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The Art of MONKEY KING PLAY
of the Southern and Northern Style
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Monkey King Play is said to begin its long history in Tang Dynasty in a repertoire

named Bai Yuan Offering Longevity Peach (also known as Bai Yuan Saving His

Mother). The story tells that Bai Yuan, the white monkey, sneaked into the peach

garden of Sun Bin, the famous military strategist during the Warring States period, in (R ES) S AR

order to steal peaches to save his seriously-ill mother. Caught by Sun Bin, Bai Yuan, Peking Opera Monkey King Wreaking Havoc in Heaven
kneeling on the floor, begged Sun Bin in tears to help save his mother. Touched by the S Seecnin o8 SunELonS
filial piety of the poor monkey, Sun Bin gave him some peaches and set him free. After
eating the peaches, Bai Yuan’s mother recovered immediately. To thank Sun Bin, Bai
Yuan gave Sun Bin all the books on the art of war in his collection. Sun Bin

subsequently became a famous general in the Kingdom of Qi.

Monkey King Play is also called Wukongxi, so named because a majority of the
repertoire is about Sun Wukong, the legendary Monkey King portrayed in the famous
novel, Journey to the West. Since its debut, monkey king play has been widely
performed in China and has become one of the favourite Chinese opera genres with a
special cultural heritage. People love monkey king play not just because they adore -

the Monkey King, but also because they are attracted to the unique artistic styles of its
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performance. The Monkey King on stage is clever and agile. Having gone through ,'?\ ’2[] 3'9& ’gk Monkey Klng Play in Peking Opera

countless artistic refinement, it has become a special performance genre in Chinese

opera. Monkey king play has been performed in different Chinese opera. It can be /Ti‘_f'? %u ﬁ[%( ﬁ ﬁ %”63\07% ﬁlj * ] Kﬁﬁkbﬁ{}f& ’ lﬂﬁ Y)E‘Eg A2 HL{ x> gﬁ
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There are two stylistic schools of monkey king play in Peking Opera: the northern and

the southern. The southern style is mainly represented by maestros Gai Jiaotian,
Zhang Yipeng and Zheng Faxiang; whereas in the north, virtuosi Yang Xiaolou, Li
Wanchun and Li Shaochun are the key figures. The two styles have different emphasis
on the portrayal of the Monkey King. In the south, the performer is expected to act
like a real monkey. Hence its emphasis is on capturing the likeness in appearance,
actions and expressions. On the opposite, the northern style stresses on portraying the
monkey like a human. So apart from capturing the demeanors and charm of the
Monkey King, the performer has to project his super-natural image and human

sentiments to the audience.
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Virtuosi of Southern Style Monkey King Play

in Peking Opera
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Gai Jiaotian, a native of Gaoyang, Hebei, started his theatrical career at the young age of
ten. Gai’s real name is Zhang Yingjie, but he is also known as Yan Nan. At 13, he gave
himself the stage name Gai Jiaotian, which states clearly his ambition to surpass the
achievement of maestro artist Xiao Jiaotian, whose real name is Tan Xianpei. In order
to specialize in wusheng (military male), Gai studied under the acclaimed Li Chunlai,
founder of the southern wusheng style. Gai mastered the skills and style passed on to
him by Li, and enriched them by drawing on the strengths of different wusheng styles in
Peking and Kunqu Operas and local theatres. His brilliant martial arts skills and
understanding of the behaviours of animals and nature through close observations
made his performance lively, natural and captivating. His artistic qualities and unique
style have given birth to the Gai wusheng style. Gai is best known for playing the role of
Wu Song, the hero who killed a tiger with his bare hands in The Water Margin, and
gained the title of “Living Wu Song from the South”. His famous repertoires include
Killing the Tiger, The Lion Pavilion, At Crossroads Rise, Happy Grove, The Mandarin
Ducks House, and Centipede Ridge.

In 1933, Gai performed a pioneering stunt in Wreaking Havoc in Heaven: he played
double whips and double rings with his legs, while playing pipa (the lute), with his
hands at the same time, which successfully conveyed the lively and colourful character
of the Monkey King to the audience. Gai’s creativity took him further; in one of his
performances of the Journey to the West, he brought a real camel onto stage as an animal
in the heavenly stable that the Monkey King was in charge of. He performed various

martial arts stunts on the camel’s back, making a great impression on his audience.
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Zheng Faxiang is the son of Zheng Changtai, the artist being revered as the “real
monkey”. He studied under his father and performed different monkey roles since he
was a child. Interestingly, he began his career as a huadan (young female), but later
switched to wusheng and monkey king play. In order to bring the Monkey King alive
on stage, Zheng dug into the novel Journey to the West, studied portraits of Sun
Wukong collected from different parts of China, and drew lessons from Shi'ér Xing
Quan (twelve animals shape boxing), especially the monkey shape. Through intensive
studies and practices, Zheng assimilated the skills and styles passed on to him by his
father with his own understanding and experience of the art, successfully bringing the

Zheng style of monkey king play to a new height.

Zheng Faxiang’s style of monkey king play is different from those of the other southern
wushengs. He was able to assimilate the styles and characteristics of previous
well-known artists of monkey king play into his own. In his performances, you can
find the power and vigour of the Shang (Heyu) style, the colour and beauty of the Yang
(Xiaolou) style, the details and refinement of the Hao (Zhenji) style, and the veracity
and authenticity of his own Zheng style. Zheng’s Monkey King is a breakthrough of the
tradition; he is magnificent and full of momentum, brave and fierce, comical and yet
serious. Zheng paid particular attention to the four methods (body, hand and foot

ovements, and playing of the staft), three skills (acting, speaking and singing, and
making summersaults), and distinctive appearance (costumes and make-up) of the
characters. Hand movements include versatile palm and fist martial arts skills, while
foot movements stress on the ability to make agile cloud-leaping and cloud-walking
steps. All these skills and styles fused together to form the unique artistic qualities of

Zheng’s performance.

To give prominence to the Monkey King’s magnificence and power, Zheng Faxiang
spoke and sang in a way that combined the vocal styles of hongsheng (red-faced male),
wulaosheng (old military male) and jiazihualian (painted-face that emphasizes more

on postures, movements and gestures). The golden staff used by the Monkey King as

weapon was repeatedly modified to come to a version that matched the unlimited

magical power of the Monkey King. Zheng also invented a peach-shaped facial pattern
for himself that enabled him to change its lines and colours to fit the change of identity
and personality of the Monkey King during the entire performance. Costumes used

included hairy monkey-shaped headgear and broad sleeved loose-fitted robe.
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Virtuosi of Northern Style Monkey King Play

in Peking Opera
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Son of Yang Yuelou, Yang Xiaolou received training as a wusheng from his father and
maestros Yu Jusheng and Tan Xianpei who was also his foster-father. From them he
acquired different techniques and styles, and became an exponent of the Yu (Jusheng)
style. He absorbed the strengths of great masters of different styles, and advocated
versatility no matter the actor is playing a civil or a military role. To him, martial arts,
by itself, is not the key element of his performance; rather, he used it as a tool to project
a character - his state of mind and spirit, and the drama of the opera. Hence in his
performances, he put equal emphasis on martial arts and non-martial arts acts, so that
there would be a smooth blending of the two in both combat and non-combat

repertoires. These are the characteristics of the Yang style founded by him.

Yang Xiaolou entered the opera school when he was just a child. He worked
exceptionally hard at school; when the other students practised kicking 600 times, he
would do it 800 to 900 times. Because of that, his shoes wore out quickly and he needed
new ones almost once every 10 days. But his hard work paid off; the techniques and
skills he gained at the opera school laid the foundation for his future success. Yang’s
singing is outstanding among wushengs. He had a clear and sonorous voice; his singing
and recitation were cadenced and rhythmical with clear articulation and rich feelings.
His rendition was simple and unadorned but charming. Yang was tall, dexterous and
agile; his postures and movements were elegant and graceful. Because of his superb
martial arts skills, he could play excellent martial arts skills such as changkao (generals
in elaborate and heavy costumes), jianyi (archers wearing costumes with tight-fitted
sleeves) and duanda (warriors in light and simple costumes). He had a style of his own
when he portrayed great heroes like Zhao Yun, Gao Chong, Jiang Wei, Xiang Yu the
Conqueror, and the Monkey King. Yang Xiaolou was also good at capturing the
personality and emotions of the characters he played. He had a pair of expressive eyes
which he used with remarkable effect. When the character had no movement, no
singing or conversation on the stage, he would narrow his eyes; when the story came to
a dramatic twist, he would open his eyes with vigour, creating an awe-inspiring look

that stunned the entire audience.

By advocating versatility in singing, speaking, acting and combat in civil and military
roles, Yang Xiaolou raised the artistic quality of wusheng performance to a new level.
Many who came after him were deeply influenced by him and took him as their model.

He was revered as the grandmaster of wusheng and the leading authority of his time.

Peking Opera Monkey King Wreaking Havoc in Heaven
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Li Wanchun, an acclaimed Peking Opera artist, was from Xiongxian, Hebei. He
specialized in wusheng; his excellent performance of the Monkey King earned him the
title “Monkey King of the Northern Style”. At the age of seven, he accompanied his
father Li Yongli (painted-face wusheng) on his tour and took part in his performances.
His talent attracted the attention of the famous artist Yu Zhenting, who let him sojourn
in his troupe in Beijing when he was only 12 years old. Thereafter, Li was spotted by
Yang Xiaolou and Mei Lanfang and received training from both great masters. He had
also stayed temporarily in Mei’s theatre company. In order to widen his skill and
enrich his style and artistic quality, his father engaged many famous artists as his
teachers, including Yang Ruiting, Zhang Dejun, Ma Lianliang and Ying Baolian. He
had also studied monkey king play from Zai Tao.

Li Wanchun had solid basic skills, a handsome look, and a loud and clear voice. He was
acclaimed as “Genius Boy Actor”. He learnt his roles in civil repertoire from Yu Shuyan
and military roles from Yang Xiaolou. He was a versatile actor who was good at a wide
range of roles, including changkao, jianyi and duanda wushengs. He was also
innovative. In his specialty — wusheng, he excelled in every aspect. His portrayal of
greenwood heroes such as Wu Song and Wang Tianba was original. He was tutored by
Lin Shusen and Li Hongchun on how to play Guan Yu, developed a style of his own. As
to monkey king play, he had his own interpretation. To him, the aim was not to make
a human look like a monkey, but the other way round. Therefore, the actor must
re-enact the demeanors of the Monkey King in a way that would make the audience feel

his quick-wittedness, agility and high spirit without being gaudy or wild.
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Li Shaochun, renowned Peking Opera artist from Bazhou, Hebei, came from a family

of opera artists. His father, Li Guichun (whose stage name was Xiao Dazi), was a
famous southern style actor whose talents included singing bangzi and pihuang tunes.
Apart from learning from his father, Li also studied under Chen Xiuhua of the Tan
(Xianpei) style and Ding Yongli of the Yang style. He became an instant hit and a lead
role actor after his debut performance. Recognizing his talents, Yu Shuyan took Li as

his protégé.

In his performances, Li Shaochun successfully integrated the southern style he
inherited from his father and the northern style he learned from his teachers. His
training under various great masters gave him an open mind that allowed him to
absorb and assimilate their different artistic styles into his own. Li’s distinctive style
encompassed the merits of different schools, including the charm and emphasis on the
four phonetic tones of the Yu style singing, the detailed and vivid
depiction of characters of maestro Zhou Xinfang, and the natural grace

of Ma Lianliang. He applied the same principle to the performance of

military roles by fusing the Yang and Gai styles together, with emphasis on
conveying the thoughts, feelings and personality of the different characters to

the audience.

Li was good at playing both civil and military roles, and innovative. One of his
innovations was the assimilation of the art of laosheng (old male) and wusheng. His
vocal ability was strong, his singing, full of feeling and charm. There was an element of
natural grace in his postures and body movements. His martial arts skills were equally
solid, good at both changkao and duanda. The heroes he portrayed were valiant and
full of grandeur. His Monkey King was agile with an impressive bearing. He added
stunning acrobatic routines such as sitting on the back of the chair directly after
slipping under it in Wreaking Havoc in the Palace of the Dragon King and applying the
pole vault technique to scale a deck of three tables in Wreaking Havoc in the
Underworld to amplify the Monkey King’s dexterity. He was honored with the title of

“Little Yang Monkey” for his marvelous performance.

$§§ Li Baochun
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Li Baochun, the youngest son of Li Shaochun, inherited his father’s artistic legacy and

specializes in laosheng. He received tutorship from a number of masters, including Ma
Lianliang, Wang Shaolou, Yang Jufen, Xu Yuanshan, Qian Yuanshun, Ru Yuanjun, Ru
Shaoquan and Ma Changli. This gave him a strong foundation to develop his theatrical
career and to continue the artistic aspiration of his father. Li Baochun sings with
immense charm and fights with excellent execution. He insists on pursuing, exploring
and innovating the art of his specialty, and has built up his own style. His martial arts
skill was fully displayed in the excerpt “The Celestial Stable” of Wreaking Havoc in
Heaven when he performed an extremely difficult split and played a dance-like horse

whip in the air as if he was really riding on the back of a fiery steed.
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Peking Opera Monkey King Wreaking Havoc in Heaven



Monkey King Play in Shao Opera
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Originally known as “Shaoxing Luantan’, has the common name of “Shaoxing
Daban” and is one of the three major regional operatic genres of Shaoxing. Its
repertoire is usually themed around kings, generals, prime ministers, as well as
their battles and conquests. In the 1940s, renowed Shao Opera artists “Liulingtong”
(six-year-old boy) and “Qilingtong” (seven-year-old boy) arranged and performed
all 36 books of Journey to the West. They pioneered in the monkey king play of Shao
Opera. The uniquely styled monkey king play of the Shao Opera features the

strengths of various schools.

Shao Opera Monkey King Thrice Beats the Bony Ghost is a milestone in monkey king
play of Shao Opera. It was made into a film in 1961 and distributed in 72 countries
and locations. The film version received the Best Opera Film prize in the 2™ People’s
Hundred Flowers Awards in 1963. The theatre group later created and performed
programmes such as The Flaming Mountain, Creating Havoc in Heaven and Earth,
Sun Wukong Thrice Saves Baihuaxiu, Journey to the West (first volume), Journey to
the West (second volume), Who's the Real Monkey King and The Other Story of Bajie.
All these are highly appreciated by the audience. Shao Operas Monkey King
. a [lhrice Beats the Bony Ghost and The Flaming Mountain have been

‘(r performed over 2,000 times by five generations of artists in half a

century. Undoubtedly, their popularity will continue.

The outstanding features of Shao Opera monkey king play can be
summarized in one word: enchanting. For the personality, the emphasis
</ is placed on “human” qualities and “human, deity and monkey” are

fused into one. It is enchanting because it expresses the human side
of the Monkey King, who is not just a wild monkey, but a
The

) audience love the humanized Monkey King, and feel

A

social animal who has feelings and emotions.

< close to him. This feature is seldom found in

monkey king play of other types of opera.
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Monkey King Play Virtuosi in Shao Opera
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Liulingtong’s real name is Zhang Zongyi. He was born into a family with four
generations of outstanding actors of monkey king play. He began his training at the age
of six, and started to perform on stage at 12, specializing in wusheng. Liu was
particularly good at monkey king play; he played the Monkey King on stage in
Wreaking Havoc in Heaven and The Flaming Mountain in 1953 and in film in Monkey
King Thrice Beats the Bony Ghost in 1960. In order to familiarize himself with monkeys,
he raised and lived with one in his home so that he could observe its movements and

behaviour. In his performances, Liu was keen to reflect the Monkey King’s human

aspects. His Monkey King was a man, an immortal and a monkey at the same time.

Liu loved to read Journey to the West since he was a child. Inspired by southern style of
Gai Jiaotian and his son Zhang Yipeng, he incorporated their characteristics in his
approach. For example, when the Monkey King was expelled by his master Tang
Sanzang, he knelt and bowed to him. He performed this routine by jumping up and
kneeling down repeatedly, a routine known as “overturned worship” created by him.
Liu’s monkey king play was lively and full of spirit, which earned him the title “King of
Southern Style Monkey King Play in China”. His artistic achievement brought

far-reaching influence and great reputation to Shao Opera.
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Liu Jianyang specializes in wusheng who joined the Shao

Opera training class at the age of eleven, which brought him the
stage name Shiyilingtong (eleven-year-old boy). He studied under
Liulingtong, the Grand Master of Shao Opera Monkey King. Because
of his artistic accomplishments, he is honoured as the “Monkey King
of Jiangnan”. He is also known for his innovative spirit in make-up,
costumes and acting. To him, the Monkey King is a persona
comprising the qualities and attributes of man, immortal and
monkey, who thinks and feels like a man, moves with the agility of
a monkey, and has great magical power of an immortal. Liu
Jianyang likes to project the human aspects of the Monkey King. For
example, most of the time in his performances, he would move with
his back upright to convey the Monkey King’s human-like dignity,
instead of curling it or walking on tiptoes as a monkey usually does.
Only in certain circumstances would his Monkey King behave in the

manner of a monkey.
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Shao Opera Monkey King Thrice Beats the Bony Ghost
with Liu Jiangang as Sun Wukong
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Monkey Face Pattern in Monkey King Play
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Li Baochun demonstrating make-up of Monkey King in Peking Opera

Among Peking Opera face patterns, the monkey face pattern is a special category. It
is a kind of pictogram, with its patterns based on descriptions of the Monkey King in
fairy tales and novels. It is an important element in monkey king play, for it shows the
Monkey King’s facial features and identity. Its pattern and colour may change to
match the flow of the story. Each actor may create his own face pattern to match the
shape of his face and his performing style. Major monkey face patterns include

“upside down peach’, “reversed gourd” and “bell-shape”

The monkey face patterns in Shao Opera are different from those in Peking Opera. Let
us take the one worn by renowned Peking Opera artist of monkey king play Li
Baochun as an example. He inherited the face pattern of his father Li Shaochun,
which belongs to the “reversed gourd” type. Its red-coloured part narrows down
below the eye sockets and then widens up again, making the red portion looks like a
reversed gourd. To indicate that the Monkey King had not yet entered the Bagua
burner of the Great Supreme Lord and had not yet acquired his fiery eyes with golden
pupils, Li Baochun would paint his eye sockets in pinkish colour. He would also add
a short black line on each of his upper eyelid to amplify the Monkey King’s

outstanding temperament.

From the face pattern of Liu Jianyang, the actor who played the Monkey King in Shao
Opera “Monkey King Thrice Beats the Bony Ghost”, we find that there are no lines on
the face patterns and primarily painted in red, white, black and gold over a face in
Shao Opera. The eyes are outlined with black and framed by a gold border to
highlight the glittering eyes of the Monkey King. This special eye makeup projects the
aesthetics of sharp and bright eyes. The nostrils are painted black in the shape of a
peach to make it look bigger, and white paint is used to outline the monkey face. The
mouth is painted mainly in red with two white teeth in the middle. Its lips are uneven

in thickness; the upper one is thinner and the lower one thicker.
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and Yang Qinfeng as the Red Child (right)

Shao Opera The Flaming Mountain with Liu Jianyang as Sun Wukong (left)
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Actions and Movements in Monkey King Play
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Acrobatic fighting is extremely important in the characterization of the Monkey
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,  Shao Opera The Flaming Mountain
- with Liu Jiangang as Sun Wukong

A

King. The harder the technique, the stronger is the esthetic effect. Making
somersaults is a must in monkey king play. Every time the Monkey King enters the
stage, the actor would make continuous somersaults to catch the eyes of the audience.
Other highly difficult routines include “playing double staffs with extreme dexterity”,
“spinning the ghost-head sword in high speed”, “swirling the purple-gold hammer
like dancing” and “turning the heaven-and-earth rings with hands and feet” In the
excerpt “Stealing Peaches”, senior actors of the southern style would play their best
card by using their teeth to peel the skin of a peach or an apple without breaking the

skin in the process. To do this, the actor must have razor sharp teeth.

The golden staff used by the Monkey King has a special design. For example, the one
used by Zheng Faxian was thick in the middle and tapered towards both ends; it was
taller than him and heavy. Using it, Zheng performed various impressive routines.
According to Li Wanchun, the actor who plays the Monkey King must have “chicken
legs, dragon body and eagle eyes”. By this, he meant the actor must master the skill
of standing on one leg like the golden chicken; never straighten up his body but curl
it like a dragon; and have a pair of sharp and witty eyes as those of an eagle. Actions
must be swift, brisk and full of rhythm. Only the body and the legs can slow down,
but not the head or the face, otherwise, the form and spirit of the monkey will

disappear.
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Shao Opera Bai Yuan Saving His Mother with Zhang Jun as Bai Yuan
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