’ Tianging, having been revealed as a well-hung
inan, is now the talk of the town; children call his penis benr benr (168).
That term resurfaces in a mock seientific postscript, “Wuguau yulu
sanze: daiba jian dul yige mingci de kaozheng™ ( Three unrelated quota-
tions: an investigation of a name in lieu of postscript) (170). The middle
gnotation tells a story, hy a certain Wu You Wu (homonymic to “With-
out With-without™), whao, while searching for a stele strays into the
wilderness, and sees some huge grain growing. Intrigued, he asks a peas-
ant woman how the grain came to grow to such an impressive sizc; to
which she simply shrugs. Then he asks her the name of the plant: “The
root of roots,” she laconically states. Egging her lor an explanation, she
laughs and points with her hoe to Mr. Without’s lower parts and then
to her husband’s. Mr, Without eventually understands and gives us a
dictionary-like entry: “The base ‘ben, that is huinan being’s fundament.
The base ‘ben.’ that is also the toot ‘gen.” That’s it, iU’s also the male root
‘nangen’!” (170}

Liu Heng’s ironic equivalences are even funnier when placed beside
the statement of the founder of the roots-searching school, Han Shao-
pong: “Literature has roots. The roots of literature must be deeply
planted in the earth of national [‘minzu’] traditional culture.”* Roots-
searching literatnre thus gives us upside-down totems, where the an-
cestors are groping creatures, incestuously copulating and inbreeding,
Freud said that torems, which are generally animals, are considered the
ancestors of a group for which they serve as prolector and henefac-
tor. But lotems come with taboos, for instance, the taboo against in-
cest among those under the same totem and therefore with the same
name.

Freud added that names for primitives {“savages”) arc “au essential

part of man’s personality and as an important possession they treat
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words in every sensc as Lthings .. . our own children do the same.” ¥ Han
Shaogong, the spokesperson for the roots-scarching school, seems to
have turned this thesis upside down. He illustrated his view of Chinesce
“routs” with a novella entitled “Babaha” (adadad) (1986).% In it, he
created a protagonist that is some kind of peneric creature: “Critter” is
fatherless, born of a woman who is a midwife; he has only a first nane,
which is not a person’s name but a derogatory nickname: Bingzai (Crit-
ter). The creature’s status is unsure: villagers oscillate berween consid-
ering him an animal or a god-sent medium, Critter has what humans,
even his mother, consider to be a nonhuman appearance and behavior.
Waif-like, with a huge head limply hanging from a soft neck, unkempt,
with snot and food running down his face and shit on his ass, Critter
can only utter two words or rather two sonnds: “Ba-Ba-Ba” (Dadadad)
and “X-Ma-Ma” (Your Mother’s) and spurts them out regardless of the
person’s sex, age, relation Lo him, or context. In between the atavis-
tic wars that two villages — tellingly named Head of the Cock and Tail
of the Cock —wage against cach other, it is decided that a scapegoat is
needed, and Critter is chosen. In had need of some direction to win the
war, one village turns Critter into an oracle. Critter is indifferent to the
consequences, goes along with them, much like one of the dogs, “their
hearts full of hope on the trail of human shadows . . . of chancing upon
a human corpse . . . [which] they would tcar up, chew, and gnaw on
the bones till they splintered” (30). Critter ends up, matrer-of-factly, a
nan-eater; and also a necrophiliac and possibly a motherfncker. Upon
bumping into a dead woman —who looks like his mother (33) —he first
sucks her fleshy breasts but 10 no avail, then mounts her and, before
[alling asleep beside her, says: “Daad” {33).

Han Shaogong’s bizarre novella presents a character who incarnates
both totem and taboo. In other words, he is nat a character but a textual
fetish. The novel presents itself as an ethnographic exposition, rendered
by an intellectual narrator who “dares not give his public the dirtier
lines of ditties” (7 and who, unlike Liu Heng's narrator, is totally devoid
of humor. Han has said that his novels cannol he adapted into Rlins*
The reason for this intransitivity could lie in Han's intellectual com-
milmenl Lo portray archetypal primitiveness. This nowvella of his, and
his following one, “Niintin” (Woman woman woman) {1986)," where
the woman in question is an old aunt locked in a cage whose defeca-
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tiozs 110 one wanls to pick up, are accounts reminiscent of May Fonrth
intellectualist depictions of “little people™ {(Lu Xun's Ah QQ, Ba Jin's Dog,
elc.). Han's roots-searching works seem to me to be highly pedagogical.
In “Dadadad,” the narrator —who acts like an informant from within
a realist convention most of the time, says that “the stones werce like
lenses that had taken thousands of photos that would never be devel-
oped” (19). Somehow Han's illustration of Chinese ways connects with
docurnentaries such as Heshang (Deathsong of a River), which strive to
investigale with a clear head Chinese symbols.

A Cheng, who has also been associated with the roots-searching
school, reinarked that the movement was not initiated hy writers of
peasant backgrounds (such as Jia Pingwa) but by young intellectuals
{like hitsell, and Han).* 1t may well be that roots-searching as a willed
commitment surged from voung urban intellectuals such as the Bei-
jinpers A Cheng and S$hi Tiesheng,”” or from Han Shaogong, from
Changsha, But the earthy descriptions, those novels with a sense of smell
{with a Hair), do spring from peasant-background writers such as Liu
Heng {frown tlongshuiyu, Hebei), Mo Yan (Gaomi, Shandong), and jia
Pingwa (Danfeng, Shaanxi}.

Mo Yan's Hong guofiang jinzu ( The Red Sorghum Clan) also makes the
demarcation line between humans and other animals very tenuous, hut
his mode of exposition is, one could say, performative. Mo’s five-part
novel gives as much space and energy and feelings to dogs as to humans.
For example, the humans may he the main protagonists in part 1, “Hong
gaoliang” (Red sorghum), but the dogs have the lead in part 3, “Gou-
dao” {Dog ways).* Hnmans and animals, both species, are on a par in
this earthy story, where all senses converge in an unearthly partaking of
love, revenge, and other hery passions. The Red Sorghim Clan is struc-
tured archetypally. The novel ecndows the dogs, as well as the earth and
the red sorghum, with the special power of the fetish. Significantly, the
novel ends with an imagined exhortation to the narrator hy his second
grandmother, who tells him that the stalk of red sorghum is his
man [pratection: ‘hushen(u’], our clan’s glorious otem |‘tuteny’| and
a symbol {‘xiangzheng’] of the traditional spirit of Northeast Gaomi
Township.”* It confirms my reading of the novel as a phantasinatic con-
struction of the past as earth that fed and bred ils inhabitants, huinan,

w

talis-

vegetable, and animal alike, so that their fate and behavior are inter-
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locked and largely indistinguishable, Performatively, Mo Yan uses the
same terms to speak of all orders of life.

The narrator, a contemporary ligurc who lives in the city, is alien
to that earthy way of life yet fascinated hy it. He conceives the past,
that earth, in fetishistic, reihed ways. Consequently, his unfolding of
the story dramatizes the space and turns it into a tale of transgression

HES

and fantasy. If “[a] fetish is a story masquerading as au object,”** and
a story a fetishization of an object, then his narration play-acls at two
levels: his own obsessions and tahoos and his clan’s magic powers, hoth
circumnscribed in concrete images of humaunimal behavior. Throughout
the novel, the narrator demeans himself: he is a “shriveled insect™ {132},
he is a “homeless stray |[dog]” (16¢); his feelings are “a pale desert™ (272}
and his smell and look are those of “a pet rabbit” (357}. Not so for his
clan —dogs and humans — who have powerful earthy smells, precisely
becanse they feed off the land. Grandmother, on her deathhed — the sor-
ghum field, again — sinells of sorghum wine (65); the dogs, atler eating
hurman corpses, were “passing dark-brown canine farts . . . the odor of
the turds and farts different froin any . . . ever smelled” (21}, The land
is the matrix in which they plant their sorghum, which theu yiclds food
(cereal) and drink (wine). In turn, their defecations, love-making, and
decaying in the fields, the urinating in the wine and disinfecting with
the wine, all combine to make the earth fertile and its creatures strong.
They arc what they eat. Dogs eat men, aud men eal dogs that eat men
that eat dogmeat: “Having fed on human corpses, the dogs were strong
and husky; eating a winter’s supply of fatty dog meat was, for Father, the
same as eating a winter’s snpply of humau fAesh. Later he would grow
into a tall, husky man” (271). The narrator can only symbolically offer
his heart to cal in the epigraph: “As your unfilial son, I am prepared to
carve out my heart, marinate it iu soy sauce, have it minced and placed
in three bowls; and lay it out as an offering in a feld of sorghum. Par-
take of it in good health!” The novel performs the sacrificial rite and
points al its (content’s) facticity.

This textual bluff is consistent throughout the novel. Although occa-
sionally the narrator tells ns he is fabricating (“Father never knew how
many sexual comedies my grandmother had performed on this dirt
path, but I know” (6);* “Father was too yonng then o describe the
sight in such Aowery terms— that’s my doiug” {24). Still, he is telling
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us a mn:m&cmwnm:w impossible tale, and what is more, he tells it as if he
were really there, smelling, seeing, feeling. Indeed, the novel operates
by excessively sensory descriptions, such as: “A year later, the bloated
carcasses of dozens of mules had been found floating in the Black Water
River, caught in the reeds and grass in the shallow water by the banks;
their distended bellies, baked by the sun, split and popped, released
their spleudid innards, like gorgeons hlooming flowers, as slowly
spreading pools of dark-green liquid were caught up in the flow of
water” (39).

The world created by Mo Yan is a mass of details uncannily combined,
synesthetically beld together: testicles cut oft (hy a Japanese running
dog) or bitten off (by the family dog), red ants crawling into Grandma’s
decayed eye sockets, her feet like goldfish in a bowl, vomited eggs and
the bullet-like flies inside the jolted wedding sedan chair. The images’
primitiveness and picturesqueness accentuate the hctionality of the ac-
count, while their vivid conereteness (their “Anish”) 4 mesmerizes, plac-
ing both anthor and reader in tbe ambivalent split position of knowing,
on one plane, and believing, on the other.

Mo Yan has said that “literature withoul imagination [wild associa-
tion] is like a dog who has been ablated of one brain hemisphere . .. a
wasted dog.”** If dogs are part and parcel of Mo Yan's discourse, they are
also the privileged image in Su Tong’s novels about women. But for Sn
Tong, an urban and a younger writer than Mo Yan, the dog is dependent
on 1nan, and so are the woinen. Two of his “women’s novels” have been
adapted to the screen: “Wives and Concubines” {21 gie cheng qun) as
Raise the Red Lantern® by Zhang Yimou, and “Hongfen” (Rouge) * hy
Li Shachong. Both novels tell stories of women wha caunot live with-
out men and who cannot understand themselves. (That is the hard an-
thropocentrist’s point of view on animals.} They, Qiuyi and Xiao'e in
“Rouge,” and the four wives in “Wives and Concubines,” are willful rep-
resentations of male fantasies. In “Rouge,” Xiao'’e elopes with a man and
leaves her child behind; she says, “1 can’t help it. . . . Funderstand every-
thing, but I can’t understand what kind of thing I am ['ziji shi zenme
hui shi’]” (43-44). In “Wives and Concubines,” Songlian, now quite
versed in in-house fighting, reflects to herself: “Woinen are so strange;
a woman can understand other people perfectly, but can never com-
pletely nnderstand herself” (77).
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Su Tong, in a postscript, “Zenme huishi” {What's this all about),
writes concerning his “women’s novels™ “{ picked up old [-tashioned]
clothes, and put them on the hodies of characters. . .. [like to structure
my novels with women . . . perhaps because one has more interest to
them, perhaps because I find that women's bodies are better condensa-
tions ol novelistic material.”™ One could say that, in the above novels,
women are ahstractions and concretizations of the animalistic, at least.
They are to be used and disposed of at will. Iu “Rouge,” Qiuyi rashly
describes her own lot: “I'm the only slah of meat left; who knows on
which cutting-hoard Tll end up” (37-38). In “Wives and Concubines,”
the most frequent derogatory term lor women is “hitch” ‘gouniang,
which women also use to curse each other, when they are not thinking
of cutting out ¢ach other’s hearts to feed thein to the dogs. Songlian,
upon choosing to hecome a rich concubine rather than a poor wite, dis-
cusses her own case: “What is status? Is status something people like
ine can be coucerned abont?” (19-20). She always describes hersell, and
“woman,” in the negative. “But 1 just don’t understand what women
amount to anyway; what sort of creatures are women? We're just like
dogs, cats, goldfish, rats. . . . We're just like anything, anything except
human heings” (58}. She allies with no one, including animals. Onge,
she even kicks a cat because it was licking its own ass (25), Indeed, Song-
lian is never cven quile a dog, cannot play up to a dog-act. In one in-
stance, the master, unable to have an crection, asks her to perforin some
special sexual trick for him. She complaing, “Wouldn't I be just like a
dog then?” (70). In another instance, she is iucbriated and attempts to
seduce him into sleeping with her but is rejected with these uncomely
words: “How could I love you in this state? I'd be better off loving a
dog” (91).

Su Tong’s women are carouscl animals or stuffed dolls that one pricks,
like the voodoo doll in “Wives and Concubines,” so that they hecome
dogs or ghosts, or anything hollowed oul. It is ne wonder that the
women are made to say that they cannot undersland themselves: they
are pure sex tokens, perennially survogates of cach other, fetishes to he
feared and idolized. In hoth of tbe novels, men say they are at their
mercy. In "Rouge,” Laopu says to tbe first woman, “Qiuyi, | just see you
and I lose my mind. You've rohbed me of my soul” (9); to the second
womar, “Xiao’e, you can really ensnare people: I can’t rear away from
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vou” {26). As for the hushand with fonr wives, and other womei on the

"o

side, he explains his skinniness hy heing “worn out” “tavde’ by women
(17). That is the same spirit as the Ming dynasty crotic novel fin Ping Mei
(The Golden Lotus) whose male protagonist expires trom an excessive
withdrawal of vang. As LG Tonglin notes, women in Su "Tong’s novels
are “contagious,” “infect the men,” “contaminate” their order.®

Su Tong's “Wives and Concubines” docs recreate some of the over-
whelming sexual atmosphere ofthe Jin Pinig Mei. The intrigues between
the female contestants move in the latter’s shadow; even Songhan’s
name cchoes the classic prototype, Jinlian (Golden Lotus). What is
more, Su’s novels, regardless of the female point of view, are likewise
absolutely male-centered. Yet this is contemporary China, and Su is ex-
perimenting with textual archetypal images of femininity, impregnated
hy yin (shadows, wells, ghosts), which he drapes in the roots-searching
idiom of hestiality. Hence his womeu, like animals, become radically

different fromn men, become men’s indifferent radical other®

Butterflies gone wild

Quoth the Raven, “Nevermore.”

Edgar Allan Poe

Anacther writer who uses fin Ping Mei as his uovel’s “root” takes itin a
completely different direction. He is the peasant-horn, roots-searching
author Jia Pingwa. In the 1980s, Jia wrote stories about macho men, and
pure women.** Now Jia claims that his recent novel Feidu (Wasted Capi-
tal} (1993) almost wiped him out ‘ba wo shachui’® This Wasted Capital
is not only a postmodern literary experiment but a serious jah at male-
hood and especially at male writers of his kind. With this novel, one
could say that if roots-scarching was a “inasculinist ode to life,” then
it has gone full circle. In Wasted Capital, the primary rarget is a con-
temporary Chinese, a man wha is a writer. His name is Zhuang Zhi-
die, literally “Zhuany’s Butterfly” In the novel, all names can be ex-
plained ouomastically, especially the main protagonist’s: it is a direct
allusion to the sage-philosopher Zhnaugei's most famous anecdole, a
man {Zhuang Zhou) who dreams he is a hutterfly ‘die” and who, once
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awakeued, can’t figure out who is who (what is what), butterfly or man,
dreamer or dreamit. Zhuang Zhidie, Jia Pingwa’s protagonis(, often he-
moans that fact, especially as concerns his appearance and being; he is
a famous writer, celehrated and recognized, hut he doesn’t write and
feels he is a sham ‘wei’ (351). Throughout the (very long) novel, Zhuang
Zhidie fools around: he has scveral trysts, eats and drinks a lot, hangs
out with his buddics, and writes occasional words for the mayor of the
“Wasted Capital” (Xi’an) and for advertisers, in exchange of money or
favors.

If Su Tong reconstructs the morbid, “feudal” atmosphere of sexuality
reminiscent of fin Ping Mei, Jia on the other hand used the structure
of the classical novel. Wasted Capital starts with the typically classi-
cal, myth-making introduction: miracles with strange plants, the sud-
den appearance of four suns, and unnamed and seemingly irrelevant
characters alluding to the cyclicity, the predetermined and recnrrent
cvents of life. Yet, the first words are; “In the year one thousand nine
hundred and eighty” (1). Such a mingling of classical devices and con-
temporary references constitute the rhythm and allure of Jia’s novel.
Classical poems, divinatory sentences, Buddhist chants, people’s alma-
nacs, local operas, popular folksongs side with cominercial ads, gro-
cevy lists, ditties of social relevance, and local 1990s slang, Much like
poetry in classical novels, they interrupt the main storyline which is
about Zhuang Zhidie’s plight. (There are no such “horing” things in
Su Tong’s novels: the women, for example, dor’t just sit there, drink
endless cups of tea, and compose poems, or have a contest in proverb-
making!) [n Wasted Capital, however, women compare themsclves to
famous historical concubines and play word games, when they are not
shopping for elahorately descrihed vognish outfits or the best alcohols
and gourinel treats available.

In terms of its erotic content, the comparison with the classical fin
Ping Mei is more of a marketing ploy™ since Jia’s novel has few sex
scenes and those are mainly suggested, when not simply deleted.™ Still,
one sex scene deliberately refers to one of the most famous sexual ex-
ploits in Jin Ping Mei, the playful “plnms-in-the-vagina” scene of chap-
ter 27. Zhuang Zhidie, Ak a modern-day Ximnen Qing, inserts a pluin in
one of his playgirls, Liu Yue (Moon Willow), to the delight of both {335).
In fact, the sex scencs in Wasred Capiial are more like bravado gestnres.
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['or example, Zhuang's first adulterous affair, with Teng Wan'er (whose
gracious name points to the homonym “Plaything of the Tang dynasty™)
is a pure phantasmic translation of the Tang dynasty’s most famous con-
cubine, Yang Guifei, through Tang dynasty poems, into a contemporary
depiction. The reader witnesses Zhuang's graphic and gradual strip-
tease of the woman. He dirccts the reader’s attention toward her shocs,
her heauty spots, her pantics, and so on {84-85). Tang Wan'ex is offered
in fetishized fragments that point to literary sources and to contempo-
rary fashions. Another sex scene, with A Can, is even more deliheratety
textual. Sex with A Can, (the familiar diminutive “A” combined with
the sunny brillience of “Can”) is a combination of animalistic, histori-
cal, and “Western” positions. First, she falls onto hiin like “a butterfly.”
Then “they not only went through all the descriptive language [‘'vuyan’]
of the old classical books, but also spoke them out. ... All the acts they
had seen in the forcign videos, and those (hey had read about people of
bygone days in the classic Suniijing,™ and even the ways of the wolves,
inscets, ligers and leopards, and those of the pigs, dogs, cows and sheep,
they tried them all out; once done, they concocted new ones, attain-
ing together orgasm much at the samc Lime.” Then, A Can and Zhuang
Zhidie lic there “like fish on a bank” {303). And little details like her
removing a hair from his lip spice the account even further.

Pubic hair, beauty spots, lipstick all operate as nownadic tell-tale signs
of sexual interconrse, and the bearers, the women, too. Another mate,
Liu Yue (Willow Moon) has no pubic hair; Tang Wan'er, the favorite
“concubine,” sends her plucked pubic hair and lipstick smears on a love
note, by way of a pigeon; Zhuang's wife, Niu Yueging, cooks up the
pigeon for the lovers to eat. Only Niu Yueqing is not parceled out. Her
name can be translated as Lunar ‘Yue’ Purity ‘Qing’ of the Bovine ‘Niu
That link o the animal kingdom is a positive sign in Wasred Capital,
especially the reference to the bovine species. The “hutterfly” protago-
nist, Zhuang Zhidie, is himsclf a clase friend of a cow, whom he regards
as the highest species, as philosophers whose ruminations ave of a differ-
ent order from man’s straightforward thinking: “A bovine’s ruminations
are a kind of thought, but they are also different from man’s thinking
pracess, because the bovine can go back in lime and space; it can, in 2
diffuse way, resurrect [ ‘chongxian’] archaic images ["tuxiang’]” (140). 1In
the novel, the cow is Zhuang’s, and his author’s, alter ego 2nd memory.
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The narrator tells us: “People say that dogs are sensitive, cats too, but in
fact bevines understand humans hest” (35). Zhuang declares: “We are
linked, the cow and me, hy a predestined afhnity” (136). Intermittently
but regularly enough, Yhuang drinks directly from the cow’s teats. That
same cow offers us her worldview, iu inlerior monologue form: human
heings are pititul creatures whose anly real diflerence from other ani-
mal species is thal they live inside cities (142); humans are one grade
below bovines, in the reincarnation process (55-56).

Zhuang Zhidie’s very first appcarance is with the cow, as one unit,
since he is drinking {rom its teats, He is described as short, with a pot
belly, wearing long, disheveled hair and a T-shirt that advertises “Hans
Beer” in the front and “Beer Haus” in the back. The portrait becomes
cven less flattering and [unnicr when one learns that this ladies® man
drives a ladies’ Mulan moped (so named after the Chinese Joan of Arc).
All depictions give a mocking view by juxtaposing the serious nrbane
writer of “feminist novels” {137) who attracts stylish and sometimes
quite sophisticated women with the conntry humpkin who 1s impotent
with his wife, Zhuang, who is originally from the countryside, like Ja
the author, forever asks himself whether he is still Zhnang Zhidie. He is
ceaselessly belittling himsell, wauling Lo make amends, to stop being a
degenerate, a fake (30, 63, 108). His point of view, all considered, is like
the cow’s: life in the city is good for humans, bt it wastes good animals;
humankind is a lower species than bovines or even crickets {308). As
beflis this intimate relationship of theirs, when the cow, a central pro-
ragonist, dies near the end of the novel, Zhuang requests her skin and
tail, which he hangs in his stylish living room instead of a calligraphy.
Now he has truly turned the animal into a toten.

w e

After having made much use of his “root of the dusty world” ‘chen
gen’ (32), after the death of his cow {and the women’s various unfortu-
nate disappearances), Zhuang is truly left with nothing hul his name.
He is found inebriated on the road, with a dog licking vounit oft his face
(507). Shortly after, he decides to leave the city and the novel. What
is left? A besom friend, Zhou Miu, whom he meets by chance. The
reader now understands the very heginning ol the novel: the two un-
named friends are Zhuang and this Zhou, and that they are in fact the
same person. The name of the confused dreamer in Zhuangzi's hutter-
fly story is none other than Zhuang Zhou. This adds an nltimate ironic
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twist to the story. Zhou Min, originally from the same town as Zhnang
Zhidie, pravoked the main storyline of Wasted Capital, a court affair,
and also was cuckolded by Zhuang himself. And Zhou plays the me]-
ancholic ocarina on the city walls. The flute, definitely a phallic sym-
bol, enigmatically closes the novel. In the train station, our hero ex-
pires, holding that very flute. Wasted Capital is thus a bitter if not ironic
celebration of male identity, oscillating between a “prick” and an ani-
mal. “I often find myself in a position where I can’t tell reality from
illusion,” adinits author Jia, thereby clearly associating himself with his
character’s dilemina and the philosophical tale (526}, For both writers,
real Jia and illusory Zhuang, the main question is whether or not they
have hecome totally degenerate, in a consumer society that offers brain-
stimulating hats, magic chest enhancers, venereal-disease-preventing
underwear, and opium balls in your soup. It would seein that “serious”
roots-searching is no longer viable in the 1990s, Zhuang never writing
anything but for-profit prose and Jia making big bncks with his best-
seller, Wasted Capital™ Being close 1o cattle is passé.

It is said that Jia wanted his Wasted Capital to be “a real life portrayal
ofthe Chinese at the end of the century.”*" I that is so, then the bntterfly
has won: well-grounded and solid convictions, invested in cattle, give
way 1o ephemeral, flighty whims. The hutterfly is also the quintessential
symbol of cultural miscegenation, at least between Orient and Occi-
dent. To reuse a butterfly motif in Chinese cnltural production today
is to cross indigenous Zhuangzi with Lnropean Puccini. This gralts a
philosophical question on the real with a sexually phrased stereotype
of Asians (in this case, the Chinese). The hybrid lepidopteran born of
this union is an “Asian hutterfly,” neither “Chinese” nor “woman.”

One noteworthy recent configuration of the Asian butterfly can be
traced to Beruardo Bertolucci’s The Last Emperor. When little Pu Yi
grieves on Lhe depariure of his nanny, he whimpers: “She wasnt iny
nanny; she was my butterily.” That woman caring for the child em-
peror is thus not reified —a simple servant serving a definite pnrpose —
but symbolized both as a beautiful creature in his possession and as a
protective shield, keeping him under the wings of her silky costuimncs.
This line was added on Lhe spur of the moment, by Bertolucci himsel£.*?
When older Pu Yi takes a wife, Wan Rong {Joan Chen), she smothers
him with “butterfly kisses” (163). Both the act of covering the young
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inan’s face everywhere with her very red-hot lipstick and the end re-
sult of the process — the bntterfly traces — combine here to associate the
butterfly with seduction {its suctorial mouth, flittiness, and makeup).
Moreover, the overall texture of the film is that of a dream (excluding
most of the postimperial cpoch). The emperor and his entourage’s life
seeins to be that of Zhuangzi’s Zhuang Zhou bottertly; they are living
an “unreal” life in an ivory tower, the Forbidden City. In his diary on
the making of the hlm, Fabien Gérard constantly alludes to the whole
enterprise as that of a dreamn, “But the dream goes on . . . like Victor
Segalen’s Rene Leys, perhaps one of the most perfect novels ever wrilten
on the last days of the Purple Forhidden City” (82).

That Victor Segalen’s name should pop up when discussing a Euro-
pean film on a splendid, imperial China ou the verge of disappeariug
is unsurprising. Scgalen’s novel {written in Beijing, in the 19103), takes
place during the fall of the Qing empire and recouuts the period through
a European relationship. An older Frenclhunan who fantasizes on Chi-
nese imperial secrels hecomes totally mesmerized by a yonng Belgian
man, fluent in Chinese and versed in Chinese ways, who has his entries
(both public and private) into the Forhidden City, René Leys is thus
an acconut of immperial Chiua, from the inside, and also, in a reso-
Intely iranical way, from the outside. As for Bertolucci, he was the first
filmmaker (including the Chinesc) Lo shoot within the bonnds of the
imperial city. Still, it is also very much a non-Chinese prodnct, a Holly-

Wt

woodian rendition of “‘China’ served on screen . . . for vicarious
tourists.”

The Last Emperor is also an updated Madama Butterfly story. Gina
Marchetti has noted the interest of Hollywood since 1915 in the theme
of miscegenation, where stories like that of Madama Bntterfly rever-
herate and are its most common expression.* Berlolucci’s Alm offers
a 1nore complicated twist to the theme. First, the butterflies are many:
the emperor himself at differcul stages of his life, the nursemaid, the
ravishingly beautiful Wan Reng devouring orchids. Second, miscegena-
tion occurs in all aspects of the making of the ihn: on the linguistic
level, where dialogue coaches “tried to find a particular accent, at the
crossroads between Beijing English and Chinatown’s, akind of midroad
tone, nndefinable, which would only belong to The Last Emperor™ (12);
in the costnmes, “the gencral line [ot which] had to eveke the esthetic of
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Ming as well as Qing dynasty. Asitall the heritage ol old China could he
deployed in frontof us . . . the specter of Turandot . .. without Puccini”
{28); in the sets, whoere the impenial scenes were shot inside the Forbid-
den City but the Shanghai casino scenes in [taly {151}; in the music sound
track, on which Japanese and British mnsicians collaborated; and finally
wilh the actors, the raost formidable mixture of “Asian types,” mixed
together: Hong Kong-born but American-raised John Lone, Korean-
origin {“hest U.S. legs”) Maggie Han, Mao look-alike Ric Yonng from
London, and last but uot least, Chinese mainlanders such as ilmmakers
Niug Yiug (a very small part), Chen Kaige (as captain of the imperial
guard}, and the cultural official, Ying Ruocheng (as Pu Yi's detainer)

The very successful film, flled to the hilt with all manner of trompe-
Poeil effects, led, in my opinion, Chinese film peeple snch as Chen Kaige,
to pursue the Asian _._c:mq:uﬁ Chen's Bawanyg bieji {Farewell My Con-
cubine), which did win iminense international recoguition, by being
awarded the Palme d’or in Cannes in 1993, is another botlertly story. The
very name of the protagonist is Butterfly Attire (Dieyi). Cheng Dieyi i3
an opera actor who incarnates female ‘dan’ roles on stage with his life-
long opera partner, Duan Xiaolou. Their most famous picce logether
is used for the title of the film, which is an adaptation of a Hong Kong
novel by the popular female writer Lilian Lee (Li Bihua). Dievi, like
Pu Yi— and like all bntterfly Agures since Pucciui’s adaplation of Pierre
Loti’s 1887 novel, Madame Chrysanthéme —has a tragic fate. Dieyi can-
not draw the line hetween art and life: imuch like Pu Yi, he becomes a
poppet for the Japanese (and the Guomindang). Dressed iu his operatic
costume, Diey {Leslie Cheung) does look like a butterfly: finely embroi-
dered phoenixes and butterflies adorn the silky tabrie, similar decora-
tions are attached 1o hairpicees on his wig, and of conrse he wears heavy
makeup, especially of the eves. When he performs onstage, his body
traces graceful patterns, not unlike a butterfly’s flight. As a child, Dieyi
{then called Dousi) had hecome sexually disoriented: he was made to
sing the lines, “In reality, I am a girl,” and only succeeded after sadis-
tic maltreatment. Dieyi's allure and props are shared with the former
prostitute Juxiau (Gong Li), the wife of his partner, Xiaolou. The scene
where Juxian jumps from a third floor into Xiaolou's arins is, again,
highly evocative of the butterfly’s flight, the fllmy fabric of her robes
spreading and swirling in the air. Dieyiand Juxian, competing for Xiao-
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lou’s attention, evoke other aspects of the hutterfly, with their vam-
piric, smothering costumes {hlack capes). At the end of the Alm, the
grotesquely made-up Xiaolou becomes a buttertly figure: under duress
durtng the Cultural Revolution, when he confuses public and private
and hetrays his wife, Juxian; in the last scene, while Diey1 plays out Tus
dream-life and so dies, Xiaolou play-acts, as if lile went on.

Butterflies are most of the time suicidal figures. Juxian hangs her-
self; Dieyi consumes opium and cventually dies from his own sword —
pinned down, one could say. Buttertlies arc the sign of short-lived good
times and of tragic endings. By their transience and cphemerality, they
are scapegoats lor other living species® In Chen Kaiges Furewel! My
Concubine, the hutterfly figure is endowed/hogged down with an amal-
gam of such Curopean associations as prostitution versus selfless love
and homosexuality and exoticism with the specific references of Chi-
nese opera, Chinese makeup, Chinese clothing, and China red (from
eye makeup to silk cloth). Chen has created a Luropean-Chinese style
of the exolic Asian Bulterfly. And supcrimposed on all this s the in-
digenous meaning of hutterfly as a ghostly, ambivalent state of being,
[n this sense, his film is not only comparable to Bertolucci's Last Eni-
peror, but also to tHongkong productions such as Yanzhikou (Rouge)
hy Stanley Kwan (Guan Jinpeng) and Cheng Xiaodong’s Chincse Ghost
Stories (Qiannti youluen, Renjian dao, Qiannii yorchun zhi daodaodae).
Ultimately, such filins are splendid nostalgia films, proflering redun-
dantly an enigmatic “nevermore.”

The riddle to solve has to do with Chinese civilization, with its five-
thousand-ycar history and cultural sophistication. A kite in the form of
a butterfly constitutes the visual leitinotiv of another Fifth-Generation
filmmaker’s work, Tian Zhuangzhuang’s Lan fengzlieng (The Blue Kite}
{1993). The Blue Kite recounts Ching’s recent r;::,w through the per-
spective of a little boy. Shitou (who is Tian’s age), rom his birth (o the
chaotic 19605. No one ever plays with the kite, which, very carly in the
Alm, is caught in a tree branch. As traumaue historical events unfold,
the kite hecomes more and more weather-heaten. The last shot of the
film —when Shitou. who has heen trying to defend his mother from the
red guard assailants, is beaten up and lying on the ground —is aiined
al the tree branch: the hlue butterfly’s cadaverous shreds hang there

limply. Tt 15 the sole undiegetic element of the film, which is a chrono-
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logical, no-tuss account of recent history. Many other things can he
seen hanging, but they are all motivated, For example, the numerous
paortraits and paraphernalia of Maoe adorning both public and private
spaces; and the paper strips with political slogans that people have to
carefully brush aside in order to go by. Shitou’s mother is very distraught
when the little boy in her arms starts reaching lor them and cruinpling
them up. All the other “decorations,” apart from the butterfly, are im-
posed by the times and not to he tampered with. As in Farewell My
Concubine, The Bhue Kite contrasts Chinese “civilization,” through its
cultural arufact, the butterfly, with Chinese realpolitik, with its climax
in the Cultural Revolution. The hutterfly becomes a lifeless, inanimate
figure, toreclosing projections of a tomorrow.

Auyone, Chinese and non-Chinese, can somehow understand the
“meaning” of the butterfly. Tt constitutes the mediatiou between cul-
tures and operates in ditferent spaces: it holds the melodramatic poten-
tial of these filims. I'he blueness of Tian’s kite harks back to romantic
Buropean fashionings of nostalgia of the “fleur bleue” type while allud-
ing to past Chinese grandeur. Tian’s lormer films, for example Dao-
mazei (Horse Thief) and Licchang zhasa (On the Hunting Ground} (1984)
also featured nonhuiman creatures, but as their titles indicate, they were
of the “roots-searching” 1ype: carthy beasts of burden, with which an
urban crowd, let alone international viewers, could hardly empathize.
Indeed, Tian’s hrst films were shot, like Chen Kaige's and Zhang Yi-
mou’s, in faraway, rural lands, in Tian's case in Tibet and Mongolia. In
On the Hunting Ground the spectator even wilnesses an on-screen kill-
ing of auimals! It i not surprising then, given the “Western” sensitivity
to animals, that his first films never oblained any inkling of recogni-
tion but that The Biue Kire won everyone’s heart. A little boy, a young
mother, the Chinese people: all beavtiful butterflies, constantly pinned
down.

More examples could be given to show the multivalent use of acrial
motifs {especially that of the butterfly) in 1990s Chinese fllms, where
historical sagas have prevailed. Even Tian aud Chen’s respective Da tai-
Jian, Li Lianying (The Imperial Flouich) and Bianzou biunchang (Life on
a String) (ollow this pattern. Eunuchs, much like concubines, are insub-
stantial, ethercal creatures not hogged down by carthiness (hy “world-

of-dust™ rools) and are eminently identifiable as “Chinese”; similarly,
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the blind musicians of Life on « String are otherworldly thanks (o their
craft, which stops wars. Note that the younger musician carries on his
hack a kite, a vividly hright butterfly with huge eyes. The majesty of
Chinese culture is presented in riddles, which can now be more or less
deciphered anywhere. There are no longer indigenous hieroglyphs such
as “ox + urine,” decipherahle anly by native readers. ._,ogmw_ the rid-
dles cross cultural boundaries. Chen Kaige’s subsequent filin, Fengyue
(Temptress Moon), went far heyond the limits (o overstate Chinese
butterfly-like qualities: 100 1nmuch opiun, o many veils and Howers,
too many batpeople, and mummified artifacts. One can say that tenipt-
ress Moon is a fetishized version of the “China-Asia” fetish build-up.

Inthis sense, Zhang Yimou's recent works fare better because Zhang is
constantly changing genres, and rewritiug “the enigma” of China. Huo-
zhe (To Live) (1994) is a successiul full-ledged melodrama that elicits
Lcars, sobs, aud belly laughter from the audience. To Live is a film on
living, on surviving through different political periods, regardless of the
timme. Two elements contribute to the noble albeit animalistic portrayal
of the endurance of the Chinese people: the art of shadow puppets and
the telling of animal evolution stories. Again, Zhang has choscn specifi-
cally Chinese signifiers to tell the story. The set of puppets is his addi-
tion to Yu Hua's novel of the sarue name * just as the lantern and foot
massage rituals in Raise the Red Lantern were not in Su Tong’s novel.
These frail, leatber silhouettes that flicker behind a screen, in perfor-
mances of feudal bandits, courtesans, and heroic historical figures, help
the protagonist, Fugui, live through the 1930s right up to the Cultural
Revolution. As in his (male) gencrational peers’ films, it is in the Cul-
tural Revalution that the “nevermore” riddle takes on its full force and
ambivalence. But Zhang adds a twist that none of his Fifth- Generation
peers have thought ofl: art is magic and art, as both artifice and artifact,
can be transformed into yel something else, which is also magical,

In To Live, the puppets have heen destroved by fire, but their box is
recycled as a nest for little chicks, aud therefore also a treasure chest for
the grandson who plays with them. The box can be read as many things,
depending on its content and on its beholder/viewer® The same is truc
of the other hutterfly strand of the film: the metamorphosis story that
Fugui, on and ofT, tells: “When the chicks grow up, they’lt turn into
ducks; when the ducks grow up, they’ll turn into sheep: when the sheep
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grow big, they’ll turn into oxen.” This is moch like a fairy tale for chil-
dren—anything in the animal and human kingdom can happen, as in
Alice’s Wonderland. Of course it is also a cautionary tale of hope for
the adults, who sce the use and not the magic in animals. Animal hus-
bandry will eventually bring on larger profit; ealing animals and cating
off their lahor, children will grow up and turn into strong adults; they
will ride not only bicycles, but eventually trains, and airplanes. The ani-
mal story s also a spoof—or a Chinese version —of the sphinx’s riddle
about humanity, where both animals and means of transpertation are
the clues, There are not so many possible readings of the animal story in
Yu Hua's novel. 1t is a zoomorphized tale of the Chinese family, where
the end line 1s the beginning line; that is, the ancestors whaose stand-ins
are the oxen (11). One ox has a main role. Also called Fugui (Fortunate),
it is absolutely Fugui’s double or half {41}, has the same old, wretched
hody (20) and is treated by the man as another human. Unlike the Alm,
at the end of the novel, all the relatives bave died — by melodrarnatic co-
incidences —except for the two Fuguis, the totemic oxen: the wife, chil-
dren, even the grandchild who (significantly) is not called, as in the Alm,
with a food name Mantou (Steamed Bun) but bay an carthy name, Ku-
gen (Bitter Root). Thus, in novelistic form, earthy, indigenons creatures
can still be ionnd sutnring past and present, country and city. [n film
form, they have gradnally been snpplanted by moving, aerial creatures
and endowed with polyvalent nses and meanings.

In conclusion, a word about inversions and conversions. Zhang Yi-
mou’s Yaoayao, yao dao waipogive (Shanghat Trind) (1995) closcs with
an upside-down scene of a countryscape, It is the perspective ofa coun-
try boy, Shuisheng, who is hanging vpside down. The inverted land-
scape we see happens to he a loncely island where the triad’s leader and
his gang have escaped and which they are about to leave to return to the
big city. This strange shot can of course be read as a visualization of the
country versus city life, the latter corrupling and converting the former,
the latter being adulthood, the former, youth. But it can also turn both
worlds, much like the animal and human world, into connecting rather
than opposing modes. [n Wong Kar-wai’s last film, Chunguang zhaxie
(Happy Together) (1997}, a very similar inversion shot is introduced,
also near the end of the film. [t is accompanied by the refiection of pro-
tagonist Lai Yiu-fai (Tony Leung) on the conliguity of cities/nations.
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11. Scene from Zhang Yimou's Turandot, 1997,

Photograph conrtesy of Gao Guangjtan.

After breaking up with his butterfly lover (Leslie Cheung), who has run
away with some “white trash,” he tries to feel, from his vantage point
in Bnenos Alres al night, what it’s like, right at that moment in Hong
Kong, in an opposite time zone and different continent, while the cam-
cra shows us inverted highways at the top of the screen. This projection
in time and space requires an effort from both actor and viewer, wher-
ever the latter may be, in Hong Kong or Paris, Buenos Aires or New
York.

Reading films made by Chinese nationals cannot be strictly nation-
oriented. It was perhaps true that the initial Fifth-Generation works
were “inconceivable without their relationship to the nation.” ** Even the
nation-space of the roots-searching literature unfolds today, as Gang
Yue put i, into (at least} “double time”: “one immediale, modern and

"% Moreover, it s true

[oreign; the other inystical, ancient, and native.
that Fifth-Generation and roots-searching works are not authentic in-
vestigations into Chinese history, an accusalion so often heard and read

that no footnote could detail all the instances. I have also grown weary
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of the leminine-versus-masculine axis used to analyze Chinese cultural
production. To elaborate on Kaja Silverman’s assertion, | would just say

that “male’ and ‘femalc” constitute a dominant hction in Chinese cul-

tural criticism.” ™

[ also find that antiorientalist critignes remain within staunch cultural
hinaries. [lence, I certainly would not agree that the Chinese Almmakers
opted for orientalist subjects in the 1990s and that “the ‘oricntalist” path
is nota choice for many Chinese Rimmakers, but a step they have to take
in order to deal with the reality of their home country in the 199087
How can such a view encompass Chiucse Westerns of the 1990s, such as
Zhang Yimou's iagnificent documnentary-like Quuji du guansi (Qingu,
a Chinese Wornar) (1993), or He Ping’s hilarious Shuanggizhen deoke
(The Dotble-Flag Swordsman) (1991), box-olfice successes hoth in China
and internationally? Oragain how can one account tor Tifth-Generation
Zhang Jianya’s parodies ol former Chinese movies, including Zhaug
Yimou's, in Wang xianshenyg zhi yuhitio fenshen (Mr, Wang's Burning
Flame)?

The message is miscegenation. Some experiments may aborl, some
not. The most intriguing production lately was realized by Zhang Yi-
mot, who remains the best representative of his gencration. [tis a stag-
ing of an opera, a production of Turandot that he directed in 1997 in
[taly and staged again in the fall of 1968, in the Forbidden City. No opera
is more unsuited for a Chinese national than Puccim’s Turandot, with
its _q:wz.,d..m_ of China as cannibalistic, sadistic, and incapahle of love.
The ineptitude, let alone the outrageous inaccuracies, proffered in this
lyrical drama set in “Peking, China, in legendary times™’* are mind-
boggling, The three conrt sages, Ping, Pang, and Pong, surc of their

w 3

civilization, which has endured “thro’ sev’nly thousand centuries™ {156)

w + i

protest “in Sanscrit, in Chinese, and ev'ry lingo” (144} and claim that

[

“Noughl |sic] exists but Tao!” (112). Turandot herself is the “daughter
of heaven”™ (353) who sends to their death all those suitors unable to
decipher her riddle: 1ope + Blood + Turandot, She, of course, will sur-
render, to one man (a prince of course) whose name is... Amor! This
is certainly a case of inverted and back-and-forth civilizational and cul-
tural relationships, which unfixes hxed representations and sends all the

hutterfites off for another spin.
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5 China’s Avant-Garde Art

Differences in the Family

One sees the wagon dragged back,
The oxen halted,

A man’s hair and nose cul off,

Not a good heginning, but a good end.

Hexagram 38, ..Ctn:a:c:‘.. Yijing

The meaning a\\. avant-garde in China

Since the late 1980s, China has produced what is termed “avant-garde
arl” ‘qianwei vishu.' It was so called after the 1989 Beijing China/Avant-
Garde exluhition, showing 297 works by 186 artists from all over China.
This exhibition was the first and the last large-scale exhibition of its
kind in China. This art has more detractars than admirers, and they
conne from official sources. But there are algo critics from within who
deny its existence. Indeed, many Chinese critics and artists claim there
15 no such thing as an avant-garde in China. For example, the concep-
tual artist and art promoter Al Weiwel says, “1 don’t helieve there is an
avant-garde in China. Well, the real meaning of an avant-garde move-
ment doesn’t exist because there is almost no contextual background
for it. Any kind of idea, if it has a new, or individual perspective, can

be said to be avant-garde.” Al also mentions the lack of an intellectual
class, of educated people, hut also the concrete living conditions of the
Chinese people, inclnding the artists! His point of view neatly sums up
the predicament of avant-garde art in China: China has had no previ-
ous avant-garde movements, it has no institutionalized alternative arl
structnres, and the arl is intricately mixed with the new emerging con-
sunterist mentality, which makes art works fashion statements. Abstract
artist Ding Y1 shares some of these views, but he still believes some form
of avant-garde is emerging in China. te helieves that the Chinese artists
“have compressed the West’s one-hundred year [art] history into some
ten vears.” He sces avant-garde art in China as allowing “a few indi-
viduals to emerge,” rather than a school or a inovement. Furthermore,
“China’s contemporary art is precisely in a kind of colonial condition;
it relies closely on the West." ¢ Conceptual artist Zhou Tiehai not only

1

admits this “dependence” outright but plays on it in his works — which
feature himself as a famous person or Chinese sights on faux Newsweek
or Artnews covers—and in his interviews, as for example, in this 1997

conversalion:

—Q: It sounds like you are making this work for a Western audience.
—A: Yes, hecause the cultural power is in the West. So you have to do
semething here,

—(Q: Bul you would like (o show your work in China.

— A: Yes, | want to show my work there, but there’s no response, it's not
well received. Artislike science. You need knowledge to understand it ?

Western conceptions of the avant-garde obviously don’t (it the Chi-
nese siluation. The Soviet Union’s 1920 avant-garde and, closer (o today,
the American 1360s pop scene with their attacks on bourgeots institu-
tionalized art have no equivalents and cannot be models for China's
avant-garde. Hal Foster, revisiting Peter Biirger’s conception of the
avant-garde, has propounded the need for a redehnition of the avant-
garde in terms of critical resistance rather than transgression.* He argues
that today, everywhere, the utopian and anarchic transgressions of the
avant-garde cannot exist; (here is no space, time for political idealism,
“for there may be no natural limil to transgress in this all-but-global
reach of capital™ (150). To he efficacious, avant-garde art can only/inust

resist Lotal recaperation from the institution and from mass culture. It
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“attempts to de-reify cultural representation” (92}, “insists on the here
and now, on the spatial and temporal relations™ (114), “resls on a critique
of representation which questions the truth content of visual represen-
tation, whether realist, symbolic or abstract, and explares the regimes
of meaning and order that these difterent codes support” (129}, and “in-
vestigates the processes and apparatuses which control [representations
and genceric forms]” (153). Thus, avant-garde art today is not a inove-
ment, or a type ol represeniation, or a regional/national phenomenon.
Chinese avant-garde art is possihle, abstract, and figurative.

In Recodings, Foster also delineates a difference between avant-garde
arl and what he calls “arriere-avant-garde art™ (23): skilltul recodings,
stylish spectacles, ahistorical pastiches, following a logic akin to the dic-

3

tates of fashion. Such arl is *‘provocative’ momentarily as a reaction
but is precisely reactionary” {75) in its dialectic bind between nodern-
iso1 and mass culture. [t is a neoconservative or “dejavunik art” ([ [arold
Rosenberg’s term, quoted by Fosler, 24), “art that plays upon our desire
to be inildly shocked, pigqued really, by the already assimilated dressed
up as the new” (24). 1t ahides by the apolitical separation of the arts from
labor, holds “universal” presuinplions (40), helieves in the sovereignty
of the self in art (75}, in its expressive ahility, and acstheticizes politics
{91). Such art is the overwhelming part of the culural production today,
claims Foster. 'I'his Westeru situation —after all, Foster’s focus is West-
ern works—also applics Lo quite a nuinber of so-called Chinese avant-
garde works. I am referring to “political pop,” which will he discussed
laler.

But Foster does admit that “the line between the exploitive and the
critical is fine indeed” (29). A few vears ago, one could have rather casily
differentiated the “avant-garde” from “official” art, simply hy noting
whose work was exhihited in China and whose never was, Today some
artists emerge on the mainland as well as in the international sphere.
Portrait artist Shi Chong is such a case. In 1993, his oil painting A Walk-
ing Man (Xingzou de ren), was a gold-inedal winner at the Second An-
nval Exhibition of Chinese Oil Paintings, a two-week exhibition in
Beijing’s Chinese Art Museum. And his work was published both in
official newspapers, such as Peaple’s Daily, and unoflicial ones, such as
the now defunct Art News ( Yishu xinwen). In 1996, two of his works,
also Hgurative, were included in a German-initiated avant-garde show
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entitled CHINA, which traveled in Evrope until February 1998, and in
the show’s catalogue” Shi Chong’s portraits are acceplable in different
spheres: the young people (men and women) portrayed may be nude,
but their genitals are not fully exposed. More importantly, their poses
can beinterpreted in many ways. A Walking Man, the gold-medal paint-
ing, looks like a painted bronze sculpture with a rough texture and gives
off some form of pathos, as the young man has a very solemn —or is it
resigned? —look. Some kind of existentialist or even allegorical expla-
nation — such as the noble yet difficult walk of life — could be given here.,
On the other hand, Shi Chong’s The Lucky Young Man (1995), offers
more physicality and surprise. The portrait, done in a perfectly photo-
realist style, shows a young man sitting in very white light, cross-legged,
with no clothes on, but delicately holding in his hands a red hat (fn),
the central focus of the work. The figure looks happy, it not "lucky”
(fu). This latter work is decidedly ambivalent and would perhaps not
be welcome in any official oil-painting competition.

But then again, the Chinese art scene is unpredictable. Some exhibi-
tions open, only to be closed in a fortnight; some are banned on the
eve of their openiug (I witnessed such events, still occurring in 1996).
Some controversial works are retrospectively redeemed as fine repre-
sentations ol contemporary Chinese art: Luo Zhongli's 1980 Father (Fu-
gin), lor example, which was included in the huge Chinese exhibition at
the Guggenheim Museun in 1998. Father, first considered an irreverent
and ugly portrait of an old peasant, is now an emblein of new Chinese
painting. Done in hyperrealist style and in monumental proportions,
it now signifies “China™ an unkempt and poor man with an “animal”-
like expression, who is every{wolman’s lather, a noble representative of
suryival and dignified poverty. But Luc’s work is in no way avant-garde.
It is a representation ol a factual condition, the tough lite “out there” in
the countryside; it tells a story, defying neither the art-historical past
(social realism) nor the political past {the Maoist peasant regime, now
over). Father is emotionally effective: many viewers have wept in fronl
of iLf

Chinese avant-garde works resist any form of direct or indirect com-
meutary of social or poliucal relevance. Most artists refute any ideo-
logical interpretation of their work. Because Chinese avant-garde art

is mainly scen in international spheres or in joint-venture galleries in
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China, the works are unmistakahly read as adversarial to the “only hig
socialist country lefl,” as conceptual artist Xu Bing claims.” If, as Foster
has noted, “in our system ol commoditics, fashions, styles, art works. ..
it is difference that we consunie” (171), China must be different and Chi-
nese art must show a difference. If, as he claims, difference is in fact lin-
ited Lo our expectations that “everyone [should] be different in the same
way” (18} or that we should “express {ourselves] . . . but only via the
type, only via the commodity” (72}, then China should, by this logic,
present a recognizably Chinese look, I Aind that the Chinese avant-parde
attempts (o resist precisely this unifying portrait of “China.” They are, in
varying ways, “atirming their resistance to the white, patriarchal order
of western culture” (207}, and also to their incorporation as “different.”

The forty-hfth Venice Biennale in 1993, which for the first (ime had
a China room, was a lesson lor the thirleen artists whose works were
selected® It was the very first tine China had participated in a presti-
gious international avant-garde show. Belore that, Chinese art on the
international scene was entirely tradilional, even when called mod-
ern. Since 1993, as Ding Yi expressed it, “if a country has not done
a [conteinporary| Chinese art exhihition then it is considered conser-
vative and behind the times.”” Yet none of the Chinese participants
in the 1993 Venice Biennale were very enthused by the “China room.”
Their impressions can be sumnied up as culture shock. Many noted
the strange homogeneity, the Chineseness of their works, once it was
packed into the (small} room. All the works were hanging on the walls;
mosl were paintings, and figurative at that. The overall effect turned
them all into “Chincse pop” representatives. What is more, they fonnd
that only China had such a national and nnihed look, in theme {politi-
cal} and in technique (realist Rgurative oils). They resented this homo-
geneity, and their belated arrival on the art scene, Fang Lijun said that
the Chinese room looked like a peasant fair ‘nougeun jishi’ exhibiling its

L

local fare "tntechan,’ and that was probably what attracted the visitors.”

a

Today, although there are sull “China” exhibitions, the styles are
extreinely diversified and there is no one trend. Many artists work in
multimedia (Feng Mengho, Geng Janyi, Zhang Peili, to name just a
few who were in the 1993 Biennale), others deal with conceptual gnes-
tions {Xn Bing), and even those who have stuck to portraits have dis-

tinct orientations {Wang Guangyi, Fang Lijnn, Liu Wei). Add to that
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12. Untitled, 1995. Oil painting by Fang Lijun. Photograph donated

by artist.

those artists who have since the 1980s been working against the grain of
such Chincse conventions as calligraphy and landscape painting or who
have been doing installations or photography, and we see that Chinese
avant-garde art is inultiforin indeed. Having said this, [ ind that the
better works are participatiug in the global trend woward a deanthro-
pomorphized vision of art and, because they come from China, in a

general trend toward a desinicized view of Chinese art.

Bawdy bodies emoting Chineserress

Why would China’s avant-garde art still be mainly constitured of figura-
tive oil painting done in a realist {surrcalist, photo-realist, hyperrealist)
style? After all, official art is also “characterized by a high degree of
realism and extreme technical finesse” but “its theoretical foundations
may be found in a formalistic nationalisin that lays claim to a uniquely
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Chinese lorm ol beauty hest rendered in a realistic manner,” " The dif-
ference then lics first in the suhject matter, in what the avant-garde art-
ists portray, which does not convey “heauty” or a "nationalist” senti-

5 v

ment, nor anything particularly “Chinese.” The figures represented are
young men with bald heads, pretty women having fun under the sun,
?ammm:m; fleshy nude hodies, the military, all in provocative poses.
In this sense, the avant-garde flatly refuses adhesion to the typical, to
the every{wo)man on the street with a purpose. The avant-garde either
represents its own kind {its own gencration) or mocks older geuera-
tions and plain people with ordinary lives. The style may be realistic,
hut the scenes ave unreal: the danger of the barber’s blade on a neck
{Geng Jianyi); the kinkiness of an older woman lying down in a sexy
pose in front of the television {Liu Wei); the choir all siniles except for
the faces left blank for yonr own (Wang Jinsong),

There are wany critical social statements that could he read into the
works: the horedom of everyday life in Fang Lijun’s yawning look-alikes
—or again, as Andrew Solomon, giving u typical postsocialist advo-
cate reading, claims: “howls that could free China";** the homogeni-
zation of cveryone, men aud women, in Fang, Wang, Liu, and many
others; the lack ol communication belween members of a family, be-
tween couples, such as in Zhang Xiaogang’s or Yu Hong’s work; the de-
humanizing process in Zeng Fanzhi, and so on. Yet, these works do not
[unction according Lo what Foster has coined romantic “strategies of
marginality or nihilism” {(147). Actually, they defy representation by not
vielding to “the structures of identification typical of the spectacle —
scopic, voyeuristic, patriarchal” {92). The people looking so defiant or
absent-minded iu the works have no diaristic value (autobiographical
value}, cither. The works are clearly fictiou; these portraits aim at ex-
posing the arfifice of selt-representation, instead of a persona and an
aura. Indeed, the works dazzle the spectator: strange looks, odd points
of view umpede identification: reduplicated bodies, mistaken identities,
aggressive gestures all question the position of the autobiographical or
national subject. They have an attitude, as if they were arrogantly re-
peating Barhara Kruger's line “I will not become what I mean to you.”

Nevertheless, these works — portraits with identifiable Chinese cthnic
features — have been unilaterally read as political suhversion from China

with which the West empathetically identifics. In the first important
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catalog dedicated to Chinese avant-garde art, Clina’s New Art, Post-
1989, the critics read the works as products hy “Chinese™ (dissident)
“subjects.” Nicholas Jose says that it is perhaps the first tine in China
that art has addressed the viewer with such personal dircceness, ‘Here
L an! | am You!” The response must vary with the extent to which one
identfies.”" Jeffrey Hantover stales thal “recent Chinese palntiugs are
collusive, collahorative works of artist and viewer. . . . We see the work
filtered through memories of the flickering images of tanks rolling into
‘liananmen Square, the Goddess of Democracy tumbling to earth.”

Since 1993, that is, since the publication of this catalog and since the
forty-tifth Venice Biennale, such readings are definitely no longer ten-
able. | am not denying that there is a definite dystopian and anarchic
efficaciousness in the works, which the Chinese authorities rightly sense
and do not wish 1o exhibit, They can be considered ironic anthropologi-
cal shideshows or what Foster, in his more recent book, cally “pseado-
primitive” and “pseudo-ethnic artitacts”™ strategies; they are “a twist-
ing of the paternal law of difference —sexual and generational, ethnic
and social.” ** Foster identifies yet another trend today, which is one of
“cynical reason, pushed to the extreme, which is a pose of indifference —
a simulated imhecilism, infantilism, or autism.”" This is exactly wbat
fiud is happeniug in Chinese art, at least in Chinese figurative art. Liu
Xiaodong makes portrails of himselfas a painter, in his bathtub (with a
van Gogh-like bandaged ear}, in front of a mirvor in a peasant’s home;
he even paints portraits of Weslerners, such as Hispanics on some East
Coast beach or a gay couple with dog, in their East Village flat (A Meet-
ing on East Fifth Street — Ren yue dong wu jie, 1993). They are camera-
like portraitures because there 1s always at least one person looking at
the “camera” and because they are so ohviously posing. These are auy-
thing but stories of the oppressed. As Mark Tansey aptly noted, we nust
“take [our] temporal blinders off and realize that [we aren’t} loaking
at these paintings— they [are] looking at [us]. Two thousand years ol
ink painting, about 40 years of Socialist Realism and three years of cul-
tural surge since Tiananmen Square [are] grinuiug at jour| temporal
chauvinism.”1?

In the same vein, Yo Hong makes “selt-portraits”™ in the nude—on
a tree, sleepwalking, lving in bed. These works are not erotic because

the hodies are bold and impenetrable, uot given as “compliant object|s|
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13. A Meeting on East Fifth Streer. il painting by Liu

Xizodong, 1993. Photograph from exhibition catalog.

g

of the painting-method’s seduction.”" Her painting Chinese Princesses
(Zhongguo gongzhu) consists of gleeful litte girls all dolled up, fully en-
joying themselves while putting on a colourlul show for the viewers.
Indeed, Yu Hong uses fluorescent tones of warm oranges and pinkish
reds for her subjects. All of her (female) groups of friends are oblivious
to anyone’s gaze on them: they won’t notice, as if they didn't care, Alter-
natcly, Fang Lijun’s people are aggressively looking at the “camera.” In
the nude self-portrait he gives a peace sign as he leaps — into void? —
revealing all of himself; there 1s no way one could attempt to avoid his
body, to feminize it. All of his characters inake the viewer feel uncasy
because their “unblinking stare”™ in the blow-ups is piercing and boo-
merangs the viewer’s gaze right back at her/him. The mass-produced,
almost identically dressed bald men in the Second Composition series
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(1992}, arc actually making faces at the “camera,” as if teasingly ask-
ing the question, “How do I'look?” Fang has commented on the pink
faces of his subjects: “I use the commnercial readyinade tesh color to
paint people’s skin; if the spectator finds it looks silly, well, shouldn’t
this signal to us [‘tixing women’], that there are ways we consider as
established [‘jiding’] which are so ridiculous. The reason why the whole
world has mixed flesh color in this fashion is hecause the majority of
people in this whole world believe Hesh color 10 be like this.” #* A similar
citect is provoked by Geng Jianyi’s Second State (Di er zhuangtai) (198s),
consisting of very vellow faces sardonically grinning at the “camera.”
Liu Wei's imposture works also command a response to the spectacle.
Liu makes “collages” with photogenic Chinese faces, famous ones along
wilh totally unknown ones, political figures alongside Pa and Ma. His
portraits — where he often includes himself as a painter or as a political
leader (as quasi Mao look-alike in Two Drunk Painters {Jiugui: liang ge
huajia) or as a painter [raternizing with Hua Guofeng in 1991} are per-
sonalized reproductions of all the cainera poses that the Chinese reper-
toire he has experienced can offer: a stern but fatherly Mao, a family
portrait in which the male descendants’ little genitals are proudly pro-
tected hy a paternal hand, mock snap-shots of the earnest military, or of
the drunken ways of sworn hrothers ‘gement, or of poor working-class
lovers who are oh! so well-off. Liu Wei always hypes up the lustful eyes
of men upon women, including ladies on television. All of Liu’s peaple
look basically the same: sexless, ageless, yet strangely . . . like himnself,
but, then, never quite so.

Recently, Chinese art has moved even more clearly onto the inlerna-
tional terrain by representing animnals and humans without ethnie fea-
turcs (corpses, newborns). Yan Peiming, now residing in France, isa case
in point. Yan paints human heads. For a long time, he specialized in two
s. After his arrival in

k]

people’s heads: Mao Zedong's and his own father
France, he kept on working on these two figures hut also started paint-
ing other heads, those of white people as well as black people, eventually
erasing all racial fealures 1o create generic heads. Yan has moved froin

i

any Chinese identifiable source to what one could call *immanent an-
thropology.” His works even adorn the university cafeleria of Maret
University, in Dijon, 4 possible proof of a redefined nniversal appeal.

This is a far cry from Luo Zhongli’s highly contextualized, 1980 compo-
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sition Father. Many more examples could be given from all ol the above-
mentioned arlists: now, Liu Wei pawnts habies and dogs; Fang Lijun,
corpses Hoating in blue water; Wang Guangyi, dogs on visa application
forms; Zenyg Fanzhi, masked human beings who are accompanied by
dogs; Wang Xmgwei adds a dog to a Mao Gues fo Anyiean pastiche,
This blatant politics of ethnic difference {0k, we're Chinese) pushed
(o its limit of indifference {Shar-pei dogs are Chinese nationals) can be
found in all modes of the avant-garde, now including photography. Yang
Zhenzhong recently made a computer-processed photugraph entitled
A Photograph of the Whole Family: Old/New. The family is composed ol'a

rooster, a hen, and twenly-six chicks, all facing the camera.” Phologra-

phy, nowalso a much used art form in China, is very close Lo avant-garde
oil paintings in hoth subject and effect. The portraits do not allow space
{or the viewer to investigate their psyche; the space is filled with hard, ar-
rogant bodies of young poscurs. Zhang Hai'er’s work in this sense is the
most emblemnatic. His self-portraits arc open-mouthed, angry gestures
at the camnera; his Chinese models tend to be tough youths, both male
and female, hooligans who look fearlessly at the camera, while revealing
(especially the women) languid, very eroticized hodics that are inac-
cessible because their gazes are so lorbidding (for example, Guangzhou,

3

1989). With photographer Zhang IHai'er and painter Liu Xiaodony, the

East/West roles are turned inside out and hecome meaningless. Now
that the Chinese artists travel, they too “catch™ Western models with
their curious manners, and contradictory enviranments. Zhany 1lat'er
shows an unusual transvestite Paris, a violent Switzerland, a Muslim

woman fexl W a sex

advertisement in Germany.™ Zhang (avors the-
atricality in both Chinese suhjects and non-Chinese subjects, and his
wotk is a reflection on humanimal behavior, as spectacle, as &m—u_..é,u._
In 1996, China’s own art auction house, China Guardian, organized a
Jarpe-scale sale of Chinese art, including a section "Impuortan New Art

»

of China (1949 1o 1979).” which comprised Cultural Revolution propa-
ganda works and Mao portraits. For the lirst time, mainland Chinese
buyers showed up en masse and bouglit works with titles such as Chair-
min Mao Is the Red Sun inn the Heart of the Worlids Revolution. After
having first attracted the nagbboring Chinese-speaking countries, the
Chinese diaspora, and then the West, Maoist art is now hot in China

too. Ironically, art of the most anticapitalist period of China is the most
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14. Gtrmgzhon. Pholographic artwork by

Zhang Hai'er, 1984,

valued/valuable today. Political art has been totally acstheticized and
commodifed.

‘That is the case with political pop ‘zhengzhi bopu,’ an irreverent ap-
propriation of Maoist icons that started in the late 1980s. The first art-
ist to make a portrait of the main mode! lor political pop, that is, the
photogenic Mao Zedong, was Wang Guangyi with his Mao Zedong Por-
trait #1, #2 shown at the China/Avant-Garde exhibition in 198977 Since
then, Wang has hecome a celebrity in the international art scene and has
amassed a considerahle fortune. In one ol numcrous interviews, Wang
discusses his mock propaganda posters. specifically a 1990s series en-
titled Da pipan (The Great Critrgue), which features the resolute revolu-

tionary triad of peasants, soldiers, and workers brandishing their pens
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sition Farhcr. Many more examples could he given from all of the above-
mentioned artists: now, Lin Wei painls babies and dogs; Fang Lijun,
corpses floating in blue water; Wang Guangyi, dogs on visa application
forms; Zeng Tanzhi, masked buman beings who are accompanied by
dogs; Wang Xingwei adds a dog (o a Mao Goes to Anyuan pastiche.
This blatant politics of ethnic difference (ox, we're Chinese) pushed
to its limit of indificrence {Shar-pei dogs are Chinesc nationals) can be
tound in all rnodes of the avant-garde, now including photography. Yang
Zhenzhong recently made a computer-processed photograph entitled
A Photograph of the Whole Family: Old/New. The family is composed of o
rooster, 4 hen, and vwenty-six chicks, all faciug the camera.”* Photogra-
phy, now also a much used art form in China, is very closc to avant-garde
oil paintings in both suhject and cffect. The paortraits do not allow space
for the viewer toinvestigate their psyche: the space is [illed with hard, ar-
rogant bodies of young poseurs. Zhang Hai’er’s work in (his sense is the
most embletnatic. Tls selt-portraits are open-mouthed, angry gestures
at the camera; his Chinese models tend to be tough youths, both male
and female, hooligans who look fearlessly at the camera, while revealing
{especially the women) languid, very croticized baodies that are inac-
cessible because their gazes are so torbidding (for example, Guangzhiou,
1989). With photoprapher Zhang Hai'er and painter Liv Xiacdong, the
Easit/West roles are turned inside out and become mcaningless. Now
that the Chinesc artists travel, they too “catch™ Western models with
their curious manners, and contradictory environments. Zhang Hai'er
shows an unusual transvestite Paris, a violent Switzerland, a Muslim
wOoman next to a sexist advertisement in Germany.** Zhang favors the-
atricality in hoth Chinesce subjects and non-Chinese subjects, and his
work is a retlection on hnmanimal behavior, as spectacle, as display.*
In 1956, China’s own art auction house, China Guardian, organized a
large-scale sale of Chinese ary, including a section "Tmportant New Art
of China {1949 to 1979),” which comprised Cultnral Revolution propa-
ganda works and Mao portraits. For the first time, mainland Chinese
buyers showed up en masse and bonght works with titles such as Chair-
e Mao Is tie Red Sun in the Heart of the World's Revolution. Aller
having first attracted the neighboring Chinesc-speaking countries, the
Chinese diaspora, and then the West, Maoist art is now hot in China
loo, Tronically, art of the most anticapitalist period of China is the most

136 China’s New Cultural Scene

14. Guangzhon. Photographic artwaork by

Zhang 1laier, 1989.

valued/valuable roday. Political art has been totally aestheticized and
conunodifed.

That is the case with political pop ‘zhengzhi bopu,” an irreverent ap-
propriation of Maoist tcons that started in the late 1980s. The first art-
ist to make a portrait of the main model for political pop, that is, the
photogenic Mao Zedong, was Wang Guangyi with his Mao Zedoug Por-
trait 1, 72 shown at the Chinaf Avant-Garde exhibition in 1989.% Since
then, Wany has become a celebrity in the international art scenc and has
amassed a considerable fortune. In one of numerous interviews, Wang
discusses his mock propaganda posters, speciitcally a 1990s series en-
titled Du pipan ( The Great Critigue), which features the resolute revolu-
tionary triad of peasants, soldiers, and workers hrandishing their pens
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against transnational products such as Kodak, Benetton, and Band-Aid.
He says: “Of course, [ enjoy ny own money and fame. I criticize Coke,
but drink it every day. These contradictions are not tronblesome to
Chinese people.”* Wang's appropriation of political icons and their
juxtaposition with consumer goods equales propaganda with publicity,
which is after all the double ineaning ol the Chinese term xuanchuan.

This logic of consumption (including its critigne) is the drive be-
hind many other avant-garde artists such as Li Shan, Liu Dahong, Yu
Youhan, Wang Ziwei, Wang Xingwci, and Zhang Hongtn. For mos,
Mao remains the favorite icon to play with. Such Mao reworkings are
immediately identified as political and as Chinese, and conscqnently
have enjoyed much favor ahroad. They are classified as “pop” because
the representations are (otally lacking in pathos or anxiety; they are
cotnic deviations from the social-realist (emplate. For example, Wang
Xiugwei rerepresented in 1995 the famous 1968 painting by Liu Chun-
hua, Mao Goes to Anyuan (the sole painterly equivalent of the model
operas of the Cultural Revolntion}, hut with a few technical differences.
The original traditional Chinese ink-on-paper work representing young
Mao with his famous red umbrella is here replaced by a present-day
young man in a business suil with a pink umbrella, adopting also a
resolute pose but facing in the opposite direction. The revolutionary
monk *is now a yuppie. Another avid practitioncr of the Mao icon is Yu
Youhan, who reproduces a plausible social-realist seene, such as Presi-
dent Mao and Shaoshan Peasants (1991} where all are smiling — but (heir
fashing smiles are so white that it is all we see at first glance; then the
eye notices the Aoating Howers, then the Howers printed everywhere,
on Mao’s white shirt as well as on the peasants’ outhts, the Roor, every-
where. The meeting is thus ndiculed because it is represented as even
prettier than a propaganda painting. As Orville Schell pul it, Yu's print-
like paintings evoke Laura Ashley designs.™ but slightly off key. In some
of his works, flowers eveu block out Mao's features. Yu thercfore repre-
sents Chinese Mao stories within an arts-and-cralis idiom, jahhing at
the same time al revolutionary peasant art. Liu Dahong, for his part,
recontextualizes Mao in a religious setting and within a Chinese tradi-
tional painting idiom. In his Four Seasons: Spring, 1991, Buddhist and
Christian imagery comhine in an axonometric perspective: a majestic
Mao, with a Christian radiant glow ¢manating from his head and right
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hand, addresses a crowd of odd pilgrims who look like Dao-Buddhists
mecekly seated at his feet, and (following the archaic painting custom)
miniaturized. Liu thus offers his skills as a painter versed in indige-
nous classical conventions as well as in cultural-political cross-cultural
jesting.

The youngest (o chip into the Maoist voguishness—and also the
youngesl senl (o the 1993 Venice Biennale —is Feng Mengbo, the game
artist. His simulations of video games, somctimes paintings on can-
vases, bnt most frequently actual computer games, are sheer fun with
fantastic archetypes, mixing historical characters and events with
anime-type heroes. If for Yang Zhenzhong, a family is, as we have seen,
M. Rooster with wife and oflspring, for Feng, a family is his own family
albuin with colorful model opera heroes, revelutionary fernale militia,
and Mao Zedong hailing a taxi, all against a background of Coca-Cola
cans on Tiananmen Square, Unlike older practitioners such as Wang
Guangyi or Yu Youhan, Feng was not even born in the zealous, chaotic
1960s. Communist heroes and propaganda material are more like curios
for him and his generation. 1t is not a question of profanation of sacred
icons, which it seems to be for artists such as Zhang Hongtu, who has
said: “If onc has never lived under 2 Communist government, Mao's
portrait means nothing: it’s just a popular image such as Warhol did,
like Marilyn Monroe. But the first time T cut Mao’s portrait with a knife
and put it back together to make a new Mao image, 1 felt guilty, sin-
ful”# Zhang, who has been living in the United States since 1982, still
works with what peopled his childhood, Mao’s portrait. In that same
inlerview, Zhang recognizes the religious import of Mao, since his icou
replaced the Bodhisattva in the living-room and the stove god in the
kitchen in all households (297). To mock that spirit, Zhang created in
1985 a Last Banguet, an oil painting in which all thirteen faces, of Jesus
and his apostles, arc the same one, Mao’s face. Interestingly, this paint-
ing has been censored in the United States.

Chinese political pop has affinities with both Warhol’s pop and with
the Soviet Union’s political pop of the seventies and eighties. The critic
and advocate of political pop in China, Li Xianting, writes that when
Rauschenberg was exhibited in 1985 in China, his pop was interpreted
as Dadaism, because it (urned arlists toward Duchampian-style ready-
mades rather than toward political pop, which, in effect, only started in
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the 19g0s.% In the mid-1980s, Chinese artists did not incorporate popu-
lar culture into their art; this trend also started only in the 199as. Li
dates the advent of pop with the loss of idealism and with the Mao mania
that emerged around 1989. The China/Avant-Garde exhibition that (wok

place in February of 198y at the China Museum of Fine Art marks for

him the end of idealistic art and the heginning of underground {adver-
sarial} art. This exhibition, where artist Xiao Lu fired a gun at her own
installation, sent “all of the eighties art (o the guillotine” {61), he clatms.
Li’s infucnce has heen immensc in lerms of the eincrgenee of an indige-
nous pop to which his writings have given an ideologically subversive
coloration.

Li’s vision of pop is modeled on his coneeption of the Soviet Union's.
He states that China’s pop and Warholian-style pop yield antipodal
effects: China’s pop desacralizes, banalizes ‘biansu’ people, things, and
events, while American pop mythifies them. Political pop renders poli-
tics absurd. The public lvoking at Chinese works will laugh derisively
at, say, a Howery Mao but faced with a Warholian representation of a
Campbell soup, or of Mao, they will be awed by the odd beauty. In other
words, Li envisages indigenous pop as more (han surface, as deep and
serious, and, though linked to consumer soctety, critical of it.

Pop art always creates estrangement from familiar objects, and at the
same time gives a kind of aura to the things or figures depicted. In
China, Mao and the hardline socialist era have become “interesting”
and have been used in hoth art and entertainment in the 19905, Taxi
drivers have their Mao pood luck charm, karaoke singers their Red Book
medley of songs, ordinary people their “Tast is red” lighter, while art-
ists churn oul political pop art. Politics, with Mao as superstar, is a lile
topic that rock artists have also taken up, by “singing red {revolution-
ary| songs in a yellow [unorthodox] fashion” ‘hongge huangchang,” and
new film directors, by celebrating Lbe freedoin of teenagers during the
Coltural Revolution. Ohviously, this kind of art works much like fash-
ion: as Hal Foster putit, “It answers the need to innovate and the need Lo
change nothing™ (24). Tt looks good, :mm_._w. 1s almost kitsch, indulging
in flattened-out stylistic references, something close to advertising (20).

In the conclusion of his article on political pop, Li claims that political
pop is deconstructing politics (63-64). It is not necessarily so. Truly sen-

sitive subjects, such as Deng Xiaoping and other more recent leaders are
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15. “Hello, 1eng Xiaoping!™ Mao Zedong/Deng Xiaoping 1994-95 calcudar.

practically untouchable’* Superposing, replacing, and mixing politics
and popular culture do not, in Foster’s opinion, lead to effectiveness.
Such techniques can simply be an aestheticization or a dulling of the
critical edge. | tend to agree with Foster here, especially when one knows
that pop art not only arose in China with consumer cultare, but also
that it sells well outside of China (especially in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and
the Chinese diaspora) and very recently in China too. The year 1993 was
the first showing to the world of Chinese political pop; 1993 was also the
hundredth anniversary of Mao Zedong’s hirthdate, which was marked
by innumerable Mao memorabilia. Bveryone profited from Mao that
year. China’s pop inay not be so far removed from Warhol's cynical atti-
tude toward the market. Lest we forgel, Warhol was the first artist to
commercialize Mao’s looks in the 1970s. As Ellen Jobnston Laing noles,
Warhol's set of Maao replicas concutred with President Nixon’s visit to
China and the consequent blooming in the press of photos of Mao.”
Different historical periads notwithstanding, there is evidence of op-
portunistic cynicism. But, as with Warhol, a nnivocal dismissal of any
serious or ¢ritical intent of the works remains impossible. To a certain

extent, political pop, hy merely disqualifying the seriousness of Mao and
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his era, does investigate sel political representations and allow space for
a questioning of the power of representation.

The invisible, transitory and permanent spaces:
Here, there, anywhere

The Chinese avant-garde is particular, even anomalous, in inore than
oue way; namely, in the spaces it occupies. Avant-garde artists in China
do not work within the studio/gallery/museum nexus. Their works are
practically hijacked, flown from their studios to foreign collectors’
spaces or to international artshows. At the most, five tiny galleries show
avant-garde art in Beijing (cne in Shanghai, none in Guaugdong —to
naime China’s three biggest cities), and they are all tied to foreign enter-
prises. No museum has yet given them, since the 1989 scandal, much
space. (One museum that ok a step toward changing this practice was
the new Shanghai inuseum, in spring 1996, which had the good inten-
tions —or was it an effort to coopt a few? —to invest a lot of money ina
contemnporary art show. But museum officials did not like maost of the
works, and the curators had to comnpromise by diluting the threatening
works with sweet, commendable ones.)

Avant-garde artists in China live a bohemian life; they are totally un-
attached: they have no local agent, no gallery, no museum space, no
work unit. [n Beijing, since 1986, three artists’ villages have popped
up, all at the periphery of the capital: hrst, in Yuanmingyuan (beside
the ruius of the former Summer Palace), then in Dongcun in the early
nineties, and now, further east, in longxian County. The Yuanming-
yuan village was the most heterogenous, because artists came from all
provinces of China and becausc all forms ot art —of varying quality
and styles — were being created or contemplated there, A few artists still
live there, hut it is not an ideal location: the police step in occasioually,
property owners raise rents without offering basic services such as run-
ning water, and, worse, it has the reputation of being a backwater for
wannabe artists, (Actually, many starving ones have gone back to their
provincial abodes.) Dougeun was more homogenous because most art-
ists there were graduates from the Central Academy ol Fine Arts. But
some, such as Ma Liuming, also attracted much attention to the village
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with his nude performances, which in turn attracted the police to their
locatiou. Tongxian County, or more precisely, Xiaobaocuu, the latest
refuge since its residents started to move there iu the summer 01994, is
almost foolproof. The artists are no louger poor tenants but have pur-
chased homes iu the village. Several of the new residents are already
quile successful (and wealthy), for example, the artists Liu Wei and Fang
Lijunand the critic Li Xianting. Altbough most artists arc painters, there
are also performance artists, televisiou and film directors, and rock mu-
sicians. Foreign buyers are driven to the spacious studios from the air-
port. Perhaps the nextartist village will be “a simulacrum of bohemia. ...
recycling poses and styles for imedia consumption.”* At the moment,
in Tongxian, there are also artists like Chen Guangwu, horn in 1968, the
self-taught “mad calligrapher” from Liuzhou, Guaugxi, who hrst lived
in Yuanmiugyuan, then moved to Tongxian; as of 1996, he had not yet
sold a siugle work. Now Cheu is contemnplating getting into some other
form of art, one that might sell: oil painting, perhaps some sort of pop
paintiug?

In the avant-garde field, calligraphic ventures generally don’t sell. Cal-
ligraphy, both in China and in the West, is a serious indigenous enter-
prise that one doesn’t meddle with. (If a Westerner wants a Chinese
calligraphy, he will buy a Tang poem, copied in some {amous master’s
style.) In any case, few artists work solely with the Chinese written code.
Artists who do are mostly conceptual artists for whom process rather
than end result matter. For example, Xu Bing, Wu Shanzhuan, Gu
Wenda, and Huaug Yongping use Chinese writing in their works to
nake (critical) statements on Chinese culture, past and prescut, and to
initiate some form of dialogue berween cultures. It is not surprising that
these four artists are now living abroad. For example, in 1987, Huang
made an installation of a mound of pulped paper, from two art history
books, whose title was the result of the process: “A History of Chinese
Art” amd “A Concise History of Modern Painting” after Two Miuutes in
the Washing Machine. When liviug in Xiamen, he was a member of the
Xiamen Dada group who liked fire; that is to say, they burned their own
works. One of Huang's works was the burnt-off beard of a likeness of
Leonardo da Vinci, The Beard Is the Easiest to Set Ablaze (Fluzi zui yi
ran) (1985-86). [n a manilesto-like text, Huang declared: “If one says
that to exhibil works is like keeping watch over a dead body, then set-
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ting fire to works is to carry out incineration. Keeping watch over a body
is depressing but incinerating is exhilarating. Works ot art for the artist
are like upium for humans; if one does not destroy art, life cannot he
screne, and o be disquicted is more like lite. 12ada is dead, beware of
firet”  This merry wreckage olart recalls the red guards’ exploits during
the Cultural Revolutiou. 1n a similar vein, Wu Shanzhuan recreated in
1986 at the Zhejiang Museum the environment of the Cultural Revolu-
tion in an installation entitled Red Humor (Hongse youmo): a room was
in the

placarded with posters, revolutionary slogans, publicity ads
hierarchized colors of those days —red, white, and black —some hang-
ing, some half-torn, with characters inverted or crossed oul. Without
really explaining anything, Wu “cxplains™ “Culture is a kind of sym-
bol; writing uses symbols which express symbols. . .. They are the last
strenghold of [Chinese] culture, . . . [T|he Chinesc language is differ-
ent frown all other languages of the world; it is made up of ideograms,
For this isolatiou, for this construction which can by hgures express
thought, we will write some Chinese. We will use 70 percent red. We
will use 25 percent black. We will use 5 percent white. Black characters
are the expressiou of our feelings; not to have feelings, is the best of all
feelings.”** Wu's sense ol humor and artistic projects targel accepted
conventions, namely popular and official language. TTis work scofls al
authority of all kinds, including the supposed (economically and politi-
cally) disinterested, author/artist. At the 198¢ China/Avant-Garde show,
Wu sold shrimp, and iu 1993, at the Ohio Wexner Center for the Arts, he
sold battery-operated stuffed pandas in a performance/installation en-
titled Missing Bamboo.”® Wu also said that the Chinese artist is a panda.
Spoken from the context of exile, what do these words mean? That the
Chinese arlists are taken as exotic {(and dumb) creatures, on the brink
of extinction? The panda is one of China’s more recent symbols, asso-
ciated with Deng Xiaoping and his regime. [t stands alongside Chinesce
writing as a national cipher, inside and outside of China. Wu therelore
sold at the Wexner an idea of China, sold himnselt, along with the stuffed
animals {without the batteries, though).

Artists who have worked with Chinese characiers lend (o work with
more universally recognizable icons when they hecome expatriates. For
example, Gu, who in the 1980s opened up Chinese characters—in a
work tellingly entitled Disfocuted Characters (Cuowei de zi) (1986) —
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has heen involved, since 1989, in a work in progress delving into sexual
tahoos. Qedipus Refound Is an luvestigation of menstruation, sexual in-
tercourse, sexual difference, (in)fertility, lifeand death. Gu's use of dried
human placenta has been shocking, both in China and in the United
Stales, hut more so in the United States. As Gu has confided: “In China,
1 made exhibitions the authoritics would nat talerate, T used made-up
characters, and they told me my work had inappropriate political mean-
ing, something ahout a code for political scerets. In New York, [ did
exhihitions with Chinese medicine and used a powder made of human
placenta. And the authorities told me my work had an offensive reli-
gious meaning, talked ahoul abortion and sometimes they didn’t let
me show.” ¥ In 1996, Wu Shanzhuan created a work entitled Terminal,
which included living insects, along with other creatures, in a model of
the lahyrinthine structures of Amsterdam’s Schiphol airport. Xu Bing
is hest known for his Book from the Sky (Tianshu), a four-year project
(1987-91) consisting of four thousand invented Chinese characters that
he coucocted from the Kangxi dictionary, printed in a Song wood-block
style and reproduced on rice paper or bound in the traditional fashion;
he is now deconstructing the alphahet. He has created a work entitled
Post-Testament, consisting of 290 identical copies of a “text” made up of
bits from the Bihle mingled with porn pulp fiction excerpts, that is illeg-
ihle, like Book from the Sky. In another work, aptly titled Cultural Nego-
tiation (1993), Xu juxtaposed in a mock library his heavy, leather-bound
Post-Testament with his delicate Book from the Sky. Cultural Aninials
{ Wenhua dongwii} 1s yet another project, an afternocen performance in
Beijing (after months of arduous training) of a couple of copulating
pigs on a “bed” of books, the [emale one tattooed with Chinese seript,
the male one with alphabel. Now, moving in reverse, he is tackling the
alphabet and English words in bis Introduction to English Calligraphy
{1594-96), with signs that are made 1o look just like Chinese characters.
This time they only look illegihle: they are plain English words. There's
no challenge anymore for earnest sinologists.™ Xu is now addressing a
imore global audience, which has to try 1o read otherwise.

In China, oue artist who toys with calligraphy as an art and not with
words is Ding Yi. I Ding were not Chinese, perhaps no one would
‘absiract art.” Ding’s

.

even consider his work as calligraphy; it would be
project is to create plus signs (+)—or tens, for the morc sinologically
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16. Van Goghs, Ink on paper, pasted on soon-1o0-be-demnolished Shanghai

Lenemnents, hy Hu Jianping, 1996, Photograph donated by artist.

minded readers; or simply a technical sign tn printing. This has been his
angoing project since 1988: he always makes the same sign, on different
surfaces {paper, clath, canvas, with different 1nedia: Chinese ink, ails,
charcoal, chalk, etc.). It is obviously anticalligraphic in that he works
with ruler and masking tape, anatheina to the “natural” How favored
by the noble art. T'be effect is achieved nol only by the great number
of repetitions but also by the colors he “automatically” chooscs. What
also makes his work anticalligraphic— and very contemporary —is his
stance against interpretation. “If it’s 2 monntain, [ want to see a moun-
tain {and not a face in the landscape, like Ashima’s); if it’s a painting,
then it’s a painting {and not a painting- of ].” ** 1n this sense, his work in
progress connects with others like Xu Bing's in their refusal of set asso-
ciations. However, the difference lies in that Ding avoids visihle cultural
specificity, China signs.*

The Chinese written system, I would say, much nore than Mao Ze-
dong himself, is the iconic embodiment of power today. There is and
has been such an overwhelming presence of Chinese written ciphers in
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society — in the recent past, and especially in the Cultural Revolution —
thal they are anything hut innocent signs to use; they ought 10 be the
perfect target and weapon. Yet, inages — of bodies, figures —are privi-
leged. And the favored medium is the very Western oll painting, not the
traditional “Chinese ink” painting, which, in its emphasis on lincs, is
akin (o calligraphy.

In the West, rebellion against the system for those without access to
media has manifested itself in the act of drawing yrafliti: lines of words
or ciphers on public property. China barely has any graffiti. One per-
son who has heen active at leaving his mark on the walls is Zhang Dali,
who starled this habit in Italy, where, as he confessed, he felt particu-
larly alienated from society®* There is also the Shanghai installation
artist 11u Jianping, who likes to glue on soon-to-be-demalished build-
ings his paper paintings of people, from Van Gogh to 61 Joe clones. But
Hu's work takes on more the allure of a happening, since he does it in
the open in front of passers-by, and he does not deface any valuable
property.

Perhaps there has indeed heen too much scribbling in China during
all the various canpaigns, culminating but not ending with the Cul-
tural Revolution — one only has to think of the Democracy Wall of 1979.
There is real danger in touching public/government property, as we
know from the harsh sentences handed down to the three men who
threw paint on the portrait of Mao above Tiananmen Galc in 1989:
life unprisonment, twenty years, and sixieen years. If, as Hal Foster

t

puts it, grathiti is “a response of people denied response,”*’ then there
should also be a lot of graffiti in China. Artists such as Ni Haifeng,
Wang Guangyi, Ye Yongqing, Mao Xuhui, Zhang Peili “soiling” their
own works — with numbers, ciphers, characters, writing of all sorts—
are considered subversive. In Decemnber 1993, in Chengdu, an exhibi-
tion of works including Ye’s and Mao’s was cdlosed down precisely be-
causc of the “unartistic” state of their works. Mao Xuhui’s painted series
(thematizing power and authority, such as a bookshelf, a key, a hand
poised in a “victory” sign, an ofhicial holding his teacup, and carica-
tured figures of patriarchs) also included a work that was written text. It
coniprised two legible sentences and some palimpsest-like works: one
sentence was by Alvin Toffer (“Man is a product of power™) and the
other, an offensive one by Madonna {“Power is the most, most power-
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ful of aphrodisiacs”™} ™ did not go over well with the authoritics, who
closed down the show. Mao Xuhui, still living in his native Kunming,
now channels his critique into objects, his latest (1995-96 ) weapon heing
old-fashioned granny scissors, which he paints floating on top of a city,
or a sofa, or a living-room. His paintings are touring the world.

Artists who go for terrorist action do it with their bodies most often
and never stay in one place. They hold guerrilla-style happenings that
leave the cityscape unblenished. Quasi “titneless art”™ and quasi invisi-
ble art are Hourishing in all corners of China. Word-of-meouth leads one
to such happenings. They are also local performances, which cannaot
he easily exparted. Al Weiwei published two hooks with some [riends,
the White-Cover Book and the Bluck-Cover Book, concentrating on such
epheineral art, with the purpose of making visible those who remain
invisihle. In the Bfack-Cover Book, for example, there is a photograph
of a performance hy Zhang Huan, Twelve Meters Square (1994, Beijing):
Zhang himself, nude and coaled with honey, is seated in a public latrine
infested with fies. The douhle-standard pricing of the books accentu-
ates the hridge hetween those who are there and those who are outside
ofit, namely, foreigners like myself: it is free for the artistic community
and Chinesc sympathizers, and twenty dollars for the others.

The sculptor Zhang Xin, in Shanghai, works with ice. One such work,
cntitled Clirnate (Qihou) (1996) was a hust of Madonna and of David
who, when melting, viclded fresh (filtered) water for the aquariums
placed below. (I can provide no illustration, as the camera and the photo
reproduction ¢ould not adequately display the work?!) In 1993 ceramnist
Ye Shuanggui served his Virus Dishes (Bingdu caiyao) free to the pub-
lic in 2 Wuhan restaurant. In Guangzhou the Big-Tailed Elephant group
(Daweixiang) has been performing puhlicly: “only ouce a vear, in order
to protect the environment,” says Xu Tan, one of the four members, ina
tongue-in-cheek manner® [n 1993 Xu Tan created Love Alfegories (Af de
yyan), consisting of femate models made up of torsos of mnannequins
and mermaid tails m1 various poses, where love, sex and war are inter-
ningled. He displayed them in the streets of Guangzhou. Xu Bing, as we
have scen earlier, in his work Cudtural Anfmals, had two Lattooed pigs
copulating in a Beijing art gallery on a Saturday afternoon in January
1994. Since the China/Avani-Garide exhibition in February 198y, with its
many instailations/performances inside and outside the National Fine
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17. Caltviral Animats. Xu Bing's performance in the Hanmo gallery,

Beijing, January 1994. Photograph donaied by artist.

Arts Museum, ephemeral art is quite frequent all over China hul re-
mains largely unknown, precisely because one has to be there then to
experience it.

China's avant-garde art has to be discussed in terms of visibility/acces-
sibility. Oil paintings are seen and “possessed” largely by nonmainland-
ers. Installations and happenings are seen by the art crowd in China,
which is made up of artists, foreigners, and accidental anlookers, These
performances are rare and hard 1o get to see, but they are neverthe-
less more visible in their own country than avant-garde oil paintings.
One could say that cphemeral art is the most avant-garde, that it has
the greatest potential to be efficacious. It certainly does “insist on the
here and now, on the spatial and temnporal relations,” 10 quote Foster
ayain (114). When, in 1989, the multimedia artist Zhang Peili sent bits
ot surgical gloves (o the artistic community by mai {to those who were
involved in the China/Avait-Garde exhibition), he was intersecting
many preoccupations: emphasizing art as artifice and not as indi-

vidualistic ¢creation, commenting on the reality issue of his own paint-
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ings, especially a series entitled X?— paintings or collages of real surgi-
cal gloves; downsizing artists” pretensions to be a cut ahove ordinary
members of society, since the reception of his gloves terrorized quite a
few addressees: linking art to public discourse, since his mass mailing
coincided with a hepatitis scare in China. Several other artists, includ-
ing Zhang’s friend Geng Jianyi, still perform acts of provocation, as one
can now see in Lyon as well as in Vancouver, and in their home town,
Hangzhou. Geng, for example, has a work entitled ID Project, which isa
series of photographs of a single Chinese man from different periods of
his life, ranging from a ballrooin class, a hospital entry, a military leave,
next to his various 1ps. The person is totally unrecognizahle as a single
individual; of course, once one knows it is the same person through-
out, one does find a certain family resemhlance. The spectator’s inquiry
is not of the racial or sexual kind, hut moves toward the political and
the strictly anthrepological. Snch artists, anchoring their work in the
real, do not style themselves as pnre, remaote artists, nor do they claim
to address Chinese questions for the Chinese only.

Many artists now living outside of mainland China also emphasize
the site-specificity of theirart, Gu Xiong, living in Vancouver since 198g,
created for the Vancouver Art Gallery in 1995 an installation entitled
Here, There, Everywhere (Zhelf, nali, wilun nali) which thematizes the
artist in shifting cnltural environments. The mnltimedia work consists
of a change of clothes, a silent video of a typical North American bon-
fire set in the middle of an installation of the Chinese hexagrams from
the Yijing (Book of Changes). There are also two self-portraits (along
with a sketch of his daughter and two Mao posters, one in Chinese, one
in English). The first selt-portrait, alluding to his performance at the
1989 China/Avani-Garde exhibition in Beijing, shows his body covered
with wires; the second one shows himself dressed in warin clothes with
a picket sign around his neck: iU’s a reenactment of a protest he ook
part in when he worked as a cafeteria busboy at the University of British
Columhia, Gu says, “If [an] artist shonld inove to another culture, he or
she must inove just as instinctively to begin Lo understand the strange
new world in which he or she finds him or herself. It is this dynainic,
this sudden generation of artistic elcctricity, that fuels change in hoth
art and life.”
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Writing in t9y3, Ellen Johnston Laing claimed that postmodernism
in China is “unlikely” and that China's art lacks criticality. She wrote:

Chinese artists are still in the throes of trying to win artistic freedom
from themselves. Their art cannot engage in the exposé and criticism
we in the West have come to expect of post-modern art; nor does art
in China really address, or comment on, in any incisive or penetrating
way, the contemporary human condition or expericnce from social,
racial, ethnic, gender, sexual, political, environmental, urban or rural
stances. Missing is the intellectually stimulating and provocative “col-
lision of images” which permils the viewer to participate in the creative
process thereby generating a new and sharper awareness of contempo-

rary life. {215)

Snch a position 15 untenable today. Avant-garde performances do en-
gage the spectator—not only the gallery-going crowd —into question-
ing the intersections among publicity, politics, mass cultnre, Western
cnlture, overarching power, and other similar critical terrains, This is
art that makes viewers “work,” which takes us see the magical manipu-
lation and arr grounded in reality. In fact, the range of topics involved
may be considered greater than those in Western contemporary post-
modern art because Chinese artists also must deal with its imperialisti-
cally cultnral Other in a very concrete way, hy resisting primitivism, “a
metonym of imperialism,” * which the avant-garde painters discussed
earlier in this chapter certainly do address in their stance against sinicity
and for immanent anthropology. Irue, China’s avant-garde rarely deals
with art-historical inatters, and so is not, in one sense, “postinodern”
or “neoconservatist postmodernist,” to use Hal Foster’s expressions. In
China, unlike in the United States, there are not that many “skillful re-
codings, stylish spectacles, ahistorical pastiches.”*

But, as 15 always the case with a _.mﬁi_m changing China, even this last
criterion is now being satisfied, with works by artists such as Xu Lei from
Nanjing. Xu paints in a traditional Chinese way — that is, with Chinese
brush, gorighi style, on rice paper — exquisite images resembling but not
copying traditional Chinese topics. All of Xu’s works are framed, enr-
tained like a stage, revealing strange characters: for example, a horse

standing in watcers, his flank taltooed with bluc-and-white designs like
g B
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those of Ming dynasty porcelain. This is dehnilely a merry pastiche, a
deft reworking of art-historical masterworks. Xu has received mixed re-
ceptiou for his work: he is highly appreciated outside of China, as the
beautiful glossy English-Chinese catalog made in Hong Kong by Alt-
san Fine Arts Gallery in 1995 testifies:™ within the traditional painters’
crowd, Xu himself claims that he is respecled for his technique, a sign
that he does ahide hy some ol the conventions; in the pap art circle (with
Li Xianting as mentor}, he is cousidered a “degenerate” {duoluo),™ un-
doubtedly because his work is considered ahistorical, perhaps even seen
as a revalidation of the academic, or again as u nostalgic spectacle cre-
ated for the West. The line “betweeu the exploitive and the critical is
fine indeed.”?" Xu Lei’s work relaunches the question of the necessity
of a visible Chineseness as part and parcel of Chinese art; in his works,
not only are the figures obviousty Chinese, hut so is the style. Ts Xu's
work a resistance to orientalist readings (by pushing to the limit an obvi-
ously bygone China and cxaggerating the spectacular)? Or is it simply
a fashionable statement, an exploitation of difference, a plundering of
Chinese styles and icons, something the West will cagerly consume and
samething that connects (o a certain postmodernism?

In the early seventies, John Berger showed that pnblicity in the West
depends heavily upon the visual langnage of oil painting ™ In the 1g80s.
Foster’s analysis of postmodern pastiche furthers this connection: “In
the language of painting these vague historical or poetic or moral ref-
erences are always present. The fact that they are imprecise and ulu-
mately meaningless is an advantage: they should not he understandable,
they should merely be reminiscent of cndtural lessons half-learnt. Ad-
vertising makes all history mythical, but to do so effectively it needs a
orical dimensions.”* Indeed, some of what is

visual language with h
called China’s avant-garde arl is geared to the (Western) marketplace;
it works much like advertising in the West, by its timely strategies. The
self-proclaimed new fiteratus 'xin wenren’ Xu Lel used Lo do oil paint-
ings; Zhang Hongtu, at the heginning of the 1980s, created “cheerful
canvases” ™ before going political in New York; political pop artist Wang
Guangyi first “revisited” Western paintings before doing Mao aud other
hot Chinese topics and 1s now problematizing the humanimal world.
They may be responding to a demand, something in the air. Undoubt-

edly, quite a few modern Chinese artworks are more postmodern pas-
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liche or “arriere avant-garde” than avant-garde. The multifocal scenes
on which the Chinese works are displayed coinplexify their reading. But,
still, some works do belong (o the big, international avant-garde art
family. As for their postmodern status, it may not be such a pressing
issuc after all. As Gayatri Spivak warned, and Hal Foster reminds us,
“Whether “postmodernism’ signals a new recognition of cultural ditfer-

»

ences or is simply ‘the last proper name of the west” . .. remains to be

debated.

LEY
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6 Rock Music from Mao to Nirvana

The West Is the Best

He penetrates the left side of the belly.
One gets at the very heart of the darkening of the light,
And leaves gate and courtyard.

Hexagram 36, “Darkening of the light,” Yijing

“The way the Chinese people have received rock music is a good ex-
ample [of Mao Zedong’s importance]. In the 1960s, Hong Kong and
Taiwan started to Imilate the West in doing rock music, but up ro now
they still don’t have any real rock music, The mainland only started
to do rock music in the mid-1980s with Cui Jian, whose music is true
rock. We don’t base onrselves on the West’s influence, but on the spiri-
tual force Mao Zedong gave us.”! This is troubadour Zhang Guangtian’s
asscssment of rock music in China in 1995. He is not the only one to
have linked China’s rock "1 roll to Mao Zedong. The popular youth
writer Wang Shuo and actor-turned-filmmaker Jiang Wen have both
compared the cffervescence of the Cultural Revolution o a huge rock '’
roll party, and so has music critic Liang Heping, comparing rock’s noise
o slogans and other boisterous cries of the Maoist regime at ils peak.?
The Ductionary of American Pop/Rock describes rock as emphaslizing|
“energy and sensory overload, holdly exploiting various types of distor-

tion . . . 10 expaud the consciousness, liherate the self, and rediscover
the world.”* It is amusing to think that in China, rock’ roots (a nice
oxymoron) are to be found in Mao's rebellious, permanent-revolution
ideology. Of course, contact in the carly 19805 with foreign students and
the general availability of cassettes, television, and radie transmission
is also commaonly seen as decisive in the emergence of rock music in
China. What matters today is that rock music is now part and parcel of
the music industry of China and that it has spun off as many subgenres
as rock anywhere in the world. Robert Efird, who played in a Chinese
rock band {Mohe) in the mid-1990s, noted that “[Chinese] musicians
were extremely Hueut in any kind of music; there was no helatedness.”

There is indeed a music industry in China and it now caters to all
tastes: high-brow, contemporary, and traditional music, lolk, rock, pop,
Muzak, all both Chinese and non-Chinese, you name ir, they got it.
There arc local and foreign labels vying for the local market: the majors
{(em1, e a/Victor, PolyGram) and small and large donestic recording
companies, both state and privately owned, in every province. Music
can be seen (on television, trom the choirs of the “evening shows™ ‘wan-
hui’ and on videoclips, from central television as well as cable) and
heard (in public places, from outdoor broadcasting, bars, karaokes, dis-
cos; at home or work, on radios, Walkinans, cp players, ghetioblasters).
In the midst of all these choices, the newcomer is rock music. In 1993,
there was an explosion in the distribution of recorded rock music in
China. The hrst compilatons, Zhoagguo huo (Ching Fire) and Beijing
yaogun (Beijing Rock), date back to 1992 and 1993, the former a local
label, the latter a foreign one. In 1995, there were follow-ups to botb.
Rock is alive and well in China. Most of it has been coopted, following
the capitalist edicts of the music culture industry.

The rock critics Simon Frith and John Street both reject the dichot-
omy berween rock and pop.® I tend to agrec with them, as concerns
China's music scene over the past ten vears. All forms are somehow
political {(potentially subversive or submission-inducive) and are inevi-
tably incorporated within the dominant culture. The subversive polen-
tial habitually associated with rock music was, in 1980s China, shared
with unlikely genres such as ilm scores and country-and-western tunes.

Today, rockers sing of love and croon oul Teresa Teng’s escapist love
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songs. A full cirevit has been made: Deng Lijun, as the Taiwa mes ¢ singer
was then known, was listened to, hummed to, sung softly to» 1> v all gen-
crations in the early 1980s.

Popular music is difficult 1o theorize because 1t “Is hy its Iy@t I T Il
vidualizing” and “collective” because a song’s meaning is o>t el uable
to what the lyrics say; because it “depends hoth on what tlaes listener
understands and on what the singer intends.”” Moreover, giwve11 thelact
that there are so many varied cutlets for music, it is impossibbl e t o grasp
the averall reception of a “popular music” such as rock. Regga rd les of
the fact that vock in China is given very little air-play, and aalmmiostno
live performances save for occasional parties in foreign hars a i d hotl,
still it is played and listened to, when not danced to, and iti s rmarketd
even in China.

Some wark has been written on China’s rock music: most 1n¢>€ evrorlly
n English are Andrew Jones, Rey Chow, and Gregory Lee™ Al though
each author has a different agenda when addressing rock rusac, they
all imply that rock music is oppositional. Andrew Jones, wvwh ose wry
informative 1986 book surveys and analyzes different styles ot musi,
concludes that rock and tongst (popular) music have become> TanoOTeE and
more polarized (147). 1 don’t think this statement is tenahle tey<d awv. The
underlying assumption here is the usual one, cormmon also im th ¢ W,
that rock music is authentic, emancipatory, contestatory, wwhile pop
music is mass-numhing. Rock music in the West, especially in t he sixties
with Boh Dylan and John Lennon, carried the responsihilitw of chal-
lenging dominant culture, of awakening  political) conscious 1 e 525, Now,
rack —a highly generic term — cannot be viewed so simply. Ch i 21”5 ruck
follows the same logic as in the West. [t cannot he simply aned  varilater-
ally read as a counterdiscourse, as an underground mode for dissident
voices. There exists now whal is termed “allernative” ‘lingle 1,” bhut ity,

as anywhere, one among many selections that young people can play
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Mellow yellow tunies

My ideal is there, my hody is here.

Cui Jian, “The box” (“Hezi™)

China has a long tradition of ahsorbing alternative modes within its
mainstream. In the musical sphere, a constant has been to incorporate
folksongs hy reinterpreting the words or by getting vid ol the words and
keeping the tune. n1993, an arlicle on the origin of the once sacrosanct
“East is red” {Dongfanghong) was published.” The article, an interview
with a veleran songwriler, discloses the fact that the revolutionary “Fast
isred” is not, as has heen oflicially stated, the work of the peasant lyricist
Li Youyuan hut was originally a salacious ditty from northern Shaanxi
province, entitled “Zhimayou™ {Sesame oil) witich, with a few words
and interjections, celebrates the pleasures of (male) sexual satisfaction
after a hearty meal. Two party members, considering the popular suc-
cess of the tune, reoriented it loward Mao and the revolution, eventually
making it as imporrant {Le., plaved constantly} as the “Internationale”
during all the years of the Cultural Revolution. The interviewed song-
writer also adds that, although in those days his art propaganda team
concocted many songs ol their own, they never caught on.

This palimpsest quality adds a twist o the complexity of popular
music, The recuperation of folk songs has a long history in China, a his-

tory ofat least three thousand vears, if the Shujing (Book of Songs) is taken

as the first case. In this cenwury, Mao Zedong excelled at recycling old
proverbs, sayings from the country people!® Mao and his propaganda
teams were definitely familiar with Shaanxi music, having spent soine
ten years in Lhe Yan'an arca. Since the Yan'an years, minge folksongs’
from that arca have been worked and retuned to suit the contemporary
ear, he it in ternts of rhythn (ironed out, sped up) or in terms of lyrics
(totally changed or reverted to their “original” words). This is China’s
“western” music, which is everybody’s thesaurus, including the rockers’

Rocker Hou Muren for example, first released an alhum entitled Hei
yueliang (Black Moow), which features a popular Shaanxi song, “lLeave
the oil lamp on” (Liuxia youdeng guang), as il'it were his own compo-

sition and delivered it in a slow, romantic fashion. In 1992, with other
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“rock” friends. he released a cp entitled Hongse yaogun (Red Rock),
which also recalls distant Yar’an and more recent Maoist times, but set
to a wild, rock "1’ roll rhythm. Hou distorted the tunes of socialist favor-
ites across time, from the “Internationale” itselt o such oldies as the
pre-1949 “Martial song of the PLA” (Zhongguo jiefangjun junge}, the
Korean War-cra “War song of the volunteer army {rom the Chinese
people” (Zhongguo renmin zhiynanjun zhange), the Great Leap For-
ward “Socialism is good” (Shehuizhuyi hao) and “We march on the big
road” (Women zou zai dalushang), and last, from the people’s com-
mnnes, “The members of the coommune are like sunflowers” a_._mwcm_:
doushi xiangyanghua). The purpose of Hou'’s album is defnitely to offer
an irreverent performance of the socialist classics. The mere juxtapo-
sition of all these tunes reduces all of revolntionary China’s historical
maments to a jnmble and implies a lack of respect for history. A young
singer, Zhang Chu {who now has at least three rock 1.vs to his credit) re-
peatedly yelled ont the refrain/slogan: “Socialism is good, / Socialisny is
good, /Tnasocialist conntry. people’s status is high.” This ear-shattering
performance of the simple lines has since been resung in other con-
texts—by Mou Sen’s experimental theater gronp during training'' It
serves to release pent-up einotions that are not necessarily if at all linked
to the lyrics. Similarly, the heavy metal hand, Tang Chao (Tang Dy-

e

nasty)’s rendering of the "Internationale” was not judged sacreligious; it
was even used in 1993 to familiarize high-school students with the other-
wise completely unknown universal anthem.” Superannuated propa-
ganda songs are always uplifting, and, if accelerated, increased in decibel
level, and reused some thirty years later, they are still effective because of

it

their exuberance, excitement — the very “energy and sensory overload™
rock is purported to exude. Ol conrse, the pleasure also derives from the
thrill of playing with a little bit of danger, with what were once serious
socialist songs (but how many of thein were first bawdy ditties?). Such

a

appropriation of “red” songs is somewhat akin in their defiant pose,
to the political pop art use of political icons in pamting. Yet, because
rock musicians use the medium of language, it is exclusively geared 10
Chinese-speaking peaple. [ think such projects would be inscribable in
what Frith has called rock’s “struggle for fun.™"

“The politics is In the pleasure”* descrihes many musical ventures of

China in the 19905, especially the redirecting of red songs and tunes.
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18. Tang Dynasty rock band. Cover of their album

A Dreawmr Refurn to the Tung Dynasty, 1992,

From 1991 10 1993, three records came oul of the official China Record-
ing Company, entitled fong taiyang (Red Sun}. They consist of eulo-
gistic songs to Mao Zedong {musically inarketing the Mao craze and
Mao’s 1993 centennial anniversary comnernoration). The 1992 album
was the bestseller of the year. These songs are also sped up and given a
“new rhythim” ‘xin jiczou, actually a disco beat. There followed siinilar
recordings, in slowand swift renderings: Mao Zedong songs for karaoke
sing-alongs. Many people, young and old, got into the swinging mood
with these revitalized and familiar (for the older generation, all-too-
familiar) tunes, Obviously, these productions and the Red Rock albums
are musically different and aim at different “coinmunifies,” but merri-
ment is the goal of all the releases.

Reappropriation of the socialist past started in the late 19808 1 ways
that seem incompauble with one another. Su Yue, now a maker ot pop
stars, compased “Huangtu gaopo” (Hills of yellow earth), which Hu Yue
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sang in an energetic yet melodious voice. [t was heard everywhere in
China in 1988. Much like “Leave the oil lamp on,” “Hills” is a descrip-
tion of life in cave dwellings (such as those in Shaanxi), where man and
animal harmoniously lead a poor yet coutcut life. At the otherend of the
Yan'an style is Zhao Jiping’s music for Fifth-Generation films, especially
his “Meimei ni dadande wang qian zou” (Little sister, keep on moving)
tor Zhang Yimou’s celebration of primitive lile, Red Sorgluim. Boister-
ous renderings of male desire are reudered by hoarse voices and tra-
ditional Yanan instruments. Hu Yue became a television favorite with
her “Hills” song, and Zhang Yimou himself made a television appear-
ance to sing “Little sister,” the other hit of 1988. Media marketing of
Yan'an-ly pe songs were hy then inevitable: both “country-and-western”
{Hu Yue} and rock (Zhang Yimou) were dislodginy sweet Taiwauese
$ongs.

Before them, though, authorities had rejected one rendition, that of
Cuj Jian whoe was 10 hecome Chiua’s rock megastar. In 1987, he sang
“Nanniwan” —a canonical communist song celebrating the rural trans-
formation of that desolate Yan'an area, composed in the carly 19408 7%
He Jingzhi {or so it 1s claimed) — for the annual television gala One Hien-
ifred Stars. Cui Jian did not change any of the lyrics of this song, which
tells how Regiment 359, led by Wang Zhen, went to Nanniwan in 1942,
to irrigate the land and make it miraculously fertile. Cui used only the
first stanza, therehy omitting the achievements of Wang and his selfess,
hardworking troupe. Bul Wanyg himself, by then a venerahle top-cadre
officer, was in the audience that ¢vening and did not appreciate Cui’s
transtormation of the checrful song into a sad olksong, Cui’s “Nanni-
wan,” which has since beeu recorded, sounds like a funeral hymn, with
its slow Deal, its sad and raw sounds, a mix of hlues and traditional folk
instrunments. When Cui sung the line “the place is not like it used to be,”
no one took thistobe a positive comment, which it was not, considering,
that Yawan is as dirt poor as ever. Cui lost his job as a trumpeter at the
Beljing Symphonic Orchestra: he had sung a revolutiouary (“red”) song
in a perverse (“yellow”) way ‘hongue huangchany’ Tt would seem that
raucousness is fine, hut certainly not a slow spelling our of the words,
allowing for a critical reexamination of the validily of socialist cxuber-

ance and C—ui_._.:w:._.
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The first album of the China Recording Cowpany’s Red Sun series
fealures another version of “Nanniwan.” 1t is sung by a virile voice, not
really preachy, but definitely heroic and enthusiastic, withoul auy refer-

ence to the butler reality of the Nanniwan of both yesterday and today:

Nanniwan, what a nice place.

A nice place, a beautiful vista.

Evervwhere, crops growing,

everywhere cows, sheep grazing,

Nanniwan of past times,

deserted mountains, without smoke, without life.
Nanniwan of today,

it is not what it used o be.

It is not at all like before,

northern Shaanxi, what a nice place!

An uncritical, for-profit use of socialist songs is today quite acceptable
because il grants some entertainment to the masses (uostalgic release,
inoffensive mindless fun) while having the quality of being specifically
“Chinese,” as well as being tied to official (Party) history.

On the other hand, Cui Jian’s execution of the picce rendered a kind
of pathos, nol a typified folksy trcatment but the blues {dejection) of
the people within the utopian socialist project. Cui Jian’s music is emi-
nently political. His songs insist on the political subtext of apparently
naive peasant folk songs. Thematically, most of his compositions, espe-
cially of the first 1989 album, contain pelitical allusions. The title of the
first album is telling enough: T Huve Nothing: Rock ’n’ Roll on the New
Long March (Yiwu suoyor: Xin changzheng lushang de yaogun). It coa-
lesces personal gricvances and historical events, in this case the Long
March of 1934-36, that Mao and his cne hundred thousand followers
undertook, surrounded on all sides by the Nationalists and under ex-
trene conditions, and which came 10 a close when the seven thousand

Or 50 survivors sct up base in the Yan'an region:

One, two, tbree, four.
Heard about it, never seen it, 25 thousand i

Some talk aboun it, none [who] did it,
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how [do they] know it wasn't easy.

Buried head, move on, find myself,

Comne here, go there, got no base . .,

What can 1 say, what can 1 do, to be truly mysell?
what can I play, whal ean T sing, Lo satisfy my soul?
[ walk thinking [of] snowy mountains and plains.
[ walk singing [of] leader Chairman Mao.

Oh! Cne, two, three, four, five, six, seven.

Cui’s compositions are plain lyrics loaded with questions and passible
interpretations, Until recently, Cui Jian performed in highly coded po-
litical gear, another affront to the establishinent: a People’s Liberation
Army vest, old pants with unequal legs, and a litUe red kerchief sugges-
tive of the red guards, the Young Pioncers, and all of red China (which
was said to he "Red all over™ ‘yipian hong’). While performiug his song
“Yikuai hongbu™ (A piece of red cloth) from the second alhuin ficjue
{Sefution), he hlindfolds himself with the red hankerchief, and some of
his musicians gag themselves with Lthe sarne:

That day you took a picce of red cloth, covered my eyes and covered
the sky.

You asked me what 1 saw, [ said | saw happiness.

This feeling rnakes me feel good, it makes me forget I've got no place
to live,

You ask what else I want, 1 say [ waut to walk your road '

Cui Jian 1s iu many ways China’s Boh Dylan, Both have “fulfilled a
significant political-cultural role through [their] more detached pos-
ture as generational voice”'” Like Bob Dylan, many of Cul Jian's songs
have brcome anthems for civil rights. During the spring of 1989, Cui’s
“I have nothing”™ was continuonsly heard on Tiananmen Square. Yet,
like Dylan, Cui abhors heing considered the “spokesman for a genera-
tion.” ' Cui has said: “Art has a political responsibility but no political
finality”"* Like Dylan’s, Cui’s lyrics and imagery can he read innocu-
ously —as love songs, for example —as well as directly oppositional 1o
the establishment. As 1le Li puts it, “Cui’s person, his ‘me’ [‘geren’] is
forever glued [‘zhanlian’| to history. His Iyrics are filled with political
innuendos.”*® Gregory lLee goes one step further by qualifying Cui’s
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stance as “within a patriotic discourse™ “While he engages in a critique
ol capilalist consumption and state control aud looks to an ideal which
is soinehow more spiritual, Cui Jiar's idealisin seems still to be con-

"y -

structed in terms of some sort of overhauled nationalism.” * Today, it is
difhicult to maintain this point of view, Again, like Dylan, Cui has, over
the years, hecome more involved with musical experimentation and less
so with “saving the country,” as a closer study of his later 1945 album,
Honggi xra de dan (Balls unider the Red Fag) would show.

Intheggos, other troubadours have emerged, namely Zhang Guang-
tian, a Shanghaicr who also travels the country, singing the blues. But, if
Cui Jian used “semiotic guerilla warfare” (Dick Hebdige’s expression),
then his followers, like Bob Dvlan’s tollowers, arc “guerillas [who have]
simply, without their even realizing it, been incorporated into the regu-

wis

lar army of the enemy.”** At wark are both cooptatiou and perversion,
Zhang Guangtian’s 1993 album, Zkang Guangtian xiandai gegu zhuanji
(A Collection of Modern Songs by Zhang Guangtiun), includes the ballad

titled “Siuging along the way™ (Yilu zou, yilu chang}:

Been through the Hatlands,

been through the low hills, been through the grasslands,

heen through the towns, been through (he big roads,

been through the small laues, been through the forest,

heen through the mines,

heen through hunger, found hope,

been through poverty, found [my] ideal. . . . Aleng the way, | walk
and think,

along the way I look and sing,

sing of the lowers blooming along Lthe way,

sing ol the man who liberates himself along (he way.™

Such lyrics, reminiscent of Cui Jian’s wild transgressions, are, however,
of an altogether different sort, a positive humanistic call, “Rebel folk-
singer preaches lus own hrand of Maoism” is the Far Easiern Econowmic
Review’s description of Zhang Guanguian's venture, one gauge of how
the poses that popular musicians take are endorsed by the foreign
press.?! Unlike Cui’s songs, Zhang’s never provoke uncomfortable, neg-
ative feelings. Cui's alleporical use of sexual love 1s absent from songs by

Zhang and other contemporary singers, which sing of love —romantic
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love —almost literally. Zhang's song “Mao Zedong,” for example, fromm
the album of the same naine, plays on the listener’s nostalgia {whether
experienced or not): it tells of the time when life meant having an1deal,
and that life’s ideal was Mao Zedong. Ina clever move, the singer’s child-
hood memories of Mao {(via the omnipresent pigantic statues) combine

with the memnory of his first sweethearl:

1 saw vou standing all hy yourself,

your fingers were pointing at the square of my heart.

Oh! Tl walk with you, Mao Zedong, ... When this girl came Lo
stand beside me,

the hadge on her hreast shone a radiant dreain.

Now that love and struggle have become one,

give me, oh! give me steength, Mao Zedong®

This adolescent look at the Cultural Revolution feeds into the great
nostalgic revival machine of that era, al work now, and into the pop in-
dustry’s penchant for “puppy love” andfor romantic love. Inoftensive
dreams are heing manufactured that leave out the tension between offi-
cial and persoual history aud turn history into simply persoual emo-
tions. Such is the accomplishment of 1993’ top-of-the-chartls song,
“Xiao Fang” (Little Fang), sung hy Cantopop Li Chunbo, which pays
homage to a nice country girl whom the male singer would have met
during his rustication. Of course, he left her behind and now simply
wants to thank her for the “good times” dnring those “hard times”
of the Cultural Revelution. Zheng Jun turns Tibel into a love nest in
his song “Back to Lhasa” (Huidao Lasa): he is going back to Lhasa, to
its pretty ternples, where the girls are all giggling, and it feels like he's
going “homne” The song, in a sofi-rock mode, also shot to the top of
the charts. Incursions into “innocent” themes are thriving, the most en-
during being the campus lolk songs, which, accompanied by a simple
unplugged guitar, sound like any ballad ot the Western world. Tongzhio
de ni (You Who Shared My Schooldesk) is the hit of all of these hy now
endless alhnms. A male narratoris flipping through his school yearbook
and spots the girl who used Lo sit nex( to hint: “In those days the sky was
always blue, the days always long.” lle recalls her as a cry-baby aud uow
wonders with whom she has married.® The songs are full of good in-

tentions, even heartbreaks are sweel, and the lyrics are Lotally devoid of
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humor and, of course, of any kind of edge. China’s Central Broadcast-
ing Station is now airing these campus folksongs at frequent intervals
and sponsored a contest in 1996, Pop music therefore docs serve an
apolitical political function by marketing, for the times, history as indi-
vidual history, hy serving a proxy democracy. Romantic love, as subject
matter and as musical motif has pervaded for good the great symphonic
orchestra ofall China.”* If the Taiwanese Deng Lijun’s sweet sounds were
in the early 1980s secretly adored and endorsed as an escape from the
everyday, loud grind, today southern tunes— “Cantopop” (Taiwanesc
and Cantanese), revamped by northerners — run most of the nusic mill
and top the charts. Indeed, “romantic ideology is central to the organi-
sation of the capitalist record industry.”#

The range of rock, male and female: No stones unturned

Fortunately, the revolutionary and rebellious spirit of the West 1s still
(elt in the north, mn Beijing, where there are more thau two hundred
rock groups.® Beijing is still very much the rock capital of China. In
the 1996 album titled Linglef pinpan (Alternative Compilation), teaturing
bands from all over China, the best pieces are all from the Beijing bands:
Cangying (The Fly), Ziyue (Confucivs Said), and Chen Jin. Other great
new Beijing rockers include Xuewel, Zhou Ren, and Lno Qi (A k 4 Rose).
Today, the West is not only Yan'an, but also North America and En-
glaud, The music critic 11e Li, even claims that the post-Cui Jian geu-
eration is influenced solely by foreign musical genres for the creation
of their own brand of hard rock, heavy metal, grunge, and so on.” The
ultimate mode! is the Seattle grunge band Nirvana and its lead singer,
Kurt Cobain, who comuitled suicide in 1994. This band is commonly
considered sincere and free-spirited. One recalls their strauge but not
cryptic lyrics (“Polly wants a cracker”}, greal vel not convolured musi-
cal compositions, but especially their negative attitude toward the rack
institution, stardom, and permanence; tor example, Cobain’s unmacho
cross-dressing for interviews or the destruction of their instruments
after each show “for pure fun and so as not 10 have to do encores.”*
The West has a rack hand called Yes, and China has, since 1993, a band
called No (the name ol the group is in English). To my knowledge, it
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1y, The rocker Dou Wei., Film still from Zhang Yuan's Beijing Basteards,

1993. Donared by Zhang Yuan.

is the only underground hand with a reputation. Based in Beijing, its
leader {composer and main singer) is 7Zu Zhou, whose own given name
translates as “Cnrse.” One song, "Wu jic” {No solution}, starts with a
long shrill yell, a definite “No!™ to many things. His band has only re-
corded that one song:

The lefl leg doesn’t know the right leg

the right leg doesn’t know the lefl leg

the left hand doesn't know the right hand
the right hand doesn’t know the left hand
I need 1o see a doctor, 1 need an operation
the left leg has hecome the right leg

the right leg has become the leit leg

the left hand has hecome the right hand
the vight hand has become the left hand

[ need (o see a doctor, I need an operation.?

This song seems to he an ironic retort to Cui Jian’s “Knai rang wo zai

zhe xuedi shang sadianr y¢” (Let me go wild in the snow):
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I'm shirtless, I walk into the snowstorin,
running on that road where [ escaped from the clinic.
Don't stop me | don’t need any clothes

because my disease is that I've got no fecling,
With the crucial difference that Cui's lyrics have more “flesh”™:

Give me some stimulation old man doctor,

T-T...m me some _Oﬂ_dm my ter nurse.

Quick let me cry, let me laugh,

No’s music is dysfunctional music, with oft-beat guitar sounds, sloppily
slurred repetitious words or phrases such as “Fuck, I'm a dog” {(“Gou” —
Dog) or the repeated crying out, some thirly Limes, of the name of the
mythic female now adorning a cigarette brand {Ashima). ™

‘'he No band is antipodal to Cui Jian, the pioneer of Chinese rock,
whose second album {of threc} and its title song, “Solution,” offer a
more positive, “youthtul” energy than No’s despondent perlormance:

Nowadays there’re so many problems, no way to solve them

But always no opporlunities, and that’s an even bigger problem. ..
Although my head is flled with preblems,

they don’t outnumber thal unseen infinitc happiness. . . .

Me and this world will be solved by you.™

No's Zu Zhou has said: “I listen to only two [Chincse rock] groups: Cui
Jian and No. Cul Jian, because he can do u:w?m:mw myself, because |

EANY] w a

¢ No's songs are of the

no future” type: slasher,

can’t do anything.
schizoid, sadomasochistic, scatological. Their self-representation is
mainly as dogs and their imagery Lends to privilege crawling creatures,
excrement, and very unusual sexual couplings (cross-species, incestu-
ous, necrophiliac). The titles are suthciently indicative: “Cangying,
mavi, qu he pingzi, gangmen, jiu” (Flies, ants, maggots and bottles,
anus, alcohol), “Wo shi ni choushui matongli de yitiao she” (Tam a
snake in your flushing toilet). As He Li notes, there is no Lranscendence

of materiality in their lyrics.” Consider this ecrie account of evolution:

Maggots are the ancestors of Hies

ants are the death knell of maggots
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flics are the widowers of ants .
alcohol is the pulse of botties
anuses are made from hottles

hottles. anuses are friends in need,

Rock Dy Sun Mengjin writes: “The No hand’s inusic does nol come out
of China’s countryside, it comes from some graveyard, perhaps all of
humanity’s graveyard.” *

Sun Mengfin is a rock fan and critic who has run, since June 1993, a
radiu show devoted to rock that airs twice a week, at night, courtesy
of the Shanghai Eastern Broadcasting Corporation. He has an immense
following and was the main editor of the internal document ‘neibu jiao-

¥ don’t live well, that

liu’ Rock magazine, which appeared once in 1995,
is my freedom” (wo huode bu yukuai, zhe shi wo de ziyou) is the type of
nihilistic phrase that the intense Sun punctuates his airtime with, along
with his own poems, which speak of the bleakness of life, of the wonder
and force of authentic rock: “Rock is life, stark-naked.”** { Youdai is his
homologue in Beijing but the differences between them are, precisely
like their schedules, day and night. The main difference is that You-
dai’s three shows, aired on Beijing Music Radio, are :._Cnc:m_.__w super-
vised; Youdai must translate all songs before they are aired and sub-
init them for approval. Some, of course, don't get aired. Unlike Sun’s

3

1y6us rock discourse, Youdai has a “mellow-as- molasses delivery”™ - and
much savoir-faire. He has even opened a record store in Beijing. Sun
is an unrepentant fan of radical rock hgures like Jim Morrison, Jimmy
Hendrix, and Kurt Cohain, He recommends only one Chinese band un-
conditionally, the No band, which has no access to the media, except
perhaps on his show and at an occasional “party.”

Sun's review of Cui tan's album, Honggi xia de dan (Balls under the
Red Flag), is highly critical of what he terms Cui’s current inauthen-
tic ways.*? While recognizing him as the “father™ of China’s rock, Sun
nevertheless bemoans the fact that Cui Han, i Balls, is no longer an
angry young man, no longer revolutionary, an adversary {0 material
wealth and worldly fame. For him, Cui’s actual singing of “I having
nothing” is empty and false. His new songs are perfect rock composi-
Lions, hut they don’t rock anything anymore. Indeced, Sun’s views match

those of many (Chinese) rock faus and at least one other music critic, He
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Li: “Cui Jian as the symbol of rebellion, can no longer he accepted.”*” In
the conclusion to his 1995 articke on Cui Jian, Sun claims that Cui Tlan's
era is over bul thal na new cra has yet emerged.

Cui Jian is the only rocker in China who has moved the masses, whose
music—in the past at least — has moved with(in} popular culture. The
documentary directed hy Greg Lanning, China Rocks: The Long March
of Cui Jian shows Cui Jian in his heyday, following his first album, He
was still poor, living with his parents, struggling to find a place to re-
hearse, but especially aching to perform throughont China, Lo do his
own “long march.” This video shows how intimate the link was between
Cui Jian’s music and the people’s aspirations: at Tiananmen Square in
1989, as mentioned earlicr, and at his beneht tour in 1989 for the Asian
Gamues, spectators waved, side by side, posters of Cui Jian and Mao
Zedong. The raves he received were comparable in intensity to those
given to Mao when he appeared on the rostrum during the Cultural
Revolution, or {(back home)} to a Beatles concert. Music critic Liang
Heping (interviewed in Lanning’s video) compared Maa’s charisma (0
the Beatles, and Cui’s appeal to Mao Zedong’s. In 1991, Cui was saying
things such as “Wc are not your typical artists who are different from
ordinary people — we represent them.” Cui Jian's music was indeed the
voice of all Chinese people. His ballads, wbich fed on both Western and
traditional Chinese melodics, were adored by all. A most poignant ex-
ample of this, shown in the Lanning video, is "1 have nothing,” played
hy townspeople at a wedding, hot using solcly traditional instruments

(suona, dizi, zheng), while the groom sang the words (o his new bride:

I've asked over and over, when will you come with me,
hut you always laugh at me having nothing.

[ wanl to give you my dreams, to give you niy [reedom,
but you always just laugh at me having nothing. . ...

Can it he that you're telling me you love me having nothing?

Since, that same song has heen performed by pop stars such as Liv Huan,
who sings the theme song of tbe television series A Bedjinger i New
York.

Cui Jian’s music reverberates like Bob Dylan’s, and like Dylan’s, Cui’s
music has evolved into complex arrangements that do not appeal any

louger to all of China. Today, China’s rock scene includes very many
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stars, all In a niche of their own, Cui Jian included, Cui’s lyrics continue
to play the double- entendre hetween love and polities. “Heijing gushi”
(A Beijing story), a song on his album Balls under the Red Flag, turns
the love a woman is giving him into a political campaign, into the revo-
lution that changes his life. Throughout his songs, Cui has emphasized
personal courage — “Courage belongs to yourself ™ (“Bu zai yvanshi” [No
more hiding] from Rock 17 roll on the New Long March) —or guts, il
vou prefer; he promoted self-empowerment and the expression of one’s

wr

desires {“Toujifenzi” |Opportunist] from Sofietion). In the song “Balls

under the red flag,” he states again that “our” courage is still too small
(referring to “ns,” the “bad” eggs born uunder the red Hag), that “we”
inust not follow in other people’s steps, that “we” can trust no one hut
“ourselves” Cui Jian sung cnergetically at the beginning of the ninetics
“Once I'm dead I'l] start over again” (“*Cougtou zailaji" [Starting over]},
and the crowd joined in, Theu and now, in the imd-uineties, he still
sings of going forward, against the wind (political and natural). Cui’s
aura remains exceptionally vihranthecause he is active, yet invisible. He
ts banned from public perforinances and is promoting emerging bands,
such as Ziyue {Confucius Said). He is thus, like it or not, a father figure
ot the rock scene,

Pluralism in rock mnusic is the order of the day, The selections go from
rap, reggae, jazz, World Beat, and heavy metal to punk and even to dance
music. The music industry is thriving; tapes and ¢ ns come out in great
numbers, from local and foreign labels (still in the forefrout are Tai-
wan’s Magic Stone for rock and Hong Kong's Hongxing and Dadi for
soft rock or pop, but yve, Rea/Victor, BMG, kM1, Sony, and Polygram
are also recording the more famous rockers). Aud videoclips give some
physicality to what would otherwise remain unrepresented physically,
since Chinese authorities contiuue to prohibit unofficial mass rallies,
and therefore large- scale rock concerts. Except tor sporadic shows, per-
formances only take place in loreign vertues or joint-venture bars and
hotels where chic Chinese mingle with the diplomats and foreign stu-
dents. These events are referred to, in English, as “party.”

On the radio, more and more varteties of rock are heard, mixed in
with (he patriotic and socialist hallads. Ou local television, although

most videoclips are also innocuous odes sung by choirs, most rock
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hands have made an appearance or two. The few rock bands that were
attemnpting to be authentic at the beginning of the 1990 have since been
coopted or are ata standstill. Of these, the Panthers {(Heihao) and Tang
Dynasty (Tangchao) participated ina nostalgia alhun entitled Farewell
Rock Albron in1g96, paying homage to the Tajwanese singer of love bal-
lads, Teresa ‘Teng (axa Deng Lijun), who died in 1995. For the occa-
sion, they all became crooucers. The most surprising is of course the
heavy metal hand, the Panthers, who transforined themselves into purr-
ing pussycats: 1 gave you my spring and left winter for myself. ... Love
is an eternal melody.” ™ They are completely unrecognizable from their
haunting débuis where, with raucous voices and pounding rhythm, they
Houted convention, The song “Wudi zirong” {l.ooking for a hole to
crawl into), for example, was such a statement of deflance:

[ don't believe anymore, don’t helieve in any reasoming. . . .
I dom’t look back anymore, don’t look back at any past.

I'm not the one [ used to he*

Such straightforwardness was, at the heginning of the 1990s, nat un-
common in China's rock songs. Another famous song of the early Pan-
thers, “Lianpu” (Masks), stood up against hypocrisy and called out for

lucidity:

Living under pretense. . .. Tear off the hypocritical mask.
Face this place.

Choose once more a world ol your own.

Throw out your old shoes, get a brand new faee.

Only then will you find the world you're loaking for.'®

The other group that paid homage to Teng’s escapist melodies was
Tang Dynasty (Tangchao), a heavy metal band, which has opted for
dreamy scenery in which chrysanthemums, ancient swords, imythicales
like that of the herdsman and the weaver, poems by Li Bai (the Tang dy-
nasty’s wine-loving poet), deserted ruins, soaring birds, and full moons
convey, along with coffee and (always) wine, a sensual utopian atmo-
sphere of nowhere. On the compilation albhum Farewell, Tang Dynasty,
somewhat appropriately, sings Teng’s “Du shang xilou” (Alone in the

western pavilion):
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wWithout words, alone,

T g0 up to the Western Pavilion,
Moon like a hook,

Lonely wutong tree.

Their famous 1992 song “Menghui Tangchao™ (A dream return to the
Tang dynasty) is of a similar mood, very distinctively Chinese in its

icons, yet with a touch of modernity:

Chrysanthemums, ancient swords and wine, arc steeped in coffee in
the clamorous pavilion.

A foreign race is worshipping the ancient moon in the altar of the
sun.

The heyday of the Kaiyuan cra enchants one.

The wind can'’t disperse eternal regrel,

Howers can’t dye over a longing lor howe,

snow can't cast a light on mountain rivers,

the moon won't fulfill the ancient dreams,

[1] Follow 1y palms’ lines where destiny is stamped.

Tonight, [I] waken from wine without dreams,

[1] follow destiny and enter an enchanting thought.

I dreams 1] return to the Tang dynasty.”

Tang Dynasty’s music is more intellectual than Teng's and its pur-
pose is more diffuse. All these poetic allusions 1o past glories cannot be
inere divertimenti. Tang Dynasty offers the musical connosseur a re-
fined space to dream China. Its musical arrangements also convey an
“oriental” atmosphere, with the use of gongs, while the videos of their
songs are set in typically Chinese historic sites, such as the picturesque
Ming tombs for “A dream return to the Tang Dynasty,” which was voted
Best Video 1in Asia in the 1993 MTv Music Video Awards. These lank,
long-haired voung men, all dressed in black, are seen performing in a
“yellow earth” setting, then running with their hair hlowing in the wiud,
while the high-pitched falsetto voice of the lead singer is heard piercing
through clamorous bass guilar sounds. A weird, contrasting effect is
successfully created, of an androgynous anyone aud a Chinese nowhere.

It is “national music” in a way, because of its stress on ethnic cultural
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symbols. The tact that their music sells well, especially in Hong Kong,
conhrims the reading of 1t as a utopian Chinesc space for contemporary
Chinese youth, no matter where their geopolitical fronticrs. It is ironic
to note that after Lheir reappropriation of an eternal poetic China conies
the reappropriation of the disposable love ballads of ‘leresa Teng. It is
hard to make sense of their musical project because they have also done
a very raucous version of the masculinist “Internationale,” and because
they ook the name Tang Dynasty on the suggestion of a foreign student
doing research on the Tang dynasty."

Omne artist to voice a counterdiscourse on China is the had-boy figure,
He Yong, the foremost exponent of punk in China. His pose is definitely
contestatory, resolutely contemporary, and definirely urban. He Yong
makes blazing antiauthorily stateinents, some ol which have sent him
tojail"” In 1992, He was saying: "My music will remain, as opposed
to the Panthers’, underground.”* Of cotirse, one could not have imag-
ined then that the Panthers would one day sing Teresa Teng without the
slightest touch of irony. But that has happened, and He Yong himself is
certainly not an undergronnd musician any longer. He has emerged in
full light in cxtremnely well-made videos, such as the Zhonggu lou (The
Bell und Drum Towers) clip, in which he is seen sitting in broad daylight
on the Beijing city wall, playing a guitar while the whole neighborhood
goes about its daily routines. The sounds of the neighborhood chime
in with his rhythm: the shoemaker hainmering a ladies” high-heel shoe,
tbe blind banjo player, the old ladies playing majiang. The lyrics are very
down-to-earth, very Chinese, and inore specifically, very “Beijing.” The

lyrics end with

My home 15 inside the Second Ring road,
my home is this side of the Bell and Drurn 'lowers,
my home i’s inside that large courryard,

My home my home my home its right on Lhis carth ™

For those who know Beijing, the place could not be more circumscribed.
The video was shol in one of the few remaining old quarters of the city’s
north-east where there are not vet high-rise concrete compounds. The
rest of the song talks about the slow provincial life of its inhahitants,
ot the migrant workers in the restaurants, of the foodstalls, and also of
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the impending destruction of it all. There is no sweetness in any ol e
Yong's songs. Actually, most of his songs are aggressive, such as the one
which is also the album’s title, “Lajichang” (Garbage dump):

The place we live in is like a garbage dump.
The people are like insccts.

Lveryone's struggling and stealing.

We cat our consciences and shit ideology.™

The ecopolitical concerns actually extend to all of the planet: “Some
people go on diets, some people die of hunger, die of hunger, die of
hunger, die of hunger.” Cui Jian said of He Yong that, behind his vio-
lence, he has some of the spiril of Greenpeace™ He Yong stayed under-
ground until his music, with some altered, iuternationalized lyrics, was
recorded in 1994 by Taiwan’s Magic Stone, and accompanying videos
were released. The Garbage Dumnp video is a tour de force showing He
Yong in a cage, yelling at the top of his lungs, Lle Yong being shoved
around by bad guys {with nylon stockings on their heads), dunked into
red dye, and then injected with a syringe containing more red dye. This
is a pose, the stylish pose of the sadomasochistic pnnker who is at the
muargins of society. Another pose is the bad treatment of women: in
“Guniang piaoliang” (Pretty girl), e Yong lines up unlikely images,
shocking equations such as: “Should T find myself a girlfriend or raise
a pet dog?” ™ He would seem (o have a cantankerous stage personality,
destroying things on stage, and occasionally speaking out, 10 the dismay
and irritation of the estahlishment.

He Yong is definitely not mainstream, nor is Tang Dynasty, but they
certainly are central in the rock music industry. Many other examples
could be given of distinct styles on the rock circuil. One last one that
we could take is Dou Wei, who used to be the angry lead siuger in
the Panthers band and who, since 1993, has heen on his own, com-
posing and perforining his own songs with an album released in1994 hy
Magic Stone. His tunes are introspective, otherworldly. In his videos,
Dou poses as a multimedia artist {much like the Canadian artist Robert
Lepage). [n Hetrmeng {Black Dream) he appears as a scuba diver in the
middle of a hutong ‘lanc; only to he immediately transported into a bed
full of blood. There are no narratives in his videos, just visual (and of

a

course, auditory) effects. When he sings “Gaoji dongwu” (1ligh-class
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animals) all kinds of winged creatures fluat ahout while Dou Wei sits,
nodding slowly and singing: “Where is happiness?” Life, for Dou Wei,
now scems (o be elsewhere, in a dark, inarvelous, sell~created world far
away from reality, His mnsic, akin to New Wave, bas a reggac beat, and
his lyrics are delivered in a suhdued and detached style, There is no yell-
ing of nihilistic phrases from Dou Wei, bnt tbere is an appeal to retire
into a self-made spiritual cocoon: The advice “Embrace hope, ahandon
sorrow” ends bis song “Zhn” (Lord).™

It would seem, that of all the established rockers, only Cni Jian em-
phasizes the here and now of Chinese reality. Cui, in a song from his
album Balls entitled “Feile” (Gone) sings, “But what T want is not ont
there in the air. / 1t's definitely not anywhere but here.” > In *Bitan” ('The
other bank), also from that albnm, Cui attempts to convey mnsically
what Mou Sen’s play pecformed: there is no Nirvana ‘bi‘an, nothing

» 57

but us here “logether and facing the same reality.”* He inserted taped
reactions o the 1993 perforances of the play as background to the
song, which becomes — like so many of his works —a doeniment-like tes-
timony of an cra, a fraternizing between young intellectuals and cultural
prodncers who, like him, are tackling Chinese-in-the-world issues. The
videoclip for one of his songs, “Gone,” made by filmmaker Zhang Yuan,
renders very efficaciously Cui Jian’s predicament, as political voice and
as periorming artst. It turns his love-revolution theme into a spectacle,
to be read, like a two-slory stage, on two levels, On a makeshift stage
of large beams, beautifnl girls dance alternatively yangge (the “bean-
sprout” dance of revolutionary days), national n1inority dances, and en-
ticing strip-lcase, each in the appropriate alluring costnme. Below them,
Cut Jian and his band play; the dancers’ scarves or parts of their veils
often fall through the cracks, adding more sex appeal Lo Lhe scene. But
what makes the show complele is the audience, represented as sitting
in a hlcak, anonymous auditorium and composed of elderly, Party-like
members applauding away. The video makes visible the invisible, the
impaossible: Cui performing today in front ot the authoritics, who are
enjoying his antiauthority songs, while the girls suture the scene, ap-
pealing to performers and andiences, on- and offstage. Guerriila action
is never public; it can only be simulated as such,

Althongh evervone agrees that rock 1s a male hastion linked to higher

levels of testosterone, still, in China, as clsewhere, there are women per-
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formers, and they come in a full range ol poses and genres.™ For Ai Jing,
the look is almost (hat of the girl next door; her songs exude the light-
heartedness of an ordinary girl. No other woman, except tor big-time
formula stars who top the charts like Mao Amin and Wei Wei, has be-
come a star so last, and she has done it with a simple “antobiographical”
rhetoric and an excellent video clip by filinmaker Zhang Yuan. Ai Jing’s
tunes are like her poses: plain, a little nnderstated, with a touch of hu-
mor on political issues. Ter best song, with accompanying videoclip, is
“Wo de 1997” (My 1997). She starts oft by telling us ahout her musical
family background, then moves on to her departnre at the age ol seven-
teen from northern China {Shenvang) {or Beijing, where she studied

mnsic:

Because of my voice my life has not been so filled with anguish.
From Beijing 1 sang on the Bund in Shangha.

and then from Shanghai T finally sang in the South.

I stayed quite a while in Guangzhou because mv boyfriend is in

Hong Kong.
The message of the song is clear enough:

Since when does Hong Kong exist?

How are the people out there?

le can come to Shenvang

T can’t go to Hong Kong, .. . Lel 1997 come a little bil faster
1 wonder jnst how the clothes are in Babaiban?

Let 1997 come a little hut faster

so [ can go to Hong Kong.

Let 1997 come a little hit faster

so 1 can go to the midnight movies witl him.™

Ai Jing’s video shows her right in the middle of a Beijing strect, play-
ing her guitar with an irresistihle, coy smile. She is one of the hrst ol a
series of “rock” star packagings. Her brst record in 1993 was produced
hy Hong Kong's Dadi in collaboration with Shanghai’s Yingxiang and
was promoted hy c1y, a Beijing-based Hong Kong cultural enterprise.
Regardless of talent—which Ai Jing dehnitely has —would not any mu-

sician with such support have also beconmie a star overnight? Al Jing's
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songs continue to he ballads, abont “personal™ memories: in her second
album, she, the Asian jetsetter, recalls her grandfather picking garbage
oft the streets.™

China’s only all-women rock band, Cobra { Yanjingshe, often called
Niizidui, the Girls’ Band) strikes a more marginal posture. They
emerged with the swarin of rock bands in 1993. One song, “Ziji de tian-

tang” (My own paradise) wi

ncluded in the first rock compilation Bei-
fing Rock. Cohra makes jazzy, danceable mnsic with lyrics that are on
the verge of heing cynical. A better qualifier wonld be “offbeat,” as, for
example, in the song “My own paradise™

Like an idiot

| have my own paradise.

Can't reimember whal roaining is.
I'm satistied, U'mi in good health,
dor’t need to be like you.

[ eat and dress, don't need money or food,
don’t need w be like them,

don’t need a bed to sleep in.

What does abnornial mean?

What's happiness and sorrow?
Don’t tell me what to do,

[ haven’t worried about it in a while.
Don't ask me about the foture,

vou can’t help anyways.

Like an idiot T have my own paradise ™

Since then, Cobra has managed to record here and there a song or two
and has even toured Furope and the United States, hacking up mega-
star Cul Jian’s concerts. Cobra regularly plays in Beijing bars and clubs
and “partics.” Its drummer aud lead singer Wang Xiaofang even played
asmall {musical) part in the television series Haima gewuting (Seahorse
Karaoke} in1994. Their first solo relcase, with the English title Hypocrisy,
under the World Beat Records label, was produced in 1996 in Beijing
hy rock veteran Wang Diand launched in a downtown New York EmMv
store. So much for marginality. Despite positive foreign press reviews

even their fans find they arc in a rut, repeating the same tunes over and
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over again, the same depressing statements, in songs on the iinpossi-
bility of heterosexual relations —“Yishan men, yidu qiang, yizuo fen”
(A door, 2 wall, a toinb) —or on the bleakness of life—*Bushi youxi
de nianji” (It's not a tine for games). The impact of their grim lyrics
is strangely diluted by their jazzy pop tunes, delivered onstage hy hip-
hoppers.

One young woman who has the fiery rock spirit is Luo Qi (k4 Rosc).
Luo Qi released two consecutive albums, in 1995 and 1996. One song
was included in the Beijing Rock compilation, “Qing zou renxing dao”
{Please Lake the sidewalk). Fler idiom is of the 1960s Western rock ap-
peal: sex, drugs, and rock 'n roll. Her song “Kuaile jigi” {Pleasure na-

chine) is a turn-on o serious fun:

Let’s turn ourselves into pleasure machines:
Ive me a night of carnival, Tll give you a Valentine's Day.
gh of L, Pl give y y

Turn this lonely city into a pleasure machine.*

Luo Qi’s voice, a cry from the gutter and the guts, is perhaps the most
powerful rock voice in China. Unfortumately, she is ill-served hy her
mediocre band, Zhinanzhen (Compass), and recordings of rather poor
quality.

And then there is Wei Hua, the former English-channel anchor-
woman who had, with Huxi (Breathing Band), tzken quite strong posi-
tions on the usual rock themes— freedam, self, truth —but who then
came out with another album, totally divergent in ideology. It iy a full
acceptance of life’s new pleasures and commodities. Somewhat in the
light tone of Al Jing, Wei Hua now celebrates in her album Xiagndar-
hua/Modernization the modernization of her desires and the lifestyle
of a consumerist society. In “Sunday,” her pleasure is to go to Pizza
Hut, Kentucky Fried Chicken, or to stay at home, without makeup; in
“Visa” —which is sung completely in English — she lists what she wants

to do, now that she has her visa:

I just wanna hang around with my honey in hand;

It’s ok, T just wanna learu to be cool,

walk the streets of Rome and LA,

[ just wanna buy a few things, coflee, cheese, books, clothes,

perfuine.
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BORN IN CHINA

Shanghai Performance Doll
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20, Shanghai Performance Dolls. Cover of their

album Korpt i Chinag, 1995,

The whole album revolvey aronnd glamour, a desire for glamour, while
Wei Hua hersell is already its personification and her album is very slick
indeed. Now that’s transformation for a racker.

A group of very young girls, much like the Spice Girls, are adding zest
(o the pop rock scene without any allusion whatsoever Lo even mildly
troubling subjects. They arc the Shanghai Performance Dolls, who un-
abashedly sing that they can’t knit, can’t cook, don't read, but listen to
their Walkman, fix new hairdos, go ta karaoke, and say sayonara to fresh
new boyfriends. Theiralbum is 2 sampled mix of rap, funk, dance music,
enka, you nane it. “Memorics are for old people”*” says one song. Wei
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Hua's lyrics, although slightly cleverer, are nevertheless in keeping with
this pop girlie stuff. Wei reaching the yuppic crowd; Shanghai Perfor-
mance Dolls, the prepubescent and adolescent.

It would scem that rock music in China has lollowed, in the past ten
years, so many roads that no single point of view can account for them
all. Performers, too, follow multiple trends. Tn 1995, for example, a vet-
cran rock singer, Zang Tianshuo, was the bestselling rocker in China. In
his soft rock album titled Wo zie shi nian (My Last Ten Years), Zhang has
incorporated many trends of the 1986-96 period. It is a medley of feel-
good music. All forms of nativist sounds are incorporated into the hasic
{seventies) Western rock beat: Chinese traditional instrumentsblend in
with Buddhist and Tibetan chants, Beijing epera, and folk songs [rom
the Yan'an region; in turn, to these are added rap heats (some rap is
delivered in English) some jazz runs, even a little bepop.

With his throaty macho voice, Zang sings in mostly slow rhythns. In
the background — to enhance his masculinist stance — a female choir is
heard. The everywhere/nowhere context is rather confusing, hoth mu-
sically and :._mBu:nm__u.n [ his song “Shuo shno” (Just say it), the whole
world is covered. Zang starts from the “middle of the world,” namely,
China, with Cultural Revolution heroes such as Lei Feng, mentioning
of conrse Mao’s quotations bnt harking back to Chinese classical hooks
such as The Romance of the Three Kingdoms (Sauguo yanyi) and The
Water Murgin. This epic saga is recited in a rap beat, with suona {reed
flute) emphasis here and there. Then, the discourse moves on lo the
rest of the world (aid to Kuwait and Iraq, the dismemberment of the
Soviet Union) and ends with “If there’s a problewn, let’s sit down and
talk ahont it,”** With his populist philosophy and oplimistic common-
sense Zhang attempts 10 make sense of life and of the world, using an
eclectic approach that irons out all differences, musical and political.
Fortunately, his pop rock digest is just an extreme example of unequivo-
cal commodilication.

Some musical styles, though, could not have lit within Zang's lite
agenda: for exainple, the nihilistic, counterculture, punkish “death”
rock. At the moment of writing, such radical, disruptive rock is done
by bands who have not yet relcased alhums. Tarlier in this chapter, I
mentioned the No band, which puts human beings at the lowest ladder

of the animal hierarchy. S0 does the band Xuewei, witb its picce “Wei-
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buzudao”™ (Insigmiificant}, which 1s sung in a muffled voice that enacts
:H,c significance of their condition. The song opens with the bleating
of sheep and the whole piece drones and blurs, Another group whosc
style would not suil Zang's agenda is Cangying (Fly). Fly's song “Shi
quang haishi zidan?” (Gun or Buller?) asks whether sex is a means (gun)
oram end (bullet) and coolly claims that the only thing worth having is
sex. Their “theme song” Is called, like them, “Flies,” and it tells of fies
on a shit pile that “say”: “We shout out love ya-ya, / we sing human life,
yeah-yeah.” The Flies also have a song on what it's like to defecate in

a country outhouse called “Niepan,” which means . . . Nirvana.
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Conclusion

A World Wide Web of Words

Nothing transforms Lhings so mnch as the ting. A ting with legs
upturned
Furthers removal of stagnating stnff.

Hexagram so, “The Caldron” (Ting), Yijing

Since 1992 many books on China’s new idioms, on unofhicial and street
langnage, have appeared, attesting (o the disappearance of a uniform
all-China disconrse. Most of these “new” expressions are anything but
new: some are tevivals of pre-1949 Chinese; soine are takes on socialist
jargon; and some are pirated (mainly via film and television) from Hong
Kong and Taiwan and from English and international signs. These novel
ways of using Mandarin Chinese indicate the vibrancy of contemporary
mass colture, but especially the diversification of Chinese culture as it
“moves toward the world.”

The fast-forward mation of post-Mao cra slogans has made for a fluid
semantics: ‘zonxiang shijie’ (fo advance toward the world), ‘gaige kal-
fang’ (o open to reform), ‘dakai guomen’ (fo open the country’s doar),
‘guoji jiegui’ {to fink up internationally). Words are used in idiosyn-
cratic ways, they are manipnlated in all divections; some snrtace, only
to quickly disappear, others resurlace to he resemnanticized. Words are
on the move, too (as if there was no looking hack).

Takes on soclalist rhetoric

Perry Link has written a boek on informal talk that stresses the im-
portance of unofficial speech in China since the 1980s.! Lle offers the
[ollowing doggerel attesting to the popularity of expressing oneself, of

chatting away:

Cme hillion people, nine hundred million tongues churning,

The other hundred million are in the process of learniug

Popular sayings, now as in the past, tend to reach out widely and to en-
compass large entities, whole classes, even a whole nation, often through
salivical epigrains. Many of today’s new sayings deal with inequality be-
tween the ruling classes and the people. The following example shows
the hicrarchy of types in the so-called classless society, where the last
type designates the masses still plodding away:

The first type is a dignilary. When trouble comes there’s sanctnary.

The second type is public servant. Travels ahout in search of
merriment.

‘The third type rents a hnsiness, Eating, drinking, whoring,
gambling—all in the expenses.

The fourth type is a landlord. Cheating, duping, qucering,
trauding—and on the side a bawd.

The fifth type is a famous singer. Ticket sales & wealth beyond
measure.

The sixth type is an entreprencur. All carnings and losses his 1o
endure.

'The seventh type is a propagandist. Gluts his maw at all the
banquets.

The cighth type is a famous painter. Draws crahs and shrimps and
grows the richer.

The ninth type wears a police helmet. Eats from the plaintift and
from the defendant.

The tenth type is the rest of the popnlation, We study Lei Feng and

make revolution.?

These savings, spreading through the “national grapevine,”* are re-

touched over and over again hy various groups for their own critical
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purposes. Another slatement on ail China is “One billion people,
cight hundred million are gambling, two hundred millon are danc-
ing,” which decries the Chinese people’s present craze for entertain-
ment. Most of the sayings that bave sprung up deal with rampant cor-
ruption, the privilege of the few, and the resulting poverty of the rest:

woer

the people, the intellectuals, and the young. “ “The scalpel of the brain
surgeon earns you less than the razor of the barber” was repeated, in
fall 1988, hy elderly engineers in Beijing as well as by voung painters
in Guangzhou” {Link, 22}. The television series Heshang (Deathrsong of
the river} quoted it, with its equivalent, “Betler to move pianos than to
play them.” probably making it even more widespread, thanks to the
medium. Another saying was put in entrepreneur Yu Deli’s mouth, the
“moving-toward-the-world" character of the popular television scries
Stories of an Editorial Board in 1991: “Moncy isn’L everything, but with-

out money you just can't do anything,” In 1991, there was this pithy song:

While the grandads in their 705 lead the nation,

Uncles in their 60s take care of modernisation.

Those in thelr 50s retite and take it casy;

Our brothers in their 40s are with money-making busy.
They say only once you're 30 do you really understand.

But where in all this do we 20-year-olds stand?*

Most likely, the song dertves from street sayings, jingles that pop up
anonymously with their main target being ruling authority. All these
are from “the pcople” ‘minjian, a highly valorized term in the 1990s.
Alnost all popular expressions disrapt official ways of speaking. For
example, the expression “eight hundred million people gambling™ is
a version of an official slogan: “Light hundred million people: cight
hundred million soldiers.”® The new designation for business people

wor

1 “neither three nor four” ‘bu san bu si," an old saying equivalent to

“neither Ash nor fowl,” but which alse undocs the neat official order-
ing of the people into workers (one), peasants (two), soldiers (three).
Soclalist statements are always so confident, lcaving room for neither
hesitalion nor exceptions. What is more, China's particular brand ol
socialist rhetoric is not only euphemistic but also highly dramatic both

"o

in its lexicon (Mspirtual pollution,” “poisenous weeds™) and its repe-

titions of superlatives. The Cultural Revolution was of course the high
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point of such hyperholic prose, One ine example is Lin Biao’s creations:
*The Caltural Revolution’s damages will be the very, very, very smallest,
while the gains will be the very, very, very biggest.”# The thrice-repeated
“very” ‘zui’ becaine the characteristic style of the Cultural Revolution.
Praise 1o Mao Zedong and insults Lo the enemies were all draped in
colorful —albeit fixed — disguises, Mao being the “red, red, reddest sun”
and the enemdies, all manners ol animals, froin cattle to Ries. The meta-
phonical red language, as well as its assertive syntax, are now handied
ahont hy almost everyone in China.

Two striking examples come from popular culture: the Arst from a
popular genre, crosstalk (comic dialogue); the other from the most
popular writer of the early 19905, Wang Shuo. Both parody the absurd
formulaic quality of that paroxystic prose and its ubiquitousness in peo-
ple’s fixed linguistic patterns. The following crosstalk o 1978, takes place
between the revolutionary shopkeeper of a revolutionary photography
shop and a customer:

A {customer): “Serve the People!™ May Task a question?

B (clerk): "Oppuose Selfishness and Revistonism!” Go ahead,

A “Annthilate Capitalism and Uphold the Proletariat!” Could I take a
photo?”

B+ “Destroy the Private and [stahlish the Public!” What size?

A “The Revolution s Faultless.”

B: “The Revolution Is Justifed.” Okay. pay up.

I'hree-inch size.

A “stress Politics.” How much?
B: “Criticize Reactionary Authorities” Sixty-thiee cents”

Wang Shuo’s mockery goes one step lurther by mixing with the end-
less glorious formulas, discordant epithets: “Beloved, wise, dear teacher
leader helmsman guide pioneer developer architect beacon torch dog-
cudgel father mother grandpa grandma old ancestor old ape overlord
sovercign Jade Emperor Guan Yin bodhisattva commander-in-chief . ..
we little people, rustic people, common people, lowly people, children,
grandchildren, little sprouts, little dogs, little cats, vulgar herd, ignorant
masses, broad masses, and ordinary folk feel entirely blessed, entirely
excited, entirely unworthy, .. 7"

Notall ordinary people have Wang’s verbosity, hut they have all {espe-

cially the young) taken to this humorous irreverent style of shooting
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the hrecze, called tiokan or kaw (da) shan by distorting official lan-
guage, past and present.' Il a person goes against one’s own will, he or
she will be laheled as fandong ‘reactionary’; a buddy will have “good
roots” ‘gen zheng’; oaths betweeu friends will be takeu on “President
Mao’s head” “xiang Mao zhuxi baozheng’; poker players “study” the

PR

“nuinber 54 document”; those leaving the country are said 1o join an

w o

overseas hrigade” ‘cha yang dni’; those having two johs, their assigned
one and another that pays more money, foilow the “one eutity, two
systeins” ﬁo:nw ‘yiren liangzhi’ (an iuversion of “two entities, one 5¥s-
tem” ‘yiguo liangzhi,” which is the official slogan for China's policy for
Hong Kong, Macao, and eventually, the government hopes, for Taiwan);
(hose who can’t enjoy a festive atmosphere are said to have an “old-
society face” *vilian jiu shehui.” The list of retouched slogans is eudless
and is being constantly updated, all over China, and spiced up with re-
gional favor. For example, in Shandong proviuce, “political (ranspar-
ency” ‘zhengzhi toumingdu’ {a definite oxymoren anywhere) is used
to refer (o daring women’s fashions and in Hehei, the communal pot

‘daguofan’ now refers to a “loose” womaun:

We are the world

China as one culture is very much a willed myth. [f one looks at unoffi-
cial language as a whole, one can see that not only do people not care (o
listen to, let alone speak the official “cultural” language, they go against
its very grain by mimicking it. One can also note the mauy particular
local ways of saying and the great number of dialects, thriving more
than ever in Chinese popular culture today; for example, and naming
only the most obvious, Hong Kong and the Cantonese area, which, by
their sheer existence, deflate the pomposity of majestic Mandarin au-
thority. Gregory Lec sees a subversive potentialin Hong Kong’s “vulgar”
Cantonesc, a happy mix of Cantonese and hroken English with a rather
poor wrilten Chinese In fact, most of the new expressions that Bei-
Jing, Shanghai, and otber regions embrace today coinc from the south,
from Hong Kong, that linguistic and political hyhrid of a cily. As Lee
notes, Hong Kong is largely a mass culture, a visual and avral culture,
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that has, as one can detect in its cinematography, a great capacity for
self-mocking, cynicism, and biting irony.

Beijing is now happily contaminated, as is Shanghai, which has always
kept its close link to Houg Kong (sharing a dialect, an international
or colonialist look, numerous family connections, and snch colloquial-
isms as Afei}. One of the more widespread new expressions 1s “to jump
into the sca (of business)” ‘xia hai,” which allndes to the harhours of
both Shanghai and Hong Kong. Mandarin spoken by the young is now
interspersed with English (“Miss,” “love,” “party”) and ubiquitous ex-

"o ALY LIRS

pressions like “hye,” “ok,” “cp,” “p),” which were first adopled by the

LY

Hongkongese. Another favorite expression, to “stir-fry” ‘chao,” (hat is,
to speculate, to resell for a higher price, to hype the marketability of
events or products, so that yon can make even greater profit, comes
{rom the culinarily-talented Cantonese. Actually, chao has many mean-
ings, especially when linked to other words, such as “to stir-fry squid”
‘chao youyu': to get fired, therefore to roll up your bedding just as sqnid
rolls up when cooked; there are even “stir-fry buddies” ‘chao you,’ those
who resel] stock shares for you." Trendy ways of talking aboul trans-
portation are also Cantonese, in this case, Cantonese pidgin English:
“ba” ‘bus’ and “di” ‘taxi, replacing the heavy and lengthy gonggong giche
‘puhlic transportation vehicle’ and chuzu giche ‘leasing vehicle)

Some terms have traveled to China by way of Taiwan, especially words
dealing with entertaimnent. Taiwan, which also speaks Mandarin and
is therefore readily connected (o mainlanders, first caught on to words

o EIETY

such as “mTv,” “show” ‘xiu; “karaoke” ‘kalaox, “microphone, mike”
‘naike,’ prohably via Japan, though the terms are now current iu all
Asian regions. The sweet nothings one can whisper m a lover’s ear arc
most likely to emanate from a Taiwanese ballad (17 for “honey™; sa for
seductive, sexy); the return ol Chinese feudal galantry, with junz: ‘mas-
ter’ for “my man” and classical poetic expressions like yunyu ‘clouds
and rain’ for lovemakiug. Some expressions come either from Taiwan
or from Hong Kong, which got into the world of fast-paced bnsiness,
communication, and gencral comnedification before the mainland.
For example, the Chinese don’t “exchange sex” *xingjiao’ anymore but
“make love™ zuo ai’; they also “kiss” ‘keisi.” They buy gold with a lot of
K ‘karats’ and ask for their restaurant checks, as if they were in Taipel
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or Kowloon, with the Cantonese expression “Maidan!”™ instead of jie-
zhang. Tbe most traceable new tern, dageda “cellular phoue, literally
“big brother big,” comes {rom 19805 1long Kong gangster ficks where
the main gangster, called a “big brother,” would inevitably hold what
then was inaccessible to the mainlanders, the hy now ever-so-present
portable phone. (If you are undermonied, then you just have a “bibiji”
‘RRy, “beeper.)

There is however no homaogeneity or constancy in the use of new
words. "loday, highbrow Chinese urbanites — yuppies, pinks (double-
incame, no kids), all terms now current in China-—don’t use the vulgar
term dugeda to designate their phone. They have created a word, fol-
lowiny the conventional logic of word creation, that s, by paraphrasing
the object, ‘shouji’ (a portable instrument). It is the same fate tor mui-
dan (cheque, please) amongst hip Beljingers whose fad for all things
Cantonese, perbaps because of Hong Kong's present lack-luster state, is
almost passé. Now, Beijingers tend to revert to the mandarin jiczhany.

ilegance, for some, matters. Many obsolele 19205 expressions, such as
odeng ‘modern’ are making a comeback. And adverlising is targeting,
precisely those with its seductive vocabulary ol naturalness freedom and
harmony, a paradigm availahle anywhere in the world. One of the more
striking frequent words is the terin werxin ‘'warm and fragrant,” which
can be applied to anything from villas, to coffee, to condoms, to beauty
parlors.

A journalist has guestioned this strange use of the term wenxin®
Zhou Guoping notes that it originally referred to adolescent girls’ ro-
mantic reveries. Now, it includes adults’ daydreams, perhaps ot the
American dream? Zhou criticizes this materialistic rage for Sunmons

beds, xo Cognac, Ray-Ban glasses, and the like and blames iton popular

3

inusic. Ud say television with its dual marketing certainly contributes as

avital instrument in this force of persuasion. Inits 1997 strvey in China,
Gallup shows that the Chinese are increasingly “brand aware” ‘mingpai,
nol only of the domestic but also of Japanese, American, and German
wares. In linguistic terms, this translates as a prelercnce to name things

by the brand, rather than by the generic term: people now eat Kentucky

iF
oy
*Kendeji, not chicken “ji' and Christics ‘Kelijia,’ rather than plain bis-
cuits ‘binggan.’ The advertising world vies to snpply elegant or quaiut

words Lo seduce the consumer; those who don't, don't survive. For cx-
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21. Last Health Soap. Design by Xiao Song, 1993. Photograph from

catalog.

ample, Maxwell TTouse instant coffee lost Lo its rival Nescafé because
it used a simple transliteration, “Mai-si-wei-er,” while its compelitor
translated the meaning of its brand into Quechao (sparrow ‘que
nest ‘chao’), which evokes the coziness of ond’s nest: Nescald also sweet-

and

ened its ad, on television and radio, by using a highly popular Taiwanese
song, “Genzhe ganjue zou” (Follow your fecling).

Gentritied words side with a liberal use of the Roman alpbabet and
imagistic designs. In 1994 newspapers, one advertiscment often seen
was for women's makeup. It read “woMAN de zhen” {(oUR real [self]),
the word in capital letters lefi in the Roman alphabet, allowiug for a
linguistic double entendre. Such faunting of foreign words Hattcrs up-
wardly mobile consumers in their partaking ol things “Western.” Other

linguistic Aatteries can be found worldwide, namely, in the euphernistic
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designations of ordinary things, clevated hy words such as “mansion”
for low-cost housing projects or “palace” for food joints. Words allow
people to dream on.

China-as-state, with its will 1o move in the fast-forward mode, has
also created its own terms, for example, xiaekang ‘comfortable living
standard,” and has had (o 1nake allowances for new words designating
new realitics, even when they are highly frowned upen. A new ofticial
Chinese dictionary, published in 1996, the Xiandai hanyu cidian (Mod-
ern Chinese Dictionary), includes 9,000 new entries. The vulgar ba for
“bus” may be absent, but bashi {its longer transliteration) is included;
$0 are many terms from computer science and other scientific ficlds, as
well as new social phenomena {anless ‘euthanasia’; kala-OK ‘karaoke’)
and wares {T-xu(shan) ‘T-shirt’))” The word for aips, a veality long
dismissed in China, is now, in the official neologism, aizibing, a trans-
literation of the sounds “aizi” with the suffix for “disease.” However,
the initial oflicial invention, its homophone, meant the love ‘i’ capi-
talism ‘zi* disease, a rather low blow to foreign devils." In Talwan, it
is officially coined “love’s discase,” also homophonic, aizhibing. As tor
homosexuality, the Chinese offically call it “same-sex love” ‘tongxing-
lian,” hut in the gay communities all around China, the word tongxue
‘schoolinate’ is often heard. In Taiwan and in Hong Kong, gays and les-
hians, perhaps with an in-your-face intent akin to the English “qnecer,”
call themselves “comrades”™ ‘tongzhi.” Considering the round-trip tra-
jectory of so many terms, the appellation fongzhi may well boomerang

1y

hack to mainland Chiua any day, with that connotation.”” “Comrade,”
the uhiquitous forin of address to all during the Mao era, alrcady makes
everyone giggle when used today. Obvionsly, there is an impulsc (o turn
words upside down, to lighten them, to shake off set associations.
Words are often used as codes, which is nothing new for China, which
harbored in the past nurnerous secret societies and allernative associa-
tions, from theater guilds to esoleric sects. One such association today is
constituted of profiteers *daoye, literally the “lords of resale.” They and
other “lords” { foye ‘thicves, kanye ‘Tavers’), in this self-rnocking desig-
nation —which nevertheless has bite, for they are kings of the road, in a
way — have resurfaced in the cra of reform with their idiosyncratic talk.

It seems each region in China has now its “secret” terms for banknotes
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and its money dealing. Much of the trendy, urban slang for transactions
come from the black market” Amusing ones are “worker-soldicr-
prasant” ‘gong-nong-hing’ for hanknotes, alluding to the depiction of
this triad on the fifty-yuan note; “Lo drive a tractor” is 1o he loaded
with inoney. Other new gronps inclnde the pizi ‘bums,” ‘hoodlums,” who
share, with the racketeers, a host of curse words, unearthed from “teu-
dal” China where the words for female genitals and all manner of ani-
mals are tossed in for a shocking effect. High-school students, like any
other soctal group, have also caught on 1o codes for their activities, some
of which are rather fnnny: they refer to a textbook as “the Red Lantern”
‘Hongdengji, the antiquated Cultural Revolution model play; music
class is kafu yongyuan OK (karaoke is always okay); history is zaf hui
shou (leUs do il again). ¥ The world of popular mnsic (including rock)
has had, more than any other artistic field, to deal with foreign special-
1zed terms. “Rap” was translated hy some as raoshe (literally, to let your
tongue go}, a pretty adequate description of that style of delivery; and
by others as pizi shuochang, that 1s, “hoodlutns™ ‘pixi’ doing shuocharng,
a traditional intoned singing, also a clever translation. Similarly, “blues”
is either romanized into bu-lu-sf or its meaning is translated into fan-
diao *hlne melody! Ingeniosity is at work here; still, most “in” musicians

o o

just use the English word: “rap,” “blues,” “rock,” and so0 on.

In journalistic articles appearing in the People’s Republic of China
over the past few years, one often encounters a highly connotative term:
zi ‘group.” Before its new fashionings, it referred to the extended family
‘jtazu, to the people as a nation ‘minzn’; national minorities, for ex-
ample, arce shaoshu minzw, ‘minovity groups.” Today, it still refers to
clans, but to clans with no ethnic or biood ties. Theyare “special interest

W

groups” like groupies, literally “star seekers” ‘zhuixingzu, video game

fans ‘dianwanzu, imajiang plavers ‘majianezu,’ roefFL candidates ‘tno-
J1ang pla g

fuzu, pINks *pNKzn, the “new wave crowd” ‘xinchaozu,’ the howling

LIS

fans ‘baolingzn, and even the “9-to-5 group™ ‘shangbanzu’ hecause they

are rarer (han ever.?? This partitioning signals a true diversilication of
activities, hnt it especially emphasizes Lhe fact that all these gronps or
cliques are related by personal inclination. Advertising (argets some of
these groups. Sony, for example, advertises to the “new wave” crowd

‘xinchaozn’ to sell its hi-h equipment and thus validates that group’s
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made of speech, where words such as “alternative” ‘linglei, ™

Aant-

LT

garde” “xianleng’ pop up, along with some English words (“party,” “gui-

tar) “happy”).

As for the emerging critics of China’s mass culture, namely Chen
Xiaoming, Dai Jinhua, and Zhang Yiwu, they opt for the term guarn
‘clique’ to describe particular phenomena within the cultural ficld. They
juggle mcessantly with concepts to be translated, iinages to be created
to analyze these changes and discuss mass culture, alternately desig-

nated as dazhong wenhua or daliang wenlura, Lo discern to what extent

u uogz

it differs from “elitist” jingying,” “official” "zhultu’ cultnre, and what

W 1 LN AIRY

is “counterculture™ ‘fanwenhua,’ “underground” ‘dixia,” “local culture”
‘divuwenhua,’ “indigenous™ ‘bentuwenhua,” and “acenliuration” ‘wen-
hna yviru” Media is relerred to as meiti or clse as an even closer translit-
eration, meidiya. Fluentin English and in postmodern cultural critique,
the new critics’ texts abound with the prefix fon “post” which tempers

v

the omnipresent “new” ‘xin, and the suflixes xing ‘quality,’ “nature,’ fna

3

‘transformation, zhuyi “isms. Much like anywhere, they discuss the

1

“public sphere” ‘gongyong kongjian’ and the “pc” (politically correct,
‘zhengzhi zhengquexing’) global era, One example of a string of modi-
fiers, for the critique of a beauty contest, should suffice: “a one-time,
legitimized, libidinized, spectacular mass event” {yici hetaxing de gong-
zhong ynwanghua guanshang huodong).”*

All of China is scarching for words, finding and replacing expressions
to suit the times. One compnter world term T find particularly euphonic
is “Wan Wel Wang” “Ten-thousand-link net” for “World Wide Weh”

My concluding words go however in a much less prominent field than
that of technology: poetry. One poet has stirred people in China and
worldwide with his words. He is Yu Jian, occasional collaborator to Mou
Sen and a militant on the subject of words, which he believes inust be
vigorously cleansed. Yu believes words can do things and that poetry
is not an absolete activity, Pacens should not be convevors of an idea,
but of the dynamic of words themselves *liudong de yugan.” = Poetry as
he sees 1L, 1s for the public arena, to be spoken oul; its words are 1o be
taken from the everyday and turned inside out. Allegories, recondite
symbals and Images, narrative traps are to be dissected, exposed. What

v

he calls “ready-mades™ “xianchengpin,’ is all the language that has fallen

to vou, that you have not lived with or moved with. Words should be, hy
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22. Recreation of a calligraphy created for the series
“Word": Introduction ro English Caltigraphy. Ink on
paper, by Xu Bing, 1998,

poetic operation, opened up. That, for Yu Jian, is a very serious affair,
for which current cynicism is out of place.

Yu Jian believes that poetry is nol a cry of the hearl “nahan.’ Survey-
ing twenticth-century Chinese poetry, he claims that poets have always
had a sense of mission, wanting to shake up their compatriots, 1o yell
out the inequalities, and that it has heen the main mode of expression
right up to the end of the 1970s with Misty poets like Bei Dao. Looking
farther back, into classical times, Yu inds no poet speaking from his or
her uwn personal position. He conceives today’s poetry as that writlen
by one person speaking from his or her situation, a poetry that will be
most tamiliar ‘zui shuxi” (o a contemporary audience, because it uses
the everyday words of the time and appeals to cach reader’s own ex-
perience. That reader will be Chinese, but not exclusively so, since the
world is becoming the same, while each linguistic community main-
tains its language’s specificity. Even an antipatriotic, anticolonialist poet
like Yu Jian may write about roscs, although his hometown, southwest-

ern Kunming, is better known for camelias.* The layers of language as
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used by him comprise his own experience of rose-petal candies, roses
growing outside his office window, and the “women are roses” ol En-
glish romantic poetry. Tbis antitranscendental position is what I call,
rather than “archeological” {(which uses a depth/surface metaphor and
assumes an inanimate object), a viviscction of language.

Such an endeavor is essential forany human culture, since language is,
after all, partand parcel of human animals. The Chinesc have their own
special task o perform, which is Lo make cvident the aminesia at work
in the carrent discourse of novelty. Mauy articles reporl that the new

generation of those born after 1976, sometimes called the “petty group”

.

xixiaozu, ¥ do not even know who Mao Zedong is, or when the People’s
Republic of China was founded® But lived-in, living poetry can link
subtexts. unearth the living dead. and generate wondrous hyperiexts

for us all,

194  China's New Cultural Scene
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93 xtfe kalaOK zhiye Al | OK 2 Y
“100 ge dongel” 1067 Fi iy

A Can EUEA

A Clieng (] 44

Afe 4T %

Ah() tongzhi [ QJE

AhQ) zhengzhuan L Q-

ai &

Af de yryan
Al Jing

AL Welwel
aizhibing
aizihing
aizibing
anlesi
Ashima

ba

3a Jin

ba wan ba
ba wi shaohui
“Balyaha”
baolingzu
“Baoying”
baozhuang
baori

bashi




Bawang bivji

Bei Dao

“Beijing gushi”
Rejjing yaogun
Beiping zazhong
Beijingren zar Niwypnw
ben

ben benr

bentu wenthua
Bran

Bianjibu de gushi
biansu

Bianzou branchang
Bingdu caiyuo
binggan

Bingzal

bu san bu st

“Bu zai yanshi”
“Bushi youxi de nianji”
buxiang de yugan
Can Xue

“Canglao de fuyun”
Cangying o] 21
“Cangying, mayi, qu he

pingzs, gangmen, jiu”

canku xiju R iy
Cao Guilin g R
cha yang dul

chadui

Chaguan

chao

chao you
chao youyu Fleak
chen gen AR

Ty

Chen Guangwu
Chen Jin

Chen Kaige
Chen Ran

Chen Xiaoming

Cheng Dieyl
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Cheng Xiaodong
chongxian

chuan zai viqi
chudian
Chungtiang zhaxie

chuzu qiche

“Congtou zailal

Cul Jian

“Cunzai”

Cruowe! de 21

“Cuowu”

Da pipan

Da raipian L1 Lanying

dageda

daguctan

Dahong denglong gnogae gua

ai linhua

Dai'er

dakai guomen

daliang wenhua

dan

dao

Daamazer

dagyu

Dasaba

dawan

Dawrixiang,

dazhong wenhua

Deng Lijun

di

Di er zhuangtui

dianwanzu

chdishi de metmer

“I¥e zhivao de san zhong
langta”

Iing Yi

[Yiwudai

dixia

diyu swenhua
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R
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dizi fti )
DNKzu DNK
dong &

Dang gong xi gong SR
dongci £l

“Dongtanghong”
“Dongwu xiongmeng”
Dou Wel

“Du shang xilou™
duandai xingshi
duiwu

duli

duoluo

Erzi

tandong

Fang Lijun
fanshen
fanwenhua
tasheng

fei

Feidu

“Feile”

Fen Ma Liuining

Feng Mengho

teng Xiangang

Fengyue

loye

fu U

fu fid

fugal &
Fugui A
Fuqin

Furongzhen bedinl
“l'uxi Fuxi®” T
gaige kailang

Gao Bo

Gao Xingjian T
“Gaoji dongwu” SR e
e Fel 3=

Ge You Bt
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gemeny

gen

gen zheng

Geng Jianyi

“Gienzhe ganjue zou”

geren

Gong Li

gongbi

gonggong giche

gong-nong-bing

gongvong kongjian

“Gou”

“Goudao”

gouniang

Gu Changwei

Gu Wenda

Gu Xiong

Guan Jinpeng

guangchang

Guangchang

(uanjianci: youxing,
youdang, yousi

Guangzhou

Gufeng

“Guniang piaoliang”

Guo Shixing

guoji jiegul

guoxiang,

Haima gewnting

Huiziwang

“lHaiziwang — Shuwang —
Qiwang”

Han Shaogong

Haorneng

Me Jingzhi

He Li

He Ping

He Yi

He Yong

Hei yucliung
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leibao iy
Hetmeng L1
“Hese niaogun”

Heshang

“Hexi” ar
Hong gaoliang

Hong gachanyg jiozu

flong tayang NS
longdengyi A
“Hongfen” &
hongge huangchang $IAL N
Hongloumeng =35
flongagi xia dv don LB ol

Hongse ninngzijun i
Hongse yaogun UREFS
Hongse youno &) (R
hou I

Hou Muren (PPN

Hou Sar'er
houwei

Hu Jianping
Huzi zuf vi rin
Hu Yue

hua

huaju

Huang Haha
Huaung tudi
[Huang Yongping
Huang Zongluo
“Huangtu gaopo”
“lHuidac Lasa”
Hundun yia tigeleng
“}Huozhe”
Hunzhe
“Hushao™
husheniu
hutong

1iuxi

ji

Jia Pingwa
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Jia Zhangke

jlandao

Jiang Wen

Jiang Yue

jianzhi

Jiavu

jiba

jiba wany!

nding

jlegui

Jigjue

Jiezbang

fin Ping Mei

Jin Xing

Hngying

Jinlian

Jinshan

Hiugnt: liang o Mtiafia

juben

juben

juben, juben, yiju ¢hi ben

Jredou

junzi

kala yongyuan OK

kalaOK

kan (da) shan

kanye

keguan de zhenshi

keist

Kelijia

Kendeji

keneng

“Kual rang wo zai zhe
xuedishang sadianr ye”

“Kuaile jigi”

Kugen

Lajichunyg

Lan feugzheng

landiao

Landioo zm dongfung

%1 i o]
BN

ol
+ =

f5-
o A OK

Glo
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laoshi

laoyin

lazhu

Lei Feng

Leiyu

Li Bihua

Li Chunbo

L1 Jianming

Li Shan

Li Shachong

Li Wel

Li Xianting

Li Youyuan

Liang Heping

“Lianpu”

Liechang zhasa

licgenxing

Lin Dalyu

Lin Zhaohua

Ling Dang'an

Linghun chugiao

linglei

Linglei pinpan

Liu Chunhua

Lin Dahong

Liu Heng

Liu Huan

Liu (Shuyou)

Liu Sola

Liu Wej

Liu Xiaodong

Liu Xiacqing

Lin Xinwu

Lin Yue

ltudong de yugan

Litdang Beifing: zuihou de
mengxiarngzhe

itumang

Linshou nushi

ik - x ¥
Liuxia youdeng guang
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Louding

Lo Aun

Luo Qi

Luo Zhonghi

Ma Liuming,

Ma Xiaoging

Ma Yuan

maidan

maike

naitian shouwangzhe

nujiangzu

Marma

Munhadun de Zhongguwo nipren

Mantou

Mao Amin

Mao Xuhui

“Mao Zedong”

meidiya

Meiguo lai de qizi

“Meimei ni dadande wang
qian zou”

meimeishi de didi

meiti

Meng Jinghui

“Menghui Tangchao™

mi

mi

mi

mian

ming fu gi shi de guanggunr

minge

niingong

mingpai

“Mingren zhi si— Can Xue tan
yishu”

minjian

Minjing de gushi

minzu

“Mizhou”

Mo Yan
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modeng

molang

Mohe

Mou Sen

mu

Mulan

NaYing

nahan

nalai zhuyi
nangen
“Nanuiwan”
nanqiang beidiav
neibu

neibu jiavliu
neixin shenchu
niandai

Niang, niang, shang xitang
Niug ren

Ni Haifeng
Nicpan

Ning Ying

Niu

niu

Niu Yueqing
nongeun jishi
niu + shw
“Nuning”

Niiwa

Niizidui

OK, gupiao

pizi

pizi shuochang
“Pokar”

Qi

qi

“Qi gre cheng qun”
Qi ren

gianleng

Qiunnit youhun zhi duodaoduo

“Qianwanci de wen”
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gianwei yishy

qi'er

Qilrou

“tung zou renxing dao”

Qinggan caolian

“Qinghuang”

“Qingnian shivan dianying
xlaozu”

“Qmngshu”

qingyi

Qirgu du gransi

quan

Quechao

rancheng

raoshe

“Regou”

Reu yue BE% W e

Renjiai dao

Renjian zhinun

ruan guanggao

sa

Sadan

Sange niirei

Sanguo yanyi

Shadan

shagua

shangbanzu

shangxue

Shangvidung

[N »

Shanshang de xiaowu

shaoshu minzu

“Shehuizhuyi hao”

“Sheyuau doushi
xangyanghua”

Shi Chong

“Shi giang haishi zidan”

Shi Tiesheng

shida

shijian yishu

Shijing
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“Shishi ru yan”
shiyan
shouchaoben
shouji
Shuangqgizhen daoke
“Shui hi shui sha duoshao™
Shuihuzhuan

“Shuo shuo”

Si

51

Sifan

Sikai welfra
stheyuan

sijuan

Stren shenghuo
sixiang gongzuozhe
Songlian

Suniifjtig

Su Tong

Su Xiaokang

Su Yue

Sun Mengjin

suona

Tang Chao

Tang Wan'er (wan'er}
tansuo

Laode

ti

Tian Zhuangzhuang
Tianbai
“Tianchuang”
Tianhuang
Tianging

Tianshu

tiaokan

tixing women
tongsu
tongxinglian
tongxue

tongzhi
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Tongzhuo de ni

“Touji fenzi”

tuhua

tuofuzu

tutechan

tuteng

tuxiang

T-xushan

Wa jutuan

Wan Wei Wang

Warnde jiy shi xintiag

Wany Fu

Wang Grnangyl

Wang Jinsong

(Wang) Judeu

Wang Shuo

Wang Xransheng 2 yu huo
fen shen

Wanp Xiaofang

Wang Xingwei

Wang Ziwei

“Wangshi yu xingfa”

wanhui

“Wanzhu"

wel

Wel Hua

Wel Wel

“Weihuzudao”

weljl

“Weilanse”

weilanse wenming

Wen Hui

Wenhua dongwu

wenhua gongsi

wenhua yiru

wenxin

Wo af cha-cha-cha

“Wo de 1997”

wo huode bu yukuai, zhe shi

wo de ziyou
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“Wo shi ni choushw matongli
de yitiao she”

Wo zhe shi man | i
WOMAN de zhen WOMAN

“Wornen zou zai dalushang™ LINEEN N

wolou i

Wong Kar-wai

“Wu jie”

Wu Liang

wu Shanzhuan

Wu Wenguang

Wu Youwu

Wu Yuzhong

“Wudi zirong”

“Waguan yulu sanze: datba
jian dui yige mingei de

kaozheng™
xia hai
xianchengpin F e
Xiundai hanyu cidian AL
Xianduaihua LS
“Xianfeng” Tt
xianfeng LR Y
xiang Maoe zhuxi haozheng m -t
xiangsheng el
“Xiangyu” it
xiangzheng
xianshi

“Xianshi y1 zhong”

“Xiao Fang™

Xiao Lu

Xiao Shan hu jia

xiaokang

xlaotiao

Xie Jin

“Ximalaya guge”

xin

Xm changzheng lushanyg de
yUOLHN

Xin dufu B Ml
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XN JIe70U

Xin wenren

xiuchaozru

Xing

xing

xingbie yaogiu

xing)iao

xingwei vishu

Xingzon de ren

Xinhua

xinshang

Xinwen hanbo

xiong you cheng zhu

xiu

xixiaozZu

X-Ma-Ma

Xu Bing

Xu Kun

Nu Lei

xuTan

xuanchuan

“Xuduw zhong shengyin—
Zhongguo wenxuemeng”

Xuewel

“Xugou”

xun

xungen

Yan Peiming

yang

Yang Tianging

Yang Zhenzhong

vangchadui

yangge

Yangguang cardan de rizi

Yangnin zai feijing

yang— yin

Yanjingshe

Yanzhikon

Yaoayao, yae duo waipogido

yaogai jiu gai ba
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o

“Yaogun “Gu’ er

Yaogun mengxtin

Yaogun: Jintanban

Ye Shuanggui

Ye Yongging

Yijing

“Yiwu suoyou”

yi zhong fuhao

yicixing de gongzhong
vuwanghua guanshang
huodong

viguo liangzhi

*Yikuai hongbu”

yilian jiu shehui

“Yilu zou, yilu chang”

Ying Ruocheng

yipian hong

viren lfangzhi

“Yishan men, yidu giang,
yizuo feu”

Yishu xinwen

you

Youdai

“Youshen™

“Youxing”

Yu aizibing you guande

Yu Hong

Yu Hua

Yu Jian

“Yu wangshi ganbei”

Yu Youhan

Yunnan {nan}

Yunnan

yunyu

vuyan

za1 hui shou

zancheng

Zang Tianshuo

Zeng Fanzhi

“Zenme huishi”
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Zhang Chu

Zhang Dali

Zhang Guangtian

Zhang Guaagtian xtandai gequ
ehuanji

Zhang Har'er

Zhang Hongtu

Zhang Huan

Zhang Jianya

Zhang Peili

Zhang Xian

Zhanp Xiaogang

Zhang Xin

Zhang Yimon

Zhang Yiw

Zhang Ynan

zhanlian

Zhao Jiping

Zhaole

Zhelt, nali, wulun nale

cheng

Zhenyg Jun

rheng ming

zhengzhi bopu

zhengzhi tourningdu

zhengzhi zhengquexing

zhenli

Zhi Qing

“Zhimayou”

zhiming

Zhinanzhen

zhiqging

Zhongg lou

Zhongguo gongzhu

Zhongguo hio

“Zhongguo jielangjun junge”

Zhaongguo keyi shuo bu

“Zhongguo renmin
zhiyuanjun zhange”

“Zhou Li
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Zhou Min

Zhou Ren

Zhou Tichai

“Zhu"

Zhuang Zhidie

Zhuang Zhou

Zhuangzi

zhuixingzu

zhuliu

zhuyi

“Ziji de tiantang”

ziji shi zenme hui shi

ziyou zZuojia

Ziyue

zony you yvitian ke bu shi
xlanzai

zongxing

zouxiang shijie

Zu

Zu Zhou

FAMY

zui shuxi

Zutho de gruzu

7L al

zuopln zai jinxing zhong
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Notes

b

Introduction

Marie Claire Huot, La petite révolution crelturelle (Arvles: Philippe Pic-
guier, 1994).

The I Ching, or Bovk of Chunges, trans. Cary F. Baynes, [roin Richard
Wilhelm's German trans. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1950},
The chapter epigraphs come from this book.

t Luterary Experiments

Fredric Jameson, “Third-World Literature in the Fra of Multinational
Capitalism,” Sociaf Text 15 (fall 1986): 65-88. Jameson is loo often quoted
as saying that all third-world texts are national allegories, which is out-
right misreading. 1le said that often, “we” (Americans) read texts [rom
other cultures (here, ’'m expanding on his “third-world”} as national
allegories, because we are not within that culture and can only see the
different vatioualfcultural references.

Ma Yuan, “Xugou,” in Jregouzhiyi xidoshuo (Stricturafist Novels), ed. Wu
Liang et al. {Changshun: Shidai wenyi, 1989}, 54-105. 'Itans. ). Q. Sun,
as “l'abrication,” in The Lost Boat, ed. Llemry Zhao (London: Wellsweep,
1993}, 101-14. The quoted passages in the text are from this published
translation, with modifications. { All quotations in this book will refer to
the translation when available and are cited in the body of the text. Un-
less specified, the translations are mine.) The term xugoy translates as
“fabrication,” as well as “fiction,” and Ma Yuan obviously plays with this
double meaning. [ olten prefer the latter, as is the case here.

Wu Liang — who says he found an adequate match in Ma Yuan (Wu also



=

214

dropped out of the “lit crit business”} — notes that the same friends who
pop up in Ma's difiereut stories, especially his carlier ones, are Ma’s real
friends (251}, Wu claims that the stories were indeed written for tiem,
Wu Liang, “Ma Yuan de xushu quantao™ (Ma Yuan's narrative share}, in
Xunzhuo de stidar— xinchao piping xuancui (An Inguisitive Period — New
Wave Criticism), ed. Ui Jiefei et al. (Befjing: Beljing shitan daxue, woi),
248-60.

Ma Yuan, “Die zhivao de san zhong fangfa,” Xizang wenxue { {ibes Li-
eratnire) 3 (1985): 333-48. T thank Jing Wang for baving sent me this text.
Trans. Zhu Hong as “More Ways Than One to Make a Kite,” in Ching's
Avant-Garde Fiction: An Anthology, ed. Jing Wang (Durham: Duke Uni-
versity Press, 1998), 246-63.

Wu Liang, "Ma Yuau de xushu quantao,” z49.

“Deities tend to be blindly self-confident. This is how they acquire their
overweening sense of mastery. Fach thinks he or she is unique, but in fact
theyv are remarkably similar, as the various genesis inyths demonstrate.
The gods' method is fundamentally one and the same —repeated fabri-
cation” {“Fabrication™ [“Xugou”], p. 6]. The epigraph is an imitation ot
a Buddhist sutra that is, according to Wu Liang, an invention of Ma Yuan
{259). Ma tried his hand at sutra “copying” throughout the 1980s, and
it can be found, as an “authorial citation,” opening other short stories
by Ma, such as “Twinau guguai tu'an de giangbi” (A wall covered with
wiird motifs),

Henry Y. H. Zhau, "Ma Yuan the Chinese Fabricator,” World Literature
Today (spring 1993): 115-16. Zhao'’s reading, however, emphasizes formal
{narrarive) aspects as the “Incaning,” whereas mine inlerconnects writ-
ing, Lelling, and expressing auather culture (Tibet).

Ma Yuan, “Cuowu,” in Zlongeue xishigi wenxie zuopin xuan 2 (A Sclee-
tion of Chinese New Eru Literature 2), ed. Yang Yang ([Iong Kong: Dadi,
1988), 75-80. Trans. Helen Wang, as “Mistakes,” in Zhao, The Lost Bout,
29-42.

Strangely, this passage is not rranslated in the English version, yet it is
essential for the impact of the storv. T therefore refer exclusively to the
Chinese version here.

Ma Yuan, “Qingshu,” iu Xugou (Ficrion), ed. Chen Juntao (Wuhan:
Changjiang wenyi, 1992}, 323-63.

Ma Yuan, “Ximalaya guge,” in Wu, fiegouziuiyi xivoshno, 106 -21.

Ma Yuan, “Youshen,” in Bayue jfiaoyang: Bushi niandai Zhongguo doln
xigoskuoxuar 5 (August’s Scorching Sun: A Selection of Mamland China’s
Novels of the Eighties 5), ed. Zheng Shusen (Taipei: Hengtan shudian,
1988}, 125-54. Trans. Caroline Mason as “A wandering spirit,” in Wang,
China’s Avant-Garde Fiction, 264-83.
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Wu Liang has noted the liberal borrowings and circulation of churacters
and events tn Ma's storics. Wu, “Ma Yuan de xusho quantao,” 254-53.
This is Jing Wang's term for Ge Fel in High Cudture Fever: Politics, Aes-
thetics, and Ideelogy fin Deng'’s Ching (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1996), 242.

Namely, by Tan Yunchang in a roundtable on Ge Fei’s “Hese niaoqun”
{A Aock of brown birds) published in the same issue as the story itseif,
““I1ese niaoqun’ zuotan bilu” (Notes from the roundlable on “A fock
ol hrown birds”), Zhongshan (Purple Mountain) 2 (1988): 101-2. Also,
more recently, by Zhang Xudong in Chinese Modernism i the Era of Re-

forms: Crltnral Fever, Avant-Garde Fiction, and the New Chinese Cinemna

{Durham: Duke University Press, 1997), 173, 183, 193,

Cie Fei wrote an article on Robbe-Grillet indirectly claiming him as his
master: “Shuo ‘Xiangpi’ — jieru vu voudao zhiyi” (About ‘The crasers’
— involvewenl and enticeinent), finri xanfeng (Todays Avant-garde] 1
{1994): 21-23.

Ge Fel, “Hese niaoqun,
wenvi, 1992, 125-53.

Ge Fei, “Mizhou,” in Yidianyuan de cuodong: Xingai xiaoshuo xuancni
{Restlessness in the Garden of Eden: Coflection of Sexual Love Novels),
ed. Lan Dizhi et al. (Beijing: Beijing shifan daxue, 1989}, 295-2315. Trans,
Caroline Mason as “The lost boat,” in Zhao, The Lost Boat, 77-100.
Here again, | vse the Chinese version, since [ am refetring o Chinese

in Hushae {Whistling) (Wuhan: Changjiang

expressions,

Gie Fei, “Xiangyu,” in Xiungyu (Taipel: Yuanliv, 1993), 163-1214. Trans.
Deborah Mills as “Meetings™ in Abandoned Wine: Chinese Writing Today
2, ed. Henry Zhao (London: Wellsweep, 1996), 15-49.

Ge Fel, “Qing huany,” in Husfao, 58-79. Trans. Eva Shan Chou as “Green
yellow,” in Wang, China’s Avant-Garde Fiction, 23-42.

Ge Fel, “Hushao,” in Husfiao, 219-41. Trans. Victor 11 Mair as “Whis-
tling.” in Wang, Chinas Avant-Garde Fietion, 43-68.

zhang Xudong, Chinese Modernism i the Eni of Reforms: Cultural Fever,
Avani-Garde Fretion, and the New Chinese Cinema (Durham: Duke Uni-
versity Press, 1997), 180.

“The characters are props,” are “objectihed,” says Ge Lei of Rabbe-
GrilleUs novel, Les Gomnes { The Frasers). Ge Fei also adds: “The reader
is totally free,” “has nothing to rely on,” “the author having disappeared.”
See Ge Fet, “Shuo “Xiangpi” —jieru vu yondao zhiyr.”

In High Culture Fever, 245,

Gilles Deleure and Félix Guattari, “What Is a Minor Literature?” in Out
There: Marginafization and Comeriporary Cidtires (New York: New Mu-
seunt of Contemporary Art, 1990), 60-61. To my nund, Yu's texts reso-
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nate with several of Katka's works. Deleuze and Guattari's study of Kat-
ka's “machine” casts some light in understanding Yu Hua's enterprise.
Traces of Deleuze and Guattari’s reading can therefore be found in this
section.

Andrew F. Jones, “The Violence of the Text: Reading Yu Hua and Shi
Zhecuu,” positions 2, 0. 3 (1994): 596.

Yu Hua, “Xianshiyizhong,” in Hebian de cuowu (Mistake by the Riverside)
{Wuhan: Changjiang wenyi, 1992}, 50-95. 'Itans. Jeanne Taias “One kind
of reality,” in Runring Wild: New Chinese Writers (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1994), 21-68.

Yu Hua, “Shishi ru yau." in Hehian de cuowu, 96-140. Trans. Andrew I
Jones as “World like mist,” in The Past and the Puynishments (Honolulu:
University of Hawai'l Press, 1996}, 62-113.

Yu Hua, “1986.” 1u Yu Hua zuopingi 1 (Yo Hhea's Collected Works) (Beljing:
Zhongguo shehui kexueyuan, 1994), 142-80. Traus. Andrew F Jones as
“1986," in The Past and the Punishiments, 132-80.

Instead ol quoling this very gory passage at length, 1 reler readers o
Jones's translation of “1986,” especially 157- 60.

Add Lo this that horror is enmeshed with heauty: “Fresh blood oozed like
sunshine” (“1986,” 165, with modifications). The same applies to many
stories where gruesome delails are set in an enchanting scenery of peach
blossoms, as in “World like mist™ and Hebian de cuow

Yu Hua, “Wangshi yu xingta,” in Hebian de cuowu, 177-91. Trans. An-
drew [ Jones as “The past and the punishments,” in The Past and the
Punishments, 114-31,

Yu Hua, “Xuwei de zuopin™ (Hypoceritical writings), in Yu Hua ziopingi
2 {Yu Hua'’s Collected Works: 2} (Beijing: Zhongguo shehui kexueyuan,
199.}, 278.

Deleuze and Guattari, *“What {s a Minor Literature”™? 64.

Yu Hua, “Xuwel de zuopin,” 277.

Yu Hua, “Wo. Xiaoshuo. Xianshi” (Mysclf. Novels. Reality), Jinri xiun-
ferg 1(1994): 19.

What interests Yu in Robbe-Grillet is the French writer's view that lit-
erature changes constantly because reality is forever changing. Yu Hua,
“Xuwei de zuopin,” 278.

Yu Hua, persenal communication, April 6, 1994, Beijing.

Can Xue, letter to her French translator, Francoise Naour, quoted in
(Zan Xue, Dialogues en paradis (alogues in Paradise), trans. Frangoise
Naour (Paris: Gallimard, 1992}, 170.

Visual games, with insects and other crawling creatures, abound in her
texts, They proliferate as radicals, which can even prompt images. For ex-
ample, a husband’s nose is described as hard and bright, like a “candle.”
This weird image, although explainable —a fa timite — in realislic terms,

216 Noles to Chapter 1

At

2bot Kre.

4z

i3

44
A5
4t

47

daes not conform with the depiction Just given ol the hushand, which is
interms of the vegetal. 1t can, however, be justificd, as a carrying over of
the two rachcals that make up the word “candle” “lazhu’ in Chinese, i.e.,
“insect”™ and “fire.” These two have been in the background of the tale
ofa marriage since the beginning of the story {carthworms are dug out
in the yard, caterpillars swartn inside the house), while firecrackers are
their aural counterpart. This example is taken from Can Xue, “Amei zai
¥ige laiyang tianli de chousi” (A Meri’s black thoughts on a sunmy day), in
{uangdanpal xiaoshuo (Absurd School Novels), ed. Wu Liang et al. (Bei-
jing: Shidai wenvyi, 1988), 301-3,

Can Xue, “Shanshang de xiaowu,” in flese nigoaqun; Huangdan xiaoshuo
xtictnicut (A Flock of Brown Birds: A Selection of Ahsurdist Novels), ed. Lan
Dizhi et al. (Beijing: Beijing shifan daxue, 1989), 94-4y8. Trans. Robert
R. Janssen and Jian Zhang as “The hut on the mountain” in China’s
Avant-Garde Fiction, 212-16. A collection of her storics has appeared ag
ialogues in Paradise, trans. R. R, Janssen and Jian Zhang (Evanston:
Northwestern University Press, 1989). However, for the purpose of my
demonstration I will in most cases use my own more literal translations
and refer 1o the Chinese version for all of Can Xue's works,
In*Tianchuang” (Skylight), for example, the word “mushroom” appears
frequently out of the blue: there are “mushroom clouds” {311); she goes
looking for “mushrooms” {314); there is “mushroom smoke™ {317); with
the old man she used to go picking “mushrooms” (317). “Tianchuang,”
tn Wu et al., Huangdanpat xiaoshuo, 306-18,

Samucl Beckett, Moffoy (New York: Grove Press, 1955, 51, 21.

Can Xue, "Tianchuang,” ju6-18.

see Lil Tonglin’s chapter on Can Xue, where she studics the political
(Maoist) subversion in Can Xue's work, Li Tonglin, “Can Xue: What
ls So Paranoid in Her Writings?” in Misogyny, Cultural Nikilism, and
Oppositional Polirics: Contemporary Chinese Avant-Garde Ficrion {Stan-
lord: Stanford Universily Press, 1995), 75-103. Also see Francoise Naour’s
introduction to Balogues en Parudis, which explains Can Xue's images
as outgrowths of her youth when cared for by a nice witch, her grand-
nother, and also as reflective of the political environment. Francoise
Naour, “Clefs pour Can Xue” (Keys to Can Xue), in Dialognes en paradis,
7-4L

In her speech at the Shanghai roundtable on her novel Tiwer bigoyan.
Can Xue, Twwei higoyan (An Onit-of-the-Encirclement Performance)
(Shanghai: Shanghai wenyi, 1990), 332. 1 thank Ld Tonghn for having
givenne a photocopy of this bravura specch by Can Xue and especially
for having introduced me to Can Xues “world.”

“Mingren zhi si” ([Death of 2 famous person}, in Huangnijie { Yellow Mud
Eoued) {Wuhan: Changjiang wenyt, 1996), 359-63.
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This exainple was hrought up (for other purposes—the blurring of the
boundary between reason and madness) hy Susanne Posborg iu “Can
Xue: Tracing Madness,” in Inside Out: Modernisnt and Postmodernizm in
Chinese Literary Culture { Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 1993), 94. he
translation is Poshorg’s. Can Xue, “Canglao de fuyun” (Aging clouds),
in Wu ct al., Huangdanpai xidoshuo, 219-300.

In her corvespondence with her French translator, Frangoise Naour. Can
Xue, Diglogues en paradis, 171.

“Pokai” (Breakthrough), in Zhanzai wuren de fengkou (Standing m a
Draft Where There Is No One} {(Kunming: Yunnan remnin, 1995), 93-128,
During a roundtable on Chen Ran's novel Siren shenghuo {Private Life),
organized by the National Writers” Association (Beijing, April 10, 1996},
I thank Dai Jinhua for having invited me to the event and, a few years
earlier, for having introduced me to Chen'’s work,

In “Yu wangshi ganbei” (A toast to the past), in Zufchunii de yangguang
(Sunshine between the Lips) {Wuhan: Changjiang wenyi chubanshe,
1991}, 3.

Jane Gallop’s title and thesis fit the general picture for Chen Ran, e
Daughter’s Seduction: Feminism and Psychoanalysis {[thaca: Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 1982}

Judith Buller’s term comes from her work Gender Trouble: Feminism and
the Subversion of ldentity (New York: Routledge, 1990).

In the roundtable on Privare Life, already mentioned, critic Zhang Yiwu
rightly emphasized the iinportance of the city in Chen Ran’s work,
Wendy Larson, “Woinen and the discourse of desire i postrevolution-
ary China: The Awkward Postmodernism of Chen Ran,” boundary 2 {fall
1497): 201-24. Quate on pp. 215-16. Wendy Larson kindly gave me a copy
of her paper before it was published. T thank her here,

In “Yu wangshi ganbei,” 7-10; in Siren shenghuo (Private Life) (Beijing:
Zuojia chuhanshe, 1996}, 151-34.

See Chen Ran’s interview with Xiao Gang, “Ling vishan kaiqi de men”
{Another opened door}, in Chen Ran Siren shenghuo, 262,

In the sense in which Judith Butler in Gender Trouble describes drag,
cross-dressing, and other subversive acts of gender: you can ne longer
believe anything— the “criginals™ are as “natural” and as unbelievable as
their copies (141).

Xu Kun, “Regou” (Hotdog), in Regow (Hordog) (Beljing: Zhongguo hua-
qiao, 1996), 169-232.

Xu Kun, “Xianfeng” (Avant-garde), in Regou, 276-334.

In “Youxing™ {Parading}, the “catcher in the rye” reemerges, this tume
applied to amateur rockers who play their gigs at subway entrances (20).
Xu Kun, “Youxing,” Zhongshan 6 {Purple Moantain} (19935} 4-27.
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Ron Gluckman, “The Americanization of China,” in Asiqweek, July 4,
1997, 38-44.

Xu Kuu, “Youxing.”

In English in the text, 10.

2 Away from Literature !

This was wriler Wang Meng’s answer to my questiou whether there are
any women writing somewhat like Wang Shuo. At a roundtable, at the
University of Montreal, April 28, 1996.

Xu Kun works in the Chinesc Literature Section of the Academny of Social
Sciences in Beijing.

Wang Shuo was, in the spring of 1997, “somewhere” in the United States
and thinking of possibly staying there. See Jamic James, “Bad boy: Why
China's most popular novelist won't go home,” in the New Yorker, >wL_
21, 1997, s0-53, His English translator, Howard Goldblatt, confirmed to
me thal Wang has since returned to Beijing (August 1, 1997).

Geremic R, Barmé, Shades of Mao: The Posthumous Cult of the Great
Leader (Armonk, N.Y.- M. E. Sharpe, 1996}, 6,

Wang Shuo, “Wanzhu {Troublemakers), Shouhuo (Harvest) 6 {1987):
24-52, The following references are to this edition. There is also 4 film by
the same title by M Jiashan (1988).

Bianjibu de gushi {Stories of an Editorial Board), twenty-hve-parl series,
dir, Zhao Baogang and Jin Yan, Beijing Television Arts Center, 1991.
This clever translation is Jing Wang’s in High Culture Fever: Politics, Aes-
thetics, and Ideology in Deng’s China (Berkeley: Lniversity of California
Press, 1996), 274.

Wang Shuo said this when told that the ending of his uovella “Fuchu
F.Em::m:: (Surfacing), 1985, had to be changed. Quoted by Zuo Shula,
“Wang Shuo: yige ganyu miaoshi changgui de ‘suren’” (Wang Shuo: A
“vulgar person” who dares to despise convention), Dazhong diaiying
(Popular Film} 433 (July 1989} 10. Wang said the same tbing when his
film Baba {Daddy) necded revision (personal communication, Beijing,
March 27, 1996).

Liu Xinwu and Zhang Yiwu, Duihua lu: “Houshiji” de wenhua liaowang
{Recorded Dialogues: Cultyraf observations at the “posi-century”) (Guilin;
Lijiaug, 1996), 202-3.

In 1991, Jaines Lull was notiug the absence of sitcoms in Chiuese tele-
vision: “In order of overall popularity, these [categories] are draina,
sporls, iuformatien, and light entertamment programs. Situation come-
dtes, by far the most popular American prime-time genre, do nol appear
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on Chincse v Lull, Chinag Turned On: Television, Reform, and Resis-
tance (Routledge: London, 1991), 155. At the time of L.ull’s research, not
only were there no sitcoms hut even the first Chinese soap opera, Kewuny,
{ Yeurnings), 1990— 1o which Wang Shuo’s name is also attached —had
not yet aired.

Another high-quality and intelligent sitcom is Yidf jimao (Trivia alf
Around), 1994. Adapted from Liu Zhenyun's novella ol the same name
{1991} and his “Danwei” { Work unit} {1989), it was made by Feny Xiao-
gang, with Wang Shuo at the helm as general supervisor. The editorial
rooin has heen replaced by the civil servants’ othee: not much work seems
to he accomplished there either. It is a biting critique of hurcaucratic
ways, and of the poverty of its employees. Understandahly, its airing was
severely controlled, with the result that very few people got to see the
series.

Feng Xiaogang, Wang Shuo, et al., “Zhe deng hao xiju wei shenme dan-
sheng” {Why this good comedy was born), in Bianjibu de gushi: jingear
durbar xinshang (Storics of an ditoriel Board: The Best {halogues) (Rei-
jing: Zhongguo guangbo dianshi, 1992), 5. I'eng Xiaogang said this to me
alinost verhatiin when I met him in April 19, 1996. Both Wang and him-
self, he said, deal with only two topics, social questions and “matters of
the heart” ‘vanging.

~ot all of the scripts have been published. Professor Zhou Yimin of the
Beijing Normal University kindly lent me his copy of the unpublished
manuscripts, which includes the two quotalions, respectively “Pangzi de
fannao™ (A fat man’s vexations) and “Shuang shuang” {Doubly Double).
Wang Shuo, “Shui hi shui sha duoshao”™ (Who's dumhest), in Bianjibu
de gushi (Hong Kong: Tiandi wushu, 1993), 49.

Both quotatians are from “Shui shi shui fei” {Who’s right), unpuhlished.
The three quotations are taken from Wang Shuo, “Qu ge shenme hao”
{Who'd be a perfect wife), in Qingchun wuhui: Wang Shuo yingshi zuopin
{No Regrets for Youth: Wang Shuo’s Tetevision and Film Works) (Deijing:
Zhongguo shehui kexue, 1993), 297, 300, 305.

“Qu ge shenme hao,” 307.

“Shui bi shui sha duoshao,” 19.

“Shui hi shur sha duoshao,” 18.

Wang Shuo, “Xiugal hou fahiao” (Publication after revision), in Banjibu
de gushi, 102,

wany Shuo, “Mengran wuzhi” (Muddled ignoramus), in Buanjibu de gu-
sl 130.

Geremie Barmné, “Wang Shuo and Hurmang (‘hooligan’) culture,” Aus-
tralian Journal of Chinese Affairs 28 (July 1992): 58.

Wang Shuo, Playing for Thrifis, trans. Haward Goldhlatt {New York: Wil-
liam Morrow, 1997}, 186. The original is Winde jivshy xinttao, in Wang
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Shuo, Wang Shuo queany, 22 Zhiging juan (Complete Works of Warnty Shue,
2 Friendship Volume) {Beijing: 1uayi, 1992}, 345. .

Quoted by Jamie James, “Bad boy: Why China’s most popular novelist
wor't go home,” 50-33.

Wang Shuo, "Dongwu xiongmeng” (Wild beasts), in Wanyg Shuoe guanji,
1 Clunging juun (Complete Works of Wang Shuo, 1: Sentimental Volume)
{Beijing: Huayi, 199z2), 406-93.

A frequent call of young male rockers is to the mythical figure of youth-
ful beauty, Ashima. For example, at one end of the spectrum, Mongolian
rock singer Teng Ge'er languidly cries out to her, while at the other end,
the No group vells out her name in mockery of love as salvation, hecause
“Ashima” is now a hrand of cigarettes.

Just as frr the Heat of the Sun uses the music of Mascani’s nincleenth-
century Rustic Cavalier to creale a highly roinantic alinosphere, A Bei-
finger in New York starts each show with a tune highly reminiscent of
another nineteenth-century classical composition, the finale of Dvorak’s
New World Symphony.

In an interview with A. Solomon, “Not just a yawn but the howl that
could (ree China,” New York Times Maguzine, December 19, 1993, 44+,
In an interview with Sandrine Chenivesse, “La Grande Révolution cul-
turelle: Un gout de féte” (The great culwural revolution: A big party),
Perspectives chinoises 25 (Sept.-Ocl. 1994]: 55,

['was granted a visit Lo the Sun Film company and an mterview with [iang
Wen on April 3, 1996. Jiang’s office has a collection of military hats; in
the meeting roow are porlraits of Mao, Stalin, Marx, Engels, and Lenin,
much like the Cultural Revolution relics in the film.

For example, in 1994, for television alone, and mentioning only the best
known names, twenty-cight writers {including Wang Shuo, Liu Yiran,
Shi Tiesheng, Liu Zhenyun, and Su Lei) collahorated in the writing of the
series Hatmut gewnting (Seahorse Karaoke). In the same year, Liu Yiran,
Mo Yan, and Yu Hua wrote a thirty-two-part serics Af shuf shi shui (Love
the One You're With) for filmmaker Huang Hanzhong, Both series were
fterary” vein, Liu Yivan turned tele-

comedies. In 1996, in a "serious,
vision director to make a series with writer Yu I1ua and 1nusician Zhang
Ciuangtian, hased on a Mao Dun story. The painter Zhao Bandi has also
heen devising his own television series.

leng Xiaogang was also ene of the scriprwriters, along with Wang Shuo,
for Stories of an Editorial Board. He has written many other scripts, in-
cluding Dusabu {Freewheeling! tor filmmaker Xia Gang; since A Beijinger
in New York, he has directed another television series, Yidi jimao ( Trivia
Al Around) (1994), and acied in Wang Shuo’s divectorial debut in the
(lm Baba (Daeddy) (1996).

Lue Yulan and Ding Renren have written a detailed account of the shoot-

Notes to Chapter 2 221



o
o

36

37

39
10

41

42

4]

14

16

222

ing of A Beijinger im New York. 1t is perhaps China's hirst “making of ™
book, and dehnitely the lirst beok on a television production. Luo Yulan
and Ding Renren, Feiyue Taipingyang: “Betjingren zai Niwyue” de mu-
hou jingtou (Crossing the Pacific: Rehind the Scenes of “A Beljinger in New
York”"} (Beijing: Zuojia, 1993}

Feiyae Taipingyang, 193.

According to Luo and Renren, Feng used this phrase to encourage his
team. Feiyue Taipingyang, 193.

This is the epigraph of the adapted novel, the lyrics of a Western song
the hero listens to on the radio. Glen Cao (Cao Guilin), Beijingrew zai
Niuyne (A Beijinger in New York) {Beijing: Zhoogguo wenlian, 1991).
Song Qiang, Zhang Cangrang, and Qiao Bian, Zlongguo keyi shua bu
{Ching Can Say No) (Beijing: Zhonghua gongshang lianhe, 1996).

Jiang Wen, “Beljingren ruhe kan Beijingren zai Niuyue — Beijmgren zal
Nruyue zuotanhui fayvan rhaivao” (How Beijingers percetved A Beijinger
in New York — Summary of the roundtable on A Beijinger fin New York),
Beijing wanbao (Beijing Evening News), October 15, 1963, 5.

Or so claims the China Daily, January 3, 1994.

Cao Guilin {Glen Caa), “Qianyan” {Preface), Befjingren zuf Niuyue, 1-
5. Following the television adaptation, the novel was published 1n serial
(orm in various evening papers throughout the country. In 1992, per-

haps in the hope of yet another success slory, soineone by the name of

Fan Xiangda wrote Shanghai ren zai Dongjing (A Shanghaier in lokye)
{Beijing: Zuojia 1992).

zhou Li Fochler, Manhadun de Zhongguo niiren (Manhattan's China
Lady) (Beijing: Beijing, 1992).

It is customary in Chinese works to insert photos of the auther. These
overscas Chinese did the saine, poinling, however, to their respective new
American environmenls.

Erica Marcus, A Child’s Eye View of China’s Cultural Revolution, press kit
for The Mornkey Kid, o hlm by the Beijing-San Irancisco Filin Group,
1995.

Liu Sola, Hundun jia figeleng (Beiing: Zhongguo huagiao, 1904). | refer
here 10 the excellent English translation by Richard King: Clraos and Alf
That (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1995).

Artist Mao Xuhui alse told me all aboul what kind of running shoes you
had to wear, how Lo tic them, how teenagers dyed their clothes black, how
their caps were held on with elastic, how pants had te be baggy, over-
sized, and worn oul to a cerlain degree, how the vest had to have two
pockets and not the usual tour (March 13, 1996). [t was just as complex
and hermetic as styles ainong today’s teenagers.

In the same line see (male writer) Wang Xiaoba'’s extremely popular
novel Huangjin shidai (Golden Years) (Beijing: Huaxia, 1994). See, in par-
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ticular, part 1, which is predominantly abourt sexual prowess during the
Cultural Revolution.

Liu Sola, Blues in the East/Landiao zai Dongfang, [sland Records, 1994.

Liu Sola, “Liu Sola zai Meiguo” (Liu Sola in the United States), Qingnian
zhoume (Youth weekender) [Beijing], February 21, 1997, 12.

See Liw Sola zai Meiguo tor her diatribe against pop music’s attempts to
“package” her,

But not in China, where there is no particular interest for such residual
stull. Also, as Xiao Ding points our, some delails seem to be geared to the
international {i.e., nondomestic) viewers: in On the Beat, when the old
lady in charge of contraceptives enumerates in detail all the various types
of contraception, it seems a rather unlikely thing to say. Xiao Ding, Ming-
Jing gushi suixianglu (Random Notes on O the Bear), Zhongguo yinmu
{China Screen) o (November 1996): 37. Non-Chinese, however, read her
film as “equal parts satire and ethnography.” Jerry White, “The Films of
Ning Ying: Unfolding in Miniature,” Cineaction 42: 2-9.

In an interview with Jean-Michel Frodon, “Les Tribulations d’une chi-
noise en Chine . . . et ailleurs {The adventures of a Chinese woman in
China . .. and elsewhere), Le Monde, March 10,1994, 5. This is strikingly
similar to the position of feinale fashion mogul Rei Kawabuko of Comme
des Gargons. Although her styles ave seen as derived from kabuki and
other traditional Japanese arl, Kawabuko claims to have no inlerest what-
soever [n such (hings and to have been to kabuki only once, when she was
in primary school. Quoted in Dorrine Kondo, About Face: Perforriing
Race in Fashion and Theater (New York: Routledge), 67.

For an interesting study of two most trequent uses or meanings of the
city in Chinese hlm, that is, refusal and disengagement versus cultural
and political participation, se¢ Tang Xiaobing's article “Configuring the
modern space: Cinematic representation of Bedjingand its politics,” East-
West Fifm Jowrnal 2 (July 1994): 48-69.

Quoted in an article hy Arjuna Ranawana, “Pride and prejudice: Many
Asian women directors still face tvpecasting,” Asiaweek, February g,
1996, 36-37.

3 Away from Literature Il

Arjuna Ranawana, “Pride and prejudice: Many Asian women directors
still face 1ypecasting,” Asiaweek, February 9, 1096, 36-37.

See for example Xiju dianyimg buo ( Theater and Fitm Journal) 790 {March
1990).

As reported in the China Daily, November 1, 1993.

Antonin Artaud, “En finir avec les chets-d'oeuvre” (To be done wilh
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masterpieces), in Le thcdire ot son doble { Theatcr and Its Double) (Paris:
Gallimard, 1964}, 115.

Zhang Xian also says that he writes shat he calls “closet
that is, serious, avant-garde works that won't (ind either funders or audi-
ence and therefore stay in the closel. See Xu Hailing, “Zhang Xian feu-
shang de majin hen jianrui™ (Zhang Xian's The Margin Upstairs is inci-
sive}, Zhongshi zhoukan {Chima Times Weekly) | Taipeil, July 1016, 1994,
54-55; and Lincoln Kaye, “Shanghai l-ables,” far Fastern Economic Re-
view, April 14,1964, 50-51. Zhang has now six him scripts to his credit,
the last being the very upbeat Tin ging shio ai (A Crazy Litthe Thing Called
Love), made by his Shanghai partner, 1i Xin.

Produced by Lin Zhaohua, who seems 10 give many young “experiment
ers” a helping hand these days.

As written in the 1994 programn notes of Linghun chmgico {When Con-
scresice Speaks ), a production of the Fire Fox Independent Theatre Group.
That group seems Lo relish inventive program notes. For the 1996 produc-
tion of Londing {Rouftop), the program notes consisted ol & one-page vo-
cabulary, including words such as majiang: “a thick sesame sauce which
Beijingers use as a spice for Mongolian hotpot or with noadles™; or again
“Harpy” (in Enghsh): “a fashionable word 10 describe a certain kind of
happiness.” Considering that some lunds came from Hong Kong, could
those notes bave been directed at that puhlic? One thing is sure: the pop
theater likes to use the irreverent ‘tiackan' expressions ol streetwise slang,
See Chen Xiaomel, Occidentafism: A Theory of Counter-Discourse i Post-
Mao China {New York: Oxford University Press, 19931, Her boak's ex-
amples are taken mainly from theater.

Program {or the annual Festval d'wetomne |Paris| (1995), 38.

Meng Jinghul, “Guangyu Wo ai XXX xiju de chanshi”™ (About the play
I Love XXX), [Bui pishu| (White-Cover Book) {(Hong Kong: Dadi, 1995},
23. The book is untitled and referred to by the color of its cover,

See Matt Ironey, “Final Curtain,” Far Eastern Economic Review, Janu-
ary 30, 1997, 14-35.

“The dumplings [aozi] were a little salty” was Meng’s sardonic reaction
to Mou Sen’s play, Yu aizibing you griande {Things Related to AIS), per-
formed in 1993, | would rather not mention my inlormant here, Meng's
play, Stfan (The tale of the Nun aid the Monk), was performed again
in the same year us Mou’s and, not surprisingly, was far more of a suc-
cess. Meng was part of the company that Mou Sen founded in 1987, the
Irog/Wa Theater Group {Wa jntuan); they produced [onesca’s Ritinoe-
eros, possihly the first “cxperimental” production in China.

Mou's work is also antipodal to his teacher Lin Zhachua’s concerted
eForts to nizke theater “fun.” like karaoke, OF course, it is also at odds
with any idea ol entertainment.

LTI

chouti’ plays,
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Gao Xingjian, Bian (The Other Bank), in Gao Xingjian xipu iuzhonyg (Six
Plays by Gae Xingjian) (Taipei: Gnoli zhongyang lushuguan, 1995}, 1-
69. T thank Annic Curien for kindly sending me a copy of this play. In
his atterword {68), Gao writes that Lin Zhachua was supposed to stage
his play around 1986, but it never worked out. Lin's production would
probably have kept the "profonnd™ meaning ol the play, the {sexist} dif-
ference between men and womnen’s roles, the symbolic use of rope, and so
on, An uncut version of the play was finally performed in 1995, in Hong
Kong, where audiences must have relished the allegory.

{ao Xingjian himself talks about his own play in Lerms of ahstraction
and of g search far one’s subjectivity! See “Bi'an yanchu de shuoming yu
jianyi™ (Explanations and suggestions for the production of The Other
Bk, in Dui pizhong siandai xiju de zhuigiv (In Search of a Certain
Kind of Comternporary Theater) (Beijing: Zhongguo xiju, 1988), 144~47.
Willam ‘Tay has described Gao’s 1980s theater as “a kind of revived ‘criti-
cal realism.” ™ William Tay, “Avant-garde theater in post-Mao China: The
Bus-Stop by Gao Xingjian,” in Worlds Apart: Recent Chinese Writing and
Its Audiences, ed, Howard Goldblatt (Armonk, N.Y.: M, E. Sharpe, 1990,
m-18. Now living in France, Gao liberally uses Beijing opera masks in
his plays, which he sometimes wrilcs direcily in French. For him, theater
transcends nationality, See Gao Xingjian, Digfoguer interloguer: Piéce en
deux actes {Conversations and Reburtals), trans. Annie Curien (Sainte-
Nazaire, [Francel: M L.E.T., 1993), 135. The original title is Duthua fanjt,
Yu Jian, “Guanyn Bi'an de yihui hanyu cixing taolun” {A Chinese gram-
matical discussion on The Other Bank), Jinrf xianfeng (Today’s Avant-
Clurde) 1 (1994 65-83.

In a personal interview, March 196.

I Yu's alterword Lo “ ‘Bi'an’ de yihui hanyu cixing taolun,” 83,

Ding Fang and He Y1, “Cong Bi'ay zhuiwen bi’an” (Questioning the other
bank by way of The Other Bank), Yishu chuolinfArt Currents 4 (1994}
67-73.

Antonin Artaud, “En finir avec les chefs-d’oeuvre,” 130.

Here is (he original. “[Estragon:] Whal do we do now? [ Vladimir:] Wait
for Godot. .. . Thinking is not the worst. [Estragon:) Perhaps not, but
at least there’s thal. [Vladinir:] That what? |Estragon:| That's the idea,
leCs ask cach other questions. |Vladimir:] What do you mean, At least
there’s that?” Samuel Beckett, Wanting for Godot {New York: Grove Press,
19547, 41-42.

Jerey Grotawski, Towards a Poor Theatre, ed. Kugenin Barba {London:
Methueu, 1975), 58. Actually, Mou Sen studied Grotowski’s techniques
and put them in practice with his young actors. He trained them for six
months, and made them do exercises from Sirshana and Hatha yoga, As
seen in Jiang Yue's documentary The Other Bank and in inany photo-
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graphs, the actors 1earfully embrace Mou Sen and even touch his head
with religious fervor at the end ol the show. More on this later on in this
chapter.

See above, note 12, for a peer response. Another disenchanted specrator
was the well-known woinan novelist Lin Bai, See Lin Bai, “Kan Mou Sen
de huaju” (Watching Mou Sen’s plays), in Deerwo de yueguang Debvanx’s
Moonlfight) (Kunmining: Yunnan renmin, 1995}, 71-85. Undonbtedly, the
perlormance was meant Lo have people ask themselves (after having won-
dered what the play had to do with a1ps), “Whart does a1ps have to do
with me?” Mou Sen had then just returned frow collecting video materi-
als on a1ps-stricken people on China’s southwestern frontier.

And commissioned by Brnssel’s Kunsten Festival des Arts.

Milan Kundera, The Book of Laughter and Forgetting (New York: Harper
Perennial, 1996}, 120.

Yu Jian, “Ling Dang’an” (File o), Da fia (Great Masters) 1 {1994}: 48.
He Yi. “Jiushi niandai de shige shigu; ping changshi ‘Ling dang’an’
(A accidenl in 19g0s poetry: A critigne of the poem “Lile o™}, Da jia 1
(1994): 61.

Quoted in Wu Wenguang,
From poen to play), finri xianfeng 2 (1994): 65.

Mou Sen, at a roundtable during Montreal’s Festival de théatre des Amé-
riques, 1995. Shinilar statements can be found, for example, in Wu Wen-
guang, * ‘Ling dang’an’: cong shi dao xiju.”

The term is José Munoz’s in “The antoethnographic performance: Read-
ing Richard Fung’s queer hybridily,” Screen 36, no. 2 (19ys): 83-99. It
refers o Fung's presentation of bimnsell in terms of race, nation, and
sexual orientation. Mou is the least likely person to talk of himselt. Of
all the artists I have met in China in the past years, he is one of the few
to have been more interested in learning about what’s happening out-
side, namely in Canada (my country) rather than promoting or simply
talking about himself.

Again, this can be found in many articles on Mou. It is quoted verhatim,
and in English, in the pnblicity inaterial for File o,

Of course, there was simultaneous translation, but the “alienation effect”™
{a Brechtian one?) was very much in operation, even when the interpre-
tation was superb, as was the case in Montreal.

Alain Robbe-Grillet, quoted in Genevieve Serreau, Histotre du “nouvean
thégtre” (A History of “New Theater”) (Paris: Gallimard., 1966), 10-11.
Jean Genet, quoted in Genevieve Serreau, Histoire du “nouvean thédtre,

»

W

Ling dang'an’: Cong shi dao xiju™ (“File 0™

n

126,

Hanil Kureishi, The Buddha of Suburbii (London: Penguin Books, 1990).
I thank Wen Hui {or having lent me a video of her performance. For
the background and an analysis of "100 verbsfwords ol action.” sec Su
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Hei, “Shenti de finxingshi: Wen Hui he tade 100 ge dongci” (The bady’s
in-progress: Wen Hui and her 100 verhs), finiri xignfeny 4 (1996): 58-65.
lonly saw the performance on video, and it was a very poor qnality copy.
See “The Flight of the Butterfly,” Asiaweek: Eyewiiness, Fehruary o,
1996, 39. A very informative interview with her is Xu Xiaoyn’s “Wudao
pinghengle wo” (Dance straightencd ine out}, in “Tanhua ji shi daolu™
(Speaking one's way throngh), unpublished nanuscript, Beijing, Octo-
her 1995 and April 1996.

Ma Liuming. “Ma Liuming suibi” (Random notes of Ma Liuming), finri
xiunfeng 4 (1996): 118. The other quotations are also from this text,
Some of these films are, however, shown in international film festivals,
One hundred thousand yuan maximum.

“Successful” here means succeeding in 1naking more than one film, in
being shown, in finding funding. Other independent Aiimmakers include
e Yi who has twe films to date, Xuanfian (Red Beads) (1993) and You-
chai {Postran) (1995). His second film is the mosl antitouristic ilm on
Beijing [ have ever seen: the ugliest quarters of the city are shot in dreary
winter weather. |ie has sueceeded in showing, in a fictional Rlm, the mal-
aise young men feel when they ave around womeu. His films are surveys
o strange behaviors, aiming to show psychological profuudity {through
a frequent nse of long shots and repetition). As for Wang Xiaoshnai,
his latest hlm, So Close to Paradise (Biandan guniang) was three years
in the making due to financtal and political difhiculties. His first filen,
Dong Chun de rizi (The Days) (1993) relates art and love by teliing the
story of two painters’ lifc together and their break-ups it is played by the
couple Lin Xiaodong and Yu Hong, who are painters in real life. Mao Ye
{Keno), a Japanese critic, upon seeing The Days, wrote that these artists’
lives arc pretty much like “ours,” except that their everyday life is not.
For example, they have no hot waler in the house. See Mao Ye (Kena),
“Wa kan Zhonggno shiyan dianying” (Wartching Chinese experimental
hlm}, Yishu xiswen (Art News) [Beijing], August 18.1993. The hlin opens
with a steamy love scene that would not be acceptable to Chinese cen-
sors. Both He and Wang have been ar times assistants to Fifth- Generation
filmmakers: He for Chen Kaige, Tian Zhuangzhnang, and Zhang Yimou,
and Wang lor Wu Ziniu. For a general account of the undergrouud film-
makers, see Zheng Xianghong, “Duli yingren zai xingdong: Snowei Bei-
jing ‘dixia dianying’ zhenxiang” (Independent filmmakers are on the go:
A true picture ol Beijing’s so-called underground cinema), Diarying gu-
shi (Fitn Stories) (May 1893): 4-7.

Lao Lin, “Liulang Beijing zazhong™ (Bastards bumming in Beijing),
Zhongguo Davhive (China Guide) 3 (1993): 4-11, quote on p. 8.

As behits the situation of undergronnd cinema, Zhang’s films are very
dithcull to get to see. [ would like to thank Zhang Yuan who let me view
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his fims on video al his home on two occasions {in 1994 and in 1946)
and who discussed them with me.

‘This ilm, shot by Zhang and an assistant, Duan Jinchuan, was hlmed on
the sly. It is interesting to me that The Place was shot the same year as
Zhang Yimou's Quiu Du Guansi (Qigie, a Chinese Woman), which also
uses hidden cameras and is Zhang Yimou's first documentary-like film,
an exception in his Klmography. This is, however, where the similarity

between the Lwo Yhangs ends.

To my mind, such unbearable scencs only have one equivalent and that

is in the Bhms Vive Pamour, The River, The Hole, by the Malaysian-

Taiwanese himmaker, Tsal Ming-liang,

He Yi, “Liulang, duli, taowang” {Roaming, independence, cscape), in Wo
enguang, Lialang Befjing: Zuihou de mengxiangzhe (Bumning in Bei-

Jing: The Last Dreamers) (‘laipei: Wanquan tushu, 1995), 291,

Liutang Beijing, 307.

Wu's other documentary, 1966: Wo de hongweibing shidat {1966: My Red
Guurd Period) {1993}, as the title announces, interviews middle-aged
people about their experiences as red guards. Like his other documen-
taries, it shows the homogeneity of thought (or rather of memory) be-
cause the hve interviewed {(all of different professional backgrounds) say
somewhat the same things. So Spivak’s contention that Americans pre-
sume they are all individuals though they all think and wviter the same
might also he applied to China, or even be universally valid. See Ga-
vatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Reading the world: Literary studies in the
cighties,” in fr Qther Worlds: Essays i Credtural Politics (New York: Rout-
ledge, 1988}, 95-102.

For many vears now, Jiang Yue has been trying to find funding to fin-
ish a ilm on another sensitive topic, nune workers who have heen luid
ofl. An offer has come [rom Japan to fund a hlm on the Tiananmen hun-
ger strikers, which he might take up in order to hmsh his project on the
miners, Personal communication, April 16, 1946.

Jia “hangke, “Wo de jlaodiun™ (My standpoint), finri xtanfeng s (1997}
197.

Jia Zhangke, “Women shi yiqun dianying mingong” {We are migrant
workers in filmy, Xifu dianying zhou bao (Theater and Television Weekly)
790 (March 1996).

Not only is this reminiscent of the youny ill-fated actors it Mou's play;
hut it also reminds me of the Tranian Alm Safamr Cinerna by Mohsen
Mukhmalbaf, where the whole country, it seems (i.e., five thousand ap-
plicants for one hundred small roles), is dying to be 1o the movies.
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a Colorful Folk i the Landscape

The first two generations of ilmmakers worked before the founding of

the People’s Republic of China, the lirst [rom 1900s to 1920s, the sec-
ond during the golden vears ol the 19305 and 1940s. At present, there are
fone Iiving generations: the third through the sixth. The Third Genera-
tion 15 comprised of the “revolutionary workers” of the 1940s and 193508
who served to adapt cinema to the new country’s needs, Their emblein is
Xic Jin, as, for example, in his latest film, Yapiun zhanzheng {The Opitn
Wir) (1947], on the return of Flong Kong to the motherland. The Fourth
Generation is made up of flmmakers who caine o flm late, the 1980s,
because they came ol age during the Cultural Revolution and were not
able to ln1in that period. Their Alms followed those ol the famous Fifth
Generation, not those of the Third. The Fifth Generation is the first class
of graduates of what was then the only film school in China, the Beijing
Film Institute, at the onset of the era of the reformn of 1982, The Sixth
Ceneration consists technically of those who graduated from the saine
school after 1989, but il is a contested designation. For a fuller account of
the first five generations, see Zhang Xudong, Chinese Modernism in the
Era of Reforms: Culitral Fever, Avant-Garde Fiction, und the New Chinese
Cinema (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1997), 217-25. For the
Sizth Generation, see Lin Xudong, “Diwudai”zhi how, “diliudai™? {After
the “Fifth Generation,” the “Sixth Generation™?), finri xianfeng ( Today's
Avunt-Garde) 3 (1y93): 79-90.

See Lu Xun, “Nalai zhuyi” (Grabbism]), i Lu Xuwr quanji (The Complete
Works of Lu Xun), vol. 6 (Beyjing: Renmin wenxue, 19ys5), 38-41.
Teshome H. Gahrel, * lowards a critical theory of third world hlms,™ in
uestions of Third Cinerma (Tondon: British Film Institute, 1989), 50, 39.
For a Daoist reading of Yellow Farth, see Esther C. M. Yau, * Yellow Earth;
Wostern analysis and a non-Western Wext,” iu Perspectives on Chiese
Cruemar, ed. Chris Berry (Londen: British Film Institute, 1991), 62-79.
And in the same volume, lor an esthetic reading, see Catherine Yi-Yu
Cho Woo, “The Chinese montage: From poctry and painting to the silver
screen,” 21-20. For a critique of such readings, and a discussion of Chi-
nese vinema within the “third cinema” framework, see Rey Chow, "Silent
is the ancient plain: Music, ilm-making, and the conception ol reform in
China's new cinema,” Discourse 12, no. 2 (spring-summer 1990): 82-109.
Main contrihutors were Su himsell and Wang Luxiang. For the Chinese
version, see Hestng (Beyjing: Xiandai, 1988). For the English 1ranslation
ol the teat, which also includes the seript (lext and images) and notes
and various articles, see Richard W. Bodman and Pin P, Wan, Deathsong

of the River: A Reader’s Guide fo the Chinese TV Series “Heshang,” Cor-
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nell Bast Asia Series (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Bast Asia Program,
1991). Unless otherwise noted, the quotations are from this translation.
Alfonse M. lacono, Le Fetichisime: Histoire d'wr concept (Fetishisne The
History of u Concepl} (aris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1992}, 5.
lacone dates the term “fetishismn™ and ils exotic currency to 1760, Le
Fétichisme, s.

Following the Tiananinen events, a glohal denunciation of the serics was
initiated by the governmenl, Newspapers nationwide published the “silly
errors” ‘Iniuwl’ which Chinese scholars of various disciplines were made
o search (o1 and denounce.

Richard Bodman, “l‘rom history to allegory loart; A personal search for
interpretation,” in Deathsong of the River, 18, The most telling exainple —
which is also the easiest to attack —is the comparison between Chincse
classical scholars { Wang Yangming, Gu Yanwu) and heterogencous West-
ern hgures (da Vinci, Magellan, Copernicus, Galilea): “While Western-
crs were researching the planets and stars, the buman body, levers, and
chemical suhstances, Chinese were studying books, Chinese characters,
and old piles of paper” (149).

James Lull, China Turned (a: Televiston, Reforin, and Resistance {Lon-
don; Routledge, 1991),136. Since Deqthsong, there have been similar other
docunientary incursions into the roots of Chinese culture, but none has
had the same timely impact, That includes a production by the same
director, Xia Jun, Dongfang { The East) in 1994.

“Qiwang” {King of chess), Shanghat wemnxuc {Shanghai Literature) 7
(1984): 15-35; “Shuwang” (King ol trees), Zhonggiio zuojia (Chinese Writ-
ers) 1 (198s): 85-102; “Haiziwang” (King of children}, Renmin wenxne
(People’s Literature) 2 (1985} 4-19 {my version: Qiwaeng Sfnowang Huaizi-
wang {Taibei: Xindi wenxue, 1990), 119-175. “Qiwang” is perhaps the
mosl [ainous. T was also adapted tor the screen, by a Fourth-Generation
director, Teng Wenji. 1lis ilm was never distributed internationally.
The trilogy has been translated into English, French, and many other lan-
guages, and a spate of critical articles have been written about them. For
an English translalion, see Three Kings: Three Stories from Today's China,
trans. Bonnie S, McDougall {London: Collins Harvill, 1990). For a re-
cent review of the critical work on A Cheng, see Gang Yue, “Surviving
(in} ‘The Chess King,' " in pasitions 3, no. 2 (fall 1995): 564-94. Yue criti-
cizes the prevalent readings of A Cheng’s work as traditional national
culture outside of time. His own position is 10 prove (by the concrete-
ness of things such as food and chess) that A Cheng’s work is not about
soine Chinese essenee, but very much inscribed in a postrevolutionary
consclousness redehining local history.

Gang Yue, in “Surviving (in} “The Chess King,
ceptance specch when his literary work was awarded a prize. “In a pnblic

¥

" reconnts A Cheng's ac-
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occasion designed to evoke the three-thousand-year-old grandeur of the
Written Word, the prize-winning writer emphatically talks aboul the ‘ex-
change value’ of his writing in balancing his family budget. in this sense
A Cheng’s words must be read as food” (583). The same practical attitude
ts taught o the children: writing is a useful tool,

Laura Mulvey, “Some thoughts on theories of fetishism in the context of
contemporary culture,” October 635 (sununer 1993): 7.

Sigmund Freud, “Fetishism,” in Standard Edition of the Complete Psycho-
logival Works, trans. James Strachey, vol. 21 (London: Hogarth Press,
1961}, 157.

Well, almost of the same name, Mo Yan's five-part novel is entitled Hong
gaoliang jrazu { The Red Sorghum Clan} (Beijing: Jiefang jun wenvi, 1987;
Taipei: Honglan Book Co., 1988}, From the latter unexpurgated edition
comes the translation by Howard Goldhlatt, Red Serghum: A Navel of
China (New York: Viking Penguin, 1993).

More than thirty suona flutes were used lor the climmactic scene, the rollin
the sorghum helds, says the music composer of most of Zhang Yimou'’s
films, Zhao Jiping. “They sound like a human cry,” Reported in the docu-
mentary made hy Allan Miller, Zhao Jiping (Alternate Current, 1996).
Chiao Hsiang-ping, “Ti ‘wo veye’ zheng kouqi —Xiangjiang zhuanfang
Zhang Yimou” (On behalf of ‘my grandpa’ — An exclusive interview with
Zhang Yimou), Wenxing (Literary Stars) 1 (May 1988): s0. On the other
hand, in YeHlow Earth, even the singer at the opening wedding banquet is
a real-lile singer from that area of Shaanxi province. In the documentary
Zhao jiping, both Zhao and Chen Kaige insist upon the authenticity of
the regional music for Yellow Earth.

Chiao “Ti ‘wo yeye' zheng kougqi,” 50.

The novella is entitled “Fuxi Fuxi,” the redupiicated name of the legend-
ary crealor of wriling and, with his sister, Niiwa, of humanity. Liu Heng,
“Fuxi Fuxi,” 1u Zhongguoe xiaoshuo 1988 (Chinese Novels, 1988), ed. Huang
Ziping and Li Tuo (Hong Kong: Sanltan, 1989), 8o-171. The novel was
translated, after the film, and given the same title as the Alm, fudai, or The
Obsession {Beijing: Panda, 1091). The translation has been completely ¢x-
purgated of all its irony {aud graphic passages), so the translations are
mine.

In the novel, she outlives both of her men and prays on their lombs, not
knowing who is who. The narrator adds this wisccrack: “Were the guy
[Tianging] alive today, he would probably be deeply hurt 1o see that his
little dove | Judou] is no longer a little dove, nor an eagle, but an old hen
that has lost its feathers. There’s nothing wrong with an old hen. The old
hen is taking care of her chicks, and of her chicks’ chicks. A hen is afier
all a hen; hens will {orever have something that cocks can’t replace or
imitate. Tianging can rest in peace” (169).
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Rey Chow, “The force ol surlaces: Dehance in Zhaug Yimou's hlms,” in
Primitive Passions: Visuality, Sexuality, Ethnography, and Cortemporary
Clinese Crenma ( New York: Coluinhia Gniversity Press, 1995), 169
Anthony Tattow. a prolessor at the University of Uong To:m found a
link between this iilm and Racinian tragedy. See Lynn Pan, “A Chincse
Master,” in the New York Times Magazine, March 1, 1992, 38,

Su Tong, “Qi gic cheng qun” {Wivey and concubiues), W Hunyin i _:___E
(Scenes of the Married 1. ife} (Nanjing: Jiangsn we nyi, 1993}, 107-61. The
linglish ranslation uses the title of the film adaptation: Raise the Red
Lantern, trans. Michael Duke (New York: Willlam Morrow, 1993), 11-99.
One could make another reading of the filin hy including the servant as
the fifth candidatze. She would then be the lire element {( passion); and per-
haps feel love (passion) for the man. Such a melodramatic reading could
he pursucd. following that servant’s fare: hoth as a twisted social realist
fahle and as a modern-day Cinderella-Galatea fairy tale gone awry.
Jean Rohou, I Evelution du tragique racinien {The Evolution of Raciniun
‘Tragedy) (Paris: Sedes, 1991}, 207.

Instead, ghostly music heightens the eerie, glacial atmosphere. The oper-
atic choral music of “ligeleng” —in Lew of tragedy’s chorus —springs up
at two sacrificial inoinents: the servant’s slow death in the snow and the

third wile’s hanging, which also occurs in winter, Zhao liping notes that
ligeleng, in Beijing opera, means “insignificant”; furies here spell out the
nothingness of women. A more detailed study of this hlm’s music with
that al Zhang’s former films would also prove the fundamental d dilfer-
ence in effects and affects. For exainple, Judow's leltmoliv is an ocarina
flute, a xiin, which sounds like a human wail.

Unlike Judou (or Jiv'er in Red Sorghum), who reaches oul visually to both
her lover and us.

Philip Wheelwright, “The Guilt ol Oedipus,” in Sophocles, Qedipus Ty-
rannus: A Norlon Critical Edition (New York: Norton, 1970}, 257. Songlian
has excessive confidence that her wit and science will make r..; change
her own destiny {for example, feigning pregrancy means the man will
favor her, often sleep with her, and thus cventually impregnate her).
Rey Chow, ane of the few feminist critics to give some credit to Zhang
Yimou, nevertheless, syllogistically reduces his use of the fetish o an
jon: “What Zhang ‘letishizes' is primarily cnematography
itsell. in “The force of surfaces,” 149

Chow, “The (orce of surfaces,” 146.

A student i iny orientalism class (fall 1997}, Olga Duhamel said that

arlistic CXpre.

colonial discourse thrives on taxidermy,

Since Kafka at least, literature has been decentering Homo sapiens. Re-
centworks include Andrzej Zaniewski’s Karr A MNovel, trans. Ewa Hrynic-
wicz-Yarbrough (New York: Arcade, 1994), which is abourt the life ol a
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ral, as radical departure from the human oedipal model; Marie Darrleus-
seaq’s Triedsmies (Paris; PALL., 1996), which retells and deconstructs the
Circean myth with a story, told from a physiological poinl of view, of a
woman who turns inlo 2 sow.

Zhang Yimou chose, in frdon, to dramatize Liv’s ronie illustration of
this Chinese custom of naning and equivalences. The most vivid visual-
izatton is when Judou and Tianging har a tuneral procession forty-nine
Limes (they throw themselves down oo Lhe road in front of the proces-
sion} while the little boy, Tianbai, sits impassively on a donkey, with the
ancestor’s tombstone between his legs.

The etymological investigation of male semes (rom Fuxi to the ances-
tor's stele to the sun and all “vang™ words) is fully developed and detailed
i my “Liu Heng's Fux Fuxi: What about Niiwa?” in Gender and Sexu-
ality in ?.‘_m::Er-hm._:E.\z Chinese Literature and Sociery, ed. L Tonglin
(Afhany: State University of New York Press, 1993), 85-105.

{The “roots” of literature), Zhongyguo
zitgfiet (Chinese Wrilers) 4. no. 2 (1985): 2-

Sigmund Freud, “Totem and taboo,” in The Standard Edition of the Com-
plete Psychological Works of Signiund Fread, \rans. James m:.mmrm,.. el al.,
vol. 13 (London: Hogarth Press, 1986}, 56, ~

tlan Shaogong, “Bababa™ {Dadadad), in Xiangzhengzhayi xideshuo
{Symbofist Novels), ed. Wu Liang et al. {Changchun: Shidai wenyi, 1988},
1-40.

In a personal interview, Hainan, December 10, 1993.

AL

Han Shaopong, “Wenxue de ‘gen

\n Zhongguo dangdal zuojia Xianji congsha {Collecrion of Selecied Con-
temporary Chinese Writers) (Beijing: Renmin wenxue, 1994}, 175-225.
In an interview with Helmut Martin, published in Helmut Martin and
Jeffrey Kinkley, Modern Chiiese Writers: Self Portrayals, trans. Linette Lee
{Armond, N.Y.: M. E. Sharpe, 1992), 1.

Shi Tiesheng’s “Mingrue qinxian” (Like a banjo string) was adapted iuto

ahlm hy Chen Kalge as Biunzow bian chang (Life o1t a String). Chen must
have felt more aflinity with the urban “roots-searchers,” while Zhang
Yiniou was allied with the peasant backgronnd writers, Mo Yan and Liu
Heng,

Zhang Yimou understandably chose o adapt the more people-centered
part 1 {with incursions into part 2, where the sorghuin takes the lead).
With slight alterations of H. Goldblatts translation {159) (lollowing the
Chinese version published by Hongfan).
Rubwert ] stoller, quoted by Valerie Stee
FPower (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 219, note 13.

Uhave changed the past tense of 1L Geldblatt’s translation to the present.
As used by Hal Foster speaking of the perfect cotnposition and gloss of
Drutch stitl-life, in “The art of fetishism: Notes on Dutch sull life,” in Fe-

L in Fetishe Fasfrion, Sex, and
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trshism as Cudtural Discourse, ed. Emily Apter and William Pictz (Ithaca,
N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1993), 251-65.

Mo Yan, “Tianma xing kong” (The celestial horse roams the sky), in
Hong gaoliany (Red Sorghtm), ed. Xi Xi (Taibei: Hongfan Shudian, 1988},
251-53.

SuTong, “Qi gic cheng qun” (Wives and coucubines), 107-61. References
are to Michael Duke’s translation, except that | have not translated the
wonien’s names, as Duke has, and have kept 1o a literal translation of the
original title in order to distinguish the novella from its ilin adapration
(Rafsc the Red Lamtery).

Su Tong, “Hongfen” in Hongfen (Wuhan: Changjiang wenyi, 1992),
1-44.

Hongfen, 307.

Lil Tonglin in her chapler on Su Tong, “Femininity and masculinity”
(129-54) in Misogyny, Cultaral Nikilisn, and Oppositional Politics: Con-
temparary Chinese Experimental Fiction (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 1995), 133, 154. However, Li Tonglin concludes in her chaprer on
Su Tong that the dehasement of women raises the status of men. 1 cannot
read any signs of male superiorily in Su Tong’s “women’s novels.”
Wiligenstein's concept, as discussed by Karatani Kojin in Architectire as
Metaphor, trans. Sahu Kohso (Cambridge, Mass.: M1T Press, 1993), 138
and passim.

See Kam Louie’s paper on one of Jia's stories, “Renji” (Fluman exlreini-
ties), “The politics of masculinity in Jia Pingwa’s "Human Extremitics, ”
in Moedern China 17, no. 2 (April 1991): 163-87.

In the afterword. See Jia Pingwa, Feidy { Wasted Cupital) (Beijing: Beijing,
1993}, 5286.

A marketing ploy that was wholly successful: no hook in the People’s Re-
public of China has fared so well, its price, already high (12.50 yuan in
1993), beiug doubled if not tripled on the black market of the night stalls.
The author sclf-censored, or played on the attraction of the idea of cen-
sorship, by replacing words in sex scenes with little black boxes and
inserting the note “The writer deleted x words.” The variable number
would titillate the reader into imagining the scene

The Suni Classic (Classic of the Essential Woman), an ars erotica dating
from the Han dynasty.

The promise of lewd scenes worked: the figures given range from 1 1o 5
million yuan for the profit inade in (he six tnonths following the puhli-
cation of the novel.

Jiang Xin, “Feidu chnaugzuo zhi mi” (Behind the creation of Wasted
Capiral), in “Feidu zhi mi” (The Enigma around Wasied Capital) (Bei-
jing: Tuanjic, 1993), 15.

Fabien S. Gérard, Qmbres jaanes: journal de rournage l.e [Yernier Empe-
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reur de Bernardo Bertolucei { Yellow Shadows: Diary on the Making of The
Last Emperor by Bernarde Bertofueci) (Paris: Seuil, 1987). The examples
tha tollow are also taken from this diary,

Rey Chow, “Seeing modern China: Toward a theory of ethuic spectator-
ship,” in Wosman and Chinese Modernity: The Politics of Reading between
West and East (Minuesola: University of Minnesota Press, 1991), 11,
Gina Marchetti, Romance and the “Yellow Peril™: Race, Sex, and Discursive
Strategies in follywood Fiction (Bueckeley: University of Calilornia Press,
1993}, 78.

Ying Ruocheng, a Chinese Han gentleman, plays an even more unlikely
role in another Bertolucci lilm, Little Buddha: in it he is a Tibetan lama
scarching for the reincarnation of the Dalai Lama!

“If 1 were to define the writer,” Kafka wrote in 1922, “] would say: he
is a scapegoat for humanity, he enables people to enjoy sin without—
or almost without — a sense of guilt” From I Am a Mermory Come Alive,
quoted in Peter Stine, "l'ranz Kalka and Animals,” Comparative Litera-
ture 22, no. 1 (1981): 7y, note 49. Butterfly protagonists fill the same role.
Yu Hua, “Huozhe” {To live), Shonhue (Harvest) 6 (1992): 4-42.

In Rey Chow's as always [ascinaling reading, this tune of To Live, she
" “We endure,
therefore we are: Survival, governance, and Zhang Yimou's To Live,”
South Atlantic Quarierly 95, no. 4 (fall 1996): 1057. I thank Rey Chow [or
sending me her papers on Chinese cinemna, even belore [ knew they were
published,

Zhang Xudong, Chinese Modernism in the Era of Reforms, 205,

Gang Yue, “Surviving (in) ‘The Chess King,'” 568.

Wi

writes of the puppet box, “tradition, now an empty hox.

Male’ and ‘female’ constitute our dominant fiction’s most fundamen-
tal binary opposition.” Kaja Silverman, Male Subjectivity at the Margins
(New York: Routledge, 1992}, 568.

Sheidon Hsiao-peng Lu, “National cinema, cultural critique, transna-
tional capital: The films of Zhang Yimou,” in Transnational Chinese Cine-
mas: Identity, Nationhood, Gender, ed. Sheldon Hsiao-peng Lu (Hono-
lulu: University of Hawali'i Press, 1997), 130.

Glacomo Puccini, Turandot (bilingual edition) (Milan: Ricordi, 1478),
30.

5 Ching’s Avant-Garde Art

In an interview by Zhuang Hui, “Interview 1995 September s5th.” trans,
Tang Di and Karen Smith, appendix to [Baipi shu) {White-Cover Book)
{tHong Kong: Dadi, 1995), 12

In an interview by Xu Xiaoyu (July 16, 1996), “Meiyou Zhongguo ledian
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de yishu: Ding Yi" (Art without Chinese characteristics: Ding Yi), inan
unpublished manuscript “Tanhua jishi daclu” (Talking one’s way
through), no page numbers.

“A conversation hetween Jiangnan Artist Zhou Tiehali, project Organiz-
ers Xia Wei and Hank Bull, and front editor Kerri Embrey,” in Flush Art,
Press kit for Zhou Tichai’s exhibition at the Presentation House Gallery,
North Vancouver, March-April 1997, no page numbers,

Hal Foster, Recodings: Art, Spectacle, Cultural Politics (Scatile: Bay Press,
1983}, 7. The quotations from Foster (hal follow, are from this work unless
otherwise noted.

Zeitgendssische Malerei (CHINA: Conteniporary Banters) (Bonn: Kunst-
muscumn/Dumont, 1996), 120-23. Many of the artworks mentioned in
this chapter have heen published in non-Chinese calalogs, like this one,
and so | do not have a Chinese ttle (or them.

Wang Yuejin, “Anxiety of portraiture: Quesl for/questioning ancestral
icons in post-Mao China.” in Politics, fdeology, and Litesary Discotirse in
Modern China, ed. Liu Kang and Xiaobing Tang (Durham: Duke Uni-
versity Press, 1993). 243,

L1 Xianting et al., “Shenhua — Xifang yu Zhongguo: Di 45 jic Weinisi
shuangnianzhan canzhan yishujia guilai tan ganxiang”™ (Myth: The West
and China: lmpressiens from the participating artists upon their return
from the 4sth Venice Biennale), fiuri xianfeng (‘Toduy’s Avani-Garde) 2
{1994} 10.

The works were selected mainly by the influential Beijing critic Li Xian-
ting, who is also responsible for the naming of “schools” within the con-
lemporary art scene, thal is, those he favors: cynical realism ‘popi xieshi-
zhuyi® and political/cultural pop ‘zhengzhi wenhua bopu’

Xu Xiaoyu, “Art without Chinese characteristics.”

These impressions are taken from “Shenhua — Xifang yu Zhongguo,” 6-
28,

Julia . Andrews and Gao Minglu,
clal art,” in Urban Spuaces i Conterniporary China: The Petentiof for Au-
tonomy and Cormununity in Post-Mao China, ed. Deborah §. Davis (New
York: Cauinbridge University Press, 1993), 221,

Andrew Solomon, “Not just a yawn but the howl that could free China”
New York Tinves Magazine, December 19, 1993, 44+.

Chind’s New Art, Post-198¢ (How bajin Zhongguo xin yishu} (Hong Kong:
Hanart/r# Callery, 1993). The Lnglish version contains all the material
farticles and plates); the Chinese version centains only the articles. Marl-
borough Fine Art Gallery published the artworks in a bilingual catalogue
of the saine nane, also in 1993,

Nicholas Juse, “Towards the world: China’s new art, 1989-1993,” in
Chimt’s New Art, Post-1989, xxxix.

wr

I'he avant-garde's challenge 1o offi-
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Jeflrey Hantover, “What you see is not what you get: Chinese painting
after June .7 in China’s Now Art, Post-198y, lxiv,

1Ial Fuster, The Return of the Real: The Avaui-Garde at the End of the
Centrry (Cambridge, Mags: sy Press, 1996): 199, 161 .
loster, The Return of the Real, 124.

Mark Tansey, Transfornuations, leaflet catalogs ol Liu Xiaodony, Chen
Panging, Yu Hong, and Ni Juin's New York exhibition, 1994.

John Berger, Ways of Seeing {(London, Penguin, 1972}, 92.

Fang Lijun, Chinag Avant-Garde (Qianwei yistu) (Berlin: Haus der Kultor
der Welt, 1993). The Chinese version was published by Oxford University
Press, 1994, see p. 135.

A beautiful and comprehensive catalogue of Yaw's work @ Yar Pef-miing
tissojre: Centre Culturel Pomel, 19496).

Seen on New York curator Barbara London's web site Stir-Fry, htip://
wadaweb.coutfcontext/stir-fryfo-19.hind. This site is a visual and tex-

W
tual diary ol London’s 1997 visil to artists in China. Another wonder-
ful website ta visit is wivw.shanghart.com which is regularly updated. T
is produced by Shanghai’s ShanghART yallery, directed by Lorenz Hel-

bling.

Zhang Hai'er, Gugngzhou {Photo Albran), printed by Libreria Borges,
1996, as posteards,

Most art photography 1 have seen in China is however of another type,
of (be more classical anthropological type, questioning its own culture.
1lan Lei's 1695 vxhibition in Beijing, tellingly entitled Alfenation (Shuli),
is such an example. 1t is representarive of urhanites’ “stealing pictures”
from China’s strange peoples, from faraway Tibet (o the countryside right
outside of Beijing, in Hebei provinge. Han Lei's work reminds one not
only of similar Western images (e.g., those of the American Diane Arbus
or the Canadian Raymonde April} but also of pictnres taken in China
by foreigners: a father holding two bicycles on which his twin infants
are seated, old women with bound feel on (ypical Beijing streets, and
50 on,

Leng Lin and Zhao 14, Zhongguo dangdai youhua xtanzhuaiy ( The State
of Contemporary Chinese Off Painting} (Beying: Jinri Zhongguo, 1993),
49.

Solomon, “Not just a yawn,” 47.

This is Mao’s famous description of himself as a lone monk wandering
the world with a leaky nmbrella *heshang da san, wu fa wu tian,’ given
to Bdgar Snow in the 1930s.

Orville Schell, Mundite of Heaven: A New Generation of Enfreprenenrs,
wcrats Lays Clawm to Chinas Future (New York:

Bolerticos, and Tec
Simon and Schuster, 19947, 289,
“Zhang HongtuyHonglu Zhang: An inlerview,” interview with Jonathan
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Hay. in Boundaries in China, edd. John Hay (London: Reaktion Books,
1994), 294.

Li Xianting, “Zhengzhi bopu: yishi xingtai de jishixing ‘xiaolel’” {Politi-
val pop: Immediate “consmnption” of ideology), Jinri xianfeng o {1994):
58=-04.

One meinorably audacious work is the 1994-95 calendar, which featlures,
for 1994, Mao and his mates (Jiang Qing, Lenin, and so on) and, for
1993, [Jeng Xiaoping with his grandson playing pool ordoubled up at the
crossroads. Designed in Shenzhen but printed in Hong Kong (Xianggang
chuanbo yinwu gongsi), it was distributed strictly among friends.

Ellen Johnston laing, “Is theve post-modern art in the People’s Republic
of China?” iu Medernity in Asian Art, ed. John Clark (Broadway: Wild
Peony. 1993), 220.

Craig Owens, quoted by I1al Fester in Recodings. 35.

Huang Yongping, quoted in Gao Minglu et al,, Zhongguo dangdai mel-
shushi 1985-1986 (A History of Chinas Contemnporary Art, 1985-1986)
{Shanghai: Shanghai renmin. 1991). 346-47.

Wu Shanzhuan, quoted in Gao Minglu, et al., Zhongguo dangdar mei-
shushi, 191-92.

See the catalog hy Gao Mingluand J. Andrews, Fragmented Memeory: The
Chinese Avant-Garde in Exile (Columbus: Wexner Center for the Arts,
Ohio State University, 1993).

(Gu Wenda, interviewed in Solommon, “Not just a yawn,” 71.

[ refer here to the challenge many Chinese and non-Chinese sinologists
felt compelled to accept when faced with supposedly llegible Chinese
characters. One scholar, Charles Stone, claims that “it ook [him] no
more than five minutes of leafing through an unabridged four-corner
index of Chinese characters to turn up two real characters (Morohashi
numbers 3062 and 7061),” in “Xu Bing and the Printed Word,” Public
Culture 6 {1994): 407-10: 407. Corrections follow in the same issue, by
Tamara [{amlish, “Prestidigitations: A Reply to Charles Stone,” 319-21.
In lieu of Mount Rushmore, the Chinese often see the mythalogical
beauty, Ashima,in beautiful mountains. In Xu Xiacyu. “Art without Chi-
nese characteristics.”

The same is true of Cal Jin, who has been painting banana plants (in
Chincse, literally “beautiful people plant™— meirenjiae) since 1990. Her
works, red and green, but mainly flesh red, are in (act abstracl paintings
of matter, vegeial as well as animal (human). I ain sorry she only pops up
in a footnote: her work is so idiosyncratic — she even discusses itin terms
of the simell of the pigments she uses — that a separate chapter would be
needed to discuss her work.

“At Beljing’s Central Academy of Fine Arts in 1994, 370 out of 400 new
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students opted to study oils rather than Chinesc painting,” Alice Cairns,
“Striking oils,” in Sunday Morning Pest Magazive, April 21, 1996, 13.
Zhung Dali is one of the “dreamers” in Wu Wenguang’s documentaries.
He is seen in action, “doing” Bologna’s old walls at night. Near Wu's
home in Beijing, the saine ciphers are visible.

Foster, Recodings, 48.

[ have translated this sentence from the Chinese written in the work, und
50 it may not be Madenna's exact formulation. The reduplicated superia-
tive immediately turns the quotation into a pastiche of Maospeak, itself
always “very, very, very” ‘zui 2ui zui.’

Xu Tan, in Ai Weiwei et al., [Heipi sbu (Black-Cover Book) {(Hong Kong:
adi, 1994), n8. Like the Whire-Cover Book, this, too, is untitled and re-
ferred to by the color of the cover.

Gu Xiong, quoted by Peggy Gale, “liangnan narrows the Pacific Rim,”
Canadian Ar{ (suminer 1998): sy.

Foster, Recodings, 183.

Fosler, Recodings, 23.

Xu Lei, The Mystery of Absence (Hong Kong: Alisan Fine Arts, 1995).
These two commments were made to me by Xu during a meeting on May 4,
1996.

Foster, Recodings, 29.

Berger, Ways of Seeing, 138.

Foster, Recodings, 140.

For an example of his works while he was living in China, see Joun Le-
bold Cohen, The New Chirnese Painting: 1949-1986 (New York: Harry N.
Abrams, 1987), 77.

Foster, Recodings, 213, note 21,

6 Rock Music from Mao to Nirvana

Zhang Guangtian, in an interview by Xn Xiaoyu in 19935, Yiren keneng
Jiushi gechang (Maybe an Artist s One Who Sings). Xu Xiaoyu, “Tanbua
jishi daolu™ (Talking one's way through), unpublished manuscript, no
page numbers.

Liang 1eping, interviewcd in the video by Greg Lanning, Ching Rocks:
The Long March of Cui fian, a Penumbra Co-Production with the BBC,
1991.

Arnold Shaw, Dictionary of American Pop/Rock (New York: Schirmer
Books, 1982}, 316-17.

During a panel on popular music at the Asia Pop Culture conference,
held al the University of British Cohunbia, April 16-18, 1998,

John Strect, Kebet Rock: The Politics of Popular Music {Oxford: Basil
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Blackwell, 1986); Stmon Frith, Sowmnd Effects: Youtl, Leisure and the Poli-
tics of Rock (London: Constable, 1983).

Simen rith, “The cultural study of popular music,” in Crltaral Studies,
¢d, Lawrence Grossberg et al. (New York: Routledge, 1992),175.

Street, Kebel Rock, 153.

Andrew Jones, Like a Knife: ldeology and Genre i Contemporary -
nese Popular Musie (Ithaca: Cornell Universily Press, 1992); Rey Chow,
“Listening otherwise, music miniaturized,” in Diaspora: Tactics of Iuter-
vestion in Conterporary Cudtural Studies (Bloomimgton: Indiana Univer-
sity Press, 1993), 144-64; Giregory B. Lee, “Chinese trumpeters, French
trouhadours: Nationalist ideology and the culture of popular music,” in
Troubudours, Trumpeters, Troubled Makers: Lyricism, Nationalisin, and
Hybridity in Ching and Its Others (Durham: Duke University Press, 1996),
149-78.

Zhao Shimin, “ ‘Dongfanghong’ de lailong qumai” (The tortuous orni-
gins of “The east is red’), Xiju dianymg zhoubae (Theater and Television
Weekly) [Beling] December 18, 1993

An excellent book on Mao's rewriting of proverbs is by Chen Qi ct al.,
eds., Mao Zedong de yuyan yishu (Mao Zedong's Linguistie Art) {Shen-
vang: Liwoning reunuin, 1993}

As seen in Jiang Yue's 1995 documentary, The Other Bank,

‘'he schoolteacher who used the rock version in his class wrote: “The
rhythm was somewhat faster, and they added a bass guitar. Although 1t
lacks solemnnity somewhat, and they [Tang Dynasty| added much noise,
vet it is still suitable for [teaching 10] high school puplls.” Zi Yun, “Guo-
jige” vu “zhuixingzu” (The “Internationale™ and the *Star Seckers™), Bei-
Jing wanbao (Betjing Evening News} January 3, 1993, 14.

Frith, Sound Effects, 272.

Street, Rebel Rock, 2.

Cwt Jian, Yowu suoyou/Xin changzheng lushang de yaogun (1 Have Noth-
iug/Rock °n’ roll on the New Long March), Zhongguo luyou shengxiang,
1989,

Cui Jian, “Yikuai hongbu” {A piece of red cloth), Sofution, cassetre tape,
Zhongguo beiguang shengxiang, 1991

Ray Pratt, Rhythum and Resistance: Explorations in the Political Uses of

Popitlar Must,, Media and Society Series {New York: Pracger, 1990), 207.
Pratt, of course, does not mention Cul Jlan.

Pratt, Rhythm and Resistanee, 207

Cui Jian, interviewed in the television special Rock in Berlin: The Chinesc
Avant-Garde, Haus de Welt, 1993,

He Li, “Yaogun ‘Gu'er’” {Rock “Qrphans”), finri xtanferg {Toduay's
Avant-Garde) 5 (1997): 68,
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Lee, Troubadowrs, Trunipelers, 164- 65,

Leon Rosselson, quoted in Prawt, Rhythm and Resistunce, 214, note 14.
Zhang Guangtian, "Yilu zou yilu chang” (Singing along the way), A Coi-
fection of Modern Songs by Zhang Guangtian, cassetle lape, Zhongguo
yinyue vinxiang, 1y93.

Far Easiernt Econenic Review, Seplember 30, 1993, 54. Another example
could be given here, Zhang Chu's case, which was also covered by the Far
Fastern Econonnic Review, Novemnber 19, 1992, 34-37. The eaption under
a photoygraph of Zhang states that he “sees himself as spokesman for a
new gencration of rock musicians.” Zhang Chu poses as the figure of the
sensitive, lonely puy in the big city.

Zhang Guangtian, “Mao Zedong,” A Collection of Modern Songs by Zhang
Greangtian.

Gao Xiaosong, “Tongzhno de wi” (You who shared my schoeoldesk),
Xicoyuet iniiyao 12 1983 1993 (Campus Folksongs 12 1983-1003), tape cas-
sette, Dadi, 1994.

In Nanfany zhoana (Southern Weekender), March 22, 1996,

Rey Chow has this lovely expression: “the symphonic eflects of official
culture.” in “Listening otherwise, music minfaturized,” 150.

Frith, “The culwuval study of popular music,” 185,

As 0f1994. He, “Yaogun ‘'Gner, " g2.

[RE)

Lle, “Yaogun ‘Guer, ” 6y. He is referring to those born in the seventies,
the “second rock generation.”

Kurt Cobain, in the documentary video Nirvana “Live! Tonight! Sold
Out!” Gellen Home Video, 1994,

Lyrics of many af the Nu band songs aree to be (ound in Sun Meugjin,
Yaogun: finian ban/Rock: Sowvenir Alpm [Beljing], limited circulation
publication, 19y5.

[ thank Frank Muyard, who gave me a copy of his recording of the live
performance of No at the Hanlinyuan, Beijing, October 11, 1996,

Cui Jian, “Jicjue” {Solution}, Solution.

71 Zhou, quoted by He Ui, in “lizhe yaogun™ (Reporting on rock), Xiju
dianyving zhou hao { Vheater and Fily Weekly), April 19y8, 5.

He, “Yaogun ‘Guer, " 8y,

Sun Mengjin, “Bei viql de huovan— No yuedui™ (A cast-oll llaine —1be
No band) in Yaogun/HRock, 42.

This underground publication can be considered the music counterpart
of the books on art pubiished in 1994-45 with white and black covers
because it also aims at diflusing cultural phenomena that are invisible in
Chima's media.

In a meeting (May s, 1996) at his home, Sun played for mc bits of his
show. The quotations are Irom those tapes.
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Kevin Salveson, “Radioman: 1) Youdai rocks China,” Befjing Scene, Au-
gust 10-23, 1995, 4.

Sun, Yaogun/Rock, 33-35.

He, “Yizhe yaogun,” 4.

Heibao, “Ai de zhenxin” {Love maxims), Gaobie de yaogun (Farewell
Rocks)/A Tribute to Teresa Teng, cassctte tape, Hubei yinxiang yishu, 1996.
Heibao, “Wudi zirong” {Looking for a hole 1o crawl into), Zhongguo huo
(China Fire), cassette tape, Magic Stone Culture, 1992.

Heibao, “Lianpu” (Masks), Yaogun Beijing (Reijing Rock), cassette tape,
Xianggang yongsheng yinyue, 1993.

Tangchao/Tang Dynasty, Menghai Tangchao (A Dream Returu to the Tang
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ying chubanshe, 1993}, 20.

In January 1997, a female bus conductor, Li Shuli, was praised by the au-
thorities as a model worker. During a performance He Yong spurted oul
that she was “cute.” Ruinors said this landed him i jail.
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Quoted by Xue, Yaogun mengxuan, 154.
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Xianggang yongsheng yinvue, 1993.
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Luo Q1, “Kuaile jigi” {Pleasure machine), Kuaile jigi ( Pleasure Machine),
cassette tape, Beljing xingdie wenhua fazhan, 199s.

fei Hua, “Visa,” Xiandaihua/Modernization, Zhongguo guoji wenhua
jizoliu vinxiang, 1995.
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Perry Link, Fvening Chats in Beijing: Probing China’s Predicament {(New
York: W. W. Norton, 1992),

Link, Evening Chats, 18.
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mously} as a photocopy.

Link, Fvening Chats, 18.
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The examples, unless otherwise noted, can be found in all of the tol-
lowing works: Annie Au-Yeuny, “Les nouveanx mots de la langue chi-
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jing] 4, no. 6 (July 1996).
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Dian "State secrets” concerning a1ps,” China Focus [Princeton] 4, no.o
{October 1, 1996), 1, 4.
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yingxiang” (Unexpected complicity: The superisnposed influences of
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