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Preface

Mei Lanfang’s visiting performance in U.S. in 1930 arouses worldwide great attention
when not only the scholars in the dramatic cycle in Europe and America but also the reformist
in the cultural sphere in China always regard the European-American drama characterized by
realism as the most authentic and perfect dramatic form. However, lot and lots of American
audience and dramatists are too shocked by the Peking Opera of Mei Lanfang’s type from the
oriental world to believe in the fact that Mei Lanfang provides his audience with flexible
identity of time and place and wonderful enjoyment of beauty through his festively singing and
dancing within a limited stage. In particular, it is an impressive heroine with brilliant youth and
beauty who is a virile man when he takes off his theatrical costume!

Therefore, the master of comedy, Charlie Chaplin exchanges with Mei Lanfang to
explore the profound mystery in the performance of the traditional Chinese opera, the
famous university in U.S. confers Mei Lanfang with honorable PhD., and whole country
arouses a boom for the traditional Chinese opera. Mei Lanfang’s visiting performance in
U.S. displays for the first time the magnificent charm of the traditional Chinese opera on
the western stage, enhances the sense of confidence and pride of the Chinese people, even
the easterners on the eastern dramatic culture with Chinese traditional opera as the most
outstanding representative. Mei Shaowu, the son of Mei Lanfang deals with in his “My

Father, Mei Lanfang” the comment from Justin Brooks Atkinson, a famous critic in the




field of literature and art on Mei Lanfang’s visiting performance
in U.S. that - for the drama of Peking, whence Mr.Mei and his
actors come, has almost no point of similarity to the drama with
which we are familiar; ---- It is stylized, conventionalized and as
old as the hills” and “If you can purge yourself of the sophomoric
illusion that it is funny, merely because it is different, you can
begin to appreciate something of exquisite loveliness in pantomime
and costume, and you may feel yourself vaguely in contact, not
with the sensation of the moment, but with the strange ripeness of
centuries. Perhaps you may even have a few bitter moments of
reflecting that although our own theatrical form is enormously vivid
it is rigid, and never lives so freely in terms of imagination as this
one does”. His remarks are an expression of the general attitude
appeared among the American dramatic critics which reflects their
retrospection on the European-American drama of realist type com-
pared by Peking Opera. Unquestionably, their change is inspired
by Mei Lanfang’s superb performance.

Mei Lanfang’s visiting performance in U.S. causes such an
éclat that is certainly the fruit of his consummate artistic accom-
plishment which he persistently pursues. The view is widely ac-
cepted to explain and evaluate the historic significance of the vis-
iting performance in U.S.. However, not a few people know the
experience that Mei Lanfang and his companies had made a series
of detailed and comprehensive designs and preparations before the
visiting performance. Among these include Mr. Qi Rushan, the
organizer and promoter of the visiting performance in U.S., who is

in charge of the introduction and publicity of Peking Opera. Mr.
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Qi Rushan received well education on the traditional Chinese cul-
ture even as a child and made a wide journey for business through-
out Europe when he was young. He goes deep into the western
drama due to the often visits to theatres. Mr. Qi Rushan assists
Mei Lanfang to set up the art of Mei School when he came back to
China. He contributes his life to the research of Chinese traditional
opera and makes the relevant work turn from so-called “vulgar”
research to academic study with true significance. Mr. Qi Rushan
on the behalf of Nation Opera Association invites famous painters
to draw everything able to be shown by paintings in relation to
Peking Opera from Peking Opera costume, facial makeup, props,
musical instruments, dancing shape and theatre, add introduction
in both Chinese and English and finally make them scroll of paint-
ings easy to hang up so as to “diffuse the Nation Opera to abroad”
and to make the American audience understand Peking Opera

through a direct way at a greater depth.It is easy for the American

audience to understand Peking Opera. The total of 183 scroll of

paintings and 1987 plates to some extent become an encyclopedia
of Peking Opera which not only present comprehensively Peking
Opera knowledge but also display vividly the aesthetic principle
of Peking Opera performing art.

It is certain that the comprehensive and systematic introduc-
tion of Peking Opera knowledge contributes much for the Ameri-
can audience enjoying Peking Opera for the first time to under-
stand Mei Lanfang’s performance. Mei Lanfang by then has be-
come a well-known Peking Opera artist in China who even every-

one knows and makes great success in the visiting performance in

Japan before visiting America. In addition, Peking Opera perfor-

mance is traditionally centered with the actor and actress.
Consequently, the noble and great sense of responsibility shown
by these comprehensive, detailed and delicate preparations to de-
velop and introduce Peking Opera in the western circumstance is
really worthy of respect and applause.

A Collection of Illustrative Plates Of Beijing Opera Performed

During Mei Lanfang’s Visit To The United States collects and pub-




lishes the majority of Peking Opera paintings drawn before Mei
Lanfang’s visiting performance in U.S. 70 years ago. The total of
1092 paintings is preserved by the Academy of Chinese Tradi-
tional Opera (forefather of the Art Academy of China). The rest of
the paintings about theatre houses are lost before the founding of
the People’s Republic of China in 1949 and hard to find. Actually,
it is also our wish to educe the clue about those lost paintings by
the publication of the book.

A Collection of Illustrative Plates Of Beijing Opera Performed
During Mei Lanfang'’s Visit To The United States provides the vari-
ety of Peking Opera enthusiasts and researchers with a chance to
appreciate these elegant pictures and valuable materials, grasp Pe-
king Opera knowledge in order to provide a model for inheriting the
tradition and for the present-day performance and particularly to
memorize the impressive loyalty to Peking Opera and the persistent,
unselfish and wholehearted contribution spirit shown by the Peking
Opera artists of former generations. We now undertake the historic
task to inherit, reform and develop Peking Opera and therefore it is
important for us to learn and inherit the elite of Peking Opera art and
the sincere contribution spirit of Peking Opera artists. Here is for the

preface.

Wang Wenzhang
November 10, 2004
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Foreword

Mei Lanfang is one of outstanding dan role performers of Beijing Opera in China,
who serves as an important link between and future in the history of the traditional Chinese
theatre and is a pioneer to spread the art of Beijing Opera overseas. Since he has made a
great contribution to cultural exchanges between China and other countries, the people
are very familiar with the great master of the traditional Chinese opera. At home and
abroad, Mei Lanfang is honoured with a great performer and incarnation of beauty. Mei
Lanfang had three visits to Japan in 1919, 1924 and 1926, a visit to USA in 1930 and two
visits to USSR in 1935, 1952, came back with flying colours every time. Especially the
six-month performance in the United States set off an upsurge in the traditional Chinese
drama and Chinese culture. Before Mei Lanfang visited the United States, the drama in
Europe developed well. The westerner knew liitle about oriental dramas , especially the
traditonal Chinese drama. It is Mei Lanfang who displays the magnificent Chinese drama
to the western audience for the first time. They understand the charm of the traditional
Chinese drama by watching poetic performance of Mei Lanfang. And the dramatist think
that the Chinese drama is the future of the world drama. University of Southern California
and Pomona College both conferred on him highly honorary doctorates in recognition of
his highly accomplished theatrical skill and the effort he put into promoting cultural
exchanges between China and the United States.

Mei Lanfang’s successful U.S. tour was closely connected with the help of many
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friends , colleagues and international personages. Qi Rushan was
a key one among them. Qi Rushan (1875-1962) was born in a
scholar’s family in Gao Yang, Hebei province. His grandfather
was a disciple of Ruan Yuan and his father was a disciple of
Wong Tonghe. Qi Rushan learnt classical works under the
influence of his family from his childhood and entered Tongwen
Guan (an official school of foreign languages ) to learn Germany
and French at the age of 19. Then he toured in Europed for
business. In the first years of the Republic, Qi Rushan met Mei
Lanfang and started scripting and innovation of old plays for
him. Both of them said all he knew on one side and readily
accepted good advice on the other side. So they became life-
long teachers and friends.

After he was well known, Mei Lanfang’s performing art
was gradually interested and appreciated by international friends.
The chief of mission of the United States Dr. Paul Reinsch said
in a speech, “We should invite Mei Lanfang to visit the United
States if we want to promote the friendship between two
countries. "Originally Mei Lanfang and Qi Rushan had a plan
to introduce the traditional Chinese opera to overseas audiences.
By the enlightment of the proposal, they did not make a decision
until leaving as planed. It took seven or eight years’difficult
preparation and spent countless labors and money.For a long
time, Qi Rushan took advantage of his social contacts and Mei
Lanfang’s influence to publicize the traditional Chinese drama
and culture when they recepted foreign diplomats and
international visitors. They used to provide Mei’s stage photos
and materials for international press to make Mei enjoy great

popularity. They aslo held counsel with Stuart, President of
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Yanjing University, John A.MacMurray, Chief of Mission of the
US Embassy,and Julean Arnold, the American Commercial
Attache who knew China and the US. Before leaving, they
prepared written materials, adapted plays, rehearsal, costume
and instruments including raising money for travelling expenses.
Qi Rushan compiled some Chinese-English books such as The
ABC of Beijing Opera, The Biography of Mei Lanfan and The
Collections of Mei Lanfang’s Songs and pamphlets about plays.

In order to introduce the traditional Chinese drama to the



foreign audience briefly, Qi Rushan organized to paint delicate

scrolls. According to the figure in Qi Rusha’s memoirs. Scrolls
are classified into 14 parts and total 183 scrolls. There are 1987
plates of paintings. Among them: theatre 6 scrolls and 12 plates;
costume 12 scrolls and 154 plates; headdresses 8 scrolls 142
plates; ancient costume 4 scrolls 48 plates; beard 1 scroll and 40
plates makeup 10 scrolls 50 plates;facial painting 16 scrolls 256
plates; choregraphy 26 scrolls 156 plates; dance list 8 scrolls
312 plate; prop 10 scrolls 119 plates; weapon 6 scroll 192 plates;
palace play 8 scrolls 25 plates; role 2 scrolls 93 plates; instrument
66 scrolls 388 plates; instruments are classified into 8 parts: metal
instrument 12 scrolls 71 plates; stone instrument 4 scrolls 23
plates; string intrument 12 scrolls 71 plates; bamboo instrument
14 scrolls 83 plates; calabash instrumnet 4 scrolls 23 plates; clay

instrument 3 scrolls 17 plates; leather instrument 14 scrolls 83

plates; wood instrument 3 scrolls 17 plates; The scroll is painted
by a painter named Meng.The facial painting is painted by Wang
Xinfu in accordace with the makeup of Hou Xirui and other jing
roles. There are Chinese and English captions under each plate.

Mei Langfang’s troupe visiting to the United State chose a
main style to keep the quintessence of Chinese culture after their
delibrate consideration and rehearsal for a long time. They
wanted to attract overseas audience by colorful plays, completely
new costume and traditional instruments. They selected out 24
persons to organize the troupe including 7 performers Wang
Shaoting, Liu Lianrong, Zhu Guifang, Yao Yufu, Li Feiran and
so on, 8 musicians such as Xu Lanyuan, Sun Huiting, Ma
Baoming and so on. A performer should hold several roles
simultaneously. The musicians sometimes made themselves up
and went on stage. The troupe also prepared many gifts with
typical Chinese styles such as percelain, ink,writing brush,
embroidery, painting, fan, stage photo for presenting.

In January 1930, Mei Lanfang left for the United States
via Yokohama, Japan and Victoria, Canada by the ship Queen
Canada. After they arrived , Mei invited Prof. Zhang Pengchun
from Nankai Univiersity who was lecturing in the US as general
director. For adapting the U.S. audience’s watching habit, they
prepared three groups of plays. The first group is By the Bend
of Fenhe River, Dark Green Mountain, Sword Dance, a epsoide
of Hongxian’s Theft of the Box and Killing Tiger General; The
second group is The Drunken Beauty, The Reed Marshes,
Feather Dance, a epsoide of Beauty Xishi, The Fisherman’s
Revenge; The third group is By the Bend of Fenhe River, Dark

Green Mountain, Inspecting Camp, a epsoide of The King’s
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