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Technology, Parole, and
Truth — A Review of
Duck Duck Goose, A
Production of 2021 Dublin
Theatre Festival

Fishamble: The New Play Company. Draiocht
Blanchardstown, Dublin. Oct 8, 2021.

Chengyun Zhao
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From September to October 2021, Duck Duck Goose,
written by Caitriona and directed by Jim Culleton,
premiered at Dublin Theatre Festival. The drama,
based on the notorious Irish “rugby rape trial” (Feb.
2018), explores the psychological injury suffered by
the people involved in this event by restoring the
memories of a witness, Chris Quinn, aiming at

amplifying the discussion to the contemplation of the
relationships among technology, parole, and truth.
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Editor’s Note:

Chengyun Zhao is doing his PhD programme in Drama at Trinity College
Dublin, thus I invited him to write a performance review for Ying Ming
Theater. When we watched the play Duck Duck Goose, premiering in last
year’s Dublin Theatre Festival, we encountered our supervisor Brian
Singleton, who told us that the playwright Caitriona Daly also graduated
from Trinity’s the Lir Academy, which indicates some connection between
the review and the play. Daly is also a graduate from the Royal Court
Theatre’s Young Playwright programme in London. Apart from Dublin, her
plays have also been produced in England and Scotland. I hope that this
review would offer a chance for readers to know about the style of Dublin’s
young (female) playwrights growing out of drama academy.

Chaomei Chen
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An Irish rugby player, who was in charge of sexually assaulting a
young female on the “rugby rape trial”, was released due to
insufficient evidence. However, the result did not appease the
citizens’ rage but rather stimulated it, leading to disbelief in
gender relations as well as in the judicial system. The plotline of
Duck Duck Goose paralleled this case to a large extent. It began
with the recollection of the morning, next to the occurrence of
the case, when Jane Scully asked Chris if he knew the phone
number of a rugby player, Davey. She argued that Davey raped
her and sent the photos to a WhatsApp group while the truth was
kept unknown due to the quick deletion. Subsequently, Chris
brought this question to his friend Davey and another rugby
player Andy who insisted on their innocence in this case. What
followed was the dramatic conflicts that Chris, trusting in his
friends, publicly clarified for his friends online and soon received
a constellation of verbal abuse or even physical harm. Angry
people intruded into his father’s family-owned company to
splash paint. The host in a radio interview constantly questioned
his standpoint by throwing linguistic traps. The lady kept
interrogating relevant evidence during their date. Even his sister
persuaded him several times to apologize in front of the public so
as to avoid further attack. All of these consequences were
attributed to his online clarification. Overwhelmed by these
fragments of memory, Chris suffered from long-term depression.
Meanwhile, Davey was still accused of rape by a large number of
citizens and escaped to another country despite that he had been
found innocent for the lack of evidence.

The playwright and director by no means stood for either side
involved in this case as no spectator was capable of acquiring the
truth of the case, but the case itself and the subsequent events left
indelible traumas to every character involved and even the
witnesses. The culprit of this tragedy is arguably the
modifiability of social media, or, more specifically, the
unreliability of techno-media. The stage was surrounded by five
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two-metre-high screens among
which the central one displayed
the process of the messages
posted and deleted on WhatsApp
that night with running texts,
while the other four functioned as
the mirrors reflecting the mind’s
eye of Chris’s. Moreover, he
confessed to the mirrors his
confusion about the missing texts
or the dilemma caught between
the beliefs, aroused by such
confusion, in the words of Jane
and Davey. In other words,
technology, which should have
provided evidence for uncovering
cases and avoiding the
concealment of truth, tend to
create distortion and
misunderstanding given its
modifiability. A deleted text at
once allowed Jane and other
netizens to attack the rugby
players involved in the rape trial,
and also provided the rugby
players and Chris with the
excuses of innocence. At the
same time when technology
reduces the possibility of
misjudgment, it imbues the cases
with more mysteries and delays
the revelation of truth as well,
which will probably traumatize
the figures involved in a more

profound way. 09



The discussion on uncovering the truth in Duck Duck Goose
shall not be restricted to the field of contemporary technology,
but rather delves deeply into the unknowability of truth

exposed from the perspectives of parole and even human nature

itself.

We could, by interpreting two dialogues embodied in Chris’s
memory, discover the limitation of human cognition and the
concealment of truth resulting from overconfidence. Humans
tend to accept what they want and to believe what they are
satisfied with, so they adopt parole to tamper with the truth.
First, in a radio interview, in order to produce hotspots for his
programme, the host Leo deliberately changed the theme from
“the corporation of Chris’s father being illegally invaded” to
“Chris being involved or witnessing the rape trial”. He strove
to distort the description of the case so as to convict those
rugby players, Davey for example.

The second followed as a date in a café when his dating mate
Marie was sensitive to any issues related to sexual attacks,
which was caused by a previous experience of being bodily
molested. She insisted on the guilt of those rugby players,
deploying a series of rhetorical questions to strengthen Chris’s
belief in her arguments as well as his feeling of guilt.

Hence, parole, a semiotic system closely connected to human
bodies, still obscures the ways of comprehending truth even if
reducing the disruption of technology, just as the similar
arguments illustrated by the distinguished Irish playwright,
Samuel Beckett, in his production, Waiting for Godot, Human
beings will never be able to understand truth by means of
parole or any other exterior behaviour, so to speak, even the
parole uttered by another subject cannot be fully
comprehended. As the extensions of the body, the media such
as parole or technology do not differ from each other
essentially to a large extent in that all of them undertake the
same function of expressing human nature.

Image © Ste Murray
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Humans are inclined to distort or conceal the
truth because of the subjectivity and limitation
inherent in human nature. As taking advantage of
the modifiability of media benefits themselves il
and stakeholders, their own “correctness” is

convinced only at the sacrifice of others’
interests. As Leo conveyed, “[N]ine times out of
ten, if it talks like a duck, it’s a duck.” This idiom
is not only a resonance to the title of the play, but
also a satire pointing out the distorted “post-

truth” exerted by such media as parole and
technology. They attempt to claim the discursive
dominance in this information era. In this regard,
the production is also a contemporary elaboration
of traditional Chinese allegories such as “calling
a stag a horse” and “three liars make a tiger”. Hl

Image © Ste Murray
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Interview: Sishi Cao / Yumin Ao

English: Sishi Cao
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al). This work shows how the two retired ballerinas
over their bodies by creating false memories and ho
cept their decaying bodies. The Divine Sewing

ine (2017, Beijing International Youth Theatre Fest
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into her dance creations and also encourages the audiences to
= Yo cohﬁnug sly reflective thinking. In September 2022, Ying
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Pina Bausch in Café Miiller. Photo by Jochen Viehoff —
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Cao: Ms. Wang, thank you so much for
accepting our interview. We followed your
work before and were interested in your
ideas, particularly in your artistic
approach of combining body memory and
cultural memory with dance. Would you
tell us how you started this idea?

Wang: This idea is not an idle one. I slowly
saw some clues in the process of production.
In my works, the body has always been one of
the most crucial mediums, or in my opinion,
the body is most important in the theater. In
domestic theater, the body has not received
enough attention. Even in dancing theater,
creators more often use the body to showcase
skills or as a carrier of emotion rather than let
the audience see the body. So I want to do a
direction to allow people to see the body.

When I first went to live and study abroad, I
felt a distinct physical difference between
myself and so-called foreigners. That's when I
began to reflect on my past education and the
control and restraint I experienced in a
collectivized life. I would wonder what it
would be like to have such a body displayed
in a performative way. I hope to use this
performative way to explore my experiences
and want to rethink the body issues I faced
while being educated in China. At the same
time, I still want to present the original beauty
of the body. These are some of the initial
ideas.

Cao: You just mentioned that you saw the difference in
your body from the bodies of our friend peers. Could you
be more specific about the differences? What has inspired
you?

Wang: First of all, our bodies are different from one another.
Our skeletal structure and how we organize our bodies to act
are different. Everything we experience in life leaves its mark
on the body, as does our education and the social culture we
live. The "different" I said first reflects in the latter two points.
After graduating with my undergraduate degree, I went to
Germany and continued to study art history major. Later, I
transferred to a dance academy.

Although I still studied theory, I had chances to observe
dancers up close and learned various things related to the
body. At that time, I found my foreign classmates around me
were generally better at getting along with their bodies. In
contrast, Chinese students who had similar educational
backgrounds previously in China faced difficulties in concrete
training situations. We failed to return to our bodies but
needed to find a form to continue. I see a limitation, a mutual
limitation between the body and the mind.

There is a very contradictory situation. I realized I must break
through the restrictions to become free, but my intuition told
me to perceive everything with the obstacles because that was
the unique way I had experienced the world. In When My Cue
Comes, Call Me, and I will Answer, although two older
dancers seemed to have many "obstacles,” we did not take
them as difficulties to overcome or to break through but
accepted them as parts of the bodies. In the end, I saw the
"freedom" I wanted to express in my works.
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Cao: Why did you choose retired ballet dancers? How did
you guide them to understand and express what you wanted?

Wang: The idea of working with retired ballet dancers came from
my experience as an intern at a German ballet company. I'm
curious about how their lives as dancers continue when they're
injured or not signed by the company. In the past China, ballet
dancers would leave the stage before getting 35 years old, and I
wanted to find a way for them to continue dancing. Also, I
became interested in the aging bodies in dance. In the first two
weeks of rehearsals, we just sat and talked, learning about each
other's pasts. This process was necessary. Even though both
actors had decades of stage experience, their field of work was
ballet which was very different from my creative background. As
dancers, they were still used to following instructions to move,
but what I needed was for them to create spontaneously. In the
next three months, they and I tried different ways of practicing,
more inwardly experiencing our bodies, including touching.
"Walking" was also an important exercise. How to let go of ballet
footwork and feel the ground in the current state of your body?
They began to gradually understand that now they were not going
to do flashy and complex body movements but to return to their
aging bodies and ask themselves: What else can I do? Why
would I do this?

Cao: I'm curious. Did you have any difficulties
communicating with the performers? Or did the performers
ever ask you what they thought during the rehearsal? How do
you manage this relationship?

Wang: There are many difficulties. For example, when working
with two older dancers who strongly believed in a set of artistic
language and concepts. When I proposed my ideas, they would
think it was something new and needed to learn. But when he
tried to accept it, he would find that what we were doing was
shaking his most fundamental view of art. It was a tough time.
Meanwhile, our discussions of specific issues would be affected
by our age differences and our respective experiences as art
workers. Many times we felt like we were compromising on each
other.

As mentioned earlier, I always was more gentle,
and those physical exercises became my vessel
for observing them. I wanted to help them see
themselves while getting to know them. But I
came to realize that this idea is a bit arrogant. If I
didn't change myself and didn't allow their beliefs
to come into my body, they would just become
the body I "control," which was the most
unbearable situation. Later, I started studying
ballet with them, learning all the things I wanted
to take out of this work in the first place and re-
understanding them from a different perspective.
We made three versions of this work, and the
performance has developed because we have
changed by getting older.

Cao: In When My Cue Comes, Call Me, and [
Will Answer, the male dancer said, "I need art
and progress, and so do you." With this line, what
art and progress do "[" need? And for the
audience, what do you think they need in terms of
art and progress?

Wang: We should not take the words out of the
play to make sense of it. The scriptwriter I was
working with wrote all these texts. I sent her the
recordings of our rehearsals because she could not
come to the rehearsal place. She listened to our
conversations and happenings there. This
sentence was something she thought the two
actors might say but never really spoke about in
their lifetime. Many of the words in the text are a
bit like slogans, and some sentences I feel are cut
off, such as this sentence, "I need art and
progress.” It is a strange juxtaposition of “art” and
“progress,” and also the second half of the
sentence, "so do you." I do not mean to convey
how much we need art. It is more about how
language is combined with presence and then
brought to the stage, which you certainly can
choose to accept or reject.
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The body is our primary interface with the world: it allows us to gather inputs
from the outside, to build a representation of the world, to act and directly
manipulate the environment.

"Body perception," research by Max Plank Institute for Empirical Aesthetics

Image © Mengfan Wang



Cao: You talked about language and transfer. I want
to ask. What kind of language do you use?

Wang: In The Divine Sewing Machine, I let the children
speak in their games and let the rhythm of their bodies
drive the sound. When My Cue Comes, Call me, and I'll
Answer, dancers also need to speak in action, exploring
how to use speaking as acting. In my work, language is
not attached to physical activities, but the appearance of
every word affects actions. I was thinking, why does
Chinese always sound so unnatural on stage? It never
seemed to be integrated with the body.

Concerning this issue, the practice of Japanese
experimental theatre has inspired me somehow. From
the late 1960s, through generations, Japanese theater
creators have been exploring and updating their speak
way. They know that modern theatre is not an Asian
product, so they go back to traditional performing arts,
such as Noh and Kabuki, to find the connection between
the body and singing or vocalizing. In the 1970s, Suzuki
Tadashi and Don Juro developed a very explosive and
screaming method. Then in the 1990s, silent theater
appeared, where the actors spoke very calmly or did not
even speak at all but only used the existence of their
bodies to reflect the complete script. Up to now, you can
see the current discussion of the Japanese daily dialogue

in the theater. And all of these practices put the body in
a very prominent position. As a result, Japanese theater
has developed different styles of physical training. I
hope to continue making some attempts in a similar
direction.

Cao: You talked about language and transfer. I
want to ask. What kind of language do you use?

Wang: In The Divine Sewing Machine, I let the
children speak in their games and let the rthythm of their
bodies drive the sound. When My Cue Comes, Call me,
and I'll Answer, dancers also need to speak in action,
exploring how to use speaking as acting. In my work,
language is not attached to physical activities, but the
appearance of every word affects actions. I was
thinking, why does Chinese always sound so unnatural
on stage? It never seemed to be integrated with the
body. Concerning this issue, the practice of Japanese
experimental theatre has inspired me somehow. From
the late 1960s, through generations, Japanese theater
creators have been exploring and updating their speak
way. They know that modern theatre is not an Asian
product, so they go back to traditional performing arts,
such as Noh and Kabuki, to find the connection
between the body and singing or vocalizing. In the
1970s, Suzuki Tadashi and Don Juro developed a very
explosive and screaming method. Then in the 1990s,
silent theater appeared, where the actors spoke very
calmly or did not even speak at all but only used the
existence of their bodies to reflect the complete script.
Up to now, you can see the current discussion of the
Japanese daily dialogue in the theater. And all of these
practices put the body in a very prominent position. As
a result, Japanese theater has developed different styles
of physical training. I hope to continue making some
attempts in a similar direction.
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AO: You talked about the approach
to speaking. Could you elaborate on
this point?

Wang: I'll probably leave the dialect
issue aside, just talking about the
Mandarin. Quite often, it is easier for
us to read Chinese visually, like when
we watch TV, there will always be a
line of subtitles, and we will habitually
follow those words, resulting in the
use of "watching" more than
"listening." I do not simply think
anyone has consciously dealt with the
language issue in Chinese yet.

Like Tian Gebing, he uses the
dancers' bodies because dancers can

do better after intensive training. He
lets dancers speak, but he doesn't
care what they say. He presents the
feeling of their times with loud
speaking, bringing up emotions after
mechanical repetition, or even
hissing. This way of speaking
belongs to the prior era in which he
lived before. But when I see actors
born in the 80s or 90s talking like
that on stage, I feel very unnatural.
Of course, we also have our anger
or passion, but it should be
presented in a completely different
form. It is more likely to be very
introverted and quiet.




Cao: You work with the post-80s and post-90s and are making some new
attempts. Do you have any specific plans or goals for the future? Could
you introduce them?

Wang: I now focus on exploring the relationship between physical action,
vocal approaches, and text writing. Several of us come from very different
creative backgrounds, but when working together. Each of us needs to do both
text writing and performance rather than dividing up the work and just doing
with which we are familiar. We wanted to translate literary language into
muscles, breath, and consciousness. We also want to use drawings and notes to
compose body texts. The concept of "body text" is something we have
developed and want to put into practice. The first work will probably come out
this year.

Cao: Will your work this year be very different from your previous
productions, compared to When My Cue Comes, Call me, and I Will
Answer, or The Divine Sewing Machine? What texts are you referring to?

Wang: In The Divine Sewing Machine, we tried to express the pleasure and
rhythm of Chinese through the children's voices. It is something I want to
continue with my own body and voice. There is another direction, taking
Beckett as an example. He had a work called Not I. There was a mouth on
stage that kept talking. It was a mouth of a dead 70-year-old woman. Beckett
was dissatisfied with the first performance at the time, so he went back to his
favorite actress to rephrase it. He said he did not want the voice to enter the
minds of the audiences but to hit their nervous system directly, that is, function
on the human body. This awareness is significant to me. I want to use the body
to transmit Chinese texts and make texts go directly into people's bodies. It is
more important to be perceived, not to be understood.
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In August 2013, the Wall Street Journal
used "Dama" as a brand-new English word
to describe those middle-class female
consumers in China for the first time in a

video posted on its website.
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~ Cao: I am looking forward to your new work. In the end, I want to

ask you. What is the relationship between your productiorrs and

yourself, the person '"Mengfan Wang?" Could you tell us a little bit

about the purpose of your creation or the meaning it brings to you?

Wang: I rarely wanted to face fnyself as a person in my work. It did
cause some problems. Now when looking back at my past work, I can -

~see my avoidance of these problems. This avoidance comes frommy
contempt for my own body and some specific feelings. It was no longer
the case after I produced When My Cue Comes. I appeared on stage with
the two older dancers and I seemed to be starting to return to my body.
They changed me, and in being with them, I reahzed that I could trust my
body.

I desperately need my creatlons I'am a person who rel'les on 1ntu1tion

very much. If intuition is an inner unconscious and formless thmkrng, Bl A :
then I think I need to grasp its form through creatlon The theater and the-' e

body are ways that I am closest. ‘Artistic creation is a thorough

observation of myself 1 can see my habrts and obstac;les 1 want to crea,te» 4
" an environment for myself to face all kinds of tl‘nngs When I seea '

productron presented in the theate-r I often wonder whether thrs is what I

~ created. Because at that time, the work became a rmrror a-llmeg me to

start reading myself and understandlng myself, mcludmg those parts I

! haven't known. For me, the meaning of creation is self- exploratlorr_ . o

»
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Xinyi Shen is an independent theatre producer and project manager based in
London and Shanghai. She has obtained a BSc. Economics at University
College London, MSc. Economic History at London School of Economics and
Political Science and MA. Creative Producing at Royal Central School of
Speech and Drama. Currently she works for Xiao Nian Qing Theatre Company
in China. Her main producing works include: Devising Theatre Pill of
Immortality (Producer, Nanjing University of the Arts Museum), Cassie and
the Lights by Patch of Blue Theatre (Producer at 2019 China Theatre Academy
Award, and won Outstanding Production Award), RSC's Matilda the Musical
China Tour (GWB Entertainment Project Manager Assistant), Short Film
Storm of Steel (Producer, RSC Showcase), We Live by the Sea by Patch of
Blue (Producer, Beijing Fringe Festival, Hangzhou Contemporary Arts
Festival), Devised Movement Theatre Lingering Games &8 (Producer,
Siobhan Davies Studio, 2017 World Stage Design Scenofest), musical The
Addams Family and Hair the Musical UK Tour (Investment management), The
Fool by Rao Xiao Zhi Theatre Studio (UK Associate Producer, 2016
Edinburgh Fringe Festival), musical The Memory Show ( Co-Producer,
Drayton Theatre. Supported by UK Alzheimer’s Society and won
BroadwayWorldUK Best New Musical), Tea Set (Co-producer, London and
Edinburgh Tour). She has also created and managed a number of intercultural
projects with Royal Central and Slade School of Fine Arts. In Shanghai she is
the executive producer for Game of Freedom (The Asian Building Shanghai),
and The Insanity (1862 Theatre Shanghai).
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Ying Ming Theater (Hereafter YMT): What is a

“creative producer’? Please introduce the
professional courses of the university’s master’s Another course in the first term was Culture Landscape, taken

degree program. together with students from other courses. Our tutor will focus
on the theatre landscape mainly in the West End and off-West
End of London, and talk about the history and culture of the

Xinyi Shen: A “Creative Producer” is a term often used UK, Europe, and other parts of the world. Although producers
by colleges and universities to describe the quality of are not required to be academic, we are supposed to give
new-era theatre producers' Apart from the tradltlonal feedbaCk in'depth and be able tO COHduCt a Certaln level Of
skills and techniques required to produce a show, a academic research.

creative producer is also capable of innovatively making
theatre more adaptable to meet the fast development
pace of modern society, usually involving
interdisciplinary and cross-cultural practices in both
producing and managing shows or events.

From the second term, the course includes two parts. The first
part is about practices, and the second is about reflecting on our
practices in academic studies. It is necessary to complete as
many internships and projects as possible inside and outside the

school. Not only should there be initial attempts in line with the
future direction of one’s career development, but also
I studied Creative Producing at the Royal Central networking and accumulation of contacts. At the same time,

Academy of Speech and Drama. The calendars in British you need to choose your thesis topic. You write the thesis as a
universities are different from those in Chinese ones. A wrapping of your practices and academic studies and submit it
year of study is divided into three terms, with Christmas by the end of the summer holiday.

and Easter as the interval. During the first term, the tutor

teaches skills and theories, including producing skills

and industry studies. For this term, I learned production

theories, such as budgets, sources of funds from various

sources, publicity, audiences, programming, and focus

on some of the current industry issues, etc. But in

general, Creative Producing is a very practice-based

subject and needs to establish industry contacts from YMT: In the third term of the school, what extracurricular

when you are still a student. practices did you do?

Xinyi Shen: One of my extracurricular practices was working at
the Yellow Earth Theatre Company as a production assistant.

Therefore, our university invites a few theatre industry Where I worked one day per week. Chris, my supervisor, asked
practitioners as our guest tutors to give lectures based on me to compile a list of relevant contacts throughout London for
their experiences each year. When I was studying there, promotional purposes. I remember that more than 200

one of our guest tutors was Sunita Pandya, the producer individuals and institutions needed to be contacted and updated.
of Southbank Centre. She related her teaching to her I enjoyed contacting them and completed this task efficiently. I
work at the Southbank; we also went there to take still remember at the end of the internship the feedback I got
classes. from Chris was about my efficiency, he said I completed the

work within two hours while he was expecting two weeks.
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Another practice was working with Kibo Productions
for their projects at the off-West End and Edinburgh
Festival. I maintained the collaboration with them even
after graduation doing various publicity and pre-
production work. One of the actors we worked with at
the time has now become a well-known actress, and I
am happy for her. I also worked as a producer for a
movement theatre company of four girls for their
performance at the London Vaults Festival.

YMT: To become a producer, how do you gain work
experience?

Xinyi Shen: I relied on personal connections at the
beginning and took the initiative to apply for as many
open opportunities as possible. I had a senior who
graduated a few years earlier than me and started her
own company. She often hires me to do production
management for her projects and recommended me for
other opportunities. For example, I managed a dance
performance for about half a month at the Edinburgh
Fringe Festival, which allowed me to learn many things

4\

Bridging London Theatre Exploration Project: Guest Speaking

-

‘ Image © Xinyi Shen
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there during my summer holiday. Also, because of her
recommendation, I could meet many teachers from the
Central Academy of Drama in China, from whom I got
more opportunities. Since I learned that the National
Theatre of China was collaborating with the Royal
National Theatre for the Chinese version of “War
Horse,” I became the translater for the production team
when the Chinese company came to the UK.

There were also many opportunities within the school.
Just before the course completion, I collaborated with
two students from MA in Acting for Screen for a short
film. We managed to take a team of 20 people to the
countryside for an 8-day filming. I was both the
producer and line producer, doing work from filming
schedules to the daily living of our crew. I needed to go
scouting with the creatives and plan the filming
schedule, also make sure the smooth running of the
camera, props, lighting, and art departments. I also
negotiated meal deals with the local pizza places and

found a local farm owner to set up a temporary
scaffolding. Although I seemed to have shed a layer of
skin after the 8-day shooting, I feel so rewarded. The
trip was worth it.




Ealibia Gzl ey 2

YMT: How did you deal with cross-cultural projects?

Xinyi Shen: From 2014 to 2019, I have been working as an independent producer in
London. I applied for the graduate entrepreneur visa under the support of Central, and
collaborated with the school on a summer course designed especially for anyone from China
who are interested in theatre, especially devising theatre, the majority of the participants are
theatre students and professionals. This course is embedded into a 2-week theatre experience
in and outside London. This project, named “Bridging London Theatre Exploration”, is a
professional theatre program, covering visits to various theatres and institutions in London
and other parts of the UK, allowing participants to learn about the UK theatre industry and
experience its unique culture here. There are guest speakers, show watching, theatre visits,
and the devising course in Central where participants will create a short performance and
showcase it to a small number of audiences at the end of the course. The project lasted from
2015 to 2019 and I believe it benefits our participants to a great extent, as well as myself, as
it is a successful business model that allows for financial gains and acts as the foundation for
consistent networking with people from all fields.
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Bridging London Theatre Exploration Project: Guest Speaking

Image © Xinyi Shen

YMT: Based on your work experience in the UK and China, could you talk about theatre
production in the two places?

Shen Xinyi: I have been thinking about how to become a successful producer in the UK as an
Asian producer. I ask myself what kind of projects I should do and what my mission is. In the
beginning, most of my projects with China’s theatre companies were about overseas liaison and
local co/associate production. On the other hand, as a producer based in London, I also met
many excellent directors, artists, and creators. I was constantly looking for ways to support
them, achieving more collaborations with resources I could have from both countries. For
example, in 2017, I produced Patch of Blue Theatre Company’s play “We Live by the Sea” at
the Beijing Fringe Festival and Hangzhou Contemporary Art Festival. I also produced a devised
physical theatre production “Lingering Games &7 in World Stage Design held in Taiwan.
Later I became more involved in projects related to performing rights and original touring on a
bigger scale. [ worked with Shanghai Fresh Vogur in the rights acquisition of NYMT’s musical
“Growl” and its training program for children. I also worked on the “Matilda the Musical”
China tour.
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Verse Unbound's Co-Production: The
Image © Xinyi Shen f

These experiences prompted me to continuously observe and get involved in the
development of the theatre industry in both China and the UK. There are differences in the
production process, the industry system, budgeting, the censorship system in China, the
communication, and even the aesthetics of audiences, etc. These differences reflect the
different demands and rules of various institutions, companies, and individuals in the two

countries. I think it’s necessary to always keep an open eye on current events and actively get
involved in them.




YMT: What do you think of the theatrical collaboration between the
countries?

Xinyi Shen: I think the past few years have seen a process in which both
countries constantly explore how to collaborate better. As an individual, I
constantly initiate new projects, and wheater successful or not, every
attempt would give me something in return.

For instance, I wanted to expand my clients for the Bridging London
projects but have encountered various obstacles. I did two programs at
that time. One was a contemporary art course in collaboration with the
Slade School of Fine Art, and the other was a devising course with the
Royal Central School of Speech and Drama. These two projects were
professional-oriented, and the market was niche. But after these years,
they gradually got more attention, not only because our projects gained a
certain reputation, but also because the general need and awareness of
studying art and theatre abroad are getting higher. Many of the
participants applied for university programs in London and became a
student there. In addition, Chinese theatre companies are more aware of
getting performing rights, and as a result, I get more requests.

Moreover, various types of cross-border collaborations are on the rise. I
worked with a few international schools to develop drama courses within
the school curriculum. Some more independent artists need producers to
help them commercialize their theatre works.

Verse Unbound's Co-Production: The Memory Show

Image © Xinyi Shen
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YMT: What do you think the current
career prospects for creative producers
are? How to do career planning?

A B 12
Xinyi Shen: I think the current career . . . . . .
prospects for creative producers are broad. il
While commercial companies and artistic
institutions can still provide decent capital
and market support, producers can achieve
relatively stable development. In an open
environment, producers can work in other
fields too. We should evaluate our
capabilities and what is our desired job to
choose which kind of companies we want
to work for, work with, or start our
businesses. It is also good if you gain an
understanding of working within the
governmental sector in China.

I think producers should be innovative,
self-motivated, and bold. We also need to
have good partners, and good teamwork, to
identify our audience and learn how to
reach them, how to make a show
sustainable and how to communicate with
people from various positions. There is not
one path that is the same, nor are there
standard answers for ev ery step you take. CEAVEALEHFIL) TEHUN KSR ZL R 185 198
As long as you have the vision, courage,

g 5 T © Xinyi She
and skills, you can find your own path. FHEE = SIS

) 2
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YMT: What do you think of the future of being a
producer as a profession in China?

Xinyi Shen: Producers need to have multi-layers of
qualities and skills. On the one hand, they must have
excellent production skills and rational thinking. They
should be able to do planning and execution, find funds,
write contracts, make budgets, be aware of industry
trends and make decisions. They should plan carefully
each step they take to obtain maximum returns, at the
same time understand the risks it comes with it.

On the other hand, producers should also have excellent
literary and artistic aesthetics, good communication
skills, and an empathetic heart to understand and
support creators. Moreover, they should understand
what the audience expects and be prepared to cultivate
the desired relationship between the audience and
production.

Poster for We Live by the Sea image © Xinyi Shen
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I have the impression that the profession has not yet
gained such recognition in China. The scope of work is
quite confusing, and there are no university disciplines
that specialize in training producers. However, I see
there are more and more producer-centered production
companies emerging especially in Shanghai and
Guangzhou, which are leading the theatre industry to be
more commercial. It is good to a certain extent, as [
expect the theatre market to have a more mature system
and can have more external funds and resources to
support and promote theatre development. If producers
have more discourse power, it will contribute to
industry development to a great extent. In the future, the
choice of producers will largely determine what Chinese
audiences will watch and receive from the stage. From
this perspective, it is one of the most important roles in
the industry.
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At the same time, the director-centered system has
certain advantages in China because of its unique
cultural characteristics. A complete denial of a
phenomenon is not reasonable.

YMT: What is the difference between a creative
producer and a curator? And a dramaturgy?

Xinyi Shen: Creative producers refer specifically to
theatre productions, or some may extend to the
management in the cultural and media industries. The

curator relates to the role of artistic exhibition curation.

The two have a similar working scope but in different
fields. Dramaturgy, from my understanding, is a
supervisory role on the artistic level, annotating and
arranging the programming of repertoire and texts. It is
a role independent of the director, screenwriter, and
producer.

YMT: Do you think producers have a say in artistic
creation?

Xinyi Shen: I think producers have the right to choose
what productions they want to do and the quality of the
productions by choosing the casts and creatives they
want to work with. Generally speaking, in terms of
creation, a producer can determine and intervene to
some extent during pre-production, but once decisions
are made the rest is to trust your team. In this sense, I
think casting and forming a creative team is something
worth thinking about as a piece of good theatre is a
result of teamwork.

Photo from Cassie and the Lights image © Xinyi Sh
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YMT: How can freelance artists, up-and-coming
performers, and recent college graduates access producers
and gain more opportunities?

Xinyi Shen: In my opinion, theatre companies, no matter how
big or small, all need producers to take care of a lot of things.
On the other hand, it is a mutual selection process and
depends on what stage the company/produce is at. Many
artists in the UK produce their own works at the beginning of
their career development and choose to have a producer to
work with at certain stages. The producer can take care of
funding and managing productions so that artists can be more
focused on the creative aspects. In some cases, a producer
may manage several companies at the same time. For an actor,
it is an agency company that they could work with if they
want. ll
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Xiaoyi Liu is an artist and theatre director in contemporary
China, where he worked for the National Theatre of China
and founded the Touch Laboratory, as well as a
choreographer and actor. He graduated from Beijing Dance
Academy. Below are some of his works: War Horse (puppet
director of the Chinese version), Little Soldier Chang Ka-
tse, The Tiny Planet, Monster, Spring Awakening (Chinese
version), Wu Kong, and The Throne and the Poetry, etc. He
has performed at the Edinburgh International Festival, the
London Southbank Center’s Festival, the Wuzhen Theatre
Festival, the Beijing Fringe Festival, etc. He has been
awarded “Craftsmanship Spirit - Director of the Year” by
the Beijing Youth Weekly.

Xiaoyi is affectionately known to audiences as a theatre
artist with “treasures” because there seem to be countless
tools inside and labels outside Xiaoyi’s suitcase. Not only
can he design, make and manipulate wooden puppets, but
also he is a choreographer and dancer; he is a domestically
well-known musical director and the founder of a children’s
theatre company, which is very rare in China. He says he
was born to be an artist and also an adventurous producer. In
the conversation with him, we can get a glimpse of the
artist’s life in multiple dimensions, from his dreams and
childlike fantasies of art to his shining spirit, which formed
during his gradual adaptation and reconciliation with the
world.

Image © 2015 Sohu.com Inc.
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Musical Director: Artistic Creation and
Scientific Management

Q: The musical The Throne and the Poetry, which received good reviews and
interest in 2020, is restarting its domestic tour this year with high anticipations. You
are the director and the choreographer of this production. How do you explain its
popularity and recognition in the commercial theatre marketplace?

A: The reasons for success are complex and accumulated by multiple factors.
Personally speaking, I have been producing and directing musicals for many years. I
believe in continuous learning by doing. When working in London, I commanded
and built up scientific working methods. And all of our team members are young,
talented, and professional. Additionally, few original musicals are excellent enough
to be such a rising force in China so far. I have never been a fan of copyrighted
adaptation because artists and actors must show creativity and talent during the core
production from O to 1 instead of adaptation from 1 to 99. The audience needs
excellent pieces with the impressive subject matter and a compelling storyline, such
as a great tragedy with family-country affection. It, as a musical, fits in with the
aesthetic taste of the young generation and doesn’t set a very high threshold that
requires much expertise or background knowledge, so it makes people willing to go
to the theatre to enjoy a live show.

Q: There are three rounds of “incubation” in producing The Throne and the Poetry.
Could you tell us more about the stages and steps in the incubation?

A: In the first round, we lined up the script and the music to see whether the structure
works well or not. In the second round, the actors rehearsed it. This step is crucial
but advantageous. Only through visualizing the text could the whole team check if it
was what we imagined. It was different from the conventional way of production, in
which members of all divisions started separate working after they got the script and
then aggregated their outcomes in the final rehearsal. In the third round, we had the
stage art, costumes, and props designed, and we revised the script again. During the
whole process of production, we all shared the same image and referred to the
accordant standard. If stuck in our fields, we would only find that we were running in
opposite directions, with our respective outcomes that cannot live up to each others’
imaginations.
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Q: What methods did you adopt to enhance teamwork and
cooperation?

A: The four divisions of musical production - writing, composing,
directing, and choreographing - must understand how to cooperate
with others, which requires an effective working method. I am good
at organizing a team to cohesively produce higher-quality content
with higher efficiency within a limited time. As a director, I must
inspire, lead and embrace the artists so they will build trust with me,
or they can't open up to me or focus on their creative work. Since I
started my own business at a young age and have been the head of
my own company, I have gained much management experience and
a lot of methods. The most important thing to do with a big project is
to balance the work of all team members. I always believe that it is
easy to manage an art project, while a commercial project is the most

difficult to do. It requires not only a scientific approach but also

needs to be creative and enjoyable enough to bring it to a broader
audience.

Musical Wu Kong (2020) Image © thepaperch

Q: The artists may have unlimited creativity and adopt various
expression skills. You also emphasize the freedom of collective
creation, which means infinite possibilities. However, each idea needs
counting so all kinds of options can be collected and organized to form
a final product. As a director and project manager, how do you find the
point and the thread?

A: It is all about experience and judgment based on intuition, which has
been trained for a very long time so that your instinct can catch it and
make a judgment immediately if you have received a multitude of
outcomes in hand. "Oh, that's it. That's what I want!" That is what an
artist can do, but not that easy to train. It is hard and painful when you
have to tell the truth and express your feelings precisely at the moment
you are touched and moved, rather than feeling nothing or being afraid
to speak out. It may offend others, so excellent artists don't talk so much
in their daily lives.
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Q: What will you do if your intuition or judgment conflicts with the views of your
teammates or others around?

A: A written contract signed indicates who will be a team leader. There is always someone
who has to make the decision. Usually, a director must do it. There is no being right or
wrong in the theatre other than being the most accurate and appropriate. The theatre is
considered the form of art of regret, and it is going to be what it is when it shows on stage -
it can just be this decoration, this music, this lyric at this moment. The older a director is,
the more valuable he becomes. I have done this for nearly twenty years and have made
twenty or thirty studio theatre productions. I believe I have gained enough experience to
make a correct judgment with constraint time and a budget limit.

\\Wﬁ“’l’m Vi

Rehearsal for Musical Wu Kong (202

Q: In recent years, you have been working on several musicals as both a director
and a choreographer. Could you please give us more details about the
choreography and physical movements of the two original musicals Wukong and
The Throne and the Poetry?

A: First and foremost, in a musical production, the dance and physical
movements should not be divorced from the music style. Meanwhile, the actions
in the story should be considered and then stylized. The music of Wu Kong is
mainly hip-hop and rock, so I created the dance movements to be modern,
violent, and open, with completely extroverted images to show off the hormones
and energy of fertility worship. In contrast, the dance movements of The Throne
and the Poetry are introverted even when the character is going particularly
crazy. This craziness has extreme effects because the extreme restraint of
feelings is more likely to drive the audience mad.

I have adopted the styles and movements of Korean dance in The Throne and the
Poetry. One of the styles, called “Xianlang,” in which scholars dance with a fan, is
fit for the temperament of the protagonist. There are two kinds of Korean dance:
North Korean dance and South Korean dance. The former is worldly and wild,
while the latter is courtly and elegant. We apply this distinction to the emperor
and poet Li Yu - when he writes poetry, or when the country is in ruins, he
performs the North Korean dance in a frenzied manner; while when he is the
emperor with dignity, he performs he South Korean courtly dance.
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Q: You emphasize physical style and body language in
your creative work.

A: I think a great production shmfnmays concern the
body, as stage and theatre arts are the art of the body

instead of words. The body does not deceive us, but the
words do. Especially in contemporary theatre with a
large proscenium stage, if there is no physical
expression but merely actors standing still and reciting
the lines, why doesn’t the audience choose to listen to a
radio play? The theatre is a theatre only when we create
something that cannot be done in real life or a film.
Although it’s just a box with a stage, we can make
unlimited possibilities and spaces in such a limited
space, which is the most creative and appealing
characteristic of theatre art.

Q: You arranged some workshops and courses during
the rehearsals. Why did you take this way to rehearse?
Does it aim at training the body of actors?

Musical Wu Kong (2020) Image © thepaperch

A: The body is the essence of acting. Many
theatre masters, such as Tadashi Suzuki,
Jacques Lecoq, and Meyerhold, emphasized
the training of the body. If problems of the
body are not addressed enough, the resonance
will not have the power to reach and thrill the
audience. Quite a few actors have not trained
well, so I have to re-train them. A good
director is a good trainer who helps the actors
set free, motivates their bodies with scientific
methods, and engages their minds and
emotions in a performance. Acting in theatre
requires skills and techniques in controlling
your body and mind because, every night, a
show must go and move the audience at the
very moment. If the actors are stiff, rigid, and
do not feel free enough, they will not be able
to create a vibrant character. They require
nourishment from me to grow up on their own.
I want to give them some good training, to let
them know that they can do it, to help them
build confidence to create, to go on an
adventure with them, and face mistakes and
risks as well as wonders on this journey.
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Q: Could you introduce some of your training methods?
You mentioned in an interview that you helped the
actors discover on their own how the wind blows rather
than telling them the exact movements.

A: It is one of my training methods, the purpose of
which is to break the regular rhythm or habit of their
bodies instead of just imitating the wind. The feelings
and emotions of human beings are not always in a
monotonic rhythm, so actors utilize different kinds of
energy, including wind, fire, and soil, imagining the
desolation and solidity of the earth or the slow flow of
rivers. It's all about various kinds of energy and
changeable rhythms of body and language. It is hard for
actors to be always full of emotions every night, but
emotions will run high as soon as they can remember
and utilize the exact energy of wind or fire.

Q: What do you think touring means to production, a
theatrical company, and its staff?

A: Personally speaking, in terms of what kept me
working on theatre till now, one of the most important
factors is that I love touring. I tour almost every week. I
can't wait to meet the audience in different cities to see
their attitudes, reception, and feedback on a cultural
event and to see the fact that they come from different
cultural, economic, educational backgrounds, and social
classes. Touring is the best energy and nourishment for
me to absorb, which helps me know how to create my
works and show different content to audiences in many
cities.

Q: Many of your works have shown that you achieved a
balance between commercial profits and artistic effects.
How do you think of and deal with this issue?

A: I do not intentionally think of and deal with it as a
real issue. Firstly, as professional artists, we should keep
learning and improving our expertise and aesthetic
tastes. I believe that good artwork itself is a profitable
commercial product. It is a must to reach a high level of
artistry so that I will have opportunities to choose an
appropriate position to do my work. Furthermore, we
shall put the audience in our hearts and minds and hold a
spirit of dedication to accommodate a broader audience.

The stories for the public should not be too radical but

acceptable to the majority. I make this judgment based

on a great deal of experience with sit-down productions
and performances, from which we can learn the

audience’s average level of appreciation. The way of
musical expression is determined to be a compelling and
concise story with a linear narrative rather than a tangled
and complicated story with a multi-linear or non-linear
narrative. Simplicity is greatness, for it allows more
people to become theatergoers and understand your
works first, which makes it possible to strike a balance
between art and business.

79



The Tiny Planet (2014) Image © Xiaoyi Liu

Speaking of the development of Chinese
musical theatres, one of the most
intractable problems is the way of
production. I learned a lot of scientific
ways of production in London, which
require money, time, and methods.
These ways and methods function well
in my team. It is not only about property
and materials but also spirits and hearts -
how to work with the artists and
organize an inclusive team in which we
can speak honestly and frankly enough
to express our initial and true feelings
just after a rehearsal. Only in this way
can we together continuously create the
best things and let there be wonders on
stage.

Q: In the context of theatre in China,
you can find and capture what the
domestic audience would enjoy and
appreciate. Meanwhile, some of your
productions went abroad. In such a
cross-cultural context, do you think it is
necessary to reinterpret your works? Are
there any dimensions that are
inaccessible to an audience from
different cultures?

A: First, my works are relatively general
with an international perspective, and
the physical performance is a language
understood without national borders.
Secondly, I believe that if I like it, most
people will also like it because I am in
the same position as the audience when |
work in theatres. Whether in a cross-
cultural context or not, there will be
something in every theatre production
beyond the audience's general
knowledge or common sense. I would
slowly help them to establish their
cognition so they can gently accept the
new information and unfamiliar feelings
I would like to bring them over the two-
hour course. We want to raise their
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Founder of Children’s Theatre Company -
Dreaming as a Child and Reconcile as an Adult

Q: You founded the “Touch Laboratory,” an all-round
theatre company containing creation, production,
performance, education, and training, whose original
works tour China and Europe all year round. Why did
you found the “Touch Laboratory” initially?

A: I founded the “Touch Lab” to earn a living, which
was the only way I could make money at that moment.
Its revenue is not very high even today, but our actors
are now living a better life or at least living with
dignity. It is because we keep putting on shows and
selling the production copyrights of our original works.
Producing theatres for families and children has kept me
working in the theatre every day and provides me with
practical opportunities for commercial theatre
productions and training more professional staff in basic
techniques and operations for the industry.

Image © Xiaoyi Liu

Q: Why do you work on theatrical productions and
courses for children?

A: I think I am still a child myself, and I have not grown
up yet. I grew up in a single-parent family with an
incomplete childhood, so art has been the outlet and
anchor of my emotions. If I did not create it, I would
have felt insecure. On the other hand, however, I had a
very happy and fulfilling childhood, without family
violence, and learned a lot of things, including piano,
Chinese painting, root carving, basketball, football, and
so on. That was very important to me, and I made these
choices and decisions myself. Each of my children's
theatre productions, revised every year, is an
opportunity for me to recall, read, and remedy my
childhood and to grow up from it again. Since I became
a father, my understanding of children has changed, and

I have become more open-minded about my childhood.

Image © Xiaoyi Liu
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I like kids. Making theatre for children is more
challenging than for adults, for it needs to be pure and
inclusive, with higher artistry instead of the stink of
money. We should show them excellent artwork to
reach out to their little hearts, to plant a seed, and then
leave quietly.

Q: How did you come up with the idea to do Mini
Theatre in a Suitcase?

A: I have toured many cities, visited some places where
many other theatre companies are unwilling to go, and
witnessed situations of performance that they have never
seen before. As a result, I know better what I am going
to do. I once went to a city without a single theatre,
where a businessman booked a nightclub and invited us
to perform for kids by daylight. After putting a cloth
around and setting up small chairs, we put on a show for
kids. The man said that he had watched our shows in
Beijing and hoped children in his small city could watch
them too. In some remote towns and villages, many
children have never been to the theatre and watched a
show. The issue is hard to deal with, but I’ve seen it and
tried my best to do something.

Since then, I have had an idea to do some non-theatre
performances on the street or in public spaces so that
more people have the chance to feel and enjoy the
delight and nourishment of arts. Art has saved me, so I
believe it can save other people too.

Q: From your perspective and experience as a director,
how is a puppetry theatre created, taking the piece The
Wing Maker as an example? What is the relationship
like between a man and a puppet?

A: The Wing Maker is a puppet production dedicated to a
grandpa making wings for his little friends. The play is
drawn from my affection for living in this country all these
years. It is a story about the relationship between a man
and a puppet. Everyone does not like this eccentric
grandpa, but he loves himself, which is likewise a mirror
image of myself. I feel that children nowadays are in lack
of dreams, and I hope that this character can go deep into
their hearts.

Q: When designing the characters and storyline of the
puppet show, you may put a lot of emotions and values
into it. I am also curious about the relationship between the
puppeteer and his puppet when he manipulates it in a
performance.

A: A puppet show involves three types of people:
designers, makers who bring to life through the shape and
joints of a puppet, and puppeteers who give it a new life
with their characteristics, attitudes, and understandings.
Puppets all look the same, but they can become distinct
characters in the hands of different puppeteers. If I can
make a puppet and also manipulate it all by myself, the
whole life of this puppet will belong to me, and I can
experience its lifespan from a block of wood to a body
shape, and then my hands make it breathe, jump, see, move
and finally come to real life.

A puppet master who is my mentor once told me that I
should forget myself when manipulating puppets. He
meant that I was not controlling a puppet. Instead, it was a
puppet that took me somewhere. I think all actors should
learn about puppetry. It is a method of training and
understanding performance because it provides a new
vision - the characters lead you, not the other way around.




Suitcase Puppet Theatre

Suitcase Puppet Theatre

arefyrodedjjepy @ oSew
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The Chinese adaptation of the play Wa'
a joint production by the Royal N:
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War Horse

Image © National Theatre of China
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The Life of a Theatre
Artist, and the Life as a
Theatre

Q: You became known to audiences owing to the live-
stream show Theatre for Living, which presents the
living conditions of artists and their attitudes toward life.
You said in a previous interview, “We must face the
reality of life. The moment when you finally stand up
will deliver power and courage to the audience.”

As a theatre artist and producer, how do you acquire
strength and energy for yourself when you have
hardship in your personal life?

A: Perhaps as a Sagittarius man, I hardly fall when the
going gets tough, and it even makes me better every
time in crises. I have a strange strong desire and heroism
in life - the more furious the storm becomes, the more
courage I hold to sacrifice and fight against it. At the
same time, however, I am so pessimistic and sensitive
that I would always try to prepare in advance.

For example, Shanghai was attacked by the new round
of pandemic this year. In the third month of the
lockdown, I asked some members of my company to
leave Shanghai and go back to their hometowns to finish
the quarantine to be ready for the tours outside of
Shanghai.

Additionally, knowing that it would be difficult for the
whole industry this year, we decided to take the
initiative to contact theatre operators we used to have
business with and to develop new modes of cooperation.
If we do not keep the shows going on, the actors will not
be able to survive. As the boss of a theatre company, I
must stand on a higher point to see the whole picture, to
spend and dedicate more. The process in which you
overcome and control your fears is somehow to stand up
and become stronger.

Q: Crises encounter artists in their work, life, or survival.
How could you find a way out if you are in crisis while
still having a strong desire to create? If you survive a crisis
and live a rich life, is it necessary, and how to keep
yourself creative?

A: I think artists should live a good life because we are
born to do everything to make our lives better. I have no
more worries about material living since 2017, with an
amount of money to spend on my creative work. I have my
studio and workshop, where I can make props and bring
them to the next-door rehearsal room directly for use. If an
artist struggles and suffers, he may create something bitter
and sore. The arts must criticize reality, but we prefer to do
pure arts. To some extent, there is critical thinking in our
works now, but I think it is more important to have
conversations with the present time. ll
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Theatre Log
TWO Chin
Students i

Edinburg
Festival

As a paradise for every performing artist, dinburgh
Fringe Festival has become a gala that exh
substantial brilliant, ingenious as well as e eral
pieces of art and performance. However, forsome, if
not many, this festival may seem out of rea
Therefore, the following journals from two theatre

students who have recently graduated from the

University of Exeter may hopefully become sources of '
inspiration.

Hongye Chen / Guozhao Sun

Image © Hongye Chen
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Editor’s Note:

Ying Ming Theater invited two theatre students, Hongye Chen and
Guozhao Sun, who had recently made their debut in the 2022
Edinburgh Fringe Festival. Chen and Sun have just graduated from the
University of Exeter this summer. In response to the difficulty to find a
public platform for debut performance, which have been frustrating
many yocung artists, this article, in the form of theatre log written by the
two students, just arrived in time to share their experience concerning
application, preparation and participation of the Edinburgh Fringe
Festival. From the perspective of creators and participants, their
journals are expected to unveil the mystery of the Edfringe.

Chaomei Chen
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Starting from Scratch to
the Edinburgh Fringe

Hongye Chen

A Seed

August indicates a time of artistic explosion in Edinburgh, as
countless theatre practitioners from all over the world.

As a drama student in the UK, I planted a seed deep in my he
I have also been an avid audience of the yearly Edinburgh Fri
theatrical perspectives and practices.

Dedicated to offer showcasing spaces for rebellious, anti-co
Edfringe lies in its encouragement of small groups to pursue
Edfringe finally made its comeback following a three-year su
pandemic.

The opening of theatres fuelled my enthusiasm out of which
performance for us international students in the UK. I attemp
as a city we can’t wander, a home we can’t return to, engagin
society, living in the present or the future.

An invisible group in British society doesn’t mean nothing ¢
Chinese students. Three years of theatre studies has taught m
theatre. A performance will have its social significance as lo
into the play.

As Phoebe Waller-Bridge, President of the Edfringe Society,
are born here, and cultural exchange is once again moving fo
Edfringe, she created a seemingly niche show, Fleabag, abou
perspective of a woman working in London. The play becam
successfully reproduced in television, due to its breaking-the-
perspective unveiling a real London underneath its gilded gl

It is a perfect example of the magnitude of the ‘fringe’ perspe
aware that a “marginal” subject matter and aspiration may no
certainly lead to a process of experiments and attempts, give
lessons from every attempt.



Some breeding

We need to set a desired goal before we start, and the “watering” process
should be completed step by step. The first step was to set up a timeline. The
seed was officially planted at the end of March. As a result, all of the work
had to be done within five months before the show. The hardest thing was
the participants, but I was lucky enough to have Guozhao Sun, who had a
passion for my subject matter and whose schedule coincided with mine. As a
fledgling theatre group who was about to make its first attempt in Edfringe,
this five-month period was bound to be difficult. Yet the passion for theatre
and Edfringe helped us overcome any difficulties.

Then came the most realistic issue—costs, i.e., how to make full use of all
the resources we held. In terms of personnel, we needed to play multiple
roles both on and off stage, as this would have saved us loads of money for
the estimated ten-day run in Edinburgh. The issue of venue is also a tricky
one. Our school’s rehearsal rooms would meet all our needs and help us to
determine the minimum accommodation of audiences for the official
performance. An examination of how well the show, the stage, the audience
and the off-stage work could accommodate each other will allow us to
choose a well-located and cost-effective venue.

Finally, the key is the script. The combination of international students and
dreams would be a familiar and inclusive dramatic integration given the lack
of staff, because dreams are caused by both logic and absurdity and
meanwhile project the vulnerable inner worlds of different international
students. We may not be able to present the identity issues of the Chinese
diaspora as intriguing as David Henry Hwang’s representation of Chinese
Americans in Yellow Face; as an international student, however, I hope that
the self-deprecating humour and critical spirit can be incorporated into our
work: “Is This the Real Life?”—an absurd but real dream.



Some Light

However, creativity has its own limits, for our experiences
and perceptions may not be typical of all international
students. In order to prevent the creation of a closed book, I
started to use the dramaturgy of “Verbatim Theatre” to
interview and record the detailed dreams of international
students.

These materials, under the theatre creation, gave birth to a
person or a label through which most international students
can see their own shadows. It has a decadent, dark side as well
as a positive, sunny side, and a side on the verge of mental
collapse due to the pressure of working on a dissertation. We
had therefore created five separate dreams, including one
about physical health and religious beliefs, one about
socialising and stereotyping, one about employment pressure
and being manipulated by waiters, one about democratic
freedom and traditional conservatism, and one about
transcending oneself to achieve the ultimate fantasy.

Dreams are reality’s projections where we are able to venture into the
neglected details of reality because we are omnipotent and
unaccountable. In order to restore the most realistic dreams, we broke
the relationship between people and space. Moreover, all elements on
stage could be switched without logic, thus creating a world where the
border between the real and the imagined was blurred in service of the
theme. Although the theatrical universe had been built, we still
required a formal performance before our Edinburgh debut to receive
feedback from the audiences, because our work came to nought
without the audiences. Our work should be exposed in advance so that
we would be capable of catching the eyes of the audiences among
over 3000 performances in the festival. A picture-perfect poster and
flyer were none less important than a sophisticated staging. So, over
the next two months, we worked intensively on rehearsals,
compositions and promotional materials, culminating in two
consecutive performances at the University of Exeter’s ‘Term 3
Festival’. To our surprise, most of the Chinese and British audiences
were able to understand our English-speaking performances and to
give us feedback, which increased our confidence to travel northward
to Edinburgh.
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Some Tending

Certain topping treatments and pruning of plants are necessary for their
sustainable growth. So does theatre. We were inspired by feedback from
different groups of audience members.

Since then, we refined the script by some cuts and also updated relevant current
affairs in August in our script, such as the government imposing fake “Red QR
code” on certain citizens to block petitioning in Henan and Perosi’s visit to
Taiwan. The goal was to be more relevant to the target audience of the
production - those interested in the Chinese student community. The fable
‘Carving the Boat for the Sword” was also added and attracted more overseas
audiences interested in Chinese culture, testifying to the effectiveness of our
adoption of dreams. The music and lighting have been simplified due to the
configuration of the venue, which also avoided copyright issues associated with
commercial performances and maintained operational stability. It also
accommodated Edfringe’s advocate for Jerzy Grotowski’s idea of Poor Theatre
that pursued a dramatic core with fewer external embellishments.

We further simplified costumes and props, with every single one used for
multiple purposes. We had been making adjustments until our last show at
Edfringe. Although the quality of each show was different, the new environment
and feedback we received from audiences influenced the quality and reputation
of the work to some extent. The process also accelerated our own growth and
survival in this competitive environment. For example, with the feedback from
audiences who suggested the end of August was the deadline for postgraduate
theses in the UK, we were able to make a more successful, robust, and
sophisticated production. We also incorporated into our play the students’
pressure under theses-writing in a more exaggerated form, combined with the
incessant over-services of waiters. All in all, as long as the show is still running,
it’s important to absorb audiences’ feedback and make further progress. Il
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Viewers to Participants

a0 Sun

~ Before I came to study in the UK, I had watched dozens of
videos of National Theatre Live in China, which contributed to
my initial impression of foreign theatres: huge stage, exquisite
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Initially, I didn’ t have much ambition for our work
and only desired to participate in the school’ s T3
Festival. However, during the creation and rehearsals,
my theatre partner Hongye came up with the idea that
we made an audition on T3 and finally used this work
to participate in the Edinburgh Festival Fringe. When I
heard what he said, I was excited at first and worried
afterwards. After all, such an exercise opportunity was
rare for many domestic students. However, by then I
didn’ t know anything about the Edinburgh Festival
Fringe, except that it was one of the world’ s most
famous arts festivals. And as I mentioned before, my
understanding of foreign theatre was still superficial. I
thought that the performances in the art festival were
all supposed to be “big works” . Yet in our case, we
just have each other. I was worried that we could not
display such an exquisite and grand effect. But after I
came to Edinburgh, everything I saw and felt broke my
scarce cognition. In addition to garbage, the streets
and alleys were also full of vivid vitality—acrobatics,
band performances, comedy performances, and
behind-the-scenes teams that did their best to
publicize their team performances. There were even a
few warriors who came to Edinburgh alone from
thousands of miles away. These performing groups are
not limited to college students, children, and
professional teams, but also many adults working in
multiple fields. I even saw a retired lady disguising
herself as Queen and distributing her leaflets on the
streets. This suddenly reminded me of the night before
our trip to Edinburgh. I read a post written by a
Chinese drama graduate student on the social
platform. He questioned how long it will take for the
theatre to be popularized across the country. During
my college years in the UK, I have contacted many
foreigners, and I found that they are not much
different from us in many ways, which also makes me
wonder why their theatre culture is so popularized. I
think I found the answer in Edinburgh.




I believe that many people in China, like me,
believe that theatre is to present perfection to the
audience. However, the vast majority of Chinese
people do not have access to artistic training. Most
of them have struggled to make a living as adults
and have no time to learn and digest new things.
When such artistic “perfection” is established in
front of them, they will naturally feel a sense of
estrangement, which makes them afraid of artistic
creation. When we are thinking about
“popularization”, we prefer to convince more
people to watch the play and accept the theatre. In
Edinburgh, however, it presents me with a
completely different feeling.

“Everyone can have a chance to watch, and everyone can have a place to
perform.” This is the gist of the Edinburgh Festival Fringe. During my stay in
Edinburgh, I watched the works of the International Theatre Festival, went to
the Black Box Theatre of the Edinburgh Festival Fringe, and also met a variety
of artists performing on the street. I realized that in the festival, they did not
just identify themselves as viewers, but also added their own voices in theatre,
not limited to the venue, forms, or even to any language. Nevertheless many
travellers will also complain about their own wrong choices of the
performances and the uneven quality of the works at the festival, complaining
that they couldn’t understand the elements at all.

For the audience, this is indeed an unpleasant experience; but from the
perspective of theatre development, more people with different voices joining
the theatrical creation is conducive to its own growth. Some raw works will
indeed appear, but this will also provide continuous vitality for non-
mainstream dramatic creation, just like the catfish effect. Given time, the
creative potential of non-professionals is immeasurable and such a cycle will
fertilize the soil of theatre organically.
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A performance photo of Pina Bausch’s The Rite of Spring.
Photo by Zerrin Aydin-Herwegh.

All photographs and text are the property of YingMingTheater
(except as indicated otherwise). Reproduction without
permission is prohibited.
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