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Ancient Greek’s tragedies and comedies,
ancient India’s Sanskrit drama and China’s
folk opera are the three drama forms that
have the longest history in the world. Of the
three, Chinese folk opera is the one with the
most vitality. While the former two have
left the stage already, Chinese folk opera
alone still frequents the theater, delivering
the unique and charming characters of the
Chinese culture to the rest of the world.
With traditional Chinese instruments
singing aloud and the theater curtain raised
up, capricious changes in history and
vicissitudes in time would be displayed
dramatically within short times. That’s what
has been fascinating the Chinese people for
some thousand years. Chinese folk opera
is a form of musical theater that features
in an integrative way the four skills of
singing, dialogue, acting and martial arts.
Meantime, it makes use of several forms of
art like literature, music, painting, dancing,

handicraft, martial arts and acrobatics.
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China abounds in forms of folk opera
among various ethnic groups and in different
places. This book is intended to be an
introduction to its history and performance
tradition. In particular, several branches
are elaborated on for the readers to have a
vivid and special appreciation of the art of

Chinese folk opera.
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An Overview of Chinese Folk Opera
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The root of Chinese folk opera goes back to as far as the primitive
society, when singing and dancing took on their initial appearance.
After a long period of development and improvement, folk
opera finally became a distinctive form of art that has produced
rich performances for thousands of years. On such performing
occasions, religious rituals would be conducted and certain taboos
should be obeyed, which have been handed down as part of
tradition. Because of rigorous regulations within the circle, folk
opera artists have cultivated the attitude of seeking for ever greater
perfection. Performances would be given during traditional festivals
to pay tribute to gods and to entertain people. Chinese folk opera is
consequently closely bound up with traditional festivals.




3

eiadQ 4|04 asauiy)

BERZA

> B 18] Xk B B9 B 52

Hh [ X i 0 A 2 T DL 9 3 5
At S A, AE XA AR AR E Zh A
SR EEPMESLH T A AR
B, BEARTES) B EEREBA
R SRR R R AR, (HEHPFE
R R R 0 T BE IE A& XK ik e
AWIER . RERE (AT475—00
221) FEABIRTE (& - JLIK)
HidsR T LV ERSR AL B R 1035
M. (JLEK) HRT-LE a2
REIEE, by iE R R 8
MR, R B R R IR R —
Fhor e X FhRiE AT LA B xR ih
BRI . ERB . Wi, ILH
B M — X, EA5REE
TERAE ML

HEHRERR, E£ERS Rk
KRBT A" o RARE]

> History of Chinese Folk
Opera

Chinese folk opera can be traced back to
the primitive period, when the original
forms of folk opera could be found in
songs and dances in witchcraft practices
and fiestas. Though the songs and dances
performed on those situations were not
designed for entertaining purposes, the
wishes to entertain gods embedded in
the performances served as the right soil
for generating folk opera. In the poem
Nine Songs from his collection of poems
The Songs of Chu, Qu Yuan, a poet of
the Warring States Period (475 B.C.-
221 B.C.), described how people in the
State of Chu offered sacrifices to gods
with songs and dances. The first seven
sections are songs to welcome gods,
sang by performers of gods as a means
to pay tribute to the divine beings. Such

performances can be regarded as the
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Colored Clay Basin Emblazoned with Dancing Figures (Majiayao

Culture, 3800B.C.-2000B.C.)

Decorated inside the basin are three groups of dancing figures, each consisting
of five dancers hand in hand. The design is very likely a representation of
ancient people holding major sacrificing events with group dance.
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primitive form of folk opera. The practice
of offering sacrifices to gods with songs
and dances is kept in some areas in
provinces like Anhui, Hunan, Jiangxi and
Guizhou.

During the Spring and Autumn
Period (770 B.C.-476 B.C.) and the
Warring States Period (475 B.C.-221
B.C.), a new kind of servants found
their place in the royal court and houses
of aristocrats. These servants, called

You, specialized in comical plays to
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Costume for Opera Performance

An actor's costume is a key means to manifest the
exterior image of a figure in a play. The costume
may represent the gender, age, social status and
characteristics.
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amuse their masters with witty and

humorous languages. In his Records

of the Grand Historian: A Record

of the Comedians, Sima Qian, a

historian in the Han Dynasty (206

B.C.-220 A.D.), wrote stories of

the You people. The most famous

one is titled “The Masquerading of

You Meng”, which is about a You

called Meng who, dressed up as

the deceased Prime Minister Sun

Shu’ao, proposes advice to King
Zhuang of the State of Chu.

Sun Shu’ao, Prime Minister of

the State of Chu during the Spring

and Autumn Period (770 B.C.-

476 B.C.), was a loyal and honest

statesperson. He left no assets to

his family when he passed way and

as a result his wife and son had to

live a terrible life. When the famous

You Meng learned of this, he put on

Sun’s clothes as well as his countenance

and went to propose a toast as birthday

congratulations to King Zhuang of Chu.

He appeared so much alike with Sun

Shu’ao that King Zhuang thought Sun

had revived from death. Marveled and

elated, King Zhuang decided on the spot

to invite him to assume Prime Minister

again. Meng then took the chance to
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admonish the King, saying: “Sun Shu’ao
had been honest in his position, making
every effort to serve Your Majesty. Yet
upon his death, his son had to make
money through firewood collecting, in
order to just about supporting the old
widow. It’s evidently not worthwhile
being the Prime Minister.” At these
words, King Zhuang recalled what Sun
Shu’ao had done for him and instantly
ordered an award for Sun’s wife and son.
The title of the story “The Masquerading
You Meng” has hence been used as a
proper name for those who perform on
the stage and the act of performing itself.
Meng’s performance cannot yet be taken
as professional folk opera, but a key
theatrical element is obviously displayed
when he masquerades himself. The You
people, then, can well be defined as the
first opera performers in China.

During the Qin Dynasty (221 B.C.-
206 B.C.) and Han Dynasty (206 B.C.-
220 A.D.), a new form of Chinese
folk opera Wrestling Opera, or Baixi
Opera (opera with hundreds of kinds)
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Acrobatic Performances Carved in a Stone
(Han Dynasty, 206 B.C.-220 A.D.)
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Colored Dancing Clay Figurine (Eastern Han
Dynasty, 25-220)

emerged. Zhang Qian’s visit to the
west in the Han Dynasty promoted
cultural communications between the
Western Regions and Central China,
and consequently music, dancing,
acrobatics and the like from the west
were incorporated into traditional singing
and dancing in Central China. In this
way, Chinese folk opera was enriched
with various kinds of brilliant skills,
and performances thus staged were
called Baixi Opera. This new opera was
mainly performed for the aristocratic
class during banquets. Scenes with these
performances are much depicted in mural
paintings and stone reliefs of ancient
tombs of the Han Dynasty. Besides, quite
some pottery figurines of Baixi Opera
actors have also been dug out. In his
Ode to the West Capital (West Capital
refers to Chang’an, or Xi’an, capital of
the Western Han Dynasty, 206 B.C.-
25 A.D.), Zhang Heng of the Eastern
Han Dynasty (25-220) recorded the
grand occasion when Baixi operas were

performed: “Looking from afar at the
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vast area, I see spectacular performances
of Wrestling Opera”. He also described
the picturesque settings of divine hills
and pavilions, as well as devoted actors,
and mentioned such acrobatic routines
as rope-walking, horse taming, sword
swallowing, fire blowing and throw-and-
catching of balls and swords. Besides, he
kept a record of large-scale singing and
dancing performances where performers
had makeup such as Old Huang in
Donghai, Story of Fish and Dragon,
and A Gala of Gods, Humans and
Creatures. Clearly, Chinese folk opera
at the time had already sought support
from acrobatics and cosmetics, and had

specific plots.
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Stone Relief of Old Huang in Donghai

Old Huang in Donghai

Old Huang in Donghai is a famous play of Baixi Opera. According to Random Thoughts on
the West Capital written by Ge Hong of the Eastern Jin Dynasty (317-420), Huang of the
Donghai area practiced magic arts when young and had the power to conquer snakes and
tigers. He always carried a genuinely gold sword with him and braided his hair up with a
red silk rope. When resorting to magic, he was so powerful that he could summon fogs and
clouds. Yet because of his increasing age and addiction to alcohol, he gradually became weak
and lost his magical power. In a fight against a white tiger, he was bitten and killed. This
story was then adapted to a play, and later introduced to the royal court by an emperor in the
Han Dynasty (206 B.C.-220 A.D.) as a play of Baixi Opera.

Throughout the play, there are two actors, one acting Old Huang and the other the white
tiger. The story has pre-planned plots for the actors to follow, which is a step forward from
performances by You actors, who teases and mocks extemporaneously. This is a great leap
ahead in the progress of Chinese folk opera.
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Prince of Lanling

During the era of Three Kingdoms
Period (220-280), Western Jin Dynasty
and Eastern Jin Dynasty (265-420) and
Southern and Northern dynasties (386-
589), various forms of art enjoyed a
period of rapid development. The most
popular of folk opera forms was Musical
Opera represented by plays like Da Mian
and Bo Tou.

Da Mian, telling the story of Gao
Su, Prince of Lanling in the Northern Qi
Dynasty (550-577), is a play performed
with masks. It is recorded in the Book
of Tang: Music that Prince of Lanling
had the grace and elegance of a woman.
Consequently he put on a Da Mian (the
Grand Mask) specially made for wars,
the Grand Mask that gave him a vile
visage. Not surprisingly a number of
victories followed thereafter. The most
well-known is the Battle of Mangshan
Mountain that took place in the year
564. The Tujue Army joined force with
Northern Zhou (557-581) to invade
Northern Qi, sieging the strategic city of
Luoyang. The Northern Qi army was on
the verge of collapsing, when Prince of
Lanling, with his Grand Mask on, led a
train of five hundred cavalries breaking
their way through of a thick defensive

wall of soldiers, and with irresistible
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Pendants with Peking Opera Facial
Makeup Designs

force, sweeping all the way till
down the gate of the Luoyang city.
The Qi’s army who guarded the
city, not recognizing the man with
a mask, suspected it to be a scheme
of their enemy and so refused to
open the gate without affirmation.
Prince of Lanling took off the mask
at the spot, which greatly spurred
the Qi’s Army, who then opened
the gate, summoned up all their
courage to fight and soon defeated the
enemy. As a mysterious and legendary
element in the tale of Prince of Lanling,
the forbidding mask became a celebrated
object in later operas. Facial patterns in
Peking Opera is at times said to be related
with the mask of Prince of Lanling.

The Tang Dynasty (618-907)
witnessed further development in the
content of folk opera, the most typical
being Musical Opera and Canjun (a
military counselor) Opera. The former
carried down the artistic tradition of Baixi
Opera in the Han Dynasty (206 B.C.-220

A.D.) and was enriched with elements



