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Facial makeup, a special art in Chinese operas, distinctly shows the image of certain roles
by means of artistic exaggeration combining truthful portrayal and symbolism. The appearance of
a role reveals disposition and moral quality, age and distinguishing features. Actors and actresses
in folk operas through the centuries, basing themselves on history and novels, legends and
folktales, and departing from their simple materialist viewpoint, have created numerous types of
facial makeup for theatrical figures, to express their praise or condemnation, their sympathy and
sentimental attachment, so that the audience would immediately know whom to love and whom to
hate even though they might not make any comments in words.

Along with the formation and development of Chinese operas, the art of facial makeup has
flourished. A rule can be formulated by a symbolic study of this vast plethora of facial makeup.
The face of every character in Beijing opera, scholar or statesman, clown or jester, must be dis-
tinctively made up. The same is true in some other local operas. In creating a character, the
artist finds it necessary to bring out the special features of his image by applying makeup in a cer-
tain manner. Facial makeup is deemed absolutely necessary for the creation of the image of a
character.

Over time, the aesthetic perception of the audience changed. Artists adapted facial makeup,
retaining some while abandoning others, making additions or omissions, to satisfy the aesthetic
taste of the audience. Beijing opera, in particular, absorbed the best of the operas in Anhui,
Hubei, Shanxi, and the Kunshan opera of Jiangsu, and became a major operatic form, of which
the retainment and development of facial makeup were a significant mark. The variety of facial
makeup in modern Beijing opera has been markedly reduced. Mostly, it is limited to the category
of Jing characters of warriors or bandits and that of Chou procharacters of clowns or jesters of
both sexes. Traces of facial makeup are still found in bearded characters such as Zhao Kuangyin,
first emperior of China’s Song Dynasty, and in acrobat and warrior characters such as the Mon-
key King, Gao Deng, and Jiang Wei, their facialmakeup has remained unchanged. As for female
characters, both old and young, their facial makeup has as good as vanished. For, while facial
makenn is aimed at artistic portrayal of the character — the revelation of his disposition and moral



quality, his age and distinguishing features — the stage effect it produces is part of the entity of
dramatic aesthetics.

From an aesthetic point of view, facial makeup is appreciated not only as a special means of
artistic portrayal, but also as an art of ornamental design with a recognized place in the realm of
art. A great many lovers of designs of this facial makeup have imitated and copied from those on
stage in vermillion, black, red, blue and green, and arranged them in a fixed manner, thus creat-
ing a new variety in Chinese painting — the art of facial makeup. Naturally, this new variety of
art, we think, must be true to the actual images on stage through special makeup so as to display
its beauty and charm. This art form should never be fabricated at random or far divorced from
those facial makeup designs on stage.

Comrade Yan Shaokui is a Beijing opera Jing — character actor with considerable performing
skill. In his roles of warriors or bandits on stage, he wears, without exception, facial makeup.
He has devoted his spare time to collecting and designing facial makeup patterns — his favorite
hobby. All the facial makeup patterns that he has skillfully designed and drawn are faithful to
those on stage, and have become works of arrt with both informative and artistic values.

I became a Beijing opera Jing — character actor when I was young. For fifty years I have been
an enthusiastic collector of facial makeup designs of various schools in various periods in all local
operas. So infatuated with my hobby, I &ven take pride in it. Comrade Yan, thougn an expert in
facial makeup designs, condescends to learn from others. Now, upon the publication of his work,
I am filled with great joy and in his honor have written these lines as my personal

congratulations.

Weng Ouhong
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The art of facial makeup in Chinese operas has a long history, Its origination is believed to
have close association with masks. According to historical record, people in the two kingdoms of

Wu and Yue, two warring states in the lower reaches of the Yangtze over 2,400 years ago, dyed
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their faces and skin with various colors, wore animal hides and birds’ feathers, and some even
blackened their teeth. These primitive decorations — later masks worn at war or at festivals to
worship gods or drive away monsters, beast — head decorations actors wore in operas in the Han
Dynasty, and the masks dancers wore during the period of the six dynasties (from the 3rd to the
6th centuries) and the Sui and the Tang Dynasties — all this can be said to be the origin of facial
makeup in operas.

As performing skill in operas improved, masks continued to be applied in comical plays in the
Tang Dynasty. In the portrayal of images of super — human beings, actors sometimes dyed their
faces. In the Song Dynasty, two basic categories of “clean — faced” makeup and “colorful - faced”
makeup came into being so that image and emotion could be vividly illustrated. In operas of the '
Yuan Dynasty, there was division of roles among actors, and the facial makeup of those jing —
character and chou - character actors developed from plain monocolor to more striking colors, en-
abling the audience to immediately recognize the categories the actors or actresses belonged to.
This kind of colorful facial makeup became, to a certain extent, the base for facial makeup in lat-
er operas.

In the Ming Dynasty, division of roles among actors became more marked, and facial make-
up in the various major operas was somewhat standardized. In the early years of the Qing
Dynasty, there was little change in the pattern and coloring in the actor’s facial makeup. Only af-
ter the reign of Emperior Qian Long (1736 — 1795) of the Qing Dynasty did the theater develop
vigorously, particularly Beijing opera. The art of facial makeup was increasingly perfected, and
three basic facial makeup patterns were formed, namely, the
“old - man face”, the “three - tile face”, and the “quartered
face”. Towards the end of the Qing Dynasty, there emerged
new patterns, and facial makeup for the different categories of
characters became standardized. The sketching and painting of
facial patterns are not only a kind of makeup in a simple form,
but also they are a highly symbolic and typically Chinese art,
giving prominence to the disposition of the character and his
identity. The art of facial makeup in modern times, while re-
taining its traditional characteristics, has become more refined

in taste and greater in variety.
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In operas, there are two major categories of facial makeup. One is that of the jing char-
acter of a warrior or bandit, and the other that of the chou character of a clown or jester. The
facial makeup of a jing character is complicated and rich in form. In Beijing opera, there are
many schools of facial makeup for a jing character, each with a style of its own. An actor fol-
-lows the tradition of his school and is constantly perfecting it. The difference in facial makeup
for the jing characters in the various schools is closely related to the shape of the individual
actor’s face as well as to the role he plays. One, termed zheng jing in Chinese, is ususlly a
dignified and upright character. A second, fu Jing in Chinese, is a straight — forward and im-
Petuous character. A third, wu jing, is an unusually militant and brilliant character. Not on-
ly is each’s acting diffreent, their facial makeup must also agree with the disposition of the
roles they play. After long — term practice on stage, facial makeup, accepted and favored by
the audience, has been developed and passed onto actors of later generations. In the course of
its development, it has formed its own system and style, ‘thus bringing forth the various

schools of facial makeup.
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Facial makeups of Guan Yu played by ac-

tors of different schools.



13 BERIR -FMES  monkey KING

B 7] 1 R 188 938 25 A0 9 T i
Facial makeups of various characters
played by actors of different schools.
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Facial makeups of Monkey King played by
actors of different schools.
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