
Three Chinese teenagers living in the rural recesses of the People’s Republic of China, during the intense early days of the Cultural Revolution.  One aging baby boomer in her easy chair in the middle of Pennsylvania, last week.  What do we have in common?  Enough: A desire to immerse ourselves in the lush epic universe of the great French novelists,  Balzac and Hugo and Dumas, pere and fils, a world so far removed from our daily actual life, yet so much more real.   A world where beauty, love and honor eventually triumph, even if tinged with tragedy. Where intrigue, derring do, and romance make life worth living.  Where did we meet, these three Chinese teens and I? In the pages of a book, where else? 

       The book in question is Balzac and The Little Chinese Seamstressby Dai Sijie     It opens as a Communist headman of a Chinese village is  inspecting the belongings of two teenage boys, so called intellectuals . They are newly sent to his remote rural village to be reeducated during the Cultural Revolution of Chairman Mao.  The headman’s attention focuses on a prized violin, owned by novel’s nameless narrator.  The instrument is ominously pronounced “a bourgeois toy”. Its destruction by fire seems imminent.  But just as all seems lost, Luo, the narrator’s best friend from childhood, and companion in exile, saves the day by proclaiming it a fine musical instrument, and his friend a fine musician who will prove it by playing a Mozart sonata entitled Mozart is Thinking of Chairman Mao.


 At that, I breathed a sigh of pure joy and read on, knowing I was in good hands. 

Dai Sijie, a  native Chinese filmmaker who now lives in France, was himself reeducated as a teenager. The details of the experience are at once exotic and familiar.  The book chronicles the experience of the two young men as they endure the hard life designed to purify their consciousness and make them model citizens.    Despite  back breaking labor and physical hardship, they are unrepentant and exuberant They keep the village off kilter by continually changing the hands on the only clock in town, which happens to be in their sleeping area. They perform emergency dentistry on the aforementioned headman, not avoiding an opportunity for payback.  Their talent for storytelling earns them the task of   entertaining the village by acting out in great detail the plots of the movies that they are sent to view in a far off town. But both their biggest triumph and their most bitter defeat center around a trunk of forbidden French romantic novels  and the winsome daughter of the only tailor in the region.  Luo and she fall in love; he is as determined to educate her as Chairman Mao is to re educate him.  Neither succeeds in quite the fashion they hope for.


I never needed to read to escape the reality of hauling buckets of human excrement down a mountainside, or carrying hods of rice across fields,  barefoot in the freezing cold.  But I did read to escape. My first  teenaged meetings with the Count of Monte Cristo and the Three Musketeers are still sharply etched in my mind, a direct route to their world of brighter colors and deeper passions.  The pleasures of Balzac and the Little Chinese Seamstress are doubled by the chance to relive the encounter. 

