CHINESE OPERA FESTIVAL

14.6-12.8

The Shared Origin of Xigin Opera and
Traditional Cantonese Opera
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Cantonese Opera in classic singing style
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The Historical Paths of Xiqin Opera and Cantonese Opera

The vocal styles of Xigin Opera include zhengxian (orthodox style), xipi, erhuang, kungqu and xiaodiao. Its set tunes were incorporated into the gquangi plays of
the Ming dynasty, between the late 16th century and early 17th century. When it spread to Shanwei and Haifeng in Guangdong, it merged with the local
folk art and customs to become the operatic genre of Xigin Opera by the early Qing dynasty (circa mid-17th century). Its popularity continued to spread to
the eastern part of Guangdong, southern part of Fujian, Guangzhou, Hong Kong, Taiwan and Southeast Asia.

Cantonese Opera is popular in Guangdong, Guangxi, Hong Kong and Macao, as well as in ethnic Chinese communities all over the world. The vocal
systems of yiyanggiang and kungiang were introduced to Guangzhou and Foshan during the Ming dynasty. By the early Qing dynasty, other systems like
gaogiang and jingqgiang were also introduced. There were records of local youngsters trained to sing during the latter half of the 15th century. During the
reign of emperor Yongzheng (r. 1722-1735), there were operatic troupes formed by local artists, called tuyou, and they sang in the guanggiang. There were
descriptions that “their singing was echoed by the masses, and the local dialects were mixed into it’, and “the din of gongs and drums could be heard for long
periods’. As for exactly when the formative years of Cantonese Opera were, academics in mainland China have come up with three discourses: (1) during
the Jiaqing and Daoguang reigns (1796-1850); (2) between the Tongzhi reign and the early part of Guangxu reign (1861-circa 1890s); and (3) at the turn of the
20th century, i.e. between the last years of the Qing dynasty and the early Republican period, up to the 1930s. In other words, it took about 150 to 200 years
for Cantonese Opera to come into its own as a theatrical genre.
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How Their Paths Crossed A =EI(ETERE)

Xiqin Opera Executing Zheng En

Xigin Opera originated from the vocal system of xigingiang, with the S 3 —_ N
dominant style being called zhengxian. Male and female voices have 4 '
different systems to follow. Singing and delivery of lines are in the

ancient dialect of zhongzhou guanhua (the official language of the

Central Plains). Among its traditional repertory, there are “Four

Major Martial Art Plays’ in the civil category. Also there are the

“Thirty-six Stock Plays’ and the “Seventy-two Short Pieces” (with

only plot outlines and no libretto). The xipigiang system (as

exemplified by Executing Zheng En), erhuang system (in Executing

Own Son at the Gate) etc. originated from the bangzi of Cantonese

Opera, and erhuang of Han Opera of Guangdong. There are ten

role types. The accompanying ensembles also have two

configurations — the civil type with four string instruments of

touxian, erxian, sanxian and yueqin, two wind instruments of suona

and haotou; while the military type with the more sonorous
percussions of ban, daluo or big gong, dagu or big drum, gutou,

and bo or cymbals. The military plays mostly tell historical
romances, while their martial art routines are derived from the
Southern School. The overall effect is impassioned and lofty.

As for Cantonese Opera, the vocal system developed into the two main

streams of bangzi and erhuang by the Daoguang and Guangxu period (circa 1820-1908). The singing and line delivery were in the classic singing style of
zhongzhouyun (dialectal inflections of the Central Plains). But they were replaced by the indigenous dialect of Canton (now Guangzhou) by the 1920s and
1930s. The repertory of banghuang works, sung in the classic singing style at that time, consisted of “‘Eighteen Plays of Cantonese Opera’,’New Eighteen Plays
of Cantonese Opera’, and ‘Grand Eighteen Formulaic Plays’. There were ten major role types, but by the 1930s and 1940s, the operatic troupes streamlined
the actors into the Six-pillar System. The military plays adopt the martial art routines of the Southern School, and the actors are mostly those trained in
wusheng (military male) and xigowu (young military male) roles. The performances are therefore rustic and robust in mood.
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Xiqin Opera Executing Own Son at the Gate
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Liulang Executing His Son
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Selections of Classics from Xiqin Opera and Cantonese Opera

Executing Own Son at the Gate is an exemplary play in the pihuang repertory of Xigin Opera. It is one of the well-known plays featuring the laosheng (old male)
role. It is one of the famous stories from the saga of the patriotic Yang family of Northern Song dynasty. Mu Guiying rescues Yang Zongbao from under the
broadsword because his father, Yang Liulang, is going to have him executed. The play has a cast covering all the roles: laosheng, huadan (young female), wujing
(black-painted face), hongjing (red-painted face), laodan (old female) and xiaosheng (young male). The story of the Cantonese Opera, Liulang Executing His Son,
uses the same storyline as that of the Xigin Opera, with Mu Guiying rescuing Yang Zongbao. The libretto is taken from the ‘bible’ of Cantonese Opera,
‘Eighteen Plays of Cantonese Opera’, which was published during the Daoguang-Guangxu reigns (1820-1908). The vocalisation is in the classic singing style
in the bangzi (or xipi) system. In this play, the four leads of sheng, dan, jing and chou roles all have their highly individualistic vocal styles. Interesting examples
are Yang Liulang’s complexly nuanced delivery of his chastisement of his son, which gives rise to the reprimanding tone. Then there is the vivacious and witty
singing of Mu Gua in her signature Mu Gua style.

In the traditional repertories of Xigin Opera and Cantonese Opera, there is respectively a famous play on the theme of ‘execution’, and both are about the
emperor killing a good general or minister by mistake. In the Xiqin Opera version of Executing Zheng En, which is one of the ‘Seventy-two Short Pieces’, the
first emperor of Song dynasty has killed his sworn brother, Zheng En, who helped him build his Song Empire. Zheng’s death is later avenged by another
sworn brother, Gao Huaide, who sees to it that the villainous imperial concubine and her brother are both put to justice. The vocal style is xipi, and the story
involves the major role types: wusheng (military male), wumian (black-faced), = SN ey ’ s TS AT

hongmian (red-faced), zhengdan (virtuous female), huandan, laosheng etc. 4

It therefore provides a good opportunity for actors of different role '
types to demonstrate their virtuosity. In the scene of Wreaking
Havoc at the Imperial Court, Gao Huaide cuts Han Long’s head at

the sweep of his sword, and the treacherous imperial
brother-in-law pays for his crime with his life. The singing gets

v

highly impassioned and emotional as the warrior Gao burns

with the fire of vengeance. The parallel version in Cantonese

Opera, Executing the Duke’s Second Brother, is taken from

‘Eighteen Plays of Cantonese Opera’. It was revived by the stars

and playwrights of Cantonese Opera in Hong Kong in the 1990s.

The storyline is basically the same as Executing Zheng En, but the

characters are fictitious, and there is no direct reference to

historical figures. The performance retains a lot of the routines

of the traditional Southern School, and ancient formulaic plays

abound, such as Cutting the Ribbon for Hanging and Becoming Sworn

Brother and Sister, Executing the Duke’s Second Brother, The Sworn
Brothers”Vow by Biting onto Arrows, Breaking Up, The Battle, and The Siege.
The formulaic presentation of Executing the Duke’s Second Brother consists of
‘swiping up the chair’ and ‘jumping up a high platform” which require good
training in martial arts. ‘

Xigin Opera Executing Zheng En




Masterly Acts in the *
Tradition

iy

CHR 15 U ) i RS 08 1y ) e e —37 > (RUB L) B §

MEHRBERZAEH - BARBAFEIES o B

3Dt TG 1A B U B B AT E N E - B 4 T TN

$ o B EP%%ﬁﬁEl@”E;%E%%ﬁfgfﬁ s IEH mERE.L BB ZEGRAL)
B3R H?il.féj S r,%%J ﬁ‘ﬁ%ﬁ@]ﬂ; 0 Xiqgin Opera Excerpt Returning to Xiqi

Returning to Xigi is an excerpt from the Xiqin Opera, Phoenix Singing over Mount Qishan, which by itself is an adaptation of the play of the same title in the
gingiang system. The vocalisation is in the orthodox style of zhengxian of Xigin Opera. The story is taken from The Investiture of the Gods: Ji Chang, the Duke
of Xibo, is being persecuted by emperor Zhou and forced to eat the flesh of his own son. The actor playing the laosheng role of Ji Chang needs to sing as he

J

swirls and falls to show his disoriented, devastated state. The stunts include “snatching at the back from a high tower’, “hair-flinging’, ‘beard-shaking” and
‘sudden fall’.

P, I ) Q0 JE) S VG R I G B el ) > AT YA ] >

e~ @) CREEE o TB T/ 2 Rk o (R
— I s DB AU e > MR AR T > I
RS FRE TRIVETEE | o (CHRE) —3 > &
O DL T AP IR | > D0 I S . R B R
3B 1 P RS o R TR R o

Executing Zheng En is one of the plays in the xipigiang repertory of
Xigin Opera. It belongs to the traditional “Four Major Legends’,
and is in the martial category of ‘Seventy-two Short Pieces’. In
the scene of Wreaking Havoc at the Imperial Court, Gao Huaide

cuts Han Long’s head at the sweep of his sword - Han Long’s
head would disappear right in front of the audience’s eyes. The
masterly act is therefore known as “heading off at the sweep of
the sword’. Then in the scene of Five Phoenix Pavilion, Gao
executes a ‘one-leg standing routine’, balancing with one foot
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_ while bending the other in an awe-inspiring stance like a great
7 =R ETER ) eagle. It has also become a widely acclaimed “master stroke’ that
Xigin Opera Executing Zheng En distinguishes Xigin Opera.
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Liu Xi Chastising His Sons is an excerpt from Chenxiang Digging the Earth to Save His Mother, one of the ‘Four Major
Martial Arts Plays’ of Xigin Opera. It is also one of the three significant plays featuring laosheng role. The
vocalisation is in the orthodox style of zhengxian of Xigin Opera. One unique feature of this excerpt is the stunt
performed by the actor playing Liu Xi. First he shows his shock by calling out “Chenxiang!” as he sinks into his
chair. Then as he sings, with dexterity he makes the chair move forwards and backwards without his hands ever
touching it, only balancing it with his hips and waist. He can spin the chair on each of the four legs in turn. While
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he spins around, he also executes other routines to demonstrate his shock: flinging the long sleeves, shaking his
long beard, and making the two wings on his headgear shiver. The amazing routine is considered a
masterstroke in Xigin Opera.
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Chinese text: Li Siu-leung (Adjunct Professor,
Department of Cultural Studies, Lingnan University)
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English Translation: KCL Language Consultancy Ltd:
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Xiqin Opera Excerpt
Liu Xi Chastising His Sons






