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A Living Tradition
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Taiwanese Opera was born a century ago
under a tree in Ilan County’s Yuanshan
Rural Township, where a man by the nickname
of gezai Chu liked to sit around with neighbors,
playing music and singing opera. The art form
got off to a very unassuming start in the waning
years of the Qing dynasty; at that time, the per-
formers would just tag along at temple parades
and put on impromptu shows along the parade
route wherever they might find enough space.
By the early years of China’s Republican era,
however, professional troupes started perform-
ing on outdoor stages. Later still, outdoor theater
came to rival its indoor counterpart. In the bleak
latter days of Japanese colonial rule, when the
authorities slapped a ban on traditional Chinese
opera of any sort, Taiwanese Opera went under-
ground. It then made a big comeback after the
restoration of Chinese rule in 1945, became
popular on the airwaves following the introduc-
tion of broadcast television in the 1960s, and in
the past 20 years has been developing in an in-
creasingly refined direction. Taiwan Opera has
switched venues and metamorphosed several
times, showing itself to be a hardy survivor, just




-

R E KHATRER - BEIR (U8
i RIS AL HIRE ST » IER A B TSR
M HE (RS < T v A £ 1
7 % T 5 B AR - ok R~ P T
A BRUEREE L RT TR
BT QR TERAEARREL B
U s R B - Y
FRTOER - BSR4
BEHBISR - SOOI ~ iR 2 Bk
B o B b B SSRRI B (i OA Y B 5
BT B BB R AT R E )
[EFESENT | A% SEBIR > DIgs
AR B R i > RS AR
BRHE - BISZEEYT - B R
LR TR TR » R AR P -
L AHE IO (ARE TN - F v
5t - fE B . A Z
PARRR - SBTEREEL [l ) W&
M ARy T T
B~ TSR ] A RSy
[P 2% - FEERKRS o BALZ
6 8 > ZBLANIE 2% bR 4 L 2R
AIE R G B SALE RS A i J R i

HESR o (AR A g2 BB AL &
BBV RSSO - % TR
SRS o T AT 2 (A ol 1
R PRAVIKSE - HR MR E RIFF
A0S~ S A B Al
BB o ST 5F B IRF A% SC AL A8 2 51
REBBOR - BIEMEM - AT
S % (AL 2l 295 AR B T 5

FERBRAL IR T - (A il i 2 B
RER Al ok 7 /7 8l » 3R SCAL Al

AT R AT BB o [R]FS (A 2l R
IR > SJRERR B T e > B
HEHAIRG R ~ & EBERE AT
5 REAE B SCAL SRR | - BCATTHY
WA - INRHIEE AL - AR A 25
il &7 (2 BEHIHT TG00 o R L AR
THEF L E G - AR AR - %
AT LRI R - AR ARSI R
FESEBUBATHG 5t o IBL SR ARG 45
I R E P ) P BB AR % 5% 5 Y ST
LRI PR — R -
B ER A S ~ (K5 W JRE sE ~ L
b~ 5 BRI SE BRRG R - A RS e
AHBSENSUEEE - MRHAE
HURCER » IMHRERIZ IR - W ARG 25
fid RERORLE T AR » B RS IR
aff IR 8 A 56 — FACBR AR Y - 2
N L5 0 A % I 0 8 A 9 0
MR . +EAER - B8
FEHERERE T B ST bR T A
5% B It 38 S B A 8Kt 2Rl 5 o
REZE A AIBUhEE % G WA A 8 A0
BIGBEES O

BITA

Huang Hwei-chen, Publisher

s )

A

TR0




like the society that gave birth to it.

This pattern of development is typical of the
various forms of traditional opera that have
grown up in Taiwan, including glove puppet
theater, Nanguan Opera, Liyuan Opera, and
shadow puppet theater. Each succeeding gen-
eration has used song, stage, and music to create
stories for its age, and to give voice to the
thoughts and feelings of everyday people.

One of the hallmarks of Taiwan’s traditional
theater is the ability of this life force, arising
from the grassroots, to fuel innovation and
change in response to the changing times. The
Ho Lo Taiwanese Opera Troupe has injected
new life into Taiwanese Opera with an experi-
mental fusion of old and new songs as well as
Eastern and Western theatrical traditions. The
Pili style of televised glove puppetry is perenni-
ally at the cutting edge. It makes its way to view-
ers via videocassette, satellite television, and
movies. The Pili troupe keeps creating exciting
new characters that make a big hit with each
new generation and attract new audiences, and it
has overcome big logistical hurdles to put on a
major production at the National Theater. Han
Tang Yuefu Ensemble and Liyuan Dance Stu-
dio have embarked on a mission to reform
Nanguan Opera and traditional music. In the
face of opposition, they have drawn on the stage
movements of Liyuan Opera to create a new-
style dance troupe and take Nanguan Opera in
an entirely new direction. All these innovations
have added new richness and complexity to the
traditional performing arts. At the same time,
there are plenty of troupes dedicated to preserv-
ing tradition in its original form. Outstanding
examples include Hsinchuan Taiwanese Opera
Company, Lanyang Taiwanese Opera Troupe,
and Hsiao Hsi Yuan Puppet Theater. One can-
not but be impressed at the abundance of culture
in a place so small as Taiwan.

It is true that social change, urbanization, and

the proliferation of new forms of entertainment
have painted many traditional arts into a corner,
but we can still find all sorts of people working
hard to revitalize them. The national govern-
ment in recent years has identified the develop-
ment of culturally creative undertakings as an
important priority, and has provided consider-
able funding toward that end. This support
promises to bring good things!

As globalization advances, traditional arts
are much more indispensable than modern or
Western art to culturally creative enterprise. The
traditional arts have been tempered in the cru-
cible of time. They display the idiosyncrasies of
place, and store the latent potential for creative
impulses to spring forth and take to the interna-
tional stage. If we can take our artistic “topsoil”
and package it, market it, and successfully turn it
into an economic undertaking, we will have
found a new way to ensure the continued sur-
vival of the traditional arts. And in fact many of
the groups mentioned in this book, such as Ming
Hwa Yuan Taiwanese Opera Company and the
Pili style of televised glove puppetry, have done
just that. That’s why we feel confident that Chi-
nese opera and the other traditional arts will one
day propel Taiwan’s culturally creative enter-
prises to an unprecedented level of success.

Traditional theater reflects everyday life,
transmits Taiwanese history and culture, and
embodies the essence of Taiwanese aesthetic
values. By reporting in detail on this mother
lode of culture, maybe we can help to ensure
that it will continue to thrive. The interviews and
photographs in this book represent many years
of hard work. To reassemble this fine body of
first-hand information is a very worthwhile en-
deavor indeed, and Sinorama magazine’s bilin-
gual Chinese-English text will help people in
other countries get to know Taiwan and the Tai-
wanese people much better. U

(tr. by David Mayer)
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People cannot be without history. Other
wise, life would be without guideposts.
Our outlook would be narrow. Our hearts
would be closed. And we would grope about
blindly, like snails. Inevitably, we would do
much harm to everyone in our midst, includ-
ing ourselves.

History cannot be without stories. With-
out stories, historical materials would just be
a cold pile of facts. Though stories are not
absolute truth, they are nevertheless a living,
palpable presence in our minds. It is only be-
cause of stories that history has feeling and
traditions remain relevant in the contempo-
rary world.

Stories cannot be without protagonists. If
stories didn’t include people of flesh and
blood, listeners would not get emotionally
involved. No one would care. That is why a
rocking good story always has heroes and
epic scenes. The heroes of legend are few
and far between in real life, and the details of
stories inevitably include whole-cloth fabri-
cations, but that doesn’t detract from the lis-
tener’s enjoyment. The unlikelihood of it all
is precisely the attraction of a good story.

Of course, for there to be stories, there
must be storytellers. In the hands of good
storytellers, the sordid becomes sublime. No
matter how they exaggerate the facts, they
always manage to cook up something pleas-
ing to the ear. Conversely, a good story in the
hands of a mediocre storyteller will bore lis-
teners to sleep. That is why, in seeking to as-
sess how far a culture has developed and how
well its history has been passed down, one
would do well to consider the quality and
quantity of its storytellers.

“Cultural China” has had many talented
storytellers over the ages. Such people have
kept society from descending into chaos in
spite of incessant wars and cultural chal-

lenges. Indeed, they have left behind count-
less ideals and artistic gems in their wake.

Most of these talented storytellers have
lived as commoners, spinning their legends
in the form of art. They are the source of
China’s 400 types of opera and 300 types of
operatic music, and they are great in number.

Stories must be closely related to people’s
lives if they are to move people’s hearts. The
great variety of China’s opera and operatic
music reflect the country’s huge size and the
diversity of its human geography. The list in-
cludes Peking Opera, Henan Opera, Shaanxi
Opera, Shanghai Opera, Zhejiang Opera,
Jiangxi Opera, Suzhou Opera, Sichuan Op-
era, Peking Percussion Chant, and many
more. Every one of these art forms is named
after a particular geographic locale, which
shows that there is no place where people
don’t tell stories, nor is there any place where
people don’t tell stories in their own lan-
guage and style, even when the stories all
originate from the same prototype.

Taiwan is no exception to the rule. We
have our Taiwanese Opera, puppet theater,
Hakka Opera, Liyuan Opera, and Luantan
Opera. Some of these originated in mainland
China, while others were born in Taiwan, but
each has its own style. Each carries with it
the experiences of generations past as it car-
ries forward into the present. Our opera is in-
fused with the shared emotional ambient of
Taiwanese society, serves as a repository of
memories from each stage of our historical
past, and more importantly, seeps into souls
in the most natural way.

Taiwan used to be quite poor, to be sure,
but it had good fortune at the same time, be-
cause it had good storytellers and a lot of lis-
teners. Now, by contrast, this good fortune is
fading quickly away. Our society has few
storytellers and few opportunities to hear sto-
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ries. The decline of traditional opera involves
more than just the disappearance of a tradi-
tional art form; it is about the disappearance
from our hearts of a cultural legacy that, once
gone, will no longer fill our lives with light
and color as in years past.

That is why the effort to bring traditional
theater back to life has been a major focus of
work to revitalize culture. The results, how-
ever, have fallen short of what was hoped for.
One key problem is our unfamiliarity with
storytellers and their methods.

This book by Sinorama magazine invites
us to take another look at these people and
their methods. Through the technique of
“story writing,” this book expresses a deep
concern about the continued survival of
society’s stories. Those who care about such
things will naturally be moved upon reading
a book like this. And efforts at cultural revi-
talization rely on precisely this emotional re-
sponse. Although similar books have been
published before by both the government and
the private sector, I still feel that this book
should be read, and it is with that hope in
mind that I have written this preface. [

(tr. by David Mayer)

BRAXNESE BINBHARER
Lin Ku-fang, Dean, Graduate Institute of Art
Studies, Fo Guang University
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In 1998 I traveled to Singapore to conduct in-
terviews for a magazine piece I was prepar-
ing to write? A city of immigrants, Singapore
has the world’s most active Taiwanese Opera
theater, and shows there sometimes run for up to
180 days straight. At an outdoor theater I saw a
mother rocking her baby in a cradle as she sat
enjoying a performance. In the multicultural
melange of Singapore, that is the first way that
Chinese come into contact with the culture of
their ancestral homeland.

It reminded me of the outdoor theater where
I used to hang out as a child in Taipei’s old Ta-
taocheng district. When we kids heard that a
performance was on, we would grab a rope and
a piece of cardboard, tie either end of the rope to
the bamboo structure overhead, and put the
cardboard over the rope to make a swing.
Munching on a strip of dried squid (which only
cost a few cents back then), we would swing on
our homemade contraptions as we took in the
theater. My love for Taiwanese Opera no doubt
stems from those happy times.
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Sinorama magazine has given plenty of cov-
erage over the years to the activities of Chinese
throughout the world, especially those who
have relocated overseas and then put down roots
in a foreign land, which is why the focus of this
book extends well beyond Ilan County where
Taiwanese Opera was born. I start in Ilan, but
also look at the many places where Taiwanese
Opera has spread, including Zhangzhou and
Xiamen in Fujian Province, as well as overseas
Chinese communities throughout Southeast
Asia. Interestingly, the physical distance be-
tween Taiwan, Fujian Province, and Southeast
Asia has resulted in the emergence of three dif-
ferent styles of Taiwanese Opera. That diversity
is the best indicator of how well Taiwanese Op-
era is thriving.

Some of the articles in this book were written
over ten years ago. I was worried at first that
what I had written a decade ago might no longer
apply, and considered leaving out the older ar-
ticles. But I decided not to. Re-reading “Old Tai-
wanese Folk Opera Enters Its Twilight Years,”
which I wrote in 1990, brought back memories.
In response to a phone call from me, three
former members of the famous Chuang San
troupe had got together for the first time in more
than 30 years to put on a performance for me. A
strong wind had whipped up that afternoon, and
I had sat watching them, thinking to myself that
this was perhaps the last time anyone would see
such a performance. More than a decade went
by, then two years ago, while working on
“Long-Lost Relatives—Taiwanese Opera on
the Mainland,” I ran into the famous Taiwanese
Opera master Chen Wang-tsung at the Taiwan-
ese Opera Hall in Ilan’s Yuanshan Rural Town-
ship. He was there teaching a young crop of new
performers how to put on traditional Taiwan
Opera. Contrary to my expectations, traditional
Taiwanese Opera had not faded away; in fact, it
was picking up renewed vigor. I realized then

that the article I had written so many years ear-
lier only showed all the more clearly just how
far the art form had come in the meantime. It
made very good sense to include the article in
this book.

If, as they say, life is but a stage, then those
who spend every single day on stage have per-
haps lived hundreds of times more lives than
the rest of us. Their personal sagas, their ups
and downs, their passion for theater—all
these have percolated and distilled out into
feats of artistry that will never die. Theirs is a
moving spectacle, and inspires great respect.

Hsu Wang, leader of the Hsiao Hsi Yuan
Puppet Theater, greets the musicians in this
troupe with the phrase “ho ki la”—*we’re so
lucky”—which is exactly how he feels about
each encounter. Each day spent together with
his fellow performers is a stroke of good for-
tune, and edch performance they put on is a
rare treasure to be cherished. In Fujian Prov-
ince, there is a group of old Taiwanese Opera
artists who perform on the ferry pier in
Xiamen. Each of them chips in RMB1 per
day to buy themselves a bit of bread, and they
sing away into the evening.

Civil war in China from 1945 to 1949 pre-
vented many traveling Taiwanese Opera per-
formers in Taiwan, China, and Southeast
Asia from returning home, and they ended up
spending the rest of their lives wherever they
happened to be when the war broke out. It is
said that life is but a stage, but I feel that
theater cannot compare with real life for its
unpredictability. Many performers have un-
dergone hardships far worse than what they
play out on stage.

What moves me most about theater is the
people who perform it, and the personal sto-
ries that emerge from the chaotic collisions of
fate and circumstance. It of this that I write. []

(tr. by David Mayer)




