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General Zhang poses with Li Weikang and Geng Qichang.
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Li and Geng clap hands
after general finishes singing
an aria.
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General and Two Beijing

by Xu Jun, our staff repbrters i

Wife and husband, Li Weikang and Geng
Qichang are Beijing Opera performing masters
of international renown. Zhang Xueliang, a
general who left behind him unforgettable deeds
imprinted in the 20®-century China’s history,
lived in Taiwan for most part of his later years.
The couple met the general eight times during
their one-month tour to Taiwan in 1993. Ten
years has elapsed, but the wife and husband
recall the meetings as if they occurred yesterday.

Li and Geng, together with a stringed
instrument player, a percussionist and a dresser,
visited Taiwan on a performing tour at the
invitation of a local troupe. The visit was the first
exchange program since 1950s across the Taiwan
Straits between a Beijing Opera troupe from the
mainland and a Beijing Opera troupe in Taiwan.
For this purpose as well as for the couple’s high
reputation as Beijing Opera masters, the reception
of the visiting artists was unusually warm and
ceremonious. Present at the reception banquet
were high-ranking politicians and celebrities as
well as Beijing Opera masters in Taiwan. During
the month, the group staged six performances, all
popular traditional plays very familiar to fans
both on the mainland and in the island. Atintervals
between the performances, they rehearsed with
local Beijing Opera artists and coached them. They
met with local cultural celebrities and attended
dinner parties at high-ranking officials’ houses.
Despite the busy schedule, Li and Geng managed
to get together with Zhang Xueliang eight times
during the month.

Li Weikang and Geng Qichang had long
heard of Zhang’s two favorites: Master Qi
Gong’s artworks in calligraphy and painting
and Li Weikang’s Beijing Opera singing. At
the general’s 90" birthday celebration in the
US held by the general’s relatives, Qi Gong’s
handwritings and paintings hang in the room
and Li’s singing was on the recorder player.

The couple had also long since longed to meet
the hero of the Chinese nation. They had
asked Zhang Xueliang’s brother to take their
records to the general.

General Zhang Xueliang’s life story is
widely known to all Chinese. The general loved
Beijing Opera all his life. In his youth, he was
aclose friend with Beijing Opera masters such
as Yu Shuyan and Mei Lanfang. The fact said
something about his taste in the opera. Zhang’s
lifelong passion for Beijing Opera was so strong
that he even stated, “You are not a Chinese if
you do not love Beijing Opera.” Zhang was 93
when he met Li Weikang and Geng Qichang in
Taiwan. Yet he was in a pretty good shape. He
thought clearly and moved around adroitly for
his age. He was able to walk up and down
stairs without any help. And he had a very
good appetite. All this gave the performers an
impression of a veteran soldier.

He watched their performances in
Taiwan and invited the visiting artists to his
home. The general and the couple met like
long separate friends. They chatted about
everything but politics, played Mahjong
together, had dinners, and enjoyed singing
Beijing Opera arias. The general was an
experienced Beijing Opera enthusiast and was
quite familiar with many an aria. When it was
his turn to sing, Zhang hummed lyrics lightly,
accompanied by the visiting stringed
instrument player and percussionist. The
visitors were impressed with the general’s
memory, who was always able to recite
accurately lines of a whole aria. They were
also deeply impressed with Zhang’s yen for
Beijing Opera. As soon as they started singing
arias, the general became energized. The
artists’ impression of the general was that he
was a man of wisdom, a man who had
experienced so many changes in his life, a

man at peace with the past. But when he
sang, his eyes glistened with happiness and
innocence and he grinned like a child. When
Li Weikang asked the general for an autograph,
the general made an exception to write “Love
others as you love yourself” for the actress.

Zhang came to watch the last
performance. As the visitors were to depart
the next day, the host held a cocktail farewell
party after the performance. The general
attended the party and did not leave till two
o’clock in the moming.

During their visit to Taiwan, Li Weikang
and Gen Qichang were invited to the general’s
next birthday party. They accepted the
invitation with pleasure. For various reasons,
however, they were unable to attend the
party. Despite the disappointment, the
couple cherished the memories of the good
time together with the general. They knew
they had been bound to meet and enjoy

something they shared: Beijing Opera.
(Translated by David)
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Zhang Xueliang and his wife Zhao Yixia in 1990
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