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In compliance with the theme of the conference, I will speak today
on Asian theatre: its past, present, and future. I would first present to you
how Asian theatre boasts a glorious past but a relatively subdued present.
At the end, I would like you to contemplate the great achievements that we
Asian theatre artists and scholars may reasonably aspire to reach.

As you certainly know, most of our ancient theatre forms trace their
origin to religions and ritual. Greek theatre is similar in its origins, in that it
started with the worship of Dionysus. While the songs, dances, and ritualistic
movements of Dionysian worship, however, have long been lost and are now
traceless, their counterparts may still be found in many areas of Asia.
Related to this is a more consequential difference in theatre arts. Scholars
have tried to recapture the art of performance in ancient Greek theatre, but
thus far they are unable to decide on such simple matters as strophes and
antistrophes. Even the acting style of Shakespeare’s theatre is at best
conjectural. Asian theatre, on the other hand, still preserves many melodies,
song sequences, dances, and other intricate body movements that date
back to ancient times. In Japan, not only the art of Noh, but also some of
its predecessors have been transmitted from generation to generation till
today. In Korea, the ancient art of mask dances has been painstakingly
revived in the last decade. In Indonesia, traditional theatre and rituals remain
almost inseparable and indistinguishable. Though India and China have lost
much of their rich theatre heritages, they have retained an enviable amount.
The Bhafatanatyam, the Kathak and the Kathakali of India, and the Southern
. and Northern dramas of China on the average, are as old as medieval
Madrigals. While Madrigals are merely unaccompanied vocal pieces, the Asian
forms mentioned above are often complex dances or dramatic tunes. In addi-
tion, of all the continents, Asia alone has developed and preserved the puppet
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theatre and shadow plays in various forms.

Indubitably, Asia has the richest and most enduring theatre traditions.
In his book entitled Theatre East and West, Leonard Cabell Pronko has used
three adjectives to sum up the characteristics of the traditional Asian theatre.
It is, first of all, participative in the sense that the Oriental spectator attends
the theatre as though it were a part of life, not 2 place set apart. Secondly,
it is total, because it appeals to many levels in each spectator and to all levels
within a given society. Thirdly, it is 2 stylized theatre in contrast to the more
realistic and representational Occidental theatre.

Traditional Asian theatre is magnificent not only in terms of perform-
ance, but also in terms of drama as literature. It is o because traditional
plays have embodied the indigenous cultural and religious beliefs. The
Sanskrit drama, for example, is deeply immmersed in the faiths of Hinduism
and Buddhism. The Chinese drama, from the beginning down to the end of
the nineteenth century, has endorsed the three teachings, namely, Confu-
cianism, Buddhism and Taoism. The Japanese Noh has embraced Ch’an
Buddhism in its search for quietude, harmony, and reconciliation. From
1600 onward, and with the rise of the middle class, Kabuki gradually but
steadily became the prevailing theatre form. Yet, as Donald Keene has
observed, “Kabuki is no less markedly Japanese than the ted ceremony or
the garden of sand and stones . . . Kabuki is not the antithesis of No. the
classical drama, but its complement, it is the expression of the love of color
that accompanies love for the monochrome, the love for violent passions
that is the other face of the love for symbolic gestures.”

A way to gauge the combined excellence of drama as literature and
theatre as performance may be found in the widespread influence that
traditional Asian theatre has exerted on its Western counterparts,

The classical Chinese drama has influenced not only Voltaire but a
host of contemporary French and British playwrights over a century. Similar-
ly, the Japanese Noh and Kabuki have been much admired and imitated
since the Paris exposition of 1867. In modern times and in terms of
individual works, it was the Balinese theater that inspired Antonin Artaud to
call for a return to metaphysics and to the cosmic strife between good and
evil. It was the Peking Opera that encouraged Bertolt Brecht to declare
without further hesitat_ion the doctrine of Verfremdung or alientation, the
essence of the epic theatre. It was the Japanese Noh that William Butler
Yeats followed in his effort to express the mysterious and the supernatural.
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August Strindberg, Thornton Wilder, Eugene O’Neill, and Jean Genet, to
name just a few others, have also been indebted to the Oriental theatre.
Again, Pronko provides us with an explanation for such borrowings. In the
conclusion of his book, mentioned earlier, he observes: “. .. The Oriental
theater is a revelation of the human condition in 2 much more profound way,
a way that our rationalism may not allow us to accept. Perhaps we have lost
our sense of mystery along with our sense of play, and are unabie to ex-
perience as a totality, to think with body as well as mind. Our fragmented
approach to reality denies us access to domains hidden beneath the surface
. . . By creating these new areas of sensitivity, the Oriental theater invites us
to enjoy the feast of total theater from which we have been excluded for
too long.”

With their abundant wealth in dramatic literature and performing
arts, and on their basis, traditional Orienta! theatre is also rich in dramatic
theories and asthetics. They include The Natya Sastra of Bharata, composed
sometime between the second century B.C. and the second century A.D.;
the treatise of Zeami (1363-1443), which was written during the 15th
century but only rediscovered in 1908, and The Lodging of Random Senti-
ments by Li Y (1611-1680), a playwright as well as a theoretician. Time
does not allow us to do justice to any of these great wotks on dramaturgy,
acting and theatre aesthetics. Yet, we may justifiably claim that they are as
significant as their better-known Western counterparts.

More importantly, these Oriental theories contain views which are often
different from or complementary to those held in the West. For example,
The Natya Sastra stresses tasas or sentiments in every act, whereas Aristotle’s
Poetics stresses catharsis, the arousal and purgation of such emotions as
pity and fear. Whereas Zeami’s Kwadengho (the Book of the Flower)
advocates a dynamic balance between Monomane (the imitation of observable
reality) and Yugen (the capture of the essence of the myriad facets of
reality), Zola’s naturalism strives only for what is verifiable by our five senses.
Finally, Li YU’s treatises in many aspects may be comparable to Aristotle’s
Poetics and neoclassical doctrines, but he is more explicit in advocating good
taste and an artist’s self-discipline and self-restraint. Assuredly, none of
the critical documents, whether Oriental or Occidental, can claim to have
exclusive authority. It is only commonsensical to say that the wider our
acquaintance with them is, the more artistic approaches shall be at our
disposal.
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To turn from traditional Asian theatre to its modern form is to go from
spring to bleak winter. In the Western theater it is always an arbitrary deci-
sion to draw an imaginary line beiween the traditional and the modern.
While Ibsen has been generally upheld as the father of modern drama, Georg
Buechner (1813—1837) and his Woyzeck (1870) and even George Lillo
(1693—1739) with his London Merchant (1731) have also found enthusiastic
champions for the same honor. The disagreement is almost inevitable but
easily understandable if we remember that the changes in dramatic form
and content were brought about by internal forces through an evolutionary
process.

in sharp contrast, modern Asian drama results as a rule from the
invasion or intrusion of Western powers and the imposition of their moral
and social values as well as political doctrines on ours. A flagrant example is
found in the year of 1901, when Queen Wilhemina proclaimed the so-called
“ethical policy,” which asserted that the Netherlands had a moral responsi-
bility to govern Indonesia for the benefit of ifs inhabitants. It was against
this self-righteous and exploitative colonialism that the Indonesian new drama
appeared and then flourished between 1926—1939. The new playwrights,
including Roestam Effendi, used their art to advocate national freedom and
unity, while at the same time challenged such customs as forced marriage.

Similarly, modern Chinese drama was inaugurated in the wake of
national crisis that started from the Opium War in 1840 and culminated
in the Boxer Rebellion in 1900. The Spring-Willow Society, generally con-
sidered to be the first organization of modern Chinese drama, was founded in
1907 for the propogation of western ideas as a way to ensure national
survial. For our proposed purpose, it may be more interesting to note that
just before or after 1907, three intellectual leaders each wrote one play to
express their political and social views. The New Rome of Liang Ch’i-ch’ao
urged a change from monarchical to pariamentary government. Hu-Shih, in
his Life’s Greatest Affair, originally written in English, suggested elopement
as a way to thwart parentally arranged marriage. Lu-hsiin, in The Passer-By,
presented a protagonist disillusioned and bitter enough to be most unpre-
dictable and potentially destructive. From these inceptions modern Chinese
drama absorbed further ideas and techniques from the West, and gradually
reached its maturity during the 1930°s and 40’s. With the exception of The
New Rome, which was written in the traditional form, of which arias are
essential components, the rest use only dialogue as the major means of
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communication. It is consequently and appropriately designated as “Spoken
Drama” instead of opera, of which Peking opera is the best known genre.

The Indonesian and Chinese examples serve to indicate several cha-
racteristics of modern Asian theatre in general. It is invariably inaugurated
after the country involved has suffered defeat, humiliation or even subjuga-
tion from an alien country. These alien powers, be they in the east or west,
are democratic and are relatively more advanced in science and technology.
To counter these powers, some intellectuals of the suffering countries choose
theatre as a forum to champion social, political, and ideological change.
With a few exceptions, they follow established modern Western models,
particularly those of realism and naturalism. The language used in these
is no longer poetry but prose, often debased to the extent of being prosaic
and simplistic. The attitude reflected is normally rationalistic, shorn of the
supernational and the transcendental. The purpose, whether explicit or
implicit, is usually problematic, pragmatic and utilitarian, instead of the
carefree and the frivolous. Finally the spectators are people to win over or
to confront, no more the neighbors and fellow-subjects who share the same
values and concepts. In short, the three characteristics that Pronko attributes
to the traditional Asian theater have all evaporated. Some of these plays are
praise worthy for their concern for social justice and protest against political
aggression and exploitation. Yet weaned from its tradition, modern Asian
playwrights are mostly apprentices, not masters, imitators, not original and
creative in the first degree. Tagore and a few others may be exceptions, but
then Tagore never severed himself from the enlightened and humanitarian
Indian tradition. Only time can tell whether there will be any modern Asian
playwrights who can be comparable to Kalidasa, Zeami, Chikamatsu or Kuan
Han-ch’ing and T’ang Hsien-tsu in Asia’s part, or Henick Ibsen, George
Bernard Shaw and Fugene O'Neill in the Western Modern Theatre.

Bleak as the present situation may be, we have good reasons to be
optimistic and confident. For theater to flourish, peace, freedom of expres-
sion, and a certain degree of prosperity are required. Today, we are fortunate
enough to live in areas where these prerequisites are available. The govern-
ments and people in free Asian countries have become increasingly aware
of the necessity and desirability of an enriched cultural life. The performing
arts will naturally play the essential role, for it is the most vigorous and
oriented toward the public. Thus, from Korea and Japan in the North
Pacific, to Indonesia in the South, from Singapore and Malaya in the West
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to the Philippines in the east, new theatres and art centers have appeared.
The have consequently changed the skylines of the metropolises, synbolizing
the arrival of a new era, raising the horizons of the cultural life.

Here in Taiwan, the Republic of China, a new government council at
the Cabinet level was founded last year; at a lower level, cultural centers in
cities and counties have either recently been built or are planned. Equally
important, a National Academy of Performing Arts will start recruiting
students within a few months. The New Aspect, which organizes and
sponsors this conference, manifests yet another front of our efforts. In the
short span of four years since its founding, it has presented a bewildering
range of artistic acivities by performers both from home and abroad. The
enthusiastic response of the public indicates not only the need of our some‘cy,
but also promises a fruitful and bright future.

Improved physical conditions in the theatre have often encouraged and
improved dramatic productions. The Theatre of Dionysus and the Theater
erected by the Burbages in London are the most prominent precedents.
Likewise, it is hard to perceive how such dramatists as Shaw, Hauptmann,
Chekhov, and O’Neill would ever have created their masterpieces without
the emergence of the independent theatres in Paris, London, Berlin, Moscow,
and New York. Now the new theatre centres in various Asian countries
certainly can foster hopes for equally satisfactory results.

In addition to these visible and tangible factors, we have other reasons
to be optimistic and confident for a better future. The traditional theatre
arts are still with us and generally available. Westerners may graft them and
use them as catalysts, or decorations, but we can appreciate them with
sensitivity and employ them as our hands and arms. Furthermore, despite a
century or longer of learning from the West, the traditional values and beliefs
are still with us, either vibrating at the corner of a busy street or hidden in
the family closet. Though we are converted to believe that democracy and
science are desirable, at the same time we cherish the more many other values
and systems that have been so eloquently expounded and elegantly expressed
in our traditional drama. Through a dialectical process, we may yet create
a new Asian theatre in which the best of the Occidental and the Oriental
are fully integrated. After all, T.S. Eliot has stressed the importance of
tradition even for the most talented creator, and tradition is definitely on our
side.
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