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THE GIRL FROM THE FRENCH FORT

Composed by Nicholas Michael Smith. Based on the story by Hong Ying.

Presented in English and Chinese versions:

NARRATED IN ENGLISH BY TIMOTHY BENTINCK

Turtle Rock

Sangsang saves a grey pigeon

Sangsang goes for a walk and meets a girl in a grey dress
Inside the French Fort

A Chinese banquet and an unhappy love story

Sangsang dances with some French sailors, then falls asleep
Sangsang wakes to find the fort deserted

Sangsang returns home

The Chinese banquet with variations

Meiniang is united with her true love

Sangsang is reunited with his mother
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[NTRODUCTION

The Girl from the French Fort is a narrated orchestral work based on a children’s story
by acclaimed Chinese author Hong Ying. Set in 1970s Chongging, it tells the tale of a
curious boy, Sangsang, who forms an unlikely friendship with a mysterious girl living
inside the old French fort high above the Yangtze River. She draws him through ancient
doors into a hidden, dreamlike world where time flows differently and everyday realities
are charged with wonder and strangeness. What unfolds is a story of childhood, love,
loss, and the gentle resourcefulness that helps us endure it all.

Structured in the tradition of Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf (a work with which it is
often programmed), the piece blends narration with orchestral colour to vivid effect
— not by simply depicting the plot, but by capturing the story’s shifting emotional
landscape. The orchestration moves fluidly from delicate to expansive: sparse, glinting
percussion evokes the lightness of stones skipping across water, while the entrance
into the French Fort swells in a sweeping, romantic flourish — only to descend into a
grotesque, whirling sailor’s dance, punctuated by squawking clarinet, as Sangsang’s
fate spins out of control.

Having lived and worked in China for over thirty years, Smith has developed a distinctive
and complex musical language deeply informed by the sound world around him. At
times, his melodic lines float freely around a tonal centre, moving in the circularity of
the pentatonic scale that is core to much traditional Chinese music; at other points, his
music is propelled by the harmonic tensions and chromatic development of Western
classical tradition. These elements are not presented in contrast, but woven in dialogue
— each seamlessly enriching the other. The result is a voice that feels both rooted and
borderless: local to this story’s setting, yet emotionally resonant across cultures.

The Girl from the French Fort is a poignant example of storytelling through music —
lyrical, playful, and quietly resonant — a work that belongs to a creative life dedicated

to building bridges between cultures.

Paul R. Flynn



CHINESE STORIES FOR CHILDREN AND HONG YING'S THE GIRL FROM THE FRENCH FORT

With the decline of the Qing dynasty in the late 19" century on account of corruption
and incompetence, Chinese literature entered into a transformative phase that broke
with centuries of tradition.

Until the early 20 century, classical literature was written in a highly stylized manner
far removed from vernacular speech, which set out a further barrier between the
literati and the illiterate. The Common Speech or Baihua Movement that arose during
the aftermath of 1919’s May Fourth Movement represented the confluence of various
transnational cultural factors, such as the rise of newspapers and magazines (whose
critical analysis ironically arose within the protection of imperialist foreign concessions)
and entirely new forms of fiction.

For example, Lin Shu (1852-1924) began a process of rewriting Western classic
novels and setting out their stories in the context of Qing China. Within a quarter
century, authors like the great Peking writer Lao She produced novels in entirely new
genres such as science fiction.

Before the ascent of this transformative age, literature for children was written with
the primary goal of inculcating Confucian values such as filial piety and loyalty, and
with the incidental by-product of hamstringing creativity in young minds. Classic
Chinese fantasies created a world of magical heroes and villains, but such works were
meant solely for the entertainment of adult readers. Gradually, this bias began to give
way. One set of unsung heroes in this transformation were Western missionaries who
attempted to introduce new concepts in children’s education that were pioneered in
North America and Europe in the 19th century.

With the establishment of the People’s Republic of China, literary development fell
under the influence of a new set of non-Chinese missionaries in the form of Marxist-
Leninist theory. No less of a luminary than Mao Zedong urged writers to broadcast
the moral message that children are valuable assets for the future of the country. In



the 1970s, China could only point to two publishers of children’s
books and less than a hundred authors of such works.

As China entered its post-Maoist era, the
transformative currents first set loose in the
waning years of the Qing dynasty continued
to act on the Chinese literary scene. New ~
ideas from outside China, such as writing from
a child’s perspective, and fewer stories slathered with political
salad dressing, augured a more constructive and tender trend.

In Hong Ying’s Sangsang stories, we can see the convergence of
past literary trends greatly enhanced by using a child’s voice to
weave a tale of fantasy. In Smith’s composition based on Hong
Ying’s first Sangsang story, we see themes of loyalty and parental
love — themes that those often condemned Western missionaries
would have endorsed just as enthusiastically as would their
Confucian, Taoist and Buddhist counterparts. The transcultural
quality of the story, involving a love match between a young
Chinese and a French officer, places the plot with the context
of an interconnecting world. Its joyful message of forgiveness,
reconciliation, and renewal will gladden the heart of any

child or adult from any corner of the world.

M. A. Aldrich is an author and retired lawyer who

has lived in East and Central Asia for most of

his adult life. His works include The Search for

a Vanishing Beijing: A Guide to the Capital of

China, The Perfumed Palace: Islam’s Journey from

Mecca to Peking, and Old Lhasa: A Biography. He

has collaborated with the English Composer Nicholas
Michael Smith on various projects. Aldrich is currently
working on a book about the rise and eclipse of the Manchus.




HONG YING

Hong Ying was born into a sailor’s family in Chongging on the Yangtze

River in southwest China. She is best known in the English-speaking world
for her literature, her photography and her gourmet cooking. Hong Ying’s
representative works include her autobiography Daughter of the River, and her
novel K: The Art of Love which won the 2005 Primo de Rome prize. Her six
major novels have been translated into more than 30 languages and published
in Europe, America, Israel, Australia, Japan, South
Korea and Vietnam. Many of her works have
been adapted into film and television.
Her novel Death in Shanghai, filmed as
Saturday Fiction by director Lou Ye
and starring Gong Li, was shortlisted
in the main competition section of
the 76th Venice Film Festival in
2019. Hong Ying recently made
her debut as a film director with
Moonlight Warrior, which has won
many international prizes.




NICHOLAS MICHAEL SMITH

Nicholas Michael Smith has been living in China for many years, and

his time there has influenced his music, as evidenced by his orchestral
compositions Tears in my Bowl! (2013) and Changchun Impressions
(2014), as well as Love, Friendship and Longing (2018) a work for four
voices and piano duet based on Tang dynasty poetry. The Girl From

the French Fort (2015) is the result of a collaboration with Chinese
writer Hong Ying to compose a narrated symphonic work for children
based on her story of the same name. This narrated symphony receives
regular performances in China and was described by

Gramophone Magazine after its UK premier as
“genuinely moving”. Smith has appeared on
numerous Chinese radio and television
programs, and in 2011 was given
Phoenix TV’s “You Bring Charm
to China” award for his efforts to
encourage and promote western
classical music in China. In 2011,
Smith was awarded an OBE in
recognition of his services to
music and to UK-China relations.
nicholasmichaelsmith.com




ied Modern Languages at Harrow, then History of Art
Anglia, and trained as an actor at the Bristol Old Vic
has been a professional actor since 1978. He won the
0 Award in 1978 and joined the BBC Radio Repertory
ompany,’whlch led to being cast as David Archer in The Archers in 1982. He
has played Ieadmg roles in film, television, theatre and radio, and is a voiceover

and dubbing specialist, with a huge range of vocal styles and accents. He is
~ also a musician, travel journalist, inventor, computer programmer, website

~ designer, house renovator and author. His autobiography Being David Archer
- And Other Unusual Ways of Earning a Living was published in 2017. Recent
TV credits include Gentleman Jack, The Nevers,
Ted Lasso, The Crown and The Reckoning.
Tim is married to top London milliner Judy
Bentinck, and they have two sons, Will
and Jasper. He is active in fundraising
for the Brain Tumour Charity, as
his daughter-in-law Rebecca is a
survivor, while Jasper is disabled
with Syringomyelia. Tim was
awarded an MBE for Services to
Drama in 2018. timbentinck.com




GERRY CORNELIUS

Gerry Cornelius was born of Irish & Sri Lankan parentage and rai
London. Gerry trained to be a musician at Durham University,‘R al
of Music London and finished in the class of Ilya Musin at the St P
Conservatory. Throughout his career he has been unashamedly acti
the main musical and theatrical genres. This has brought about long il
associations with a very broad spectrum of ensembles, arts companies and
education institutions in the U.K. and abroad. His first role in musical leadership
was as Music Director at the Thursford Christmas Spectacular. His titled posts
since then have included Principal Guest Conductor at English National Ballet
and, most recently, Music Director of English Touring Opera (since 2021). He is
also a regular performer and collaborator with London Sinfonietta and Chroma
contemporary music ensembles. In the UK he has appeared as a guest with ETO,
ENO, ROH Linbury, The Opera Group, Téte a téte, WNO, the Hallé, and LPO
whilst abroad with the Bolshoi in Moscow, Luxembourg Philharmonic, Opera
Orchestra of the Gran Teatre del Liceu Barcelona,
Festival d’Automne Paris, MusikFabrik Cologne,
Hong Kong Ballet & Sinfonietta. His close
association with composers and creators
of theatre art forms has recently involved
him in world premiere productions of lyric
theatre by Judith Weir, Tansy Davies,
George Benjamin, Catherine Kontz, and
Olga Neuwirth whilst also conducting
Pina Bausch’s Sacre du printemps and
Akram Khan’s Giselle & Creature for the
dance stage. He was for eight years the
head of music and associate conductor
of the National Youth Orchestra of Great
Britain. Elsewhere in education he has been a
visiting musician at Goldsmiths and Cambridge
universities and Trinity Laban, RAM and RCM
conservatoires in London.
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\ ! NEW MUSIC PLAYERS

New Music Players was founded by composer and artistic director Ed
Hughes in 1990. This contemporary classical group comprises world-
class musicians who individually perform a wide range of music, from jazz,
chamber, orchestral, contemporary, Wagner and Schumann, to authentic
Baroque and other classical and early music styles.

Their musicianship, virtuosity and multiple interests produce amazingly
vivid performances and premieres. The ensemble has been featured in
festivals at the ICA, Huddersfield, Brighton; performed and worked with
students at York, Bristol, Sussex, Royal Holloway, Oxford, Nottingham
universities, and broadcast regularly on BBC Radio 3. UK and European
tours include Battleship Potemkin and Strike; lannis Xenakis at the
Huddersfield Contemporary Music Festival; Michael Finnissy at the
ICA; Evelyn Ficarra, Shirley J Thompson and Rowland Sutherland at The
Warehouse and Ed Hughes’s opera States of Innocence at the Brighton
Festival in May 2024.

NMP feature on seven recordings including five discs of music by Ed
Hughes on Metier: ‘Dark Formations’; his opera When the Flame Dies;
‘Symphonic Visions’, a DVD of silent film scores; ‘Time, Space and Change’,
featuring Sinfonia (2018) and Media Vita (1991) released in March 2020;
and ‘Music for the South Downs’ including Flint, Nonet and The Woods So
Wild. They recorded Ed Hughes’s scores for Eisenstein’s films Battleship
Potemkin and Strike for Tartan Video, and silent film scores by Ed Hughes
for the BFI Ozu Collection. newmusicplayers.org.uk
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THE GlRL FROM
THE FRENCH FURT



[1] In the 1970s, only simple wooden huts crowded the tiny area on the South Bank of

Chonggqing called Turtle Rock. And near the cable car, squeezed tight against the side of the

hill, lived a little boy called Sangsang. His mother had a job at the cotton mill, often working
the night shift. Most mornings Sangsang went down to the river to meet her as she returned
home from work, and they would watch the ships together.

[2] The 10-year-old Sangsang learned to look after himself. One Sunday, after his mother had
left for her shift, Sangsang started on his homework but quickly became drowsy and soon fell
asleep. He was woken by the sound of agitated cooing. Sangsang opened the door to see a
cat chasing a gray pigeon. He watched in horror as it grabbed the bird’s wing with its black
claws and started to drag it away. Sangsang went immediately to the rescue.

Carefully Sangsang placed the frightened bird on his pillow and bandaged its injured wing.
The pigeon took a long drink of water from Sangsang’s cup, then closed its eyes. Sangsang
gently stroked its feathers and gradually fell into a doze. When he woke up a few hours later
the bird was gone.

[3] Sangsang decided to go for a walk. Past the street lamp, under the cable car, jumping
down onto the small, stone bridge near the ditch, he reached the sandy riverbank. As he liked
to do, he picked up a flat stone and skimmed it across the water.

Waves lapped the riverbank, and a fog began to rise. Sangsang found an especially flat stone
and sent it dancing across the water. As he did so, he heard a voice beside him. “That was
amazing! Can you teach me?” Half hidden by the mist he saw a little girl in a grey dress.

For a happy half hour the two children skimmed stones. They were soon best friends. The
little girl very quickly became better than Sangsang. Her stones seemed to fly - like magic!

The waves became still bigger... and a huge ship he had never seen before appeared. “It’s the
warship Lafayette,” cried the little girl excitedly. The ship turned in to shore. The two children
ran up some stone steps to see it better. Behind them rose the gateway and high walls of the
old, abandoned French fort.

[4] The little girl pushed open the ancient wooden doors. When they went inside, what had
been a courtyard filled with dead leaves and neglect was ablaze with lights, and jets of water
were spurting from the fountain. From every corner came the scent of flowers.

[5] The little girl took Sangsang’s hand and pulled him into a busy kitchen, where she
introduced him to the cook, Aunty Pang, and beside her, helping her prepare the food, a
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beautiful young woman, Meiniang. She was the little girl’s elder sister. Like the little girl they
were dressed in plain grey dresses. They welcomed Sangsang warmly and invited him to
dinner. Just then the sound of a sailors’ song echoed up the stone staircase. Sangsang and
his new friend rushed outside to see the ship’s crew arrive, headed by their Captain in his
handsome uniform.

The fort became a hive of activity as everybody prepared for the night’s feast.

Meiniang, the little girl and Sangsang had to get changed. Sangsang took off his ragged
clothes and dressed in a western suit that the little girl gave him. Strangely, it fitted him as if
it had been made for him. He had never looked smarter and more handsome in his life. Hand
in hand the boy and the girl walked into the dining room followed by Meiniang in beautiful
traditional dress. Then they took their seats at table.

Sangsang ate and drank until he felt he would burst. Then he noticed that both the little girl
and Meiniang had left their seats.

In the moonlight on the balcony, two figures were deep in conversation. Sangsang recognized
the captain and Meiniang. It was clear that the captain was pledging his love for her. Meiniang,
however, looked sad. “I’'m so sorry, but my heart has only room for one,” she said. “For my
second-in-command, Peter?” asked the captain. Meiniang turned away.

From the shadows, Sangsang watched the captain leave the balcony.

He felt a hand steal into his. “Come,” said the little girl, “Peter’s arriving.” As she said this, he
became aware of an insistent knocking.

The gates to the courtyard swung open, and Peter, handsomely dressed and riding a beautiful
white horse, entered the fort. With a cry of happiness, Meiniang flew down the stairs to
embrace him.

But a moment later, she drew back in shock. “l am sorry,” said the young man, his voice
breaking. “l am obliged by my family to return to France to marry the girl chosen by my
mother. Forget me!”

[6] The little girl helped her grieving sister to her room. Sangsang stood alone in the
courtyard. Then, not knowing what else to do, he followed Peter into the dining room. Peter
grabbed a bottle and joined his shipmates in their drinking and dancing. Sangsang joined in
the frenzy of singing and dancing, but soon became exhausted and fell asleep in a corner of
the dining room.



[7] At sunrise the next day, Sangsang woke to find the fort deserted. Only the little girlbwas

waiting for him. “Stay with us,” she said. “I have to go home to my mother,” replied Sangsang.

The little girl ran after him and gave him a feather. “Keep it,” she said. Then she pushed him
out of the big wooden gates and shut them after him with a dull clang. Through the closed
doors he could hear her crying.

[8] Long before Sangsang reached home, he became aware that many of his neighbours
were following him, staring at his fine suit and black leather shoes. Grandma Chen was the
first to speak. Gently she asked him why had he been away so long. Didn’t he know that his
absence would break his mother’s heart? Then she broke the terrible news that after six
months of searching for him, his mother had died of grief. Sangsang could not believe it. He
told them he had been away only one night, and that he had spent it in the old French Fort. “I
can prove it,” he repeated over and over. “I can prove it.” The neighbours followed him as he
led them back down the path. He told them about the sailors, and the beautiful courtyard and
the feast. But when they had climbed the steps it was to find the doors overgrown with vines.
Inside, the walls were cracked and broken, with everything covered in cobwebs and dust.

As he rushed from room to room looking for his friends, the neighbours shook their heads.
“Why did he lie to us?” they said. “He’s really done it this time. He caused his mother’s
death.”

One by one the neighbours left. Perching on the carved flowers of the bridge, three grey
pigeons watched him. The smallest one was nodding at him sadly. Later, Sangsang sat alone
in his room missing his mother. But he also missed the little girl who had become his friend
during the happiest night of his life. As he did so, he remembered the feather she had given
him. He reached into his pocket and took it out. To his amazement, it floated up into the air
and began to gleam with a dull light.

He followed the feather to the shore. The feather floated over the surface of the river into the
growing fog and out of sight.

“Have you come to skim stones again?” asked a familiar voice. Seeing his friend he burst into
tears, and told her that he had lost his mother.

“Take my hands,” said the little girl. “There may be a way. Not only for you but also for
Meiniang and Peter. Let us see if we can wind back time.”

[9] They finished the anti-clockwise dance. “Now you must help me,” said the girl. “In our
world, everything happens the same every day, but this time you must make it change. So
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Peter will not tell Meiniang that he has to go back to France, and Meiniang will not lose hope.
| want my sister to be happy so | can be happy with her.”

Through the long evening Sangsang was careful to do everything differently. When dressing,
he put on his clothes and shoes the wrong way round. He moved the chairs and flowers
around in the courtyard. He sat in Meiniang’s place at dinner, and he took care not to eat or
drink a thing.

When the captain was ready to go to the balcony, he stepped heavily on the little girl’s foot so
that Meiniang had to comfort her sister and did not go outside.

There was a heavy knocking at the doors. The moment had come! He first ran to the gates
to stop Peter coming in. He pulled Meiniang away from the little girl, then dragged her to the
gates, pushed her outside, and closed them fast behind her.

Then he waited and waited.

[10] It had worked! The doors flew open and Meiniang and Peter entered, hand in hand.
“Thank you, Sangsang,” said Meiniang, giving him a feather. “Peter has decided to take me
and my sister far away from here, and your good heart will bring you reward.”

[11] Sangsang did not know if he was happy or sad as he watched his friends ride away over
the sandy shore. He looked at the feather. Would the magic now work for him? Dawn was
breaking. He held up the feather, which began to shine with a brilliant light. It faded and he
saw his mother walking along the riverbank, on her way home from work. He looked behind
him. The fort was no longer lit up. It was now the faded ruin he had always known, and he
looked down to find that he was wearing his old clothes again. He ran to embrace his mother.
Hand in hand the two of them walked along the shore to find breakfast.

-The End -
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