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The Tradition of Chinese Opera and its Modern Day Development 
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 Chinese opera has a centuries old history as well as a complete aesthetical 

tradition.  With a history spanning over a thousand years, it already possesses an 

important place in the daily lives of the Chinese people.  No matter whether in the city 

or the countryside, the performance of operas are the people’s most loved form of 

entertainment and spiritual enjoyment, and has also provided many derivative 

products.  Because of the common existence of opera in the leisurely culture of 

people’s daily lives, no matter what region of the country, the stories and characters 

from operas have become some of the most well accepted and universalized subjects.  

As a result, they have entered into all realms of art, such as decorative designs, 

paintings, and paper cuttings, speaking volumes to the fact that traditional operas have 

become deeply entrenched in people’s hearts and minds. 

Nevertheless, since the end of 19th century and beginning of the 20th century, 

Chinese traditional theatre has continuously been under siege by foreign culture.  

Within the past hundred years or more, China, Asia, Africa, and the Middle East as 

well as other developing countries, all fell under the heavy influences of Western 

culture, with China’s experience having special characteristics.  In the past century, 

Chinese theatre has successively been affected by three major waves of assault by 

Western influence.  The first wave occurred between the end of the 19th century to the 

beginning of the 20th century, and came mainly from both Western and Northern 

European theatre culture.  While the main part of the first wave was from Europe, it 

actually transited to China from Japan, also leaving a profound Japanese influence.  

Through this process, the on stage theatrics of dramas and the societal problems 

presented in Ibsenian plays began to take hold in China and were embraced by the 

newly emerging intellectual class of the cities.  In the second wave, beginning around 

the year 1943, Yan’an became the center of the red district creating a substantive 

influence, and after 1949, Soviet style opera began to rapidly spread throughout the 

entire country.  The result of this assault was that Soviet Union style techniques in 

“realism” with the Stanislavski system gained supremacy in China.  The perusing 

result was that the Chinese government began to use the strength of the country’s 

political system to promote and implement these two Soviet styles throughout the 

country’s performing opera groups.  At the same time the Soviet Union’s grand theatre 

system began to completely replace the original Chinese theatre group structure.  The 

third wave of assault was after 1978, China’s reform and opening up process held 

America as the representative of Western theatrical culture, and thus Western culture 

regained its followers, particularly giving the modern Western school of theatrics 

more prominence.  Two of these followers were Gao Xingjian and Lin Zhaohua, who 

for the first time co-authored a small theatrical play entitled Signal Alarm which 

became the signature piece of modern Chinese theatre, and its influence can still be 

felt today.  Many people, especially intellectuals, formed a fervent passion, desire, and 
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support for the modern Western school of theatre, as they felt disgusted by and were 

critical of the system that a decade before had led hundreds of millions of people to 

live in frightening conditions and extreme poverty. 

What needs to be explained is that these three waves of assault on Chinese opera 

all originated from the West, that is to say that they all have appeared to advocate 

Western civilisation, further more to fiercely cast a doubt on the form of the core 

values of the Chinese traditional culture, all trying with the Western opera to 

transform, indeed to replace the ancient Chinese opera culture. Even more significant 

is that these three Western waves of assault have behind them intellectuals, with 

rational aspects of political and social history that support them, who pressingly 

demand and advocate China’s advancement towards modernization and blend into 

globalization.  Moreover, these intellectuals not only play the most important role in 

these three waves but they also hold the most influential power in China, holding the 

power of speech in mainstream society.  Therefore, these three waves are from head to 

toe, top to bottom, a cultural movement.  It is precisely because traditional Chinese 

culture was strongly challenged and questioned over a long period of time, especially 

so by the mainstream intellectual world, that Chinese modern opera and has several 

times broken away from its relation to tradition.  From the end of the 20th century, the 

influences of globalization and modern media have further exacerbated the crisis of 

traditional opera. 

Therefore, the vision we have of Chinese opera today, is that only fragments of its 

traditional past now remain, no matter if we talk about plays or other ancient 

theatrical forms, there are no exceptions.  For example, Kun Operas, in the book The 

History of Shanghai Kun Opera, the chapter entitled, Statistics on the Performances 

of Traditional Operas, points out that “there were 550 plays that the actors towards 

the end of the Qing Dynasty could perform, including poetic dramas, southern operas 

and excerpts from legendary operas. In the 1920’s the actors of the Chuan generation 

could still perform 460 operas, in the 60’s, Kun’s first and second classes could only 

perform between 210 to 220 operas, and in the 1990’s the third class could only 

perform around 50 operas”.  According to history, Mr. Yun’s argument at that time 

was that the repertoire of operas that could have been performed was 75.  Mr. Hu Ji 

said that Jiangsu Province’s Kun Opera Troupe can currently perform about 50 

excerpts from legendary operas.  Based on the estimates of a series of related 

information, in the entire country there are altogether six Kun Theatrical Troupes that 

can perform excerpts from legendary operas, so in total, and not counting duplicate 

performances, there are only around 100 remaining.  Yet, in the current situation, the 

classical repertoire of operas that can be performed only include ten or so excerpts, 

mostly from The Peony Pavilion and The Palace of Eternal Youth.  The situation of 

the actors is another aspect that should make people feel uneasy, as the artists of the 

previous generation, generally speaking, were all skilled and proficient enough to 

perform more than a hundred classics, otherwise, as general practice, it would have 

been difficult to survive on stage.  As The History of Shanghai Kun Opera statistics 

on the repertoire of plays suggests, all of the Kun Opera actors that have been trained 

in the past ten to twenty years are not only very few, but those that are able to fully 
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grasp a repertoire of plays are even fewer, to what can be considered an extreme 

degree.  In most circumstances, actors are usually only proficient enough to perform 

ten operas, or sometimes even less.  For the Kun Operas, with such a long tradition 

and diverse artistic meaning, which have been recognized and said to be a theatrical 

masterpiece of humanities oral and intangible cultural heritage, it is insufficient and 

unacceptable that there are only a few number of plays that remain that represent them 

and their legacy.  The problem relies even more on today’s generation of actors who 

have already lost the opportunity to receive good and proper conditions for artistic 

training.  Because of the long standing and serious neglect towards artistic inheritance 

and the performance of traditional opera, even though today’s burden bearers take on 

the task of teaching the performing arts, in reality the most superior actor that 

represents Kun Opera’s highest performance level would know very little about 

tradition.  In terms of acting technique, to some extent all that’s left are the aria and 

body movements of the male and female roles, while the Kun Opera’s other important 

original roles, especially the acting skills of the role of the clown, have all already 

basically disappeared.  As far as the situation of the Kun Operas being identified as a 

theatrical masterpiece of humanities oral and intangible cultural heritage, at the same 

time it is still unsatisfying.  Although China looks upon Kun Opera with the highest 

esteem, and the central and local government’s financial support have made huge 

beneficial contributions to promote it, what makes people feel ashamed is that the 

rapid increase in financial support is seldom used for the excavation or succession of 

traditional operas, but is shifted to the creation of a large number of new productions.  

These new productions are steadily moving further and further away from tradition.  

While the 1956 iconic opera of Fifteen Strings of Cash still can be considered an 

adaptation of a traditional opera that, no matter on the story, moral, or performance 

level, was comprised of large amounts of traditional elements, once the Northern Kun 

Opera House’s famous actor Hou Yongkui leeched on to the government’s ideology of 

demanding the creation of “modern operas” and wrote Hong Xia (Red Clouds), we 

immediately could see the plight of Kun Opera.  It is a shame that the Kun Opera’s 

new operas are still going down the path of productions like Hong Xia (Red Clouds) 

and are not like Fifteen Strings of Cash.  In 2006, Suzhou held the third Chinese Kun 

Opera Arts Festival in heated debate, arguing which path Chinese opera should go 

down.  Types of production such as Hong Xia (Red Clouds), are not only difficult 

from a traditional perspective to receive all of the necessary artistic resources, but are 

naturally very difficult from a traditional perspective to reach a high level of art.  

Once one performance type is full of a large number of similar works, it in fact has 

already has lost its artistic value and is just a facade.  It can be said that it early on lost 

touch with reality and has already became distorted, thus a sharp decline of the 

meaning and standard of the art is all but unavoidable. 

Besides Kun Opera, China currently has hundreds of operas that are in serve 

danger, for example Fu Jian Province’s Quan Zhou’s very ancient and elegant Li Yuan 

Opera.  These types of operas are often only performed and circulated in a relatively 

small region.  Following the course of society’s modernization, particularly living in 

today’s China, who in its process of modernization fiercely opposes tradition, these 
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small operas find it very difficult to develop or obtain a satisfying sense of recognition 

for their artistic and cultural values.  Compared with the already government 

supported Kun Opera, their situation is actually in much more dire straits.  They once 

occupied a place and played a very important role in the minds and daily lives of the 

common people, this was their collective memory, a catalyst of emotion, forming the 

backbone of the people’s morals and ethics.  Yet because tradition was not been 

successful in persevering or passing them along, these operas already encounter great 

difficulties to develop or even survive. 

 Objectively speaking, even though it has faced three waves of assault from 

Western culture and an extremely harsh political and cultural environment, the opera 

world’s efforts to continually follow tradition have finally prevailed.  We can view the 

Beijing Opera’s Silang Visits His Mother as a classic work that symbolizes change. 

Although in the past ten years or more its value and meaning have come under 

question from various sides, if you look at it today, it still has many areas in which it 

can be upgraded and improved.  Nevertheless, what’s important is that it has survived.  

There persistently are people in the opera world who always look upon it as an opera 

with symbolic significance, stubbornly continuing and maintaining a traditional belief 

to support Silang Visits His Mother.  Kun Opera’s Fifteen Strings of Cash is another 

type of symbol, because in 1956 when it first hit the stage, it created a very strong 

reaction which signaled an era of change.  Kun Opera and the actors and artists in the 

opera world need to use their efforts to find special ways in order to continue tradition.  

Through a similar new repertoire such as Fifteen Strings of Cash, the Kun Opera has 

been accepted as the representative of traditional art in the new era.  As for the “model 

opera” which emerged after 1964 and reached its pinnacle during the time period of 

the “Cultural Revolution”, although behind it stood the transformative motive to give 

rebirth to tradition, nevertheless, whether concerning the music, the structure of the 

script, or the methods of the onstage performance, all the signs point out that the 

artists used traditional opera techniques.  Since the many years after the opening and 

reform of China and the following theory and concept of an open space for expression, 

Western thought has rapidly entered China, eliminating the taboo of respect and 

knowledge for traditional.  Thus, more people are probably now more apt to 

forcefully promote the value of traditional opera, for the survival of tradition, and to 

provide a richer theoretical foundation.  

Therefore, the power of tradition and those that try to destroy or cut off the power 

of tradition, has continuously for many years been the game of balance, where one 

side’s loss is the other side’s gain.  Besides what was mentioned above about the 

efforts of mainstream opera artists, the efforts of folk opera artists should also not be 

ignored.  Furthermore, folk opera troupes have been reemerging in large numbers 

from all areas of the country since 1980 and the professionalization of these troupes 

has come from the grass roots of society, thus have not been completely politicized 

and a traditional folk undercurrent still exists.  At the same time, the relationship 

between the folk opera troupes and the common people’s taste for something more 

aesthetics is obviously getting closer.  Thus these troupes simply need to become 

more dedicated to the cause of excavating and using the people’s familiar traditional 
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resources.  This, in a century where the mainstream ideology from top to bottom was 

to oppose traditional opera, has without fail created a source of rectification that 

cannot be ignored.  In another aspect, the past century that departed away from the 

trend of radicalism has finally subsided, yet the stark fact is that opera productions 

and performance levels are already in a sharp decline, which is something that people 

in the industry cannot forever keep a blind eye to.  For all of these reasons, tradition is 

painstaking slowly making a comeback, urging the opera world to think from an 

ethical and realistic standpoint the real meaning and life of tradition. 

 Since entering the 21st century, the field of contemporary Chinese opera has 

undergone a few major changes.  The significance of these changes has not yet 

received the full attention of the people, not even the change itself has been noticed.  

Yet, change still exists, and as it embodies China’s centuries old traditional opera it 

renewably receives attention and may possibly already be the turning point of the 

century.  China’s traditional opera’s esthetic value has increasingly become more and 

more recognized by the people. It has changed the past centuries definition of the 

word “tradition”, a word which has been covered with the course of history’s negative 

connotations.  In today’s world of Chinese opera, there are more opera artists that are 

aware of the value of tradition, especially those who see traditional opera’s special 

methods of expression and its aesthetical style’s intrinsic rationality.  Therefore, 

performances and productions based on tradition, after a long absence, rarely are now 

making a comeback.  The concept of a diverse culture is increasingly entering further 

into the hearts of the people and becoming a type of universal value. For developing 

countries, identifying with the value of their native culture is based on the important 

concept of having a diverse culture.  At least in theory, the importance of tradition is 

not taken like it was ten years ago where it was meet with universal doubt and 

disregard.  But in the process of creating new opera repertoires, the esthetical value of 

traditional opera has gained more attention and recognition.  Adapting traditional class 

operas has often become the strategy for winning over audiences.  Following the 

inheritance and protection of a non-material culture, slowly becoming common 

knowledge, the protection of the local area small scale operas, has also received 

greater attention from both the central and local governments.  Take for example the 

Li Yuan Opera who this year produced a new work Dong Sheng Yu Li Shi (Mr. Dong 

and Mr. Li), precisely because of the spirit to continue the tradition of aesthetics, it has 

received the high praises of experts and people both in and outside of the industry.  

This demonstrates that since the turn of the century the efforts of the Chinese world of 

opera to preserve tradition have started to pay off. 

Based on this, to rebuild the spiritual relationship between Chinese contemporary 

and traditional opera, more of opera’s subject matter should be developed from 

tradition.  The continuation and excavation of tradition will also inspire and ignite the 

creative imagination of opera writer’s.  This not only will lead contemporary Chinese 

opera on the necessary path to prosperity, but also ensure that Chinese traditional 

opera’s unique aesthetic style will be revolutionary in its position on the frontier in the 

world of opera, and receive the important recognition of the world of opera’s attention 

and respect. 
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Since the turn of the century the development of Chinese opera has become a 

reality, and thus the following summary can be put forth: traditional must be respected 

before we can walk the path to a brighter future. 
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