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The Performance Art of Chinese Opera:
Its Essence and Evolution

TSENG Yong-yih

* Abstract *

The intrinsic artistic quality and the performer’s personal expression
present a germane comparator when considering performance art. The
former of these two aspects refers to the essence of performance art of
Chinese opera borne out by the performer, and the latter, the performer’s
own career development and cultivation experiences. The so-called essence
of performance arts stems from the elements which constitute the particular
type of opera and the opera’s characteristics. There are differences between
full-scale and short plays and between the various types of plays, but in
terms of the performer’s own level and respective skills, what scholars have
dubbed “the four skills and five arts” are truly the tricks of the trade. In short,
what is at stake are about a performer’s fundamental singing and dancing
skills. Taking into account the different endowments and talents, performers
are assigned to different roles and parts. Those distinguished performers can
play more than two or three roles, while the great masters can play “singing
and acting, fighting, Kunqu, and /uantan” with equal excellence.

Chinese opera has witnessed many transformations and developments,
and its essence and nature have also evolved with time. For instance,
short plays are characterized by tayao or “stomping song,” and its cast
size developed from unspecified to the more definite “two-role plays” and
“three-role plays.” In the earlier forms of the Northern zaju or “variety
plays,” singing was emphasized, as zaju originated from a kind of “talking
and singing” performance art; the performers’ body expressions were
perceived in the context of singing. Although zaju plays were already rather
standardized and stylized, the mix and combination of singing, dancing, and
music only materialized in the genre of chuangi plays. Chuangi was already
a sophisticated and very refined art form, yet the element of da or “martial
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arts,” which stemmed from martial arts and acrobatic feats, would not reach
perfection until the emergence of Peking opera.

Performing art exalts a sublimity of form and spirit. One who excels in
his or her art is expected to possess beauty as well. Performance-art masters
are gifted by heaven, but they practice hard until they master the skills
needed for success. Such praise as “having in complete measure both beauty
and skill,” “achieving a perfect harmony of body and spirit” is bestowed on
only the very few true masters.

Keywords: performance art four skills and five arts
having in complete measure both beauty and skill
achieving a perfect harmony of body and spirit
full-scale play short play
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