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Ancient Treasures — Puxian Opera
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History

Puxian Opera has a long history. The earliest recorded history of folklore song and dance .4
theatrical activity of these regions can be traced back to Tang dynasty Kaiyuan era. The art was M
spread to Putian and Xianyou from the imperial school of court musicians. Gazetteer of Xianxi 3
in Song dynasty describes the Puxian music and dance this way, ‘It is the consummation of Tang e
golden age’s best antique tunes, reverberations of the most extravagant dance pieces, distinguished
gathering of imperial school of court musicians and adoption of folk ditties in hilly '
village and fields.” The current appellation was adopted after the formation of
the People’s Republic of China. Originally known as ‘Xinghua Opera,
Puxian Opera was popular in Putian, Xianyou and neighbouring regions
using the Xinghua dialect. In Song dynasty, the theatres of song and dance
of these regions absorbed miscellaneous song theatres and put up opera
with story plus song and dance on the theatre stage. With development of
commercial traffic between Xinghua and Zhejinag, Southern Opera of
Wenzhou was also spread to Xinghua. Most of the traditional Xinghua Opera

repertoire can be found in the Song and Yuan chapters in Ming dynasty’s
Collection of Southern Opera. Xinghua Opera became even more prosperous in

Qing dynasty. From mid to late Qing, there were a total of over a hundred and fifty

troupes. After the reform and opening-up in 1978, the newly arranged repertoires

Chuncao Barging into the Court Room and 7he Imperial Scholar and the Beggar were
presented in Beijing and were awarded with prizes consecutively. After 2010, the City

of Putian organizes Puxian Opera artists to collect, discuss and sort out repertories, as
well as to promote the campaign ‘Puxian Opera In School’ and perform among the
teenagers. The media regarded it as the second spring of Puxian Opera, the ‘living fossil’

of Chinese Opera.
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Huang Yanyan as Zhu Yingtai in Mourning from The Butterfly Lovers
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Bearing the Sedan-chair from Chuncao Barging

into the Court Room
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Music

'The music of Puxian Opera uses set tunes with extremely diversified music vocalization. Over the years, folk songs, Putian
traditional folk music of shifan and bale, Buddhist music and sound have been assimilated into it to foster a unique and strong local
flavor. The titles, phonetics and metrical patterns of the set tunes are the same as the large-scale song and dance music in Tang and
Song dynasties as well as Song ditties. The ancient Southern Opera set tune zai zi you si men can only be found in the repertoire
Imperial Scholar Zhang Xie, yet this set tune is often used in Puxian Opera. It serves to show that Puxian Opera has preserved some
very time-honored ancient tunes. Each of the stock role in Puxian Opera has his/her exclusive set tunes with colourful variations
in vocalization like fandiao (change of tune), jigu (merging of tunes) and others. Male and female roles use the same tune when
singing and both use their natural voice too. Traditional music accompaniment consists of only drum, gong and 4i/i (wood/bamboo
flute) at first but later chibu, sibu (four-stringed fiddle), bangdi, dongxiao (end-blown flute), sanxian (plucked lute), bajiaogin
(octagonal lute), pipa, yangqin, cello and others have been added to make it into a full band of over ten musicians. Among all the
musical instruments, the most characteristic must be the 2i/i for its rarity. This instrument still preserves the old look and structure

of Southern Opera in Song and Yuan dynasties and can perform in robust and shrilling style.

(BZIE* KHE)
Great News from the Capital City from Lu Mengzheng
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g Artistic Features

M  Xinghua Opera adopted an all-male cast originally. It was only in early Qing when female artists were
invited to participate. There were even female artists organizing teaching classes from mid-Qing
onwards. There were only seven stock roles at first; namely sheng, dan, jing, mo, wai, tie and chou, thus
it was also named ‘seven-role troupe’. By late Qing, the number of roles, musicians and stage crew
have been increased to over twenty. With the arrival of Peking Opera and Fuzhou’s Fujian Opera
in Puxian at the beginning of the Republic of China, the old Xinghua Opera was much influenced.
The fighting and acrobatic feats in Peking Opera as well as the stage equipment and
» machine-operated stage scenery of Fujian Opera were adopted to make it richer and more
4 \ colourful. The performance of Puxian Opera has a simple and quaint charm with many
B¢ movements reflecting the deep influence of puppetry theatre. The actor’s foundation
movement is collectively known as ‘puppet core’ which means hand gestures must not be
higher than the eyebrows or lower than the belly button. Classic unique movements include
the ‘stamping’ of dan roles, the ‘raised step’ of sheng role, the ‘striding’ of jing role and the
‘seven-step sequence’ of chou roles, maintaining mostly the image of puppetry. Stylized

CFREE  fIp A 54t ) | ~ movements are also used to reflect emotions of the characters like ‘jaunty steps’ for happiness,
Cosmetics Shop from Guo Hua
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‘swaying steps’ for anger, ‘covering face’ for sadness and ‘shoulder shake’ for joy.
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Costume

'The costume was at first tight and short. With the influence of Fujian Opera during the period of Republic of China, water sleeves
were added. The dan role switched to comb the hair flat instead of using hair net whereas the mincing step was also adopted. Strict
rules are applied in the use of costume and accessories in Puxian Opera. Main
costumes include the imperial robe (for emperor and ministers); £ao0 (armour of
military general with four pennants strapped to the back); guanyi (official’s
attire, only in red and blue), washan (for scholars, originally in blue, later other
colours are added); nuao (in red, light red, blue, black and white silk with
white silk as dan’s main costume) and military vest (originally for soldiers
but also used by emperor when dressed as commoner and added on top of the
yellow washan to represent the dragon robe). The wardrobe for Puxian
Opera is rather simple, only four trunks in total. However when performing
special Mulian plays, the wardrobe might be increased to over ten trunks. &

T (lRonBEes)

'They are mostly on temporary loan and for the roles of deities and ghosts.

The Imperial Scholar and the Beggar
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Traditional Excerpts

'The traditional stock repertoire of Puxian Opera consists of over 5,000 titles. A lot of traditional and modern repertoires have been
arranged in the 1960s winning acclaim and awards. Chuncao Barging Into the Court Room, the award-winning traditional repertoire
arranged in the 1970s is one of the representative repertoire of Puxian Opera. The scene Bearing the Sedan-chair is unique in that
the original scenario of magistrate on sedan-chair with Chuncao walking by the side is changed into Chuncao on sedan-chair with
magistrate walking behind. The comic and funny performance routine reflects the contrast between the witty rebellious Chuncao
and the slick sophisticated magistrate. Cosmetics Shop trom Guo Hua can be traced back to the Yuan zaju, Tale of the Shoe Left
Behind. 1t tells of the love affair between the cosmetics shop lady and Luoyang scholar Guo Hua. The ‘fan routine’ is used to
demonstrate the scholar’s romantic airs. In Mourning from The Butterfly Lovers, Yingtai is mourning in Shanbo’s house and on
seeing Shanbo’s chair, she gets extremely distressed. The dan role uses the ‘chair routine’ to simulate the reappearance of Shanbo
and fantasize meeting him again. The ‘three-legged cane’ and ‘hoe routine’adopted by the Jaomo role in Gualao Grows Gourds fully

demonstrates the amazing, unique and ancient artistic features of Puxian Opera.
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Chinese text provided by Li Siu-leung (Adjunct Professor, Department of Cultural Studies, Lingnan University)
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Stage Performances

2 9.6 (2M 2 Fri) 7:30pm

(RITEZS)

The Imperial Scholar and the Beggar

30 6 (2 M5 Sar) 7:30pm

(ZFRHRL)

Thrice Begging Fan Libua

1 7 GIRICELZ 5 )
° ( Eﬁ H Sun ) 2:30Pm The Imperial Scholar and the Beggar

?ﬁ' ; ]gk Excerpts
Fupan Puxian Theatre (RERI)

Gualao Grows Gourds

(R - HR)

Mourning from The Butterfly Lovers

(FEEE *78%)

Bearing the Sedan-chair from Chuncao Barging into the Court Room

(52 < FEREH)
Cosmetics Shop from Guo Hua
(FBE -BHBRLE)

Rescuing Brother-in-law from Liingui 'E’ﬁ E J#Eﬁ - %ﬂ%&ll‘* !
(BREE REE) View programme trailer now!

Great News from the Capital City from Lu Mengzheng
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