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Staging The Orphan of Zhao is part of a commitment at the RSC
to engage with Shakespeare’s global peers and bring less known
International classics to a British audience.

James Fenton adapted the play from a range of Chinese sources;
allowing us to choose the threads of the story that would work best for
this production. We discovered a version where the Princess does
not die in giving up her son, and therefore survives into the second
half of the play where she is reunited with the Orphan and this felt like
a great development of the plot and is something we have retained

In this version. We have also made one major addition to the play, a
final scene that acts as a kind of ‘epilogue’ and completes the story

of Cheng Ying. We felt that especially to a Western audience this
sacrifice is perhaps the hardest to understand and needed a sense

of closure, beyond the end of the Orphan’s story of revenge. This
epilogue allows us to retain the structure of previous versions, and the
traditional arc of the Orphan’s story, whilst creating a space at the end
of the play to complete Cheng Ying's journey.

Greg Doran, the director, did a lot of research into Chinese theatre
traditions and visited China with Niki Turner the designer to get ideas
for the production; this was very useful in terms of understanding the
culture from which the story comes. A key part of our process was
then to filter the elements of this rich and fascinating culture that were
useful to us and a company of Western trained actors in the telling
of our story. The range of voices and experiences in the rehearsal
room meant we as a company were asking the same questions our
audience would in approaching the play for the first time, allowing

us to ensure that this complex story was clear and exciting for an
audience who, on the whole, do not know it.

-- Zoe Waterman (Assistant Director)
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Tu’an Gu trains the Demon
Mastiff in his compound.
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Han Jue (right) decides whether
to save the orphan, brought to
him by Cheng Ying (left) at the
city gate.
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The ghost of Cheng Ying's son
(right) cradles his dead father at the
end of the play.

Courtesy of Royal Shakespeare Company, photograph by Kwarme Lestrade.



