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Beijing Opera



1 . History of Beijing Opera

Huiban( Hui Tune Troupe) and Han Tune

Beijing Opera is a treasure of the Chinese national arts. Of the
more than 300 Chinese operas, Beijing Opera is the most
representative and influential. Since its birth, it has got many
names, such as Luantan, Pihuang, Beijing Tune, Ping Opera, Old
Opera, State Opera, etc. The variety of its names reflects the
changes of its position in China.

Beijing Opera, as the term suggests, was formed in Beijing,
but it was not a native product of Beijing. Its predecessors were 2
kinds of local operas of China: Hui Tune and Han Tune (also named
Chu Tune), which were popular in the two regions respectively,
south of the lower Yangtze River and Hubei Province. Talking
about Beijing Opera, we should never forget mentioning Huiban’ s
entry into Beijing. In the Fifty-fifth year of the reign of Emperor
Qianlong (1790), Sanging Troupe of Hui Tune entered Beijing to
give performance in celebration of Emperor Qianlong ’s 80th
birthday. Then many other Hui Tune troupes entered Beijng
successively, too,including the Four Great Troupes: Sanqging, Sixi,
Chuntai and Hechun troupes. Around 1990, a series of activities
were held to commemorate the 200th anniversary of the Hui Tune
troupes’ entry into Beijing. At the moment Beijing Opera regained
great popularity.

During the reign of Emperor Daoguang, many Han Tune
performers also went into Beijing gradually. Most of them joined
Hui Tune troupes for joint performances. Hui Tune troupes mainly

sang the tunes of chuigiang , gaobozi , erhuang while Han Tune
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centered on 2 main systematic tunes, xipi and erhuang. Some xip1
and erhuang troupes combined Hui and Han tunes, absorbed some
components from operas like Kunqu and Qingiang, and used both
Beijing-dialect and Hubei-dialect enunciation. And finally formed
was the musical system of metrical-type singing centering on zip1
and erhuang. The combination of Hui and Han tunes and the
blending of xipi and erhuang marked the beginning of Beijing
Opera. This transformation was completed around 1840, that is,
about 160 years ago.

During the reign of Emperor Guangxu of the Qing dynasty, an
artist, Shen Rongpu,drew a color picture of the 13 famous actors in
costumes of Kunqu and Beijing operas. They were called “13
peerless actors during the reign of Emperors Tongzhi and Guangxu”
by later generations. Being valuable material of early Beijing Opera,
the picture keeps the actors’ lifelike images and also shows us
Beijing Opera costumes and facial designs of the early period.

The picture embraces the following actors: four laosheng
actors, Cheng Changgeng as Lu Su in Gathering of Heroes, Lu
Shengkui as Zhuge Liang in Fighting in Northern Plain, Zhang
Shengkui as Mo Cheng in A Handful of Snow, and Yang Yuelou
as Yang Yanhui in Yang Yanhui Meeting his Mother ; one
wusheng actor, Tan Xinpei as Huang Tianba in Ehu Village; one
ziaosheng actor, Xu Xiaoxiang as Zhou Yu in Gathering of Heroes ;
four dan actors, Mei Qiaoling as Empress Dowager Xiao in
Yanmen Pass, Shi Xiaofu as Luo Fu in The Husband Meets his
Wife at the Mulberry Garden , Yu Ziyun as Wang Baochuan in The
Story of Xue Pinggui and Wang Baochuan , and Zhu Lianfen as
Chen Miaochang in The Tale of a Jade Hairpin ; one laodan actor,
Hao Lantian as Kangshi in Teaching her Son on the Journey; two
chou actors: Liu Gansan as the village woman in A Visit to her
Child’s Parents-in-Law, and Yang Mingyu as Min Tianliang in
Thinking of Zhicheng .

In the process of the combination of Hui and Han tunes , Han
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Tune played a leading role. Beijing Opera’ s enunciation, rhyming,
and repertoire etc mainly originated from Han Tune while Hui Tune
troupes provided theatrical stage for the birth of Beijing Opera. This
is so called “The troupe is Hui Troupe while the tune is Han Tune. ¥

Beijing Opera spread all over the country thanks to the mobility
of business people, travelers and the troupes. In the early 20th
century, Beijing Opera could be seen as far as in the southern
provinces of Fujian and Guangdong, in the eastern Zhejiang
Province, in the northern Heilongjiang Province, and in the western
Yunnan Province. During the Anti-Japanese War, Beijing Opera
also developed in the provinces of Sichuan, Shaanxi, Guizhou and
Guangxi etc.

The rulers of the Qing dynasty, such as Empress Dowager
Cixi, were fascinated by Beijing Opera. From the 9th year of
Emperor Guangxu’ s reign (1883), the famous actors Tan Xinpei,
Chen Delin, Yang Xiaolou, and Wang Yaoqging etc were successively
employed as “the Inner Court Attendants”. From time to time,
they entered the palace for performance. This performance in the
court raised the position of Beijing Opera, promoted the
improvement of its singing and performing skills, and also
standardized the performing art. In the meanwhile, however, it

made some negative effect on its content and style.
Beijing and Shanghai Styles of Beijing Opera.

Nowadays, in many fields and circles, the terms Beijing and
Shanghai styles are used. In fact, they were derived from Beijing
Opera. In the 6th year of Emperor Tongzhi’s reign (1867), Beijing
Opera spread to Shanghai and Shanghai-style ( Southern-style )
Beijing Opera gradually came into being and centered in Shanghai.
Great contributions were made to the birth and development of
Shanghai-style Beijing Opera by Wang Hongshou (also named

Sanmazi ) , the outstanding actor from Hui Tune Troupe , and Tian
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Jiyun (nicknamed Xiangjiuxiao) from the Bangzi Opera Troupe.
The most important representative of Shanghai-style Beijing Opera is
Zhou Xinfang.

After the birth of Shanghai-style Beijing Opera, the Beijing
Opera in Beijing was named Beijing-style Opera or Northern-style
Opera. Tan Xinpei, Mei Lanfang, and Ma Lianliang were
considered its outstanding representatives.

Then what is the difference between Beijing and Shanghai
styles? Generally speaking, Beijing style attaches importance to
inheriting its tradition, being fastidious about its artistic standard,
advocating immersing oneself totally in painstaking exercises of its
skills, and having little contact with outsiders. The Beijing style
contributes remarkably to preserving traditional heritage of Beijing
Opera, but it sometimes tends to be conservative. The Shanghai
style is active in blazing a new trail, good at taking in something
novel, paying close attention to reality, and seeking dramatic
changes in its opera plots. However, it sometimes tends to be
vulgar. It has more contacts with outsiders, being quick to respond
to the changes.

Beijing style thinks that too much machine-operated stage
scenery will disrupt its normal performance while Shanghai style
loves to use it to produce novelty and attraction. Beijing style
attaches importance to singing skill while Shanghai style puts more
emphasis on “acting” and “reciting” .

In terms of management of the theater and performers,
theaters and troupes in Beijing are managed separately whereas the
two in Shanghai are combined inside the theater under the system of
manager’ s responsibility.

Beijing and Shanghai styles are not unchangeable. The two
keep up mutual exchanging, mutual promoting, and mutual
learning. So the difference between the two styles is no longer so
obvious.

At that time , the Shanghai - style opera circle often invited
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famous actors from Beijing to perform in Shanghai and gave them
munificent treatment: four free treatments( free meals, free room,
free transportation for coming and free transportation for returning)
plus agreed wages. Tan Xinpei and Mei Lanfang, magnates of two
generations of Beijing Opera actors, were invited to Shanghai for
performance. Tan Xinpei went to Shanghai 6 times. And Mei
Lanfang,at the age of 20, went to Shanghai for the 1st time, after
which Mei, as the leading actor, headed his troupe to Shanghai
several times. He cooperated with Shanghai actors conscientiously,
and watched and imitated repeatedly the acting of Shanghai
performers, and drew on experience from Shanghai style. The

exchange between the two styles advanced the Beijing Opera art.
A Century’s Joy and Sorrow

The two decades between 1917 and 1937 witnessed the peak of
Beijing Opera art. In this period, the Four Great Dan Actors
changed Beijing Opera’s old pattern: stage domination by laosheng
actors. They made the art of dan role category shine with brilliance
on stage and reach the peak. They also pushed ahead other roles’
art. As a result, there appeared a grand occasion on which different
styles and schools spared no effort to display their splendor and
brilliance. Originally, all the performers were male. After 1920’s,
however, there emerged female performers, among whom were
Meng Xiaodong playing laosheng role, Xue Yanqgin and Xin Yangiu
playing dan role.

In this period, talent training was valued. The old type Beijing
Opera training schools or classes adopted the teaching method of skill
supremacy. The trainees had nothing except learning and putting on
the operas. Their life was quite dull and simple. The Nantong
Performers’ Training School founded in 1919 and China Opera
Professional School founded in 1930 in Beijing adopted new teaching
methods . Besides the basic skills , they stressed on other cultural

10
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courses, for example, teaching music and other knowledge concerned
with arts in order to raise the trainees’ artistic quality.

In 1919, Mei Lanfang led his troupe to Japan for
performances, which was the 1st overseas spreading of Beijing
Opera. In 1930, Mei headed his troupe to the US for visits and
playing, making great contributions to presenting Beijing Opera to
the world. In 1934, he was invited to visit Europe. The next year
he went to the Soviet Union for artistic show. He was highly
regarded by the FEuropean drama circle. Beijing Opera was
considered as the representative of Chinese drama.

From 1938 to 1949, Beijing Opera survived a series of war
disasters. In the liberated areas, Yan’an Pingju Opera Troupe was
formed in 1941. It composed and put on quite a few new historical
and modern operas, exploring new ways for Beijing Opera
development. In the Kuomintang-controlled areas, patriotism-
publicizing teams were formed, including various local operas. They
put on some operas in the big cities such as Chongging, Chengdu
and Kunming. In the enemy-occupied areas, Mei Lanfang “wore
beard to show his will”; Cheng Yanqiu took recluse in the suburbs
of Beijing, refusing to stage; Zhou Xinfang composed and put on
some patriotic operas such as Two Captured Emperors, Huizong
and Qinzong. Fuliancheng Training School and China Opera
Professional School closed down one by one. Beijing Opera didn’ t
become active until after the Anti-Japanese War.

After the founding of new China, Beijing Opera art regained a
new life. A lot of traditional operas were revised, and a lot of new
historical and modern operas were composed and put on. In 1964,
modern Beijing Opera demonstrative performances were held in
Beijing, unfolding over 30 operas, including Revolutionary Seeds in
the Reed Marshes (later renamed Shajiabang), Red Lantern, Raid
on the White Tiger Regiment, Taking Tiger Mountain by
Strategy, etc. During the so-called “Cultural Revolution”, Beijing
Opera suffered from the horrible disaster , and only produced some
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