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The transformation between artistic presumption and reality:
The conceptual history of “theatrical convention” (1920s—1960s)

GUO Chao, LI Luwa
(Department of Chinese (Zhuhai), Sun Yat-sen University, Zhuhai 519082, China)

Abstract: As one of the core theories in the field of “xiqu” (traditional Chinese theatre), the concept of
“conventionalization” is not an eternal truth, but has been constantly defined through comparisons with the
“cultural other” since the early twentieth century when Chinese theatre first faced the challenge from its
Western counterparts, highlighting non-realistic implications of “signs” and “symbols”. In the 1930s and
1940s, the concept of conventionalization interacted with the social environment and the cultural zeitgeist in
Yan’an, incorporated the dimension of “life experience” under the influence of the Stanislavski system, and
continued as one of the “characteristics” of “xiqu”. In 1959, A Jia recommended combining experience and
artistry, which is “conventionalization experience”, and along with change in re-evaluating the Stanislavski
system in theatre circle, “artistic presumption” in conventionalization theory began to return. The theory of
conventionalization influenced the practice of “xiqu” performers, and the practice of “xiqu” performers in
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turn makes the conventionalizing character of “xiqu” increasingly prominent. The discourse and practice
centered on conventionalization enables modern “xiqu” to develop a distinctive tradition of performance.

Key words: conventionalization; artistic presumption; life experience; the Stanislavski system; non-realism
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