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The Artistic Characteristics of the Painted
Faces in Chinese Music-drama (Preface)

5k B& Zhang Geng
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Dan role, Hu Sanniang (Kunqu Opera The Sheng role, Lin Chong (Pcking Opera Wild
Hus’ Village) Boar Forest)
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Chou, Jiang Ping (Pcking Opera Copper
Net Battle Formation)
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Once you have seen performances of the Chinese music-drama, after a while you will
become have deeply impressed by the splendid costumes and colorful painted faces of
the performers.

This pictorial book specializes in introducing the painted face, taking it as an indepen-
dant artistic component. We hope that through the splendid plates and simple words of
this book, readers can know and appreciate the art of face painting in Chinese music-
drama. What is the painted face? The term “painted face” as used in this book refers to
the colorful facial make-up of an actor in traditional Chinese drama. Such make-up is
worn mostly by actors playing roles known as jing(painted faces) and chou(clowns). It
is stylized in form, color, and pattern to symbolize the characteristics of specific roles.
The painted faces have gradually developed with the maturity of the Chinese music-
drama. They are established as a set chart. i

The painted face has its own aesthetic meaning and value of appreciation, but it is an
organic part of the performing art of the Chinese music-drama. When people watch the
play, a knowledgeable audience, seeing a painted face, can tell easily whether it is a
hero or a villain, a wise man or a fool, to be loved or hated, respected or ridiculed.

It is known that the images are portrayed according to sheng(male), dan(female), jing
(painted face), mo(sub-painted face) and chou(clown) categories of roles in the perform-
ance of the Chinese music-drama. Each role type is a system of images. The compo-
nents of role type are many and sophisticated with either implication of character or re-
levant performing tracts and formulae. Each type has unique outer images.

Generally speaking, the make-up of sheng and dan involves applying light powder in
order to beautify. This is called sumian, jie mian or jun ban(smart makeup).

In contrast to the make-up of sheng and dan , the painted face for the characters
played by jing and chou roles is done with exaggerated colors and changeable lines to
decorate the actor’s face. The contrast on stage is not only clear, vivid, but strong in

dramatic effect.
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Jin Wuzhu Pcking Opera Pushing Chariot
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Wei Yan (Fighting in Changsha)
7. R (FLLIR)
Peking Opera A Woman’s Love and Hate
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Wang Bochao (Jiepai Pass)
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The aesthetic character of painted faces has something to do with its own art features.

The entire drama performance pursues the outer sense of beauty at home and abroad,
but is different in form features and technique, The classical European and American
dramas pursue reality in form. However, the aesthetic standards of the Chinese drama
are alike not only in appearance but also in spirit. These make the decorative feature, a
component of formation of the Chinese music-drama, seem obvious. In this way, it
attains the goal of being lifelike and beautiful through decoration. Painted faces, cos-
tumes and props, which increase distance between the dramatic contents and the real
life have a strong decorative significance on the music-drama stage. The stage craft
plays a unique part in the performing practice in the theatre. On one hand, it produces
the aesthetic effect pleasing to both the eye and the mind; on the other hand, it warns
audiences this is playing a drama from the visual perception. This Chinese music-drama
is different from the realistic western drama in the dramatic concept. The decorative fe-
ature of painted faces is subordinate and harmonious to the style and sesthetic nature of
the Chinese music-drama. As the external form of the music-drama synthesizes poetic
language, patternized dancing performances and rhythmic music with the decoration of

makeup, the music-drama has the cultural nature of harmony, symmetry and vividness.
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Guan Yu (Peking Opera Beheading Cai Yang)
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Beautitying the painted face with decorations shows that the reality of character is an
expression of aesthetics. The decorative feature can produce a surprising, romantic and
attractive artistic charm. Li Q1 1s a robber in The Story of White Silk, who was brutally
beaten in the prison. Mr. Hao Shouchen, an artist of Peking opera polished this image
with dishevelled hair and a dirty face and whiskers and made the image seem from the
coarse and ugly face, On the foundation, actors portray figures’ character; audiences
understand figures in the appreciation of beauty. For example, Xiang Yu in the Peking
operaThe Prince Bids Farewell to His Favourite, has a painted face that gives the
appearance of tears being full with decoration, which is an artistic masterpiece and rep-

resents his exceptional ability and air, and the hero’s sadness in having no way out.
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Li Qi (Pcking Opera The Trial of L1 Q1)
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Xiang Yu (Pcking Opera The Prince Bids
Farewecll to His Favourite)
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Willow Leaf Brows
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Flame Brows Cloud Pattern Brows
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The painted face also has a stylized feature, which is established.

“Pink, ink, blue and red are all painted on the face”. As a matter of fact, painted faces
are finalized by using a daring and exaggerated method, which is not painted without
control. On the contrary, painted faces emphasize composition and organize lines and
colors to certain decorative patterns according to the law or method. That leads to the
production of varied principles or rules of the music-drama’s painted faces. For exam-
ple, there are many, types of brow-painting, such as willow-leaf-like brow, worm-like
brow, mantis-like brow, cloud-like brow, flame-like brow, sword-like brow and longev-
tty-character-brow that are either based on the life or far away from prototype with a
strorig-decotafive flavour.

The art image of painted faces is a compact series in order to represent the stylized rule.
There is a saying that the face chart can not be painted without rules, i.e. makeup must
obey the formula and rules of Chinese music-drama. We can say that there is a close re-
lationship between roles and painted faces. For instance, there can be one chart for one
role, varied chart for one role, one chart for many roles and changing charts according
to plays. All of them show the stylized feature of Chinese music-drama.
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Variety Painted Faces on One Stage (Peking Opera Eighteen Arhats Capture the Roc)
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Jiao Zan Judge(Peking Opera Chopping Judge)



