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Weng Guosheng with ex-premier Zhu Rongji and his wife
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Gifted Man Rejuvenates

Peking Opera

By Wang Anxiang

AEE, ALK (F4F)

‘Weng Guosheng and Bai Xianyong (right) talk about the Peony Pavilion.

"Peacock Feathers", a modern Peking Op-
era play staged first by Zhejiang Peking Op-
era Troupe in September, 2003, was a huge
success. The avant-garde performance intro-
duced snazzy elements of dance and pop
music into the age-old operatic tradition and
caused a sensation across the country. The
play incredibly ran for 500 performances and
grabbed top honors from the Ministry of
Culture.

On the strength of the success, the troupe
launched "Internet Romance”, another land-
mark new Peking Opera play. Experts remark
that the second hit more skillfully integrates
the traditional representation of Peking Op-
era and the brand-new stage techniques. The
two box-office successes have invigorated the
market for the troupe. Young audiences re-
spond to the plays more enthusiastically.

The success of the two plays owes much
to Weng Guosheng, director and lead actor
of the "Peacock Feathers" and now deputy
chief of the Zhejiang Peking Opera Troupe.

Critics say that the success of the two plays
reflects Weng's profound understanding of the
tradition of Peking Opera, market trends and
audiences, and that the plays are the results
of his examination of the century-old tradi-
tion and the modern aesthetics.

Weng did not start his career as an actor of
Peking Opera. He started at the age of 11 as
an apprentice of Kunqu Opera, another Chi-
nese theatrical glory, and later became deputy
chief of the Zhejiang Kunqu Opera Troupe.
Seeing the drastic dwindling of the audiences
of Kunqu Opera, Weng saw the urgent need
to reform. The troupe did not have new plays
to make its ends meet and actors did not have

new plays to stage. Weng reasoned that the
young audience should be the troupe's target.

The result was a new Kunqu Opera
fairytale entitled "Seeking the Sun", meant
for the preteen and teenage audience. Weng
introduced many modern elements into the
play. He was the lead man and helped direct
it. The play was a big box office success. More
than 400 performances were staged. Weng
was so heavily engaged in acting that the busi-
est day saw him appear in five performances.
He fell sick. The doctor diagnosed that his
acting career was over. Seeing the need to
change for new breakthroughs in his career,
Weng engaged himself in a course at Shang-
hai Theater Academy and began to study the
art of stage direction.

During his college days, he helped direct
a musical staged by the Hangzhou Creative
Art Center and the Hangzhou Yueju Opera
Troupe. As his health recovered miraculously,
he acted the lead man in the musical. Again,
it was a big success and won top government
prizes. In 2002, upon graduation after nearly
three years of studies at the academy, he was
appointed executive deputy director of the
Zhejiang Peking Opera Troupe.

With his innovative Midas touch, Weng
was the motive power behind the three inno-
vative Peking Opera plays: "Goodbye to

"o

Confusion”, "Hongfu" and "Lotus Lantern".
Each of the three is a perfect combination of
tradition and modernity, highlighting fashion
and youth. "Goodbye to Confusion" combines
the traditional representative formula with
modern fashion and pop dancing; "Hongfu"
defines itself in a small theater, interacting
with audiences at zero distance; "Lotus Lan-
tern” is a melodrama of breathtaking kongfu
tricks, of luxuriant Peking opera arias accom-
panied by an orchestra band, and of elegant
costumes in garish colors. The first 100 per-
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formances of "Hongfu" from June 20, 2006
to July 22, 2007 grossed 1,147,979 yuan at
the box office; the first 140 performances of
"Lotus Lantern" from December, 2006 to
June, 2007 raked in 1,145,185 yuan at the box
office. The record-breaking numbers convinc-
ingly testify to the troupe's artistic and busi-
ness renaissance and its successful breakaway
from the fetters of the outmoded planned
economy.

Now, Weng Guosheng is famed as an in-
novative director who dares to rejuvenate
Chinese operas. Since his appointment as the
executive chief of the Zhejiang Peking Op-
era Troupe, he has produced five new plays
and directed about 20 plays in different folk
operas.

The 42-year-old Weng has just signed a
new contract with the provincial authorities
for his next three-year term as the executive
chief of the troupe. The schedule for the next
three years is full of big ambitions: Weng will
produce a grand show in 2008 in memory of
the 120th anniversary of the birthday of Gai

Jiaotian (1888-1971), the big-
gest Peking Opera master the
province has ever had in its his-
tory of theater; a new play will
be produced in 2009 to cel-
ebrate the master's life and
career; Weng will produce an
innovative show to promote
five promising stage artists of
the troupe; also on the schedule
is a 300-seat small theater for
the troupe; finally, he will di-
rect an experimental Peking
Opera play based on a story
from "The Strange Tales from
the Liao Studio", authored by
Pu Songling, a scholar of the
Qing Dynasty (1644-1911). In
addition to all these concrete
tasks, Weng looks forward to
promoting his innovative Pe-
king Opera plays in overseas
markets.

(Translated by David)

Weng Guosheng gives a lesson of Peking Opera to Japanese.
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A poster for Lotus Lantern
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