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A Study of the Souvenirs of the Spring Willow Society’ s
Premiere of The Lady of the Camellias

Zhang Wei
Summary

In February 1907, the Spring Willow Society had its premiere of The Lady of the
Camellias in Tokyo, Japan. This marked the birth of a new era of Chinese drama. It
signals the change of Chinese drama from the classical to modern form. However, lit-
tle progress has been made with regard to the studies on the Spring Willow Society’ s
performance of The Lady of the Camellias as the beginning of Chinese modern drama.
Not long time ago, the author of this paper accidentally found two commemorative
postcards, which the Spring Willow Society had issued for the performance of the play
in Tokyo in 1907. It is the first time to discover such historical materials up to now.
They are of great value and can help to clarify some facts. According to this, the au-

thor tries to explore the following issues.

First, the discovery tells us that the Spring Willow Society only played the third
scene (it was reported as “Farewell at Paozhiping” then), putting an end to the

longtime debate whether the performance was one or two scenes.

Second, there were few stage photos left. Actually only two still existed. One of
them has only a half and the other is very unclear. Therefore, the discovery can make
up for that. From the newly — discovered photo, we can see the four key figures, Li
Shutong, Zeng Xiaogu, Tang Ken and Sun Zongwen. It also gives a very clear image
of the stage, showing the entire scene of the performance at that time. This is very

valuable for us to do researches on the Spring Willow Society.
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Third, from other relevant historical documents, we know that it was a benefit
performance and hence commemorative souvenirs were prepared for distribution. But
no evidence could be used before to explain the existence of the souvenirs. This time
the discovery can solve the problem. In addition, according to the author’ s research,
Li Shutong played an important role in choosing postcards as commemorative souve-

nirs.

Fourth, In the process of changing from the classical to modern form, Chinese
drama, including its idea, dialogue, costume and make —up, was greatly influenced
by modern Western drama and Japanese new drama. Especially, the stage design,
which was changed from an ideographical to realistic style, astonished many people in
the drama circles. As for this, we know that Li Shutong was a pioneer in practicing
Western modern drama through his learning and innovation. With regard to the newly
discovered postcards, we can see that the scenic design of the performance was very
bold and straightforward, presenting a strong oil painting flavor. Its style is Véry simi-
lar to his painting “Zhao (Morning) ", which created in the same period. The author
concludes that Li Shutong did the scenic design. On the other hand, the discovery of
the commemorative posfcards for the performance of The Lady of the Camellias has
provided us precious evidence for “the earliest stage design of Chinese modern dra-

”»
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