A Brief Introduction to Peking Opera

Mei-shu Hwang

The decline of K'un-ch’iz(E i) permitted the rise of Peking Opera,
which, in turn, speeded the death of the former. This new theatre was at
first called P-huang(FZ 3 ), but seems best. known to the Western people
as the Peking Opera. To some Western readers and audiences, it may not be
superfluous to point out that this national theatre is not #xe classical Chinese
theatre; it is only one of the traditional dramatic forms in China. It should
also be mentioned that the word “opera” is not an exact translation. As
A. C. Scott says, there are basic differences between this Chinese theatre and
the Western opera.1 The term Peking Opera is used in this study, however,
simply because it is the most familiar to English readers. The purpose of this
paper is to give a brief introduction to a few basic facts about this theatre.

Historical Background

The musical parents of the Peking Opera, the Erh-huang (. ¥)and
Hsi-p’i(Fi [Z) modes or styles, were not -native to Peking. The former was
born in Anhui province and first appeared in the Capital around 1790; the
latter went there from Hupei province later. These forms from the southern
area of China around the Yangtze River first joined together in a harmonious
blend in Hupei and the new theatre was thus known as Pi-huang. As it was
growing in the North, it inherited important properties from K'un-ch’ii and
adopted other forms such as Ch'in (Z)and J(;)styles of regional theatres.
The Court encouragement was another essential factor in this growth. With
the Erh-huang and Hsi-pi as the center, this multi-origin theatre enjoyed its
greatest success and popularity from the 1860’ to about 1910.

In addition to Pi-huang, there are other names. When Peking was the
Capital, it was better known as the Capital Drama (3 gk ching-hsi ); when the
political center changed and Peking was re-named -Pei-p’ing, people called
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it P’ing Drama (Z} B ping-chil ); and since it was crowned the representa-
tive form of all living classical Chinese theatres, it generally goes by the name
of the National Drama (R Blkuo-chii ). Now this theatre seems to be
getting old and beginning to die. But nobody knows how long it will con-
tinue to exist. In Communist China, it was once like some animals in the
zoo— preserved for visitors to see as specimens of some dying species. In Free
China, because of the efforts of theatre lovers, artists, and government
encouragement in the past thirty years or so, it appears to have recovered
some of its past glories.

Plays and Playwrights

Rising from regional theatres, the Peking Opera started as, and still is,
a theatre of the actors. It has been quite a common thing for people to go
to the same play again and again because it is staged by certain famous actors
or actresses.’> This is somewhat like the Western audiences’ attitude toward
the classical ballets or operas. In other words, scripts have never received
attention equal to the music and acting. Some scholars believe that most of
the early versions were adapated from plays of the Novelty Drama(f§ &
ch’uan-ch’iy or K'un-ch’ii. For istance, at least half of the two hundred and
seventy-two titles recorded in 1824 were from early plays. The work of
adaptation was likely done by actors and owners of troupes, who had little
education.* Tt was only natural that such scripts of the early period were
condemned as vulgar by the literary circle, especially when K un-ch’ii was
coexisting with this rising theatre. Not only would men of letters not write
plays for it, but few of them wrote criticism in favor of this theatre even long
after some poets had begun to lend their‘pens to write, or rewrite, scripts for
certain actors or actresses they liked.® Those writers still would not record
their names on their works, however. The Peking Opera scripts are therefore
all anonymous except a few by contemporary playwrights.

The Happiest World (#g % it 5 chi-lé shih-chieh ), edited by Kuan-
chii taojen(E B 58 A)and published in 1840, may be the first anthology
of Peking operas. It contains eighty-two plays, of which all the sung parts
are in 10-syllabic lines. More plays were published around 1860 and 1880.°
From about 1910 to about 1940, a period of some thirty years was the most
productive period of play-writing in the history of Peking Opera. In this
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period, more than one hundred new plays were produced, not including
adaptations or rewritten ones.” The total number of Peking Opera scripts
ever written and produced is still a topic for research. According to a study
accomplished in 1957, there are at least 1,225 plays.®

Like the Yiian Drama, Peking Opera is not classified into tragedy,
comedy, or tragic-comedy.9 Traditionally, plays are divided into the Civic
drama ( 3 i wen-hsi ) and Martial drama (B gk wu-hsi). The former deals
in general with social, domestic, and romantic lives, and emphasizes singing
and acting, with more literary or poetic qualities. The latter deals with mili-
tary encounters, adventures of brigands, heroic events, etc., usually with lots
of acrobatics. Most long plays contain both the civic and martial elements.
For instance, The White Snake (|3 k¢ {8 pai-shé chuan) consists of scenes
of fighting and scenes of love. Whether an evening’s program has only one
long play or is made up of scenes selected from several plays, it is very rare
to find the whole evening devoted to only one type of the drama. The
acrobatics have several functions. They may give the actors with lots of
singing a chance to rest, and the audience something new for a change and
relaxation. This is one of the significant aspects of Peking Opera which
deserve our attention.

Story Sources

Like other classical Chinese plays, the plots of Peking Opera come from
history, true stories, sketches, notebooks, legends, novels, and eatlier plays.
It is interesting to note that the plots of nearly half of the 1,225 plays
discovered by 1957 can be found in the following novels:

Titles of the novels Number of plays
Romance of the Three Kingdoms 134

(=& B3k san-kuo yen-i )

Romance of the Warring States ' 66

(FIER B & lieh-kuo yen-i )

Story of the Water Margin 53

{ A 4% shui-hu chuan)
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Strange Stories from a Chinese Studio 29
(B 55 R ligo-chai shik-i )

The Complete Story of Yueh Fei - 34
(R & 2 {5 Shuo-yueh ch uan-chuan )

Travel 1o the Western Region 31
(P8 3 a0 hsi-yu chi )

Romance of Entitling the Gods 29
{ £ b 8 35 fung-shen yen-i )

The Three Yen and The Two Pai 29
(=8~ —#1san-yen, erth-pai )

Romance of the T ang Dynasty 27
(B & Fshuo-t ang yen-i )

The Great Soldiers of the Yang Family 21
(BR ¥ yang-chia chiang)

Dream of the Red Chamber 21
(kL8 B hung-lou meng )

The Trials of Judge Shih 21
( He 2> 5 shih-kung an )

Three Righters and Five Men of Justice 2110

{ =k & g san-hsia wui )

Before we advance to another aspect of the Peking Opera, it is necessary to
add a few words about these novels as the sources of the scripts.

Some writers say that the plots of a great number of Peking operas are
drawn from such popular novels as those mentioned above.!! That is true
and not true at the same time. Some of these novels, especially the Romance
of the Three Kingdoms, had been dramatized long before Peking Opera came
into existence. This means that some Peking Opera scripts could be, partly
or completely, based upon earlier plays that used the same stories, rather than
drawn directly from the prose works. In relation to this, it has often been
mentioned that most Chinese theatregoers of Peking Opera know the stories
as well as they know the history of their own families. Those who do not
know the stories before they enter the theatre, learn them from their
programs. So Sophia Delza concludes: “This theatre is not one of suspense,
as is our Western theatre.”!? Again, true and not true. The majority of the
Chinese audiences do know the plots in one way or another. But this
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characteristic is not unique to the Chinese; it is more or less the same with the
Western audiences of the classical drama, both in ancient Greece and today.
How many people do not know the story of Oedipus Rex? Besides, to in-
clude the synopses in the programs is a later practice in China. Nowadays,
when a person enters a big theatre or cinema, he may pick up a free copy of
a program with synopsis, whether or not the play or movie is in Chinese or
any Western language. If the climax is a big surprise, the synopsis usually
ends with something like “Well, for the most exciting part of the story, you
have to find it out yourself.” Many editions of Peking Opera scripts have a
synopsis in front of each play too. The audiences and readers may of course
ignore the synopsis. But the plot outline may help those who do not know
the story to concentrate better on the stage, the screen, or the lines.

History of English Translations

The history of the classical Chinese drama in translations to Western
languages may begin with L Orphelin de la Chine (#8 IS L 52 chao-shih ku-
erh ). This Yian play, written by Chih Chiin-hsiang (47 & ), was translated
into French by J. Prémare in 1735. Voltaire praises it to be more brilliant
than any of the fourteenth century French plays.!® In 1741, its first English
version The Chinese Orphan appeared, which was translated from Chinese
by William Hatchett. Then, more classical plays of the Yiian drama, of the
Variety (2§ Bi{tsa-chit) and Novelty drama of the Ming and Ch’ing dynasties,
and of K un-ch’ii were rendered into Western languages.!* But it was about
a century later that scripts of regional Chinese theatre and Peking Opera were
first seen in English Translations. The Mender of Cracked Chinaware
(1838),5 A Chinese Farce (1872), Jen Kuei’s Return (1873) and The
Yellow Stork Tower (1878)7 are perhaps the earliest of the kind. Of these
-plays, the first four belong to regional drama. As such regional plays later
became, usually with little change, the property of Peking Opera, these trans-
lations can be regarded as the first examples of Peking Opera scripts in
English. Then, after an almost complete silence of more than half a century
there followed another number of English translations of plays of this
theatre. Arlington and Acton’s Famous Chinese Plays, first published in
1937, is undoubtedly the largest anthology. The incident of the reissue of
this book in 1963, and those of Cecilia Zung’s Secrets of the Chinese Drama
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(first published in 1937) in 1964 and Aslington’s The Chinese Drama: Fron
the Earliest Times until Todgy (first published in 1930) in 1966 indicated
the revival of Western people’s interest in Peking Opera. Since then, more.
translations have been published, and more writings on this theatre have
appeared both in Chinese and Western languages.

As already mentioned, most of the Peking Opera scripts are anonymous
and only a few later ones bear the names of the playwrights. Perhaps because
of the fact that no authorship or copyright is involved, actors may sometimes
change words or lines in z play, deliberatély or by wrong memeorization.
As a result, the same play may have several versions. It is no surprise for
Aslington to remark that the text of a play may become “so unlike
the original as to be scarcely recognizable 2B In addition to this, the same
play may be known by several completely different titles. For example,
The Fisherman’s Revenge (¥7 18 3% Fta-yii shachia) is also known as
The Lucky Pearl (B T8 %k ch’ing-ting chu) and Demanding Fish-tex ( 5
B Wt eo yi-shui); The Butterfly Dream { {if ¥ 25 hu-tieh meng ), as Chuang
Tzu Fonning the Grave (It 5 5 ¥ chuang tzu shan fen) and Breaking Open
the Coffin (K BEFE ta p% kuan ). Such differences are really confusing to
people who do not know the stories well, but that is not sufficient reason to
justify the practice of many translators who fail to indicate the original
editions upon which their translations or adaptations are based.

Play Structure and Stage Conventions

Like the plays of the Variety and Novelty drama of the Ming and
Ch’ing dynasties, the scripts of Peking Opera observe no rules in terms of
length or act/scene number. Unlike the Novelty, they are much shorter and
simpler and easier in language, with the exception of a few. The famous
three unities of the Western classical drama were elements of which the
classical Chinese theaire artists had never heard. During the time of a song of
less than ten lines, thousands of miles may have been fraveled while the
actors walk around the stage for a few rounds. Ten years may have passed
as the property men change the simple “scenery”—usually only a table and
one or a few chairs—and shift one scene to another in a few seconds.”

Most scripts consist of speech and song parts. There are very few plays
that do not contain songs. Like the Novelty Drama, all character-types can
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sing, even the ch’ou (F) sometimes. When a character enters, he may chant
the Introductory Lines ( 5| ¥ yin-tzu), usually a couplet or a quatrain, then
recite the Set-the-scene Poem (' A 35 5F tso-ch ang shih ), and then introduce
himself, his family, his own ambition, and what he is going to do. This is the
most formal way of entry, often used for important characters and serious
occasions. Take the bandit-chieftain Ch’ao Kai’s entrance in the Black
Dragon Residence (/& 8z k= wu-lung yian). Here the character enters
chanting in the tune of fien-chiang chun (25#% /&), a type of Introductory
Lines:

Evil ministers in power

Have caused- the populace to suffer.
In defiance, I am gatl'zeringxl)xeroes
To raise hell in this world. "

Then he does some stage business, moves to the table, sits down on the chair
behind it, and recites the Set-the-scene Poem:

Like a wolf pack the corrupt officials

Have been feeding on the populace.

In defiance we plundered the “birthday treasure”—
Fruits of misdeeds and extortions.

Raided by government troops at Tung Hsi Village,
We escaped due to the help of

Sung Chiang our benefactor. 2

After this, he does more business and continues in prose speech, in a
cadenced singing-like tone:

I am Ch'aoc Kai, nicknamed ‘Pagodalifting Heavenly King.” My six
swomn-brothers and I have robbed the “birthday treasure” of Governor
Liang, a corrupt official in power. The robbery was discovered by the
authorities who sent an army to arrest us in surprise. Thanks to the help
of Sung Chiang, a court scribe at Yu Ch'eng County, who risked his own
life to warn us of the danger, thus the seven of us were able to make a
narrow escape. . . . I have always wanted to invite brother Sung to join us
here to plan for the future, but I don’t know if he would agree to come.
1'd better discuss this matter with my Chief Counsellor.

(TO BANDITS.) Attendants. 2

There are other simpler ways of entrance. A character may enter with a
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speech of self-introduction; or he may sing before he appears on stage,
especially when he is supposed to come from another place of some distance.
If a group of two or four enter together, each may recite or chant two or one
line of a quatrain. A character may exit singing, chanting, or speaking a
line.?3

Much has been written about the movements and their symbolic
meanings.”?* But there are a few rather unique features that seem never to
have been discussed in any book. First, the Peking Opera was originally
designed for the audience to view from three sides, as the thrust stage is
today. That is why the actors still talk and sing towards the right and left
sometimes as well as the down stage front when performing on.a proscenium
stage. Second, an actor may use different parts of his body to act out dif-
ferent things at the same time. In a play called Overthrowing the Chariots
(#k 78 5 t'igo hua-ch’e), the actor employs his upper body to present the
general on the horse-back, and the two legs to pantomime the exhausted
horse struggling to stand up % Third, on the Peking Opera stage, it is quite
usual to see the minor characters exit and then come back without any
excuse while the major ones are engaged in talking or singing. For instance,
a general enters with four or eight of his attendants, and then an old friend
comes to see him. As the general and the visitor sit down by the table for a
long conversation, all the attendants will exit without any hint from the
general or any excuse of their own. Then, when the visitor is about to leave,
they come back to their original positions, as if nothing has happened to
them. Undoubtedly, this looks strange and illogical to the Western audience,
but the Chinese theatregoers of the classical drama are so used to the conven-
tion that they never question it. To me, this is very much the same in nature
as the change from a full or long shot to a medium one and back to it again
in filming-method to achieve special focus.

Generally speaking, a play is advanced through the dialogue in prose.
Songs are usually used to describe environment and action, to intensify
feelings and sentiments, or to retell something already said in prose for the
sake of variety.?® Most songs are composed of seven or ten syllabic lines,

- with occasionally some borrowed patterns from other dramas (e.g. the fien-
chiang ch’un quoted above). As in the songs of the Yiian, Ming, and Ch’ing
dramas, Padding Words (#§ ¢ ch’en-tzu) are used too. The rhyming scheme
is simplified and words are divided into thirteen groups only.?” Its language
is not so refined asthat of K un-ch. It is simpler, more direct, and easier to
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understand. This is true not only of the early plays by the actors themselves
but of most of those written or polished by poets and men of letters.

Music

As has been repeatedly pointed out, music has always been an impor-
tant element in the classical. Chinese theatre. With the exception of a few
song patterns borrowed from K'un-ch%and other regional drama, about
ninety percent of the music tunes of the Peking Opera are of the Erh-huang
and Hsipimodes.®® Brh-huang is usually for expressing sad, melancholy,
serious, and solemn moods, whereas Hsi-p7 is light, gay, and forceful in
nature. This is not to say that the former can never be used for angry mood,
or the latter for sad situations. In selecting a tune or tunes for a song, the
musician has to take into account the sex, age, personality of a character,
and his mood at the moment as well as the nature of the play. Furthermore,
the same tune or melody may have numerous varieties for different character-
types, moods, and situations. For example, the melody hsi-p’i tao-pan

(75 FZ B #) may vary as follows:

1. in The Heavenly Maiden Scattering Flowers (K4 #% 1£):

2. in The Goddness of the River Lo (3 jj):
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These scores were recorded according to Mei Lanfang’s singing or inter-
pretation of the characters.”? To put it more clearly, thesame tune of Hsj-
pi or Erh-huang may be sung differently in manner and pitch by different
types of characters or by different actors portraying the same role. The
accompanying musical instrument Au-ch in(#f 2 ) is tuned to the key most
natural to the singer. Furthermore, a good actor will express in various
manners the same tune in the same play for the same character when the
situations change.® During the past twenty years or so, the tempo of the
music as 2 whole has become faster and the slow tunes (& W man-pan ) have
become less and less liked by the audience .3

Character-types

In the Peking theatre, characters are basically divided into four types,
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namely sheng(4g) tan(B) ching(iF).and ch'ou(1t). The sheng type is for male
characters like officials, warriors, scholars, students, lovers, and the like, and
does not use facial painting. The fan portrays all roles of female characters.
Like the sheng, this type may use make-up, but no facial painting. Characters
like brave warriors, evil officials, deities, and righteous judges are done by the
ching type, which is distinguished by colorful facial paintings and loud voice.
The art of facial painting is complicated and actors  have to practice it
conscientiously in order to catch the characteristics of the roles.® Masks
are usually not used on the Peking Opera stage. The last type, the chou,
has always a white patch on the nose and round the eyes. A ch'ou is not
necessarily a clown or a stupid or evil person; it also plays an honest old man
sometimes. Unlike the other types, it may enjoy the freedom of using every-
day speech habit, moving in natural realistic manners, and improvising
something humorous or ironic as the situations permit. We see this type in
a great majority of plays, usually for supporting roles. But it is never an easy
type to play. To me, this character-type has a very unique function in Peking
Opera; it adjusts the aesthetic distance between the modern audience and the
highly stylized acting—to bridge the symbolic or fictional world on this
stage to the realistic world of the audience today. In the history of Peking
Opera actors and actresses, there are many great shengs, tans, and chings,but
very few famous ch 'ous>®

Of these four basic character-types, each is subdivided into more cate-
gories. There are more than a dozen sub-types in the case of the sheng or
tan.* Owing to the fact that each type, and subtype sometimes, requires
special acting and voice techniques, an actor is usually trained for only one
type that fits his talents. It is perhaps a unique, or at least peculiar, feature of
the Chinese theatre that a boy may be trained for the fan type and play the
female roles all his life on stage. On the other hand, a girl may be trained to
play male characters.® What makes it possible is, I think, the highly stylized
acting and the special voice techniques.

So much for the history, plays, playwrights, story sources, script
structure, stage conventions, music, and character-types of the Peking Opera.
A detailed introduction to these would mean a book of considerable length.
I have left unmentioned such elements as the colorful costumes, stage
properties, and the symbolic meanings of movements and gestures, not
because they are not important but because it is much better to introduce
them with words and pictures together.
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