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Chou, the Chinese Comic Role Type & Death of a Minor Official: 

A Twenty-first Century Beijing Opera Interpretation of a Chekhov Short Story
Jingju, or Beijing Opera known in the West, is a highly-stylized song-dance theatre. Conventionalization is the key to understanding the complexity of the genre. It refers to the way that every aspect of the genre – singing, speaking, dance-acting, combat, costuming and makeup – has to follow certain modes, patterns or rules. Central to the system is the categorization of role types. Chou, the comic character, is one of the four basic role types.

This presentation focuses on the Chinese comic role, its origin, development, function and its facial make-up. Jingju is internationally renowned for its breathtaking acrobatics, exquisite costumes and striking makeup; it is also a socio-cultural product like every theatre in the world. Its performers stand between its strong theatrical tradition and the implicit, and sometimes explicit, interference of formidable external forces. Their response to the diverse and continuously-changing demands of theatre and society makes jingju what it is and maintains it in a state of constant mutation. 
In Death of a Minor Official, a 2007 jingju adaptation of Chekhov’s early story Death of a Civil Servant, Chinese artists express both their understanding of a 19th century Russian classic and their idea about contemporary China. Participants will be able to view the whole production, a 30-minute one-man show with simultaneous interpretation. On the basis of this production, the interactive discussion between the speaker and the participants will lead to more profound subjects, such as the ‘bridge’ between a stylized theatre and a realistic story and its significant function in the intercultural practice; aesthetic principles of the comic role type and the genre; relationship between the actor and the character on the stage; the function of the mise-en-scène and, 21st century’s audiences and the traditional theatre. 

The speaker would like the participants to read Chekhov’s short story in advance.  (‘The Death of a Civil Servant’ is included in Oxford World’s Classics Anton Chekhov: Early Stories (Introduction, translation and notes by Patrick Miles and Harvey Pitcher, 1982). Also available on line: http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=SGEWNxaXeeIC&pg=PA11&lpg=PA11&dq=death+of+a+civil+servant&source=bl&ots=M_GaRKiqgL&sig=kQj_nHX0d22hTNc_-6mDCss3LNQ&hl=en&ei=KOFqS_LkDInw0gTS_-zaBA&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=7&ved=0CBQQ6AEwBg#v=onepage&q=death%20of%20a%20civil%20servant&f=false)
