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Wei Feng
Intercultural Aesthetics in Traditional Chinese
Theatre From 1978 to the Present
London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020. 277 p. £59.99.
ISBN 978-3-030-40634-9.

Based on extensive research into the intercultural
adaptations of western plays in traditional Chinese
theatre (calledxiqu inChinese), Feng’s bookoffersan
insightful analysis of the transformations in xiqu
sinceChina’s reformandopening-up in1978, aswell
as a valuable dialoguewith and critique of the exist-
ing discourse of intercultural theatre studies that has
been dominated by theWest. Drawing on Bakhtin’s
dialogism,Young’s theoryof cultural appropriation,
and Nellhaus’s concept of agents, Feng carries out a
detailed, thorough and provocative examination of
some influential xiqu adaptations of Shakespeare,
Beckett, and Brecht in mainland China and Taiwan
over the last four decades.

Feng explores four major types of xiqu adapta-
tions of western plays, which are representative of
Chinese intercultural theatre in general. First, the
overt Sinicization of foreign plays by reducing
source text and catering to the aesthetic traditions
in the target culture. Second, the fusion of xiquwith
source text and foreign performance cultures, fea-
turing creative innovation in the process of border-
crossing and theatrical hybridity. Third, the pursuit
of avant-gardism both in form and theme by
reforming xiqu under western stimulation. Fourth,
the one-sided westernization of xiqu, which results
in ‘the loss of jingju’s subjectivity’ and turns out to
be ‘unlike xiqu’. Each of the four chapters dealswith
one major aspect of theatre, respectively: playwrit-
ing, performance, scenography, and audience.

In this book, the transformation of xiqu is situ-
ated not just in the context of East meeting West,
but also in relation to the development of huaju
(spoken drama) in China, which has a history of a
little over one hundred years. The two are inter-
twined: complementary to each other as well as
mutually enriching. They are also in conflict as
the aesthetics of xiqu is ‘at odds with the principles
derived from realistic theatre’. Consequently, the
xiqu adaptations of western plays, which are in
general under the influence of huaju, are challenged
by the horizon of expectations of the audience,
most of whom have had very limited experience
of watching xiqu performances and become less

familiar with the performing conventions of tradi-
tional Chinese theatre.

In his analysis of individual performance
events, Feng takes into consideration various
human agents, including directors, playwrights,
actors, and audience, but neglects other equally
important players such as international theatre fes-
tivals, cultural policy, sponsorship, and public
diplomacy. His study of the actor-network around
the Shakespearean Handan Dream in 2016 is exem-
plary, but it is not adequately applied in his analy-
sis of the other performances.

This book convincingly demonstrates that the
Chinese intercultural xiqu is diversified and
dynamic. The views and arguments provided by
Wei Feng on interculturalism in traditional Chinese
theatre are valuable and worthy of being reflected
upon, not least because this book contributes to a
shift in the related theoretical discourse from west-
ern dominance to a plurality of different voices in
international academia.

chengzhou he
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Catherine M. Cole
Performance and the Afterlives of Injustice:
Dance and Live Art in South Africa and Beyond
Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2020.
286 p. $85.00.
ISBN: 978-0-472-07458-7.

Catherine Cole’s monograph presents a timely
and urgent discussion of live art, dance, and per-
formance in South Africa. She situates her study
in the historical context of post-apartheid South
Africa, but several key examples and case studies
move beyond the country’s geographical location
to flag their wider relevance and global reach.
Cole’s main argument focuses on the ‘corporeal
epistemes’ of colonial violence and trauma.

Theoretically, her position appears much
indebted to African American scholarship and the-
orization around racial and social injustices in the
aftermath of slavery in the American South. The
term ‘afterlives’, for example, is duly credited to
Saidiya V. Hartman’s critical work and features
insightfully alongside repeated references to Alex-
ander Weheliye’s concept of ‘hieroglyphics of the
flesh’. In Chapter 1, Cole begins her inquiry by
looking back to the anti-apartheid era through a
close reading of Athol Fugard’s Statements after an
Arrest under the Immorality Act (1974). This reading
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of one of Fugard’s somewhat lesser-known plays is
interesting because the play premiered in Johan-
nesburg and toured to London with an all-white
cast to engage interracial audiences in both loca-
tions at the height of the anti-apartheid struggles
fighting censorship and racism.

Against this historical backdrop, Cole’s analysis
of white South African contemporary theatre-
makers becomes more critical as she moves into
the 1990s and the present in the following chapters
of the book. The work of Robyn Orlin and Brett
Bailey often raised controversy as it engagedmixed
casts from a privileged white director position.
Cole’s reading of their work asserts that their
aesthetic strategies fall somewhat short of the
dismantling potential she sees in the work by
South African artists of colour in the way their
aesthetics are juxtaposed and compared in Chap-
ters 2 and 3, ‘sharing the stage’ under persistently
unequal terms.Dance takes a prominent position in
Cole’s analysis across Chapters 2, 3, and 4, espe-
cially in works by Jay Pather, Mamela Nyamza,
and Sello Pesa, as well as those by Gregory
Maqoma and Congolese choreographer Faustin
Linyekula, drawing on Brenda Dixon Gottschild’s
work amongst several other dance scholars.

Cole’s book is at its strongest in those instances
where she draws parallels with issues of systemic
racism, human rights, and colonial violence in the
USA and elsewhere. By critically engaging with
African American scholarship, Cole adds valuable
commentary to existing critical paradigms such as
‘interculturalism’ or ‘interweaving’ to challenge
facile notions of reconciliation that often operate
to protect white privilege in these debates. As such,
Performance and the Afterlives of Injustice presents a
much-needed critical reckoning with the unrecon-
ciled histories of colonial and racial trauma very
much alive in today’s multiple political crises, and
will be of relevance to performance scholars, stu-
dents, cultural theorists, and artists alike.

sabine sörgel
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Dominic Johnson
Unlimited Action: The Performance of Extremity
in the 1970s
Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2019.
232 p. £17.99.
ISBN: 978-1-5261-3551-3.

This is a beautiful book that asks important ques-
tions about performance art, questions worth con-
sidering, worth pondering from different angles.
These are articulated by an author who is taking
the responsibility tomakean intervention intoafield
of study that he has carefully attended to andhelped
to shape over the last decade. Calling the book
‘beautiful’ may seem odd, considering that the

practices discussed in it vigorously reject ‘beauty’
as an element of aesthetics. As Johnson reminds us,
building on Danto’s concept of ‘kallophobia’, these
practices can be considered distinct examples of an
‘anti-aesthetics sensibility’, an attitude inherited
from (and that radicalizes) early-twentieth-century
andavant-garde approaches to art-making, and cru-
cial to theelaborationofnewaesthetic strategies.The
book meticulously explores what the deliberate
blurring of the limit between art and life entails for
both life and art: what is at stake politically and
poetically in flirtingwith that limit, whose existence
according to the author is vital for any act of trans-
gression. The performance of extremity, then, is a
lens towrite a ‘counterhistory’ that considers actions
not overcoming but ‘staging or dramatizing’ the
sensuous or violent challenge to that limit.

And yet there is an undeniable beauty in John-
son’s prose, in the elegant language chosen for the
impressive descriptions of the performances, some-
thing one would hope to see more often in perfor-
mance scholarship. There is a beauty, as well, in the
research journey the book documents: in Johnson’s
affectionate encounters with the diverse traces of
events that happened in the 1970s, and with those
surviving artists whose work is chosen as the five
main case studies – Kerry Trengove, Ulay, Genesis
P-Orridge, Anne Bean, the Kipper Kids – alongside
others that the book briefly touches upon, but who
are still crucial to locate the theoretical hypothesis
of ‘the performance of extremity’ in a broader
social, political, and artistic landscape. In diverse
ways, Johnson concludes, all these artists express
‘recklessness’ as a vital category to consider in an
expanded understanding of the politics of art.

The way this claim is supported throughout the
book is persuasive, but it triggers questions about
the politics of scholarship, which Johnson also
reflects upon. He does so in the introduction, for
instance, acknowledging that in the book he failed
to ‘decolonize and internationalize the history of
performance art in the 1970s’, not least because some
archives are precluded to him because he is not
fluent in languages other than English. While wel-
coming this caveat, we are left wondering what it
would mean for the author to push that limit and
broaden the scope of this meticulous research not
onlybeyondhis chosen case studies,but alsobeyond
the imperatives at stake in the work he discusses.
Even staying within the remit of the book, some
questions remain surprisingly unattended: what
was Ulay’s relation with the Turkish family at the
receiving end of his legendary Berlin Action, stealing
and relocating a painting from the Neue National-
galerie? What do we know about the body of the
woman of colour whose corpse John Duncan
acquired in Tijuana for his performance Blind Date?
Whose bodies have the privilege to be reckless, and
whose actions can afford to be ‘unlimited’?

giulia palladini
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