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Love Grows Where My Brushstroke Goes —

A Review of WANG ZHAOJUN,
the Musical’s Attempt to Rewrite History

Text / JIAN Wei-Qiao
Image / Taipei Chinese Orchestra

The unorthodox WANG ZHAQJUN, the Musical is scheduled to show from January 6" to 8™, 2023 at Zhongzheng Auditorium, Taipei Zhongshan Hall.

In WANG ZHAOJUN, the Musical, the term “the fallen geese” praised the irresistible charm of WANG Zhaojun and thus landed
her the title of one of the four classic beauties. Legend has it that Zhaojun played the heart-rending Beyond the Great Wall as
she was sent off as a peace bride. The geese flying south heard the music and took notice of this fair maiden on horseback. The
geese were so spell bound that they forgot to flap their wings and fell from the sky. The Chinese pronunciation for “the fallen
geese that looked” is “guan luo yen”, a homophonic pun for “visiting the spirit of the dead”, “guan luo yin”. Aside from the
mischievous pleasure the pun offers, the eternal separation between life and death is also borrowed to symbolize the unbreach-
able distance between the Han palace and the forlorn norther land Zhaojun is heading towards. Just like the Peony Pavilion
written by TANG Xian-Zu. DU Li-Niang met and fell in love with LIU Meng-Mei in her dreams. She was dazzled by his good
looks that no amount of waking hours could blur. In WANG ZHAOJUN, the Musical, the painting became the object that
manifested painter MAO Yan-Shou’s unrelenting love for Zhaojun. Both dream and painting are not bound by the limit of time
and space. It is where imagination is free to conjure up a whole new world truly gratifying and to one’s liking as a person in

love.
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Director HSIEH Nien-Tsu from All U People Theater and librettists vow to take you on an extraordinary journey through history and knock your socks off.

Why is the music piece Lady Zhaojun Bidding Farewell still seen as an unsolved puzzle after a thousand years? Why are
people still speculating and criticizing over the story behind it? Many princesses suffered and lost their lives due to peace
marriages from the Western Han dynasty to the Qing dynasty. How was Zhaojun different from the others? She received more

attention than many emperors, courtiers, concubines, and consorts of the emperors did.

Unveiling the Thousand-Year-Old Secret
The story of WANG Zhaojun was first detailed in the Book of Han : Annals of Emperor Yuan by BAN Gu. WANG Qiang

(Zhaojun’s maiden name) was a lady-in-waiting in the palace of Han. She was married off to Huhanye and honoured as Ninghu
Yanzhi (Chief-Consort Pacifying Hu). FAN Ye’s Houhanshu (Book of the Later Han) and GE Hong’s Miscellaneous Records
of the Western Capital included folk tales describing the unapparelled beauty of Zhaojun and her lonely life in the palace of
Han. Sick of wasting her days away in the palace, she volunteered to become the bride of Shanyu. GE Hong told the story of
how Zhaojun refused to bribe the court painter and the stubbornness eventually lead her to her doom. The painter was made

out to be a nasty and treacherous creature with no honor.

MA Zhi-Yuan depicted the relationship between emperor Yuan and Zhaojun in rich detail in his work Autumn in the Han
Palace. He proclaimed their love to be overwhelming, passionate, and fierce. The unfortunate couple were kept apart by a
separation as painful as death. Zhaojun, later honored as lady Ming, was no longer the unsatisfied lonely woman un-noticed
and un-loved by the emperor. In fact, MA told the story of how she sacrificed herself for the peace of the empire and ended

her life by throwing herself into the river. Painter MAO Yan-Shou was the appointed villain in the story. He was treacherous,
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mean, and greedy. He consorted with Xiongnu and brought Zhaojun to her tragic fate. Later, He Rong Ji, a Ming play, CHEN
Yu-Jiao’s Zhaojun Bidding Farewell, YOU Dong’s Hanging Up Pipa, and GUO Mo-Ruo’s the second piece of the Three
Rebellious Women — WANG ZHAOJUN in 1923 all told the story from Zhaojun’s perspective, focusing on her struggles and
pain. Painter MAO oppressed, cheated, and wronged her. At the same time, emperor YUAN’s cowardice and superficiality

were mocked by many readers.

All U People Theater (All U People) and Taipei Chinese Orchestra (TCO) worked together in My Unseen Concubine, and My
Farewell Lady. The success led to the co-production of WANG ZHAOJUN, the Musical—the third piece of the four classic
beauties. Director HSIEH Nien-Tsu and the other librettists strive to interpret the historical event with an innovative eye.
They portrayed a totally different painter MAO in this new musical. WANG An-Shi’s The Song of Lady Ming reads, “True
beauty lies in one’s quality, temperament, and disposition, thus was MAO Yan-Shou wrongfully executed.” This implicated
something else altogether. Emperor YUAN, Zhaojun, and Shanyu were no longer the only ones trapped in a love triangle.
They suggested that Zhaojun was in fact the lover of MAO. Tony SUN plays MAO in the musical. He gives us a gentle-
man-like painter, who is the prince charming to Zhaojun. The brand-new interpretation surly stirs things up and gives us

something to think about.

A Modern Look into Paintings — Propaganda and Love Letter

The Geng Tu mentioned in the musical is actually a form of propaganda used in the Han dynasty. The emperor uses Geng Tu
to pass on policies or advertise the accomplishments of the empire. Painters produce exceptional paintings to educate the
public, filling them with ideas pre-approved by the emperor. This includes editing portraits for ladies to make them look
better. As we have mentioned before, in official historical records, folk stories, theatrical productions and fictions, the Geng
Tu that failed to convey Zhaojun’s overwhelming beauty sent her to her tragic demise. However, come to think of it, the
reason behind this unsuccessful painting may just be the desperate attempt of a suffering man in love, trying to keep his lover
away from the attention of the emperor. The lovers wished to lay dormant until Zhaojun is old enough to be sent away from

the palace. They will then have a chance to live together as man and wife.

History is full of possibilities. The untold or unnoticed allows room for imagination to run wild in review. All U People found
an angle into this well-known event and produced a musical based on the lust and hope of the male character. The unflattering
portrait was the answer to a woman’s desire to stay hidden. She wished to be released as an old maid later to be with her true
lover MAO. The contemporary writers surprised us with this astonishingly turn of event and gave us a peek into a possible

romantic love story. Sadly, happiness hardly lasts, it is always cut short by all sorts of accidents in life.
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Vocal coach WEI Shi-Fen explains how she trains the singers.

HSIEH Nien-Tsu mentioned in one of his interviews,” CHANG Ta-Chun suggested that we tell the story of Zhaojun through
paintings. Every scene revolves around a painting...Paintings are magical. They are capable of trapping you in or taking you
to places you yarn to go." ' Paintings by the imprisoned painter were sent to the lonely northern land as love letters to say
farewell, to tell Zhaojun how much he misses her, and eventually, to say goodbye before he perishes. The fact that this love
affair was never truly realised accentuated the hard, cruel nature of life. Their trail touched the soft spot of many audiences.
TANG Xian-Zu once argued, “who says love occurred in dreams cannot be real?” If that is so, isn’t the affection professed by

paintings a testament to their love that transcends life and death?

Revisit Classics with Music

Since the beginning of TCO theatre in 2017, the orchestra has strived to put out “An opera one year and a musical the next.”
Many originals and large theatre pieces are either commissioned or produced by TCO. For example, The Four Women in
Puppet Master Lee Tien-Lu's Life in 2017, My Mom Needs an Education in 2019, and Formosa Bloom in 2022. There are also
period musicals co-produced with the pop music world, including My Unseen Concubine in 2015 with All U People, My
Farewell Lady in 2018 (by CHANG Ta-Chun and CHAU Wakin), When The Lotus Blooms — The Musical (2021) by Owen
WANG and My Aside-Like Life. TCO worked with All U People for the fourth time to create WANG ZHAOJUN, the Musical.
All these works attempted to rid of the baggage, expectations or assumptions that have long limited our imagination. The new
interpretation means to speak for women today and in the past. This is a very innovative form and perspective that has been

very well received by the audience.

' WU Yu-Xuan : Confessing Ardent Love with Painting — Interviewing XIE Nian-Zu, Director of WANG ZHAOJUN, The Musical;
New Silk Road, No 82; (Taipei: Taipei Chinese orchestra, April 20, 2022) p6.
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CHEN Cheng-Kang, General director of TCO, looks forward to the third piece of the four classic beauties — WANG ZHAOJUN, the Musical.

WANG ZHAOJUN, the Musical is composed by the founder of One Song Orchestra LEE Che-YI, who has a classic music
background. Conductor WU Ruey-Chen and over 70 TCO musicians will join the actors and actresses on stage to perform a
serious of scores that has the attributes of both eastern traditional music and western popular music. The lyrics written by
CHANG Ta-Chun are expressive, passionate, and magnificently eloquent. Under the training of vocal coach WEI Shi-Fen,
Tony Sun learns to convey strength as well as passion with his voice. In the musical, MAO and Zhaojun complete each other
in songs though separated by time, space, or reality. The audiences are able to feel the pain and loneliness, living vicariously
through the characters. Rock'n'roll singer David WONG is, in HSIEH Nien-Tsu’s words, the perfect choice for Shanyu. He
has a trustworthy quality that is also very exotic. The character also allows him to perform his singing ability to perfection.
The excellent voice magician delivers a sense of alienation that is unique to the land outside the northern borders with a wide

range of placement and resonance.

The musical was originally scheduled to debut in May 2022 at Zhongzheng Auditorium, Taipei Zhongshan Hall. Due to the
outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, the performance was postponed to January 6™ to 8| 2023. There will be four perfor-
mances in total. A year has lapsed since the scheduled debut. FANG Yu-Hsin, the actress playing Zhaojun gained a whole new
understanding of the character during the wait. The writers also added many events implicating the phenomena in the contem-
porary world into the musical. Same actors even came up with an additional storyline of thrilling boylove. They try to appeal
to the audiences with fascinating and intriguing arrangements. These humorous designs incorporated into the heart-wrenching

story line make the audiences laugh and cry at the same time. It is a rich sensory journey that we invite you to join us on.
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