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they were joined by Hu Caixiang and Mi 
Lan. After that, a lot of students got up too 
before many senior performers also stepped 
out of the classrooms. Everyone was 
dumbfounded: How could an insignificant 
cooking maid be wielding the cudgel with 
such skill that not even a spear or water 
would be able to reach her! It was really 
an unusual thing for the Qinqiang Opera 
Troupe of Ningzhou County.

Most importantly, a chief local 
official was among the audience. He 
immediately requested that the troupe 
makes arrangements for the child to 
perform on the stage, and that her cudgel 
forms must be included in the performance.

It was only later that Zhu Jiru told 
others his real thoughts at that moment. Yi 
Qing’e was just like an awl that had been 
kept in a cloth bag, and her sharp point had 
finally pierced through. Zhu was secretly 
pleased and suddenly came upon an idea.

Right there and then, he told Qiu 
Cunyi to disclose to the chief official that 
Yi Qing’e was going to perform in an opera 
called Defeating Jiao Zan 打焦赞. The official 
quickly decided on this opera. However, the 
opera could not yet be staged due to the 
absence of a few elderly performers. Upon 

Early the next morning, Yi Qing’e was 
awakened by a flock of birds. Seeing that 
nobody was in front of or behind the stage 
and that it was still a bit too early to start 
the fire, she took out a cudgel and began 
to practice martial arts forms in the flat 
area before the stage. She did not expect to 
attract a crowd of people. Every one of her 
cudgel forms would arouse applause and 
cheers from the audience. Yi Qing’e usually 
practiced in the kitchen when others were 
not yet up, or in the theater when nobody 
else was present. It was the first time that 
she had practiced before so many people. 
Amidst the applause and cheers, which 
she had never received before, she became 
somewhat excited, and the excitement in 
turn inspired her to do the forms even more 
skillfully. As her practice went on and on, 
a bigger and bigger audience was attracted 
until it covered nearly half the flat area.

She had no idea that sixty or seventy 
members of the troupe were housed in two 
of the primary school’s classrooms facing 
the flat area before the stage. Hearing the 
applause and cheers, they all stuck out their 
heads to see what was happening outside. 
When they saw Yi Qing’e wielding the 
cudgel as fast as the wind or lightning, some 
of them began to get up for a better 
look. Song Shi and Liao Yaohui 
were the first ones to get up. Then, 
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learning the situation, the official not only 
sent for the elderly performers in the city, 
but also promised to reimburse the bus fare 
incurred.

In this way, Yi Qing’e debuted with 
the opera Defeating Jiao Zan on an earthen 
platform in a rural village.

Gou Cunzhong, Gu Cunxiao, and 
Zhou Cunren arrived there at 6:00 pm. The 
elderly performers only managed to secure 
standing room in the very rear of the bus, of 
which the windows were either without any 
panes or not closed at all. When they finally 
arrived and got off the bus, every one of them 
was completely covered with sand and dust, 
showing only two eyes and a mouth. The 
three of them were spitting out the sand and 
dust from their mouths. “What hospitality!” 
Gu said jokingly, “They’re treating us not as 
performers but as earthworms.” Yi Qing’e 
found it funny that, like Song Shi and Liao 
Yaohui, they had each wrapped a towel 
around their heads, making them resemble 
the landmine thieves from the movie 
Landmine Warfare. Zhou was carrying Jiao 
Zan’s two prop whips on his back, while 
Gou was holding Meng Liang’s two prop 
axes in his hands. They both wrapped their 
“weapons” carefully in cloth bags. Gou had 
also brought his assistant Liu Situan. Being 
young, Liu had forced his way to the front of 
the bus where there was less dust. As soon 
as Liu got off the bus, he helped whisk the 
dust off  Gu’s body with a towel.

Yi Qing’e, together with Qiu, went 
to the makeshift bus station at the east end 
of the village to meet Gou, Gu, Zhou, and 
Liu. When the four of them arrived, Qiu 
suggested that they wash their faces before 
having dinner, and that they should also 

retire early so that they could run a rehearsal 
of Defeating Jiao Zan the next morning. But 
Gu and Gou turned down the suggestion 
almost simultaneously. Gou said, “It’s too 
much of an occasion to be taken lightly. 
This’ll be the first time that the child has 
ever performed on stage, and she’s going to 
be the protagonist. How can we let her take 
the stage without making her well prepared? 
It’s just like we must dress up our daughter 
before marrying her off. She’s not yet ready 
to be a bride as she is now.” Yi Qing’e knew 
that these senior performers were talking in 
weird metaphors. Gu said, “Let me tell you. 
First, we should wash our old faces and eat 
dinner. Then, we can find a place to prepare 
our daughter for the big day.”

Seeing the excitement in everyone, 
Yi Qing’e felt a surge of warmth welling up 
in her heart and spreading to every cell of 
her body.

That evening, several operettas 
were being performed on the stage, so 
they found a place somewhere else and 
began to rehearse Defeating Jiao Zan by 
the light of a barn lantern borrowed from 
a villager. All the senior performers found 
the rehearsal satisfactory, but a big problem 
remained that the band had not yet been 
involved. They were not worried about the 
singing part, which contained only eight 
lines, and Yi Qing’e had practiced them 
word by word and note by note under the 
instruction of Hu. In addition, there was 
still the grand entrance, the closing minor 
suona medley, several major suona pieces 
to the tune of Playing with Children 耍孩儿, 
as well as the firing of the three-eyed gun 
and the horse neighing. Since Yi Qing’e had 
participated in rehearsing the opera Driven 
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to Join the Liangshan Rebels 逼上梁山, none 
of these details mattered much. The real 
problem was that the martial arts part was 
far too complicated. “It’s a problem just 
because the Ningzhou troupe is a bunch 
of incompetent creatures,” Gu said. “In 
the past, the drummer of any troupe just 
needed to watch a rehearsal once to be 
ready for performing on stage. At a single 
gesture from the performer, the drummer 
would know what to do, and those playing 
big cymbals, small cymbals, and small gongs 
would follow. But Hao the Drumstick and 
his men hardly know the stuff. They are not 
only incompetent but also arrogant. Worse 
still, Hao is not at all cooperative.” Gou said, 
“If only Hu Sanyuan were here! He is a good 
drummer and can readily take cues from 
the performers.” “You’re talking nonsense,” 
Gu responded. “We need to quench the 
fire at hand.” After some discussion, they 
all agreed that Director Zhu should try to 
persuade Hao to watch the rehearsal right 
after the performances tonight so that he 
could get a rough idea of what to do in 
advance, and the next day he and his men 
could bring their percussion instruments 
to properly rehearse a few times. When the 
official performance got to the martial arts 
part, Gu could stay next to Hao and remind 
him from time to time. In this way, the 
opera would probably turn out fairly well.

Qiu fetched Director Zhu from the 
stage, and Gu told him what they wanted 
him to do. Unexpectedly, even Director 
Zhu was afraid of Hao and kept silent for a 
long while. Gu lost patience and said, “Lao 
Zhu, Director Zhu, Troupe Head, Master 
Zhu, you must give us a definite reply! If the 
drum beats don’t go well with the martial 

arts part, the performance will be a fiasco. 
In that case, what will you have to say to the 
local government?” Director Zhu slapped 
the back of his head and said, “I never 
thought that we would rely on Hao to play 
the drums.” Gu said, “Hao is the only stupid 
drummer you have in your troupe. What 
choice do you have but to persuade him 
to play the drums?” “Ok, I’ll give it a try,” 
Director Zhu said helplessly. “You know, 
Hao is like a flint that burns anyone who 
strikes it. He refuses to obey anybody but 
Director Huang.” Gu said, “A troupe must 
have its rules. Make your words stern, and 
he won’t have the guts not to come. What 
an outrageous scoundrel!”

Just as Director Zhu had feared, he 
failed to persuade Hao to come that evening. 
It was said that Hao got drunk afterwards 
and swore in the classroom, “I’m so tired 
from playing the drums on the stage. Now 
they want me to hold the chamber pot for 
them to piss into it. They’re nothing but a 
handful of old demons that have crept out of 
their graves. They’ve scrabbled up a rotten 
opera for a cooking maid and wanted me to 
serve them. Just let them wait! But they still 
need to set the table and burn the incense 
sticks. They must be crazy. Her uncle Hu 
Sanyuan is still in jail. Is she really worth all 
their apple polishing? I’ll be too ashamed to 
face eight generations of my ancestors if I 
play the drums for her. Defeating Jiao Zan! 
See if you can first defeat me . . . .”

Everybody was at the end of their 
wits, so it seemed as if the performance 
would have to be canceled. Director Zhu 
sent Qiu to talk to the chief official, hoping 
that he could use his authority to coerce 
Hao into cooperation. For one thing, that 
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would give Zhu a reason to make another 
attempt to persuade Hao. For another 
thing, that would also bring the troupe into 
a consensus that if Defeating Jiao Zan were 
not performed, the local government would 
refuse to pay the money. When the situation 
escalated, Hao would not dare to go too far. 
After all, everyone could not have worked 
so hard for nothing.

Later, things did develop as Director 
Zhu had expected. The next day, Hao came 
after breakfast, pulling a long face, carrying 
his drumsticks, and swearing all the way. 
He watched the rehearsal after a fashion, 
played the drums accompanying the martial 
arts part for a while, and then said “See you 
on stage” to the others. Just before leaving, 
Hao did not forget to throw a few words 
at Yi Qing’e, “You’ve been doing a good 
job being a cooking maid. What has made 
you want to be a performer? You’re really 
like your rotten uncle who has always been 
fooling around. You won’t give up until you 
come to your tether’s end, will you?”

Yi Qing’e had to abstain from 
saying anything, for she was well aware 
that Hao hated her uncle. To comfort 
her, Gou specially went over and said, 
“Kid, performers are always treated like 
this. Unless you’re like melted iron in 
the blacksmith’s furnace setting fire to 
everything in your way, burning into ashes 
everything in your way, even a curtain 
puller would find fault with you.”

That evening, it was Hu Caixiang 
and Mi Lan who put on makeup for Yi 
Qing’e under Gou’s instructions. Yi Qing’e 
had acted as an extra in the opera Driven to 
Join the Liangshan Rebels. That time, she and 
other extras wore only very simple makeup 

that was put on by senior performers as if 
in an assembly line, one painted their faces 
red and another penciled their eyelids and 
eyebrows. It probably took less than ten 
minutes to do the makeup for one extra. This 
time, however, Yi Qing’e was going to act as 
the protagonist Yang Paifeng, so Hu spent 
a full two hours doing her makeup for her. 
Hu studied her face closely, stepped back to 
study again, now from the left side, and then 
from the right side, but still was unsatisfied. 
Mi also picked up the pencil to make 
improvements to the eyebrows. It seemed 
as if the two of them were embroidering 
something rather than putting on makeup 
for Yi Qing’e. In the end, Gou said, “Alas, 
you’ve turned the kid into a real beauty, and 
you’re still painting her face!” It was not 
until then that they called for the others to 
see the final effect. A classmate of Yi Qing’e 
exclaimed, “Oh, is this really Yi Qing’e?” 
Hu said proudly, “Who could she be if not 
Yi Qing’e?” Everyone said they had never 
expected Yi Qing’e to become so beautiful 
when wearing makeup. After all, Yi Qing’e 
had always been skinny and dark-skinned 
in their eyes. Even Yi Qing’e could not 
recognize herself in the mirror. She never 
knew Hu and Mi could turn her into such 
a beauty with makeup: now her lanceted 
eyebrows were longer, her already big eyes 
could almost speak, and her lips, which Mi 
had coated with a thin layer of sesame oil, 
were as moist, rosy, and tender as heronsbill 
petals in the morning light. Gou exclaimed, 
“Okay, that’ll do. Now wrap her head.”

Hair accessories are the most 
important part of a Dan 旦 (female role 
in Chinese opera) role’s makeup. After a 
Dan role’s face is painted, there are still a 
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lot of things to be done. More importantly, 
all her hair needs to be wrapped up. In an 
opera, the hair that the audience sees is just 
specially decorated fake hair. The black 
gauze net used to wrap the head is three to 
seven meters long. It is wetted with water 
and can be wrapped around the back side 
of the head many times. Mi got ready for 
the black gauze net that she had used when 
she acted as Lin Chong’s wife. The gauze 
net should hold not only the performer’s 
real hair but also a dozen ready-made fake 
hairpieces in place, so that the fake hair 
looks thick, neat, tight, and beautiful. The 
dozen fake hairpieces were also Mi’s usual 
set. The hairpieces can change the shape 
of a performer’s face, making a long face 
look shorter, a wide face look narrower, a 
thin face look fuller, and a chubby face look 
thinner. Yi Qing’e had a slightly thin face. 
After studying her face for a long while, Hu 
and Mi finally decided on the right positions 
to apply the hairpieces. Once applied, the 
hairpieces immediately turned her face 
into the shape of a full melon seed. “Well, 
well, well,” Gou said excitedly, “the stage 
really belongs to young people. Look how 
lovely the kid looks with all the makeup!” 
Then, Gou told Hu and Mi to wrap her head 
tightly. First, eyebrow lifters were used to lift 
the eyebrow tips and eye corners upwards so 
that her eyes would become “phoenix eyes.” 
Mi suggested not wrapping Yi Qing’e’s head 
too tightly in case she might feel dizzy after 
a while. To everyone’s surprise, Gou strode 
up like a malicious demon and snatched the 
eyebrow lifters from Mi’s hands.

Gou said, “What nonsense? When 
you played the role of Lin Chong’s wife, your 
performance was crappy precisely because 

your eyebrow tips and eye corners were not 
lifted high enough. After I wrapped your 
head, you secretly loosened the silk band 
and eyebrow lifters. With your eyebrow tips 
drooping, you looked like a woman of the 
Song Dynasty going to a country fair with 
her child, rather than wife of the commander 
of the forbidden army of 800,000 troops. 
Now you’re teaching the child to repeat 
your mistake. I tell you, to play the Dan role 
well, you must have your head wrapped 
tightly. Otherwise, your eyebrow tips and 
eye corners won’t be lifted high enough. 
During the singing part, you certainly won’t 
look good. When it comes to the martial 
arts part, you make a few movements and 
all your hairpieces will become loose. Do 
you believe me? You are used to playing the 
roles of barefoot doctors, iron girls’ team 
leader and the like, which only required you 
to wear two goat tails. You don’t even know 
how to play a Dan role. It’s time for you to 
learn something. I don’t care if you learn or 
not, but I definitely won’t allow you to teach 
the child to be lazy and choose the easy way 
out. Just watch how I lift the eyebrow tips 
and tie the silk band . . . .”

Suddenly, Yi Qing’e let out an 
“Ouch!” Gou said, “What? What? Does it 
hurt? How will you make a good performer 
if you can’t stand the pain?” Hu said, 
“You’re really wrapping her head too 
tightly. If she already feels dizzy, how will 
she be able to perform?” “Then just give 
up,” Gou said, as he continued wrapping 
her head tightly. Yi Qing’e said, “It’s okay. 
Mr. Gou, I can stand the pain.” But her voice 
was obviously unsteady. Only when Gou 
was sure that her head had been wrapped 
tightly enough did he say, “Now insert the 
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head ornaments.” The head ornaments, 
referred to as “toumian” or “touda” among 
the performers themselves, include gold 
hairpins, silver beads, agates, emeralds, 
red flowers, and green leaves. In the past, 
according to Gou, a famous performer’s 
head ornaments could be worth hundreds of 
thousands of yuan. Now the ornaments are 
made of shiny glass and come in odd shapes 
and various colors, but they can still make 
a performer glow with pride. As a “cooking 
maid,” Yang Paifeng, the role Yi Qing’e was 
going to play, was not supposed to wear 
many gold, silver, agate, or jade ornaments, 
but the few ornaments Yi Qing’e did wear 
still made her head exceptionally beautiful 
and her phoenix eyes sharp and bright. 
Many years later, Yi Qing’e still felt that she 
looked her most beautiful that day.

Indeed, her head was wrapped too 
tightly. Before she ascended the stage, Yi 
Qing’e had vomited twice backstage. Hu 
tried to persuade Gou to loosen the silk 
band a little bit, but Gou insisted, “You 
can do it if you want her hairpieces to fall 
loose on the stage. Just think of the martial 
arts part! We’ve all had this experience. We 
used to throw up all there was in our belly 
and intestines. But you can’t loosen up the 
silk band, or your performance will be a 
disaster. Understand?”

Yi Qing’e endured the pain as much 
as she could. She knew it was a hard-earned 
opportunity. She must hold on for the 
sake of Gou, Gu, Zhou, Qiu, Hu, Mi, Song, 
Director Zhu, as well as her uncle who was 
far away in jail. Of course, she also must 
hold on for her own sake. She was already 
fifteen and would soon turn sixteen. Mother 
told Yi Qing’e that she had been taken away 

just at her age to build the highway. She felt 
that she could endure any pain, and bear 
any sufferings. Her head was bursting with 
pain, but it was nothing compared to the 
humiliation she’d suffered in past years. Yi 
Qing’e must hold on. She couldn’t afford to 
let anyone down tonight.

Now, the suona were playing the 
“grand entrance” of Defeating Jiao Zan.

Gou stood behind Yi Qing’e and 
gave his last instructions, “Kid, just be as 
steady as you were in the rehearsals. Forget 
about the audience below the stage. Imagine 
you’re performing before nobody but me. 
Remember: Act slowly but surely. You’re 
the best martial role I’ve ever seen! Go!”

With a blowpipe in her hand, Yi 
Qing’e made a grand entrance. First, she 
threw the blowpipe into the air and made a 
forward somersault. Then, she did a jump-
kick and caught the blowpipe right behind 
her almost before landing. Following a 
big leap, she did a “sleeping fish,” a “black 
dragon coiling around a pillar,” and “three 
hurdler-splits” in a row. After that, she 
sprang up, did a side somersault, wielded 
the blowpipe around her head, and struck 
a handsome pose on the stage, arousing a 
wave of cheers from the audience below the 
stage.

Right before the grand entrance, 
Yi Qing’e had felt a splitting headache. 
However, once she was on the stage, 
especially when the suona music rose, other 
percussion instruments joined in, and the 
audience cheered loudly, her headache 
seemed to be gone. All she had to do was act 
as her teachers had taught her. Other than 
that, she knew almost nothing. When her 
first round with Jiao Zan was over, Gou, Hu, 
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and Mi were already waiting for her in the 
wings. Yi Qing’e had scarcely disappeared 
behind the curtain when Gou held her in his 
arms.

“Bravo! Perfect! Bravo! You did 
better than in any rehearsal! Be steady, 
especially on your feet. A martial role 
depends upon steady feet. You’re already 
steady on your feet. Keep going and relax, 
just like you’re having fun. You can never 
be too relaxed. You did it! You absolutely 
did it!” Gou said excitedly.

Hu fed her some water, and Mi 
wiped sweat off her face. She saw Gu 
arguing with Hao over something during 
a martial arts scene. Gou took her to the 
stage entrance, saying, “This evening the 
percussion instruments are being so poorly 
played that they sound like a dead pig 
thrown on a pile of broken glass. But you 
must do what you’re supposed to do in 
the opera. Let Hao and his men take care 
of themselves. Just ignore them. They’re 
already hopeless. There is no prescription 
that will cure a cancer.”

Yi Qing’e was on stage again. As Gou 
continued encouraging her, she became 
increasingly relaxed and playful. When she 
was “fighting” against Jiao Zan, Zhou was 
out of breath but still managed to whisper 
in her ear, “Good, no problem! Be more 
relaxed.” She performed more and more 
smoothly, and her movements were more 
and more vigorous. In the first round, she 
might have been a bit too nervous to notice 
anything wrong with the martial arts music. 
In the second round, however, as she got 
relaxed, it became obvious to her that the 
drummer Hao was making mistakes all the 
time. If she had followed Hao’s drum beats, 

she would not have been able to continue 
the performance. Therefore, as Gou had 
told her, she just stuck to the movements 
that had been rehearsed. Now that the 
martial arts music was chaotic, she had 
to let it be. As someone said later, it was a 
good thing that Yi Qing’e was a novice and 
just stuck to what her teachers had taught 
her. If she had been a veteran performer, 
her performance would have been totally 
ruined by the drummer.

The performance was finally over. 
When Yi Qing’e finished the last movement 
and was dragged to the front of the stage by 
Jiao Zan and Meng Liang to acknowledge 
the applause, she felt her body trembling 
all over. She heard the applause and cheers, 
some of which were from her classmates 
and teachers from the wings, but she could 
not keep standing any more. She felt light-
headed, and it seemed as if the sky and earth 
were spinning round. She fainted as soon as 
she stepped backstage. Hu and Mi held her 
in their arms. Gou immediately loosened 
the silk band and eyebrow lifters for her. 
Song quickly brought a bowl of water to her 
lips. Yi Qing’e also saw Liao holding a water 
bottle at the side. She heard Gu quarrelling 
with Hao.

“I’m impressed! I’ve never been 
so impressed! Now I know you’re some 
drummer. You’re one of a kind! You’re 
really something! You’ve impressed me!” 
Gu was saying.

Yi Qing’e heard Hao kicking the 
drum away. “Stop bullshitting me, you old 
thief! Shut up, or I’ll beat the shit out of you. 
Fuck off!” he ranted.

Yi Qing’e did not know what 
happened afterwards. She lost consciousness 
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and was carried by several of her teachers 
to the bench where the costumes were kept. 
Even the costumes and head ornaments she 
wore were removed by her teachers and 
classmates. The makeup on her face was 
wiped off little by little by Hu with cleansing 
oil. Yi Qing’e fainted because her head was 
wrapped too tightly. As her makeup was 
being removed, she heard Gou say the 
following words.

“For a Dan role, wrapping the head 
is the cruelest thing. For a martial role, it’s 
nothing short of a torture. Although your 
head lacks blood and oxygen, you still 
have to do all the movements. If you can’t 
pass this test, you’ll never be able to earn a 
position at the center of the stage.”

That evening, Yi Qing’e got an 
idea of the unbearable sufferings or even 
the extreme pain of life that a protagonist 
had to endure. But she had also tasted 
a protagonist’s satisfaction when she 
was the focus of everyone’s attention. 
She was loved and cared for by so many 
people. It was an experience she had never 
had before. She felt that no matter how  
tightly her head was wrapped, it was worth  
it.

That evening, she was praised by 
Director Zhu for the first time.

“The kid has emerged! As I always 
say, if you’re a sharp awl, even if you’re 
covered by a cloth bag, you’ll pierce through 
it!” Zhu said.
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