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The source material for the play Autumn River, or Chasing the Boat,
is the short story The Jade Hairpin from the Ming Dynasty (1368
1644), which tells the love story between a scholar, Pan Bizheng, and
a nun, Chen Miaochang, during the Southern Song Dynasty (1127 —
1279). During that time, Pan Bizheng and Chen Jiaolian, who had
been engaged from childhood, were separated and lost touch with
each other due to the untimely death of Pan’s father and the southward
invasion of the Jin troops. Meanwhile, after more than ten years, Chen
and her mother were scattered because of the chaos caused by war,
and Chen had to become a nun at Nyuzhen Daoist Temple (or Baiyun
Nunnery) outside Nanjing, where she was given the religious name
Miaochang. As the story opens, Pan is on his way to Lin’an (today’s
Hangzhou) to take the imperial examinatioﬁ, but unfortunately, misses
the examination due to illness. Feeling ashamed, Pan is reluctant to
return home, and lodges at the local Nyuzhen Daoist Temple, which
is presided over by an aunt of his. As a result, Pan and Chen meet
again and fall in love with each other. Pan’s aunt, having observed
their romance, compels Pan to leave for Lin'an so that he can take the
examination. After Pan’s departure, Chen Miaochang flees the temple
and chases to the riverside from where Pan has left by boat. Chen begs
an old boatman to give her a lift as she intends to pursue him. The play

Autumn River is this very scene, involving Miaochang’s pursuit of Pan

Bizheng by boat.
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The Jade Hairpin, written by Gao Lian during the Wanli era of the
Ming Dynasty(1573—1620), depicts the story of love and marriage
between a nun, Chen Miaochang, and a scholar, Pan Bizheng, and is
renowned as one of the top ten traditional comedies in China. Mainly
developed out of The Jade Hairpin at Daylily Hall, created by the famous
playwright Guan Hanging in the Yuan Dynasty (1271-—1368), this
play was further adapted on the basis of the musical drama (zaju) Zhang
Yuhu Mistakenly Lodges at Nyuzhen Daoist Temple by an anonymous
playwright, and Zhang Yuhu Lodges at Nyuzhen Daoist Temple, from
Short Stories from Life in Leisure, written during the Ming Dynasty.
Individual scenes from these previous dramas, such as Playing the
Zither, and Autumn River, became perennial numbers in some regional
operas, and enjoy enduring popularity. There are plays of the same title
in Sichuan Opera and Kunqu Opera, which highlight the kindness
and humor of the old boatman and also include various elegant dance-
acting depicting the scene of boat chasing, and which portray a lively
and humorous stage scene. Peking Opera’s Autumn River is adapted
from Sichuan Opera and even retains some words in Sichuan dialect.
For example, the word “Erwazi” in “He took Erwazi’s boat to Linan,”
is a typical Sichuanese term for a neighbor’s boy. The boatman’s speech
sounds like Shandong dialect mixed with Sichuan dialect, which

audiences consider very witty and humorous.

The version selected here is the live recording by Li Huifang and Ye

Shengzhang in 1960.
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The scholar Pan Bizheng and Chen Jiaolian, daughter of an official,
were betrothed when still in the womb by the parents of both parties.
After the invasion of the Jin troops to the regions south of the Yangtze
River, Chen and her mother flee in the ensuing calamity, and in
the midst of a crowd they get separated. There is a Nyuzhen Daoist
Temple outside Nanjing, and after many twists and turns, Chen has
no alternative but to enter Nyuzhen Daoist Temple, which is presided
over by Pan Bizheng’s aunt, Pan Facheng; whereupon she converts to
Buddhism and is given the religious name Miaochang (Because of the
special development process during long history, the religious belif of
Chinese people often manifests itself as a mixture of different religions.
So it is common that a nun lives in a Daoist temple and worships
Buddha at the same time). From then on, this motherless orphan

remains a resident there, growing up in front of the Buddha.

[t so happened that Pan Bizheng, having failed the imperial
examination and feeling ashamed to go home, comes to the Nyuzhen
Daoist Temple for a brief stay, saying that tranquility of the temple is
suitable for his studying, and that he can also attend on his aunt during

his spare time. In this way, he gets acquainted with Miaochang.

Under the water-like moonlight, with a coolness in the air of the
courtyard, Chen Miaochang plays her zither with haunting sorrow and
sadness in her heart. Meanwhile, Pan, adoring Chen’s literary talents

and graceful bearing, deliberately plays his zither in order to convey
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his love for her and thereby try to ascertain whether she feels the same
about him. However, Miaochang, restrained by her religious vows and
the feudal moral code, politely turns him down with her own zither
music. When Pan takes his leave with a sense of loneliness, Miaochang
drops her guard and cannot help pouring out her heart. But Pan has
hidden himself behind the door, eavesdropping, and so he hears it all;
he makes a sound to alert her to his presence and to the fact that he
has heard. Chen is ashamed and a flush rises to her cheeks. The two

gradually discover mutual feelings and fall in love.

Pan Bizheng later falls ill due to his lovesickness, whereupon
Miaochang and the abbess pay a visit on him. The attendant Jin’an
falsely claims that Miaochang can heal the illness. Pan believes this
and feels much better instantly. Later he learns that it was just a
trick by Jin'an. With a fluttering heart due to her meeting with Pan,
Chen composes a poem to the tune of Westlake Moon to convey her
feelings and later falls asleep at her table. Just then, Pan, who has been
wandering around at leisure, enters Miaochang’s room when seeing the
door half open. Sensing her affections toward him as revealed in her
poem, he experiences uncontrollable joy. He wants to steal the poem,
but, carelessly, he wakes Miaochang up. Miaochang pretends to get
angry; however, when Pan recites her poem, she can no longer conceal
her love and affection from him, and so the two vow everlasting love to

each other.

The two lovers, having to meet secretly in the hall of the Buddha,
could hardly express their love and affection in so many words. All was
quiet when they suddenly hear footsteps and realize it is too late to

avoid meeting with the abbess.

Pan Facheng, the abbess of the Nyuzhen Daoist Temple, senses her
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nephew Pan Bizheng’s affection for Chen Miaochang, and worries that
Pan might cause Chen to break her Buddhist vow of chastity, thus she
strictly orders Pan to leave for the capital at once after packing so as not
to miss the examination. Though reluctant to part with Chen, seeing
how stubborn his aunt is, Pan sees no way other than to leave, and so he

does, stricken with sorrow, without saying goodbye.

On hearing that he has left, Chen thinks it over and finally decides
to follow her love. She sneaks out of the nunnery, but arrives at the
riverside too late to catch the boat that has taken Pan away; so she calls
a boatman over and asks him to help her pursuit. Here, the performance
in the opera reveals the tacit cooperation between the white-haired
boatman and the young girl eager to follow her love, accompanied by
the relaxing and smooth music of the small gong, swung on the calm
river. When reaching the middle of the river, waves heave against
the background of the impassioned drumbeats. The space flows with
infinite changes that is quite dazzling, really a delight to the eye. What's
more, the perfect combination of fiction and reality makes the audience
feel like staying in the rolling waves of the river and entering the plot
to experience the human warmth and natural beauty with their hearts

beating fast with excitement.

The small boat catches up with the big one, and the two meet in the
middle of the river, talking out their love and affection and exchanging
tokens of their love. At last, loath to part from each other, they bid
farewell to each other with tears in their eyes. Later, Pan passes the
examination and marries Miaochang. The two return home together
and are reunited with their families. It is only at this point that Pan
realizes Miaochang is actually Chen Jiaolian to whom he had been

engaged from childhood.
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The audio track is a live recording of a performance by Li Huifang

and Ye Shengzhang in 1960.

Li Huifang (1924—2011), who formerly had the name Li Shutang,
was originally from Beijing. At the age of eight, she began to sing for a
living. Aged nine, she was apprenticed under Li Yulong and Song Jiting
to learn the laosheng role type. When she was thirteen, she performed
on stage in the plays Empty-town Stratagem, The Gathering of Heroes,
and A Handful of Snow. In 1946, she switched to gingyi and apprenticed
under Cheng Yujing (1906—1995) and Zhao Tongshan (1901—1966).
She once cooperated with Zhou Xinfang (1895—1975) in performance
of the plays Four Scholars, and Emperors Hui!zong and Qinzong. In 1950,
she became the leading actor of the Kaiming Opera Troupe in Suzhou.
In 1955, she transferred to China National Peking Opera Company. In
1960, she entered the Mei Lanfang Troupe, and later, the No. 3 Troupe

of the Peking Opera Theater Company of Beijing.

Li Huifang, famous for her beautiful appearance in costume and
makeup on stage, as well as blessed with a generous, clear and resonant
voice, was able to perform all the famous plays of the "Four Great Dan
Actors," and also double as laosheng and xiaosheng. She was adept in

doubling in two different role types. For example, in Silang Visits His

Mother, she played the princess in the first part of the play, and later
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in the play, Silang; in Lyu Bu and Diaochan, she played Diaochan first
and later Lyu Bu. In the same performance, she was able to perform
The Cosmic Blade in the Mei School style first, and later perform Up to
the Heavenly Terrace in the Yan School style. Expert in one field while
possessing all-round ability in others, she could play various roles, such
as laosheng, xiaosheng, qingyi, huadan, daomadan, and laodan, which

became her distinct and versatile trademark.

Among the plays she performed on stage were the laosheng plays The
Golden Terrace, Empty-town Stratagem, A Handful of Snow, Defending the
City of Taiping, Killing the Son at Yuanmen, Monument to Li Ling, Lotus
Lantern, Meeting in the Mulberry Garden, Up to the Heavenly Terrace,
Silang Visits His Mother, and entire operas performed over several days,
including Sanmen Street, and A Journey to the West; dan plays such as
Four Scholars, Emperors Huizong and Qinzong, Return of the Phoenix,
The Cosmic Blade, The Drunken Beauty, Scars of War, Butterfly Cup, Qin
Xianglian, Wang Zhaojun, Tears of Wasted Mountain, Two Miss Yous in
the Red Mansion, Iron Bow as a Love Token, Mulan Joins the Army and
Five Marquises’ Feast; and xiaosheng plays such as The White Gate Tower
and The Gathering of Heroes. In addition, she also performed starring
roles in the modern operas Red Guard of Honghu Lake and Ancient City

Covered with Snow.

Ye Shengzhang (1912—1966), with the courtesy name Yaoru, was
an actor specializing in wenchou and wuchou. Originally from Taihu,
in Anhui Province, he was born in Beijing and was the third son of Ye
Chunshan (1875—1935), the originator of the Fuliancheng Troupe.
He first apprenticed in the Fuqing Troupe, hosted by Zhu Youfen

(1892—1933), and specialized in the wenjing role type, but later he

switched to chou. Shortly afterwards, the Troupe disbanded and he
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began to learn wusheng in the Xiaosheng class of the Fuliancheng
Troupe. Due to his small stature, which was not suitable for sheng,
he changed to chou. From Xiao Changhua (1878—1967) and Guo
Chunshan (1874—1946), he learned such plays as Hitting with a Thick
Stick, A Piece of Cloth, Match of Dragon and Phoenix, The Gathering
of Heroes, Postmortem and Assassination of Tang, and Famen Temple,
and practiced performing in Guanghe Theater. Meanwhile, he also
learned some Kunqu operas, such as Teaching Songs, The Drunken
Slave, and Returning the Camp and Breaking the Encirclement. The roles
of Gou Yinyang in Match of Dragon and Phoenix, the doctor in A Good
Marriage, the hotel owner in Liansheng Hotel, Jin Xiangrui in Losing
and Getting Back the Official Seal, and Zhang Wang in Qinhuai River
all were handed down to him from Xiao Changhua. Studies of various
wenchou plays and continuous practices on stage laid a solid foundation
for Ye's future development in performing arts and Xiao Changhua
also praised him as the ideal new generation of chou actors in Peking
Opera. Later Ye devoted himself in learning wuchou roles from Wang
Fushan (1896—1960), son of Wang Changlin (1857—1931). Actually,
it was from Wang Changlin himself that Ye learned. In order to absorb
others’ strengths, he also learned Shi Qian Steals the Armor from Shen
Wencheng, Black Wolf Mountain from Wang Lianping (1898—1992),
Water Curtain Cave from the famous Kunqu master Cao Xinquan
(1864—1938), creating the precedent of a wuchou actor playing the role
of Sun Wukong. Thanks to the guidance from many masters, Ye began
to make his mark in the class of Fuliancheng Troupe of 1925. In 1927,
he, together with Ye Shenglan (1914—1978) and others, was hailed as

leading actors of Fuliancheng Troupe.
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In 1935, Ye Chunshan died of an illness and his elder son, Ye
Longzhang (1906—1988), took over Fuliancheng Troupe, with
Ye Shengzhang in charge of teaching and rehearsals of plays. With
the support of Shang Xiaoyun, Ye Shengzhang, together with Li
Shifang (1921—1947), Mao Shilai (1921—1994), and Yuan Shihai
(1916—2002), rehearsed new plays, such as Wine Beggar. This play
won great popularity for its unique techniques of the flying trapeze and
climbing the traverse, which became a specialty play of Fuliancheng
Troupe. In 1936, Ye Shengzhang set up Jinsheng Troupe, becoming the
first wuchou actor to play the leading role. Besides performing those
traditional operas, he also composed and performed new plays, such as
Zhihua Steals the Crown, Birth of Xu Liang, Bai Taiguan, Treasure Storing
Build:’ng, Ouyang De, and Bronze Net. In terms of some traditional
operas, he adopted the method of adding a beginning and an end to the
original plays so as to perform old operas in new ways. For example,
Shi Qian Steals the Armor was adapted into Armor Decorated with
Goose Plume, Stealing the Silver Cup was expanded into The Buddha's
Hand Orange, and Five Heroes became Havoc in Suzhou Caused by
Thirteen Heroes. In the plays Wine Beggar and Zhihua Steals the Crown,
he creatively combined the characteristics of the wusheng and wuchou
roles together to perform two characters, Fan Dabei and Zhihua, an
innovation that courageously broke the restrictions on role types.
His innovation also more or less influenced the new role creations by
later generations of performers, for example, the character Yue He
in Hunting Tigers and Three Sieges of Zhu Village, and the character
Bianzong in Red Lamp Gang. In 1947, Gai Jiaotian (1888—1971)
invited Ye Shengzhang to perform, along with himself, the play
Sanchakou Pass on Shanghai’s fabled stages. Through Ye's creative

performance, the scenes of Liu Lihua in the play were increased by a

large margin, becoming a dui’er xi in which the wusheng and wuchou
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