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Foreword

In the well-known Village Theatrical Performance, Lu Xun writes:

The most noticeable is a stage that stands on a cleared ground on the riverbank outside the village. Far away, it blurs under
the moonlight, as | cannot tell it from the space. I suspect it must be the fairyland on the picture ---

Every Shaoxinger is familiar with the above fairyland-like night view on the riverbank. Since the dynasties of Ming and
Qing, operas boomed in Shaoxing and civil theatrical troupes performed in both cities and rural regions. The Pilgrim’s Fair,
the God’s Birthday and the Temple Fair came one after another all year round. The city and the countryside built many finely-
structured “Ten-Thousand-Year Stages”, as well as temporary “Thatched Stages” on the threshing ground and other open
spaces. The flourishing operas revitalized the economy and the cultural life in the urban and rural areas. They also managed
to carry on the ancient civilization, without the help of modern communication technologies or propagation media. On the stage
- the architectural space, they explained and summarized a huge amount of information on history, ethics and philosophy. The
stage, a space of things, was transformed artistically into a miniature world. Through all ages, it has bred and created a good
many thinkers, strategists, revolutionists, artists and educationists, including Wang Yangming, Xu Wei, Liu Zhongzhou and
Zhang Dai before the Qing Dynasty; Ge Yunfei, Xu Xilin, Qiu Jin and Tao Chengzhang in the late Qing Dynasty; and Cai
Yuanpei and Lu Xun after the Qing Dynasty. We should never disregard the historical contribution of the local operas and their
vehicle—the ancient theatrical stage. Although the other environmental conditions may also contribute to the success of local
celebrities, the growing up of Lu Xun and his so many works on the subject of opera are strong evidence that the contribution
of the operas and stages is well grounded.

Reputed as “aland of fish and rice”, Shaoxing was rich since the dynasties of Ming and Qing. One natural village would
have one theatrical stage in general or even two or three stages if it was a large one. The Ten-Thousand-Year Stage, as
mentioned above, is divided into the temple stage and the clan stage. The temple stage is located in the Temple of Village Gods,
and large family clans build their own clan stages. The stage can also be found in the Temple of City God in the county or a
larger town, which is generally bigger than the one in the Temple of Village Gods, and in other ancestral memorial halls
(temples) or temples of various gods, including Guan Yu, Yue Fei, Prefecture Chief Ma Zhen, Prefecture Chief Tang Shao’
en, Zhang Xun, Yanzhu, etc. In terms of construction, the stage can be divided into the “chicken-cage ceiling” and the
“octagonal coffered ceiling”, the “rolled ceiling” and the “flat ceiling”. To lower the cost, a few stages were built with
unsculpted beams and the roof can be seen directly through the purline. If the ceiling is full of the spiral dougong, the bucket
arches, of fine workmanship and looks like a chicken cage, the stage is customarily called “chicken-cage” stage. The chicken-
cage stage is often seen in the village with a strong economy. As the communication and the media information were extremely
blocked in the old China, people offered their sacrifices to reward or commend the god and entertain themselves through
theatrical performances. With the development of commerce in the middle and late Qing Dynasty, merchants began to build
stages according the trade they were involved in large cities, which were called “guild stages”, such as the cloth trade stage
at Huaxiang Street in the downtown of Shaoxing, the tinfoil trade stage and the herb trade stage at Shangda Road and Xiada
Road. Almost the same as the temple s age in the form, the guild stage is different only in the god that it offers sacrifices to.
For example, the medicinal herb trade worships the “Herb Bodhisattva”, the tinfoil trade worships the “Oven Bodhisattva”,
and the liquor and sauce trade worships "Du Kang", the liquor god. Most of these so-called gods are not historically based,
but were driven only by the religious concepts.

As many large or small rivers run through Shaoxing, the people of the water region are used to build stages on the water.
Hence comes the “water stage” or “river stage”. The “thatched stage” which is built on the riverside is also called “dry

stage” as against the “water stage”. There is a stage named “Ten-Direction Village God Temple Stage” at Dong’ ancheng



Village of Mashan, which was built along the riverside. It has six rock piers standing in the water and two standing against
the bank. There was another water stage at Zhongyan Temple outside the former Pianmen (the outdoor location for the movie
Stage Sisterhood). It was grand, but was destroyed during the Cultural Revolution unfortunately. The local village people had
it rebuilt a few years ago out of their own pocket and turned it into a dry stage. The rebuilt one is far behind the original in style.

Moreover, "street stages” or “road stages” are also built along the street in the town, such as the stage of the temple of
village gods (near Changqing Buddhist Temple) at Xinjian Road South in the downtown of Shaoxing, the street stage of
Dawang Temple at Qianqing town, the Cangyan street stage close to Shijiada, Shengzhou City, and the road stage at
Jingchengbu, Xinchang County.

In terms of structure, the ancient stage reaches out on three sides, so that the spectators can gain a larger view. Because
the weather is rainy and damp, the stage is mostly built with stone blow and wood above, i.e. the foundation is made of stone
and the stage floor and above is made of wood. The stage is divided into the four parts: foundation, the tloor, the roof and the
wing. On the right and left of the stage are the wing rooms that are dedicated to women and children. Men are not allowed
upstairs. It is to keep order and protect the women and children. The concept to unite performers and spectators is represented
in the stages at Shengzhou city and Shangyu city in the late Qing Dynasty and the early Republic of China, with roofs built
above the spectator seats, to keep spectators from the sun and rain. Mostly the stage faces north where the shrine is located,
and the function to offer sacrifices has remained until today. Therefore, traditionally the stage has “entertained the god in name
and the people in fact”. The god (such as the birthday of the god) is used to raise fund for theatrical performances, to revitalize
the economy (joint such as the joint performance of operas, for example) and earich the cultural life in the urban and rural
regions.

In addition to structure and shape, the beautifulness of the ancient Shaoxing stage is represented also by the poetic and
picturesque components. The corbels in the front, the stands at the entrance and exit, the purline, the wing wall, the couplets,
and the writings on the wall all speak an architectural language of luck and moral, so that both the audience and visitors are
immersed in an aesthetic mood and a leisure air. They constitute a cultural supplement to the opera on the stage. For example,
there is a couplet by Xu Wei of the Ming Dynasty which is made with two Chinese characters “/&” and “fT”. Because “}i%”
(pronounced as “Sheng” or “Cheng”)and “{7” (pronounced as “Xing” or “Hang”) can have different pronunciations
with different meanings, the couplet presents a lively scene: “/5 % B B B BE X" (“sheng cheng, sheng chang, sheng sheng
chang”. its pronunciation is assimilated to the deafening sound of beating the gongs and drums on the stage), and “f74747T
474147 (“xing hang, xing hang, xing xing hang” is to describe the jolly and noisy audience under the stage.) Another stage
couplet at Zhanshan Temple of Shengzhou City reads, “Never come ahead of others, for the opera is better to listen to rather
than to watch; Be wary of the consequences, for one is bound to go down the stage after finishing performance on the stage”.
The couplet at the stage of Fenggiao Temple in Zhujia City reads, “Five Lakes and Four Seas are contained in this few feet
of land; Three Dynasties and Six Generations were changed in these several hours of time”. The couplet at the stage of Yanging
Buddhist Temple of the downtown Shaoxing reads, “the stage is a small world; the world is just a stage”. Mostly the stage
couplet has double meanings, one to point out the social errors and the other offer salutary advice as well. It can be read aloud
fluently and always reflects philosophy of life. It reveals the social role the stage plays and the cultural details of the
performance arts. The opera menu and the poems on the bake wing wall of the stage not only reveal a real life of the traditional
theatrical troupes and performers, but also provide credible evidences to the development and transformation of the local
operas.

As a symbol of the prosperity of operas in the history and a natural outcome of the local economy and culture under special
historical conditions, the existing ancient stages invite our further investigation and research.
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