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Introduction — A Manifesto

Juchang is a new term that | intentionally developed after translating
Postmodern Theatre by Hans Thies Lehmann. The term is different from the
meaning commonly ascribed to it on the Chinese mainland which focuses on
the venue where performances are held. It is also different from the term
juchang as it is used in Taiwan, Hong Kong and other regions. The origin of the
term juchang, as | define it, is explained in the preface of Lehmann’s book on
postmodern theatre. In trying to define the concept of juchang clearly, | have
taken inspiration from sociological theory, particularly the concept of ‘champ’
or field as defined by Bordieu. | follow Bordieu’s system of taking works of art
off their pedestal. We should reflect on and research art within a wider social
context, and theatre performances cannot be stripped from the human social
practice that creates them. These things cannot be examined separately. The
term | have created, juchang, is used therefore more in the sense of a
macrocosm. It not only refers to the practice of creating art by all kinds of
artists, it also includes the social context from which they stem.

This perspective reveals that this book will be different from usual
collections of artist interviews. | have defined nine distinct eras of Chinese
society after 1980 with different living conditions and experiential contexts.
The theatre makers | selected to interview have different methodologies, but |
have focused the conversation towards the living conditions of each of the
nine; delving into their opportunities for creating, the processes of creating and
the characteristics of the artistic circle around them as well as the kinds of
people with whom they were collaborating. That is not to say that these nine
individual theatre makers capture the whole picture of contemporary Chinese
theatre. However, | hope this methodology may help untangle some of the
current prejudices towards the term juchang.

The reason | have insisted on this term juchang may be awkward for some
readers, but this is because many people use the concept of juchang in a sense
which is far too narrow. When | say people, | include myself, since | am a
qualified academic, and | work within an orthodox drama academy, so it is
crucial that | scrutinize my own work with great caution. One could say that |
insist on the word juchang to prevent myself from sharing the prejudice and
narrow approach taken by others in creating and research. Juchang is a vast
field, and its primary significance is that it breaks down the fixed boundaries of
what we call xiju.

In the course of holding the interviews, | came across another French
sociologist, Michel Maffesoli and his concept of ‘tribe’ from his work The Era of
the Tribe. The Decline of Individualism in Mass Societies, 1988, which inspired

me greatly. The artistic works of each of the following nine theatre makers are
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viewed through the lens of ‘tribe’ as defined by Maffesoli. From the futurism of
Wen Pulin’s Wrapping the Great Wall Event in the late 1980s; the ‘friends’ that
Wen Hui refers to and the ‘sex worker’ Tian Gebing is trying to locate, to Li
Ning’s concept of master and student and Wang Mengfan and her elderly
women keep-fit dancers, these tribes share one thing in common. That is, they
all consciously transgress commercial borders, economic classes and the social
status of the audience, and mix everything up with emotions, intuition and
atmosphere or ambience. These juchang ‘tribes’, by actively collaborating
together, demonstrate that engaging in an art process cannot be nationally
mandated. Another shared aspect is that none of them recognize any sense of
the ‘professional’ in the art they are creating. Their opponent tribes are formed
of hierarchical theatre ensembles strictly controlled by the national system and
the masses, defined by consumerism. It is interesting to note that theatre
makers of all different eras, active in completely different contexts repeatedly
use the term ‘playing together’. This is not cynical, nor hedonist. Their creative
approach is extremely serious, in fact. | sense a feeling of mission among them;
that they are speaking up as one voice in society. Indeed, it is reminiscent of
Bergson’s concept of ‘togetherness’, it is like the Dionysian spirit, it is warming
and brimming with nostalgia. Naturally, one can detect a utopian vision in the
work of these theatre ‘tribes’, and they are certainly of great value in our ‘new
world’, controlled as it is by pure economic rationality.
This book is dedicated to those who give us hope for the future.

Li Yinan, February 2020
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Hans Lehmann’s postdramatic theatre and the
new aesthetics of juchang

Li Yinan
Translated by Kai Tuchmann and Jo Riley

| first encountered the book Postdramatic Theatre by Hans Thies Lehmann in
2000. Back then | was studying for a Masters in Theatre Studies and | had only
recently moved from the US to Germany. There | saw some theatre
performances of a kind | had never seen before. Reading this book, it felt like
much of the confusion | had felt when [ first saw these new forms of theatre
became clearer to me. Lehmann distinguishes the two terms theatre and
drama from each other. In order to describe the very recent phenomenon of
postdramatic theatre he divides the whole development of theatre into three
periods: predramatic theatre, dramatic theatre and postdramatic theatre. In
defining these clear periods, Lehmann points to a major shift in theatre that
occurred after the 1960s, which he implicitly expects to become a driving force
in its further development. Because | thought that this work of theory would be
a great help for Chinese theatre scholars and theatre makers, | decided to
translate it into Chinese.

The process of translation, which took about four years, was full of
hardships, but also full of delights. Professor Lehmann is a theatre scholar but,
in order to describe and analyse the new form of theatre, he applies terms
from literature, linguistics, philosophy, psychology, and even from physics and
biology and other fields. The translation of some words, such as juchang
(performance art), zhanyan (performativity), cunxian (presence), and others,
presented me with considerable challenges and | repeatedly had to reconsider
my translation practice. A particular difficulty was that the theatrical
phenomena of the 1980s and 1990s that Lehmann described in his book were
still unknown in China, thus no corresponding Chinese terms existed. | had to
use literal translation and refer to other scholars’ perspectives and translations.
Sometimes | even had to construct a new word by expanding on the meaning
of a Chinese character. For example, expanding on the context of the character
chang (space) | constructed juchang to convey the term performance art; from
zhanshi (presentation) and yanchu (show) | constructed zhanyan to mean
performativity, which follows Shen Lin’s literal translation practice from the
1990s; and expanding on the context of the characters cunzai (existence) and
xianzai/xianchang (now/on the spot) | constructed the word cunxian to convey
the word presence.
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Postdramatic theatre was published by Beijing University Press in 2010. In
the same year | invited Professor Lehmann to give a lecture at the Central
Academy of Drama, where | was teaching. At that time, the Academy and its
departments paid great attention to this lecture and many students and
professors from the Dramatic Literature Department and other departments
came to listen. Professor Lehmann explained his complex theory in simple
language and he introduced the fundamentals of the postdramatic theatre
concept and its perspectives in a very clear manner. However, during the
lecture it came to a direct clash of perspectives. | still clearly remember how a
second-year student of the drama department stood up against Lehmann as he
talked about the relationship between Brecht and postdramatic theatre. The
student argued that Lehmann’s perspective on Brecht was incorrect. For this
student, Brecht’s dramatic practice was all about promoting a clear political
propaganda, such as in The Good Person of Szechwan, in which Shen Te
proclaims: ‘Why then don’t the gods speak up in their heaven/And say that
they owe the good world to good men?/Why don’t they stand by good men
with their bombers/Fire their guns and suffer no suffering then?’. This text,
argued the student, calls for the oppressed to rise up and it encourages them
to use violence to overthrow the ruling parties. However, Lehmann’s
proposition of postdramatic theatre simply suggests another version of
formalism that blurs class antagonism.

Since then, the accusation that Lehmann’s postdramatic theatre is a kind of
formalism has continued. Lehmann’s book arrived in China eight years ago and
it has become the target of concentrated attacks carried out by scholars from
the world of Chinese theatre. During an academic exchange event at the
Shanghai Academy of Drama, the Vice President condemned Fabre’s Mount
Olympus, presented by Lehmann in his lecture, as disgusting and inconsistent
with the national situation of China. In his article, juchang cannot replace xiju,
the Vice President criticized, ‘juchang is currently only popular in China because
a lot of people are following the trend, but it actually does not contribute
substantially to changes in theatre arts’.

In an article named The Ups and Downs of Literary Theatre and the English
National Theatre | proposed that postdramatic theatre and other similar forms
do ‘not require language to be understood, but are visual forms of drama’.

In fact, criticism was not levelled at Lehmann’s postdramatic theatre in China
because the examples he analysed were aesthetically incompatible with
Chinese taste, but because it attacked the basic foundations of huaju (spoken
drama), xianshizhuyi (realism) and xijuxing (dramatics).

At the end of the 19" and the beginning of the 20" century, Western drama
was introduced to China via Japan. This imported form was called huaju and it
was based on text and plot. Under the special historical conditions of the time,
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Wen Pulin

Wen Pulin is a writer, director and art critic. In 1984, he created the Chinese-
US Drama Society at the Central Academy of Art in Beijing. He introduced
absurd theatre techniques to a production of Lao She’s Tea house. In January
1985, Wen initiated the Beijing University Student Arts Ensemble that was a
collaboration between teachers and students of the eight arts colleges in
Beijing. Together, they performed an adaptation of Dostoevsky’s Uncle’s
Dream at the theatre of the Beijing Workers’ Club. In April 1985, he was invited
by Beijing theatre director, Lin Zhaohua, to direct a production of Brecht’s
drama Soldier Schweik in the Second World War. The show was included at the
first Brecht Seminar on Theatre. In Spring 1986, Wen Pulin directed Timon of
Athens at the Beijing Second Foreign Language Academy, where he was a
lecturer. This production was invited to participate in the first Chinese
Shakespeare Theatre Festival which was held at the Central Academy of Drama
in Beijing. In the 1980s, Wen Pulin filmed underground rock music and avant-
garde arts events. In the autumn of 1988, he organized a large scale avant-
garde art event called Wrapping the Great Wall at Mutianyu, Great Wall. In the
early 1990s, Wen was in Tibet filming a documentary film and he continued to
be a part of, and record, the process of Chinese contemporary art through
video. Between 2005 and 2007, Cornell University and the University of
California established the Wen Pulin Chinese Avant Garde Art Archive. For
nearly a decade, Wen Pulin has been traveling the Himalayas walking,
meditating and writing.

Interview: 12 June 2019: Beijing suburb, Wen Pulin’s home.

Li Yinan

| read your interview with Zang Honghua on Wrapping the Great Wall. Was
this project inspired by the six part television documentary River Elegy, He
Shang?

Wen Pulin
Indeed, River Elegy inspired me very much. The 1980s was an era of pioneers
in many fields.
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Li Yinan
How would you define the term, pioneer?

Wen Pulin

They are at the spiritual front, and they speak out. Back then Jin Guantao
was the chief editor of the magazine series Into The Future, and Wang Qishan
was the vice chief editor. People including Bao Dan, a member Zhao Ziyang's
think-tank were on the editing committee. They not only published articles on
cultural topics, but also on astronomy, economy and politics. It was the era of
enlightenment. In the Beijing universities of the 1980s, almost every student
dormitory had a copies of Into the Future. We were very much affected by it,
so we tagged along and we all became ‘futurists’. We believed in the future.
We believed that everything would be better once we passed into the next
century. Mainstream media was the same. According to the utopian fantasy of
the first generation revolutionaries of the Communist party, the ‘four
modernisations’ set by Deng Xiaoping would be realised by the end of the
century. The emancipation of the mind movement during the 1980s was very
important as it started from top-down. In fact, looking back on it now, the fate
of the nation was already in trouble back then, there were no viable solutions.
It was for that reason that Chairman Deng unleashed restrictions from top-
down. Had it not been from the top-down it would not have been so far-
reaching. Various Western ideologies were introduced into China, and our eyes
were immediately opened. In the field of ideas, we were affected by Jin
Guantao. In the field of the arts, we learned about Christo Javachef’s wrapping
art from Germany. He had not wrapped the Reichstag building yet, although he
had been applying to do so. However, he had already wrapped a few buildings
by then. All these events had a tremendous impact on us. Jin Guantao thought
that the Great Wall symbolised the closed door policy of our nation, and that
traditional thought was afflicted with many ills. That’s why | found it very
interesting to treat the Great Wall with a wrapping. It was also interesting to
see that during the last years of the 1980s, many performance artists used
wrapping as part of their art.

Li Yinan
Why was wrapping so popular in China at the time?

Wen Pulin
It is because wrapping has such an array of metaphors. Chinese people who
had lived through the Mao era would easily associate wrapping with sorrow
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