Wang Anyi / THE FACE OF A THOUSAND
PERSONALITIES

Since when had he known her? Gu Lianhua. Since then, she
seemed to be everywhere.

It was an Italian crime drama, the kind he always watched. The
Italian variety often revolves around the Mafia. From presidential
chambres to the streets and alleys, profound social issues are
seamlessly incorporated into everyday events, while the plot line
takes ever complicating twists and turns. These stories never failed to
intrigue him. In this series, as in most others, a female news reporter
was at the centre of the plot. She happened to be the type he
admired most: tall, middle-aged, with a slightly exaggerated and
aggressive kind of beauty. It was at this time that he became
acquainted with Gu Lianhua.

The actress who played the reporter looked a little like the
Greek soprano Maria Callas. It was startling when such a woman, who
had the face of a goddess, started speaking in a monotonous, thin,
sharp, faltering, and throaty voice. It became especially unbearable
when this voice tried to imitate the interjection of Westerners. Ah!
Oh! Aha! He was so irritated by the voice that he started to dislike
the news reporter too:

The drama was a mini-series with six episodes. Two episodes
were broadcast everyday on three consecutive days. He would have
to listen to that voice everyday. All the same, he could not turn the
television off; it would be too much of a loss. The plot was thickening
step by step. One clue was tightly chained to another. He could not
afford to miss even a sentence or a word. One mistake would cost
him the entire fabric of the plot. In order to continue watching the
series, he had to endure the voice of the news reporter. Relatively
speaking, there are a lot of dialogues in Italian crime dramas,
especially in plots involving the Mafia, unlike American versions of
the genre which concentrate more on action. In this series, the
progression of the plot depended entirely on dialogues. Since the

103



B BRI, R T tholiEdE. ML, XINEFRIFETATE

I

BRE—BERFBORS . HEHROUE TN, EAFONEHS

AERUEBFEAER, LEZLLEAE, TEHYHER, BENHLEE
MEEHKHENTEERENER, BARURBIINESR, REMKZLT.
X—[E, MEEEE—F FHE0OPOR—HEEE, &, BEMK
KRR FE, BK, BELETKY, RRIEME, MHEEXH, fhik
REGEER .

HRXFEHAEE LN, FRaUFBELmTRRY, T2,
Lt AR, WH, BESBNREN, ROABRBRET. LK
EXEE BB TET ARRRDGE, 57 “BR” g7 “meg”, XEHE, 1
FERBEAEEZ. ATHMEXEY, MERLZEE —HFRBEX.

XR—EBAEMEUE, SREHRE, EBR=R. X, MRAETRE
M MEEFT « MNAEAE, FEEARAIMKT . FH—FH—FM
A, BENEBE, —AE—FHALIRENER, —HRNRELEER, HE
LT, TRE, RUOABEZZLCENET. BE, EXAMER,
R R BFREAHEREERE . FR2EEMRES, HEHR. EXEH
THEY, HEEMMGFEAHERN. LeEREA, RIFHLE, FLK
B Eit, BMBMBIMHE T RESANER. 55 %5HmEW,
BERT R, AT —0O%K, XARM, BEX, L—HEREN. AL
A7 B0 !

X—[E, MhRARHEERFEBRHFESIARNSZEMILE T a2 F:
.

AR R ECH T RS, TRBERE T WM, Bit, MhAhgif
B ET, thEREAEMTEREOEWE D, TR R A E
AR, MERBEXZHAYT, —TFEMIEEX. REENBRE
HIEHIAR, AREBHEH. BEXR MERXBFLEE, aMAF—F5,
fEREEERIEE, KRBT, ABTLOR ZBOEZOFEHELR

104



news reporter was the lead character, she was in every scene and
spoke as soon as she appeared on the scene. The whole series was
thus saturated with her irritating patter delivered in a raised pitch.
He waited with bated breath for her to stop talking, and heaved a
sigh of relief when her silence finally fell. Only then did he realize
he had been so tensely holding his breath throughout. What a
torture!

This time, he paid serious attention to the list of voice-over actors
in the credits and came across her name: Gu Lianhua.

He could not tell whether he or Gu Lianhua was the root of the
problem but from that moment on, their paths seemed to have
become entangled. She invariably appeared in a series that he
absolutely had to watch. No matter what kind of character she was
dubbing, he could immediately discern her voice from a multitude
of others. He would check the ending credits to confirm his instinct
and he would never be wrong. After a while, he even became a little
masochistic. At the beginning of a new series, he would prick up his
ears in search of Gu Lianhua’s voice. Only when he had found her
could he feel relief. It was as if he was ready to risk everything for
this one moment of relief.

He also discovered that Gu Lianhua had not only worked on the
dubbing, she was also the director of the voice-over cast. Once, she
directed an Austrian detective story. There were over thirty episodes
in the series, and an independent plot line was developed in every
episode. Since the dissolution of the Austro-Hungarian Empire,
Austria has been a moderate, even weak, nation. At the same time,
the music of Mozart has enshrined the country in pure artistic glory.
It would be difficult to imagine any crime, let alone murder on a
daily scale, taking place there. Naturally, this series ignited his
interest.

A detective and his dog were the main characters in this series.
Such a cast is a departure from standard conventions, and reflects
the Austrian inflection of the series. The theme of the harmonious
relation between human beings and nature is in accordance with
the tenet of European Romanticism. The cases in the series were all
civil cases, but the demands of dramatic interest dictated that they
involve a great deal of treachery, and be inordinately difficult to
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solve. This time, Gu Lianhua’s voice was scattered everywhere in the
plot. The name Gu Lianhua only appeared as the director in the
credits, but he could still hear her voice — which was always in the
same high pitch — in every single episode. Sometimes it was the
voice of a deputy, sometimes a victim or a witness. Once it was even
the voice of a child. No matter what character it belonged to, this
voice never changed, neither in pitch nor in expression. He was
besieged by her voice. He discovered that she took care to disguise
her identity by using the pseudonym Gu Hua in the voice-over
credits. Clearly, her attempt to hide the obvious only exposed her
more.

In this ponderously long series, he could not hate Gu Lianhua
enough. She greedily played many different female roles, especially
young and beautiful women. Mercilessly branded with her presence,
they lost all their lively individual personality. What kind of violence
was this? She had invaded and violated the audio-visual perception
of the audience!

When he had been tortured beyond endurance by her voice, he
begged her in his heart to change her pitch, preferably to a lower
scale, if only briefly. A little rise and fall in her voice would allow her
audience some respite, so they didn’t have to keep pace with her,
walking so precariously along a thin blade. Yet her voice never
changed; it persisted in the same pitch. Even after continuous
appearances, her voice still exuded so much energy, showing no sign
of surrender. Not a single episode was spared, even if she appeared
only briefly on the margin of the plot.

He could do nothing. This was an unfair duel: he was in the
open while she remained in hiding. He hadn’t had any opportunity
to launch an offensive. Realizing this, he calmed down a little, and
began to analyze her voice objectively.

He was sure that she used a falsetto voice, which was the source
of all its unnaturalness. Even a voice of the worst quality has some
vibrancy when it is projected naturally. Not a falsetto, because it is
finally always the product of pretence. He wondered, why did Gu
Lianhua use a falsetto voice? It wasn’t as though she was singing out
of her range. Did she think she could disguise her voice with a
falsetto so she could play many different roles? If she lacked
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confidence in her own voice, and needed to use a falsetto for
disguise, she could give up dubbing altogether, or at least she did
not have to do so many minor roles. Wasn'’t she the director after all?
Hadn’t she already found a satisfactory outlet for her creativity? Or
else, it might in fact be the exact opposite situation. She was using
her power as a director to dominate as many different roles as she
desired. At this thought, he conjured up an image of Gu Lianhua in
his mind: a woman with a hunger for power and an appetite for
performance. Such was his misfortune!

There was not the least bit of elasticity in her voice. She spoke
every word as though in reluctance. It just so happened that
important lines were often delivered by her. He had no choice but
to listen with rapt attention not only to her voice but to every syllable
she uttered.

On this occasion, Gu Lianhua had tortured him for much too
long. Still, he could not give up watching the series. This kind of
serial drama, which broadcasts an episode everyday, grabs its
audience by the heart. You really cannot imagine what could possibly
follow from the turn of events at the end of today’s episode. Yet —
and this is the miracle — new twists always happen on the next day.
Without fail. It is this combination of suspense and certainty which
enthralls an audience. He had to accept Gu Linhua.

He did not lose his temper anymore, and let Gu Lianhua use her
voice to saw at his nerves. In order to accept this reality, he put the
blame on himself instead: how come other people did not react so
painfully to her voice? The problem had to lie with him. It could not
be Gu Lianhua’s fault.

At long last, this interminable torture came to an end, and
events took a new turn. A British espionage drama came on the air.
The story begins in the final months of World War II, when Prime
Minister Winston Churchill sends a female agent to Occupied
France to prepare for the Normandy invasion. In fact, she is being
used as a decoy to divert the Germans’ attention away from
Normandy. To ensure its success, the true nature of the mission is
not disclosed to the agent. Just as in all other espionage drama, the
British agent falls in love with her French counterpart. At the same
time, a young American officer from the Allied Forces is also in love
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with her. When the two heroes realize she is being used as a decoy
by her government, they are incensed by this ruthless strategy of war.
When they come to her rescue, their beloved has already been
brutally tortured by the evil and malicious Germans. What a perfect
heroine: she is beauty, innocence, courage, conviction, and passion
incarnate. She is fighting at the front line of her love and of her
nation’s fate. Naturally, Gu Lianhua reserved such an important role
for herself. From the moment he heard the woman intone her first
sound, he understood the inevitable outcome. Even though he had
gone through so much, even though his ears had become so worn
that scabs had grown on them, he still could not stop himself from
feeling a moment of despair.

The beautiful young heroine was apparently played by a middle-
aged actress. Her passion and tenderness seemed shallow and fake.
As did her nervousness, composure, vulnerability, and strength. The
men who loved her did not act with any more conviction. They
seemed merely to be carrying out their duties as performers. The
series was divided into two parts. Both parts were broadcast on the
movie channel in one evening, from nine o’clock to midnight. At
this time of night, the entire universe seemed quiet. Only the
television screen appeared vibrant and full of life. It alone seemed to
have a concrete existence. It was as though what was happening on
the screen was life and he was watching it from across the world. Gu
Lianhua’s voice ferried through the air. Even she had become real,
and he was merely fictitious. She, Catherine, a young agent,
dominated the plot, linking and activating all of its nerves. Her voice
had precisely this kind of quality; it could pass through concrete and
emerge unscathed.

It all evolved from Catherine, which is to say that Gu Lianhua’s
voice began to crystalise: Helen, Mary, Jennifer, Lily. Women who
were by turn tall, petite, passionate, composed, naive, worldly,
blessed, unfortunate. She only needed to make one sound, out
came Gu Lianhua’s voice and she became Gu Lianhua. Every
dimple, every smile; every movement, every gesture; all were
imprinted with three ideographs: Gu-Lian-Hua. Only at this moment
did he start to wonder: what did Gu Lianhua actually look like? He
was not able to arrive at any one image. In his eyes, Gu Lianhua was
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whoever speaking in the voice of Gu Lianhua. He concluded from
the composite of these images: Gu Lianhua was a foreign woman
who spoke Chinese. She was indeed a person with a thousand faces.
She used her dry falsetto voice to brand her name on all kinds of
personalities on the television screen, and possessed them as her
own.

Since he was such an avid fan of dubbed foreign drama, he had
to ride on the same boat with Gu Lianhua: there with no room at all
for negotiation. After such a long acquaintance with Gu Lianhua, he
discovered that two situations were the worst: when she played a
vociferous or a quiet woman. Although these two were diametrically
opposite kind of characters, the effects of her performance were
equally frightening. In the former situation, she would be talking up
a storm, usually playing a lawyer or an arrogant teenager. The entire
scene would be dominated by Gu Lianhua’s voice, spoken in a
particularly energetic register. Peals of her voice surged like a tidal
wave for a thousand miles on the same pitch. Her thin falsetto sliced
his ear drum like a blade. Barely had one wave calmed and another
was already rising. There was no respite. Accompanying this voice
were exaggerated gestures and expressions. Gu Lianhua’s
performance was thoroughly vivid. Indeed she had dramatized
drama itself. The other situation was when she played a quiet
character, one who did not speak much but make many interjections
instead. Ah! Oh! Yee! Ya! Interjections in dubbed series are
especially rich and lively. This is the characteristic of dubbed drama.
Gu Lianhua’s voice had ample room for such a performance.
Shedding the clothes of language and going back to the essence of
the voice, the true timbre and tone of the voice were laid bare. This
was indeed not a happy truth.

He especially could not tolerate the way she said “hello.” When
she said “hello,” she sounded as though she possessed a certain kind
of power and arrogance. Her thin, sharp, shrieking voice seemed
particularly exaggerated, as though other people could not say
“hello,” that she alone had the right to say “hello,” and that saying
“hello” was some kind of honour. Even though he had calmed down
a lot, and was no longer as resistant and unforgiving as before, at
such times he still couldn’t help becoming angry. “Is that so” was

115



another phrase that she frequent used. “Is that so? Is that so?” It was
already a phrase which was usually said with a slightly raised pitch.
Now it was raised even higher, two-thirds of a tone higher, and it
sounded out of tune. All the women who said “hello” and “is that so”
were Gu Lianhua. However disguised, whatever transformations it
had gone through, it was still Gu Lianhua. What a powerful voice! It
could reshape a person’s face.

Still, he could not give up watching television, especially
suspense drama. Gu Lianhua had to be an important person in the
voice-over production team. Whenever there was a dubbed series,
there would be Gu Lianhua’s voice. Because of this, Gu Lianhua had
become a reality he had no choice but to face. He could only try to
conquer himself. He should be humble, self-disciplined, and avoid
both arrogance and impatience. He gradually became very good-
tempered. He learnt how to peel off Gu Lianhua’s voice, put her
tone and timbre aside, and only grasped her words. And
interjections? Those were put aside too, only the emotions behind
each interjection were grasped. This way, Gu Lianhua’s voice
became blurry, not so distinct. It did not seem to be wrestling with
him so much, but merging with the surrounding environment. Two
examples could prove that he had reached this state of
nonchalance. One time after he had watched a television movie, and
saw Gu Lianhua’s name in the credits, he did not feel anything and
could not even remember which character was dubbed by her.
Another time it was the opposite: he felt that all the female
characters in the series were Gu Lianhua speaking. All their voices
seemed so similar, he could not tell them apart. Listening to them,
he felt that this one resembled Gu Lianhua, that one also resembled
Gu Lianhua, as though there were a thousand personalities behind
her single face.

This was fine. He could watch a dubbed series in peace again.
He had gone through a difficult phase and conquered the obstacles.
Nothing could disturb his viewing pleasure now. The ordeal had
widened his vision and his experience.

After a string of mediocre programmes, a good drama came on
again. It was a typical American production. A woman loses her
memory and speech after she has witnessed a brutal murder, and
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becomes a patient of post-traumatic syndrome. Unfortunately, she
has left suspicious clues at the crime scene, and soon becomes the
target of both the police and the real murderer. The former wants
to silence her, the latter to convict her. At this point, the hero
appears. He is a lone wolf, a private detective. He alone perceives
the truth and becomes the woman’s protector. He has a terrible
responsibility. On the one hand, he has to protect the woman’s
safety; on the other hand, he has to find a psychiatrist to cure her
illness, and to convince the police to put her in a witness protection
programme. There are suspense, rapid twists and turns, surprises,
and familiar outcomes along the way. One climax follows another,
with no room for breaths. At last, a very dangerous situation jolts the
woman and she recovers her memory and speech. She points to the
murderer and makes the most thunderous scream in the whole
series: It’s him, not me!

This hysterical scream, like the sound of tearing silk, put a
powerful fullstop to the thrilling and suspenseful plot and
concluded the story. This woman was called Suzanne, dubbed by Gu
Lianhua. After a long and stubborn silence, she projected this sound
which could not be stopped by any barrier. It was right on the mark,
right on time. Even he could not find any fault with her this time.
He sincerely felt that this was the most successful performance in Gu
Lianhua’s career. She and Suzanne had melted into one. Gu
Lianhua had finally won him over.
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