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REHAN IN CHINESE EYES . 

. AN 
ORIENTAL 
CRITICIS~. 

Shakespeare and the 
American Stage Discussed by 
Fon-Chong-Mai. 

The Chinese 
Writes for 

Actor Attends 
the Herald His 

Daly's and 
first Im-

pressions of Shakespearian Drama. 

-,:HINKS NO RECONCILEMENT P_OSSIBLE.-

Fon-Chong .llal, the Chinese female impersonator, now playing at the Choy
Ting-Quoy Theatre, was a.t Daly's Theatre on Wednesday last to witness the presen
tation of "The lierchantof Venice," with MlssAda. Rehan as Portia_· He was accom-
1,anled,by two of his colleagues-Lee-Son, the tragedian..._MoQuoy, comedian-and by 
Luke Ling, manager of his theatl'e. The Chinese star was there for the purpose of 
seeing a great English play for the first time, and Its interpretation by a great actress 
of a. ,sehool so dl!Ierent from his own. I 

1-'on•Chong":}Iai comes of a family of great actors, who have adorned the pro•, 
Cession for centuries. He has a repertoire which Includes all the great reilglous 
l>lays of the llfandarin dfalect, some of them filllng scores of volumes, and has a 
prodigious memory. He is a man of the keenest perception from an °0rlental point 
of view, highly educated in his native arts and sciences. His Impressions of Shake
speare and of l\Ilss .Ada Rehan, In the role of Portia,' show that nothing escaped 
him, and that the tradltlons of the Chinese stage did not hamper him In his judg~· 
ment of the play and Its interpreter. The following observations were secured• 
from the celestial Thespian through an interpreter In an Interview,' committed 

. to paper by a Herald representative, and reinterpreted to the actor for emendation, and 
for his signature of approval. Those who were present at the performance and 
noted the Intensity with which the Chinese actor viewed Miss Rehan from his box 
:Will find an unusual Interest In his observations. 1 

It will be noted that the Chinese actor, while intensely appreciative, Insists on 
npplying Chinese standards, and sees no reconcllement between bis stage and ours. 
n'he article ls at le:.st a criticism of our stage from a new point of view. 

BY FON-CHONG-MAI. 
-•--- O-DAY Is Tsho-Tung. 

It Is a national hollday 
of the Change of Sea
sons. Throughout my 
country there may be 
found feasting and song 
and praise. It Is the 
Chinese Thanksgiving. 

_._ The grand mandarin■ of 
• ;ir. the several provinces 

"·111 have their house partlei;. 
From the courts, too, that surround the 

temples or the C:onfucians and the Taoists 
alike, there will come the far calllng "kin-kin, 
kin-kin" of the trmple gong. Thousands will 
hear It, and In holiday attire will gather there 
t., witness other bands of players, who have 
erected their stage near the altars of the 
gcds, where both the mortal and lmmo1·tal 
may witness. It Is a great day for the theatre 
In China-the 1ast of the fgur season holi
days-a time of feasting anci good,fellowshlp. 

••Foor Stlekfll Defore 1''"'0:' 

_ But, though I am here on the other slde of 
the great gloue, I, too, have been celebrating 
-Indeed, as few of my people have ever had 
the honor. I have seen a play by your fore• 
most dramat!st, and Interpreted by a great 
genius. It ls a red letter day of my life; and, 
as the proverb goes, "I burn four sticks be-
fore Fo In grateful thanks." 

Give you my Impressions of !lliss Ada Rehan 
as Portia In the "!llerchant of Venice?"' 

I tear I know not where to begin; and, once 
begun. I fear I sh.ill never end. It was the 

• first time I had ever seen a foreign drama, 
and I did not need to be told that It was one 

' of the best, glvPn bl· the best people, With 
the curtain down on the first act I ~aid to 
myselr~-"Here Is the be~t that the world 
can give. Better than this Is only In the 
realm rf the gods." The elTect upon me was 
lnstan and cumulative; and when I left the 
theatr I walked as In a dream. 

I might preface my observations by saying 
frankly that the most striking features pf 
the play "ere Elmpllclty, naturalness and sln
cerit)". But how vain does that sound to you 
till you know that I mean that It Is the very 
anthesls of our own dramas which are not 
simple, but complex; which are not natural, 
but artificial, and. alas! not always sincere. 
This ls the true Chinese manner of the actor. 
He appears; he gives his name, his history, 
his business; he proceeds to the end of It, and 
away again. Bear with me while I do like• 
"lse, since I, too, lllce the Chinese drama. 
have no scenery nor other aid to bear out my 
meaning. 

"" The Chlnr11e Drama. 
J~am_ a humble one of the Brethren of the 

Pear Orchard. In other words, I am an actor. 
For three hundred years my people have been 

-IIC10.rs before me and I .still wear many of 
their' tumes. 

I mu-st o~fess that as the plays stlll cling 
to the a lent llne11. so does society In a 
millSure st l regard the actcr In China. 

~·e have excelled, though always upon 
traditional Une:0. As in the Sung and Q'uen 
d)-nastles the stage had no Ecenery, so have 
we none now. As the culllvallon of a sec
ond Yolce-a. far reaching falsetto for the 
"pear orchard" exhlbltlons-wa..<1 necessary 
then, trad!Uon compels us to retain that 
method. As complexity of plot, mountains 
of Incidents and volumes of talk. extending 
over a period often of a full month. was the 
fashion then, so Is It now, for the Chinese 
reveres the archaic and abhors the new. 

'Particularly Is this true of anything that 
bears a rellglous significance; and the stage 
In Ch!na Is as In ages past, closely allied to 
the temple. 

:-.ow to return, when I say that the most 
sallent points of the presentation of the 
Shakespearian masterpiece by :\llss Rehan 
and her admirable support were simplicity., 
naturalness and sincerity, you understand me 
better. 

I mean that !t ·s the rt'versc of .iur 

own method, as your manners and customs 
are all the reverse of ours, and I am con
tinually embarrassed by seeing people do 
things literally backward. The Chinese 
drama stlll clings to tlie dear tradition that 
complexity and bombast are an evidence of 
great power, while simplicity Is the perfec
tion of yours; that only the supernatural In• 
spires great thoughts, while you believe that 
the natural Is supreme; that sincerity ls the 
badge of fools and the g;ory of dead men 
read Jn books, while you lay bare every 
thought and sentiment, as If concealment, 
with us a virtue, with you were a crime, and 
your fidelity to truth challenges like a god. 
This ls very beautiful-It Is sublime; but It 
Is not Chinese. 

,vaa Shakr■peare a Chinaman? 
Let me say right here that there Is nothing 

new to me In the Incidents of ''The Mer
chant of Venice." 

You say that Shakespeare ls a univer
sal spirit. I am convinced that In his 
throes of Inspiration his spirit must have 
flown half way round the world and walked 
with our own Sln-Fafah and She-King and 
Lao-Tsze, for scarcely an Incident or proverb 
In the play but has a Chinese parallel. The 
exchange of rings and Bassanlo's broken 
pledge to his wife I recall In three plays In 
my own repertoire, and the episode of the 
three caskets Is found In another of my favor
ites called 'Chlng-Won-Boh-Ow,' wherein 
there are three boxes, one lncrusted with 
gems, a second wreathed with garlands and 
the third coverect with dust and sprinkled 
with human blood. Instead of the portrait In 
the latter lies a single white rose tro111 the 
hair of the princess, and he who chooses It 
pledges forthwith to go through any hardship 
and even to kill to vouchsafe the happiness 
and preserve the honor other whom his voice 
has made a fair partner for life. 

Ml■• Rehan'• Voice. 
But If the test of a great play· Is the ablllty 

to hold the observer, even though he be a 
Etranger to the language, "The Merchant of 
Venice,'' as Interpreted by Miss Rehan, Is 
supreme. -

Therein lay the charming actress• power 
In my eyes-the eas with which she pos
sessed me with the spirit ot. the drama 
and held me with It spellbound for two 
hours, even though I was a stranger to the 
letter. Her first words had a peculiar ef'!ect 
upon me, like that of the music of some 
celestial Instrument, far reaching a.a the tem
ple gong at midnight, yet rich, mellow and of 
Inexpressible sweetness. I never knew be
fore what roll and ·rhythm and fire there Is 
In the cadences of your language, and that 
voice was a revelation. 

It was all the more amazing when upon 
meeting Miss Rehan afterward behind the 
scenes, where lllr. Daly accorded myself and 
others of my support the honor of a presen
tation, I discovered that this supernatural 
voice was really the natural-that It was not, 
as with us, a second voice brought to perfec
tion for stage uses only, and never used save 
on these occasions. 

It was so spontaneous, so unforced. It 
was like Miss Rehan's acting, whereln1 she 
never rose so high but one felt that she could 
still go higher; never so sublime but that 
great reservations of power lay behind It. It 
was all so perfectly easy that It was easily 
perfect. And so Joyous! ,She exhaled hap
piness, even In the dread trial scene. It 
was then that I mused with Kea-Paou In the 
folk legend, 'With a smile like \llat may not 
a woman overthrow a city, and with another 
a kingdom." 

Arter seeing l\Ilss Rehan In the last act 
never again will I believe your national cos
tume lna.rt,lstlc. That superb gown of royal 
splendor, worn with such distinction and 
charm, cha:Jenges our rarest creations of 
many hues. mellowed In tone with age, and 
embroidered with gold and silver In designs 
of the Imperial dragon, flowers and birds. 

Music, which plays a ~rge part In our great 

dramas, seems to have been Ignored by your guised into court, or Is this a part where 
great master. I expected to he,r Miss Rehan much is left to the Imagination? If the lat
sing alternately between her fine phrases, but ter, then It Is tt,e only Instance where any. 
I listened In vain. Even upon her entrance thing was left to the audience to lmagln'e. 
there was not the sound of trumpet or cym. \Vlth us a;J Is left to the Imagination save 
bals, which with us Is supposed to have the costume and voice. A stride across the stage 
p-ower of waking the gods to the presence of suffices for a hundred mile journey If the 
the heroine. actor there but throws aside a garment and 

But the little music there was Inspired me, says, "Behold! I am now In Ho-Nan, having 
though I was surprised to see the musicians travelled all the way on !co!!" The new lo
use notes. Foreigners seem to think that we callty Is lma11:lne<I. 
are an unmu51cal people, but It Is far from I Wit:! you It Is placed before you In the 
the truth. There Is someth!ng beside music Iv.Inkling of an eye during a dark Inter
In the blare of trumpets and the roll of snake- val, when queer, dwarfish objects are 
skin drums. There Is passion, fire and often seen running hither and thither ·over the 
exquisite sweetness stai;e. Then comes the lights again, and lo! 

f!ut your rarest music to me'was the rolling. the garden ls a palace Interior, or the latter 
quivering modulations of your voices during transformed Into a court of justice. It ls 
the most solemn passages of your master, and maglca,!; but to adupt such methods on our 
Miss Rehan's recitations fell upon me as did stage would nece•sitate the reconstruction ot 
the song of the great Shun, the father. of all our plays-which would be like tampering 
Chinese music, on the soul of Confucius, with your own Ho!)" Scriptures-or the writ• 
which so Inspired him that, as the legend Ing of new dramas which no one would ever 
goes, he fasted for three years In solemn con- go to see. 
templatlon of Its supernatural charm. And therein lies the great gulf which sep-

1 long for the time when the Chinese actor arates the drama of the Celestial Empire 
shall be regarded with the same generosity from that of the Western "orld. You look 
by his people that your play folk are here. at life as It Is, IRterpretlng It again. \Ve re• 
For ages policemen, actors and slaves have gard It through the penumbm of tradition. 
been chssed together In general obloquy by Your hearts arc In present, your e}·es on the 
the high and mighty. future. Our reverence Is for the past, and 

Only the actor has risen above this plane the present 13 all-sufficient In this reverence. 
and shown himself a possible power for vlr- You observe we are both right. Your plays 
tue and enlightenment In the world. The on our temple court stages would be lrrele-
pollceman and the slave remain. • vant and even sacrilegious; our plays on 

I must confess that the trial scene dlsap- your stage vain and Ineffectual. I have 
polnteJ me somewhat. The Idea that J>ortla learned nothing from the noble work of 
could be there undisguised In the presence of l\1Js3 Rehan and her st.rang support that I 
her husband and of learned Judges and can Incorporate Into my own presenta
nelther her personality nor sex discovered ap. lions, any more than a 
peared to me a grievous fault, for which only g1eat swordsman could 
consummate. beauty of scene and the admlr- learn anything needful 
able acting of Shylock atoned. My great sue- to him In his profes• 
cesses have been In female lmpersonatldn slon by witnessing a 
and I was naturally Intensely Interested I~ Sharpshooter. 'l\"e rep
Miss Rehan's Impersonation of a man-the resent different worlds, 
learned Balthazar, whose edict frees Antonio times and manners. 
and condemns the Jew. I e:,:pected to see Our paths lie In eter
:\llss Rehan In mask and otherwise In com- nal parallel; they will 
pretest disguise, as I was myself when taking never converge. I am 
a female part. Inexpressibly h a p p y, 
'\Vhere Chine,.., IN netter Than English however, and broader 

Af I h h d , - • of view for having ee~n ter a I t at a gone before was so con- Miss R h 1 "Th 
sis tent and plausible, I could not forget the Me h ,et anf {: 1 .~ 
utter lmposslbfllt>; of a wife, ln no other dis- anJ~ ~~w ~hat lns~~ll 
guise than a man s gown, cajoling a precious 
ring from her husband. This appeared to me never again say wHh 
carrying stage license too far; but our codes ~~~ aKlnclent .!~,!gher; 
are different • ng, n oman. 

\V 1 • 1 1 that thou wert not 
c re y so ent re y on costume and mask, born a male Is owing 

while you utterly Ignore the use of the to thy wlcketlnes 3 In a 
latter, that I merely speak of the epi-
sode as a queru Could Sh k h previous state of exist-,. a espeare ave ence .. 
meant that Portia should go quite und!s- 1 • 


