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Peking Opera is the most popular type
of opera in China, as well as one of
the most symbolic performing arts
in Chinese culture. Born in Beijing
more than 2 centuries ago, it has
been perpetuated through the years
with its distinctive characteristics,
consummate skills, and profound
meaning. Nowadays, with its vitality
still retained, it is not only actively
performed on opera stages, but also
attracting the attention of more and
more international friends. Many of
them now put Peking Opera on a par
with the Forbidden City, the Great Wall
and the Summer Palace and regard it
as characteristics of Chinese culture.
Outside China, wherever there are
Chinese, you can hear Peking Opera

performed.

Preface
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The beauty of Peking Opera lies
not only in actors and actresses’
singing and reciting, graceful moves,
and facial expressions, but also in the
colorful facial makeup, exquisite and
resplendent costumes, which are all
pregnant with charm and meaning, and
fascinating.

This book offers the basics of
Peking opera, including the origin,
types of roles, costumes & accessories,
facial makeup, performing procedures,
different schools, and classic operas.
With vivid descriptions and excellent
pictures, it strives to give both domestic
and foreign readers a basic knowledge
of the ancient performing art, and to
enable them to better appreciate its

unique artistic charm.
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With a history of more than 200 years, Peking Opera was a
performing art which assimilated the merits of Anhui opera and many
contemporary local operas prevalent in Beijing such as Jinggiang
(local Beijing opera), Shaanxi Opera, Kunqu Opera, and Hanju
Opera. Having assimilated the cream of these different types of
opera, it gradually grew and matured, and then won nationwide and

worldwide popularity.
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> Anhui Troupes
Performed in Beijing

Since 1751, Emperor Qianlong of the
Qing Dynasty made six inspection
tours to southern China. He stayed
in Yangzhou every time. As it was a
fashion for local wealthy businessmen to
patronize opera troupes, having learnt that
Emperor Qianlong was an opera-lover,
they thus sponsored opera performances
to welcome and please the emperor.

In 1790, preparations started to be
made in Beijing for grand celebrations
marking Emperor Qianlong's 80th
birthday. Jiang Heting, a Yangzhou-based
affluent salt merchant of Huizhou origin,
arranged for an Anhui Opera troupe,
known as Sanqging Troupe, to take part
in the birthday performances in Beijing.
The occasion was so grand that a stage
was set up every 100 steps. Sounds of

different musical instruments and voices
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Anhui Troupes

Anhui Opera troupes were opera troupes chiefly consisting of performers from Anhui (particularly
its prefecture of Anqging), which also performed different kinds of operatic vocal music such as
erhuang, kunqu, bangzi (literally "wooden clappers"), luoluo, etc. Originally active in Anhui,
Jiangxi, Jiangsu and Zhejiang, they were especially popular in Yangzhou, Jiangsu.In the mid Qing
Dynasty, Kunqu Opera, performed in the accent of Kunshan, was in vogue. Initially, Anhui Opera
troupe had attempted to sing Kunqu Opera; however, the difference in their performers' accent gave
it a special local flavor. As a result, a new type of opera known as Huikun, or "Anhui-style Kunqu",
came into being. Gradually, it followed the steps of profit-seeking Anhui merchants to every corner
of southern China and developed its unique characteristics in the process. In terms of operatic vocal
music, Anhui Opera troupes assimilated the merits of different kinds and made them their own; in
terms of repertoire, they drew upon a variety of stories with moving plots and represented them in
diversified forms; their performance was simple yet sincere. With the ability to perform various
kinds of roles, both martial and non-martial, they fulfilled the appreciative needs of the broad public.
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A Collection of Poems
and Essays Marking
Emperor Qianlong's
Eightieth ‘Longevity Day’
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An Anhui Merchant’'s Household

of different accents and images of dances
blended together. Troupes of different
types of opera vied to outshine others.
Sanging Troupe's first performance in
Beijing was an immediate success and
it stood out conspicuously. At the center
of the spotlight was Gao Langting, its
leading male performer aged 16 who
played a female role on stage. His skills
were so accomplished that every move
and gesture he made, and every facial
expression of his, were not unnatural,
but charmingly feminine. The audience
heaped praises on his performance,

for which Sanqing Troupe created a

sensation.
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Grand Celebrations of the Emperor’s 80th
‘Longevity Day’ (Qing)

In the Qing Dynasty, emperors’ birthdays,
observed as national holidays, were called
‘longevity day’, embodying their wish to live
long. The celebrations would be the grandest
when the emperor was tens of years old. When
Emperor Qianlong was 80 years old, stages
were set up against decorated walls and

under decorated corridors. Hundreds of opera
performances were put on by turns.

After Sanqing Troupe achieved great
success in Beijing, other Anhui troupes
went to Beijing in succession. Among
them, Sixi Troupe, Hechun Troupe, and
Chuntai Troupe were the most famous.
They and Sanqing Troupe were referred
to collectively as the "Four Major Anhui
Opera Troupes". Each of them had its
merits. It was said, for example, that
"Sanging Troupe distinguishes itself for
its successive performance of operas,
Sixi Troupe for its performance of Kunqu
opera, Hechun Troupe for acrobatic
fight, and Chuntai Troupe for child
performers". In brief, the Four Major
Anhui Troupes won the recognition and
favour of the audience in Beijing, and
their art stood out among the different
types of opera. Performers and artists
of different operatic vocal music and
of different types of opera, who had
gathered in the imperial capital, were
mostly won over or recruited by the
versatility and accomplishment of the
Anhui troupes in the art. This created
conditions for the making of Peking
opera as a result. The performances of
the Four Major Anhui Troupes in Beijing
marked a heyday of Chinese opera and
unfolded the 2-century history of Peking

opera.
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