Representations of the Besieged “Comrade”: Li Bihua’s and
Chen Kaige’s Adaptations of the Peking Opera Farewell My
Concubine.”

By Wai-Siam Hee

Abstract

It was at the historical juncture when foreign gunboats shattered the Qing regime’s
belief in China as the world’s center that the Peking Opera was picked and named as the
quintessential representative of Chinese Culture. The same moment landed China also in
the era of modernity. In its wake, Farewell My Concubine, a Republican-era repertoire
number, soon substituted itself as an unbending “ego-ideal” for the nation, as seen in
various modern literary adaptations up to the late 20™ century. In the process, Farewell
My Concubine has pitted the nationalist discourse against the non-official ones, with the
former often to overwhelm the latter as a result. LiBihua’s and ChenKaige’s adaptations
bring in a new round of negotiations and ruse games, in which the nationalist-masculine
narcissism and attachment mechanism exert a subtle but significant pull. Still the
“feminine narcissism” of Li Bihua’s original novel and the “male attachment” of Chen
Kaige’s film manage to play a balancing act. This essay delves into the similarities and
differences between Li’s original novel (in three different versions) and the adapted film,
and points out, meanwhile, how the two texts have both sharply under-historicized and
over-historicized their subject matter by appropriating the “the same-sex love” for their
narrative purpose that ends up glossing over the predicaments actual same-sex lovers face
in their daily existence.

Keywords : Farewell My Concubine > Chen Kaige - LiBihua > comrade > same-sex
love
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