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Promoting the Art of

Kunqu Overseas
By Kenneth Hsien-yung Pai

Towards the end of September 2006, the“Young Lov-
ers Version” of the Kunqu opera, The Peony Pavilion, came to
the west coast of the United States for a month-long tour to
four campuses of the University of California, starting at U.C.
Berkeley with a grand premiere. Altogether, there were twelve
performances, all sold-out, and they received an unprecedented
warm welcome from the audience. Critics were of the opinion
that the influence which Chinese traditional opera exerted on
the American cultural scene was even greater than that created
during the 1929 tour to America by the famous Chinese per-
former, Mei Lanfang,

One can draw several conclusions from the success of
these performances of The Peony Pavilion. The American audi-
ence can easily acquire an impression of Kunqu’s particular
kind of elegant and classical form. The “Young Lovers Ver-
sion” of The Peony Pavilion lasts nine hours, played over three
evenings. This is a real test for the Western spectators’ ex-
pectations for the length of a performance. The American
academic world began to feel a strong desire to find out more
about this rarified Chinese performance art form. One could
say that they were stunned by the unimaginable radiance of
Kunqu. Also, one of the principal reasons that The Peony
Pavilion was such a huge success this time was the solid work

of programs and lectures planned around these performances,
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which reached people from all walks of life.

In the months leading up to these performances, we en-
ergetically carried out the work of preparing lectures and pro-
grams, among which the key task was to invite experts and
scholars to hold panel discussions on Kunqu for university
teachers and students, as well as for the general public. Also,
there was to be a half-hour introductory lecture before each
performance. From the East Coast, we especially invited
Ben Wang, co-chair of the China Institute’s Renwen Society,
to Berkeley to give a seties of lectures on Kunqu opera. Ben
Wang’s erudition is bountiful and he also has very unique opin-
ions about Kunqu as well as about traditional Chinese opera.
Furthermore, he is particularly eloquent, and his speech vivid.
At Berkeley, the audience warmly received this series of lectures
and found them very enlightening. Ben Wang’s lectures were
indispensable to the success of the “Young Lovers Version” of
The Peony Pavilion in Berkeley.

Ben Wang became enamored of Kunqu at a young age, and
after coming to the U.S. to teach, he always energetically pro-
moted Kunqu activities. On the East Coast, he gave lectures on
the art of Kunqu at Columbia University and at Williams Col-
lege, among other prominent learning institutions. He also gave
a specialized lecture on The Peony Pavilion at New York’s famous
Lincoln Center. At the same time, in tandem with New York’s
Kunqu Society, he cordially invited Chinese expetts on Kunqu,
such as Zhang Jiging, Cai Zhengren, among othets, to come
to the East Coast to perform. For many years, Ben Wang has
made a very large contribution to promoting Kunqu overseas.

In fact, Western cultural experts are extremely limited in
their knowledge of Kunqu. The impression that the Westerners
have of Chinese opera usually ends with Peking Opera. How-
ever Kunqu’s aesthetic accomplishments are supreme among

Chinese traditional operas, and it enjoys the laudatory title of
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“Ancestor to all Chinese Dramas.” Naturally, after the UNES-
CO judged Kunqu in 2001 to be “a masterpiece of the oral and
intangible heritage of humanity,” the introduction of Kunqu
to the world has become an utrgent priority. In order to pro-
mote Kunqu to the outside world, it was first necessary to have
a first-class translation of the text. Ben Wang was the person
who took on this important task. He translated many of the
principal highlight scenes of the famous Kunqu dramas into
English, entitling his wotk, Iaughter and Tears, which is about to
be published.

A notable characteristic of these translations by Ben Wang
is that they were translated from performance editions of these
texts, targeted for the American audience. Actually, English
translations of famous stories of romance from the Ming
and Qing dynasties such as The Peony Pavilion, and The Palace of
Eternal Youth had existed for a long time but these were literary
works, suitable only for readers and for academic research. The
primary requisite for the writing style of a performance edition
is intelligibility, so that the work can be crystal clear for the au-
dience. Because the space on the subtitles screen is limited and
the pace very fast, and also because of the angular nature of
English, and the fact that there isn’t enough time for the audi-
ence to digest the text, all these things can become an obstacle
to understanding the plot. What is more, the translator must
be so familiar with the performance practices of Kunqu drama
that he can choose just the right words to express the drama
fully. As the trademark melodies of Kunqu are mostly set to
rhyming verses, the quality of the translation can only be
determined by the level of the translator’s cultivated knowledge
of Chinese poetry, as well as his mastery of translating Chinese
poetry into English. Ben Wang’s Laughter and Tears, on which he ex-
pended so much effort, completely fulfills these requirements.

Ben Wang instructs American students on Chinese poetry,



FE-A%ASB

Preface - Kenneth Hsien-yung Pai

calligraphy, and painting. He himself is not only steeped in the
tradition of Chinese poetry, but in addition his foundation in
English stands very strong, and thus he is completely adept at
translating Chinese poetry into English. In his earlier life, he
performed in Chinese classical operas where he played the role
types of young man and clown, from which he acquired a deep
understanding of the dramatic effects on stage. These experi-
ences lent to his translations of these Kunqu dramas a particu-
lar vividness and exuberance that overflows with fun and his
witticisms turning up everywhere. His translations will find an
easy responsive chord in the spectators’ and the readers’ hearts.

In Laughter and Tears Ben Wang expended all his efforts to
bring out the poetic flavor of these highlights from famous
pieces, such as scenes from The Peony Pavillion and The Palace of
Eternal Youth. What is amazing is that he included some never-
before-translated dramas, such as Ballad of the Broken Axe Moun-
tain, The Jade Pin, and acts from The Sea of Lust, among others -
all of them truly remarkable.

In conclusion, Laughter and Tears not only makes for a won-
derful reading, but in the future, when these Kunqu dramas are
to be performed on tour abroad, it will also enable Western au-
diences to thoroughly appreciate Kunqu, this “Ancestor to All
Chinese Dramas”. These wonderful translations will be perfectly
suited for projected subtitles in performance. Don’t underesti-
mate the power of those subtitles, as they can well influence the

foreign spectators in their appraisal of the quality of Kunqu!

(Translated by Peter McClintock, Stage Director at the Met-
ropolitan Opera House in New York City)
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Preface to Ben Wang’s

Laughter and Tears
By Yu Qiuyu

In April 2005, in the Delegates’ Lounge restaurant located in-
side a giant U.N. building in New York, a few friends and I were
having a meal and chatting at the same time. The leading charac-
ter in the Delegates’ Lounge was Ben Wang, he with his debonair,
scholarly manner and brimming over with vitality. Everyone was
excitedly discussing his outstanding English translation of Kunqu
opera highlights.

Chinese traditional opera was first performed and found a
welcome in the United States during the nineteen twenties and
thirties. At that time, Western audiences could only appreciate
the art form in terms of the melodies, the acting, costumes and
make-up. They didn’t pay much attention to the actual plots of
these operas. From the memoirs of masters including those by Qi
Rushan and Yu Shangyuan I learned that during those U.S. per-
formances there did exist a few plot synopses in English. Howev-
et, they were very sketchy and crude, unable to reflect what these
dramas were trying to convey.

Later, with an increase in cultural exchange programs, Chi-
nese theatrical troupes touring in the U.S would bring a few rela-
tively more formal translated texts, with the subtitles on a screen
at the side of the stage. However, these translations, generally
speaking, punctiliously adhered to the original written composi-
tions. As the dramatic writing in Chinese traditional opera is so

tied up with quite a complex cultural background, the non-Chi-
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nese speaking spectators found the translations very contrived
and even annoying. Moreover, there is the difficulty of matching
these titles to the reality of what is happening onstage. It was
under these circumstances that a desire arose to provide the audi-
ence with the crutch of English titles. But unless well done, these
titles could prevent the audience from having a normal apprecia-
tion of the opera; they could indeed become a kind of obstacle to
enjoying the opera.

And so it was that people were waiting for just the right
translator to appear. This person must be thoroughly versed in
the Chinese classics, to the point that he can express himself free-
ly on the Chinese classics. This person must also be completely
proficient in English, so proficient, that his explications will find
a responsive chord with the Western listeners. In addition, this
person must have a full understanding of traditional opera per-
formance practices, and thus know the language most suitable to
match the performers’ physical expressions and movements. It’s
not easy to find the perfect blend of these three conditions. The
third condition is particularly difficult to satisfy, and for most
experts of ancient Chinese literature as well as English specialists
this is where their blind spot is located. As impossible as it might
seem, this person has now appeared, and it is none other than
Ben Wang.

Ben Wang is someone who can shuttle between East and
West, a modern scholar who is familiar with both the classical
and the vernacular. Being together with him, one feels endless
intellectual joy and wit at every moment. Whence arises this in-
tellectual joie de vivre? It comes from a penetrating, experiential
contact with many different cultures, which allows him to choose
with ease any kind of life he wants. His infatuation with Chi-
nese traditional opera is one of his most important life choices.

Why? It’s because Chinese traditional opera has the ability to

Xi
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express the tears and laughter of human life to the utmost, which
ultimately are conveyed through beautiful dance and music. So
for Ben Wang, watching and admiring is none other than expe-
riencing life itself; to sigh with the drama is to enjoy it. Here is
this wise, enlightened person who has been through myriad life
experiences who in the art of Kunqu, has finally found a spiritual
home. The first time I saw Ben Wang, with the slightly graying
spots on his temples, and the twinkle in his bright eyes, I said to
myself: this is exactly how I had imagined this person to be!

It was during a visit to the U.S. by an opera troupe from
Shanghai in 1989 that he began to translate Kunqu operas and af-
ter that, he wrote translations for several dozen performances by
Kunqu troupes. To be precise, over the course of eighteen years,
he translated more than 40 highlight scenes from Kunqu, as well
as two complete works: Fifteen Strings of Cash, and Spring Grass. It
would take someone who knows just how difficult this kind of
translation can be to admit sincere admiration for Ben Wang’s
rich accomplishment. After he set about translating these operas,
he plunged even more profoundly into the art of traditional op-
era art form. He began to receive invitations from scholars from
many celebrated U.S. universities and research institutes, fine art
academies and media organizations to speak on Chinese tradi-
tional opera and he lectured to great acclaim. Additionally, when-
ever Chinese traditional opera is performed in America, if Ben
Wang can be tracked down to help translate and consult, then it
makes for an even greater event.

Not long ago I had a reunion with the eminent Kenneth
Hsien-yung Pai and he mentioned the grand occasion of the U.S.
performances of the Kunqu opera, The Peony Pavilion, under his
leadership as producer and organizer. After offering my ardent
congratulations, I casually raised another question: at the time of

the premiere, who went to the famous University of California
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at Berkeley campus to give an introductory lecture in English.
Actually, I already had guessed the answer to this question; he
smiled and said, “Ben Wang, of course it was him!”

Also smiling, I echoed, “Of coutrse!”

I'have always hoped Ben Wang’s translations could be pub-
lished in China in a bilingual edition. This would not only enable
many readers to experience the dual blessing of appreciating two
languages at once by means of these beautiful stories, but could
also serve as a reference for how to translate performances by
Chinese troupes touring abroad. At long last, there now exists
such a bilingual edition, thanks to Ben Wang’s Kunqu selections,
Langhter and Tears, which is soon to be published. This is an in-
credibly joyful occasion in the world of culture. And hence this
brief preface which I have respectfully written to express my sin-
cere congratulations.

(Translated by Peter McClintock, Stage Director at the Met-
ropolitan Opera House in New York)
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