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12. Paintings of Scenes from Drama

The dramatic piece composed, players sing to their delight; the flowing flutes and pure stringed

instruments are most melodious — Paintings of scenes from drama

Andrew Lo

There are altogether thirty-six paintings in this group of paintings of scenes
from drama. It came into the collection of the Library of the Honourable East
India Company around 1806 with other export paintings, and the British Library in
1982, and experts are of the opinion that they were painted between 1800 t01805.4
The titles of these dramatic scenes and the stories cover a broad historical period,
and they can be divided into.the following periods:

Spring and Autumn Period (770-476 BC): Yang Youji shoots Dou Yueshu, Cui
Shu assassinates the Duke of Qi, The King of Qi cries in his palace.

Late Qin period (221-206 BC): The hegemon Xiang Yu bids farewell to his
concubine.

Han dynasty (206 BC-AD 220): The Illustrious Consort goes to the frontier,

Executing Yao Qi by mistake, The fisherman’s daughter assassinates Liang Ji.

Three Kingdoms period (220-280): Three battle Lii Bu, Releasing Cao Cao
at Huarong Path, Releasing Yan Yan for the sake of righteousness, Attending a
banquet with a single halberd, Forcing the King of Wei.

Tang dynasty (618-907): Bidding farewell to father and taking the imperial
seal, Li Bai appeases the nomads, Li Keyong lends his troops, Bringing a letter
back to see father.

Five Dynasties period (907-960): Cutting down generals at the four gates,
Zhao Kuangyin questioned at the palace.

Song dynasty (960-1279): Fifth-son saves his younger brother, Executing his
son outside headquarters, The lyrics accompanied by the pipa lute, Wang Chao
swears an oath of brotherhood, Lord Bao smashes the imperial carriage, Smashing
the temple gate while drunk, Beating Doorgod Jiang while drunk, Capturing Ten-
foot-green (Hu Sanniang), Selling leather bowstrings, Pan Jinlian lifts the door
screen, The mad monk scolds the prime minister.

Yuan dynasty (1279-1368): Shooting at Hua Rong.

Ming dynasty (1368-1644): The Jianwen emperor put into a cart for convicts,
Teasing the phoenix at the tavern, Yu Ji scolds the Charging King, Fei Zhen’e
assassinates Li Hu.

Qing dynasty (1644-1911): The kitchen knife.

Period to be ascertained: Zhou Qing gets married.

The paintings are drawn in the traditional Chinese gongbi style, characterised
by fine brushwork and close attention to detail, each painting depicting one scene
from a work in Chinese drama. At the bottom centre of each painting, there is the

title of the play, but the names of the characters are not given. The costumes, and
stage props, such as chairs and tables, are painted in fine detail, but the makeup on
the faces of the military figures is relatively simple, and there are no painted faces.

It is not possible to distinguish the different regional operas these thirty-
six paintings represent. This is because in the Ming and Qing periods, the
development of opera in Guangdong Province was quite complicated, with various
strains of development and fusion. In the Ming dynasty, the Yiyang and Kunshan
modes of singing had already spread to Guangdong Province, while the High style
and Beijing styles of singing entered in the early Qing period. In the Yongzheng
period (1723-1735), there appeared opera troupes formed by local artists, giving
performances in the Guangdong style of singing at Inscribing Fan Bridge of
Canton City, where “one player sang, and other harmonised, and where southern
barbaric sounds filled the air.”

In the Qianlong period (1736-1795), along with the flourishing of foreign
commerce, many troupes from other provinces came to Canton, including opera
from Anhui, Kunshan, Jiangxi, Hunan, Henan, Guilin and Clapper opera, etc.
There were lumped together and referred to as “troupes from the outer rivers”
(areas around Yangzi River and the northern provinces), in opposition to the local
troupes, and in the twenty-fourth year of the Qianlong period (1759), they formed
the Guangdong Guild Hall of Actors from Outer Provinces. The styles of singing
that they brought to Canton mostly belonged to various styles of clapper opera,
besides the High style and Kunshan style. The local troupes gained from the
experience of these outer troupes, and their art gradually matured and developed
their own characteristics. By the Jiaqing (1796-1820) and Daoguang (1821-1850)
periods, they were on an equal position with the outer troupes, each with its own
characteristics. ©

Yu Xunqing, who went to Canton to work as a secretary for an official in the
Xianfeng (1851-1861) and Tongzhi (1862-1874) periods, describes the outside and
local troupes of Guangdong in the early and mid nineteenth century as follows:

In the late years of the Jiaging period (1796-1820), Mr Li, a salt merchant
of Canton, kept a troupe of young actors at home. He employed singing
teachers from Suzhou to teach them, and their dance gestures and singing
became the best of their times, and they were proficient in the Kunqu style
and the zaju style. The plots and rhythms all followed the old editions. In
the early Xianfeng period (1851-1861), there were still old actors who could
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perform various zaju and chuangi drama such as Hongli Ji (The red pear)
and Yiwengian (One cash). Later, they taught others in turn, and the number
of troupes increased, and they are together called the “outer river troupes.”
Several decades have passed, and singers comparable to He Kan, the famous
musician from the Changqing era of the Tang dynasty (821-824), have grown
old, and the flute and clapper players have become scarce. The players in the
troupes are all new people. The pipa lutes, equal in charm to the one played by
the scholar Kang Hai (1475-1541), who compared himself to an entertainer,
have taken on unorthodox sounds, and cannot perform grand and proper tunes
anymore. They are still called outer river troupes, and this is following in
name only. There is an Actor’s Guild Hall where the players meet, and in the
city, the performances given at official banquets and performed in honour of
the gods are all done by these outer river troupes.

Those who are taught by singing masters from Guangdong Province, and
who perform mostly in the prefectures and villages, are called local troupes.
They specialize in various styles of clapper opera and acrobatic skills. There
are many types of roles, and the stage props and costumes are dazzling and
beautiful. Actors who have the looks, voice and skills may make up to several
thousand taels of silver each year. The ranking of these troupes are done
once a year, and this is done by calculating the salaries of the actors. Famous
troupes are invited here and there, without pause. The actors stay in huge boats
throughout the year to go to various districts. They do not get any rest except
during the hot days of summer. Then the music stops, and this is referred
to as “dispersing the troupe.” They have set up the Auspicious Celebration
Guild Hall...They are equal to the external troupes, and each has its own
characteristics.

Their performances run for the whole day, and there are complete
performances, meaning complete operas. The events are linked together, and
are long enough for a day’s performance. However, the lyrics and dialogue are
crude and vulgar. No attention is paid to historical accuracy or plot structure.
They are completely fictional, or they might steal the names of ancient
characters from historical novels and change the exploits, or they might copy
the exploits and change the names. Everything is turned upside down and does
not make sense, and one cannot figure out the truth of the matter. ©
Yu Xungqing has given us a summary of the singing style, lyrics, performance

characteristics, area and development of these two different types of troupes. It
would seem that the outer troupes attracted the audience in the city with their old
elegance, while the local troupes were well-received in the local districts with
their popular and lowbrow style. In the Daoguang period (1821-1850), Yang
Maojian, from Mei District, Guangdong Province, stated even more clearly in his
Menghua Suo Bu (Notes on a dream of splendour) the differences between the two

types of troupes.

The opera troupes in Canton are divided into the outer troupes and the
local troupes. The players in the outside troupes are all marvellous selections
from the outside provinces, and they are wonderful in voice, looks and
technique...Those in the local troupes are only good at martial arts, and the
actor dominates the play. The sources of many of the stories they perform
cannot be fathomed. The lyrics and dialogue are not polished, and the events
are especially absurd. Each day, dust fills the sky from firecrackers and
fireworks, and there is a danger of fires in the city, because of the closely
packed buildings. The virtuous officials worried for the people, and for a
long time, have prohibited these troupes from performing, and they are only
allowed to perform in villages. Playing loud musical instruments, the eyes are
dazzled, and the ears become deaf. However, the costumes are lavish, and each
time the players come on stage, the gold and blue dazzle the eyes, like a seven-
storey precious tower, which one cannot inspect at close range. Even the opera
halls in the capital cannot match their opulence. ©
From the early Qing period, the outer troupes and the local troupes were often

in competition, and at the same time, learned from each other. For example, they
might perform operas with the same singing style on the same stage, or participate
in the same charity performances. However, the general situation was that the
outside troupes had a dominant position in Canton, Foshan and some towns,
while the local troupes, also comprised of several types of opera, occupied the
stages in the numerous towns outside Canton, resulting in their town and village
base surrounding the city and large towns. © In the Qianlong and Jiaging periods,
however, we can almost be certain that the outside troupes dominated the operatic
arena in Canton City. From the inscriptions on commemorative steles of the
Outside Opera Troupes Guild Hall in Canton, we can appreciate the flourishing
outside troupes in Canton of those periods.

1. Stele inscription of 1762, commemorating the building of the Guild Hall,
Canton, which records the names of fifteen troupes.

2. Stele inscription of 1766, Canton. The title is not clear because some of the
characters are missing. This records the sums donated by the five troupes of Tang
Ensemble, Chinese Ensemble, Hunan Ensemble, Foreign Brokerage Firms, and
Red Snow from Suzhou.

3. Stele inscription of 1780, of the Outside Rivers Opera Troupes Guild Hall,
Canton, which records the names of fifteen troupes.

4. Stele inscription of 1791, commemorating the refurbishment of the Opera
Troupes Guild Hall, Canton, which records the names of seventeen troupes.

5. Stele inscription of 1791, commemorating membership of the Opera
Troupes Guild, Canton, which records twenty-one troupes from Hunan Province,

fourteen Kunqu troupes from Suzhou, seven troupes from Anhui Province, and



five troupes from Jiangxi Province, totalling forty-seven troupes.

6. Stele inscription of 1800, commemorating the re-gilding of the Sagely
Emperor (Guan Yu), Canton, which records the names of five troupes.

7. Stele inscription of 1805, commemorating the refurbishment of the Guild
Hall, which records the names of six troupes.

8. Stele inscription of 1805, commemorating the refurbishment of the halls in
the Guild Hall, and includes the donations from three troupes for refurbishment,
and the guild subscriptions of seven troupes. ®

From the material above, we can see that in the fifty-sixth year of the Qianlong
period (1791), there were forty-seven outer troupes in Canton, and this was
probably a peak period. Again, on 19 December 1793, the Governor-General
of Guangdong and Guangxi Provinces and other high officials put on an opera
banquet in the garden of the accommodation halls in the Henan area of Canton
City for the Macartney Embassy, and it is recorded that they had specially sent
someone to go to Nanjing to employ a troupe there. @

Our thirty-six watercolours were painted between 1800 and 1805, just some
years after the peak period of 1791 of the outer troupes in Canton. From the
sixth, seventh and eighth stele inscriptions between 1800 and 1805, we can see
that there were at least twelve outer troupes during the period, after discounting
troupe names that appear more than once. From the general development of opera
in Canton, the majority of the British Library paintings probably depict plays
performed by outer troupes.

In order to have an idea of whether the paintings are of plays from other
provinces, we can compare our titles with those from other provinces and local
plays of the Guangdong area. First, in comparing our plays with those performed
in Beijing of the same period, we find that at least eleven have a similar content.
For example, in Xiaohan Xinyong (New Poems to get rid of the cold), there is the
play “The Jianwen emperor put into a cart for convicts,” which we have in Add.
Or. 2081; In Rixia Kanhua Ji (Admiring the flowers in the capital) of 1803, the
actors often perform the plays “[The Illustrious Consort] goes to the frontier”,
“[The lyrics accompanied by] the Pipa instrument,” “[Cui Shu] assassinates the
Duke of Qi,” “[Pan Jinlian] lifts the door screen,” “Teasing the Phoenix [at the
tavern],” “[Selling] leather bowstrings,” and “[Fei Zhen’e] assassinates Li Hu,”
and we have similar plays in Add. Or. 2048, 2049, 2064, 2072, 2076, 2079, and
2082, etc. In Tingchun Xinyong (New poems on listening to spring melodies) of
1810, the popular “Cutting down generals at the four gates”, “[The fisherman’s
daughter] assassinates Liang Ji” and “[Zhao Kuangyin] questioned at the palace”
probably have a similar content to those plays in Add. Or. 2071, 2078 and 2083. ©

Because we do not have detailed information of the names of local operas
performed in Canton in the Jiaqing period, we cannot make a direct comparlson
We can make a comparison with the titles listed in Zhongguo quu Zhi:
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Guangdong Juan (A history of Chinese opera: Guangdong Province), but the
earliest dates of some of the operas are difficult to ascertain, so the results can
only be rough. In this work, we find that there are nine operas similar in content
to those in our paintings. These are “The Illustrious Consort goes to the frontier,”
“Qin Xianglian,” “Shatuo Kingdom,” “The King of Qi seeks generals,” “Fifth Son
saves his brother,” “Li Sanniang,” “Thrice to the Southern Tang,” “Assassinating
Liang Ji” and “Executing his son outside headquarters,” etc., and they are similar
to “The Illustrious Consort goes to the frontier,” “The lyrics accompanied by the
Pipa instrument,” “Li Keyong lends his troops,” “The King of Qi cries in his
palace,” “Fifth Son saves his younger brother,” “Bringing a letter back to see
father,” “Cutting down generals at the four gates,” “The fisherman’s daughter
assassinates Liang Ji,” and “Executing his son outside headquarters” in our
paintings respectively.?

Because of the lack of sources, we cannot ascertain at this moment the type of
regional opera(s) in our paintings, but from the above, there is a greater possibility
that the majority are plays from the outer troupes. Also, we cannot say for certain
which types of regional operas(s) they depict, and so, in our description of each
painting, we can only give a general description of the content, whereas there
might be different twists and details in reality.

The style of painting in these thirty-six paintings can be related to traditional
Chinese depictions of drama. Visual material on Chinese drama includes paintings
of the Song period; line engravings on stone in the Jin dynasty (1115-1234);
wall paintings, brick engravings of zaju drama and stone engravings of the Yuan
period; woodblock prints of the Ming period; portraits of famous. actors, lantern
paintings, opera character manuals and New Year prints of the Qing period. These
can be divided into two groups, those based on the dramatic plots and drawn
through imagination by the artist, such as woodblock prints of drama of the Ming
period, and realistic depictions based on actual performance on the stage, such as
New Year prints of drama. Wang Shucun notes in his Xichu Nianhua (New Year
prints on drama acts) the following,

Woodblock prints on drama mainly refer to the illustrations found in
drama texts of the pre-modern period. These prints only represent a scene
or point in a story, and the character and costume is different from the role
character and his theatrical costume on the actual stage. Basically, they are just
illustrations to a story, and do not present the artistry of performance on stage.
The New Year prints of drama acts aim however, to present the artistry of the
performance on stage, and even if there are realistic mountains, rivers, horses
or carriages on the prints, we can see from the theatrical costumes, postures
and expressions of the characters that they are performing. ©
There may be exceptions to Wang Shucun’s blanket statement on woodblock

prints in drama texts, where we may find representations of actual scenes of
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performance. In the Liu Longtian edition of Xixiang Ji (The Western wing), the
illustration to the scene “Marvellous meeting at the Buddha hall” is a “realistic
representation of the scene in a performance,” but in general, Wang’s view is
correct.

Our thirty-six paintings depict actual scenes on stage, and belong to the group
of New Year prints of drama acts and character role manuals. New Year prints on
drama flourished from the middle period of the Qing dynasty, and were mainly
produced at Yangliuqing, Hebei Province and Taohuawu, Jiangsu Province, etc.
For the New Year prints of Yangliuging, there are “the ‘Princess of the Hundred
Flowers,” “Xin’an Post Station,” ‘Auspicious Plant garden,” etc. from the Qianlong
period. They are based on dramatic stories, and the depiction of the characters
are a bit similar to how they might appear on stage, but because of the influence
of woodblock illustrations from Ming period drama texts, they have added a
background of landscape, pavilions and plants, etc. New Year prints on drama
increased from the Jiaqing and Daoguang periods onwards, and reached a peak
in the Guangxu period (1875-1908). The style also changed, and not only was the
content based on drama, the depiction of the postures of the actors and actresses,
the layout of the stage, the costumes, types of facial makeup and the stage props
was almost all based on actual stage performances.” ©

Manuals on the makeup and costumes of characters are mainly those on
dramatic performances from the Qing palace, and there are four examples. The
Palace Museum has the following three manuals:

1. Xingli Jingyi (Precise meanings of nature and principle), two volumes,

one hundred illustrations. These are painted in colour in the detailed gongbi style

on silk. Each painting measures 40 by 28 cm. Scenes from forty-four operas are
depicted, including for example, “The meeting of the braves,” “Beating Gold
Twig,” “Cursing Cao Cao,” etc. There are two paintings for each opera, although
occasionally there are four to six. Each painting is a full length portrait of a
main character. At the bottom corner, the name of the character is noted. For the
paintings of each opera, the name of the opera is written on the upper corner of the
first painting.

2. Xichu Huace (Painting album of drama scenes), four volumes, 160
illustrations. These are painted in colour in the detailed gongbi style on silk. Each
painting measures approximately 56.5 by 56 cm. Around one hundred operas
are depicted. Each painting depicts a scene from an opera, and the number of
characters varies. The name of the opera is written on the lower corner. The names
of the characters are written on empty spaces next to the characters.

3. Qing Ren Xichu Ce (Album of drama scenes of the people of the Qing),
one volume, fifteen paintings. These are painted in colour in the detailed gongbi
style on silk. Each painting measures approximately 56 by 56.5 cm. Each painting
depicts a scene from an opera, and the number of characters varies, and there are
altogether fourteen operas. The name of the opera is written on the lower corner.
The names of the characters are written on empty spaces next to the characters.

Besides these three albums, there is another group of p'aintings on drama
characters, originally kept in the Court Theatrical Office, but after the 1911
revolution, these left the palace, and can now be found in the Drama Institute
of the Chinese Academy of Art, National Library, Capital Library and in private

collections. The total number of paintings is unclear, but there must be several



hundreds. They are painted in colour in the detailed gongbi style on silk. Each
painting measures approximately 27 by 21.5 cm., and there are around one
hundred operas. Each opera is illustrated by two to eight paintings. Each painting
depicts a character down to the waist, and the name of the character is written on
the upper corner. For the paintings of each opera, the name of the opera is written
on the upper corner of the first painting, and below this, there is a line of small
characters which read “For the costume and facial makeup, follow this model.”
We do not know the painters of the above works and the dates of composition.
From the opera titles, we can see that they are operas often performed by the
Anhui troupes in Beijing from the Daoguang (1821-1850) and Xianfeng periods
(1851-1861) onwards. From the records in the archives of the Court Theatrical
Office, these operas only started to be performed in the palace in the years of the

@ Mildred Archer, Company Drawings in the India Office Library, 254.

@ Zhongguo Xiqu Zhi Bianji Weiyuanhui (7 [2K] p; ) 7 4R 2= B &), Zhongguo Xiqu Zhi: Guangdong
Juan Bianji Weiyuanhui ( ( PRIEME - BHE ) 4lEZE B ), eds., Zhongguo Xiqu Zhi:
Guangdong Juan, 71; Lai Bojiang (${F148), Guangdong Xiqu Jianshi, 84.

@ Liang Dingfen (4241 2F) et al., comps., Panyu Xian Xu Zhi, juan 44, 625.

@ Lai Bojiang (#{f155), 105;-Zhang Cixi (5RIKR), ed. Qingdai Yandu Liyuan Shiliao, 350.

© Lai Bojiang (ffi{f15i), 112.

® See Zhongguo Xiqu Zhi Bianji Weiyuanhui (7 [3 sk i 7 4 i 2= 8 ), Zhongguo Xiqu Zhi:
Guangdong Juan Bianji Weiyuanhui ( ( FEIEEHT R - BEHRE ) 4l B ), eds., 448-450.

7 J. L. Cranmer-Byng, An Embassy to China: Being the Journal Kept by Lord Macartney During his
Embassy to the Emperor Ch’ien-lung 1793-1794, 203.
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Xianfeng period, and before this, the performances in the palace were limited to
the Kunqu and Yiyang styles. These albums were then probably painted in various
periods from the Xianfeng era onwards. From the painting styles, they were
probably painted by the painters who served in the Institute of Indulgences under
the Imperial Household Department. *

These thirty-six watercolour paintings of opera in the British Library
collection, painted between the years 1800 to 1805, are about fifty years earlier
than the palace opera paintings described above, and could be regarded as
forerunners. At the same time, there are few remaining New Year paintings on
operas of the same period. Our paintings are to be treasured, and their research
potential not to be ignored.

® Zhang Cixi (FR¥K1%), ed., 1005, 75, 73, 66, 86-87, 70, 83, 197, 206, 198, 161.

© Zhongguo Xiqu Zhi Bianji Weiyuanhui (3 i 2 4 #525 8 €7), Zhongguo Xiqu Zhi: Guangdong
Juan Bianji Weiyuanhui ( { "PEIERINGE - BERAE ) MiHZE B E), eds., 138, 147, 128, 124, 114,
124,109, 133, 114.

© Wang Shucun (FA8f]), Xichu Nianhua, 18.

@ Xu Yanlin ({fHERE), Mingdai Julun yu Shulun, 290.

@ See Zhongguo Xiqu Zhi Bianji Weiyuanhui (o Rk i A 4 B 2% B ), Zhongguo Xiqu Zhi:
Guangdong Juan Bianji Weiyuanhui ( { FEIEHE - G ) M2 B ), eds., 295.

® Zhongguo Xiqu Zhi Bianji Weiyuanhui (" [5fk i 35 422 B &), Zhongguo Xiqu Zhi: Guangdong
Juan Bianji Weiyuanhui ( { HEEIIRE - BHE ) Ml B ), eds., 294-295.
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