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The grand spectacle of a Western-style opera
based on the life of China’s tyrannical Qin
Emperor has raised strong reactions in the
overseas Chinese dissident community.

Director ZhangYimou made his successful film debut nearly
20 years ago with a breathtaking love story placed in the
sorghum fields of rural Shandong Province.1 But he attracted a
great deal of criticism with his more recent blockbuster, Hero,2

eulogizing China’s tyrannical Qin Emperor. Never one to
respond to criticism, ZhangYimou transferred his energies to
his next big project—preparing the grand opening ceremony
for the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing. It was therefore some-
what surprising when he was spotted around the Metropolitan
Opera in NewYork City.An opportunity to view The First
Emperor, an opera by Chinese composerTan Dun directed by
Zhang, helped explain what distracted Zhang from his
Olympics project.3

As a reanimated corpse full of symbolic historical signifi-
cance, the Qin Emperor, who ruled more than 2,000 years
ago, remains a sensitive subject, not only because his ruthless
despotism unfailingly brings Mao Zedong to mind, but also
because the intractable connection between China’s thousands
of years of autocratic rule and the popular obsession with uni-
fying China inevitably brings to mind the possibility of force-
ful reunification withTaiwan. Having become China’s first
official director, ZhangYimou reveals his cultural propensities
and political standpoint through his return to this subject.
Compared with Hero, which depicted the Qin Emperor in a

shamelessly flattering light, Zhang’s operatic depiction ofThe
First Emperor is relatively restrained.After all, it is staged in
NewYork City, in the United States, and although the U.S. does
not impose official censorship as China does, theAmerican
audience would have difficulty accepting a production that
openly and shamelessly advocates despotism and eulogizes a
tyrant; even theAmerican media have their moral bottom line.
But restraint does not imply repentance.Although Zhang

Yimou’s presentation of the character Gao Jianli somewhat
dilutes the majesty of the emperor, his obsession with the Qin
Emperor still comes through.As a result, while the opera

depicts the emperor as flawed, these flaws only serve to
emphasize his greatness.When all of the characters on stage
join in a chorus of “Long Live the First Emperor” and “Long
Live China” to the patriotic overtones of TheYellow River Cantata,
this is not merely the climax of ZhangYimou’s appeal to vulgar
sensibilities, but a full expression of his sentiments. His loyalty
to the emperor is most clearly expressed through the character
ofYueyang, the princess killed as a result of the marriage
ordered by her father, and Gao Jianli, the general who commits
suicide for his beloved princess; even in death, as ghosts, they
cannot forbear expressing their eternal love and fealty to the
great father emperor. General Gao brings to mind the loyal
communist general Xu Shiyou4 when he says he would gladly
lead a squadron of underworld troops to continue his service
to the emperor from beyond the grave.
The opera’s scenarios all follow this common motif of

ZhangYimou’s works.The only difference is that in this pro-
duction ZhangYimou cunningly caters to westerners, in par-
ticularly Americans, by infusing the tyrant with some
humanity.The protagonist is China’s founding emperor, but
wrapped within his awe-inspiring appearance is a tender
human affection for his daughter and his friend.When the
audience watches the emperor and his daughter singing to
each other and the emperor and Gao Jianli calling each other
brother, what they are really seeing is a portrayal of Mao
Zedong, just using different words.When the emperor
recounts the time he and Gao Jianli were sent to prison
together in their youth, it sounds very much like the dialogue
in the old communist model dramas: all those in the world
who suffer are leaves from the same twig.The scene where
Placido Domingo, as the emperor, leads the chorus in singing
“Long live!” looks just like a similar scene in the grand com-
munist epic The East Is Red, directed by Premier Zhou Enlai.At
that moment, if the radiant face of Mao Zedong suddenly
beamed on the stage backdrop, no one in the audience would
feel the least bit surprised.
ZhangYimou venerates the Qin Emperor, but having not

been born into a royal family, he is unable to rid himself of a
peasant’s vulgarity.This is most evident when the emperor, the
queen and the princess are arguing about the princess’s mar-
riage.The performance, the libretto and the mise en scène are all
dominated by a slangy rural vulgarity that makes the argument
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come across as a squabble in a peasant family rather than a
heated discussion in a palace.The princess displays a hoydenish
eagerness to marry the man she has chosen, while the emperor
and the queen act like any country couple in their entreaties to
their daughter. It is here that ZhangYimou reveals his lack of
understanding of the emperor, who for all his complex life his-
tory still came from a royal family.This is a key difference
between the emperor and the communist leader Mao Zedong,
but ZhangYimou carelessly grafts Mao’s peasant background
and vulgar habits onto the emperor and his family.
Another example of ZhangYimou’s ignorance is his tomb-

like stage design. Crammed with characters and props, the
stage has no more sense of depth than a bag of coins. Some
incredulous members of the audience remarked that even
Xi’an’sTerra CottaWarriors provide a more animated display.
Indeed, even The East is Red had a much more presentable stage
design than ZhangYimou’s First Emperor.At its worst the stage
design of The First Emperor looks not so much like theTerra Cotta
Warriors as like a sorghum field, and at one point Zhang
Yimou seems to have actually transferred the seduction scene
from Red Sorghum onto the stage of his opera.
The most ridiculous element in the opera is the clamorous

giant bell placed imposingly at one side of the stage.There’s no
harm in striking this giant bell once or twice if it helps drive
home a point, but the director seems to think the audience
can’t understand significance of the tolling bell, and has it
struck countless times during the course of the opera.This
seems to be either for the purpose of showing off the bell or to
declare some kind of victory:We have come to your damned
NewYork City to shout, “Long live the tyrant,“ and we have
come to your damnedAmerica to shout, “Long live China!“
ZhangYimou is quoted in the Chinese media as saying The

First Emperor is successful, but he hasn’t mentioned in which
respect it is a success. If the opera is actually successful, it is
mainly in implying the triumph of tyranny and deriding the
commercial civilization ofAmerica through its shouting for the
long life of a tyrant in the quintessential American city. In a
commercial civilization,money can buy anything. If one is will-
ing to spend enough money, Placido Domingo cooperates, Lin-
coln Center cooperates, andAmerica’s middle class, its
intellectuals and even some Chinese anti-communist scholars
all don suits and walk into the theater to hear Domingo singing
the songs of the Qin Emperor, and leading a chorus in shouting
for a long life for the tyrant, and for the country unified by that
tyrant.To the producers, the important thing is not whether the
opera instills values, but whether they can have Domingo star in
it and whether it can be presented by the Metropolitan Opera.
In this respect, the opera has been a success.The billboard for
The First Emperor stands next to those of world classic operas such
as Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte and Puccini’s La Bohème in front of Lin-
coln Center, like a rascal in suit and tie grinning as he stands
among high-toned gentlemen, chuckling over his success as an
upstart and exulting in his ridicule of the established.The vul-
garity of the peasant has gained another victory.

. . .

If ZhangYimou appears amateurish in his transplanting of
his personal obsession from the movie Hero to the opera The
First Emperor, at least his actions are psychologically consistent. It
would have been a harder task for a composer with a modicum
of artistic aspiration, and drudgery for an artist whose first pri-
ority is creative fulfillment. Fortunately, ZhangYimou seems
unencumbered by imagination or artistic aspiration, and the
composerTan Dun likewise seems satisfied to let fame and for-
tune take precedence over art. In this way, commercial pragma-
tism and reckless political opportunism put these two in sync
right from the start.
Appropriately for ZhangYimou’s tomb-like stage, the opera

composed byTan Dun consists of shrieks and howls. Perhaps it
was appropriate forTan to take the limelight when Hong Kong
returned to China,5 and the transgressions of his faux mod-
ernismmight be attributable to unsuccessful artistic exploration,
but even so,Tan’s making his singers in The First Emperor shout
themselves blue in the face rendered his audience dumbstruck.
There isn’t an aria or recitative in the entire opera that can

move the audience. Both the vocal and instrumental music are
tortuous beyond endurance. It is not impossible to compose a
modernist opera with modern music, but the condition is that
the composer should have something original to contribute
beyond pandering to commercial profit, conspiring with a
totalitarian regime or condescending to popular taste. Most
unfortunately, the opera composed byTan Dun blends all three
of these elements in a toxic cocktail.
In terms of the art of opera,Tan Dun’s The First Emperor pres-

ents the audience with a hodgepodge bereft of character or
style, a tossed salad of traditional Beijing Opera and obscure
folk songs and a stir-fry blend of western classical opera and
modern doggerel. Some tunes sound like recitatives from Puc-
cini’s Turandot, while others seem to be passages fromVerdi’s

Tenor Placido Domingo performs the title role of “The First Emperor.”
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Aida carelessly dribbled on the stage. SometimesTan reprises
the sawing noise introduced in a previous composition, and
other times the percussion that he flaunted in Li An’s film
CrouchingTiger,Hidden Dragon. Next comes the playing of an
ancient dulcimer to display an interest in culture, and then the
self-important tolling of the giant bell.The most the audience
can learn from such a cacophonous opera is what the com-
poser has studied and what he likes to play around with.
It is interesting to see how wellTan Dun’s compositional

tone and ZhangYimou’s directorial vision complement each
other. Just as ZhangYimou strives to maintain an imperial
image, but doesn’t dare be too blatant about it,Tan Dun aims
for flamboyance, but lacks bothVerdi’s gumption andWagner’s
loftiness. His lack of substance leads him to randomly throw
bits and pieces of things together with less regard for artistic
cohesion than for bulking out the score to opera length. His
frantic scrambling for effect saps the opera of any spiritual
integrity, and the audience leaves the theater with no lingering
memory of any tune or aria beyond the shouts and howls peri-
odically hurled at them from the stage.
With a modicum of talent, any artistic aspiration or an irre-

pressible independence,Tan Dun could develop the soul of an
opera from any folk song or traditional ballad. In the old days,
Puccini leisurely plucked the flower of theYangzhou folk song
“Jasmine” and wove from it the rainbow splendor of hisTuran-
dot.Whether an opera has an inherent meaning depends above
all on whether the composer has a heart open to knowledge
and passion, just as with all other artistic works.The lack of
such a heart makesTan Dun’s works either hollow or deliber-
ately obscure. In his eagerness to attain success,Tan appears to
have forgotten that the greatest taboo in artistic creation is the
quest for money and fame, and the thing most ruinous to art is
the impetuous striving for success.
If the opera torments the audience, it must afflict its per-

formers even more. One can only imagine the strain imposed
on the soprano required to issue an eerie howl while singing
in the highest register, and on the tenor pushed to similar
extremes.The choruses not only lack freshness, but come
across as the stiffest possible imitations of what precedes them.
Only during the chorus calling for long life for the First
Emperor and his country does the sound on stage suddenly
become cohesive and energized, as if from a stiff dose of
opium.Tan is well aware that this one spot cannot be allowed
to falter. Infused with the vigor of TheYellow River Cantata and the
emotion of The East is Red, the resonant shouting of “long live”
in the opera sounds as confident as shouts of “The Cultural
Revolution of the proletariat class is good!“ in the old days. If
all of the characters on the stage were suddenly transformed
into Red Guards with red sleeve emblems, the audience would
not feel in the least surprised.The most awkward figure on
stage is the lead singer.Watching Placido Domingo bellowing
on stage like a bear makes one wonder if the Qin Emperor has
exhausted him, or if he has exhausted the Qin Emperor.
There is no denying thatTan’s eerie music is a perfect

accompaniment to ZhangYimou’s tomb-like stage. But one
suspects the resulting atmosphere was not intentional, but

rather is a subconscious expression of their inner-most feel-
ings. According to some modernist notions, clarity is superfi-
cial and weirdness profound.Apart from the radiant scene
eulogizing the tyrant and the country ruled by him,Tan adopts
a dark tone throughout the opera. It is only in the scenes of
lamentation that the sound bursts into screams and howls that
make members of the audience feel they have been transported
to Hell. It is left to the audience to puzzle out why the opera
chorus would shout “long live” for such a hell, or why a coun-
try for which people shout “long live” should be presented as
a hell.This may reflect the subconscious of the producers; they
may not really like the country they take such delight in
describing, and the only reason for their bumptious depiction
of this country is perhaps a deep desire to gain success and
applause in an altogether different country.The GreatWall is
bumptious, the Qin Emperor is bumptious and the giant bell
standing at one side of the stage is bumptious. No doubtTan
Dun mistakes the bumptiousness of his modernistic music for
something akin to majesty. In considering the possible motiva-
tions drivingTan so heedlessly forward, the most likely expla-
nation is his anxiety to be regarded as successful and
majestic.

Translated byWei Liu

This is a translation of the edited version of an article originally
published in the January 2007 edition of Hong Kong’s Open
Magazine (Kaifang).A version of the Chinese article was also
published in the NewYork-basedWorld Journal, and it was
posted on virtually every overseas Chinese dissidentWeb site.

EDITOR’S NOTES
1. Red Sorghum (Hong Gaoliang) was produced in 1987 from a novel by

MoYan.

2. Hero (Yinghong) was produced in 2004.

3. The First Emperor premiered at NewYork’s Metropolitan Opera on

December 21, 2006.The opera, reportedly 10 years in the making, was

directed by ZhangYimou, with music byTan Dun, who worked with

writer Ha Jin to create the libretto.The first opera by an Asian com-

poser to premiere at the Met, its first night sold out. For an article on

the production, see Justin Davidson, “The Emperor’s New Show,” News-

day, December 21, 2006, http://www.newsday.com/entertainment/

arts/ny-ettan5022400dec21,0,1056730.story?coll=ny-arts-headlines.

In a follow-up communication, the author said he did not feel a need

to include Ha Jin in his criticism of The First Emperor, because he took no

issue with Ha’s other writings, and he believed Ha’s contribution to the

opera production was of a different nature from that of Zhang andTan.

4. Xu Shiyou (1906-1985) served as a colonel in the Communist forces

during the civil war against the Kuomintang, as a cavalry commander

during the Long March and in the Sino-JapaneseWar, and as a division

commander on the eastern front during the 1979 war withVietnam.

5. Tan Dun composed Symphony 1997 (Heaven Earth Mankind) under commis-

sion by theAssociation for Celebration of Reunification of Hong Kong, a

group of prominent pro-Beijing individuals in Hong Kong, to com-

memorate the reversion of Hong Kong to Chinese sovereignty on July 1,

1997.The symphony did not enjoy wide popularity in Hong Kong.


