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Characters & Places
People
	Ah Q阿Q
	Landless day laborer of Weizhuang who sleeps in the village shrine; the protagonist
	Ah Quei阿Quei / 阿桂 / 阿贵
	The narrator’s phonetic spelling of Ah Q’s spoken name
	Squire Zhao赵太爷
	Richest man and patriarch of Weizhuang; father of the Licentiate
	Squire Qian钱太爷
	Second gentry patriarch of Weizhuang; father of the Sham Foreign Devil
	the Licentiate (Licentiate Zhao)赵秀才 / 秀才 / 茂才先生 / 茂才公 / 秀才大爷 / 秀才太爷
	Squire Zhao’s son, who passes the county examination
	the Licentiate’s wife秀才娘子
	Wife of the Licentiate; owns the coveted Ningbo bed; has a scar on her eyelid
	Madam Zhao赵太太
	Squire Zhao’s wife; fasts in protest at his plan to buy a concubine and wants a fur vest
	the young mistress少奶奶
	The Licentiate’s wife as seen by the servants; expecting a baby in the eighth month
	the Sham Foreign Devil假洋鬼子 / 钱洋鬼子 / 洋先生
	Squire Qian’s elder son; studied in Japan, cut off his queue and wears a false one
	Wang the Beard / Scabby-Beard Wang王胡 / 王癞胡
	Village idler with a full beard and scabby scalp whom Ah Q despises
	Small D小D / 小Don
	Scrawny young laborer who takes Ah Q’s jobs
	Amah Wu吴妈
	Zhao household’s only maidservant, a widow, whom Ah Q propositions
	Auntie Zou Seven邹七嫂
	Zhao family’s gossipy neighbor, nearly fifty; go-between for Ah Q’s stolen goods
	Zhao Whiteye赵白眼
	Poor member of the Zhao clan; buys Ah Q’s pouch
	Zhao Sichen赵司晨
	Poor member of the Zhao clan; among the first to coil his queue
	the little nun小尼姑
	Young nun of the Quiet Practice Nunnery whom Ah Q harasses
	the old nun老尼姑
	Elderly head of the nunnery; catches Ah Q stealing turnips; later beaten by the ‘revolutionaries’
	the old shrine-keeper管土谷祠的老头子
	Old man who looks after the shrine where Ah Q lodges
	His Honor the Graduate举人老爷 / 白举人
	The only provincial graduate in the county; surnamed Bai, but known only by his degree
	the shaven-headed old man光头的老头子
	Presiding official at Ah Q’s interrogations
	long-gowned men / short-jacketed men长衫人物 / 短衫人物
	Court clerks and gentry in long gowns; underlings and laborers in short jackets
	the idlers闲人
	Village loafers who torment Ah Q
	Sevenpounds the boatman七斤
	Ferry-boatman from the neighboring village whose queue is cut in town
	Brother Hong洪哥
	Revolutionary leader the Sham Foreign Devil claims to know
	the revolutionaries革命党
	Anti-Qing republicans of 1911

Places
	Weizhuang未庄
	Ah Q’s small riverside village
	the Earth-and-Grain Shrine土谷祠
	Village shrine to the local land and harvest god, where Ah Q sleeps
	the Quiet Practice Nunnery静修庵
	Buddhist nunnery outside Weizhuang with a turnip garden and a black dog
	the county town城 / 县城
	Nearby walled town where Ah Q steals, is tried and is shot
	the Zhao manor / the Zhaos赵府 / 赵家
	Squire Zhao’s household and compound
	the Qian manor / the Qians钱府 / 钱家
	Squire Qian’s household; Ah Q and Small D fight against its whitewashed wall
	the yamen衙门
	County government office and court
	the execution ground法场
	Public place of execution
	Japan东洋
	Where the Sham Foreign Devil studied




Chapter One
Preface 第一章　序


For more than a year or two now I have meant to write the true story of Ah Q. Yet even as I meant to, I kept having second thoughts, which goes to show that I am not one of those who “establish words” for posterity. Since time immemorial an immortal pen has been required to record an immortal man, so that the man is handed down by the writing and the writing by the man, until at last it grows rather unclear which is handing down which. And yet in the end I have settled on handing down Ah Q, as though some ghost were at work in my thoughts.1

No sooner had I taken up my brush to write this swiftly perishable piece, however, than I found the difficulties to be legion. The first was the title. Confucius said: “If names be not correct, language will not accord with the truth of things.” This is a point that ought to receive the most careful attention. The forms of biography are many: the arrayed biography, the autobiography, the inner biography, the outer biography, the supplementary biography, the family biography, the brief biography… and, alas, none of them fits. An “arrayed biography”? But this piece will not be ranked with those of many eminent men in an official dynastic history. An “autobiography”? But I am not Ah Q. Were I to call it an “outer biography,” where is the “inner biography”? And were I to use “inner biography,” Ah Q is certainly no immortal. A “supplementary biography,” then? But no presidential edict has ever commanded the National Historiographical Office to compile a “principal biography” of Ah Q. It is true that the official history of England contains no “Arrayed Biographies of Gamblers,” and that the great writer Dickens nonetheless wrote a supplementary biography of a gambler; but what is permissible for a great writer is not permissible for the likes of us. Next there is the “family biography.” But I do not know whether Ah Q and I are of the same clan, nor have I been commissioned by his descendants. Or a “brief biography”? But Ah Q has no fuller biography to set it beside. All told, this piece is in fact a “principal biography.” Considering my writing, however, its style is base, the language of “those who push carts and sell soy milk,” and so I dare not usurp that name. Instead I have taken my title from a stock phrase of the storytellers, who are not even counted among the Three Religions and Nine Schools: “Enough of idle chatter; back to the true story.” From it I have drawn the words “True Story.” That this may be confused, on the face of it, with the “True Story” of the ancients’ treatises on calligraphy is something I cannot help.2

Second, by the usual practice of biography one should open with something like “So-and-so, styled So-and-so, was a native of Such-and-such.” But I do not know what Ah Q’s surname was. Once it seemed that his surname was Zhao, but by the next day the matter had become muddled. This happened when Squire Zhao’s son passed the examination for licentiate. The news came to the village to the clang-clang of gongs, and Ah Q, who had just drunk two bowls of yellow wine, capered about announcing that this reflected glory on him too. He and Squire Zhao, he said, were in fact of the same clan, and if you worked it out carefully he was three generations senior to the Licentiate. Some of those listening grew rather solemn and even began to feel a certain respect for him. Who could have known that the next day the ward headman would summon Ah Q to the Zhao manor? The moment the Squire saw him, his whole face flushed scarlet and he roared:

“Ah Q, you young lout! Did you say I was your kinsman?”

Ah Q said nothing.

The longer Squire Zhao looked at him, the angrier he became. He took a few quick steps forward. “How dare you talk such rot! How could I have a kinsman like you? Is your name Zhao?”

Ah Q said nothing and tried to back away, but Squire Zhao sprang at him and slapped him across the face.

“How could your name be Zhao!—What makes you fit to be called Zhao!”

Ah Q made no attempt to argue that his surname was indeed Zhao. He only rubbed his left cheek and withdrew with the ward headman. Outside, the headman gave him another dressing-down, and Ah Q thanked him with two hundred cash in drinking money. Those who heard about it all said Ah Q had been an utter fool and had brought the beating on himself. His name was probably not Zhao at all, they said, and even if it really was, he had no business talking such nonsense with Squire Zhao living right here. After that no one ever mentioned his clan again, and so I have never found out what Ah Q’s surname really was.

Third, I do not know how Ah Q’s given name was written. While he was alive everyone called him Ah Quei. After his death no one called him Ah Quei anymore, still less could there be any question of “inscribing it on bamboo and silk.” Should it come to inscribing it on bamboo and silk, this piece must be the first to do so, and so it is here that I meet my first obstacle. I have considered the matter carefully: is it Ah Quei written with the character for “cassia,” or Ah Quei written with the character for “noble”? Had his courtesy name been Moon Pavilion, or had he celebrated his birthday in the eighth month, it would certainly be the Quei of “cassia.” But he had no courtesy name (or perhaps he had one and nobody knew it), and he never sent out invitations soliciting birthday verses, so to write it as “cassia” would be arbitrary. Again, had he an elder or younger brother called Ah Fu, “Wealth,” it would surely be the Quei of “noble.” But he was all alone, so to write it as “noble” would also want corroboration. The other, more obscure characters pronounced Quei fit even worse. Some time ago I put the question to Squire Zhao’s son, the Licentiate. Who would have thought that a gentleman of such learning would be equally at a loss? His conclusion, however, was that Chen Duxiu had started New Youth and promoted foreign letters, so that our national heritage had gone to ruin and nothing could be looked up. My last resort was to ask a fellow townsman to search the records of Ah Q’s case. Only after eight months did I receive a reply: the records contained no one whose name sounded anything like Ah Quei. Whether there truly was no such person or he simply never looked, I cannot say, but no other course remained to me. Fearing that the new phonetic alphabet is not yet in general use, I have had to fall back on “foreign letters,” writing his name in the spelling current in England as Ah Quei, abbreviated to Ah Q. This comes close to following New Youth blindly, for which I am truly sorry. But if even the learned Licentiate did not know, what better course had I?3

Fourth comes Ah Q’s native place. If his surname were Zhao, one could follow the old custom, now back in fashion, of citing a clan’s ancestral seat. Consulting the notes to the Hundred Surnames arranged by commandery, one could say: “a native of Tianshui in Longxi.” Unfortunately the surname is none too reliable, and so the native place, too, is somewhat uncertain. Although he lived mostly in Weizhuang, he often spent the night elsewhere, so he cannot properly be called a man of Weizhuang. Even if one wrote “a native of Weizhuang,” it would still violate the rules of historiography.

My one small consolation is that the “Ah” at least is perfectly correct. It is free of any fault of forced interpretation or borrowed character, and may safely be submitted to the learned for correction. The rest lies beyond the delving of one so shallow in learning as myself. I can only hope that the disciples of Mr. Hu Shizhi, who has “a passion for history and an addiction to textual research,” may in future uncover many new leads. By then, however, I fear this True Story of Ah Q will long since have perished.

The foregoing may be considered a preface.

Translator’s notes
1. “Establishing words” is one of the three imperishable achievements named in the Zuozhuan, along with establishing virtue and establishing merit.
2. “Those who push carts and sell soy milk” was a conservative’s sneer at vernacular writing. The “gambler’s biography” was actually Rodney Stone, by Conan Doyle; the misattribution to Dickens is the author’s own.
3. Cassia (osmanthus) blooms in the eighth lunar month, and “Moon Pavilion” evokes the cassia tree said to grow in the moon. “Noble” (gui) pairs with “wealth” (fu) in fugui, “riches and rank,” hence the imagined brother.




Chapter Two
A Brief Account of Ah Q’s Victories 第二章　优胜记略


Not only are Ah Q’s name and native place somewhat obscure; even his past “record of conduct” is obscure. The people of Weizhuang wanted Ah Q only to help with their work or to serve as the butt of their jokes, and no one ever paid any attention to his “record of conduct.” Ah Q himself never spoke of it, except that now and then, in the middle of a quarrel, he would glare and say:

“We used to be far better off than you! Who do you think you are?”

Ah Q had no home; he lived in the Earth-and-Grain Shrine in Weizhuang. Nor had he any regular occupation. He simply did odd jobs for people, cutting wheat when there was wheat to cut, husking rice when there was rice to husk, poling a boat when there was a boat to pole. When a job lasted a while he might lodge in his temporary employer’s house, but he left as soon as the work was done. So when people were busy they remembered Ah Q, but what they remembered was the work, not his “record of conduct.” Once things were slack they forgot even Ah Q himself, let alone his “record of conduct.” Only once did an old man sing his praises: “Ah Q’s a real worker!” Ah Q was standing in front of him at the time, stripped to the waist, lanky and listless. The others couldn’t tell whether the old man meant it or was mocking him, but Ah Q was delighted.

Ah Q was also very proud. None of the inhabitants of Weizhuang counted for anything in his eyes, and he even wore an expression suggesting that the two “examination hopefuls” were not worth a smile. Now, an examination hopeful is one who shall, in all likelihood, in time become a licentiate. Squire Zhao and Squire Qian enjoyed great respect among the villagers, not only because they were rich but because each was the father of an examination hopeful. Ah Q alone showed no special reverence in spirit. He thought: My son’ll be far better off! Then, too, he had been to the county town several times, which naturally made him more conceited still. Yet he held townsfolk in great contempt. Take a bench made from a board three feet long and three inches wide. In Weizhuang it was called a “long bench,” and he called it a “long bench” too, but the townsfolk called it a “strip bench.” He thought: That’s wrong. Ridiculous! When frying bighead carp, Weizhuang people added scallion leaves cut half an inch long, while in town they added finely shredded scallion. He thought: That’s wrong too. Ridiculous! Then again, the people of Weizhuang were truly ridiculous country bumpkins who had seen nothing of the world. They had never even seen fish fried the town way!

Ah Q “used to be far better off,” was a man of wide experience, and was “a real worker” besides, so that he would have been very nearly a “perfect man” but for certain physical blemishes. Most vexing of all were several scab-scars on his scalp, of uncertain origin. Although these were part of his own person, Ah Q did not seem to think them anything to be proud of. He made “scabby” taboo, along with every word that sounded anything like it. Later he extended the ban, so that “shine” was taboo and “bright” was taboo, and later still even “lamp” and “candle” were taboo. Whenever the taboo was broken, whether on purpose or not, Ah Q flew into a rage and all his scars flushed red. He would size up the offender: if the man was slow of speech, Ah Q cursed him; if he was weak, Ah Q hit him. Yet somehow it was generally Ah Q who came off worse, and so he gradually changed his tactics and took, for the most part, to glaring.

Who would have thought that once Ah Q adopted his policy of glaring, the idlers of Weizhuang would enjoy making fun of him all the more? The moment they saw him, they would pretend to be startled and say:

“Hey! It’s getting bright in here.”

Ah Q flew into his usual rage and glared.

“So that’s where the hurricane lamp is!” They were not in the least afraid.

Ah Q was at a loss and had to think up some other retort:

“You’re not even good enough for…” At such moments it seemed as though what he had on his head were a noble and glorious scabby scalp, and not just an ordinary scabby scalp. But, as already noted, Ah Q was a man of experience. He saw at once that this came close to breaking his own taboo, and he did not go on.

The idlers would not let it rest. They kept provoking him, and in the end it came to blows. Ah Q was defeated in form: someone seized him by his yellowish queue and knocked his head against the wall four or five times with a loud thump, and only then did the idler go off, satisfied and victorious. Ah Q stood there a moment and thought, “So I’ve been beaten by my son. What a world this is nowadays…” And he too went off, satisfied and victorious.

Whatever Ah Q thought in private he generally came out with sooner or later, and so nearly everyone who made fun of him knew of this method of spiritual triumph of his. From then on, whenever they seized his yellowish queue, they would get in first and say to him:

“Ah Q, this isn’t a son beating his dad, it’s a man beating a beast. Say it yourself: a man beating a beast!”

Ah Q, gripping the root of his queue with both hands and twisting his head to one side, would say:

“Beating vermin, all right? I’m vermin—now will you let go?”

But though he was vermin, the idler would not let go. He would knock Ah Q’s head five or six times against whatever was nearest, and only then go off, satisfied and victorious, thinking that this time Ah Q had really had it. Yet in less than ten seconds Ah Q would also go off, satisfied and victorious. He felt that he was the first man in the world capable of self-contempt, and once you left out the “self-contempt,” what remained was “the first.” Wasn’t the top laureate also “the first”? “Who do you think you are?”!

Having overcome his enemies by these and similar ingenious means, Ah Q would hurry happily to the tavern and drink a few bowls of wine. There he would joke with the others, quarrel with them, win again, and go happily back to the Earth-and-Grain Shrine, where he would lie down and fall asleep. If he had money, he would go and play the dice-box game. A crowd would squat on the ground with Ah Q wedged among them, his face streaming with sweat and his voice the loudest of all:

“Four hundred on Green Dragon!”

“He~~y, o~~pen!” The banker lifted the lid of the box and chanted, his face streaming with sweat as well. “Heaven’s Gate it is~~ Corner pays back! Nothing on Human Harmony and Through-Hall~~! Hand over Ah Q’s cash~~!”

“A hundred on Through-Hall—a hundred and fifty!”

To such chanting Ah Q’s money gradually passed into the waistbands of other sweat-streaming figures. At last he had to squeeze out of the crowd and stand at the back watching, fretting on other people’s behalf until the game broke up. Then he would go back to the Earth-and-Grain Shrine, reluctant to leave, and the next day he would go to work with swollen eyes.

But truly, as the saying goes, “The old man of the frontier lost his horse, but who knew it wasn’t luck?” For once Ah Q had the misfortune to win, and he very nearly met with defeat.

It was the night of the Weizhuang festival for the gods. As usual there was an opera that night, and as usual there were many gambling stalls near the stage. To Ah Q’s ears the gongs and drums of the opera seemed ten li away; he heard nothing but the banker’s chant. He won and won again. Copper cash turned into silver dimes, silver dimes turned into silver dollars, and the silver dollars piled up in stacks. He was in tremendous spirits:

“Two dollars on Heaven’s Gate!”

He never knew who started fighting whom, or why. There was a great confused uproar of curses, blows and running feet, and by the time he had picked himself up, the gambling stalls were gone and so were the people. Several places on his body seemed rather sore, as if he too had taken a few punches and kicks, and a few people were staring at him in surprise. He walked into the Earth-and-Grain Shrine feeling as if he had lost something, and when he had collected himself he realized that his pile of foreign dollars was gone. Most of the people who ran gambling stalls at the festival came from outside the village. Where could he go to track them down?

Such a white, bright pile of foreign dollars! And it was his—and now it was gone! He told himself it had been taken by his son, but he still felt miserable. He told himself he was vermin, but he still felt miserable. This time, for once, he felt something of the bitterness of defeat.

At once, however, he turned defeat into victory. He raised his right hand and slapped his own face hard, twice in a row, so that it stung and burned. After the slapping his heart grew calm, as though it were he who had done the slapping and some other self who had been slapped. Before long it felt as though he had slapped someone else entirely, although his face still burned a little, and he lay down, satisfied and victorious.

He fell asleep.




Chapter Three
A Further Account of Ah Q’s Victories 第三章　续优胜记略


Yet although Ah Q was often victorious, it was only after he had been honored with a slap from Squire Zhao that he became famous.

Having paid the ward headman two hundred cash in drinking money, he lay down in a fury. Then he thought: “What a world this is nowadays, a son beating his dad…” Suddenly he recalled how imposing Squire Zhao was, and that the Squire was now his son, and he gradually began to feel pleased with himself. He got up and went off to the tavern singing The Young Widow at the Grave. At that moment he felt that Squire Zhao was a cut above other men after all.

Strange to say, from then on everyone did seem to treat him with special respect. Ah Q may have thought this was because he was Squire Zhao’s father, but in fact it was not so. By the custom of Weizhuang, if Ah Seven beat Ah Eight, or Li Four beat Zhang Three, it had never counted for anything. Only when it involved some notable such as Squire Zhao did it pass into the mouths of the people. Once it was in their mouths, the beater being famous, the beaten shared in the fame by reflection. That the fault lay with Ah Q goes without saying. Wherefore? Because Squire Zhao could not be in the wrong. But if Ah Q was in the wrong, why did everyone seem to treat him with special respect? This is hard to explain. To force an explanation, it may have been because Ah Q had claimed to be Squire Zhao’s kinsman. Although he had been beaten for it, people feared there might be some truth in the claim and thought it safer to show him a little respect. Or else the case resembled that of the Grand Offering in the Temple of Confucius. Though the ox is a beast like the pig and the sheep, once the Sage has applied his chopsticks to it, the Confucians of former times dare not lay a finger on it.4

For many years after that, Ah Q was very pleased with himself.

One spring, as he was walking tipsily down the street, he saw Wang the Beard sitting stripped to the waist in the sunshine at the foot of a wall, catching lice, and all at once he began to itch as well. This Wang was both scabby and bearded, and everyone called him Scabby-Beard Wang. Ah Q left out the “Scabby,” yet held him in great contempt. In Ah Q’s view, scabs were nothing remarkable, but that great bushy beard was really too outlandish to stomach. So he sat down right next to him. Had it been any of the other idlers, Ah Q would not have dared sit down so carelessly. But what had he to fear beside this Wang the Beard? To tell the truth, by being willing to sit there at all, he was doing Wang an honor.

Ah Q also took off his tattered lined jacket and went over it, but whether because it had just been washed or because he was careless, after a long time he had caught only three or four. He looked over at Wang the Beard. There was one after another, two and then three, which Wang popped into his mouth, crack, crack, crack.

At first Ah Q was disappointed, and then he felt aggrieved. If even the contemptible Wang the Beard had so many, and he himself so few, what a gross loss of face this was! He longed to find one or two big ones, but there were none. With great difficulty he caught a middling one, stuffed it vengefully between his thick lips and bit down hard. Pop! It was still not as loud as Wang the Beard’s.

Every one of his scabby scars flushed red. He flung his jacket to the ground, spat and said:

“Hairy caterpillar!”

“Who’re you cursing, you scabby cur?” said Wang the Beard, raising his eyes contemptuously.

Although Ah Q had lately enjoyed rather more respect and had grown haughtier, he was still timid around the idlers who were used to beating him. This time, however, he was exceedingly bold. Would a creature with a face full of whiskers dare to speak to him so insolently?

“Whoever it fits!” He stood up and put his hands on his hips.

“Your bones itching?” said Wang the Beard, also standing up and throwing his jacket over his shoulders.

Thinking he meant to run away, Ah Q lunged forward and threw a punch. Before the fist could land, Wang had caught it. One tug, and Ah Q stumbled forward, reeling. At once Wang the Beard had him by the queue and was hauling him toward the wall to knock his head against it in the usual way.

“‘A gentleman uses words, not fists!’” said Ah Q, his head twisted to one side.

Wang the Beard, apparently no gentleman, paid no attention. He knocked Ah Q’s head five times in a row, then gave him a hard shove that sent him sprawling more than six feet away, and only then went off satisfied.

In Ah Q’s memory this must count as the first humiliation of his life. Because of the defect of his bushy beard, Wang the Beard had always been the one Ah Q mocked. Never had Wang mocked him, let alone laid hands on him. And now he had actually laid hands on him. It was quite unexpected. Could it really be, as people said in the market, that the Emperor had abolished the examinations and wanted no more licentiates or provincial graduates, so that the Zhaos had lost their prestige, and so people were looking down on him as well?

Ah Q stood there, not knowing what to do.

Someone was approaching in the distance: another of his enemies. This was yet another man Ah Q loathed above all others, Squire Qian’s elder son. He had gone off to the county town to attend a foreign-style school, and then somehow ended up in Japan. Half a year later he came home with his legs straight and his queue gone. His mother cried her heart out a dozen times or more, and his wife jumped into the well three times. Afterward his mother told everyone, “Some scoundrels got him drunk and cut off his queue. He could have been a high official, but now he’ll have to wait till it grows back.” Ah Q refused to believe it. He insisted on calling him the “Sham Foreign Devil,” or else “the traitor in foreign pay,” and whenever he saw him he cursed him under his breath.

What Ah Q “detested and abhorred” most of all was his false queue. A man whose queue had come to be false had forfeited all claim to be a man; and his wife, by not jumping into the well a fourth time, showed that she was no good woman either.

Now this “Sham Foreign Devil” was drawing near.

“Baldy. Ass…” Ah Q had always cursed him under his breath and never aloud, but this time, being in a temper and bent on revenge, he let the words slip out softly despite himself.

To his surprise, Baldy came striding over, carrying a yellow-lacquered stick, the very one Ah Q called the mourning staff. In that instant Ah Q knew he was probably in for a beating. He quickly tensed every muscle, hunched his shoulders and waited. Sure enough, there came a Whack!, and something seemed definitely to have landed on his head.

“I meant him!” Ah Q protested, pointing at a child nearby.

Whack! Whack-whack!

In Ah Q’s memory this must count as the second humiliation of his life. Fortunately, once the whacking was over, it seemed to him that a piece of business had been concluded, and he even felt rather relieved. Then, too, that ancestral treasure called “forgetting” began to take effect. He walked on slowly, and by the time he neared the tavern door he was already in fairly good spirits.

But coming toward him was the little nun from the Quiet Practice Nunnery. Even at ordinary times Ah Q never failed to spit and curse at the sight of her; how much more so after a humiliation! Memory stirred in him, and then hostility.

“So that’s why I’ve had such rotten luck today. It’s because I saw you!” he thought.

He went up to her and spat loudly:

“Hawk—ptui!”

The little nun paid him no attention at all. She kept walking, her head lowered. Ah Q came up beside her, suddenly reached out and rubbed her newly shaven scalp, and said with a foolish grin:

“Baldy! Hurry on back, the monk’s waiting for you…”

“Keep your hands to yourself…” said the nun, her face flushing crimson, and she hurried on.

The men in the tavern roared with laughter. Seeing his exploit appreciated, Ah Q grew more elated than ever:

“If the monk can touch, why can’t I?” He pinched her cheek.

The men in the tavern roared with laughter. Ah Q grew still more pleased with himself, and to gratify these connoisseurs he gave her another hard pinch before letting go.

In the heat of this battle he had long since forgotten Wang the Beard and the Sham Foreign Devil as well. It seemed that he had avenged all the “rotten luck” of the day. And strange to say, his whole body felt even lighter than after the whacking, so light that he felt he might float away.

“May your line die out, Ah Q!” came the little nun’s tearful voice from far off.

“Ha ha ha!” Ah Q laughed, ten parts pleased with himself.

“Ha ha ha!” The men in the tavern laughed too, nine parts pleased.

Translator’s notes
4. The “Grand Offering” (tailao), an ox, a sheep and a pig, was the highest sacrifice laid before Confucius’s tablet. Meat the Sage had notionally tasted became sacrosanct.




Chapter Four
The Tragedy of Love 第四章　恋爱的悲剧


It has been said that some victors want their foes to be like tigers or eagles, for only then can they feel the joy of victory. If the foes are like sheep or chicks, victory seems instead rather tedious. There are other victors who, having conquered everything, see the dead lying dead and the surrendered surrendered (“Your subject, in fear and trembling, deserves death, deserves death”). They find themselves with no more enemies, no more rivals and no more friends. There is only themselves on high, alone, solitary, desolate and forlorn, and so they come to feel the sorrow of victory. Our Ah Q, however, was not so feeble. He was forever pleased with himself, and this, perhaps, is one more proof that China’s spiritual civilization leads the world.

Behold! He floated along as though about to take flight!

Yet this particular victory left him a little strange. After floating about for the better part of the day, he floated into the Earth-and-Grain Shrine, where by rights he should have lain down and begun to snore. But that night, who could have guessed, he found it very hard to close his eyes. His thumb and forefinger felt somewhat odd, a little smoother than usual. Had something smooth on the little nun’s face stuck to his fingers, or had his fingers been rubbed smooth against the little nun’s face?…

“Ah Q, may your line die out!”

The words rang in Ah Q’s ears again. Quite right, he thought, there ought to be a woman. If your line dies out there’s nobody to offer you a bowl of rice… There ought to be a woman. Now, “Of three unfilial acts, leaving no heir is the worst,” and “the hungry ghosts of Ruo’ao” are likewise one of life’s great sorrows. Wherefore his thinking was in every particular consonant with the sacred classics and the commentaries of the sages. It is only a pity that later on he proved somewhat “unable to recover his strayed heart.”5

“Woman, woman!…” he thought.

“…If the monk can touch… Woman, woman!… Woman!” he thought again.

We cannot know at what hour Ah Q finally began to snore that night. But from then on, it seems, his fingers always felt a little smooth, and so from then on he always felt a little light-headed. “Wom…” he thought.

From this one instance alone we may know that woman is a thing that brings men to ruin.

Most Chinese men could have become sages and worthies, were it not that women ruined them all. The Shang dynasty was brought down by Daji; the Zhou was spoiled by Baosi; as for the Qin… though the histories record nothing explicit, we shall probably not be far wrong if we assume a woman was to blame. And Dong Zhuo was most certainly done to death by Diaochan.

Ah Q, too, had always been an upright man. Although we do not know under what enlightened master he may have studied, he had always been exceedingly strict about “the great barrier between the sexes,” and he possessed a righteous spirit for repudiating heresies, such as the little nun and the Sham Foreign Devil. His doctrine was this: every nun is surely carrying on with a monk; a woman walking about outdoors surely means to lure some strange man; a man and a woman talking together are surely up to something. To chastise such people he would often glare at them with angry eyes, or say aloud a few words aimed at their secret hearts, or, in some quiet spot, throw a pebble at them from behind.

Who would have thought that, as he neared the age at which one “stands firm,” he would be set floating by a little nun? Such a floating spirit had no place under the rules of propriety. Truly women are detestable! If the little nun’s face had not been smooth, Ah Q would not have been bewitched; or if the little nun’s face had been covered with a layer of cloth, Ah Q would not have been bewitched either. Five or six years before, he had once pinched a woman’s thigh in the crowd below an opera stage, but because there had been a layer of trousers in between, he had not felt light-headed afterward. The little nun was another matter, which goes to show how detestable heretics are.6

“Wom…” thought Ah Q.

He kept a close eye on the women he believed “surely meant to lure some strange man,” but they never smiled at him. He listened closely to the women who talked to him, but they never brought up anything of the sort. Oh, here was another of the detestable things about women: every one of them put on a show of “false propriety.”

One day Ah Q spent the whole day husking rice at Squire Zhao’s. After supper he sat in the kitchen smoking his pipe. In any other household he could have gone home once supper was over, but the Zhaos ate supper early. Although the standing rule forbade lighting a lamp, and everyone went to bed as soon as the meal was done, there were occasional exceptions. The first: before Squire Zhao had passed the licentiate examination, he was permitted to light a lamp and study essays. The second: when Ah Q came to do odd jobs, he was permitted to light a lamp and husk rice. Because of this exception, Ah Q was still sitting in the kitchen smoking before he set to work husking.

Amah Wu, the Zhao household’s only maidservant, had finished washing the dishes. She too sat down on the long bench and began chatting with Ah Q.

“Madam hasn’t eaten for two days now, ‘cause His Honor wants to buy himself a little one…”

“Woman… Amah Wu… this young widow…” thought Ah Q.

“Our young mistress is having her baby in the eighth month…”

“Woman…” thought Ah Q.

Ah Q put down his pipe and stood up.

“Our young mistress…” Amah Wu chattered on.

“Sleep with me! Sleep with me!” All at once Ah Q lunged forward and dropped to his knees before her.

For an instant there was utter silence.

“Aiya!” Amah Wu froze a moment, then suddenly began to tremble. She ran out screaming, shouting as she ran, and toward the end she seemed to be sobbing.

Ah Q, kneeling to the wall, was stunned too. Then, propping himself on the empty bench with both hands, he slowly got to his feet with a vague feeling that things had gone wrong. He was indeed rather uneasy now. Flustered, he stuck his pipe in his waistband and made to go and husk rice. Thwack! Something very heavy struck him on the head. He whirled around, and there stood the Licentiate in front of him, holding a big bamboo pole.

“So you’d rise up, would you?… You…”

The big bamboo pole came slashing down at him again. Ah Q threw both hands over his head, and whack! it landed right on his knuckles, which really did hurt quite a bit. He bolted out the kitchen door, and it seemed he took another one across the back as he went.

“Turtle-spawn!” the Licentiate cursed after him, in the officials’ Mandarin.

Ah Q ran into the husking shed and stood there alone. His fingers still hurt, and he still remembered “turtle-spawn.” The country folk of Weizhuang never used that word; only grand people who had dealings with officialdom did. That made it all the more frightening and the impression all the deeper. But by now his “Wom…” thoughts had quite gone. Besides, after the beating and the cursing, the whole affair seemed to have been wrapped up, and he felt rather unburdened. So he set to work husking. After a while he grew hot, and he stopped to take off his shirt.

As he was taking off his shirt, he heard a great commotion outside. Ah Q had always loved nothing better than a commotion, so he went at once to find where the noise was coming from. Following the sound, he made his way little by little into Squire Zhao’s inner courtyard. Though it was dusk, he could make out a good many people: the whole Zhao family, including Madam, who had not eaten for two days, as well as Auntie Zou Seven from next door and those true clansmen Zhao Whiteye and Zhao Sichen.

The young mistress was hauling Amah Wu out of the servants’ quarters, saying,

“Come outside… Don’t hide in your room brooding…”

“Who doesn’t know you’re a decent woman?… You mustn’t ever think of doing away with yourself,” Auntie Zou Seven put in from the side.

Amah Wu just wept, mixing in a few words that could not be made out clearly.

“Hm, this is fun,” thought Ah Q. “What’s this young widow up to now?” Wanting to find out, he went up close to Zhao Sichen. At that moment he suddenly saw Squire Zhao rushing toward him, a big bamboo pole in his hand. At the sight of the big bamboo pole, it suddenly dawned on him that his own beating seemed to have something to do with this commotion. He turned on his heel, meaning to escape back to the husking shed, but unexpectedly the bamboo pole blocked his way. So he turned on his heel again and, quite naturally, found himself going out by the back gate. Before long he was back inside the Earth-and-Grain Shrine.

After sitting there a while, Ah Q got goose flesh and felt cold. Though it was spring, the nights still had a lingering chill, and it was not yet the season for going bare-chested. He remembered that his cloth shirt had been left at the Zhaos’, but if he went to fetch it he dreaded the Licentiate’s bamboo pole. Then the ward headman came in.

“Ah Q, his mother’s… you! Making passes at the Zhaos’ servant now, are you? It’s downright rebellion. Here I am losing my night’s sleep over you, his mother’s…!”

He went on lecturing in this vein for some time, and Ah Q naturally had nothing to say. At the end, since it was nighttime, the headman’s drinking money had to be doubled to four hundred cash. Ah Q happened to have no cash on him, so he put up his felt hat as security and agreed to five conditions:

1. Tomorrow he was to take a pair of red candles, one-catty ones, and a bundle of incense to the Zhao manor to apologize.

2. The Zhao manor would hire a Daoist priest to exorcise the ghost of the hanged, at Ah Q’s expense.

3. From now on Ah Q was not to set foot over the Zhao manor’s threshold.

4. Should any mishap befall Amah Wu hereafter, Ah Q alone would be held responsible.

5. Ah Q was not to come asking for his wages or his cloth shirt.

Ah Q naturally agreed to everything, but unfortunately he had no money. Luckily it was already spring and he could do without his cotton quilt, so he pawned it for two thousand big cash and fulfilled the treaty. After kowtowing bare-chested, he actually had a few cash left over. He did not redeem his felt hat but spent it all on drink. The Zhaos, however, neither burned the incense nor lit the candles; they put them by for when Madam worshipped the Buddha. Most of the ragged cloth shirt went to make diaper cloths for the baby the young mistress gave birth to in the eighth month, and the tattered remainder all went into the soles of Amah Wu’s shoes.

Translator’s notes
5. “Recover his strayed heart” quotes Mencius: “The way of learning is nothing other than seeking the strayed heart.” Here the phrase becomes a solemn euphemism for Ah Q’s wandering lust.
6. Confucius said, “At thirty I stood firm”; “the age of standing firm” is a classical way of saying thirty.




Chapter Five
The Problem of Livelihood 第五章　生计问题


His rites completed, Ah Q went back as before to the Earth-and-Grain Shrine. When the sun went down, he gradually began to feel that something was odd about the world. Thinking it over carefully, he at last understood: the cause lay, it seemed, in his bare chest. Remembering that he still had a ragged lined jacket, he threw it over his shoulders and lay down. When he opened his eyes again, the sun was already shining on the top of the west wall. He sat up, saying, “His mother’s…”

After getting up, he went loafing about the streets as before. Though it was not as bitingly painful as being bare-chested, he again gradually began to feel that something was odd about the world. It was as though, from that day on, the women of Weizhuang had all suddenly turned bashful. The moment they saw Ah Q coming, every one of them ducked indoors. Even Auntie Zou Seven, who was nearly fifty, scurried in after the others and called her eleven-year-old daughter inside too. Ah Q found this very strange. “These creatures have all suddenly taken to acting like young ladies,” he thought. “The whores…”

But it was many days later that he felt the world was truly odd. First, the tavern would no longer give him credit. Second, the old shrine-keeper kept making remarks that seemed meant to get him to leave. Third, though he could not remember exactly how many days it had been, it had certainly been a good many days since anyone had come to hire him for odd jobs. No credit at the tavern? He could put up with that. The old man pushing him to leave? He could let him grumble and be done with it. But nobody coming to hire him for odd jobs made Ah Q’s belly go hungry, and that was truly a thoroughly “his mother’s…” state of affairs.

When Ah Q could stand it no longer, he had no choice but to go asking at the houses of his old employers (all except the Zhao manor, whose threshold he was forbidden to cross). But there too things were strange. A man would invariably come out, his face full of irritation, and wave him off as though turning away a beggar:

“Nothing, nothing! Get out!”

Ah Q found this stranger still. These households had always needed help, he thought; they couldn’t all of a sudden have nothing to do. There must be something fishy going on. He made careful inquiries and learned that when they had work they now sent for Small Don. This Small D was a poor lad, skinny and feeble, who in Ah Q’s eyes ranked even below Wang the Beard. Who would have thought the young pup would steal his rice bowl? So Ah Q’s anger this time was of an uncommon kind. As he strode along fuming, he suddenly flung up his hand and sang:

“In my hand a steel whip, I’ll thrash you!…”

A few days later he ran into Small D right in front of the screen wall of the Qian manor. “When foes meet, their eyes see doubly sharp.” Ah Q went straight for him, and Small D stopped in his tracks.

“Animal!” said Ah Q, glaring, spittle flying from the corners of his mouth.

“I’m vermin, all right?…” said Small D.

This humility only made Ah Q angrier. But he had no steel whip in his hand, so all he could do was lunge forward and grab for Small D’s queue. Small D shielded the root of his own queue with one hand and grabbed for Ah Q’s queue with the other, whereupon Ah Q shielded the root of his own queue with his free hand. To the Ah Q of former days, Small D would not have been worth mentioning. But lately Ah Q had gone hungry and was now every bit as skinny and feeble as Small D, so the two were evenly matched. Four hands tugging at two heads, both bent at the waist, they cast a blue rainbow arc on the Qians’ whitewashed wall for a full half hour.

“That’ll do, that’ll do!” said the onlookers, presumably to make peace.

“Good, good!” said the onlookers, whether to make peace, to applaud or to egg them on, nobody knew.

But neither of them listened. Ah Q advanced three steps, Small D retreated three steps, and they both stood still. Small D advanced three steps, Ah Q retreated three steps, and again they both stood still. After about half an hour (Weizhuang had few chiming clocks, so it is hard to say; it may have been twenty minutes), steam was rising from both their heads and sweat streaming down both their foreheads. Ah Q’s hands loosened; in the same instant Small D’s hands loosened too. They straightened up together, stepped back together, and both squeezed their way out of the crowd.

“You’ll remember this, his mother’s…” said Ah Q, looking back.

“His mother’s… you’ll remember this…” said Small D, looking back too.

This “Dragon and Tiger Clash” seemed to have had no winner and no loser. Whether the onlookers were satisfied is unknown, for none of them passed any comment. And still nobody came to hire Ah Q for odd jobs.

One day it was very mild, with a gentle breeze that had quite a feel of summer about it, yet Ah Q began to feel cold. That he could bear, though; the main thing was hunger. His quilt, his felt hat and his cloth shirt were long gone, and after them he had sold his padded jacket. He still had his trousers, but those he could never take off. He had his ragged lined jacket, but apart from giving it away for shoe soles, there was no way it would fetch any money. He had long hoped to pick up a windfall of money on the road, but he had yet to see one. He hoped he might suddenly find a windfall of money in his own tumbledown room and looked frantically all around, but the room was empty and bare, plain for all to see. So he resolved to go out and seek food.

As he walked along the road “seeking food,” he saw the familiar tavern and the familiar steamed buns, but he walked past them all. He did not merely fail to stop; he did not even want them. These were no longer the things he sought. What he sought, he himself did not know.

Weizhuang was not a large village, and he soon came to the end of it. Beyond the village were paddy fields, a sea of tender green new seedlings dotted with a few round black moving specks, which were the farmers at work. Ah Q did not appreciate these joys of rustic life. He simply walked on, for he knew by instinct that all this was very far removed from his way of “seeking food.” In the end he arrived outside the wall of the Quiet Practice Nunnery.

The nunnery too was surrounded by paddy fields, its whitewashed walls jutting up out of the fresh green, and behind the low earthen wall at the back lay a vegetable garden. Ah Q hesitated a while and looked all around. There was nobody about. So he climbed up the low wall, hanging on to the fleeceflower vines, but the earth kept crumbling away, *patter-patter*, and Ah Q’s legs kept shaking, *quiver-quiver*. At last, grabbing hold of a mulberry branch, he jumped down inside. Within, everything was lush and green, but there seemed to be no yellow wine, no steamed buns, nor anything else edible. Along the west wall was a clump of bamboo with many shoots beneath it, but unfortunately they were all uncooked. There was rape that had long since gone to seed, mustard greens about to flower and bok choy that had grown very tough.

Ah Q felt as wronged as an examination hopeful who has failed. He walked slowly toward the garden gate, and suddenly he was overjoyed: there, plain as day, was a bed of old turnips. He squatted down and began pulling them up. All at once a very round head popped out at the gate and promptly withdrew; that, plain as day, was the little nun. Ah Q had always regarded the likes of the little nun as so much dirt. But in worldly affairs one must “take a step back,” so he hastily pulled up four turnips, twisted off the green tops and bundled them into the front flap of his jacket. But the old nun had already come out!

“Amitabha! Ah Q, how could you jump into the garden and steal turnips!… Aiya, what a sin! Aiyo, Amitabha!…”

“When did I jump into your garden and steal turnips?” said Ah Q, eyeing her as he backed away.

“Just now… what’s that, then?” The old nun pointed at the bulge in his jacket.

“These are yours? Can you make them answer when you call? You…”

Before Ah Q had finished speaking, he took to his heels. After him came a big, fat black dog. It was usually at the front gate; how it had come round to the back garden nobody knew. Snarling, the black dog gave chase and was about to sink its teeth into Ah Q’s leg when, luckily, a turnip fell out of his jacket. The dog took fright and paused for a moment, and by then Ah Q had climbed the mulberry tree, straddled the earthen wall and tumbled, turnips and all, to the other side. Only the black dog was left, still barking at the mulberry tree, and the old nun chanting the Buddha’s name.

Afraid that the nun would set the black dog loose again, Ah Q picked up his turnips and made off, gathering a few pebbles along the way. But the black dog did not reappear. So Ah Q threw away the pebbles and walked on, eating as he went, and thinking that there was nothing to be had around here; he might as well go to the county town…

By the time he had finished the third turnip, he had made up his mind to go to the county town.




Chapter Six
From Resurgence to Ruin 第六章　从中兴到末路


Ah Q was seen in Weizhuang again just after the Mid-Autumn Festival that year. People were astonished and said Ah Q was back, and only then did they think back and ask themselves where he had been. On his earlier trips to the county town he had usually told everyone about it beforehand in high spirits. This time he had not, so no one had noticed. He may have told the old shrine-keeper. But by long Weizhuang custom, only a trip to town by Squire Zhao, Squire Qian or the Licentiate counted as an event. Even the Sham Foreign Devil hardly counted, let alone Ah Q. So the old man did not spread the news for him, and Weizhuang society had no way of knowing.

This return of Ah Q’s, however, was very different from the earlier ones and truly worth marveling at. Just as it was getting dark he appeared, bleary-eyed, at the door of the tavern. He walked up to the counter, drew his hand out from his waist with a fistful of silver and copper, tossed it on the counter and said, “Cash on the nail! Bring the wine!” He was wearing a new lined jacket, and at his waist there seemed to hang a large saddle-pouch, so heavy that it dragged his belt into a deep, deep curve. It was the custom in Weizhuang, on seeing anyone slightly out of the ordinary, to err on the side of respect rather than rudeness. They knew perfectly well that this was Ah Q, but he was somewhat different from the Ah Q of the ragged jacket. As the ancients said, “When a scholar has been gone three days, rub your eyes and look at him anew.” And so the waiter, the tavern keeper, the drinkers and the passersby all naturally took on an air of mingled doubt and deference. The tavern keeper began with a nod and followed up with conversation:

“Whoa, Ah Q, you’re back!”

“I’m back.”

“Made your fortune, made your fortune! You were—at…”

“Went to town!”

By the next day this piece of news had spread through all of Weizhuang. Everyone wanted to know the story of the resurgence of this Ah Q with ready cash and a new lined jacket, and so, in the tavern, in the teahouse, under the eaves of the temple, it was gradually pieced together. The result was that Ah Q won a new kind of awe.

According to Ah Q, he had been helping out in the household of His Honor the Graduate, and at this point his listeners all grew solemn. His Honor’s surname was Bai, but since he was the only provincial graduate in the whole county town, there was no need to add a surname. Say “the Graduate” and it meant him. This was true not only in Weizhuang but for a hundred li around, and most people more or less believed his name actually was His Honor the Graduate. To help out in such a man’s household was naturally worthy of respect. But Ah Q went on to say that he no longer cared to help out there, because this Graduate was just too “his mother’s…”. At this point his listeners all sighed, and felt pleased as well: Ah Q was not fit to help out in His Honor the Graduate’s household, and yet it was a pity he no longer did.

According to Ah Q, his return also seemed to have something to do with his dissatisfaction with the townspeople. They called a long bench a “strip bench,” they fried fish with shredded scallions, and, a fault he had observed only recently, their women did not sway very well when they walked. Yet now and then they were greatly to be admired. For instance, the country folk of Weizhuang only played with thirty-two bamboo tiles, and only the Sham Foreign Devil could play “mah-jam,” whereas in town even the little turtle-brats played it to perfection. Put any Sham Foreign Devil in the hands of those little turtle-brats in their teens in town, and he’d be a little imp face to face with the King of Hell. At this point his listeners all blushed.7

“Any of you ever seen a beheading?” said Ah Q. “Hah, a fine sight. Killing revolutionaries. Ah, a fine sight, a fine sight…” He shook his head and sprayed spittle into the face of Zhao Sichen, who stood right opposite him. At this point his listeners all shivered. Then Ah Q looked all around, suddenly raised his right hand, and brought it chopping straight down on the nape of Wang the Beard, who had his neck stretched out, listening spellbound:

“Kchak!”

Wang the Beard jumped with fright and pulled in his head quick as a lightning flash, and the listeners were all at once alarmed and delighted. For many days afterward Wang the Beard went about in a daze and never again dared come near Ah Q, and neither did anyone else.

Ah Q’s standing in the eyes of Weizhuang at this time, though one dare not say it surpassed Squire Zhao’s, could probably be called nearly equal without any great impropriety of speech.

Before long, however, Ah Q’s illustrious name spread suddenly through the ladies’ chambers of Weizhuang. True, only the Qians and the Zhaos had big houses in Weizhuang, and nine out of ten of the rest were chambers of no great depth. Still, a lady’s chamber is a lady’s chamber, so this too counted as something of a marvel. Whenever the women met they were sure to say that Auntie Zou Seven had bought a blue silk skirt from Ah Q, old of course, but for only nine silver dimes. And Zhao Whiteye’s mother (some say it was Zhao Sichen’s mother; this awaits further research) had bought a child’s blouse of scarlet foreign gauze, still seven-tenths new, for only three hundred big cash, counted by the short string of ninety-two. And so they all longed eagerly to see Ah Q. Those without silk skirts wanted to buy silk skirts from him, and those who wanted gauze blouses wanted to buy gauze blouses. Far from fleeing at the sight of him, they would even run after him when he had already passed, call him back and ask:

“Ah Q, got any more silk skirts? No? We’d take a gauze blouse too. You’ve got some, haven’t you?”

In the end it passed from the shallow chambers into the deep ones. For Auntie Zou Seven, in her satisfaction, invited Madam Zhao to admire her silk skirt, and Madam Zhao told Squire Zhao about it and praised it handsomely. At the supper table Squire Zhao discussed the matter with the Licentiate. They concluded that there was something odd about Ah Q, and that they had better be careful about their doors and windows; but they did not know whether he still had anything worth buying, and perhaps he had some good things. Besides, Madam Zhao happened to want a fur vest, cheap and of good quality. So the family resolved to ask Auntie Zou Seven to find Ah Q at once, and to this end a third kind of exception was newly created: that evening, by special dispensation, the oil lamp might be lit.

A good deal of lamp oil had burned away, and still Ah Q had not come. The whole Zhao household waited anxiously, yawning, some resenting Ah Q for being so hard to pin down, others blaming Auntie Zou Seven for not hurrying. Madam Zhao feared he might not dare come because of the terms laid down in the spring, but Squire Zhao thought this no cause for worry, since it was “I” who had sent for him. And sure enough, Squire Zhao proved the more farsighted, for Ah Q did at last come in behind Auntie Zou Seven.

“He just kept saying he had nothing, nothing, so I said, go tell them yourself to their faces, and he kept on saying, and I said…” panted Auntie Zou Seven as she walked.

“Squire!” Ah Q called out with something that was and was not a smile, and stopped under the eaves.

“Ah Q, they say you’ve made your fortune out there,” said Squire Zhao, pacing away and looking him over from head to foot. “That’s very good, very good indeed. Now… they say you have a few secondhand things… you might bring them all over for us to look at… it’s nothing in particular, only I happen to want…”

“I told Auntie Zou Seven. It’s all gone.”

“Gone?” exclaimed Squire Zhao before he could stop himself. “How could it be gone so fast?”

“It was a friend’s, and there wasn’t much to start with. They bought some…”

“There must be a little left.”

“Now there’s only a door curtain left.”

“Then bring the door curtain for us to see,” said Madam Zhao hastily.

“Well, bring it tomorrow, then,” said Squire Zhao, with less enthusiasm. “Ah Q, in future, whenever you have anything, bring it to us first to look at…”

“We will certainly pay no less than anyone else!” said the Licentiate. The Licentiate’s wife darted a glance at Ah Q’s face to see whether he was moved.

“I want a fur vest,” said Madam Zhao.

Ah Q said yes, but he went out listlessly, and it was impossible to tell whether he had taken it to heart. This greatly disappointed Squire Zhao, who was so vexed and worried that he stopped yawning. The Licentiate was also indignant at Ah Q’s attitude and said that this turtle-spawn wanted watching; it might even be best to instruct the ward headman not to let him live in Weizhuang. But Squire Zhao did not agree. That, he said, might also make an enemy; besides, those in this line of business generally followed the rule that “the hawk does not hunt by its own nest,” so their own village need not worry; they had only to keep alert at night. On hearing this “instruction in the courtyard,” the Licentiate thought it eminently right, at once withdrew his proposal to expel Ah Q, and enjoined Auntie Zou Seven on no account to repeat any of this to anyone.8

But the very next day Auntie Zou Seven had the blue skirt dyed black and spread abroad the suspicious points about Ah Q, though she certainly did not mention the Licentiate’s wish to expel him. Even so, this already went badly for Ah Q. First the ward headman came looking for him and took away his door curtain. Ah Q said Madam Zhao wanted to see it, but the headman did not give it back, and he wanted to settle a monthly sum of tribute besides. Next, the villagers’ awe of him suddenly changed its form. They still did not dare take liberties, but they showed every sign of keeping well away, and this was different from the earlier fear that he might “Kchak!” them. It was now considerably mixed with the element of “respect, but keep at a distance.”

Only the idlers still wanted to get to the bottom of Ah Q’s affairs. Ah Q made no secret of it and proudly told of his experiences. From this they learned that he had been a mere bit player. Not only could he not climb walls, he could not even go through the hole; he only stood outside to take the things passed out. One night he had just received a bundle, and his partner went back in, when after a moment a great shouting broke out inside. He ran for it at once, climbed out of the county town that same night and fled back to Weizhuang, and he had not dared go back to the work since. This story, however, went still worse for Ah Q. The villagers had kept their respectful distance only for fear of making an enemy; who would have guessed he was nothing but a thief who no longer dared to steal? Truly, “this, too, is nothing to fear.”9

Translator’s notes
7. “Mah-jam”: Ah Q’s 麻酱 (“sesame paste”) is a rustic mangling of mahjong (麻将), a newfangled urban game, as against the village’s old thirty-two-tile dominoes.
8. “Instruction in the courtyard”: from the Analects, where Confucius instructs his son as the boy hurries across the courtyard; the stock phrase for a father’s teaching.
9. “This, too, is nothing to fear”: from the Analects (9.23), where Confucius says that a man who has achieved nothing of note by forty or fifty is not worth fearing.




Chapter Seven
Revolution 第七章　革命


On the fourteenth day of the ninth month of the third year of Xuantong, the very day Ah Q sold his saddle-pouch to Zhao Whiteye, at the fourth stroke of the third watch, a large black-awninged boat drew up at the landing of the Zhao manor. It had glided in out of the pitch darkness, and the villagers, sound asleep, knew nothing of it. But it left near dawn, and a good few people saw it then. From investigations conducted by peering and prying, it was learned that it was none other than His Honor the Graduate’s boat!

That boat brought great unease to Weizhuang, and before noon the whole village was in a state of agitation. The Zhaos had kept the boat’s mission strictly secret, but in the teahouses and taverns everyone said that the revolutionaries were about to enter the county town and His Honor the Graduate had come to our countryside to take refuge. Only Auntie Zou Seven disagreed. It was merely a few battered old clothes chests, she said, that His Honor had wanted to leave in safekeeping, and Squire Zhao had already sent them back. In fact His Honor the Graduate and Licentiate Zhao had never got along, so by rights there could be no bond of “sharing adversity” between them. Moreover, Auntie Zou Seven was a neighbor of the Zhaos and had a closer view of things, so she was probably right.

The rumors, however, flourished. It was said that although His Honor the Graduate did not seem to have come in person, he had sent a long letter tracing a roundabout kinship with the Zhaos. Squire Zhao turned the matter over in his mind, decided it could do him no harm, and kept the chests, which were now stuffed under his wife’s bed. As for the revolutionaries, some said they had entered the county town that very night, every one in white helmets and white armor, wearing mourning for the Chongzheng Emperor.

The word “revolutionaries” had long since reached Ah Q’s ears, and this very year he had seen revolutionaries killed with his own eyes. But he held an opinion, he could not have said where it came from, that revolutionaries meant rebellion, and rebellion meant making trouble for him, so he had always “loathed and abhorred them utterly.” Little had he expected that they could make His Honor the Graduate, famous for a hundred li, so afraid, and so he could not help feeling a certain “yearning” toward them. Besides, the panic of all those damned men and women of Weizhuang delighted Ah Q all the more.

“Revolution’s not so bad,” thought Ah Q. “Revolt against the lot of them, his mother’s… They’re vile! Hateful!… Me too, I’ll surrender to the revolutionaries.”

Ah Q had been hard up lately and was probably feeling somewhat aggrieved. Besides, at noon he had drunk two bowls of wine on an empty stomach, so it went to his head all the faster. As he walked along thinking, he began to float on air again. Somehow or other, it suddenly seemed that he himself was a revolutionary and all the people of Weizhuang were his captives. In his elation he could not help shouting at the top of his voice:

“Rise up! Rise up!”

The people of Weizhuang all stared at him in fear and alarm. Ah Q had never seen such pitiful looks before, and the sight of them was as refreshing as a drink of snow water in the sixth month. He walked on more cheerfully still, shouting:

“Right… what I want, I take; who I fancy, I get. Dong-dong, clang-clang! Woe is me, in drink I slew my sworn brother Zheng by mistake, woe is me, ah-ah-ah… Dong-dong, clang-clang, dong, clang-a-ling-clang! In my hand a steel whip, I’ll thrash you!…”

The two menfolk of the Zhao manor and two of their true clansmen were standing at the main gate discussing the revolution. Ah Q did not see them and went straight past, head high, singing.

“Dong-dong…”

“Old Q,” Squire Zhao called timidly in a low voice, stepping toward him.

“Clang-clang.” It never occurred to Ah Q that his name could be joined to the word “Old”; he took it for some other remark that had nothing to do with him, and went on singing. “Dong, clang, clang-a-ling-clang, clang!”

“Old Q.”

“Woe is me…”

“Ah Q!” The Licentiate had no choice but to call him by his plain name.

Only then did Ah Q stop. He cocked his head and asked, “What?”

“Old Q… now…” But Squire Zhao had nothing to say. “Now… making your fortune?”

“Fortune? Sure. Whatever I want is mine…”

“Brother… Q, poor friends like us don’t matter, surely…” said Zhao Whiteye nervously, as if trying to sound out the revolutionaries’ intentions.

“Poor friends? You’ve got more money than me, anyway.” And with that Ah Q went off.

They all stood there crestfallen, speechless. Squire Zhao and his son went home and conferred until lamp-lighting time. Zhao Whiteye went home, pulled the saddle-pouch from his waist and gave it to his wife to hide at the bottom of a chest.

After floating about for a while, Ah Q went back to the Earth-and-Grain Shrine, by which time he was quite sober again. That evening the old shrine-keeper was unexpectedly friendly too and offered him tea. Ah Q asked him for two flatcakes, and when he had eaten them, asked for a four-ounce candle that had already been lit, and a wooden candlestick. He lit it and lay alone in his little room. He felt indescribably fresh and happy. The candle flame leaped and flickered as on the night of the Lantern Festival, and his thoughts leaped too:

“Rebellion? What fun… A band of revolutionaries comes, in white helmets and white armor, all carrying broadswords, steel whips, bombs, foreign guns, three-pointed double-edged halberds and hooked spears. They pass the Earth-and-Grain Shrine and call out, ‘Ah Q! Come along, come along!’ So I go along with them…

“That’s when this damned lot of men and women of Weizhuang will be a laugh. They’ll kneel and cry, ‘Ah Q, spare us!’ Who’s listening? The first to die will be Small D and Squire Zhao, and the Licentiate, and the Sham Foreign Devil… Spare any? Wang the Beard I might have spared, but no, him neither…

“Things… I’ll walk straight in and open the chests: silver ingots, foreign dollars, gauze blouses… First the Licentiate’s wife’s Ningbo-style bed gets moved to the Earth-and-Grain Shrine, and then I’ll set out the Qians’ tables and chairs, or maybe I’ll just use the Zhaos’. I won’t lift a finger myself. I’ll have Small D move them, and quick about it, or he gets his face slapped…

“Zhao Sichen’s sister is really ugly. Auntie Zou Seven’s daughter, in a few years maybe. The Sham Foreign Devil’s wife would sleep with a man who’s got no queue. Hah, she’s no good! The Licentiate’s wife has a scar on her eyelid… I haven’t seen Amah Wu for a long time, don’t know where she is. Pity her feet are so big.”

Before Ah Q had finished thinking it all through, he was snoring. The four-ounce candle had burned down not even half an inch, and its red glow lit up his open mouth.

“Ho-ho!” Ah Q suddenly shouted, raised his head and looked wildly about. But when he saw the four-ounce candle, he dropped his head and went back to sleep.

He got up very late the next day. When he went out into the street, everything was the same as before. He was still hungry, too. He thought and thought, but nothing came to him. Then all at once he seemed to have an idea. He stepped out slowly and, half meaning to and half not, found himself at the Quiet Practice Nunnery.

The nunnery was as quiet as it had been in spring, its walls white and its gate jet black. After a moment’s thought he went up and knocked. A dog barked inside. He hurriedly picked up a few pieces of broken brick, went back and knocked harder, and only when the black gate was covered with pockmarks did he hear someone coming to open it.

Ah Q quickly took a firm grip on his bricks and set himself in a horse stance, ready to do battle with the black dog. But the nunnery gate opened only a crack, no black dog came rushing out, and when he looked in there was only the old nun.

“What have you come for this time?” she said, badly startled.

“There’s a revolution… you know?…” said Ah Q, very vaguely.

“Revolution, revolution, we’ve already been revolutionized once… What more do you want to revolutionize out of us?” said the old nun, her eyes red.

“What?…” said Ah Q, taken aback.

“Don’t you know? They’ve already been here and revolutionized us!”

“Who?…” said Ah Q, still more taken aback.

“The Licentiate and that foreign devil!”

This was so unexpected that Ah Q could not help being dumbfounded. Seeing him lose his edge, the old nun shut the gate in a flash. When Ah Q pushed again it would not budge, and when he knocked again there was no answer.

That had happened in the morning. Licentiate Zhao was well informed. As soon as he learned that the revolutionaries had entered the county town during the night, he coiled his queue on top of his head and went first thing to call on the Sham Foreign Devil, with whom he had never got along. This was a time when “all may join the renewal,” so they talked most congenially, became like-minded comrades on the spot, and agreed to go and make revolution together. They thought and thought, and at last remembered that in the Quiet Practice Nunnery there was a dragon tablet inscribed “Long Live the Emperor, Ten Thousand Times Ten Thousand Years,” which ought to be revolutionized away without delay. So they went straight to the nunnery together to make revolution. Because the old nun tried to stop them and said three sentences, they treated her as the Manchu government and gave her a good many blows of the cane and raps of the knuckles on the head. When they had gone and the nun had collected herself enough to look around, the dragon tablet, of course, lay smashed on the floor, and missing as well was a Xuande censer that had stood before the image of the Goddess Guanyin.

Ah Q learned of this only later. He rather regretted having been asleep, but he also strongly blamed them for not calling him. Then, taking a step back, he reflected:

“Can it be they don’t know yet that I’ve surrendered to the revolutionaries?”




Chapter Eight
Barred from the Revolution 第八章　不准革命


Day by day the mood in Weizhuang grew calmer. From the news that filtered back, it was learned that although the revolutionaries had entered the county town, nothing much had changed. His Honor the County Magistrate was still the same official, only now he was called something else. His Honor the Graduate had also been made some sort of official (the people of Weizhuang could never get these titles straight), and the man in charge of the troops was still the same old Captain. The one frightening thing was that a few bad revolutionaries had mixed in among the rest and were stirring up trouble. On the second day they had begun cutting off queues, and it was said that Sevenpounds the boatman from the neighboring village had fallen into their hands and been left looking hardly human. Still, this did not amount to a great terror, since the people of Weizhuang seldom went to town anyway, and anyone who had been thinking of going promptly changed his plans and so avoided the danger. Ah Q, too, had meant to go to town to look up his old friends, but once he heard this news he had no choice but to drop the idea.

Yet it cannot be said that Weizhuang saw no reform. A few days later, the number of men who coiled their queues on top of their heads began gradually to grow. As has already been told, the first was naturally the Licentiate; next came Zhao Sichen and Zhao Whiteye; and after them, Ah Q. Had it been summer, a man coiling his queue on top of his head or tying it in a knot would have been nothing out of the ordinary. But this was late autumn, and so this “conduct of summer in the autumn season” must be counted, on the part of the queue-coilers, as an act of the utmost resolution, and, for Weizhuang, as something not unconnected with reform.10

When Zhao Sichen came walking along with nothing hanging down behind his head, those who saw him shouted:

“Whoa, here come the revolutionaries!”

Ah Q heard this and was filled with envy. Although he had long since heard the great news that the Licentiate had coiled his queue, it had never occurred to him that he could do the same. Only now, seeing Zhao Sichen do it too, did the idea of following suit take hold, and he resolved to carry it out. He coiled his queue on top of his head with a bamboo chopstick, hesitated for a long while, and only then plucked up his courage and went out.

As he walked down the street, people looked at him, but nobody said anything. At first Ah Q was displeased; then he grew resentful. Lately he lost his temper very easily. In fact his life was no harder than it had been before the rebellion; people were polite to him, and the shops no longer demanded cash on the spot. Yet Ah Q felt sorely let down. Now that there had been a revolution, things should not be just like this. And then, one day, he saw Small D, which made him angrier than ever.

Small D had coiled his queue on top of his head too, and, what was more, he had actually used a bamboo chopstick. Ah Q had never dreamed that Small D would dare to do such a thing, and he would never allow it! What was Small D, anyway? He longed to seize him on the spot, snap his chopstick, pull his queue down and slap his face a few times, as some small punishment for the crime of forgetting the hour of his birth and daring to make himself a revolutionary. In the end, though, he let him off, merely glaring at him and spitting: “Pah!”11

During those days the only person who went to town was the Sham Foreign Devil. The Licentiate had meant to call on His Honor the Graduate in person, on the strength of their connection through the stored chests, but the danger of having his queue cut put a stop to that. Instead he wrote a letter in “yellow-umbrella style” and asked the Sham Foreign Devil to carry it to town, and also asked him to recommend him for membership in the Liberty Party. When the Sham Foreign Devil came back, he asked the Licentiate to repay him four foreign dollars, and thereafter the Licentiate had a silver peach hanging on the front of his gown. The people of Weizhuang were all awed, and said it was the hat-button of the Lily-Tea Party, equal in rank to a Hanlin academician. Squire Zhao’s own consequence suddenly swelled as a result, far beyond what it had been when his son first passed as a licentiate. He now looked down on everyone, and when he saw Ah Q he scarcely deigned to notice him.

Ah Q was already feeling resentful and neglected at every turn, and the moment he heard about this silver peach, he grasped at once why he had been neglected. If you wanted to make revolution, it was not enough just to say you had surrendered to it, nor was it enough to coil up your queue. The first step was still to get acquainted with the revolutionaries. In his whole life he had known only two revolutionaries. The one in the county town had long since been done away with—Kchak!—which left only the Sham Foreign Devil. Apart from going without delay to talk things over with the Sham Foreign Devil, there was no other way open to him.

The front gate of the Qian manor stood open, and Ah Q timidly edged his way in. Once inside, he got quite a shock. There stood the Sham Foreign Devil in the middle of the courtyard, dressed all in black in what were probably foreign clothes. He too had a silver peach hanging on his chest, and in his hand was the stick Ah Q had already had the honor of being instructed by. His queue, which had grown back to more than a foot long, had been unbraided and hung loose over his shoulders and back, so that with his disheveled hair he looked like the Immortal Liu Hai. Facing him, standing stiffly at attention, were Zhao Whiteye and three of the idlers, listening to him with the utmost respect.

Ah Q tiptoed in and stood behind Zhao Whiteye. He wanted to greet the man but did not know what to call him. Calling him the Sham Foreign Devil would certainly not do. “Foreigner” was not right either, nor was “Revolutionary.” Perhaps he ought to call him Mister Foreign Gentleman.12

Mister Foreign Gentleman, however, did not see him, because he was rolling his eyes and holding forth with great gusto:

“I’m an impatient man, so whenever we meet I always say, ‘Brother Hong! Let’s get started!’ But he always says ‘No!’ That’s a foreign word; you wouldn’t understand. Otherwise we’d have succeeded long ago. Still, that’s just how careful he is. He’s asked me again and again to come to Hubei, but I haven’t agreed yet. Who wants to work in a little county town like this?…”

“Er… well…” Ah Q waited for him to pause a moment and at last spoke up with all the courage he could muster. But for some reason he did not call him Mister Foreign Gentleman after all.

The four listeners all turned to look at him in surprise. Only then did Mister Foreign Gentleman notice him.

“What?”

“I…”

“Get out!”

“I want to join…”

“Clear out!” Mister Foreign Gentleman raised the mourning staff.

Zhao Whiteye and the idlers all shouted: “The gentleman told you to clear out. Don’t you hear him?”

Ah Q shielded his head with his hands and, without quite knowing what he was doing, fled out through the gate. Mister Foreign Gentleman did not give chase. Ah Q ran sixty-odd paces before slowing to a walk, and then sorrow welled up in his heart. Mister Foreign Gentleman would not let him make revolution, and there was no other way open to him. Never again could he hope that men in white helmets and white armor would come to call for him. All his ambitions, aspirations, hopes and prospects had been wiped out at a single stroke. That the idlers would spread the story around and give Small D, Wang the Beard and their like something to laugh at was, by comparison, a minor matter.

He had never, it seemed, known such desolation. Even his coiled queue now struck him as pointless, even contemptible. By way of revenge, he very much wanted to let it down at once, but in the end he did not. He wandered about until nightfall, then drank two bowls of wine on credit. Once they were in his belly, his spirits gradually rose, and fragments of white helmets and white armor began to reappear in his thoughts.

One day he loafed about as usual until late at night, waited until the tavern was about to close, and then sauntered back toward the Earth-and-Grain Shrine.

Crack—ba~~ng!

Suddenly he heard a strange noise, and it was not firecrackers. Ah Q had always loved a commotion and liked to poke his nose into other people’s business, so he went straight off through the darkness to find it. There seemed to be footsteps up ahead. He was listening when all at once a man came running toward him. The moment Ah Q saw him, he turned round and fled along with him. When the man turned a corner, Ah Q turned the corner too, and once round the corner, the man stopped, and Ah Q stopped too. He looked behind him and saw nothing, and then looked at the man and saw that it was Small D.

“What is it?” Ah Q was resentful.

“The Zh… the Zhaos have been robbed!” Small D panted.

Ah Q’s heart began to pound. Small D said this and went on his way. Ah Q started forward and stopped two or three times, but after all he was a man who had been in “that line of business,” and so he was bolder than most. He edged out round the corner and listened carefully. There seemed to be some shouting. He looked carefully. There seemed to be a great many men in white helmets and white armor, carrying things out one after another: chests carried out, furniture carried out, the Licentiate’s wife’s Ningbo-style bed carried out too. But he could not see clearly. He wanted to go closer, but his feet would not move.

There was no moon that night. Weizhuang lay very still in the darkness, as still and peaceful as in the golden age of Fuxi. Ah Q stood watching until he grew weary of it, and it all seemed just the same as before, men going back and forth carrying things: chests carried out, furniture carried out, the Licentiate’s wife’s Ningbo-style bed carried out too… carried out until he began to doubt his own eyes. But he decided not to go any closer, and went back to his shrine.

It was even darker inside the Earth-and-Grain Shrine. He shut the gate securely and groped his way into his room. Only after lying there for a good while did he calm down enough to begin thinking about his own position. The men in white helmets and white armor had plainly come, yet they had not come to call for him. They had carried off a great many good things, and there was no share for him. It was all the fault of that hateful Sham Foreign Devil, who would not let him rise up. Otherwise, how could he have been left out this time? The more Ah Q thought about it, the angrier he became, until at last he could not hold back the bitter hatred in his heart, and he nodded viciously. “Won’t let me rise up, and only you can rise up? His mother’s… Sham Foreign Devil! All right, you rise up! Rebellion’s a crime you lose your head for. I’ll lodge a complaint, I will, and watch them haul you off to the county and cut your head off—your whole family with you—Kchak! Kchak!”

Translator’s notes
10. “Conduct of summer in the autumn season” echoes the Book of Rites, which warns that observing the ordinances of one season in another brings disorder. Here it mock-solemnly describes wearing a summer hairstyle in late autumn.
11. “Forgetting the hour of his birth” (literally his “eight characters,” the horoscope of one’s birth date and hour) means forgetting one’s fated station in life, presuming above oneself.
12. “Mister Foreign Gentleman” renders 洋先生 (literally “foreign sir”), which the sheet otherwise renders as one of the names of the Sham Foreign Devil.




Chapter Nine
The Grand Reunion 第九章　大团圆


After the Zhaos were robbed, most people in Weizhuang were both gratified and alarmed, and Ah Q, too, was both gratified and alarmed. But four days later, Ah Q was suddenly seized in the middle of the night and taken off to the county town. It was a dark night. A squad of soldiers, a squad of militiamen, a squad of police and five detectives stole into Weizhuang, surrounded the Earth-and-Grain Shrine under cover of darkness, and set up a machine gun facing the gate. Ah Q, however, did not come charging out. For a long time there was no sign of movement, and the Captain grew anxious. He offered a reward of twenty thousand cash, and only then did two militiamen take the risk of climbing over the wall. Working together from inside and out, they all rushed in and dragged Ah Q out. Not until he had been hauled outside the shrine to somewhere near the machine gun did he begin to come to his senses.

By the time they reached town it was already noon. Ah Q found himself hustled into a dilapidated yamen and, after five or six turns, pushed into a small room. He had no sooner stumbled in than a barred gate made of whole tree trunks closed right on his heels. The other three sides were walls, and when he looked carefully he saw two other men in a corner of the room.

Although Ah Q felt a little uneasy, he was not particularly depressed, for his bedroom in the Earth-and-Grain Shrine was no grander than this room. The other two also seemed to be country people, and gradually they struck up a conversation with him. One said His Honor the Graduate was pressing him for old rent his grandfather had owed. The other did not know why he was there. When they asked Ah Q, he answered briskly: “Because I wanted to rise up.”

That afternoon he was hauled out through the barred gate again and taken to the great hall, where an old man with his whole head shaved smooth sat on the dais. Ah Q suspected he was a monk, but then he saw a row of soldiers standing below and a dozen or so long-gowned men standing beside the table. Some had their heads shaved smooth like this old man; some had foot-long hair hanging down their backs like the Sham Foreign Devil. All of them had fierce, beefy faces and were glaring at him. He knew then that this man must be somebody important. His knees went slack of their own accord, and down he went on them.

“Stand up and speak! Don’t kneel!” the long-gowned men all shouted.

Although Ah Q seemed to understand, he simply could not stay standing. In spite of himself he sank into a squat, and in the end, taking advantage of the movement, he went down on his knees again.

“Slave nature!…” the long-gowned men said contemptuously, but they did not tell him to get up.

“Tell the truth and spare yourself suffering. I know everything already. Confess and you may go free,” said the shaven-headed old man, looking Ah Q steadily in the face and speaking calmly and clearly.

“Confess!” the long-gowned men shouted too.

“I meant to… come and join…” Ah Q, after a confused bout of thinking, said this in fits and starts.

“Then why didn’t you come?” the old man asked kindly.

“The Sham Foreign Devil wouldn’t let me!”

“Nonsense! It’s too late to say that now. Where are your accomplices now?”

“What?…”

“The gang that robbed the Zhaos that night.”

“They didn’t come and call me. They carried it all off themselves.” Ah Q grew indignant at the mere mention of it.

“Where did they go? Tell us, and you’ll go free.” The old man was kinder still.

“I don’t know… they didn’t come and call me…”

But the old man gave a signal with his eyes, and Ah Q was hauled back through the barred gate. The second time he was hauled out through the barred gate was the following morning.

Everything in the great hall was as before. The shaven-headed old man still sat on the dais, and Ah Q again went down on his knees.

The old man asked kindly, “Do you have anything more to say?”

Ah Q thought, found he had nothing to say, and answered, “No.”

Then a long-gowned man brought a sheet of paper and a brush to Ah Q and tried to push the brush into his hand. Ah Q was so startled that his “soul nearly flew from his body,” for this was the first time in his life his hand had had anything to do with a writing brush. He had no idea how to hold it, and now the man was pointing to a place on the paper and telling him to make his mark.

“I… I… can’t write,” said Ah Q, clutching the brush, frightened and ashamed.

“In that case, we’ll make it easy for you. Draw a circle!”

Ah Q set about drawing a circle, but the hand that held the brush did nothing but tremble. So the man spread the paper out on the floor for him. Ah Q bent down over it and drew the circle with all the strength he had in his life. Terrified that people would laugh at him, he was determined to make it round. But this hateful brush was not only very heavy, it would not do as it was told. Trembling and wobbling, it had just about closed the circle when it shot outward, and the result was the shape of a melon seed.

Ah Q was still ashamed that his circle was not round, but the man paid no attention to that and had already whisked away paper and brush. A number of men then hauled him back through the barred gate a second time.

Going back through the bars this second time, he did not feel particularly upset. It seemed to him that in this life between heaven and earth, a man was probably bound now and then to be hauled in and hauled out, and now and then to draw circles on paper. Only the circle not being round was a blot on his “record of conduct.” But before long he got over that too. He thought: only grandsons draw really round circles. And with that he fell asleep.13

That same night, however, His Honor the Graduate could not sleep, for he had quarreled with the Captain. His Honor the Graduate held that the first priority was to recover the stolen goods. The Captain held that the first priority was public display. Lately the Captain had come to think very little of His Honor the Graduate. Pounding the table and banging the benches, he said, “Punish one to warn a hundred! Look here. I haven’t been a revolutionary twenty days, and there have been a dozen robberies, not one of them solved. Where does that leave my face? Now we’ve solved one, and you come along with your pedantry. No! This is my business!” His Honor the Graduate was hard pressed, but he still held his ground and said that if the stolen goods were not recovered, he would resign at once from his post as assistant in civil administration. To which the Captain replied, “Suit yourself!” And so His Honor the Graduate did not sleep at all that night. Fortunately, though, he did not resign the next day either.

The third time Ah Q was hauled out through the barred gate was the morning after the night His Honor the Graduate could not sleep. When he reached the great hall, the usual shaven-headed old man was sitting on the dais, and Ah Q went down on his knees as usual.

The old man asked very kindly, “Do you have anything more to say?”

Ah Q thought, found he had nothing to say, and answered, “No.”

A crowd of long-gowned men and short-jacketed men suddenly put on him a white vest of foreign cloth with some black characters on it. Ah Q was deeply aggrieved, for it looked very much like mourning dress, and mourning dress brings bad luck. But at the same moment his hands were tied behind his back, and at the same moment he was hauled straight out of the yamen.

Ah Q was lifted onto an open cart, and several short-jacketed men sat in it with him. The cart set off at once. In front marched soldiers and militiamen with foreign rifles on their shoulders; on both sides were crowds of gaping onlookers; what was behind, Ah Q could not see. But suddenly it dawned on him: wasn’t this the way to have his head cut off? In his panic everything went black before his eyes and his ears rang with a clang, and he seemed to faint. Yet he did not faint altogether. At times he panicked; at times he was quite calm. Somewhere in his mind it seemed to him that in this life between heaven and earth, a man was probably bound now and then to have his head cut off.

He still knew the roads, and so he was a little puzzled: why weren’t they heading for the execution ground? He did not know that this was a parade through the streets, a public display. But even if he had known, it would have been the same. He would merely have thought that in this life between heaven and earth, a man was probably bound now and then to be paraded through the streets and put on public display.

Then he understood. This was a roundabout way to the execution ground; this was surely the way to have his head cut off—Kchak! He looked dazedly left and right. Everywhere people were following like ants, and then, without meaning to, he caught sight of Amah Wu in the crowd by the roadside. He had not seen her for a long time. So she was working in town now. Ah Q was suddenly ashamed of his lack of spirit: he had not even sung a few lines of opera. His thoughts whirled round in his head like a whirlwind. *The Young Widow at the Grave* was not grand enough. “Alas, I should never have…” from *Dragon and Tiger Clash* was too feeble. Better to sing “In my hand a steel whip, I’ll thrash you!” At the same moment he tried to fling up his hand, and only then remembered that both his hands were tied. So he did not sing “In my hand a steel whip” either.

“In twenty years I’ll be another…” In the midst of all this flurry, Ah Q, “self-taught without a master,” came out with half a sentence he had never said before.14

“Bravo!” From the crowd came a sound like the howling of jackals and wolves.

The cart kept moving forward. Amid the cheers, Ah Q rolled his eyes round to look at Amah Wu, but she did not seem to have noticed him at all. She was only gazing, entranced, at the foreign rifles on the soldiers’ backs.

So Ah Q looked again at the cheering crowd.

In that instant his thoughts whirled round in his head like a whirlwind once more. Four years before, at the foot of a hill, he had met a hungry wolf that followed him at a steady distance, never closer, never farther, wanting to eat his flesh. He had been frightened nearly to death, but luckily he had a woodcutter’s chopper in his hand, and that gave him the courage to hold out until he reached Weizhuang. He had never forgotten that wolf’s eyes, fierce yet cowardly, gleaming like two will-o’-the-wisps, seeming to pierce his skin and flesh from far away. And now he saw eyes more terrible than any he had ever seen before, dull yet sharp, which had not only already chewed up his words but wanted to chew up something beyond his skin and flesh too, and which followed him always, never farther, never closer.

These eyes seemed to merge into one, and already they were biting into his soul.

“Help, help…”

But Ah Q did not say it. Everything had already gone black before his eyes, his ears were filled with a buzzing, and he felt his whole body scatter like specks of dust.

As for the effect at the time, it fell most heavily, oddly enough, on His Honor the Graduate, for the stolen goods were never recovered, and his whole household wailed and wept. Next came the Zhao manor. Not only had the Licentiate had his queue cut off by the bad revolutionaries when he went to town to report the robbery, but they had also been out the twenty thousand cash of the reward, so their whole household wailed and wept too. From that day on, they all gradually took on the air of old loyalists.

As for public opinion, in Weizhuang there was no dissent. Naturally everyone said Ah Q had been bad, and his being shot was the proof of his badness. If he had not been bad, how could he have come to be shot? In town, however, public opinion was unfavorable. Most people were dissatisfied, considering a shooting not nearly so good to watch as a beheading. And what a ridiculous condemned man he had been! Paraded through the streets for so long, and not a single line of opera out of him. They had followed him all that way for nothing.

(December 1921)

Translator’s notes
13. “Grandsons” (孙子) is double-edged: Ah Q may mean his descendants will do better, though he has none, and “grandson” is also a common Chinese insult. Either way, the thought allows him another spiritual triumph.
14. The full bravado line is “In twenty years I’ll be another fine fellow,” a boast of reincarnation traditionally shouted by condemned men on the way to execution.
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