Love and Hope: A Review

Richard L. Poole

When the curtain rose, I did not know exactly what to expect. As
a western theatre director and Fulbright Scholar teaching in Hsinchu,
the comfortably padded seats, the not-too-steeply raked auditorium
and the huge red grand drape covering a large proscenium opening, I
found pleasingly familiar. Even with my limited knowledge of
Taiwanese and Mandarin, 1 felt I could understand and respond
intelligently to this “western-style” opera.

Its primary appeal was its innovative theme and construction.
“Love and Hope” is unique. It is this country’s first and only
“western-style” opera performed entirely in Taiwanese dialect.
Thematically, it deals with Taiwan’s infamous 2-28 day, an almost
taboo subject. Musically, it is this island’s first and only operatic
score inspired exclusively by well-known Taiwanese folk songs.

Economics prevented the use of a full orchestra, so music was
provided by two pianos and recorded music, all controlled by a
conductor who mounted the podium shortly after the producer,
musical coordinator, and playwright had been introduced. Of course,
a full orchestra would have been much more appropriate and powerful.
It can only be hoped that money will be found to allow the score to
achieve full voice.

The story revolves around Taiwan’s infamous 2-28 day.
Haunting Taiwanese melodies were woven into the story of a man’s
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courageous attempts to rescue his family and reconstruct a life
shattered by the destructive power of the KMT. He endures physical
and emotional deprivation, before achieving renewed faith and love at
the hands of a lovely heroine.

The two-act, seven-scene production was well sung, and the
music beautifully conceived, scored and performed, even with the
aforementioned limitations. The voices and the music achieved
moments of soaring beauty. However, the entire piece suffered from
lack of continuity, especially in the dramatic structure, use of stage
space, handling of the chorus, and the acting style. The sets, costumes
and lights, while purposefully conceived, never achieved a sense of
connection with each other or the heart of the opera. As a result, this
viewer was continually forced out of the dramatic world of the piece,
and into the mechanical world of sets, costumes, stage space, and
performance style. Once that fragmentation occurs, the play’s
dramatic impact is destroyed, and the audience is left to appreciate
bits and pieces, rather than be moved by the whole.

I will cite some examples in each act where the play’s impact
was lessened due to intrusive theatrical devices that should have been
hidden, changed or modified to fit within the production. The entire
play deals with the events of 2-28 and its impact on the Taiwanese
people. Act One Scene One deals specifically with this issue, the
KMT massacre of innocent Taiwanese people. The dramatic action
failed to live up to the scene’s powerful opening score. Set, light,
acting and staging aspects continually broke the audience’s
connection with the world of the play. For example, the first scene
utilizes dancers, who are, one would assume, happy Taiwanese people
happily frolicking about their daily tasks. Why this should be a dance
sequence rather than an acted sequence was not clear. Also, their
costumes had no dramatic impact. They just were a hodgepodge of
cloths, flowing beautifully, but having no impact, telling no story and
having no connection with the dancers as Taiwanese people during
the KMT’s assault. Further, the KMT soldiers were obviously played
by women, and they saluted with the left hand. No army in the world
salutes with the left hand, and certainly not the KMT army of the
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1940s. In an attempt to demonstrate evil ways, they shot and
bayoneted innocent civilians, but so tamely that they appeared to be
playing a game, not intent on the deadly serious business of
establishing control. Indeed the acting throughout the entire piece had
very little ring of authenticity to it. It was mainly a series of going
through the motions and pretending to pretend. Few stage performers
really believed what they were doing. Most were content to focus on
singing beautifully.

The Second Scene of Act Two was slightly longer. Located in a
prison, it was the most believably acted and beautifully sung scene in
Act One.

Act One Scene Three was the longest, contained the obligatory
Italianite drinking scene, and needed the most integration, as the
chorus provided a vocal background for the downstage, artificially
posed arias of the principal singers. Further, the scene change, which
allowed a massive temple drop upstage to be flown in and a food
stand slightly left of center stage, took an inordinate amount of time,
thereby destroying any dramatic momentum that had built from the
previous scene. Further, there was no acknowledgement of the drop or
its importance in the scene. And that was the problem throughout the
play. Rather than being integrated into the action, settings and props
became merely backdrops or articles for perfunctory use.

Act Two had similar problems. Stage space was ineffectively
used for both chorus and principals. Interesting or at least
psychologically valid body and stage positions were sacrificed for
stolid but uninspiring straight lines. The singers primarily stood and
faced front in the manner of a chorale or oratorio. The whole might
have been more effective as a concert production with tie and tails,
rather than attempting to graft a stage production on a piece that
clearly was meant only to be sung.

Two Second Act set pieces-the furnace and the tub-were too big
and took too much time to bring on and take off. Further, forcing the
curtain to be used as a cover for the scene change, unfortunately
broke the fragile continuity that had been established by the music
and thematic idea. The spinning wheels were placed stage right in a
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rigid uninteresting line pattern, and were never used by the chorus.
Indeed, the chorus’ attitude and use of props and set pieces through
the play was uneven and mostly ineffective. In short, its actions were
just not believable. The great American acting teacher Sanford
Meisner once said, “Acting is behaving truthfully in imaginary
situations.” That was the main problem with the acting. None of the
performers behaved truthfully. They all looked like they were
pretending to do something rather than actually doing it.

The most effective scene in Act Two was the hero’s dream
sequence. A unit set, effective down lighting, stage smoke, all
contributed to a haunting mood. Unfortunately, that mood was broken
by dancers. The principal dancer, supposedly the hero, was clearly a
woman in man’s dress. Why? Did it have some deep symbolic
meaning that [ missed, or was the dance company’s best dancer a
woman, and so they went with the best they had? This was only one
of many puzzling directorial choices. The dancers, lithe and flexible,
were dressed in what can only be described as a ballet school’s
version of modern dress outfits, with bare backs and short skirts. They
did not connect at all to the principal female dancer. Neither did they
connect to the sleeping hero. There was never any indication that he
was having a dream, bad or otherwise, and that they were part of it. It
was all very confusing.

Finally, the most obvious artificiality was the heroine’s death a
la Mimi in “La Boheme.” Her spate of coughing and exaggerated
gestures produced laughter from the audience. At her death, the
chorus moved in a straight-line group from up to downstage, a
movement pattern mirrored by the principals, who finished the
production also standing in a straight line. Rather than being posed or
taking an appropriate physical attitude, they simply stood there,
waiting for the lights to go out.

“Love and Hope.” More than just the name of a ground-breaking
opera, this title reflects the spirit of its creators and their ability to be
both artistic AND flexible. Clearly this piece was constructed with
much love and care. The flexibility of its creators is reflected in their
willingness to seek outside help and make appropriate and necessary
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changes. Musically the production is gorgeous. Much more attention,
however, needs to be paid to the staging, costuming, lighting and sets.
More interesting use should be made of stage space, choral and
principal singer groupings, color, shape, cut and fabric of all the
costumes. Important decisions need to be made about whether or not
to continue using massive set pieces as backdrops that simply serve to
slow the action when the curtain is lowered to cover the scene
changes. These and many other questions need to be answered before
this innovative production achieves the high acclaim it so justly
deserves.

NOTES

These remarks were based upon two productions of LOVE AND
HOPE. The first I saw live at the Culture Center in Shinchuang on
February 6, 1999. The other was a taped performance of the premier,
which occurred on November 7, 1998 at Kaoshuing. At both
productions the producer was Ellen Wu, the director Chengu Hui, the
composer Chen Mao-Hsuan and the Librettist Cheng Wei-Ming,
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