Unit 7
Reading A

Chinese Opera {H [E[ %k i )

An Overview of Chinese Opera

1 Chinese opera together with Greek tragic-comedy and Indian Sanskrit Opera are the three oldest
dramatic art forms in the world. During the Tang Dynasty (618-907), the Emperor Taizong
established an opera school with a poetic name Liyuan (Pear Garden). From that time on,
performers of Chinese opera were referred to as “disciples of the pear garden”. Since the Yuan
Dynasty (1271-1368) Chinese opera has been encouraged by court officials and emperors and has
become a traditional art form. During the Qing Dynasty (1644-1911), Chinese opera became
fashionable among ordinary people. Performances were watched in tearooms, restaurants, and
even around makeshift stages.
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2 Chinese opera evolved from folk songs, dances, talking, antimasque, and especially distinctive
dialectical music. Gradually it combined music, art and literature into one performance on the
stage. Accompanied by traditional musical instruments like the erhu, the gong, and the lute, actors
present unique melodies — which may sound strange to foreigners — as well as dialogues which
are beautifully written and of high literary value. These dialogs also promoted the development of
distinct literary styles, such as zaju in the Yuan Dynasty. For Chinese, especially older folks,
listening to this kind of opera is a real pleasure.
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3 What appeals to foreigners most might be the different styles of facial make-up, which is one of
the highlights of Chinese opera and requires distinctive techniques of painting. Exaggerated
designs are painted on each performer’s face to symbolize a character’s personality, role, and fate.
This technique may have originated from ancient religions and dance. Audiences who are familiar
with opera can know the story by observing the facial painting as well as the costumes. Generally,
a red face represents loyalty and bravery; a black face, valor;yellow and white faces, duplicity;
and golden and silver faces, mystery.
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4 Besides color, lines also function as symbols. For example, a figure can be painted either all
white on his face, or just around the nose. The larger the white area painted, the more viperous the
role.
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5 Another technique that fascinates people is the marvelous acrobatics. Players can make fire
spray out of their mouths when they act as spirits, or can gallop while squatting to act as a dwarf.
This reflects a saying among actors: “One minute’s performance on the stage takes ten years’
practice behind the scenes”.
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6 Over the past 800 years, Chinese opera has evolved into many different regional varieties based
on local traits and accents. Today, there are over 300 dazzling regional opera styles. Kun opera,
which originated around Jiangsu Province, is a typical ancient opera style and features gentleness
and clearness. This enabled it to be ranked among the World Oral and Intangible Heritages.
Qingiang opera from Shaanxi, known for its loudness and wildness, and Yu opera, Yue opera, and
Huangmei opera are all very enjoyable. Peking opera, the best-known Chinese opera style, was
formed from the mingling of these regional styles.
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Peking Opera

7 Peking opera is the most representative of the various types of Chinese traditional theatres, so
much so that it has been honored as China’s national theatre. On November 6, 2010, it was listed
by UNESCO as part of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity.
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8 Peking opera took shape in Beijing in the late Qing Dynasty, around 1840. Despite a
comparatively short history of development, Peking opera absorbed and was influenced by
musical and performance characteristics of other local and earlier theatrical forms, and thus grew
rapidly. It attained its heyday in a mere hundred years through the devotion and innovation of
several generations of performers and musicians carrying forward the legacy of their forebears. In
this process, a large number of well-known masters emerged on the Peking opera stage. The
numerous vivid artistic characters they created and the sum total of their rich experience have
added brilliance and magnificence to the traditional Chinese arts.

R TR ] (29 1840 4F) FEALRUBEG. RAERJEDT LAR AL, (H5URRF =22 1
oAty It 75 R IR R T 2 8 AR R R T A R S, DR T R Jie o 22 J ARG B A 38 2R %



XYRTEI 7 (AR R GIHT, BURITERE R — A AERIA R 1 AR . XA TR, &
JEl 8% & BB T ORE A ORI AP BIE A AR 2 LB EARTE R BL AR 25 10
SR, N EE G EARIGEN TR SRR

9 The most salient artistic feature to be noted about Peking opera is that its performance is a
complex and comprehensive art. In fact, opera in general (no matter what its type) is a
comprehensive art form, in that it comprises literature (the script), performance, staging, lighting,
and other theatrical arts. And so, as expected, if we include the music, fine arts (including makeup,
masks, stage design, settings, and so on), lighting, costumes (embroidery), and stage properties,
Peking opera is definitely a very complex and comprehensive art.
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But that is not what is being referred to when speaking of the comprehensiveness of Peking opera.
Rather, in this context, it refers to four categories — song, speech, dance-acting, and combat.
Though music and singing are important components of Peking opera, they cannot represent the
whole artistic structure. Aside from the script, stage art and other components common to any
dramatic art form, the artistic structure of Peking opera is most representatively reflected in the
artistry of the players, which is the comprehensive application of singing, speaking, dance-acting,
and combat. Singing is just one of the components. Although singing is important, if the
importance of recitation, acting and acrobatic fighting is neglected, Peking opera will lose its
distinctiveness.
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10 Since the components of Peking opera performance are complex and comprehensive, it takes
tremendous effort to train an actor. An excellent actor must be a performer, singer, and dancer, and
even acquire a foundation in martial arts, sports, and acrobatics. A good actor must be trained from
an early age. Years of practice are required before he can present Peking opera, this
comprehensive art, in front of an audience.
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