The Treatment of Time and Space

on Peking Opera Stage
Wei Tze-yiin

The theatre is an art of space because a play (or an opera) is performed
on the stage.

A stage is only a small space, measuring no more than thirty square
meters. However, what the theatre tries to express encompasses all the
phenomena seen, touched and felt by human beings, e.g., the wind, the rain,
thunder, clouds, fog and snow in the air; mountains, rivers, palaces, chambers,
birds, and beasts, flowers and trees on the ground; and whatever happens in
the world. In other words, consistent with the development and require-
ments of the plot, the stage must present all the phenomena concerned
without any reservation. The purpose of the theatre is to draw a deduction
from the human world in which the vicissitudes of life are at once manifested
in time and space. The vicissitudes of human life, however, keep shifting
back and forth, in time and space—if not changing like a flash. We should
present on the stage the wind, the rain, a mountain or a river whenever the
play demands. Even the tower and the partition in a small house, the
character’s subtle movement within a couple of seconds between the hall and
the hidden recesses, the boundary between the upstairs and the down-stairs—
all these are also parts of the theatrical demands which should be made clear
to the audience. Theatre artists should think of these demands and use them
with wisdom in the limited space of the stage.

In his Lijen-hsing B A 17, a play written in Shanghai, 1948, Hung
Shen 37 retained the convention of dividing the play into acts and scenes,
but he sacrificed the purely realistic panorama for simplified, representational
scenery. For instance, in presenting a coffeeroom, there were only several
tables and chairs with one or two screens behind them on the stage—no walls,
doors, or windows at all. Because its scenery was simple and thus convenient
to take down and move, this play was divided into many scenes—probably
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nine scenes in five acts, as I can remember. The play was highly applauded by
some dramatists in the newspapers and magazines in Shanghai.

The Teahouse of the August Moon. was staged in Taipei twenty years
ago at the American School on Shulan Street &F B 7 , performed by some
MAAG personel and their families. In that production, the stage was divided
into three areas for three scenes at the same time, ready to be lighted to show
the spatial background in accordance with the development and change of
the plot. For example, if the action took place in area A and area C, then A
and C were lighted while area B was in darkness. That is, one area or all the
three could be lighted whenever necessary. In this way, the audience could
see the action taking place in different spaces on the stage at the same time.
Compared with those performances in which the audience cam only see a
single scene in one space at one time, the aforesaid device of course conveys
richer significance.

However, if we compare the above two attempts, which tried to break
through the spatial limits of the stage, with the theatrical art of manipulating
time and space in Peking Opera, we will find numerous differences between
them.

The artistic excellence and merit of Peking Opera virtually relies upon
the fact that Peking Opera is presented on the stage but is not bound by the
limits of theatrical time and space: the huge mountain, the vast water, the
rain shower and the fierce thunder, all can appear or be eliminated at a glance
on/from the stage—the limited stage is transformed into a complete macro-
cosm. In the art of manipulating the theatrical time and space Peking Opera
is indeed unequaled.

So far as the art of manipulating the theatrical time and space is con-
cerned, there are three conventions which Peking Opera follows:

1. The Convention of Realistic Expression,

2. The Convention of Borrowed Expression, and

3. The Convention of Imaginative Expression.

The Convention of Realistic Expression
It has been generally agreed that the Peking Opera is a “non realistic”

art, Judged from the criteria of the Western realism, this opinion is well
founded. But, examined from the viewpoint of the Convention of Realistic
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Expression, the above opinion seems doubtful. In the Peking Opera, for
example, the costume (including headgears, belts, robes and clothes), the
fighting weapons (e.g. knives, lances, swords and halberds), candles and
candle-stands, tables, chairs, etc., are all articles actually used in our daily
life. The problem is that these articles cannot be justified in the light of
historical reality because they have already been stereotyped in the artistic,
theatrical convention of the Peking Opera. As special artistic devices on the
Peking Opera stage, they transcend themselves beyond the time and space
of any historical reality so as to take the responsibility for breaking through
the confinement of time and space.

In the Peking Opera most things of the costume—headgears, belts, robes
and clothes—are adopted from the style of the Ming Dynasty; only a few are
based upon the styles of earlier ages or of modern times. The convention of
the costume in the Peking Opera is that the costume should fit the character’s
rank and behavior—but it need not accord with historical reality. Based upon
this convention one statement of the professional argot goes: “Better o be
in rags than to be in mistakes.” Because of the operation of this convention,
too, the elements of time and space in the Peking Opera are hardly concerned
as problems. As for the weapons—knives, lances, swords and halberds, they
have changed less in history and are easier to reproduce. Presumably we
may well hold that, in the Peking Opera, only the fighting weapons are used
basically in accordance with the reality in history. We may also further
propose that the Peking Opera is not completely anti-realistic—rather, the
demand to follow the historical reality has been fulfilled to the ultimate limit
by the Convention of Realistic Expression: Chao Yin #8 ZEuses a lance;
Chang Fei 5§ 7R , a spear; and Tien Wei 82 & , double halberds. In regard to
the candle, the real candle we use nowadays is also used on the stage occa-
sionally. In performing the episode of Sung Shih-cheh’s K == 7% plagiarizing
other’s letter, for example, the application of a real candle has long become a
convention and an artistic form: at the moment the old woman walks in the
actor (as Sung) should manipulate his acting in blowing out the candle so as
to show Sung’s sudden alertness and fear. How can we say that a perform-
ance like this is “non-realistic? _

Whenever used as a table and a chair, the table and the chair in the
Peking Opera are real, not symbolic—they no doubt belong to “realistic
expression.” But the table and the chair are never designed to represent the
condition or family background of the characters concerned. The Peking
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Opera never aims at historical accuracy. Though a table is after all a table
in reality as well as on the Peking Opera stage, yet this table is already trans-
formed and is different from an ordinary table in terms of history accuracy.
Sometimes, however, a table or a chair may not be utilized as a table or 2
chair whenever they are transformed into other objects in the Convention of
Borrowed Expression—which will be discussed later.

To put it briefly, the Peking Opera does not reject realism; rather, in
order to break through the limits of theatrical time and space, realistic articles
and actions are manipulated by the artistic convention so as to break through
historical time and space. Therefore all the realistic articles and actions are
transformed into an artistic form of performance which characterizes the
Peking Opera.

In addition, it is not impossible to follow the historical accuracy in
regard to the costume in the Peking Opera; but it wastes too much effort to
do so. Indeed, “economization” has exercised considerable influence upon
the development of the Peking Opera. In consideration of the condition of
each performance, the Peking Opera is far more economical than the Western
theatre.

The Convention of Borrowed Expression

As aforementioned, the table and the chair in the Peking Opera are
often transformed into other objects according to the Convention of
Borrowed Expression. For instance, in the Peking Opera the actor will stamp
on a table or a chair when he is to ascend a mountain. Now the table or the
chair has become a mountain; playing a god on a cloud, the actor is in fact
standing on a table or a chair, which represents the cloud in this case; if a
king wants to ascend to his royal palace, or a general to his platform, a chair
should be put upon a table and the chair-and-table is now regarded as the
royal palace or the military platform; or, in chasing after and fighting
with each other, the characters might jump upon a table, which means now
the ridge of a house. We can say that the table and the chair are “borrowed
expression” of all high objects; in other words, the table and the chair are
represeniatives of height.

Truly, on the stage of Peking Opera, the table and the chair can signify
every high object—thereby the huge mountain, the steep peak, the royal
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palace, the towery mansion, and even the cloud presided over by a god need
not be realistic. In this way, mountains, palaces, clouds, etc., can be brought
to the stage as soon as the plot requires. No matter how fast the time and
space in the plot may shift, nothing is impossible by the Convention of
Borrowed Expression.

Granted that the actor portraying a god on a cloud can stand upon a
table or a chair, still—so far—no indication of the table or the chair as “the
cloud” is revealed to the audience. Thus the “flags of cloud” (yin-chi
£ i , the borrowed expression of cloud) are brought on the stage at the
same time: four or eight “boys of cloud” (yiin-t ung E &), with these
“flags of cloud” in their hands, stand in rows before the table or the chair,
slowly wielding the flags painted with cloudy patterns. Seeing such a
spectacle, the audience can realize surely and immediately that there is a god
standing upon the cloud. But how about the wind? There are the “flags of
wind” (fungch’i B ): yellow flags for sandy wind and black flags for
ghostlike wind. Accordingly, there are the “flags of water” (shui-ch i 7K ).
As for the snow, it is produced by a person who, standing on 2 table or a
chair, gently unfolds a rolled-up flag, in which scraps of paper have been
hidden, and léts the scraps fall down. Furthermore, either an actor is in the
wind, the snow, the water, the boat, or is swimming or fighting in the water;
he is also to express, with body language, his feeling in each situation. So,
although there is no actual mountain, palace, partition, wind, snow, river or
water on the stage, the existence of every phenomena—through the represen-
tatives in the borrowed expression and the actor’s performance—can always
be transmitted to the audience. Vast and numerous as the phencomena of the
universe, the Peking Opera. is free from the limits of theatrical time and space.

These devices in the borrowed expression I would designate as the
“substitutions” in the Peking Opera. A carriage is presented by nothing but
two flags each painted with a wheel and held by a person with the -“pas-
senger” in between; and a palanquin, only a double door screen held by a
man, shading the passenger.. The audience can easily recognize the carriage
or the palanquin and that the passenger is travelling in a carriage or a palan-
quin. The Peking Opera theatre is a creation of the imaginaticn; it is not to
show us a substantial carriage or palanquin. When the “borrowed expression”
can convey the message that the actor is on a mountain, on ¢r in the water,
the palanquin or the boat, then the demand of the theatre is fuifilled. Why
should we insist on a real mountain, real water, a real cerrisge and 3 real

289




palanquin on the stage?

Although the Convention of Borrowed Expression solves many theatri-
cal problems for the Peking Opera, there are still some other issues remaining
unsolved—like those involving the presentation of a door, a window, fowls
animals, which cannot be presented thscugh borrowed expression. We need
another principle of performance—the Convention of Imaginative Expression.

The Convention of Imaginative Expression

With the term “Imaginative Expression” I mean some mimetic gestures
or movements which reveal to the audience something absent from the stage
in reality. For example, although no door really stands on the stage, the
actor, in performing a character going in/out a door, should show the action
of passing over the threshhold so that the audience can learn that he is going
through a door. Assuming that the door is closed or locked, the actor should
further perform the action of opening the door, or unlocking it and then
opening it. In this way, without any substantial door on the stage, the
audience can easily learn from these mimetic gestures and actions—with
which the audience is familiar in their daily life what the actor is doing.
What the audience “sees” is only an irnaginative phenomenon. I therefore
designate this kind of phenomenon as the “Convention of Imaginative
Expression.”

The Convention of Imaginative Expression has long been recognized
as a distinguishing characteristic of the Peking Opera. This convention consti-
tutes an important element in the dance of Peking Opera and every mimetic
gesture or movement demands from the actor a unique “body expression”
(shen-tuan B B¢ ). For example, we cannot bring a real horse or a real boat
onto the stage, thereby the existence of the horse or the boat in Peking Opera
is “shown” through the actor’s “body expression” of lashing or pulling the
horse forward, washing or putting a saddle on it, ascending or dismounting
the boat, sailing or anchoring it. Through the actor’s mimetic expressions
the audience learns what is going on there.

Concerning the imaginative expression, here I would like to point out
a problem. Some people hold that a horsewhip is the symbol of the horse
and an oar the symbol of the ship. I often said to them:“If the horsewhip
meant the horse and the oar meant the ship, then the actor should put the
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horsewhip between his thighs and the oar under his feet. In addition, some-
times the rider (either on a horse or other beasts) holds no horsewhip in his
hand, but merely with his weapon he can deliberately make the audience
aware of the existence of the horse. Similarly, the existence of a ship can
also be revealed to the audience through the actor’s performance with a scull
or a punting pole. So, a horsewhip is nothing but a horsewhip, and an oar
but an oar; they are only auxiliary devices used by the actor in his per-
formance to assure the existence of the horse or the ship.” In short, the
existence of a horse or a ship is the accomplishment of the act of mimetic
expression of the actor. This Convention of Imaginative Expression not only
creates “being” out of “not being” but also makes it possible for the audi-
ence to perceive the truth of “being” in “not being.” The Peking Opera is
completely free from the limits of the stage.

Some other patterns of movement are also used to manipulate the
shifting of time and space in the Peking Opera. For instance, in the perform-
ance of a character’s travelling from one place to another, the actor can
merely walk a round or few rounds on the stage. By singing several phrases
of “refrainlargo” (fao-pan man-pan & #7 1& # ) and walking a couple of
rounds on the stage, the actor can always solve the problem of spatial shift,
no matter how far the distance may be. Other patterns of movement—e.g.,
the so-called “standing in a row” (chan yi-tze 35— ) and “standing in a
slant row” (chan hsieh yi-tze 35 % — 5= ) in the formation of the “attend-
ants” (lung-t'ao % E ); the so-called “double dragons flying out of water”
(erh-lung ch'u-shei —. BE H 7K ), “the snake molting its skin” (she tweipi

k3B B ) and “taking off boots upside down” (tao tuo-hsieh ] i3 #t )
in the fighting movement ; and the like—are all patterns of movement designed
to manipulate the shifts of time and space in the Peking Opera.

A detailed discussion on these patterns would deserve a special book.
This article is too short to encompass that; it is only an attempt to interpret
some major conventions generally used to solve the problems of time and
space on the Peking Opera stage. Here I would like to end my discussion and
draw my conclusions as follows:

1. Transitory and vast as the time and space demanded by the plot,
maybe the Peking Opera is free from the theatrical limits. This is so because it
possesses a complete and detailed system to manipulate theatrical time and
space. This system manifests itself in the three conventions we have
discussed: the Convention of Realistic Expression, the Convention of
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Borrowed Expression, and the Convention of Imaginative Expression.

2. These conventions fulfill the demands of all performances of the
Peking Opera. Firstly, the Convention of Realistic Expression is applied
whenever possible: like the uses of the headgear, the belt, the robe, the
clothes, the knife, the lance, the sword, the halberd, the glass, the plate, the
bowl, the cup and the candle. Secondly, the Convention of Borrowed
Expression is brought into use wherever the first Convention is impossible:
items like the mountain, the peak, the tower, the partition, the chariot, the
hand-drawn carriage, the palanquin, the sedan chair, the wind, the snow, the
thunder and the lightening. Finally, the Convention of Imaginative Expres-
sion is employed if the second Convention also falls short: like portraying
the action to pass over the threshhold or the door and to ascend or
to descend a tower or a partition; the transition of time; and the shift of
place—these imaginative, mimetic actions are revealed through the actor’s
dancing and “body expression.” With these three Conventions, the Peking
Opera is able to transform the limited space of the stage into a complete
universe in which the microcosm of the theatre and the macrocosm of the
human world have become one.

Owing to the fact that these three Conventions can fulfill the demands
of the Peking Opera in its expression of various phenomena, it is unnecessary
to use the curtains in the performance or the lighting effect—the stage is
fully lighted throughout the performance. Even in presenting fighting on a
dark night, the actors on the lighted stage are still able to impress the
audience that the fighting is taking place at dark night. If the stage lights are
turned off, can the audience perceive and enjoy the performance? In recent
performances people often dimmed the stage lights in some episode, e.g.,
“The Night Fight at San Ch’a Kuo” = 2 [Jand “The Captivity of San
Lang” (huo chuo San Lang J% 3 = BF , a ghost episode). Furthermore,
in some performances of the latter episode, even dry ice and carbon dioxide
are used to produce smoke at the moment the ghost of Yen Hsi-chiao & &
& appears. In the light of the artistic essence of Peking Opera, these experi-
ments are actually supetfluous. .

In the manipulating of theatrical time and space, Peking Opera has
long been equipped with a perfect system of expression, which enables the
small stage to encompass the transitions and vicissitudes of the human world

‘and at the same time emancipates the theatre from the limits of time and
space. This perfect system of presentation constitutes a celebrated model for
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the theatrical art of Peking Opera; and thanks to this celebrated model can
the unique accomplishment of Peking Opera deserve its prominent fame.

Discussions

Tony Espejo:

I have seen two or three Chinese plays, so my reaction is totally from a
personal point of view. The Peking Opera is a theatre so special that it has
conventions of its own. It is important for the younger generation to un-
derstand what is happening on the stage and it is important to understand
that Peking Opera has specific conventions to use. But, people laugh at the
old theatre when they don’t understand it. I also think, personally, it is
about time that we start thinking of our theatre from our own point of view.
The Western theatrical theories have influenced us so much that we often try
to fit the modernized Western standards. We should, instead, look at our own
theatre from our own point of view so that it can be appreciated. -

Question:

Bertolt Brecht used Peking Opera techniques in his German writings
which were not accepted at that time. But, now, people accept it and begin
to study it. So, it is also necessary for some new concepts and theories to be
infused into Peking Opera.

Wei Tze-yin:

I agree with you. We do try to reform Peking Opera. For example,
what we have done with Ionesco’s Chairs is a reformation. There should be a
gradual reformation. The play Chairs points to a new direction for the new
generation to follow because it preserves a lot of old conventions.

Daniel Yang:

I am not against changes because reformation is a natural phenomenon.
Tradition can be changed. Forexample, Mei Lan-fang improved the old
Peking Opera conventions and created new conventions. Therefore, if the
change is good, it will be suitable. Japanese theatre, for example, has also
changed in some respects. Using modern techniques such as settings and
lights, Kabuki can still be performed at a high level. So, we should take a
broader viewpoint on our tradition. Tradition should be broken, or there
won’t be any progress.
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