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Facial Patterns of Shaanxi Opera

Shaanxi Opera (Qingiang) is one of the earliest types among the Chinese
Operas. As early as 1930s, Mr. Qi Ru—shan, the Chinese Opera theorist, put
it this way in his article entitled Chinese Opera Originated in Northwest
China, “If a Chinese wants to study opera, he must go to Northwest China.
If a foreigner wants to study Chinese opera, he must go to Northwest China
as well.” He also asserted, “If one wants to study the original rules of the
opera, he must trace back to its origin and start from Shaanxi Opera.”

The Central Shaanxi Plain is the cradle of ancient Chinese civilization.
Uprooted in this fertile land, Shaanxi Opera has combined the wisdom,
talent and personalities of Shaanxi people, with its resounding and vigorous
melodies, becoming the rare flower in the assorted garden of Chinese opera
culture.

In the mid and late Ming Dynasty, Shaanxi Opera has developed into its
full shape. During Qing Dynasty which lasted more than 200 years, Shaanxi
Opera has become the leading opera in China, being sung throughout the
nation, both inside and outside the Great Wall, thus having profound impact
on the development of the other operas such as Peking Opera (J ingju),
He nan Opera (Yuju), Sichuan Opera (Chuanju), Cantonese Opera (Yueju)
and Hubei Opera (Hanju), etc.

The facial patterns of Shaanxi Opera, an integrated part of the stagecraft
of Shaanxi Opera, has developed into a whole system of its own and has
been preserved up to date. As to the characteristics of the facial patterns of
Shaanxi Opera, as well as the relationship between the facial patterns of
Shaanxi Opera and those of Peking Opera, Mr. Liu Zeng—fu, the more—
than—90—year—old famous Peking Opera theorist and master of Peking Opera
facial pattern painter, has commented in his book, The Introduction of Shaanxi
Opera Facial Patterns, “During the process of development, Peking Opera has
naturally assimilated some useful experiences from the other operas such as
Shaanxi Opera, including the facial patterns. Generally, the facial patterns of
Shaanxi Opera are more complicated than the current painted faces of Peking

Opera, especially in the way of painting the lines and colored patches in the
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eyebrows and eyes of the faces. Despite the simplicity and regularity of the
current facial pattern of the painted face male ( Jingjue ) in Peking Opera, the
earlier versions of the facial patterns of many broken face ( Suilian) and
crooked face ( Wailian ) in Peking Opera were actually irregular. The
complication of the facial patterns of Shaanxi Opera reveals that they are
more classical than the current role of the painted face male in Peking
Opera...Many facial patterns in Shaanxi Opera do not have many differences
with those of Peking Opera, for example, Guan Yu, Bao Zheng, Meng
Liang, Jiao Zan, Huyan Zan, Li Yuanba, etc.... It is traditionally believed
in the circle of Peking Opera that the crooked lines of the facial patterns of
Shaanxi Opera are the best—painted ones. There are not so many crooked
faces in the painted face male of current Peking Opera, but in the early
versions there were good many. Some early characters such as Xiahou Yuan
in Ding Jun Shan , Xu Chu in Fan Xi Liang , Qing Mian Hu in Bai Shui
Tan used to be drawn crooked, but now they have all been converted into
straight faces (Zhen lian) in current Peking Opera. Today the application of
crooked faces in the painted face male facial pattern is not as classical as that
of Shaanxi Opera.”

As time goes by, Shaanxi Opera has been facing declining. Not many
works of Shaanxi Opera facial patterns have been existed, nor many people
know about this art. In order to rescue and preserve this precious cultural
heritage, we visited the Central Shaanxi Plain and interviewed many old troupes
and societies with more than 100 years history, such as Yi Su Troupe and San
Yi Troupe. We have discovered a repertoire of more than two thousand Shaanxi
Opera facial patterns, most of which are the last pieces of the old artists,
especially the ones which can be called national treasure —— “ Ancient Shaanxi
Opera Facial Patterns of Ming Dynasty ” and other facial patterns painted by
people in Qing Dynasty, which basically reflected the holistic picture of
Shaanxi Opera. After the refined selection, they have been compiled into four
volumes, Facial Patterns of Shaanxi Opera of Yi Su Troupe, Facial Patterns of
Shaanxi Opera of San Yi Troupe, Facial Patterns of Shaanxi Opera of Zhang
in Pu Cheng and Facial Patterns of Shaanxi Opera in Different Dynasties with
their Stories. It is now coming out and being published in the hope of saving the
treasures and passing down to the later generations.
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