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Essay Topic:Awakening the ‘Chinese Soul’ - A Research on
the Development of Malayan Chinese Theatre Education in
the Early 20th Century.

BXENF FEE
Author : Sim Kok Meng

Chairman of The Sun Theatre in Malaysia, head librarian of the theatre library,
drama instructor, PhD candidate of theatre studies at the School of Literature,
Nanjing University with research area on Malayan Chinese theatre. Sim has written,
directed and performed over 40 theatre plays and is the author of two books “The
Ten-year Fate of Drama”, “The.Man in the Play & 1", and the playwright of “Dream

» o« (I3

Paradise”, “School Chronicles”, “Heart Towards the Sun” and so on.
Abstract:

At the beginning of 20th century, Malaya was governed under the colonial
British rule.Under the influence of the times, theatre practitioners from China came
to the south and planted the seeds of Chinese theatre in Malaya, instilling the
national spirit among Malayan Chinese and a sense of patriotism towards China,
their ancestral home. Gradually, the strong display of identity and loyalty to the
country has shaped the ‘Chinese Soul’ national spirit.
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With lower education standards among Malayan Chinese at that period,
heatre has become the most effective tool in education. The introduction of

 Malayan Chinese theatre in schools has therefore allowed Malayan Chinese to
embrace Chinese nationalism and catch on the development of a modern society.

Key words : Malayan Chinese drama, ethnicity, education, Malaya

At the beginning of the 20th century, western literary thought gradually penetrated
_into China. The strong current of literary and artistic trend was stranded for a short
time before it spurned into strong whirlwinds that swept across the country. It was
_then brought to the south by progressive-thinking Chinese revolutionists, thereby
unveiling a Chinese-influenced theatre education movement in the south.

In 1909, the success of a modern play by China’s Zheng Tian Sheng Club
“around various locations in Malaya has spurred the development of new plays in
Malaya. In 1913, they returned to Malaya for another round of performance under
the name of “Hong Kong Zheng Tian ShengImproved Modern Theatre”, spurning
another wave of new modern plays. This wave has instigated change in the
development of Malayan Chinese theatre from ‘modern theatre’ to ‘colloquial -
theatre’ . This Chinese-influenced movement in dramatic arts, prior to the May
Fourth Movement in 1919, has resulted in the setup of many new drama troupes
in Malaya such as ‘Colloquial Drama Club, ‘Ren Sheng Vernacular Drama Club’,
‘Confucian Alumni Club’ and so on.
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Notable Malayan Chinese scholar Fang Xiu referred to the period of Malayan
Chinese theatre between 1915 to 1925 as ‘the origin of theatre movement’ where
Chinese national ideology was strong. The content and performance of drama
brought forth by Zheng Tian Sheng Drama Troupe have awakened the Chinese
national spirit and patriotism; and have significantly improved the old mindsets of
the people. However, despite that, the Chinese migrants in Malaya, who resided in
the land of a colonial empire, found themselves caught in an awkward disposition
between the British, China and the rest of the world and were forced to ponder
upon their unique identity and national culture. |

Yang Zheng School was one of the earliest schools to have a drama club. Its
principal Song Sen® was a progressive thinking and vivacious man. During his term
between 1907 to 1915, he officially set up “Yang Zheng School Student Modern
Drama. Club” and divided the club into two groups, naming them “Children’ s
Voice” and “Recreation Group”. To celebrate the birth of Confucius in September,
members of the school staged a few new plays such as “The Appearance of Evil
Woman”, “Good Man”, “The Retribution”, “Fake Dog Case” and so on. During the
Xinhai Revolution, historical narratives of past figures that advocated the Chinese
national spirit were deemed inappropriate. They found that many unfavorable
characteristics and habits of the Malayan Chinese such as selfishness, greed, and
especially the traditional conservative feudal thinking were deeply ingrained in the
mindsets of the overseas Chinese. As such, they staged forward-thinking plays that
aimed to change mentalities and addressed social issues, which became a means
to raise funds for school construction.

9. RER, FAM, 1878FLPERILABREZ FRABISTIL L. B2EHR RS AR, (RHKE),
I ARARLDRL, 19984,
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Yang Zheng School, in mobilizing students and teachers to perform plays for
fundraising, started a trend in Malaya. As the saying goes, “everything is difficult
at the beginning”. As the first school to perform plays for fundraising, Yang Zheng
 school was bound to face backlash from the conservatives. The first to attack was

from the Chinese consul general in Singapore Hu Wei Xian. Hu Wei Xian strongly
criticized the move as exploitative and commercial in nature, which impeded the
learning of students and was not in line with the virtues of Chinese tradition.
- Concurrently, he posited that students who assumed antagonist roles in plays will
cause negative impacts to their growth. Evidently, the mindset of the majority
| Malayan Chinese at that period was still conservative and backward. The movement
of performing plays in schools faced numerous challenges at the early stage, but
~after a round of debate, many Chinese teachers and students persisted in their
efforts to support school fundraising plays. The debate, which coincided with the
then potitical, economic, cultural and educational situation in Malaya, sparked off
“amovement of fundraising plays.in Chinese schools.

According to the author’ s statistics, there were a total of 19 schools in Malaya
that performed plays from 1915 to 1925. Among them, there were 11 schools
in Singapore, namely Nan Hua Girls’ School, Nan Yang Girls’ School, Hua Qiao
Middle School, Ai Tong School, Qi Fa School, Chung Hua Girls’ School, Tong De
Evening School, Zhen Qun School, Zhen Zhi Evening School, Yang Zheng School,
Gong Shang Tuition School; in Perak, there were 3 schools: Ipoh Chung Hua Girls’
School, Anson Chung Hua School Student Drama Club, Setiawan Hua Qiao Public
School; the 3 schools in Kuala Lumpur were Kuala Lumpur Victoria School, Kuala
Lumpur Kuen Cheng Girls’ School Student Autonomous Council and Confucian
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School; as well as Kun Hua Girls’ School in Seremban and Pei Fong School in
Malacca. Apart from these schools, some schools have also set up alumni drama
clubs such as the Gong Shang Alumni Association in Singapore, Nan Lu School
Alumni Association, Yang Zheng School Alumni Association, Nan Hua Girls” School
Alumni Association, Kuala Lumpur Confucian School Alumni Association and so
on.

In addition to its ability to inspire and educate, colloguial drama {(modern theatre)
was able to take root and develop in schools because “the modern drama has less
singing, no techniques and compared to old theatre, it’ s easier to learn, which is
why students are picking up the modern drama'®” . More importantly, changes
were taking place for Malayan Chinese in the areas of Malayan politics, economy
and education. Firstly, Malayan Chinese population rose from 916,000 in 1911 to
1,174,800 in 1921, which increased by 28.3 percent within a decade, accounting
for 35 percent of the entire population in Malaya . Following the end of Xinhai
Revolution, the Malayan Chinese national spirit gradually expanded and they
benefited from the economic development in Malaya. As such, they vigorously
promoted Chinese schools and education to cope with the demands of an
increasing Malayan Chinese population. Thus, from 1915 to 1919, which was
before and after the May Fourth Movement, the number of Chinese schools in
British Malaya rose from 58 to 3002, In the 1920s, however, the fall of tin and
rubber prices - the main sources of income for Malaya- were a huge blow to the
economy. People’ s lives were badly affected, strikes for wages and salaries took
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place regularly. Although the British colonial government abolished the labor
contract in 1914, they continued their iron hand policy by toughening controls in
the economic and education development of the Malayan Chinese. For instance,
they allowed Japanese businesses to ventureinto Malaya and brazenly implemented
school and staff registration under the “Registration of Schools Ordinance 1920”.
Under the ordinance, they rejected and cancelled the registration of countless
progressive thinking teachers; intervened the administration of Chinese schools to
obstruct patriotic education, and even shut down some Chinese schools® . Under
such unfavorable circumstances, Chinese schools could only sustain themselves by
performing plays to raise school funds. This was one of the strongest, the best and
most effective way for schools to extricate themselves from these predicaments.

Meanwhile, the ambiguous situation-of the Chinese population in Malaya
gradually became more apparent. The Malayan Chinese, who carried the Chinese
national identity while living in-the land of the British colony, was the microcosm
of the identity complexities faced by Chinese migrants throughout the world. They
bore the mission of “glorifying the country, growing the nation, increasing wealth
and promoting commerce” for their motherland, China; while in return, China
“protects the status, assists in career and provide education” for the Malayan
Chinese . The relationship seemed very symbiotic. As the Malayan Chinese
population increased, Chinese education became more widespread. The
gradual rising of the Chinese national spirit caused the British colonial rulers to
feel threatened by the ‘Chinese nationals’ residing in Malaya. Hence, when the
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British colonial government enforced the Registration of Schools Ordinance, the
Chinese schools in turn actively performed plays to raise funds for construction
and development under the guise of “charity”.

Fundraising performances were usually performed during commemorative
dates such as school anniversaries, October 10 National day or graduation;
the venues at school halls or rented theatres. The themes of these dramas were
usually inclined towards the removal of feudal ideology, espousing moral values,
and emphasizing the importance of Malayan Chinese education to further reinforce
the objective of raising funds for schools. The stories usually portrayed a protagonist
shackled by a person or society where feudal ideology prevailed, prompting the
protagonist to stand up against them. Through firm determinatioh, hard work
and persistence, the protagonist liberates himself from these confines while the
antagonist realizes his wrongs and repents towards a wholesome ending,

One-act play “Pauper Gets Gold™ depicts a poor man who found a bag of gold
and happily takes it home. However, in the same evening, he was unable to have a
good night’ s sleep — he dreamed of robbers stealing the gold and being caught by
police the next. In the end he donates the bag of gold to a charitable cause. “The
Old Fishmonger” is a four-act play that depicts an old fishmonger who caught a
green fish. Upon learning about the wealthy Wang Shou’ s birthday, he decides to
bring the fish to the rich man’ s house. At the gate, the fishmonger was blocked by
a guard who insists on an equal share of the profit. When the fishmonger finally
meets Wang Shou, not only did he decline his monetary offer, he requested the
rich man to punish him by hitting his palm 100 times, or else he would not
offer the fish to Wang Shou for his birthday. Wang Shou obliges. At the 50th stroke,
the fishmonger suddenly yells to stop and asks to transfer the next 50 strokes to
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the guard. Wang Shou was furious upon learning about the incident and beat the
guard harshly. “The Rich Man” is a four-act play about a miner who wants to be
rich. One day he finds a gold mine and begins to dig. When the news spread across
the village and town, people from all walks of life abandoned their work to mine
for gold. As it turns out, the farmer stopped farming, the fisherman stopped fishing,
and everybody suffered. These three plays that were performed by the Singapore
Gong Shang Tuition School alert the public on the consequences of greed and
desire, while emphasizing the importance of promoting Malayan Chinese education
or charity causes.

The three plays were the repertoire of the school fundraising plays in 1920s
Malaya. They share similarities by having a straightforward storyline filled with
realistic social implications that revealed the ugly side of human nature. Moreover,
the stories bravely exposed the corruption of therich and powerful in explicit ways
that were lacking in the older plays.

The rise of school plays in Malaya, apart from being a means for Chinese
schools to ‘self-rescue’ from then political circumstances, was also attributed
to the support given by the universities in China. At this period, Malayan Chinese
only had up to primary and secondary level of education within the country.
Jinan University in China was deeply concerned about the wellbeing of overseas
Chinese students; it was also a key university that solicited overseas Chinese
students to further their studies back in China. Hence, the university paid great
attention and guided the development of Chinese schools in Nanyang and Malaya
significantly. Zhao Zheng Ping, the first dean of Jinan University, recognized the
value of drama and actively supported the use of theatre as a form of education. He
proposed that theatre is able cultivate “loyalty and eliminate personal views, bring
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happiness to the masses, follow sequences and coordinate movements, promote
respect forart and instill a positive attitude towards life”1* . By promoting dramas in
schools, Dean Zhao also recognized the positive impact it has on society. In terms
of “cultivating loyalty”, theatre was able to serve the function of building a sense of
allegiance towards their motherland. They called on Malayan Chinese to promote
dramas as a means and strategy to spread the message of unity among Malayan
Chinese to stand up against the suppression of Chinese schools by the British
colonial government.

Meanwhile, drama clubs that reflected the conservative thinking of the Malayan
Chinese include the Gong Shang Tuition School Alumni Association Modern Drama
Club. The teachers staged new plays such as “The Beggar’ s Lesson” and “Learning
the National Language” which expressed the importance of education and
learning; “The Marriage Confusion” which exposed the traditional ethics of feudal
society; while “Social Class” was a play about prevailing social problems and so
on. In order to cater to the Malayan Chinese audience, they have also performed
crude vulgar comedies such as plays written by school teachers Li Tie Min and
Chen Jue Min, and staged by Zhuang Hui Quan and Lin Bao Rong: “The Confused

» &«

Official”, “Wrong Vinegar”, “Fun on New Year' s Day”, “Police”, “Robot”, “Two
Short-sighted Eyes” and so on. Although these comedies were aimed at pleasing
the audience, they were derided by society for stooping so low. However, from the
titles of these plays, one can derive contemporary themes from these comedies
which gave a realistic portrayal of Malayan society at that period. In “Robot”, actor
Zhuang Hui Quan played the role of a busker while Liang Shao Wen played a

robot. The play depicted the busker standing aside while the robot is placed
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onstage moving by itself*, thus reflecting the progress of Malayan society towards
modernization. “The Village Laughing Stock”, performed by students of Tong De
Evening School, poked fun at the ignorance of villagers who didn’ t know the
function of a mirror, instigating many jokes in the play. From a different perspective,
the play also brought to light the importance of education.

Another main reason for staging dramas was to show care and concern toward
their compatriots in China by providing aid in times of need. Plays were staged
to fundraise for disaster relief such as the Huabei Seven Provinces drought and
famine, the Guangdong Army disaster, the Shantou wind disaster, disaster relief for
overseas Chinese, disaster relief for Fujian province, Guangdong and Fujian flood
relief, and flood relief at various provinces in China. Among the hundred plays that
were staged include “A Bright World”, “The Devil’ s Meeting” and “Transforming
Darkness to Light”. New novelty plays, satire, farce, comedy, colloquial drama,
‘skits, tragedy and drama were some of the theatre jargons used for one-act and
multi-act plays. The dialects that were performed include mandarin, Cantonese
and Zhangquan dialect; dramas by Chinese playwrights include those of Wang You
You and Hu Shi, as well as Malayan Chinese playwrights such as Song Sen, Ye Kui
Shen, Yu Da Zhi, Li Tie Min, Chen Jue Min, Zheng Li Hao, Huang Shi Wu, Li Yac
Chon'g, Ning Jing Lan, Looi Guang Hong, Xiao Mao Yuan, Cui Bo Hai and others.
Elements of other Malayan races such as the Malays and Indians were difficult to
detect within the storylines, and local multicultural depictions were rare. Instead,
the plays heavily focused on the portrayals of traditional Chinese society and
culture, reflecting every day issues faced by the Malayan Chinese.
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Soon after serving as the headmaster of Yang Zheng School in Singapore, Song
Sen was transferred to Kuala Lumpur to be the headmaster of Confucian School
and Kuan Cheng Girls’ School, where he continued to promote modern theatre
in schools. He was also instrumental in the establishment of Yan Keng Benevolent
Dramatic Association in Kuala Lumpur. To celebrate the founding of Confucian
School’ s Alumni Association in 1918, Song Sen personally penned a few plays

”

such as “Shao Zhen Jiao Zi”, “Dispelling Superstition”,

» o«

National Goods”, “The Patriotic Hero” and so on. Among them, “The Persuasion of

The Persuasion of Using

Using National Goods” and “The Patriotic Hero” were written in accordance with
the social background of Malaya at the period, containing themes of resistance
against imperialism, which attracted attention of the society. Song Sen instigated
the boycotting of Japanese goods among Malayan Chinese which led to his arrest
by the British Colonial government. After being imprisoned for more than three

months, Song Sen was eventually deported.

For almost 20 years before the Xinhai Revolution in 1907 until 1925, modern
theatre awakened national consciousness and patriotism among Malayan Chinese,
and served to eliminate deep-rooted problems and backward thinking among the
race, bringing Malayan Chinese on track of social development. Theatre has
completed its calling in history by serving a function in the course of Malayan

Chinese education.
Conclusion

Following the overthrow of China’ s thousand-year monarchy and establishment
of the Republic of China, the revolutionary movement travelled south and
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ﬁcontinued to unfold among the Malayan Chinese. The movement brought forth
seeds of theatre education that awakened the national spirit and consciousness
Eamong Malayan Chinese, and therein began the early voices of Malayan Chinese

theatre.

1 Early Malayan Chinese theatre emphasized on “eliminating feudal ideologies,
changing of customs, and improving society” to eradicate bad behavior and habits
of the Chinese people, and shaped the notions of national identity and
consciousness. Coupled with strong emotional sentiment and ties towards their
distant motherland, “China” elements and themes were prevalent in Malayan
Chinese theatre. Therefore, style of the “mainland Chinese Drama” were heavily
referenced throughout the process of playwriting, performance, staging and |
%anguage, some even to the extent of appropriating the “Chinese Drama”, thus
developing prominent Chinese characteristics in Malayan Chinese theatre.
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fence, to have perseverance and patience. Speaking ina way they can understand.

Coaching these students was my first time. | have learnt a lot from the experi-
;\Aotivatingthem is equally important.

_ There were times when we couldn’ t agree on a certain idea, then | realised ev-
s’rybodyjust wanted to give their best ideas. At other times, kids being kids, we had
dn‘ﬁculty getting into the team effort. So | learnt how important it is to have people
%kil[s in real life. It was quite challenging, but overall | enjoyed myself.

_ Anotherplus pointis | got to practise my Mandarin as | had to think of different
f}vays of speaking to different kids.

At the end of the day, drama is my life. When | grow up | want to be an actor.
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The Heart Towards the Sun Theatre (HTTS) is a non-governmental organisation
registered under the Societies Act 1966. Our scope of activities include drama
performances, drama education for children and teenagers, publication of a
theatre magazine, operation of the Drama Library, and engagement in such
social welfare activities as AIDS awareness campaigns and charity performances
for the disabled, as well as the organizer of drama contest in the book festival
at Mines 2 during the school holidays.

We has one to two volunteers to take charge of our daily operation.
Besides renting a place at level 2 at Pearl Point Shopping Complex in Old
Klang Road as our office, training centre as well as the Drama Library, we also
occupied the library with thousands of drama and theatre related references
books in the Drama Library.

As a well-organised theatrical group, we currently have more than 50 members,
of which over 10 are passionately active. They come from a wide range of
fields and professions, including the media, education, performing arts,
audio-visual production, television and radio broadcasting, public relations,
advertising, marketing, tourism, administrative management, literature, fine
arts, and internet technology. Some of the members are full-time students.

From early established in the year 2000 until now we carried on with one
public performance of drama almost every year and being invited to join the
2007 Istana Budaya production “Cheng Lock” Musical as the script writer and
performers. Our AIDS Trilogy included “Journey of Love” had reached out to
thousands of audience in the tour around peninsular in 2006 and 2007, while
being replay in 2009 at Klpac as the new edition. The children and teenagers
from drama class leaded by the drama teachers of the organization some had
grown up into talents in such local performing industry, or become the
students of performing arts in their higher education.



MEGAFLEXO

Print Sendinian Benhad

T35 B2 H)
Megaflexo Print Sdn. Bhd.

(Company No. 107825-M)

No. 69, Jalan Selampit 26, Kaw. 3,

Taman Klang Jaya, 41200 Klang,

Selangor Darul Ehsan, Malaysia.
Tel: 03-3323 8118 (Hunting Line)

03-3323 1893, 3323 1562

Fax: 03-33231750
mgaflexo@gmail.com




THEEES “B5 2EH NP R ENEREAIS1E2008-2017
Ten Years On Stage : ShuXiang Student Drama Contest Special Edition 2008-2017

A A PRRIL 45

RITBA . OAAMREIL
Persatuan Kesenian Belia Heart Towards-
The Sun Kuala Lumpur Dan Selangor
HAREE BRITE
2 DLERA

B BREEE
oL CREE
HEST [ RER
AR LB PREIL

28, Jalan Midah 11, Taman Midah,
Cheras, 56000 Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia;
ENRIBEED BB RAT
Nl : Megaflexo Print SdnBhd
No 69, Jalan Selampit 26, Kaw. 3,
Taman Klang Jaya, 41200 Klang,
Selangor D.E.
Facebook : CyfAFHEI. SERIEBIE. RAIGE
EBSEME @ httsim.blogkaki.net

BiE 1 +6016-2322693
E3 IR : hits_theatre@yahoo.com /

thesuntheatre@gmail.com
HARERR : 26/11/2017
#H=5

AR Ff 8, & 7EREN,



D APERIS AR

SoRNHAE

1. (FRENLZNFE (20044F)

2 (T EFEY BE LEFINEERE
WEZRLERNFIE (20174)

(3%£275) (GolTheatre) AP

23. (+FRz: DRATEA RiaRIttHy
H S ERBIIRED T —LUO A APARIYS
Jf50YkEREE

24 (B Z BRI INKFE

25. (PE{RE T HEF N BIASEE IR

26. (BIFRAD SEEBAE

27 (BREDRIASEE IR E

28 (—RIEHBLOINE RIS EE PREEE

29. (BN RIS SEERRE

30. €BIFR ALY SR ERRE

1. (BRENRIAE ILERE

32. (REIRFIBIASER : R, PRI,
ENEGIEREE

33. A PEY RIS  SEERAE

34 (RHRIZASBIMESREY  FIRIFE

35 (RFHBISRANMTICE)  FIKFE




SRATLERKIETIEEMOZE AT RN SE‘TQ‘R%EEE;E&:F
lﬁﬁ,lﬂ“’ “FRIRFESE—HHEN, “eR I A 7E O ERY CRES 13 B B SR
SHE2AZNERBESMNFA, L£EEM 2 RBENAR, ﬂﬂiﬂZ;E

”—20103E ﬂg{ELq—ij’JE&&luo” [/1 2014E
RIEZEBHEEB RS IFA: O lL,\r"Ji(FEE'Jfﬁﬁ'UJ‘A?’J‘%/f : ‘-"Eﬁm, £ =

FAMRIHER REREEANNR  NRERRIMESR REFNTR T EMNE

T, URMBRFHEZT, MARKEY S HIEINEAEESEETVERNRK
WEIZARABRRI S ARHHFR, B—I B, AT LERBIREE TR
TPk B DREIMEREILFENE  TRIERENMGE, %fl]ﬂﬁ’éﬂ—?—ﬂZlEﬂH’J» §
BREYS, DRAFPEMURERKIN  IRAHHSIABESHNELEDEER
Ro"—20114 %B’JEU'FJLX@-}-EB’J%IT\ZFT,?MMR?E :

ELENMBINET, EBETENES .

BEPVERARDSEZEFOALE LEEEXS KIBTFEESHA @AEEJ'~’ ;
RISE BRI FRATAR . “TF U 7ESE e |, P ~220174 ; '
18 T —HERENE O E S 3

RILEANERNES L, REERIIER

W, 1 BE 0% 33 R A0 55 BY 3t 0 1 P e

;i:jb
7 'f—mz/g, \A
P
/Q;f) / = /5’@‘ sz \ D
8 5TH
\ORLD OF (¢ ?JESW
"é';"

[l:/ 9l7896711423448




	20230221131939346.pdf
	20230221140534130.pdf
	20230221140553781.pdf



