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This is not a purely imaginary account, a
fairy tale, or an unlikely and exotic fantasy
written to astonish the reader. Rather, it is the
story of real lives and adventures to which I
was witness.

Since childhood, I have seemed destined to
devote myself to the arts, literature and theater.
So naturally, from my earliest visits to China,
I found myself drawn to the world of Chinese
theater, a world of strange sentiments and still
stranger actions. This is a world almost com-
pletely unknown and little understood by the
Occident either at that time or today.

I felt as if the gloomy shroud of hypo-
critical repression and discontent that hangs
heavily over Europe had been lifted and I had
found again that free and healthy classical
civilization which we glimpse in those Greek
novels and poems that escaped the destructive
attention of the puritanical barbarians.

When it came to the question of love in
this revived world, no one ever saw women.
Neither courtesans, matrons nor virgins ap-
peared in social life whether at feasts, parties or
cult festivities. Before the revolution of 1911,
the only women seen in the streets were those
of the servant class or those stripped by
poverty of any other concern but that of
staying alive.
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Author's dntroduction

This 1s not a purely imaginary account, a fairy tale, or an unlikely
and exotic fantasy written to astonish the reader. Rather, it is the story
of real lives and adventures to which I was witness.

Since childhood, I have seemed destined to devote myself to the
arts, literature and theater. So naturally, from my earliest visits to
China, I found myself drawn to the world of Chinese theater, a world
of strange sentiments and still stranger actions. This is a world almost
completely unknown and little understood by the Occident either at that
time or today.

I felt as if the gloomy shroud of hypocritical repression and dis-
content that hangs heavily over Europe had been lifted and I had found
again that free and healthy classical civilization which we glimpse in
those Greek novels and poems that escaped the destructive attention of
the puritanical barbarians.

When it came to the question of love in this revived world, no
one ever saw women. Neither courtesans, matrons nor virgins
appeared in social life whether at feasts, parties or cult festivities.
Before the revolution of 1911, the only women seen 1n the streets were
those of the servant class or those stripped by poverty of any other
concern but that of staying alive.

At the theater women were not allowed on the stage or in the
audience. At first my own eyes, forewarned as they were, could not
get used to this absence of the opposite sex, which would have been
fatal in Europe with the ridiculous cut of our male attire, its gloomy
colors, its dismal fabrics. On the Chinese stage, at least, long hair and
silken robes brought a certain spectacle, a certain grace and something
of the unexpected to the audience.

It was not because of their deceptive feminine appearance and
mannerisms, however, that the young actors were showered with
amorous attentions at the banquets and promenades galantes they
adorned with their presence. We were very far away from those
imperfect imitations, those décolleté temale impersonators that Mont-
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martre tourists gawk at in a well-known night spot.

Rather, it was the Idea of Gracefulness itself that was admired;
charm and seduction in their pure form; refinement, harmony of voice
and of spirit; the art of giving joy with a look, a word or a gesture.

In this work I wanted to portray the souls of the actors, the souls
that were of an often admirable nobility, yet always full of a passion-
ate, moving, refined subtlety, as if molded and formed by the delicate
poetry and the magnificent feelings of the characters they had personi-
fied from their earliest childhood.

I wanted to record here a few aspects of their recent past, which
is already fading, before the moment when the last Europeans who
knew them will also disappear and there will be no one left to attest to
the veracity of my work in all its characters and episodes.

Pei Yu is a real person. Prince Li died in precisely the circum-
stances I have described. And it is with a sincere thought of homage
and profound admiration for the moving heroism of the minister Yiian
Ch'ang and of the censor Hsii Ch'ing Ch'éng that I allow myself to
use their real names and to translate literally some passages from their
memorials to the Throne and to describe their last moments.

G.S. M., 1925



Translator's dntroduction

Guy Wernham, translator of Isidore Ducasse, Le Comte de
Lautréamont's Chants de Maldoror for New Directions, was living in
the old Montgomery Block of San Francisco, the grand and historic
Greek Revival hotel that stood where the Transamerica Pyramid now
stands, at the corner of Washington and Montgomery streets. In the
late '50s, I had just returned from Mexico when Guy handed me a
curious little novel written in French about a Chinese boy opera star by
an author completely unknown to me, George Soulié de Morant.

Guy said, "Jerry, you ought to translate this!" I read it, and was
stupefied, not to say taken aback. [reacted in an alarmingly conserva-
tive manner. I was shocked by the frankness of the work. I don't
recall if I had read Genet at that time or not. Years went by swiftly. In
1960, I returned to U.C. Berkeley to take a degree in French Literature
and Romance languages. In 1962, Guy Wernham who had been in
decline for some years, vanished from the scene. Some six years later,
I was frantically rummaging through my shelves trying to find some-
thing good to translate, when suddenly Bijou-de-Ceinture tell out onto
the floor. I picked 1t up enthusiastically. I translated two chapters for
a lark. I had now completely revised my opinion of the previous
decade. The piece now seemed a rare and exotic adventure. Un-
intelligible before, 1t now sprang to life.

I took my chapters to a writer's workshop that spring. They
were not well received. Something in my style, a few ill-chosen
phrases, provoked general hilarity. But fate did not let me oft there.
Within two weeks I met Michael Wernham, Guy's only son, who had
just returned from Paris. I mentioned that I was currently translating
some chapters of the work as his father had once suggested. He said,
"Oh yes. Bijou-de-Ceinture. Guy was translating it himself when he
died.” I became excited. Within moments Michael had not only of-
fered me use of his father's manuscript, but offered to waive all rights
in my favor. [ immediately set to the task.

Over the next few years there were large interruptions. I aban-
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doned Berkeley for the East Coast, finally settling near Washington,
D.C. In Washington, Bijou-de-Ceinture seemed to take hold of me,
giving me no peace until the task was accomplished. Insomnia set in.
Then suddenly, within the space of a year, all the chapters were fin-
ished. Re-writing and editing came next.

Luckily, the Library of Congress was at hand with its magnifi-
cent Department of Orientalia. It was a pleasure to work with the
erudite and Mandarin-like staff, many of whom seemed to wear the air
of dynasty wisdom and cultivation. I was able to find references and
data for an entire glossary.

The next problem was finding George Soulié de Morant's son
and literary heir. I had known since the '60s of his existence through
the French Who's Who (Qui est Qui) but those titles, "Order of the
Golden Dragon of Vietnam, etc." behind his name seemed formidable.
Would he actually receive me? And where did he live? Only Flam-
marion (the original publishers) could tell me, and they were very slow
in answering and most noncommittal.

All the while a benevolent fate had been impelling me towards the
European continent and Paris, where I was able to confront Flammar-
ion and receive direct answers.

Nevile was, in fact, very much alive. He and his wife lived in
Neuilly. I called him with a certain amount of trepidation. What
would be his attitude towards his father's letters? Had they been on
good terms? Both imponderables. Nevile came on the line. Within
moments I was reassured. He was in favor of bringing out everything
that his father ever wrote. Bijou-de-Ceinture was singled out with es-
pecial affection!

Now my problem was that the manuscript was not at hand. I had
stored it in Texas (of all places) before leaving Washington. Luckily, a
party of friends, two of whom were Texans, planned to rendezvous
with me in Barcelona toward the end of June. Would they bring the
manuscript? Certainly. After a hilarious St. John's Eve in that ancient
seaport, I hurried back to Paris and delivered the manuscript to Nevile.
He pounced and bore it away for perusal while I set out for Reims,
Trier, Hamburg and Copenhagen.

I returned to Paris at the end of August and went to work with
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Nevile, going over every page of the text, carefully catching and
amending errors. During this interval I had the opportunity to dine
with Nevile frequently. In retrospect I find that I wish I'd had the
presence of mind to tape his words. Amazing details about his father's
life kept rising to the surface.

In addition to the splendid assistance in editing, Nevile's
remarkable command of English made a flattering background to his
praise and approval of the Wernham-Fabian translation, and also se-
cured the backing of the Société des Gens de Lettres, which was obli-
gatory under the terms imposed by his father's estate. The Société des
Gens de Lettres, according to the Oxford Companion to French Liter-
ature, "founded in 1838 by Louis Desnoyers (1802-68, novelist and
man of letters) with the support of the most prominent literary men of
the period, 1s primarily an authors' rights society in matters of copy-
right, publication, etc."

Once back in America, finding a publisher for Bijou-de-Ceinture
(now Pei Yu: Boy Actress) became another challenge. Most found it
too purple, too odd, too this or too that. In 1990, I came across Bert
Herrman of Alamo Square Press at a writer's conference in San Fran-
cisco. He found the same passion in the work that I had decades ear-
lier and, with his associate Karen Schiller, worked with me to edit it
and prepare it in its present form.

G.F., 1991






Basking in the crystal clear light of the winter sun filtering
through the window panes of a lofty Peking pavilion, I allowed my
gaze to drift toward the rosy mist of flowering peach trees. Their
reflections danced on the waters of a lake girded by odd-shaped rocks.
Farther on, my eyes were drawn to the golden spendor of the Imperial
rooftops, fleetingly revealed among the slender, flesh-tinted branches
of the city's tall trees.

But my attention never really strayed from the supple, natural
grace of my friend Pei Yu, stretched out near me in an English arm-
chair with mahogany stiffness that seemed the proper setting for more
roughly masculine attitudes. The folds of his long, silken gown, bro-
caded with a pattern of midnight blue foliage, outlined the elegantly
rounded softness of a body that seemed lacking in any bones. His
hair, cut short in the latest fashion, shocked the senses, which would
have chosen to see this face, with its enormous deep-set eyes and deli-
cately chiseled features, framed in longer tresses.

The room where we dreamed was an exotic fantasy for Peking
(for the Far East, London is exotic). The simplicity of the heavy, stark
furniture reminded me of London's foggy skies and the fever of our
blindly physical lives. It made me uncomfortable. My subconscious,
trying to escape, allowed me to envision only images of long ago, and
to recall the remotest memories I had of the famous actor.

Without doubt, half-reading my thoughts, he smiled and ad-
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dressed me in that harmonious voice and musical elocution to which he
owed his immense success.

"How many upheavals there have been in my life—and in the
universe—since that time, scarcely twenty years ago, when you turned
your compassionate glance towards the little slave I was at that time."

"Even then I saw in you the radiant dawn of your future glory," I
responded politely.

He inclined his head in thanks and continued:

"Actually there has never before been a period in world history
when all men and nations have undergone such radical metamor-
phoses. Your European annals tell how once you gave glory, titles
and fortune to soldiers and courtesans, while artists were only
hirelings. Then, scarcely half a century ago, you turned your atten-
tions and rewards to literary lights, painters and actors. Now our daily
press tells us that the man who made the largest sum of money last
year throughout the Occident was a pugilist, a formerly penniless black
prizefighter, if I am not mistaken. In China before the 1911 Rev-
olution everything went to courtesans and high officials. Today we are
in the age through which you have already passed: the artist is sur-
rounded with an aura of admiration and wealth. Will we be able to
avoid the day when prizefighters get everything?"

While listening to him I struck a match on a box decorated with
Japanese motifs and waited for it to flame so that I could light my
cigaret of Fukien tobacco.

But my subconscious, suddenly abandoning time and space,
took a leap backward to that day in the distant past when I met Pei Yu
for the first time.




Once more I peered through the rosy and pearl-gray light of a
late-autumn dawn, to a broad expanse of rippling water with thickly
growing reeds that yielded to low banks sparsely planted with wil-
lows. Toward the north, above a high, black, notched battlement,
towered a glazed-brick pagoda already glittering under the dappled ca-
resses of the rising sun.

I was on the high afterdeck of a mighty junk, leaning against a
richly carved bulwark, watching the arrival of a dozen or so small,
wretchedly dressed boys, each carrying his skimpy bundle, hurrying
along together beneath the eye of a rather unsavory-looking gentleman.

Was it a boarding school? But nothing in the appearance of the
man reminded me of the bespectacled and worthy deportment of a
schoolmaster. The little ones, giggling and tumbling over one another,
were behaving with a good deal more license than is usual for school
children.

One of them sensed my stare and raised his head. He had a thin,
sweet face with eyes deep-set and large, to which the clear light of day
gave a violet tinge, a too-serious mien. . . Borne along by the press of
the crowd, he disappeared into the junk.

From Nanking, I was going to take a new diplomatic post in the
North, and I had elected to follow the Imperial Canal to Peking in the
hope of encountering unfamiliar scenes and characters over which
occidental life had not yet thrown its winding sheet of banality. For
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this same reason, instead of chartering a private vessel, I had engaged
a cabin in one of those great junks which once were the only means of
transportation for both passengers and cargo alike between the two
cities. My stateroom with its balcony astern had retained traces of its
former splendor—carved bulkheads lacquered with gold over purple,
ornate mirrors, and windows with translucent paper panes stretched
over a trellis of elegant foliage patterns.

We had put ashore at some distance from the city of Yangchow
in order to avoid the costly vexations of the city toll, which made
European customs inspections, however maddening, seem pleasant. It
was there that this group of children came on board amid the crowds of
travelers and their servants, and the shouts of the crew stowing away
cargo and the last of the baggage before casting off the hawsers and
hauling in the gangways.

Hoisting her lofty, narrow, ochre-tinted sail, the antique vessel
glided through serene waters, at first skirting the town's somber walls,
then venturing into the vast flood plain of fertile countryside, all blue
and rose beneath the crystalline morning radiance.

A deep silence had followed the violent activity of casting off. A
few water birds, disturbed by our approach, flew off uttering raucous
cries. All human habitation had vanished.

Into the midst of this primeval, intoxicating peace, burst sud-
denly the piercing, pure, clear notes of a strange melody sung by a
voice so intense and so high that it seemed to be emitted from the
zenith into the icy blue, and I was impelled to glance toward the sky.
until reason recalled my attention to the junk's bridge. 4

There, seated cross-legged on the deck, was the pale, dark-eyed
child who had come aboard at dawn. He was singing, his head up-
lifted. Beside him, two other little boys dressed in rags sat in the same
position, listening. Before him was the suspicious-looking man bal-
ancing on his bent knee a two-stringed violin with a resonance cham-
ber made from a length of bamboo, rendering sounds like a pipe or-
gan.

When the child had finished the man said curtly, "That's good!
Hao!" Then another of the boys took up the same tune. But his shrill
voice and incessant mistakes provoked harsh criticism from the violin-
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