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My Experience of Drawing Stage Sketches
Wei Jingxian

About 30 years ago, I became interested, for a few years,
in drawing stage sketches.

That was in the 1960is, when 1 was a student in the Fine
Art Department of Nangjing Academy of Art. At that time, our
country was just beginning to recover from the 3 long years of
man-made and natural disaster. The world of literature and art
was enjoining great prosperity. iA hundred flowers were blos-
somingi on the stage. Being an ancient capital of many dynasties,
and having convenient transportation facilities, Nangjing at-
tracted a great number of artists and literary workers. Many
theatrical companies, troupes of ballad singers, which were fa-
mous at home and abroad, kept coming to give performances
there. These provided me, a yang man who was pursuing art,
with both encouragement and great opportunities to study stage
sketch. As I was fond of art, songs and dances, operas and plays,
I almost never missed a chance whenever there was any
performance.

One has to be seated in the first or second rows in the
theatre if he wants to draw stage sketches. 1 would talk with the
person in charge to put a chair in the aisle if I failed to buy the
tickets in the desired rows. I was always enchanted by the play.
Sometimes, I could draw many amazing sketches, and return
with satisfaction, and on other occasions, I could just get sev-
eral iwaste papersi to throw into the dustbin.

Experience tells me that it depends on two things to draw a
successful stage sketch. One is the performance of the perform-
ers on the stage, the other is the inspiration of the person who
draws the sketch. If the performance was fascinating, I would
always succeed, drawing wonderful sketches one after another.
On the contrary, if the performance was dull, T would find it
difficult to concentrate on what I was doing, accomplishing noth-
ing at all.

Generally, it is easicr to draw sketches in historical pkays,
because there are always librettos to help you understand the
actions. In addition, the actions were slower and sometimes
repeated. 1f you canit finish the sketch, you can still wait for a

similar action later on. But it is quite difficult to draw sketches




in dancing performances, because the actions are always faster.
You have to finish the sketch in a fraction of a second by draw-
ing the main lines, and then add some detailed lines by recall-
ing the actions from your memory.

It is impossible to avoid some iwaste linesi when draw-
ing stage sketches. But if these lines are not too irrelevant,
they will sometimes make the sketch more lively and active.

When I began to draw stage sketches, I found it very diffi-
cult because of the fast-moving action. Experience grew gradu-
ally after a long time of practice. The secret is to catch the
action, the expression in the eyes and the gesture of the arms. If
too much attention is paid to details, the sketch will not be
lively and, hence, canit be called sketch. If it can be finished
right on the spot, it shouldnit be brought back for further
improvements. I sometimes feel that if you are away from the
stage, away from the atmosphere of the theatre, the further im-
provements are always rigid, not harmonious.

I was a man of feelings. When I was drawing the sketches
of a tragedy, I always burst into tears; but when I was drawing
a sketch of a comedy, I always break into laughter. I feel that
only in this way can I make the sketches more vivid and lively.
The sketch is the demonstration of the artistis heartfelt feelings
and words.

From the late 1950is to the early 1960is, I drew stage
sketches, now and then, for about 6 years. In 1966, because of
the iGreat Cultural Revolutioni, the iflowersi in the world of
literature and art began to wither and fall. There were not many
performance on the stage, and I lost my interests in stage sketch.

I found these works of stage sketch by chance recently when
I was going over some of the old things. It was fortunate that
for 30 years, they were kept in good condition. So surprised
and excited I was. It was hard to believe how I succeeded in
drawing them in a fraction of a second at that time. Because of
these sketches, the instant becomes the eternal. How I cherish
them! Although some of the sketches were drawn on brown
paper and some were drawn on packing paper, they still have
the romantic charm. Although the themes of some ancient op-
eras are not to the taste of the youth in modern time, I donit
think it will matter much. Now, I have chosen about 60 pieces,
from the several hundreds of sketches I drew at that time, to
share with those who enjoy fine art, opera, and stage sketch. I
hope these sketches will be of reference and help to my

colleagues.
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