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AS HOHER I

SIX HUNDRED YEARS OF KUNQU OPERA



Kungu (also known as Auzz) Opera, which
originated in Kunshan of the Suzhou region at the
end of the Yuan Dynasty (1279—1368), boasts a
history of over 600 years. Once called the “Kunshan
Tune ”, it was one of the five major opera forms of
nanxz (southern operas) in the Yuan and Ming Dy-
nasties. In the 16th century, Wei Liangfu, the play-
wright, transformed the melodies and singing by
blending the southern and northern tunes into a soft
and elegant music that went with the accompani-
ment of such musical instruments as the bamboo
flute, vertical bamboo flute, bamboo wind organ,
three-string lute and gz lute. The performance of
7he Laundering of the Silk Yarn, a play by Liang
Chenyu from Kunshan County, won immediate suc-
cess and it was followed by 7%e Red Whisk Wand
by Zhang Fengyi from Suzhou County, 7Z%e Jade
Hampm by Gao Lian from Qiantang County and
Burming  the license by Wang Yufeng from
Songjiang County. The popularity of £zzgu opera
attracted scholars all over the country to try their
hands at the theater. As a result, there appeared nu-
merous important playwrights and a great number of
memorable “romances” in the Ming and Qing Dy-
nasties. “Romance”, of course, was a term for
lengthy plays of 40 to 50 scenes written for Auzgu
opera. At the turn of the 17th century, Tang Xianzu
from Linchuan County and Shen Jing from Wujiang
County were the most prominent figures. Tang was

known for his wit and his four plays called “Four



Dreams from Lmchuan ”, of which 7ke Peony
Favilron was the most popular. Shen was known for

his music melodies and for the plays called “Zo-

mances from the Jade Studio”, one of which was

The Gallant Swordsman .  Among the theoretical

works during this period were Wang Jide's 7%e
Meloay of 7Tunes and Lu Tiancheng’s 7% Ranks of
Zunes .  Among the plays produced in this period

were Xu Fu's 7%e Red Pears and Wu Bing's 7Z%e
Wesr Garden . At the turn of the Qing Dynasty, the

Suzhou School with Li Yu and Zhu Suchen as chief

representatives absorbed some of the best things

from the Linchuan School and the Wujiang School

and created an eclectic form that laid emphasis on

both wit and melody, thus guiding the way for fu-

ture development of £zzgu opera.

In the early years of the Qing Dynasty, a mas-
ter of Aumgu was Li Yu from Lanxi, who wrote ten
plays and a substantial amount of criticism in his
Sparse Notes of an lnguriring Mind. His critical re-
flections that summarized a whole lifetime of his
own experiences in the writing, directing and per-
forming of Azzgu opera made a great contribution
to Chinese drama theories.

During the reign of Emperor Kangxi of the
18th century, the two masterpieces of 4zzgu opera
were 7Ze FPalace of Frerna/ Youts by Hong Sheng
from the south of China and 7Ze Peach-Blossom
/tan by Kong Shangren from the north. During the
reign of Emperor Qianlong, A4zmgu reached its

o




zenith and saw the plays by Zhang Jian, Jiang Shi-
quan and Fang Chengpei, as well as books on mu-
sic scores such as 4 Complete Collection of Music
Scores and Musre Scores fiom Nashu Studro . A
marked phenomenon of the time was that staging
episodes from Awzzgu opera became fashionable.
430 scenes of fuzgu were collected in the twelve
volumes of Mending the White Fur-Coar edited by
Qian Dechang. During the reign of Emperors Qian-
long and Jiajing, regional operas flourished while
Aungu opera gradually declined. The contemporary
critics regarded £zzgu opera as an art of refinement
and regional operas as popular entertainment.
Locked in fierce competition with regional operas,
Aungu opera performances fell in disfavor in the
19th century although new romances continued to
come out.

With Suzhou as its centre, A4zmgu opera has
over the course of history been spread far and wide,
deriving different branches of 4zzgu with distinct
artistic features. To the west, it goes via Nanjing to
Anhui, Henan and Shanxi; to the north, it goes via
Yangzhou and along the Grand Canal to Shandong,
Hebei and Beijing; to the south, it goes via
Hangzhou to Zhejiang, Jiangxi, Hunan, Guang-
dong, Yunnan and Sichuan. Thanks to such popular
dissemination, Azzgu has been widely known and
practised. While southern £zzgu is centered around
Suzhou, Shanghai, Nanjing and Hangzhou, there

are various branches of £zzgu with their own char-



acteristics, e.g. northern £zzgu, Hunan Aungu, An-
hui 4zzngu, Yunnan 4ungu, Sichuan £zngu, Beijing
kungu, Ningbo Aungu, Jinhua Auage and Yongjia
Aungu .

In the history of £zzgu opera, there have been
specialized family troupes and professional troupes,
as well as amateur associations. In the early 20th
century, in Suzhou, the Quansiz Troupe inherited
the fine traditions of southern 4zzguz, and through
its 4zngu school, nourished a whole batch of artists
with the middle name of “ (Zuan” who later formed
the New Yuefir Kungu Troupe and the Xzzznr Kun-
gu Troupe. Innorth China, the Rozngging Kungu
Troupe, the Questensg Kungu Troupe and the X7~
angging Kungu Troupe went on performing tours
around Beijing and Tianjin. After the breakout of the
Anti-Japanese War, all these troupes were dis-
solved. The amateur £4zzgu associations alone kept

the opera alive.




