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Abstract 

In 1981, three adaptions were made of 

Lu Xuns short story “Regret for the Past”: 

a film, a song-drama, and a ballet. The 

theme of ill-fated love has always resonated 

in works of art, a perennial favorite in 

traditional literary forms through all the 

varieties of output possible under shifting 

political and commercial conditions. In 

terms of Lu Xun’s works, the theme of 

defiant and ill-fated love updates better 

than, for example, Xianglin Sao’s equally 

sad story from “New Year’s Sacrifice,” 

whose story is both more culture bound 

and more historically specific. 
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Three adaptations were made in 1981 of 

the same short story by Lu Xun (1881-

1936), 傷逝“Regret for the Past.” 1  They 

were a film, a song-drama, and a ballet. 

This paper will examine these adaptations 

both as works of art in their different 

genres and in the context of the many 

commemorations that marked the one 

hundredth anniversary of Lu Xun’s birth. 

Through analyses of these works, this 

paper aims to contribute to scholarly 

understanding of the art and process of 

adaptations. 

“Regret for the Past” has a simple and 

universal plot: set about the time of its 

writing, 1925, two young people, 

Juansheng and Zijun, fall in love, live 

together, and then part; not long after, he 

hears that she has died.  

The three adaptations all use the story’s 

title, 傷逝. The film was directed by the 

famed Shui Hua 水华  (1916-1966), who 

had first made his name with the 1959 Lin 

Family Shop 林家鋪子. It starred Lin Ying
                                                            
1 LXQJ 2:113-133. Translations by Yang Xianyi 

and Gladys Yang, Selected Works of Lu Xun 

(hereafter Selected Works) (1956), 1:249-271; and 

by Julia Lovell, The Real Story of Ah Q and Other 

Tales of China: The Complete Fiction of Lu Xun 

(2010).  
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林盈 as Zijun and Wang Xingang 王心刚

as Juansheng. The song-drama was 

composed by Shi Guangnan 施 光 南 

(1944-1990) with lyrics by Wang Quan 王

泉 and Han Wei 韓偉 . The performers 

were Wen Yanqing 溫燕青 (soprano) and 

Cheng Zhi 程志  (tenor), with narration 

and commentary by alto Guan Mucun 关

牧村 and bass Liu Yue 刘跃. The ballet, 

from Shanghai Ballet Company, was 

choreographed by Cai Guoying 蔡国英, a 

former ballerina with the company, and by 

Lin Peixing 林培兴, and danced by 余庆云

(Zijun) and 欧阳云鹏  (Juansheng)in the 

first cast, and 汤苏苏 and 国民  in the 

second cast. 

All three works can still be seen today. 

Films, of course, do not fade, given today’s 

technology, while the song-drama was 

revived in 2014 and the ballet this year 

(2017). 2  Individual songs from the song 

drama, especially “Wisteria”紫藤花  and 

“The Keening Wind”風蕭瑟, continue to 

                                                            
2 Viewable on YouTube, last accessed June 11, 

2017. I do not find performance records of the 

song-drama or the ballet, though both were 

revived in 2014. 

be very popular, with many renditions 

uploaded to YouTube. 

 

The Short Story 

The story tells of the love between two 

young people in the city that in the end 

meets with too many obstacles. In the 

story, a young man in 1920s Beijing 

persuades his love to defy conventions and 

live with him in the name of love, 

individuality, new ideas, and so on. Initially 

they are very happy despite the disapproval 

of everyone around them. Then he is laid 

off, perhaps fired, their hopes for his 

translation fees dwindle to almost nothing. 

He becomes increasingly cold to her, and 

she finally leaves to return to her father’s 

home. Soon after he learns that she has 

died, and the story ends with his sense of 

devastation. This is a sure-fire topic for 

adaptation in other genres, great in its time 

of 1920s or and scarcely needing updating 

from any period from then to our 2010. 

Though the story line is universal, the 

manner of its telling is specific to Lu Xun,’s 

approach and style. It is told in retrospect 

and exclusively from Juansheng’s point of 

view, narrated through his thoughts and 

feelings and through his view of her as 
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each stage of their relationship unfolds. 

Moreover, these are often self-

contradictory or they are phrased in 

metaphorical ways. This is a style that is 

inherently capable of large amounts of 

ambiguity, a potential that Lu Xun has 

exploited to the full, but one which 

interested the adaptations to varying 

degrees that depend on adaptor and genre. 

The romance begins in spring and ends 

in winter, taking us through four seasons. 

These seasons are well exploited by the 

film visually and by the song-drama 

adaptation in its lyrics. Since the story is 

told in retrospect, it opens with his 

expressions of grief and remorse, though 

we do not yet know the reasons for them. 

He then recalls the tender beginnings of 

their, her courage in facing down the 

disapproval of others, and his struggles 

with himself as he resolves that he must tell 

her the “truth,” that there is no way 

forward for them. This tight focus on the 

thoughts and feelings of only one person in 

a two-person relationship is inherently rich 

in ambiguity, especially as the relationship 

worsens. He says to himself, There are still 

things I must do in this world, still great 

issues before China that I must take part in. 

He says to himself, she does not show any 

of the courage she had then; she does not 

even read now. He says, 愛情必須時時更

新，生長，創造. And he says, 人必須生

活著愛才有所附麗. Both also uttered to 

himself. How to evaluate such comments 

and the way Lu Xun has embedded them 

in the story? 

Once this work came into the critical 

realm, critics have responded energetically 

to the plentiful ambiguity. There were 

many assessments of Juansheng, of Zijun, 

of their relationship and it means. The 

different cultural analytic lenses employed 

demonstrate the richness of this relatively 

brief portrayal by Lu Xun.3 

                                                            
3 Starting in the 1990s and increasingly discussed 

in the 2000s. Lan Dizhi 蘭棣之. 1998. “Wan 

buke zuo jianglai de meng – lun ‘Shang shi’ ” 萬

不可作將來的夢 – 論傷逝 (We must not have 

dreams of the future – analyzing “Regret for the 

Past”) in Lu Xun yanjiu yuekan 魯迅研究月刊

10:33-35; Li Ling 李玲中國現代文學的性別

意 識 (Gender identity in modern Chinese 

literature) (2002), 98-104; Liu, Jianmei. 2003. 

Revolution Plus Love: Literary History, Women’s 

Bodies, and Thematic Repetition in Twentieth-century 

Chinese Fiction (Honolulu, HI: University of 

Hawii Press; Feng Jin, The New Woman in Early 

Twentieth-Century Literature (2004), 57-59; Haiyan 

Lee, Revolution of the Heart: A Genealogy of Love in 

China, 1900-1950 (2007); Eva Shan Chou, “The 
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The three adaptations examined here, 

being all from 1981, pre-date nearly all 

criticisms of this short fiction such as those 

in Note 3. They have the same date as the 

1981 edition of Lu Xun’s Collected Works, 

the most complete edition up to that time 

and a major editorial project that was also 

timed to the centennial of his birth.   

 

The film 

Adaptations do not have to be 

“faithful.” Indeed, sometimes the nature of 

their genres preclude direct translation. 

Thus two of the three here, song-drama 

and ballet, must make highly conscious 

choices. The film also must make choices, 

but being in this case a more obviously 

“faithful” adaptation, its choices are harder 

to tease out and understand. Yet the film, 

like all adaptations, implicitly comments on 

the original work. When a film, like this 

one, consciously renders many features of 

the original work, one question for the 

                                                                                    
End of Fiction, the Start of Politics: Lu Xun in 

1926-27,” in Sino-Platonic Papers (2017), 16-20. A 

common thread in these studies concerns how 

“Regret” leads to larger arguments about May 

4th cultural phenomena of the new woman and 

of love. 

viewer is what is the commentary on the 

original work provided by his choices. 

The film, 97 minutes, was directed by 

the famed Shui Hua 水华  (1916-1995), 

who had first made his name as co-director 

(with 王賓) of the 1950 film of the song-

drama White-Haired Girl(which was later 

eclipsed by the official Model Work status 

of the ballet version), and as director ofthe 

1959 Lin Family Shop 林家鋪 . It was 

produced by Beijing Film Studio; music 

performed by the horn section of Beijing 

Ballet Company Orchestra. Lin Ying 林盈

was cast as Jijun and Wang Xingang 王心

刚 , as Juansheng. Wang, born 1932, had 

had prominent starring roles in a number 

of films in the late 1950s, early 1960s. Most 

famously, he was the Party commissar 

Hong Changqing, in the hugely popular 

1961 film Red Army Girls, later eclipsed by 

the official Model Work status the ballet 

version; two years later, he was cast as the 

hero in 野火春風斗古城 . Lin Ying, b 

1943, was a newcomer; this was her first 

big role in a film drama (she had starred in 

a skating film). The main actors, aged 38 

and 49 respectively, were old for their 

roles.Interesting, both director and male 

lead had pre-CR film careers, most notably 
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an association with a film version of a 

Model Work.  

In the film, every moment in 

therelationship, however slight, is included 

(plus some additions, on which more 

beneath). In particular, the most 

ambiguous and characteristic feature of Lu 

Xun’s narrative -- its largely internal nature 

-- is retained. The result is that a great deal 

of the filmis taken up with footage of Zijun 

while he is voicing these thoughts to 

himself. The resulting pace is extremely 

slow but on the whole, successful. As in 

the short story, there is very little dialogue. 

When there is dialogue, the director has 

made the decision to render even the 

dialogue as a kind of voiced internal 

thought. Often, when the characters speak, 

the camera is not fully on their faces, or 

they are partially turned away; the effect is 

almost that of voiceover rather than speech. 

(Zijun’s declaration, her final flat-out 

question – these are among the clear 

exceptions.) Especially for Juansheng, the 

camera blurs the distinction between when 

he speaks and when he is voicing his 

thoughts. 

Many details are carefully carried over 

from the short story. For example, there is 

a framed image of [Shelly? Byron?] on his 

wall in film as in sort story. New 

symbolism is added as well: when she first 

declares herself, there is a calligraphy scroll 

on the wall (9’ 07”) between them ... ? 

Most carefully carried over are, as noted 

earlier, certain phrases from the short 

fiction, leitmotifs there as here. I gave the 

examples of 愛情必須時時更新，生

長，創造 and 人必須生活著愛才有所

附麗. 

Resemblance to Lu Xun. Photographs 

of Lu Xun were frequently reproduced 

from 1936 to the making of the film, 

particularly on anniversary years of his 

birth and death. Wang Xingang, who 

depicted Juansheng, had had the roles of 

the handsome leading manin the late 1950s 

and early 1960s and was named one of 

“Twenty-two Leading Film Stars” in 1961 

(only year of list).4 In this film, he is made 

up to have some resemblance to Lu Xun. 

Before the credits, we first see him from 

partially from the back, from a middle 

distance, in a blue gown, sitting at a 

table/desk, the whole having the look of an 

intellectual of the 1920s. When he turns 

slightly, we see the resemblance in the 

                                                            
4 Image of the array of 22 reproduced in Xiaomei 

Chen, Staging Chinese Revolution, p. 70. 
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rectangular face, in the brow, the hairline, 

the padded blue gown (image). This 

establishing shot comes before the credits. 

Next, early on in the film, when he is 

waiting for Zijun to arrive, he leans back 

slightly slouched, his hands clasped to one 

side – another image of Lu Xun is that 

highly familiar (image). When winter 

comes – the longest part of the film – he 

wears the familiar black muffler. These are 

not individualized dress and in the film 

itself, where Juansheng is before the 

camera much of the time, Wang does not 

continue to look like Lu Xun, but the 

intentional evocation of a particular figure 

is also unmistakable. Moreover, the 

protagonist wears his blue gown through 

the movie, whereas photographs show that 

young intellectuals in the 1920s in Western 

suits and trousers, Lu Xu alone among 

them in a long gown. 

How to connect this physical reference 

to the director’s interpretation of his 

original script? Shui Hua definitely 

intended at least partially to placeLu Xun 

as the protagonist of his short story. Unlike 

the other two adaptations, Lu Xun is a 

frequent figure in this one, and the 

unstressed but unmistakable identity 

between protagonist and author is one goal. 

In this, Shui Hua was and is in large 

company. At the time of its publication in 

1925 and ever since, the story’s parallel 

with his own situation was much remarked 

on. Although there was a big difference in 

age – Lu Xun was 44 while his character 

was likely in his 20s, though interestingly 

the actor was in his 40s as well – Lu Xun’s 

growing relationship with a former student, 

Xu Guangping, was known or suspected. 

(She became his official widow.) The 

director’s amalgam of Lu Xun with his 

character is reinforced by Juansheng saying 

early on (at 11’ 26”) that he worked at the 

Ministry of Education, at which time he 

also said that the (1911) revolution had 

been no more than a change of placards, a 

well-known view and metaphor of Lu 

Xun’s. 

Lu Xun is added to the script at many 

other points as well.A major, extensive 

early interpolation is from Ibsen’s A Doll’s 

House, part of the movie’s long first scene. 

He is waiting for her. She is late. There is a 

flashback to the previous night, when they 

had seen Ibsen’s Nora (Chinese actors in 

wigs) and had to leave because it was late, 

but she lingered, sat down again, and 

watched as Nora declared, “I am person as 

you are a person, at least I must learn to be 
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a person.” Nora’s words sound in her head 

many times in the passages that follow, 

when she takes the initiative in moving 

their relation to the next step. He tries to 

reason with her, he says Ibsen himself said 

that he was writing poetry, not aiming to 

give people qi3shi4. He says, some people 

say Nora found a better husband; others 

say that she feel into disgrace.In these 

particular words, the viewer knows that the 

“some people” and “other people” come 

from Lu Xun’s famous essay, “What 

Happens after Nora Leaves Home,” in 

which he sees Nora’s decision as based on 

unfounded optimism. It might be included 

here to because one can’t leave out the fact 

that Lu Xun has famously written on 

Nora. 5  The effect iof the interpolation, 

however, is to make Juansheng look 

cautious. Is that the intention? Her reponse 

in the film: “No this is not possible! She 

[Nora] needs to become an independent 

person.”  

The film includes quite a few passing 

allusions to Lu Xun’s other writings. It 

seems Shui Hua is very committed to the 

film being not only an adaptation from a 

published, well-written story, but an 

                                                            
5 “What Happens after Nora Leaves Home?” 

LXQJ 

adaptation from this particular author.I 

don’t think I’ve spotted all the references, 

but here are some. In the market place 

scene, a condemned man is led through the 

crowd, his arms roped behind him, as was 

Ah Q, while onlookers talk excitedly. 

Among the crowd are two members of the 

effete new elite, one of whom, like the 

Fake Foreigner, is fully gotten up in 

western garb. When they determine to live 

on Juansheng’s earnings as a translator, we 

see him working – and all the incidents that 

interrupt his work are straight from 

“Happy Family” though without that 

story’s satiric tone and the man’s 

“creativity.” But every detail is carried over: 

Zijun haggling over 2.50 or 2.60 for a load 

of firewood just delivered; the sound of 

quarreling from the courtyard. These 

additions help with a full-length movie of 

an economical short story.6 

Drawing our attention to Lu Xun as the 

author of the original work is further 

thickened by the several visual references 

to images in his fiction. When Juansheng 

sets out with Zijun’s dog to rid them (him) 

of that extra mouth, a crow flies straight as 

an arrow across the sky (ending of 

                                                            
6 Twenty pages in English translation, to use a 

familiar gauge. 
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“Medicine”). There are many shots of the 

sky: the final paragraphs of “New Year’s 

Sacrifice,” “Misanthrope,” and “In the 

Tavern” (all from Panghuang) all open out 

to the skies. In these cases it is the night 

sky, while the film largely shows daytime 

skies with the important exception of the 

long, final shotof the night sky. 

Another feature worth considering: 

several times viewers are shown that the 

film is set on 10th-year anniversary of 1911, 

that is in 1921, a date quite a bit earlier than 

the common assumption that the story is 

set about the time of the writing, 1925. 

Thus in the marketplace scene, a performer 

in front of the temple balances on his arm, 

then on his forehead a banner that reads 

“zhonghua minguo shinian” (23’ 20”). This 

is reinforced soon thereafter, when one 

evening Juansheng is thinking, tomorrow is 

the Oct 10 of 10th year (38’ 27”). The point 

comes the next day, when he is laid off, as 

he is in the story though not on the 10th 

year. Why the 10th anniversary then? I 

speculate that it is to make an extra 

connection with Lu Xun, via his short 

fiction “A Story of Hair,” which was 

written by commission for this anniversary. 

This is the only connection I have for this 

date and year. It joins up with Juansheng’s 

comment early on (11’ 26”) of 

disillusionment with the Republic and 

perhaps gives it force, making the whole 

Shui Hua’s political interpretation as well. 

Most importantin the roping of Lu Xun 

as author are the final words of the film, 

spoken by Juansheng in voiceover. These 

words are not from “Regret,” but 

incorporated from the conclusion of 

“Hometown”故鄉 . There, at the story’s 

end, after many troubling events, the 

narrator thinks to himself, 這正是如地上

的路：其實地上本沒有路，走的人多

了，也變成了路. These words, known to 

every schoolchild in 1981 through the 

grade and high school curricula,7 are widely 

taken to express a kind of hope for the 

future.8 As with the quotation about Nora, 

the film introduces the thought with the 

words “Some people say 有人說 ” thus 

drawing its fundamental principles from an 

ostensibly external source.  

                                                            
7 Though this common knowledge less certain 

now with major ongoing changes in textbooks. 

8 I make an argument for a less optimistic, more 

conditional interpretation:if many walk this way, 

not when many walk this way.In “Literary 

Evidence of Continuities from Zhou Shuren to 

Lu Xun” Rocky Mountain Modern Languages 

Association (2005): 49-66. 
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What is Juansheng of the film looking 

forward to with hope when Shiu Hua gives 

him these closing words? Before Juansheng 

voices these thoughts, there was music, a 

shot of a rough path, and one sentence in 

voiceover from the actual ending section of 

story: 我活著, 我要想著向新的生活, 跨

出第一步 . Lining up the two sentences, 

leaving out the music and camera work, we 

get the following sequence of thoughts: “I 

am living, I must think about facing a new 

life, I must take that first step. It is just like 

roads across the earth. For actually the 

earth had no roads to begin with but when 

many pass, a road is made.” 

The sentence from “Hometown,” with 

its commonly optimistic reading, picks up 

onisolated, optimistic words in the 

previous sentence -- 活著, 新的生活, and 

跨出第一步 -- and combines with them to 

end the film by looking to the future. In 

this way, Shui Huahas altered the actual 

dark ending, which is much closer in 

language to the Wild Grass prose poems 

and his preface to Graveof the next year. Lu 

Xun’s story ends as follows. First comes 

what I quoted above:我活著我要想著向

新的生活 ,跨出第一步 . Then, however, 

comes Juansheng’s actual final thought: 我

要將真實深深的藏在心的創傷中，默

默地前行，用遺忘和說謊做我的前導. 

This final thought is very different indeed 

from that in “Hometown.” It is a resolve 

phrased in a private language that is 

scarcely fathomable. What does it mean to 

say that henceforth “I will conceal the truth 

that is in my wounded heart”? or that “I 

must use insensibility and deceit as my 

guides”? I do not propose to answer, or to 

explain Lu Xun’s giving Juansheng these 

words, but rather to note that the film 

would have ended very differently if it had 

used Juansheng’s actual words.   

On one level, this observation about the 

ending is only important in a compare-and-

contrast way. But giving Juansheng these 

words opens up the future for him, 

expands on 跨出第一步; thus the director 

proposes a way of looking at him. 

Juansheng had been expressing his raging 

grief, the greater for being too late (“I 

would seek her through flames of fire to 

tell her of my regret, or hellfire should 

consume me“). Is the film now deliberately 

allowing him to already turn aside and, 

however tentatively, start afresh? 
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The song-drama 歌劇 

The song-drama was produced by 

Chinese Academy of Song-Drama and 

Dance-Drama 中國歌劇舞劇院, libretto

編劇 by Wang Quan 王泉 and Han Wei 韓

偉, music by Shi Guangnan 施光南 (1944-

1990). There were four voices – soprano 

(Zijun), tenor (Juansheng), alto, and bass-

baritone (both sing commentary). In the 

1981 program, there is also a listing for two 

dancers projected(?幻影 ) in the roles of 

Zijun and Juansheng and two 

choreographers, Wu Peizhang 吳佩璋 and 

Lan ? 蘭 X. 

Like the original (and like the film), the 

song-drama opens with Juansheng 

returning to his old quarters and 

recollecting the recent past, upon which 

the story unfolds. This work too is divided 

by the seasons, spring, summer, autumn, 

and winter. There is a dance segment, and 

then the plot returns to spring in the 

present and Juansheng by himself.  

The 1981 program (image) lists the 

following singers and performers (the male 

performers are given first, an order which I 

follow here): four singers in the tenor role, 

with Cheng Zhi 程志 listed first and noted 

as “special guest” 特 招 ; likewise four 

sopranos, with Wen Yanqing 溫燕青 listed 

first and noted as “special guest”; 2 bass-

baritones, Tian Qingtai 田慶泰 and Zhang 

Hebin 張和濱; and two altos, Song X-ning

宋 X 寧 and Wang Wei 王蔚 : the dancers 

were Bai Ling 白玲(Juansheng) and  Liu 

Jianyin 劉佳茵 (Zijun). Wang Quan the 

librettist was also the guest director (with 

Yu Fu 于夫). Chen was guest conductor. A 

1983 program (images) listsYing Xiumei 殷

秀梅 (born 1956, graduated 1983 from 

music academy) in the soprano role; she 

came to be more identified with Zijuan 

than Wen Yanqing who premiered it two 

years earlier.Cheng Zhi 程志  remained the 

tenor. Additionally, this 1983 program lists 

a chorus, which was from the Academy, 

suggesting re-working in the meantime. Yet 

later, Guan Mucun 关牧村 was the alto 

and Liu Yue 刘跃 the bass-baritone. 

The song-drama adaptation minimizes 

the acting, as might be the case in a concert 

performance of a musical or opera. 9 The 

concert nature of the 1981 staging is visible 

                                                            
9 Information below from Zhongguo geju中國歌劇. 

Also extracted in baidu under search for 歌劇傷

逝. 
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in a published photograph of the 

production (image). Zijun and 

Juanshengare on a stage that is simply set 

with three rectangular boxes of different 

dimensions: a low rectangular box with a 

tablecloth represents a table; a lower, 

squarish box is a seat; Juansheng stands 

between that box and Zijun, who is seated 

on another rectangular box. The backdrop 

is bare. A photograph of the 1983 

production (image) likewise shows a 

concert presentation, this one with a 

backdrop of color. 

In such a setting, the music is all: one 

account of the song-drama lists 45 pieces 

of music.10 There is no division into scenes 

or acts. Instead, passages of orchestral 

music mark off the primary divisions:  

these are overture (#1) and preludes to 

summer (#3), to autumn (#16), and to 

winter (#31). Another online posting notes 

that following Winter is the dance segment 

and finally another Spring, making six 

divisions altogether. Three further 

                                                            
10 An undated online Baidu posting describes in 

detail a staging that is later than the premiere 

(with the exception of Cheng Zhi, the singers 

are different from those on the 1981 program). 

Until I can view the song-drama or its 2014 

revival, the information here draws on that 

description. 

orchestral interludes occur near the end of 

the song-drama, described as “setting the 

mood”: “Setting the Mood” (#38), “Setting 

of Mood and the Third Reprise of ‘Wisteria 

Flowers’” (#40), and “Music for a Turn 

towards Darkness” (#44).The songs are set 

within the divisions of the orchestral 

passages.  

In one respect, these two adaptations 

are alike. They retain the same moments in 

the course of their relationship from the 

short fiction.Both use the fiction’s 

framework that begins and ends with 

Juansheng’s self-reproaching reflections 

while the relationship is shown in flashback; 

highlighting the seasons, with the relation 

ending in winter; wisteria in the courtyard; 

she defies social conventions; the review of 

the courtship that she puts him through; he 

thinks, where is that courageous Zijun of 

old? The details both identify this story 

from all other love stories and also show 

that there is general agreement as to the 

identifying details. In the song-drama, 

however, these details are subsumed to the 

overall emphasis on emotions.  

Emotions are the primary focus. The 

protagonists in their own words and the 

alto and bass-baritone in their commentary 

tell of the sweetness of their initial love, his 
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subsequent wavering, the coldness of 

society, and her increasing sorrow; plus 

after her death, the lyrics tell of feelings of 

longing and regret on both parts. It makes 

sense that this work would be called a lyric 

song-drama 柔 情 歌 劇  and that in 

historical terms, it would be noted as “the 

first lyric song-drama of the nation,” which 

is indeed the description on the cover of 

the 1983 program.  

The distribution of arias gives a sense of 

the song-drama’s interests: there are 20 

duets for the lovers, seven solos for her, 

and five for him. As noted earlier, in the 

short fiction (and in the film), the story is 

(deliberately) told entirely from his point of 

view. The song-drama alters this.  

We see that by far the largest number of 

songs is duos. Even the final song is a duo, 

“In the Old City, I Watch Spring Arrive” 

默默古城盼春來 . The sentiments are 

his – he looks on at the coming of spring 

that was so different the previous year – 

but they both sing it, she likely present only 

by her voice. Of course the musical interest 

in songs for two voices is very high, and its 

long traditionare both important factors in 

this and provide a rich resource for the 

range of expressiveness.What is also of 

note here is that the genre affects the 

resulting adaptation. We can see that in 

“Wisteria Flowers” (#12) and “Reprise of 

Wisteria Flowers” (#17), the two voices 

must support each other, whereas the duet 

immediately “Reviewing as for a Quiz” 溫

習 (#18), in which she recalls the tender 

moments of their courtship while he 

reluctantly participates, must have many 

contrastive moments in the two voices. To 

take another example, “A Chill Steals into 

the Heart”寒潮透心懷 (#29), very well 

sums up how differently two persons 

observethe same change in feelings. In Lu 

Xun’s fiction, all these moments are told 

via Juansheng and contain some sense of 

strangeness– could that have been me? In 

making duets of these moment, the song-

drama makes explicit Zijun’s voice and 

feeling that in the short fiction must be 

surmised. In a sense, this is a more 

straightforward presentation of her 

psychology; it is also an elaboration that 

depends much on librettists and composer.  

In the same vein, by giving Zijuan seven 

solos (which, as a music-based work, this 

adaptation must), the song-drama provides 

her with her own voice and point of view.  

By this one, large change, it alters the 

imbalance that is at the heart of the story 
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(and the film) and provides the opportunity 

for the untold story. 

We also see receptivity to this change in 

the history of the work’s performance. 

Among the songs, five are especially 

famous, sung by many since, both amateur 

and professional and readily viewable on 

line. Of these, three of these are for her, 

while one for him, and one for them both 

(“Wisteria Flowers,” the most performed 

of the songs). 

 

“A Trace of Evening Light” 一抹夕陽 , 

Zijun, #6 

“Wisteria Flowers”  紫藤花 , Zijun and 

Juansheng, #12 

“The Keening Wind”風蕭瑟 , Zijun, #24 

“The Golden Autumn Light” 金色的秋光, 

Juansheng, #25 

“An Ill-fated Life”不幸的人生  , Zijun, 

#39. 

 

The silencing of Zijun in the original 

work was deliberate, to allow Juansheng to 

reveal (and condemn?) himself fully. What 

is gained when Zijun is given her own 

voice here? Let us consider her three solos 

above. In “Trace of Evening Light,” she 

and Juansheng have already moved in 

together. She sings, “I await the familiar 

shadow he casts upon the window as he 

returns / Ah, my heart, a skein of feelings.” 

She recalls her proud defiance of 

conventions, “I [we] burst through the cage 

of feudal families / to seek love that is 

free.” And at the song’s end, “I await the 

familiar shadow he casts upon the window 

as he returns / Ah, how hard for my heart 

to be still.” It is common for the ending of 

a song to repeat the opening, but to make 

these lines the opening and closing of her 

song shows her the typical soprano role of 

love. This is confirmed in “The Keening 

Wind” and “An Ill-fated Life.” In “The 

Keening Wind,” some of the lyrics: “Ah 

Autumn Wind / Tel me / In the long river 

of life / Why is it all strong winds and 

turbulent waves.” And the title of “An Ill-

Fated Life” speaks for itself.  The needs of 

an opera-style work give us a certain kind 

of opera style heroine who loves and 

suffers. 

The addition of alto and bass-baritone 

was a bold stroke. Four voices are needed. 

There were secondary characters who 

could have served, for women, the cold 
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landlady or neighbors, for men, strict 

relatives from Zijun’s family or from 

Juansheng’s world of work. As it is, the alto 

and bass-baritone, not being characters, 

provide commentary that intensifies the 

lyrical impact of the work. Though not 

quite as foreboding as a Greek chorus, like 

them, the two voices convey a sense of 

inevitability about the course of events, in 

this way providing the song-drama’s gloss 

on the basic story.  

There are seven commentary songs. As 

with Zijun and Juansheng’s songs, the titles 

indicate accurately the affect of the songs. 

 

 “The Past Weighs Upon My Heart”沈重

的往事湧上心懷,bass-baritone, #2 

“The Beguiling Summer Sunset”迷人的夏

日黃昏,alto and bass-baritone, #4 

“Gusts of Chilly Wind, Gusts of Autumn”

一陣陣淒風一陣陣秋,alto, #20 

“Melody of an Autumn Evening”秋夜曲, 

alto, #22 

“Difficult It Is to Walk Upon the Path of 

Life” 人生的路上步履困難 (narrative 

lyrics), bass-baritone, #23 

“Hope Is Lost” 渴望 , alto and baritone 

#30 

“Winter Has Come”冬天來了, alto #32. 

 

A final note about the two dancers: An 

image gives a sense of the movement 

provided by the production that might 

serve as contrast to the relative immobility 

of a concert staging: two dancers, dressed 

in Chinese-style clothing of loose-fitting 

pants, gesture and pose. He is in arabesque, 

she is crouched in a typical “traditional” 

pose, her paralle arms ending in the 

upturned hands of traditional vocabulary. 

In this image, the costumes and the two 

poses whether in themselves or in relation 

to each other, are difficult to fit to the plot.   

 

The ballet 

The ballet adaptation was the work of 

the Shangahi Ballet Company. Libretto by 

Qian Shijin 钱世锦 ; choreographers, Cai 

Guoying 蔡国英 and Lin Peixing 林培兴; 

composer, Xi Qiming 奚 其 明 . Cast, 

Ouyang Yunpeng 欧 阳 云 鹏

(Juansheng)and YuJijun 余庆云(Zijun) in 

first cast; Wu Guoming 吴 国 民 
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(Juansheng) and Tang Susu 汤苏苏 (Zijun) 

in second cast. 

As with the film Regret for the Past, there 

was continuity in personnel with the 

preceding Cultural Revolutionary years. 

The lead choreographer, Cai Guoying 蔡國

英, was the first dancer of White-Haired Girl 

back in its first, 30-minute version and in 

the full-length version, she danced Xi’er. 

(She also choreographed Shanghai Ballet’s 

two other ballets based on Lu Xun’s 

fiction.). Yu Qingyun who was the first cast 

dancer for Zijun, danced the lead role in 

White-Haired Girl and was especially noted 

for dance the White-Haired Girl at the 

performance for Mao (April 24, 1967, in 

Beijing); she was also one of two cast for 

the girl’s role in “Regrets”; the other 

dancer cast was Shi Zhongqing was WHG 

in the film. It was about five years later that 

the next generation of dancers came on 

stage. 

A bold feature of “Regrets” is the 

costumes. Unlike the other two 

adaptations, the two lovers wear Western, 

everyday clothes (image), she in a gored 

skirt and cropped top and he in light-

colored trousers and an open-necked shirt 

(both excellent for dancing). Though 

“Regrets” is a story from the 1920s, the 

clothes are vaguely authentic to that period. 

To our eyes today they are unexceptional 

either as clothing or as dance costume. In 

the early 1980s, however, these were 

unusual both in society and on stage. It was 

rare to see any one on the street wearing 

anything other than the baggy pants and 

loose jacket of the Cultural Revolution 

years, though memoirs show that the 

Western dress was beginning to be worn at 

private gatherings. We can see that in these 

years, the ballet’s clothes provided visuals 

that could be scrutinized for clues to urban 

living on one’s own, as certain kinds of 

movies have always been a reservoir of 

clues for their viewers. When the lovers are 

about to part, she has put on Chinese 

clothing of hip-length tunic and soft, loose 

pants: the symbolism is clear. 

The everyday costumes also reflect 

another innovation of the ballet – they 

consciously place it in the lineage of 

Western ballets that employ modern 

settings and daytime clothes. There are 

many pioneers in this, but the most 

pertinent example for “Regret” is Jerome 

Robbins. As it turns out, Robbins was in 

China in 1981, and the performances that 

he brought included “Fancy Free” (1944), 
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that light, perfect sketch of three sailors on 

shore leave who meet two girls. 11  The 

costume of “Fancy Free” is daytime 

clothes for the women and jaunty sailors' 

uniforms for the sailors. In addition to the 

costume, the carefree spirit of the lovers at 

the beginning of “Regret” also resembles 

“Fancy Free.” Here are the lovers holding 

hands in arabesque sauté (image)and a 

similar moment in "Fancy Free" (image). I 

need to see footage from the 1980s of 

“Regrets” to say more. 

 

Conclusion 

The hundred anniversary of Lu Xun’s 

birth was marked in China by a flood of 

books, articles, conferences, and official 

ceremonies. Adaptations of his fiction 

joined in marking this anniversary. In the 

genre of film, “The True Story of Ah Q” 

was also filmed in 1981. There were a great 

many stage performances. “Regret” was 

made as a dance-drama by The Air Force 

Dance and Song Troupe (Kongzheng 

gewutuan (=kongjun zhengzhi). “Ah Q” 

was staged by The City of Chongqing 

Dance and Song Troupe, as a short ballet 

                                                            
11 Robbins’ visit Wudao 1981:5; five photographs 

of his company, including one of “Fancy Free.” 

by Shanghai Ballet. A third work, “New 

Year’s Sacrifice,” was made as a full-length 

ballet by Beijing National Ballet, and the 

same work as a short one under the title of 

“Soul” by Shanghai Ballet, and as a “dance-

drama.”  

Of the three adaptations considered 

here, two have had revivals in the 2014. (By 

its nature, the film continued to exist 

though a new one has not been made.) The 

song-drama was restaged in 2014 (image) 

for the first time after its 1981 

performances with major figures involved. 

The ballet has also been restaged, judging 

by its publicity photograph, quite different 

(image).  

The theme of ill-fated love has always 

resonated in works of art, a perennial 

favorite in traditional literary forms 

through all the varieties of output possible 

under shifting political and commercial 

conditions. In terms of Lu Xun’s works, 

the theme of defiant and ill-fated love 

updates better than, for example, Xianglin 

sao’s equally sad story from “New Year’s 

Sacrifice,” whose story is both more 

culture bound and more historically 

specific. 


