
- Comment on the techniques used to convey the importance of books and reading to the 
narrator of this passage. 

 

‘Ba-Er-Zar-Ke’. Translated into Chinese, the name of the French author comprised four 

ideograms. The magic of translation! The ponderousness of the two syllables as well as the 
belligerent, somewhat old-fashioned ring of the same name were quite gone, now that the four 
characters – very elegant, each composed of just a few strokes – banded together to create an 
unusual beauty. Redolent with an exotic fragrance as sensual as the perfume wreathing a wine 
stored for centuries in a cellar. (Years later I learnt that the translator was himself a great 
writer.  Having been forbidden to publish his own works for political reasons, he spent the rest 
of his life translating French novels.) 

Did Four-Eyes stop to think about which book he would lend us? Or was it a random 
choice? Perhaps he picked it simply because, of all the treasures in his precious suitcase, it was 
the thinnest book, and the most decrepit.  Did he have ulterior motives which we could not 
fathom? Whatever his reasons, his choice was to have a profound effect on our lives.   

The slim little volume was entitled Ursule Mirouët. 
Luo started reading the book the very same night that Four-Eyes lent it to us, and 

reached the end at dawn, when he put out the oil lamp and passed the book to me.  I stayed in 
bed until nightfall, without food, completely wrapped up in the French story of love and 
miracles. 

Picture, if you will, a boy of nineteen, still slumbering in the limbo of adolescence, 
having heard nothing but revolutionary blather about patriotism, communism, ideology and 
propaganda all his life, falling headlong into a story of awakening desire, passion, impulsive 
action, love, 0of all the subjects that had, until then, been hidden from me. 

In spite of my complete ignorance of that distant land called France (I had heard 
Napoleon. Mentioned by my father a few times, that was all), Ursule’s story rang as true as if it 
had been about my neighbours.  The messy affair over inheritance and money that befell her 
made the story all the more convincing, thereby enhancing the power of the words.  By the end 
of the day I was feeling quite at home in Nemours, imagining myself posted by the smoking 
hearth of her parlour in the company of doctors and curates …  Even the part about magnetism 
and somnambulism struck me as credible and riveting.  
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- How does the voice of the narrator effect the mood and atmosphere of the scene 
described in this passage? 
 

“Look! Here come the guests of honour!” 

The new arrivals were five old, withered crones.  They wore long black robes which flapped in 
the autumn wind.  In spite of the distance between them and us, I could make out their faces, 
which were as alike as sisters.  Their features seemed carved in wood, and I recognised among 
them the four sorceresses who had come to the vigil at the Little Seamstress’s house. 

They had apparently been invited to the farewell banquet at the instigation of the 
poetess.  There was a brief discussion, which ended when she took some bank notes out o her 
purse and gave one to each, under the covetous eyes of the villagers. 

This time there was not just the one sorceress with a bow and arrow – all five of them 
were so armed.  Who knows, maybe a bigger array of weapons was required to secure the safe 
passage of one privileged individual than to protect the soul of a man stricken with malaria.  On 
the other hand, the Little Seamstress may have been unable to afford as much as the poetess, 
whose name was once celebrated throughout this province with its population of one hundred 
million. 

While they were all waiting for the buffalo meat to have stewed long enough to be 
tender, one of the old women took Four-Eyes’ left hand and read his palm in the light of the 
blazing fire. 

We were just out of earshot and couldn’t catch what the sorceress was saying, but we 
had a good view of her lowered eyelids, thin pinched lips and toothless gums as she muttered 
away.  Four-Eyes and his mother listened spellbound.  Then she stopped talking, everyone 
stared at her.  An uneasy silence ensued, until all the villagers started talking at once. 

‘I expect she made some gloomy prediction,’ Luo said. 
‘Such as: his precious suitcase is about to be stolen.’ 
‘No, I bet it was something about demons getting in his way.’ 
And he was probably right, because the next thing we saw was all five sorceresses rising 

up, swinging their bows belligerently into the air and crossing them with their arrows while they 
uttered piercing cries. 

Then they performed a dance of exorcism around the fire.  They started off at a slow 
pace, no doubt because of their great age, wheeling round and round on the spot, eyes fixed on 
the ground.  From time to time they raised their heads and glanced anxiously around before 
bowing them again and intoning, like Buddhist monks, unintelligible incantations that were 
taken up by the crowd.  Suddenly two of the sorceresses threw down their arms and started 
shaking all over, presumably to signal the presence of demons.  It certainly looked as if their 



bodies had been invaded by spirits, for the spasms make horrible monsters of them.  The 
remaining three sorceresses arched their bows and pretended to let fly at their shaking sisters, 
making exaggerated imitations of the sound of arrows whizzing through the air.  They 
resembled three ravens.  As they danced their long black robes billowed in the snake then 
dropped to the ground, raising little clouds of dust. 

The movements of the two dancing demons grew heavy, as if the invisible arrows had 
been tipped with poison, and after a while they slowed to a halt.  Luo and I left just before their 
undoubtedly spectacular collapse onto the ground.  
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