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Chapter 4:
Theatricality

§1 Boundaries

In Imagination and Power: The Ideological Analysis of Theatre 185 B 77 : BL B = #F RE b/
%, (2003), Zhou Ning is “concerned with the theatricality in the deep layers of the psychological
structure of Chinese cultural character,” arguing that “the function of both [ritual and thought]
lies in transcending the boundaries between reality i & and the fabricated /& ##, or confusing
the two, through illusion.”! During the Boxer Uprising peasants believed they were immune to
bullets, which shows that getting carried away can have dire consequences:

The Boxer Uprising (1900-1901) has many ties with theater; it didn’t distinguish the real
H from the illusory %J. [The Boxers] gathered and rebelled while singing arias, they
practiced martial arts as if playacting, they were possessed by characters from plays and
their spreading of fire, going into battle, tricks and moves were all just like those staged
in plays.’

“Popular music creates alternative universes, echoey soundscapes allowing the listener to drift
outside the often-stressful realities of everyday life,” argues Witzleben in his article on Anita
Mui.* Throughout this study, the term performance has been instrumental in conceptualizing
seemingly stable concepts, such as Chineseness, rock and femininity, as constantly renegotiated
creations or articulations of normative or alternative universes. In this chapter, I focus on the the-
atricality of these performances.

Theatrical events take place in a realm that is different from that of outside, ordinary real-
ity. On a stage, it can be a different year or place than it is in the auditorium. Theatricality is de-
fined by frames: architectural frames, such as an elevated stage or a proscenium arch; visual
frames, such as lighting, costume and decor; narrative frames, such as introductions, titles and
credits; acoustic frames, such as the production of sound we call singing, and perhaps even musi-
cality in general; temporal frames, such as the special day of the year on which a festival takes
place, or a Saturday night. This framing that constitutes the theatrical space can be anything that
creates a boundary one side of which is extraordinary.*

Not all theatrical events are equally explicit about their framing. Many TV dramas
present enclosed worlds to which the viewer is a witness from behind the ‘fourth wall.” Usually,
elements that might disturb the illusion are carefully avoided so that the viewer can be ‘carried
away.” But then there is a commercial break, or a news flash, in which a newsreader looks
directly into the camera and addresses the audience. Although both kinds of broadcast are
theatrical — they are framed by the TV set, among other things — only the second explicitly refers

! Zhou 2003:34.

2 Zhou 2003:5.

3 Witzleben 1999:245.

4 Bal 2002:133, Culler 1988.
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to its being-on-a-stage throughout. Theatrical events can be arranged according to a scale of
theatrical explicitness, between the extremes of complete ordinary-reality-effacing make-believe
at one end, and over-conscious, object-less reflectiveness at the other.

Moments of Theatrum Mundi, such as the Boxer Uprising, present the make-believe ex-
treme of the scale of theatricality. Zhou Ning’s descriptions of the Boxer Uprising and his dis-
cussion of historical plays bring the Cultural Revolution to mind, when the People worshiped
Mao Zedong beyond any sense of reality. Furthermore, Zhou’s ideas suggests that the issue of
theatricality is relevant to China’s current politics. Through detailed analysis of how on-stage re-
ality relates to off-stage reality, this chapter also describes the basic premises that allow Chinese
popular music to be politically engaged. Transgressive roles such as the hooligan and the clown
cross the boundary between performer and audience, but may in their (rehearsed, framed) im-
proper behavior also address social rights and wrongs. Music can articulate extraordinary spaces
and rally crowds for utopia, dystopia or temporary escape. Before discussing transgressive roles
and extraordinary spaces, I will investigate the scale of make-believe and reflectiveness by relat-
ing it to dichotomies such as idealism/realism, East/West and telling/showing.

Idealism and Realism

By ‘make-believe,’ at the one end of the scale, I mean that the work presents on-stage reality as
autonomous, and puts the fact that it is constructed and framed under erasure. Actors play being
unawares of their being on stage, while audiences are expected, and expect, to forget the work’s
artificiality and be immersed, engrossed and carried away.” While this may take place in most if
not all theatrical styles, at first glance it seems that mimetic, naturalist and realist styles are espe-
cially suitable to convince audiences that they are witnessing events by happenstance, i.e. that
these events have not been created for them.®

However, on a different level, the ‘willing suspension of disbelief” that is necessary for
this scheme to work makes these styles less realistic than reflective theater, which doesn’t hide
its artificiality. Part of the realism of reality-shows is that the actors show awareness of the fact
that they are being filmed — for instance, by commenting on what happened when they were
drunk and forgot about the camera.

Seen in this light, it is make-believe that seems deceptive. Make-believe foregrounds in-
teraction between characters in an on-stage narrative that can secondarily and implicitly be relat-
ed to ordinary reality. This sounds a lot like idealism, and the enclosed world of make-believe
theater seems perfect for performing the alternative universes of utopia. The related concepts
idealism and utopia go a long way in accounting for make-believe’s desirability (dreaming of a
better world) and its dangers (dystopia, loss of contact with reality). However, the relation of
make-believe and reflectiveness to idealism and realism is not unequivocal. Reflectiveness is in-
deed realistic and down-to-earth, in the sense that it deals openly with the actual theatrical situa-
tion. Nevertheless, at the same time precisely its explicit inspection of the connections between
actor and audience, and between actor and role, suggests ideals for social interaction.

5 Goffman 1974:6, 48-56.
¢ The mimetic project suggests a fundamental schism between word and reality. Paraphrasing Marston Anderson,
quoted in Goldstein 2007:161.
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In other words, the degree of explicitness does not say anything about the verisimilitude
of either realism or idealism. Make-believe and reflectiveness have different ways of defining (or
framing) ideals and reality.

East and West

Noting the predominance of monologues, solo arias and asides in Peking Opera, Zou Yuanjiang
argues that Peking Opera performances openly reflect on their being-on-a-stage.” Additionally,
Chinese theater has a tripartite system that distinguishes between actor, role and role type. Ac-
cording to Zou, this system accounts for the distancing effect, formulism and interruptability of
Peking Opera.® Its interruptability is illustrated by the prevalent practice of staging zhezixi T+
Bk, medleys of the most popular acts. This mode of presentation is incompatible with the Aris-
totelian dogma of unity of action, place and time, and supports Zou’s overall argument that Chi-
nese theatricality differs fundamentally from Western theatricality:

The stage attendant enters, pours a cup of tea and the lead actor drinks it on stage [when]
his voice is bad or has gone hoarse. ... Attendants that change costumes [of actors] on
stage or that move scenes, screens and props are a common sight in Chinese theater. Con-
noisseur Chinese audiences, or opera buffs, don’t even notice these attendants. But when
this traveled to the West, Westerners at first couldn’t understand it. ... That there could
be ‘attendants’ in Eastern theater, that it could address the audience, and even engage in
exchange with the audience is [based on] the principle ‘I acknowledge that I am acting.’
This is unlike Western theater, which does not acknowledge that ‘I am acting.” ‘I’ am tru-
ly happening in the enclosed space behind the ‘fourth wall.” ‘I’ am living in this true en-
vironment. This is what Stanislavski argued: you should become Othello if you act Othel-
lo ... And Chinese opera is exactly the opposite: it acknowledges ‘I am acting,” ‘I am
telling you I am acting ...,” I am make-believe i iE. I tell you what will happen, I tell
you the whole story [in advance], I am fundamentally not telling stories or acting out a
character J8{ 14 1% . Our opera performances always start with a prologue ... Why a pro-
logue? To introduce the story’s plot, whereas Western theater is always about suspense.
... In Chinese opera, the complete description of a person’s character is presented on his
face. The face-paint tells you everything. ... So, in Chinese opera everything is fake,
there is no hiding and tucking away whatsoever ... In this sense, ... Western theater is
clumsy, it is an imitation [of reality]. But our present opera actually copies Western the-
ater. The stage sets of our present operas can’t be moved by ten cars, they are even heav-
ier than [those of] Western theater.’

Earl Ernst’s study of Japanese kabuki and Joshua Goldstein’s study of Peking Opera distinguish
Eastern from Western theater in similar terms, which can be further related to the (defining)
prominence of the notion of rasa, ‘aesthetic rapture,” in Indian music and literature. Ernst writes

7 Zou 2007:137.

8 Zou 2007:44, 46-47, 85, 180.
9 Zou 2007:88-89.
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that in Eastern (presentational) theater “the actor does not lose his identity as an actor,” while in
most Western (representational) theater “every effort is made to convince the audience that the
stage is not a stage and that the actor is not an actor.”'” Goldstein argues convincingly that in
their activities to distinguish Peking Opera from Western theater, 1920s opera critics such as Qi
Rushan over-emphasized Peking Opera’s non-realism. This drove a wedge between on- and
off-stage reality: everything on stage should be symbolic, illusory and suggestive. Drinking tea
on stage became unacceptable, even if the story permitted it."' The crux is that essentializing
non-realism leads to sacrificing the equally defining permeability of the stage-space and to the
establishment of something very much like a fourth wall. Whereas Goldstein describes this tran-
sition without passing a value judgment, Zou argues that Chinese theater should be restored to its
full reflective splendor, including both non-realism and permeability.

These debates attest to the importance of the scale of explicitness to Chinese stage tradi-
tions. Nevertheless, one should not equate make-believe with Western theater, and reflectiveness
with Asian or Chinese theater. Although Western and Eastern traditions have employed the ex-
plicitness of theatricality in different ways, they are too rich to be assigned single positions on
the scale. Erika Fischer-Lichte and Jo Riley show that members of the European avant-garde of
the early 20™ century

wanted to propose an “other” theater, different in every way from what had gone before:
a theater freed from the chains of literature, constituted as an autonomous art form; a the-
ater which did not imitate a reality which actually existed, but which created its own real-
ity; a theater which nullified the radical split between stage and spectator and which de-
veloped new forms of communication between them, so that the chasm between art (the-
ater) and life, so typical and characteristic of bourgeois society, might be bridged."

Western theater innovators who challenged the fourth wall, such as Bertolt Brecht, Vsevolod
Meyerhold and later Jerzy Grotowsky, were inspired by Asian stage traditions, but also by Greek
theater, folk traditions, popular (music) genres, commedia dell arte, revue and vaudeville. Their
theories have in turn influenced modern Chinese theater makers such as Gao Xingjian."”” To
avoid getting caught up in these cross-cultural and cross-media translations, I propose to explore
theatrical explicitness per se, prior to the question of whether reflectiveness is more common in,
or even defining of, Chinese painting, theater or opera, as compared to Western art forms.

Showing and Telling

Make-believe theater is like showing a story, which entails identifying with its characters; and re-
flective theater is like telling a story, including the (critical) distance this implies.'* However, if a
story is told well, the audience will still identify with its heroes. Zou points out that although
Peking Opera gives away the plot and is codified, estranging and so on, this doesn’t prevent

' Ernst 1974:18-19. Goldstein 2007:159-171. See also Fei 1999.

" Goldstein 2007:154, 171. On yinchang see Goldstein 2007:74-76, 162, 170 and Zou 2007:88.
12 Fischer-Lichte 1997:115.

13 abedzka 2008.

14} abedzka 2008:74-79.
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opera buffs from forgetting these frames and getting carried
away. In such cases reflectiveness and make-believe do not
alternate; such alternation happens, for instance, when the
title and end credits frame a make-believe movie. Rather,
when in Peking Opera a stylized whip symbolizes a horse,
make-believe happens through reflectiveness.

The relation between human perception and inter-
pretation of phenomena on the one hand, and mimetic re-
semblance on the other, is complex and contested. Percep-

tion involves extracting relevant information from unorga- |/!lustration 4.1: A horse, as
symbolized in Peking Opera

nized sensory data by both immersive make-believe — ] -
(through a stylized whip).

adopting a perspective, becoming part of the data — and dis-

tancing reflection — assessing the data by comparing it to other information and scenarios. The-
atricality capitalizes on these tendencies in human perception. This is also why in the following
pages it is not my goal to pigeonhole performances as either make-believe or reflective, but to in-
vestigate how these different aspects relate and what happens when one occasionally gains domi-
nant saliency in an artwork. Additionally, I am aware that audience members witness different
performances, even if they would attend them at the exact same time and place. When Peking
Opera buffs are engrossed by stylized whips, make-believe is dominant, but it also shows that it
takes experience to block out reflective elements. '

I have chosen make-believe and reflectiveness rather than showing and telling primarily
because I do not want to link the distinction to specific media and their particularities, such as
verbal narrativity. Make-believe and reflectiveness are more abstract and less media-specific.

§2 Transgressive Roles

When 1 arrive at the StarLive on June 8" 2007 I can hardly get in. Over a thousand people are
squeezed into Beijing’s largest rock venue to witness X.T.X.’s two-hour show, which is later
published as Xie Laughing at the Capital fE5E 53 (2008). Drummer Zhao Wei nearly breaks
the toms in the drum fill of 1 couLd HAVE DIED YESTERDAY WEKHE _E T A]§EHE T, which is reminis-
cent of the Nirvana song parer cuts (1989). Dreadlocked bass player Guo Jian sways his hips,
and rhythm guitar player Li Zhao, wearing cool sunglasses, shakes his shoulders. They walk
across stage, but make sure not to get in the way of Xie Tianxiao’s energetic rock star perfor-
mance, which is the focus of the show. His white shirt with a woodblock picture of Great Helms-
man Mao Zedong contrasts with the dark shirts of the band members, but in general their simple
outfit of jeans and shirts suits the straightforwardness of the music. A large portion of the audi-
ence sings along with the uncomplicated, catchy melodies that critics have compared to those of
the prison songs of the mid-1980s, much to Xie’s chagrin.'® X.T.X. waves his long hair, runs
across stage, screams, gesticulates and pushes at mike stands and monitor speakers. During Asiva
Pl 5735, Li Zhao throws his sunglasses away as Xie Tianxiao gives the audience the finger.
“Fuck you,” read his lips as he moves away from the microphone. The mosh pit is seething. A

"> Goffman 1974:202-210. Page 207 introduces Peking Opera as an example.
16 Conversation, Yan Jun, October 2008. Cf Yan 2008. Conversation, Xie Tianxiao, October 2008.
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girl gets hurt as one of the few remaining bar stools tips
over. Her boyfriend picks it up and rushes forward threat-
eningly, but is calmed down by bystanders. Soon the
moshing and pogoing is as intense as before. When the
song is over, X.T.X. changes back to the typically humble
Chinese stage persona and expresses happiness over see-
ing so many fans. His “I have really missed you” makes
him suddenly sound like a pop singer, except for his out-
-of-town accent and shortage of breath. Male audience
members shout “redhot 472" and “I love you, Xie Tianxi-
ao.”

Stage personnel help X.T.X. with his frequent
changes of guitar (a rare phenomenon in China), straighten
up microphone and cymbal stands, and clean up the mess.
When agitated fans climb onto the five-foot-high stage, to
dance and stage dive, the stage personnel guides them

backstage and releases them back into the arena through a
side entrance. Although the stage personnel are part of Illustratin 42:- XTX athis 2007
Xie’s record company 13™ Month and thus familiar to |g40w Xie Laughing at the Capital.

him, X.T.X. is hostile to them."” They serve as props on
which to vent his anger. The show turns violent when X.T.X. starts smashing his guitar. The au-
dience reacts hysterically. Guo Jian waves his bass around and eventually breaks it too. Zhao
Wei pushes his drum kit over. Strings and pieces of wood fly every which way, but X.T.X. is far
from satisfied. He circles the stage, screaming, ranting, pushing at the amps and at fans that have
climbed the stage, until finally the stage personnel force the tormented rock hero backstage.

The first time Xie Tianxiao smashed his guitar was in 1998.

Back then smashing my guitar wasn’t staged {#, I really felt there was too much sad-
ness, and I could only use this way to let off steam. ... No one allowed me to, so when |
did it, it was very satisfying. Nowadays they demand that I do it, and it’s become point-
less."

Gibson and organizers supply Xie with guitars, and Xie thinks “No point in not smashing them
up,” and he gives sponsor, organizers and the audience what they want, resulting in guitar-
smashing in about half of his shows since 2004. ' He has repeatedly explained that he performs a

stage persona that is divorced from his off-stage self:

In the past when I got on stage I was really immersed in that kind of mood, my whole
person lived in anger and as soon as I got on stage I expressed it. But nowadays, my on-

'7 Conversation, Zhang Ran, October 2008. The name of the company refers to carnivalesque extra-ordinariness.
'8 Cheng 2006.
1 Cheng 2006. Pingzi 2006.
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role, offering everyone a beautiful show. I’ve become someone

else in real life, I’'m married and have a two-year old daughter, and I’'m happy with my
life. In fact, I really enjoy performing the role of X.T.X. on stage. It’s just like Peking
Opera where people play [the role types of] painted-faces and ladies. The process of pas-
sion these stage arts provide is extremely enjoyable. Look at bands such as Marilyn Man-
son and the Rolling Stones, how do they preserve creative passion? Because they make a
clear distinction between life and the stage. On- and off-stage are different to them. Now

if you take for instance [

Chinese punk rocker] He Yong, he’s the same on- and off-stage,

even if you just talk to him, he will smash a beer bottle. If you live like that, how can you

maintain creative vitality?*

According to Zhang Ran, co-founder of 13™ Month and organizer of the above show, Xie plays
the role of Nirvana’s front man Kurt Cobain. This is ironic in that Cobain seems to have been
more like He Yong than like Marilyn Manson in the quote above.?' However, in more general
terms X.T.X. performs the role of the liumang JfLK, the ‘hooligan.” ‘Hooligan’ is a broad notion
that can encompass “rapist, whore, black-marketeer, unemployed youth, alienated intellectual,
frustrated artist or poet.”* The figure of the hooligan gained prominence with the parallel rise of
opportunity and insecurity in the PRC of the 1980s, finding expression in the literature of Wang
Shuo and the paintings of Fang Lijun and other popi % F ‘rascal’ artists. Hooliganism is the
rawness of a distorted guitar and the askew TE posture of the 108 outlaws — F 5/} in the il-
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llustration 4.3: Black Whirlwind

Li Kui, an outlaw from the Water
Margin, drawn by Chen Laolian

(1598-1652).

W
!

2 Qi 2005.

lustrations of the classical novel Water Margin 7K & & (ca.
1370, by Shi Naian).” In The Festival of Liumang I tR A% B B
(2006), Zhu Dake defines hooliganism in a broad sense by the
loss of social status, nomadism and defeatism.?* This definition
relates hooliganism to subaltern and underground culture, musi-
cally embodied by rock, Northwest Wind and prison songs A7,
25

Xie’s explicit distancing from his hooligan alter ego
X.T.X. renders his performance reflective, at least to those who
read or watch his interviews. Nevertheless, even these fans gen-
erally perceive his shows as authentic and credible or make-be-
lievable because Xie scripted them himself and his star persona
is rooted in his biography. After Xie Tianxiao left his hometown
in Shandong Province at the age of eighteen in 1991, he lived in
the dilapidated artist villages on the outskirts of Beijing and en-
gaged in the typical activities of hooligans: womanizing, picking
fights, drug use and rock music.

2! Conversation, Zhang Ran, October 2008.

2 Minford, quoted in Barmé 1999: 64.
2 Zhu 2006: 11

% 7hu 2006:12, 59, 62.

2 Baranovitch 2003:18-26 (Northwest

Wind) and 26-30 (prison song).
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From Hooligan to Clown

Whereas Wang Shuo’s cynical satire focuses on the hooligan’s joie de vivre, Xie employs the
role of the hooligan to perform despair and rage over the loss of home and identity. The protago-
nist of his lyrics typically gets lost in a forest or desert and doesn’t know where to go to and who
he is. The role of the clown can serve a similar purpose. While hooligans commit crimes, clowns
question conventional boundaries through humor rather than violent transgression. Below, I will
analyze how clowns transgress stage reality through contextual, intertextual and subtextual con-
nections across the fourth wall. Contextual connections allude to the particular theater event, in-
cluding plot and venue. Intertextual connections relate the show in question to other theater
events and literary texts. A number of artworks discussed in the following pages refer to the clas-
sic story Journey to the West (1590s, by Wu Cheng’en), which recounts a Buddhist monk’s ardu-
ous journey to India in search of the scriptures and enlightenment. Subtextual connections articu-
late links between the theater event and ordinary reality and conventions, for instance by offering
a social critique or referencing personal biographies. Humor can make some frames explicit and
leave others unnoticed.

Peking Opera, Two-Taking-Turns and Sketches

Chou H., ‘clown,” also means ‘ugly.” Grotesque ugliness links clowning to exorcist ritual.”® In
contrast to the other three role types in Peking Opera, which typically perform kings (sheng),
ladies (dan) and generals (jing), the clown usually plays characters of low status. Sometimes
even literally so: some perform an entire play in a crouching position, or are trodden upon by the
other actors. Much of the clowning in Peking Opera takes place through appearance (outfit and
face-paint) and percussion-scored action (acrobatics, slapstick, mime). In comical dialogues the
clown often uses colloquial language or dialect, which contrasts with Peking Opera’s many styl-
ized speech forms. Although this role type offers space to showcase virtuosity and improvisation,
clowns eventually get punished and laughed at for their transgressions.*’

With the increasing prestige of Peking Opera as a highbrow art form, the clown’s oppor-
tunities for improvisation have diminished. However, the bawdy Northeastern Chinese stage tra-
dition of Two-Taking-Turns has preserved the clown’s transgressiveness, which revolves around
comical dialogues between a clown and a lady (dan). These dialogues are often carried on to mu-
sic and are sometimes accompanied by makeshift clothing (for the clown) and deliberately clum-
sy attempts at acrobatics on his part. The beautiful dan serves as a point of crystallization: she
points out where the clown is improper, often by hitting and kicking him, which is itself improp-
er behavior for a lady. The clown of Two-Taking-Turns, however, doesn’t need to be ridiculed
and trodden upon by others; rather, he consciously ridicules himself.

The clown also makes fun of canonical stories, such as Journey to the West, and of seri-
ousness in general. His double-entendres and over-the-top exaggerations of instantly recogniz-
able stories and songs play on the awareness of being-on-a-stage, and are often followed by ex-
plicit comment on the part of the female partner: that one cannot say this or that in public, or that
this does not suit the role he is playing. This reflective stepping into and out of the operative

% Riley 1997:79. Zou 1996. Riley 1997:274, Thorpe 2005.
? Wichmann 1991:212, Gao 2006:41, Thorpe 2005:284. Cf. Zou 1996:6 on huokou j&X.
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frame suits performance situations at temple fairs, as does the comical self-appraisal of clowns
and their asking the audience what they want to hear next, and asking for applause. As to subtext,
Two-Taking-Turns actors make explicit that their primary goal is to entertain. Their jokes are
typically on thwarted sexual and material desire, though without going so far as to refer to spe-
cific sociopolitical events.

Starting as a Two-Taking-Turns actor in the late 1980s, Zhao Benshan has popularized a
sanitized form of this regional theater for the state-owned PRC media. Between 1990 and 2010
he performed a sketch /[N of around fifteen minutes in each but one of the CCTV Chinese New
Year Galas. The humor in these plays is almost exclusively verbal, including tongue-twisting
rhymes, and is supported by acting, stage props and a simple set. Many of the episodes of Zhao’s
TV series Old-Root Liu Z1ZHE (2001, 2002) and Generalissimo Ma 55 KAl (2003, 2004, 2005)
feature musical performances, usually Two-Taking-Turns.

Both in these sketches and in his TV series, Zhao Benshan portrays (elderly) figures of
low social status, a legacy of clown-type roles. In many of the sketches he has a female partner
who at times mocks his backfiring wit. However, most of the humor is dry and tongue-in-cheek,
with someone saying one thing and doing another (hypocrisy), or the pot calling the kettle black.
While there is deliberate overacting in the sketches and the general mode is one of self-ridicule,
Zhao and the other actors pretend to be unaware of the stage, and there are few moments of ex-
plicit crystallization of the humor. In other words, these shows are dominated by make-believe.

Not only the TV drama, but also the sketches, whose live audience is audibly and visibly
present in the recordings, maintain the illusion of an enclosed world. The Two-Taking-Turns
shows embedded in the TV series are reflective in the sense that the boundaries between their
stage reality and its on-screen audience are made explicit and permeable. Main characters, such
as Old-Root Liu, may comment on developments in the TV drama during their embedded on-
stage appearances. However, they never explicitly address the audience at home behind the TV
set. The permeability and reflectiveness of these Two-Taking-Turns shows is restricted to the
narrative reality of the TV series, which itself remains dramatic make-believe.

Zhao Benshan’s pieces contain a subtext
of social critique. His sketches typically comment
on things like the rapid changes in society that or-
dinary people have trouble keeping up with and
the validity of peasant wisdom in the face of de-

manding government officials, or they parody the
efforts of entrepreneurs to sell just about anything
to unsuspecting passers-by. These engagements
with mainstream social concerns contain numer-
ous intertextual connections, from neologisms to

pop lyrics. Sometimes Zhao will face the audi-

ence to stress these references, drive a point |71 ciation 4.4: Liu Liv. Zhao Benshan and
home, or orchestrate audience reaction. In these |Song Dandan performing the sketch Torch
moments the theater event momentarily inclines |Bearer XAEF at the 2008 CCTV Chinese

towards reflectiveness. New Year Gala.
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Second Hand Rose’s Parody
Hi everybody, so you all came to hear Liang Long brag?

An informant argued that Second Hand Rose’s appeal lies in their live shows, and especially in
the ribald remarks in-between songs.”® Lead singer Liang Long seems aware of this:

Liang Long: “You’ve come to engage in debauchery?”

Audience: “Yes!”

Liang Long: “You’ve come to hear Two-Taking-Turns?”

Audience: “Yes!”

Liang Long: “You’ve come to screw pretty girls in the name of rock?”’
Audience: “Yes!”

Liang Long: “You’ve come to screw pretty boys in the name of rock?”
Audience: “Yes!”

Liang Long: “You’re too fucking lewd.”*

Rather than viewing these remarks as something ex-
tra-musical, I follow Derrida’s argument for the in-
separability of frame (parergon) and work (ergon).*
Liang Long himself also sees his live shows as inte-
grated performances in which he acts a role through-
out, referring to the saying “a lead singer is half an
MC F]{#.” Just like that of Two-Taking-Turns, Sec-
ond Hand Rose’s humor is primarily directed at
themselves. “You see a dan and hear a clown,” is

- . how Liang Long describes his stage persona.’’ The
[llustration 4.5: Bass player Li Zigiang at a | yisual humor mainly lies in Liang Long’s drag and
Second Hand Rose show. the extravagant outfits of band members, who have

dressed up as characters from Journey to the West. The collage of sounds may create unexpected

contrasts, for instance in the musical quotation of the classic Xinjiang folk song youTH DANCE
(collected and rearranged by Wang Luobin in 1939) in the song youtn on youtn & & M & &
(2009). Flutist Wu Zekun sings the dialogue of MARRIAGE REVELATION {IEIE/E 7R through an instru-
ment that gives his voice a Mickey Mouse sound, adding to the caricature-like nature of the
lyrics.

Second Hand Rose’s shows are mostly scripted. Their songs ideally sound the same ev-
erywhere, and in their site-independence and self-absorbedness they incline towards make-be-
lieve. Second Hand Rose restricts unscripted moments to transitions in-between songs and dur-
ing intros, outros and bridges. Such unscripted moments, including improvisation and performer-

¥ Conversation, Xie Li, October 2007. A former employee of their record company, Big Nation, argued that Second
Hand Rose is a live band. Fans collect Liang Long’s remarks on the web.

¥ Liang Long in StarLive, Beijing, 10 August 2007.

* Derrida 1987, Bal 2002, Ruth 2004.

*! Conversation, Liang Long, September 2008.



Chapter 4: Theatricality 151

audience interaction, acknowledge the staginess of the performance and add to its reflectiveness.
In the bridge of MaRRIAGE REVELATION, Liang Long typically improvises on a theme:

Rumor has it that at the door of the Midi School [or the StarLive, or the New Get Lucky
Bar] a group of artists collectively ... engaged in debauchery. Men and woman, young
and old, Chinese, and foreign friends, film makers and painters. I heard one of them was
a rock musician?!

Despite these moments of reflectiveness, Second Hand Rose’s shows are predominantly make-
believe overall. They also demonstrate that the stage is a separate world by distinguishing clearly
between on-stage and off-stage personas. This is most easily discernible in the plain outfits Liang
Long appears in for interviews and press conferences.

MARRIAGE REVELATION is also illustrative because the song offers a social critique, reminis-
cent of Zhao Benshan’s sketches. During a live show in 2007, Liang Long introduced the song
with a joke about whoring:

Once, when Second Hand Rose had performed a show, the night was long and lonely.
The brothers said, ‘Let’s go for a walk.” So we went there. We went to the meeting place.
We’d stood there forever, and the fucking police showed up [audience chuckles]. They
took all of their money [Liang points at the band members], only Your Highness had any
left [cheers]. The police said happily: ‘I finally get the chance to meet you, master
[laughter],” which saved the brothers two thousand RMB [audience member: “too lewd,
too lewd”]. The next song iS MARRIAGE REVELATION.

Liang Long ridicules the whole band, and the police, in an attempt to implicate the audience in
his argument that denouncing debauchery is hypocritical. Therefore, I would argue that Second
Hand Rose differs from glamrock or Japanese visual kei ~ 4 ¥ 2 7 JL 2 bands. Like many of
these artists, their performance style criticizes the masculinity of guitar heroism, partly by creat-
ing otherworldly stage experiences, but they do not celebrate fashion and superficiality in ways
similar to David Bowie, Gary Glitter or Glay.* Nor do the explicit artificiality of their shows ex-
clude depth and authenticity. Liang Long explicitly sees his music as meaningful:

Liang: “Second Hand Rose has an air of staginess. For instance, the initial plan for the
clip of suBsiSTENCE (MIGRANT WORKERS) (2005) was to show that you could have different
roles. A band member would pose as migrant worker but would be dressed very fancy.
Or he’d be someone playing in a nightclub, but dressed as a beggar.”

Groenewegen: “Just like in THE COMMON INTEREST /> i Ak Hil (2003)2”

Liang: “Yes, yes. [Quoting the song’s lyrics:] “You are a monkey show-off ZE[,” you
could be all of those roles. It’s about offering more perspectives. Because the approach is
different, the same object appears different. That is an important function of music, to
show the audience different aspects of reality.”

32 Auslander 2006.
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Groenewegen: “Is that also the function of humor?”

Liang: “Humor has a dual purpose. It makes the audience understand that there is more
than one perspective. You show them an angle they never suspected. Besides, it is enter-
taining. The audience hates being preached to. ... Making music is a lot like making docu-
mentaries. It’s just a bit more theatrical. If it resembles daily life too much, the audience
feels no need to see your show. The audience doesn’t want to see band rehearsals. Only

during the short time-span of a live show do they want to hear what you have to say.””

In his account of the documentary role of art, Liang Long inclines towards typification HAI{,,
the condensation or intensification of reality, a concept that is central to the make-believe of So-
cialist Realism.* In Zhao Benshan’s sketches and Second Hand Rose’s lyrics, possible social po-
sitions are personified by readily understandable stereotypes, supporting arguments against the
hypocritical denouncing of debauchery and in support of the carnivalesque adage that all roles
can be reversed.

Guo Degang’s Crosstalk

In spite of certain geographic and linguistic differences, the crosstalk #H& of the early 20™ cen-
tury must have had a close resemblance to Two-Taking-Turns. Practiced in reflective, bawdy va-
riety shows in marketplaces in Peking and Tianjin, it absorbed influences from various stage tra-
ditions, including Peking Opera clown roles, and gradually came to center on verbal dialogues
between two men: a joker (dougen 1ZMR) and his sidekick (penggen #MR). In the newly estab-
lished PRC of the 1950s, it managed to mend its vulgar ways and gain unprecedented support.*
The connection between crosstalk and officialdom became stronger still during the 1980s as its
practitioners focused on state television shows such as the CCTV Chinese New Year Gala, rather
than on live performances.

Guo Degang, who began performing crosstalk in the mid-1990s, gained huge popularity
almost overnight in 2006, mainly by re-vulgarizing the genre. He brought it back to the theater
(and brought it onto the Internet) while addressing issues that were too sensitive for TV:

it AE A A B BT Guo Degang: I’1l tell you what crosstalk is about:
AR L amusement.

st 2R Yu Qian: It’s [about] fun, isn’t it?

BERA, BERE—H Guo: Arousing interest, that’s the first step.
HEE S, BIRSAEERE Fun-tertainment; fun is foremost.

P ERAREE R In the crosstalk community,

N EIEPNSES a colleague scrutinized me.

INiEE= 4 This person pointed at me, [waves his finger]
PREEAR RV A L “Your crosstalk is tasteless,

RS it’s merely for laughs.”

33 Conversation, Liang Long, September 2008.
* Zou Yuanjiang credits Socrates for this concept, but links it to the PRC of the 1950-1970s too (Zou 2007:85).
* The literary author Lao She and crosstalk performer Hou Baolin are credited for this achievement.
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PEHWE, SeHRsEiE, I said: “It is primarily for laughs.
[his voice wavers, as if he could break into laughter any
moment now|
If there’s nothing to laugh at, now that’s hilarious.”
Yu: Yes, fun first.

S e wNEN
B, s

[The audience laughs. Guo steps back to the table to pick up a towel and wipe his pudgy, bald
head. His sidekick Yu Qian has been standing behind the microphone-stand in the middle of the
table, which is the only stage prop. Both are dressed in rather plain, traditional, long-sleeved
Chinese costumes; this time they are silver, while on other occasions they may be maroon, grey
or black. The backdrop is a huge fan, upon which the name of the troupe headed by Guo Degang
and the program are announced. |
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Guo: I have an agreement with the Chinese crosstalk
community. [ am responsible for humor,

they are responsible for good taste.

[Guo chuckles, Yu laughs, the audience applauds and
shouts. Guo waits for them to finish. ]

Fun-tertainment, fun comes first.

[Hammers the words down with a pointing hand]
Whatever insights you may gain

through our program are your own.

[Unclusive gestures|

I absolutely didn’t force them upon you.

[Stressing every syllable, pointing at ‘you,’ the audience]
We come on stage to make you happy,

not to teach you.

If it’s crosstalk’s task to teach,

what do we have schools for? [ Nods] Right?

[Yu laughs, the audience laughs along)|

The show overflows with reflectiveness. Guo addresses his audience to persuade them and, true
to the art of rhetoric, not only the wording, but also the visual and acoustic framing add to his ar-
gument. Although the sketch explicitly opposes the use of crosstalk to disseminate knowledge, 1
submit that at least one important subtext is Guo Degang’s (commercially successful) effort to
pit himself against the official establishment as the true bearer of the People’s stage traditions.

The lively nature of Guo Degang’s shows resides not so much in unscripted improvisa-
tion as in the adaptation to actuality of duanzi B{F, ‘scripts.” This is also consistent with Guo
Degang’s narrations of the sacrifices he has made for crosstalk, his accounts of the lineages of
famous teachers and his introductions of various regional stage traditions, during which he sings
excerpts in various dialects.
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In general, crosstalk pieces have clear subtexts. These
frame their transgressive remarks and render them more or less
acceptable. In my written account above, I left out some affirma-
tions and intersections of the sidekick, but nevertheless his im-
portance in informing the audience when to laugh is clear.
Whereas in Peking Opera the clown is the object of laughter, in
crosstalk the joker is the source of laughter, which he often di-
rects at the sidekick. In one piece, Guo Degang first tells his side-
kick to get off stage because he is incompetent. When he eventu-
ally reveals this to be untrue, stating that “We go way back,” Guo
immediately continues with a new series of grotesque humilia-
tions, presenting himself as the sidekick’s father. An elaboration
of this is zagua flit¥, the slandering of other crosstalk performers
or well-known public figures. In 2006 Guo Degang mocked a

Hllustration 4.6: Guo Degang.

one-time fellow crosstalk student who had become a newsreader, saying that “his wife had slept
with another man and was contemplating self-immolation.” The newsreader sued Guo Degang.
Guo’s stance against the official mainstream has struck a chord with the Beijing band
scene. The Downtown Johns (since 2008) are explicitly inspired by Guo Degang. The male band
members wear long gowns similar to those of crosstalk artists, and the band has covered the
opening tune of Guo Degang’s TV series In Pursuit

of Happiness 1B % 18 H (2007). The Downtown
Johns’ decidedly reflective shows, in rock bars and
at festivals, usually consist of only a few sinified
rock songs and a lot of crosstalk, in which the lead
singer humiliates the other band members, with sub-
texts that ridicule the entertainment industry. When
the lead singer claims to be a cultured person 3 1L,
N, the guitar player remarks that it doesn’t show,
and then audience members usually shout “He really
doesn’t look it!” After which the lead singer ex-

plains his sophisticated gastronomic customs, which

Hlustration 4.7: Downtown Johns at the

turn out to be the most common of drinking games.

Modern Sky Festival 2009.

Stephen Chow’s Silliness

Although audience interaction is limited in the pre-recorded world of cinema, there are many ex-
amples of reflectiveness on the screen, of which Stephen Chow’s films are arguably the most in-
fluential in Chinese-speaking regions. Chow’s humor is known as mo lei tau FEJE5H, ‘silliness’
in Cantonese, and has roots in the comedies of the Hui brothers of the late 1970s and early
1980s.* Although his films are typically Hong Kongese and contain many Cantonese language
jokes, Chow has gained popularity across the sinophone world, especially with his 4 Chinese

* One of the brothers, Sam Hui, became Hong Kong’s first pop star, see Chapter 1 and §3 below.
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Odyssey series, which consists of the two films Pandora’s Box A YE & (d. Jeffrey Lau, 1994)
and Cinderella {IJE 7% (idem).

Also known as “Journey to the West in Brag” K& PiiiF, 4 Chinese Odyssey is often un-
derstood as a postmodern parody or pastiche of the literary classic Journey to the West. The nar-
rative story revolves around gradual realization by Joker of his identity as the Monkey King, and
his acceptance of his destiny. Thus, in structure, 4 Chinese Odyssey resembles stereotypical Chi-
nese hero-making stories, as popularized through Jin Yong’s novels and their adaptations. Typi-
cally a second, romantic plot intersects with the plot of heroic duty. As is the case in most of
Stephen Chow’s films, A Chinese Odyssey recounts the hilarious ways in which an incompetent
character saves the day.

Nevertheless, Stephen Chow’s silly humor often threatens to undermine narrative depth.
He challenges cinema’s make-believe through meta-language, anachronisms, time-travel, campy
shot-reverse shots, running gags, a deliberately clichéd soundtrack and, finally, a carnival of
transformations. The spiritual possession of Joker’s right-hand man (I:0' 40), love-inducing
spells, schizophrenia (I1:0' 14) and the body swap of four characters (II: 0' 46) all cast doubt
upon the authenticity of the characters: is any character really him- or herself? This not only
works within narrative reality, but also projects itself outside the screen, as a kind of mise en
abime, into questioning the make-believability of the roles. One can only answer the question “Is
any character really him- or herself?” with: “Of course not: it’s a film! It’s Stephen Chou acting
Monkey King reincarnated as Joker.”

A number of scenes contain more explicit framing through plays-within-plays, such as
sabotaged invisibility spells (I:0' 40), the over-enthusiastic re-enactment of ‘future’ events by
visitors from the future (I1:0' 57) and a scene in which Joker freezes time to discuss his situation
with the audience (II:0' 36). When it seems in this last
scene that the hero will need to show his true colors,

Joker manages to fulfill his desire while making no
promises by cleverly quoting the script of Wong Kar-
wai’s Chungking Express (1994). In other words,
however silly, the comical twists perform a story of
hero genesis that celebrates insubordination, manipu-
lation and non-committalness. Zhu Dake argues that
Stephen Chow’s characters and their ‘naughtiness’ 4%
. - # are models for a generation that came of age in the

-~ Lol late 1990s and early 2000s.’” Yan Jun, in turn, argues
_ -'3[".4',“7}:,: SR _ a, %} that since the 1990s Chinese intellectuals and artists
e : ' have increasingly viewed themselves as both critical

[lustration 4.8 Joker (Stephen Chou) in | outsiders to and successful participants in the main-
A Chinese Odyssey II (1994), confessing
his love at knife-point. His "l will love you

ten thousand years" parodies Chungking )
Express (1994). which Yan finds dangerous.*®

stream, and that Stephen Chow’s heroes’ typical atti-
tude of ridicule-yet-win reinforces this self-perception,

37 Zhu 2006:342-345, 374-377.
%% Conversation, Yan Jun, September 2008.
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New Pants’ Parody

From their 1997 debut album, New Pants revealed a playfulness and silliness that contrasted with
the ballads of the popular mainstream and the seriousness that dominated the Chinese rock scene.
When New Pants were hailed as members of the New Sound of Beijing 105 #1EE in the late
1990s, their adoration of the punk band Ramones was thinly veiled.*® Over the years New Pants
increasingly combined the upbeat and opportunistic style they adopted from the 1970s USA
punk scene with synthesizer-generated sounds, and with references to Hong Kong popular cul-
ture. De Kloet’s classification of New Pants as pop punk obscures their affinity with the “hard-
core punk” bands of the late 1990s Boredom Contingent (congregating at the Scream Bar), and
newer generations of punk and New Wave bands that emerged at the live venue D-22 around
2005.%

In early songs such as uey! you B2 | {K New Pants address the audience directly, whereas
in later works reflectiveness lies in their blatant artificiality. For instance, in LOVE BRINGS ME HOME
AW A 2K the band members dance in front of a bluescreen, most widely known as a tech-
nique to project maps behind televised weather forecasters. The bluescreen of LOVE BRINGS ME
HOME locates the band amidst Hong Kong magazines, RMB banknotes and Beijing street views,
but at the end of the clip the screen is lowered to reveal a living room.

The New Pants are exceptional in the Beijing band scene in the amount of attention they
pay to images. They appear on the covers of their first three albums as comic book figures (New
Pants #1tE T, 1998), clay figures (Disco Girl, 2000) and robots (We Are Automatic T H )
1Y, 2002). Many of the 