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Confessing Ardent Love with Painting —
Interviewing HSIEH Nien-Tsu, Director of WANG Zhaojun, The Musical

Text/ WU Yu-Xuan Picture / Chiu Tzuyin, Taipei Chinese Orchestra

Hilarious, quirky, and heart — rendering are the works of HSIEH Nien-Tsu. His plays are powerful life lessons to those who
believes they have a firm grasp on reality and truth. On hearing the word, lesson, HSIEH laughed and interrupted, “Please don’t
put it this way. They are not lessons. I produce plays to share my thoughts and feelings, not to teach. I am merely trying to tell
a story that moves and touches me.” What then, is he trying to tell this Taipei Traditional Arts Festival with the brand-new Wang

Zhaojun, The Musical?

A crossover by Taiwanese literary giant, CHANG Ta-Chun, and TCO.

08

Actors of WANG Zhaojun, The Musical, are practicing moves, rehearsing lines, and familiarizing themselves with blocking.

A Whimsical Take on Historical Events That May Answer
Similar Struggles People Face Today

The 35" Taipei Traditional Arts Festival hosted by TCO is considered the largest and most long-standing festival for traditional
arts. Crossover production has always been one of TCO’s strong suit. After the blockbuster productions of My Unseen Concu-
bine and My Farewell Lady, TCO once again joined hands with All U People Theatre to present the next chapter of the “Four
Classic Beauties,” WANG Zhaojun, the Musical. Legend has it, Emperor Yuan of Han commanded imperial painter MAO
Yanshou to paint portraits of all the palace maids. This way, he could select the ones he liked for the night. MAO asked WANG
Zhaojun for a bribe, but she denied him the profitable undertaking. Out of revenge, he painted a mole on Zhaojun’s face, obscur-
ing her beauty and made sure the portrait never aroused the interest of the emperor. Later, Chanyu of Xiongnu asked for the
hand of a princess of Han to cement the relationship between them. WANG Zhaojun bravely volunteered to sacrifice her own
happiness for the good of the empire. It was not until then did emperor Yuan realize what had happened. Blinded with fury, he
had Mao killed instantly.
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In theatre, the performers are married to their plays.

“What if MAO Yanshou and WANG Zhaojun were lovers?” Director HSIEH asked. He was never satisfied by merely repro-
ducing the widely accepted interpretation of an historical event. He wishes to find a new perspective from a modern point of
view, to fill out the blanks with answers that may have been overlooked or ignored. WANG An-Shi wrote in his Mingfeiqu,
“True elegance is how one carries oneself and that is something you can never put down in paintings. For this reason, Mao
Yanshou is wrongfully executed.” This got me thinking, “Why would an imperial painter dishonour his own work? Maybe
they were lovers. If MAO depicted the beauty of Zhaojun truthfully, emperor Yuan would have made her his concubine. It was
then perfectly understandable that he would try to disguise her charm and hope for a glimpse of happiness together when she

got released from the imperial palace as an old maid. And this is how the story was born.”
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The songs express the inner turmoil of characters and allow the plot to carry on smoothly.

The idea is to explore the struggles and anguish of famous people in history and see if we still face the same challenges today.
My Unseen Concubine talks about how family, power, career, or love can cloud a person’s judgement. My Farewell Lady tells

the story of how a woman destined for ill-fate and tragedy can still save the world with her superpower. What is WANG Zhaojun,

the Musical trying to show us then?

Transcend All Forms of Expression and Find a Way Straight to The Heart

Director HSIEH says, “CHANG Ta-Chun suggested that we tell the story of Zhaojun through paintings. Every scene revolves
around a painting. The lyrics created specifically for this script further enhanced the importance of this art medium. MAO
sings, the painting trapped her in. Made her the eternal prisoner on the tower of Phoenix in front of Weiyang Palace. Zhao-Jun
sings, the painting kept him here. Here at the Changle Palace where the moon shone high and bright. The portrayal and
concept of painting here is fascinating. Zhaojun wished to climb mountain Huang. MAO painted a picture of the mountain and
added the two of them there. Zhaojun wished to visit the moon. MAO immediately drew a picture of the moon to please her.
Paintings are magical. They are capable of trapping you in or taking you to places you yarn to go.” The path to freedom has
always been there, all you have to do is find it. The fact is, we can change the reality by freeing our imagination.

11
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The director coaching actors in blocking and rehearsal.

Imagination is how director HSIEH relates modern day problems to struggles in the past. With freedom and openness he
moves effortlessly across genres, going from theatre to TV to cinema, and then to musical and back. He believes the true value
of art lies in communication and exchange. Each art form has its unique way in expressing thoughts and emotions. The
audience has different expectations and way of appreciating each art form. Therefore, the narrative style and intensity also
vary. He points out, “Musical is a form of theatre. The secret is to recruit the right musical talents and nurture a proper under-
standing of the target audience. With it I will be able to make adjustments accordingly. When CHANG Ta-Chun completed
the lyrics for the songs in the musical, I went over the structure and style of each song again with composer LEE Che-Yi. MAO
Yanshou and WANG Zhaojun each has their signature style that should be distinguishable even in music. When the songs
were finalized, we introduced TCO into the mix and further accentuated the story line and added depth to the characters.”

Artistic Creation Makes Us Fall in Love with Reality Again

Imagination is freedom of the mind, the beginning of creation. You imagine what you desire, you will what you imagine, and
at last, you create what you will. Every play of director HSIEH’s are unconventional, outrageous funny and extremely creative

in name, historical perspective, and genre. (For example, Crazy TV Channel is a parody on the ballot counting process.)
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Good actors should be able to portray their role in a production convincingly and connect with audiences.

HSIEH tells us, “I have loved to play ever since [ was a child! I enjoy playing alone, and with others. Which is why I choose
a career in theatre. Playing and theatre has a lot in common. When I'm working on a project, the first thing that comes to mind
is always, how can I make this interesting? If it is not fun at all, it is not worth investing my time and energy in. There is a great
deal of similarity between drama and games. Who would want to play a game that’s boring as hell? The paintings in WANG
Zhaojun, The Musical can trap people in or give people a time out from reality. I think the concept of painting is quite fascinat-

ing and that is why this production is inspiring!”

If it weren’t for love, who would care about communication or making exchanges? If it weren’t for love, why explore all angles
and possibilities through one play after another? What director HSIEH is trying to convey isn’t some rigid and old-fashioned
morality lesson. His powerful punch is directed at the present states of life. It is about facing the truth straight in the face and
respond with honesty. In his word, “An artwork speaks for itself. Each audience has his or her own interpretation to the
question asked. What I offer is merely a story, an emotion, and a possibility. This is an alternative point of view. The audience
can either accept it or fight it. Life has its up and downs. We might as well make lemonade out of lemons. Let the healing
process begin so we can face a new tomorrow. Where there’s a will, there’s a way. Positive thinking builds courage and

persistence.”

Brilliance Series : Opera from the TCO Theater

WANG Zhaojun, The Musical

2022.5.20 (Fri) 19:30 / 2022.5.21 (Sat) 14:30, 19:30 / 2022.5.22 (Sun) 14:30
Venue : Zhongzheng Auditorium, Taipei Zhongshan Hall
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