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CHINESE OPERA FESTIVAL

13.6-18.8

Ghis:

Ou Opera

Off1c1ally renamed as ‘Ou Opera’ (Whlch ‘Ou’ refers to “‘Wenzhou’) in 1959 from
the previous genre name of ‘Wenzbou luantan’, this regional theatre genre is
popular in Wenzhou in southern Zhejiang. It was inscribed onto the second
National List of Intangible Cultural Heritage in 2008. The music of Ou opera is
mainly luantan; in performance, it has already established a style that is
simple, fast-paced, robust yet insightful. It embraces both civil and military
repertories, with equal emphasis on singing and acting. The military plays
assimilate local martial arts and fighting routines into breathtaking stunts. The
spoken lines are delivered in a mixed vernacular that blends the Wenzhou
dialect with Zhongzhou (Central Plains) tonal inflexions. Its music has a
high-flung, flowing quality that can externalise the complex emotions of the
characters.

The Formative and Development
Stages of Ou Opera

The inchoate form of Ou Opera appeared during the transition years of the
Ming and the Qing periods in the 17th century. The life of peasants was
monotonous and tedious, and watching theatre shows became their main
source of entertainment. In addition, everywhere shamanistic 7uo worship
thrived, and people in rural areas used nwuo dance, nuo plays and other
sacrificial rites to pray for peace and to exorcise spirits that were believed to
bring on plaques. Such emphasis on sacrificial rites soon led to staged theatre.
That is why there is the saying that Ou Opera originated from folk religion.

With the increase of ritual activities and the introduction of various kinds of
vocal types to Wenzhou, semi-professional theatre troupes giving thanksgiving
performances for the gods emerged. The number grew when the trend
became popular in the rural areas, so much so that they could afford to turn
professional. They were hired to give performances for both celebratory
occasions and funerals in the villages. A vernacular genre called ‘Wenzhou
luantan’ began to take shape. By assimilating the vocal styles of other genres,
it soon came into its own.

In the mid-19th century, with the rapid development of commerce and
handicraft trades in Wenzhou, Wenzhou luantan boomed. Many troupes were
formed and took in trainees. It began to spread throughout Zhejiang Province,
and even to Taiwan and other places. But by the early 20th century, Peking
Opera had come to Wenzhou and begun to replace it in terms of popularity.
Most of the luantan troupes and associations were dispersed, and the genre
went into a downturn. It was not until the 1950s when three famous luantan
troupes merged and staged productions featuring the traditional repertory that
it caught the public attention again. Wenzbou luantan was renamed ‘Ou
Opera’, a genre distinguished by an exquisite and unique performing style.
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Musical Features

The vocal style of Ou Opera combines the tonal features of gaogiang,
kungiang, buidiao, pibuang, tanhuang and shidiao, with singing basically
adopting luantan in the main and other vocal styles occasionally. Simple but
bright in tonal qualities, its rustic touch is balanced by the insighttul
interpretations. Since Wenzhou is the birthplace of nanxi (Southern Opera) in
the Song and Yuan period, and Ou Opera also originated in Wenzhou, Ou
Opera retains a lot of the features of nanxi and this adds to the value of the
genre. Of the ‘Four Main Vocal Styles’ that were derived from nanxi, only
gaoqgiang and kungiang are retained to this day and are sung in Ou Opera still.

The gaogiang vocal style in Ou Opera is distinguished by one unique feature,
which is ‘one voice in the lead, the others sing as chorus’. Only the percussion
ensemble provides the beat, and the music has no wind or string instruments
involved. But in the kungiang vocal style, pitches are determined by the word
or syllable. The accompaniment includes the Chinese flutes (dizi and xiao)
and the lute, pipa, allowing for fluidity in the musical flow. The set tunes in
Ou Opera include the zhengluantan which has brilliant tones and a metallic
ring suggesting strength; the fanluantan which is gentle, soft and almost
beseeching in tone; and erbuan which is sonorous and high-pitched, which
can invite people to sing out like a clarion call, and can trigger strong emotions
in the actor as well as the audience.

Role Types

In its inchoate stage, Ou Opera only consisted of eight role types — the ‘upper
four roles’ of sheng (male), dan (female), jing (painted face) and chou (comic),
and the ‘lesser four roles’ of wai (supporting old male), tie (young girl), fu
(high-status but crafty person) and mo (supporting). As the genre developed,
more role types were needed and the categories grew into nineteen, known as
‘three tang and sixteen jiao’.
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Special Features in
Ou Opera Performance
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Ou Opera emphasises both singing and acting in performance, in particular the
delicate facial expressions and stylised movements. Its martial art repertory
assimilates Chinese boxing and martial arts skills, and the actors are adept in
close combat and fist fighting, demonstrating fast moves that are
choreographed to thrill and to excite. In addition, the use of weapons such as
the three-section cudgel, meibua gun (plum blossom stick used by the Shaolin
Kun Fu school), pitchfork, fan and arrows can add animated interest to a
scene. All actors in Ou Opera are trained in their stylised movements
respective to their role type, such as the ‘sparrow’s steps’ (crossed steps) of the
actor in xiaosheng roles; the ‘inching step’ and ‘falling step’ of the dan role; the
stunts of the xiaohualian (half-painted face) such as tossing the gong, the hat
trick and the fan trick; and the act of ‘carrying the corpse’ by the gingyi
(virtuous female) role.

In addition to stunts in stylised movements, unique mask-painting is also a
distinguished feature of Ou Opera. By sheer use of colour and pattern, it
allows the audience to immediately associate the mask with the persona. The
‘painted face’, therefore, has highly symbolic meanings, and the Ou Opera
troupes and actors attach great importance to face painting.

There is a saying regarding the ‘painted face’ spectrum in Ou Opera, namely
'six white, seven red and eight black’. White depicts a sinister persona with
devious personality — Cao Cao and Dong Zhuo are included in the ‘six white’.
Red represents the loyal and courageous - the ‘seven red’ includes Guan Yu,
Jiang Wei, etc. Black represents the brave but reckless - the ‘eight black’
includes King Chu (Xiang Yu), Jiao Zan, etc. There are also gold-and-silver
masks to depict gods, immortals and monsters, such as the God Erlang,
Buddha, the ‘Leopard’ etc. Other than the differentiation by colour, there is in
addition a large variety of mask paintings, such as the ‘slanted face’, ‘yin-yang
face’, ‘animal face’, ‘speckled face’, ‘texts on face’, etc. The highly imaginative
design and use of colour, together with the characters' costumes and use of
props, create a vivid and recognisable system in Ou Opera.
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~Ou Opera Classic Gao [Ji and Wu Sanchun
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Gao Ji and Wu Sanchun was premiered in 1956. The original version was adapted from a
folk tale popularly found in southern Zhejiang by Wenzhou playwright He Qiongwei.
Starring 20-year-old Chen Chahua at that time it had a highly successful run for 21 shows at
-’_: - the Southeast Theatre. It was such a box office draw that there was a saying that ‘Thousands
- of people turned out to see Chahua’. The production laid a very good foundation for a =

revival of Ou Opera on the theatre stage, and even rewrote the fate and future of the
© regional genre.

_ For the present newly revamped production, it features Yang Xiaoqing as director, and Plum
* Blossom Award winner Fang Rujiang and White Magnolia Award winner Cai Xiaoqiu in the

. lead. The production has been trimmed from the original duration of three hours to aboug =
~ two hours. The main plot is retained, while the development of the storyline is sped up,
L thus achieving a new breakthrough in this classic work.

~ The climax of the play is the episode On Peach Blossom Range. With his heart torn between
anger at Sanchun’s betrayal and his love for her, Gao Ji walks up the mountain. The
complex emotions in his heart are externalised as he picks his way up the slope, crosses the
stream, and trips over pebbles. When he finally discovers that Sanchun has made that
sacrifice out of her concern for him, Gao Ji bursts into action to try to catch up with the

" bridal sedan chair. The actor needs to show the emotional upheaval of the protagonist in

, dn excerpt of a mere 20 minutes, with the requisite skills of singing, delivery of lines, acting
and dance all played out in one go.
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