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Ho WAI-ON'S VisiT TO CHINA

London - Beijing - Ningbo - Putuoshan - Hangzhou - Suzhou -
Shanghai - Canton (Guangzhou) - Hong Kong - London

FOREWORD

The following includes my observations on my visit to China in November 1994; they may
not seem directly concerned with the project, but are in some ways relevant. Due to the
limitations of available funding | was the only one to visit China - so those who read the following
will be able to share my experience of this visit. | feel that people who are interested in this
project should be presented with as complete a picture as possible; that by a dedication to the
truth - acknowledging the good and not so good aspects - one will see more clearly the reality,
and thus make wiser decisions. This is especially important in cross-cultural work, for when it
comes to what is regarded as another culture and race it is easy for the mind to be befuddled by
falsehood, misconceptions, illusions and unrealistic expectations. The following will also help to
illuminate the philosophy of Inter Artes.

NARRATION

Wednesday 2nd November - left London for Beijing

Eleven hours flight - airfare subsidized by British Airways. The flight was quite crowded.
Passengers mainly of European nationalities and some Americans - quite a few seemed to have
the ability to speak or understand a certain amount of Putonghua (common speech of the
Chinese language) and seemed to travel to and from China regularly - alt this would have been a
rarity ten or fifteen years ago. There were also some overseas Chinese, and a small number of
Beijing natives (in the past they seemed to travel only by Air China). All this indicates that there
is quite a lot of outside interest in China, and interaction has been happening - ie more possible
sources of support and an encouraging sign for this cross-cultural project.

The rest of the row where | sat was occupied by three Beijing men. Judging from the
conversation amongst themselves and with a few other people from Beijing who sat nearby, |
think they were delegates of some kind. | had to tell the man who sat next to me to say 'excuse
me’ instead of suddenly pushing me or touching me whenever he wanted to pass my seat to get
to the aisle. His comrades were shocked to see me being assertive. After that,’he addressed me
as ‘big sister’! Went through some of the notes and information concerning my China visit as |
was not able to sleep or rest - the men sitting on the same row conversed loudly; the man next
to me left his seat often (including in the middle of my meal); and when he was back at his seat |
had to roll up the blanket and use it as a shield so as to stop his elbow from directly attacking
my ribs. After living in the West for a long time | have forgotten that many Chinese have yet to
learn to respect personal space; and China is a more male-oriented society than the West - my
culture shock had already begun

Thursday 3rd November - Beifing

A sunny morning - | was really looking forward to having a bird’s eye view of China from the
plane. In the past | have seen some amazing views while flying, such as the Himalayas from a
great distance: not only did the mountain range look very small and toy-like, but also all the
mountain peaks looked about the same height; and | wondered about men's trying so hard to
conquer the Himalayas and Mount Everest, and many losing their lives in doing so. When the
plane flew low enough for me to see the land, the view was uninteresting in shape and colour
and | was disappointed because | could not find the Great Wall. | was much amused by one of
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the air hostesses making announcements in Putonghua: she obviously could not speak the
language, but was given the job because she was ethnic Chinese. This reminded me of another
flight to Taiwan years ago - a Putonghua-speaking air hostess making announcements in
English, where her pronunciation and speech rhythms made the announcements sound exactly
like Putonghua. It is a fact that being of a certain race does not automatically grant one the
culture associated with that race. The culture of one’s ethnic origin or of another race is acquired
through time, effort and one’s aptitude for absorbing this. | have always felt that though public
bodies well-intentionally want to help ethnic minorities in the arts it is unlikely that correct
policies will be made or entrusted to the right people until more people of the majority have a
substantial knowledge of the cultures associated with the ethnic minorities. | noticed that since
Iinter Artes was formed in 1988 some people and organizations have mistaken the organisation
to be ‘ethnic’; on the contrary, it is meant to encourage people, including those of ethnic
majority, to cross their own cultural barriers.

| arrived at Beijing airport at 11.20am. The landing was rather spectacular - the plane was
tipped to the left side for quite a long time. The captain was so pleased that he made an
announcement about how skilful the landing was, and said it was due to certain peculiarity of the
airport that the pilot had to land in such a way. he also asked the passengers to be patient, as
China was still new to international air travel; procedures and facilities might not be what the
passengers were used to. The Beijing man who sat next to me exclaimed 'Safely homel'.

Passengers were told to fill in Health Declaration forms, declaring one had not contracted
AIDS, skin disease or mental illness. There were big notices forbidding anyone to enter China
with any of the above-named illnesses. There was no medical team, no medical examination or
check on medical certificate to ensure the truthfulness of such a declaration. Well, this confirmed
one of the things | had learnt from my research work - the existence of unnecessary
bureaucracy.

From my research work on present-day Beijing, | have come across descriptions such as:
has the best of everything in China bar the weather; the promised land among the Chinese; just
like any international big city... From historical books and other references on old China and the
Chinese Empire which | have read or come across since childhood, Beijing was a place of
grandeur and culture - where all the best scholars and artisans and the best of everything
gathered to serve the Emperor. Well, the weather was fine - sunny and warmer than London, As
was the whole week | was there (| was later told by locals that it should have been much colder
at this time of year). The airport lacked grandeur in comparison with those in Hong Kong and
other big cities in England, Europe, the US, Japan and the Middle East, and the people who
worked there made it even less gracious. Later, after staying in Beijing for a few days, | began to
understand why people were usually so rude - | was getting a bit like that myself because of
circumstances beyond one’s control.

In order to avoid waste of time and hassles, | paid China Travel Services to look after all
arrangements for my China visit. | was told to wear my name tag on arrival so that their
representatives would find me and take me to the hotel. | waited for twenty minutes at the
passengers’ arrival gate (feeling rather silly standing there wearing a name tag) before a young
lady and a driver from the agency found me. After less than a minute’s driving the driver drove
straight towards a crossing car, missing it by a split second as he made an emergency stop! It
was about an hour's drive to the hotel. My first impression of Beijing was that it looked
somewhat grey. Li, the young lady from the agency, soon showed an interest in me, for | was the
only creative-artist-client she had come across and also, unlike her other clients, travelled light.
From my own experience most Chinese do not really have an interest in or respect for the arts,
as arts are seldom the means to achieve wealth, status or political power. Since Li showed an
interest in my work and was mild-mannered, | suspected that she came from a cultured
background. | was not at all surprised when she told me her father was an artist and received
training at the Lu Xun Academy of Fine Arts (one of the top establishments for fine arts in China)
but had given up because he could not make a living from his artistic work.

My hotel is situated in Wangfujing, which according to the most recent China guide book is
a prestigious shopping area. | asked China Travel Services to find accommodation for me there
because it is within walking distance of the Central Institute of Fine Arts and the Forbidden City,
and is convenient for transport. The hotel has an impressive facade but the service was much
inferior. Even with Li's help | had to wait for ages before the receptionist finally let me have the
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key to my room. Though Li at this point had accomplished all her duties regarding me, | wanted
to talk to her so as to obtain some local information. To my surprise, she offered to buy me a
meal (maybe the fact that | had only hand luggage gave her the impression that | was much
poorer than her other clients). From our conversation | learnt that though China Travel Services
charged me a lot, Li was poorly paid - so | offered to buy her a meal instead, and asked her to
take me to a nice place for a local meal. She took me to the MacDonalds - | had expected my
first meal in Beijing to be more exotic! The street was packed with people - many were small
(even by Chinese standards), very brown and rather ugly, dirty and coarse. In the past | had
often thought that (Chinese) Northerners were taller and fairer in complexion than Southerners,
and that people in Beijing were rather cultured and refined. Li told me that many poor people
from under-developed areas in China as well as people from everywhere in China came to live in
Beijing. She herself is not a native but a Manchu. | noticed that many people on the street kept
staring at me. As quite a lot of women wear Western clothes | wondered in what way they could
tell that | was different. Li said that she would like to go to England to study, and asked me for
advice. She seemed to believe that once she was in England she would be able to stay. | told
her that the British Government does not encourage non-Europeans to live there, and that the
rules were getting tougher and tougher - but Li said all the people she knew who went off to the
West all managed to stay there somehow.

The Beijing MacDonalds menu was rather basic, had less varieties than those in Hong
Kong, England and the US, and was more expensive than other local fast food - but the locals
seemed quite happy eating there. After our meal we walked to the Forbidden City as Li said it
was better to see it then, as it was less crowded in the afternoon. On the way, Li gave me some
tips on local travel, information on places | wanted to visit, and prices for certain daily
necessities - so that | could avoid being cheated by the locals - | do not speak Putonghua with a
Beijing accent and Li said that people could tell | was from overseas anyway. The multi-lane
road leading to the Forbidden City and Tiananmen Square (just opposite) is supposed to be the
widest in Beijing, and LI seemed proud of it. On the way we passed some impressive looking
hotels with notices forbidding the cheaper type of taxis to enter, but there were also foul smelling
public conveniences. Tiananmen Gate (with the gigantic portrait of Mao) and the Square did not
look as austere as in photographs or films. Li said the Gate and Square looked better at night
because of coloured floodlights. There was hardly any trace or atmosphere to remind one of the
event which shocked the world. When we reached the South Entrance of the Forbidden City
(home to emperors of the Ming and Qing - ie Ching dynasties). Li offered to buy a local
admission ticket on my behalf: people who are not Chinese subjects (including overseas
Chinese) are politely addressed as Waibin (guests from outside), and the government has a
policy of treating them differently - such as charging twice to ten times more than the locals for
everything. A Waibin also has to pay a daily city construction tax in US dollars. Anywhere wotth
seeing Is subject to an admission charge with a further charge once inside for seeing any part
that may be of special interest. We thought with Li's help at least | would not need to pay a huge
admission charge as a Waibin: but | was not able to get past the entrance because as a local |
was not allowed to carry a bag - not even a handbag. | did not want to waste time going through
the procedures of storing belongings, or to come back to the South Entrance to reclaim my bag
since | intended to leave by the North Entrance. So Li sold my ticket to a local and | bought a
Waibin ticket. We said good-bye and | entered through the more looked-after side of the
entrance reserved for Waibin, carrying my shoulder bag with me.

Having read so much about the Forbidden City since childhood, it was quite a sensation to
enter into it. Bertolucci's film 'The Last Emperor' shows the Forbidden City in its splendour better
than its present state, but one can still use one’s imagination and knowledge to picture it in its
glorious days. | entered the Palace through the massive Meridian Gate (Wumen) and walked
across the famous Golden Stream which is shaped to resemble a Tartar bow and is spanned by
five beautifully-designed white marble bridges. The stream was rather unhealthy-looking and
smelly because of thick scum. | was disappointed because quite a number of buildings and small
gardens which | had planned to see were not open to the public. It was rather alarming to see
live wires, lights and tall weeds on the roofs of some of the buildings - old-style Chinese roofs
are delicate and catch fire easily. This reminded me of a sad Chinese poem describing a city
destroyed by war - weeds started to grow on roofs of once splendid buildings. While | was
walking | kept thinking of all the events | had read about in books which took place here (such
as murders!). It seemed such a pity that there were misplaced present-day things here and there
to spoil the original design of the Palace. There were a lot of people, mostly Chinese from
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outside Beijing, looking rather poor. All this somehow gave me the impression that because of
the revolution, not even the Palace has class any more.

| started to study carefully what | saw, taking photographs and making notes at the same
time - for this is the place where the concept of Chinese stately gardens originates from, though
the buildings now are mostly post 18th-century. The structure is: prominent buildings are centred
on the north/south axis. On this axis there is a system of divided but well-constructed spaces,
each Independent in itself yet connected with other independent spaces. This prominent axis is
flanked on east and west by similar systems of well-organised, beautifully designed and inter-
connected spaces. Though the structural concept seems symmetrical there are asymmetrical
elements to counteract the symmetrical effects. Since the structure does not focus on just one
building or a particular space, there is no dominating centre - the whole complex is one of united
grandeur. Though the Forbidden City is a palacs, it is assimilated into the much larger structure
and planning of the city of Beijing. Though beautifully designed, everything is supposed to be
functional and every element has a practical purpose. An instance of this is the element of water:
ponds (especially those in front of the libraries); the moat around the palace; and beautifully
designed bronze and earthenware (water) containers decorating the courtyards: apart from being
pleasing to the eye, all serve the practical function of extinguishing fires.

| was delighted to see the Imperial Garden at the northern end of the Forbidden City, a
classical Chinese garden of some 7,000 square metres of fine landscaping, with rockeries,
walkways and pavilions. The garden occupies a square plot of land. Again, the layout is basically
symmetrical but is counteracted by asymmetrical elements so that one will look at each corner
with renewed interest. The variety of plants, specially some rather ancient-looking trees,
asymmetrically distributed within the garden, sometimes obstructing one’s view - all add further
interest and atmosphere. Unfortunately, this is also a place where visitors take a breather, with
snack bars and souvenir shops, of which the decor and other arrangements are so vulgar that |
just wished they would go away. | found a quieter corner and sat down, hoping to drink in more
of the delightful garden; but alas, the gentle breeze brought with it such a foul smell that | had to
move on quickly - this favourite place for taking a breather is also where the rather primitively-
equipped toilets are situated.

The palace was built on a monumental scale and my feet were starting to hurt due to all the
walking. Despite bright sunlight | started to feel the effect of not having had any sleep since |
boarded the plane in London - so | left the Forbidden City and walked back to the hotel. As |
have mentioned earlier, the hotel is situated in Wangfujing. The name Wangfujing is derived from
a 15th-century well, but the area is now a solid block of stores and a favourite haunt of locals
seeking bargains. Though it is described as a prestigious shopping area, in comparison with
other big cities in the world, this is more like a street market. The hotel room was unbearably
hot, and adjusting the heating control had no effect at all. The thermos flask did not have water,
the bathroom was not as clean as | would have liked, the view from my hotel room was grey and
ugly. | was disappointed with a lot of things, even though | was warned before setting foot in
Beijing not to have too high an expectation. Suddenly, for the first time in my life, | felt home-sick
- 1 wanted to be back in London. Though | was tired, | was not able to sleep,'so | telephoned a
few people whom | was supposed to mest, including Li Xiangting (the guqin player and a
member of staff of the Central Academy of Music) who had carried out some research work for
this project. We had a meeting that evening, and he handed me the work he had done.

Friday 4th November, Beijing

Today | decided to face all less-than-satisfactory situations with resourcefulness. For a
start, | cleaned the bathroom (it was quicker this way than trying to educate a cleaner lacking the
concept of such cleanliness); fetched hot drinking water for the thermos flask; bought a bottle of
mineral water in a local shop to replace the one in the fridge which | drank yesterday and which
would have cost a bomb in the hotel; learnt the method of acquiring the use of electricity in a
hotel room; and managed to switch off the heating (having learnt that room service was not
always the answer and could waste a lot of time). | also ordered western cooked breakfast
(though it was expensive) so that | would have the energy | needed and would not have to worry
about the hygiene of eating out. Though the menu was In English the hotel staff did not
comprehend the language, and | had to repeat what | wanted in Putonghua - including telling the
kitchen staff how to cook scrambled egg as they did not know what it was. The result was more
like egg fu yong, ie Chinese omelsette.
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| was pleased that the weather was a little cooler than the previous day, for | had only
brought with me warm clothing, having been told that Beijing should have been colder than
London. | started the day by visiting the Workers' Cultural Palace, which is in the south-east
sector of the Forbidden City, with halls dating from 1462 (complete with marble balustrades and
detailed gargoyles) which were used as ancestral temples under the Ming and Qing dynasties.
The palace is now a park used for movies, exhibitions, performances and occasionally weddings.
The park is now in a condition and atmosphere befitting workers’ functions, and is hardly a
tourist attraction - even the workers were scarce. | think that is why the admission fee is
equivalent to less than one penny in English currency. However, the shape of the buildings and
other decorative elements, the layout, and especially the trees, all suggested grandeur in its
original design, and one can well imagine its solemn beauty in the past, and royal processions
passing along its wide and straight paths flanked by majestic trees. Surely with some care this
place could regain its splendour and would inspire much admiration and appreciation.

Since there were few people there | thought that maybe the public conveniences here would
be more tolerable - but, alas, no! The design and sewage system made such places unbearable.
However, it seemed silly to rush back to the hotel: remembering my resolution to be resourceful,
| walked towards one of the imperial halls, now the Talents Recruiting Bureau. | was surprised to
see such a bureau - from conversations with people from China | had gathered that it was
dangerous to be talented, outstanding, original or innovative, for this would invite persecution for
being right-wing. The consequences of this could be serious (what is described as ‘reactionary’
in the West is called ‘left-wing’ in China). Somehow | felt there must be a better loo in the
Talents Recruiting Bureau. It took me a while to attract anyone's attention - there was hardly
anyone volunteering their talents, and the people in the reception office were deeply involved in
gambling, amidst smoking and drinking. Finally, | explained to a young lady that | had just
arrived from London and was not accustomed to the style of the public loos, and asked whether |
could use theirs - and the problem was solved!

| planned to see the famous Summer Palace (Yiheyuan) in the afternoon, which is about 12
km north-west of the centre of Beijing. The previous day | had seen people opserating mini-buses
calling out that they were going there and that the fare was only six dollars (about 50p). This
seemed straight forward and economical (instead of worrying about taxi drivers' rip-offs warned
by guide books), and would also give me a taste of how the locals travel. It appears that these
mini-buses are a private business, and the one | boarded was run by a husband and wife team -
the husband was the driver and the wife called out for customers and collected fares. The wife
wanted to fill up every seat so as to get more money, so it took quite a while before the bus
started the journey. Though this was only my second day in Beijing | had already noticed that
the driving standard was pretty horrendous, and the traffic was often congested and chaotic. The
pavements were not always walkable, due to their condition or obstructions caused by people
depositing their belongings - such as bicycles and all sorts of containers and goods. So the
pedestrians walked where bicycles should fare, and bicycles spilt out to where cars should be,
and cars overtook the lane belonging to oncoming traffic - and on top of all this, nobody
bothered to look carefully but relied on the sound of the horn to avoid accidents (I kept thinking
about the horn part of one of Sibelius’ Symphonies). In the mini-bus | was allocated the front
seat next to the driver. Thinking about safety, | had automatically adjusted the mirror on my side
for him: this seemed to arouse an interest in him because he became aware that | could drive -
which | gathered was a rarity among his customers, apart from being a woman travelling on her
own and looking different from the other passengers (who seemed to be mainly peasants). He
started to ask all sorts of questions about me, which were none of his business. Seeing that |
was not particularly keen to enter into conversation with him, he started to talk about one of the
well-known student dissidents of the Tiananmen Incident, and was pleased to see me surprised
by this sudden change of topic. He expressed his admiration for that student, but | thought it
wiser not to respond, especially in front of all those passengers. The journey was as expected -
pretty hair-raising: like most of the car journeys | experienced during my three weeks in China,
accidents were only avoided by a split second. | arrived at the Summer Palace feeling in need of
some lunch. | tried an eating place just outside the Palace which was full of locals. It was dirty,
noisy and the service was non-existent. Beijing has a tradition of making special noodles - so |
ordered some, which were dirt cheap but like shredded documents with dishwater, and not at all
tasty.
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| had not expected the Summer Palace to be so beautiful and majestic, and | felt it was
worth it after all. This is an immense park consisting of large areas of hills and lakes with some
Qing architecture, and had long been a royal garden, used as a summer residence. Three
quarters of the park is taken up by the Kunming Lake - planned more for its cooling feature than
for serving the practical purpose of extinguishing fire. Though the lake has been artificially
deepened and expanded, one is hardly aware of this; | have never seen water looking so
beautiful. The rocks (an important element in Chinese gardens) are gigantic, abundant and of
unusual shapes - imperial demand made possible the gathering of such quality and quantity from
other parts of China. The rocks blended in so well with the hills and buildings, fulfilling the
philosophy of Chinese gardens - nature and humans in harmony.

There are many splendid impaerial-styled buildings, bridges and other unusual architecture
for one to admire. What impressed me most was that none seems overpowering despite its
magnificence - all blended in with the vegetation, rocks, hills and water. Since childhood | have
heard Chinese condemning Empress Dowager Cixi's use of money, supposedly reserved for the
construction of a modern navy, to rebuild the Summer Palace in 1888. After seeing beauty and
grandeur in nature on such a scale, | am not sure she was so bad. With all the corruption,
weaknesses and ignorance of Western civilisation and science at that time in China, a modern
navy was an unlikely achievement - nor would it have been able to get rid of European powers
and save Qing's demise. And people can now enjoy such an artistic environment in the Summer
Palace. | was surprised to see so many good things there because since childhood | have not
heard a good word spoken of Cixi: | felt that whoever was responsible for the creation of such an
environment must have had taste and talents, and | suddenly remembered coming across a
painting with calligraphy by Cixi and being impressed with it. | think the Chinese cannot accept
female rulers, and are harsh on women who have power and are strong and talented.

The Summer Palace is in better condition than the Forbidden City. There are ugly or vulgar
present-day things which do not match the place - such as dragon-shaped pedal-boats for the
visitors; loud-speakers with wires linking from tree to tree telling visitors how to behave; ugly
metal raflings... but they were not powerful enough to destroy such grandeur. However, the paid-
conveniences were a let-down. | talked to the attendant and she let me use the only Western-
styled lavatory which was reserved for the old and disabled (it was also used as a storage space
and was packed with brooms, buckets and other things). From that day onwards | would not
drink when | was out, so as to avoid Chinese lavatories, and drank as often as | could when |
was back in the hotel. Not being a camel, this was not always satisfactory. From this day on |
began to notice that | was being followed - but at least the stalker here was less frightening than
those | encountered elsewhere. He also addressed me as ‘Comrade’ - a sign of respect (?). The
Palace is so vast that it was not possible to see it all in a day; it was getting dark, so | hired a
taxi to go back to the hotel. Having studied the map beforehand | knew that the driver was
deliberately taking a much longer route - but | was too tired to tackle him, so | regarded it as an
extra sight-seeing tour. Finally | had to say something to show the driver that | knew the roads,
and thus arrived at my destination quite quickly. On the whole it was a good day, and | was a
little pleased with mysaelf.

Saturday 5th November - Beijing

In the morning | visited Grand View Garden (Daguan Yuan) which was built between 1984
and 1988 as a replica of the family gardens described in the 18th-century Chinese novel ‘A
Dream of the Red Chamber’ by Cao Xueqin. The passage about a possible Chinese landscape
garden described in the preliminary proposal of this Inter Artes project was influenced by what |
remembered from this novel. Since China has the manpower, knowledge and talent required to
produce a high-quality replica, | was hoping that this might be a possible venue for staging live
arts events - or a source of visual material for the project. But the garden is not grand, and
suffers from the same fate as the original novel: it was called ‘The Story of the Stone’ originally,
and was written in a less florid but more truthful style. The content was challenging and
unacceptable to the society then, and would have brought severe penalty (such as death) to
those involved in writing, editing and keeping it. The novel was circulated among and collected
by those who appreciated it. ‘The Dream of the Red Chamber' was a later vulgarised version -
altering the style of writing, characters and the plot, and thus becoming acceptable and popular.
Many chapters of the original are still missing, and scholars still argue about what the plot should
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have been. This replica garden is certainly a vulgarised version and befitting a film set - in fact,
a film crew was shooting while | was there.

| then went to see Tiantan (Temple of Heaven) Park. Tiantan represents the perfection of
Ming architecture and has come to symbolise Beijing. The park is huge and quite well looked
after. | spent some time in the Hall of Abstinence (for the Emperor) admiring its compactness
and imagining the sound from the Bell Tower nearby. | then experienced the grand feeling of
walking on the bridge of Vermilion Stairway which links the Round Altar and the Hall of Prayer
for Good Harvests. | decided to admire this main structure of the whole complex from the outside
because it was such a tourist (especially Europeans and Japanese) attraction, it cost too much,
and was overcrowded inside. The buildings have recently been successfully restored - they are
unique, beautiful and really worth seeing. Unlike other Imperial buildings which have amberish
yellow (the Imperial colour) tiles, here the tiles are blue (the colour of Tian - the sky).

There were quite a number of young Europeans visiting China who were travelling
extremely economically - and | had the feeling that they were not appreciated by the locals. |
saw such a one there - his hair, style of clothing and ornaments (such as ear- and nose-rings)
would hardly have attracted any attention in London. However, the locals who saw him openly
said insulting things about him. Blissfully, he did not seem to understand Putonghua.

| decided to walk back to the hotel so as to see a few other places, and observe the locals
lived. But the pavements were a bit of a chore and full of sudden changes: from flat to bumpy or
broken; cement to uneven surfaces of sand and stones; slippery because of people spitting
everywhere ... Suddenly, | lost my balance and fell flat on the ground. Nobody helped, and men
just grinned. | got up quickly, brushed some of the dirt away and hired a taxi for the hotel. The
taxi driver wanted to cheat me, but | was so full of dynamite because of the fall that he settled
for not using the meter so that he could pocket the fare. | cleaned myself thoroughly when |
reached the hotel; | had cuts and bruises on my forehead, knees and toes. But the worst was the
palm on which | had landed - because of not being covered by clothing or a fringe, the wounds
were the colour of dirt no matter how | cleaned them. From that day on, | suffered pain in that
hand and that side of my lung. | was not able to carry things or to make certain movements, and
| had trouble sleeping because of the discomfort. | thought | had only pulled some muscles and
so though | had brought a course of anti-biotics with me, | did not take them. Only when | saw
my GP back in London did | realise that | had contracted infections of the lung and hand all that
time. That evening | felt defeated.

Sunday 6th November, Beijing

In the morning | visited Beihai Park which is the former playground of emperors. Like all
imperial parks it is vast. Half of it is a lake and the Jade Islet on this is composed of the heaped
earth dug to create the lake - some attribute this to the handiwork of Kublai Khan, and the site is
associated with the Great Khan's palace before the creation of the Forbidden City. From the
12th-century onwards, Beihai was landscaped with artificial hills, pavilions, halls, temples and
covered walkways, and is a good example of the Buddhist element in a classical garden. |
ascended the Round City near the South Gate, which has a large green jade jar said to have
contained the Khan's wine, and a one-and-a-half metre high white jade buddha - a gift from
Burma to Empress Dowager Cixi. The main attraction is located on the Jade Islet - halls,
pavilions, a Buddhist temple and a pagoda. The most striking is the White Pagoda: | have never
seen anything like this before - 36-metres high, phallic with bells attached round the top which
emit sounds like cow-bells and reminded me of Tibetan religious music. It is situated on some
very steep stairs and can be seen from a great distance. It does not look Chinese and was put
up for a visit by the Dalai Lama in the 17th-century (rebuilt in 1741).

I had lunch at the famous Fangshan Restaurant on the Islet, which is supposed to serve
royal recipes with decor and service to match. | was seated at the high-class section. The price
was steep, but the food, decor and service were inferior to a 3rd-rate restaurant in Hong Kong.
My mouth was hurt by a small bone and | also found human hair in the food! While | was eating |
heard a voice from the next table which | recognised: | looked and saw a musician-cum-high-
ranking-official whom | had come across years ago at a festival, and whom | had avoided
because of my dislike of his arrogant style of speech befitting high-ranking officials. Over the
years many high-ranking officials in cultural establishments in China have been replaced, but he
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obviously was still in authority, for he was entertaining friends and relations at about £100 per
head, and one of the guests presented him with a brocade flag embroidered with praises!

| then went to see Jingxinzhai - the mini-garden within Beihai and the pet project of the
Emperor Quianlong. The garden may be mini for the royals but is of reasonable size. It is well
situated: on its east, hills; west, Buddhist temple; south, water - all enhancing the views from
outside and inside. It is divided into various inter-connected spaces and courtyards. Though
there are plenty of beautifully designed buildings with wonderful furniture, they all complement
the main feature which is the hills and ponds within and the views outside, so that they become
part of nature. One of the ponds was designed in such a way that the water would emit a subtle
sound to accompany and inspire the Emperor’s guqin (ancient Chinese zither) playing. it is cosy,
spiritual, calming and an ideal place for contemplation, reflection, music, poetry and painting.

In the afternoon | visited Gongwangfu (Prince Gong's Residence), which is within walking
distance from Beihai Park. | had to go through several hutongs (narrow alleys) to find it. The
hutongs in Beijing, which have so much character and charm could, with some repair work,
certainly be unique sight and a pleasure to visit: but what | saw on the way was poorly
maintained hutongs and poverty. Gongwangfu belonged originally to Hekun, a good-looking and
powerful courtier who was the Emperor Qianlong’s favourite, and whose son married Qianlong's
favourite daughter. He was reputed to be wealthier than the Emperor - hence the splendour of
this residence. He was later executed by Qianlong’s son who succeeded him, and the residence
was later granted to Prince Gong. Gongwangfu was the place which most impressed me. | can
well understand why it is reputed to be the model for Grand View Garden in Cao Xueqin’s novel
‘A dream of the Red Chamber’ (a reason for the original version of this novel's being considered
dangerous was that it told the story of the fall of a powerful family which involved the imperial
family in some ways). The residence did not attract many tourists and is not in a very good
condition. It Is further vandalised by all the ugly and poorly-conditioned later and taller buildings
and the tastelessly patched-up older buildings surrounding it - you can see them while you are
inside the residence, thus destroying one of the important elements of Chinese gardens, namely
the incorporation of the views of further beauty spots into the view of where you are. Unlike
other gardens | had seen so far, this had a dominant area: a splendid building with large artificial
hills on water - which is asymmetrically surrounded by twenty or so smaller areas or beauty
spots all having their own special characters. The rocks | saw here | found more beautiful than
those | saw in the palaces. | could well visualise ‘The Dream of the Red Chamber’ happening
here, and | mentally assigned each area to a character in that novel. Somehow | felt that this
residence was incomplete, and | was later told that some parts have already been altered and
that there may be further demolition. Part of the residence is now used as a venue for
exhibitions and operas, and the residence can be hired. | was thinking of the possibility of
coming here again with colleagues involved in this project, to perform and capture visual images
for projection. But the people supposed to work here could not be found, and | was not even
able to buy any postcards.

| hired a taxi to go back to the hotel, and the driver just would not stop talking to me. Since
| wanted to buy some fruit | asked him to stop in front of some fruit stalls,: the moment | got out
of the taxi a fruit-seller pounced on me as if | were his quarry. People nearby knew he was trying
to rip me off, and just grinned and enjoyed the show. It was like a battle buying some fruit, and
when | reached the hotel | felt depressed. | was tired of having to be on my guard all the time.
Suddenly | understood why | found some people in Beijing ugly - greed and the intention to
cheat made a face look ugly. That evening, | suffered from an eye haesmorrhage.

Monday 7th November, Beijing

| had forgotten to include anti-biotic eye drops in my medical kit, so | went to a large local
medicine store to get some for my eye haemorrhage. Prominent counters in the store were for
medicines to enhance male sexual performance and to enlarge women’s breasts. The woman
who served me was a sniffing Miss Cross with dirty fingers. She impatiently showed me some
orange tablets with a phial of liquid without instructions. | told her that | had just arrived from
England and could not comprehend what to do with them. She became friendly and said | was to
mix the tablets with the liquid and then apply to my eye. | was dubious about mixing eye drops,
and was worried that | might end up with an orange eye, so | asked her whether she had any
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imported eye drops. She said | would have to go to another store which sold only imported
medicines, and showed me some ordinary eye drops in a low-quality plastic bottle - | was to
pierce the bottle with a needle and apply. | bought a couple which cost less than one penny. |
then went to the store selling imported medicine; again, prominent displays of male sexual
performance enhancement and boob enlargement medicines, but no eye drops.

| then went to a post office to post back to London materials collected for this project. They
first had to be Inspected, then | had to pay for packaging. There was a spittoon near the counter
for people to get rid of whatever they didn’'t want from inside their bodies, and the smell was
nauseating. While | was waiting a young woman started to use the spittoon in a disgraceful
manner. People in China seem to need to get rid of something from their throats or noses all the
time - possibly due to perpetual infections of those parts. But by depositing such matter
everywhere, not only is it a disgusting sight but also it helps to spread infection and creates a
vicious circle. Most Chinese overseas do not have such habits: why can't the government and
the people do something about it? When the parcels were packed | was told to take them to
another counter for weighing. While the young lady was serving me a number of men kept
placing their arms and legs in front of me, shouting what they wanted at the same time. The
young lady frowned and tried to serve them all. Suddenly | exploded: "How come none of you
has a sense of order! Even the capital of the country does not have order!” - Silence. Then the
man who had inspected the materials took my parcels and asked some other member of staff
who was not serving to carry out the procedure.

Meeting with Joanna Burke, British Embassy Cultural and Education Section (ie British
Council, Beijing), who provided useful information and contacts.

Meeting with Mme Gong Xiaozhuang, China International Cuiltural Exchange Centre. She
arranges overseas arts events in China, and was interested in the project and suggested a
possible venue.

Both meetings took place in the Chaoyang District, not far from one of the two main
embassy compounds. This part does look like just any of the international big cities, and is
cleaner and more orderly. Mme Gong told me most of the buildings (skyscrapers) are new (the
result of the open market policy?). | then visited a supermarket catering for Westerners. It was
so relaxing not having to argue about prices - but | could still find no eye drops! Sex is still taboo
in China. Are these sex and boob medicines really in demand? | didn't