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“Traditions and Innovations- from the example of works in the Beijing
Opera: ‘the Zhao Orphan’ ”, Art Appreciation Journal, Volume 9, 2" Issue
By Tseng, Yi-Hsin

Introduction

Ji JunXiang, a brilliant playwright of Zaju in Yuan dynasty, had written six plays,
however, “the Zhao Orphan” is the only one that has lasted. Ma Lianliang and
his friends adapted that play from Zaju into Beijin Opera. The production
debuted in Beijing in 1959. With creativities in performance and uniqueness of
aria of Ma Lianliang, as well as the participations of famous troupers like Qiu
Shengrong and Chang Junqiu, etc., the play brought a huge success with
great feedbacks. Although “the Zhao Orphan” was not among the six most
important productions in China National Peking Opera Company, this show
has remained a representative work of Ma faction (Ma Lianliang). Through fifty
years of development, this piece was presented to the audiences once again
by Chu Jiang, the third generation disciple of Ma Lianliang, who played the role
of Cheng Ying. Yang Yenyi, successor of Qiu Shengrong, performed as Wei
Jiang. Chang Ping, student of Chang Junqiu, acted as Princess Zhuang. This
star-studded lineup led great expectation to the reviewer. This article is to
analyze the arias of the Lao Sheng (an old male) and the Jing (a painted-face
male) from traditional aspects and innovative characteristics, based on the
China National Peking Opera Company’s adaptation of “the Zhao Orphan” on
21°% of December 2012 at the National Theater Hall.

The Lao Sheng (Old male) of Ma Faction and its disciple Chu Jiang

Ma Lianliang, the founder of Ma faction, was ethereal, suave and elegant. As
one of the third generation disciple of Ma faction, Chu Jiang did not only
succeed to the inspiring approach, his performance also embraced the
sorrowfulness style of Qi faction (Zhou Xinfang).

The drama and the vocal art of “the Zhao Orphan” were mainly highlighted in
the second half of the play. When a loyal courtier Wei Jiang returned to Empire
from the war and learned the tragedy of Zhao clan and the Zhao orphan. He
was in fury and convinced that Cheng Ying betrayed his friend by offering the
orphan for personal gain. The courtier invited Cheng Ying to his home then



scolded and tortured him. The performance of Chu Jiang, who portrayed
Cheng Ying, was heartbreaking and moving when Cheng Ying was
whiplashed while kneeling down and cried out “Well done!” Immediately, he
sang with mix of feelings and emotions in the “Xi Pi Yaoban” (a swing tempo)
tune, “Spread the cloud to see the sky, fifteen years yet the frowning stays...”
Music was rubato in the “Yaoban” tune, which is difficult to control. Experts
usually use the swing tempo to evaluate a performer’s cadence, competence
and emotions in rhymes. “Music is a feeling of art ...if we examine closely from
the historical aspect, gather all elements together and learn the logical
relationship among them,; as a result, what we see will be one of the
mainstream ideas of Western music - Emotional Aesthetic of Music” (Hsing, W.
k, 2004). In this segment, Chu Jiang chanted freely while performing with
appropriate rubato. Furthermore, his emotion was profound, euphemistic and
genuine.

The most important aria sung by the character Cheng Ying in the segment of
“The Painting of Snow Banquet” was first performed by Ma Lianliang who used
the utmost enthusiastic and devoted sentiment in Beijing in 1959. He
integrated all of his emotions and passions into this classic aria. He modified
and innovated the vocals based on conventional patterns. He used the melody
of the “Fan Er Huang” (Jinghu, a two-stringed fiddle tuned to 1 and 5) which
was barely applied by the Lao Sheng. With high pitch and diversified arias,
only the performers with great vocal ability are provoked to sing in that manner.
The “Fan Er Huang” tune turned from high to low pitch and changed
continuously, which was strenuous to control. Especially, it had to express his
emotions such as disgrace, suffer, sorrow and varieties of feelings for the past
fifteen years. Technically, arrangements of aria are vital in the play; it includes
two-stringed fiddle as accompaniment, wooden clapper as tempo, stories and
changes in mood. All of elements should be carefully considered within the
production.

For more than fifty years of Beijing Opera, amongst all the prominent troupes
across China, there is no professional opera song writer, thus, arrangements
of aria and music are made by the protagonist, accompanist and drummer. In
the Study of Opera Music, Ho Wei emphasized “We can see a phenomenon:
some conventional practices are abandoned; some innovative elements are
built on. It is not to controvert in tradition but to invocate in it’. (Ho, W, 1998).



As the curtain rose, the orchestra played the tune of “Fan Er Huang” with “Xiao
Kai Meng” (A name of Qupai, traditional Chinese music), the fast and lively
tempo harmonized with Cheng Ying’s anxious and compounded feeling before
drawing “The Painting of Snow Banquet’. The music accompanied and set off
the protagonist’s complex and agitated inner self. It demonstrated perfectly the
sentiments, thus, captured the heart of the audience. When Cheng Ying sang
“The old Cheng Ying writes with unstoppable tears, with thousand thoughts
arise, fifteen years of injustice endured, still facing the traitor with smiley
face...”, the audience listened to these lyrics with heavy heart. At this moment,
the aria turned into the “Fan Ear Huang Kuaiban” (a fast tempo). Cheng Ying
chanted again “Everyone in Jin talks, saying I, the old Cheng Ying craving for
wealth and rewards, betrayed his friend, killed the orphan, a truly dishonored
person. Who would have thought that | sacrificed my own son! My son for
Zhao Clan’s last heir! For this orphan, | have given all...” In “The Painting of
Injustice Snow” segment, Chu Jiang’s aria led audience to appreciate the
exquisite technique of Lao Sheng of Ma faction and learned how diligent and
hardworking Chu Jiang is in his singing, acting, performing monologue, etc.
Proven that he could perform as skillful as his predecessor, he did not only
succeed to Ma faction’s approach and charisma, but also demonstrated his
subtle, touching and simple personality.

The art of Qiu faction and his disciple Yang Yenyi

Qiu faction has already descended for three generations. The most creative
part of the founder Qiu Shengxu is to keep his own clear and penetrating vocal
style, in addition, to integrate artistic rhyme of other experts such as Jin
Shaoshan in order to enrich and to innovate his own vocal art.

Yang Yenyi, a Qiu faction, portrayed Wei Jiang who possessed a painted face
with strong, loud and ringing voice, also was outstanding in acting, dialoguing
and monologuing in the play. He showed superior performance in his vocals
and emotions. Yang Yenyi sang with the “Er Huang Daoban” (a leading tempo)
melody “Wavy day, | was finally awakened when | hear...”, then his arias turned
into a fixed tune of the “Er Huang Yaunban” (a standard, medium-fast tempo)
to express his shame and sorrow, “..Brother Gong-Sun sacrificed himself for
the orphan. Old Cheng Ying sacrificed his own son for the orphan... but now |
whiplash him without mercy. | am truly fatuous. | do not know the truth. | pled
for my ignorance...” At this moment, Wei Jiang chanted in the “Er Huang

Yaunban” with slow melody expressing shame and regret. The weeping breath



in his voice revealed the true sentiment of this General, a very precious
moment. “...For this part, Beijing Opera express a better content; therefore, it
has a higher artistic value. Especially the vocal expression of the Jing
character, the vocal of Beijing opera integrated the modal vocal of Kunqu
Opera...” (He Wei, 1998).

Qiu faction expressed a very classic sentimental art in this segment of the
opera. Learned his techniques from several Qiu faction masters and with his
gifted vocal, Yang Yenyi could chant in a deep and stable voice of Qiu faction
and in a loud and clear voice of Jin faction. Along with his skills acquired from
performing monologues as a painted-face man, his voice, his rhyme and his
expressions were cohesive. He is truly one of the best young Jing performers
in Beijing Opera.

Conclusion

Among the legacy of various factions of Beijing Opera, Chu Jiang, disciple of
Ma faction, and Yang Yenyi, Qiu Faction, maintain the traditional quintessence
of Beijing opera, also hold a vivid style and characteristic performance in
singing, acting, in monologue and in dialogue. This is the most difficult level to
achieve by traditional faction’s successors. Innovation of the past becomes
today’s tradition, and today’s innovation will develop into the future’s
convention.

Cultural heritage has never been disrupted in Taiwan. Education in music has
also made a few achievements. Government subsidized general and
traditional music classes are accessible in every city. Ministry of Education
hold diverse competitions each year, however, it does not include Beijing
Opera, Kunqu Opera or Taiwan-Fujian Opera. Elementary and high schools do
not have opera class neither annual exhibition. Other issues observed include
the lack of joint performance, cultural exchange and award mechanisms in the
performance art. Operas in Taiwan already have a well-built foundation. Many
talented performers are also emerged; it is time to deepen and widen the basic
education to the next level. All the ideals can only be realized once we persist
to pursue them step by step.
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