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was beaten, while trying to re-
port on a small protest in central
Beijing on Sunday.

The economic plan’s goals
were decided at a Communist
Party meeting in October, and
Prime Minister Wen Jiabao is ex-
pected to outline the details in a
speech on Saturday to both legis-
latures. Some of the details, how-
ever, have been reported in the
state press and on the Internet. 

In an Internet question-and-
answer session on Saturday, Mr.
Wen signaled that the govern-
ment would settle for 7 percent
growth in the G.D.P. this year, the
lowest in recent history. That
would suggest that some of the
billions now spent on construc-
tion and corporate subsidies
might be diverted to increasing
household incomes.

The government offered an-
other hint of its strategy on
Wednesday, when the State
Council said it would ask the Na-
tional People’s Congress to raise
the minimum threshold for per-
sonal income tax, now 2,000 ren-
minbi, or $304, a month, by an un-
specified amount. News reports
also suggested that the National
People’s Congress would consid-
er measures to improve the in-
come of farmers, who have bene-
fited far less from the nation’s
prosperity than most groups.

Still, most details of China’s
economic rebalancing act have
yet to be revealed. Many of them
are likely to face serious opposi-
tion from interest groups that
have prospered during the period
of blistering growth, like the pow-
erful state-owned corporations

and regional and local officials. 
Shen Minggao, Citibank’s chief

China economist in Hong Kong,
said the government needed to
cut taxes, raise wages and in-
crease social spending if it want-
ed consumer demand to grow.
“In words, they’ve said they’re
paying a lot of attention to these
areas,” he said. “What I’m curi-
ous about is how much money
will follow after the words.”

The five-year plan will include
a raft of other initiatives, includ-
ing increased government sup-
port for high-tech companies and
other strategic industries, pro-
posals to address environmental
problems and more money for
health care, pensions and other

social welfare needs.
The National People’s Con-

gress has taken some prelimi-
nary steps. Its standing commit-
tee, made up of a handful of the
3,000 or so delegates, has ap-
proved a tax of up to $820 on vehi-
cles with engine displacements
larger than two liters. The high-
est tax now is about $100. 

The committee has also ap-
proved legislation making it a
crime for employers to withhold
wages, a frequent problem at
companies that are struggling fi-
nancially. And it approved plans
to remove 13 crimes, most of
them related to the economy,
from the list of 68 offenses that
can carry the death penalty.
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BEIJING — Guo Degang,
wearing sunglasses at night,
strutted into the club followed by
an entourage of sharply dressed
men and was shown to an elegant
private dining room in the back.
He sat down and held court as
friends from out of town pre-
sented him with gifts of liquor,
rare mushrooms and artwork. 

It could have been a scene out
of a Chinese version of “The God-
father,” but Mr. Guo is more
Ricky Gervais than Don Corle-
one. 

He is a comedian who special-
izes in a traditional form of per-
formance comedy called cross
talk that has undergone a revival
recently, largely because of Mr.
Guo’s antics. Chinese media have
dubbed him “the savior of cross
talk” for attracting young and
middle-aged audience members
to the aging cross talk crowd. 

But while the rejuvenated art
form has been promoted by the
government on some heavily
watched television programs,
subversive comedians some-
times use it to throw barbs at Chi-
nese politics and society. Mr.
Guo, a doughy-faced 37-year-old
with a closely shaved head, is
seen as a people’s hero for his
populist humor, which skewers
the police, bureaucrats and celeb-
rities. 

“I’m excited to say some
things that weren’t allowed on
the radio, that television stations
wouldn’t air,” was how Mr. Guo

began one show in a teahouse,
followed by a hearty round of ap-
plause. 

“Cops beat people just to beat
them, yell at people just to yell at
them, more viciously than any
hoodlum,” he continued. “Mean-
while, gangsters are polite.
They’ll help you when you need
it. So, who’s the gangster and
who’s the cop?” 

The Chinese word for cross
talk is “xiangsheng,” literally
“face and voice.” The art form be-
gan during the Qing Dynasty in
Beijing as street art. Jokes dealt
with familiar themes: trouble-
some in-laws, regional stereo-
types and impersonations. Cre-
ative puns were the norm. 

Performed in teahouses
throughout northern China, it
usually consists of two perform-
ers dressed in traditional garb
engaging in witty banter. Think
Abbott and Costello’s “Who’s On
First?” One example is a dia-
logue between a theater director
working in Europe and an old
friend. The director’s play is
about “the three kingdoms,” or in
his mind, France, Germany and
Italy. But the friend understands
it to mean the Three Kingdoms
period of Chinese history. Confu-
sion ensues, and audiences
laugh. 

Throughout cross talk’s histo-
ry, performers have come from
humble backgrounds. Aspiring
comedians from poor families
studied under a master for three
years and performed with the
teacher for one season before

striking out on their own. 
Mr. Guo seems to fit this mold.

He started studying cross talk at
age 7 and never finished junior
high school. In 1995, he left his
hometown of Tianjin to open his
first club in Beijing. 

In recent years, Mr. Guo’s pop-
ularity has exploded, and he
leads more of a movie-star life
than most of his peers. He has
opened two more restaurant
clubs in Beijing and has appeared
in several blockbuster Chinese
movies. From his cross talk
shows alone, his income last year
was estimated to exceed 20 mil-
lion renminbi, or about $3 million. 

But masters like Ding Guang-
quan, 76, who has appeared on
China Central Television’s Lunar
New Year gala — the most
watched event of the Chinese
television calendar — see cross
talk increasingly marginalized by
political controls and the Inter-
net. Other cross talk elders say
the money associated with the
form’s popularity has commer-
cialized the shows, watering
down the traditional wit. 

At the height of the Cultural
Revolution, cross talk was exclu-

sively used as a propaganda tool. 
“You can’t laugh at how won-

derful Chairman Mao is,” said
David Moser, academic director
of the CET Beijing Chinese Stud-
ies program in Beijing, who
wrote his master’s thesis at the
University of Michigan on cross
talk and has been performing on
and off for 20 years. “But there
was a technique throughout the
whole Mao period called ‘putting
on the hat and shoes,’ where you
start the piece with some revolu-
tionary praising of the party, then
you do business as usual, and
then at the end you stick on
something” revolutionary. 

When the Cultural Revolution
ended, cross talk performers im-
mediately criticized the Gang of
Four, releasing years of pent-up
political frustration. But a brief
period of openness was quickly
quashed. 

Today, cross talk topics as in-
nocuous as Beijing’s notoriously
congested traffic are forbidden
on TV or radio. 

“There are a lot of jokes about
fake products and tainted food,
but none of it gets put on the In-
ternet,” lamented Chu Yang, 31,

an avid cross talk fan who travels
to Tianjin to see more provoca-
tive performances. “If those were
put up, everyone would watch
them and the videos would get
removed immediately.” 

Even traditionalists like Mr.
Ding, who has been performing
for nearly 40 years, acknowl-
edged that cross talk faced fierce
competition from online enter-
tainment. The anonymity of the
Internet means political humor
posted on a blog is far more can-
did than a cross talk routine. 

In recent years, several promi-
nent celebrities have bemoaned
cross talk’s decline because of
censorship. Mark “Dashan” Row-
swell, a Canadian television ce-
lebrity in China who gained fame
through cross talk, rarely per-
forms anymore. In a 2005 inter-
view with the Chongqing
Evening News, Mr. Rowswell
said cross talk had become too
scripted and had lost its way
since going from street art to
television spectacle. 

Last year, Han Han, China’s
most popular blogger and an out-
spoken critic of the government,
declared “cross talk has been ut-

terly destroyed” in a since delet-
ed blog post about the political
correctness of the televised New
Year’s show. 

Even Mr. Guo’s immense popu-
larity could not shield him after
one of his assistants got in a
brawl with a Beijing television re-
porter last summer. 

As retribution, China Central
Television used a government
campaign intended to stamp out
“vulgarity” in the entertainment
industry to highlight some of Mr.
Guo’s more lewd jokes. His clubs
were temporarily closed and his
books and CDs were whisked off
bookstore shelves. 

Just as the advent of movies
greatly contributed to vaude-
ville’s decline in the 1930s, Chi-
nese people’s access to more out-
spoken forms of entertainment
may one day relegate cross talk
to the status of obscure folk art. 

“Before, cross talk was a way
to communicate with people, to
educate people,” Mr. Ding said.
“It had to be as good as listening
to the radio or reading a book.
But today, those performing
cross talk are just doing it for the
money.”

Guo Degang, top left, who specializes in a traditional form of performance comedy called cross talk, recently had the audience in
stitches at a teahouse in Beijing. He is seen as a people’s hero for his humor, which skewers the police, bureaucrats and celebrities. 
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To Restore a Lost Art,
Chinese Channel 

Abbott and Costello

The Department of De-
fense has identified 1,476
American service members
who have died as a part of
the Afghan war and related
operations. It confirmed the
deaths of the following
Americans this week:

HIZON, Rudolph R., 22, Special-
ist, Army; Los Angeles; 10th
Mountain Division.

MAYS, Chauncy R., 25, Staff Sgt.,
Army; Cookville, Tex.; 63rd
Explosive Ordnance Disposal
Battalion, 20th Support Com-
mand. 

STARK, Christopher G., 22, Spe-
cialist, Army; Monett, Mo.;
63rd Explosive Ordnance Dis-
posal Battalion, 20th Support
Command.

Names of the Dead
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