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PREFACE

Beijing Opera is one of China’s cultural assests, dearly loved
by the people with their eyes, ears and hearts. The Chinese people
regard it as the pride of the nation. A foreign friend once said,
“ Artistically, Beijing Opera is perhaps the most perfect thing of its
kind existing in our world today. " In fact, since Beijing Opera be-
gan to take the international stage in its flourishing period during
the 1920°s, it has already won the widespread approval from the
peoples abroad.

The charm of Beijing Opera lays in that it is a comprehensive
form of stage art — comprehensive because it is an organic combi-
nation of elements from many aspects inclusive of script literature,
the performing techniques of “singing, reciting, dance-acting and
acrobatics”, music, painted-face makeups and costumes, ete, all
blended into one changing and exciting theatrical whole. Among
them, the art of singing is the most essential part of Beijing Oper-
a, or rather, it can be said with certainty that without singing art,
there is no Beijing Opera. A great number of much-loved arias that
exhibit the aesthetic achievement of the singing art can be found
in Beijing Opera repertoires. Created by the distinguished dramatic
artists of the past generations, and through a long process of
singing and refinement, many of the arias have achieved their
artistic perfection. In some people’s eye, the arias of Beijing Opera
are not only a feast for the ear, but worth studying.

For the appreciation of the arias of Beijing Opera, the first
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thing is to be familiar with the librattos of them. The libratto of
traditional Chinese operas has been academically named “dramatic
verse” by the specialists. The language in the dramatic verse of
Beijing Opera somewhat different from that in such traditional
Chinese opera as Kunqu which features refined and flowery
terms, runs in a relatively natural and plain style. Thus, more free-
dom can be provided for lively portraying the thoughts and feel-
ings of the characters and the situations in a play, and fully dis-
playing the vocal art of Beijing Opera.

The book 100 Famous Beijing Opera Arias, presented to our
dear readers, shows its peculiarity of taking the librattos of the
arias as the principal consideration. Again, for consultation, it is
supplemented by an appendix of synopses of 50 plays to which the
100 arias belong. It is intended that the book will meet the needs
not only of general readers, but also of those who wish to explore
further the art of the dramatic verse.

Evidently, the select arias in 100 Famous Beijing Opera
Arias are only a small part of a large quantity of arias included in
hundreds of Beijing Opera repertoires that have been frequently
staged up to date. From such a small part of arias, however, we can
have a glimpse of the diversity of the arias in role types, modes and
metrical types, and the representative arias of the famous experts
of various artistic schools. Even so, it is still to our great regret
that much has been left out. We can only hope that the arias in the
book will be of interest to our readers and will not, due to our par-

tiality, offend those who cherish a deep love for Beijing Opera.
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Beijing Opera came into being in Beijing. At first, it was in-
choate, not yet ready to be a genre in its own right. Only as it got
along, it began to absorb multiple operatic tunes of regional op-
erss, such as Han Opera, Anhui Opera, Bangzi Opera, Kunqu
Opera and so forth. As a result, Beijing Opera is an embodiment of
the essences of those operas, having over a long period of time
gone through the process of artistic practice in blending and inter-
flowing . Beijing was the capital of several feudal dynasties — a ren-
dezvous of men of letters, literati, artists and their appreciators.
They all helped Beijing Opera to develop and to mature at good
speed. As a result of this evolution, Beijing Opera eventually be-
came a genre of national significance and popularity. The time was
about during the 1790 s(the 55th year of Qianlong of the Qing
dynasty) .

Beijing Opera as an artistic phenomenon of its own is embed-
ded not only in a realistic but also in a romantic tradition. It is rich
in imaginative power and by means of stylised conventions it is ca-
pable of depicting the breadth and depth of the social life of the
time. It is a highly valuable heritage of creations and innovations
of the past generations of operatic artists who evolved a refined
tradition of their own.

The traditional Beijing Opera repertoire, except for a miner
part contributed by famous writers of the past, is for the most part
a sum total of the creative efforts of generations of actors, opera
writers, artists and opera connoisseurs;it can be called a fruition of
collective exertion. At first, Beijing Opera scripts were’ intended
for staging rather than for reading. In many cases, some dramas
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were acted out only according 10 a rough program first, and as it
went along in practice, it bagan to assume a more ot less definite
form until finally it was written into script.

According to authoritative date, the aggregate f Beijing
Opera repertorics runs 4 000, among which about 300 have been
still performed on the stage up to date. The stories of Beijing
Opera repertories have been derived from Chinese history, classical
novels , folklore, love legends and fairy tales. Such repertories in
circulation down the long years among the populace more or less
become an outlet of their thoughts, sentiments and aspirations
with innumberable moving images of personalities created by the
prominent artists of the past. Some of the traditional operas depict
the people’s struggle against feudalism and their patriotism in face
of alien aggression, others portray their adherance to the moral
principle that a manly man whom wealth and ranks cannot corrupt
nor poverty and obscurity devirt, and neither threat nor violence
itself can bend. Still others sing the praises of the people’s indus-
try and thrift, their wisdom and bravery, and their castigations at
tyranny and corruption.

The forms of Beijing Opera are multiple and varied. In point
of contents, some operas are long, some short; some portray histor-
ical battles on a large stale, participated in by scores of actors, like
Gathering of Heroes; some depict an episode of a life, lasting
within 30 minutes or so, performed only by two or three players,
like At a Crossroads Inn . From the viewpoint of artistic means,
some operas are devoted to singing for the most part, such as The
Emperor’ s Most Favorite Lady Drinks Herself Drunk; some
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