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The largest palace theater extant in Beijing—the backstage of Deheyuan Theater of the Summer Palace
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Preface

Beijing is a charming historical and cultural city.

It is characterized by both antiquity and modernization.

When you come to Beijing, one can experience graceful historical and cultural styles, such as
the oriental characteristics of orwate bricks and tiles. One can also trace the classical arts following
Xipi and Erhuang. Many of those lost in singing, dancing, musical dialogues and martial arts are
senior citizens enjoying their remaining years in the park.

Theaters and classical dramas are a part of the numerous historical and cultural relics in Beijing,
and they are indispensable representative treasures of Chinese culture.

Speaking of the classical dramas in Beijing, people will naturally think of Beijing Opera. Beijing
Opera, which was ultimately formed in Beijing, is representative of Chinese classical dramas and
it is national opera of the Chinese nation. Besides Beijing Opera, there are also other types of
operas in Beijing, such as Kunqu Opera, Hebei Bangzi and Pingju Opera. These age-old operas
are constructing the cultural platform of historic Beijing with a brand-new outlook.

The theaters are not only crystallization of ancient Chinese architecture, they are also witness to
Chinese traditional arts. A large number of Beijing Opera and Kunqu Opera masters display their
artistic talents on the stages of Beijing.

Some theaters are well preserved and they have become the living fossils allowing us to track the
ancient history and culture of Beijing.

Some theaters have been renovated many times and they have become the sites for Chinese
culture lovers to gather.

Some theaters were destroyed in war and have become a permanent reminiscence in the mind
of the Chinese people.

An ancient Chinese poet wrote:“The singing hall, the dancing ground, All gallant deeds now
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sent away by driving wind and blinding rain.”

A modern great personage in China wrote:“We look to this age for truly great men.”

‘Theaters are historical relics. Opera houses and theaters represent history and recorded past. As
far as we are concerned, everyone creates the history every day.

In Beijing, the Great Wall represents the age-old and mysterious land of Beijing with its
broadness of structure.

In Beijing, the Palace Museum tells of the changes of the emperors with its splendor.

In Beijing, Beijing Opera and Kunqu Opera tell many love stories with their graceful music and
sonorous gongs and drums.

In Beijing, hospitable, industrious and wise people create the future of the city with their
faithful efforts.

If you come to Beijing, you will see much more, than classical dramas and theaters.
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The sound of music on the stage is still present. A prosperous society is found in modern times.
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Beijing was China’s capital in Liao Dynasty (907-1125 A.D.), Jin Dynasty
(1115-1234 A.D.), Yuan Dynasty (1279-1368 A.D.), Ming Dynasty (1368-1644
A.D.) and Qing Dynasty (1644-1911 A.D.) and it was the historical and
cultural center of China. The dramas in China took shape during the reign of
Song Dynasty (960-1279 A.D.) and Jin Dynasty and they represent a history
of 800 years. The predecessors of the dramas in China are closely related
to Beijing. It can be said that Beijing’s history is almost synchronous with the
development and maturity of China's dramas.
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As far as the origins are concerned, the predecessors of China’s dramas
involve various forms, such as song and dance, Hundred Entertainments and
Shehuo and they are also called Sanyue (miscellaneous music). The trace
of Sanyue can still be found in some areas of Beijing. For example, in the
Yunju Temple, which was built in Tang Dynasty, is located in Shuitou Village
of Fangshan District, 60 kilometers away from Beijing, its relief of Buddha's
warrior attendants is a form of masked song and dance. In addition, there is
also relief of farce performance in the temple. In Shuanglin Temple of Beijing’
s Mentougou, there is a stone pillar of Liac Dynasty on which there is relief
of Qidan song and dance. In the Jietai Temple of Mentougou, there is also
a relief of song and dance. The song and dance relics in Beijing display the
historical record of the early-stage dramas performed in Beijing.

In the Jin Dynasty and Yuan Dynasty, Beijing became a prosperous center
and the dramas also flourished, which directly promoted the development
of Yuanben in the Jin dynasty and a variety of dramas in the Yuan Dynasty.
Especially when Kublai Khan, the first emperor built the Dadu New City
(Beijing), he divided the whole city into 50 theater workshops following the
system of Tang Dynasty. As a result, the public entertainment sites were
developed greatly.

The dramas reached their peak in Yuan dynasty and Dadu (Beijing) became
a very busy place, indeed. In this period, there appeared several outstanding
playwrights, such as Guan Hanging, Ma Zhiyuan, Wang Shifu, Yang Xianzhi
and Ji Junxiang, and such permanently spread plays as Dou E Yuan (Injustice
to Dou E) and Romance of West Chamber.

In Ming dynasty and Qing dynasty, Beijing became the site where various
tunes vied for popularity. Kunqu Opera, Gaogiang (high-pitched voice)
and Bangzigiang took Beijing as an important base for their development.
Since the reign of emperor Qianlong, Kunqu and many other popular opera
competed in the capital. However, the emergence of Beijing Opera brouhgt
this competition to an ultimate result.
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Beijing Opera Drunken Concubine (Dong Yuanyuan as Yang Yuhuan)
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(The pictures are provided by Beijing Opera Theater of Beijing)
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Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity
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Beijing is the most important region for Kunqu Opera in the north of China. In the
Ming and Qing dynasties, Wei Liangfu improved Kunqu Opera into “Shuimoqgiang.” The
successful performance of The Girl Washing Silk written by Liang Chenyu made Kunqu
Opera rapidly spread far and wide. As the capital and cultural center, Beijing was the
place where Kunqu Opera was best able to develop. From the emperor and the nobility
to the common people, all took the love of Kunqu Opera as a fashion. The Palace
of Longevity and Peach Blossom Fan written by Hong Sheng and Kong Shangren,
respectively, in the Qing Dynasty were composed and performed in Beijing. At that time,
Peach Blossom Fan performed by Sixi Troupe from Anhui Province, was a hit. However,
with the rapid development of Pihuang drama, also known as “huabu”, the age-old Kunqu
Opera gradually became old-fashioned. Kunqu Opera failed in the “competition between
Kunqu Opera and local operas” and its development declined. Although Kunqu Opera
prospered during various phases, it declined on the whole. Before the founding of the
People’s Republic of China (1949), Kunqu Opera had no professional troupes. Then in
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(The pictures are provided by North Kunqu Opera Theater)

1956, Kunqu Opera realized a new development opportunity.

In 1956, the Kun-Su Troupe performed Fifteen Strings of Cash in Beijing and was
a hit. People began to look at Kunqu Opera with new eyes. Soon after, The People’s
Daily published an editorial entitled “One Play Saved One Drama Opera”. Premier Zhou
Enlai personally instructed: Beijing is an important spread base of Kunqu Opera and
Kunqu Opera theater should be set up.

In June 1957, the only Kunqu Opera Theater, the North Kunqu Opera Theater, was
established. After its founding, through personal training by famous Kunqu performance
artists such as Han Shichang, Bai Yunsheng, Hou Yongkui, Ma Xianglin, Hou Yushan,
Shen Pansheng and bai Yuzhen, several batches of young Kunqu performers and Kunqu
players were trained. The North Kungu Theater inherited and sorted a large number
of traditional dramas, wrote, adapted and rehearsed some historical dramas, such as
Princess Wencheng, Escorting Jingliang Home, Li Huiniang’s Revenge and Qingwen
and some modern dramas such as Red Clouds and Raid on White Tiger Regiment. And
experience has been accumulated for inheritance, development and innovation of Kunqu
Opera through performance of these dramas.

In recent years, North Kunqu Opera Theater has performed traditional dramas, such
as Peony Pavilion and Pipa Ji (The Lute), and written and performed some new dramas,
such as Story of Southern Tang Dynasty, The Twilight Crane and The Story of Idols.
These dramas have received attention from all walks of life.

In 2001, Kungu Opera was listed as an “Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity” by
UNESCO. The inheritance and development of Kunqu Opera have become the cultural
elements of a world vision.
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Kunqu Ovpera In Search of My
Dearest (Wei Qinglin plays the
role of Zhou Yu and Fu Xueyi
plays the role of Zhou Zi)
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Kunqu Opera Qin Tiao (Ma
Xianglin plays the role of Chen
Miaochang and Bai Yunsheng
plays the role of Pan Bizheng)
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Kunqu Opera Peony Pavilion Sweeping the Garden :
(Mei Lanfang plays the role of Du Liniang and Han Kui)
Shichang plays the role of Chun Xiang)

Kunqu Opera Zhong Kui Marries Off His
Sister (Hou Yushan plays the role of Zhong
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Beijing Ovpera Goddess of Heaven
Scattering Flowers (Mei Lanfang
plays the role of Goddess of Heaven)
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When Emperor Qianlong of the Qing Dynasty was 80 years old in 1790, the country
was of peace and tranquility, and the emperor and his courtiers held a ceremony of
longevity. During the period, the Governor of Jiangsu and Zhejiang Provinces, Wu Lana,
invited the Sanging Opera Troupe, which was well known in Yangzhou, to perform in
Beijing. The Troupe took part in a grand parade and drew wide attention. Because of
people’s interest in dramas and good market demand, Sanging Opera Troupe decided
to develop in the capital. In the next few years, Sixi Opera Troupe and Chuntai Opera
Troupe from Anhui Province came to Beijing to compete with the existing types of operas,
such as Kunqu Opera, Jinggiang and Bang Zi.

Anhui opera troupe took Xipi and Erhuang as the main tunes, integrating various tunes.
Its biggest advantage was a talent for absorbing other types of operas and creating
new dramas. After Anhui opera troupes came to Beijing, they constantly adjusted their
aesthetic positioning and dramatic style, trying to cater to the demand of the Beijing
audience. In 1821, Anhui opera troupes took the lead on Beijing opera stages. Among
those, Sanging opera troupe, Sixi opera troupe, Chuntai opera troupe and He Chun



