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2 | INTRODUCTION

Types and Distribution of
Chinese Puppet Theatre

GUO Hongjun

Chinese puppet theatre, historically referred to as kuilei xi (puppet theatre)', can
be traced back to the Han dynasty, when its earliest forms began to emerge.
By the Tang dynasty, a variety of folk forms had already developed, including
marionettes and bell-accompanied puppetry. The Song dynasty witnessed
the greatest flourishing of puppet theatre forms. In the urban entertainment
quarters known as goulan and wasi, five principal types were commonly
performed: stick puppets, marionettes, body puppets, gunpowder-driven
puppetry, and water-operated puppetry.

Over time, some of these forms gradually declined or disappeared. Historical
types such as “bell-accompanied puppetry”, “water-operated puppetry”,
“gunpowder-driven puppetry”, and “body puppets” are now either endangered
or extinct. Since the twentieth century, the most prevalent forms of puppet

theatre in China have included “stick puppets”, “marionettes”, “glove puppets”,
and “iron-rod puppets”, among which stick puppetry is the most widely

1 In this article, the various forms of Chinese puppet theatre are translated primarily according to
their functional English equivalents, with the original Chinese terms provided in pinyin for reference.
“Puppet theatre” (kuilei xi, {% & %% ) serves as a general designation for traditional Chinese puppet
performance. Major forms include stick puppets (zhangtou kuilei / zhangtou mu’ou, 43k 1R & / #t %
7K 18 ), manipulated by rods controlling the head and hands; marionettes (xuan si kuilei, £ % 1% 1& ),
operated by strings from above; body puppets (rou kuilei, 1% & ), in which the performer’s body is
directly integrated into the performance; gunpowder-driven puppetry (vaofa kuilei, 75 {®1&% ), a Song-
dynasty form using pyrotechnic force to animate puppets; water-operated puppetry (shui kuilei, 7K {R 1),
a mechanically operated form performed on water and developed during the Wei-Jin and Six Dynasties
periods; and bell-accompanied puppetry (panling kuilei, # % {# & ), characterized by performance
accompanied by disc-bell music. Later and still-prevalent forms include glove puppets (budai mu’ou, ¥
#£7K18), operated by inserting the hand into a cloth body, and iron-rod puppets (tie zhi mu’ou, $FiAR1B),
manipulated using iron rods and commonly associated with southern China— —Translator’s Note.
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distributed across the country.

I. Stick Puppetry

Stick puppetry refers to a performance form in which puppets are manipulated
using three rods made of wood, bamboo, or metal. During performance, one
rod—referred to as the “main rod” —controls the body of the puppet, while the
other two rods, known as “hand rods,” manipulate the arms and hands. In its
earlier stages, stick puppetry was characterized by relatively simple puppet
construction. A single main rod was attached to a rudimentary shoulder frame,
without a fully developed torso or abdominal cavity, resulting in a flat and
highly stylized figure. This form is known as “internal-rod puppetry”’. Although
this structure allows for considerable flexibility and expressive stylization, its
limitations lie in the relative simplicity of the puppet form, which lacks visual
realism. With the development of puppet-making techniques, performers began
constructing skeletal frameworks for the puppet bodies using bamboo strips,
creating defined chest cavities and producing more lifelike figures. At the same
time, external rods were introduced to manipulate the puppet’s hands, giving
rise to what is now termed “external-rod puppetry.” At present, stick puppetry
is practiced across most regions of China. In provinces such as Shaanxi,
Shanxi, and Gansu, traditional internal-rod puppetry remains predominant.
By contrast, in cities such as Shanghai, Yangzhou, Beijing, and Guangzhou,
external-rod puppetry is more commonly performed.

In the 1950s, Dong Xiaoyi of the Shaanxi Puppet Theatre gained recognition
for his mastery of internal-rod puppetry. He was repeatedly invited to share
his techniques with other theatre troupes, including those in Beijing, and also
performed for the renowned Russian puppetry master Sergei Obraztsov. In
regions such as Shaanxi and Gansu, internal-rod puppetry continues to enjoy
particula popularity in rural areas and remains closely integrated with the local
Qingiang” tradition. Notably, some experienced audience members attend
such performances less for their visual spectacle than for their vocal elements,

1 “internal-rod puppetry” (nei gan mu’ou, A#F7K18 ) and “external-rod puppetry” (wai gan mu’ou, MF7R
{8 )— —Translator’s Note.

2 Qingiang is a regional form of Chinese opera that mainly thrives in north China’s Shaanxi Province, and
neighboring northwestern regions, including Gansu and Qinghai Provinces, as well as Ningxia Hui and
Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Regions.— —Translator’s Note.
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particularly the extended singing passages.

External-rod puppetry developed gradually after the founding of the People’s
Republic of China. Among its early proponents were Shanghai-based puppetry
artists such as Qian Shixin. They criticized internal-rod puppetry for its relative
lack of refinement: the puppet hands lacked articulated joints and remained
fixed in clenched positions, while the heads followed standardized facial types
that could be reused across multiple productions. Although this practice
reduced production costs, it limited the precision of character representation.

By contrast, external-rod puppets generally employ more naturalistic
designs, featuring expressive facial details and clearly differentiated individual
characteristics. In addition, the use of external rods allows for greater flexibility
and precision in manipulation, enabling subtler and more nuanced emotional
expression. Consequently, most newly created puppet productions have
adopted this form.

Since the 1980s, Cui Kegin of Guangzhou has incorporated techniques from
traditional Chinese xiqu (opera) and the long-sleeve dance of folk theatre into
puppetry, creating the “long-sleeve dance” for puppets. This innovation earned
him the Best Actor Award at the Second International Puppet Art Festival in the
Czech Republic. Meanwhile, Shanghai-based puppetry artists Zhao Genlou
and Zheng Guofang created and performed the stick-puppet production Taibai
Drunkenly Writing, pioneering a stage technique in which puppets execute
rapid calligraphic writing. This development opened new possibilities for
integrating puppetry with the art of calligraphy and brought the performance
techniques of external-rod puppetry to a new level of sophistication.

Il. Marionettes

Marionettes, historically referred to as suspended-thread puppetry (xuan si
kuilei), are also known in vernacular usage as “string monkey plays,” “string
theatre,” or “jiali plays.” Since the Tang dynasty, marionettes have occupied
a dominant position in Chinese puppetry, both in terms of the number of
practitioners and the sophistication of performance techniques. They became
the most important form of traditional puppetry and came to symbolize Chinese
puppet art; a status that continued until the mid-Qing dynasty and exerted a
profound influence both domestically and internationally.
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In performance, marionettes are manipulated through strings, which the
puppeteer pulls to animate the puppet. The strings are divided into basic
control strings and specialized strings. Early marionettes typically employed
seven or eight strings, but over time this expanded to sixteen, and in some
cases even twenty or thirty. Marionette theatre is widely distributed across
China, with especially well-known traditions in Quanzhou (Fujian Province),
Wuhua (Guangdong Province), Taishun (Zhejiang Province), Heyang (Shaanxi
Province), and Pingyang (Zhejiang Province).

The marionette tradition in Quanzhou can be traced back to the late Tang
and Five Dynasties period. It has been continuously transmitted through the
Song, Yuan, Ming, and Qing dynasties to the present day. Over time, it has
developed a systematic set of string-manipulation techniques and accumulated
hundreds of traditional repertoires. A typical Quanzhou marionette consists
of a carved wooden head, a cage-like torso, hands, and braided hemp legs.
The puppet head embodies the character’s role type, age, and personality,
and serves as the primary focus of the audience’s aesthetic attention. The
liveliness and accuracy of the head carving directly affect the artistic quality and
aesthetic value of the performance; consequently, practitioners often regard
the head as “a matter of life and death.” Like puppet design and performance,
puppet heads in Quanzhou follow a highly codified system: each head design
corresponds to specific costumes, headgear, and character categories, and
these conventions are strictly observed.

The standard string configuration for Quanzhou marionettes includes sixteen
strings. Two head strings control the overall body and articulate head
movements; one string each for the chest and back stabilizes the upper body
and controls tilting; ten strings manipulates the hands, enabling gestures
such as bowing or handshaking; and two strings control the feet, allowing the
puppet to perform basic walking movements. Puppeteers in Quanzhou refer to
these codified manipulation patterns as “string techniques” (xian gui), of which
nineteen sets are considered the most commonly used.

Quanzhou marionette theatre also features a distinctive vocal style called the
puppet tune (kuilei diao). At present, seven to eight hundred melodic patterns
of this style have been preserved. A typical puppet tune is composed of the
repeated use of two or three musical phrases or through a single extended
rhyme pattern, accompanied by instruments such as the southern drum (nan
gu), gongs, and southern-style suona. Together, these elements produce a
highly expressive, energetic, and resonant musical effect. The southern drum
is the most important instrument, and the drummer functions as the conductor
of the ensemble. A distinctive feature of Quanzhou performance is the foot-
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pressed drum technique, in which the performer presses a foot against the
drumhead; by varying the pressure, the performer alters the tension of the
drum surface, thereby controlling pitch and volume.

In northern China, the most renowned marionette tradition is found in Heyang
County (Shaanxi Province), where it is locally known as string theatre (xian
Xi). Its visual style is archaic, and its singing is robust, reflecting the cultural
aesthetics of the Yellow River region. According to a 1961 survey by the
Shaanxi Provincial Theatre Research Office, there were seventy-two marionette
troupes in Heyang during the Guangxu period of the Qing dynasty, and the form
had spread to neighboring counties such as Chaoyi, Chengcheng, Dali, as well
as Ruicheng in Shanxi Province. Like the Quanzhou tradition, Heyang string
theatre possesses its own specialized vocal system, called the string tune (xian
giang), which differs from the widely practiced Qingiang tradition of Shaanxi in
both singing style and musical accompaniment. Its principal melodic framework
centers on the Heyang moralizing tune (Heyang quanshan diao). Performances
are categorized according to plot type: revenge and vendetta plays (yuanchou
xi), which are often tragic, heroic, and emotionally intense; romantic-comedy
plays (hualiu xi), characterised by lively, colorful, and humorous content; and
refined scholar-romance plays (siwen xi), which present elegant, graceful, and
lyrical themes.

lll. Glove Puppetry

Hand puppets, also known as glove puppetry (budai mu’ou), palm puppetry
(zhangzhong xi), or finger-flower theatre (zhihua xi), are glove-style puppets. In
1951, the Cultural Section of the Jinjiang Prefecture Office officially designated
the written name of this form as “palm puppetry” (zhangzhong mu’ou xi).

Hand puppet figures are relatively small and structurally simple. The head is
carved from wood as a hollow form, which is then connected to the limbs and
body through an inner cloth sleeve over which costumes are added. During
performance, the puppeteer inserts a hand into the puppet’s clothing and
manipulates the figure directly. The palm supports the puppet’s torso from
below, the index finger lifts and controls the head, and the remaining four
fingers manipulate the two arms. When operating a single puppet with one
hand, the other hand assists with leg movements; alternatively, both hands
can simultaneously manipulate two puppets with distinctly different characters,
performing complex actions such as swordplay, horseback riding, or archery.
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There are three principal explanations for the origin of the term “hand puppetry”.
One explanation emphasizes the puppet’s construction: the inner cloth sleeve
that connects the head and limbs, over which the costume is worn, resembles
a glove bag, while the puppeteer manipulates the tension and slack of the
sleeve to create a wide variety of movements. A second explanation derives
from historical practice: itinerant troupes traditionally used puppets only about
eight inches tall, together with minimal props, all of which could be stored
within a single glove bag, hence the name “glove puppetry.” A third account
points to an older form of stage apparatus in which a bag-shaped cloth canopy
was placed beneath the stage; puppets could be laid upon this cloth for easy
access and to protect the carved faces of the puppet heads from damage.

Fujian hand puppetry is generally divided into two major stylistic traditions,
conventionally referred to as the northern and southern schools. These
distinctions are based on musical style and performance techniques and not by
geography. The northern school, practiced primarily in southern and western
Fuijian, is represented by the Zhangzhou puppetry. Performed in the Zhangzhou
dialect, it employs northern-style melodic systems derived from Kunqu and
Jingju (Peking opera). Its staging adopts Jingju techniques, accompanied
mainly by gongs, drums, and jinghu, and it is especially noted for comic and
martial scenes.

The southern school, popular in Quanzhou and Jinjiang, employs the Quanzhou
dialect, sings in the puppet tune (kuilei diao), and follows the convention
of Liyuan xi, particularly the codified shiba bu kemu (eigtheen role-pattern
techniques). Its musical accompaniment centers on drums, small suona,
and pipa, and it is particularly associated with mythological and supernatural
narratives.

Among the most celebrated northern-school performers was Yang Sheng,
who was born into a family of puppeteers and developed a lifelong devotion
for glove puppetry. Over years of performance and practice, he absorbed
techniques from multiple puppet schools as well as other theatrical forms,
eventually developing a distinctive personal style. His performances display
strong Jingju aesthetics, combining vivid characterization with rhythmic and
highly animated stage movement. In September 1960, he traveled with the
Chinese Puppetry Art Troupe to the Second International Puppet Festival in
Bucharest, Romania, where he won a gold medal.

Within the southern-school tradition, the troupe “Jin Yongcheng” in Anhai
Town in Jinjiang achieved particular prominence, and the renowned performer
Li Bofen emerged from this troupe. As the fourth-generation successor, Li
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Bofen began learning from his father at age eleven. He first appeared on stage
wearing wooden clogs at fourteen, and by eighteen had mastered major
role categories—sheng, dan, jing, chou—becoming a leading performer.
He subsequently won multiple awards in both domestic and international
performances and competitions.

Another major Quanzhou artist, Jiang Jiazao, became especially renowned for
his carving and puppet-making techniques. He began training with his father
at the age of eleven and assume responsibility for the family craft at eighteen.
Over the course of his career, he created 285 distinct puppet heads, 250
of which were individually named, in addition to more than ten variesties of
headwear and braided hairstyles.

Through sustained observation and study of human physiognomy and
character, Jiang Jiazao formulated a systematic approach to puppet-head
carving. He maintained that beauty and ugliness, loyalty and treachery, as well
as emotions such as joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure are expressed through
the “five facial features” (eyes, ears, mouth, nose and eyebrows) and the “three
bones” (brow ridge, cheekbones and jaw). By abstracting, exaggerating, and
deforming the facial bones and muscular structures according to the story
and character, Jiang transformed immobile puppet heads into vividly animated
theatrical figures endowed with striking individuality and expressive vitality.

IV. Iron-Rod Puppetry

Iron-rod puppets, also known as iron-wire puppets (tiezhi mu’ou / tiexian
mu’ou), is a popular folk puppet genre in eastern Guangdong and plays an
important role in ritual performances, temple fairs, and other festive occasions
in the Chaoshan region. Performers manipulate the puppets through resilient
projecting iron rods attached to the puppet’s body. Typically, three iron rods
control the torso and two arms. Although the movements of iron-rod puppets
are less flexible than those of marionettes or glove puppets, they are not
constrained by strings, resulting in balanced and graceful postures. Sleeve
movements appear natural and precise, and the puppets can squat, stand, or
sit with notable agility and ease. This form of puppet manipulation is extremely
rare within other Chinese puppet traditions.

Although iron-rod puppets resemble conventional puppets, their origins can be
traced to northern Chinese shadow puppetry (piying xi), historically referred to
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as “paper-shadow theatre.” The puppet figure consists of three main parts:

1.The body— —including the torso and limbs carved from wood. Joints are
connected by iron plates that permits mobility and articulation. Costumes are
produced using traditional Chaozhou embroidery, characterised by exquisite
craftsmanship, bright colors, and unique artistry, often depicting dragons,
phoenixes, lions, or floral and avian motifs according to the role type.

2.The helmet— —modeled after headgear from traditional costume drama,
with more than seventy varieties corresponding to different theatrical role
categories.

3.The painted facial head — —sculpted from clay and designed according
to the major role types (sheng, dan, jing, chou) each distinguished through
specific facial patterns and painted conventions.

Basic manipulation techniques in iron-rod puppetry include pushing, pulling,
lifting, flicking, and shaking. Performances incorporate a wide range of actions
such as flying, descending underground, igniting fire, archery, horseback riding,
fan manipulation, rowing, and martial combat, all of which demonstrate highly
specialized control skills.

Traditional iron-rod puppet troupes generally consist of nine members: three
puppeteers, three musicians, and three singers, although puppeteers and
musicians frequently also participate vocally. The manipulation method retains
significant features from shadow puppetry. The rods are fashioned from thick
iron wire with wooden or bamboo handles, hence the names “iron-rod” or
“iron-wire” puppetry. Following the principle of “one main, two sides,” the
primary rod is fixed at the center of the puppet’s back to support the body and
maintain balance, while two side rods are attached to the left and right arms
to control movements. Performers manipulate the puppets from behind, either
seated or standing.

V. Other Puppetry Forms

() Bed Sheet Puppetry / Carry-Pole Puppetry

Bed Sheet Puppetry/Carry-Pole Puppetry (Beidan Xi/Biandan Xi) is a form
of solo puppet performance in which a single puppeteer manipulates the
puppet with both hands, plays percussion instruments with their feet, and
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simultaneously provides vocals or sound effects. Its simple and rustic style
made it especially popular in folk performance across regions such as Sichuan,
Beijing, Anhui, and Jiangsu-Zhejiang during the late Qing dynasty and the
Republican period.

In the 1950s, the Russian puppetry artist Sergei Obraztsov visited China
several times and observed performances by the puppeteer Yan Fengwu in
Beijing. Obraztsov highly praised the artistic sophistication and innovation
of these performances, describing the form as the “smallest theatrical unit,
consisting of a single performer, and the smallest stage form”." Some scholars
classify single-person puppet theatre as a specialized variant of glove puppetry,
since the puppets themselves are structurally similar, although the performance

mode is more simplified.
(1) Gunpowder-driven puppetry

Gunpowder-driven puppetry, also known as fire-play puppetry, rod-fire
puppetry, frame-fire puppets, or pyrotechnic puppets (huoxi / ganhuo / jiazi
huo), is an ancient performance tradition in which gunpowder is used to trigger
puppet movement. During performance, ignited gunpowder produces sparks
that simultaneously animate the puppet, generating a distinctive visual effect.

This form dates back to the Qin and Han dynasties, initially appearing as
fireworks performances within the imperial court before spreading to the
populace during the Sui dynasty. By the Song dynasty, it was widely performed
in the capital city of Bianliang. Since the Republican era, however, fire-powder
puppetry has steadily declined. Surviving traditions remain in places such
as Pucheng in Shaanxi Province and Taishun in Zhejiang Province, though
performances today are extremely rare.

(1) Water-operated puppetry

Water-operated puppetry is a form of mechanical puppetry that originated
during the Han and Jin dynasties and was historically referred to as “water
play” or “water decoration” (shui xi / shui shi). Puppets are manipulated directly
on water through mechanisms similar to those used in land-based mechanical

puppets.

Historical records from the Sui dynasty describe water-puppet performances

1 - BARNZEXE, WEE: (PEARMMED , RERELARKE, 5106 7. [Sergei Obraztsov,
The Theatre of the Chinese People, translated by Lin Yun (Beijing: China Theatre Press), 106.]
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depicting scenes such as “Liu Bei Riding Across Tan Creek” and “Zhou Chu
Slays the Flood Dragon.” During the Ming dynasty, water-puppet performances
were common within the imperial court, featuring increasingly sophisticated
puppet construction, dedicated musical accompaniment, and singers. Today,
however, water-operated puppetry has disappeared from China.

(IV) Fan Puppetry

Fan puppetry, popular in Rugao (Jiangsu Province) during the Guangxu reign of
the Qing dynasty employs a distinctive manipulation technique. A thin bamboo
strip is attached at one end to the performer’s neck or waist and at the other
end to a paper fan by means of black silk thread. The elasticity of the bamboo
combined with the swinging motion of the fan allows the puppet to move freely
and fluidly.

The puppets themselves stand approximately one foot tall, with heads crafted
from papier-maché or large eggshells decorated with painted designs. During
performance, the puppeteer whistles to accompany the puppet’s movements,
effectively conveying rhythm and emotional nuance.

Over centuries, Chinese puppeteers have developed a variety of manipulation
technigues through highly skilled manual practice, continually refining stage
apparatuses, performance methods, and repertoire. By the 21st century,
increasing exchange with international puppetry traditions enabled Chinese
puppetry to incorporate foreign forms such as shadow-free puppets and soft-
bodied puppets, further enriching the diversity and expressive possibilities of
the art.

GUO HONGJUN
Professor at Shanghai Theatre Academy.
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Historical Development and Artistic
Characteristics of Chinese Puppet Theatre

HUANG Lina

Chinese puppet theatre constitutes an important branch within the global
family of puppetry traditions. Its history can be traced back to the pre-Qin
and Warring States periods, more than 2,200 years ago. In Chinese, puppet
theatre is designated by the anthropomorphic term kuilei, literally referring to a
human-like figure." This terminology suggests that its origin and developmental
trajectory differ from those of other theatrical forms, giving rise to distinctive
artistic characteristics.

I. Origins and Transitional Forms of Chinese Puppet Theatre

The origins of Chinese puppet theatre are closely associated with a historical
figure named Xi Kuilei. He was a retainer of Xun Yao, a high-ranking minister
of the State of Jin during the late Spring and Autumn period, whose principal
duty was to safeguard his lord during military campaigns. In 464 BCE, when
Xun Yao launched a military expedition against the State of Zheng, Xi Kuilei was
captured. Although the Zheng authorities offered him an official position, he
refused to surrender and ultimately chose death. His unwavering loyalty was
later recorded in the The Commentary of Zuo (Zuo Zhuan) and widely circulated
in later historical memory.” This narrative exerted a lasting cultural influence:
the phrase “a man of kui lei” came to signify a person of integrity and heroic

1 The standardized written form of “kuilei” ( {1 ) was not established until the Song dynasty; for clarity,
the term is used uniformly here.

2 BEBRE: (BRESRE) “RAZTHEE”, h&HF, 1981 4, % 1735-1736 . [Yang Bojun,
Commentary on the Spring and Autumn Annals: The Commentary of Zuo, Zhonghua Book Company,
1981, pp. 1735-1736.]
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righteousness, while Xi Kuilei himself became a moral exemplar of loyalty for
subsequent generations.

During the Warring States period, continual warfare among rival states
produced recurring crises of trust between rulers and ministers. Aristocratic
elites longed for retainers such as Xi Kuilei to remain loyal even beyond death.
At the same time, elaborate funeral practices became increasingly widespread.
Elite tombs were designed to replicate as closely as possible the living
conditions of the deceased, including unrealized worldly desires. Among the
burial objects, servant figurines held particular significance: they were often
inscribed with the names of real attendants or recorded in funerary documents
(giance), so that they might symbolically continue to serve the deceased in the
afterlife.

Within this cultural context, artisans are believed to have created large
articulated wooden figures modeled after Xi Kuilei. These movable-joints figures
resembled those excavated from the Western Han tomb at Daishu in Laixi,
Shandong Province. They were named kui lei after the loyal retainer and placed
in tombs as guardian figures of high-rank, symbolizing unwavering loyalty and
service." The transformation of these funerary wooden figures of the pre-Qin
period into later entertainment puppetry required an important intermediate
stage, represented by the performance form known as the “puppet lament”
(kuilei wange) of the Han dynasty.

Emperor Gaozu of Han (Liu Bang) and later rulers demonstrated strong interest
in folk songs, leading the imperial Music Bureau (yuefu) to collect local musical
traditions. Court musicians subsequently adapted and arranged these materials
into a new musical genre known as xianghe songs. These compositions were
essentially newly created works derived from folk traditions, performed either
as solo songs or as lead-and-chorus structures, and typically accompanied by
ensembles of wind and string instruments such as the sheng, flute, se, zhu,
and pipa.?

Originally, laments were songs associated with funerary rituals. Once arranged
and set to music, however, they became incorporated into the xianghe
repertoire. The “puppet lament” thus refers to lament songs performed with

1 EBER: (REMERESETHME, MOWKRER “BEXE” AKBHBEEEX) , (REZR),
2020 £E55 6 HB, £8117-122 71. [See Huang Lina, “A New Study on the Origin and Evolution of Kuilei,”
National Arts, no. 6 (2020), pp. 117-122.]

2 EiRHih: (CHBERFEZTER), ITHRBE L M4, 2018 4 b, 5 64-67 71. [See Wang Lili,
Understanding Chinese Music, Guangdong Education Press, 2018, pp. 64-67.]
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puppets. During the Han dynasty, such performances extended beyond
funerary settings and also appeared at banquets, weddings, and festive
gatherings. From the perspective of musical classification, the puppet lament
may be understood as a form of “puppet harmonized song,” in which a human
performer led the singing while puppets provided responsive or accompanying
elements. Archaeological discoveries from mid-to-late Western Han tombs
support the existence of such performance practices.

In the Western Han tomb (M2) at Daishu in Laixi, Shandong Province,
archeologists uncovered a large wooden puppet together with a se zither, a
115-centimeter silver rod, four cast-iron tiger-shaped weights, a liubo game
board," and thirteen figurines. These objects are closely associated with the
entertainment life of the tomb occupant.? It is plausible that the deceased
had enjoyed performing puppet laments with companions during his lifetime.
In such performances, a human singer likely led the vocal performance while
a puppeteer manipulated the large wooden figure—probably using the silver
rod—and simultaneously contributed vocal accompaniment, with the se
providing musical support.

From the perspective of performance form, the Han-dynasty puppet lament
may therefore be regarded as a precursor to later entertainment puppetry. In
terms of manipulation techniques, the use of a rod to control a large wooden
figure may also represent an early stage in the historical development of string-
controlled puppetry.®

Il. The Evolution and Development of Chinese Puppet Theatre

After the Han dynasty, puppet figures gradually decreased in scale and became
increasingly capable of presenting lively musical and dance performances. One
representative example was the Northern Qi musical-dance performance known
as Kuileizi ({R1#&F ) , in which puppets mimetically portrayed a bald and sickly
man surnamed Guo from the Han period. The performance was celebrated for

1 An ancient Chinese board game played with twelve pieces in total, six apiece for two players, who
compete with black and white pieces respectively ——Translator’s Note.

2 IHAMKXXMEIRE. EEEXKE: (LUREAESENERNAEE) , () 1980 5 12 8,
% 11-15 71, [See Yantai Cultural Relics Administration et al., “Western Han Wooden Coffin Tomb at
Daishu, Laixi, Shandong,” Cultural Relics, no. 12 (1980), pp. 11-15.]

3 See Huang Lina, op. cit., pp. 122-125.
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its comic effect and vivid realism. Because audiences found the puppet figure
remarkably lifelike, later generations came to refer to the performance directly
as “Guo the Bald” (Guo Tu), which subsequently became the popular name
for Kuileizi." During the Qin and Han periods, one form of corporal punishment
involved shaving the head, known as the kun punishment. Those subjected to
it endured both physical and psychological humiliation; consequently, baldness
consequently carried strong social stigma in early Chinese society. For this
reason, bald characters were generally represented by puppets rather than
human performers. As a result, performances of “Guo the Bald” remained
for a repertoire item uniquely associated with puppet theatre for a long time.

Contemporary with Kuileizi was another narrative musical-dance form known
as “Wenkang Music” (Wenkang yue, S5k ). The music employed in Wenkang
performances belonged to the xianghe daqu tradition, a large-scale musical
suite formed through the sequential linkage of melodies.? In simpler terms,
songs were connected through lively instrumental and dance interludes. The
musical structure used in Kuileizi performances appears to have been largely
similar. Such extended suite compositions were especially suited to narrative
musical-dance performances involving dramatic situations and characters,
while also enhancing their entertainment value.® As Wenkang Music spread
from the Eastern Jin into the Chen dynasty of the Southern Dynasties period,
its accompanying instrumentation increasingly incorporated musical elements
from the Western Regions, including disc-bells (lingpan), kettle drums (oi),
and waist drums (yaogu). Kuileizi, which was transmitted from the Jin dynasty
into the Northern Qi, underwent a similar transformation. Since the Northern
Qi regime was heavily influenced by Xianbei culture and its ruling elites were
deeply fascinated with music and dance from the Western Regions, the puppet
musical-dance performances favored by Emperor Gao Wei were almost
certainly reshaped by Central Asian musical practices. Among these imported
instruments, the “disc-bell” (panling)—a type of small bronze cymbal—became
the most distinctive accompanying instrument of Kuileizi. The prominent Tang
statesman Du You accordingly referred to the form as “bell-accompanied
puppetry” (panling kuilei).

1 EFR: (BERRINER) , PEHB, 2016 FhE, %609 . [Wang Ligi, Collected Explanations of
Family Instructions of the Yan Clan, Zhonghua Book Company, 2016, p. 609.]

2 [EI#EHE: (BH), HIHBLRE (FEIA) , 1988 FhR, 25764 7. [[Tang] Du You,
Tongdian, facsimile edition, Zhejiang Ancient Books Publishing House, 1988, p. 764.]

3 Eihih: CHRBARFESER), NEH B LA, 2018 F£4E, %68 7. [Wang Lili, Understanding
Chinese Music, Guangdong Education Press, 2018, p. 68.]
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Tang-dynasty Kuileizi inherited the Northern Qi tradition and continued to
stage comic stories centered on Guo the Bald from the Han period. However,
because Tang audiences commonly referred to men as lang (young gentleman),
the character previously known as “Guo the Bald” gradually came to be called
“Guo Lang.” During the Tang dynasty, Kuileizi was further classified as a form of
“song-and-dance drama” (gewu xi), a general designation for narrative musical-
dance performances of the period, including works such as Daimian, Botou,
and Tayao niang. Emperor Xuanzong (Li Longji) regarded performances such
as Kuileizi as heterodox entertainments rather than orthodox court music and
therefore restricted them to palace performance. Yet by the Zhenyuan period,
more than a century later, Kuileizi had already become widely popular among
common audiences. This development seems to foreshadow the flourishing of
narrative musical-dance theatre in later periods.

During the middle and late Tang dynasty, Kuileizi performances centered on
Guo the Bald (Guo Lang) underwent further expansion and developed into
a two-part structure. The first section functioned as an introductory song-
and-dance prologue featuring the performance of “Guo Lang.” The second
constituted the main narrative and dramatized the story of Chen Ping devising
a “beauty stratagem” to rescue Emperor Gaozu Liu Bang from military danger.
In order to align the main story more closely with the thematic framework of
puppet theatre, musicians adapted the account recorded in the Hanshu (Book
of Han), in which Chen Ping ordered painters to depict beautiful women,
transforming it into a scene in which “Chen Ping constructed wooden puppet
beauties to dance upon the city walls.”" This represents a common strategy in
the adaptation of historical drama. Although the story of Chen Ping’s beauty
stratagem for rescuing Liu Bang was not regarded as morally admirable, and
the piece itself soon disappeared, the expanded two-part structure of the
large-scale song-and-dance drama Kuileizi was inherited by Song-dynasty zaju
theatre. Meanwhile, its prologue section, “Guo Lang,” continued to circulate
independently among popular puppet performances during the Song period.

1 [BIERTE: (RERR), mBHESE, EEhiEHRtt, 2015 Fhi, 2153 M. [ [Tang] Duan
Anjie, Miscellaneous Records on the Music Bureau, annotated by Qi Juanli, Shanghai Ancient Books
Publishing House, 2015, p. 153.]
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lll. The Maturation and Flourishing of Chinese Puppet Theatre

The Song dynasty marked the period in which Chinese puppet theatre reached
full maturity. This development was evident on a theoretical level, where the
written form of the term kuilei (puppet) was standardized, and the classification
of five distinct puppet forms, together with the defining attributes of puppetry
itself, became firmly established. On a social level, Song-dynasty puppet
theatre demonstrated a high degree of professionalism and commercialization,
as reflected in its specialized performers, sophisticated manipulation
techniques, established repertoires, and permanent performance venues.

The earliest written form of Chinese puppet theatre was kuilei ( # £ ), which
originally referred to the proper name “Xi Kuilei” ( &8 %t £& ). Beginning in the
Han dynasty, this term was gradually replaced by various homophonous or
graphically similar variants, such as kuimu lei ( 8 7K & ), kuishi lei ( B 7 £ ),
kushi lei (/A €2 ), and eventually kuilei ({#1& ). Before the Tang dynasty, the
meaning of kuilei was relatively narrow, referring specifically to marionettes (xuan
Si kuilei). During the Song dynasty, however, the extraordinary diversification
of popular performance traditions prompted scholars and performers to
group different forms of artists-manipulated figures under the single collective
designation kuilei. Distinctions within this category were then demarcated by
adding descriptive prefixes, such as marionettes (xuansi kuilei), gunpowder-
driven puppetry (yaofa kuilei), stick puppets (zhangtou kuilei), body puppets (rou
kuile)', and water-operated puppetry (shui kuilei). These prefixes denoted the
specific mechanisms and methods by which the puppets were manipulated.
This classificatory system has persisted into the present day. corresponding
respectively to contemporary marionette theatre, gunpowder-driven puppet
theatre, stick-puppet theatre, glove puppetry, and water puppet theatre (the
latter surviving today primarily in Vietnam). From this taxonomic system, two
essential characteristics of kuilei may be inferred: first, the principal figure
presented on stage must be an inanimate puppet; second, the puppet’s
performance must depend entirely upon manipulation by a puppeteer.

Song-dynasty puppet theatre operated within fixed performance venues
and a stable audience base, demonstrating a highly organized commercial

1 B (ARESEHEEEL) , (REZAR) 2017 £5 6 #8. [Huang Lina, “A Study of Rou Kuilei
as Glove Puppetry,” National Arts, no. 6 (2017).]
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structure.’ Puppet performers achieved an unprecedented level of professional
excellence, and many became widely celebrated.” Their artistry was praised
in contemporary accounts with expressions such as “indistinguishable from
reality,” “truly marvelous in method,” “deeply moving and lamentable,” and
“surpassing reality, with artistry approaching the divine.”®

The performance scripts of puppet theatre closely resembled those of other
narrative forms such as historical storytelling, yaci ballad-singing, and zaju
drama, drawing heavily upon tales of romance and supernatural beings, judicial
cases, and historical narratives involving rulers, ministers, and military generals.”
During Song festival celebrations, large-scale processional dance performances
were also staged, including the distinctive “large and small complete-stage
puppet” parades, which reveal the grandeur and prosperity of puppet troupes
in the capital city of Lin’an (present-day Hangzhou). Puppet performances were
likewise regularly featured in imperial birthday banquets and court celebrations,
demonstrating that Song-dynasty puppetry appealed to both elite and popular
audiences alike.

During the Yuan and Ming dynasties, although the dominant forms of urban
commercial theatre were Nanxi (southern opera) and Bejju (northern drama),
puppet theatre continued to evolve on the foundation established during the
Song period. Owing to its portability and relatively low performance fees,
puppet theatre remained especially popular in popular ritual contexts, where it
was used both to honor deities and to entertain guests.

Yuan rulers once issued theatrical prohibitions on the grounds that excessive
popular devotion to puppet entertainments distracted commoners from their
livelihoods, a restriction that ironically underscored the widespread popularity of
puppet theatre during this period. In Chapter 80 of the Ming novel Jin Ping Mei
cihua (The Plum in the Golden Vase), after the death of Ximen Qing, a puppet

1 BARERBER) “WREZE” &. [R]EnEE: (FREPER) 8, (RREER) ¢MEx) ,
hER AR, 1982 &EhR, 25 31-32 51, [Meng Yuanlao, Dongjing menghua lu (Dreams of Splendor
of the Eastern Capital), vol. 5, Beijing: China Commercial Press, 1982, pp. 31-32.]

2 (EWBE) “BEHEZAN” £. [R]ABE: (KHKIBE) E+T, (EEEH) OM\#FD
L& & B AR A, 1993 &, £ 590 -295 7. [Zhou Mi, Wulin jiushi (Old Events of Wulin), vol. 10,
Shanghai: Shanghai Ancient Books Publishing House, 1993, pp. 590-595.]

3 (ERRE) “BREET K. [R]REKER: (BRR) T+, (EELE) OGM\#) , bEeh
FEHRRAE, 1993 &, 5590 -169 - 170 T1. [Wu Zimu, Mengliang lu (Record of a Millet Dream), vol. 20,
Shanghai: Shanghai Ancient Books Publishing House, 1993, pp. 590-570.]

4 BRI (HEEH) “BREAK £ [RIFAFEA: (HBHEH) , EHEHMmE, 19934F, F
590 - 599 Ti. [Anonymous, Ducheng jisheng (Splendors of the Capital ), Shanghai: Shanghai Ancient
Books Publishing House, 1993, pp. 590-599.]
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troupe is summoned to perform Killing the Dog to Admonish the Husband' and
the performance continues until the third night watch before finally ending.” This
passage indicates that Ming-dynasty puppet theatre frequently staged popular
Nanxi repertoire.

During the Qing dynasty, puppet theatre flourished throughout the empire,
with records of performances appearing in local gazetteers, bamboo-branch
poems (zhuzhici), and other documentary sources. Qing puppet theatre was
seamlessly integrated into popular religious and festive life. Local authorities in
many regions repeatedly attempted to prohibit puppet performances on the
grounds that they interfered with agricultural productivity and undermined social
customs, but these efforts met with little success, indicating a sustained and
vigorous popular demand for puppet theatre.

The Qing dynasty also witnessed the emergence of a form of puppet theatre
performed exclusively within the imperial palace, known as “Grand Stage
Palace Theatre” (datai gongxi). This genre adopted jingju (Peking opera) vocal
styles and was accompanied by an instrumental ensemble identical to that
of conventional jingju. Since many women of elite households were largely
barred from attending public theatre performances, datai gongxi also became
highly popular in aristocratic residences throughout the capital, serving as an
important form of domestic entertainment. Its performance conventions and
highly refined techniques ultimately provided an important structural model for
the later development of regional puppet theatre traditions across the Qing
dynasty.

IV. The Artistic Characteristics of Chinese Puppet Theatre

The artistic characteristics of Chinese puppet theatre may be distilled from
several interrelated perspectives, including the historical evolution of its
performance forms, the codification of puppet typologies, the intergenerational
transmission of performance conventions, and comparative differences

1 Killing the Dog to Admonish the Husband is a Ming adaptation of a Yuan southern drama, in which the
“dog-killing”stratagem generates a highly dramatic sequence of events.

2 [M] ZRERXE: (&MB\IANE) , BRETRE, ARXFHARH, 2000 F4E, % 1124 7. [Lanling
Xiaoxiao Sheng, Jin Ping Mei cihua, annotated by Tao Muning, Beijing: People’s Literature Publishing
House, 2000, p. 1124.]
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between Chinese and Western puppetry traditions.

First, Chinese puppet theatre has consistently evolved in parallel with the
dominant performing arts of each historical era. Since the Han dynasty, Chinese
puppet theatre has successively integrated major contemporary performance
structures, developing from puppet xianghe songs, and puppet musical-dance
performances into puppet song-and-dance drama, puppet Nanxi and Beijju,
puppet regional xiqu (traditional opera), and, following the founding of the
People’s Republic of China, puppet spoken drama (huaju). In each historical
stage, puppet theatre simultaneously emulated the dominant artistic forms of
its era and provided vital aesthetic and artistic nourishment for their subsequent
development. Throughout its history, it has remained intrinsically intertwined
with the mainstream theatrical culture of the time. Viewed through this
evolutionary perspectives, the creative practice of Chinese puppet theatre has
always been defined by open, flexible engagement with external forms rather
than confinement within a single, static artistic system.

Second, Chinese puppet theatre possesses an aesthetic quality that seamlessly
integrates external form with inner vitality. When the fivefold classification of
puppet forms was formally established during the Song dynasty, it defined
the essential attributes of puppetry and laid the taxonomic foundation for
traditions that persist today. Any puppet form fundamentally requires the
sculptural carving of heads and the construction of complete puppet bodies;
in other words, the principal figure presented on stage must be a puppet.
Concurrently, the puppet’s performance depends entirely upon manipulation by
the puppeteer. Whether in the sculptural craftsmanship of the puppet itself or in
the stage image created through performance, the highest artistic value lies in
lifelike vividness and expressive realism. Chinese puppet theatre is therefore a
complete and highly representational art form.

Third, Chinese puppet theatre exhibits the highly codified technical
characteristics of xiqu. Beginning in the Southern Song dynasty, xiju
became the dominant performance mode of Chinese puppetry. Thereafter,
puppet theatre evolved alongside live-actor theatre through the historical
transformations of Nanxi, Beiju, and later regional theatrical styles. Over
nearly a millennium of artistic transmission, puppeteers developed a rigorous,
comprehensive system of performance conventions encompassing specialized
puppet construction, stylized stage movement, and backstage musical
accompaniment. They also accumulated an expansive repertoire and cultivated
a resilient audience base. Even contemporary puppet productions designed for
children continue to draw structural nourishment from these inherited traditional
techniques.
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Finally, Chinese puppet theatre embodies aesthetic aspirations distinct from
those of Western puppetry traditions. Western puppet theatre once traversed
historical stages comparable to those of Chinese puppet theatre, maintaining
representational puppet figures, established manipulation techniques, and
stable modes of stage presentation. However, as twentieth-century Western
artistic movements began to reshape theatrical practice, avant-garde
theatre practitioners increasingly adopted puppets as instruments for realize
independent theatrical theories. This shift is evident in Edward Gordon Craig’s
theory of the Uber-marionette, Peter Schumann’s Bread and Puppet Theatre,
and later developments in object theatre. Moving from tangible puppets to
abstract, object-based performance, the Western puppetry gradually ceased
to pursue puppetry as an independent, self-contained artistic form. Instead,
puppets and puppet-like elements became semiotic vehicles through which
theatre practitioners sought to construct and realize their own theatrical ideals.
Artistic history unfolds under divergent historical conditions: some traditions
emerge from a state of aesthetic insufficiency, while others possess artistic
completeness from their inception. Chinese puppet theatre clearly belongs to
the latter category.

In conclusion, the history of Chinese puppet theatre traces a trajectory from
its formative origins in the pre-Qin and Han periods, through its transformation
and development during the Northern Qi and Tang dynasties, to its maturation,
prosperity, and widespread popularization throughout the Song, Yuan, Ming,
and Qing dynasties. Although its performance modalities and cultural status
have continually shifted across history, the spiritual and aesthetic enrichment it
offers audiences has remained constant. Recognizing this historical trajectory
of Chinese puppet theatre, liberate it from external benchmark of Western
puppetry. In the spirit of mutual aesthetic appreciation, each tradition may be
valued according to its own intrinsic artistic beauty —as indeed it should be.

[This article is a phased research achievement of the National Social Science Fund of China Art Studies
Project “A New Examination of Historical Materials on Ancient Puppet Theatre and Research on the
Transformation of Performance Forms” (Project No. 22BB030). It is also a phased research achievement
of the Chongging Municipal Education Commission Social Science Planning Project “Research on the
Inheritance and Development of Chinese Puppet Theatre” (Project No. 18SKGH132).]
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A Brief Overview of the Contemporary
Inheritance and Development of Fujian
Puppet Theatre

CHEN Taoming

Located in the southeastern part of China, Fujian Province boasts a
topographically complex landscape of interwoven mountains and seas, as
well as a long history and profound cultural accumulation. Across Chinese
history, this relatively secluded geography shielded the region from frequent
warfare and dynastic turmoil, enabling a wealth of ancient folk cultural traditions
to remain well preserved. Fujian puppet theatre stands out among Chinese
traditional performing arts for its long history and rich diversity, ranking Fujian
among the regions with the most abundant varieties and preserved forms of
traditional puppetry in contemporary China." Puppetry genres prevalent in
Fujian include marionette, glove puppet, rod puppet, and iron-rod puppet.
These are accompanied by more than ten distinct vocal and muscial systems
such as Quangiang, Xinghuaqgiang, Dagiang, Sipinggiang, Gaogiang, Ciming,
Pingjiang, and Luantan.

The contemporary transmission and development of Fujian puppetry are
characterized by the parallel progress of living heritage conservation and
the creation of new repertoires sustained by both professional state-funded
troupes and independent folk puppet companies. Through international cultural
exchanges, numerous Fujian puppet ensembles have staged performances
worldwide, promoting this traditional performing art globally and inspiring
innovative intercultural artistic forms. Against this backdrop, this paper outlines
several distinctive genres of Fujian puppetry and assesses their current status

1 FERE: (REMEWRER (L) ), PEMBEILAR, 2004 £4F. [Ye Mingsheng, Historical Studies
of Fujian Puppet Theatre, Vol. 1, Beijing: China Theatre Press, 2004.]
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of inheritance and development within contemporary society.

I. Fujian Puppet Theatre on the Contemporary Stage

Within the contemporary theatrical scene of Fujian, puppet theatre remains
a vital and highly active artistic genre. State-run puppet troupes notably
represented by Quanzhou marionettes, Zhangzhou glove puppetry and Jinjiang
palm puppetry have demonstrated exceptional vitality, both in their preservation
of living traditional repertoires and their active participation in various festivals,
exhibitions and theatrical competitions.

(a) Quanzhou Marionettes

Prevalent mainly in Quanzhou region of southern Fujian, Quanzhou marionettes
are historically known as “string-hung puppets” (tixian kuilei). Its vocal music,
conventionally called “puppet tunes”, belongs to the Southern musical system
derived from Nanxi (Southern Opera) of the Song and Yuan dynasties,
rendering it one of the most ancient extant puppet traditions in Fujian. To
this day, Quanzhou marionette theatre preserves a vast corpus of over
700 traditional plays and more than 300 melodic tune patterns. In terms of
performance configuration, character types are categorized into four core role
categories: sheng (male), dan (female), bei (painted face) and za (clown).

Puppeteers adhere to rigorous string-control regulations to manipulate puppets
into highly stylized movements such as walking square steps, holding the jade
belt, pacing in lotus steps, and standing in dramatic stillness, thereby projecting
the distinct interiority and temperament of different dramatic roles. Furthermore,
performers have mastered an array of virtuoso techniques, including spear-
wielding, costume removing, face-changing, lion-dancing, and the rapid
drawing and sheathing swords. These skills reflect the physical sophistication
and diversity of Quanzhou marionette performance.

On the contemporary stage, Quanzhou marionettes have achieved widespread
public recognition and critical acclaim through their unique artistic style and
well-maintained transmission models. Notably, Quanzhou marionette artists
performed at the opening ceremony of the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games; their
presentation of the Four Generals Opening the Stage showcased the unique
charm of Chinese theatrical culture to a global audience. Since then, Quanzhou
marionette theatre has continued to advance through both traditional
preservation and new repertoire creation. Thanks to the dedication of puppet
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master Huang Yique and successive generations of artists, classic short
pieces such as Training the Monkey, The Young Monk Descends the Mountain
and Zhong Kui in Drunken Ecstasy have become canonical works within the
core repertoire. Concurrently, creative practitioners at the Quanzhou Puppet
Theatre have adapted and staged full-length, refined productions including The
Government Inspector, Lu Junyi, The Legend of Little Vajra and Huo Qubing.

In recent years, performances at Quanzhou Puppet Theatre have routinely
sold out, with the troupe occasionally staging up to eight shows a day to
meet demand. Its annual box office revenue exceeds 20 million RMB. This
exceptional commercial viability and high attendance testify to the resilient
vitality of Quanzhou marionettes within the contemporary performance market.

(b) Jinjiang Palm Puppetry

Also operating within the broader Quanzhou cultural sphere, Jinjiang’s dominant
puppet tradition is “palm theatre” (zhangzhong xi), in which puppeteers insert
their hands directly into the puppet costumes to manipulate the figures. This
form is widely classified as glove puppetry. Similar to Quanzhou string-hung
marionettes, Jinjiang palm puppetry adopts the Southern musical system
derived from the Song and Yuan dynasties’ Nanxi, while also integrating stylistic
influences from Liyuan opera (Liyuan xi) and regional folk music—thus earning it
the designation of the “Southern School” of Chinese glove puppetry.

In terms of dramaturgy, relatively few fully written literary scripts have been
preserved for Jinjiang palm puppetry. Instead, the tradition relies primarily on
orally transmitted outline scenarios (Mubiaoxi, or scenario-based plays) that
facilitate actor improvisation. These works are categorized into six thematic
types: ritual opening plays, sheng-dan romantic plays, serialized epics,
excerpted scenes, martial arts dramas, and boxing-themed plays.

Aesthetically, Jinjiang palm puppetry differs from Quanzhou string-hung
marionettes by organizing its character roles into four strict categories: sheng
(male leads), dan (female roles), jing (painted-face roles), and chou (clowns).
Each category possesses an intricate vocabulary of stylized movements. For
instance, the dan role features basic actions such as “lifting shoes,” “applying
makeup before a mirror,” “kneeling in worship,” “bending to open doors,”
and “adjusting garments.” These are augmented by specialized puppetry
techniques including “weaving nets,” “sewing clothes,” “holding umbrellas,”
and “carrying medicinal soup.”

” o«

Additionally, Jinjiang palm puppeteers excel in spoken narration and vocal
performance. By varying their vocal timbre and volume, a single performer
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can portray up to thirty distinct characters across the four role categories,
demonstrating the unique acoustic and performative charm of Jinjiang palm

puppetry.
(c) Zhangzhou Glove Puppetry

Located at the southernmost tip of Fujian Province, Zhangzhou maintains
a vibrant glove puppetry tradition of its own. Notably, despite its southern
geography, this school is historically desginated as the “Northern School” of
glove puppetry. This distinction arises because Zhangzhou glove puppetry
adopts the Liantan system (an eclectic traditional vocal tune system), which
originated from northern theatrical traditions—setting it apart from the “Southern
School” represented by Jinjiang glove puppetry.

The Zhangzhou repertoire is structurally divided into excerpted scenes, full-
length plays, and serialized dramas. Most of these plays are based on the
Pihuang vocal system while incorporating structural elements from Xiangju
(Gezai Opera). Aesthetically, the role divisions and performance conventions of
Zhangzhou glove puppetry exhibit notable similarities to Jingju (Peking Opera)
and western Fujian’s Hanju (Han Opera).

The contemporary preservation of Zhangzhou glove puppetry has yielded
highly successful outcomes. In the classic production Daming Prefecture,
for instance, young performers have fully absorbed the puppet manipulation
techniques of veteran masters, executing visually stunning skills such as

® Performance scene of Quanzhou ® Still from Jinjiang glove puppet play Yihe Fei (A Crane Flies).
string puppet play Four Generals (Provided by Jinjiang Glove Puppet Art Protection and
Opening the Stage (Sijiang Kaitai). Inheritance Center)
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m Still from Zhangzhou glove puppet play Li Kui Admits His Fault. (Provided by
Zhangzhou Glove Puppet Inheritance and Protection Center)

” o« ” o« ” o«

“smoking,” “pouring wine,” “drinking tea,
jars,” and “dancing with staffs.”

archery,” “spinning basins,” “handling

In terms of modern repertoire creation, the Zhangzhou tradition has generated
well-received new works, including Young Yue Fei, Li Kui the Iron Ox, Li Kui
Admits His Fault, and A New Tale of Havoc in the Sea. These productions
demonstrate the genre’s enduring capacity for creative adaptation and
institutional vitality.

Il. Fujian Puppetry Preserved in Local Folk Communities

Apart from the puppet genres active on urban stages, Fujian puppetry thrives
within rural folk communities, which constitutes an equally important dimension
of its contemporary transmission and development. These regional traditions
include the Siping Puppet Play in northeastern Fujian, Dagiang Golden-thread
Puppetry in northern Fujian, Xinghua Puppet Play in Puxian region, Gaogiang
Puppet Play in western Fujian, Manzhou Tent Theater in eastern Fujian, Ciming
String Play along the mid-eastern coast, and Tiezhi Puppet Play in southern
Fujian’s Zhao’an County. The following sections delineate several representative
traditional and highly distinctive forms of folk puppetry.
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(a)Puxian-Xinghua Puppet Play

The puppet plays circulating in the Puxian-Xinghua region are among the oldest
extant forms of puppetry in Fujian. Legend suggests that as early as the Han
Dynasty, soldiers of the Eastern Yue Kingdom created puppet performances by
molding clay heads, weaving bamboo bodies, and twisting rattan into control
strings. In later centuries, a customary protocol emerged among traditional xi
(opera) troupes: whenever Puxian opera (Puxian xi) troupes engaged in open-
air competitive performances with puppet troupes, the puppet performers
were invariably granted the honor of sounding the drums and opening the
performance first as a gesture of historical deference.

Even today, performers of Puxian opera continue to refer to puppet theatre
reverently as “Elder Brother Opera,” (Xianggong xi) a title reflecting the senior
historical status traditionally attributed to puppet performance. Moreover, the
stage movements of male and female role types in Puxian opera preserve
a stylized routine known as kuilei jie (puppet-style gestures and steps). The
distinctive female stepping technique diebu (butterfly steps), originally unique to
puppet theatre, was later integrated into the performance vocabulary of female-
role actors (dan) in Puxian opera, further demonstrating the intimate artistic
lineage between the two traditions.

Today, the Puxian region remains one of the most densely populated areas
of Fujian Province. Despite rapid social transformation and the decline of
many traditional theatrical forms, more than thirty puppet troupes continue to
operate actively in the region. Their dramatic repertoires include works derived
from Nanxi (Southern Opera) traditions, while ritual-oriented plays such as
Votive Ritual, Big Dipper Ritual, and Mulian Rescues His Mother remain deeply
embedded in local temple festivals and village ceremonial practices. The
continued vitality of these performances vividly attests to the enduring cultural
life and resilience of puppet theatre in the Puxian region.

(b)Ciming String Puppetry of Coastal Central Fujian

Popular in Fuging and Pingtan, Ciming String Puppetry is a time-honored
and representative folk puppet tradition in the eastern Fujian region. The
control rods used to manipulate these puppets are locally termed jiatou. Their
structural morphology bears striking similarities to the puppet manipulating
fixtures portrayed in The Puppet Show on Strings, a painting by the Song-
dynasty artist Li Song, providing material evidences of its historical lineage
connecting back to Song-dynasty puppetry. Its musical tunes and melodic
patterns fall into five categories: Baizi, Kuodiao, Shuidiao, Beidiao and Yindiao.
Among them, Shuidiao is historically associated with the Ming-era Kunshan
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musical style Shuimo Diao, while Beidiao maintains historical connections with
the contemporary Yuyao musical style of the same period.

Within the folk performance market, Ciming String Puppetry remains deeply
integrated into communal life. For regular performances, artists select
corresponding legendary plays tailored precisely to specific deities and liturgical
occasions. For example: The Subjugation of Demons by Linshui Goddess is
staged for the birthday of Goddess Chen Jinggu on the fifteenth day of the
first lunar month; Lord Baima the Honored for the deity anniversary at Baima
Temple on the twenty-second day of the first lunar month; The Legend of the
Heavenly Consort for Mazu'’s birthday at Mazu Temple on the twenty-third day
of the third lunar month; The Legend of Huaguang for the festival at Wuxian
Palace on the eighth day of the fourth lunar month; and The Tale of the Nine
Envoys for rituals at the Mangtian Divine Emperor Hall. These case studies
illustrate the living status and structural preservation of Ciming String Puppetry
within the rural areas of contemporary Fujian.

(c)Puppetry in Northeastern and Northern Fujian

Liturgical performances held for deity birthdays constitute the fundamental
institutional basis for the survival and transmission of folk puppetry in Fujian. All
ancient puppet theatre genres circulating in Fujian rely heavily on folk religious
performances. This fully reflects that the inheritance and development of Fujian
puppetry in rural communities, are inextricably intertwined with local rural
society.

(1) Siping Puppetry of Northeastern Fujian

Prevalent in Shouning, Zhenghe, Pingnan and surrounding areas, Siping
puppetry adopts the Ming-dynasty Siping tune of the Gaogiang vocal system
as its primary musical mode and maintains an intimate connection with the
Taoist Lushan School. Its puppet shows are tightly integrated with Taoist rituals,
presenting a syncretic blend of religious liturgy and theatrical performance.
According to the research of ethnologist Ye Mingsheng, local communities
refer to northeastern Fujian puppetry Angshi Puppetry; meaning ritual-service

puppetry.

Puppet troupes inherit formal ritual altar titles; most performers engage in
Taoist practice, adopt religious dharma names, and concurrently serve as
Taoist ritual masters, known locally as the Pear Garden Sect (Liyuan jiao).
Their performance schedules fall into two categories: ritual services integrated
with Taoist altar ceremonies, and sacrificial rituals staged for temple deity
anniversaries.
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Amid advancing modernization and urbanization, the traditionally devout Pear
Garden Sect and its ritual-service puppetry have gradually receded from public
view, with remnants surviving primarily in secluded mountain villages. In Xiafang
Village of Shouning County, the local Siping puppet troupe chiefly stages two
ritual plays during major festivals: Legend of Goddess Nainang and Legend of
Huaguan. During the annual Lantern Festival celebration, the village regularly
invites the puppet troupe to perform sacred operas following a fixed rotating
schedule, staging The Legend of Huaguan in the first year and The Legend of
Goddess Nainang the next, repeating in a perpetual cycle.

Furthermore, the puppet costumes of Siping puppetry in Zhenghe and Pingnan
feature rare and exceptional craftsmanship. Multi-tonal over-dyeing techniques
are applied to color the garments and print decorative patterns. For warrior
puppet costumes, artisans employ exquisite elaborate craftsmanship to carve
lifelike and intricately detailed wooden armor (jia).

(2) Dagiang Golden-thread Puppetry of Northern Fujian

Puppetry prevalent in northern Fujian is also closely bound up with religious
rituals. Notably, puppeteers refer to their tradition as Golden-thread Puppetry
(iinxian kuilei) within ritual canonical texts. This designation echoes records
in Mengliang lu (Dreams of Splendour of the Eastern Capital) by Wu Zimu of
the Song Dynasty, in which puppet theatre was termed “golden thread” and
puppeteers were respectfully addressed as “Master Lu of the Golden Thread.”
This demonstrates a clear historical inheritance link between northern Fujian’s
Golden-thread Puppetry and Song-dynasty puppet traditions.

In performance form, it centers chiefly on historical narration, accompanied
by the Yiyang vocal style. A performance requires only two performers: one
manipulating the puppets at the front, and one playing the accompanying drum
at the rear. The repertoire is adapted from vernacular story-telling scripts such
as Romance of the Three Kingdoms, Tales of the Sui and Tang Dynasties,
Generals of the Xue Clan, The Legend of Di Qing, and Generals of the Yang
Clan, performed as serialized epic plays. Today, this archaic puppet tradition
can still be witnessed through performances of the Hushan puppet troupe in
Nanping.

(d) Hakka Puppetry in Western Fujian

Popular in western Fujian, Hakka puppet theatre adopts vocal tunes belonging
to the Ming-dynasty Yiyang tune system. It prevails across Shanghang,
Yongding, Liancheng, Changting, Wuping and surrounding areas, and likewise
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sustains its inheritance primarily through ritual and religious performances.

In terms of troupe organization, these puppet troupes adopt a clan-based
household structure—consistent with the operational model of local religious
sects. Their repertoire is categorized into three types: ritual votive plays
for vow-redemption ceremonies, traditional full-length repertory plays, and
miscellaneous independent story plays.

In performance technique, Western Fujian Hakka puppetry adheres to a
rigorous set of string manipulation methods. More than ten distinct manipulating
approaches are applied to the stylized movements of different role categories,
with specific string routines reserved for young male roles (sheng), female roles
(dan), clown roles (chou), and military male roles (wusheng). It also features
exquisite stunts, including drawing a sword from behind the back, reading
and writing scrolls, picking tea and catching butterflies, and impersonating
hunchbacked or lame figures.

Furthermore, Western Fujian puppetry boasts a series of striking signature
stage effects: for instance, the dramatic beheading scene in Wei Zheng
Executes the Dragon; Zhuge Liang vomiting blood in Kongming Worships the
Big Dipper; and the striking scene of a puppet holding a live chicken in The
Legend of the Lady. These examples offer a glimpse into the artistic features
of Western Fujian Gaogiang puppetry. Having been inscribed on the National
Intangible Cultural Heritage list, it remains deeply cherished by local Hakka
communities.

B Putian Xinghua Puppet Wenyiao Troupe. ® Ciming string play Jiatou.
(Photo by Ye Mingsheng) (Photo by Ye Mingsheng)
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® Fuqing Ciming string play Baideng Cheng. B Liyuan School “Caitai Qi Shentou” deity-inviting
(Photo by Ye Mingsheng) ritual. (Photo by Ye Mingsheng)

B Puppets from Pingnan Siping Puppet Play. ® Wooden armor. (Photo by Ye Mingsheng)
(Photo by Ye Mingsheng)

® Performance Scene of Hushan Dagiang Golden B Gaogiang Marionette Play of Western Fujian: The
Thread Marionette Theatre, Nanping, Fujian Beggar Enters the City (Photo by Ye Mingsheng)
(Photo by Ye Mingsheng)
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lll. Fujian Puppetry on the Global Stage

Fujian puppet theatre possesses a distinguished history of international cultural
exchange. During the formative years of the People’s Republic of China, Fuijian
puppetry frequently represented the nation abroad, securing international
recognition. From 1956 to 1957, master puppeteers Yang Sheng and Chen
Nantian from Zhangzhou, alongside Xu Chuanhua from western Fujian, were
selected to join the Chinese Puppet Art Performance Troupe organized by
the Ministry of Culture. Their subsequent tour of the USSR, Czechoslovakia,
Poland and other countries, successfully showcased the artistic sophistication
of Fujian puppetry to the world.

In 1960, Jinjiang palm puppeteer Li Bofen and Zhangzhou glove puppeteers
Yang Sheng and Chen Nantian were awarded first prizes and gold medals at
the Second International Puppet and Marionette Festival held in Bucharest,
Romania. At the same festival, Quanzhou marionette production The Flooding
of Jinshan Temple (Shuiman Jinshan) received the preeminent collective
honor of the Collective Silver Award, with the Gold Award left vacant." The
dedicated preservation efforts and and refined performance of these artists
established a precedent that has allowed Fujian puppetry to feature prominently
in international festivals and global competitions ever since. Following
the implementation of the reform and opening-up policies, Fujian puppet
ensembles expanded their geographic reach across Asia, Europe, America,
Africa and Oceania, staging productions in dozens of nations, including the
United States, Britain, France, the former Yugoslavia and Australia. This
widespread exposure earned the genre critical acclaim from overseas experts,
peers, and general audiences, and a reputation as “a world-class art form.”

In 2012, the Strategy for the Training of Successors of Fujian Puppetry which
designated the Quanzhou Puppet Troupe, the Zhangzhou Puppet Troupe
and the Jinjiang Palm Puppet Troupe as primary institutional demonstration
bases was formally inscribed onto UNESCO’s Register of Good Safeguarding
Practices for Intangible Cultural Heritage. This inscription marked China’s
inaugural entry onto the Register, achieving “a historic zero breakthrough” in

1 ER: CRAMREARMRILR. RS RE) , GEEZEAR) , 2011 45 6 M, % 60-62 7. [Wang
Jingxian, “The Transmission, Dissemination, and Development of Quanzhou Marionette Theatre,” Fujian
Art, 2011, (06): 60-62.]
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the nation’s heritage preservation efforts.’ In implementing this program, the
three demonstration bases developed a multi-dimensional talent cultivation
system and a sustainable transmission model backed by broad social
participation. These initiatives have successfully cultivated a new generation
of puppetry successors and fostered younger audiences through educational
outreach performances into communities and university campuses. This robust
talent training mechanisms, combined with the transmission of highly refined
traditional puppetry skills, has laid a secured foundation for Fujian puppetry’s
active presence on contemporary theatre stages and marked its formal
integration into the global arena.

Following the UNESCO inscription, Fujian puppetry has continued to secure
significant milestones in international exchanges. In 2014, the project
Dissemination and Promotion of Fujian Puppetry across the Asia-Pacific Region
received annual funding from the National Art Fund. Since 2015, Fujian puppet
institutions have maintained close cooperation with the International Training
Centre for Intangible Cultural Heritage in the Asia-Pacific.under the UNESCO
(CRIAP), conducting performances, workshops and bilateral exchanges in
nations such as Cambodia, Indonesia, Australia and other countries.”

In recent years, innovative developmental trends have emerged in Fujian
puppetry’s international exchanges networks, moving beyond conventional
state-sponsored ensemble tours. The Zhangzhou puppetry serves as a prime
example of this paradigm shift. Alongside official troupe exhibitions, local
puppetry inheritors have increasingly engaged in deep intercultural dialogues in
their personal capacities. Mr. Chen Lihui, a master artist from Zhangzhou Glove
Puppetry Inheritance and Protection Centre, participated in the project Chinese
Puppetry Community Residence Tour (2019-2021) as a recognized national-
level intangible cultural heritage inheritor. This initiative was jointly organized by
the Chinese Embassy in the United States, World Artists Experiences, individual
heritage inheritors and domestic academic scholars.

1 EEN: (BE ‘7 AENHET — CRESIRKSEZRCER  “RIPIEVERSTES LS
SHEM TE/EE) , (BihXR#E) , 2016 F£%F 6 H#i, 5 60-61 Tl. [Tan Xuegang, “The New
Path of Old Puppets in Fujian: The First UNESCO Best Practice Project in China,” Zhengxie Tiandi,
2016, (06): 60-61]

2 & (UEERE: ENHRABRNHTEEE) , EEAFHRLE, 2016 FhR. [Gao Shu, Beidiao
Nangiang: The Persistence and Transformation of Zhangzhou Glove Puppetry, Jinan University Press,
2016.]
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® Mr. Chen Lihui Interacting with American Students.
(Provided by Zhangzhou Glove Puppet Inheritance and
Protection Center)

Arriving in the United States in March 2019, Chen Lihui presented more
than thirty performances and lecture-demonstration at Salisbury University,
Frostburg State University, University of Maryland and various civic venues
across Maryland. By residing directly with local host families, Chen delivered
authentic Fujian palm puppetry performances directly to American youth
and grassroots community institutions." In recognition of his contributions
Chen Lihui was awarded the honorary certificate of an “Outstanding Cultural
Exchange Artist for Sino-US Cultural Exchange” alongside a Maryland state flag
presented by Ms. Betty Mclnnis, Chair of World Artists Experiences, on behalf
of the Maryland state government.

The success of this residency underscores Fujian puppetry’s enduring stature
on the global stage. It has pioneered an innovative model for the decentralized,
cross-border communication of contemporary intangible cultural heritage,
offering a successful case study for the overseas promotion of traditional
Chinese performance culture. Such cross-cultural initiatives carry profound
academic and diplomatic siginificance, fostering a nuanced understanding
of Chinese theatrical traditions and expanding the international influence of
Chinese civilization.

1 B (EMGERABXRHER “FEB” 217), (RZ), 2020 F£% 3 #1, § 143-146 7. [Gao
Shu, “The U.S. Community-Level Journey of Zhangzhou Glove Puppetry,” Minyi, 2020, (03): 143-146]
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® A group photo of Mr. Chen Lihui with American students
(Provided by Zhangzhou Glove Puppet Inheritance and Protection Center)

Conclusion

The contemporary transmission and evolution of Fujian puppetry remain
inextricably linked to the dedication of its practitioners in safeguarding highly
specialized traditional skills. Within regional folk communities, the medium
maintains its rural potency and social relevancy through its integration into
local liturgical framework and festival practices. At the same time, international
exchanges and high-profile global performances highlight the genre’s structural
adaptability and artistic resilience. By balancing local ritual duties with global
state presence, Fujian puppetry continues to flourish across both domestic
rural landscape and international urban arenas, positioning itself as vital
contributor to the global dissemination of traditional Chinese performing arts.

CHEN TAOMING
PhD candidate, School of Social and Historical Studies, Fujian Normal University.
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Cultural Exchange and Mutual Learning
between Chinese and Foreign Puppet
Theatre

LIU Chen

Puppet theatre is one of the world’s oldest and most distinctive performance
traditions. Since as early as the first century BCE, puppet performers in
China and across the globe have staged productions in courts, temples,
marketplaces, and other public spaces. From the seventeenth century
onward, the expansion of global trade and intercultural contact created new
opportunities for exchange between Chinese and foreign puppet traditions,
which shared common artistic vocabularies and performative principles.

Beginning in the mid-Qing dynasty, Quanzhou puppet theatre from China’s
southeastern coastal regions gradually spread throughout Southeast Asia.’
After Shanghai was opened as a treaty port in 1843, large numbers of foreign
adventurers, sailors, merchants, and travelers arrived in the city. Shanghai
subsequently developed into a cosmopolitan metropolis where Chinese and
Western cultures coexisted, interacted, and collided. From 1876 onward,
Western puppet troupes began performing in Shanghai. Touring companies
such as the British Webb’s Royal Marionettes and D’Arc’s Marionettes visited
the city repeatedly as part of their international tours.”

The performances of these Western puppet troupes, especially those directed
toward Chinese audiences, sought to satisfy local curiosity about Western
puppetry. Limited by linguistic barriers, they could not present sung repertories
or excerpted scenes in the manner of traditional Chinese puppet companies.

1 BAE, ERR: (RMELEARER) , #HIARSARE, 2007 447, £ 180 5. [Huang Shaolong and
Wang Jingxian, Quanzhou Marionette Theatre, Zhejiang People’s Publishing House, 2007, p. 180.]

2 HAFE: (LEBEARBRHAR) , XOCH AR, 2018 ERR, £ 25—34 1. [Guo Hongjun, A Study of
Shanghai Puppet Theatre, Wenhui Press, 2018, pp. 25-34.]
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Instead, they relied on relatively simple plots and highly visual, pantomime-like
performance styles through which audiences could follow the narrative directly
from gesture and action. Compared with traditional Chinese puppet theatre,
Western puppetry placed greater emphasis on the mechanical construction of
the puppet figure and on ingenious stage devices that enhanced the spectacle
and amusement of the performance.

In 1941, the Jewish film director Arthur Gottlelein arrived in Shanghai from
the Philippines and, due to wartime disruptions and transportation difficulties,
remained stranded there. During his stay, he organized a puppet troupe whose
frequent performances helped Western-style puppetry gain acceptance among
Shanghai audiences and directly inspired local intellectuals to establish new-
style puppet theatre companies. Traditional Chinese puppet theatre generally
emphasized manipulation techniques and live vocal accompaniment, with
performers often manipulating the puppets while simultaneously singing or
speaking the lines themselves; specialized voice actors were rarely employed.

By contrast, Gottlelein’s troupe functioned as an integrated theatrical ensemble,
including dedicated technicians for props, scenery, and lighting, as well as
separate voice performers and puppet manipulators. This model greatly
broadened the artistic horizons of Shanghai puppeteers.

After the founding of the People’s Republic of China, the state attached
considerable importance to international cultural exchange as a means of
promoting diplomatic relations and fostering mutual understanding and
friendship among nations. Puppet and shadow theatre, because of their strong
visual expressiveness and relatively limited linguistic barriers, were especially
well suited to cross-cultural communication and thus occupied an important
place in China’s foreign cultural activities. From 1949 to 1966, Chinese puppet
and shadow theatre artists frequently performed for visiting foreign delegations
and undertook numerous overseas exchange tours.

In the spring of 1952, during the visit to China by the Soviet puppet master
Sergei Obraztsov and his troupe, performers from the Meixian Puppet
Troupe of Guangzhou demonstrated remarkable string-puppet (tixian kuilei)
technigues such as “snake charming” and “lion dancing.” Soviet specialists
were astonished by the performers’ dexterity, praising the agility of their fingers
as comparable to that of accomplished pianists. Thereafter, Obraztsov visited
China on several occasions and shared the artistic experiences of Soviet
puppetry with Chinese puppet and shadow theatre practitioners. At the same
time, Chinese puppeteers also maintained frequent exchanges with artists from
Czechoslovakia, Poland, Hungary, and other Eastern European countries.

In 1954, an exhibition of Czechoslovak puppet theatre was held in Beijing.



38 | STUDIES OF MUSICAL THEATRE

The following year, the Liberec Puppet Theatre of Czechoslovakia toured
China, giving exchange performances in Beijing, Hangzhou, and other cities to
enthusiastic local audiences. In 1963, the Fujian Puppet Performance Troupe
traveled to Indonesia at the invitation of the Indonesian Women’s Movement
Association (Gerwani). The troupe received not only high-level official hospitality
from the Indonesian government but also warm welcomes from local
audiences.

One of the most significant impacts of these international exchanges on
Chinese puppetry during this period was the increased emphasis placed on
children’s theatre. Puppet theatre traditions in the Soviet Union and Eastern
Europe frequently stressed the educational role of puppetry, sometimes
assigning it an explicit pedagogical function for children. Influenced by these
ideas, artists from the Shanghai Puppet Theatre and the Quanzhou Puppet
Troupe created numerous puppet productions specifically intended for young
audiences.

In addition to artistic exchanges through observation and performance, Chinese
and foreign puppeteers also engaged in the circulation of puppet films, books,
and other documentary materials. In October 1956, at the First International
Children’s Film Festival held in Yugoslavia, the Chinese puppet fim The Magic
Brush (Shenbi Ma Liang) received the Award for Outstanding Children’s Film. At
the Second International Puppet Festival, Chinese puppet films including The
Story of the Carved Dragon, The Hunting Story, and The Monkey and the Turtle
Divide the Tree were screened, with The Story of the Carved Dragon winning
second prize.

Translation and publishing also played an important role in these exchanges.
Chinese artists translated a number of influential foreign works on puppetry,
including Jan Malik’s Czechoslovak Puppet Theatre, Sergei Obraztsov’s Soviet
Puppet Theatre, and A. F. Fedotov’s Puppet Theatre Techniques. These
publications, together with audiovisual materials, helped establish important
bridges for cultural exchange and mutual learning between Chinese and foreign
puppet traditions.

From the 1980s onward, exchanges between Chinese and foreign puppetry
artists entered a new stage of development. After the establishment of the
Chinese Puppetry and Shadow Play Society, Chinese puppeteers were invited
to participate in a number of important international conferences and festivals.
For example, the society’s president, Yu Zheguang, was invited by the French
Puppetry Association to attend the Charleville-Mézieres International Puppet
Festival in France. By the mid-1980s, international exchange was no longer
limited to activities organized by the national association; individual performing
troupes also began to engage extensively in overseas cultural exchange.
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In 1978, shortly after the beginning of China’s Reform and Opening-Up period,
the Longxi Puppet Troupe of Fujian traveled to Australia to participate in an
international puppet festival. In 1980, at the invitation of the Asia Society of the
United States, the puppetry artist Yang Feng and several young performers
toured the United States. From April to July 1981, under the sponsorship of the
Chinese People’s Association for Friendship with Foreign Countries, a thirteen-
member delegation from the Shanghai Puppet Theatre visited Finland, Norway,
Denmark, Belgium, and France for exchange performances, presenting classic
productions such as The Ruby and The Monkey King Thrice Defeats the White
Bone Demon.

Although Shaanxi is an inland province in western China, its distinctive inner-
rod puppetry (vaoshi kuilei) tradition was frequently invited abroad or selected
for performances for visiting foreign guests. In March 1982, Japanese puppetry
artists Miyahara Tadao and Tanikawa Masaaki visited Xi’an, where they watched
Dong Xiaoyi’'s performance of Nailing the Vat. In November of the same year,
the Shaanxi Provincial Folk Art Theatre performed puppet plays such as Lion
Dance and The Monkey King Borrows the Banana-leaf Fan for a visiting New
Zealand cultural delegation. In January 1984, at the invitation of the Hall-Bernau
Performance Company of West Germany, the Shanghai Puppet Theatre sent a
twenty-three-member troupe to West Germany and other European countries
for a two-month commercial tour. In addition to large-scale productions such
as The Ruby and Monkey King Thrice Defeats the White Bone Demon, which
had been specifically requested by the organizers, the troupe also brought four
technically demanding short performance pieces.

As the scope and depth of international exchange expanded, overseas Chinese
cultural organizations grew increasingly interested not only in watching puppet
performances but also in systematically studying the technical methodologies
and cultural traditions of Chinese puppetry. In 1984, the Chinese Culture Center
of San Francisco formally requested the Shanghai Municipal Foreign Affairs
Office to invite the Shanghai Puppet Theatre to tour the United States and
conduct demonstration workshops in primary and secondary schools. After
deliberation, the Shanghai Puppet Theatre dispatched a delegation led by Zhao
Genlou, bringing their signature production, The Monkey King Thrice Defeats
the White Bone Demon to the United States.

At the time of the tour, Zhao Genlou, who served as the troupe’s director
and playwright, was forty-one years old. Aside from Li Xisheng, who was
managed technical sound and lighting operations, the remaining members of
the delegation were all graduates of the 1973 puppetry training cohort at the
Shanghai Theatre Academy. Though mostly in their late twenties, these artists
already possessed formidable performance experience, technical expertise and
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cross-cultural pedagogical expertise. Many had previously served as instructors
for training programs for Pakistani puppetry students. Throughout the
American tour, they balanced public performances with interactive classroom
demonstrations and workshops in schools. Their tour elicited enthusiastic
responses from American audiences, especially from overseas Chinese
communities alike.

Since the turn of the twenty-first century, the Quanzhou Puppet Troupe has
mounted numerous international tours to showcase the unique artistry of
Chinese string puppetry. In 2005, the troupe completed a highly successful
commercial tour across several American universities and metropolitan centers,
generating exceptional box-office returns and critical acclaim. During the 2017
Spring Festival period, Quanzhou’s marionette artists participated in the China—
Thailand “Happy Spring Festival” diplomatic cultural program, performing
celebrated works such as Lantern Festival Celebration and Lion Dance.
Through sustained international tours and cultural exchanges, the Quanzhou
Puppet Troupe has significantly augmented its global reputation, positioning
itself as a premier representative symbol of China’s intangible cultural heritage.

These overseas tours allowed Chinese puppet troupes demonstrate the
structural diversity of traditional Chinese performing arts, fostering a more
nuanced international appreciation for the nation’s artistic and theatrical
traditions. At the same time, ongoing dialogues and creative collaborations
with foreign puppetry artists enabled Chinese practitioners to absorb advanced
artistic ideas and technical innovations from abroad, thereby stimulating the
creative transformation of Chinese puppetry and enhancing its international
reputation.

Since the 1980s, Chinese cultural institutions and civil organizations have
likewise invited leading international puppetry artists and companies to perform
and engage in artistic exchange within China. Acclaimed puppet troupes from
Japan, Germany, Russia, TUrkiye, South Africa, and other countries have
toured major Chinese cities, introducing Chinese audiences to a wide range
of influential foreign repertoires. In 1985, amid the rapid expansion of Sino-
Japanese cultural diplomacy during the early Reform and Opening-Up era, the
Shanghai municipality invited the renowned Japanese puppet troupe Bunraku-
za to perform in the city. With a history dating back to the seventeenth century,
Bunraku-za represents one of the most distinguished traditions of Japanese
puppet theatre. The troupe presented productions such as Yoshitsune Senbon
Zakura, Kagekiyo, and The Sumida River, demonstrating the refined artistry
of Japanese puppetry through its precise manipulation techniques and highly
sophisticated puppet craftsmanship.

In 1988, the German troupe Puppentheater Berlin was invited by the Chinese
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People’s Association for Friendship with Foreign Countries, in coordination
with the cultural bureaus of Beijing and Guangzhou, to undertake a multi-city
performance tour. They presented classic European fairy-tale adaptation such
as Little Red Riding Hood, Snow White, and The Ugly Duckling. The troupe’s
advanced puppet design and manipulation techniques—particularly the
integration of internal mechanical puppets and electronic control technologies—
offered fresh aesthetic inspiration to Chinese puppeteers and broadened their
understanding of contemporary stage technologies.

Similarly, the South African Handspring Puppet Company has occupied a vital
space in China’s contemporary theatrical scene. Celebrated globally for its
avant-garde craftsmanship and innovative performance aesthetics, the Cape
Town-based company (founded in 1981) is structurally committed to blurring
the boundary between the manipulator and the object. By integrating the
puppeteer directly into the visible stage action, they endow their larger-than-life
amateurs with genuine emotional connections with audiences.

War Horse, an internationally acclaimed collaboration between the Handspring
Puppet Company and the National Theatre of the United Kingdom, tells the
poignant story of the bond between a horse and its owner during the First
World War. The production has enjoyed multiple high-profile runs in Beijing,
Chengdu, Shanghai, and other Chinese cities since 2007. Chinese audiences
and critics highly praised the astonishing zoomorphic realism and expressive
power of the puppets alongside the plays universal humanistic themes.

In 2023, the company brought The Life and Times of Michael K to Shanghai.
Adapted from the novel of the same title by Nobel Laureate J. M. Coetzee, the
production recounts the arduous survival journey of Michael K during the South
African apartheid era. Through its innovative puppet designs and expressive
choreography, the production further expanded domestic conceptions of
the political and tragic capacities of the puppet stage., earning widespread
appreciation from Chinese audiences.

Within the global framework, international puppet festivals have become
vital platforms for advancing intercultural synthesis and academic inquiry.
Encounters between different performance traditions stimulate artistic and
structural innovation, prompting puppeteers to incorporate new aesthetic
ideas, creative methods, manipulation models and performance techniques
into their work, thereby promoting the continued evolution of puppetry as an
art form. In this context, Chinese cultural institutions and the Chinese Puppetry
and Shadow Play Society have actively institutionalized international puppet
festivals and puppetry weeks, attracting artists from around the globe to China
for performances, dialogue, and collaboration, and further promoting mutual
learning between Chinese and foreign puppetry traditions. Foremost among
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these platform is the China Quanzhou International Puppet Festival.

As China’s inagural international puppet festival, the Quanzhou event has
successfully convened seven times since its inception in 1986, playing a
definitive role in establishing Quanzhou’s reputation as the global “Hometown
of Puppetry.” The second edition, held in 1990, expanded the festival’s
international influence and academic footprint by attracting performing groups
from a larger number of countries and regions. In addition to performances,
the festival introduced academic symposia and peer-reviewed scholarly panels,
contributing significantly to the development of puppetry studies and theory.

The third festival, held in 2000, integrated puppet-making masterclasses,
workshops and puppetry exhibitions, thereby increasing public participation
and audience engagement. The seventh China Quanzhou International Puppet
Festival, convened in 2023, marked the largest iteration in the event’s history in
terms of both scale and international participation. Gathering thrity-five distinct
puppet companies from twelve countries, the festival staged more than eighty
performances across decentralized networks of state theatres, intangible
cultural heritage museums, community spaces, and rural cultural squares
throughout Quanzhou’s municipality, allowing the broad public to experience
the artistic appeal of global puppetry at close range.

The Shanghai International Puppet Festival stands out as another premiere
institutional axis within both Chinese and international puppetry networks, its
development reflects the broader global dissemination and transformation of
puppetry arts. Launched in 2009, the festival formally established Shanghai as
a vital hub for international puppet dialogues. In 2012, to consolidate festival’s
brand equity and heighten its international profile, the event was officially
rebranded the “Golden Magnolia” Shanghai International Puppet Art Week and
strategically integrated into the prestigious Shanghai International Arts Festival
as one of its core components.

Since its inception, the “Golden Magnolia” platform has attracted leading
puppet companies from numerous countries and regions, including Russia,
Germany, Brazil, the Netherlands, and France. These troupes have introduced
diverse dramaturgical styles and remarkable creativity, thereby catalyzing
international cross-cultural dialogue and co-productions. The eighth iteration
of the art week, held in 2024, was structured around four integrated program
sections: an international puppetry showcase and competition, a curated
presentations of distinguished global puppet productions, a contemporary
puppet-themed exhibition, and an interactive puppet carnival.

The international competition module brought together fourteen companies
representing eleven countries, creating a highly concentrated site of intercultural
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exchange. The performance division curated fifteen critically acclaimed
global puppet productions; simultaneously, the participating artists extended
their theatrical presence outward from traditional proscenium stage into
neighborhood communities, schools, commercial districts, and public cultural
venues, delivering eighty performances to an aggregated audience of nearly
one hundred thousand spectators.

The curated exhibition, entitled “Mysteries of Puppetry: Trendy Toy Exhibition,”
was tailored specifically for younger audiences, systematically recontextualizing
classic typologies through the visual vocabulary of contemporary popular
culture and consumer aesthetics. Concurrently, the festival functioned as
an experimental site for exploring the convergence of puppetry and digital
technologies. Notably, the Shanghai Puppet Theatre’s production Galaxy
Adventure pioneered the integration of artificial intelligence (Al) within a live
puppet performance, facilitating real-time interaction between puppets and
audiences, thereby redefining the boundaries of contemporary spectator
engagement. and experience.

In western China, the Nanchong International Puppet Art Week in Sichuan
Province has likewise emerged as a major institutional force. Jointly organized
by the Sichuan Provincial Department of Culture and Tourism, the Nanchong
Municipal People’s Government, and the Asia-Pacific Commission of Union
Internationale de la Marionnette (UNIMA), the platform has systematically
advanced international cultural exchange since its inaugural edition in
2014, showcasing the structural diversity and technological innovation of
contemporary puppetry while promoting intercultural collaboration. Each edition
has achieved remarkable success and attracted extensive participation from
both Chinese and international puppet artists and companies.

The second Nanchong International Puppet Art Week, held in 2017, gathered
twenty-seven delegations from twenty-one countries and regions, including
the United Kingdom, Germany, and Australia, alongside twenty-two domestic
troupes representing eighteen Chinese provinces and municipalities. In total,
the event mobilized forty-nine professional companies and approximately seven
hundred specialized practitioners. Crucially, the festival framework embedded
international forums and academic exchange conferences focused on puppetry
and shadow theatre, providing a rigorous forum for global enabling artists,
scholars, and experts to share artistic experiences, empirical methodologies,
discuss creative practices, and advance contemporary puppet theory.

Since the dawn of the twenty-first century, Chinese puppet artists and
companies have frequently competed in major international puppetry
competitions and festivals, achieving notable success and critical validation.
Core national institutions such as the Shanghai Puppet Theatre, the Quanzhou
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Puppet Troupe of Fujian Province, the Jiangsu Performing Arts Group Puppet
Theatre, the Nanchong Giant Puppet Theatre of Sichuan Province, and the
Guangdong Puppet Art Theatre have consistently participated international
puppet festivals. Chinese delegations featured prominently at successive
UNIMA World Puppetry Congresses and associated international festivals
including the Sixth UNIMA Congress and International Puppet Festival held in
Seoul in 2004, the Seventh UNIMA Congress and International Puppet Festival
held in Prague in 2008, and the Eighth UNIMA Congress and International
Puppet Festival held in Istanbul in 2012. Through these events, Chinese
puppetry has not only demonstrated its distinctive artistic achievements on
the global stage but also actively shaped international cultural diplomacy and
multilateral artistic cooperation.

The history of intercultural exchange between Chinese and foreign puppet
traditions remains both historically deep and structurally profound. From
the maritime dissemination of Quanzhou puppetry across Southeast Asia
during the mid-Qing dynasty to the cosmopolitan performances of Western
marionette troupes in treaty-port Shanghai and from the highly regulated state-
sponsored cultural diplomacy of the early People’s Republic of China to the
decentralized, market driven global networks of the post-Reform and Opening-
Up, puppetry has consistently served as an important medium of cross-cultural
communication.

Throughout this centuries-long process, Chinese of mutual learning, Chinese
and foreign puppet traditions have continuously influenced and enriched one
another. Chinese puppetry has dialectically absorbed Western scenographic
innovations, manipulation methods, and electronic control systems while
simultaneously introducing its own sophisticated aesthetics and distinctive
cultural heritage onto the global stage. Ultimately, these international festivals
and puppetry weeks have provided invaluable platforms for civil dialogue,
theoretical advancement, artistic synthesis and mutual learning directly driving
contemporary globalization and ongoing revitalization of puppet theatre as a
living art form.

LIU CHEN
Shaanxi Folk Art Theatre.
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Zheng Guofang, Inheritor of
Shanghai-Style Puppetry,
and His Artistic Innovation

XU Qian

Against the contemporary global backdrop of safeguarding and transmitting
intangible cultural heritage, Shanghai-style puppetry, recognized as a national-
level intangible cultural heritage project, has flourished in Shanghai through its
structural integration of diverse cultural influences. Deeply rooted in regional
history and local cultural traditions, this performance medium synthesizes the
delicate aesthetic sensibilities of Jiangnan folk art with a wide cosmopolitan
array of multicultural elements, cultivating a distinctive artistic language and
performative style. The preservation and continued development of this
tradition are of profound significance not only for enriching the internal cultural
connotations of Chinese traditional arts but also for demonstrating the vitality
and diversity of global performance culture.

As one of the most distinguished modern practitioners of this tradition, Zheng
Guofang has journeyed from a novice student first encountering the puppet
stage to a nationally recognized representative inheritor of Shanghai-style
puppetry. Through his specialized artistic practice, innovative performance
aesthetics, and pedagogical philosophy, and lifelong dedication to the
medium, Zheng has systematically fortified the foundations of traditional artistic
transmission while charting new pathways for contemporary stylistic innovation
and development. In doing so, he has written a definitive chapter in the history
of Shanghai-style puppetry—one characterized by by technical resilience,
creative transformation, and a profound commitment to cultural inheritance.
His multi-decade career also provides an illuminating case study for examining
the institutional mechanisms of intangible cultural heritage transmission and
exploring the contemporary vitality of classical theatrical forms. A systematic
study of his artistic journey not only clarifies the historical lineage of Shanghai-
style puppetry, but also offers valuable strategic insights for cultural preservation
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models applicable to other endangered global heritages.

I. A Journey in Pursuit of Dreams: Encountering Puppetry and
Devoting Himself to Art

() An Enduring Bond with Puppetry: A Chance Beginning
1. Artistic Enlightenment and the Emergence of an Acting Aspiration

From an early age, Zheng Guofang displayed exceptional artistic versatility.
His early training in Chinese painting and calligraphy cultivated a refined
comprehension of visual layouts, movement form and spatial aesthetics, while
rigorous studies of the erhu (two-stringed bowed instrument) nurtured his
musical sensitivity and rhythmic precision. Concurrently, his training in classical
ballet enhanced his bodily coordination and physical expressiveness, laying a
solid foundation for his subsequent theatrical and artistic development. Deeply
influenced by his elder brother, who studied scenography and stage design at
the Shanghai Theatre Academy, Zheng developed a strong aspiration during
his youth to pursue a career in the dramatic arts.

2. Opening the Door to the Art of Puppetry

Zheng Guofang’s lifelong connection to Shanghai-style puppetry began in
1973, when he was selected for admission into the highly competitive puppetry
program at the Shanghai Theatre Academy. As a teenager, he entered the
field through what initially appeared to be a fortuitous turn of events. Having
never before withessed a puppet performance, he was profoundly struck by
the sight of seemingly lifeless figures “come alive” through the manipulation of
performers, vividly enacting the complexities and emotions of human life.

The unique formal structure and powerful visual impact of the medium instantly
engaged his intellectual curiosity. Naturally inquisitive and eager to explore,
he immersed himself fully within this captivating theatrical world. Despite the
demanding and often difficult conditions of artistic training during that period,
Zheng remained undaunted by hardship. Beginning with the basic conditioning
exercises, he devoted himself daily to refining his manual manipulation
techniques, performance skills, and artistic sensitivity. Through persistent
discipline, and tireless practice, he embarked upon a lifelong dedication to the
puppet stage.
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() From “Understudy” to Center Stage: Commitment to Artistic Devotion
1. Growth Through Observation and Quiet Preparation

At the onset of his professional training, Zheng Guofang faced formidable
physical challenges, initially unable to sustain the basic standing posture
required for puppet manipulation for more than two consecutive minutes.
Furthermore, during preparations for the troupe’s landmark 1979 tour of Japan
featuring The Monkey King Thrice Defeat the White Bone Demon, technical
variations in his manipulation style led to his assignment as an understudy.
Unlike many performance careers that begin with immediate critical acclaim,
Zheng’s early professional years in puppetry unfolded largely at the margins of
the stage, where he served as the substitute performer for virtually every role in
the production.

Yet Zheng never regarded this position as insignificant. Instead, he utilized it
as a strategic opportunity for artistic accumulation and self-cultivation. During
rehearsals, he would observe quietly from the wings, closely listening to
discussions of character interpretation and internalizing the senior performers’
technical methods and choices. He carefully studied the personalities, physical
movements, and manipulation techniques associated with different character
types, constantly imagining his own potential execution of the roles. Through
continuous self-directed practice and simulated rehearsal, he gradually
internalized technical skills, deepened his understanding of characterization,
and laid a solid foundation for future artistic breakthroughs.

2. Artistic Recognition and the Emergence of a Distinguished
Career

In 1984, while participating in the Shanghai Young Performers’ Festival for
Drama and Quyi Arts, Zheng Guofang achieved mainstream critical validation
through the role he had long prepared to portray: Sun Wukong (the Monkey
King). His dynamic performance earned him the prestigious “Honghua Award”
(Red Flag Award), marking a decisive turning point in his artistic career. From
that moment onward, Zheng began to establish himself as one of the leading
figures in contemporary Chinese puppetry.

Over the following four decades, Zheng performed principal roles in more
than forty large-scale puppet dramas and experimental festival programs.
Since 1979, he has toured extensively across nations and regions including
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Japan, Germany, the former Soviet Union, Norway, Denmark, Belgium, France,
Switzerland, the Czech Republic, Poland, Spain, the United States, Hong
Kong, and Taiwan, introducing global audiences to the distinctive artistic appeal
of Shanghai-style puppetry.

His artistic milestones were accompanied by numerous institutional honors
and awards. Following his 1984 success, he was nominated in 1985 as one
of Shanghai’s “Top Ten Outstanding Young Artists” at the Shanghai Youth Arts
Festival. In 1992, he played the protagonist role in of Nezha in the pioneering
science-fiction puppet drama Nezha Encounters the Titan Star People,
receiving the “Outstanding Performance Award.” In the same year, he was
awarded the prestigious Third Wenhua Performance Award (Wenhua Biaoging
Jiang) by the Ministry of Culture. In 1993, he was voted “Favorite Children’s
Theatre Actor” at the Shanghai Outstanding Children’s Theatre Festival and in
1994, he secured the Best Performance Award at the National Golden Monkey
Awards for Professional Children’s Puppet and Shadow Theatre Productions.

A watershed creative breakthrough occurred in 1995 with his portrayal of
the legendary Tang poet Li Bai in Taibai Drunkenly Writing (Taibai zuishu). In
this landmark production, Zheng engineered an unprecedented performative
technique in which a traditional rod puppet performed live calligraphy on stage
using an authentic brush and ink. This innovation marked a historic milestone
in the technical evolution of global puppetry drawing widespread acclaim from
artists, theatrical scholars, peers, and international audiences. Consequent
to this extraordinary achievement, Zheng was awarded the honorary title of
“Puppetry Elite” (Kuilei jingying) by the Chinese Puppetry and Shadow Play
Society in that same year.

Further state honors followed in subsequent decades. In 2006, he received the
Outstanding Literary and Artistic Talent Award from the Shanghai Arts Talent
Foundation culminating in 2012 with his official designation by the Ministry of
Culture as a Representative Inheritor of the National Intangible Cultural Heritage
Project of Shanghai-style puppetry.

From the early 2000s onward, Zheng structurally expanded his artistic portfolio
into directing, scenographic reconstruction, and adaptation. He directed the
puppet drama Aladdin and the Magic Lamp, which won the Outstanding
Production Award at the First China Nanchong International Puppet Art
Festival and the Golden Magnolia Outstanding Production Award at the Fourth
Shanghai International Puppet Festival. He directed the puppet play The
Magical Treasure Box and served as the associate director and choreographer
for The Little Match Girl, which secured the Gold Award at the Second National
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Golden Lion Awards for Puppetry and Shadow Theatre and was canonized as
an exemplary artistic production in Shanghai.

Furthermore, he acted as the reconstruction and revision director for The
Divine Child of Mount Hua, which received the Golden Spark Grand Prize at
the Sixteenth Golden Spark International Puppet Festival in Serbia. Whether
refining micro-movements of puppets, mastering complex rod-mechanism
or undertaking the macro-structural responsibilities of theatrical directing,
Zheng consistently approached his work with rigorous intellectual scrutiny and
artistic dedication. These experiences, in turn, deepened his understanding
of puppetry and enabled him to grasp the essential spirit of Shanghai-
style puppetry. Through a rare combination of humility, keen insight, and an
unwavering passion, Zheng Guofang successfully transformed himself from a
quiet understudy into one of the most revered master artists in the global field
of Chinese rod puppetry.

Il. A Continuing Artistic Journey: Rooted in Tradition and Open to
Diverse Influences

(1) Delicate Realism and the Formation of a Vivid Performance Style
1. The Technical Structure of Rod Puppetry Performance

The performance mechanics of Chinese rod puppetry are structurally grounded
in two interrelated dimensions: the internal transmission of affective states
and the external crystallization of bodily movement. The internal or emotional
dimension of rod puppetry relies on the puppeteer’s projection of embodied
psychological experience conveyed through the puppet’s primary control rod.
This enables the puppet to articulate intricate internal states as trembling,
sobbing, or intense grief. Conversely, external bodily movement is executed
through the secondary manipulation rods attached to the puppet’s limbs. This
matrix governs stylized gestures, poses, spatial shifts, and kinetic patterns.

2. Classic Roles and the Height of Artistic Technique

Zheng Guofang’s performance methodology is celebrated within contemporary
theatre studies for its rigorous technical precision and nuanced psychological
characterization. His practice fuses expansive, fluid choreography with delicate
micro-expressions, effectively dissolving the distance between the puppet and
the manipulator. His most canonical contribution to the medium are exemplified
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by his portrayals of Sun Wukong in The Monkey King Thrice Defeats the White
Bone Demon and the Tang Dynasty poet-immortal Li Bai in Taibai Drunkenly
Writing.

(1) The Inheritance and Innovation of Sun Wukong

Zheng’s interpretation of Sun Wukong provides a definitive demonstration of his
mastery over of physical aesthetics and dynamic object manipulation. Utilizing
rapid rod transitions, highly controlled staff-spinning techniques, swift switching
between single- and double-handed manipulation, feather-plume gestures,
waist-bending actions, and scratching movements, he vividly externalizes
the agile, mischievous and matrtial vitality associated with the Monkey King.
The absolute stability of his central rod control combined with the speed of
his technical transitions represents the highest levels of difficulty within rod
puppetry performance, illustrating the virtuosity of his specialized non-dominant
left-hand control techniques.

At the same time, Zheng complicates the character’s psychological profile,
avoiding a purely comedy caricature. Through minute emotional modulations
transmitted along the central control rod and a highly sophisticated application
of theatrical breath techniques, he expressed the complex psychological friction
between the character’s filial loyalty, profound affection, righteous anger, and
tragic sorrow. Accompanied by the mournful choral passage “The Reluctant
Farewell Between Master and Disciple,” his performance rendered the
emotional depth of the character with remarkable authenticity. While faithfully
inheriting the kinetic “monkey spirit” pioneered by his predecessor Chen
Weiqun, Zheng introduces his own freer and more expansive performance
style. This is especially evident in the “Flower-Fruit Mountain” scene, where
Sun Wukong’s sovereign identity as the Monkey King was displayed with
exceptional vitality and grandeur.

(2) Expanding the Technical Boundaries of Rod Puppetry Through Li Bai

In Taibai Drunkenly Writing, Zheng Guofang executed a bold paradigm shift
in modern puppet dramaturgy. To prepare for the technical demand of Li
Bai, he engaged in rigorous, repetitive calligraphic training on newspapers to
carefully refine every movement despite the considerable physical challenges
involved. Within a single month of intensive experimentation,, he reportedly
exhausted nearly four bottles of ink—approximately two thousand milliliters —
and accumulated stacks of practice newspapers measuring nearly eighty
centimeters in height.

Manipulating two eighty-centimeter iron hand-rods exclusively with his left
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hand, Zheng trained the puppet to execute highly advanced Chinese brush
techniques, including structural pauses, sharp turns, concealed strokes, and
exposed strokes. He precisely calibrated the verticality, thickness, density, and
kinetic rhythm of each calligraphic stroke. By maintaining steady breath control
with the puppet’s movement, he projected a continuous flow of vital energy
directly to the brush tip. Crucially, the puppet had to maintain perfect spatial
awareness of the characters’ structural layout on the blank scroll. This was a
complex spatial composition that Zheng had internalized completely prior to
performance.

During the dramatic climax, as Li Bai drinks alone beneath the moonlight, pours
wine, drinks freely, tosses his hair, and ultimately splashes ink across the stage
in a fit of calligraphic expression, the boundaries of the medium are completely
redrawn. Zheng’s achievement stands as the first successful instance of live,
real-time calligraphic execution by rod puppet in theatre history, opening an
entirely new artistic territory for global puppetry.

(1) The Performance Philosophy of Shanghai-Style Craftsmanship

The theoretical core of Zheng'’s practice is codified in a series of pedagogical
maxims that he frequently imparts to his disciples: “Movements are easy to
execute; true feeling is difficult to attain.” “The actor’s body is essential to rod
puppetry.” “To master the puppet, one must first master the self.” “To portray a
character, begin with the gait.” “Practice with intellectual rigor.”

Historically minded, Zheng locates his art within an evolutionary continuum,
noting that Chinese puppetry “originated in the Han dynasty, flourished in the
Tang dynasty, and prospered in the Song dynasty.” Archaeological excavations,
such as the articulated musical and dancing wooden figurines unearthed from
the Western Han tombs at Mawangdui in Changsha, substantiate the ancient
lineages of these performative prototypes.

From the late Ming and mid-Qing dynasties onward, puppet theatre increasingly
assimilated the dramaturgical structures, codified gestures, and muscial
frameworks of traditional opera (xiqu). Viewed through an ethno-theatric lens,
both xiqu and Chinese puppetry retains an organic connections to the song-
and-dance traditions of early ritual culture. Over centuries of cross-pollination,
puppetry adopted xiqu’s visual iconography, role typologies, melodic structures
and stylized aesthetics principles. For Zheng, the dialectical adaptation and
creative transformation of this shared heritage are essential to the continued
development of puppetry art.

Zheng’s pedagogical approach to rod-puppet water-sleeve techniques
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exemplifies this ethos. He explicitly synthesizes the operatic codes of traditional
xigu with the flowing rhythms of classical dance, while simultaneously applying
mechanical principles of weight distribution and momentum to achieve a sleeve
movements that appears uniquely weightless, gravity-defying, and graceful.

Furthermore, Zheng asserts that while contemporary puppetry must remain
firmly rooted in Chinese tradition, it must actively engage with Western
canonical acting theories. He systematically incorporated Konstantin
Stanislavskian methods of experiential acting into his teaching and rehearsal
processes, instructing puppeteers to cultivate authentic interior states
of “seeing,” “listening,” and “emotional responsiveness” on stage. This
psychological alignment ensures that the physical object operates not as a
hollow signifier, but as an authentic psychological agent.

Concurrently, he drew upon Vsevolod Meyerhold’s theories of Biomechanics
and the physical theater apparatus, using these concepts to reevaluate the
expressive parameters of the puppet’s physical stance and stage attitude.

Within Zheng’s performance philosophy, the puppet becomes fully alive only
when the performer fully deconstructs and internalizes the psychological reality
of the character being portrayed. Through complete emotional investment,
absolute technical mastery, and a deep respect for the expressive visual
qualities inherent in the puppet itself, the distance between puppet and
audience gradually dissolves, allowing the character to emerge with vividness,
emotional depth, and artistic authenticity.

He often emphasized that only when one’s cultural knowledge, personal
cultivation, and inner experience are fully integrated into performance can
one attain the highest realm of puppetry art. Deep ancestral roots in tradition
combined with innovative expression, inclusiveness united with constant
renewal —these intertwined principles constitute Zheng Guofang’s distinctive
performance philosophy of Shanghai-style puppetry craftsmanship.

lll. A Journey of Cultural Stewardship: Craftsmanship, Dedication,
and the Cultivation of Future Generations

(I) From the Stage to the Classroom: Embracing the Responsibility of
Transmission

While Zheng Guofang’s extraordinary artistry secured his standing as one
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of the foremost figures in Chinese puppetry, his subsequent decision to
dedicate his mid-career capital to pedagogical instructions marks an equally
significant milestone in the history of the medium. At the height of his
performing career, Zheng strategically pivoted from the stage to the classroom,
voluntarily assuming the complex, rigorous responsibility of systematic cultural
transmission.

For Zheng, awards and public acclaim remained secondary to the enduring
structural longevity of the theatrical role. What truly endured were the “roles”
that remained alive in the hearts of audiences. This conceptualization of the
“role” extended beyond the puppet characters he portrayed on stage; it
encompassed the role of the cultural inheritor himself—the individual entrusted
with sustaining and transmitting the living tradition of puppetry art.

As an officially designated national-level inheritor of intangible cultural heritage,
Zheng recognized both the structural precarity and temporal urgency facing
classical puppetry. Operationalizing the foundational methodology of “oral
instruction combined with personal example, and the parallel cultivation of
artistic skill and moral character,” he engineered a holistic framework for to the
teaching, preservation, and continuation of Shanghai-style puppetry.

(I1) Diverse Contributions to Puppetry Education

Zheng Guofang’s institutional interventions spanning four decades structurally
professionalized puppetry education across multiple domestic and international
centers. Between 1986 and 1988, he was twice dispatched to the Shenyang
Puppet Theatre, where he designed intensive training modules that successfully
accelerated the technical development of mid-career performers.. His
pedagogical model expanded globally in 2001 through masterclasses in Japan,
and in 2002 he delivered a series of academic lectures in Poland, both of which
were met with enthusiastic responses.

From 2003 to 2015, Zheng served as the principal instructor of puppetry
performance at the School of Xiqu of the Shanghai Theatre Academy and its
affiliated secondary school. During this period, he taught multiple cohorts of
undergraduate and secondary-level students, including the 2003, 2007, and
2011 secondary vocational classes, as well as the 2004, 2007 (Classes A and
B), 2008, 2009, and 2010 undergraduate programs in puppetry performance.
Over the years, he trained numerous outstanding students, many of whom
went on to receive gold and silver awards at the First through Sixth National
Golden Lion Competitions for Young and Middle-Aged Puppetry and Shadow
Theatre Performers. Zheng himself was honored with the Outstanding Instructor
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Award for five consecutive competitions. He also compiled the teaching manual
Teaching Plans and Requirements for Puppetry Performance Courses, which
received the Shanghai Theatre Academy’s “Academic Paper Award.”

In his teaching practice, Zheng emphasized individualized instruction tailored to
the student’s specific somatic and psychological profile. Analyzing the baseline
physical coordination and individual artistic characteristics, he developed
personalized methods of instruction and patiently guided them in both puppet
manipulation and performance technique.

More deeply, he sought not merely to improve students’ technical abilities, but
also to cultivate within them a deep respect for and an emotional commitment
to Shanghai-style puppetry. He trained his students to engage seriously with
the cultural significance and historical value embodied within this art form.

Through his sustained efforts, a continuous generation of young puppetry
practitioners emerged, bringing renewed vitality to the preservation and
development of Shanghai-style puppetry. Today, many instructors in the
puppetry program at the Shanghai Theatre Academy are themselves
Zheng’s former students. His life’s work laid an important foundation for the
professionalization, normalization and academic standardization of puppet
education in contemporary China particularly, Shanghai, establishing a stable
and enduring lineage of artistic transmission.

Conclusion

Through the integration of rigorous performance practice, an advance aesthetic
taxonomy of delicate realism, and a structured, forward-looking educational
philosophy, Zheng Guofang has secured a foundational position in the modern
preservation and structural development of Shanghai-style puppetry. He
has successfully navigated the complex dialectics of heritage governance:
safeguarding the artistic essence of this traditional form, while simultaneously
engineering the necessary pathways for its contemporary transformation and
ongoing stylistic revitalization. His biography stands as an enduring blueprint to
inspire younger generations of performers and educators to engage the puppet
stage with rigorous intellectual and artistic seriousness.

Under the guidance of his artistic ideals, Shanghai-style puppetry has outgrown
the limitations of informal, localized master-disciple lineages to achieve
stability within standardized higher education, even as it actively interfaces
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with contemporary digital and global performance space. As an important
form of China’s national intangible cultural heritage, this vital theatrical tradition
continues to radiate enduring vitality within the broader landscape of world
puppetry culture.

XU QIAN
Shanghai Theatre Academy.
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The Institutionalized Transmission of
Intangible Cultural Heritage: A Study of
the Quanzhou Marionette Troupe

YANG Jiayun

Quanzhou Marionette theater stands as one of the most structurally intact and
technically sophisticated lineages of traditional puppetry in China, serving as a
premier representative of the country’s intangible cultural heritage. Following the
founding of the People’s Republic of China, the establishment of the Quanzhou
Marionette Troupe initiated a critical paradigm shift, guiding this classical
medium from a decentralized folk performance practice into an institutionalized,
professional theater system.

By examining the troupe’s historical development, performance operations,
systemic talent cultivation pipelines, and repertoire production, this study
explores the institutional role of theatre troupes in the living transmission of
intangible cultural heritage. The findings show that the Quanzhou Marionette
Troupe has strategically expanded its audiences through consistent public
performances, sustained technical transmission through a multi-level training
system, and facilitated contemporary aesthetic expressions through innovative
repertoire development and the integration of stage technologies.

These intertwined mechanisms have enabled Quanzhou Marionette to preserve
its traditional artistic and aesthetic core while expanding its cultural production
and global dissemination network, offering a representative model for the
modern creative transformation of China’s performing arts heritage.
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I. Historical Genealogy and the Path of Institutional Development

Quanzhou Marionette, historically known as “suspended-thread puppetry”
and referred to locally in the Minnan dialect as jiali, represents one of the
most ancient and technically complex performance traditions in East Asia. Its
ethnological origins trace back to the socio-religious transformations of the late
Tang and Five Dynasties periods. During the Song and Yuan dynasties, the
rapid commercial expansion of Quanzhou as global maritime trade hub fostered
the development of this art form, which gradually evolved into a sophisticated
theatrical system characterized by distinctive vocal styles, specialized string-
ensemble accompaniment, and highly codified marionette manipulation
techniques.

During the Ming and Qing dynasties, Quanzhou Marionette spread widely
to Taiwan and across maritime Southeast Asia along established networks
of Minnan migration, forming a vast transregional cultural network. Over
centuries of development, the tradition accumulated an expansive corpus of
performance and musical texts, including an archival repertoire of over seven
hundred traditional plays and more than three hundred distinct musical tunes.
In recognition of its historical and artistic significance, Quanzhou Marionette
was inscribed onto the inaugural slate of China’s National List of Intangible
Cultural Heritage in 2008."

As the primary contemporary institutional custodian of this artistic tradition, the
Quanzhou Marionette Troupe was formally established in 1952, standing as one
of the earliest professional puppet theatre troupes established under the state
cultural apparatus of the People’s Republic of China. The institutionalization
of the troupe fundamentally altered the development trajectory of the medium
stabilizing what had been a fragmented, vulnerable folk performance tradition
into a professional institutional framework.

Backed by the support of earlier generations of master artists, the troupe
gradually formed an internal transmission structure centered on experienced
performers and recognized inheritors of intangible cultural heritage. These
artists undertook the twin task of conserving the traditional repertoire and
formalizing marionette manipulation pedagogies. Through decades of sustained
stage practice, the troupe consolidated a unified performance methodology

1 Zg . —HEHSIERNRE IN]. 82 H4R, 2025-01-03(8). [Li, Min. “A Business Card Bathed in Golden
Glory.” Fujian Daily, 3 Jan.2025.]
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characterized by precise thread control,
subtle expressive movement, and highly
coordinated ensemble performance.

The technical complexity of the Quanzhou
marionette resides in its intricate suspension
architecture. Each figure is typically
suspended from a centralized wooden
control plate or head-string board and
manipulated through a web of linen or silk
strings ranging from more than a dozen to
over forty independent lines.

Through delicate coordination between
the control bar and the puppeteer’s
wrist movements, performers can create

® Production still of a marionette remarkably lifelike gestures and actions,
writing Chinese characters in the . . . . .
puppet show Chang’e Flying to the Moon including pouring wine, writing characters,

drawing swords, or changing costumes.

These techniques form the technical
foundation of Quanzhou Marionette and demonstrate the extraordinary
craftsmanship that distinguishes this art form from popular entertainment to an
elite classical art form.

Entering the twenty-first century, the Quanzhou Marionette Troupe underwent
a significant transformation, evolving from a regional state ensemble into an
internationally recognized cultural institution. Today, the troupe maintains a
rigorous performance schedule, staging hundreds of performances annually
and has expanded its global footprint by touring more than eighty countries
and regions across five continents.’

Through its strategic participation in major international arts festivals, state-level
diplomatic events and cross-cultural artistic exchanges, Quanzhou Marionette
has secured widespread global visibility. This extensive international presence
has establised Quanzhou Marionette as a premier ambassadorial paradigm,
illustrating the expressive capacity and aesthetic depth of Chinese traditional
performing arts on the global stage.

1 dE. KB BW T FH %S EBOLI] &2 & & Y #E, 2021-11-02. http://fjsyhzh.cn/zh/
feiyibaiwen/7435.html. [Dai Guanging, “Puppets: A Legend Spanning a Thousand Years,” Fujian
Yanhuang Zongheng, 2 Nov 2021.]
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Il. Performance Operation Mechanisms and International
Dissemination

The contemporary revitalization of the Quanzhou Marionette Troupe is
structurally underpinned by a dual strategy of sustained public cultural
investment and long-term audience cultivation. In 2016, the troupe engineered
an institutional anchor in the historic urban center of Quanzhou by establishing
a permanent, subsidized residency at the Wang Family Ancestral Hall.

The performance frequency at this historic site was scaled incrementally from
the initial three weekly showcases to an aggresive six-day structureal rotation,
yielding nearly three hundred public-welfare performances annually.

B The Quanzhou marionette Troupe delivers public benefit performances in communities and schools

This high-density programming model has successfully repurposed Quanzhou
Marionette from an occasional folk entertainment into a regular cultural
presence within the daily life of the city. By maintaining stable and accessible
performances, the troupe has sucessfully generated a self-sustaining local
audience while simultaneously capturing the rapidly growing cultural tourism
market.

Concurrently, the troupe has optimized its spatial infrastructure to
accommodate this influx of cultural tourism, shifting its primary commercial
productions to custom-built Quanzhou Puppet Theatre, a state-of-the-art,
professional theatre venue featuring a five-hundred-seats capacity. To match
the shifting consumption habits and shorter attention spans of contemporary,
multi-demographic audiences, the troupe systematically restructure its
performance dramaturgy.
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Productions were streamlined into consice, high-impact sixty minute modules.
This condensed performance format seamlessly spices canonical excerpts with
visually arresting, high-difficulty technical displays, balancing historical artistic
intergrity with contemporary entertainment values.

In addition, the troupe has adopted flexible performance scheduling and digital
ticketing systems to improve audience access and theatre management.
During peak tourist surges, the theatre deploys a high-turnover rotating shift
system, staging multiple full-length performances daily to maximize audience
demand while maintaining orderly attendance. This operational shift is reflected
in official archival data: in 2024, the troupe executed over nine hundred
performances, capturing an aggregated viewership of approximately 450,000
spectators.’

Parallel to its domestic infrastructure, the Quanzhou Marionette Troupe has
integrated international cultural diplomacy directly into its developmental
strategy, gradually building a broad and multi-level system of global cultural
outreach. Over its seventy-year institutional history, the troupe has visited
more than eighty countries and regions and participated in over three hundred
international exchange activities, serving as a primary state paradigm for
transnational dissemination of China’s intangible cultural heritage.

As early as 1960, the troupe attended
an international puppet festival in
Romania and received awards. Its
international tours have since expanded
worldwide, including a tour in France
in 1995 with a closing performance
at the Cannes International Puppet
Festival, a special performance at the
United Nations Headquarters in New

® Quanzhou marionette art debuted at

the Opgning Ceremony of the 2008 Beijing York in 2005, and an appearance in the
Olympics opening ceremony of the 2008 Beijing
Olympic Games, where Quanzhou

1 R B4ER BERT | TEBZEFNKRERIAER IN. FECLR, 2024-05-16(5). [Li
Rongkun. “Silken Fingers, Myriad Stories | A ThousandYearOld Puppet Art Blossoms in the New
Era.” China Culture Daily, 16 May 2024.]

2 BREKE. EEtRRFEBEHE[EB/OL. ARBWHM, 2026-01-21. http://www.rmzxw.com.cn/
¢/2026-01-21/3855207.shtml.[ Chen Shuyan. “Telling the Story of a MillenniumOld Puppet Art to the
World.” People's Political Consultative Daily, 21 January 2026.]
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B Quanzhou Marionette Art Debuts at “2025 World Color
Expo” in Istanbul, Tiirkiye

Marionette was presented to a global audience of over four billion viewers.

Between 2024 and 2025, the troupe continued overseas tours in France,
Turkiye, and the United States, presenting twenty-five performances and
workshops during its U.S. tour. In 2025, the Quanzhou International Puppetry
Festival brought together thirty-eight troupes from nine countries, where the
troupe was awarded the title of UNESCO International Research and Training
Center for Puppetry and Shadow Theatre.

lll. Talent Cultivation and the System of Living Transmission

The structural sustainability of Quanzhou Marionette depends fundamentally
on the continuous cultivation of skilled performers. As a highly technical
performing art, marionette puppetry requires mastery of multiple artistic skills,
including puppet manipulation, vocal performance, musical accompaniment,
and dramatic interpretation. To satify these rigorous demands, the Quanzhou
Marionette Troupe has gradually established a comprehensive talent cultivation
system.

In structural alignment with Quanzhou Arts School (Quanzhou Yishu Xuexiao),
the troupe has developed specialized training programs dedicated to puppetry
performance. Students undergo a multi-year, systematic immersion in the
mechanics of marionette manipulation techniques, traditional singing styles,
percussion accompaniment, and puppet craftsmanship. This integrated, multi-
disciplinary pedagogy ensures that young performers acquire both technical
proficiency and a deep understanding of the artistic traditions underlying the



B Training photos from the Fujian Marionette Art Succession Training Program

performance.’

To complement this institutionalized schooling, the troupe also preserves the
traditional master—apprentice transmission model that has historically anchored
the Chinese performing arts. Senior master artists provide direct one-on-
one instruction to younger performers through daily rehearsals, technical
demonstrations, and stage mentoring. Through this intense process, subtle
performance skills, such as precise wrist control and the synchronization
between puppeteer and musician are successfully transferred through long-
term embodied practice.”

The troupe’s core competitiveness lies in its mastery of complex string-
manipulation techniques, sophisticated character performance, and refined
puppet craftsmanship. Among the younger generation, performers represented
by Zhang Yaohua have demonstrated an exceptional capacity to execute highly
complex action sequences. In productions such as The Flaming Mountain,
the character of Sun Wukong performs continuous mid-air somersaults, high-
velocity staff rotations, and synchronized, live singing and movement. This
displays the absolute peak of contemporary multi-string coordination and the
integration of movement and voice.

1 ERE, HEE. HZEHE KREEN —FRMREANERES AT EFITREERSE N, REX
1t &, 2020-11-26(4). [Wang Jingxian and Hong Shijian. “Passing on an Ancient Art: A NeverEnding
Journey — —Implementation Report on the Succession Training Program for Quanzhou Marionette
Art.” China Culture Daily, 26 Nov 2020.]

2 BF. RMBEEARBERMEEADRSE M. b= PECEEMAE, 2023: 327-335.[ Gao Shu. Oral
History of Quanzhou Marionette Art Inheritors. Beijing: China Federation of Literature and Art Publishing
House, 2023, p. 327-335.]
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Meanwhile, senior master artists, represented by figures such as Wu Weihong,
achor the material wing of the troupe. Their expertise spans puppet-head
carving, costume and helmet construction, and string-structure adjustment,
ensuring a close connection between puppet-making and stage performance.
Sustained by this hoalistic integration of technical craftmanship and performance
theory, the Quanzhou Marionette Troupe has stabilized a distinctive style
characterized by complex string control, delicate movement, and highly refined
anthropomorphic manipulation. It is this systematic, institutionalized custody of
both the material object and performing body that constitutes the core artistic
strength of the troupe within the global landscape of contemporary puppetry.

IV. Repertoire Production and Contemporary Expression

Within the contemporary cultural economy, the structural survival of classical
performing arts cannot rely on static preservation; it demands continuous
reinterpretation and aesthetic renewal. As an exemplary paradigm of state-
protected intangible cultural heritage (ICH), the vitality of Quanzhou Marionette
lies in its capacity to respond to changing aesthetic expectations while
maintaining its traditional artistic foundations.

In recent years, the Quanzhou Marionette Troupe has negotiated this tension
between formal preservation and avant-garde innovation through two primary
tracks: narrative reinterpretation and technological stage experimentation.

1.Contemporary Translation of Traditional Narratives

In adapting canonical themes, the
troupe has revitalized classical
repertoire by deepening character
interpretation and unpacking
latent socio-cultural critiques.
The modified staging of The
Drunkenness of Zhong Kui (Zhong
Kui zuijiu) offers a compelling case
study. Instead of reiterating the
conventional, one-dimensional

B Production stills from the marionette show The

narrative of Zhong Kui as purely Drunkenness of Zhong Kui
heroic, demon-slaying deity, the
production focuses heavily on
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his emotional experience; specifically, his systematic marginalization within
the imperial examination system (keju) due to his unconventional physical
appearance, which ultimately drives his tragic suicide transformation into a
demon-quelling deity. This portrayal of an “imperfect, fractured hero” introduces
deep emotional complexity into traditional puppetry dramaturgy and enables
contemporary audiences to empathize with the character’s sense of injustice
and perseverance.’

Simultaneously, the troupe has initiated bold experiments with new
performance forms. The short puppetry work The Puppet of Fate, created
by Dai Xun, deliberately deemphasizes overt
technical display and traditional singing,
centering instead on pure physical movement,
rhythm, and visual storytelling.

Structured around the phenomenological
metaphor of “the controller and the controlled,”
the production destabilizes the trational
concealed proscenium border by placing
the human performers and marionettes on
stage simultaneously. This layout converts
the mechanical interaction human hand and
wooden armature into a somatic exploration of
individual destiny and social constraint. Through
this self-reflexive staging, the traditional folk
instrument is successfully refashioned into an
® Production stills from the elastic medium capable of expressing universal
marionette show The Puppet of Fate contemporary emotional experiences.”

2.Innovation in Stage Language and Cross-Media Integration

To navigate the sensory demands of a highly mediated digital age, the
Quanzhou Marionette Troupe has systematically overhauled its stage
architecture incorporating modern stage technologies and cross-media
designs. In the historical epic Huo Qubing, the ensemble deployed complex
designed stage composition, multimedia projection, and digital lighting

1 BB . RMIRZABMAL “HE” [J]. hEKE], 2025(12):13-15. [Kang Hailing. "How Quanzhou
Marionette Art 'Broke the Circle' " Chinese Theatre, 2025(12):13-15.]

2 HY. KBIR(HESRE) MEEXHBERIH V. X B <R, 2017(02):32-33. [Dai Xun. "A
Selfanalysis of the Creative Significance of the Puppet Short Play The Puppet of Fate " Home of Drama,
2017(02):32-33.]

B Production stills from the ® Production stills from the marionette show Huo Qubing
marionette show The Orphan of Zhao

systems. This synthesis creates a deeply layered, three-dimensional theatrical
space that effectively expands the visual possibilities of marionette puppetry.’

Similarly, the innovative 2024 version of The Orphan of Zhao merges real-
time digital projection mapping with physical scenographic installations. In
key scenes, high-resolution digital maps of Quanzhou’s historic cityscape are
projected onto adjustable, physical street sets. The interplay between virtual
architecture and physical set designs mirrors the narrative’s historical shifts,
enhancing the dramatic atmosphere and emotional intensity of the narrative.

The 2025 experimental production of
A Clever Encounter stages a direct
performance dialogue between a traditional,
string-controlled puppet and an Al-powered
robotic dog. The choreography juxtaposes
the organic, high-tension manual dexterity
of human-driven string manipulation and
the creative potential of cross-media
experimentation.

By ochestrating these cross-media
experiments, the Quanzhou Marionette

B Production stills from the marionette

successfully expands the aesthetic show A Clever Encounter

1 Gk, RMABRIBREABERSHREFNRITMAR D). FRMIMEKEE, 2025. [Zhang Ye. "Research
on Innovative Design of Puppet Modeling and Scene in Quanzhou Puppet Theater." Master's thesis,
Quanzhou Normal University, 2025.]
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boundaries of the marionette apparatus, capturing the attention of younger,
digitally native demographics without compromising the inherited skills that
define the art form’s classical lineage.

Conclusion

The institutional arc of the Quanzhou Marionette Troupe provides a definitive
blueprint for the sustainable preservation of intangible cultural heritage within a
globalized, hyper-modernized society. Through a synchronized deployment of
stabilized performance infrastructures, regulated dual-track talent cultivation,
and continuous repertoire innovation, the troupe has successfully maintained
the vitality of Quanzhou Marionette.

By balancing the preservation of traditional techniques with an openness
toward contemporary artistic and cross-media formats, the ensemble has
elevated a regional folk performance into a globally recognized site of world
theater heritage. Its development provides valuable theoretical insights into
how institutional intervention can transform traditional performing from fragile
historical artifacts into living, self-perpetuating, and globally competitive cultural
forces.

YANG JIAYUN
Master’s Student in Arts Management, Shanghai Theatre Academy.
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The Historical Significance of a “Journey
of Breaking the Ice”: The Unique Value
of Chen Jialin’s 1986 Shanghai Theatre

Academy Production of Waiting for Godot

ZHANG Zhongnian

One hundred and twenty years ago, on April 13, 1906, the canonical avant-
garde dramatist and future Nobel Prize laureate Samuel Beckett was born.
In 1948, Beckett wrote Waiting for Godot, a foundational texts of the Theatre
of the Absurd that fundamentally reshape the ontological course of modern
drama.

As a foundational text of mid-century modernism, the scenic architecture
of Waiting for Godot is almost entirely bare: only a country road, a leafless
tree, and two ragged tramps remain. There is no conventional plot and no
clearly articulated theme. Yet, since its premiere on January 5, 1953, under
the direction of Roger Blin at the Théatre de Babylone on the Left Bank of
Paris, the play has continued to be performed across the world. From prisons
and refugee camps to Broadway theatres, from state theaters to digital
livestreaming channels, it has undergone translated into dozens of languages,
serving as an inexhaustible site for cross-media adaptation and socio-political
parody. Its very title has passed into a global lexicon as a universal metaphor
for existential stasis and endless waiting.

Who is Godot? The question remains an open riddle; Beckett himself
consistently refused to provide an explanation. In his seminal study The
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Theatre of the Absurd, the Biritish critic Martin Esslin famously argued: “The
subject of this play is not Godot but waiting, the act of waiting as an essential
aspect of the human condition. Throughout our lives, we are always waiting for
something; Godot merely represents the object of that waiting—perhaps an
event, a thing, a person, or death itself. More importantly, it is through waiting
that we directly experience the passage of time.””

Esslin’s interpretation remains remarkably precise. Within the play, Vladimir
breaks into a passionate, self-reflexive monologue and declares: “The cries for
help still ringing in our ears were addressed to all mankind! But at this place,
at this moment in time, mankind is us... Since cruel fate has destined us to
represent this miserable breed, let us at least do it properly for once!”

this moment, Vladimir’s consciousness undergoes a transformation: the

two tramps come to encapsulate the totality of humanity, articulating the
fundamental truth of the human condition. Who Godot is and when he will
arrive remain mysteries. The act of waiting is depicted as fundamentally
hopeless, yet it must continue. This inexpressible helplessness before existence
reveals the profound philosophical implications at the heart of the play.

In 1965, the translator Shi Xianrong produced the first Chinese translation of
Waiting for Godot. However, because the translation appeared on the eve of
the Cultural Revolution, amid intensifying campaigns against “bourgeois” and
“revisionist” thought, the play was classified as dangerously subversive. It was
restricted to internal circulation as “yellow-cover book” (huangpishu), reserved
exclusively for limited reference among select literary and artistic circles. As
contemporary historiographers have observed, “the early paradigm of political
criticism constrained the translation and reception of Beckett’s works in China,
limiting interpretive perspectives beyond ideological critique and thereby closing
off broader possibilities for entering Beckett’s world.”

A turning point came in 1980. With the institutionalization of the Reform and

1 H#5|BRUM. &R CRH) — 4R (F#HX%) [EB/OL].(2008-10-15). [Cited from CCTV.com.
The Play Hunshi — What Is Waiting for Godot? [EB/OL]. 15 Oct. 2008.

2 WEX. (NRHPELCRTFZE), (SMNEEX) 2023 £F 241, 558 W. [Liu Aiying, “Sixty Years
of the Sinicization of Beckett,” Foreign Language and Literature, no. 2, 2023, p. 58.]
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Opening-Up policy, a massive influx of Western modernist literary and artistic
works entered China, and Waiting for Godot was formally published. The play
quickly became one of the central focal points in discussions of the Theatre of
the Absurd. Its early reception in China, however, suffered from an aesthetic
“misalignment.” Multiple prominent critics argued that Chinese audiences
could not easily resonate with Waiting for Godot, maintaining that absurdist
theatre was fundamentally difficult for Chinese spectators to accept. They
asserted that Chinese traditions of existential emptiness possessed their
own distinct modes of artistic expression: “Chinese literati narratives typically
allowed characters to exhaust worldly experience before arriving at an ultimate
realization of emptiness, rather than confronting absurdity directly from the
outset.”’ The emotional structures underlying the two traditions therefore
appeared fundamentally different.

Yet those willing to “eat the crab first” (chixiandeling) stepped forward without
hesitation. On the occasion of Beckett’s eightieth birthday in 1986, Professor
Chen Jialin, a senior director and educator at the of Shanghai Theatre Academy
(STA), overcame considerable opposition and decided to stage Waiting for
Godot as the graduation production for the academy’s Advanced Directing
Program.

Professor Chen possessed a rare combination of profound artistic cultivation
and extensive pedagogical experience. He believed that under the new
conditions of reform and openness, it was essential for China’s leading theatre
academy to undertake experimental research into major representative works
of Western drama. In his view, Waiting for Godot, as a Nobel Prize-winning
play of major international significance, demanded serious artistic exploration
and critical engagement.

Backed by strong institutional support from the academy, the production
premiered in December 1986 at the Experimental Theatre of the Shanghai
Theatre Academy after several months of intensive preparation, thus
inaugurating the stage history of Waiting for Godot in China.

Contrary to the predictions of certain critics and specialists, the production was
enthusiastically received by audiences. In 1987, the staging transferred to the
Changjiang Theatre in central Shanghai for a public run. Following two opening
nights marked with some empty seats, the remaining run completely sold

1 EFH: (R (FEEXZ) ), (PEEHIR) 2002411 B 6 H. [Wang Qi, “A Casual Discussion of
Waiting for Godot,” China Reading Weekly, November 6, 2002.]
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out, forcing the administration to add five performances to satisfy the public
demand. The production ultimately closed only because the student performers
had already graduated and could no longer remain with the company.

The premiere staging of Waiting for Godot generated widespread attention
throughout Shanghai’s literary and artistic circles as well as among general
audiences. Major newspapers including Jiefang Daily, Wenhui Daily, Literature
Press, Culture and Arts News, Xinmin Evening News, and Labour Daily all
published feature reports and critical essays praising the production’s success.
The English-language China Daily also carried dedicated coverage, introducing
the event to overseas readers.

Although China’s international theatrical exchanges were extremely limited in the
1980s, and this production of Waiting for Godot was merely an experimental
teaching performance with no international promotion, it nevertheless drew
the attention of several international scholars of Beckett and the Theatre of the
Absurd. Through friends, they reached out to the Shanghai Theatre Academy
to request recordings of the performance. Unintentionally, these videotapes
became ambassadors for Chen Jialin’s production of Waiting for Godot abroad,
eliciting a notable amount of positive response.

While these reactions did not appear in major Western mainstream media, they
were nonetheless highly encouraging. They made it clear that this “ice-breaking”
production carried profound significance.

Why was a play that initially seemed so difficult for Chinese audiences to
comprehend able to achieve such remarkable success on stage? The answer,
of course, lies in the production’s thoughtful and highly distinctive interpretation.

1.Interpreting the Play’s Themes in Relation to Chinese Cultural Contexts

Chen Jialin believed that Waiting for Godot intertwines the concrete and the
abstract, consciousness and unconsciousness, philosophical reflection and
everyday triviality. Through its cyclical dramatic structure and its repeated,
magnified action of “waiting,” the play transforms waiting into an experience
that transcends specific historical periods and cultural boundaries, thereby
revealing emotions common to humanity as a whole. The two tramps in the
play function as cross-cultural human archetypes, exposing certain essential
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realities of the modern Western world—particularly the inability of individuals to
truly understand or communicate with one another.’

As the absurdist playwright Edward Albee once remarked, absurdist drama
constitutes “a realistic theatre confronting the reality of our age.” Through the
absurdity permeating human existence, the Theatre of the Absurd exposes a
deeper form of realism. It differs from traditional realism and may instead be
understood as a kind of “distorted realism.” Chen regarded this insight as an
interpretive anchor to properly understanding absurdist theatre.

2. Integrating Eastern Aesthetics into Stage Realization

Chen Jialin also emphasized that although Waiting for Godot is often described
as “anti-theatre,” it does not reject theatricality; rather, it reorganizes theatrical
elements in new ways. Godot’s perpetual absence functions as a dramatic
suspension—a structural device deeply familiar to audiences of traditional Asian
theatre. Meanwhile, the language and details provided by Beckett possess
strong performative potential and continue to obey the fundamental principle
of theatre: the live performance of actors before an audience. The continuous
act of “waiting” itself constitutes the play’s essential dramatic action. By firmly
grasping these characteristics, Chen believed it was possible to stage the work
effectively while developing a distinctive performance style.

He therefore defined the production not simply as tragic or comic, but as a
tragicomedy infused with farcical elements, creatively describing it as a “comic-
tragedy.” The exaggerated absurdity and clown-like humor formed the surface
layer of the production, while tragedy remained its underlying essence. Chen
insisted that the play must neither become a mere farce, which would eliminate
its philosophical depth, nor a pure tragedy, which would destroy its absurdist
humor and irony.

Because the play relies heavily on abstraction and bodily exaggeration, Chen
adopted a highly stylized and suggestive mode of performance inspired by
the aesthetics of traditional Chinese xigu. Most of the students in the directing
program already possessed substantial training in xiqu performance and
direction, making such experimentation particularly feasible.

During rehearsals, the director and actors carefully analyzed and redesigned

1 SEHMM (EHREINS RSERF T TR E B E/FRZ OHERZ NG, (KBIZAR),
1987 £ % 2 #i. [Chen Jialin, “Renewing Theatrical Concepts and Expanding the Field of Directing
Pedagogy: A Teaching Summary on Rehearsing the Absurdist Classic Waiting for Godot,” Theatre Arts,
1987, (02): 58-65.]
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the text line by line. The performers drew extensively upon the vocal techniques
of Jingju recitation, yet without overtly imitating xiqu performance itself.
Traditional techniques were absorbed into spoken drama (huaju) in ways that
remained natural, expressive, and rhythmically dynamic. Similarly, the actors’
stage movements incorporated xiqu physical vocabulary and stylized gesture
while avoiding rigid formalism or mechanical imitation.

One of the most striking examples involved the treatment of Lucky’s extended
monologue in Act I. While Beckett’s stage directions dictate that Lucky remain
tied by a rope around his neck throughout the play, Chen believed that using a
literal rope would confine the actor to a narrowly realistic mode of performance.
He replaced the physical rope with an imagined or “virtual” rope expressed
through stylized acting techniques derived from xigu.

Chen regarded Lucky’s monologue as one of the production’s most powerful
theatrical shockwaves. The speech piles together fragments of modern
Western civilization—God, radio inventors, scientific institutions, competitive
athletics, advanced pharmacology —yet ultimately reveals that despite all
human achievements, humanity remains spiritually diminished and doomed
to destruction. Chen compared the speech to a Cubist painting of modern
Western society: chaotic, fragmented, and delirious. Although some suggested
cutting the monologue because it appeared unrelated to the plot, Chen
insisted that it directly embodied Beckett’s intellectual and emotional vision and
significantly deepened the thematic resonance of the play.

Drawing upon the expressive vocabulary of xigu’s suggestive aesthetics, the
scene unfolded through a sequence of highly stylized movements. Once
Lucky dons the “thinking hat,” the actor kneels mechanically like a puppet
while delivering the monologue, then traverses the stage in kneeling steps and
crouched movements. At the line about “blowing hell to heaven,” the actor
stretches both arms upward toward the sky. Eventually he erupts into wild,
horse-like running across the stage, dragging Pozzo and the two tramps with
him in chaotic circles until the “wild horse” is finally subdued. The sequence
concludes with all the characters piled atop Lucky in a tableau-like stage
image, suppressing his continuing torrent of speech. Through this stylized
performance language, the production achieved tremendous visual and
emotional force, evoking precisely the explosive, unrestrained energy Chen
sought to create.

The stage design of the production was equally innovative. Chen boldly
employed a T-shaped thrust stage extending directly into the audience, thereby
breaking conventional spatial boundaries between performers and spectators.
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Furthermore, he explicitly integrated classical Chinese poetry, music and dance
into the production. Lines from the Tang Dynasty poet Chen Zi’ang’s canonical
masterwork, Song of Ascending the Youzhou Terrace (Deng Youzhoutai Ge),
repeatedly appeared on the backdrop:

Before me, | see no people of the past.

Behind me, | see none who are yet to come.

Thinking of the vastness of heaven and earth, stretching endlessly.
Alone and full of grief, my tears fall down.

This poetic intervention established a direct conceptual link with Waiting for
Godot, softening the original play’s overwhelming despair while infusing the
production with a distinctly Eastern atmosphere of melancholy and poetic
reflection.

The production received extraordinary praise from major figures in Chinese
theatre. After attending the performance, Cao Yu, then-Chairman of the China
Theatre Association, remarked:

This first Chinese staging of an absurdist masterpiece required enormous effort,
and the result is highly successful. Reading the script can feel tedious, but the
performance makes everything immediately comprehensible, deeply engaging,
and utterly absorbing. Using xiqu actors in the principal roles gave the production
remarkable expressive power and distinctive character. It demonstrates the
immense potential of Chinese xiqu traditions and shows how spoken drama can
benefit from absorbing their strengths.’

Similarly, the renowned director Huang Zuolin enthusiastically praised the
production in a personal letter to Chen Jialin, noting that foreign guests he
brought to see the performance all responded with admiration. One British
theatre expert reportedly remarked that having witnessed three productions of
Waiting for Godot—in Britain, the United States, and Shanghai—the Shanghai
Theatre Academy version stood as the most aesthetically coherent and
accomplished rendition of the three.

The distinguished director Yang Cunbin also described the production as “a
major contribution to the theatre world,” emphasizing how deeply it inspired
his own reflections on theatrical practice. Concurrently, French diplomats and
scholars based in Shanghai praised the production for remaining faithful to
Beckett while simultaneously developing its own unique artistic identity.

1 B0 (HRBEIR) 1987-01-02. [See Xinmin Evening News, 2 Jan. 1987.]
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Conclusion

Taken together, the 1986 Shanghai Theatre Academy production directed
by Chen Jialin far exceeded the significance of an ordinary graduation
performance. It was the pioneering staging of absurdist theatre in China and
the first complete theatrical realization of Waiting for Godot in Chinese stage
history. By bringing Beckett from the realm of literary translation into the public
theatre, it filled a major gap in the performance history of Chinese modernist
drama and established itself as a landmark event in the development of
contemporary Chinese theatre.

The production also contributed significantly to the liberation of theatrical
thought in post-Reform China, providing important inspiration for the
subsequent emergence of experimental theatre and the small-theatre
movement. It embodied the courage, responsibility, and artistic vision of a
generation of theatre educators and practitioners. Above all, it demonstrated
that great theatrical works—regardless of the era or culture from which they
emerge—address fundamental human concerns and shared existential
experiences. The task of theatre artists is to move beyond superficial cultural
differences and uncover the emotional core capable of resonating across
cultures and historical contexts.

In this sense, Chen Jialin’s production of Waiting for Godot became a milestone
event in the history of intercultural theatre exchange. It presented to the world
a vivid image of China’s intellectual emancipation during the 1980s and marked
an important step toward the modernization and internationalization of Chinese
theatre, as well as toward meaningful dialogue between Eastern and Western
cultural traditions. The production’s scholarly significance and historical value
ensure its enduring place in the history of Chinese theatre during the Reform
and Opening-Up era.

From 1986 to 2026, forty years have now passed. Revisiting this production
today allows us, on the one hand, to pay tribute to Samuel Beckett on the
120th anniversary of his birth and, on the other hand, to reaffirm the crucial
contribution of Shanghai Theatre Academy to the Chinese performance
history of Waiting for Godot. It also confirms the rightful place of Chen Jialin’s
production within the academy’s history of theatrical education and artistic
practice.

ZHANG ZHONGNIAN
Professor and theatre director at Shanghai Theatre Academy.
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From “Martial Combat” to “Action
Design”: The Influence of Hong Kong

Xiqu Martial Performance on Western
Cinema (1950-2020)

WANG Yong’en

Martial performance in Chinese xiqu (opera) constitutes an essential component
of traditional theatrical art. Rooted in martial arts, acrobatics, and dance, it
evolved gradually through centuries of stage practice within the xiqu tradition.
Unlike actual combat techniques, martial performance in xiqu is fundamentally
theatrical in nature, prioritizing visual expressiveness and aesthetic effect over
practical fighting. Although it is not equivalent to real combat, it nevertheless
demands rigorous technical discipline and highly refined bodily control.

Xiqu martial performance generally consists of three interrelated components:
bazi gong, tanzi gong, and shenduan gong. Bazi gong refers to the performer’s
mastery of stage weapons—such as swords, spears, staffs, and halberds—
as well as techniques of hand-to-hand combat. Tanzi gong encompasses flips,
leaps, falls, and tumbling movements, while shenduan gong concerns bodily
posture, balance, rhythm, and the controlled application of physical force.
Xiqu martial performance is highly codified and stylized, with each gesture and
movement governed by established conventions and choreographic patterns.

As the “combat” element among the “four skills” (singing, recital, acting,
and martial arts) of xiqu performance, martial artistry forms an inseparable
part of the traditional theatrical system. The emergence and development of
cinema opened entirely new possibilities for xiqu martial performance. Initially
incorporated into film through xiqu cinema itself, these performance techniques
gradually detached from their original theatrical context and acquired new
vitality within the cinematic medium.

The genre that most decisively facilitated the fusion of xigu martial performance
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and film was the Hong Kong action film. The incorporation of xiqu martial
aesthetics transformed Hong Kong action cinema into a uniquely compelling
genre with profound influence both within China and internationally, eventually
gaining increasing recognition and appreciated in the West.

Broadly speaking, the transmission of Hong Kong xigu martial performance into
Western cinema unfolded through several historical stages.

I. Foundations and Early Transmission: The Era of Kwan Tak-hing’s
Wong Fei-hung Films (1950s-1970s)

During the mid-twentieth century, large numbers of xiqu performers migrated
southward to Hong Kong. As a result, the city rapidly became a flourishing
center of theatrical talent and performance activity, particularly in the field of
Cantonese Yueju. Celebrated performers such as Sun Ma Sze Tsang, Yam Kim-
fai, and Pak Suet-sin enjoyed enormous popularity and exerted considerable
influence on local entertainment culture.

At the same time, the 1950s marked a period of rapid expansion for Hong
Kong’s film industry. Cinema soon began adapting many popular xiqu
productions for the screen, giving rise to the flourishing phenomenon of Hong
Kong xiqu film. These productions frequently included martial sequences that
largely preserved the conventions of stage performance. For example, the
combat scenes in The Flower Princess starring Yam Kim-fai and Pak Suet-sin,
directly transferred stylized theatrical choreography to the screen. Although
martial performance in these early xiqu films remained heavily shaped by stage
conventions, they nevertheless laid the essential groundwork for the later
cinematic transformation of xiqu martial aesthetics.

The period from the 1950s to the 1970s represented the golden age of Hong
Kong cinema, during which action films emerged as one of the industry’s
dominant genres, encompassing both martial arts films and crime thrillers.

Among these productions, the Wong Fei-hung film series starring Kwan Tak-
hing marked a decisive turning point in the cinematic adaptation of xiqu martial
performance and constituted the beginning of its overseas dissemination.

Kwan Tak-hing himself emerged from a Cantonese Yueju background. He
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trained under the xiaosheng (Young Male Role) performer Sun Bac and
the xiaowu (Young Martial Male Role) performer Leung Yuen-hang, while
also refining his stage skills within renowned Cantonese Yugju (Yue opera)
troupes such as the Red Boat Troupe and the Chuk Wah Troupe. Possessing
exceptional agility and formidable physical technique, Kwan became one of the
leading martial performers in Cantonese Yueju. In addition, he systematically
studied the southern martial art Hung Gar, mastering its core principles and
techniques. These combined experiences provided the ideal foundation for his
later portrayal of Wong Fei-hung.

In his films, Kwan successfully fused martial arts practice with Cantonese Yugju
combat performance. He preserved the aesthetic elegance and stylization
of xiqu while simultaneously imbuing cinematic action with a stronger sense
of realism and physical force. In doing so, he skillfully reconciled the tension
between the symbolic theatricality of xigu martial performance and the visual
realism expected in cinema.

Beginning in 1949, Kwan Tak-hing starred in the Wong Fei-hung series,
whose first installment immediately gained widespread audience approval.
The cinematic Wong Fei-hung was not merely a martial arts master but also
a figure embodying patriotism and moral integrity, representing the resilience
and self-confidence of the Chinese nation during a period of social uncertainty.
Altogether, Kwan portrayed Wong Fei-hung in seventy-seven films, and his
martial performance style established much of the foundational aesthetic
vocabulary of Hong Kong action cinema.

The action choreography of the Wong Fei-hung series drew extensively upon
the codified traditions of xigu martial performance. The protagonist’s use of
weapons such as the Eight-Diagram Pole and the Long Whip clearly borrowed
from the routines of bazi gong, including techniques analogous to “sweeping
through armies with the staff” and “dragon-like whip movements.” Likewise,
the Hung Gar and Wing Chun techniques displayed in the films were deeply
connected to the training systems long embedded within Cantonese Yueju
martial-performance culture. Even Kwan’s physical embodiment of Wong Fei-
hung—including his stance, gait, and hand gestures—closely followed the
conventions of the xiqu martial-role performer.

Following its success in Hong Kong, the Wong Fei-hung series gradually
spread overseas, initially targeting Chinese communities in Southeast Asia,
Europe, and the Americas. Some films also circulated beyond diasporic
audiences through commercial cinemas. Although these works had not yet
achieved widespread recognition in the West, they nevertheless provided
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Western viewers with an early encounter with xiqu martial aesthetics. Their
stylized, rhythmic, and highly choreographed movements differed markedly
from the competitive combat style characteristic of Hollywood action cinema,
producing a striking sense of novelty for international audiences.

Il. Bruce Lee as a Cultural Bridge: Connecting Xiqu Martial
Performance and Western Action Cinema (1970s)

Although the Wong Fei-hung film series opened a small gateway through which
Western audiences first encountered Chinese martial performance, its global
influence remained relatively limited. It was not until the meteoric ascent of
Bruce Lee in the 1970s that Western perceptions of Chinese martial arts and
action cinema underwent a fundamental paradigm shift.

Bruce Lee came from a family deeply rooted in both martial arts and
performance culture. For three generations, members of his family practiced
martial arts: his grandfather worked as an armed escort, while his father, Lee
Hoi-chuen, was a celebrated Cantonese Opera (Yueju) performer specializing
in the “chou” (comic-clown) role. As a child, Bruce Lee studied Taijiquan and
Cantonese Yueju martial performance under his father’s guidance, absorbing
the aesthetics and bodily discipline of xiqu combat traditions from an early age.
He subsequently became a disciple of Grandmaster Ip Man, under whom he
systematically trained in a variety of martial arts traditions.

Drawing upon Chinese martial arts while incorporating boxing, karate, and
other combat systems, Bruce Lee eventually developed his own martial
philosophy and practice: Jeet Kune Do. Embedded within the architecture of
Jeet Kune Do were numerous structural elements derived from xiqu martial
performance. Its emphasis on bodily control, for example, closely paralleled the
shenduan gong of xigu combat training, enabling movements that appeared
simultaneously precise, economical, and fluid. The famous “one-inch punch”
likewise reflected principles comparable to the concentrated release of force
cultivated in xiqu martial-role performance, wherein the coordinated movement
of the entire body channels energy into a single explosive point through subtle
bodily rotation.

Moreover, xiqu martial performance traditionally privileges expressive suggestion
over literal realism, emphasizing spiritual resonance rather than direct imitation.
In this sense, Jeet Kune Do did not merely pursue aggression and physical
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force; it retained a distinctly performative quality in which intentionality guided
bodily movement. Its evasive maneuvers, for instance, absorbed the lightness,
agility, and rhythmic flow characteristic of xigu movement techniques,
emphasizing elegance alongside combat effectiveness. Even within Jeet Kune
Do’s weapon techniques, traces of xiqu martial choreography remained highly
visible. Bruce Lee’s iconic nunchaku techniques were partly adapted from
the double-whip routines of xigu martial performance. Although he simplified
and transformed these routines to enhance their practicality, they nonetheless
preserved the rhythmic dynamism characteristic of traditional theatrical combat.

Released in 1972 by Hong Kong’s Golden Harvest studio, Fist of Fury achieved
extraordinary international success and became a landmark text in the
transmission of Hong Kong xiqu martial aesthetics to Western cinema. The
combat sequences designed by Bruce Lee were remarkable for their synthesis
of xiqu movement patterns and choreographic structure with the speed, force,
and intensity of martial arts combat. The resulting style possessed tremendous
aggression and kinetic drive while still retaining a strong element of stylized
theatricality.

In the famous dojo confrontation scene, Bruce Lee deployed movement
combinations reminiscent of xiqu martial choreography, including linked kicking
sequences and coordinated punching routines. His punches followed short,
explosive trajectories, while his footwork remained agile and constantly shifting,
reflecting the nimble physical qualities associated with Cantonese Opera
martial-role performance. Likewise, the renowned nunchaku combat sequences
integrated theatrical double-whip routines into cinematic fighting technique,
generating not only visceral excitement but also considerable aesthetic pleasure
for global spectators. Furthermore, Bruce Lee’s iconic poses—such as the
moment he points two fingers toward the sky with eyes glaring fiercely —closely
resembled the liangxiang (“fixed pose”) of xiqu performance, a convention
wherein a sudden crystallization of stillness intensifies emotional expression and
focuses dramatic presence.

In addition to Fist of Fury, Bruce Lee’s films The Big Boss and The Way of the
Dragon, also produced by Golden Harvest, achieved major commercial and
critical success. All three films secured widespread theatrical distribution in
the United States, collectively earning approximately fifty million dollars at the
box office. The renowned director John Woo once remarked on this historical
turning point: “Bruce Lee opened this door for us, allowing people around the
world truly to begin paying attention to Chinese kung fu films and Chinese



80 | THESPREAD OF CHINESE THEATRE

filmmakers.””

Bruce Lee’s subsequent legacy exerted a profound influence on Western
action cinema. The archetype of the Eastern martial hero he created
challenged the long-standing dominance of white masculine heroes in Western
cinematic culture and contributed significantly to the diversification of heroic
representation in global media. Prior to Bruce Lee, fight choreography in
Western films largely relied upon direct physical confrontation and relatively
rudimentary choreographic structures. Bruce Lee’s kung fu films expanded
the creative possibilities of cinematic combat by introducing stylized routines,
rhythmic bodily expression, and a sophisticated aesthetics of choreographed
movement. The patterned combat sequences and expressive physicality later
visible in Hollywood films such as First Blood and Rocky clearly reveal the
lasting stylistic influence of Bruce Lee’s cinematic innovations.

lll. From Xiqu Martial Performance to Modern Action Design: The
Transformation Led by Jackie Chan, Sammo Hung, and Their
Generation (1970s-1980s)

Following the death of Bruce Lee, Jackie Chan and Sammo Hung emerged
during the 1970s and 1980s as the leading figures of a new generation of
Hong Kong action cinema. Both were trained at the China Drama Academy in
Hong Kong, the opera school founded by the renowned Jingju (Peking opera)
master Yu Jim-yuen. Although the institution was originally established to
cultivate xiqu performers, many of its students later entered the film industry as
stunt performers, martial arts choreographers, and action directors, eventually
becoming the dominant creative force within Hong Kong action cinema.

The China Drama Academy adhered strictly to traditional Jingju pedagogical
methods, subjecting students to more than ten hours of intensive daily
practice. From childhood onward, Jackie Chan, Sammo Hung, and their peers
developed exceptionally solid foundations in xiqu martial performance. These
techniques became deeply ingrained as bodily memory, subsequently serving
as an enduring repository of inspiration for their cinematic action design.

1 CENE: FRB RTRFMIESFHE KX ETT), httpsi//weibo.com/ttarticle/p/show?id=
2309404654880160874606 [Bruce Lee: Hollywood, Kung Fu Films and the Image Transformation of
Asian Americans]
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Unlike earlier martial arts films that primarily emphasized the display of combat
techniques, Jackie Chan and Sammo Hung incorporated the comic spirit and
performative stylization of xiqu martial performance into cinema, ultimately
creating the distinctive genre of kung fu comedy. This transformation marked
a crucial turning point in film history: xiqu martial performance was no longer
presented merely as isolated displays of fighting skill but instead evolved
into a highly systematized mode of action design integrating choreography,
characterization, rhythm, humor, and spectacle.

One of the most defining characteristics of their cinema was the extensive
use of tumbling and acrobatic movement derived from tanzi gong. In xiqu,
tumbling is not merely a collection of isolated flips but a comprehensive martial
system centered on aerial movement, falls, rolls, and recovery techniques.
It encompasses front flips, backflips, side flips, “snatching the back,”
“corpse falls,” tiger pounces, swallow turns, and cloud flips, all emphasizing
compactness, speed, elevation, and lightness of movement.

A particularly iconic manifestation of this aesthetic appears in Jackie Chan’s
Project A (1983), specifically during the famous clock-tower fall sequence.
The movements involved —the high-altitude descent, crashing through canvas
awnings, rolling, and evasive recovery —derive directly from high-difficult tanzi
gong techniques, such as elevated-platform flips, back-snatching falls, and
suspended aerial stunts. Performed by Jackie Chan himself without stunt
doubles, the sequence was further intensified through cinematic close-ups and
temporal editing, greatly amplifying its perceived danger and visual impact.

Another salient example can be found in The Prodigal Son (1981). In the film,
the protagonist Leung Jan’s master, Uncle Ying, is himself a portrayed as a
xiqu performer, and the narrative includes numerous scenes depicting opera
actors practicing martial routines. In the fight sequences performed by Yuen
Biao and Sammo Hung, tumbling techniques are seamlessly combined with
sliding footwork and rotational movement, integrating the agility of xiqu tanzi
gong with the brutal intensity of close-range combat. Their movements display
both remarkable technical precision and a strong rhythmic fluency. Precisely
because of this innovative approach to action choreography, The Prodigal Son
won the inaugural Hong Kong Film Award for Best Action Choreography.

Jackie Chan’s Drunken Master (1978) represented another watershed moment
in the development of martial arts cinema. Although the historical folk hero
Wong Fei-hung remained the central protagonist, the portrayal differed radically
from earlier versions. The film adopted a playful, iconoclastic tone infused with
strong comic elements. Its martial sequences fused xigu combat conventions,
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physical comedy, and cinematic stunt work, thereby charting an entirely new
direction for the global action genre.

The martial style of “drunken boxing” is itself is based on the imitation of
intoxicated movement, emphasizing the continuous alternation between bodily
balance and imbalance. Traditional xiqu already possessed highly codified
forms of drunken dance, drunken gait, and drunken combat. Jackie Chan’s
portrayal of Wong Fei-hung drew heavily upon the stepping patterns associated
with the theater’s “Eight Drunken Immortals” routine. His staggering posture,
sudden choreographic freezes, and exaggerated facial expressions were deeply
indebted to the stylized conventions of xiqu clown (chou) and martial-role
(wusheng) performance, while also recalling the classical drunken movements
of Wu Song in the Jingju play The Drunken Beating of Jiang Menshen.

In the sequences where Beggar So instructs the young Wong Fei-hung, the
two characters engage in combat using wine jars and brooms as improvised
weapons. Although comedic in appearance, these sequences strictly observe
the structural logic and choreographic patterns of xigu martial performance.
In 1994, Drunken Master I, directed by Lau Kar-leung and starring Jackie
Chan, achieved even greater international success. Its combat scenes similarly
incorporated performance methods derived from traditional xiqu martial theatre,
emphasizing rhythm, movement flow, and sculptural visual composition. The
frequent use of frozen poses, acrobatic falls, and tumbling techniques—all
drawn from xiqu martial repertoire —greatly enhanced both the visual spectacle
and dramatic tension of the film.

Following its release, Drunken Master achieved record-breaking box-office
success in Hong Kong. Through international distribution networks, it entered
Western film markets and was enthusiastically embraced by overseas
audiences. Drunken Master Il was subsequently released in North America by
Miramax in 2000 in a re-edited version tailored for Western audiences, featuring
faster pacing, reduced dramatic scenes, and increased emphasis on action
seqguences.

Through this process of transnational circulation, films like Drunken Master
exerted a profound influence on Western cinema, transforming action
choreography into a more systematic, entertainment-oriented form. Western
action films gradually shifted away from purely realistic combat toward
increasingly choreographed, sequential, and rhythmic modes of action design.
The Mission: Impossible franchise, for example, clearly reflects this influence
in its integration of diverse combat movements into carefully structured action
sequences.
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The series also repeatedly deploys spectacular jumping and falling stunts that
echoes Jackie Chan’s signature stunt aesthetics: Ethan Hunt’s leap from a
Shanghai skyscraper in Mission: Impossible Ill, the terrifying descent along
the glass exterior of the Burj Khalifa in Mission: Impossible — Ghost Protocol,
and the rooftop pursuit and jumps in Mission: Impossible — Fallout all share a
distinct lineage with Jackie Chan’s high-risk stunt aesthetics. These modern
cinematic techniques ultimately trace their aesthetic ancestry back to the
traditions of xiqu martial performance.

Similar influences can be observed across contemporary Hollywood cinema
including franchises and films such as Transformers, Ghosted, Bad Boys,
and Kingsman, wherein choreographed movement, rhythmic combat design,
acrobatic spectacle, and stylized bodily performance all bear the unmistakable
imprint—whether direct or indirect—of the xiqu-derived action traditions
developed by Hong Kong cinema.

IV. Entering Hollywood: From the 1990s to the 2020s

Beginning in the 1990s, alongside the global ascendancy of Hong Kong
action cinema, leading Hong Kong action choreographers such as Yuen Woo-
ping, Corey Yuen, Ching Siu-tung, Lau Kar-leung, and Tsui Po-wah entered
Hollywood and became directly embedded within major international studio
productions. Their migration marked a crucial turning point, establishing
the conditions for a deep structural integration between the xiqu-derived
martial aesthetics of Hong Kong cinema and Western filmmaking practices.
Significantly, nearly all of these influential action directors possessed rigorous
backgrounds in xiqu martial training. Yuen Woo-ping’s father, Yuen Siu-tien,
was a renowned Jingju martial clown performer, and Yuen himself received
strict training in Jingju martial performance from childhood. Corey Yuen studied
under Yu Jim-yuen at the China Drama Academy in Hong Kong; Ching Siu-
tung trained in Jingju during his youth and later graduated from Tang Ti’s
Oriental Drama School; Tsui Po-wah likewise descended from an opera family
and entered a Jingju academy at the age of seven.

These filmmakers carried within them the deep somatic imprint of xiqu martial
culture. Thoroughly versed in its technical systems and aesthetic principles,
they succeeded in translating xigu martial movement, choreographic logic,
and performative philosophy into the industrial apparatus of Hollywood
cinema. In doing so, they profoundly transformed the action design,
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cinematographic techniques, and visual aesthetics of Western action films.
Landmark productions such as The Matrix, Kill Bill, and Kung Fu Panda vividly
demonstrate how Hong Kong xiqu martial aesthetics were absorbed into
Western cinema and reimagined on a global scale.

In 1999, Yuen Woo-ping served as the action choreographer for the
Wachowskis’ The Matrix, where he pioneered the integration of traditional
wire-work and martial staging with the now-iconic “bullet time” visual effect.
“Bullet time” refers to the cinematic technique of presenting extremely rapid
movement in slowed-down visual form, producing the illusion that time itself
has temporarily stopped and allowing spectators to observe bodily movement
and flying bullets from an almost suspended perspective. Yuen’s inspiration for
this technique can be traced to the aesthetics of xiqu. The stylized treatment
of time and space in Chinese theater—its reliance upon theatrical abstraction,
symbolic gesture, and temporal transformation—shares deep conceptual
affinities with the logic underlying “bullet time.” Both transcend the limitations of
physical reality to construct a heightened, quasi-supernatural visual experience.

This connection is particularly manifest in the celebrated sequence wherein Neo
bends backward to evade incoming bullets. The slowed-down presentation
of bodily rotation and evasive posture closely resembles the codified routines
of attack and evasion (bazi gong) in xiqu martial performance, where rapid
physical confrontations are deliberately enlongated through rhythmic variation
so that each kinetic gesture can be perceived with heightened clarity. The
combat sequence throughout The Matrix trilogy likewise draw extensively upon
bazi gong and shenduan gong. Neo’s punches, kicks, and combat stances
derive in many respects from the foundational routines of xiqu martial-role
performance, while even the posture and movement patterns of the Agents
reflect the disciplined bodily conventions associated with xigu martial training.

The critical and commercial success of The Matrix not only transformed the
development of visual effects in Hollywood action cinema but also popularized
a philosophy of action design deeply rooted in xiqu martial aesthetics.
Subsequent Hollywood blockbuster franchises, such as Sam Raimi’s Spider-
Man and Christopher Nolan’s Batman trilogy adopted both the “bullet time”
filming methodology and broader approaches to choreographed action inspired
by xiqu martial performance.

Quentin Tarantino’s Kill Bill: Vol 1 (2003) represents another critical stage in this
evolutionary process, marking a moment when a Western director consciously
and systematically appropriated the aesthetics of xiqu martial performance.
Tarantino, profoundly influenced by Hong Kong action cinema (Shaw Brothers
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and Golden Harvest cinema), possessed a keen appreciation for the stylization
and expressive abstraction characteristic of xiqu combat performance.
Throughout Kill Bill, traces of xiqgu martial aesthetics are unmistakable in both
the fight choreography and the overall visual design.

The Bride’s combat movements are sharp, precise, and highly structured,
concealing within them many codified patterns derived from bazi gong. Her
sword techniques closely resemble traditional xiqu saber routines, including
movements directly analogous to classcial conventions like “splitting Mount
Hua with a blade” and “sweeping through armies.” The large-scale group
combat scenes in the film likewise display clear affinities with xiqu stage
combat traditions. In the xigu convention known as da chushou (“weapon-
throwing combat”), martial-role performers coordinate with multiple supporting
performers to execute intricate sequences of throwing, catching, and kicking
weapons while maintaining visually balanced, geometric stage formations (such
as diagonal lines or five-point plum-blossom arrangements). A comparable
choreographic organization can be observed in the famous House of Blue
Leaves sequence in Kill Bill, where the movement trajectories of multiple
fighters create a stylized “dance of death” that closely resembles the dynamic
formations of xiqu martial theatre. By combining Chinese xiqu martial aesthetics
with Western cinematic violence, Kill Bill developed a distinctive hybrid style
that was at once brutally forceful and highly poetic. At this stage, the fusion
between xiqu martial performance and Western cinema had clearly entered a
far more mature phase.

In 2008, the DreamWorks animated feature Kung Fu Panda offered another
highly successful transformation of xiqu martial aesthetics—this time through
the medium of computer-generated animation. The film’s action director,
Rodolphe Guenoden, conducted extensive research into Hong Kong kung fu
cinema, especially the films of Jackie Chan, whose distinct influence can be
detected across the entire franchise.

Many of Po’s animated movements derive directly from xiqu martial
performance. His flips, jumps, and aerial maneuvers are structurally rooted in
tanzi gong, while the weapons he deploys—such as staffs and fans—follow
choreographic principles closely related to bazi gong. The film’s character
design likewise draws heavily upon xiqu visual typologies. Po’s exaggerated
facial expressions and comic gestures recall the stylized charm of the xiqu
clown (chou) role, whereas the antagonist Tai Lung incorporates visual and
psychological characteristics associated with the martial painted-face (jing)
role, emphasizing raw aggression and intimidating power. Furthermore, certain
combat sequences even employ rhythmic structures directly analogous to xiqu
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percussion (luogu) patterns, driving the dramatic progression and emotional
escalation through carefully controlled tempo shifts.

Kung Fu Panda achieved monumental commercial success, earning more than
$600 million worldwide. Beyond popularizing Chinese martial culture globally,
the film also established xiqu martial aesthetics as an essential visual paradigm
within Western animated cinema. Subsequent Hollywood productions such as
The Forbidden Kingdom and Now You See Me, similarly absorbed principles
of xiqu-inspired action choreography and visual aesthetics. By this stage, the
influence of xiqu martial performance on Western cinema had expanded from
the selective borrowing of isolated tropes to the systematic adoption of an
entire creative apparatus.

Across the seven decades spanning from the 1950s to 2020s, xigu martial
performance underwent continuous transformation, adaptation, and renewal
through the creative agency of successive generations of Hong Kong
filmmakers—from Kwan Tak-hing and Bruce Lee to Jackie Chan and Sammo
Hung. Throughout this long and often complex process of cross-cultural
migration, the xiqu martial traditions embedded within Hong Kong cinema
became increasingly legible to Western audiences and gradually gained
institutional acceptance among Western filmmakers themselves.

Ultimately, Western cinema absorbed not merely the external, kinetic vocabulary
of xiqu martial performance but also the deeper cultural and philosophical
values embedded within it: ideals of chivalry (xiayi), moral righteousness,
distinctive aesthetic pursuits, and philosophical reflections rooted in traitional
Chinese thought. What Western filmmakers inherited was therefore not merely
a repertoire of novel action techniques, but an entire performative worldview
fundamentally shaped by the artistic spirit of xigu.

WANG YONG’EN
Professor at Communication University of China.
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On Early Western Encounters with
Chinese Xiqu Performances

LIAO Linda

Abstract: The flourishing of Chinese xiqu (traditional opera) during the Song, Yuan, Ming, and Qing
dynasties left discernible traces in the travel writings, missionary records, and diplomatic
accounts of early Western visitors to China. These texts preserve some of the earliest
Western impressions and interpretations of Chinese theatrical performance—responses
that ranged from fascination and admiration to misunderstanding, conjecture, and, at
times, remarkably perceptive artistic inquiry. Together, they provide an invaluable external
perspective through which Chinese xiqu may more clearly recognize and reflect upon
its own historical development, while also offering crucial primary source material for
contemporary cross-cultural scholarship.

Keywords: travelers; missionaries; diplomatic missions; theatre-going

Western accounts of attending theatrical performances in China date back
to the early flourishing period of Chinese xiqu itself. The earliest references
appear in the sporadic travel notes of European merchants and friars during
the Song and Yuan dynasties, later followed by the observational diaries of
Christian missionaries and the firsthand impressions recorded by diplomatic
envoys visiting China. These scattered accounts continued intermittently over
the centuries before expanding into a steady stream of documentation after the
Qing Empire was forcibly opened by Western powers in the nineteenth century.
By tracing the earliest instances under which Westerners encountered Chinese
theatrical performance prior to the nineteenth century, this essay seeks to
clarify the difficult and gradual historical trajectory through which these cross-
cultural aesthetic encounters first emerged.
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I. Early Encounters Between Westerners and Chinese Xiqu

The earliest known Western descriptions of Chinese theatrical performance
have traditionally been traced to Yuan-dynasty travel accounts. In The Travels
of Marco Polo, for example, the author describes a banquet held in the imperial
palace of Khanbalig (the Yuan capital):

After the Great Khan had finished dining and the tables had been removed, all
the harpists rose and performed delightful melodies. Then various entertainers,
acrobats, actors, fortune-tellers, and performers appeared before the Khan and
his guests, presenting every imaginable kind of spectacle, to the great delight
and amusement of all.”

The passage briefly mentions theatrical performance within the context of an
imperial banquet but offers no detailed account of its staging or artistic form.
Nevertheless, Marco Polo (1254-1324) became one of the first Europeans to
leave written observations on Chinese cultural life.

Slightly later than Marco Polo, the Italian Franciscan friar Odoric of Pordenone
(1265-1331) traveled through China between approximately 1322 and 1328.
Journeying from Guangzhou through Quanzhou, Fuzhou, Hangzhou, Nanjing,
Yangzhou, and Mingzhou before arriving in Dadu (present-day Beijing), he
remained there for three years and later recorded his experiences in The
Travels of Odoric. His account also refers to musical performances at the Yuan
court, noting that “the king alone had thirteen tumans [unit of ten thousand] of
musicians™ and further observing that:

When the moment suitable for performance arrived... they immediately took up
all manner of instruments and began to play, producing such a tumult of music
and singing that one might well be astonished beyond measure.®

The court entertainments witnessed by Odoric almost certainly included Yuan-
dynasty zaju drama, inherited from earlier court entertainment traditions of the
Song, Liao, and Jin dynasties. Yet he apparently lacked the cultural framework

1 Marco Polo. The Description of the world, London, George Routledge & Sons Limited, 1938, vol.l, p.220.
Chinese translations include Chen Kaijun et al.. The Travels of Marco Polo, Fuzhou: Fujian Science and
Technology Press, 1982.

2 “Tuman” refers to a unit of ten thousand; the figure is clearly exaggerated. See Cathay and the Way
Thither: Being a Collection of Medieval Notices of China, ed. Henry Yule, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2009, vol. I, p. 133. Chinese translations include He Gaoji. The Travels of Odoric,
Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 2002.

3 Cathay and the Way Thither: Being a Collection of Medieval Notices of China, p. 142.
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necessary to identify this theatrical form explicitly as a unified dramatic genre.

An even more remarkable historiographical discovery emerged in the 1990s
with the identification in Italy of the manuscript known as The City of Light,
attributed to the Jewish merchant Jacob d’Ancona.’ If authentic, this text would
push the chronology of Western encounters with Chinese theatre back to the
Southern Song dynasty. The manuscript describes an urban entertainment
district called “ouasu”: “In another quarter of the city there were what they
called ‘ouasu,’ filled everywhere with storytellers, singers, and courtesans.”
The term clearly corresponds to the wazi entertainment quarters of the Song
and Yuan dynasties—commercial urban amusement districts in which zaju
drama and nanxi (southern opera) performances flourished before disappearing
after the Ming period.

Even more significant is the manuscript’s vivid description of theatrical
performance itself:

We arrived at a brilliantly illuminated place, where lanterns and oil lamps lit
countless stages and courtesans. Located near the eastern gate of the City
of Light, it was here each night that those seeking pleasure and excitement
gathered together. Nothing comparable could be found anywhere else in the
world... The noise was overwhelming: horns, bronze drums, clapping, shrill cries,
continuous roaring sounds, and the humming of crowds like swarms of bees.
There were innumerable actors and singers—at least a hundred troupes—each
with its own stage surrounded by spectators. Some listened to recited dialogue
and music, while others watched the stories unfolding before them. Everywhere
there were songs, drums, speech, cries of anguish, and bursts of laughter...°

The city identified in the text as “Zaitun” corresponds to Quanzhou in Fujian
Province, historically known by that name in medieval Western writings.
The description of theatrical activity in Southern Song-period Quanzhou is
astonishing in both scale and vitality. Although the claim that “at least one
hundred troupes” performed simultaneously is likely hyperbolic rather than
statistical, the account nevertheless conveys a striking impression of the
prosperity and density of urban theatrical culture. Numerous companies
performed on separate stages before large audiences, combining spoken
dialogue, music, and dramatic storytelling within a vibrant atmosphere of

1 Jacob D’Ancona. The City of Light, trans. and ed. David Selbourne, New York: Citadel Press,
Kensington Publishing Corp., 1997.

2 The City of Light, p. 145.

3 The City of Light, p. 192.
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commercial entertainment. Whether these performances belonged primarily to
Song zaju or early nanxi remains impossible to determine with certainty.

Il. Missionaries, Western Residents, and Encounters with
Chinese Xiqu

Accounts of Chinese xiqu observed by Western travelers continued
intermittently over the centuries. During the Ming and Qing dynasties, Christian
missionaries who arrived in China via maritime routes began documenting their
experiences of attending theatrical performances in their personal chronicles,
often leaving evaluative commentary. For example, Gaspar da Cruz (1520-
1570) observed: “The actors’ costumes were beautiful, worn according to the
characters they represented... When a single actor played two roles, he would
change costumes in front of the audience... The actors’ recitations were loud
and piercing, resembling singing.”" Similarly, Martin de Rada (1533-1578)
described performances at banquets as “extremely remarkable and natural...
Their singing harmonized well with instrumental accompaniment, and the
voices were beautiful.”

In contrast, Matteo Ricci (1552-1610) criticized Chinese theatrical enthusiasm:
‘I am convinced this people is excessively fond of theatrical performance,
certainly more so than we are... Without a doubt, it is one of the great
misfortunes of this empire, and hardly any activity could be more corrupting.”
Jean Francois Gerbillon (1654-1707) evaluated Chinese xiqu through the lens
of French Neoclassical principles, particularly the “three unities” of drama,
remarking: “They are not as lively as our own works, nor capable of stirring
passions. They are not confined to a single action, or to events occurring in
a single day. Some comedies portray different actions taking place over ten

years.”

1 Gaspar da Cruz. “Treatise in which the things of China are related at great length”, in C. R. Boxer, South
China in the Sixteenth Century, Bangkok: Orchid Press, 2004, pp. 143-144.

2 Juan Gonzalez de Mendoza. The Historie of the Great and Mightie Kingdome of China, and the Sitution,
London: I. Wolfe for Edward White, 1853, vol. |, pp. 138-140.

3 Matteo Ricci. China in the Sixteenth Century, translated from the Latin by Louis J. Gallagher, New York:
Random House, 1953, pp. 23-24.

4 Du Halde. Description géographique, historique, chronologique, politique, et physique de I'Empire de la
Chine et de la Tartarie chinoise, Hare: Henri Scheurleer, 1736, tome Quatrieme, p. 340.
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Pierre-Martial Cibot (1727-1780) took a different approach, criticizing the long-
standing suppression of theatrical arts by the Chinese literati class, arguing that
actors and playwrights were not sufficiently valued.” Due to differing aesthetic
sensibilities, Western critics frequently targeted aspects of xiqu music,
complaining about a perceived lack of harmony, artificial vocal production, and
harsh instrumental accompaniment.

During this period, Portuguese navigators began to frequent the coastal waters
of southeastern China, establishing settlements such as Shuangyu Island near
Ningbo for maritime trade and smuggling. Fernao Mendes Pinto (1509-1583),
a Portuguese adventurer who traveled extensively in East Asia from 1537 to
1558, recorded in his Peregrination (completed in 1576 and first published
in Lisbon in 1614) a theatrical performance in the Portuguese settlement at
Ningbo: “The banquet lasted nearly two hours, interspersed with performances:
one Chinese play and one Portuguese play.”

After the Portuguese acquired settlement rights in Macau in 1553, the city
gradually became unique contact zone where Eastern and Western lifestyles
coexisted. Local theatrical performances included both Catholic church dramas
and Chinese xiqu. The British sailor Peter Mundy observed a temporary
Chinese theatre near the Jesuit residence in Macau:

12 November 1637. A wooden stage was erected near the captain’s house (the
Jesuit residence was very beautiful) where a Chinese play was performed. It
was very well done in our eyes. The actors’ singing resembled Indian style, with
everyone singing together, accompanied by cymbals and bronze instruments.
The performance was open to the public at no charge, appearing to be
sponsored by wealthy patrons during weddings, childbirth, and other festive
occasions.’

Mundy also witnessed a theatrical performance by children at St. Paul’s Church
in Macau:

November 25, 1637. Our Admiral and the other commanders, at the invitation of
the priests, went to St. Paul's Church to see a play performed by the children of

1 See Pierre-Martial Cibot. “Du Théatre chinois”, Mémoires concernant I'histoire, les sciences, les arts,les
moeurs, les usages, etc. des Chinois, par les missionnaires de Pékin, tome VIII, Paris: Nyon I'ainé,
1782,note 38, pp.227-228.

2 Ferndo Mendes Pinto. The Travels of Mendes Pinto, Edited and Translated by Rebecca D. Catz,
Chicago: The University of Chicage Press, 1989, P.134.

3 “Travels in Asia, 1628-1634", The travels of Peter Mundy, in Europe and Asia, 1608-1667, edited by
Richard Carnac Temple, London: Printed for the Hakluyt Society, 1914, Volumell, p.273.
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the town. They were supposed to be more than one hundred in number, though
not all appeared. | myself, together with many others in the town, attended.
The play presented part of the life of their celebrated Saint Francis Xavier.
There were many beautiful passages, including Chinese dances performed by
children dressed in Chinese costume, and scenes depicting battles between the
Portuguese and the Dutch, in which the Dutch were defeated, though without
any insulting language or actions intended to shame them... The theatre was
inside the church itself. The entire performance proceeded with great punctuality,
and not a single participant—despite being children and despite the length of the
performance —failed in their duties.’

That more than one hundred local children could participate in a theatrical
production at St. Paul’s Church (likely including the offspring of Chinese
converts) demonstrates the remarkable scale of the Jesuit evangelical
performance. The play depicted episodes from the life of St. Francis Xavier
(1506-1552), one of the founders of the Jesuit order. Thus, in early colonial
Macau, Chinese xigu and Western ecclesiastical drama already coexisted side
by side, revealing the earliest signs of syncretic cultural interaction between
the two traditions. Particularly noteworthy is the fact that children dressed
in Chinese costume performed Chinese dances within a Catholic church
production. This may well constitute one of the earliest examples of the fusion
of Chinese and Western theatrical forms.

Ill. Western Diplomatic Missions and Their Impressions of Xiqu

From the Qing dynasty onward, Western powers increasingly dispatched formal
diplomatic missions to China in order to expand their political and commercial
interests in the Far East. In receiving these embassies, the Qing court frequently
arranged grand spectacles of acrobatics, dance, and xiqu performances. When
receptions took place at imperial residences, the court often utilized elaborate
three-tiered theatrical stages to heighten the visual impact. In addition, princes,
aristocrats, and high-ranked local officials associated with the foreign envoys
frequently invited them to private theatrical entertainments.

As a result, many members of these missions witnessed Chinese theatrical
performances firsthand. Some recorded detailed descriptions in diaries and

1 “Travels in Asia, 1628-1634", The travels of Peter Mundy, in Europe and Asia, 1608-1667, pp.274-275.
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travelogues; others offered visceral praise or critique, while accompanying
artists occasionally produced valuable sketches and watercolor depictions
of the performances. Yet because of linguistic barriers and profound cultural
differences, their understanding of the dramatic content was often entirely
misguided, and their evaluations were frequently colored by Eurocentric cultural
prejudices.

Nevertheless, these early impressions of Chinese xiqu profoundly shaped
nineteenth-century Western perceptions of Chinese theater. Numerous later
publications repeatedly cited the accounts of these embassies, and distorted
understandings of xiqu were often derived from these equally distorted
descriptions.

These diplomatic missions included the Dutch East India Company embassy
to China in 1656, the French embassy to Siam (modern Thailand) in 1687,
the Russian embassies to China in 1693 and 1720, the British embassies of
1793 and 1816, and the Dutch embassy of 1795. Among them, the British
Macartney Embassy of 1793, led by George Macartney (1737-1806), exerted
the greatest historical and literary influence. Its unsuccessful diplomatic mission
foreshadowed later geopolitical tensions culminating in the Opium Wars, while
its members’ descriptions of Chinese theater had a lasting impact on Western
views of Chinese civilization.

During the Macartney mission’s visit to Qing China in 1793, the embassy was
repeatedly entertained with theatrical performances. Members of the delegation
observed temporary stages erected at the Baihe Wharf in Tianjin, performances
on the grand three-tiered imperial stage at the Emperor’s summer residence in
Rehe, and puppet theatre presentations. They recorded detailed descriptions
of these spectacles in their journals, often accompanied by extensive
commentary. During their return journey from Beijing to Guangzhou along the
Grand Canal, they also attended numerous private theatrical performances
hosted in official residences and elite households, thereby forming a broader
impression of Chinese theatre as a whole.

Their accounts strongly influenced nineteenth-century Western understandings
of xiqu. Broadly summarized, their principal impressions included the absence
of fixed scenery, male actors performing female roles (dan), the seamless
mingling of tragic and comic elements, self-introduction by characters, the
integration of speech and song, noisy and chaotic staging, the overwhelming
sound of gongs and percussion, shrill music, astonishing martial and acrobatic
techniques, and brilliantly colorful costumes.
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Particularly significant was the Macartney Embassy’s encounter with the
celebratory court drama Peace Across the Four Seas (Sihai Shengping)
at the three-tiered Qingyin Pavilion stage in the imperial Fushou Garden at
Rehe. Macartney and his companions misunderstood the play as depicting
a symbolic marriage between the earth and the sea. Although the Qing court
arranged extraordinarily elaborate stage effects, including sophisticated fountain
machinery and large-scale outdoor spectacles intended to astonish foreign
guests, the performance ultimately produced the opposite effect. Macartney
remarked sarcastically:

We must judge the taste and refinement of the Chinese court by these
entertainments, which appear to constitute the highest form of amusement they
possess, together with those wretched theatrical performances we witnessed
this morning.”’

The fountain displays and mechanical spectacles that the Qing court intended
as demonstrations of imperial magnificence became, under Macartney’s ironic
pen, objects of ridicule and self-congratulation, dismissed merely as “wretched
theatrical performances.” Later, the French critic Jean-Jacques Ampere (1800—
1864) similarly commented:

It was a strange and by no means ingenious design... These spectacles
substituted the art of mechanics for the art of theatre, recalling the elaborate
mechanical entertainments staged in the luxurious courts of the Dukes of
Burgundy during the late Middle Ages, especially the fifteenth century.”

In short, the performance entirely failed to produce the sense of awe that the
Qianlong Emperor and his officials had hoped to inspire, instead leaving the
foreign audience bewildered.

Yet John Barrow (1764-1848), the comptroller of the British embassy, later
attended numerous private theatrical performances and offered observations of
considerable critical insight:

| suspect that since the Tartar conquest, court entertainments have in some
degree degenerated. Dancing, riding, wrestling, and feats of bodily exercise
are more suited to the rude simplicity of the Tartars, whereas the atmosphere

1 An Embassy to China, being the journal kept by Lord Macartney during his embassyto the Emperor
Ch'ien-lung, 1793-1794, Edited with an Introduction and Notes by J.L.Cranmer-Byng, London:
Longmans,Breen and Co. LTD,1962, p.140.

2 Jean-Jacques Ampeére. “Du Théatre chinois.” Revue des Deux Mondes, quatrieme série, tome XV, 1838,
p. 743.
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and dialogue of regular drama accord far better with the refined talents and
temperament of the Chinese. | derive this opinion from a very common custom
among Chinese officials, who maintain private theatres in their residences. They
sometimes entertain guests with regular dramatic performances rather than
with the above-mentioned spectacles. During our travels through China and at
Canton, we were frequently treated in this manner.'

Barrow’s observation that the acrobatic spectacles of the Qing court differed
from the “regular drama” ordinarily enjoyed by Han Chinese audiences was
highly perceptive. Indeed, the ritual performances staged for imperial festivals
were not dramas centered on human life and emotion so much as ceremonial
displays. However, Barrow’s further suggestion that “Tartar” character and
customs had lowered theatrical taste was clearly an overinterpretation, since
these court plays were themselves written and performed largely by Han
Chinese artists.

Barrow continued his commentary:

...In fact, they never change the scenery, though they constantly require the
audience to imagine a change of place. Their methods of stimulating the
imagination are exceedingly fanciful. If a general is to march on a military
expedition, he mounts a bamboo stick, flourishes a whip, circles the stage two
or three times, and sings a song. When he finishes singing, he stops immediately
and resumes speaking, and thus the journey is understood to be completed.
The absence of scenery is sometimes compensated for by actors themselves
representing physical objects, in a manner opposite to what grammarians call
personification. Thus, when a city surrounded by walls is to be attacked, a
group of soldiers heap themselves together on the stage to represent the walls
the attackers must climb. This recalls Nick Bottom’s expedient in Shakespeare:
‘Some man or other must present Wall.” ‘And let him have some plaster, or some
loam, or some rough-cast about him, to signify wall.””

It must be acknowledged that Barrow possessed considerable artistic insight.
Among early Western observers, he was perhaps the first to grasp the semiotic
significance of xiqu’s performative conventions: symbolic representation, the
mobility of scenic space, the fluidity of theatrical time and place, and the use
of actors to embody physical objects and environments—all relying upon
the audience’s imaginative participation to complete the dramatic illusion. He
described these techniques as “exceedingly fanciful methods.”

1 John Barrow. Travels in China, Containing Descriptions, Observations, and Comparisons. Philadelphia:
Printed and Sold by W. F. M’Laughlin, 1805, pp. 146-147.
2 John Barrow. Travels in China, Containing Descriptions, Observations, and Comparisons, p. 148.
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Most importantly, Barrow became the first Western observer to recognize the
core theatrical principle of “using humans to represent objects” in Chinese xiqu,
and he perceptively compared it with analogous devices in Shakespearean
theater, demonstrating that similar conventions had once existed in English
drama as well. Barrow also criticized vulgar and obscene performances in both
Chinese and European theatre alike. Although he was not a specialized scholar
of drama, his observations on Chinese xiqu were remarkably perceptive. His
views directly influenced later Western—especially British—sinologists. For
example, John F. Davis (1795-1890), regarded as the first professional Western
scholar of Chinese theatre, frequently cited and further elaborated upon
Barrow’s insights.

Conclusion

Chinese xiqu is a distinctive performing art that developed independently in the
eastern regions of the Eurasian landmass, within the cultural heart of China.
With the advent of the Age of Discovery, it was “discovered” by a different
civilization and subjected to scrutiny through an outsider’s lens. Western
perceptions of xiqu were, in effect, projections of Western expectations,
measured against Western classical theatrical standards. Over time, these
impressions evolved from early speculation, misunderstanding, distortion, and
exaggeration toward increasingly accurate phenomenological descriptions.
Simultaneously, they provided a reflective mirror for Chinese xiqu, offering
a valuable frame of reference for understanding itself and serving as an
indispensable resource for contemporary global theater scholarship.

LIAO LINDA
Librarian, Overseas China Studies Resource Center, National Library of China.

INTRODUCTION OF CLASSICS | Q7

Introduction to Classical Plays (XIII)

CHENG Jiagjiao

Golden Dragon and the Mayfly: A Modern Huaiju Tragedy

Huaiju is a traditional form of Chinese xiqu (opera) popular across Jiangsu
Province, Shanghai, and parts of Anhui. Originating in the folk culture of
northern Jiangsu, the genre is celebrated for its unadorned yet vigorous
performance style and singing that carries a strong sense of everyday life.
In 1993, the prominent playwright Luo Huaizhen created Golden Dragon
and the Mayfly, explicitly branding it as a “new urban Huajju” production.
Staged by the Shanghai Huaiju Theatre at the city’s historic Majestic Theatre,
the work became a watershed achievement not only for the “Exploratory
Xigu” movement that emerged in the late 1980s, but also as a successful
attempt to integrate regional xiqu traditions with urban aesthetics and modern
philosophical inquiry. Through its powerful tragic intensity, profound cultural
critique, and bold artistic innovation, the play garnered widespread acclaim
within the xigu world and remained a classic monument in the modernization of
the Huajju genre.

The play tells a tragic story of power, bloodline, and revenge. The title
characters, Golden Dragon and Mayfly, serve simultaneously as the
protagonists’ names and symbolic creatures in Chinese culture: the dragon
signifies imperial authority and overwhelming power, while the mayfly represents
ordinary people and fragile existence. Consequently, the title encapsulate
multiple layers of metaphorical meaning.

Set in an unspecified ancient kingdom, the plot begins as Prince Golden
Dragon flees a palace coup and washes ashore on a remote island. There,
he marries a fisherwoman named Yufeng and fathers a son. Driving by an
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unyielding desire to reclaim the throne, however, he eventually abandons his
wife and child and returns to the court. After years of bloody struggle, he
successfully restores his rule. Twenty years later, his biological son, Mayfly,
arrives at the imperial palace in search of his father. Failing to recognize
the youth, Golden Dragon perceives Mayfly as a political threat. The boy is
summarily castrated and reduced to the status a court eunuch.

The machinery of fate continues its cruel movement: Mayfly’s wife, Yugiao, is
subsequently brought into the palace, and their young son, Jiejue, becomes
entangled in court’s deadly politics. By the time Golden Dragon finally realizes
Mayfly’s true identity, the path to destruction has already become irreversible.
On the altar of power, father and son destroy one another, and three
generations become sacrificial victims. Only the child Jiejue survives, lifted onto
the blood-stained as the curtain falls—a chilling denouement suggesting that
the cyclical wheel of autocratic violence is destined to begin again.

At another level, the play functions as a historical allegory reflecting
contemporary Chinese socio-political reality. Its central theme is a profound
critique of autocratic political culture. Through an imagined ancient narrative,
Luo Huaizhen reveals how the pursuit of absolute power distorts human
nature, destroys familial bonds, and produces endless tragedy. Golden Dragon
abandons kinship for political ambition and later subjects his own son to
castration in order to secure authority. This is not merely a personal moral
collapse, but an extreme manifestation of how the logic of power devours
humanity itself.

The motif of castration, which stands at the center of the drama, carries
immense symbolic significance. It represents not merely physical mutilation
but also spiritual and ontological annihilation, metaphorically exposing the
systematic destruction of human continuity, agency, and personal integrity
under autocratic culture. Concurrently, Mayfly’s transformation from an innocent
son searching for his father into a psychologically twisted avenger, together
with the crushed destinies of women such as Yufeng and Yugiao, demonstrates
how all subjects become a victim within structures of power. The play moves
beyond a simple opposition between good and evil, probing instead the
existential dilemmas and paradoxes of individual choice within historical
processes. In this sense, it resonates deeply with the critical reexaminations of
traditional culture that emerged among Chinese intellectuals from the 1980s
onward.

In terms of characterization, the play resolutely breaks away from the
rigid typification found in traditional xiqu. Since the twentieth century, the
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pejorative term “facial-mask characterization” has been widely deployed in
Chinese dramatic criticism to denote the reduction of characters into flat
moral archetypes, a practice historically reinforced by the color conventions
of traditional theatrical makeup—where red indicate loyalty and courage,
white denotes treachery. From the 1980s onward, however, Chinese theater
increasingly rejected such simplification in favor of psychological depth and
tragic ambiguity.

Golden Dragon is at once a tyrant and a father: driven by imperial ambition
yet remains haunted by residual traces of humanity. His tragedy lies in his
ultimate consumption by the very logic of power he himself created. Mayfly’s
transformation from an innocent youth into a distorted avenger is deeply
moving, and his existence itself becomes the sharpest accusation against the
world of power. As the abandoned wife and mother, Yufeng embodies the quiet
resilience and historical suffering of ordinary people living beneath the shadow
of political domination. Together, these figures construct a theatrical world
charged with emotional tension and philosophical depth.

Structurally, the play embraces an allegorical and epic mode of storytelling. Time
and space shift freely, while the tightly compressed plot heightens the sense of
fatality and tragic inevitability, moving beyond the straightforward narrative style
commonly associated with traditional xiqu. In terms of staging, the production
radically departed from the rustic aesthetic traditionally associated with Huaijju.
To meet the expectations of Shanghai audiences—especially younger viewers
seeking a more contemporary theatrical experience —the production retained
the essential musical flavor and vocal style of Huajju while boldly incorporating
modern directorial techniques, symbolic stage imagery, and expressive physical
theatre elements. Motifs such as the throne, helmets, and blood-red color
schemes carried strong symbolic resonance throughout the performance.

One especially striking example is the “castration” scene, in which lighting,
sound, and highly stylized bodily movement transform physical suffering into a
profound metaphor for spiritual and cultural mutilation. The scene achieves an
overwhelming emotional force that directly confronts the audience.

Luo Huaizhen created the play during a period when traditional Chinese xiqu
was facing serious decline amidst rapid marketization and secularization.
Confronted with a regional theatrical form rooted in rural popular aesthetics, he
asked a crucial question: how could Huaijju survive within a modern metropolis
such as Shanghai? What kinds of artistic transformation would be necessary
for the genre to adapt to urban cultural life”?
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The label “new urban Huaiju” represented precisely such an attempt—to
enable Huaijju to acquire new forms of aesthetic expression and audience
recognition within an urban cultural context. To achieve this, Luo drew upon
the fatalistic structure of ancient Greek tragedy and the psychological depth of
Shakespearean drama, refining the narrative into a universal allegory of power,
bloodline, and revenge. Traditional Huaiju had often focused on folk tales
or historical legends from northern Jiangsu. Although rich in regional flavor,
such stories could appear distant from the lived experiences of contemporary
Shanghai audiences. By contrast, Golden Dragon and the Mayfly addressed
themes such as autocratic culture and the deformation of humanity under
the influence of power—concerns that transcended regional and historical
specificity and resonated with urban intellectual reflections on history, politics,
and human condition.

The philosophical depth and contemporary relevance of the play elevated
Huaiju from a regional folk form into a serious theatrical art capable of engaging
universal human concern. As a result, it attracted large numbers of urban
spectators in Shanghai, including students, intellectuals, and white-collar
professionals seeking both aesthetic sophistication and intellectual stimulation.

Following its premiere, Golden Dragon and the Mayfly not only caused a
sensation within the xiqu community but also succeeded in attracting new
audiences to the theater. The concept of “new urban Huajju” opened a new
path for the development of Huaiju and provided an important model for
other regional theatrical forms confronting similar challenges of survival and
modernization.

In May 2023, the play marked its thirtieth anniversary with a major
commemorative performance at Shanghai’s Majestic Theatre. Audience
responses reflected both anticipation and admiration, demonstrating the work’s
enduring vitality. Today, the play has also become an important case study in
university-level theatre research and scholarship.

Mountain Spirit: An Experimental Xiangju Production

Mountain Spirit is an experimental xiqu work written in 1987 by the Hunan
playwright Sheng Heyu. Through its unconventional narrative structure and
profound philosophical inquiry, the play breaks decisively with the traditional
storytelling methods and character conventions of Chinese xiqu. During the

INTRODUCTION OF CLASSICS | 107

1980s, as China’s Reform and Opening-up policies accelerated, the country
experienced an unprecedented period of intellectual and cultural vitality. Within
this atmosphere, xiqu artists also began searching for new possibilities of
artistic renewal. The “Exploratory Xigu” movement that emerged during this
period sought to challenge the formal limitations that had shaped xiqu for
decades by introducing concepts drawn from modern drama and Western
theatrical practice, thereby promoting the modernization of xiqu in both
content and form. Mountain Spirit became one of the landmark works of this
movement.

Rather than employing the framework of a conventional historical drama, the
play adopts an allegorical mode of storytelling to address deeply modern
anxieties and spiritual dilemmas—an approach consistent with the long-
standing Chinese theatrical tradition of “using the past to comment on the
present.” Through its absurd yet poetic theatrical language, Mountain Spirit
not only reshaped audiences’ perceptions of xiqu, but also initiated a broader
cultural dialogue concerning civilization and primitivism, idealism and reality, and
reason and instinct. Upon its premiere, the play attracted widespread attention
and generated vigorous debate within Chinese theater circles.

The drama centers on Qu Yuan, the ancient Chinese poet traditionally regarded
as a symbol of moral integrity and ideal personality in Chinese culture. Loyal,
steadfast, and deeply committed to justice, Qu Yuan has long represented
the intellectual pursuit of spiritual purity and political idealism. Sheng Heyu’s
reinterpretation of this cultural icon emerged from his reflections on the
psychological and cultural condition of Chinese society in the 1980s. As
Western modern thought entered China following the country’s reopening
intellectuals increasingly subjected Chinese traditions to critical scrutiny
while simultaneously searching for paths toward modernization. Rather than
presenting Qu Yuan as a flawless moral hero, Sheng portrays him as a tragic
figure caught between lofty ideals and lived reality, thereby exposing the
tensions and contradictions embedded within the very concept of “civilization.”

The story follows Qu Yuan as he searches for the mysterious “beautiful
lady” of his imagination, only to wander into a primitive tribal community.
The tribe preserves customs such as bride capture, divine judgment, and
the consumption of raw food; its social life is simple, rugged, and governed
largely by instinct. Qu Yuan witnesses the ritualized marriage-by-abduction
between the tribal girl Du Ruozi and the tribal leader Gaoyang and, through a
misunderstanding, becomes entangled in the tribe’s internal conflicts. Under
the “divine will” proclaimed by Du Ruozi’s mother, the shamaness Shen Wu, Qu
Yuan unexpectedly becomes the tribe’s new leader.
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Attempting to transform this so-called “barbaric” society through the civilizing
values he upholds—ritual propriety, benevolent governance, and moral
instruction—Qu Yuan repeatedly encounters failure. When he tries to reform
a thief through ethical persuasion, the thief instead steals the bronze axe
symbolizing political authority. Although Qu Yuan is deeply drawn to Du Ruozi’s
natural vitality and emotional freedom, he remains incapable of confronting
his feelings honestly because of the constraints imposed by ritual morality.
Eventually, when the former leader Gaoyang returns after surrendering to
enemy forces in battle, the entire tribe abandons Qu Yuan Even Du Ruozi
chooses to return to Gaoyang’s side. Isolated and defeated, Qu Yuan can only
continue his endless spiritual quest, while the haunting song of the Mountain
Spirit—the phantom embodiment of his ideal beauty—echoes once again
through the wilderness.

At its thematic core, Mountain Spirit is a meditation on civilization and the
relativity of cultural values. The Confucian ritual order represented by Qu
Yuan fails to demonstrate clear superiority when confronted with the tribe’s
primitive yet self-sufficient social system. On the contrary, it often appears rigid,
powerless, and even hypocritical. The thief ignores Qu Yuan’s moral teachings
and continues stealing; the tribe ultimately rejects the “civilized” outsider
in favor of the “barbaric” but familiar Gaoyang. Yet the play neither reject
civilization or romanticizes primitiveness. Rather, it suggests that every form
of civilization may contain mechanisms of repression and alienation, while so-
called “barbarism” may preserve forms of vitality and emotional authenticity that
more sophisticated societies have lost.

This complex reflection on civilization and primitivism resonated strongly
with the cultural anxieties of 1980s China, when questions surrounding
modernization became increasingly urgent. What exactly was the “modernity”
China sought? What sacrifices and contradictions accompanied the pursuit of
civilization and progress? Through Qu Yuan'’s tragic failure, the play transforms
these historical and philosophical questions into compelling theatrical form.

In artistic terms, Mountain Spirit vividly embodies the experimental spirit of
1980s Chinese theatre. The work deliberately departs from many conventions
of traditional xigu and undertakes a series of bold formal innovations.
Structurally, it abandons linear storytelling and, influenced by modern Western
dramatists such as Samuel Beckett and Friedrich Dirrenmatt, adopts an
allegorical and absurdist dramatic framework in which plot functions primarily
as a vehicle for ideas rather than as a straightforward narrative mechanism.

In performance style, the production is rooted in Xiangju—a traditional xiqu
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form popular in Hunan Province and especially known for its emotionally
charged gaogiang vocal style—while simultaneously incorporating modern
directing techniques, ritualized dance, and symbolist stage aesthetics. In
scenes such as the “Sacrifice to Lord Kang,” the use of masks, collective
ceremonial singing, and stylized ensemble movement creates an atmosphere
that is solemn, mysterious, and archaic, standing in sharp contrast to the
highly codified conventions of traditional xigu performance. Linguistically, the
play makes extensive use of colloquial free verse rather than the regulated
poetic diction traditionally associated with xiqu, thereby strengthening the text’s
modern intellectual character and philosophical immediacy.

These innovations provoked intense debate at the time, with many critics
questioning whether the work could still properly be considered Xiangju. Yet
it was precisely this challenge to inherited conventions that expanded public
understanding of what xigu might become. Although some regarded the play
as excessively avant-garde or stylistically hybrid to the point of aesthetically
incoherence, the Ministry of Culture nevertheless awarded it the special
“Exploratory Production Award” in 1988 in recognition of its groundbreaking
artistic significance.

More than three decades later, Mountain Spirit remains a powerful reflection
of the intellectual atmosphere of 1980s China. It captures the excitement,
uncertainty, and spirit of experimentation that characterized the era’s broader
movement of cultural and ideological emancipation. What the play ultimately
leaves behind is not simply an unconventional retelling of Qu Yuan’s story, but
an enduring artistic question: How should theater respond to the crises of its
own historical moment, and how can traditional art forms achieve meaningful
modern transformation? In today’s context of globalization and renewed
cultural self-awareness, revisiting Mountain Spirit continues to illuminate both
the difficult path of modernizing Chinese xiqu and the challenges, risks, and
possibilities inherent in artistic innovation.

CHENG JIAOJIAO
Postdoctoral researcher at Shanghai University.
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Looking Back and Looking Forward:
Observations on Chinese Theatre
Performances in 2025

ZHU Yitian

Following the rapid post-pandemic recovery and market expansion that
characterized the preceding two years, the Chinese theatre landscape in 2025
entered a phase of stabilization and sustained growth. According to the 2025
First-Half Report on Popular Theatre Productions and Consumption Trends
released by the China Association of Performing Arts, the number of theatre
performances, box-office revenue, and audience attendance all recorded
significant year-on-year increases compared with 2024.

However, from the perspective of newly created productions and audience
reception, theatrical performance has begun to pivot away from superficial
excitement and commercial spectacle, returning instead to deeper reflections
on artistic substance and aesthetic value.

Although original touring productions from Broadway and West End musicals
remain highly attractive within the market, domestic audiences have grown
increasingly discerning and selective in their viewing habits. Many Western
productions are no longer as overwhelmingly difficult to secure tickets for as
they were in previous years. Concurrently, theatrical works rooted in Chinese
local stories and shaped by an indigenous Eastern aesthetic consciousness
have assume a more prominent position within the cultural landscape.

Meanwhile, the technological paradigm shift driven by artificial intelligence has
accelerated, fundamentally reshaping creative methodologies and production
models. During the Spring Festival at the beginning of the year, robots dressed
in Northeastern Chinese floral-padded jackets appeared on the stage of the
Spring Festival Gala, juxtaposed with the international prominence of China’s
independently developed Al model DeepSeek, signaled that the phrase “the
future has arrived” no longer seems like a distant metaphor.
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Situated at the intersection of inheritance and transformation, the 2025
theatrical season reveals two parallel yet intertwined tendencies within the
field of theatre performance. The first is a renewed “looking back” toward
classical Chinese aesthetics. Contemporary theatre-makers are moving past
the superficial appropriation of traditional cultural symbols; instead, they are
exploring more deeply the philosophical spirit and poetic sensibilities embedded
within Chinese culture, while connecting them to the emotional structures
and lived experiences of contemporary audiences. Historical narratives, folk
legends, and classical literary texts continue to nourish theatrical storytelling,
while stage expression has become increasingly diverse in its artistic
vocabulary. Drawing inspiration from the codified performance systems of
traditional xiqu as well as the imagery of music and painting, theatre artists are
gradually shaping a distinctly contemporary Chinese aesthetic consciousness.

The second tendency is a “looking forward” toward future technologies.
Emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence (Al), virtual reality (VR),
extended reality (XR), and 5G telecommunication networks are increasingly
intervening in theatrical creation. The integration of technology and art is no
longer confined to spectacular audiovisual effects; rather, it now penetrates
multiple dimensions of theatrical practice, including creative methodology,
narrative structure, modes of spectator-ship, and audience interaction. As one
of humanity’s oldest art forms, theatre is actively negotiating its future, exploring
how to establish deeper forms of integration with new technologies, expanding
the boundaries of the traditional stage, and seeking to create unprecedented
audiovisual experiences and new forms of immersive interaction.

Two landmark theatrical productions emerged in China in 2025: the original
Cantonese-language musical The Impossible Trial by the Hong Kong Repertory
Theatre and the Yugju (Zhejiang Yue Opera) adaptation of Dream of the Red
Chamber: My Grand View Garden. Both achieved remarkable success in
terms of box-office performance and critical reception. Following an exhaustive
eight-year development cycle of writing, workshops, previews, and revisions,
The Impossible Trial finally embarked on its inaugural mainland China tour,
performing in Shanghai and Beijing. Critics and audiences widely lauded it
as “the pinnacle of original Chinese-language musicals,” regarding it as a
milestone that signaled a qualitative leap in the development of Chinese musical
theatre.
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Meanwhile, since its premiere in January, My Grand View Garden has toured
across eleven cities and completed fifty-eight performances. It has also been
shortlisted for the Zhejiang Drama Festival, the China Theatre Festival, and the
final round of the Wenhua Awards. The production has emerged as a canonical
representative for the recent rise of “youth-oriented xigu.” Although the two
productions belong to different theatrical genres, they share striking similarities
in artistic temperament and aesthetic orientation, both embodying a renewed
engagement with traditional Chinese poetic aesthetics through contemporary
reinterpretation.

In terms of source material, both productions are deeply rooted in the narrative
traditions of Chinese culture while simultaneously infused with modern
sensibilities. The Impossible Trial is based on the real-life stories of the “Four
Great Litigators” of late Qing Guangdong. Drawing upon the Jingju (Peking
opera) The Four Scholars, the Cantonese Yugju Justice, My Foot!, and Stephen
Chow’s film adaptation of the same title, the musical dramatizes the moral

m  Stills of My Grand View Garden.
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transformation of the unscrupulous lawyer Fong Tong-geng into the righteous
advocate Sung Sai-kit. The work combines legendary storytelling with ethical
reflection.

My Grand View Garden, by contrast, is founded upon two major classics:
Cao Xueqin’s novel Dream of the Red Chamber and the celebrated 1957
Yueju adaptation starring Xu Yulan and Wang Wenjuan. Yet the authority of
these canonical predecessors does not constrain the production. Instead, it
deliberately departs from the familiar narrative framework epitomized by the
iconic first encounter between Baoyu and Daiyu. Rather than employing a
linear structure, the production frames the story through a dialogue between
the elderly Jia Baoyu and his younger self. Through a “play-within-a-play”
structure, scenes such as “Love Fills the Grand View Garden,” “Landscapes
of the Four Seasons,” “Remembering Youth,” “Who Truly Knows My Heart,”
“The Coming-of-Age Rite,” “Returning to the Land of lllusion,” and “Back to the
Great Wilderness” are woven together into a fluid theatrical meditation.

The production is therefore not a straightforward adaptation of the original
novel but a reinterpretation of the symbolic and emotional universe of Dream
of the Red Chamber. By interweaving dream and reality, memory and illusion,
it reconstructs the imaginative world of the Chinese literary classic through
theatrical language.

In terms of stage aesthetics, both productions reveal a conscious return to the
spirit of traditional Chinese artistic expression. The Impossible Trial not only
incorporates musical and physical elements derived from Cantonese Yueju
but also adopts a minimalist stage design that emphasizes linear composition
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and strategic use of empty space, creating a restrained yet evocative visual
landscape. My Grand View Garden, grounded in the lyrical and melancholic
style of Yueju, employs stylized movement and poetic singing to evoke a
dreamlike atmosphere. Its stage design draws heavily upon the aesthetics of
ink painting, using shifting configurations of presence and absence to create
the sensation of wandering through a garden suspended between dream and
reality. Both productions privilege suggestion over realism. Emotional resonance
takes precedence over plot-driven narrative progression, while the restraint,
ambiguity, and openness characteristic of Eastern modes of storytelling offer a
distinctive response to contemporary spectatorship.

In fact, this renewed pursuit of a distinctly Chinese theatrical aesthetic had
already begun to emerge in the preceding years. Dance dramas such as The
Journey of a Legendary Landscape Painting and Dream of the Red Chamber,
as well as stage productions including the musical The Orphan of Zhao and
the Yueju adaptation New Dragon Gate Inn, have all sought to reconstruct
contemporary expressions of Eastern aesthetics through stylized theatrical
language. In addition to The Impossible Trial, so-called guofeng (“national-style”)
musicals such as The Embroidered Uniform Guard: Flowers and Blades and
The Longest Day in Chang’an also attracted widespread attention and acclaim
in 2025. Together, these productions reveal a growing convergence between
national cultural expression and contemporary popular taste. Although they
differ in genre, theme, and mode of creation—some being original works and
others adaptations—they all participate in, and contribute to, the enduring
aesthetic lineage of Chinese theater.

Realist theatre continues to occupy a central position on the contemporary
Chinese spoken-drama stage, while regionally grounded forms of theatrical
expression have increasingly become a major focus of creative practice.
More productions are turning to local experiences as their point of departure,
presenting the spiritual temperament and social realities of Chinese life through
concrete everyday settings and vividly rendered human relationships. In this
way, expressions of cultural identity are gradually shifting away from grand
historical narratives and returning to the textures of ordinary life and individual
experience.

The Hong Kong Repertory Theatre revived The Top Restaurant, directed by
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Situ Huizhuo, performing the quintessentially Beijing-style drama entirely in
Cantonese without any sense of incongruity. The production brought to life a
vivid and authentic gallery of characters onstage, demonstrating how regional
linguistic expression can enrich dramatic interpretation. Following the success
of the Shanghai-dialect adaptation of The Everlasting Regret, the Shanghai
Dramatic Arts Centre presented the final season of Blossoms Shanghai this
year, adapted from Jin Yucheng’s novel of the same title. Performed in the
Shanghai dialect, the production intertwines the emotional lives of urban men
and women with the transformations of a rapidly changing era, capturing both
memory and evolving spirit of the city itself.

In recent years, the Shaanxi People’s Art Theatre has consistently focused on
literary adaptation, devoting itself to bringing novels by Shaanxi writers to the
stage. Following productions such as White Deer Plain, Ordinary World, and
The Protagonist, the company introduced new adaptations including The Book
of Life and The Starry Sky and Half a Tree. Using literature as both a foundation
and artistic banner, these productions seek deeper and more diverse aesthetic
forms rooted in Chinese local culture and rural experience. The creative
model established by the Shaanxi People’s Art Theatre has also influenced
other theatre companies. Ma Boyong’s novel The Litchi Road, adapted into
both a television series and a film in 2025, was likewise staged by the Xi’an
Theatre Company, presenting the humanity and inner struggles of the Tang-
dynasty official Li Shande. Meanwhile, the spoken drama Who Is Knocking at
the Door?, jointly produced by Sichuan People’s Art Theatre and Chongging
Theatre Company and adapted by playwright Yu Rongjun from Luo Weizhang’s
novel of the same title, was presented at the Nineteenth China Theatre Festival,
where it received the Outstanding Production Award. The play represents
another significant exploration of Sichuan—-Chongging regional culture.

Also noteworthy is The Stage, starring Chen Peisi, which has enjoyed immense
popularity in the theater market in recent years. In 2025, the play was adapted
into a film and unexpectedly became one of the breakout hits of the summer
box-office season. At a time when the Chinese film industry has shown signs
of stagnation, the film’s success was particularly striking. While some viewers
were already familiar with the stage production, many others had never
previously attended a theatrical performance. The enthusiastic public response
to the film reveals a growing appetite for original Chinese stories and culturally
resonant narratives.

The revival of classic productions also emerged as one of the most noteworthy
theatrical phenomena of 2025. Early in the year, director Li Liuyi restaged
Cao Yu’s canonical drama Thunderstorm, using the 1936 published edition of
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the script as the basis for the production and, for the first time, fully restoring
both the “Prologue” and “Epilogue” to the stage. Accompanied by Bach’s
Mass in B Minor, the production shifted the thematic focus away from the
play’s conventional anti-feudal interpretation toward a deeper exploration of
human nature and primal emotional forces, moving beyond realism into a more
symbolic theatrical mode.

Alongside contemporary reinterpretations of classic texts, there has also been
a renewed effort to present traditional theatre in its original artistic spirit to
contemporary audiences. In 2025, the Beijing People’s Art Theatre adopted the
revival of classics as a major artistic strategy. In addition to staging established
works by Cao Yu, Lao She, Guo Moruo, and Tian Han, the company
launched a “Classic Revival Project,” which plans to restore one or two classic
productions annually over the next three years through new stagings and
reinterpretations. The first revival was Wu Zuguang’s Returning Home on a
Snowy Night, originally performed by the theater in the 1950s, followed by Lao
She’s celebrated Rickshaw Boy, previously adapted and directed by Mei Qian.

Similarly, from July to September 2025, the National Theatre of China presented
its Shanghai Performance Season, reviving five major productions: Four
Generations Under One Roof, Stories of the Drum Tower, The Grand Mansion
Gate, Broadcasting the Founding Ceremony of the Nation, and Beijjing Fayuan
Temple. Tickets sold out rapidly, attracting nearly 25,000 audience members
eager to experience the work of China’s leading national theater company.
These works continue to appeal to younger audiences because of the strong
sense of cultural identity embedded within their aesthetic foundations, enabling
traditional theatrical values and artistic spirit to acquire renewed vitality in a
contemporary context.

In the field of xiqu, from April to June this year, the “Ascending the Heights
Plan: First Chinese Theatre Classics Preservation and Performance Season,”
jointly organized by the China Theatre Association, the Publicity Department
of the Jiangsu Provincial Committee, and the Jiangsu Federation of Literary
and Art Circles, presented classic productions including The Peony Pavilion,
The Legend of the White Snake, Chen San and Wu Niang, and The Orphan of
Zhao. Through these performances, the artistic brilliance of traditional repertoire
was brought back to the contemporary stage.

This year also marked the eightieth anniversary of the victory of the Chinese
People’s War of Resistance Against Japanese Aggression and the World Anti-
Fascist War. To commemorate this historically significant milestone, the theatre
community produced a number of “main-melody dramas” centered on the Anti-
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Japanese War, promoting patriotism, historical memory, and remembrance of
revolutionary martyrs. The Liaoning People’s Art Theatre (Liaoning Children’s Art
Theatre) presented Borrowing the Road, bringing lesser-known stories of the
Northeast Anti-dapanese resistance to the stage. The production continues the
company’s “Northeastern Resistance Trilogy” (Family Secret Recipe, Opening
the Furnace, and Heavenly Calculations) while preserving and innovating upon
Liaoning theater’s regional performance traditions. The original spoken drama
Kingfisher Feather Ornament, created with the participation of the Shanghai
Theatre Academy, follows a university drama troupe traveling from Shanghai to
Yan’an after the Battle of Shanghai, portraying a series of vivid artistic figures
and emphasizing the theme of “cultural resistance.”

In addition, many regions across China organized summer showcases of
outstanding “red theater” productions, which received widespread public
attention. In August, an exhibition of outstanding stage works commemorating
the eightieth anniversary of victory in the Anti-Japanese War and the World
Anti-Fascist War, jointly organized by the Publicity Department of the
Communist Party of China Central Committee and the Ministry of Culture
and Tourism, was held in Beijing. The event brought together twenty-two
outstanding productions from across the country, including the dance drama
Deep in Memory and the musical Harbin Under the Night. The 2025 Shanghai
Red Culture Season and Shanghai Outstanding Stage Productions Showcase
likewise featured red-themed productions such as the Huaiju opera The Spark,
the spoken drama Toward Yan’an, and Heroic Sons and Daughters, all aimed
at promoting revolutionary spirit and historical memory. The Fourteenth China
Children’s Theatre Festival also introduced a special online showcase section
devoted to outstanding children’s theater, featuring red-themed productions
including Red Tassel, The Undeliverable Intelligence, and The Newsboy.

With the rapid advancement of artificial intelligence, virtual reality, and other
emerging technologies, the very form of theater is being re-imagined. The visual
expansion once offered by “image theatre” is no longer sufficient to satisfy
contemporary theatre’s growing desire for spatial reinvention and sensory
transformation. Amid this technological tide, concepts such as “digital theatre”
and “future theatre” have increasingly entered artistic discourse. Although
practical experimentation in these areas remains at an exploratory stage,
and the relationship between technology and theater continues to involve
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negotiation and adjustment, several productions in 2025 nevertheless opened
new imaginative horizons for stage art and hinted at possible future directions
for theatrical creation.

If humanoid robots once belonged primarily to the realm of research
laboratories, the appearance of dancing robots on this year’s Spring Festival
Gala suggested that such technologies are rapidly entering public cultural life.
The idea of placing robots on stage no longer seems remote. City of Big Dumb
Objects, China’s first robot theater production, created by the Key Laboratory
of Digital Performing Arts Integration and Innovation at the Shanghai Theatre
Academy, explored the possibilities of combining artificial intelligence with live
performance through a mode of “human-machine co-performance.” Although
such works remain experimental, with robots functioning largely as performative
devices rather than fully autonomous actors, their emergence has already
expanded the imaginative boundaries of what “future theatre” might become.

At the same time, artificial intelligence and high-definition imaging technologies
have opened up new possibilities for the dissemination and preservation of
theatrical performance. In 2025, the National Theatre of China launched its “CNT
Live” high-definition screening season, selecting eight classic productions—
including Bejjing Fayuan Temple, The Orphan of Zhao, The Knockout, The
Grand Mansion Gate, Stories of the Drum Tower, Green Snake, The Field of
Life and Death, and Artists During the War of Resistance—for Al restoration
and high-fidelity digital remastering. Through these technologies, high-quality
stage productions transcended the limitations of time and geography, reaching
audiences through more than 300 screenings across forty theaters in thirty-four
cities nationwide.

Meanwhile, the integration of network transmission and simultaneous muilti-
city broadcasting has made possible a new mode of spectatorship defined
by “shared presence across distance.” While the play Spring Dawn at Su
Causeway was being performed live in Beijing, it was simultaneously broadcast
to audiences in more than ten cities, including Tianjin, Hangzhou, and Nanjing,
creating a “second venue” experience that paralleled the live theatrical event.
This model preserved the immediacy of theatre while extending performance
beyond the physical confines of the stage.

Immersive technologies such as VR (virtual reality), XR (extended reality), and
AR (augmented reality) have likewise entered theatrical practice with increasing
frequency. Since the premiere of China’s first XR theater production, Macbeth,
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at the National Centre for the Performing Arts, a number of experimental
works—including Summoned: Dunhuang, Dunhuang: The Nine-Colored Deer
King, Searching for The Peony Pavilion, and Jingyang Ridge —have appeared
in succession. Through real-time interaction between live performers and
virtual characters, these productions have explored new forms of immersive
spectatorship made possible through the fusion of technology and theatrical
storytelling.

Yet beneath the excitement surrounding technological innovation lie profound
uncertainties and anxieties. Notably, some productions this year did not
simply combine technology and theatre in a superficial or spectacular manner.
Instead, they approached technological change from a humanistic perspective,
incorporating questions of technology into dramatic narrative and using theater
as a space for reflecting on the future of humanity.

One representative example was Uncanny Valley, created by the German
documentary theater collective Rimini Protokoll, which premiered in Shanghai in
March at the YOUNG Theatre - Green Box. In this production, an Al humanoid
robot served as the sole performer on stage, entirely replacing the physical
presence of human actors. Like several of the “future theatre” experiments
mentioned above, the work fundamentally reshaped the relationship between
performer and spectator, challenging—and perhaps even dissolving—the
traditional notion of theatrical presence. Yet what this hyperrealistic robot
ultimately evoked was not a utopian fantasy of technological progress but a
profound unease concerning the disappearance of theater itself, and perhaps
even the erosion of human subjectivity.

Productions that engage artificial intelligence both as subject matter and as
artistic medium are far from isolated cases. Other examples include Going to
Datong, winner of the Silver Prize in the Future Theatre Showcase at the Aranya
Theatre Festival, and Love in the Quantum Age, the opening production of the
Nanjing New Drama Festival. Rather than remaining at the level of technological
spectacle, these works critically interrogated the relationships between
technology and humanity, reality and virtuality, existence and perception. In
doing so, they revealed another dimension of “future theatre”: not merely a
celebration of innovation, but also a space for philosophical reflection on the
conditions of contemporary human existence.
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Following the full-scale revival of international theater festivals in 2024, the
number of theater festivals across China continued to expand in 2025, while
their artistic orientations and curatorial identities became increasingly diverse.
Together, these events formed a broader and more multilayered performance
landscape. Geographically, the festival network now extends beyond major
metropolitan centers such as Beijing, Shanghai, Hangzhou, and Nanjing to
include culturally branded destinations such as Wuzhen, Guilin, Aranya, and
Liangshan, where theater festivals are closely intertwined with local tourism and
regional cultural economies. At the same time, newly emerging festivals in cities
such as Haikou, Ningbo, Wenzhou, and Changsha have rapidly gained visibility,
contributing to a more decentralized and stratified theatrical ecology.

The thematic positioning and aesthetic orientation of these festivals have
likewise become increasingly distinct. The Wuzhen Theatre Festival continues to
distinguish itself through its strong emphasis on international programming. Its
twenty-fifth edition featured invited productions from ten countries, including the
opening work, Anthropolis-Marathon, a five-part theatrical cycle produced by
the Deutsches Schauspielhaus Hamburg, written by Roland Schimmelpfennig
and directed by Karin Beier. Through such programming, the festival sought to
broaden Chinese audiences’ theatrical horizons through sustained engagement
with global performance practices.

Similarly, the ACT Shanghai Contemporary Theatre Festival remains committed
to international theatrical exchange, serving as an important platform for
intercultural dialogue. By contrast, the Aranya Theatre Festival and the Beijing
Youth Theatre Festival place greater emphasis on supporting emerging artists
and encouraging experimentation and original creation. The Beijing Lao She
Theatre Festival, meanwhile, has adopted the “revival of dramatic literary spirit”
as its central misssion. In an era increasingly dominated by visual spectacle and
formal deconstruction, its emphasis on dramatic literature reflects a conscious
return to the literary and humanistic foundations of theater.

In comparison, officially sponsored events such as the Nineteenth China
Theatre Festival and the Fourteenth China Arts Festival place greater emphasis
on mainstream thematic expression and contemporary ideological concerns,
reflecting their institutional and cultural-policy orientations. Alongside these
large-scale festivals, events centered on traditional xiqu remained highly
active throughout the year, including the National Exhibition of Outstanding
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Young Xigu Performers (Martial and Chou Roles), the Kunshan Traditional Xiqu
Festival, and the Third Maritime Silk Road Quanzhou Theatre Week. These
festivals not only serve as platforms for the preservation and transmission of
traditional performance culture but also function as experimental spaces for
artistic innovation and the cultivation of younger generations of performers.
Together, they form a richly layered theatrical ecosystem in which tradition and
experimentation coexist.

Beyond the flourishing of theater festivals, 2025 was also an important year for
major theatrical awards in China. Most significant among them were the Thirty-
Second China Theatre Plum Blossom Awards and the Twenty-Sixth Cao Yu
Drama Literature Awards, both held in Shanghai in May. Fifteen performers,
including Lan Tian and Zhu Jiejing, received the Plum Blossom Award,
while five dramatic works—including the Minju The Lord of the Painted Net
Headband, the Yueju By the Qiantang River, and the spoken drama Qu Yuan—
were honored with the Cao Yu Drama Literature Award.

In August, the shortlist for the Eighteenth Wenhua Awards was announced,
with fifty-five productions nominated for the final round of the Theatre
Production Award, including spoken dramas such as Under the Banner of the
Red Flag and Extraordinary Tales of the Mundane World. Another forty-five
works were shortlisted for the Program Award, among them the Jinju short
play Two Dragons Tease the Eight Immortals and the Taizhou Luantan short
play Matchmaking. In September, the Ninth Chinese-Language Theatre Awards
ceremony was held at Guangzhou Friendship Theatre, where productions such
as Ambiguity, Metamorphosis, and The Top Restaurant received major honors.

If the flourishing of regional and independent theater festivals expanded the
ecology of theatrical creation, then official award systems helped consolidate
and promote mainstream cultural values. Together, these two forces shaped
the complex and multifaceted theatrical landscape of China in 2025.

Overall, Chinese theater in 2025 entered a phase of consolidation and
structural stability following the immediate post-pandemic recovery of the
performance market. This period of stabilization has been characterized by
a distinct dual trajectory. On the one hand, theater practitioners continued to
seek spiritual and aesthetic renewal through traditional culture and Eastern
poetics, striving to transform classical narratives and symbolic imagery into
forms of contemporary expression. On the other hand, propelled by rapid
developments in artificial intelligence, virtual reality, and related mediatized
technologies, theater practitioners are actively redefining theatrical space and



language, exploring new modes of spectatorship and dramaturgy.

Ultimately, the central problem confronting the future development of Chinese
theater lies in this precise question: how theater can simultaneously draw
sustenance from the ontological and spiritual depth of national culture while
expanding its artistic boundaries through emerging technologies.

ZHU YITIAN
Postgraduate at Shanghai Theatre Academy
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