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‘Tublisfier’s Note

It is a recent phenomenon that authors of Chinese origin have been

attracting more international attention in the literary world, probably as a

result of China's increasing cultural interactions with the outside world

in the past two decades. As such, it was not coincidental that the 2000

Nobel Prize was awarded to Gao Xingjian, an author of Chinese origin.

With the mission to bridge the gap between Chinese and Western

cultures. The Chinese University Press is uniquely situated to play an active

role in this area. Thus, this Bilingual Series on Modern Chinese Literature has

come into existence. Under the able guidance of Professor William Tay

and other members of the Advisory Committee, it is planned that five to

six titles will be added to the list annually. They will be important works

by major authors and will be presented in a bilingual format for cross-

cultural appreciation. This means the Committee has either to identify the

best existing translations, or to commission experts who can do the job

equally well. Each author in the series will also be introduced by a noted

scholar in the field to put the work in a critical perspective.

The publisher appreciates the invaluable advice of the Advisory

Committee, and sincerely thanks all those who have helped to make this

series a reality.
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Introduction

Ngai Ling-tun

Ph.D., Department of East Asian Languages & Literature

University of Wisconsin-Madison, U.S.A.

I think the Chinese at play are much more lovable than the Chinese

in business. Whereas the Chinese in politics are ridiculous and in

society are childish, at leisure they are at their best. They have so

much leisure and so much leisurely joviality.

Lin Yutang

i

The discerning reader may find A Cheng's (b. Zhong Acheng, 1949-

)

"The Chess Master" (1984) familiar. In fact, he may even have a vague

sense of dejd lu. This is partly due to the specific references in the story

to Honore de Balzac's novella Cousin Pons and Jack London's short

story "Love of Life", or the sentiments akin to those expressed in Knut

Hamsun's works, as suggested by Bonnie S. McDougall. But more

importantly, it is the affinities in plot, characterisation, narrative point

of view and thematic concerns between A Cheng's story and Stefan

Zweig's (1881-1942) "The Royal Game" (1942) that give the reader

such an impression.

Like "The Royal Game", "The Chess Master" begins with a scene

of passengers boarding, filled with the hustle and bustle prior to

departure. The main action of "The Royal Game" takes place on an
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x 2 Introduction

ocean liner voyaging from New York to Buenos Aires, while the story

of "The Chess Master" unfolds on a train preparing for departure from

a city and subsequently in the countryside of China. Both stories

involve characters that are away from home. In "The Royal Game",

Mirko Czentovic, the world champion of European chess from

Yugoslavia, is on his way to an exhibition tour in Argentina. Aboard

the same ship is Dr. B, an obscure chess player fleeing from Austria,

which was then under Nazi occupation. Wang Yisheng, the young hero

of "The Chess Master", leaves his hometown for a different reason.

Like most of the high school students in the story, he is responding to

Chairman Mao Zedong's call in 1968 to settle down in the countryside

and learn from the peasants. It is in the first scene that the narrators of

both stories get to know their main characters.

In both stories, there are two episodes in which the main characters'

talent for chess is shown. Czentovic is an orphan of peasant stock.

Raised by a pastor who happens to love chess, he has the opportunity

to learn the art of the checkered board by observation. One day the

pastor discovers Czentovic's talent for chess. He drives him to a nearby

town where good chess players reside and challenges them to a contest

with Czentovic. Quite unexpectedly, the novice defeats them one by

one with ease. The episode culminates in the final game, which is

organised on the next day in a chess club for the chess fanatic Count

Simczic. In this game, Czentovic has to play against several contestants

at the same time and stuns everyone by winning seven of the eight

games. Convinced of Czentovic's gift for chess. Count Simczic offers

to support him by paying for his professional training.

However, to find out whether Czentovic is a great chess player,

the reader has to wait until the second chess match. This takes place

on the ocean liner, when Czentovic, now a world champion, takes on

a group of amateurs for money. Czentovic slays them in the first game,

and accepts their second challenge. It is at this juncture that Dr. B
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xii 9 Introduction

appears and lends the amateurs a hand. He surprises the group—and

the reader as well—with his uncanny ability to foresee many moves

ahead. No sooner have the dazzled amateurs collected themselves than

the game ends in a draw. The excited amateurs can hardly wait to

arrange for a re-match between Dr. B and Czentovic on the following

day. This time Czentovic loses the first game, but wins the second by

adopting a very simple strategy. Aware of Dr. B's nimble mind,

Czentovic torments him with deliberate delaying tactics. As the game

drags on. Dr. B begins to lose his patience with Czentovic. He becomes

so absorbed in his own calculations that he ignores the game altogether,

and eventually loses it. What the world champion and the onlookers

do not know is that Dr. B has a pathological history of obsessive

compulsion which is caused mainly by his fixation with chess. If the

perceptive narrator has not intervened in time. Dr. B would have

probably relapsed into hysteria again. Despite his defeat in the second

game. Dr. B seems to be a better chess player and have the potential to

be a great player. Yet in the end, no real chess master emerges.

In comparison, the first episode of a chess match in A Cheng's story

is rather uneventful. It takes place on the state farm where the narrator

works, when the chess addict Wang Yisheng comes to visit him.

Knowing that Wang is good at playing Chinese chess, those students

working at the farm rush to invite their best player Ni Bin over for a

chess match. Ni comes from a notable family in southern China. His

ancestor is none other than Ni Zan, the famous painter, calligrapher

and poet of the Yuan Dynasty. Moreover, according to Ni Bin, Ni Zan

was also a great chess player, and there is a long tradition of chess

playing in the family. In sharp contrast to Ni, Wang is an orphan from

a poor family. His background is very similar to that of Czentovic. He

learns chess from an old garbage collector who happens to own an

ancient chess anthology of a very obscure origin. Wang and Ni are so

good at the game that they decide to play blind, leaving the enthusiastic
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xw 2 Introduction

spectators at a loss. Although no one is able to follow their moves, the

onlookers can tell in the end that Ni yields the palm to Wang. This is

the first indication of Wang's fathomless skills.

Wang's real talent as a chess master is fully dramatised in the second

episode, when Ni introduces him, about six months later, to the second-

place and third-place winners of a local tournament that has just

finished in a small town, and challenges them to a contest with Wang.

As the news gets out, more players volunteer to play against Wang,

including the champion. In the end Wang has to play a multiple game

blind, against nine contestants at the same time. This is indeed one of

the most captivating scenes in the story, manifestly far more compelling

than Czentovic's first game. Though a little shaken, Wang manages to

defeat them, one by one; until the last opponent, the champion, shows

up in person and asks for a draw. The champion turns out to be a

suave and sophisticated old man from a respectable family. To save

the worthy opponent's face, Wang gracefully agrees. In a manner

reminiscent of Czentovic's remarkable feats, Wang wins eight out of

nine games. Similarly, the Chinese king of chess is crowned in the

end by the champion, whose social standing is similar to Count

Simczic's.

Wang Yisheng is a character with humble origin like Czentovic,

but also with the intellectual capacity of Dr. B. Insofar as chess is

concerned, one may even say that Wang possesses the best qualities

of Czentovic and Dr. B, such as the former's persistence and

composure, and the latter's exuberant imagination and nimble mind.

Yet Wang seems to have none of the weaknesses. Whereas Czentovic

is intellectually handicapped and unable to play blind, Wang is so

gifted that he is able to play blind against multiple opponents

simultaneously. In terms of ability to calculate, Wang also seems

superior to Dr. B, despite the fact that Dr. B is a much better educated

person. Furthermore, Wang possesses positive qualities such as moral
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xvi 2 Introduction

integrity and inner strength. The hand-to-mouth existence does not

drive him in search of material gain and fame, which contrasts sharply

with Czentovic's vulgar greed and lust for rank. Wang's refusal to

accept Ni Bin's bribing of the officials in order to enter him into the

chess tournament provides further evidence of his uprightness. Wang's

inner strength is equally impressive, especially when compared with

Dr. B. It is particularly evident in the marathon of the multiple game.

For A Cheng, Wang's single-minded obsession with chess would by

no means jeopardise his mental health. The ordeal of playing against

nine contestants only serves to enlighten the semi-literate master with

the meaning of spiritual sustenance, which he has never taken seriously

before. On top of that, his willingness to settle for a draw with the

champion shows his modesty and magnanimity—indeed a strong

contrast to Czentoivc's arrogance and Dr. B's craving for victory. In

A Cheng's story, an ordinary man is not necessarily ordinary. He could

be a person of intelligence and inner strength. Once inspired, he can

rise to the occasion and transcend himself against all odds.

In both stories, chess is at first perceived by the narrators as a

diversion to relieve stress and anxiety in a harsh and hostile

environment. The protagonists' fixation on chess stems from a strong

desire to resist or escape from an unpleasant world. Dr. B gets to learn

chess while he is under house arrest by the Gestapo. The unbearable

void of his incarceration prompts him to seize at anything that can

stimulate his mental energy. The passage describing his thoughts after

he has stolen a book—without knowing that it is a chess anthology

—

vividly captures his desperate needs. He hopes that it is an arcane

book, which is of very small type, narrowly spaced, and with many

letters, so that he can devote all his time and energy to reading it, and

eventually to memorising it, if only for the sake of negating the

nothingness that envelops him. A chess anthology of one hundred and

fifty championship games is all the better, for it provides him with
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xviii 9 Introduction

" a weapon against the strangling monotony of space and time".

Ironically, chess turns out to be the main cause of his nervous

breakdown. First the joy of play becomes a lust for play; then the lust

for play becomes a compulsion to play. In the end, the compulsion to

play against oneself results in a self-produced schizophrenia, a

monomania of "chess poisoning" fuelled by the insatiable desire to win.

Unlike Dr. B, Wang has never faced political persecutions. Yet life

is not easy for Wang either. As an orphan, he has to struggle for

survival, especially in a time of social unrest and food shortages. His

sole solace in life is total immersion in chess, as expressed in his

favourite lines, "How may melancholy be dispelled, save through

chess?" Without realising it, he is actually driven by an intense need

to transcend the daily grind by indulging himself in the intriguing world

of chess. This explains in part why he takes unpaid leave from his job and

wanders across the countryside for weeks just to look for an opponent. In

a sense, he is trying to break away from the unbearable dullness of his

life. In this regard, he is very much a spiritual kin of Dr. B.

The one-track obsession and remarkable feats of major characters

in both stories are witnessed and recounted by the narrators.

Interestingly, both narrators show very little interest in chess. As

observers, they seem to be more concerned with the psychological

and philosophical implications of the game to the players. For the

Austrian narrator in Zweig's novel, chess is just a pastime that kills

boredom, sharpens the senses, and exhilarates the spirit, but as a sport

it cannot be taken too seriously. In his eyes, it is simply inconceivable,

if not downright ridiculous, that any sapient person would be entirely

wrapped up in a single idea, or even more preposterously, devoting

his mental energy exclusively to the limited space of the checkered

board. Any such obsession either exposes the person's intellectual

limitations, as in the case of Czentovic, or leads to pathological

monomania, as in the case of Dr. B, for there are other occupations
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xx 2 Introduction

and values in life that are more imperative and worthy of devotion. In

short, the sympathetic narrator of Zweig's novel has a cautious,

sceptical and somewhat negative attitude towards chess, even when

it has the potential to mitigate existential angst as in the extreme

situation of Dr. B.

The narrator in A Cheng's story does not like chess either. This is

one of the reasons why he has only tepid interest in Wang at the

beginning. But as the story proceeds, the similar hardships that they

both have undergone as orphans bring them closer together,

irrespective of their obvious differences in class and outlook. As Wang's

friend, the narrator is fascinated by Wang's unremitting devotion to

chess. It soon becomes apparent to him that Wang's single-minded

passion for chess is at least as important to his life as his endeavours

to maintain basic subsistence, despite Wang's repeated denial of the

significance of chess. As the story draws to a close after Wang's great

victory, both Wang and the narrator begin to understand the larger

implication of the game of chess. Now they can appreciate its value as

a humble means for an ordinary man to achieving a truly meaningful

life. While Wang fumbles for words to express his feelings, the narrator

has already drawn his own conclusion:

I smiled and then thought: If I weren't a common person, how could I know such

joy? With my family dead and gone and my hair cut short, I shoulder a hoe every

day; hut this is a truly human life. To comprehend this is happiness and good

fortune itself. Food and clothing are the basic things. Ever since mankind existed,

they have been kept busy every day for them. But it is not really human to be

limited to them.*

* In order to follow the meaning of the Chinese text as closely as possible, I have

compromised between W.J.F. Jenner's and Michael S. Duke's translations by

quoting them eclectically and modifying them slightly where necessary. Duke
has translated some of the important passages in his article "Two Chess Masters:

One Chinese Way".
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xxii 2 Introduction

Obviously, chess is now regarded by the narrator as spiritual

sustenance rather than a mere pastime. It also begins to outweigh basic

subsistence in Wang's mind. In this regard, A Cheng seems more

willing to ascribe positive values to the game than Stefan Zweig.

ii

For literary critics, "The Chess Master" is a story not just about

chess, but also about a way of life. Chess denotes not so much a game

that is confined by rules and the material presence of the chess set, as

a mental exercise and even spiritual freedom with very strong

metaphysical coloration. The relative insignificance of materiality, as

represented by the chess set, is adumbrated at the beginning of the

story. This is particularly evident in the fact that Wang can always

take on any opponent even without the chess set. The chess pieces

that he treasures most are those made from toothbrush handles by his

mother, without any Chinese inscriptions on them. In other words,

they serve no practical purpose except as a keepsake, indicating his

fond memories of his mother. In terms of material worth, Wang's

primitive chess set undoubtedly pales in comparison with Ni Bin's

ebony chess set, which is an antique from the Ming dynasty. Yet this is

exactly where the real meaning of the unmarked chess set emerges

—

a real chess master requires no chess sets; his imagination and ability

to calculate are what counts. In short, he has the ability to transcend

the materiality that means so much to an ordinary man. Towards the

end of the multiple game, Wang seems to have transformed from a

good chess player into a supernatural being. His ability to foresee his

opponents' moves is described as clairvoyance and wisdom:

Wang Yisheng was sitting alone in the big room, staring towards us, his

hands on his knees, a slender pillar of iron who seemed to hear and see
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xxiv 9 Introduction

nothing. A single lamp high above him shone dimly on his face. His eyes

were sunken, and very dark. It was as if they were looking down at the

vast and boundless universe. All his life force seemed to be concentrated

in his mop of tousled hair. For a long time it did not disperse, then it gradually

spread out, burning our faces.

To understand the significance accorded to the game and A Cheng's

positive portrayal of the chess player, a short detour into the context

in which the story was written is in order. The story of "The Chess

Master" was conceived in the early 1980s, when China was in the throes

of a profound cultural crisis. Following the death of Mao Zedong in

1976 and the subsequent palace coup that brought down the "Gang of

Four", an era of ultraleftism and xenophobia in China came to an end.

A pragmatic Chinese government soon denounced "The Great

Proletarian Cultural Revolution" (1966-1976), sounded the clarion call

for the "Four Modernisations", and opened up China to the rest of the

world. In the frenzied years that followed, Chinese writers and scholars

began to enjoy a modicum of freedom of speech, though from time to

time it was overshadowed by political campaigns triggered by intra-

party factional strife. Across the country, literary salons and journals

of various persuasions mushroomed; seminars and conferences in

different fields were organised. However, in the midst of the so-called

"post-1976 euphoria", an acute sense of cultural crisis began to surge

in the intellectual circles. Faced with the appalling devastation caused

by the Cultural Revolution, the general disillusionment with

Communist utopianism, and the rapid pace of modernisation, the

disorientated Chinese intellectuals felt an urgent need to revisit the

past, salvage cultural traditions and refashion a new cultural identity

for themselves and the nation. Their intense interest in cultural issues

and grave concern for the future of China eventually led to a large-

scale intellectual movement known as the "Cultural Craze".
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xxvi 2 Introduction

The literary circle responded in December 1984, when a forum for

young writers and critics was held in Hangzhou. The forum initiated

the " Search for Roots" movement of 1985-1986. After the meeting,

Han Shaogong, a novelist from the South, published the seminal article

"Roots of Literature" in 1985. He appealed to Chinese men of letters

to carry out an in-depth cultural reflection, and encouraged them to

represent the core of Chinese culture in their literary writings. For him,

a literature not steeped in history and culture represented a literature

without soul and identity. Han's article sparked enthusiastic responses.

In a few months, the whirlwind to "search for roots" swept through

the Chinese literary scene. A Cheng, Li Hangyu, Zheng Wanlong and

some other writers took part in the discussion.

If Han was considered a vanguard from the South, A Cheng was

hailed as a representative of the North. "The Chess Master", published

a year before Han's programmatic article went to press, was applauded

by critics as a precursor of the movement as well as a major contribution

to its success. A Cheng shared much of his peers' concern about their

lack of formal education and inadequate understanding of traditional

Chinese culture. He also believed that a deep understanding of culture

is the prerequisite of a good piece of literature. Like other young writers

taking part in the movement, he was convinced that the great formal

tradition of elite culture had already been lost on the Chinese mainland,

what had survived was merely conventions or informal culture,

precariously preserved by the common folks in the remote areas

untouched by the process of modernisation and political campaigns.

In a recent dialogue with a calligrapher, A Cheng even bluntly

suggested that Chinese calligraphy as an art and culture no longer

exists; what remains today is nothing but the bald technique of writing

Chinese characters with a brush. However, sceptical as he is about the

survival of a great cultural tradition, A Cheng has tried to steer away

from cynicism and pessimism in his works of fiction. As a matter of
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xxviii 9 Introduction

fact, his emotive attachment to the informal aspects of culture and

their material manifestations are so strong that many such passages

in his fiction radiate ardour and joy. His empathy with the common

folks also endows him with the perspicacity to reveal what is unusual

about the most nondescript characters.

A Cheng's cultural populism explains in part why in "The Chess

Master", the secrets of the "way of chess" are kept in the hands of an

ordinary old man and the homo obscurissimus is the real chess master.

A Cheng seems to be saying that the fate of the residue of the Chinese

cultural tradition is in the hands of common men such as Wang

Yisheng. The mysterious "way of chess" and the peculiar image of

Wang Yisheng have given rise to many interpretations. Michael S.

Duke, for instance, holds that chess in this story represents the primacy

of spiritual sustenance in a truly human life. For him, such sustenance

comes from the cherished values of traditional Chinese culture, as

symbolised by chess and the "way of chess" passed down from the

wise old man to Wang. Wang's final victory affirms not only the

necessity of abstract values in general, but also the imperative of

transmitting the true spiritual heritage of traditional China in

particular. Such an implicit message of salvaging a national tradition

becomes all the more significant if the reader takes the backdrop of

the story into consideration. The story takes place precisely in the midst

of the Cultural Revolution—a time of rampant iconoclasm and

relentless anti-traditionalism, when old-fashioned scholars were

brutalised, suspicious books burnt and cultural relics destroyed.

Kam Louie's remarks on chess, or the "way of chess", chime with

the general view that it is an abstraction of the Chinese cultural

tradition, or "Chineseness". But he also points out the vagueness of

such a notion, for "there are no explicit portrayals of the specific

traditional morality that would be salvaged". According to him, the

only strain of Chinese philosophical tradition appropriated by A Cheng
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in the story is Daoism—the Daoism of the rustic Laozi in particular.

The two old men, especially the garbage collector, are but modern

images of the traditional Daoist hermit. The garbage collector's arcane

exposition on the "way of chess"—and especially the part on the tactics

of "softness"—certainly resonates with the passages of Daode Jing: The

Book of the Way. While Michael S. Duke sees in Wang's immersion in

chess an indication of his spiritual and moral autonomy, Louie detects

in it the motif of escapism inherent in Daoism. Apart from the two old

men who choose to live in obscurity, Wang is another example of a

humble genius bent on mental and spiritual escape. Wang cares very

little about what happens around him, political or otherwise, except

for his basic subsistence. In Louie's view, Wang's unusual behaviour

unmistakably appears as Daoist passiveness and escapism.

What Louie sees in Wang as an unwillingness to take affirmative

social action is interpreted by Theodore Huters as a backhanded act of

defiance. By invoking a non-orthodox tradition of Chinese thought,

which is rustic Daoism, A Cheng makes chess not so much an ideal

refuge from as a strong challenge to the daily politics of the Chinese

state. The metaphysical aura of chess, as invoked in the final scene

depicting Wang's trance-like conditions, further enhances the game's

transcendent value as a counterpoint to the dreary and dreadful

political environment. To some extent, one may even say that Wang's,

as well as the narrator's, aversion to the political events, is analogous

to A Cheng's conspicuous reticence over the atrocities of the Cultural

Revolution in his works. Obviously the narrator in "The Chess Master"

would rather focus on the most common chess game among the

Chinese that can normally bring people together, than zero in on the

violent death of his parents in political persecution. To borrow a phrase

from Leo Ou-fan Lee, A Cheng's focus on cultural activities rather

than political events is a form of anti-political politics. Writing in the

1980s, A Cheng was in tune with his times. It was a time when culture
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was called upon by artists and writers to relieve the oppressive

omnipresence of politics.

For his part, Huters argues that since too much emphasis has been

laid upon chess as a bearer of traditional Chinese culture, the story

goes awry in the latter part and suffers from the reification of a cultural

motif. The openness of the first two sections of the story, as evidenced

in the narrator and Wang's comradeship as well as Ni and Wang's

mutual respect despite their differences and disagreements, gradually

gives way to the discordant ending that upholds the "way of chess",

or certain values of the cultural tradition, as the absolute value in life.

The possibility of pluralism is thus denied. In this regard, A Cheng is

no less a neo-traditionalist than his predecessors of the early twentieth

century, who were equally obsessed with the idea of "National

Essence". In Huters' s opinion, such an obsession with and reification

of culture only come into existence at a time of grave cultural crisis,

when the intellectuals begin to sense the disintegration of the world

around them and strive to hold fast to values in however vestigial a

form.

The writers involved in the "Search for Roots" movement definitely

sensed the urgency of rectifying the situation. Their various approaches

to salvage culture from the ruins of politics can be regarded as the

collective effort of a ravaged generation in a desperate attempt to hold

on to a meaningful life and refashion a respectable cultural identity

for themselves and the nation. Wang Yisheng may be too naive to

understand the importance of his spiritual needs, but the sophisticated

narrator knows better. Towards the end of the story, he summarises

succinctly for Wang, for himself, and perhaps as the commentators

would argue, for the disillusioned nation as well. Without the

traditional "way of chess", what would Wang Yisheng be but a life

(yisheng)
wasted (wang) ?
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III

A Cheng has been widely lauded by literary critics and general

readers alike as a skilful storyteller. In fact, his talent for storytelling

was first discovered by the students and peasants at the national farm

where he worked, long before he became a writer. According to an

anecdote recounted by Bonnie S. McDougall, the students and peasants

were so enthralled by his tales that they were willing to offer him meat

and cigarettes, which were in quite short supply at that time, in

exchange for his stories. Eventually A Cheng became so popular that

he could, in McDougall' s words, "pick his own audience according to

who offered the best meal". He would recount stories that he had read

in school, and modify some of the foreign stories to comply with

Chinese customs and morality for his audience. When the British

television version of Anna Karenina was broadcast in China in 1984,

some of the peasant audience were angry with A Cheng, for they

thought they had been deceived by him with his own adaptation. In

other words, they accused A Cheng of deviating from the original

version.

There was once an original version of "The Chess Master", which

seemed to have existed only in A Cheng's oral performance. As Li Tuo

fondly recalled in the early 1990s, it was one winter evening in 1983

when several writers, including A Cheng, were invited to dinner at

his apartment. During the meal, someone tempted A Cheng to entertain

the guests with a story. A Cheng agreed but did not begin until he was

replete. The tale he recounted that evening was so captivating that the

audience urged him to put it into writing afterwards. That was

purportedly the germ of "The Chess Master". Although the published

version is different from—and according to Li, less exciting than—the

original one, it was an instant success. Right after its publication in

Shanghai, the story won two literary awards, the Award for
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Distinguished Literary Works, given by the Journal of Selected Novellas

of Fujian Province in 1984, and the National Award for Distinguished

Novellas of 1983-1984. The enthusiasm was soon repeated overseas.

When the story was published in a Hong Kong journal in September

1985, a month after Michael S. Duke's enthusiastic review had

appeared, A Cheng began to draw a large readership outside the

mainland. Following the story's publication in Taiwan, A Cheng

became so popular that an "A Cheng Fever", as some commentators

would call it, ensued. The success of the story also attracted the

attention of the film industry. Two directors, Teng Wenji from the

mainland, and Yim Ho from Hong Kong, adapted the story into films

in 1988 and 1991, bearing the titles Chess King and King of Chess

respectively.* A Cheng's popularity among Chinese readers has not

declined with the passage of time. According to a poll conducted in

1999 by the Editorial Department of Asiaweek and fourteen prominent

Chinese literary critics, "The Chess Master" made it to the list of The

Best One Hundred Chinese Fictions of the Twentieth Century. In short,

it has become one of the classics of modern Chinese literature.

A Cheng's next two acclaimed stories, "The Tree Master" and "The

Children's Master", were published in 1985. "The Tree Master" is a

story about the clash of beliefs between sent-down students and local

peasants. Set during the peak of the Cultural Revolution in

southwestern China, a group of urban students, led by Li Li, a devout

Maoist, is on a mission to rebuild China by clearing a forest for

farmland. No peasants dare to stand in their way until the students'

intention to chop down a giant tree in the forest, regarded by the native

* Yim Ho combined A Cheng's story with Chang Hsi-kuo's novel of the same title

into King of Chess. Chang's novel was published in Taiwan in 1975. However, Yim

did not complete the film. Tsui Hark took over the direction later.
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population as the sacred King of Trees, is revealed. While most peasants

refuse to cooperate, only one man, nicknamed Knotty Xiao, stands up

to the students to protect the tree. Although the dramatic confrontation

ends with Knotty Xiao's failure, the scene points out the peasants'

respect for nature and naive sense of ecological conservation, which

resonate with traditional Chinese wisdom. Knotty Xiao's attempt to

conserve a single tree is not only a critique of the students' blind faith

in the political slogan of "Man can conquer Heaven", but also an

indication of the losing battle waged by the residual conscience of a

culture against the massive destruction carried out in the name of the

Cultural Revolution.

"The Children's Master" is another tale of a man who swims against

the tide of the Cultural Revolution. Lao Gar, a student with high school

education, is transferred from a state farm to a primary school in a

nearby village to take up a teaching position. Appalled by the

wretchedness of the school and the pupils' ignorance, he decides to

teach the deprived children something useful. He deviates from official

syllabuses that promote not so much knowledge as ideology, and

comes up with some practical measures of his own to help his students

learn more efficiently. Under his guidance, the students, especially

Wang Fu, the most diligent among them, begin to make great strides

in learning. However, Lao Gar's unorthodox teaching does not last

long. When local authorities learn of his offbeat pedagogy, he is fired.

Before he departs, Lao Gar leaves a dictionary—which is the only

dictionary available in that remote area—to Wang Fu as a parting gift.

The dictionary symbolises not only traditional respect for learning,

but also a hope for the transmission of culture.

Inspired by the story, the Chinese director Chen Kaige adapted

"The Children's Master" and made it into a film called "King of the

Children" in 1987. Although Chen once laboured alongside A Cheng

and shared much of his experiences in southwestern China, his attitude
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xl 9 Introduction

towards education and tradition, as presented in the film, is drastically

different from, if not altogether contradicting, A Cheng's. Nevertheless,

the impressive cinematography, complex nuance and radical

iconoclasm of the film make it another tour de force of Chen. In the

film expert Tony Rayns's opinion, it is as definitive a film as A Cheng's

story is in its reflection on the trials and rewards of the sent-down

students' experience in the Chinese backlands. It is a fair guess that

the film will be equally remembered in years to come as one of the

classics of the New Chinese Cinema.

Like many of his contemporaries, A Cheng is an autodidact. Born

in 1949 into a cultured family, he could have benefited from family

education and formal schooling had it not for the outbreaks of the

Anti-Rightist Campaign in 1957 and the Cultural Revolution in 1966.

His father, Zhong Dianfei, a major film critic who was in charge of the

film section of the Communist Party's Propaganda Bureau, was

suspended from his job in 1957 for his open criticism of the Party's

political interference in the film industry. After a spell of "reform

through labour" in the countryside, Zhong resumed his position in

the early 1960s, only to be deposed again in 1966, when the Cultural

Revolution broke out. Zhong' s political downfall not only disrupted

the family's normal life, but also consequentially barred A Cheng from

receiving university education. Since all schools closed down during

the Cultural Revolution, A Cheng decided to go to the countryside

and work in a state farm in 1968, following the footsteps of millions of

city high school students. He then stayed in Shanxi, Inner Mongolia

and Yunnan for over a decade and moved back to Beijing in 1979,

when the Cultural Revolution was over and life resumed its normal

course.

A Cheng was a painter before turning to literature. According to

Bonnie S. McDougall, A Cheng had loved drawing since childhood.

That he had chosen to work in those remote areas of China has much
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to do with his fantasy that these places might offer him more luxuriant

subjects for painting. When A Cheng returned to Beijing in 1979, he

was invited to take part in an art exhibition organised by Huang Rui

and Ma Desheng. Wang Keping, Qu Leilei, Yan Li, Bo Yun, Li Shuang,

Mao Lizi, Yang Yiping and many other artists joined them later on.

Frustrated by the authorities' refusal to loan them exhibition space,

they hung their paintings and sculptures on the railings outside the

China Art Gallery in Beijing on 28 September 1979. The exhibition

attracted a large crowd. Police interfered, and the street exhibition was

cancelled two days later. To press for artistic freedom, the artists then

held a public demonstration on the first of October, the National Day

of the People's Republic. This daring coterie of non-registered amateur

artists has now become very well known in the art history of modern

China. They are none other than the Stars, the trailblazers of public

exhibition of experimental art in post-Mao China. In August 1980, the

Stars were at last given the imprimatur by the authorities to hold their

second exhibition in the China Art Gallery. The Stars artists began to

leave China in the wake of the exhibitions. Ai Weiwei left in 1981. Li

Shuang, who was arrested and sent to a labour camp for her love affair

with the French Diplomat Emmanuel Bellefroid, left China in 1983.

Wang Keping, Ma Desheng, Yan Li and Qu Leilei soon followed suit.

After publishing the three "Master" stories, A Cheng departed for the

U.S.A. in 1986. Besides painting and calligraphy, A Cheng is also well-

versed in photography. He exhibited a selection of his photographs in

a show entitled "Nature, Society and Man" in the 1980s.

In the 1990s, A Cheng followed up his earlier success with four

books: Venice Diary
, Confabulations, Common Sense and General Knowledge

and Winds and Currents Everywhere. Venice Diary is a collection of his

essays, written during his sojourn in Venice, sparingly interspersed

with his sketches of Venice. Confabulations is a compilation of his public

lectures, delivered between 1987 and 1993, on Chinese society and
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fiction. This is a small book of wit and sporadic insights, a testimony

to A Cheng's good grasp of the informal aspects of Chinese culture.

The volume Common Sense and General Knowledge includes his articles

written for a Chinese periodical between 1997 and 1998. Its variegated

subjects range from olfactory sense, ghosts, and soccer to emotional

intelligence. Winds and Currents Everywhere is the latest collection of

his short stories, though most of them were written before his rise to

fame. This collection resembles a traditional anecdotage such asA New

Account of Tales of the World (430 CE) in many ways. As the title suggests,

it is a book about the "winds and currents" of contemporary China.

The phrase "winds and currents" is an oblique reference to the "winds

and currents of Wei and Jin", meaning the spirit of the Wei-Jin Period

(220-420). Whereas A New Account of Tales of the World captures the

Zeitgeist of the intellectual elite of the third century by portraying and

evaluating individual persons, A Cheng's Winds and Currents

Everywhere aims at encapsulating the uncommonness of the common

people in short stories without passing judgement on them. Although

this collection inherits the brevity and seeming casualness of Chinese

note-form fiction, it bears the unmistakable stylistic mark of A Cheng's

verve and vividness. "Canyon" and "Rope Crossing", two of the best

pieces of this collection, give the reader a flavour of the exotic life in

southwestern China. "Wet Dreams" is a rare piece of work in A Cheng's

corpus that confronts the gory aspect of the Cultural Revolution. Such

a harrowing tale of puppy love gone wrong presents a brisk and brutal

depiction of the horror and senselessness of political fanaticism.

"Making Noodles" is another gem about cherished personal relations,

suppressed but unaltered by political persecutions. "Remembrance"

is an enjoyably devastating satire of how a naive soldier's loyalty to

Chairman Mao gets him into trouble without his ever realising it. The

descriptive acumen and insights of these stories once again attest to A
Cheng's talent as a storyteller.
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A Cheng's artistic versatility has also been recognised by the

Chinese film industry. Since the 1980s, he has been cooperating with

directors such as Xie Jin and Stanley Kwan by writing scripts for them.

In the 1990s, he served as art advisor to Hou Hsiao-hsien in his

production of Flowers of Shanghai (1998). His most recent participation

in Chinese film production includes Springtime in a Small Town (2002)

and Delamu (2004), both directed by Tian Zhuangzhuang. A Cheng

wrote the script for the film Springtime in a Small Town , which is a

crafted remake of Fei Mu's classic. Spring in a Small Town (1948). Delamu

is a documentary about the life of travelling merchants, or horse gangs,

along a remote and treacherous mountain road, known as the Tea and

Horse Road, in southwestern China. A Cheng, who had spent many

years living and working in this area, served on Tian's panel of advisors

in its production. Recent reports in the Chinese news disclose that

Tian Zhuangzhuang has joined hands with A Cheng again. This time

Tian will be shooting a film about the life of Wu Qingyuan, a world

champion of the game go now residing in Japan. A Cheng was assigned

the challenging task of preparing the screenplay, based on Wu's

autobiography. Whether A Cheng can outperform himself in spinning

another rattling good yarn of chess remains to be seen. Yet one thing is

for sure: A Cheng's readers definitely would not want to miss this

much-anticipated film for the world.
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The station could not have been more chaotic. Thousands of people

were all talking at once, and nobody was paying any attention to the

temporary slogans mounted on scarlet cloth. They had probably been

put up quite a few times already as the paper characters from which

they were made were torn from being folded so often. The repeated

playing of certain quotations that had been turned into songs over the

loudspeakers made everyone feel even more frantic.

I had already seen several of my friends off to settle in the

countryside, but now that it was my turn there was nobody to see me

off. My parents were both dead and I was alone in the world, so I did

not qualify for being allowed to stay in the city as an only son. My
parents had collected some black marks while they were alive, and as

soon as the movement began they had been overthrown and had died.

As all the furniture in the flat carried the aluminium tags of public

property it was all taken away, which was only right and proper. I

had wandered around, as wild as a wolf, for over a year, but in the

end I decided that I had to go. Where I was going the pay would be

over twenty yuan a month, so I was keen to get there; I made a big

effort to get the transfer and in the end it was approved. As the place

I was going was very near a foreign country, which meant that the

struggles there were supposedly international as well as class ones.
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4 9 The Chess Master

my dicey family background caused some worries to the organisation

people. Needless to say, I was delighted at having won enough of

their confidence to be given this privilege. What was even more

important was over twenty yuan a month, more than I could possibly

get through by myself. The only fly in the ointment was having nobody

to see me off, so I pushed my way into the carriage to find somewhere

to sit down and let the thousands of people on the platform take their

leave of each other.

The windows on the side of the carriage next to the platform were

already crammed with young leavers from many different schools

leaning outside, joking or crying. The windows on the other side faced

south, so that the winter sunlight slanting in through them was shining

coolly on the many bottoms on the northern side of the carriage. The

luggage racks on both sides were alarmingly full. As I walked along,

looking for my numbered seat, I noticed a thin and wiry student sitting

by himself with his arms in his sleeves. He was gazing out of the

window at an empty carriage on the southern side of the station.

As it happened, my place was in the same group of seats as him,

facing but not directly opposite. I sat down and put my hands in my

sleeves too. The student took a glance at me then his eyes suddenly lit

up. "Would you like a game of chess?" he asked, giving me a start.

"I can't play," I replied with a quick gesture.

He looked at me with disbelief. "With long thin fingers like that

you must be a chess player. I'm sure you can play. Come on, let's have

a game. I've got a set with me." As he spoke he sat up to take his

satchel down from the hook by the window and started rummaging

about in it.

"I only know the most basic moves," I replied. "Isn't there anyone

here to see you off ?"



m 3E 3 5

mmmm > --hh^ . -n
AMsjffltfM ? RMSA^m > fiW®^H*S > 5tM 5fei*i®Jii)li >

SfIM p— # > Sl^tf tb^-iasi

° 3-ffiMW^HIfll > S-H MlfftaWii* >

5

O

©Mfll'fi'fnl5lf^—

>

MI4SM5E > MMTT >

lUfEAilSttft <
> F»1 :

itmm ? immjm-m > attama •

["A# ! J

mmmm'jTmm > ttMisfifR75a

M > ##Je# -
> mtMMik

%

- JaSt#sM£Jtl£Wte±&

> &«# -

Sets. : rUsRt-JfMB > ^MBa o -^SAill ? J



6 2 The Chess Master

By now he had his chess set out and had put it on the little table,

which was too small for the plastic board. After a moment's thought

he rearranged the board sideways on. "Doesn't matter. Play all the

same. Come on, you go first. Would you like me to allow you a

handicap?"

I burst out laughing. "Is there nobody seeing you off ? How can

we play chess in this chaos?"

"Why the hell should I need anyone to see me off ?" he replied as

he set the last piece in place. "I'm going where there's food to eat, so

why all this crying and snivelling? Come on, you go first."

It all seemed very odd to me, but I still picked up one of my cannons

and moved it to the centre line. Before I had the time to put it down he

moved his knight, rapping the piece down on the board even faster

than I could put mine down, so I deliberately moved my cannon past

the centre line.

"And you tell me you don't know how to play!" he said, glaring at

my chin. "That opening of taking your cannon one past the centre line

I've only ever come across from a player in Zhengzhou, and he damn

near beat me. Taking the cannon to the centre line is an old opening; it

looks impressive and very safe too. Your move."

I didn't know what move to make, so my hand hovered over the

board. He surveyed the whole game without saying or showing

anything then put his hands back in his sleeves.

At that very moment the carriage was thrown into chaos as a whole

crowd of people pushed inside and waved through the windows to

people outside. I stood up and looked out at the platform, where there

was a seething, shouting mass of people. The train suddenly jolted,

whereupon a groan went up from the crowd and there were sobs

everywhere. I felt a shove in my back and looked round to see him
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8 2 The Chess Master

shielding the paper board with his arm as he said, "That's no way to

play. Get a move on." I hadn't any interest in playing chess, and was

besides feeling rather miserable, so I took a tough line with him: "I'm

stopping. This is no time for chess." He gave me a look of horror before

he suddenly understood. His body relaxed again and he said no more.

The carriage calmed down again after the train had been going for

a while, and when hot water was brought along everyone got out their

mugs and asked for some. When my neighbour had filled his mug, he

asked, "Whose chess set is that? Get it out of the way so we can put

our mugs down." "Would you like a game?" the other asked

pathetically. "I'm so bored I might just as well," the fellow who wanted

to put his mug down replied. The chess player perked up and quickly

set the pieces out. "What do you mean, setting the board sideways on

like that? You can't see what's happening." "Make do," he replied.

"When you watch a game you watch it sideways on. You can have

first move." His opponent picked up a piece with an experienced hand

and said, "I'll move my cannon into the centre." The chess player sent

his knight into action, whereupon his opponent took one of his pawns.

At once the chess player took his opponent's cannon with his knight.

I didn't find this very conventional opening at all interesting. Besides,

chess did not mean very much to me anyhow. I turned away.

A schoolmate of mine came by, apparently looking for someone.

As soon as he saw me he said, "Come on. There are three of us and

we need a fourth. You!" I shook my head, knowing that they wanted

to play cards. My fellow student came into our section and was just

going to hand me off when he shouted, "What are you doing here.

Chess Maniac? Your sister's been searching for you high and low. I

told her I hadn't seen you—it never occurred to me that you'd be

hiding here in our school's carriage as quiet as a mouse. Look at you,

playing again."
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The Chess Maniac blushed as he replied with evident bad

temper, "Do you have to interfere with everything, even my chess?

Get lost!" He started urging the man next to me to play again. Only

now did I realise that there was something familiar about the voice.

"Is that Wang Yisheng?" I asked my fellow student. "Don't you

know him?" my fellow student said, staring at me with amazement.

"Where've you been all your life? Don't you know about the Chess

Maniac?" "I know that the Chess Maniac is called Wang Yisheng,

but I didn't realise that he's Wang Yisheng." I took a closer look at

the lean and wiry student. Wang Yisheng forced himself to smile,

but did not take his eyes off the game.

Wang Yisheng was a name to be reckoned with. My school had

often held chess tournaments with other local middle schools, and

from these a number of top players had emerged. They used to have

challenge matches that Wang Yisheng won almost every time. As I

don't like chess I never paid any attention to chess champions and all

that, but as the chess fans in my class were always talking about Wang

Yisheng even I knew something about him. I knew that his nickname

was the Chess Maniac. He was, of course, a brilliant chess player, and

on top of that he was one of the best students in his year. It seemed

reasonable enough that a good chess player would have a head for

maths, but I simply could not believe some of the stupid things Wang

Yisheng was supposed to have done. I thought those were just

sensational things made up for the sake of a good story. Later on, after

the "cultural revolution" had started, the news had gone round one

day that he had got into serious trouble while away from home

"exchanging revolutionary experience" and been sent back under

escort to his school. I expressed my doubts about whether the Chess

Maniac could possibly have gone off on an exchange of revolutionary

experience. Everything I had heard about him before made it obvious
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12 2 The Chess Master

that he could not possibly have coped with feeding himself when away.

But they all insisted that he really had gone. As he played chess all the

time he had been spotted by someone who travelled around with him

and kept giving him small sums of money that he pocketed without

asking any questions. Only later did it emerge that wherever he went

the Maniac would squeeze into the place to watch the chess. After

watching a game he always pushed the loser aside and played with

the winner. At first nobody would play against him as he looked very

nondescript, but he kept on insisting until in the end they agreed. After

the first few moves his opponent would start sweating slightly but

still be talking tough. The Maniac would say nothing, but move so

fast that he seemed to be leaving himself no time to think. Once his

rival had shut up and the circle of spectators had become so absorbed

in thinking about the game that they stopped kibitzing, the Maniac's

travelling companion started picking pockets. By then everyone was

too absorbed in the game to notice that their wallets had changed

hands. In the third game they would all be scratching their heads.

The Maniac would now be the chess champion, calling out over and

over again for more challenges. Anyone who was not willing to call

him best would sit down and have it out with him, but they lost

every time. Later on a whole crowd would play against him together,

all talking at once. The Maniac would not be flustered by this, but

would urge them all to go away as when there were too many players

on the other side they tended to quarrel over what moves to make.

This was how the Maniac sometimes played nonstop all day. A row

would break out when the spectators noticed that their wallets had

gone. As time went on a few sensible people started keeping a discreet

eye on things. When they noticed a man lifting wallets they said

nothing at the time, only raising a hue and cry when the man came

back to fetch the Maniac that evening. The pickpocket and the Maniac

were both tied up and interrogated by the Rebels. ® The Maniac was

© A faction in the culture revolution.
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14 2 The Chess Master

very vague: all he could say was that someone kept giving him money.

He supposed it was because he was sorry for him, and said he didn't

know where the money came from. All he cared about was playing

chess. Seeing how stupid he looked, the chief interrogator ordered

him sent back under escort. The story spread at once through all the

schools.

Later I heard that in the Maniac's view there were not enough

good players to be found on the streets in other provinces, which

meant that he could not improve his skills. He therefore asked people

to get the city's most famous players to give him a game locally. One

of his fellow students took the Maniac to meet his father who was

supposed to be one of the best players in the country. When the

master met the Maniac he said very little, but set out a game in its

closing stages that had been handed down from the Song Dynasty

and asked the Maniac to move. The Maniac studied the game for a

long time, then explained move by move how he would have won

the game for the ancient master. This so astonished the modern

master that he wanted to take the Maniac as his pupil. The Maniac's

question "Could you have got out of that?" had taken him by surprise

and left him with no response except to admit, "I haven't worked it

out yet." "Then why should I be your pupil?" the Maniac had asked.

The master had been forced to ask the Maniac to clear off, and

afterwards he had said to his son, "That schoolmate of yours is

arrogant and conceited. Chess-playing ability's connected with

character, and if he carries on like that his talent is bound to go to the

bad too." He had then recited some of the latest Supreme Directives

and gone on about how strong his talent for chess would be if only

he would study properly.



Hi 2 15

1=1 i

> ibr
° #±#^£*0 > T0^ •

^te

’ 7tbH:5l6 > sitrEA

««££?$£« ° WfilsJ^stifjtllAJlIBWAfa ’ ita£!:Bl*l£

7 ° 457JILT SEP ’ tilT^pjli ’ Rjfl §!TM?tJ§i >

< *^#7#B|6i . -E-+lt5|5 . H-fi-AKT ° £T1Blt

gf > JgifcSTSlit - Tfi-^TM : ?J45T'&

> yJifji : TiSAffi ° J;STSjii : rSP4£SJR)iiictt{Ji'6'!J :

fi6

% ? i^RKj-m^T-rm > wttfgew^fj,

;

ftTJI > lnBnIiAB
H
n > ffiMftT* > ° JX^T-SSif

»



16 2 The Chess Master

Later on the Maniac had got to know an old man who collected

waste paper. He only beat the old man in one game during three days

of solid chess. The Maniac had insisted on saving the old man from

working by tearing down handwritten wallposters for him to sell. One

day he had unfortunately torn down a call to arms that had just been

posted by one of the Rebel groups and been arrested. The Rebels had

falsely accused him of belonging to their opponents' faction, accused

them of plotting and conspiracy, and said that they would have to be

punished for their intolerable crime. Their opponents had then

arranged his rescue and counter-attacked the previous Rebels in the

Maniac's name. When the Maniac's name, Wang Yisheng, was

plastered all over the streets many revolutionary warriors who had

come from other provinces to fetch the scriptures then found out that

Wang Yisheng was a chess freak. He was invited to visit their provinces

to meet some of the great players who roamed around the country.

And although he lost as many games as he won his play became better

and better. It was a pity that the whole of China was absorbed in

revolution at the time: goodness only knows what the Maniac might

have achieved in other circumstances.

As the man sitting next to me now realised that his opponent was

Wang Yisheng he did not say another word to him. Wang Yisheng was

cast into very low spirits. "Your own sister came to see you off, but

instead of having the decency to say a few words to your family you

had to grab hold of me to play chess," I said. "How was I to know

what my people would be doing?" Wang Yisheng replied, looking at

me. "People like you are used to the easy life. There are a lot of things

in the world you wouldn't understand. I dare say your parents can't

bear to see you go." This shook me, and I looked at my hands as I

replied, "What parents? They've both kicked the buchet." My fellow

student then told him a well-spiced version of my story, which irritated

me. "I lose my parents," I said, "and for you it's just a good story."
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18 9 The Chess Master

Wang Yisheng thought for a moment before asking me what I had

been living on for the last two years. "I've got by from one day to the

next," I replied. "How?" Wang Yisheng asked, fixing his gaze on me. I

did not answer. After a silence Wang Yisheng sighed again and said,

"Getting by isn't easy. If you've had nothing to eat for a day your

chess goes to pieces. Sa)/ what you like, I bet your family lived well

when your parents were alive." I wasn't going to give in. "You're only

making those sarcastic remarks because yours are still alive."

Seeing that the situation was turning ugly my fellow student tried

to change the subject. "There's nobody here who's a match for you,

Maniac," he said. "Come and play cards with us." "Cards are nothing,
"

replied the Maniac with a smile. "I could beat the lot of you in my

sleep.
"
"X ve heard that you can go without food when you're playing

chess," my neighbour said. "Food doesn't matter very much to you

when you're caught up in something," I replied. "Probably everyone

who achieves something does stupid things like that." Wang Yisheng

thought about it, then shook his head. "Not me." With that he started

looking out of the window.

As the journey continued I gradually became aware that between

Wang Yisheng and me there were the beginnings of mutual trust and of

fellow feeling based on similar experience. At the same time we both

had our suspicions of each other. He was always asking me about what

I'd lived on before we met, and in particular about how I'd got by in the

two years since the death of my parents. I told him briefly, but he kept

pressing for more detail, especially about food. When, for example, the

conversation got round to a day during which I'd eaten nothing he asked,

"Did you have nothing at all to eat?" "Nothing at all" was my reply.

"So when was the next time you ate?" "Later on I met a fellow student.

He was going to need his satchel to carry a lot of stuff, so he turned it

upside down to empty it. There was a stale steamed bread roll in it so

hard that it shattered when it hit the table. I ate the bits while we talked.

But, to be frank with you, I find stale sesame seed more filling than stale

steamed bread. They keep you going for longer too."
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He agreed with me about stale sesame seed buns, but immediately

put another question to me. "I mean, what time was it when you had

the stale steamed bread? After midnight?" "Mm ... no," I said. "It was

ten at night." "What did you have to eat the next day?" he asked,

which got on my nerves rather. To be frank, I did not want to go over

all that again, particularly the details. I felt that the experience had

corrupted me. It had been it too sharp a contrast with what I had known

before, and always seemed to mock my ideals. "I spent that night at

my school friend's house," I explained. "The next morning he bought

a couple of fried dough strips and I had one of them. That morning I

rushed around helping him with some things and he bought me a

meal in the street at noon. I felt awkward about eating at his place

again that evening, but then another fellow student came along who

insisted on dragging me off to his home when he found out that I had

nowhere to stay. Of course, I ate all right that day. Well then? Is there

anything else you still want cleared up?"

He smiled. "So you didn't go without food for a whole day as you

said just now. You had some steamed bread before midnight: you

didn't go without for more than twenty-four hours. Besides, you ate

well the next day. Averaged out, your calorie intake for the two days

was all right."

"You still sound like a bit of an idiot to me," I replied. "You ought

to realise that food isn't just something you need for your stomach.

It's a spiritual necessity too. If you don't know where you're going to

get your next meal it makes you all the keener to eat, and you get

hungry quicker too."

"Did you ever know that kind of pressure on your spirit when

your family was still well off?" he asked. "I suppose you didn't have

any spiritual needs. Or if you did it was that you wanted things to be

better. That's greed. Greed is the mark of people like you."
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I accepted that there was something to what he was saying, but

couldn't help retorting, "You keep saying 'you', 'you', 'you'. But what

sort of person are you yourself?" He immediately started looking

everywhere but at me as he replied, "Of course I'm different. The main

thing is that when it comes to food my demands are fairly basic. Hey,

let's change the subject. Do you really not like playing chess? 'How

may melancholy be dispelled, save through chess!"'

"What are you so melancholy about?" I asked, looking at him. He

still would not look at me. "I'm not melancholy, not at all. Melancholy's

a delicacy for bloody gentlemen of letters. People like us aren't

melancholy. At most we get a bit fed up. How may being fed up be

dispelled save through chess."

Seeing how interested he was in food I watched him as he ate.

When the train crew delivered food to the carriages in which we

educated youngsters were travelling, his mind no longer seemed to

be on chess and he became slightly uneasy. On hearing the clatter of

aluminium food boxes as the people in front of us collected their meals,

he would usually close his eyes and shut his mouth tight as if he were

feeling nauseous. He would start eating fast the moment he got his

meal, his Adam's apple regularly contracting and his facial muscles,

tensed. He would often pause so that he could use his forefinger to

push all the grains of rice and the soup grease round his mouth and

on his chin into his mouth. Any grain of rice that fell on his clothes he

would lift into his mouth with his fingers and if he did not get a firm

hold on a grain and let in fall from his clothes to the floor, his feet

stopped moving at once as he leaned over to find it. If he caught my
eyes when doing this he would slow down. After he had finished eating

he sucked his chopsticks clean then filled his bowl with warm water,

after which he would first drink all the oil floating on the top then sip

the rest, a little at a time, with the air of someone who has safely reached

his haven.
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Once, when he was lightly drumming on the table with his left

hand while playing chess, a dried-up grain of rice started dancing

quietly on it. He spotted it at once, quickly popping it into his mouth.

At once his jaw muscles began to bulge. I knew how easily such dried-

up grains of rice can get stuck between you molars so fast that your

tongue cannot dislodge them, and indeed it was not long before he

was digging around inside his mouth with his fingers. When he had

finally chewed the grain up he gulped it down with a big drink of

water. His Adam's apple only moved very slowly and there were tears

in his eyes. When it came to food he was reverent and very painstaking.

At times you even felt a little sorry for the rice that he ate up so

completely that not the slightest scrap was left over. There was

something rather merciless about it.

Throughout the train journey I watched him playing chess and

noticed that while he was just as painstaking about it he was also a lot

more generous. He would often start setting the pieces out again and

say "Let's have another game" before we had even realised that the

situation in the original one was hopeless. Some people would not

accept that they were beaten and would insist on playing the game

out, as if with a little bit of luck they could get off the death sentence

he hinted at. He was glad to accommodate them and destroy them in

four or five moves, saying with a touch of mockery, "I was trying to

give you a bit of face, but you would have to hear me say 'Checkmate'.

Are you hooked on it?"

Whenever I saw him eating I was reminded of Jack London's story

Love of Life, and in the end I told him the plot when he was sipping his

hot water at the end of a meal. As I had known hunger I was

particularly affected by the feeling of hunger in the story. He stopped

drinking the water, holding the food box to his lips and not moving a

muscle as he listened. He was silent for a long time after I had finished.
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gazing at the water in his box and quietly sipping a mouthful of it

before looking at me very solemnly and saying, "He was right. Of

course he had to keep the biscuit under his mattress. From the way

you tell it his fear after losing his food was mental illness. No, he was

right. You can't take the man in the book that way. Jack ... Jack what?

Oh yes. Jack London, the swine. A man with a full belly who didn't

know what the hungry suffer."

I told him at once what sort of person Jack London had been. "Yes,"

he replied, "there's no getting out of it. From what you say Jack London

got famous after that. He can't possibly have had to worry about where

his next meal was coming from. He'd have sat there smoking a cigarette

as he wrote his stories mocking hunger." "Jack London never, ever

mocked hunger," I protested. "He was ..." "What do you mean, never

mocked?" he interrupted impatiently. "Turning someone who had a

very clear idea of hunger into a mental case: I don't like that."

All I could do was to give a wry smile and say no more. But

whenever there was nobody to play chess with him he'd say, "Hey,

will you tell me another story about food. That Jack London one was

terrific." "It's not a story about food at all," I replied with irritation.

"It's a story about life. You really deserve to be known as the Chess

Maniac." He did not know what to do, probably because of the

expression on my face. Something welled up inside me at this. I did,

after all, like him. "Okay. Have you heard Balzac's Le cousin Pons?"

He shook his head, so I told him about greedy old Pons. When he had

heard it through he surprised me by saying, "That story's no good.

It's a story about greed, not about food. If Pons had only eaten and not

been greedy he wouldn't have died. I don't like that story." Then he

realised what he had just said and quickly added, "No, I don't dislike

it. But foreigners are never the same as us. There's something that

comes between us. Let me tell you a story."
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This aroused my interest immediately: even the Chess Maniac knew

a story. Leaning back and making himself more comfortable, he said

"In the old days/' and smiled, "it's always in the bloody old days," he

continued, "but anyhow, this story was told by Old Fifth Granny who

lived in our courtyard. Well, a long time ago there was this family that

never had to worry about where its next meal was coming from. They

had grain by the binful and they could eat as much as they wanted to

for every meal. They had it cushy. Later on a bride married into the

family. She was very capable. She never once burned the rice. It was

never too dry or too soft, and it was very satisfying. But every time

she cooked a meal she took out a handful of uncooked rice and hid it

away...."

At this point I couldn't stop myself interrupting and saying, "That

story's so old its teeth have all fallen out. It goes on about how later

on, when there was a famine and nobody had anything to eat the

young woman brought out the rice she'd been putting away every

day, so that her family had enough and she even had some to give to

the poor."

He was so surprised he sat bolt upright. "Do you know the story?"

he asked, looking at me. "But they never gave the rice to anyone else.

Fifth Granny never said anything about that."

"It's only a story to teach little kids frugality," I said with a smile,

"and you tell it with such zest. You really are a maniac. It's not a story

about eating." He shook his head as he replied, "But it is a story about

eating. You have to have food before you can eat. That family had bins

and bins of grain. But you mustn't eat everything. You've got to

remember that there'll be a time when there'll be nothing to eat. After

every meal you ought to be left feeling a bit empty. As the old saying

goes, stay half hungry and you'll live to a ripe old age."
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I wanted to laugh but couldn't: I seemed to have understood

something. To get rid of this strange sensation I said, "I'll give you a

game. Maniac."

He cheered up at once, pulled himself together, set the pieces out

with a noisy clatter, and said, "OK. What's the point in stories about

eating? Let's play chess instead." He laughed, "You take first move."

Once again I opened by moving my cannon to the centre, he moved

his knight out to counter it. I casually made my next move and he

quickly moved a pawn forward one space. My mind was not really on

the game; I was thinking that he must have read a great deal at middle

school. "Have you read Cao Cao's 'Short Song'?" I asked him. "What

'Short Song'?" he said. "Then how did you know the lines, 'How may

melancholy be dispelled, save through Du Kang?"' I replied. That

shook him. "What's doocan?" he asked. "Du Kang was the man who

first made wine," I said, "which is why his name was used to mean

wine. You changed 'Du Kang' to 'chess', and that was rather neat."

"No," he said, shaking his head, "it was something an old man said.

He said it every time I played with him."

I remembered the old man who gathered waste paper in the stories

about Wang Yisheng and asked, "Was it the old man who collected

waste paper?" "No," he replied, after casting a glance at me. "But the

old man who collected waste paper was a good player and I learnt a

lot from him." "What sort of man was he, your old wastepaper

collector?" I asked with interest. "Why did he collect old paper if he

was such a good chess player?" "Playing chess doesn't feed you," he

replied with a quiet laugh. "The old man had to gather his paper if he

wanted to eat. I don't know what he was originally. Once I lost some

sheets of paper I'd copied some games out on. I thought I must have

chucked them out as rubbish, so I went to the rubbish dump to search

for them. As I was turning the rubbish over this old man pushed his
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basket over towards me. 'You're a big lad/ he said, and he pointed at

me, 'so what are you trying to take my living off me for?' I told him

I wasn't; I was looking for some things I'd lost. He asked me what.

I ignored him, but he kept on asking. 'Money? A bank book? Marriage

lines?' I had to tell him it was some transcriptions of chess games, and

just as I was explaining I found them. Then he told me to show him

them. He read them through in next to no time by the light of the

street lamp, then said, 'There's nothing to these games.' I told him

they'd been played in some previous city tournaments. 'No

tournaments anywhere are any use,' he said. 'Just look. What sort of

chess strategies are these? The idiots!' I thought I might be onto some

kind of genius, so I asked him what the moves ought to be. He talked

through a whole game, and it was obvious straight away that he was

something special, so I asked him to give me a game. He made me say

my move first. There we were, playing chess in our heads on the

rubbish dump. I lost five games in a row. The old man's first few moves

didn't sound like anything much, but his games were dead cunning

and really vicious. He struck like lightning. He knew how to set a trap

and how to spring it fast so you couldn't get out. After that we used to

play mental chess by the rubbish dump every day. I used to think his

games over every day when I went home. Eventually I managed to

draw a game with him, and even win one. Actually, we'd only made a

dozen or so moves in the game I won. The old man tapped the ground

for quite a long time with his wire scavenging claw, sighed, and said,

'You've won!' I was very excited, and told him straight that I wanted

to go and see him at his place. He gave me a dirty look, said, 'You're

too full of yourself,' and told me to wait for him at the same place the

next day.

"Well, I went there he next day, and I saw him from a long way off.

He was pushing his basket along. When he got close to me he brought

a small cloth bundle out of the basket and put it in my hand. He said
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there were transcripts of games in it, and I was to take them back with

me and find out whether I understood them or not. He also told me

that whenever I got stuck in a game I was to go and tell him about it as

perhaps he could get me out of it. I hurried back home, opened the

bundle up and looked—and I bloody well couldn't understand it either.

It was a weird book. Goodness knows when it went back to. It was

handwritten, full of notes in the margins, and all patched up. What

was in it didn't seem to be about chess at all—it looked as though it

was about something completely different.

"When I went to see him the next day and told him I couldn't

understand it, he burst out laughing. He said he'd explain a passage to

give me a clue. Once he started explaining I had quite a shock. It started

off with an opening statement that it was all about sex. I said that it was

one to the 'four olds'. ® What was old, he asked with a sigh. Wasn't the

waster paper I collected every day old? But when I took it home I sorted

it out and sold it for the money to buy the food to support myself. Wasn't

that new? Then he said that China's Taoists talked a lot about the Yin

and the Yang. That opening chapter was using male and female to

explain the Yin and the Yang. The Yin and the Yang principles sometimes

move apart and sometimes join together. You mustn't be too given to

winning. If you win too much you break."

I nodded.

'"Win too much and you will break, be too feeble and you will

leak away.' The old man said that what was wrong with me was that

I was too keen to win. Then he told me that if my opponent was too

eager to win I should use soft methods to transform him. While I was

transforming him I should be setting up the situation in which to defeat

(2) Old ideas, old culture, old customs and old habits”—all targets of the “cultural

revolution”

.
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36 2 The Chess Master

him. Softness isn't weakness. It's containing, drawing in, holding. By

holding and transforming your opponent you draw him into the

strategy you're setting up. To create this strategic situation you do

everything by forcing nothing. Forcing nothing is the Way. It's also

the unchangeable nature of chess. Try to change it and it won't be

chess. You won't just lose: you won't even be able to play at all. You

can't go against the nature of chess, but you have to create your own

strategy in every game you play. Once you've sorted out both the

nature of chess itself and your own strategy there's nothing you can't

do. It really is mysterious, but if you think it over carefully you'll find

it's true.

"I told him that what he'd said had really opened my eyes, but

how could you be sure of winning at chess when there are so many

possibilities? The old man explained that this was what the art of

strategy was all about. The essence of strategy is in turning points. If

nobody moved it wouldn't be possible to play. But once your opponent

moves he can mount an offensive and you can lead him on. If he's any

good you can't attack him, so you have to take losses. So he loses a

piece and you lose a piece. First you deflect his attack or else find an

opening so that you can pin him down. You block his offensive and

set up your own. At this point you mustn't be pigheaded about losing

pieces. You've got to be ready to adopt your strategy to changing

circumstances. One strategy leads into another. You use your strategy

to trap his. You have to open things up with a minor strategy, which is

absorbed into and turned into your major strategy. They should be so

closely intertwined that the other man is helpless.

"The old man told me that all I knew about were traps. I didn't

really understand strategies. I could set a trap a long way ahead, but

as I had no strategy, I couldn't create the overall climate of a game.

But then he said that I had a good head and could work things out.
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The game he lost to me had been when his strategy had been ruined:

it would just have been messing about to have gone on playing.

"Then he told me that as he wasn't long for this world and had no

kids of his own he wanted to pass everything on to me now that we'd

met. I asked him why he didn't make a living out of chess as he was so

good at it. He sighed and told me that his chess was something handed

down by his ancestors, but that they had also taught that you don't

play chess to earn your living. Playing chess was to nourish your

nature, and your livelihood could damage your nature, which was

why you could not be too successful in making a living. Then he said

that this teaching had damaged him, because he'd never been taught

any skills that could have earned him a living."

"Can there possibly be any difference between the principles of

chess and the principles of life?" I asked, astonished. "That's what I

said too, and the devil got into me then," said Wang Yisheng. "I started

asking him about the world situation. What the old man said was that

in chess there were only so many pieces and the board was only so

big. It was the same principles, but. different situations. You can keep

an eye on all the chess pieces, but in the world there are too many

things you don't know about. There are brand new handwritten posters

every day, and though you can see a bit of what they're up to, you

can't fathom it all. The pieces aren't all on the board, so it's a game

you can't play."

I went on to ask him about the book of chess games. "I used to

carry it about with me all the time and read it over and over again," he

said dejectedly. "As you know, I got arrested later on by a Rebel group

for tearing down one of their posters. They found the book when they

searched me and said it was one of the 'four olds', so they destroyed

it, and right in front of my eyes too. Luckily I had the book in my head

already, so it didn't matter what they did." Once again I gave a long

sigh with him.
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The train finally arrived, and all us school leavers were taken to

the state farm by lorry. People came from all the branch farms to collect

us from the farm headquarters. I went to find Wang Yisheng. "WeYl

have to go our separate ways now. Maniac," I said. "Don't forget our

friendship. Whether we've got anything special to do or not, let's keep

in contact." He said that of course he would.
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The farm was deep in the mountain forests. The work was cutting

down trees, burning off the mountainsides, digging holes and

replanting. When we weren't planting trees we were growing a little

grain. Communications were bad, and transport was inadequate: we

often could not even buy paraffin for our lamps. At night with no

lights and no fire we'd all get together to shoot our mouths off about

anything and everything. Because they were always "cutting off the

tails of capitalism" ® we were living extremely badly. There was only

half an ounce of oil for each of us a month, so the moment the food

bell rang everyone ran flat out to the kitchen. The people who came in

last would only get pumpkins or aubergines boiled in plain water.

The vegetables were boiled in big vats and what little oil there was

only got added later, so it floated on the surface. There was plenty of

rice. The state supplied each of us twenty-one kilos of commercial-

grade rice a month. But digging pits in the mountains is heavy work,

so without any oil our stomachs swelled up as we ate it. It didn't bother

me—it was better than begging. We got over twenty yuan a month in

pay too, and as I didn't have anyone to worry about at home and

hadn't found a girlfriend I bought cigarettes and learned to smoke.

The more I did it the worse it got.

© Which meant eliminating all profitable side-line occupations.
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When the work in the mountains was at its heaviest we were often

dropping with exhaustion. I wondered how the Maniac was getting

by. He was so skinny. When we all talked in the evening it was usually

to eat an imaginary banquet, and it occurred to me that he must be an

even more dreadful sight when eating. My father had been a fine cook

when he was alive, much better than my mother. He used to invite

colleagues round every Sunday just to appreciate his cooking, and I'd

become something of a gourmet too, so when it came to this kind of

conversation I often took the lead. What I said would get all their cheeks

bulging, and they often used to push me to the ground with a great

shout. They said that someone like me was a disaster, and the best

thing to do would be to slaughter me and fry me up.

In the rainy season we were all busy digging up bamboo shoots on

the mountains and catching frogs in the ditches, but because we had

no oil it often gave us stomachache. We were always burning off the

mountainsides, but when the wild animals ran away in terror it was

almost impossible to shoot one. Even if we did get them, they had no

fat on them as they spent all their time running: there was no oil to be

got out of them. We also caught and ate rats that were about a foot

long. As rats eat grain everyone said that rat flesh was the same as

human flesh, so that we were as good as eating human flesh. Surely

the Maniac must be greedy, I often thought. If the food was really

good of course he'd be greedy, and when he was hungry he'd be even

greedier. Without greed the eating instinct could never come into play,

and it would not be able to find sustenance. Then I went on to wonder

whether the idiot was still playing chess. Our branch farm was nearly

fifty kilometres from his, making visits difficult, so I did not manage

to see him.

In the twinkling of an eye it was summer. I was working in the

mountains one day when I saw someone in the distance on the track

at the foot of the mountain. Everyone felt that it was a stranger and
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was arguing about who it was. Someone said it was Little Mao's bloke.

Little Mao was an educated girl who had recently got herself a

boyfriend in another farm, but nobody had seen him. Little Mao threw

down her mattock and rushed over, tripping and stumbling, looking

eagerly. Before she could make out who it was I had recognised the

stranger as Wang Yisheng, the Chess Maniac. When I shouted to him

it gave the rest of them a start. "Has he come to see you?" they all

asked. I was very pleased. There were educated youngsters from four

cities and provinces in our team, and only a few of them had come

with me, so it was natural that none of them knew Wang Yisheng. At

the time I was the acting head of a group of three or four of us, so I

said, "Let's break up and stop working. But don't go back. Get anything

edible you can find on the mountain. Come down when the bell rings

and bring it to my place to cook it there. You fetch your rice and bring

it over. We'll eat together." They all rushed off into the undergrowth

and started searching.

I went jumping and running down the mountain. Wang Yisheng

had stopped and looked very happy. "How did you know it was me?"

he asked when I was still some distance from him. "I could recognise

your crazy look from miles away," I said when I reached him. "Why've

you never come to see me?" The clothes on his back were soaked in

sweat, his hat was plastered down on his forehead and his face was

covered in dust. Only his eyes and teeth shone bright. His lips were

engrained with dirt and so dry that they had cracked. "How did you

get here?" I asked. "I hitched a lift some of the way and walked for a

while. I've been away for a fortnight." This shocked me. "But it's less

than fifty kilometres," I said, "how did you take so long?" "I'll tell you

all about it when we get back," he replied.

As we talked we reached the brigade headquarters in the valley.

Some of the farm's pigs were rushing about, all skinnier than dogs.

The place was deserted as it was not yet time to knock off. There was

only a muffled clatter from the brigade kitchen.
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When we reached my dormitory we went straight in. It was not

locked as there was nothing surplus to be stolen, and so no need for

precautions. I put a basin on the floor and asked him to wait while I

fetched a bucket of boiling water for him to wash with. In the kitchen

I talked to the cook and found out that as I had already drawn my

twenty-five gram of oil for the month I would only be able to have

raw vegetables instead of cooked ones from then on. "Got a visitor?"

the cook asked. "Sure," I replied. The cook opened a locked cupboard,

took out a small spoonful of oil and found a bowl to put it in for me, as

well as three long aubergines. "You can come and draw your food

tomorrow as usual," he said. "We'll start the day after tomorrow to

make it a bit easier for you." I filled my bucket with hot water and

took it back to the dormitory.

Wang Yisheng had stripped to his underpants and was washing

noisily. When he had finished washing himself he put his dirty clothes

into the water to soak, rubbed them one by one, then washed, rinsed,

wrung and hung them out to dry on the clothes line by the door.

"You're very efficient," I said. "I'm used to it," he said. "I've been

looking after myself since I was a kid. A few clothes are no trouble."

As he spoke he sat down on the bed and twisted his arm round to

scratch his back, moving all his ribs. I got my cigarette out to offer

him. He tapped one out with great expertise, lifted it out of the packet

with his tongue, and turned it over to put between his lips. I lit his

then lit up mine too. He inhaled deeply, raising his shoulders, then

slowly blew the smoke out. His whole body swayed. "Not bad at all,"

he said with a smile. "How's that then?" I said. "Are you a smoker too

now? I suppose you're living quite well."

He gazed at the thatched roof then at the pigs milling around by

the doorway, after which he looked down and just gently tapped his

skinny thighs. It was a long time before be said, "Quite well, really
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quite well. What should I tell you about? Grain? Money? What else do

you want? Quite well, really quite well. How are things with you?"

He asked this question through a fog of smoke. "Plenty of money," I

replied with a sigh, "plenty of grain. Not bad, but no oil. The mass-

produced food gives you stomachache. The main thing is that there's

no entertainment. No books, no electricity, no films. It's hard to go

anywhere. We're stuck in this valley. It's dead boring."

"You people," he said, looking at me and shaking his head. "You

can't say so in as many words, but you all want icing on it. I'm very

satisfied. What else do I need? But you, you've been ruined by books.

I thought a lot about the two stories you told me on the train and got

to like them a lot. You're quite something. You've read a lot. But when

it comes down to it, what can reading solve? Yes, you can give

everything you've got to keep alive and end up crazy. Later on you

get better and you carry on living, but how? Like Pons? He had food

and drink and liked having a bit stashed away, but the trouble with

him was that he was greedy. If he wasn't being treated to meals he felt

miserable. People ought to know when to be satisfied. If you can eat

your fill at every meal you're lucky." He fell silent, gazing at his toes

as he wiggled them. Then he rubbed the heel of one foot against the

back of the other, blew out a mouthful of smoke, and flicked his legs

with his fingers.

I wished I had not used oil and things one could do without, such

as books and films, to show how fed up I was with the life there. To

him these all came above the basic survival line, and he was not

bothered about them. I suddenly felt deflated and tending to agree

with what he said. Yes, what else did I need? Didn't I think it was fine

here? I never had to worry about where my next meal was coming

from, and even if my bed was falling to pieces it was my own—I didn't

go here, there and everywhere to find a place to kip for the night. So

what was I always getting so irritated about? Why was I so desperate
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to read a book, any old book? As for films, once the lights went up

again the dream was over: what did I think I could get from them? But

I still had a vague longing in my heart. I could not have said exactly

what it was, but I realised that it was something to do with living.

"Do you still play chess?" I asked. "Of course," he replied, as

quickly as he made a chess move. "Goes without saying." "Well then,"

I said, "if you think everything's so wonderful why do you still want

to play chess? Isn't chess superfluous?" His smoke ring stopped in

mid-air, he rubbed his face, and said, "I'm hooked on chess. Once I

start playing I forget about everything else. As long as I'm lost in chess

I'm happy. When I haven't got a board or pieces I can play it in my

head. It's no skin off anyone's nose." "How would you feel if one day

you weren't allowed to play chess, or even to think about it?" I asked.

He looked at me with astonishment. "That's impossible. It couldn't

happen. I could play in my head. They can't dig their way in there.

You're talking nonsense." "Chess must be terrific," I sighed. "Once

you've read a book you can't always be re-reading it in your head.

You always want to read new ones. But chess isn't the same. You can

change the games as you play them." "Well then," he said with a smile,

"so you want to learn how to play chess? We've got no worries about

having enough to eat—at worst it's not good enough—and life's pretty

boring. There's nowhere you can get books, so play chess. Chess will

ease your melancholy."

I thought it over, then said, "I'm really not interested in chess. But

one of the chaps in our brigade is supposed to be good at it." He threw

his cigarette end hard out of the door, and his eyes lit up again. "Really?

A chess player? So I came to the right place. Where is he ?" "Not back

from work yet," I replied. "What are you in such a rush for. Didn't

you come to see me?" He lay on my bed with both hands behind his

neck gazing at his slack belly. "It's six months since I've been able to

find a chess player. Later on I thought that as the world is full of
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remarkable people even in the backwoods here I d surely be able to

find a good chess player. I've taken some leave and been hunting for

people to play chess with all along the way. Now I've got to your

place."

"But you're not earning anything, are you?" I said. "What are you

living on?" "You wouldn't know," he replied. "My sister's been given

a job in industry in a city. As she's earning I don't have to send as

much money home, so I thought I'd use this time to meet some chess

players. What about it then? In a minute will you find that man you

told me about to give me a game?" I said that of course I would, then

with a quickening of my heart I asked another question, "What are

things like at home?" He sighed and gazed at the ceiling. It was a long

time before he said. "We're poor. It's very tough. There are three of us.

My mother's dead. There's just my father, my kid sister and me. My
dad earns next to nothing. If you average out what we've got to live

on it's less than ten yuan each a month. My father's been drinking

since my mother died, and it's been getting worse and worse. If he

gets his hands on a bit of money he drinks and gets abusive. When the

neighbours try to calm him down he's all too ready to listen. It's really

embarrassing—he's all tears and snot. Once I asked him. 'Wouldn't

you be better off not drinking? What good's it doing you?' 'You don't

know what drink is,' he said to me. 'It's instead of sleep for us old

men. We have a very hard life, your mother's gone, and you two are

still young. I'm fed up. I've got no education and I'm getting on. The

money I'm earning now will be all I'll ever have. When your mother

died she said something about how I'd got to keep you till you'd

finished junior middle school before letting you earn your living. Please

let me have my drink. If you have grievances with your old man, let

me pay for it in my next life.'"

Maniac gave me a look and then he said, "I'll tell you the truth.

My mother was on the game before Liberation. After a while someone
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took a fancy to her and she became his concubine. So you could say

that made her respectable. Can you give me a cigarette?" I threw him

one, he lit it, blew on it till it was glowing red, and stared at it. His

eyes didn't move. After a long time he said, "Later on my mother ran

off with someone else. They say the man who'd bought her treated

her badly, and it goes without saying what the senior wife did. They

beat her too. I don't know what sort of bloke it was she went off with.

All I know is that my mother started me with him. He disappeared

straight after Liberation, leaving her pregnant with me. She had

nothing to eat and nothing to wear, so she took up with my present

father. He used to do heavy labour, but by the time Liberation came

his strength gave out, and what with being uneducated he earned very

little. Once he'd got together with my mum they hoped that they'd

help each other to live a bit better, but after she had my sister my

mother's health went from bad to worse. I'd just started at primary

school. I had a good brain, and the teachers liked me. But I could never

go on the school spring outings or trips to the cinema. I had to save

everything I possibly could for the family. My mother didn't want to

fail me, so although she was ill she dragged herself all over the place

to find work. Once she and I were folding printed sheets for a printing

shop. It was a book about chess. When we'd finished I checked them

through, a book at a time. To my surprise I found it quite interesting.

"After that I went out to watch people playing chess in the streets

whenever I had any spare time. And when I'd done that for a few

days I started getting the itch. I didn't dare ask for any money, so I cut

some pieces out of cardboard and took them to school. As I played I

got used to the game. Then I went out to play on the street with other

people. I could play very well when I was watching them, but when I

started playing for real I lost. I played all evening. I didn't even eat.

My mother came looking for me and hit me all the way home. She

was so weak she couldn't even hurt me.
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"When we got home she knelt down in front of me and said, 'Little

ancestor, you're all my hopes. If you won't study properly I'm going

to die here and now.' That gave me a terrible fright. 'Mum,' I said

straight away, 'I've been studying properly. Please get up. I won't

play chess any more.' I helped her up and into a chair. That night my

mother and I were folding sheets, and as I went on and on folding my

mind wandered off into a game of chess. 'Just look at you,' she said

with a sigh. 'You can never afford to go to the cinema or a park. Play

your chess. Go on then. But remember what I say: you mustn't go

mad about playing. I won't forgive you if you mess up your lessons.

Your dad and I can't read, but we can ask your teachers. If they say

that you're not keeping up with your classes it won't matter what

excuses you make.' I accepted that. I wasn't going to mess up my

classes. School maths was like a game.

"From then on I'd do my home work after school then play chess.

After supper I helped my mum with her work till bedtime. You don't

have to use your brains to fold paper, so I could play chess in my

head. Sometimes I got so carried away that I hit the pile of paper and

shouted out a move. It gave them all a scare." "No wonder you play

so well," I said. "You've had chess on the brain since you were a kid."

"Yes," he smiled bitterly. "Later on the teacher urged me to join the

chess group in the children's palace. They told me to learn as much as

I could so I could be a champion later. But my mother said, 'We're not

going to any chess group. If you want to study, learn a useful skill.

However well you play chess you'll never be able to make a living

from it. If you've got some spare time it'd be best to learn more at your

school. Tell your teacher you're not going to the chess group. If there

are things your teachers haven't taught you yet you tell them to teach

you. It'll all come in very useful one day. What? You just want to learn

chess? That used to be a game for the rich. I saw people like that in the

old days. They were all somebody. They didn't play for their living.
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In the places where I used to live there were women who could play

chess too—they charged more. You don't know. You don't understand.

Playing for fun's all right, but don't specialise in it.'

"I told the teacher. He thought for a while but didn't say anything.

Later on he bought me a chess set. When I showed it to my mum she

said, 'What a kind man. But you remember, you've got to be able to

earn your living first. Chess only comes second. When you're earning

and supporting the family you can play as much as you like. It'll be

up to you/" I sighed and said, "So it's okay now. You're earning money,

so you can play to your heart's content. Your mother needn't worry

any more."

Wang Yisheng lifted his feet up on the bed and sat there cross-

legged, his hands round his wrists, staring at the floor. "My mother

never lived to see me earn anything," he continued. "My parents

supported me till the first year of middle school, then she died. Before

she died she said to me specially, 'Everyone in the street says you're

good at chess. I believe them. But I don't like you for that. Chess'll get

you nowhere. It's no living. I won't live to see you finish junior middle

school, but I've told your father that he's got to see you through it no

matter how hard up you are. From what I've heard, senior school is

just for getting ready for university. In your family we don't need to

go to university. Your dad's in a bad way and your sister's still a child.

When you've finished junior middle school you can start earning. The

family will depend on you. I'm leaving you now. I've not got anything

to give you except this chess set I've made from old toothbrush handles

I've picked up.' She told me to get a little cloth bundle out from under

her pillow. When I opened it I found a set of tiny chessmen, polished

as bright as ivory. But they didn't have their names written on them.

'As I can't read I was worried I'd carve the words wrong,' she said.

'Take them, and carve them yourself. That'll show you that your mum
understands how much you like playing chess.' I'd never cried about
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any of our family's other troubles—what use would that have been

—

but when I saw that set of blank chessmen I couldn't help crying."

I felt a lump in my own throat, so I looked down and sighed. "What

is it to be a mother ..." Wang Yisheng said nothing else, but just carried

on smoking.

The others came down from the mountain with two snakes they

had killed. When they saw Wang Yisheng they were all very polite,

asking him which branch farm he was from and what the food was

like there. He answered these questions then went to feel his clothes

that had been hung out. They were not yet dry. I urged him to wear

some of mine till they were ready, but he said he'd stay bare-chested

for the time being as eating would make him sweat.

Seeing how easy-going he was everyone started talking casually.

I naturally gave his chess playing a plug to let them know that he was

no ordinary visitor, and they all said we ought to get the brigade's

champion Legballs to come and give him a game. Someone went over

to fetch him, and he was with us in no time.

Legballs was a school leaver from a big city in the south, very tall

and very skinny. He moved in a rather refined way, and he was always

very correctly dressed. To see someone like him, tall, elegant and

beautifully burned out, when you were walking along a mountain

path was really surprising. Legballs stooped to come in and stretched

his hand out to shake when he was still some way off.

After a moment's confusion Wang Yisheng quickly realised who

the newcomer was and stretched his hand out too. He blushed. After

shaking hands Legballs clasped his hands in front of his stomach and

said, "I'm called Ni Bin. As my legs are so long everyone calls me
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Legballs. 'Balls' is a crude word—I hope you won't mind. The people

here are very uneducated. May I ask you name?" "Wang," he replied,

looking up at Ni Bin who was a couple of heads taller than him, "Wang

Yisheng."

"Wang Yisheng?" said Ni Bin. "Terrific, terrific, a terrific name.

How do you write Yisheng?" Still looked up at him, Wang Yisheng

told him. "Terrific, terrific," said Ni Bin, and he waved his long bent

arm to add, "Do sit down. I hear that you've made a deep study of

chess. Terrific, terrific. Chess represents a very high degree of culture.

My father plays very well. He's quite well known. But they all know

about that. I can play a bit and I'm very fond of it, but there's nobody

to play with here. Do sit down."

Wang Yisheng went back to the bed and sat on it again, smiling

awkwardly. He was at a loss for words. Ni Bin did not sit down himself,

but put his hand on his chest, gave a slight bow and said, "I'm terribly

sorry, but as I've just finished work I've not yet had time for a wash.

Would you mind waiting a moment? I'll be right back. Oh, by the

way, is your father a chess lover?" Wang Yisheng shook his head

quickly and was on the point of saying something but only gasped

instead. "Terrific, terrific," Ni Bin said. "Right then. I'll be back in a

moment." "Legballs," I said, "come and have some snake after your

bath." "There's no need," Ni Bin said as he left, "no need. All right

then, all right." Everyone burst out laughing. "Are you coming or aren't

you?" they shouted after him. "What do you mean, 'no need, all right

then'?" "Of course I want to eat snake," Ni Bin said from the other

side of the door. "I'll have to use my head when I play chess in a

moment."

As they all laughed at Legballs they shut the door, stripped naked,

and washed themselves all over, teasing each other about their bodies.

Goodness knows what Wang Yisheng was thinking about as he sat on
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the edge of the bed, keeping out of the way of the men towelling

themselves. I ripped the heads off the snakes and said to him, "Never

mind about Legballs. He's just crazy." "If this pal of yours really knows

his stuff we'll have a good game today," one of the lads said to me.

"Legballs' dad's famous in our city." "The father's one thing and the

son's another," put in someone else. "Chess playing isn't a hereditary

skill." "Some very good players have learnt their chess at home," said

Wang Yisheng. "Games that have been kept in a family for generations

can't be underestimated. We'll see when we start playing." As he spoke

his hands and face tensed up.

I hung up the snakes and skinned them but did not wash them,

then put them on the table and opened them up with a bamboo knife.

Instead of cutting them up I coiled them up in a big bowl that I stood

in a pot. Then I put water in the bottom of the pot and called out,

"Have you finished washing yet? I'm going to open the door." They

scrambled into their undershorts. I went out and made a stand with

three sun-dried bricks, piled some kindling between them and stood

the pot on the bricks, shouting at the pigs to keep them away. "Who's

going to watch this?" I asked. "Don't let the pigs knock it over. Take it

off the heat ten minutes after it's started boiling." I went back inside to

prepare the aubergines.

Someone washed a washing bowl clean and took it to the canteen

to fetch four or five pounds of rice and a little bowl of plain boiled

eggplants. He also brought back a scallion, two cloves of wild garlic

and a small piece of ginger. When I said we were still short of salt

someone else ran back to fetch a block of salt that was then smashed

up and put on a sheet of paper.

Legballs made his long journey back with a black wooden box in

his hands. "Have you got any condensed soy sauce, Legballs?" I asked.

After a moment's hesitation he went back. "And bring us some vinegar

crystals if you've got any," I shouted after him.
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When the snakes were cooked I carried them inside and whipped

off the lid to let out a great cloud of steam. Instead of pulling their

heads back they all waited till they could see the meat then exclaimed

in admiration. The two snakes were coiled gleaming in the bowl,

appetizing steam rising from them. I whisked the blowl out of the pot

and blew my fingers as I said, "Get you digestive juices ready." Wang

Yisheng pushed over too to take a look. "How can we eat them whole?"

he asked. "Snake meat mustn't come into contact with iron," I said. "If

it does it stinks. That's why I didn't cut it up. Tear it apart with your

chopsticks, dip it in the flavourings, and eat it." I put the sliced eggplant

into the pot to steam.

Legballs came in with a small piece of condensed soy sauce

wrapped in paper and another little paper packet in which were a few

white crystals. When I asked him what they were he said, "It's oxalic

acid. It's meant to be used as disinfectant, but you can use it instead of

vinegar. I have't got any vinegar crystals, and this is all the concentrated

soy I've got left." "We'll make do," I said. Legball put his box on the

table and opened it. It was a chess set, and the dark, shiny pieces were

made of ebony. The characters on each piece were archaic ones

engraved with the most careful writing and inlaid in gold and silver

wire. They had a very ancient and distinguished air to them. The board

was made of silk instead of paper, and the writing on it was also archaic.

Everyone crowded round to look at it, to Legballs' great satisfaction.

"It's an antique," he said, "Ming dynasty, and very valuable. My father

gave it to me when I came here. I didn't need a good set like this when

I played with you before. But today, now that Wang Yisheng' s here,

we can play properly." Wang Yisheng, who had probably never seen

so exquisite a chess set in his life, fondled the pieces very carefully

and tensed up again.
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I poured water on the condensed soy and the oxalic acid crystals,

added chopped up scallions and ginger, and shouted, "Eat!" They all

noisily filled their bowls with rice, tore the snake meat apart with their

chopsticks, dipped it into the sauce, and said how marvellous it was

as soon as it was in their mouths.

I asked Wang Yisheng if he thought it was a bit like crab. "I've

never had crab," he replied as he chewed, "so I can't tell." At this

Legballs leaned over to ask, "Never eaten crab? How's that possible?"

Wang Yisheng did not answer, but carried on eating. Legballs put his

bowl and chopsticks down. "Every Mid-Autumn Festival," he said,

"my father invites some of his famous friends to our home to eat crab,

play chess, appreciate good wine, and write poems. They're all very

cultured people and their poems are very good. They write them on

fans for each other. The fans will be worth a lot many years from now."

Everyone ignored him and carried on eating. Seeing that there was

less and less of the snake left he snatched his chopsticks up again and

stopped talking.

It was not long before the snake meat was all finished leaving only

a couple of snake skeletons in the bowl. I then brought the steamed

aubergine in and mixed garlic and salt in with it. Then I tipped the hot

water out of the pot and replaced it with fresh, into which I put the

snake bones for soup. Everyone gasped, stretched out their chopsticks

again, and soon finished off the eggplant. I then brought the soup in.

After boiling, the snake bones had all come apart and were rattling in

the bottom of the pot. There were always a few clumps of wild aniseed

growing outside the building, and when I picked a few and plunged

them into the hot soup the room was immediately filled with a rich

aroma. By now they had eaten all the rice, and as they ladled the soup

into their bowls and slowly sipped it hot, they were more relaxed than

before and their tongues loosened.
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"Terrific, it's terrific," said Legballs, pushing his hat back. He

brought out a cigarette that he gave to Wang Yisheng, then put another

into his own mouth. He was just about to put the packet back in his

pocket when he thought for a moment, placed it on a small table, waved

his hands and said, "What we've eaten today have all been mountain

delicacies. We haven't been able to get any seafood. We eat a lot of

seafood in my family: we're really particular about it. My father told

me that when my grandfather was alive he used to employ an old

woman who spent all day removing the dirt from birds' nests. These

birds' nests are made by a kind of sea bird from little fish and shrimps

stuck together with its saliva, which is why there are so many mucky

bits in them that have to be removed one by one and very carefully.

You can only clean up one a day. Then you steam it very gently over a

low fire. If you eat a bit every day it's very good for you."

"Blimey," said Wang Yisheng, "someone spending all her time just

preparing birds' nests. Wouldn't it have been just as good as birds'

nests to buy some fish and shrimps and boil them up together?"

"If you could, would birds' nests be so expensive?" said Legballs

with a touch of a smile. "In the first place, the nests are built on cliffs

by the ocean, and you have to risk your neck to get them. Second, the

sea bird's saliva is very valuable: it's warming and strengthening. So

birds' nests need risking someone's life, cost a lot of time and are a

tonic. It shows your family is rich and you're really someone if you

can eat them." Everyone then said that birds' nests must be very

delicious. Legballs gave a little smile and said: "I've eaten them. They

stink." Everybody sighed and said it wasn't worth spending so much

to eat something high.

It grew dark. The moon that had risen some time before gradually

became lighter. I lit an oil lamp that cast people's shadows on all the

walls. "Shall we have a game, Wang Yisheng?" Legballs asked. Wang
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Yisheng probably had not yet woken up from his thoughts of birds'

nests, as he only gave a slight nod in response. Legballs went outside,

at which Wang Yisheng gave a grunt of surprise. There was general

laughter but no explanation. A moment later Legballs came back inside,

very correctly dressed, followed by many other people who all came

in to have a look at Wang Yisheng. Legballs slowly set the pieces out.

"Will you move first?" he asked. "You," said Wang Yisheng. Everyone

gathered around, some sitting and some standing, to watch.

After a dozen or so moves Wang Yisheng was rather uneasy, but

all he did was to quietly rub his fingers. When thirty or so moves had

been made Wang Yisheng quickly said, "Let's have another game."

Everyone looked with astonishment at Wang Yisheng then at Legballs:

they did not know who had won. "One win doesn't constitute a victory,"

said Legballs with a smile, putting his hand out for a cigarette and

lighting it. Wang Yisheng did not show his feelings as he set the pieces

out again in silence. The two of them started playing again. After

another dozen or so moves Legballs did nothing for a long time until

he had finished his cigarette. They made a few more moves, then

Legballs slowly said, "Let's have another game." Everyone wondered

once more who had won and kept asking. Wang Yisheng quickly put

the pieces into a square pile, looked at Legballs and said, "What about

playing blind?" Legballs thought for a moment then nodded. Then

two of them started calling out their moves. Quite a few of the

spectators started scratching their heads and their necks and saying

that this was a boring way of playing as you couldn't tell who was

winning. Some of them left, taking some of the oil lamps with them

and leaving the room half in darkness.

Feeling a little cold I asked Wang Yisheng, "Don't you want to put

something on?" He ignored me. I felt bored too, so I sat down on the

bed, looking first at the crowd, then at Legballs and at Wang Yisheng

as if I were examining a couple of monsters for the first time. By the
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light of the paraffin lamp Wang Yisheng sat with his arms round his

knees. There were two deep hollows behind his collarbones. He was

staring at the lamp. Every now and then he hit a mosquito that landed

on him. Legballs' long legs were against his chest. One large hand

was covering the whole of his face while the finger of his other hand

fidgetted rapidly. After they had been talking for a long time Legballs

put his hands down, gave a quick smile, and said, "I'm muddled.

I can't remember where I am." He set the pieces out for another game.

It was not long before he looked up at Wang Yisheng and said, "The

world is yours." He pulled out a cigarette and handed it to Wang

Yisheng with the question, "Who taught you to play?" Wang Yisheng

looked at Legballs and replied, "People everywhere." "Terrific, terrific,"

said Legballs. "You're a terrific player." Now that we all had seen who

the winner was we all relaxed cheerfully and gazed at Wang Yisheng.

Lagballs rubbed his hands and said, "My chess has got rusty with

no chess players here. I'm really pleased to have met you today. We're

friends now." "I'll certainly go to see your father when I get the chance,"

said Wang Yisheng. "Good, great," said Legballs with delight. "You

must go and see him when you can. I'm not a serious player." After a

moment's pause he continued, "I'm sure you'll be able to get into the

local tournament." "What tournament?" "We're having a sports meet

in the district. There'll be chess and the like. I know the secretary in

charge of education and culture for the district. He used to know my
father in our home town. When I came to the state farm my father

gave me a letter for him asking him to look after me. I went to see him,

and he told me that I'd better play basketball. But how could I? It's

such a savage game—you can get hurt. He wrote to tell me about this

sports meet and get me to join our farm's board games team and go to

the district meet. If I win, a transfer will of course be easy. A player

like you would be bound to get into the farm team. All you have to do
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is come back to our farm and put down your name. When they have

the trials at farm headquarters you're bound to be chosen." Wang

Yisheng was delighted. He looked skinnier than ever when he got up

to put some clothes on.

At almost midnight the party broke up, leaving only the four of us

who lived in the same room, Wang Yisheng and Legballs. Legballs

stood up and said, "I'm going to fetch something to eat." Everyone

waited in high excitement until he bent low to come back in again and

put his things on the bed. He displayed six bars of chocolate, half a

packet of malted milk powder and a pound of best white noodles

wrapped in paper. We all gulped down the chocolate and licked our

lips. We added hot water to the malted milk powder and made up six

very weak bowlfuls that we all drank noisily. "There can't be anything

else like this in the world," said Wang Yisheng with a giggle. "It's

bitter and sweet at the same time." I turned the stove up, brought

water in the pan to the boil and put the noodles in. "Pity we've got

nothing to flavour them with," I said. "I've got some more concentrated

soy," said Legballs. "I thought you only had that little bit," I said.

"Well," replied Legballs with embarrassment, "today's a special

occasion as Wang Yisheng's here. I can contribute a bit more." He went

off to fetch it.

When we'd all eaten we lit up, yawned and said we'd never have

imagined that Legballs would have so much stashed away. He'd

hidden his things really well. Legballs quickly explained that this really

was everything he had left. When we all said we were going to search

his place Wang Yisheng protested, "Don't fool around. What's his is

his. If he's kept stuff from when he arrived at the farm right up till

now that shows he's a good housekeeper. Tell me, Ni Bin, when does

this tournament start?" "It's to be at least six months from now,"

Legballs replied. Wang Yisheng said nothing else. "All right," I said,

"let's go to bed. Wang Yisheng, you can double up with me in my bed.
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We can go on talking tomorrow, Legballs." We all stood up to make

the beds and put up the mosquito nets. Wang Yisheng and I escorted

Legballs to the door and watched his tall shape vanish into the distance

under the blue and white moonlight. Wang Yisheng sighed and said,

"Ni Bin's a good bloke."

Wang Yisheng stayed for another day but insisted on going the

morning after that. Legballs came in tattered old clothes and with his

mattock over his shoulder to say goodbye. As the two of them shook

hands Ni Bin said, "We'll definitely meet again." They all waved to

Wang Yisheng from far up the mountainside. I went with him to the

end of the little valley, where he stopped me and told me to go back.

I insisted that if he got into difficulties at any of the other branches of

the farm he was to get someone to bring me a message, and that if he

came this way on his journey back he was to come and spend some

more time with us. Wang Yisheng adjusted the strap of his satchel

and hurried off along the highway, raising the dust with his feet, his

clothes wa ving. His trousers flapped about as if he had no backside

inside them.
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From then on we often talked about Wang Yisheng when we were

at a loose end, relishing the memory of his bare-shouldered battle with

Legballs. When I told them what a hard life Wang Yisheng had had

Legballs said, "My father says that 'great scholars come from poor

families'. He told me that Ni Yunlin of the Yuan dynasty was our

ancestor, and he liked having everything clean. At first the family was

rich, so he could have everything just so. After that we were ruined by

the wars, so our ancestor sold the family property and wandered all

over the place. He often slept in villages and inns in the back of nowhere

and met a lot of great scholars. Later on he got to know some people

living in the wilds who could play chess, and they taught him to play

really well. Nowadays everyone's heard of Ni Yunlin the great poet,

calligrapher and painter who was one of the four masters of the Yuan

period. They don't realise he was a chess player too. Later on he became

a Zen Buddhist and brought chess into the Zen tradition. He developed

his own school of chess that was only handed down in our family.

I don't know what school Wang Yisheng belongs to, but he beat me

and he's certainly a very good player." None of us knew who Ni Yunlin

was, and we only half believed Legballs' boasting. But we accepted

that Legballs knew a thing or two about chess, and that as Wang

Yisheng had beaten Legballs he must be even greater. All the other

educated youngsters there came from the common people of the cities,

and most of them were from poor families, which made them

appreciate Wang Yisheng even more.
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Nearly six months passed, but we saw no more of Wang Yisheng.

All we got were reports from here and there that someone called Wang

Yisheng whose nickname was the Chess Maniac had played chess with

someone or other at some place or other and beaten him. We were all

delighted, and even when there was news of his being beaten we

always refused to believe it: how could Wang Yisheng possibly lose?

When there was no answer to the letter I wrote to him at his branch

farm the others all urged me to go and see him. But what with one

thing and another, and on top of everything else the frequent feuds

between the young school-leavers in the farms, and the shooting at

each other with firearms that had been brought in, I did not go in

the end.

One day on the mountainside Legballs told me that he had put his

name down for the chess tournament and would be going to farm

headquarters in a couple of days' time. He asked me if I'd had any

news of Wang Yisheng. I said that 1 had not. We all said that Wang

Yisheng was bound to go to farm headquarters for the chess

tournament and we agreed that we would all ask for leave to go to

headquarters to watch.

A couple of days later the work in the brigade slackened off and

the others all asked for leave to go to headquarters on various pretexts

in the hope of seeing Wang Yisheng. I asked for leave too and went

with them.

The farm headquarters was in the district capital, and it took us

two days to get there. Although the place was an administrative centre

at the level immediately below the province all it had were two streets

that crossed each other with some shops in them. The shelves in the

shops were either empty of full of "Display Goods: Not for Sale". But

we were still excited, and felt that we had come to somewhere

prosperous and splendid. We ate our way from one inn to the next

along the street. We called for plain boiled pork and wolfed dish after
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dish of it, then we patted our bellies and found the sunlight rather

dazzling. We were rather drunk with meat, so we found some grass

on which to stretch out. We smoked then went to sleep. When we

woke up we went back to the shopping streets to eat some grain-based

food with deliberate relish, then went to the farm headquarters.

A whole column of us went to the headquarters in the highest of

spirits, where we found an official who dealt with education and sport

and asked whether someone by the name of Wang Yisheng had

reported in. The official spent a long time checking the register then

told us that he had not. We did not believe him, so we grabbed the

register and all snatched at it as we looked through it, only to find that

his name really was not there. We asked the official if Wang Yisheng

could have been left out by mistake, and the official said that the register

had been compiled from the names the branch farms submitted.

Everyone had been given a number and assigned to a group. The games

would begin the next day. We all looked at each other in bewilderment.

" Let's go and find Legballs," I suggested. He was in the thatched huts

where the athletes were staying, and as soon as we saw him we asked

him. "I can't understand it either," he said. "It's chaos here. I've been

given a number as a chess player, but they've put me to stay with the

ball players. They insist that I've got to take part in this evening's

training session for the headquarters team. I argued for ages but it

was no use at all. They said they'd be depending on me to get the ball

forward." We all burst out laughing and said, "Never mind what kind

of competition it is: you'll be eating well enough. But it's a real pity

that Wang Yisheng's not here."

Even when the games began there was still no sign of Wang

Yisheng. When we asked some people from his branch farm they all

said that they had not seen him for ages. We were worried, but there

was nothing we could do, so we went to watch Legballs playing

basketball. He was having a thoroughly miserable time. He knew none
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of the rules, could not even hold on to the ball properly, and missed

every time he threw. Whenever there was a scramble for the ball that

got at all fierce he removed himself and watched wide-eyed while the

rest of them struggled. The official in charge of culture and sport was

scratching his ears in despair and everyone else was rocking about

with laughter. Every time he came off Legballs yelled and complained

about how barbaric and filthy it all was.

After two days of trials all the farm headquarters teams were chosen

for the games. When we saw that there was still no sign of Wang

Yisheng we all agreed that we would go back. Legballs wanted to stay

with the district secretary for culture and education for another couple

of days, and he saw us off on the beginning of our journey. We had

almost reached the crossroads when someone pointed and said, "Isn't

that Wang Yisheng?" We looked that way and saw that it really was

him. Wang Yisheng was rushing towards the corner and had not

noticed us. When we all called out to him he came to a violent halt,

saw us, and crossed the road towards us. As he came close we all

asked at once why he had not come to take part in the tournament. He

looked very anxious as he replied, "I've been taking leave to go off

and play chess for the last six months, but when I knew it was time to

put my name down and come back, the branch farm wouldn't let me

come here for the tournament. They didn't even put my name forward.

They said I'd been behaving too badly. I've only just found an excuse

to come here and watch the tournament. How is it? How's the play

been?" Everyone answered at once that the early rounds were over

and that what was happening now was the competition between the

county teams for the district championship.

Wang Yisheng was silent for a while. Then he said, "All right. It

must be the best players from all the counties who are going in for the

district championship. It'll be worth watching." "Haven't you eaten

yet?" I asked. "Come on, you can grab something in the street as we
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go." Legballs shook Wang Yisheng by the hand, full of sympathy for

his plight. We all crowded into a small restaurant where we bought

some food that we ate with many a sigh. "I want to watch the district

chess tournament," said Wang Yisheng. "What about you lot? Are you

going back?" The others said that they had to be getting back as they

had been away for too long. "I'll stay here with you for another day or

two," I said, "Legballs will be here too." Two or three of the others

then also said that they'd hang around for another day or two.

Legballs led all of us who were staying in town off to the culture

and education secretary's house, saying that he'd see if there was any

chance that Wang Yisheng might be able to take part in the tournament.

It did not take us long to get there. There was a small iron gate that

was closed. When we went in we were asked who we were looking

for, but once they saw Legballs, no more questions were asked and

we were told to wait. A moment later we were called in, and we all

trooped into the large house.

There was a row of well-tended plants on the window-sill. On the

big wall was a hanging scroll of one of Chairman Mao's poems

mounted on the palest of thin yellow silks. The only furniture in the

room was a few cane chairs and a low table on which were several

newspapers and some mimeographed reports. It was not long before

the secretary came in, a fat man who shook each of us by the hand,

called for somebody to take the mimeographed reports away, and

invited us all to sit down. None of us had ever been into the home of a

man who ruled several counties before, so we all peered around. The

secretary was quiet for a moment before he asked, "Are you all fellow

students of Ni Bin's?" We all turned back to look at the secretary, not

knowing what to say. "They're all from our brigade," Legballs said,

leaning forward. "This is Wang Yisheng," he continued, waving at

him. "So you're Wang Yisheng, are you?" said the secretary, looking

at him. "Good. Ni Bin has been talking about you a lot the last couple

of days. Well, have you been selected for the district tournament?"
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Wang Yisheng was just going to reply when Ni Bin cut in with.

"Wang Yisheng was held up by a number of things he had to do, so he

wasn't able to put his name down. He's done what he had to do now.

Could he possibly get into the district tournament? What do you think?"

The secretary's fat hands lightly patted the arms of his chair a couple

of times, slowly and gently scratched the side of his nose. "Oh. So

that's the way it is. It's tricky. It's tricky if you haven't qualified at the

county level. I hear you're a genius, but people would complain if you

were let into the tournament without having qualified." "I don't want

to take part," said Wang Yisheng, his head bowed low, "I just want to

watch." "That's OK," said the secretary. "You'd be most welcome. Ni

Bin, go to the desk, the one on the left, and you'll find a duplicated

schedule for the games. Bring it over and we'll see how the board

games competitions have been organised."

Ni Bin stepped into the inner room and came straight out again

with the papers. "The tournament lasts three days," he said when he

had looked at them, then handed them to the secretary. The secretary

put them on the table without looking at them, flicked them with his

fingers and said, "Yes, there are several counties involved. Well? Any

other problems?" We all stood up and said we had better be going.

The secretary was very quick to shake hands with one of us who was

nearest him and say, "Will you be coming over this evening, Ni Bin?"

Ni Bin bowed and accepted, then left with the rest of us. Once out in

the street we all breathed a sigh of relief and started talking and joking.

As we wandered aimlessly down the road we wondered whether

we had enough money with us to stay here for three days. Wang

Yisheng said he could find us somewhere to sleep, and there'd be no

problem even though there were so many of us. Not staying in an inn

would save us a lot of money. Ni Bin explained with some

embarrassment that he would stay with the secretary. The rest of us

went off with Wang Yisheng to find womewhere we could put up.
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Wang Yisheng had been to the district capital several times before,

and he knew a painter who worked in the cultural centre. It was here

that he led us all. When we reached the cultural centre and went inside,

at once we could see people singing and playing instruments some

distance away. We guessed that they must be the propaganda team

rehearsing. Three or four women in blue knitted clothes, their breasts

held about as high as they could be, wiggled their way up to us. As

they came closer they did not make way for us at all, but went straight

on without so much as a sideway glance. We moved to the side as

quickly as we could, all blushing. "They're the district's star

performers," whispered Ni Bin. "It's really something to have people

as talented as them in an obscure place like this." We all looked back

at the stars.

The painter lived in a tiny corner of the place with ducks and hens

wandering in and out of the door. Bits and pieces were piled along the

foot of the wall with weeds growing between them. The door was

hidden by many clothes and cotton sheets hanging out to air. Wang

Yisheng led us ducking through the clothes and called out the painter's

name. Someone came clattering out at once, saw that it was Wang

Yisheng and said, "It's you. Do all come in." The painter only had one

little room with a narrow wooden bed in it. The room was full of books,

magazines, paints, paper and brushes, and the walls were covered

with pictures. We all trooped in, one after the other, and the painter

moved his things about to make just enough room for us all to sit

down, though we did not dare move. The painter made his way past

all of us to go outside and come back a moment later with a thermos

flask from which he poured us all some hot water. We passed each

other mugs and bowls of every kind from which we all drank.
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The painter sat down too and asked Wang Yisheng, "Are you taking

part in the games?" Wang Yisheng gave a sigh and told him the whole

story. "It's just as well/' said the painter. "Are you going to stay for a

few days?" "That's why I've come to see you/' said Wang Yisheng.

"These are all friends of mine. Could you find us somewhere where

we could all squash in and sleep?" The painter thought for a while

repying, "When you come you can squeeze in here with me and we

get by. But this many ... mmm. Let me see." Then his eyes lit up and

he said, "There's an auditorium in this cultural centre with a very big

stage. There'll be a show tonight for the people taking part in the games,

and you can sleep on the stage afterwards. How about it? I can even

take you in to watch the show today. The electrician's a friend of mine.

I'll have a word with him and there'll be no problem about going in

and sleeping there. The only thing is that it's a bit dirty." We all said at

once that it would be perfect. Legablls, evidently relieved, stood up

carefully and said, "Fine, gentlemen. I'll be off." We all wanted to stand

up to say goodbye to him but none of us was able to. Legballs held us

down, repeatedly said that there was no need to get up, and stepped

outside with a single stride. "He is really tall," the painter said. "Is he

a basketball player?" We all burst out laughing and told him the funny

story about Legballs. When the painter had heard it he said, "Yes,

you're all filthy. Go and get washed. I'm coming with you." We all

filed out in order, but still kept knocking noisily against things.

A river flowed past the district capital at some distance from it. We

had to walk a long way before we reached it. It was not very wide, but

the water flowed very fast, making little whirlpools near the bank. As

there was nobody else anywhere around we all stripped right off and

gave ourselves a really good wash, using up the cake of soap that the

painter had brought with him. Then we soaked our clothes in the river,

pounded them clean on boulders, wrung them out and spread them

out on the rocks to dry. Apart from some who swam the rest of us
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sunbathed on the bank. The painter, who had finished washing long

before us, had brought out a sketchbook and was drawing. When I

noticed this I went over and stood behind him to look. He was doing

a nude sketch of us. The picture made me realise how remarkably

strong we men who worked so hard in the mountains were and could

not help sighing with admiration. Everyone else crowded round to

look as well, their white bottoms flashing around. "People working

have something very distinctive about the lines of their muscles.

They're very clear visible. Even though the development of the different

parts isn't always very even, real bodies are often like that, infinitely

varied. When I did life studies at art college they were mostly of

women, but they tended to be too standard. The male models were

usually stationary too: you got no feel of moving muscle, and the more

you painted them the deader it all was. Today's a rare opportunity."

Some of them said that their private parts were not nice to look at,

whereupon the painter used his pencil to turn their privates in the

picture into a big lump, which made everyone laugh. By now our

clothes were dry and we all climbed back into them.

It was almost dusk, and the sun was setting between two

mountains, making the river ripple with gold and turning the rocks

on the bank as red as hot iron. Birds were darting across the water

with cries that could be heard from far away. On the opposite bank

someone was singing a long-drawn-out folksong: we could not see

him, but we could hear his voice gradually fading away. We all gazed

in rapt concentration. After a long time Wang Yisheng sighed but said

nothing.

We all went back, and along the way we dragged the painter out

to have something to eat with us. He turned out to be quite a drinker.

It was now dark, and he took us in through the stage door of the

auditorium, where he gave someone a nod, had a word wit him, and

gestured to us to go in very quietly, hide in the wings and watch from
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there. The curtains did not open when they were supposed to because,

it was said, the secretary had not yet arrived. The performers, all

dressed and made up, were walking to and fro backstage, stretching

and joking with each other. Suddenly there was a noise in the house.

I lifted a corner of the curtain to see the fat secretary make a leisurely

entrance and sit in the front row. All around him were empty seats,

behind which the auditorium was a densely crowded mass of people.

The show now began. It was a very impassioned performance that

raised clouds of dust everywhere.

Onstage the performers had tears in their eyes, but once they were

in the wings they all started giggling and going on about all the things

that had gone wrong. But Wang Yisheng was completely carried away

by the show. Sometimes his face was overcast and at other times he

looked happy, and his mouth was gaping open all the way through.

The calmness with which he played chess had vanished completely.

When the show ended he started applauding all by himself from the

wings. I stopped him at once and looked down from the stage. The

front two rows were once again empty. The secretary had left some

time earlier.

We all went outside and groped our way through the dark to the

painter's room. Legballs was there before us, and as soon as he saw us

coming he came out with the painter to stand outside. "Wang Yisheng,"

the painter said, "you can take part in the tournament." "How's that?"

Wang Yisheng asked. Legballs explained that when he had been at the

secretary's home earlier that evening the secretary had mentioned in

the course of a social conversation that a dozen or so years ago he had

often visited Legballs' home and seen a lot of paintings and calligraphy

there. He wondered if they had been lost since the movement had

started. Legballs had replied that they still had some left, after which

the secretary had said nothing else. A little later the secretary had added

that there should no be any problem about Legballs' transfer: he could
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find a place for him in a culture or education office in the district capital.

He would have a word with his subordinates and it could all be done

quickly. He hoped that Legballs would write home about it. The

secretary then turned the conversation back to calligraphy, paintings

and antiques. People didn't know the value of such things these days,

he said, but he often thought about them. Legballs had said that he

would write home to see if they could give one or two scrolls to the

secretary, who deserved thanks for being so very helpful. He had also

said he had a superb Ming chess set in ebony back in his brigade. If

the secretary liked the sound of it he could bring it with him next

time. This had got the secretary very excited: he had repeatedly urged

Legballs to bring it along to let him have a look. Then the secretary

had mentioned Legballs' friend Wang Yisheng. He could have a word

with his subordinates. It was only a district tournament: there was no

need to be too strict. After all, when it came to real talent you did not

have to avoid recommending your friends. He had then made a phone

call and been told that there would be no problem. The secretary need

not worry. Wang Yisheng could take part in the tournament the next

day.

We were all very pleased to hear this and said that Legballs was a

real operator. Wang Yisheng said nothing. When Legballs had gone

the painter took us all off to find the electrician, who opened the stage

door of the auditorium and let us go quietly in. He offered to let us

take the curtains down to use as blankets as the weather had now

turned cool. We all jumped at the chance and climbed up to take the

curtains down and spread them out in the stage. One of our group

walked to the front of the stage, bowed to the empty seats and declared

in the strident tones of an announcer, "The next item, now beginning,

will be—sleep." We all had a quiet laugh then crawled under the curtain

and lay down.
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After I had been lying there for a long time I noticed that Wang

Yisheng was still awake. "Go to sleep/' I said, "you've got the

tournament tomorrow." "I'm not going in for it," he replied in the

darkness. "There's no point. It's ever so kind of Ni Bin, but I don't

want to go in for it." "What are you worrying about?" I said. "You get

into the tournament and he gets transferred here. A chess set's nothing."

"But it's his father's chess set," said Wang Yisheng. "It's not the quality

of it that counts but what it means. I've always guarded the chess set

without any writing on it that my mother left me like my life; and

I can't forget what she told me now that my life's easier. How can Ni

Bin give the set away?" "Legballs' people have got loads of money,"

I replied. "What's a chess set to them? If it means their son can have

an easier time they'll be glad to part with it." "Say what you will. I'm

not going for it," answered Wang Yisheng. "It'd look as though I was

cashing in on someone else's deal. Whether I win or lose should only

depend on me. If I payed on those terms there'd be someone jabbing

at my conscience." One of the others, who was still awake and had

probably heard all that we had said, mumbled, "You really are a

maniac."
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First thing the next morning we all got up, covered in dirt, and

found some water to wash in. After that we tried to get the painter to

come out for a meal with us. He insisted on refusing, and as we were

talking Legballs turned up looking in very high spirits. "I'm not going

in for the tournament," Wang Yisheng told him. Everyone was

dumbfounded. "That's just great," said Legballs. "Why won't you?

People are coming from the provincial capital to watch." "I won't,

and that's that," said Wang Yisheng. When I explained why Legballs

sighed and said, "The secretary's a cultured man who's very crazy

about that sort of thing. Although the set's a family heirloom I really

can't take life on the farm. All I want is to be able to live somewhere

clean where I won't get filthy dirty every day. I can't eat a chess set.

If it'll get me over a few obstacles it's worth it. My parents aren't very

well off: they won't blame me."

The painter folded his arms, rubbed his cheek with one hand,

looked up at the sky and said, "Ideals have all gone: all that's left is

ambition. I don't blame you, Ni Bin. Your demands are nothing very

much. In the last couple of years I've often done stupid things. My life

is too much tied up with trivialities. Luckily I can still paint. What is

there to ease melancholy, save ..." He sighed. Wang Yisheng gazed at

him in astonishment, then slowly turned towards Legballs and said.
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"Thank you, Legballs. As soon as it's obvious who the best players in

the tournament are I'll challenge them. But I won't take part in the

tournament." Legballs cheered up at once, clenched his enormous hand

for a moment and said, "I've got it. I'll go and have a word with the

secretary and get him to organise a friendly match. If you can beat the

champion you'll unquestionably be the real champ. And even if you

lose it won't be too much of a loss of face." Wang Yisheng paused then

said, "Don't say anything to the secretary, whatever you do. I'll get them

to play myself. If they'll agree I'll take the top three on together."

None of us knew what to say after that, so we went off to watch

the games. It was fun. Wang Yisheng made his way to the hall where

the board games were being played and watched the big scoreboards

on which all the games were set out for spectators. On the third day

the winner and the two runners-up emerged. After that the prizes were

awarded, there was another performance, and the place was so noisy

and chaotic that you could not hear who had won what.

Legballs told us to wait where the games were being held and came

back a little later with two men in blue cadre uniforms. He introduced

them as the second and third prize-winners in the chess tournament.

"This is Wang Yisheng," he continued. "He's a terrific player and he'd

like to have a game with you two distinguished players. It'll be a chance

for you all to learn from each other." The two of them looked at Wang

Yisheng and asked, "Why didn't you go in for the tournament? We've

been hanging around here for ages and we've got to go back." "I won't

keep you waiting," said Wang Yisheng. "I'll play you both at the same

time." The two of them looked at each other, then the penny droped.

"Playing blind?" they asked. Wang Yisheng nodded. The two of them

changed their attitude now. "We've never played blind," they said

with apologetic smiles. "Doesn't matter," said Wang Yisheng. "You

two can have boards to look at while you play. Come on, let's find

somewhere."
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Somehow or other the news got out, and it created an immediate

stir. The people from all the different counties who had come to the

games told each other that some whipper-snapper from a state farm

who hadn't gone in for the tournament wouldn't accept the result and

wanted to play the runner-up and the man in third place at the same

time. A good hundred people crowded round us, pushing and shoving

to get a look. We all felt responsible for Wang Yisheng and stood around

him. Wang Yisheng bowed his head and said, "Let's go, let's go. We're

attracting too much attention here." Someone pushed through and

asked, " Which of you wants to play chess? You? Our uncle won this

championship. He's heard that you aren't happy about the result and

has sent me to invite you over." "That won't be necessary," said Wang

Yisheng. "If you uncle would like to play I'll take all three of you on at

once."

This caused a sensation among the onlookers, who all headed to

the chess hall with us. There were over a hundred people all marching

along the street with us in a crowd, which set the passers-by asking

what was up and wondering if the school leavers were going to have

a brawl. When they found out what was happening they tagged along

too. By the time we had gone half way down the street there were

upward of a thousand people milling round. Assistants and customers

alike came out of the shops to see what was going on. The long-distance

bus had to go this way but could not get through: the passengers craned

their heads out to stare. The street was a sea of heads. Clouds of dust

were rising, and amid the general hubbub was the scrunch of waste

paper being trodden underfoot. A halfwit stood in the middle of the

street singing a wordless howl of a song until someone had the charity

to pull him out of the way. The idiot went on with his song beside the

wall. Four or five dogs rushed around, barking as if they were leading

a wolf hunt.
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By the time we reached the chess hall there were several thousand

people around us. The cloud of dust they had raised would take a

long time to settle. The slogans and signs at the hall had already been

taken down. A man came out and blanched at the sight of so large a

crowd. Legballs went over to negotiate with him. He took a quick

look at all the people, nodded repeatedly, and took a long time to

realise that they wanted to use the hall. He hurriedly opened the door,

and kept saying. "Yes, yes/' but when he saw that they all wanted to

come in he became anxious. We stood guard at the entrance and only

admitted Legballs, Wang Yisheng and the two prize winners.

Just then someone emerged from the crowd and said to us, "If the

master is willing to play three people at once, one more won't matter.

I can be one of them." There was another commotion in the crowd

and someone else volunteered. I did not know what to do and had to

go inside to tell Wang Yisheng. He chewed his lips then asked, "What

do you two think about it?" The two of them stood up and agreed

straight away. I went outside to count, and including the champion

there were ten opponents altogether. "Ten's unlucky; it's a round

number," said Legballs. "Nine would be better." So the number was

kept down to nine. The champion had not arrived, but someone came

to tell us that as it was blind chess that was being played the champion

would stay at home and have messengers pass the moves on. Wang

Yisheng thought for a moment then agreed. The nine of them were

then shut inside the hall. As one chess board outside the hall was not

enough to show the moves made, eight fullsized sheets of paper were

fetched and marked out with the chessboard grid. Hundreds of square

chessmen were cut out of card, painted with the names of the different

pieces in red or in black, and given string tags on the back by which

they were hung up at intersections on the grids. When the wind blew

they fluttered gently, to roars from the crowds in the street.
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More and more people were still arriving. Hard though the

latecomers pushed they could not squeeze through the crowd, so they

grabbed hold of others and asked what was going on, imagining that

an execution announcement had been posted. Much further back there

was another circle, this one made up of women holding children in

their arms. Many other people had put their bicycle stands down and

were standing on the rear carriers of their machines and craning their

necks to look. With all the pushing and shoving a whole lot of people

fell over amid many shouts. Older children were squeezing their way

through and being pushed out again by adults' legs. The hubbub of

the thousands of people made the street seem to rumble with thunder.

Wang Yisheng was sitting in the middle of the enclosure on a chair

with a back, his hands on his legs and his eyes staring blankly. His

face and hair were utterly filthy, making him look like a criminal

brought in for interrogation. I could not help bursting out laughing,

and I went across to brush some of the dirt off him. He pressed on my

hand, so that I could feel him trembling. "It's getting out of hand,"

Wang Yisheng said very quietly. "You and your friends keep an eye

on things. If there's any trouble we'll make a break for it together."

"There won't be," I replied. "As long as you win there'll be no problem.

You'll be able to hold your head high. Well? Are you sure you can

cope with nine of them? Including the first three in the tournament?"

Wang Yisheng was silent for a while before he replied, "What I'm scared

of are the players from the wilds, not the men from the court. I've seen

how the people in the tournament play, but there's no way of telling

that I won't find my match among the other six. Take my satchel, and

whatever happens don't lose it. I've got ...
" he gave me a look "my

mother's chessmen in it". His skinny face was both dry and dirty, and

even the sides of his nose were black. His hair was standing upright,

and as his throat moved his eyes looked alarmingly dark. I realised

that he was putting everything he had into these games and felt very

anxious. "Be careful," was all I said as I left him, alone in the middle of

the enclosure, looking at nobody. He was as still as a lump of iron.
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The chess began. A hush fell upon the crowd of thousands. The

only words came from the volunteers who were calling the moves

out, sometimes fast and sometimes slow, for the volunteers outside to

move the pieces on the eight big boards. The boards were rustling in

the breeze, which set the pieces fluttering. The setting sun shone on

everything with a dazzling glare. The front few dozen rows had all sat

down and were looking up, while the people behind them were packed

close together, all looking filthy dirty and with their hair, long or short,

blowing in the wind. Nobody else moved. It was as if they were all

fighting for their lives in the chess games.

Something very ancient suddenly welled up in my heart, which

rose in my throat. Of all the books I had read some came close to me,

some moved away. Everything was muddled up. Xiang Yu and Liu

Bang, those legendary generals of over two thousand years ago I so

much admired, were glaring at each other in stupefied fury. But the

dark-faced soldiers whose corpses littered the plain were rising from

the ground and slowly moving, not making a sound. A woodcutter

was holding his axe and singing wildly. Then I seemed to see the

Chess Maniac's mother folding printed sheets one at a time with her

feeble hands.

I found myself feeling inside Wang Yisheng's satchel. My fingers

gripped a little cotton bundle that I took out to examine. It was a little

bag made of worn blue twill that had been embroidered with a bat.

The corners had been sewn into scallops with very fine stitching. I

brought out one of the chessmen. It really was very small and in the

sunlight half translucent, like the gentle look of an eye. I held it tight

in my hand.

The sun finally set, bringing immediate coolness. People were still

watching, but they had now started discussing the game. Every time

one of Wang Yisheng's moves was called out from inside the hall there
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118 9 The Chess Master

was a murmur in the crowd outside. There were several messengers

carrying the moves to and from the champion's home by bicycle. We

were no longer on our best behaviour, and had started joking and

talking.

I went back inside to see Legballs looking very excited, which made

me feel a lot less tense. "Well then?" I said. "I can't understand chess."

"it's terrific," said Legballs, stroking his hair, "terrific. I've never seen

anything like it. Just think: one man against nine; nine games at once.

A huge campaign on a 360-degree front. I'm going to write to my father

and tell him all the moves in all the games." Just then two men stood

up from their boards, bowed to Wang Yisheng, and said, "You're too

good for us." They went outside, kneading their hands. Wang Yisheng

gave a nod and glanced at their boards.

Wang Yisheng had not changed his position. He still had his hands

on his knees and was gazing straight in front of him. He might have

been looking into the furthest distance, or staring at something

extremely close to him. A large jacket was draped over his skinny

shoulders. He was still covered with patches of dirt that had not been

brushed off. It was a long time before his Adam's apple moved. For

the first time I accepted that chess too was an athletic activity—a marathon,

a double marathon. I had done some long distance running at school.

After five hundred metres I had felt exhausted, but after passing a

certain limit my brain had no longer been involved in running. I had

become like a pilotless aircraft or a glider that had reached a great

height and was just gliding down. But chess was an athletic activity in

which you had to use your intelligence from beginning to end to fight

your opponent and wrestle him into submission. You could never be

careless for a moment.

I was struck with anxiety about Wang Yisheng's health. Because

we were so hard up we had not eaten very well during the previous
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120 2 The Chess Master

few days and had gone to bed very late, never imagining that anything

like this was in store. As I looked at Wang Yisheng sitting so steady

there I felt a surge of sympathy for him: "Hold on!" When we were

carrying logs in the mountains, two of us to a log, and even if the

paths were lousy and the valleys turned out to be dead ends we gritted

our teeth and never gave up. If either of you collapsed because you

could not take it you would of course be injured yourself, and your

partner would be hit so hard by the log that he would vomit blood

afterwards. But this time Wang Yisheng had to cross the creeks and

gullies by himself: we could not help him at all. I fetched some cold

water that I quietly took to him and held up in front of his face. He

shook, looked at me with eyes like swords, and took some time to

recognise me and give me a joyless smile. I pointed at the bowl of

water, which he took and was about to drink from when a messenger

came to report a move to him. He raised the bowl till it was level with

his eyes, making not a ripple and gazed at the rim of the bowl as he

announced his own move. Then he moved the bowl slowly to his lips.

Just then the next messenger reported another move. His mouth stayed

fixed at the rim of the bowl as he said what his move was. Only then

did he swallow a mouthful of water with a terrifyingly loud noise.

There were tears in his eyes. He passed the bowl back, gazing at me

with a look in which there was something bittersweet that could never

have been put into words. A trickle of water ran slowly down from

the corner of his mouth that washed a channel through the dirt on his

chin and his neck. I handed the bowl back to him. He raised his hand

to stop me and returned to his world.

When I came out it was dark. Some of the mountain folk were

holding torches of burning pine and other people had electric torches,

which all made a mass of bright yellow light. Probably the district

offices had just finished work as there were more people there than

ever. Dogs were sitting in front of the people watching with mournful
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222 9 The Chess Master

expressions as the hanging chessmen were moved: it was as if they

understood and were worried. Several of the school-leavers in our

brigade were surrounded by people asking them questions. Before

long the information was being passed on: Wang Yisheng", "the Chess

Maniac", "an educated youngster", "he plays Taoist chess" and so on.

I found this laughable and wanted to go into the crowd and explain,

but then I stopped myself: let them pass it on, I thought. At this point

I started feeling happy. There were only three games still being played

out on the wall.

Suddenly a roar went up from the crowd. I looked round and saw

that there was only one game now, the game with the champion. There

were few pieces left on the board. Wang Yisheng' s black pieces were

all in his opponment's half of the board apart from his commander,

which had an officer to keep him company. They were like an emperor

and his courtier talking while waiting for the army at the front to send

back the report of victory. You could almost make out servants

preparing a banquet and lighting foot-long red candles while the

musical instruments were being tuned, ready to burst out into

triumphant music as soon as the messenger fell to his knees to

announce the victory. My stomach gave a long rumble and my legs

felt weak. I chose somewhere and sat down, gazing up at the final

hunt, terrified that something might go wrong.

The red pieces had not moved for a long time, and the crowd was

looking out for the arrival of the cyclist with a general buzz of

impatience. Suddenly the people in the crowd started moving about

and opening a way through. An old man with a bald head slowly

walked out of the crowd, helped by those around him. As he examined

the boards on which the endings of the other eight games were

displayed his lips moved. Everyone spread the news that this was the

man who had just won the district championship, a member of a

distinguished local family who had emerged from his seclusion just
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124 9 The Chess Master

to play chess for fun, never expecting to take first place. His comment

on the tournament had been to sigh for the decline of chess. When he

had examined all the games he gave his clothes a gentle tug, stamped,

raised his head and was helped into the chess hall. The crowd pushed

in after him. I pushed my way anxiously towards the entrance as I

followed behind. The old man went inside, stopped and looked in

front of him.

Wang Yisheng was sitting alone in the big room, staring towards

us, his hands on his knees, a slender pillar of iron who seemed to hear

and see nothing. An electric light high above him shone dimly on his

face. His eyes were sunken, and very dark. It was as if they were looking

up at an infinite number of worlds, at the vastness of the universe.

All his life force seemed to be concentrated in his mop of tousled hair.

For a long time it did not disperse, then it gradually spread out, burning

our faces.

They were all astounded and said nothing. After everything that

had been said outside for so long they were now faced with a black,

skinny little soul sitting there in perfect stillness. They all gasped.

After a while the old man gave a very full and deep cough that

resonated round the room. Wang Yisheng suddenly shortened the focus

of his gaze, saw the crowd and tried to get up, but be could not move.

The old man shook off the people who were supporting him and took a

few steps forward, stopped, gently stroked his chest with both hands,

and said in a loud, clear voice, "Young man, I am old and infirm, which

was why I could not come here to play with you. I had no option but to

ask messengers to pass on the moves. I can see that despite your youth

you really do understand the Way of chess. You combine the Zen and

the Taoist schools and you are brilliant at seizing your opportunities

and making plans. You know how to seize the initiative through a

display of strength and also how to win by letting your opponent attack
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126 9 The Chess Master

first. You can get rid of the dragon and bring the waters under control,

and combine the positive and the negative. That is all the great players

of ancient and modern times have had at their disposal. I am lucky to

have encountered you in my declining years. I've been deeply moved.

China's chess is not finished after all. Will you give me your friendship

despite the difference in our ages? I have played this game for fun.

Would you be willing to settle for a draw and leave me a little face?"

Wang Yisheng tried and failed again to get up. Legballs and I rushed

over to him and helped him to his feet by lifting him under the armpits.

His feet hung in mid-air bent in a sitting posture and could not be

straightened. I felt as if the weight I was lifting was only a few pounds,

so I gave Legballs a sign to put Wang Yisheng down and massage his

legs. Everyone crowded round. The old man shook his head and

sighed. Legballs rubbed Wang Yisheng's body, face and neck gently

and firmly with his big hands. After a while Wang Yisheng's body

relaxed and he leant against our hands, his throat rasping. Slowly he

opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again and groaned. It was a

long time before he gasped out, "Call it a draw."

"Won't you eat at my place tonight?" the old man asked with great

emotion. "Will you stay on for a couple of days so that we can talk

about chess?" "No," said Wang Yisheng quietly with a shake of his

head. "I'm with friends. We all set out together and we're going to

stick together. We're going to the cultural centre. I've got a friend there."

"Let's go," said the painter from the middle of the crowd. "Let's go to

my place. I've bought some food. You can all come. It's a rare chance."

The others were packed all round us as we slowly pushed our way

out. We were lit up by a ring of blazing torches. We were surrounded

many times over by mountain folk and people from the district capital,

who all struggled to catch a glimpse of the chess master's elegant

bearing then nodded and sighed.
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128 2 The Chess Master

Slowly I helped Wang Yisheng along, and the light came with us

all the way. We went into the cultural centre and on to the painter's

room, and although people tried to persuade them to go away, the

windows were packed with onlookers. This made the painter so

anxious that he put some of his pictures away.

Gradually the crowd dispersed, but Wang Yisheng remained rather

numb. Suddenly realising that I was still clutching that chess piece in

my left hand I held it out to show Wang Yisheng. At first he gazed at it

stupidly, appearing not to recognise it, but then there was a noise in his

throat and he brought up something viscous with a violent retching

sound. He started weeping and saying through his sobs, "Mum, I've

understood now. You've got to have something before you can really

live. Mum—" We all felt upset. We swept the floor, fetched him some

hot water, and tried to calm him. After crying and getting those pent-

up emotions off his chest, Wang Yisheng bucked up again and ate with

the rest of us. The painter finally got himself blind drunk, lay down on

his wooden bed and went to sleep, ignoring us all. The electrician took

us all, including Legballs, to go to sleep on the auditorium stage.

The night was so dark you could not see your hand in front of your

face. Wang Yisheng was already sound asleep. I still seemed to hear the

hubbub of voices and see everything lit up with blazing torches as the

stern-faced mountain folk walked through the forests with firewood on

their shoulders, singing their songs. I smiled and thought that only by

being one of the common people would one enjoy such pleasures. My
family had been destroyed, I had lost my privileged status and was

now having to do manual work every day, but here there was a

remarkable man who I was very lucky indeed to know. Food and

clothing were the basic things, and ever since the human race had existed

they have been kept busy every day for them. But it was not really human

to be limited to them. I was being gradually overcome by tiredness, so I

wrapped myself up in the curtain and fell fast asleep.
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-A. Cheng was bom in Beijing in 1949. A self-taught painter and writer, he emerged

from the ruins of the Cultural Revolution in 1979 by joining the Stars artists in their

pioneering avant-garde exhibitions. His novella, “The Chess Master”, published in

1984, was an instant success. It is now considered by many to be his tour de force

and a masterpiece of modern Chinese fiction.

“The Chess Master” is a captivating tale of the dramatic transformation of the

protagonist Wang Yisheng from an obsessive chess player into an enlightened chess

master who understands the Tao of life. Although the story is set in the tumultuous

years of the Cultural Revolution, it shuns the depiction of political violence and human

suffering and focuses on the simple pleasures of life enjoyed by Wang and other high

school students sent to work in state farms. It is noted for its celebration of friendship,

occasional feasts, and Chinese chess, but the core of the story lies in A Cheng’s belief

in the great potential of seemingly ordinary people in self-transcendence.

W.J.F. Jenner is a veteran translator of many major works of Chinese literature,

including a complete translation of the classic novel Journey to the West. Ngai Ling-

tun, who wrote the introduction, received his Ph.D. in Chinese Literature from the

University of Wisconsin-Madison. His most recent publication in Chinese is Reading

Fiction in Hong Kong.
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