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From Roar, China! to Sunrise: Stage Sounds, Lighting Theory,
and the Development of Left-wing Chinese Drama
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In leading modern Chinese dramatist Cao Yu’ s play, Richu (Sunrise,
1935), female protagonist Chen Bailu delivers the line that gives the play its title:
“The sun has risen, the darkness remains behind; but the sun is not for us, for
we must sleep.” This line, which Chen quotes from a short story, can and has
been read as an articulation of a society in the process of emerging from the
darkness, but in which some people are, following Lu Xun’ s famous metaphor,
doomed to remain forever asleep in the iron house. Sunrise, written in 1935,
contains hints of a rising proletarian consciousness and marks a moment in
which many Chinese dramatists and theater practitioners, including key figures
like Cao Yu, Tian Han, and Ouyang Yugqian, started to turn Left and commit their
drama to the cause of rousing the proletariat. In support of this cause, many
works of proletarian theater from abroad were translated and staged. Among
these, none caused a greater stir than Sergei Tretiakov’ s Roar, China! (1926),
performed in Guangdong in 1930 and in Shanghai in 1933. Roar, China! adds a
sonic dimension to the solar metaphor of Cao Yu' s Sunrise and a defiant,
booming rejoinder to those who would oppress the masses. At the same time, the
theatrical imagery of light and darkness, sound and silence, was not mere
revolutionary metaphor. Rather, it points to the more practical problems
confronting Chinese theater-makers of the 1930s: how to light a stage to look
like the sunrise? How to amplify actors’ voices to a rousing roar? Re-examining
Chinese leftist drama of the 1930s through the lens of theater technologies, this
paper will explore treatises on stage design, lighting, and sound published during
this period and their relationship to dramatic composition and performance. It
argues that the technical problems of staging were not mere afterthoughts or
annoyances, but significant problems of theoretical import that significantly
influenced the way in which Chinese spoken drama attempted to reflect and
affect the realities of modern life.
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