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PREFACE

THIS BOOK OUTLINES the major aspects of Chinese theater from its
beginnings to the present. Although it is in no way intended to be
difficult and will most certainly have failed if its readers find it eso-
teric, it does assume some knowledge of China’s history and civiliza-
tion. The chapters provide a historical survey of theater in traditional
China as well as a topical discussion of developments in the twentieth
century. The range of coverage varies enormously, in that the first
chapter scans thousands of years from the dawn of Chinese history
down to the thirteenth century, while the seventh focuses on a mere
thirty-three years from the establishment of the People’s Republic to
1982. The periods considered are not necessarily a unity in theatrical
terms. The Han and Song dynasties are both treated in the first chap-
ter and yet are vastly different from one another in many respects.
The chapters on the Yuan, Ming, and Qing dynasties specifically draw
attention to differing schools or subperiods. Chapter VI, even more
strikingly, charts a distinct movement, the Cultural Revolution, and
the inevitable reaction to it.

Since theater is produced and maintained in popularity by the
society it reflects, the chapters in this text try to identify both the
artistic values intrinsic to a theatrical tradition and the social values or
forces related to this tradition. Analysis of aesthetic qualities is thus
usually combined with observation of social and political factors
that have decisively influenced the development of Chinese theater.
Chapter VI, for example, deals with the masses’ relationship to the
theater, linking the period of the Republic (1912-1949) and the war
against Japan (1937-1945) with that of the People’s Republic. Revo-
lutionary theory on the arts, and revolutionary theater itself, were

)
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born in the Republican years. Marx’s concept that the new society is
produced in the womb of the old makes good sense in this case, espe-
cially since the great significance of amateur theater in post-1949
China is based upon the institutionalization of practices that proved
extremely effective during the war against Japan and the later civ-
il war.

Two other topical chapters describe the performance techniques
and training methods of the Beijing opera (chap. V) and the aesthetic
principles and values of traditional theater performance in contempo-
rary China (chap. VII). The author of the former deals with the Bei-
jing opera “as it was staged before 1949,” yet most of what he says
about performance and the categories and skills of actors would in
fact also hold true for traditional operas of the postliberation period.
The latter describes the characteristic aesthetic patterns of traditional
theater forms and addresses the difficulties posed by these patterns as
practitioners attempt to adapt traditional artistry to the requirements
of contemporary politics and audience preferences.

Some technical matters require comment. The first is that this
book uses the pinyin system of romanization consistently throughout.
Since the Chinese themselves began using this system in their foreign-
language publications at the beginning of 1979, most books and jou-
nals in the West have adopted it, and there seems no point in adher-
ing any longer to the Wade-Giles system.

All drama titles are given in English translation, but the romanized
Chinese title is included also, the first time each is mentioned. Chi-
nese terms are normally rendered into English, but some of them are
untranslatable. A term such as za/# means literally “mixed dramas,”
which gives little idea of the word’s true meaning. Good sense sug-
gested it be left in the original.

It is my pleasure to thank all who have helped prepare this book,
especially my fellow contributors.
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CHAPTER VII

TRADwITIONAL THEATER
IN CONTEMPORARY CHINA

Elizabeth Wichmann

: . olitical
IT IS CLEAR from the preceding chapters that 1dconlogncaIhi{)rlllcti I():hincse
concerns have affected theatrical dcvclppmcm thmug;icth century.
history, becoming even more influential in the twcr have led to 2
Since 1976, changes in official policy toward ica[e ivity in China.
great increase in the range and variety of theatrical act Jrama—rforms
Although spoken drama, sung drama, and dar;:,e'ccmury__havc
based upon Western models and therefore new to this broad spec
returned to favor, this variety is provided primarily by aThesC forms
trum of increasingly active forms of traditional theater. ditute their
all share certain aesthetic principles and values ‘.vhlch. cons oy
link to Chinese theatrical tradition but also limit thelr appmong vari-
audiences. In the present-day competition for audiences a al theatel
ous forms of entertainment, the development of tradition

n be
. g g . : tures ca
will depend upon the way in which jts basic aesthetic fea

adapted to altered socia] conditions,

R
AESTHETIC FEATURES OF CONTEMPORARY THEATE
Beijing opera, describe

ation-
d in detail in chapter V, has been the 0
ally dominant for

1s.
m of theater in China for at least one h“ndrc‘i )trrc:di—
However, it is only one among more than 360 indigenous, © ajority
tional, forms of et currently being staged.! The majot
of these forms are reg;
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ways, and immediately recognizable as quite distinct from the new,
Western-influenced forms that developed in the twentieth century.
Practitioners of these traditional theater forms invariably ascribe this
readily perceivable distinction to three basic aesthetic principles
shared by all traditional forms: synthesis, convention, and styliza-
tion.2

Song, music, dance and pantomime, story, and speech are all pres-
ent in every traditional theater form; many make use of acrobatics to
varying extents as well. The presence of these elements is not the pri-
mary characterizing feature, however. It is their synthesis (zonghe
xing), rather than presentation in sequence, that is characteristic of
traditional theater.

Song in performance is inextricable from its musical accompani-
ment and from the choreographed movement of the singer; panto-
mime is interwoven on the stage with percussion accompaniment, as
is speech. While the story may be told aurally in some passages and
visually in others, if the focus at a given moment is aural, as on a
singer relating a sad separation from a loved one, that song is per-
formed within the complementary visual fabric presented by the un-
ceasing, gentle synchronized movements of eyes, ha}nd§, torso, feet,
and often the body through space. And if the focus is visual, as upon
a brave warrior ascending a steep mountain, that pantomime i
within a texture of percussive sound provided by the orchestra. The
same sort of percussive sound, but with different apphcgtlon; formj
a similar aural punctuation to speech; and the speech is pe °fm°d
within a visual fabric of movement punctuation as well. Extende
speech or song without choreographed movement Of accc:lmcliaanylvr;g-
sound rarely occur in traditional theater, nor does extende r::gm-
ment, dance, or pantomime without musical or percussive &
paniment. :

The term convention (chengshi xing) refers to practices t:}a; :la:l::;
specific meaning ascribed by trac.li_tion, and hcnc%c S:;I'VZ i?lizcg sl
meaning to the audience. Traditional theater for sd i
many conventions, some of which are unmt?dlately unders -

. . ! knowledge for com
an uninitiated audience, while others require pr

. & D . a
especially pantomimic actions such as opening ding fowl, scwing.
and windows, mounting and descending staifs, ti]r;tions of darkness,
and movement over rough terrain and in con
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heat, cold, rain, and wind—these actions are directly communicative
and require no informed expertise on the part of the spectator. Other
movement conventions are more formal, such as the act of walking in
a large circle, which connotes travelling a great distance, aﬂd_ thc}
straightening of costume and headdress parts upon entrance to 51gn;
the presence of an important character who is about to speak. The
conventional movements of certain costume parts, such as W?Cf
sleeves and pheasant feathers, may also have either dramatic or for-
mal meanings. oo ;
The simple staging of traditional theater achieves its highly Pias";
nature through the use of conventions. The table and chairs, throug
their placement and use, serve as conventions for a city wall, AN
tain, a bed, a throne, or simply a table and one or two chairs. Coné
ventional use of stage properties frequently signals the presence anls
use of larger objects not visually present on the stage; a whip signa
the presence of a horse, an oar that of a boat, and large blue banners
swung in wide arcs close to the stage floor that of rushing water. .
Perhaps the single most important convention is that of role typ{f :
which serve as both a convention in themselves and as a focus 0
headdress, costume, and makeup conventions. The role types of Bc:
Jing opera are fairly representative of those of traditional theater 45 :
whole, though some theater forms may blend role types, of fca_tuf'-
certain ones more predominantly than others. Each of the four P""c’_
pal role types, and even more specifically their numerous subcatfl:go
ries, are indicative of a particular age, sex, and social status of € ass
The conventional use of design and color in the headdresses, Cosc
tumes, and makeups of each role type serves to directly BEE tl}cs 4
characteristics. The makeup conventions for sing, or painted fac

¢ ; . : ra-
roles, are even more specific, signalling the personality and tempe
ment of the wearer as well.

Stylization (xtangzheng

shoufa) is probably the aesthetic principle
closest to the h

.. : nce
cart of traditional theater. It refers to the diverge ¢
between the behaviors of daily life and their presentation on the stagc
—the nonrealistic representation of those behaviors in performance:

wul_un a particular style. A]l forms of traditional Chinese theater a¢

stylized. However, Wwhereas conventions are for the most part share

among all the forms, having the same meanings in each, it is prmar

ily through lifferences in the manner of stylization that the various

forms of traditional theater can be distinguished from one anothet.
Both physical

oy 3
and vocal aspects of traditional theater performanc



TRADITIONAL THEATER IN CONTEMPORARY CHINA 187

ae stylized, and it is within the various role types and their subcate-
gories that the specific stylizations occur. Physical stylization tends to
be faitly similar for each role type throughout traditional theatet
forms, and hence more indicative of a particular role type than of a
particular form of theater. The distinctive Beijing opera walking styles
gf the dan and sheng, described in chapter V, are readily recognizable
in other traditional forms, as are the stylized hand and eye move-
ments of the Auadan. While some regional forms do not include cer-
tin role types—the /ing being the type most frequently excluded—
the posture, walk, and gesture style of every role type included in
tach form can definitely be recognized as belonging to that role type,
throughout the various forms of traditional theater. Vocal stylization,
however, is in many instances markedly different from one theater
form to another, being simultaneously indicative of a particular role
?Pe and of the particular form of theater. In Beijing opera the young
femalc speaks and sings in a clear, piercing falsct_tq. prod'UCCd_ in the
otchead and front of the face. Other forms utilize quite different
o range and production for young female roles, including €x-
::STF'Y high natural register production, midrange chcst-SuPPEﬁ;d
n pmdl_lmon', and a type of vocal production neatly reserm &
;Yodel, in which the performer must have a very wide vocal range.
P i b g e ol P
thavior s t'hc primarily Gt by society for
By patterns traditionally deemed appropriate y
t¥Pe of role thus portrayed. S
istg,lism?l stylization is even more important than voca}ts:)y::f:;‘:ith_
in Wfll;shmg among the forms of tradqlonal thca}tcr.w N chatic
teistic a:::)c patterns. Beijing opera's pibuang sqczominant modes,
Prescribeq III’lnch ?ﬂymg musical instruments, tWO 'I:tic elodic patterns
2 ical arrangements, and charactett i io con-
excellent Cxample of the maior pattern for theater m 2

tem iti o
or - : ghewict i
Porary China, The music of many Uadltlona pﬂ-fticular must

ev st
sy ::gdagcording to this pattern, each utilizing e and metri-
Its accompanying instruments, associated MOCH ric melodic
mt:c"angemcms, and having its own unique Char?cc:f rsl:ylc and the
ialc;n S Produced by the combination_o_f [hatt;ln ust:; forms us¢ d_ac
olde used by that form. Some traditional the? ire tunes within
spccifp"‘ttern characteristic of kunqu, i which en
1C mo

4 ics are
des predate given plays, for Wh:fsli]calﬁlffk of cach form.

- But whichever pattern is used, the M
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when coupled with its dialect, produces a musical stylization unique
to that form.? .

Finally, the overall aesthetic aim of all traditional theater forms is
rooted in stylization. Traditional theater in contemporary China is a
performer-oriented theater; the script serves primarily as a vehicle for
performance. Every major performer in each performance must pre-
sent a constant stream of expression; all internal aspects of the cha_rac-
ter being portrayed must be made external. Generally spc?kl"g-
speech furthers the plot, while movement elaborates upon it and
song deepens it by expressing emotion. A case can be made for the
social origins of this phenomenon; Chinese society is basically one in
which direct expressions of emotion are frowned upon. Speech is used
in the theater for interaction, much as it is in daily life, although sty-
listically in a somewhat different manner, while movement and song
are used to express subjective experience and inner feelings to the
audience. The strength of the performance is therefore in music and
movement; while a Western-style spoken drama may use ten thou-
sand words in its script, the longest traditional plays contain only half
that number, and most average about twenty-five hundred words.*
The combined aim of the physical, vocal, and musical stylizations of
traditional theater is to convey the essence and spirit of life, rather
than to present its realistic likeness. ?

In post-1976 China, all traditional theater forms pursue this aim,
utilizing playscripts that fall within three basic categories.> The first
type, called “traditional plays” (chuantong xi), are plays that were
already in performance before 1949 and were therefore usually de-
vised or written without the intention of conveying particular ideo-
logical viewpoints. Some of them have been altered somewhat t©
femove or replace objectionable attitudes and situations, particularly
those with erotic content, and are therefore termed “revised tradi-
tonal plays.” All such plays fully utilize and in fact exemplify the

acsthetic principles and performance techniques of traditional the-
ater.

The second category is called “newly written historical plays” ("

biande lishi ju). The term “historical” is used loosely here—while
some of these plays do concern historical figures, many have mytho-
logical heroes such as the Monkey King Sun Wukong and the legend-
ary Judge Bao. These plays are written to consciously embody ideolog:
ical viewpoints and attitudes and are distinguishable from craditional

Playscripts on that basis, While none were produced between 1

and 1976, they are currently the major focus for contemporary play-



TRADITIONAL THEATER IN CONTEMPORARY CHINA 189

wights. In terms of performance, the important characteristic of
newly written historical plays is that they are set in the past and can
icrefore use the entire body of traditional performance techniques,
including the costumes and stage properties and the full repertoire of
conventional and stylized movement which they facilitate. To an au-
d!ence unfamiliar with the texts of traditional plays, newly written
hlStOFiCﬁl plays and traditional plays therefore appear essentially iden-
tical in performance.

The third category of plays is made up of those termed “contempo-
taty plays” (xiandai xi). Like newly written historical plays, contem-
porary plays consciously embody ideological viewpoints. However,
theif plots, themes, and characters are all of the twentieth century.
The performance of contemporary plays cannot therefore rely cr}tlrcly
Upon traditional aesthetic principles and performance techniques.
NE”Ch of the traditional conventional and stylized movement is sim-
{’i:;.“:‘ P}:’acticablc without the traditional costumes and Stagz P}’OII:C;
fEal’Es;c movement problems arc_compoundcd bx the 3 dI::)Ocon-
i € scenery, since conventionalized movements intende

¥ the physical environment on a bare stage become supcrﬂuouls.
W‘:;:_P; even more fundamental is the problem prclscnthlt}?:gft‘::
i} eveloped to portray Confucian values and their rif:utypcs L
iy ié)altl:ems at different levels of social s‘tatus,'thc ;gr o The
- rfmmappfopnatc for the portrayal of postliberation Zs e creative

o ance of contemporary plays tht_:I'CfOIC requir there Were O

tlopment of new performance techniques. Though the

EEE?: ideological reasons for there being so _fCW mo‘édlzzglhgzzg
tion 'T}llporary Beijing operas developed during t.h‘i umaj of contrib-
Uting these performance considerations were certainly :,raw plays were
¥ g factor as well, And while a numbe of conteZP d 1979, many
rn:{m to criticize the Gang of Four betweet 971 3:“ :
1ha::h“e"‘1y written historical plays have b‘l’cn r:locr,rél':cials continu¢ ©
expr ave contemporary plays. However, &2 tu icten to express €%
o s 2 need for and to give respect © plays wrt
Porary themes in a modern setting.” fotins combined with
the v: fange of stylization in traditionalth th‘:tcr of plays perform
% Ua(?{ different subject matter of the i chetic values 3¢
s itional theater means that mat
lcular to just one form or type of play-
4l aestheric v lues shared by all forms and plays o %
e cvid alues share y 5 Pﬂ.ﬂs Of
T ent. bO(h of yarious
he first concerns posture and movem

ent,



90 Elizabeth Wichmann
|

; : rough space.
the body in isolation, and of the entire Zi.)d{-]c":le(;i}::[ic a%m ilzthc
Straight lines and angles are to bc a;rmdtt.‘w;)r‘k of circles, arcs, and
presentation of a three-dimensional ne .
lines. will be
cu?::itasis' this means for instance that an Ourshtrﬂ;};(lidi?;r foedii
held in an extended curve unbroken at cuh;{r ; Zsaction as small as
by angles. In movement, this aesthetic app 1esft rincipal characters.
the gaze of an eye, and as large as the blocking Of Pus the attention of
In many role types, the actor’s e {?C aze. In such an
the audience, to lead it with the movement of ﬁ object on the
instance, if the performer intends to indicate a o i
ground, the gaze of his or her eyes will begin a;:wgb'f:ct. Conversely,
sweep up first, and then curvc.dovivﬂ M A On}: s atiovc eye level, it
if the gaze is to end in an indication of g mgd then sweep up to
will travel down as it moves toward that_ObICCt' an ointing gestures,
light upon it. This same use of tl'.1c arc is lmade' IE fhc hand will ulti-
which first curve away from the direction in whn:b dy will begin with
mately point; a pointing directly ig front of thc' Oiny to the left will
a sweep into the body before curving out, a pc;mt Og"r il
begin with a sweep to the right, and.wce versa. ';'m s and angles. A
space, the performer similarly avoids straight line e center chaif IS
move from downstage center facing out to an upsta_gh ¢ while gradu-
therefore made by circling to either the lfft or the "gth e side of the
ally turning to face upstage, moving diagonally to to return to the
chair, and then circling again in the opposite d1rcct10nh - The renlt
front face position, this time directly in front of the ¢ eant. of o matio-
ing s-shaped curve has been compared to the mcwrcfﬂt,S strings from
fiette puppet, necessary in order to keep the pup p cb is concerning
entangling, and hypotheses have been drawn on this aa%(/hate"er the
the origins of theater movement in puppet theater. a basic a€s
causal relationship, such curyed movement patterns are
thetic of traditional theater. d vocal pro-
A second aesthetic valye concerns both movement an or speech,
duction. Whether in dance, pantomime, acrobatics, SO;‘g’ Any hint
the actor’s Performance must at all times appear effort c'ss“-; of somef-
of strain at hitting 5 high note, performing a complex serie sage with-
saults and flips, or speaking an extended dcclam?to_ry B that the
Out apparent pause for breath is perceived as mdxcatmgearancco
performer’s command of technique is insufficient. The app

It the
. i > dercuts
Strain or efforr js uncomfortable for the audience and un
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aim of conveying the spirit and essence of life in performance. The
rigorous training program described in chapter V remains critical to
the development of stage artistry, for only such a program can bring
abou_t the control needed for apparently effortless performance of the
ph}f;‘m“}’ strenuous and complex techniques of traditional theater.
aspecfsfg;a:) (fztrlfr;crl;?lc]mal acsthc}:?c of traditional theater ap_plics to gll
PR ce—everything on the stage, everything within
il P;y. must above all bc'l?caunful. In terms of cos-
= s w_lilll’s tdat a beggar in a tr'admonal or newly revised his-
B );t ;} e dressed in a black silk fobc covered with multicol-
e COl‘ltimL es, rather than in actually dirty o tattered clothes. And
e Porf;lry play, ‘thc cloth;s gf th.c poorest peasant are clean
il at moi Pbatc ed, while a soldier just in from days on maneuvers
onal] 51;[ e marked by a fcw strategically p.!aced. tears and conven-
form ¥n ggested blqod stains on an otherwise crisp and clean uni-
meax;s thtcrms of acting style, the absolute requirement for beauty
. hat the actress portraying a young woman who has just
cartbreaking news will on no account cty real tears, for the
accompanying red eyes and runny nose are considered anything but
?Cagtlful. The act of crying will instead be presented in 2 stylized
ashion, and if the actress is good, will be quite moving. In training
schools and rehearsal halls, the criticism heard with much the great
est frequency, directed at speech, song, movement, and acting style
alike, is that the particular sound or action being pcrformed is incot-
rect because it is not beautiful. And the highest praise which can be

given a performance is to say that it is beauti L
Because they are all based upon these aesthetic prmaplc's and
values, traditional theater forms are both fundamentally similar to
one another and quite distinct from the newer forms qf the twenticth
century. The spoken drama (huafu), SUn8 drama (ge#), 404 dance-
drama (wuju) of the twentieth century af based to vafying extents
upon the aesthetics of several Western models, and are therefore
immediately distinguishable from the traditional forms. But since the
Western forms of theater that serve as models are quite different fn.)m
one another, twentieth-century forms are ot usually viewed in China
as being a discrete category in themselves. In fact, ¥
tional forms are collectively referred to in contemporafy
generic term xiqu, twentieth-centufty orms as 2 §rOUP
referred to only by the broad term xi/#, Of theater, 2 co
naturally includes traditional forms as well. It 15 the extent t

hereas the tradi-
China by the
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aesthetic principles and values of the traditional theater are present in
each of the newer twentieth-century forms, and the way in which they
are blended with the aesthetics of the Western models, that most
illuminates both the individual and Chinese natures of each of these
newer forms.

Spoken drama is the most thoroughly Western-based for.m. As
such, it utilizes certain aesthetics of Western realistic theater, mc.luﬁ-
ing the demands for realism in the portrayal of its characters and in its
staging techniques, as well as for an emphasis upon well-made plots
in its scripts. Since it is further in nature from traditional theater, con-
taining neither song nor dancelike movement, it reflects the least
influence of the aesthetic principles and values of traditional theater;
there is essentially no synthesis in the manner of traditional theater,
and very little convention and stylization. To say there is no such
influence, however, is to deny the sinicization of the Western models
in their adaptation to Chinese content and to deny the force of those
traditional aesthetic principles and values within the broad range of
Chinese theatrical activity. Spoken drama, like traditional drama,
holds beauty as a primary aesthetic value. In the creation of beauty
within the context of spoken drama, conventions and stylizations
have been adopted for the portrayal of actions and situations whlcb.
if performed thoroughly realistically, would jar with that aesthetic.
Stylized conventional gestures of pain, anger, sadness, and herotsm I0
the face of physical adversity may trouble the Western viewer when
seen in the performance of Western-style spoken drama, but they are
well within the Chinese theatrical tradition. .

Sung drama and dance-drama present more obvious blends of Chi-
nese and Western forms, techniques, and aesthetics. In the former,
Western opera influence may be seen, as well as the influences of both
traditional Chinese theater and folk music. In the latter, clements of
Western ballet and modern dance blend with Chinese folk dance and
tr:aditional theater movement. In both, Western realistic staging tech-
niques are combined with conventional staging elements of the tradi-

tional theater. The basic aesthetic values of apparent effortlessness
and beauty are evident throughout.

PATTERNS AND PROBLEMS OF DEVELOPMENT

The strength and ubiquity of traditional theater aesthetics, substan”
tially affecting even the Western-based forms of Chinese theatef, a1¢



TRADI” l ]
TIONAL THEATER IN CONTEMPORARY CHINA 193

perthaps the reas " : .
o Cxistcn(-(-( ::)(.r)rt]lc[tli]]gt creation, in the Western sense of bringing
major attribute of (“hl'ng. that is more or less totally new, is fot 2
forms of theater dc“:[ inese theater. The conscious creation of new
as the romantic rcalisr:]'l~n6d to break corpplctcly with the past, such
movements of the late I:‘.- expressionist, impressionist, and surrealist
ern theater, do not have E’;_‘Cfmh- e s AL
 ilen drums in Chin inese parallels. Though the early history of
Western counterpan 1 rc;'scmb‘lcs somewhat the beginnings of its
B Supportcd;:v s, it differs in a crucial aspect: the theater form
B o inds cﬁls an imported, already proven Western one rather
N e rat E;?US dcyclopmcr}t. Creativity in Chinese theater
e tonig alicadsy Clxr} rpaklfflg creative changes and developments in
Creativite Withii] 1st|c;1_g. orms of thcatncall expression.
fie T iR — T) trahmonal theater form is perhaps best exempli-
B ey mlz's yht e work of Mei Lanfang. Originally perform-
bitden, o wudan" e igter combined the techniques of gingyt,
B whein inlg va}tlnci;us_ ways to prgducc young female charac-
Birs tha i ﬁl : oth their theatricality ar}d subtlety, featured in
performer the opportunity to demonstrate his

superlati
ve >
command of acrobatic, song, speech, movement, and act-
d scripts that are of

in :

cx%ﬁ;;‘izzlclltrs. For these plays he commissione

- forai A iterary quallty for Beijing operas, as this form is not
o baSCdephasg upon text, and developed new costumes and
Bt ‘upon historical models. On his death he left Beijing
ore highly developed and regarded than he found it, and in

thc cO .
urs . »
0 e of hls.carecr he raised the stature of young female roles in
m to the importance of those of mature men.?
on has in the past given

Suc .
tise tohntrca[we development and assimilati
ew forms of traditional theater as well. Wei Liangfu's work 1n
his knowledge of both

developi
oping Kunshan music, incorporating
to the music of

north ; / 7
ern and southern theatrical music, gave I
ional theatrical form and

£ S

h:ziqzﬁ which became the dominant nat

that position for three hundred years, as described in chapter TIL.
ral regional tradi-

The . A
i Clrcauvc combination of techniques from seve
al theater forms gave tise to £unqu 's successot, Beijing operd. s

documented in chapter IV.
jjing opera” plays of

thglcl;c “model revolutionary contemporary Be _
Cultural Revolution are the most recent example of creative €x-
periment in traditional Chinese theatet While strictly speaking they

form of theatef, their perfor-

are a new type of play rather than a new
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mance is appreciably different from that of traditional Beijing opera
plays, using as they do a creative combination of Western staging
techniques and orchestration, traditional musical style, traditional
and spoken drama movement and speech, as well as musical and
movement elements from regional traditional theater forms and folk
performances.

It is clear from essays in the official press during the period 1978-
1982 that the present official aims regarding theater are to preserve
traditional forms, primarily in the production of traditional plays,
and to creatively develop these forms in the production of newly writ-
ten historical plays and contemporary plays. Forms that made their
appearance in twentieth-century China are also given encouragement
to develop creatively. 10

Preservation is of course of critical importance. Traditional theater
forms constitute a major portion of China’s traditional cultural hcr{-
tage. Additionally, creative development based upon these tradi-
tional forms absolutely tequires their healthy survival. However, pres-
ervation alone would very likely result in museum piece theater,
certainly a much lesser achievement than the continued existence of a
living, developing body of national theater forms, 11

While it is possible that superlative actors will arise, capable 9f
creatively expanding the techniques of traditional theater forms in
th.e manner of Mei Lanfang’s contribution to Beijing opera, it is unre-
alistic to rely upon such a chance development. This is especially true
in contemporary China; practice and training have had only five years
of relative normality after the extended break caused by the Cultural
Revolution, and practice and training are critical for the development
of the technical expertise such a performer would require to contrib-
ute substantially in this manner. Furthermore, the type of theatrical
productiop developed in the Cultural Revolution, with its emphasis
on committee work and revision rather than on individual contribu-
tion, is still tht:: primary working method, further reducing the likeli-
rformers singlehandedly bringing about sub-

» 3 well as the development of new forms, to

atrical el with the variety of Western dramatic and the-
Bl e becoming Increasingly familiar in China, present 2
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tich field for creative borrowing and assimilation. A literally innu-
merable array of musical, acting, movement and dance, and staging
possibilities present themselves.

Wh”? the most ambitious and far-reaching example of this sort
of creative development to date remains the model revolutionary
contemporary plays of the Cultural Revolution, other examples are
already evident. The dance-drama Tales of the Silk Road (Silu hua-
y#), discussed in chapter VI, is a good case in point. The drama com-
bmf_s Chinese and Western musical instruments and styles for accom-
Paniment; blends ballet, modern, and folk dance movements, as well
as movements created from postures in Tang dynasty murals in its
dances; and has costumes based on those murals and modified by folk
costumes and contemporary Chinese moral and aesthetic values con-
cerning dress. In doing so, a production of great popularity was
created, which has been in continuous performance in a number of
Chinese cities since 1979. Furthermore, aspects of creative assimila-
tion in this production have already found their way into other, tradi-
tional theater forms.

In a 1980-1981 production of the newly written historical play
Wang Xifeng Disrupts Ningguo Prefecture (Wang Xifeng danao
Ningguofu), performed by the Jiangsu Provincial Beijing opera
troupe, a costume based upon those created for Zales of the Silk Road
was designed for one of the principal female opponents of the main
chatacter (see plate 40). New movement patterns in the style of tradi-
tional Beijing opera movement were developed to use that costume to
full advantage in the Beijing opera form.2 ;

Other developments include the many scenic devices of §pokf:n
drama that have been adapted for use in traditional theater, primarily
in the production of newly written historical plays, although they do
occur at times in traditional play productions s w_cll._nghtmg and
sound effects, multiple-set realistic scenery, rear projections, and spe-
cial effects such as smoke and flash pots, are among them (see plates
41-43). Such developments, however, do not generally concern actual

performance technique.

Substantial crcati(vlrc development within tradi;ional theater forms,
with the major exception of the model _rcvoluuonary contcm;;orar;
Beijing operas, remains scarce. The scarcity qf contcmpora;y p aysti-
partly the result of the performance difficulties they pose 1of pra:h
tioners of traditional theater, as discussed above. Throughout the

various forms and play types of craditional theater, it is due largely to
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the problem of authenticity and to the question of subject matter in
SCripts.

Each of the more than 360 forms of traditional theater is well
defined, having its own characteristic musical style and method of sty-
lization. Especially in light of the emphasis upon preservation of tra-
ditional theater forms, extensive creative development particularly in
performance technique presents a critical problem; it runs the risk of
exceeding the parameters of the particular form. To do so would be to
lose the authenticity, the characteristic “flavor” of that form. Experi-
ments in utilizing techniques from other traditional theater forms
and from folk forms may be criticized as diluting the purity and
integrity of the original form, as blurring those distinctions between
it and the others that give it its uniqueness. Experiments in incot-
porating elements from the more Westernized twentieth-century
forms may provoke the criticism that the resulting performance is
merely spoken drama with singing tacked on; that the original form
has l.ost an appreciable portion of its Chinese character—an extremely
sensitive 1ssue.!?

The second primary difficulty involved in creatively developing
theater forms is the question of subject matter and resulting scripts.
Plots, themes, and characters are of the utmost relevance to the cre-
ative development of performance techniques, since the script pro-
vides the vehicle for performance. At the same time, it is the script
that allows for the projection of value systems through images, a con-
scious and major concern of the Chinese authorities. It is not currently
possible to produce a script solely from performance considerations;
the i_dcological content remains of considerable importance. However,
PmlCUIaﬂy in the area of contemporary plays, the specifically desired
1dcologi_cal content and the manner in which it is to be presented are
uncertain. In terms of their scripts, contemporary plays during the
Cultural Revolution and until the fall of the Gang of Four were used
exclusively as ideological vehicles; the value system they projected was
the highly and purely political one of those leftists in power at the
tunc;,The slow process of disengaging the category, “contemporary
play,” from the personal politics of Jiang Qing and her comrades, a5
well as from its definition as a literary form synonymous with pure
propa.gand;., 1; still underway. Until this process is completed, the
question of subject mat : in hi
e
plays. Only the traditional pl i :

plays are essentially free from the curren
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roblem presente y ;
Si o \lﬂ’f::](gl:::[i l():ly [;hF relationship pf po_litics to dramatic content,
) content in C[ efore the conscious inclusion of specific ideo-
moority of tradit (E)njs:;lg:érh :; drhcr.cforc not surprising th.a_t the
BB i, and thac B productions currently usc.tradm_onal
(8 ed thanan | ewer contemporary plays are being written
T thc newly written h_lstorlcal plays.'*
Bt ncral prob ]CSC ufﬂlgucly Chinese problems, the influences of a
i Ching: <ta em facing wor'ld thqatcr as a vui'h'olc are also being
 evision for‘its gt:i art is mcrcasmgly in cqmpctltlon with film and
e reSUIU.nau iences. I.n C‘hma, a major reason for this dichot-
o comcmg complc:tltlon is the difference between the overall
ke porary life a}nd that of the period during which the
o al theater forms originally developed.

% ::(i i}::::;tz China was a thoroughly rural apd nonindustrial sqci-
e yearsg éppreaablc Wcstt:rn cultural influence only t_iunr_xg
4 Do u1a-t. On;cmporalry C?lln.a, on the other_ han.d, while still
indusrrializ,‘i tion ased primarily in the Fountrygdc. is marked by
oo ca{in cities a? well as a growth of.md'ustry in rural areas, by
s L ??lgg or the Four Modcrmzanons,“and by increasing
o al influence on many fronts. Tl:lc speed of life” in
emporary China is considerably faster than it was when the tradi-

tional theater forms now extant arosc.

Theater is by definition 2 reflection
maintained in popularity by the society
:?‘agiiorcllentcd theater forms dcvc':lopcd to convey the
eXtcnsi%c ynasty society, with their lack of emphasis upon plot and
g ik use of convention and styllzat_lon: are less action- and
K oriented, more leisurely, and more indirect than is contempo-

Y ife. Television and film, much more realistic forms which are
action- and speech-oriented, simply reflect contemporary life more
accurately and immediately. In the case of foreign imports, they give
their Chinese audiences a chance to se¢ what life in other cultures and

societies is like.!?
Spoken drama is the theater form which at present most readily
Like them, it is basically realistic and

competes with the screen arts.
oriented toward plot. Unlike the craditional theater forms, 1€ can
content—in fact,

respond quickly to changes i ideological criteria for
uced in China. It
in terms of

often more quickly than can
is therefore capable of being the newest p¢
me. And

both form and content, playing ina given t

of life. It is produced and

that it reflects. The perfor-
essence of life

film and television prod
rformance art,

own at a given tl
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“new” is a critical drawing factor for an audience deprived of variety
for more than ten years.

Sung dramas and dance-dramas are also relatively Western, aqd
therefore realistic, in Chinese terms. At the same time, they contain
clements of performance deemed inseparable from theater in China
for centuries, elements that spoken drama lacks—music and choreo-
graphed movement. Their combination of these new and old ele-
ments currently draws for them a sizeable audience.

Itis, then, traditional theater that faces the most immediate com-
petitive threat from the screen arts. Contemporary plays are at present
problematic. Traditional and newly written historical plays are un-
avoidably “old,” are too thoroughly grounded in a past society t0
apply directly to the needs of the present day. Some forms of regional
traditional theater, such as yueju of Zhejiang province, pingsu of the
northeast, and Auju of Shanghai fare a bit better in this respect than
do major national traditional forms such as Beijing opera and kunqu.
Due primarily to the liveliness of regional dialect in their speech, they
ate closer to the lives of their audiences than are the national forms;
they contain specific characteristics of their regions and are therefore
more congruent with the tastes of audiences in their regions. NIOHC
has as yet, however, risen to prominence outside of its own region.
Whether or not any of them will be able to do so is in question; the
very reasons for their regional popularity make them somewhat fe-
moved from the broad national audience.’ In most forms of tradi-
tional theater, including the major national forms, experiments with
realistic sets and scenic effects for newly written historical plays, and
occasionally even for traditional plays, have perhaps temporarily lure::,l
audiences through their novel use of technology and their “realism.
However, practitioners, officials, and audiences have already begun to
question this practice, since it necessitates a warping of aesthetic prin-
ciples and values. 17

Though attendance remains high at traditional theater perfor-
mances, theater officials see this as 2 relatively short-range phenome-
non. They view it as being due primarily to the curiosity appeal of the
old society and traditional performance techniques seen in the pro-
duction of traditional and newly written historical plays, no mattef
Wwhat staging techniques are used, after the ten year hiatus produced
by the Cultural Revolution. Since 1979, there has been a steady
decrease in the length of time a traditional or newly written hisrorica}l
play can fun and command sufficiently large attendance to make it
worthwhile. Also, audience composition has been changing during
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the same period. ile i .
l'CprescmeS e aud\’jizlcfs 1in 1}9178, various age groups were generally
large, spectato n the same proportions as in the society at
» SP rs over the age of forty-five have si i L
to dominate audience memb Ly ave since come increasingly
dance at these plays dcm ership.’* The general decline in atten-
the audience may };[;:If: f she; mountiEg e of younger members of
nese:sociery refecred b Ir10m thc_: .dlstance between the type of Chi-
poxtlition, esperisl yht e traditional theater and the contemporary
for traditional theat y those too young to have acquired serious tastes
tistics are available Cf(l; rior voche Cul bR tee. Wide R0
diional thegrur :}) emonstrate Fhat pco;_)lc who fail to attend tra-
—— a[:tc formances are in fact v1.ewi.ng twentieth-century
et e Perhsa instead, thc_rc are some indications that this is in
tsdifiona] disgtes p:rfmost telling is the marked preference among
hens B 1 P dOTmeS' l_mdcr forty-ﬁ\rc years of age for spo-
tiiphs o EF.!9‘ , and television as recreational viewing on their
" f:lc; nao tpg:fcrence for ‘more contem
= perfe taken_ to sxg_nal a lack of inter
Beain o r;)rmcrs in their own performing
it é) formers also oYerwhclmingly ind
Her] thea(i Uf{thet work with contemporaty p
Sehounsl & rrcl:) tf)rmi._Such a desire may in part '
rcVOlutic;na;y cl(;:)nntal investments made by these people in t'hc model
lers oo fmpprary plays' of the Cultural Revolution—thetr
loelns ess 'zn;r.olde with these plays. However, there is a
it fc)pracnca ity in such a view, a5 shown by the ongoing
oy rlcontgmporary plays. Dealing as icy do with twen-
iige of perﬁ}? ople and events and using a potentially much broader
il rmance tclchmqucs, contemporary p‘lays stand a much
ce of competing successfully with twentieth-century forms

ang the screen arts for audiences.
COnter‘;Cf:POIary plays of_Fcr the op
ke nP l;iilry characters in plots an
diti oe?b‘s .O.f the present day. Sim
Oﬂ'cntlz;dm ilities for the blenc!mg of
lented aesthetics and techniques Wit
principles, values, performance clements, a0

traditi , - - :
aditional Chinese theater. While the creative and 1
s are undenia
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a living theater base
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NOTES

1. The figure is from an interview with provincial-level theater officials in Jiangsu
Province, October 28, 1980.

2. Most of the data and opinion in this chapter are based upon two years of field
research in China, primarily in Nanjing, Jiangsu Province, but also in Beijing, Shang-
hai, and Lanzhou, Gansu Province, from August 1979 to August 1981. Only where
data are specific to one interview or observation situation, rather than drawn from the
notes and tapes of the total research period, is it noted below.

3. For a more detailed English language analysis of traditional Chinese theater
music in the twentieth century, see Rulan Chao Pian, “Aria Structural Patterns in the
Peking Opera,” in J. I. Crump and William P. Malm, eds., Chinese and Japanese
Music-Dramas (The University of Michigan Center for Chinese Studies, Michigan
Papers in Chinese Studies No. 19, Ann Arbor, 1975), pp. 65-98.

4. The figures are from lectures given to students majoring in traditional play
directing at the Jiangsu Provincial Traditional Theater School in the spring of 1980.

5. While the three categories of plays have been recognized as such since the estab-
lishment of the Drama Reform Committee in July of 1950, the current policy of s
zhe bing ju,” or “simultaneously develop the three,” is associated with Zhou Enlgl s
policies of the 1950s and early 19605 regarding theatrical development. For a faitly
comprehensive history of theater in China since 1949 as viewed from the current per-
spective of cultural officials, see “Zai Zhongguo xijujia xiehui disanci huiyan d;.1.1b120
dahui shang, Zhao Xun tongzhi zuo ju xie gongzuo baogao,” Remmin xiju 12
(1979):8-16.

6. Mei Lanfang, “Zhongguo xiqu yishu de xin fangxiang,” Wenyi bao 16 (1952):
10-14. An abbreviated version is also available in English as “Old Art with a New
Future,” China Reconstructs 4 (September-October, 1952):21-24.

7. Numerous examples of official support and encouragement of comemPOf?r.y
Plays have been published since 1976, A representative piece is: Huo Dashou, “J+
d_‘F“E gexin, wenbu gianjin—quan 8UO Xiqu jumu gongzuo zuotanhui ceji,” Renmin
xyyu 9 (1980):3-7. More recent expression can be scen in: “Wenhua bu zal Nl.“%
zhaokai xiqu xiandai xi zuotanhui—ba jutuan chengli xiqu xiandai xi yanjiu hul,
Renmin xiju 1(1981):57.

8. See Sun Kaidi, Kuilei xi kaoyuan (Shangza, Shanghai, 1952), for a wel-
supported thesis aiming to prove that puppetry was the origin of theater in China.
and that theater therefore imitates the techniques of puppetry. See Sun Rongbal:
{;"gﬂ_‘ cﬁang:bi Jlanghua (Zhongguo xiqu chubanshe, Beijing, 1959), p- 7+ g8

escription of s-shaped movement patterns in Beijing opera.

9. For more information on Me; Lanfang in English, see A. C. Scott, Mei Lanfang;
Zade:nof ;{.]»e Pear Gar.den (Hong. Kong University Press, Hong Ko_ng, I959);N\’:’:
Wogl"i:d Pgr; l-gmg Zuolin, and Mei -S}_laowu. Peking Opera and Mei Lanfang (Paul
Elek Lonilsc; c‘img; 1981); and William Dolby, A History of Chinese Dra{rlﬂ_( 40
(th;ng oxril" 9},76)' o Chm,'f'_‘“’c' see Mei Lanfang, Wutai shenghuo J"’”éﬂ"”(Qi

Rushangxlilanslil:nc u'bltnst}:-e ; BF ”mg,‘ 1980);_ and Qi Rushan, Qr Rushan quarft

R ofmeg.:.ts [1: lanys;: we.zyuanhm,Talbci, 1964). . e
in preserving and i T analys-cs‘ to date on the Copﬂdcmnons m--x' u

g and creatively developing traditional theater is: Liu Housheng, “Xid
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bixu V()ng .
yongyuan tui chen chu xin,” ke
the same ye xin, Renmm xiju 4 (1979):5-9. A sh !
Through()ﬁt ?}:ck;‘);arZTgsHong - ..C;”g”g’”f”g ribao, Octobermiltzr aln;;'gﬂs i
topic, listed in each ind 0, Renmin xifu cartied at least one article per ;nomh'olf]’-thg._
Through the Old o B e section heading, “Tui chen chu xin,” or “We :;
ment of spoken dramm‘1g Forth the New.” Representative articles on t!hc dcw:foc
1979, p. 3, and Di a include those by Li Moran in Guangming ribao, ) lp-
11. A .ftlprcscn::g Haiping in Guangming ribao, June 2, 1980, p. 3 b
jing opera plays ar:éve statement of support for the preservation of traditional Bei-
found in: "Jingi'u \;ishal Sgld! of e PrOt?lems involved in such presetvation, can be
zuozhe zuotanhui ji W jicheng, gexin yu fazhan—Shanghai jingju ishix
i uh: 11;]20. Renmin xiju 11 (1979):23-27, 37. yishu gong-
ments by par:i;; ;ﬂ OVcr;_nber 1980 an_dJanual’y 1981 runs of this production, com-
pant performers, officials, and members of the audience led to fur-

ther ada i i
pration in |
both the costume l[Sle and the movements Of the pcrformer who

wore it.
13. Practiti i
itioners frequently discuss such criticisms, and the problems posed by
d resulting problems can

them, i ; :
i ;”f:::slqg meetings. Mention of these criticisms an
e in Lhc official press, e.g.: “Jingju xiang he chu qu—jingju yishu
i Forla ayan zhaiyao,” Renmin xiju 1(1980):2-13 :
. n » . . . %
L Bcijifngaz:; :fthc c\;)ansxdcranons involved in creatively developing the liter-
Lty , see: Wang Zenggi, “C ij ji jingj
dc:;"‘!ll;h lem’_” et (1980):g22—zfq ong xiju wenxue de jiaodu kan jingju
majo.r onf: 1;5;:6 ot;] _thcatcr and its rcllationship to contemporary life is probably the
Blis ooen ngd iscussed by practitioners of traditional theater forms, especially
e 1‘1‘“. »é_zmqu, at the present time. Representative publications on this
fivin Zhaiyac; "J;angju lgua.rfzhong ping jingju—jingju guanzhong daibiao zuotanhui
s guanz}; e:zmm xifu 2 ('1.980):2—6; Zhang Junqiu, €t al., “Jingju yanyuan da
hsagan ong,” Renmin xyu 3 (1980):25-32; and Tong Zhiling, “Wei jingju
" Thgcngdpg Fic guanzhong,” Renmin xipu 6 (1980):4-6.
form.s . :rpolsstbiluy of major national forms assimilating characteristics of regional
S mfif DﬂE,.howcver. For discussion of the relationship of regional traditional
ajor national ones, see Renmin xifu 11 (1979):23-27, 37 and 10 (1980):

22-24,
17. d : i
Reflections in the official press of the controversy over sce
“Xiqu bujing chuangzuo de jicheng yu
iu wenti de yixic

:;i?tf.f’ can be found in: Luan Guanhua,

yjjia?]‘_dieim'ﬂ‘ﬂ:{k 10 (1979):40-41; “Ben kan duzhe dui jing
“Jie hou ; ¢ lai xln._zong'shu," Renmin xiu 5 (1980):42-44; and Luan Guanhua,
Renmz};x{uxmg de jingxiang—guangan ‘Shoudu wutai meishu sheji zhanlan,””

i1 (1981):33-34.
larlla" The critical problem of attendance at tradit
andy 'E.tlhc case of Beijing opera, is 4 major topic of
5 officials. It is also featured in the official press: se¢
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