Torture : Ladies and Gentlemen, the evil history of Leng T'che
(May 21-06)

...and you think modern Chinese interrogation/prosectuion practices were violent...

Let me introduce you to the little-known practice of Leng T'che.

(also, Ling Chi, 'Thousand Cuts,' sometimes 'Hundred Cuts.')

...the following comes from various sources, including a rather well-written Wikipedia article that summed up several others I've found on the net and otherwise. Hyperlinks are flanked by >>> <<< symbols.

The legacy of the Leng T'che has inspired writers like Georges Bataille, photographers like Joel-Peter Witkin, and musicians like John Zorn/Naked City.

-

Introduction

"...Ling Chi first appeared in Chinese code of laws for the Liao Dynasty. It remained a punishment in the Qing Dynasty code of laws for persons convicted of high treason and other serious crimes. Língchí is known only from the Five Dynasties period and became very widespread in the Sòng. As practiced (and documented photographically) in Beijing in the 19th century, it involved carving of the biceps and quadriceps, then cutting off the right arms and legs at elbow and knee level, and finally decapitation. We know from Qing jurists such as Shen Jiaben (1840-1913) that executioners' customs were at great variance, as the regular way to perform this penalty was not specified in the Penal code. It was officially prohibited in 1905..."

Typically, here is how the Leng T'che was performed.

"...The condemned was stripped and bound to a pole. The torturer, wielding an extremely sharp knife, typically began by putting out the eyes, rendering the victim incapable of seeing the remainder of the torture and, presumably, adding considerably to the psychological terror of the procedure. Successive cuts chopped off ears, nose, tongue, fingers, toes, and such before proceeding to grosser cuts that removed large collops of flesh from more sizable parts, e.g., thighs and shoulders. Although the fatal stroke--a knife to the heart--usually followed after a couple of dozen or more strokes, it was not unusual for those who could afford it to bribe the torturer so that the coup de grace came rather quickly, thereby minimizing the victim's suffering..."

In George Ryley Scott's A History of Torture Throughout the Ages :

"...involves making a "prisoner sandwich," as it were, with the body positioned between a pair of two-meter-high boards that are roped in place. Once the sandwich has been prepared, a two-man band saw is used to carve delicate patterns in the wood, inevitably carving the same stylish designs in the prisoner's body."

However, some sources lighten the dread and description of the Leng T'che as mostly Western embellishment :

"...In Western accounts, the Death by a Thousand Cuts involved having small bits of skin or flesh cut from an individual over a period of days. Some victims were reportedly given doses of opium. The Western version of a Death by a Thousand Cuts bears little or no resemblance to língchí as it was actually practiced. There are strange, occasionally funny, discrepancies between descriptions and evaluations according to the authors' moral and religious background: Protestants tend to play down, while Catholics exaggerate physical ordeals..."

-

Documented

French Soldiers in Beijing in the early 1900s photographed three different Leng T'che executions just before its official 'ending' in 1905 :

(all black & white, faded and blotched pics, but NWS by technicality for gore)

(1) >>> Oct 1904 - Wang Weiqin, a former Official who killed two families... 16 photos <<<

(2) >>> Possibly Jan 1905 - Supposedly commited Matricide - 6 photos <<<

(3) >>> Apr 1905 - Mongol guard who killed his master - 21 photos <<<

-

Reviewed

The great Georges Bataille had this to say about the photos, notably this one :

quote:

...This photograph had a decisive role in my life. I have never stopped being obsessed by this image of pain, at once ecstatic and intolerable. I wonder what the Marquis de Sade would have thought of this image, Sade who dreamed of torture, (which was inacessable to him,) but who never witnessed an actual torture session. In one way or another this image was incessantly before his eyes. But Sade would have wanted to see it in solitude, without which the ecstatic and voluptuous effect is inconcievable. What I suddenly saw, and what imprisoned me in anguish - but which at the same time delivered me from it - was the identity of those perfect contraries, divine ecstasy and its opposite, extreme horror. AND THIS IS MY INEVITABLE CONCLUSION TO A HISTORY OF EROTICISM."
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Georges Bataille reportedly gazed at these photographs daily, and later included the photos in his The Tears of Eros. (1961; translated to English and published by City Lights in 1989.)

This, in a nutshell, is the long, sordid history of the excruciating Leng T'che.

Some say the opiates administered were to spare the subject from the more extreme reaches of pain, others argue that it was to prolong the survival of the victim, as to endure the torture to the very last drop of blood that lined his very brain.

Is the victim alive, in those last few pics of those sets? Did he die in mid-expression? Is he beyond pain, or transcended the carnal trappings of sensation altogether? What thoughts permeated his opiate-ridden mind, in those final moments?

That is between you and the long-dead, the photographer is merely the messenger.

-

Inspired

So, has anyone ever made a proper musical score to this?

In the early 90s, I came across this gem by way of personal recommendation :

>>  <<<

Naked City's Black Box is a reissue of two out-of-print Naked City albums that originally provoked controversy because of their cover art. The art, as well as the reprinted CD's, are available in Naked City's "Black Box", which Zorn issued on his Tzadik label. The set contains some of Naked City's most challenging and dark material: included on one disc is the complete Torture Garden (which appeared in seperate parts on Grand Guignol and Naked City), a series of forty-two short blasts of styles that features the Boredoms' Yamatsuka Eye with Naked City. The second disc is Leng Tch'e, which features Eye with Naked City on a half hour track inspired by a form of extended Chinese torture.

Torture Garden and Leng Tch'e were written at a time in the late 80's when Zorn was involved in the Tokyo S&M scene. Not only does much of the controversial cover art included inside come from Japanese S&M films, the music itself explores a pleasure/pain dichotomy. The appeal of Torture Garden comes from its eternal dislocation, the constant assault of new musical locations, the music never pausing to rest anywhere. Just when the band hits a pattern or a nice groove, it is broken up in a blast of nattering screams or screeching saxophone. Leng Tch'e, on the other hand, revels in its repetition, in the rise and gradual decay of distortion laden power chords. By the time Yamatsuka Eye enters, about halfway into the half-hour piece, the effect has become almost transcendant.

Having heard Naked City's Leng T'che dozens of times, I can think of no concievable tribute more fitting, more anticipatory, more wrenching.

In fact, I was digging though my stored CDs, found this, played it, and, while the 30-something minute track played, researched several articles and sites to bring you this thread. I kept it on repeat, and is still playing now.

Sleep well.

__________________



