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Seeking fusion in collision — British youth perform women of old Chinese society as written by Cao Yu
The Chinese Weekly, Friday 24 August 2012
Chen, Jiani
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“I was led to think of the plays of Lorca concerning women in early modern rural Spain. This is a very engaging and attractive production, where the music adds
depth and resonance, and which makes us aware of how oppressive things were so recently...”

In 2012, during the performances at the Edinburgh fringe festival, this was typical of evaluations | heard. The piece is a fusion of Chinese master playwright Cao
Yu’s many works, which have been transformed into the stage production The Sun is Not for Us.
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At the Edinburgh Fringe Festival, a group of young British students from the University at Leeds theatre company stage@Ieedstouring, present distinctive
portrayals of the characters Fanyi, Chen Bailu, Jinzi, Ruijue and Si Feng to audiences from around the world... On this stage, the actors bring together and
passionately convey the love, hate, hope, dejection and struggle of these women.
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Ever since the 1930s and 40s the plays of Cao Yu have been consistently popular, frequently performed on stages within and outside China. This time,
in 21st century Britain, the producer of The Sun is Not for Us was not satisfied with translating and performing an original play. Instead he took a new approach,
threading the theme of the tragic lives of women in Cao Yu’s four plays throughout his production. Performed by the British youngsters, the production brings
the stories together, interweaving them to produce a modern work that collides and fuses Chinese and Western culture.
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The play straddles two cultures with multiple elements and all kinds of styles. It contains underlying, deep, and occasionally explosive emotions. This
performance about Chinese culture by the British youngsters gives western audiences a peek into the circumstances of Chinese women in the early twentieth
century. By conveying their own understanding, drawing on their own emotions and using their acting abilities, the performers reflect the darkness of Chinese
society at that time. Just as upon the stage the actors slowly relate their lines, “The sun has come out, the darkness has been left behind, but the Sun is not for

us...
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A Cross-Cultural Production, Combining Chinese and Western Cultures:
An interview with the producer, Li, Ruru and the director David Weiguo Jiang
The Chinese Weekly, Friday 24 August 2012 Chen, Jiani & Wang, Sisi (intern journalists)
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Reporter: The live theatre show The Sun is Not for Us adapts several of Cao Yu's plays and presents Chinese female characters from these works who
have tragic lives: Fanyi, Chen Bailu, Jinzi, Ruijue and Sifeng, in a single show. Might that be too tragic? Did you have such kinds of worries when conceiving the
script? What adaptations have you made during the creative process?
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Producer: When conceiving this show, we decided to choose female characters from Cao Yu's plays as the subject. This is because Cao Yu used his deep
emotions to create the experiences of these women characters who have their own personalities and strong emotions. In such a social background, without
freedoms, their respective stories were all very sad. The reason why people are quite familiar with these characters, such as Sifeng, Fanyi, Chen Bailu, Jinzi,
Ruijue, Mei and Mingfeng is that they struggled all their lives. They wanted to strive for a bright and prosperous future for themselves as well as those they love.
However, in such a society, they all failed, coming to tragic and unforgettable endings. This is the fascination of Cao Yu's scripts. We hope to reproduce the
beauty of these plays, using a structure more easily accepted by today’s audiences and making the plots more concentrated. Tragedy has its own unique
aesthetic features and people can perceive their lives through “the destruction of beauty”. Moreover, the show includes lots of thinking about life, with deep
connotations instead of just simple sadness. Thus, we never worried about the problem of being “over-miserable”.
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Reporter: In this show, there are some parts which Western actors may not understand, for example, the “foot-binding”. As a producer, how can you help
them come to a better understanding of Chinese culture?
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Producer: The planning and performance of this show was a cross-cultural journey and the interesting point was the collision and merging of two different
cultures. The show starts with several images of foot-binding. You might think that British people would not understand this custom in old China. But actually
they did. This outrageous custom shocked our British young actors and gave them a direct impression of the abstract idea of “oppression”. Thus, they paid a lot
of attention to the scene, (from The Family) and finally decided to use this to open the show. You know, in Britain and Europe, corseting women is also an old
custom. Thus, Chinese and Western cultures have found a crossing point. As for the British actors (most of them are still students), it was necessary for us to
offer them some essential knowledge of Chinese culture and traditions. Their understandings improved tremendously through some essential readings
assigned by us and the exercises led by director David Jiang Weiguo. In the preparation and rehearsal process, the actors became more interested in what
would happen in real life if they were in the circumstances depicted in these scenes. They wanted to learn more. Undoubtedly, these discussions and
exchanges of ideas played a crucial part in the creation of the show.
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Reporter: What is the most difficult part of cooperating with Western actors in a stage show with such a strong Chinese style? After watching the
performance, some audiences even said that these British actresses had Chinese names but were speaking English in the show; they waved fans but their
costumes were relatively modern. What are purposes of these ideas?
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Director: As a director, | made it clear at the very beginning that | didn't want my actors to act Chinese because they will never look Chinese no matter how
well they perform. Actors will feel uncomfortable if you force them to imitate the Chinese and audiences will also feel awkward. Instead, | led them to act
naturally with their own emotions and thoughts — love, hatred, confusion, pain, fear and anxiety — by understanding the emotions of the characters and the
situations in the script. They acted according to their feelings, real feelings. What audiences can see are young British women whose performances can be
understood and which resonate. Their Chinese names in the show are just labels indicating that these are Chinese stories, but the relations among the
characters, especially their emotions, are common to all humans, as well as to British audiences. This is the theatrical effect we tried to make. Otherwise, actors
cannot perform well and be natural if they simply act as “Chinese” by imitation. Audiences will not be attracted, either.

Our method of practice and planning is quite common in Western countries: a creative team plans and works out scenes according to the contents of the
subject, which leaves much freedom for the show. This method is aimed at stimulating every creator to contribute, instead of giving the director the power to
make all decisions or rigidly adhering to a framework restricted by a stable script. Actually, our new show is an adaptation of Cao Yu's drama. This is because
our play is shown in the UK which means our target audiences are British people and everything should be considered and measured accordingly. Thus, some
scenes which could never exist in Cao Yu's plays are added in our production, such as the kissing scene. There are two scenes in which actors naturally kiss
each other during acting. As a Chinese director, didn't | know that there is not such a scene in the original script? Didn't | know that this kiss could not happen in
the past in China? But | decided to let them act in that way because audiences here will definitely accept this. What the audience sees on the stage are all
British young people, thus it is fairly reasonable for them to kiss in that scene. That is what we have done.

This example tells us that the combining and merging of Chinese and Western culture always appears in this cross-cultural show. In my opinion, this is very
useful and interesting. After watching our play, one Chinese actress from the Yesoo Company Nanjing, said that she never thought Zhou Ping (the elder son of
the family in Thunderstorm) could be acted in this way but she thought our production was very refreshing. “Why should we not act like this?”
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Reporter: How do the producer and director make British people understand more about Chinese culture?
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Producer: This production, which involved young students from the University of Leeds, is actually a process of learning and teaching. There are plenty of
activities to deepen the whole cast's understanding of China, such as the close reading of five of Cao Yu's scripts, attending a symposium relating to Chinese
culture, searching for useful resources from the internet, and watching videos of Chinese performing arts. From knowing little about China to understanding
guite a lot about Chinese culture, all of our actors feel delighted to see their improvements.
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Reporter: Do you want to create some other works of modern China? Until now, how many times has The Sun is Not for Us been performed in Western
countries? Are all the shows performed in the UK? What do audiences think of this show?
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Producer: The Sun is Not for Us is just the beginning. It was performed in 201l following the commemoration of Cao Yu’s centenary including exhibitions of
his works and film screening. Prior to the Edinburgh Fringe Festival, it was performed in Leeds in May and July for the purpose of asking for suggestions. In
Edinburgh, the show has had six performances. However, these performances are far from enough. We must be aware that people have a very limited
understanding of Chinese drama in Britain, which itself has a long tradition of theatre. Their understanding of Chinese drama is much less than their
understanding of the drama of countries such as India and Japan.

The Royal Shakespeare Company is now planning and practising a new production based on the traditional Chinese play The Orphan of Zhao which is a rare
introduction to Chinese drama. We have held workshops for their actors and provided anything that we can offer to help them. We truly hope they can achieve
success.

All that we have done has been aimed at getting more and more ordinary people from abroad to understand Chinese culture. Theatre can serve as a “cultural
bridge”, and is a colorful rainbow. Further improvements require the effort of more people. Our efforts can just be regarded as a tiny accumulation at the initial
stage. But if we can carry on working like this, there will be a growing number of Chinese plays performed in the UK.



