2017 BECTHMK CAHKT-IIETEPBYPITCKOI'O YHMBEPCUTETA T. 9. Bpim. 1
BOCTOKOBEIEHME 1 AOPMKAHNCTUKA

JINTEPATYPOBEJNEHVE

YK 821.581/131.1
Ileana Di Nallo

HUANG ZUOLIN AND ITALIAN COMMEDIA DELCARTE:
AN EXPERIMENTAL STUDY IN THE CONCEPTION OF XIEYI THEATRE

‘Carlo Bo’ University of Urbino, Via Aurelio Saffi, 2, 61029 Urbino PU, ITALY

Italian Commedia dell'arte was part of Huang Zuolin’s studies aimed at the articulation of his
xieyi (B ) concept of theatre. In the Sixties, when Chinese dramas were performed according to the
standards of revolutionary realism and Stanislavsky’s method, Huang Zuolin endeavoured to create
a new method which supported the ideology of socialist China as well as maintaining the essence of
national culture. Huang merged Western theatre with traditional Chinese theatre, focusing not only on
Brecht, Stanislavsky and Beijing Opera, but also on Commedia dell’Arte in order to improve Chinese
huaju artistic forms. The aim of this paper is to illustrate Huang Zuolin’s study of Italian improvised
theatre and his comparative work with Chinese traditional theatre in order to create an alternative to
Stanislavsky’s method and to promote the renovation of Chinese theatre. This paper will focus on how
Huang traces the history of Commedia dellArte and its importance for the development of modern
realistic theatre worldwide. Huang read Commedia dellArte as the origin of modern European the-
atre and connected it to Stanislavsky, who had an important ideological value for Chinese revolution-
ary theatre. In this way Huang directly linked Commedia dell'arte to Chinese theatre and included it
among the artistic forms supported by the Chinese Government. This paper will ultimately illustrate
how Huang compared Commedia dell’arte to Beijing Opera, how he connected it to Chinese tradition
and how he suggested employing Italian theatre to improve Chinese comic theatre techniques. Refs 15.

Keywords: Chinese theatre, intercultural studies, intercultural theatre, Chinese reception of
Italian theatre.

XVAH II30/IMHDb I UTAJIbTHCKAS KOMEJIVA JTEJIb APTE: 9KCIIEPUMEHTATbHBIN
IIOMCK B KOHIEIIIMIN TEATPA CMEU

Uneana JIu Hanno
«Kaprno bo» Yausepcurer Yp6uno, Uramus, 61029, Yp6uno PU, yin. Aypemno Cadpur, 2

Becp XX B. KUTalicK1e MHTENIEKTyalbHble KPYTY BOTHOBA/A U IMPOJO/KAET BOTHOBATh B Ha-
cTos1lee BpeMs IIpo61eMa IIOUCKOB TeOPETUYECKIX OCHOB JIA Ia/IbHEIIIero Pa3BUTIA TeaTpaTbHO-
IO HCKYCCTBA B CBOEII CTpaHe. DT MOUCKH 06YCTIOB/IEHBI CIOXKHBIM KOMIDIEKCOM IIPIUIH, K KOTOPBIM
MO>XHO OTHECTM ITPOMCXOAVBIINE B CTPaHE CEPhe3HbIE COIMANbHO-TIOMUTUYECKIE I SKOHOMIYECKIE
U3MeHEHMsA, TIOCTOAHHO PacTylljee HAIMOHAIbHOE CAMOCO3HAHIe VI TOPAOCTh 3a HAKOIUIEHHOe 60-
rarareiiiree KyJIbTypHOe HACIedMe, CTpeM/IeHNe 3asBUTh O CAMOOBITHOCTU KUTAVCKOI KY/IbTYpPbI
U BMECTE C TeM O BK/TIOYEHHOCTM €€ Ha BeyIUX PO/IAX B MUPOBON KyIbTYpHBIi mponecc. Knraii-
CKIe TeaTpoBeNbl 3a 3TO BpeMs NPENIOKIIN HeMAlIo OPUIVMHANBHBIX UJiel, KOTOpble TPUBIEKAIOT
K cebe BHUMaHIUE TBOPYECKOIT 97UThI KuTast, akTHBHO IIPUMEHSIOTCA 11 CIIOCOOCTBYIOT HOCTIDKEHIIO
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B KY/IbTYPHOM )K1M3HM 3HAUMTENbHBIX YCIIEX0B. B pAmy aTuX nzieii BUgHOE MECTO 110 IPaBy 3aHMMAIOT
Teopetnyeckie Hapabotku Xyas ]3onmHs.

CraTbs NMOCBAILIEHA IPaMaTyprudeckuM KoHuenuuam Xyad Isomna (1906-1994) — opHOro
13 KPYTIHENINX KUTANCKUX PEXUCCEPOB, [PAMaTyproB ¥ TEOPETUKOB COBPeMEHHOro TeaTpa. Ilomy-
4uBIINIT 06pasoBaHe Ha 3anaje, XyaH [I301MHb 3aHMMAICS CMHTE30M TPaUIMOHHOTO KUTAICKOTO
Tearpa 1 eBPOIENiCKOI [paMaTyprium.

Ob6pamenne XyaH LIsomiHs B Hadase 1960-X TOIOB K OIBITY UTa/IbIHCKOI KOMeIUY [ie/Ib apTe
ABJIAETCS MaJOU3BECTHBIM (PaKTOM, KOTOPBIil OAPOOHO paccMaTpuBaeTCs B JAHHOI cTaTbe. B uc-
C/IeJOBaHUY BBIAB/LAIOTCA MOTUBBI, ToOyauBIIye XyaH LI301mHa 06paTuThcs K KOMEANU MAacOK B yC-
JIOBUAX «PEBOJIIOLMOHM3ALNI» KUTANCKOTO TeaTpa, a TaK)Ke IMPOBOAUTCA CPaBHUTE/IbHBIN aHAIN3
aMIUTya HEeKMHCKO MY3bIKaJIbHON paMbl ¥ KOMEJMUM Jie/ib apTe, IOKa3aHbl 0COOEHHOCTHU BOCIIPU-
TV UTA/IbSAHCKOM ipaMaTyprun B Kurae. bubmorp. 15 Ha3s.

Kntouesvle cnosa: KUTanckuil TeaTp, MeXXKYy/IbTypHbIE UCCIEOBAHN, MEXKY/IbTYPHBII TeaTp,
BOCHPYATIE UTATIbIHCKOTO TeaTpa KUTANCKUM 0O1IeCTBOM.

Huang Zuolin’s main contribution to the evolution of Chinese theatre is his theory
of xieyi concept of theatre. It is known that he began his research on a new concept of
Chinese modern theatre in the Sixties and, after the Cultural Revolution, he continued his
work during the Eighties. The word xieyi 5 /5 was translated into English as “symbolic”
in the Eighties but before this translation Huang Zuolin often used the English word “es-
sential”, because he put together (and at the same time compared) the two concepts of
‘realistic’ (xieshi 5 5%) of Western theatre and “essentialism” xieyi 5 7= of Chinese tradi-
tional theatre [1, p.315].

Huang Zuolin’s theory of xieyi xiju guan "5 EXRJEUL (a “symbolic concept of the-
atre”) was gradually developed through a long and complex process of studies that he
included in his work Wo yu xieyi xiju guan 3555 XL (Me and the symbolic concept
of theatre). He aimed at finding a Chinese way for huaju contemporary theatre which, ac-
cording to his words, would be a synthesis, or “zonghe ZEE7 (1, p-4] “that results from
the inevitable impact of Chinese and Western cultures” [1, p.4]. In his “synthesis” he ‘re-
elaborated” and merged the theatre theories of three important drama practitioner, i.e. Mei
Lanfang, Brecht and Stanislavsky.

In his research, Huang Zuolin studied other theatre forms as well, such as Italian
Commedia dellArte (Italian improvised comic theatre). His study can be found in the
article “Yidali jixing xiju” = AH BRI 5 fi| [2]. This is the publication of Huang Zuolin's
speech at a Conference in Shanghai in 1961. He spoke in front of the Shanghai “Farce”
Company (Shanghai Huaji xi |1 F&%K), but the specific date and place are not known.
However, the main purpose of his study is clear, as confirmed not only by Huang Zuolin
himself but also by the words of other scholars, such as Yu Weijie (BRYEAR), who stated:

[he introduced Italian improvised theatre to Shanghai Farce actors [...] he wanted
to broaden Chinese theatre horizons and he turned to Brecht’s theatre and Chinese
tradition, but he especially wanted to use Italian Commedia dellArte and Goldoni’s
theatre to oppose the hegemony of Stanislavky’s method] [4, p.251]

According to Yu Weijie, Huang Zuolin aimed at introducing a new theatre method,
an alternative to Stanislavsky’s method, in order to offer a valid inspiration for the devel-
opment of contemporary Chinese comic theatre’s techniques.

According to other scholars’ theories, such as Rossella Ferrari [5] and Chen Xiaomei
(/NJH, 1954 —) [6], it is possible to state that Huang Zuolin's approach in the introduc-
tion of Commedia dell'arte was similar to the one he had in the introduction of Brecht’s
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theatre into the Chinese context. This study is based on the above mantioned theories in
order to understand Huang’s interpretation of Commedia dell’arte.

Firstly, this paper aims at illustrating how Huang Zuolin introduced Italian Com-
media dellArte and how he made this choice for a specific purpose. He chose Italian im-
provised theatre not only for its undeniable importance in the evolution of modern Eu-
ropean theatre, but also because it was particularly suitable to be accepted by the Chinese
audience and theatre experts. Huang Zuolin believed that Italian Commedia dell’Arte had
something in common with both Stanislavsky’s realistic theatre and Chinese traditional
theatre, which is why he also believed Italian theatre was suitable for his theory of xieyi
theatre.

Secondly, the paper aims at illustrating how Huang Zuolin conducted his research
on Commedia dellArte with a double purpose. On the one hand, he used a utilitarian
approach in order to improve Chinese comic theatre techniques. On the other hand, he
needed to legitimate his choice in order to endorse and convey his theory into the Chinese
cultural context. Huang Zuolin, in order to learn from Commedia dellArte experience,
studied its most important creative and technical aspects and tried to merge it in his re-
search of xieyi theatre. He chose to stress some particular aspects of Commedia dell’Arte
that could be useful in supporting his theory.

Huang Zuolin argued that Chinese actors had to consider Commedia dell’Arte tech-
niques as an important example to follow. He then explained that through the investiga-
tion of Italian comic theatre he could elaborate the “twelve artistic rules” These rules could
be useful in comedy performance and should be followed by comic actors in their practice
and training. They could be considered a practical foundation for starting a new path of
artistic technique development in Chinese comic theatre.

The rules are:

SR, HABLEL. True or false, even if false, act as if true.
HIE38], ANKPAiT . to turn upside-down, do not lose balance.
GBI, TR . Verbosity, smooth and clean.
WhBR [, AV&{F45. Sounds and noise, unconventional.
HEHTE, %¥25r~F. Gags and jokes, do not go too far.
G vss, AL H. Coincidental misunderstandings, never forget moral
values
Femliy, —%F UL, Attack by innuendo, hit the nail on the head
GykVFn], ANfFid K. Exaggeration is allowed, but without going beyond lim-
its
9. WIIFIK, 43I, Biting sarcasm, distinguish enemies from us
10. RIXRHE, AEE#. Bringinto play improvised acting, do not go far from the
main subject
11. 1HB 2, &2 4h. Within reason, beyond the expected
12. ghRAESE, ANEATE . Inherit tradition, but do not go too far from actual life.
[2, p.301]

AN e

® N

As evidence of Huang’s utilitarian approach, some of them are pragmatic rules and
stressed the importance of a realistic way of acting: the importance of body movements,
sounds, wording and improvised acting (numbers 1-2-3-4-10). Other rules are more
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“ideological” — they stressed the importance of criticizing “enemies” through sarcasm
(no.9), of moral values and moderation even in comic theatre (no. 6 and 8) and so on. It is,
in all cases, a list of practical suggestions that Huang Zuolin wanted Chinese comic actors
to use when training, to improve their acting and to add something new.

In those years, Stanislavsky’s method was the main acting method in Chinese huaju
performances. Huang Zuolin, although never opposed to Stanislavsky’s theatre, tried
very hard to enhance Chinese theatre forms and theories and, in particular, to bring
“Chineseness” back and make it part of huaju theatre. This was possible by borrowing
techniques and values from Chinese classical theatre, by elaborating and integrating them
with Stanislavsky’s and other theatre techniques in order to create a new method.

Huang Zuolin was aware of the ideological role of Stanislavsky’s theory in Chinese
theatre. It is known that some years before the establishment of the People’s Republic of
China (1949), the realistic trend in theatre intensified [7]. Along with the spreading of
Marxism ideology and political affinity to the Soviet Union, Stanislavsky’s method was
introduced into China and became popular in its interpretation connected to socialistic
Realism theory. Chinese critique attributed a strong ideological value to Stanislavsky’s
method and it was identified as “the most suitable artistic method to be used” [8, p.204] in
the creation of new revolutionary theatre performances. “Stanislavsky’s method was read
according to the Chinese socialist ideology of the time” [5, p.33] and became almost the
only performing methodology on Chinese stages. The introduction of something different
was likely to be a difficult operation, so Huang Zuolin first attempted to legitimate his
choice of Commedia dell'Arte, stressing the connection between it and Stanislavsky’s
theatre, in order to make Italian Commedia dell’Arte permitted in Chinese ideology.

Huang pointed out that the greatest theatre personalities in the world had been
directly influenced by Commedia dellArte [1, p.284]. He stated that Commedia dell’Arte
can be seen as the origin of modern realistic theatre — the theatre of Goldoni, Shakespeare
and Stanislavsky all originated from it:

Lo o o 1 ESEW T LW, MW TR, ARZE. 2T 5
M RGN T R REE R RIE G T e R R . e AN SRR,
WRMA T A M 25, PRI WA I ——% 5 —— RIS ——
P ——RR 2 e —— R —— R B —— 0 e b R 3t . (2, p. 285]

[Shakespeare was influenced by it, Moliere, Goldoni — even Charlie Chaplin — re-
ceived its direct impact and then influenced Gorkij, who influenced Stanislavskij. It was
not groundless and it also inherited Greek, Roman and medieval improvised comedy.
From Greece — Rome — improvised comedy — Shakespeare — Goldoni — Chaplin —
Gorkij — Stanislavskij.]

Huang highlighted the historical continuity and the direct link from Commedia
dellArte to Stanislavsky. By making a direct connection with Stanislavsky’s theatre, Huang
wanted to reveal how Italian Commedia dellArte could have an important role in the
evolution of contemporary Chinese theatre. These words could support the legitimation
and the validity of Huang’s choice of Italian theatre in order to persuade Chinese theatre
experts of his concept.

He then revealed when exactly Stanislavsky decided to employ Commedia dell’arte
features in his theatre practice:
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1%Mﬁ%%§%ﬂ$ A2 BRI TR, AR GBI IR AR T, S
fE g Wit e B M, ARAl R KA): “FRR B TR ..o 7 Lo o o ]
wui%&fiﬁﬂM AE I [RIRTT I3 ) SERE 2R R B 26— W15, tis T
IR 2 B 1 Js U o e JRARAT SN ZR——ME Ja s BR & il i B e
B ——RIXAR, BT AANBEIE RIS SRV AL = AR AT D SRR VY, T s
A aIE L. (2, p.286]

[In 1910, Gorkij contracted tuberculosis and went to southern Italy to recover, he was
fascinated by traditional improvised comedy and immediately wrote to Stanislavskij,
telling him to come to Italy: “T have found something good...” [...] In 1912 Stanislavskij,
after returning from Italy, started the first session of Moscow Art Theatre and he used
many principles of improvised comedy teaching, such as: physical training action —
pantomime; free movements during silent acting lines — improvised performance. So it
is not possible to consider improvised comedy as something belonging to three hundred
years ago, but a creative method of performance]

The last words of the above statement also reveal Huang Zuolin’s utilitarian approach
to Italian improvised theatre: he encouraged Chinese experts and intellectuals, such as
Zhou Yang (J#47, 1908-1989), who was at the conference in Shanghai hold by Huang in
1961 in front of the Shanghai Farce Company, to take this Italian method into consider-
ation like Stanislavsky had some decades earlier.

Huang also stressed which element of Commedia dellArte could be suitable for the
Chinese revolutionary theatre concept. e.g. origins from ordinary people, its opposition to
courtly theatre, the importance of characters that represent people from lower social class-
es, the depiction of people’s daily lives and the importance of gestures and pantomime.

In the depiction of the historical background of Commedia dell’Arte, Huang Zuolin
appreciated the direct connection between this style of theatre and Renaissance move-
ment and the development of a “modern’, illuminist concept of the world that was op-
posed to the medieval and catholic obscurantism of the previous era:

Y%E%E%kﬂ%ﬁ,Eﬁ%&ﬁ*ﬁ%%ﬁ%ﬁﬁ,ﬁu%AEXf%T
NIEAENUAR &, M SC X S S A [o o o ] AR
BT BFREOL: B R e, B % B8 B I 2% i[ooo]ﬁk
MIERRL 5T Sy fh b 2 38, FrLARgsb i, A TARZ . [2, p.285]

[Renaissance developed in Italy in opposition to the oppressive system of the Medieval
church, which controlled people’s thoughts and development with asceticism, whereas
the Renaissance creed was diagonally opposed to it [...] its view of the world was a posi-
tive one. Economic situation: decline of feudal landowners, the rise of a new bourgeoisie
[...] Italy was an important trade route in Europe so the economy flourished and many
cities developed.]

Huang Zuolin went on and depicted different styles of theatre in Italy in the 15™
century and paid particular attention to the opposition between “courtly theatre” and
“folk theatre”, stressing that Commedia dellArte was part of the latter:

IR A PR (1) B BORRE] CHARIS s D e A i, 25 iRl
P7 AEEEE, YR TS0, R A, W ERIMEAR. BRI
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o (2) RETMIRRR: Rk, AR, BIVERIPER SR AR, 7ok TR .

EZ T “BEARREAT R SCik, — Rl B E PP 2 18T A T,

?E—ﬁ%’ei%ﬁﬂ ...... > RIS R, R RN BT %
o o o 1 [2,p.285]

[At that time there were two types of theatre: 1) Courtly theatre (also called learned
theatre or “chamber” theatre), which was influenced by Greek and Roman theatre,
was performed in Royal courts and was in Latin, it was a non-vital, art-for-art’s sake,
isolated-from-the-world kind of theatre. 2) folk or popular theatre: it reflected and was
in touch with ordinary people, its creative source was real life and it was full of vitality.
Exactly as Lenin said: “Every Nation has two cultures, one, from the imperial court, is
plagiaristic and without vitality, the other is popular...” This is exactly the case of Italian
Improvised theatre, the most favourite by the people [...]

It is possible to see similarities with some ideas of Chinese revolutionary theatre.
Commedia dell’Arte, like Chinese revolutionary theatre, was a popular artistic form, it was
vivid, “reflected” people’s life and was inspired by the daily life of common people.

Chinese revolutionary theatre was based on Mao’s 1942 Talks at Yanan Forum on
Literature and Art principles: according to the “popularization” of art and literature,
revolutionary theatre must base its stories on ordinary people’s lives:

[...] Our specialists are not only for the cadres, but also, and indeed chiefly, for the
masses. [...] Our specialists in drama should pay attention to the small troupes in the
army and the villages. Our specialists in music should pay attention to the songs of
the masses. [...] All these comrades should make close contact with comrades engaged
in the work of popularizing literature and art among the masses. On the one hand,
they should help and guide the popularizers, and on the other, they should learn from
these comrades and, through them, draw nourishment from the masses to replenish
and enrich themselves so that their specialities do not become “ivory towers”, detached
from the masses and from reality and devoid of content or life. [...] [9, p.24-25]

Huang Zuolin was aware of the importance of these words and principles, so high-
lighting the popular origin of Commedia dellArte would have supported the establish-
ment of an affinity between revolutionary theatre and Italian improvised theatre, in addi-
tion to encouraging Chinese reception of Italian Commedia dell’Arte.

In order to make Commedia dell'arte familiar to Chinese intellectuals and make the
integration into the Chinese theatre context possible, Huang Zuolin explained Commedia
dell'arte features also using Chinese traditional theatre standards and highlighted some
extraordinary common points. The illustration of similarities between the two systems
gave the definitive proof of suitability to its research for a xieyi theatre. He created em-
pathy and made an interesting intercultural point of communication between the two
artistic worlds, comparing the Chinese and the Italian one. Thanks to these similarities he
identified Italian improvised theatre as a useful system for Chinese contemporary comic
theatre. Chinese actors would not have to employ something ‘alien’ to their own culture,
but something they felt familiar with in their cultural terms._

Huang Zuolin introduced Commedia dell’Arte structure but he chose to depict only
the features which were ‘suitable’ to Chinese theatre. i.e. the use of masks, plot outline
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(‘canovaccio’), role types — or fixed role characters. In this illustration, Huang stressed
elements that could be compared to Chinese traditional Opera.

He began with the illustration of mask structure (jia mianju xiju, {52 =) [2,
p.286]. Huang Zuolin stated that Italian improvised theatre masks differed from Chinese
traditional Opera masks in one respect: the former were not facial make-up but real masks
to be worn. He then explained a crucial point for understanding the acting method of Ital-
ian Commedia dell’arte, as wearing masks could be seen as a limit to the expressive ability
of actors because the audience cannot see their facial expressions. Commedia dell'Arte
actors relied on other means to convey their great expressive power — gestures and body
movements gave characters a strong communicative power. Correctly balancing all these
elements in the acting method was far more important than just facial expressions.

[o o o 1 WURGARS 80 #A R AR Ak, AR [ o o ]
AR THT L A T R B 2 G i, (EAS S SR AR A, AN & B AS TR K 1
4y [2,p.286]

[...] If each part of the body has the right coordination between mask and acting, there-
fore there is power of expression [...] Although masks are a distinguishing feature of
Italian Commedia dell’arte, it is not its fundamental characteristic, nor it is the most
essential and intrinsic part of it.

There follows the analysis of the “canovaccio” system (or plot outline system) (mu-
biao zhi, %:3<H) [2, p. 286]: there was no real script but only a general outline with some
indications about the main subject and lines. Actors had to rely on this plot outline and
improvised their lines and performances. This system existed in ancient Chinese drama
as well before the Yuan dynasty (1279-1368), when scholars began to write the first com-
plex drama scripts called zaju (4%/#]). At first, Chinese drama scripts were like an Italian
‘canovaccio’ and they were called huaben (ifi4%). Chinese storytellers used huaben as plot
outlines and as a support to memorize all the tales and stories in their repertory. Scholars
state it is possible that in ancient times performances were totally improvised and stories
were verbally transmitted, but, starting from the Song dynasty (960-1279) period, story-
tellers’ performances spread in the so-called washe (FL+¥, entertainment district). Acting
became a professional job, so the number of the stories grew as well and needed to be set
out in writing. At first they were just notes, like the Italian plot-outlines, but they then
gradually developed into real scripts. They actually had two different development paths:
on the one hand they developed as written drama text, on the other hand they developed
as short stories published in little pamphlets. This is why huaben is seen as the origin of
both fiction and drama.

Huang Zuolin, in his article, shows some examples of Italian ‘canovaccio’:

AN E)C—— =X R EE WORIBREREE, R MGB Y #E, KA, i W
AR “fR2& L)\ 7 [2, p.287]

[“Three cuckold” — Three couples of husbands and wives. This husband chases after
that wife, that husband also chases after another wife, nobody knows and when they
meet they curse each other: “You are a cuckold!”]

According to the source, Huang must have referred to the Italian scenario known as
Li tre becchi [10, p.279]. Huang Zuolin only mentioned the main part of the canovaccio,
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the summary or “argument” at the beginning of each scene, whose function is to explain
the main subject of the play. A summary was usually followed by general indications about
the setting and actors’ lines. It could be three or four pages in length.

The last aspect to be illustrated is the Italian role types or fixed-role characters, which
in Italian are just called ‘masks’ This is the most important part of Huang Zuolin’s speech
because he made an interesting intercultural comparison — he attributed Chinese tradi-
tional Opera role names and characteristics to Italian improvised comedy characters. He
stated that in Italian comic theatre every company usually had from twelve to fourteen
actors and each one had “/E. H.. . K. HZEITFY” (such major roles as sheng, dan,
jing, mo, chou), exactly like Chinese Opera. We can view these words as a deliberate read-
ing of the Italian cultural context through Chinese cultural standards in order to make the
assimilation of a foreign system possible.

Huang Zuolin chose to depict some of them, starting from Pantaloon (¥4 E —
Pantalong) [2, p.287]. Huang put this role inside the Chinese laosheng " category. In
Chinese Opera, this category included old or middle-aged male characters. They usu-
ally are respectable and decent men “but not necessarily men from high social classes”
[11, p.233]. Therefore, he described the Italian Commedia dell’arte character Pantalone as
usually an “old or middle-aged man, a greedy merchant” [12, p. 82-85]. The actor needed
some specific requirements to perform this character: first of all, he has to wear a mask
with a Roman nose to emphasize his greed and then:

i ARSI BT e RN SR
[He needs to be proficient in Venice dialect, Venice is the typical city of merchants]
i, AU NZDAERIER . BIRERZIEAFMEDHER .
[He must be vividly depicted as a decrepit old bastard who is still young at heart]
iii. WIRAEATAT I A AfRE S Sk [o o o 1 MADLORE.
[He must be full of hot air in every occasion [...] run after young women]
iv. A2 H CEEE A LU, ERDEN R
[He must foolishly believe himself infallible, old with young heart makes people
laugh
vo WA Lo o o ] WARERTT, ZAWidr. [2,p.288]
[He must be [...] thinking of nothing but personal gain and love money as much
as life.]

Huang Zuolin put the role-character of the Doctor in the same Chinese theatre cat-
egory of laosheng. As above, he described the doctor’s characteristics: “He is a well-edu-
cated man, from the city of Bologna, a famous place of culture where there is the most
ancient university in Europe. He speaks Bologna dialect and he can play the role of a
scholar, a medical doctor, a lawyer, a philosopher or a theologian. He is pedantic and often
quotes ancient Latin classics, he is a scholar without any practical skills, his long speeches
are actually lacking real meaning and make him ridiculous and funny” [2, p.288].

Huang made a brief description of the role of Captain and called this role “Spanish
military official PY¥EA %2 (Xibanya junguan)” [2, p.289].

Captain Maramoros’ origins are not certain, but he is probably a type of scoundrel or
bravo. This definition usually referred to a soldier of fortune, a mercenary from a foreign
country. He usually was Spanish in order to make a parody of Spanish conquerors (Spain
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actually ruled many Italian kingdoms at that time in history). This arrogant character was
more interested in collecting wealth for himself than thinking about people’s welfare. He
was skinny, irritable and wore a bright coloured costume, a plumed hat and a big sword.
His language was a mixture of Italian, Spanish and French. He often fell in love with some
young lady or caused trouble to lovers. According to different plays, he could have differ-
ent names, e.g. Spaventa, Fracassa, Spezzaferro, Spaccamonte or Matamoros. This charac-
ter fell into two main categories (each with many sub-categories), i.e. the Captain Spaventa
type, who was a serious man, or the second role type, whose name usually was Matamoros
and was definitely more comical [12, p.90-92].

Huang only depicted the second one, Captain Matamoros, and probably made this
“choice” for a specific purpose. To begin with, he specified his physical features, i.e. hand-
some, strong, with nice handlebar moustaches (nice, long, upward and curved, 5% 1]
B 4513, pidoliang de huzi judn ér qido) [2, p.289], a suit of armour and a high hat
with feathers that resemble the open tail of a peacock (/&llE 7~ _Lfid5 441, W5 FL4&E
Jt5E, gdo maozi shang cha zhe lingzi, hudxiang kdngque kai ping) [2, p.289]. He then
focused on his arrogant personality, stating that he was a vain man who always tried to
scare people with his sword but was essentially a good-for-nothing (& W4 [f) K #A, shi
chuiniu de da cdobao) (2, p.289].

Huang chose this role to show that, through this “negative” character, Commedia
dell’Arte actors could make a satire of Spain’s oppressive power over Italy. Huang wanted
to show that comic play can be used to convey a serious content and it is possible to
criticize a foreign nation’s political oppressive power. Huang highlighted that, at the time,
Spain was a powerful nation that had conquered many territories and oppressed people
without giving them the opportunity to express their ideas:

DR 2 I PR PR AN s, PRI T Hh e A BT EiE, AN IREU
AEGE, FTELBIER AR — D APRIE . (2, p.289]

[Because at the time Spain was an invader and a powerful nation, Spanish military of-
ficers were arrogant and domineering, people did not dare express their resentment, so
the creation of such a character makes the audience laugh].

It is clear that Huang Zuolin chose to highlight this particular function of comic the-
atre because he wanted to suggest a new way (parody and jokes) to criticise invaders and
oppressive European countries. Huang Zuolin saw a similarity with China’s historical ex-
perience. Like Italy in the 16" century, China had suffered the economic and territorial
hegemony of some European countries in the 19" and 20" centuries and this was a very
popular subject in Chinese theatre, literature and arts.

Huang gave the most important role in the Italian comic theatre to Harlequin, whom
he called® 74> 1# — Alajinnuo. He attributed to him the definition of main xiaochou
(FEZ/NH zhuyao xiaochou) [2, p.289], i.e. the “main clown” role in the Chinese Opera.
There is probably a “misreading” of this role: Harlequin was not actually the main clown
in Commedia dellArte but he was the second most important (second Zanni). The first
Zanni, which means “clown”, was Brighella, whom Huang put inside the Chinese role cat-
egory of wuchou I H [2, p.291] and depicted as smart and as a “AhQ type-character” [2,
p.291]. Huang did not mention other clowns of Commedia dell’Arte, such as the famous
Pulcinella from Naples or the French Pierrot. There is apparently a reason behind this
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“mis-interpretation”. In China, Harlequin had became much more popular than Brighella
and other clowns thanks to Chinese performances of Goldoni’s A Servant and two Mas-
ters (—AM"Yi pu er zhu) and many important studies on Goldoni’s theatre reform
during the Forties and Fifties. This character was famous and appreciated not only for
his similarity to Chinese chou but also for the important ideological meaning Chinese
scholars attributed to him — he was a servant who finally rids himself of his masters.
Goldoni gave the right importance to servants and common people in the development of
plots and gave them a new psychological depth. Chinese scholars saw in Goldoni’s reform
something similar to the “revolutionary” change which Mao Zedong promoted in Chinese
theatre. According to Tian Han, Mao said: “History is created by people but in ancient
theatres ordinary people were depicted like ‘scum’ [...] our grandfathers and grandmoth-
ers, our sons and daughters must prevail on Chinese stages” [14, p.5]. Huang Zuolin had
a good knowledge of Chinese critique on Goldoni’s theatre and, furthermore, found some
analogies between the two characters, Harlequin and the chou, connecting Chinese tradi-
tion with the modern concept of theatre.

Harlequin and Chinese chou had common origins in that they are both clowns. In
China, chou probably originated from court clowns during the Zhou dynasty called youl-
ing (PLA%) or paiyou (fIFA) [15, p.4]. They probably are the first professional actors, even
if they were bound to the court and were not economically independent. The Italian Har-
lequin probably originated from mime actors, clowns that performed pantomimes on the
streets with colourful costumes and usually played the role of a servant or some rich man’s
assistant, who is always hungry and always tries to make money.

The second similarity is the comic function: both characters, chou and Harlequin,
are important for their gags and jokes. The third is the type of character they acted. The
Zanni role in the Commedia dell’Arte is of peasant origin, he is from the poor countryside
around the town of Bergamo and he usually is a servant, a delivery man, a host or an inn-
keeper, a factotum. This was almost the same in Chinese chou: inside this category, there
actually are many sub-categories: such as /7 Il H fangjin chou or X H dachou, a man of
letters, B T guanchou or officials, iRz T xiepi chou, a noble man or a “dandy”, but there
also is the %4 H. chayi chou category [15]. In this last one there are characters from the
lower social classes, such as carpenters, cowhands, delivery men, hosts, innkeepers, ex-
actly like the Italian Harlequin.

Huang Zuolin gave Harlequin an important role in comic theatre, arguing that his
function is not only to make people laugh but also to be inspiring, in order to make people
think about important topics such as history or social issues in a very cheerful manner.
He focused on the importance of serious content and a deeper message in comedy, which
gives the right value to the performance that is not just a set of gags and jokes:

HAREE, R FRATUIEAR DA B (A Jal vh ) = U AR R IR ok . SR
U RO T, TR AR RO A A, B N R RGN T &
NZIAL, a2 ARSI R EF I R RN . (H3E — ANt
JEANG IR BRI E R —TEEE, REFRIMAA—& L0 Tk, i
N T HREBRTK . [2, p.300]

[Although it is fiction, we still want to seriously convey the idea of content inside com-
edy. The content of a comedy is like bread on the dining table and amusement is like the
other things on the table, none want to attend a banquet in order to eat the bread, people
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are attracted by the banquet for the fine wine and food and for the cheerful atmosphere.
But there is no banquet without bread. Comic theatre has the same principle: people
who go to watch comedy do not go for the content but for amusement.]

In the final analysis, it is possible to argue that in his study of Italian Commedia
dellArte Huang Zuolin emphasised what he believed to be most useful and attractive to
Chinese theatre, that he adopted an “occidentalist” approach, as stated by Chen Xiaomei
in her Occidentalism, a theory of counter-discourse in post-Mao China [6]. We can apply
some of Chen’s assertions about Occidentalism to this study: she argued that Chinese in-
terest in Western culture products often has a specific final purpose that concerns China
itself, it is an “appropriation of Western theories and practices [...] in order to produce
new discourse, marked by a particular combination of Chinese construction of the West”
[6, p.2] with Chinese cultures or other elements because useful to Chinese discourse at
that time. This consideration can help to understand Huang Zuolin’s interpretation of Ital-
ian improvised theatre, which in some aspects appears the result of a partial understand-
ing or a misunderstanding. Huang Zuolin actually selected, among the many aspects in
the long and complex history of Italian Commedia dell’arte, what would be understand-
able, admissible but especially useful and valid to Chinese ‘discourse’ He finally chose to
emphasize a discourse in order to legitimate his creation of the “twelve rules” that would
be the actual purpose for an evolution of Chinese comic theatre.

Huang Zuolin, choosing Commedia dell’Arte that is the symbol of the origin and the
tradition of Italian theatre, aimed at proving that traditional theatre can be useful in the
creation of new theatre forms and it needs to be considered an important source in the
reform of contemporary Chinese theatre. At the same time, Huang illustrated that Italian
theatre has some elements in common with Chinese traditional theatre in order to show
not only that Italian Commedia dell’Arte can be assimilated into Chinese cultural context
but that Chinese traditional culture, as well, can be used to create something new and
valid in contemporary theatre.
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