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New Book Announcement: “Kurdistan + 100”, edited by Orsola Casagrande and Mustafa Gündoğdu
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Kurdistan + 100 poses a question to contemporary Kurdish writers: Might the Kurds one day have a country to call their own? With 13 stories all set in the year 2046—exactly a century after the first glimmer of Kurdish independence, the short-lived Republic of Mahabad—this book offers a space for new expressions and new possibilities in the ongoing struggle for self-determination.

In this groundbreaking anthology, Kurdish authors (including several present and former political prisoners) imagine a freer future, one in which it is no longer effectively illegal to be a Kurd. From future eco-activism, to drone warfare, to the reanimation of victims of past massacres, these stories explore the present struggles through the prism of futurism to dazzling effect.

Featuring: Qadir Agid, Yildiz Cakar, Selahattin Demirtas, Omer Dilsoz, Muharrem Erbey, Nariman Evdike, Ava Homa, Hüseyin Karabey, Karzan Kardozi, Sema Kaygusuz, Meral Simsek, Jahangir Mahmoudveysi & Jîl Şwanî. Translated by Amy Spangler, Nicholas Glastonbury, Andrew Penny, Mustafa Gundogdu, Rojin Hamo, Khazan Jangiz, Harriet Paintin, Darya Najim, Dibar Çelik & Kate Ferguson.

 

Kurdistan + 100, edited by Orsola Casagrande and Mustafa Gündoğdu

November 2023
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“Zadie Ma and the Dog Who Chased the Moon” by Gabrielle Wang

		Eleven-year-old Zadie Ma has what her younger brother Teddy calls a “superpower”: some of the stories that Zadie writes come true. It’s true of the ants whose lives Zadie saves from her mother’s wrath by writing a story about a little ant who anticipates the poison. It’s true of a fox she writes about that then appears. And now, she’s written a story about a dog named Jupiter because the only thing Zadie wants is a dog and, as she tells herself:

 

“If I want something bad enough I gotta make it happen… And I will”

 

Author-illustrator Gabrielle Wang sets Zadie Ma and the Dog Who Chased the Moon in 1955.

Zadie and her family live in a Melbourne milk bar, with Zadie’s mother predominantly running the corner store. Zadie’s father has not been himself since the war, ‘“his brain was all mixed up like scrambled egg.”

Zadie helps her mother after school and on the weekends and, although loves her younger brother, she also can’t help but wish some of her mother’s affections would come her way. But even when they don’t, Zadie remains helpful—although when a story comes to mind, she must find a way to write it. One day, Zadie arrives home from school eager to start writing, but her mother wants her to help stock the store.

 

“There are cha siu bao in the steamer,” said Mama. “And when you’re finished having afternoon tea, the biscuits came in.”

      “Can I put them away later?” asked Zadie. There was an urgency inside her now like a seed about to burst up through the dirt. She had to write her story down, water it, before the sprout withered and died.

 

At school, Zadie is quiet and has just one friend, a girl with Italian heritage who understands what it’s like to be different (Zadie observes that while she’d love to bring her mother’s leftovers for lunch, she fears being made fun of). But one day, a new neighbor and classmate arrives. Sparrow and Zadie become fast friends. When Zadie finds a dog she needs to keep hidden from her mother (who does not want a pet), her new friend comes to the rescue.

 

Shortlisted for the Prime Minister’s Literary Awards, Zadie Ma and the Dog Who Chased the Moon is a moving story about friendship, family and courage. Wang intersperses Zadie’s story with the stories that her protagonist “writes”, adding a further dimension to the novel and enhancing its magical elements. Readers get a better sense of Zadie through “her” stories, and these stories may serve as inspiration for readers to write some of their own. Wang also adds in her own illustrations of key moments and people in the story—what is billed as the graphic novel component of the book.

Wang has written a smart, empathetic story that is likely to resonate with a number of middle-grade readers. Zadie’s friendship with Sparrow and her relationships with her mother and younger brother feel familiar, as are her desires for a dog and for Zadie to fit in among her peers. The relationship with her father requires more nuance, one that is helped along by one of the shop’s regular patrons.

 

“Shell shock is a terrible thing,” Mr O’Leary said quietly and he patted Zadie’s hand.

      “What’s shell shock Mr O’Leary?” she asked.

      “It’s the nightmare that comes from fighting in war,” Mr O’Leary said.

 

There are a number of tender moments in the novel and Wang has sought to layer larger themes of racism, history and belonging. Wang keeps the plot moving and a dramatic finish leads to lessons learned (on all sides) and a sense that loyalty, friendship and conviction will be rewarded, while differences can be overcome.
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		Podcast with Hugo Wong, “America’s Lost Chinese: The Rise and Fall of a Migrant Family Dream”

	


			
			[image: Lost Chinese]					

	
	
		Like countless other migrants from China, Hugo Wong’s great-grandfathers–Wong Foon Chuck and Leung Hing—travel across the Pacific to make a life for themselves in San Francisco. Unlike many of their peers, they don’t stay, instead traveling south, to Mexico—in part to escape growing anti-Chinese prejudice in the United States.
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They thrive, at least initially, in Mexico, as Hugo explains in his book America’s Lost Chinese: The Rise and Fall of a Migrant Family Dream. They assimilate and become upstanding members of the Mexican business community–only for things to fall apart during the Mexican Revolution.

In this interview, Hugo and I talk about his great-grandfathers, why they decided to make a life in Mexico, and the lost history of Chinese migration to this Latin American country.

Hugo Wong grew up between Paris and Mexico City. From the early 1990s, he has lived almost fifteen years in Greater China, including in Beijing, where he has helped found various Sino–foreign joint ventures, such as China’s first investment bank. He has built his career in emerging markets investing at major financial institutions in Hong Kong, London and New York.


Nicholas Gordon has an MPhil from Oxford in International Relations and a BA from Harvard. He is a writer, editor and occasional radio host based in Hong Kong.
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Asia in 2023: Round-up of “Best Books” lists

		How, as we ask every year, did Asia fare in the “Best Books” lists of 2023? A bit better than 2022, possibly. As before, this list takes a broad view of what constitutes an “Asian” book.

Outside of specialized lists, books in translation are (again) notable by their relative absence, with only Greek Lessons by Han Kang and Eastbound by Maylis de Kerangal appearing more than once. In fiction, Land of Milk and Honey by C Pam Zhang, Victory City by Salman Rushdie, A History of Burning by Janika Oza, Wednesday’s Child by Yiyun Li and Age of Vice by Deepti Kapoor appear on several lists. In non-fiction, Judgment at Tokyo by Gary J Bass and Courting India by Nandini Das appear multiple times.

Click on the title for our review and listen to the podcast where listed. (The Asian Review of Books’s own list will be appearing soon.)

History Today: Books of the Year 2023



World Literature Today: 75 Notable Translations 2023



	Greek Lessons by Han Kang

	Eastbound by Maylis de Kerangal

	Love at Six Thousand Degrees by Maki Kashimada

	Dragon Palace by Hiromi Kawakami

	The Enlightenment of Katzuo Nakamatsu by Augusto Higa Oshiro

	Beijing Sprawl by Xu Zechen

	The Last Pomegranate Tree by Bachtyar Ali

	The Abduction by Maram Al-Masri

	A Book, Untitled by Shushan Avagyan

	The Forest Brims Over by Maru Ayase

	The Blue Light by Hussein Barghouthi

	I Belong to Nowhere: Poems of Hope and Resistance by Kalyani Thakur Charal

	East Jerusalem Noir, edited by Rawya Jarjoura Burbara

	The Naked Tree by Keum Suk Gendry-Kim

	Phantom Pain Wings by Kim Hyesoon

	Bathhouse and Other Tanka by Tatsuhiko Ishii

	The Piano Tuner by Chiang-Sheng Kuo

	Heart Sutra by Yan Lianke

	Cold Nights of Childhood by Tezer Özlü

	Won’t You Stay, Radhika? by Usha Priyamvada

	I Went to See My Father by Kyung-Sook Shin

	West Jerusalem Noir, edited by Maayan Eitan

	An Old Carriage with Curtains by Ghassan Zaqtan



NYT 100 notable books



	Eastbound by Maylis de Kerangal

	A History of Burning by Janika Oza

	Kantika by Elizabeth Graver

	Y/N by Esther Yi

	Yellowface by RF Kuang

	Daughter of the Dragon by Yunte Huang

	The Covenant of Water by Abraham Verghese

	Victory City by Salman Rushdie

	Enter Ghost by Isabella Hammad

	From From by Monica Youn

	Land of Milk and Honey by C Pam Zhang

	The Saint of Bright Doors by Vajra Chandrasekera

	Same Bed Different Dreams by Ed Park

	Western Lane by Chetna Maroo

	The Great Escape by Saket Soni

	The Half Known Life by Pico Iyer

	Judgment at Tokyo by Gary J Bass

	The Land of Hope and Fear by Isabel Kershner

	A Living Remedy by Nicole Chung

	Some People Need Killing by Patricia Evangelista

	Waiting to Be Arrested at Night by Tahir Hamut Izgil



CBC: The best Canadian fiction of 2023



	A History of Burning by Janika Oza

	Denison Avenue by Daniel Innes & Christina Wong

	Nothing Good Happens in Wazirabad on Wednesday by Jamaluddin Aram

	Reuniting with Strangers by Jennilee Austria-Bonifacio

	The Double Life of Benson Yu by Kevin Chong

	The Syrian Ladies Benevolent Society by Christine Estima

	We Meant Well by Erum Shazia Hasan

	Linghun by Ai Jiang

	Landscapes by Christine Lai

	On the Ravine by Vincent Lam

	Sunshine Nails by Mai Nguyen

	Chrysalis by Anuja Varghese



TIME: The 100 Must-Read Books of 2023



	Y/N by Esther Yi

	Yellowface by RF Kuang

	What You Are Looking For Is in the Library by Michiko Aoyama

	The Great Reclamation by Rachel Heng

	Greek Lessons by Han Kang

	The Hive and the Honey by Paul Yoon

	A Day in the Life of Abed Salama by Nathan Thrall

	The Covenant of Water by Abraham Verghese

	The Half Known Life by Pico Iyer

	From From by Monica Youn

	Holding Pattern by Jenny Xie

	Let’s Go Let’s Go Let’s Go by Cleo Qian

	Mott Street by Ava Chin

	Owner of a Lonely Heart by Beth Nguyen

	Red Memory by Tania Branigan

	Waiting to Be Arrested at Night by Tahir Hamut Izgil

	Some People Need Killing by Patricia Evangelista

	Victory City by Salman Rushdie



Esquire: The 20 Best Books of 2023



Indigo: top 100 books of the year



	Yellowface by RF Kuang

	Age of Vice by Deepti Kapoor

	The Leftover Woman by Jean Kwok

	He Who Drowned the World by Shelley Parker-Chan

	The Perfumist of Paris by Alka Joshi

	Immortal Longings by Chloe Gong

	King of Wrath by Ana Huang

	Falling Back in Love with Being Human: Letters to Lost Souls by Kai Cheng Thom



Publishers Weekly: Best Books 2023



	Age of Vice by Deepti Kapoor

	Eastbound by Maylis de Kerangal

	Greek Lessons by Han Kang

	Excavations by Hannah Michell (podcast)

	This Is Salvaged by Vauhini Vara

	From From by Monica Youn

	Like Smoke Like Light by Yukimi Ogawa

	Sofreh: A Contemporary Approach to Classic Persian Cuisine by Nasim Alikhani

	Chinese Menu: The History, Myths, and Legends Behind Your Favorite Foods by Grace Lin

	Family Style: Memories of an American from Vietnam by Thien Pham

	From Here by Luma Mufleh



New York Public Library: Best Books 2023



	Age of Vice by Deepti Kapoor

	Bad Kids by Zijin Chen

	The Hive and the Honey by Paul Yoon

	Chloe and the Kaishao Boys by Mae Coyiuto

	The Adventures of Amina al-Sirafi by Shannon Chakraborty

	Biting the Hand: Growing Up Asian in Black and White America by Julia Lee

	The Deep Sky by Yume Kitasei

	The Kingdom of Surfaces by Sally Wen Mao

	Land of Milk and Honey by C Pam Zhang

	The Man in the McIntosh Suit by Rina Ayuyang

	Vera Wong’s Unsolicited Advice for Murderers by Jesse Q Sutanto

	From Here by Luma Mufleh

	In Limbo by Deb JJ Lee

	Magic Has No Borders, ed by Sona Charaipotra, Samira Ahmed

	The Next New Syrian Girl by Ream Shukairy

	Only This Beautiful Moment by Abdi Nazemian

	Chinese Menu: The History, Myths, and Legends Behind Your Favorite Foods by Grace Lin

	Mama Shamsi at the Bazaar by Mojdeh Hassani & Samira Iravani

	The Many Masks of Andy Zhou by Jack Cheng

	Mehndi Boy by Zain Bandali

	My Indigo World by Rosa Chang

	Rainbow Shopping by Qing Zhuang

	Ruby Lost and Found by Christina Li

	Salma Makes a Home by Danny Ramadan

	Saving Sunshine by Saadia Faruqi, Shazleen Khan

	These Olive Trees by Aya Ghanameh

	The Train Home by Dan-ah Kim

	When You Can Swim by Jack Wong



Kirkus: Best Fiction Books of the Year



	Greek Lessons by Han Kang

	The Great Reclamation by Rachel Heng

	Yellowface by RF Kuang

	Wednesday’s Child by Yiyun Li

	The Adventures of Amina al-Sirafi by Shannon Chakraborty

	Loot by Tania James

	Happiness Falls by Angie Kim

	The Deep Sky by Yume Kitasei

	Western Lane by Chetna Maroo

	Same Bed Different Dreams by Ed Park

	A New Race of Men from Heaven by Chaitali Sen

	The Covenant of Water by Abraham Verghese

	Heart Sutra by Yan Liake

	Dearborn by Ghassan Zeineddine

	Land of Milk and Honey by C Pam Zhang



Powell’s: Best Books of 2023 ~ Fiction



	Yellowface by RF Kuang

	Land of Milk and Honey by C Pam Zhang

	 Every Drop is a Man’s Nightmare by Megan Kamalei Kakimoto

	The Laughter by Sonora Jha

	The Liberators by EJ Koh



FT Best books of 2023 — History, Fiction



Bookriot: Best Books of 2023



	Bellies by Nicola Dinan

	Yellowface by RF Kuang

	Hijab Butch Blues: A Memoir by Lamya H

	Land of Milk and Honey by C Pam Zhang

	Parachute Kids by Betty C Tang

	The Museum of Failures by Thrity Umrigar



The Globe 100: The best books of 2023



	Yellowface by RF Kuang

	A History of Burning by Janika Oza

	The Covenant of Water by Abraham Verghese

	Victory City by Salman Rushdie

	Landbridge by Y-Dang Troeung

	Superfan by Jen Sookfong Lee

	The Book of Sichuan Chili Crisp by Jing Gao

	When You Can Swim by Jack Wong



BBC History Magazine: Books of the Year 2023



	Shadows at Noon: The South Asian Century by Joya Chatterji

	Courting India: England, Mughal India and the Origins of Empire by Nandini Das

	Red Memory by Tania Branigan

	To the End of the Earth by John C McManus

	A Nasty Little War: The West’s Fight to Reverse the Russian Revolution by Anna Reid
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		New Book Announcement: “South of the Yangtze” by Flora Qian
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South of the Yangtze starts with the protagonist, Qian Yinan, taking the high-speed train through the landscape of Jiangnan (“South of the Yangtze River”) with her American husband. Now in her mid-thirties, Yinan recalls her first trip along the same route in the late 1980s, as well as her Shanghai childhood with her “historical counter-revolutionary” grandfather, semi-literate grandmother, philosophy professor father and former “red guard” mother. 

Later in school, while receiving a nationalist education and witnessing the booming market economy, she becomes close to Jie, a classmate who aspires to join the Communist Party. And a few months before the new millennium, Yinan finds herself trapped in a secret love affair with her Mandarin-speaking high school teacher, who was once an activist during the political turmoil of 1989.

In the midst of these formative relationships, Yinan contemplates the impact of the nation’s ideology, tradition and even its written language, and pushes the boundaries of thinking which are restrained by these tools. Later, she decides to write and read in English as much as possible, and eventually leaves her home town. But what is the price to pay when she adopts a new language and a new way of thinking? After the SARS epidemic in 2003, would her reunion with a psychologically troubled Chinese American friend bring Yinan real hope for love, understanding and peace? While this thoughtful novel is a meditation on both physical migration and migration between languages, it also provides a moving portrait of China’s only child generation.

 


Proverse, November 2023
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“Crocodile Tears” by Amado V Hernandez

		T his time last year, Penguin Southeast Asia released Amado V Hernandez’s first novel The Preying Birds (Mga Ibong Mandaragit), a classic of modern Filipino literature that had somehow more or less missed the attention of international publishers up to that point. This has been followed, in just the space of just twelve months, with Hernandez’s second and last novel Crocodile Tears—or Luha ng Buwaya, first published in 1962.

Crocodile Tears centers on Bandong, a teacher at the local school in the village of Sampilong, who has just been appointed as interim principal due to the serious illness of the previous occupant of the post. Bandong doesn’t restrict himself to teaching and school matters, but also becomes what today might be called a “community organizer”, involving himself in labor rights and establishment of self-help household industries.

The antagonists are the local landowners, the less-than-subtly-named Grande (“Big”) family, who keep their tenant farmers and almost everyone else in a form of debt bondage. Donya Leona, the family matron, and her husband Don Severo have a finger in every pie and every local official in their pocket. Donya Leona is the crocodile of the title; the tears derive from the old belief belief that crocodiles shed tears while preparing to consume their prey.

As in The Preying Birds, the names are clues to character: Donya Leona is “Lady Lion” while Don Severo is “Mr Severe” (although he’s severe only toward the villagers; at home, he’s under his wife’s thumb). Their without-a-care-in the-world kids like to party.

There’s a love story: Bandong is courting the lovely Pina, who is also being targeted by the insalubrious Dislaw, the Grande’s overseer, who never goes anywhere without his handgun prominently in view. But the social and political drama overshadows the romantic subplot, which acts a human-sized counterpart to the larger themes of social justice.
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Compared with The Preying Birds, Hernandez’s second novel is more tightly constructed, with greater attention to narrative coherence. But it also lacks much of the former’s swashbuckling brio that led translator Danton Remoto to find echoes of The Count of Monte Cristo. Teacher Bandong is unrelentingly earnest. In its large cast of characters, succession of set scenes with dilemmas that are never resolved and characters meant to embody particular virtues or vices, Crocodile Tears has something of the feel of a long-running TV series. Hernandez’s first novel was originally serialized in a popular weekly; perhaps this influence extended into this second novel.

Once again, Hernandez’s politics seem more social-democratic than revolutionary. The villagers organize, entirely legally, make use of the legal system to fight injustice, and form cooperatives to break into the market economy. None of this quite works in light of the Grandes’ systemic control of the levers of power, but it is the Grandes and their associates, not the villagers, who resort to violence, fraud and extortion. Indeed, the villagers’ various dilemmas extend to within a few pages of the end of the book without any evident solution in sight, when resolution comes in an unexpected and entirely tangential form. As a result, beyond documenting the plight of the economically and socially oppressed, Hernandez’s message remains ambiguous: the Constitution (which Bantong references explicitly) and its institutions are the tools to protect the people from injustice, but they can’t be relied upon (almost at all in Hernandez’s telling). Nevertheless, when fortune (or perhaps God) steps in to deliver justice, they are the vehicles through which justice is delivered, there being no alternative. Bantong is more Martin Luther King, Jr (“the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice”) than Fidel Castro.

 

In his translation, Remoto has once again filled a sizable and unforgivable English-language lacuna in Filipino literature. He has also done Hernandez a great service. He can’t do anything about the occasionally preachy tone, or characters whose purpose can sometimes seen more political than dramatic, but he has produced a very readable novel. His affection for the author and his characters is evident.

This English translation of Crocodile Tears is a worthy effort, well-executed. The stunning cover (featuring, as far as I can tell, the work of Filipino artist Ang Kiukok) of a villager carrying the harvest, also deserves mention; rarely does a cover reflect a novel’s tone and intent as well as this one does.


Peter Gordon is editor of the Asian Review of Books.
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Musica Viva’s “Anna Bolena” at Hong Kong’s City Hall

		Anna Bolena (1830) is the first of Gaetano’s Donizetti’s trio of Tudor operas, with Maria Stuarda (produced by Musica Viva in 2022) and Roberto Devereux following later in the decade. Like much of bel canto that went into relative eclipse with the rise of verismo late in the 19th century, Anna Bolena was rarely performed in the first half of the 20th century, and while today it is back in the standard repertoire, it is close enough to the edges to amount to a bold choice for a Hong Kong opera company.

So accustomed are we to standard narratives, that Tudor history viewed through the prism of 19th-century Italian opera can at times be almost unrecognizable: it can take a while to twig to the fact that the very Italian-sounding Giovanna is Jane Seymour and Enrico is Henry VIII.

The broad outlines of the story follow history. Henry VIII divorced his first wife Catherine of Aragon on somewhat dubious grounds to marry the witty and vivacious Anne Boleyn. There was also the small matter of a son and heir, in which Catherine had failed, as would Anne (Musica Viva makes a specific nod to history by having the very young Elizabeth, the future queen, appear on stage with her mother). But Henry was hardly the faithful type in any event.

 

The opera tells the story of Anne’s abrupt downfall: Jane and Henry are a done deal and all that remains is to get Anne out of the way. Anne had in real-life indeed been betrothed to a Lord Percy before Henry set his cap for her. But this Percy was Richard, not Henry (two Enricos perhaps being one too many) and hadn’t been banished, as the opera has it; Percy in fact sat on the jury for Anne’s trial. The accusations of incest with her brother George (Lord Rochefort) have a basis in history. And Mark Smeaton was a musician at Court who was accused of having been the queen’s (paid) lover. Both were executed along with Anne, but, in line with the opera, few historians today give the accusations much credence.

Jane Seymour was, as in the opera, Anne’s maid-of-honor, but in real-life, Henry and Jane had decency not to get betrothed, to say nothing of married, until after Anne was executed: she would not have heard the crowds celebrating her replacement. Jane, of course, managed to give Henry the male heir he so coveted, but dying herself in the process.

[image: Soprano Marlena Devoe (Anna) and tenor Alok Kumar (Percy)]Soprano Marlena Devoe (Anna) and tenor Alok Kumar (Percy)


Musica Viva’s international cast for this rare production of Anna Bolena spanned four continents (North America, Europe, Asia and Australasia if one is counting).

The role of Anna is such that it has attracted the attention of a who’s who list of the greatest sopranos. Anna’s mad scene (Al dolce guidami, probably the opera’s best-known piece and a recital staple) was Donizetti’s first, to be followed later in his career by the more famous one in Lucia di Lammermoor.

Anna was sung here alternately by two brilliant coloratura sopranos—Lucrezia Drei from Italy Marlena Devoe of New Zealand—both in the early stages of their careers; we can expect to hear more of them. Relative youth helps: Anne Boleyn may have been as young as 29 when she was executed, and no older than 35 (there is some dispute about when she was born). Drei’s fiery Anna seemed to be channeling the spirit of the character’s daughter Elizabeth, while Devoe looked as though she had stepped straight out of a painting (or perhaps a film); the sumptuous costumes no doubt helped.

Devoe is yet another indication of how young operatic talent from Australasia can light up Hong Kong stages. While Hong Kong is hardly in Australia’s or New Zealand’s backyard, it is nevertheless much close than either the USA or Europe. One hopes that that both sides will awaken to the benefit in exploiting this relative proximity.

[image: Mezzo-soprano Hilary Ginther (Giovanna) and soprano Lucrezia Drei (Anna)]Mezzo-soprano Hilary Ginther (Giovanna) and soprano Lucrezia Drei (Anna)


Although she is the “other woman”, Donizetti’s portrayal of Jane Seymour is, on the whole, sympathetic. Although she protests that she is a victim of circumstance (and perhaps Henry’s libido), there remains the question of whether when Giovanna says her love for the king is a torment that persists through her tears, she might just be protesting a bit too much. Giovanna was eloquently sung by two American mezzos, Hilary Ginther (who has appeared in Hong Kong before) and Laura Krum.

As in Maria Stuarda, the tenor love interest is more of a foil for the two sopranos than a fully-fleshed character. Riccardo Percy was sung Italian Manuel Amati and American tenor Alok Kumar, last seen in Hong Kong in Carmen.

[image: Bass Burak Bilgili as Enrico (Henry VIII)]Bass Burak Bilgili as Enrico (Henry VIII)


Another singer who looked as though he has just stepped out of a film was Turkish bass Burak Bilgili, who combines a sonorous with an appropriately regal stage presence. He alternated with experienced Italian bass Enrico Marabelli. Indeed, whether by accident or design, one cast was largely Italian (Drei, Amati, and Marabelli), which the other hailed from primarily anglophone countries (Devoe, Krum, Kumar). The differences in interpretation were subtle but evident: one was a very Italianate Tudor court, while the other contained echoes (in style, one hastens to add, not in the immaculate diction) of British period pieces.

The leads were rounded by by local mezzo Carol Lin who sang the page Semton in both casts.

 

Anna Bolena ran from 8-10 December 2023.



Peter Gordon is editor of the Asian Review of Books. He contributed subtitles and programme notes (from which this article is partly taken) for this production.



	
Related

	


	
	



This article was downloaded by calibre from http://asianreviewofbooks.com/content/musica-vivas-anna-bolena-at-hong-kongs-city-hall/



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



“The House of Doors” by Tan Twan Eng

		In 1921, Somerset Maugham and his partner Gerald Haxton traveled throughout Asia, which included a sojourn in Penang. Maugham gathered personal stories from people he met in Malaya that would inspire his fictional work, The Casuarina Tree, a collection of six stories published in 1926. In “P&O”, a Mrs Hamlyn is on a ship back home to the UK after having left her husband because he had fallen in love with another woman. The story is about her encounters on the ship and how she learns to forgive. Another story, “The Letter”, centers around a woman who shoots and kills her neighbor while her husband is away. She claims it’s in self-defense after the neighbor tried to rape her. This story was based on the true account of a Mrs Ethel Proudlock, who was arrested for shooting a man on her veranda in Kuala Lumpur.

Maugham’s characters Mrs Hamlyn and Ethel Proudlock are made fictionally real best friends in Tan Twan Eng’s new novel, The House of Doors, which takes place mostly in Penang in 1910 and 1921. Tan pays homage to Maugham’s work, addressing themes like infidelity, secrecy, class divide, and racial differences, but adds what Maugham could never touch upon in his writing because of the intolerances of the times, in particular homosexual relationships. Maugham was not the only important personage to visit Penang in the early years of the century: Tan also works in Sun Yat-sen’s 1910 visit and weaves this into the main story set during Maugham and Haxton’s 1921 visit.

 

[image: The House of Doors, Tan Twan Eng (Bloomsbury, October 2023; Canongate 2023)]The House of Doors, Tan Twan Eng (Bloomsbury, October 2023; Canongate 2023)


Despite the presence of Somerset Maugham, The House of Doors is actually the story of Lesley Hamlin and her husband Robert who live in Penang. Robert is an old friend of Maugham’s and invites the writer to stay at their home when he passes through Penang in 1921. Traveling with Maugham is his romantic partner, Gerald Haxton, who poses as his secretary. The two men met during the Great War when they volunteered for the Red Cross, but Maugham’s wife Syrie pulled strings (she had previously been married to the heir of the Wellcome pharmaceutical family) to get Gerald kicked out of the UK. The two men can only meet when Maugham can travel abroad.

Maugham takes to Penang and appreciates the different races he sees on the streets: Malays, Chinese, Javanese, Bengalis, Tamils, Siamese, among many others. He also enjoys the scenery of the town and absorbs these sights with the curiosity of someone viewing them for the first time.

 

The labyrinthine streets held a trove of Chinese and Hindu temples and mosques; he even saw a forlorn-looking synagogue. The shops sold a bewildering variety of goods—brassware and cloth and biscuits and sesame seed oil and nutmeg and silks and sacks of spices and dried fish hanging on hooks—but there were also mysterious stores where he saw nothing being sold, just one or two old people sitting in the dim and empty interior, gazing out into the street.

 

Lesley had never met Maugham before this visit, but the two get along well. She starts to confide in Maugham and tells him the story of her first meeting with Sun Yat-sen in 1910 at a reception in the stately E&O Hotel. Lesley went on to volunteer for Sun’s fundraising and publicity efforts, helping out at the Tong Meng Hui reading room in town. This was not an entirely propitious time: not only is Lesley taken aback because Sun is married to two women, something she thinks unfair to the women, but it is also around this time that she learns her husband Robert is romantically involved with another man. More fortunate, however, is her befriending of Sun’s colleague, another fictional character named Arthur Loh.

 

The book’s title comes from a Penang property Arthur Loh’s grandmother left him. It’s in this uninhabited home that Arthur collects and hangs old doors. It becomes Lesley and Arthur’s meeting place as they become closer.

 

We walked between the rows of painted doors, our shoulders and elbows setting them spinning slowly. Each door pirouetted open to reveal another set of doors, and I had the dizzying sensation that I was walking down the corridors of a constantly shifting maze, each pair of doors opening into another passageway, and another, giving me no inkling of where I would eventually emerge.

 

Lesley tells Maugham about her relationship with Arthur and about his House of Doors. She also tells him about her friend, Ethel Proudlock, who shot and killed a man she wasn’t married to. While Maugham listens to Lesley’s stories, he worries about a failed investment scheme that has left him all but bankrupt. Several years later, sales of The Casuarina Tree will help him recoup these losses and go on to divorce his wife and live as he pleases. When this book comes out, it’s been several years since Lesley has seen Maugham. She understands that his recent success is due in part to the stories she told him.

 

He was photographed standing by a plain, stuccoed wall painted with “Villa Mauresque”, the name of his new home on the Cap Ferrat; set above its name was his Moorish symbol, as large as the top half of his body. He was as elegantly dressed as always, a cigarette in a long-stemmed ivory holder clamped between his fingers. He had found his house by the sea. I was happy for him.

 

Tan is known for his colorful stories set in colonial Malaya and The House of Doors is no different. Nor need one be familiar with The Casuarina Tree or any of Maugham’s other works to enjoy The House of Doors, a seamless story of real and fictional characters that doesn’t seem forced.


Susan Blumberg-Kason is the author of Good Chinese Wife: A Love Affair with China Gone Wrong.
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		Podcast with Susan Blumberg-Kason, author of “Bernardine’s Shanghai Salon: The Story of the Doyenne of Old China”

	


			
			[image: Bernardine]					

	
	
		In 1929, Bernardine Szold Fritz left Paris on a train bound for China. She was on her way to her fourth wedding, and her fourth husband: An American investment banker named Chester Fritz, who’d proposed after a whirlwind meeting earlier in Shanghai. Bernardine is then forced to find herself things to do in interwar China—and her husband isn’t helping much.
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That’s how Susan Blumberg-Kason’s newest book, Bernardine’s Shanghai Salon: The Story of the Doyenne of Old China, starts. The book charts Bernardine’s life as she sets up a theater, and makes friends with such illustrious figures like Lin Yutang, Victor Sasoon and Anna May Wong.

In this interview, Susan and I talk about Bernardine, her life, and why interwar Shanghai remains such a compelling setting for fiction and nonfiction writers.

Susan Blumberg-Kason is also the author of a memoir, Good Chinese Wife: A Love Affair with China Gone Wrong. She is also the co-editor of Hong Kong Noir. Susan is a regular contributor to the Asian Review of Books, Cha: An Asian Literary Review and World Literature Today. Her work has also appeared in the Los Angeles Review of Books, PopMatters, and the South China Morning Post.


Nicholas Gordon has an MPhil from Oxford in International Relations and a BA from Harvard. He is a writer, editor and occasional radio host based in Hong Kong.
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“A Young Englishman in Victorian Hong Kong: The Diaries of Chaloner Alabaster, 1855-1856”, by Benjamin Penny

		You never know what’ll show up in the archives. In 2015, Benjamin Penny stumbled across the 19th-century diaries of one Chaloner Alabaster in the Special Collections room of London’s SOAS. Alabaster left England in August 1855 to take up a position as “student interpreter” in the China Consular Service. He ended up making a career of it, but the diaries reproduced here end in 1856 when Alabaster was still a teenager.

Not only was Alabaster just 16 when sent to Hong Kong, he had already studied Chinese at King’s College. His superiors in Hong Kong were apparently not very impressed with the results when he and his cohort arrived, but it still amazes that a mid-19th-century secondary school in England was teaching Chinese. He also came in with passable Latin and French and even some Greek. On arrival in Hong Kong, he was given the task of getting his Chinese up to snuff.

The diaries have been painstakingly annotated by Penny, who has also included a lengthy and detailed 60-page introduction. Nevertheless, unedited diaries—it must be said—can be rather dull, meandering or banal; these are anything but. Alabaster, while laconic, had a way with words, even when writing only for himself. The voice that emerges is unique and engaging. An early entry is from Egypt on the way over:

 

Suez a beastly, dirty, hot, choleraic place. Beastly rooms. Beastly dinner and worse soda water but some very good bathing. Dusty. Sandy.
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Alabaster doesn’t always seem to apply himself and makes up for it by taking himself to task; typical entries include:

 

Got up horribly late.

Played whist & wasted my time.

Botheration. The 3 weeks are near an end & I have done nothing today.

Bitterly cold. I am getting slovenly & lazy.

Another week is gone like blazes & little or no work done in it.

Went to office. No work, so back we came.

The week seems drawing to a close fearfully fast & I seem to have done nothing in it.

 

He can also be quite witty in an offhand way:

 

I could not tell the tone of a single character perhaps & I believe we have the tones just as much in English but are sensible & don’t bother about them…

 

and

 

The sepoys have all left and so now we have lots of outhouses which is a great comfort tho’ this is counterbalanced by the loss of their protection.

 

This afternoon read Alison History about the Murder of Louis XVI. What a beast égalité was. A brutal beast.

 

It can be hard to remember that he’s just a kid. He talks about the Crimean War (and comes across Russian prisoners in Hong Kong), European politics, wishes he had a copy of Plutarch, and drops Latin and (somewhat imperfect) French into his entries and make such thoughtful comments as

 

The opium trade is truly a gigantic evil and one which will, if not stopped in time, ruin 1st China then India and damage England much…

 

or

 

How strange it is here. Everyone goes armed in England, no one here.

 

He doesn’t like Americans much:

 

Great News. General Keenan the American Consul is arrested and it is likely to give rise to great events…

 

and

 

Finis. The Declaration of Independence.96 Not only did the San Jacinto salute but the merchant ships must needs pop away too & so there was a considerable waste of powder & a prolonged popping, every pop of which made me feel the more savage. To think that treason and rebellion should be commemorated.

 

But then, he’ll come out with

 

Oh, I wish I were home. I am sick of Hong Kong… I’ve a good mind to run away for Hong Kong is beastly…

 

and

 

My birthday. The second I have spent out of England the first in China. Now I have been nearly a year in China. What have I gained? I am afraid I must say nothing or next door to nothing. A little experience. A little knowledge. What have I lost? My temper. My energy. My virtue. My memory. Truly I must make an effort, for if I go back like this what shall I come to?

 

Every once in while, something will catch his imagination; one can almost feel his pen flying across the paper as in this description of a major fire:

 

I was sitting up doing Chinese till 1 & Adkins & Payne were getting to bed when we hear the bugle at the barracks & Payne rushes in crying fire & we rush to the window. All the sky is lighted up. Flames are seen & it is evident there is a fire, so we quickly arm & put on great coats & off we go, Hughes refusing to get up. As we near the town we see it is a tremendous fire & as we get farther in there is immense confusion. All the Chinamen armed with swords & rushing to & fro, some with their property yelling and shouting at everyone & thieves trying to take it away & regular row & fearful smoke and flames. In Gough Street we find a policeman with musket & bayonet vainly endeavouring to stop a fellow bolting with a bag of rice & we help him & pass on. No troops here yet. No sailors & the flames bursting out on all sides. Only 5 or 6 houses alight yet, but those blazing fearfully. Other houses blazing now. Here is a police engine. Work it!

 

Or in this synopsis of a local opera:

 

Well, when we got in a young lady was talking to an old buffer [sketch] like this in a neat becoming dress. Well, after an immense lot of singing of a peculiar sort between these two, the old buffer apparently assents, when on rushes her lover to whom she is handed over, she & he throwing their legs about in a most extraordinary fashion. Well, Miss Chao takes such an awful time saying goodbye to Papa Chao that Mr Wang comes as they are kissing & helps them to a couple of backhanders which send them down as flat as herrings & the scene ends by Papa Chao cursing & Miss Chao kneeling & praying in quite a tragic manner.

 

This continues in this vein for six of seven more scenes.

Alabaster is hardly without fault: he seems to caught gonorrhea, or at least thought he had, got into arguments, could be a bit supercilious and was far from immune to the prejudices of the age. But then again, he was just 16 or 17.

 

Penny does his best to identify everyone mentioned, and to provide newspaper corroboration for events that Alabaster mentions. It is slightly distressing that he finds it necessary to footnote terms like “brown study” and “bumfodder”, an indication that I am perhaps rather closer in time to the period Penny is studying than he is himself. I could only identify one quibble: Penny mentions that a venue was “likely in the Club Lusitano, one of the two Portuguese clubs in Hong Kong at the time”, but the Lusitano was not, I believe, founded until 1866.

Those—historians, novelists, scriptwriters—for whom historical first-person accounts are the raw materials of books and drama, will no doubt be grateful to Penny for bringing these diaries into the light; for the rest of us, whether knowledgeable of Hong Kong or not, it’s a chance to hear a voice, an open and often entertaining one, from the colony’s earliest days.


Peter Gordon is editor of the Asian Review of Books.
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