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The Artistry of the Painted Face

by Tam Wing-pong

The most attractive and impressive
elements of Beijing opera are the high-
pitch singing, stylised movements,
exciting acrobatic displays, sumptuous
costumes, and the strikingly colourful and
mysterious painted faces.

In Beijing opera, roles are generally
divided into four categories: sheng
(male roles); dan (female roles); chou
(clown or other comic roles); and jing
(characters with quick tempers and strong
personalities). Usually only jing actors
paint their faces, they are also known as
hualian (the painted faces).

Masks were commonly used in most
forms of ancient dramatic presentations
to enhance stage effects. However, they
inevitably form a barrier between actor
and audience. Hence, when classical
drama developed along a more realistic
trend, masks were discarded, replaced
by stage make-up.

Traditional Chinese opera practitioners
realised long ago the advantages and

disadvantages of wearing masks, so they
invented the “living masks” by painting
the masks directly onto their faces. This
method of stage make-up was adopted in
its earliest form during the Tang Dynasty
(7th to 11th Centuries). Over the next
thousand years, this crude form of make-
up developed into a highly sophisticated
art form. Today, painted faces have
become an icon of Chinese cultural
heritage.

In traditional Chinese opera, the story
and the characters are usually familiar
to the audience. The characters often
have prescribed acting styles, singing
styles, make-up and costume, all easily
recognisable to the audience. For jing
roles, each character has its own specific
face pattern created and refined by
generations of artists according to social
status, appearance and personality. The
base colour on the painted face defines
the personality of the characters, whereas
the patterns represent their special
external or physical features. Outlined
below is the colour scheme in relation to
the personality generally represented:

COLOUR PERSONALITY

Red Honest, valorous

Black Of integrity, loyal, unyielding to pressure

White Hypocritical, sinister, villainous

Yellow Cruel, fearsome

Blue Brave, scheming, full of intrigue

Green Fearless, reckless

Pink Aging, well-respected

Gold/silver Used for gods, monsters and supernatural beings
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The fewer colours applied to a face,
the more simple the personality, a
more complex personality requires
more colours. The patterns represent
the facial features of the characters,
such as thick eye-brows, fiery eyes, big
mouths, scars, moles or disfigurements.
Sometimes they also indicate the
background of the characters, for
example, those with a fai-ji pattern on
the brow means they are knowledgeable
in astrology and possess exceptional
perceptive power, while those bearing
the Chinese character for tiger were
formerly incarnated as fearsome tigers.
In other words, the painted faces are
not just pretty patterns. They forewarn
audiences about a character.

Jing actors play a wide range of roles
which are often larger than life. Apart
from using face painting to underline
their exceptional personalities, they have
developed a special style of singing and
acting to distinguish themselves from
the sheng, dan and chou. It is extremely
demanding on an actor to play the jing
roles successfully, as they must be able
to act well and sing with a robust voice,
as strong as a gong and penetrating
as a trombone. The tessitura is usually
high but the enunciation must be crystal
clear to convey the words, and, to add
colour to the characters, a grainy tone,
blasting tone, roaring tiger tone or nasal
tone, is sometimes used (only jing
actors use these tones). At the same
time they also have very busy stage
routines to go through, involving a lot
of complicated movements and even
acrobatic displays. Thus, even in the

very early days of Beijing opera, good
jing actors who could both sing and act
well were extremely difficult to find. A
pragmatic solution to this was for actors
to specialise in either singing or acting.
Gradually, jing actors began to divide into
three or four sub-categories: tongchui
hualian (bronze sceptre painted face);
jiazi hualian (character painted face);
and wujing (fighting painted face), which
is further divided into wuda hualian
(martial painted face) and shuaida
hualian (acrobatic painted face).

The tongchui hualian (bronze sceptre
painted face) is a singing speciality role.
It takes its nick-name from one of the
characters in an opera who holds a prop
bronze ceremonial sceptre and sings
almost non-stop for two and half hours.
Building up their characters mainly
through singing, they often play serious
figures such as august senior officials
and benevolent chief bandits.

While the jiazi hualian do have a lot to sing,
they specialise in acting and movement,
emphasising spoken dialogue and
declamation. With action and movementon
a grand scale, they play a large variety of
roles, including heroic generals, fearsome
bandits, sinister ministers, evil villains and
even supernatural beings.

The wuda hualian concentrate on
fighting roles. They must be able to
master the use of different weapons and
make clear distinction of the rank and
status of their characters. The shuaida
hualian specialise in jumping, leaping,
falling and all sorts of acrobatic skills



and are always given the role of the
defeated party in the fight. They jump
around until falling wounded, killed or
captured by the star in the opera.

In the four pieces presented over two
evenings at the 39th Hong Kong Arts
Festival, all the four different types of
jing or painted faces will be presented.
In Combat between Zhang Fei and Ma
Chao, Zhang Fei, a well-known general
in Romance of the Three Kingdoms, is
played by a wuda hualian. He uses a
long spear to fight, meeting his equal
in combat which lasts a day and night,
ending in a tie. Ambush at the Jiujiang
River features a jiazi hualian who is a
loyal senior official who sees through
the treacherous plot of a spy ring and
saves the king. The Green-faced Tiger
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in At White Water Beach is a bandit
captured by officials but is later rescued.
He is played by a shuaida hualian.
The Beheading of the Judge features
eight painted face roles, but the star is
Judge Bao Zheng, a classic role for the
tongchui hualian who paints his face
black, meaning that he is a forthright,
no-nonsense character, much beloved
by opera goers. The singing is extremely
demanding for this role — there is a
twenty-minute aria!

Painted face is a unique and fascinating
style of operatic art, exemplified by the
two top jing actors today, Maestro Meng
Guanglu and Maestro Yang Chi who
keep the jing’s tradition going in Beijing
Opera.
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Combat between Zhang Fei and Ma Chao

EB Cast

ogo ooo Zhang Fei Cui Zhi

ooo ooad Ma Chao Yang Cheng
ooo ooad Liu Bei Mou Shanlun
4 Musicians

oo ood Percussion Liu Depeng
oo ooo Jinghu Huang Baohua
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Synopsis

This is a story from Romance of the Three Kingdoms. General Ma Chao of the Wei
Kingdom abandons Li City and seeks refuge with Taoist priest Zhang Lu. Zhang Lu
sends Ma to seize Wild Reed Pass, a strategic stronghold of the Shu Kingdom, in his
plot to weaken its sovereign Liu Bei and rescue Liu Bei’s enemy Liu Zhang.

Liu Bei’s aide-de-camp Zhuge Liang deliberately provokes general Zhang Fei
into a righteous rage before sending him to take on the invaders. Zhang Fei and
Ma Chao are tied in the long battle at Wild Reed Pass. Liu Bei, impressed with
Ma’s martial prowess, pays him a visit and orders a ceasefire. A deeply touched
Ma defects to Liu Bei’'s camp in the end.
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Ambush at the Jiujiang River

BB Cast

ooo ooo Zhang Dingbian Yang Chi
ooog ooo Hua Yunlong Wang Mo
ooog ooo Chen Youliang Liu Tingjian
ogoo ooo Hu Lan Cui Zhiming
ooo ooo Liu Bowen Yan Jianfu
ooo ooo Xu Da Zhang Dajun
good god Zhu Yuanzhang Yue Feng
ogo ooo Princess Hu Jiabo
oo ooo Imperial consort Han Yanan
oood ooo Chen Youjie Cui zZhi
ogod goo Zhang Ren Zhao Yue
ooo ooad Zhang Kui Deng Xiangdang
ogoo ooo Liu Jun Yu Zhiliang
ooo ooo Wang Zhong Li Wei
ooo ooo LiYi Mu Shanlun
ooo ooo Horse attendant Yang Qiuli
whER Musicians

0o oo Percussion Liu Depeng
00 oon Jinghu Wang Jiahui
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Synopsis

The later years of the Yuan dynasty see a litany of peasant uprisings all over the
country. Chen Youliang, the self-proclaimed Northern Han Emperor (of Jiangxi), and
Zhang Shicheng the occupier of Gusu (now Suzhou) have sealed a marriage alliance
between the two states and have forces against Zhu Yuanzhang of Jinling (now
Nanjing). Chen dispatches general Hu Lan to Gusu to receive his son-in-law: Zhang
Shicheng’s son Zhang Ren.

Zhu’s commander Liu Ji captures Hu Lan and Zhang Ren in an ambush. Hu pledges
allegiance to his enemy, while Liu sends his general Hua Yunlong to Northern Han to
honour the marriage in the guise of Zhang Ren. Zhang Dingbian, Commander-in-chief
of Northern Han, sees right through the scheme, but ends up being demoted when
his advice for Emperor Chen Youliang falls on deaf ears. As expected, Chen falls
prey to an ambush in Jade Mountain and is defeated by Zhu. Meanwhile, Hua reveals
his real identity and chases after Chen. Eventually, Zhang Dingbian pretends to be a
fisherman and whisks Chen to safety at Jiujiang River.
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At White Water Beach

BB Cast

O00ooooo oo Xu Shiying (Green-faced Tiger) Zhao Wenbao
O00opoooo god Mu Yuji (The Eleventh Brother) Fu Peng
oon goo Earth-gripping Tiger Yin Chuanhai
oono ooo Xu Peizhu Hu Jiabo
00O ooog Liu Renjie Zhao Yue
LLRT Musicians

oo ooo Percussion Liu Depeng
oo ooo Jinghu Huang Baohua
=
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Synopsis

Heroic outlaw Xu Shiying, dubbed “Green-faced Tiger” robs the imperial treasury
transportation corps to assist the poor. He visits his friend afterwards, and is then
found lying dead drunk on the road by government troops and is escorted to the
capital for trial. His younger sister Peizhu comes to the rescue with her comrades
and defeats the troops. Knight-errant “The Eleventh Brother” Mu Yuji, oblivious to
the righteous acts of the outlaws, lends the troops a hand and subdues Tiger.
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Cast

Judge Bao Zheng
The Infernal Judge
The Lantern God
Liu Jinchan

Yama (Lord of Hell)
Jiang Wanli

Li Bao

Yan Chasan’s mother
Yan Chasan

Zhang Sheng
Zhang Qian

Li Wan

Liu Zifang

Musicians

Percussion
Jinghu

Meng Guanglu
Yang Guang
Shi Xiaoliang
Wu Haoyi

Li Wenying
Ma Liansheng
Liu Shujun
Sun Liying

Ji Peng

Li Yingang
Zhou Weibing
Zheng Lin
Yan Jianfu

Cui Hong
He Jian
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Synopsis

Maiden Liu Jinchan follows her parents to the Lantern Fair at night but is separated
from her family by a sudden gust of wind. Wandering along the Magpie Bridge,
she catches the unwanted attention of hoodlum Li Bao, who tries to force himself
on her. Eventually, Li Bao murders the defiant maiden and runs away. Scholar
Yan Chasan who happens to walk past is mistaken for the murderer and brought
to the court. As it turns out, Yan and Liu are cousins who have been betrothed to
each other. Yan is eventually beaten into a false confession. The impartial Judge
Bao Zheng finds the case dubious and leads his right-hand men, Wang Chao and
Ma Han, to the underworld to investigate.

The Infernal Judge Zhang Hong, who is Li Bao’s uncle, resorts to changing the
record on the “Birth and Death Register” to save his nephew. Judge Bao searches
through Hell for Liu but to no avail. Finally at the Nether Mountain, Judge Bao
chances on Liu’s spirit and, backed by the testimony of the Lantern God, realises
that Zhang has pinned the crime on Yan. Judge Bao hastens to the Fifth Palace
of Hell and relates the truth to the Lord of Hell, who condemns Zhang to death.
Judge Bao executes Zhang and sends his men to bring Li Bao to justice; Liu and
Yan are reunited in the world of light.
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Founded in 1949, the Dalian Peking Opera Troupe boasts a long roster of accomplished
performers such as Cao Yibin, Rong Lijuan, Ha Hongbin, Zhang Tiehua, Zhou Shaolou,
Wen Zhanping and Liu Huigin. While continuing to perform classical works, the Troupe
has adapted and created a wide range of period and contemporary pieces over the
years. The current director is Yang Chi.

In 1999, the Troupe’s adapted play Ximen Bao garnered many awards at the opera
gala celebrating the 50th anniversary of the founding of the PRC. In 2001, another
adapted play The Story of Broken Finger won the Gold Award at the 5th Arts Festival
of the Liaoning Province. In 2008, the adapted historical play The Apricot-Yellow Flag
in a Stormy Time clinched the Gold Award at the 5th Peking Opera Festival. Over the
years, the Troupe has never ceased to nurture new talent to make sure that Beijing
Opera in Dalian City will continue to thrive.
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The Tianjin Youth Peking Opera Troupe was founded in 1984. Under the tutelage of
many famed opera artists, many of its members have become masters in their own
right. The Troupe prides itself on its versatile actors, wide repertoire and diversity in
artistic styles. Its performers and musicians have won numerous awards, including the
Chinese Opera Plum Blossom Award, the Wenhua Award and the Mei Lanfang Gold
Award.

The plays adapted and consolidated by the troupe: Qin Xianglian, Romance of the
West Chamber, Legend of the White Snake, Sorrows of the Chu Palace and Han
Yuniang have won major awards. The symphonic Beijing Opera Zheng He’s Voyage
to the West won the First Rank Award for Newly Adapted Historical Play. In 2005,
the Troupe was designated a national key troupe of Beijing Opera by the Ministry of
Culture of China. For over 20 years, the Troupe has toured around China and overseas
to critical acclaim.
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Yang is the director of the Dalian Peking Opera Troupe, and a “First Rank” performer.
He is a versatile hualian (painted face) performer, who specialises in jiazi hualian
(character painted face) but also plays tongchui hualian (bronze sceptre painted
face) and wu hualian (fighting painted face) roles as well. He is a disciple of maestro
Yuan Shihai. His repertoire includes Ambush at the Jiujiang River and Farewell My
Concubine. He has won many awards including the Chinese Opera Plum Blossom
Award, the Mei Lanfang Gold Award and the Wenhua Award.
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Wang specialises in laosheng (senior male) roles. His mentors include Qiu Chusheng
and Liu Futian. His repertoire includes Suicide with a Gold Bullion, Yang Silang Visits
His Mother, as well as new plays such as The Apricot-Yellow Flag in a Stormy Time.

237 Liu Tingjian
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Liu specialises in hualian (painted face) roles with Liu Jinchang as one al
of his mentors. He joined the Troupe in 1984. Liu’s repertoire includes Ambush at the
Jiujiang River, The Trilogy of Zhuge Liang and Drumming out Rebukes.
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#72 Yang Cheng
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Yang specialises in wusheng (military male) roles, having studied under Meng Fansi
and Xi Zhonglu. His repertoire includes At White Water Beach and The Crossroad. In
2005, he won the Liaoning Province Rose Award for Chinese Theatre.

EE Cuizhi
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Cui specialises in hualian (painted face) roles. His repertoire includes Beating Jiao
Zan and Combat between Zhang Fei and Ma Chao. In 2009 he won the First Rank
Performance Award at the Dalian City New Talent and Repertory Showcase.

B Fu Peng
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Fu specialises in wusheng (military male) roles. His teachers include Fu Mingsen and
Zhang Dajun. His repertoire includes The Crossroad and Combat between Zhang
Fei and Ma Chao. He has received the Liaoning Province Rose Award for Chinese
Theatre.

#E B Zhao Wenbao
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Zhao specialises in hualian (painted face) roles. His repertoire includes The Leopard
Demon and At White Water Beach. He won the First Rank Performance Award at the
Dalian City New Talent and Repertory Showcase in 2006.
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Z=E#E Meng Guanglu I
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Meng is a “First Rank” performer specialising in fongchui hualian (painted face with
emphasis on vocal skills). His teachers include Qian Yunhong and Fang Rongxiang.
His repertoire includes The Beheading of Chen Shimei and Visiting the Underworld.
He has won the Chinese Opera Plum Blossom Award and the Mei Lanfang Gold
Award, among other awards.

B Yang Guang
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Yang is a “First Rank” performer specialising in hualian (painted face) roles. He is
a disciple of notables Yuan Shihai and Shang Changrong. His repertoire includes
Battle at Chang Ban Po and Hanjin Crossing, Suicide with a Gold Bullion and Farewell
My Concubine. Yang won the Performance Award at Tianjin TV Competition for his
performance in Wild Boar Forest.
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A Shi Xiaoliang
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“First Rank” performer Shi specialises in chou (clown) roles of the Ye school. His
repertoire includes Triple Stealing of the Nine-dragon Cup and The Crossroad. He has
won the Chinese Opera Plum Blossom Award among other awards.

R REE Wu Haoyi
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Wu specialises in gingyi (young or middle-aged female) and daomadan (military female)
roles. Her repertoire includes Female Generals of the Yang Family and Legend of
the White Snake. She won the Silver Screen Award at the 5th National Youth Peking
Opera Artists TV Competition.

Translated by Elbe Lau





