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a FOREWORD

Mei Lanfang(1894-1961) ,the outstanding exponent of Beijing Opera, was the great master of China’s dramatic art. With
patriotism and a deep love for his people and motherland ,he dedicated his whole life to the theatrical art of China.

Born in Beijing in 1894 ,he started learning Beijing Opera at the age of eight and made his début on stage as a female role ac-
tor at eleven. During his stage career over half a century, he showed great skill inheriting the best traditions of the past and
adapting them to a new stage. To enrich and ameliorate the Chinese stage, he constantly and conscientiously sought to improve
his art. He was by no means an actor with great talent and natural endowments, and only thanks to long years of enthusiasm
and hard-working practice, and by gathering together the best of the regional and national operas, he succeeded in creating
many lively unforgettable artistic images on the stage. He blended acting, singing and dancing in his performing art, turning
the Beijing Opera into a colourful, comprehensive art with highest stage effects.

Being a consicentious student, always showing a strong desire to enrich his knowledge, he strived to learn all the aspects of
the traditional Chinese culture. The study of classical literature, traditional painting, national music, national dance, folklore,
phonology, as well as costume and adornment, provided him with great creative inspirations. As a result, he had a wide reper-
toire, formed his own original style and developed what has become unanimously accepted as the ” Mei Lanfang School” —a
school with unique characteristics and subtle dignity. Mei blazed a new path for his Beijing Opera contemporaries. He was ac-
cepted thus worldwide and applauded as a great artist and the embodiment of beauty.

Another sterling quality of Mei Lanfang’s that commanded national respect was his patriotism and moral integrity. During
the eight years of Japanese imperialist aggression (1937 —1945), he at first performed his patriotic pieces,” Mulan, the Dis-
guised Warrior Maiden” ,” Fighting Against the Chins” and ” A Wedding in the Dream” , to inspire people’s patriotism. And
when Shanghai was under the enemies’ occupation, he defied them by growing a moustache to keep himself away from the
stage. With strong firmness and courage, he coped with enemy’s harassments of all kinds. He sold his Beijing house and be-
longings to support his family and his impoverished friends and was forced to earn a living by painting. He never bowed before
the threatens of the enemy.

After the founding of the People’s Republic of China, he was elected a Vice-Chairman of the All-China Federation of Liter-
ary and Art Circles and of the Dramatists’ Union. He also became President of the Research Institute of Traditional Chinese
Drama and of the College of Chinese Opera, as well as Director of the National Beijing Opera Theatre. Without any reserve, he
trained and brougt up a new generation of Beijing Opera actors and actresses. His disciples are now all over the world.

The last new opera he produced and added to his repertoire is entitled ”Mu Guiying Takes Command” , in which he por-
trayed the image of the middle-age heroine Mu Guiying, assuming command of an army to fight the aggressors.

While enjoying great popularity at home, he was also the first Chinese artist to introduce Beijing Opera to audiences abroad
and made successful tours to Japan(1919,1924 and 1956), the United States (1930)and the Soviet Union (1935 and 1952). Many
Japanese Kabuki actors imitated his dance movements which they called” the Mei dance”, and his plays, ”"The Heavenly Maid
Showering Flowers” , " The Drunken Beauty” and ”Rainbow Pass” were all performed in Japanese. His name became a highly
appraised houseword in Japan. In America, the University of Southern California and the Pomona College both conferred on
him honorary doctorates (of literature) in recognition of his highly accomplished theatrical skill and the effort he put into intro-
ducing an art of the Orient to the West, in promoting friendly feelings between the peoples of China and the United States and

the promotion of world cultural exchanges in general. In Russia, K. S. Stanislavsky praised his performing art as "an art full of




poetic and conventionalized realism” , while W. E. Meyerhold ,after watching Mei’s performances, redirected Griboedov’s WOE
FROM WIT and wrote the words of ”Dedicated to Mei Lanfang” on the synopsis. S. M. Eisenstein directed and filmed a few
scenes from Mei’s "Rainbow Pass ” in a Moscow Studio to show all the salient features of Mei’s stagecraft. He gave Mei a copy
of the British periodical CLOSE UP (Vol. 8,n0. 3) which carried his article ” The Principle of Film Form”, and the journal was
autographed in English:” To Mei Lanfang, the greatest master of form, my essential article on the problem. S. M. Eisenstein,
Moscow, 1935.”

Bertolt Brecht was also so impressed by Mei’s art that in 1936 he wrote an article entitled ” Verfremdungseffekte auf der
chinesischen Bithne” , in which he spoke rapturously of Mei Lanfang and the Chinese theatre, pointing out enthusiastically that
what he had been groping for in vain for years had been raised to a very high artistic level by Mei Lanfang.

During his tours in these countries, which earned him international fame, Mei Lanfang popularized the Chinese classical
drama among foreign audiences, guiding them to a better appreciation of Chinese art and culture. Through his performances
Beijing Opera obtained world renown and in return exerted much influence to the foreign stage. He owned friendship with many
of the world’s famous scholars, artists, dramatists, writers, vocalists, dancers and painters. Among his international friends,
besides those mentioned above, were Maxim Gorky, Nemirovich-Denchenko, F.I. Chaliapin. Galina Ulanova, Stark Young,
David Belasco, Charles Chaplin, Paul Robeson, Douglas Fairbank, Mary Pickford, Ted Shawn, Ruth St. Denis, Bernard
Shaw, E. M. Barrie, Somerset Maugham, Gordon Craig, Erwin Piscator, Amelita Galli-Curci, Gerald Philipe, Rabindranath
Tagore,Nandalal Bose, Tadashi Aoki,Koshiro Matsumoto, Biko Onoe, Nakamura Utaemon, Nakamura Jakuemon, Jinya Mo-
rota, Kakiko Murata, Kunizo Matsuo and Enuosuke Ichikawa. Throughout his life Mei Lanfang made significant contribution
in promoting cultural exchange between China and foreign countries. The performing art of the Chinese theatre represented by

Mei Lanfang is now recognized as one of the three world contemporary main systems of performing art.

In commemoration of the centenary of the birth of Mei Lanfang, and with a view of further promoting the brilliant tradi-
tional culture of our nation and the development of Beijing Opera, we edit and publish this pictorial album "MEI LANFANG” ,
which consists of more than a thousand photographs recording his glorious artistic career and his high morality in private life.

Readers, after reading this album, we believe, will recognize that Mei Lanfang is the symbol of China’s performing art and

the pride of his people and nation.

Mei Shaowu *

/Honorary President of
Mei Lanfang Memorial Museum/

* Mei Shaowu, the second son of Mei Lanfang, is a Senior Fellow of the Institute of American Studies, Chinese Academy of

Social Sciences.
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Born to a Family of Actors
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The house in which Mei Lanfang was born(Li Tieguai Street, Beijing)
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Mei Qiaoling, Mei’s grandfather, was a famous Dan (female role) actor and the leader of the ”Four happiness Troupe” in the lat-
er half of the 19th century. Mei’s father was also a Dan actor in the end of Qing dynasty. Mei’s uncle Mei Yutian was a talented musi-
cian and a famous jing hu (Beijing fiddle) player. Yang Longshou, Mei’s grandfather on his mother’s side, was also a famous actor as
well as an excellent teacher of ‘Beijing Opera actors. Mei attended a private primary school at seven, and one year later, he began his

learning of theatrical art.
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e B 7 AL XA TT - (1842~1882)
Grandfather Mei Qiaoling (1842~1882)
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Mei Qiaoling in the role of Dowager Xiao
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Grandmother Madame Chen Mei (1841~1924) (Daughter of Actor Cheng Jinjue)
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