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Liu’s Compound
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Btk 2mE Fortune-teller Liu Peiqi
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An account of an ill-fortuned young woman’s road
to suicide under the bullying of her husband, his

mother and sister.

Suffering in this world is not only inflicted by
people from one social class on another, but can
also be caused by cruelty within the same social
class. This story reflects Lao She’s observations of
infighting within society’s underclass. The tragic
drama within a poor family unfolds before silent
bystanders. Even those who are to be pitied can

have a hateful side.
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The psychological struggles between two war
buddies married to the same woman.

This is one of the most intriguing short stories
by Lao She in which the characters are subtly
unveiled amidst ambivalence and conflict. From
agreeing to share a wife, to alienation, to betrayal,
then back to the realities of their morally binding
oath, this story explores the complexities of the
human desire to control and to share. Though rich
in black humour, the story is narrated with placid
inevitability. Using magical realism, the narration
unfolds freely between soliloquy and dialogue,
fantasy and reality.
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The Death Dealing Spear
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Wang Sansheng (Sha Zilong's pupil)  Wang Jianli

Li Shuanzhu (Sha Zilong's pupil)/ Zhu Gengfeng
Sha Zilong (substitute)

Sun Erkui Xing Jincheng
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With the introduction of firearms, Sha Zilong, a
master of the spear and an erstwhile armed escort
of repute, is reduced to plying his trade as a street
performer. Lamenting his decline and yearning for
the glory days of old, Sha decides to fade away and
take his art with him to the grave.

— Interval —
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Bian Wuer (inspector)
Big Yang (gangster boss)
Little Desheng

Old Liu (inspector) Qin Shichen
Ma Liu (gangster)
Song Zhankui (gangster boss)

Old Zhao (inspector) Zhao Guolai
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Soon after tax inspector You, a low grade official,
assumes office, he finds it hard to perform his
duties under pressure from the mob. Tiptoeing
cautiously, he knows that any misstep will give
him a double whammy. A political satire, the story
boldly reveals the grey areas and the tension that
exists between the authorities and criminals.
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eager to turn professional and the patron whc
helps him.

Chen finds that the price of turning professiona
is to give in to the powers that be. He sells his
sister to the local warlord, and yields to the crimina
elements that control the world of theatre. Driver
by his desire to “make the grade”, the once idealistit
Chen eventually spirals towards destruction.
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Five Short Stories in Search of a Director:
ADAPTING LAO SHE FOR THE STAGE
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Text: Shu Yi

Lao She is second to none in the number of times
his works have been dramatised. Among modern
Chinese writers, this literary giant can comfortably
claim to have had the most works staged and
adapted for the big screen and television.

Born in 1899, Lao She had written 10 plays by the
time he turned 50, the year the People’s Republic
of China was founded. Between 1949 and his death
in 1966, he wrote ferociously for the stage, adding
a staggering 40 plays to his name. Among these
were major contributions to the Chinese theatre
canon, such as Teahouse and Dragon Whiskers
Gulch, as well as some less memorable works. The
sheer volume can be attributed to his hard work
and dedication, but more importantly, it shows how
much Lao She enjoyed writing for theatre.

Many of his novels have been adapted for the
stage, notably Rickshaw Boy, Crescent Moon
and Beneath the Red Banner. They have also
been made and re-made into films and television
series. The works of Lao She are not only staples
of the dramatic repertoire in the Chinese-speaking
world, but are also an indispensable part of China’s
motion picture history.

Strangely enough, no one has yet attempted
to adapt his short stories. There is a wealth of
material. In the 1930s and 1940s, he published
six volumes of novellas and short stories. A seventh
volume was posthumously published. It is a sizeable
collection of 71 works, of which 67 are short stories.
| have suggested them as a possibility to screen
and stage writers on many occasions. For me, Lao
She’s short stories are untapped, fertile grounds
for cultivating good scripts.
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| once wrote about the characteristics of these
short stories in a preface to Lao She’s collected
writings:

1. They are complete stories rather than fragments
or vignettes. Full of drama, they exhibit traits of
classical Chinese storytelling techniques. At the
same time, they are very modern, paying attention
to inner thoughts and physical details.

2. Characterisation was very important to Lao She.
He strived to write fully-formed, vivid and lively
characters. There are always at least one or two
unforgettable protagonists in every story.

3. They are never preachy, and messages are
subtle. His writings leave room for readers to reflect
and make up their own minds about the underlying
statements.

4. The characters are common, insignificant
people: the urban poor, minor intelligentsia,
clerks and the underclass. With genuine concern
for their plight, a humanist spirit pervades Lao
She’s works.

5. They uphold the artistry of writing. Lao She
was open to breaking modes and absorbing
contemporary Western techniques such as stream
of consciousness. He was keen to promote the
importance of “how to write” instead of “what to
write”, affirming the integrity and independence
of literature as an art form.

6. They are social critiques, intended to transform
negative traits rooted in society with the hope of
strengthening the country.

He was particularly fond of his short stories. One
of his favourites was The Death Dealing Spear.
When he was in the US, he turned that story into a
play for local university students. He also adapted
Monsieur Culottes into the one-act play, Mr Mighty
on the Train.

With quality writing in abundance, it was only a
matter of time before the short stories found a
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director. Finally, one arrived on the scene!

Towards the end of 2008, | ran into stage director
Lin Zhaohua and producer Wang Xiang at a
performance of the kun opera The Peony Pavilion
in Beijing. | again pitched the short stories for stage
adaptation. A few days later, they came to my
house and asked for recommendations!

They chose five stories from the short list |
made — The Death Dealing Spear, Fruit, Ménage
a Trois, Liu’s Compound and Assuming Office.
They decided to call the production Five Acts of
Life — Lao She’s Short Stories.

This was followed with even better news — the
selection would premiere in March at the 2010
Hong Kong Arts Festival!

No matter how the production is received, it will
usher in a new epoch in interpreting Lao She’s
works. It will be a pioneering effort, a trendsetting
event, bringing to light the realisation that the short
stories are goldmines waiting for playwrights and
screenwriters to quarry material that is ripe for
dramatic re-enactment.

From content to context, Lao She's short stories are
bursting with dramatic effects and visual details.
For that reason alone, | think Five Acts of Life is
worth cheering about. Hats off to the director.

Shu Yi is the son of Lao She and literary consultant to
Five Acts of Life. He is currently a Fellow of the Central
Research Institute of Culture and History.

This article orginally appeared in FestMag 2009.
Translated by Ed Wong
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LAO SHE (1899 - 1966)
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Lao She is the pen
name of Shu Qingchun,
born of an impoverished
Manchu family from the
Red Banner lineage. A
critically acclaimed
novelist, dramatist and
essayist, he was honoured as the “People’s Artist”
with a national award.

The May Fourth Movement of 1919 had a great
impact on the young Lao She. The new wave of
thinking — challenging traditional, political,
scientific and cultural values — shocked him from
his dreams of pursuing a traditional life, running
a primary school and raising a family. Inspired by
the new literary movement, he left for England in
1924 to teach in the School of Oriental Studies
at the University of London. There, he absorbed
Western Literature and started to write, eventually
becoming an icon of modern Chinese literature.
His endeavour to write an autobiographic novel,
Beneath the Red Banner, was rudely interrupted
by the harsh persecution and attacks he suffered
during the Cultural Revolution. In 1966, after a
particularly intense and humiliating attack, he
drowned himself in a lake near his childhood home.
He died at the age of 67.

Though better known for his plays, Lao She left a
sizeable volume of work in other genres, including
novels such as Rickshaw Boy and Four Generations
Under One Roof; novellas such as Crescent Moon
and This Life of Mine; and plays such as Dragon
Whiskers Gulch and Teahouse besides five volumes
of shorts stories. His works have since been
translated into more than 20 languages, winning
a wide readership with his unique touch of humour
and ethnic colouring.
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Lin Zhaohua is a
prominent Chinese
theatre director who
has staged nearly 70
productions. He is
now Artistic Director
of Lin Zhaohua Drama Studio; Theatre Director
of the Beijing People’s Art Theatre (BPAT), and
Head of the Theatre Research Institute at Peking
University.

His experimental theatre works Absolute Signal
(1982), Bus Stop (1983), and Wildman (1985)
written by Gao Xingjian (awarded the 2000 Nobel
Prize for Literature), initiated the Little Theatre
Movement in China. In these works he introduced
a variety of non- illusionist styles and techniques,
very different from the social realism prevalent in
much of Chinese drama. In this way he enabled
contemporary Chinese theatre to enter a more
modernist phase, and the artistic innovations in
these plays spear-headed the Exploratory Theatre
Movement of the 1980s.

Lin’s pioneering works include Hamlet (1990), Faust
(1994), Chess Man (1995), The Three Sisters —
Waiting for Godot (1998), Richard Il (2001) and
Master Builder (2006). These works break down the
boundaries between different performance genres,
and integrate modern theatre techniques with the
spirit and techniques of traditional Chinese theatre.

Since the mid-1980s Lin has taken his plays to
cities such as Moscow, Berlin, Italy and Tokyo.
He has often participated in international theatre
activities, and has exchanged ideas about threatre
with some of the world’s greatest directors: Peter
Brook, Heiner Muller and Ota Shogo.
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Shu Vi, son of Lao She, was born in 1935 in Qingdao. A graduate of St Petersburg Forest Technical
Academy, Shu Yi worked in the technical field for many years before he turned to writing in 1978,
later joining the Chinese Writers’ Association. He subsequently served as the curator of the National
Museum of Modern Chinese Literature, and as an adjunct advisor to doctoral candidates.

He is currently a Fellow of the Central Research Institute of Culture and History. He was a
member of the 9th and 10th National Committees of the Chinese People's Political Consultative
Conference.

His list of 19 published works include essays and biographies such as My Kite, Lao She, Gem of
Contemporary Chinese Literature, and Boundless Love. He has been painting since 1995, showing
his work in Beijing, Shanghai, Taipei, Los Angeles, Kuala Lumpur and Macau. A collection of his art
work is published as Paintings by Shu Yi.
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A renowned stage visual artist in the mainland, Gong Xun is a resident stage
designer at the National Ballet of China. He designs for both theatre and dance productions,
displaying his unique style of visual staging.
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Han Jiang is a resident lighting designer at the National Ballet of China. His design credits include
ballet productions Fountain of Tears, Swan Lake, Le Corsaire, La Sylphide and Giselle; modern
dance productions Descending Love, Spirit of the Sword, The Colour of Love and Haze; operas
Night Banquet and Wolf Club Village; and theatre productions Toilets, Bailuyuan, Nora’s Daughter
and The Master Builder.
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A member of the Association of Chinese Costume Designers and the Institute of Chinese Costume
Culture Research, Zhong Jiani's design credits include the modern dance Awakening, theatre
productions Nanking 1937, Rain in the Middle of the Night and The Great General Kou Liulan;
TV series Red Maid and My 1919.
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Xu Yishu graduated from The Central Academy of Drama with a master’s degree in Theatre Make-
up. Her design credits include theatre productions The Comedy of Errors, Eight Women, The
Chinese Ghost Buster, | Am Not Li Bai; musical productions Dream Within a Dream, The Sound
of the Forest, Prison Break for Granted; modern dance productions Awaking from the Dream,
Dance of Fire; ballet productions Pink Floyd Ballet, Romeo and Juliet, Swan Lake and The
Peony Pavilion.
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Liu Bo is a resident sound designer at the National Ballet of China. His design credits include ballet
productions Coppelia, Fountain of Tears, Raise the Red Lantern, Swan Lake, Sylvia and musical
production Guihuayu. He was also the sound designer for The Mariinsky Ballet's performance in
Beijing and many other ballet productions by the Beijing Contemporary Ballet Company.
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A “First Rank” performer of the National Theatre Company of China, Liu Peiqgi graduated from the
Department of Drama at the People's Liberation Army Institute of the Arts.
His major credits include: theatre works Garlands At The Foot of The Monntain, WM — We, Cuss
a Street; TV Big Family and Checkpoints East; film Story of Qiu Ju, Days without Lei Fung and
Together. Liu is the recipient of many awards including Outstanding Actor at the third and ninth
China Film Huabiao Awards, and Best Actor at the 17th Golden Rooster Awards and the San
Sebastian International Film Festival.
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A “First Rank” performer, Lei Kesheng graduated from the Central Academy of Drama with a major
in Acting. Lei specialises in playing roles from the underclass. His performance of the title role in
The True Story of Ah Q won him the Best Actor Award at the first Plum Blossom Award.
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A member of the Beijing Local Opera Troupe, Sun Ning has been cast in many key roles in plays
adapted from Lao She. He has also appeared in TV series such as The Legend of Princess Der
Ling, The Grandeur of the Age of Emperor Taizong of Tang, and A Bright Star of the Ming Empire.
He won the prestigious Wenhua Award from the Ministry of Culture for his performance in Snuff
Bottle.
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Zhen Ying is an active member of the Beijing Local Opera Troupe. As a tribute to her performance in
Snuff Bottle, she was honoured with a Special Contribution Award by the Beijing City Government.
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Xu Chengzhang also hails from the Beijing Local Opera Troupe, and has appeared
in supporting roles in plays such as Young Emperor Shunzhi, Dragon Whiskers
Gulch and Tea House.
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Another veteran of the Beijing Local Opera Troupe, Qin Ming played supporting
roles in plays such as Snuff Bottle, Dragon Whiskers Gulch, Tea House and
Beneath the Red Banner.
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A member of the Beijing Local Opera Troupe, Gao Jianmin was the lead sanxian
performer in plays such as Young Emperor Shunzhi, Snuff Bottle, Dragon
Whiskers Gulch, Tea House, The Beijinger and Beneath the Red Banner.
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A member of the Beijing Local Opera Troupe, Wang Hao has appeared in plays
such as Trials and Tribulations of an Oceanographer, Mother and Son, Yang
Naiwu and Maiden Baicai and Tea House.
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A veteran of the Beijing Local Opera Troupe, Qin Shichen appeared in plays such
as Tea House and Beneath the Red Banner.
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Another member of the Beijing Local Opera Troupe, Zhang Yushi has appeared
in notable plays such as Snuff Bottle, Dragon Whiskers Gulch and Tea House.
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Guo Zengrui, a member of Beijing Local Opera Troupe, has appeared in The
Beijinger as Zeng Wencai, in Judge Yushui as Judge Yang, in Beneath the Red Banner as Granny
Bai, in Dragon Whiskers Gulch as Mrs Cheng, and in the stage play Imperial Consort Zhen as
the lead.
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Chi Cheng, a member of Beijing Local Opera Troupe, appeared in Imperial
Consort Zhen as Empress Dowager Cixi, in Young Emperor Shunzhi as Empress
Dowager Xiaozhuang, in Between Tears and Laughter as young maiden Guan
Xiugu, and in the comedy A Bride for a Ride in a gender reversing role as young scholar Zhou
Wenbin, a character that cross-dresses as a young woman in an attempt to save his lover.
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Another member of the Troupe, Li Lin appeared in Young Emperor Shunzhi as
Prince Bombogor, and has had roles in plays such as Tea House and A Bride
for a Ride.
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Since 2004, Liu Xinran has been studying Beijing opera in the Cheng School style, one of four
styles for male actors playing female roles. In 2007, for his performance in the opera Jade Hairpin,
Liu won first place in a CCTV sponsored nation-wide voting of Beijing Opera aficionados. In the
following year he won the Best Characterisation Award in CCTV’s Stage Play Gala. Besides Jade
Hairpin, he has appeared in opera classics such as Around the Bend of River Fen, Tears of Barren
Hill, Snow in June, Dreams of a Soldier’s Wife and Qilin Purse.
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A teacher at the Beijing Vocational Institute of Local Opera and Arts, Zuo Xu,
also a concert artist, had studied under jinghu master Yan Shouping. He is a
winner of the Golden Award of the Red Plum Prize for Performance.
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A member of the China Poly Kungfu-Star Performing Group, Wang Jianli is an
expert in the three-section staff, and fist forms such as Praying Mantis and
Snake. His stage credits include dance theatre performances Into the Temple
and Poem of Kungfu — Nine Scrolls.
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Xing Jincheng, another member of the China Poly Kungfu-Star Performing Group,
is an expert in double broadsword, southern staff, Ground Tumbling Boxing, and
Southern Fist. He has appeared in Poem of Kung-Fu — Nine Scrolls.
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Before he joined the China Poly Kungfu-Star Performing Group, Zhu Gengfeng
was a member of the Shandong Wushu Team. His specialties are broadsword, staff, and whip.
Besides performing in the dance theatre Poem of Kungfu — Nine Scrolls, he has participated
in movies such as The Empress and the Warrior, Red Cliff and The Beggar and the Ronin
Invaders.
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