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The Centennial Anniversary of
the Birth of Mr. Chen Quanbo
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Past Stories Remembered as Dreams in My Mind
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By Xie Qi
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How can I forget:

To the commemoration of an artist; to fulfill my long-cherished wish.

Standing firm in my heart like a monument,

Like a spectacle that I admire and long for.

Whenever I brush dust off the old pictures that I took, his voice and countenance, his high degree of professional proficiency in
the art of Sichuan Opera, his wonderful, vivid and superb performances would reappear before my eyes, making me indulged and
forgetting the time.

Turning around, however, I find he has long gone,sadness thus fills my heart.

Looking at the more than one thousand pictures, every one of which being a last edition glittering with his artistic quintessence,
I have a desire to compile them into an album in order to commemorate the man whom I followed up to document for a period of
18 years during his art career.

He was Chen Quanbo, one of the four clowns well-known in the circle of Sichuan Opera. He was an artist reputed for both
moral integrity and artistic attainments.



Chen Quanbo, or Chen Dajing as his alternate name, a native
of Bangiao Township in Pengxi County, Sichuan Province, was
born into a poor peasant family in lunar October 1913. Since
childhood, he was fond of Sichuan Opera and at the age of 14 he
joined the local theatrical troupe to serve his apprenticeship with
Liu Ruifu, who played a young man’s role in civil and military
performances in Sichuan Opera. At the age of 16 he formally
began to learn to act as a clown in the troupe. Honoring his
teacher and respecting his teachings, and diligent in learning
and practice, he acquired good skills. After being qualified, he
went around with his troupe to perform Sichuan Opera around
the towns and townships in northern and southern Sichuan. In
the middle 1930s, he came to Chengdu and joined the Sanyi
Public Theatre to perform, where he was apprenticed to Yan
Bingzhang, a famous Sichuan Opera clown in western Sichuan.
In the Sichuan Opera circle in Chengdu, there were many famous
actors and actresses who displayed various artistic skills. In
such an artistic environment, Chen Quanbo received elaborate
directions from famous masters and so he made progress in his
skill day after day and became reputed along with Liu Chengji,

Zhou Qihe and Zhou Yuxiang as the “four famous clowns of

Sichuan Opera”. In 1948 he returned to northern Sichuan, where
he joined the Pinghua Theatrical Troupe in Nanchong. He became
a member of the Communist Party of China in 1957. Since 1949
when the People’s Republic was founded he had been working at
the Sichuan Opera Troupe of the Nanchong Prefecture serving as
an assistant director and director thereafter. He was a deputy to
the Sichuan Provincial People's Congress from the 1st to the 6th
sessions.

Twice in his life Chen Quanbo went to Beijing to demonstrate
his talents. Leaders of the Party and the State, such as Mao
Zedong, Zhu De, Deng Xiaoping, Li Xiannian, Yang Shangkun,
Luo Ruiqing and so on, watched his plays like Making a
Composition, Wucaisang, and Yellow Sand Ferry, etc. In October
1991 when he was 80, a Performance in Commemoration of the
65th Anniversary of Chen Quanbo’s Stage Art was held by the
Administrative Office of Nanchong Prefecture, at which he went
on the stage to perform Jiuliu Xianggong with the same skills just
like when he was young.
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An artist known for his role as a clown in Sichuan Opera,
Chen Quanbo had profound skills and broad ways in his
performances. In his prime time he mainly played as a “robed
clown™; in his later years, he played as a “coated clown”, but no
matter what clown, either civil or military, old or young, he was
competent enough to perform with high proficiency, in a creative
way but not at all the same. The characters that he played on the
stage, like Shebiao in Shetangguan, Cao Cao in Yixianjian, Xu Jia
in Guimen Chicao, Kou Xianggong in Baixinnian, Cheng Yaojin
in Baishoutu, Yang Guang in Wenbin Bigong, Pi Jin in Gundeng,
Tailor Gong in Caiyi and so on, were all played by him vividly
and penetratingly and were impressive indeed.

Chen Quanbo had a clear voice that was a combination of
softness and hardness with a lasting appeal. He rendered lively
and active, exquisite and beautiful performances. His dancing
gestures and movement of eyebrows and fingers were a unity
of both form and spirit; every small act and performance was
meaningful and made the audience roaring with laughter, in a way
like humor and satire, as a good taste artistic enjoyment, in artistic
beauty in the form and boasting strong vitality. Especially his
child-like tune, which is high but not light, hard and soft, showed
strong childishness in his high pitched yet desolate voice.

Through life time of practice in his art, he came to realize
a fout: an actor must have solid basic skills and must strictly
abide the principle to use his skills from the angle of life and the
character to make it his way of performing art. For decades he
practiced his skills without interruption, even in the ten years of
great turmoil (1966~1976) he persisted in his practice in the air-
raid shelter. In his three score years and ten, he kept on kicking
his leg and lowering his waist despite rain and wind, wintry cold
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or summer heat. He said, “a clown must make the audience roar, and after the laughter they will love more beautiful people and beautiful
things, and hate ugly persons and ugly things more.”

The fact that Chen Quanbo played a unique role of clown in the Sichuan Opera was a product of his efforts in learning from many
teachers, from other’s strong points and getting rid of the stale and bringing forth the fresh. Not only once he said that his art was “stolen™.
The world “stealing™ reveals artists” low social status in the old China, the bitterness of reciprocal blockage and exclusive possession of the
art skills for their rice bowl and survival. on the other hand, It also indicates how perseverant he was in the pursuit of art.

Like many artists as famous as he was, Chen Quanbo was willing to learn from others as well as teach others. In order to have successors
for the promotion of the Sichuan Opera, he devoted all his attention to passing on his skills to inheritors despite of fatigue and great efforts.
He had numerous disciples to receive his instructions and guidance, such as Li Xiaofei, Wang Yang, Xu Mingchi, Pang Zuyuan, Cai
Huacong, Tu Xianguang, Li Quanlin, Yang Xiancai, Zhang Jixian, Hu Yubin and so on, among whom Hu Yubin was awarded the Plum
Blossom Prize of Chinese Drama; Pang Zuyuan played Nine Hairs; Liu Deyi starred the Silly Division Commander, which enjoyed great
popularity in China’s film and television sector in recent years. Some of his students have become famous actors or actresses with high
achievements in the Sichuan Opera circle.

Chen Quanbo died of illness in January 1992 in at the age of 80. He devoted 66 years of his lifetime to learning Sichuan Opera, playing
Sichuan Opera, creating Sichuan Opera, and sacrificing to Sichuan Opera. In his long artistic career, he was diligent in exploration and
cultivation, educating people with art and winning people by virtue and made tremendous achievements in art as a Grand Master in the
Sichuan Opera circle.
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In my eyes, Chen Quanbo was a great artist.

Bom in the countryside, I lived at the Yankou Town in Wusheng County by the Jialing River. In the 1950s, just a short distance away
from my home there was a county Sichuan Opera troupe by the Jialing River. As the people’s cultural life was very monotonous and
backward, Sichuan Opera was the only form of enjoyment then, which was put on stage once in the morning and another in the afternoon. So
the Sichuan Opera troupe was quite popular among my folks.

As a matter of fact, it was not until the time of my entering primary school that I had the chance to watch Sichuan Opera for the first
time. I was full of curiosity for the dress and costumes; I often burst my sides with laughter when 1 saw the four main kinds of characters,
such as Sheng, Chou, Jing and Dan. Little as I was, I had to stand on a stool to watch, often for two hours straight without knowing the time
and forgetting my name. I even lost money that my mom gave me as tuition fee for schooling, for which I cried, but it didn’t stop my interest
in the Sichuan Opera.

It was an exciting moment for the local folks when Chen Quanbo led the Sichuan Opera Troupe to perform at the Yankou Town in
Wusheng County. His gestures and expressions, his frowning and blinking were simply marvelous. I can say that he was full of play
from the head to the toe that had left a deep impression in my young heart till now. Decades have elapsed, but I still clearly remember the
situation, the name of the play and the characters in the play at that time. In March 1963 1 joined the army, and once at an evening party in
commemoration of the Army’s Day on August 1, with great interest I imitated Chen Quanbo to play a plot of his Greeting the New Year.

In 1965 when I went home to visit my family, my greatest wish was to watch Chen Quanbo’s play. 1 went on a special trip to Nanchong
to watch Sichuan Opera played by him. It was a four-hour drive to cover the distance of some 80 kilometers from Wusheng to Nanching, but
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as soon as I caught sight of Sichuan Opera, I thought of Chen Quanbo and I recalled his wonderful performances.

It was not until 1975 when I was transferred to civilian work at Nanchong Daily that | came into touch with Chen Quanbo face
to face. I had a salary of some 30 yuan, but every time when Chen Quanbo came to perform I was present. I was a doglike fan for
him.

As a reporter, | had the responsibility to document the art life of this artist faithfully. From 1975 to 1992 when Chen Quanbo
expired, every time when I went to watch his play or had a meeting with him, I carried a camera in hand in order to capture every
precious moment of his, which came to be more than a thousand pictures and have become final versions of Chen Quanbo’s art life
in record.

I witnessed that Chen Quanbo was never tired of teaching his apprentices. He held several training courses on playing Sichuan
Opera clowns, at which he was very strict with his apprentices, tirelessly and persistently advising them in earnest. He never cared
for remuneration or how much time he had to spend or his personal gains or losses. He was therefore esteemed a role model among
the artists.

It’s exactly 21 years since Chen Quanbo left us, but his name and his performing art of Sichuan Opera have always remained in
my mind, leaving me in fine remembrance. Looking at these old photos, the last editions of his artistic images, as a pressman [ feel
duty-bound to document the fine demeanor of the great master of Sichuan Opera, to preserve the quintessence of this art form, and

to keep Chen Quanbo alive in people’s heart.
Let’s keep the quintessence of our splendid traditional culture of our nation always in mind!
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INTRODUCTION TO
CHEN QUANBO'S STAGE ART

Bomn in October 1913 in a peasant family, Chen Quanbo was a native
of Bangiao Township, Pengxi County, Sichuan Province. Since childhood, he
was fond of Sichuan Opera and at the age of 14 he joined the Yongle Theatrical
Troupe to serve his apprenticeship to Li Ruipu, who played a civil and military
young man’s role, in learning Sichuan Opera; at the age of 16 he formally
attended the Yongle professional training class to learn how to play the role of
a clown. Respecting his teachers and paying great attention to their teachings,
he was diligent and hardworking and laid a solid foundation in the art; after his
qualification from the class, he went with the troupe around northern and southern
Sichuan to perform Sichuan Opera and gradually he made a figure. In the middle
1930s, he joined the Sanyi Public Theatre in Chengdu to play his roles, with
the famous clown actor Yan Bingzhang as his teacher, who gave him good
supervision. As he made progress day by day, he made new breakthroughs in his
performance and rose to the same reputation with Liu Chengji, Zhou Qihe, and
Zhou Yuxiang as the four famous clowns. Since 1949 when the People’s Republic
was founded, he had been working at the Sichuan Opera Troupe of the Nanchong
Prefecture, as an actor and serving as an assistant director and director thereafter,
and he served as an art advisor to the troupe in the later.

An artist famous for his role as a clown, he had a solid foundation and
broad ways for his performance. He was competent for various roles as a clown,
either civil or military, old or young. He played with high proficiency but
never in a similar way. The characters he played on the stage, such as Xu Jia in
Shetangguan, Yang Guang in Wenbing Bigong (Inquiring the Illiness to Force
the Emperor to Abdicate), Cheng Yaojin in Baishoutu (Hundred Forms of the
Character for Longevity), Dou Xianggong in Greeting the New Year, Pi Jin in
Lantern Rolling, Xu Ziyuan in Making a Composition, Wan An in Huangshadu,
and Tailor Gong in Making Clothes, etc., and all of them were true to life and
unforgettable. His voice was clear and limpid, with alternate kindness with
severity and a lasting appeal. His play was lively and smooth, exquisite and
beautiful in a way that his dancing figure with his eyes, hands and fingers, turned
out to be wonderfully expressive, showing artistic beauty in form while boasting
strong vitality. Through a long term of performance on the stage, Chen Quanbo
formed his own unique style and glamour as he played the role of clown.

For several times, Mr. Chen Quanbo went to Beijing to play at Huairentang
in Zhongnanhai, the compound where the central leadership is located. The
Party and State leaders who watched his play gave high appraisals of him for his
superb and consummate acting skills. In 1985 when he served as an advisor to the
Zhengxing Sichuan Opera Troupe, he played a role in Making a Composition at
the age of 71 for the Party and State leaders, for which he was cordially received
by Comrade Deng Xiaoping. At the age of nearly 80, Chen Quanbo went on the
stage to play in Jiuliu Xianggong. in which his humorous style was no inferior to
the time when he was in his prime age.

Mr. Chen Quanbo was glad to learn from others and also pass his expertise
in art to others. He exerted his utmost efforts to cultivating successors for the
Sichuan Opera. He had numerous disciples such as Li Xiaofei, Wang Yang, Xu
Mingchi, Pang Zuyuan, Liu Deyi, Cai Huachong, Tu Xianguang, Li Quanlin,
Yang Xiancai, Zhang Weixian and Hu Yubing, who are now celebrities with high
achievements in the art field of Sichuan Opera.

Having specialized in the art of Sichuan Opera for 65 years, Chen Quanbo
was diligent in exploration, labored hard in teaching and coaching his students
and made great achievements. He was indecd a great master in the circle of
Sichuan Opera.
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ACOLLECTION OF STAGE ART BY CHEN QUANRD
L FAMOUS SICHUAN OPERA CLOWN

CHRONICLE OF CHEN QUANBO’S
THEATRICAL EVENTS

In 1926, Chen joined the Yongle Sichuan Opera class at Guanyingtang,
Suining, where he was apprenticed to Liu Ruifu.

In 1928, Chen was enrolled in the Yile Opera School at Wenjingchang in
Pengxi.

In 1929, Chen played at the Yongle Sichuan Theatrical Troupe in Qingju
Street, Nanchong; then he went on the grand stage of Xishu in Chengdu to act in
opera.

In 1930, Chen acted in opera at Taxiaokeqin Theatrical Troupe in Chuanxiba.

In 1931, Chen acted in opera at the Shengping Theatrical Troupe in Chengdu.

In 1932, Chen acted in opera at the Huangwanxiang Theatrical Troupe in
Renshou.

In 1933, Chen acted in opera at the Zhichun Theatrical Troupe in Rongxian.

In 1934, Chen joined the Xinmin Theatrical Troupe in Changshangiao in
Neijiang to act in opera.

In 1935, Chen joined the Sanyi Public Theatrical Troupe in Chengdu to act in
opera and was apprenticed to Yan Bingzhang, a famous clown in Sichuan Opera.

In 1936, Chen acted in opera at the Qiming Theatrical Society, which was one
of the two under the Sanyi Public Theatrical Troupe, in Zhiliujing.

In 1937, Chen acted in opera around Yibin, Luzhou and Leshan.

In 1941, Chen joined the New Sanyi Public Theatrical Troupe in Yongchuan.

In 1942, Chen acted in opera at the Huaying Grand Stage in Chengdu.

From 1943 to 1945, Chen joined the Jinhua Sichuan Opera Society in
Chengdu and later took Li Xiaofei as his apprentice.

In 1946, Chen acted in opera at the Zhenjiang Temple in Ciba Lane, Suining.

In 1947, Chen returned to his hometown Pengxi to act in opera.

In 1948, Chen returned to Nanchong to act in opera at the Pinghua Sichuan
Opera Society, since then he remained in Nanchong to perform opera.

In 1950, Chen served as the vice-director of the Northern Sichuan Jiefang
Theatrical Society, which was later renamed into Nanchong Sichuan Opera Troupe,
and Chen served as vice-director, director, and art advisor respectively.

In 1954, Chen went to Beijing to perform for the Party and state leaders at the
Huairen Hall in Zhongnanhai.

In 1956, Chen went to attend the first training course for traditional opera
actors/actresses hosted by the Ministry of Culture.

In 1959, Chen was invited to Xi’an, Shanxi to exchange experiences on
playing crowns in Sichuan Opera. In October he came back with his delegation to
Sichuan, where they performed for the celebration of the 10th anniversary of the
founding of the People’s Republic.

From 1960 to 1963, in addition to performing in Nanchong, Chen gave
teachings at training courses at Nanchong Art School, Sichuan Opera School and
Chongging’s Sichuan Opera School respectively.

In 1978, Chen went to Beijing to perform for an evening party held at the
close of the third plenary session of the 11th central committee of the Communist
Party of China.

In 1979, a further training course on crowns was held in honor of Chen
Quanbo for him to pass on their performing skills, which was attended by trainees
from Sichuan and other provinces.

In 1981, Chen dictated a book entitled Chen Quanbo on Performing Art.

In 1983, Chen had his book entitled Chen Quanbo on Performing Art
published by Chongqing Publishing House.

In 1985, Chen went to Beijing to give a lecture on the fourth seminar for
traditional opera actors/actresses hosted by the Ministry of Culture; in October Chen,
as an adviser, headed a troupe for the revitalization of Sichuan Opera to Beijing to
perform for the Party and state leaders.

In 1986, Chen went on a special trip to Nanchong, where he taught the
performing art as a crown in Sichuan Opera to foreign students from the Central
Academy of Drama.

In 1986, Chen was awarded an Instructor’s Prize for his important
contributions to the promotion of Sichuan Opera by the Sichuan Provincial
Department of Culture.

In 1988, Chen, with his disciples, came to Chengdu for the exchange
performance by schools of five artists, namely Chen Shufang, Jinghua, Zeng
Ronghua, Chen Quanbo and Yang Shuying.

In 1991, Chen acted in Huangshadu (Yellow Sand Ferry) as a charity
performance to relieve the people from disaster. In October the same year, a
performance in commemoration of the 65th anniversary of Chen Quanbo’s
performing art was held by the Nanchong Administrative Prefecture, at which he
went onto the stage to perform Jiuliu Xianggong.

Chen Quanbo in 1979

Bedi (1979 % )
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Collection of Chen Quanbo’s Facial Makeup

as Clowns in Sichuan Opera

() RRBAEA

Dou Xianggong in Greeting the New Year

(1) PRIFEE

King Zhouyou in Dangyou

(FNE) shiyakn Y

Zhang Song in the Picture of Western Sichuan (ﬁﬂ"i‘ » EFH(JXIJ?HIL

Liu Zhiye in the House in Bamboo Grove

N

(FER) FRIFTA

Lu Shoucai in Lobbying in the Official Circle

(T ) BEOEITH (k) PHEX

Tu Xingsun in Shuangmugimen Wang Wen in the Giant Buddhist Temple

(BEL) HOREE

King Songkang in Chunlingtai

(EFEE) hHE=E (HER) hHEitT

King of Hell in Five Sons Accusing the Mother Pang Shiyuan in the Trial of Hundred Cases
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(BIVE) PHA= (E18) PHIR=

Wan'an in Yellow Sand Ferry Sun Jia’er in Maxiang

it

(BHE) PHERE (R TFEIE ) FHEIKIRT
Cheng Yaojin in Seroll Consisting of  Yang Guang in the Sui Imperial Court in Chaos Zhang Langzi in Zhang Langzi Marrying His Mother Off
Hundred Forms of Characters for Longevity

'

(AZEE

5 i
YHEEE (EXE) P

King Chuping in Uproar in the Chu Imperial Court Chen Cai in the West Pass Ferry
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