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Hai Fei in his birth place

areas after graduation from middle school
during the Cultural Revolution and later
became writers. They don’t have difficulty
setting stories in their home cities. Hai Fei
is unlike these writers. He does not grow up
in his parents’ birthplace. A writer may need
to grow up in a place to get a full knowl-
edge of a city’s geography and emotion and
sentiments and its people. Despite the lack
of adequate knowledge of Shanghai, Hai
Fei manages to trace the past of the city in
the Republican years in his spy novels.

Hai Fei started his writer’s career in a
small village in Zhuji. The first novels are
all set in eastern Zhejiang. Then he turned
to Shanghai, a city of beauty, grandeur,
mystery, urban legends, seamy sides, con-
tradictions and contrasts. The city fascinates
him with possibilities for fiction. The city
doesn’t mind a writer writing fictions about
itself. These summer and winter vacations
in childhood years make the city both fa-
miliar and unknown to him. He understands

the tangible things in everyday
life in the city but he has nev-
er been able to call himself a
native of Shanghai without a
deep knowledge of the things
intangible and very much alive
underneath.

However, Hai Fei manag-
es to turn this want of deep
knowledge to his advantage.
It unexpectedly allows him to
imagine freely. In his novels, the
city pulsates with wild ethos and
thrilling adventures. The heroes
out of his imagination do not
look like revolutionaries. They
lead a fast life: dine and wine
in ritzy restaurants, hang out in
nightclubs and cafes, They drink
and smoke. They look weak and
cowardly. It is probably a new
routine of spy novels: in the end,
those who least look like revolu-
tionaries are real spies of passion
and devotion and faith.

Though the espionage thrill-
ers are all out of the Hai Fei’s
imagination, the city where his heroes live
and spy is as real as possible. He has built
a large collection of old-time Shanghai
photos from old publications. Many of
them are hallmarks of the Shanghai past in
different historical eras: churches, factories
chimneys, theaters, the Bund, restaurants,
landmark buildings, Suzhou Creek. Some
photos in the collection keep the historical
moments: the Songhu Battle in 1937, the
Liberation Day in 1949 and notorious his-
torical figures such as Wang Jingwei and
Tojo Hideki, Ding Mochun and Li Shiqun,
Dai Li, Fu Xiao’an. Part of his collection is
about the gilded lifestyle of the past: how a
bottle wine looks like, how a cigarette brand
looks like. These photos are visual anchors
and ballasts of his spy thrillers. They are the
wings of his imagination.

The city and the heroes in Hai Fei’s spy
novels are both real and unreal. They all
come from the author’s imagination and
memory of the city.
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Some novels by Hai Fei
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Li Yifeng, Zhou Dongyu and Zhang Luyi (from left to right) appear in Sparrow.

YT ik
LT

=

B ALE SR (RAE ) AR
A poster for Sparrow, a blockbuster television drama

HiE, R ) —Ee N,

PS4 Y YT TR P AR AR =2 T
FHFRSAE, 1 IR B B4R EE, 15 O
) FHUARTHIG, MBI (i)

(&) WBmE 25K IR 3

LB EITRR TS ZIN

G MR L B, T
B Akt () (ia2) (s
TR, AR BRI B B
RARRIR/NBE B2 CRRAE) (R
) (EERGEER) , AT H 20
R e /N B R ) 0 (IR T )
4, AR IR,

AR 1iRE L AR, 16
IRAA—FITE R . 7 = 2
HL TP A B 2 A e PR LR
T FOARSL ARSI, AR R X, S
AR — AR BIARIRIL
RARA A S ARAS . K
e, RIS, BT LA — 24k
B, 4 RIS AR R, -k
ZRMERES,

/ 63



64

BAEP e  Hai Fei at work
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76 Jessfield Road in old Shanghai used to be the intelligence headquarters during the
Japanese occupation period. It is mentioned in Sparrow, a spy novel by Hai Fei



The Undercurrei

By Guo Jia

Sparrow, a new spy drama that made its
TV debut on September 5, 2016, turned out
an instant hit. It took only a few years for
the scriptwriter Hai Fei to prove the barb of
his stunning creativity in fictional literature
in a stellar list of works represented by such
widely acclaimed stories as Qipao, From
General to Soldier and Legends of Sui and
Tang. The softhearted Zhejiang native de-
scribes his encounter with the screenwriting
world as “accidental”, but his literal passion
seems to be inherent and instinctive, as
manifested in his mastery of words that cre-
ates a magic fusion of tenderness and sharp-
ness in many of his works. The success of
Sparrow also shows the writer is reaching a
new high in his career.

The Undercurrent

Hai Fei has the sensitivity and subtlety
that rivals that of a woman. His sense of
propriety is instinctive. Like an adept kite
flyer, he always knows how to tame the line
in the game against the fickleness of the
wind and takes great delight in calculation
and accuracy. Maybe it is such a trait that
makes the man an expert in writing spy
stories. He stays calm and collected, and
enjoys stormy undercurrents.

The writing of Qipao started in 2010. The
release of the story’s TV adaptation came
in 2011 on seven TV channels across the
country. It is an exquisite piece about the
complexity of human nature, and has a solid
structure that presents the intricate interaction

between characters in a neat way, summed

up by Hai Fei when looking back
on the process of creation. “Faith
is no doubt the soul of the story,
making the whole thing soul-stir-
ring,” he remarks proudly.

Also set in Shanghai, Spar-
row is about “redemption”, and
again, about the insurmountable
power of “faith”. The radi-
ant morning sunshine pierces JiR#4t)
through the window bar into the
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Li Xiaoran, Zhang Ruoyun, Kan Qingzi and Yan

Zheng (clockwise from top left) appear in Sparrow.

broken hearts and reaches the
depths of the soul. Underneath the seem-
ingly impassive and peaceful tempo and be-
hind the nonchalant normality of life is the
atrocity of war and the darkness of human
nature that is in a life-and-death struggle.

The defining difference between Sparrow
and Qipao is that the former features the
performance of TV heartthrob Li Yifeng
who plays the role of Chen Shen. Hai Fei
clarified time and again that choosing Li
Yifeng as the leading role does not mean
the TV presentation falls into the trap of
what may be dismissed by critics as a
“fashion show”. On the contrary, Sparrow
is “a serious drama”, and is “more thrilling”
than Qipao in more ways than one and has
a unique quality, according to Hai Fei.

The writer seems to be reluctant to wake
up from his spy dream. TV adaptation of
two of his new works is underway.

Once upon a time in Shanghai
Hai Fei has a weakness for Shanghai, as
shown in most of his works. His three new

spy novels (Autumn Breeze, The Informer
and Suzhou River), are also set in Shanghai.

“I am haunted by my childhood Shang-
hai memories all the time,” confessed the
writer. “I feel homeless when seeing the
place where I spent my childhood years is
replaced by a forest of high-rise buildings.”
In this sense, his obsession with Shanghai
as an important common thread in his writ-
ing suggests his wish to offset his frustra-
tion and futility.

Sparrow is a story about immortality en-
tangled with the vicissitudes of a city that is
as lithe and graceful as Guan Luping in Qi-
pao and as brave and fervent as Chen Shen.
Shanghai is the muse of the screenwriter.

For Hai Fei, the line between fictional
writing and screenwriting can be crossed
with ease. In his eye, a novelist who enjoys
using details to create the desired atmos-
phere makes a good scriptwriter. “Fiction
writers tend to be more artistic when it
comes to giving life to a character.”

(Photos provided by the author and Da Feilang)



