Peking Opera: Simplicity out
of Necessity

Mei-shu Hwang

In comparison with the modern Western realistic theatre, the highly
stylized acting and the representationally bare stage of the Peking Opera
are often considered to be symbolic or abstract. But it does not seem quite
true; there are strong realistic elements. The most systematic analysis of the
conventions of this stage I have come across is Wei Tzu-ylin’s short paper
entitled “The Treatment of Time and Space on Peking Opera Stage.” In
this paper Wei categorizes the conventions of Peking Opera into realistic
expression, borrowed expression, and imaginative expression. He says that
the costumes, weapons, candles, tables and chairs (when they are used as
tables and chairs) of this theatre, for example, are “all articles actually used
in our daily life” though historical accuracy is usually not observed. -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 mani-
pulated by the artistic convention so as to break through historical time
and space.” Therefore, when a table or chair is used to represent a mountain,
4 platform, a house, or other high things, or other articles used in a like
manner, they follow the convention of borrowed expression, thus to meet
the need of fast changes of time and space required by the plot development.
By convention of imaginative expression Wei means the mimetic gestures
and shen-tuan ( & Bt body expressions), such as the opening and closing
of a door, the taming and saddling of a horse, travelling by boat, etc., wh1ch
are designed to reveal or suggest things physically absent from the stage.!

This paper was presented at the Tenth Congress of International Comparative Literature
Association at New York University August 22—29, 1982. For this revision, [ spedially
want to thank Professor Owen Aldridge for his comments and suggestions (See Tambkang
Review, XIII [1982], 1--2).
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Generally speaking, I agree with what Wei has said, but I doubt very
much that the borrowed and imaginative expressions were the resuits of an
artistic breaking through. In my opinion, such conventions were formed
or formulated in the early stage not as a result of artistic achievement but
out of necessity because of physical and artistic difficulties. In other words,
from the z:ecess'ty of using handy makeshifts and pretending,
like what happens in children’s play. Such conventions seem universally
common in all early theatres which were financially and artistically poor.

Western ?.h atre undergone so many changes while the
classical Chinese stage has remained simple, or has refused to change? Very

Bsut Wﬁy has the 3§
little seems to have been said about this, and the present study ventures to
look for some answers for this phenomenon from factors both within and

the theatre, with reference to Western theatre—not as a comparative
study of the theatres East and West, but as borrowed information or
evidences for the support of my argument. Though the study will consider
the traditicnal Chinese theatre as a whole, the Peking Cpera is used represen-

tatively in terms of staging form and method as it is the last and best living
theatre of this tradition. .

When we talk about the development of theatre arts, we may immedi-
ately think of such elements as scripts, actiﬁg styles, stage form, training and
repert ry systems, dramatic theories and theatrical movements. All these
are of course closely related. For convenience’s sake, we will start with the
Readers familiar with the Chinese literary history know that
the classical Chinese plays borrowed greatly from the Speech-and-song
literature ( 2518 xy 88 similar in form o the French chantefable) and
there has belyn httn, change in form and style. For a quick reference, some
fines from this Hterary form and plays are quoted as follows:

A.  from Master Tung’s Western Chamber Romance ( 4R 5075 K8 )—a
Speech-and-song literature:
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[The story narrator sings of Student Chang’s action]

Leaving for the capital, the candidate ‘
Said farewell by a country road.

‘At the height of -

-Our hap;iiness,

I rhust leave Ying-ying to make my name in the world . . . 2

B. Tom A Dream of Butterflies ( i it 2 )—a Yiian play:

Pao . (falls asleep at the desk; then rises and enacts his dream)
Burdened with affairs as I am, how could I go to sleep?l shall take
a stroll. At the back of this hall I find a side-door. I will open it
and look out. Ah, it is a lovely garden! ... 3

C.  from The Lute ( & & & )—a Ming play:

Chao (enters and sings)
Back again to the bare tomb
For the ceremony of leave-taking! .
Troubled by the future, anguished in the present,
‘Their portraits I will now paint, to show all whom I meet;
Dumbly eloquent in their sorrow, they will plead for me . . .

D. from The Blood-stained Fan ( Bk #£ 5 )—a Ch’ing play:

Story-teller Liu (enters, disguised as a fisherman and shouldering a bundle;
sings)
Leaving the lonely woods with their plaintively rustling leaves,
I am greeted by clusters of flowering rush and smariweek,—
With my cormorant plume hat worn all askew
And my white beard fluttering in the wind,
Who would know me for a madcap latter-day court jester?-
I, Liu Ching-t'ing, braving the wind and‘rain, walked all the way up
the river, but never saw any mutinous troops plundering the grain.
Perhaps it was only a rumour. I must now sit on the grass, open my
bundle, change into hat and boots, so as to deliver the letter . . . s

E.  from The Faithful Harlot ( & % % )—a Peking overa:

Su San: Ai-Ya! I, Su San,
Out of Hung Tung county,
Come into the street,

My heart is fettered! .. .°
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Such self-descriptions of action, locale, and/or scenery exist in all classical
Chinese plays, and are still loved by most playwrights of the Peking Opera
today. They are different from the monologue and soliloquy in Western
drama because such lines in Chinese plays are often in the tone of a story-
teller instead of that of natural speech from the mouth of a dramatic
character. No matter if they can be treated as a kind of characters’ thinking-

" aloud, it is obvious that such self-descriptions of action, scenery, and locale

would not encourage the use of realistic sets on the stage. Moreover, the
classical plays have been written mostly in verse. Since verse or poetry
is not natural in our everyday speech, a representational setting that aims to
produce illusion could not go easily with such a language style. In other
words, the language form could make scenic design artistically more difficult,
and the continuous emphasis and interest in the poetic language for drama
in the tradition of the Speech-and-song literature could therefore be a condi-
tioning factor for keeping the classical Chinese stage simple and bare and
also making it enjoyable only to a very small group of audience today.
But why would the Chinese playwrights of classical drama not turn to prose
as, for instance, the romantic writers like Hugo did in the West when they
found poetry no longer appealing to the mass audience ?

In addition to the poetic language, the story development of a play
also follows the manner of the Speech-and-song narration—changing the
locales freely at the storyteller’s will. This would add to the practical
difficulties if the scenery were to be materialized on stage. In fact, the
playwrights seem to care very little about it. For instance, only in a very
few plays can we find some stage directions about settings; when there are,
they are always for individual scenes. Take Li YU’s Mansion in the Mirage
( B 1 48), which, to my knowledge, contains the longest and most detailed
stage directions on scenery. There are descriptions not only of the mansion
but also of how it is to appear and how a stick is to be transformed into a
bridge between the mansion and the seashore. In another scene of the play,
a two-story pavilion is required, with the upper story for gods and the lower
for human characters. But when the locales change to the underwater palaces
of the sea-gods or their temples on land, there is again the bare stage with
no indication of any kind of settings at all. Such occasional uses of scenery
are to me of the nature of stage properties, similar to the use of a painted
cloth for a city wall in Peking Opera, only more elaborated.

Scenery in the traditional Chinese theatre seemed commonly ignored
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or neglected for long, not only by playwrights, but also by other people of
this theatre. For instance, in books and essays on this theatre, both in
English and Chinese, | have never found any names to be recorded as scenic
designers. Even years after the drama reform in Mainland China since the
1940’s, no Peking Opera or other traditional repertories had included in
-their systems any artists for design and no program or course on design
had ever been offered in its training centers or schools. In recent years,
though scenery for traditional plays is sometimes tried, but is still considered
a kind of luxury, both in Taiwan and Mainland China.” Traditional theatre
theorists and critics seemed to have paid no attention to it either.
Dramatic Theories and Criticism In the history of Western theatre, dramatic
theory and practice have mutually influenced each other and worked together
to enable all the changes and progress. For example, neoclassicism’s emphasis
on the three unities could be considered the first step in making it easier
for the development of representational scenery; the romantic dramatists’
insistence on historically accurate settings and costumes could be the second
step; and naturalism and realism’s principle of scentific objectivity completed
the concept of the theatre of illusion. But it has been very different in China.
If we take a look at the one hundred-and-ten-odd essays on classical theatre
in the three biggest anthologies—Chung-kuo ku-tien hsi-ch’ic lun-chu chi-
cheng (oh BH 7 B 8 o 57 3 4R 5R), Hsin-chi-yiian (3 @38 ), and
the drama section of Chung-kuo ku-tien wen-hsileh lun-wen ching-hsiian
tsungkon (P B H B X EHXHEREZ T [ BB B D), we will find
that most of them are about metrics, and fragmentary information and/or
brief comments about plays, players, playwrights, music, and musicians.
Some of them contain nothing more than lists of plays and plot summaries.
Only a few are on the nature of traditional theatre; one is on acting (written
in 1828 and first published in 1917). I have found not a single one, in these
anthologies or elsewhere, that says anything about scenery. Even Li Yi’s
Casual Notes on Leisure Life ( [B11% {8%2F ), which contains not only
detailed and sjstematic discussions on classical Chinese drama and theatre
(such as plot, character, language, music, comic devices, and actor training),
but also artistic and practical information and opinions about house and
garden planning and design, touches nothing about the scenic aspect. In
short, unlike what has happened to the Western arts and theatre, the lack
of theoretical and critical stimulations for change must be one of the reasons
for the classical Chinese theatre to remain basically the same up to this day.
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It may also be pointed out that none of these theoretists and critics
said anything about play directing, not even Li Yii, who trained his own
repertory to stage his own plays. Though we can understand that in the early

times, like it was in the West, the playwright, the owner of a troupe, or an

experienced actor did the work of directing. But the fact that the traditional
theatre in China did not see the function and importance of a director or
find any great figures like Georg I, Duke of Saxe-Meiningen, Gordon Craig,
and Konstantin Stanislavsky in modern Western theatre, could also be a signi-
ficant element for its being stationary for so long. Though a director is
now there in the rehearsing of a New Peking Opera play in Mainland China,
I do not know how much authority he may really have. In Taiwan, a Peking
Opera director usually sees but to the style and/or patterns of body
expressions and movements, and only sometimes a litile attention may be
paid to music and costume. His work is not much more than that of a
choreographer. In my collaboration in directing Chairs ( 5, a free adapta-
tion of lonesco’s The Chairs, the first and only try of the kind up to this
moment) for a Peking Opera troupe, I found it almost impossible to convince
them to accept any suggestions about the set, props, costume, blocking,
lighting, music, and sound effect.® They had little conception of directing
in the modern sense of the word.

The Acting and the Stage Like its poetic language, the highly stylized acting
of this classical theatre could not be easily adjusted to suit representational
settings. For instance, if a door is physically built on the stage, the beautiful

. gestures of opening and closing the door and movement of crossing the

threshold have to be mostly sacrificed. That would mean a great loss. What
is more, in many a play, the imaginary door is located at stage down-center.
In such a case, the problem would be more than the sacrifice of the beauty
of the body expressions; there is the difficulties of letting the audience see
the actors.

The traditional stage structure added difficulties to scenery design. The
old stage, either temporarily erected ones for festivals and other occasional
purposes or permanent ones in temples, were open on three sides, very much
like the folk theatre of medieval Europe or the thrust stage today. The
acting was meant for the audience on all open sides. Most of the stages
for traditional plays, in the country and cities, are still of this form. The
new adaptation of proscenium structure should have made the work of scenic
design easier. But the adaptation is usually limited fo the acting area; there
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is no room in the back or on the sides of it and no flying equipment or
space above for the shifting of sets.” For such stage structures, it was only
natural to have developed such an acting style in the early days and to have
continued to grow in the one and same direction. There has been no
theoretical or practical stimulations strong enough to affect any wide and
significant change. As a rule, the longer a convention exists, the stronger it
grows, and, no matter it is good or bad, the more difficult it becomes to make
any change or modification of it. So when this acting style had been there
so long that it became a “standard,” it began to act as an inertia, a negative
force for innovation, not only to the actors but also to the audience. It may
not be surprising to know that even today many old lovers of this theatre
still insist that scenery in any form is superflous, and some even say that
the Peking Opera is already a perfection and must remain exactly as it is for
good. Their opinion has undoubtedly created a kind of barrier too in the
development of classical theatre in China.

External Influences

It is generally agreed that the economy of China has been based on
agriculture and, therefore, there has been little change in the life patterns
and attitudes of her people before the turn of the 20th century. Many
theatrical performances were, and still are in many places, only a part of
the celebrations of happy occasions of an individual, a family, or a com-
munity—birthdays, promotions, marriages, and the setting up of new rules,
or ‘of rituals like the burial of the dead and praying for rain—mostly arranged
or controlled by the landlords. The subject matter of the plays is usually
drawn from historical and legendary stories that may serve the purpose of
teaching traditional morals like loyalty and filial duty."®

There was also the theatre for entertainment known as kau-lan (&) ),
which was already popular in mahy big cities during the Sung dynasty (960—
1127). Its programs ran from early morning till night. But this theatre did
not provide any favorable conditions for the development of scenery either,
because. (1) the programs were composed of storytelling, dance, drama,
and all types of variety shows—the stage was not built for inclusive use of
the theatre per se, and (2) the repertories were all traveling troupes, which
had to ‘“rush from city to city and hit chances from town to town.” It
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was rather rare for them to stay at one place for long.'* Under such circum-
stances, it would be very impractical and difficult for a company to build
any scenery or sets and carry them on the road. Transportation would not
have been convenient in the older times either.

The commercial theatre of the late Ch’ing dynasty (around 1750—
1850) was less significant in the growth of stage form as it was not popular
and usually lasted only a week or two each season.’? The few three-story
stages in the palaces were too exceptional to have any influence in the overall
development.’* During the last period of the Ch’ing dynasty, though the
court support and the aristocratic and the Yang-chow salt merchant families’
interest in the theatre contributed greatly to the rise of the Peking Opera,®
it did not cause any innovation. The classical Chinese theatre remained a
theatre of actors, and it still is (that is perhaps one of the main reasons why
they spent so much time, money, and effort on the elaboration of the
costume). And it is still very common for fans of this theatre to go to a
performance or the same play once and again simply because of the attraction
of a certain famous actor or actress. So, before the introduction of modern
theatre in Shanghai, which will be mentioned a little later, there was no
commercial interest and competition in the Chinese theatre like those in the
West, which played important roles in the growth of art and theatre after
‘the decline of patronage. :

From the brief analysis above, it should be logical to conclude that
(1) physical and artistic difficulties must have conditioned the growth,
and (2) the want of theoretical and critical stimulation and guidance and
- the lack of strong commercial competition and interest could mean the

absence of some significant creative forces to the progress of classical theatre

in China, especially in terms of spectacle.

Some Further Consideraticns

In the West dramatic theories and movements, the participation of
businessmen, the invention of modern technology, etc. have alt contributed,
in one way or another, to the development of the dramatic art. Butin China,
because of the total or partial absence of the internal and external factors
mentioned above, and because of the mutual influence and inter-dependence
among the language, the structure of plot development, the special acting
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style, and the realistically bare stage—because of all these the classical theatre
has remained static or relatively unchanged. But one may still wonder if
its stability has been completely owing to physical and artistic difficulties,
or if it is literally impossible to make any changes in it.

Certainly the questions cannot be answered by a simple yes or no, and
purely theoretical assumptions may take us nowhere either. Some facts
may lead us to a better understanding.

The Puppet Shows Any good history of the Chinese theatre may tell us
that the puppet shows had already had rather complicated mechanical and
chemical devices and were more popular than the human actors’ theatre
during the Sung period. It isa pity that we do not know enough (actually
we know almost nothing) of the human stage of the Sung dynasty to make
some meaningful comparison between them and, what is more, we do not
know how the puppet theatre developed and how or why it withered after
the Sung. But we know clearly that in the past few decades in Taiwan, the
" traditional puppet theatre has made much greater effort in the adaptation
of scenery and lighting, pretty successfully on stage and television, than
the local theatre with human actors. The reasons may be as follows: (1)
It is more convenient to travel with the puppets than with actors and
properties; (2) it is less difficult to design for the puppet stage because it
is much smaller in size and the financial, technical, and artistic problems can
be solved more easily. If these reasons are justifiable, we can believe that we
could also make scenery, lighting, and other modern stage devices work on
the classical Chinese stage as long as there are sufficient investment of money
and devotion of talents to do it. The following two facts may help speak
for this supposition.

The Modern Theatre in Shanghai The first modern commercial theatre in
China emerged in Shanghai in 1853. By the 1860’ a.few more were seen
there and in other metropolitan centers. But the use of scenery, lighting, and
other modern theatrical devices for the traditional stage did not appear
till the 1900’s. According to what I have read and heard, this modern theatre
was fairly well received.’® This shows that commerical interest could bring
change and/or prosperity to the Chinese theatre and that some modern
Western conceptions and techniques could work with this theatre, too.
But one may ask at this point why such modernized commercial theatres
did not flourish in China. The most direct answer to me is the long destruc-
tive wars of the time, with their twofold influence. On the one hand, there
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was the direct damage; on the other, the highly nationalistic spirit stimulated
by them, especially the war against the Japanese invasion, found the subject
matter and form of the Peking Opera too remote from immediate need.
Recent Experiments in Peking Opera In the past few. decades in Taiwan,
scenery and lighting have been tried for Peking Opera, occasionally on stage
~mostly non-cornmerical in nature—and more often on television. Though
they were mostly complete failures and only a few were partially successful,
the experiments suggest that it is possible for Peking Opera to assimilate new
techniques. Besides, the failures of these experiments resulted from the lack
of sufficient theatre knowledge or the lack of cooperation or coordination
among the playwrights, actors, musicians, and the designers. The situation
in Mainland China seems a little more complicated, but not much different
in nature.

To sum up, the simplicity and stability of Peking Opera and the

dassmal Chinese theatres as a whole were, in the early stages at least, due

to physical and artistic difficulties, of which the latter might be harder to
overcome. But I feel that at the very bottom of all the problems and possibi-
lities mentioned above, there is the traditional Chinese attitude toward life—
to meet millions of changes with non-change; to see things from a point
somewhere in between the realistic and the idealistic and to avoid the
extremes. Whether or not this comes from Confucius’s teaching of the
“golden mean’ and/or is the characteristic of an agricultural society, I am
not sure. But the growth of the classical theatre in China must have been
conditioned by this attitude. In theory and practice, in art and actual life,
the Chinese prefer simplicity to complexity, unity to veriety, and stability

to change. What Chiang Yee says of fireworks and gunpowder seems to me

a very concrete illustration of this attitude. He writes:

I remember our fireworks in the air and wonder why we Chinese did not
follow up our invention of gunpowder by inventing bombing aeroplanes.
Perhaps it was because, though we first discovered how to make gun-
powder, it did not occur to us to do anything but play with it.!

Though the Chinese were not the first to invent theatre, the Chinese attitude
toward it, especially the Chinese of the older generations, seems one of just
playing with it, and in playing with it the simple stage and verse lines may
allow more room for imagination to work.

276




Certainly the stage and staging form of the classical Chinese theatre
has had its positive values, too. Its implicity or economy has helped
popularize this theatre in China; its bare stage has forced the actors, and
the audience too, to concentrate on the art of acting, and its artistic quality
has inspiréd the work of some great Western dramatists like Grotowski and
Brecht, and also the ekperimental theatre/ in Taiwan today.!” But the old
and new Chinese lovers of this theatre must realize now that the general
attitude toward life in China has long begun to change. If this classical
_theatre is to continue to function, it needs to assimilate new ideas and techni-
ques, especially in the choice of subject matter and the art of playwriting,
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