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Hanju Opera: A Brilliant Pearl Lost in the Sea

Yan Weiwan

Which is Better, Hanju (a welding saw) or Gangju (a hacksaw)? (The irony in the question lies in that, “Hanju” [3 ]
or Hanju opera in the Chinese language, sounds the same as “hanju” [#£f], “a welding saw”, which is a non-existent
object, whereas “Gangju” [4X%%] means “a hacksaw” rather than any opera or drama in Chinese. Translator’s note)

The above question is supposedly raised by the new girl-friend of a Hanju opera artist when he is telling her about
what his job is like.

The question, full of comic colors, happens to have appropriately depicted the current situation of the Hanju opera,
which is intermingled with hopes and worries.

There are varied accounts of the origin of the Hanju opera, one of the oldest and most influential operatic forms
among the Chinese operas. One of them is closely related to the war, iron and blood. Tradition has it that after Li
Zicheng (1606-1645) started his uprising against the Ming Court, he stationed his troops in the area between what is
today’s Xiangyang in Hubei province and Dengzhou in Henan province for as long as a decade. During that period, the
bangzi melody, a local opera performed to the accompaniment of bangzi, or wooden clappers, popular in the Gansu and
Shaanxi region, found its way to Xiangyang, and gradually evolved into the xipi melody (the inside string of the
Chinese two-stringed fiddle is tuned to “la” and the outside string to “me”) typical of the Hanju opera. After Zhang
Xianzhong (1606-1648) launched the genocide against the people in Sichuan, only ten percent of the local population
survived. As a result, people in Hubei, Hunan, Guangdong and other provinces were ordered by the Court to emigrate
to Sichuan to replenish the population there. After numerous people had left their homeland in Hubei to settle down in
Sichuan, however, some of the people in the neighboring Jiangxi and Anhui provinces, fleeing the extreme miseries
caused by the consecutive years of war and famine, entered Hubei. These refugees brought with them the Yiyang
melody, which was transformed into the erhuang melody (the inside string of the Chinese two-stringed fiddle is tuned
to “sew” and the outside string to “ray”. See Yang Duo: The History of the Hanju Opera) In this way, “xipi” and
“erhuang”, the two major characteristic melodies of the Hanju opera, having gone through numerous hardships, and
musical, historical and social selections, came to meet in Xiangyang. On the basis of these two melodies, subsequent
generations of artists incorporated, in their practice, such new elements as the gegiang melodies, Kunqu opera melodies,
zagiang (variety tunes) and folk tunes into the Hanju opera, which took its initial shape during the Kangxi and
Qianlong period (ca. 1661-ca. 1795) in the Qing Dynasty. Since the origin of the Hanju opera is rooted in Hubei, it is
first called the Chu melody (Hubei is historically known as the State of Chu) or the Han melody (after Hankou, a city in
Hubei). The Hanju opera reached its peak during the Jiaging and Daoguang period (ca. 1796-ca. 1850) in the Qing
Dynasty due to the socio-economic prosperities then. At that time, guild halls, stages and opera houses mushroomed in
Hubei to serve the traders and merchants who had flocked there. Since the mandarins and wealthy merchants enjoyed
watching the opera, a variety of the Hanju opera troupes, with graceful, elegant and talented artists, performed to cater

to their needs. Gradually, four luzi (in the Hubei dialect, luzi means schools, or ways) of the Hanju opera, one along the
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Xiang River valley, another along the Fu River valley, a third along the Jing River valley and the last along the Han
River valley, came into being. However, with the changes of dynasties, the fate of the Hanju opera also reached its peak
at some time or fell to its bottom at other time. During an evolution of more than three hundred years, the early Chu
melody or Han melody was renamed the Hanju opera at the end of the Qing and early Republic era, and the practice of
training performers by the troupe owners themselves in the early period was replaced by training in regular vocational
schools in the Jiaging and Daoguang period in the Qing Dynasty. In the early stage of its development, there were only
male Hanju opera singers, in the 1920°s, however, Xinhua school started to train young girls into future perfumers. The
influence of the Hanju opera began to spread to parts of Henan, Hunan, Sichuan, Shaanxi, Jiangxi, Anhui, Guangdong,
Shanxi and Guizhou provinces. There appeared a plethora of famous Hanju opera stars such as Mi Yingxian, Yu
Sansheng, Yu Hongyuan, Lai Xuan, Dong Yaojie, Li Caiyun, Li Chunsen, Wu Tianbao, Huang Linchuan, Chen Bohua,
and Huang Guizhu. Traditional and newly created repertoires include nearly one thousand items. As many as 10
thousand practitioners were involved in various regular and mobile troupes. At the peak of its splendor, the Hanju opera
could well compete with the Beijing opera and Kunqu opera. Since both Dong Yaojie (1894-1952), the most famous
Hanju artist, and Mei Lanfang (1894-1961), the most distinguished Beijing opera artist, had their own fans, the
audience was sometimes at a loss as to whose performance they should watch. That was the period when the Hanju
opera flourished.

There were several dozens of the Hanju opera troupes of various sizes in different parts of China up till the 1960’s.

At present, however, few of them remain. The majority of the citizens have long forgotten what the Hanju opera is.

My first encounter with the “fascinating verses” in Jiaying Prefecture

At the beginning of this year, a conference was held in Meizhou City (known as Chiaying or Jiaying Prefecture in
the Qing Dynasty), Guangdong Province. One of the conference attendants is a classmate of Li Jia, Mayor of Meizhou
City. Thanks to this friend, Mayor Li Jia, representing the host city, arranged a Hanju opera performance for the
conference participants. Although people of my generation, who are brought up in the age of globalization and
modernization, are familiar with the prevalent popular culture, we know little about our traditional culture, as we do not
care enough for it. | had never heard about the Hanju opera before that event. At about seven o’clock in the evening,
after dinner and a shower, | walked leisurely to the opera house. The performance had already started. | was instantly
struck by a high-pitched penetrating female aria coming from the other end of the hallway. The singing sounded
sometimes sorrowful, sometimes romantic, sometimes lingering, sometimes sonorous, sometimes emotional, hitting my
heart directly. After | got into the hall, | waited till the singing was over before | asked the singer what she had been
singing. She replied that it was a selected aria known as “Recalling the Past” from the Hanju opera Qin Xianglian. In
this way, | came to know Zuo Xueqin, a straightforward artist who plays the role of “qging yi”, or a modest and virtuous
married woman at the Guangdong Hanju Troupe, and her colleagues Zhang Guangwu, who plays the role of “lao
sheng”, or a dignified old official or scholar with a beard, and Ji Bing, who plays the role of “hua dan”, or a flirtatious

or playful girl, and the real Hanju opera into the bargain. | also got to see the fading, yet still enchanting brilliance of
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the Hanju opera that had sparkled for well over three hundred years through their live performances of the selected
arias from the traditional operatic items such as Parting at Congtai, The Reunion of Baili Xi with His Missing Wife, and
Baimen Liu.

From The Development History of the Hanju Opera in Guangdong presented to me later as a gift by the Chinese
Department, Jiaying University, | further learned the evolution of the Hanju opera in Guangdong. Known originally as
“wai jiang xi” (opera or drama imported from places outside Guangdong), the Hanju opera was brought into the
Eastern Guangdong during the Qianlong period (ca. 1736-ca.1795) in the Qing Dynasty by the mandarins whose
hometowns were not in Guangdong. As the local officials, gentry, merchants and traders regarded the Hanju opera as
the “orthodox form of elegant music”, it gradually took its root in the Lingnan area. Historically, numerous Han people
in the Yellow River valley were forced to flee the incessant wars at the end of the Western Jin Dynasty in central China,
making the Lingnan area in the south their final home. Such migrations lasted on and off for more than one thousand
years. The Han Chinese migrants from the central plains tried to blend their culture with that of the local Gu Yues while
retaining their own cultural independence. These cultural fusions and adaptations resulted in a rich variety of Lingnan
and Hakka cultures with their own unique features. And the Hanju opera added some momentum to this cultural
development. The several hundreds of years that followed witnessed the training of the Hanju actors in regular
vocational schools and rise of new stars. The Hanju opera not only flourished in cities and temples, but also in
out-of-the-way rural areas. Their performances in Singapore, Malaysia, Hong Kong and Taiwan helped to spread the
influence of the opera to the entire South-east Asia. Since its establishment in 1956, the Guangdong Hanju Troupe has
toured Beijing five times for performance, where the Hanju opera was lauded as a “Peony from the South”. At a time
when the status of the Hanju opera is precarious and the future of it uncertain today, Meizhou, a city that cherishes its
traditional culture, in an attempt to save this dying operatic form, has not only appropriated fund and acquisitioned land
to build and update the Hanju opera houses, but also provided favorable policies to encourage the Hanju opera to apply
to the United Nations for the status of intangible cultural heritages.

Now | see the true intention of Li Jia, a capable and discreet mayor, who was actually promoting the Meizhou
culture and Hanju opera in the name of entertaining his old classmates. But his trick worked, at least he has captured
one more person who has been tainted all over with modern and popular elements, and found one more person who

cares for and listens to the Hanju opera in this new age.

Hanju’s deep love and woes

It was in the depth of winter in Guangzhou when | saw the three topnotch Hanju opera artists again. They brought
to me a newly written Hanju play entitled Huang Tsun-hsien or Huang Zunxian (1848-1905). As a famous historical
and cultural figure from Meizhou, known in Japan as the “most graceful and cultivated diplomat of the new generation”,
Huang is a well-known poet, statesman, diplomat and educator in the late Qing Dynasty. In his long diplomatic career,
he served successively in Japan and the United States, and traveled to over a dozen countries and regions such as the

United Kingdom, France, Italy, Belgium, Singapore and Hong Kong, where he witnessed the scientific and institutional
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advantages in Europe and America. A man with great patriotic enthusiasm, Huang Zunxian resorted to writing in an
attempt to find a cure for the ills of a weak motherland. He became a reform pioneer, taking active part in the 1898
Reform and doing his best to push it. The reform efforts, however, failed due to a plethora of reasons. To express his
concerns and indignation, he wrote a poem which includes these lines, “The cuckoo sheds its sad tears once more to
entreat the sovereign to care for his subjects, and Jingwei (a legendary bird) will never take a rest before she fills up the
East China Sea with the small pieces of stone she drops into it everyday.” It is the most important mission and function
of the Hanju opera, as a traditional operatic form, to portray such a serious theme. The majority of the more than one
thousand items in the traditional repertoire of the Hanju opera, like those in the Kunqu opera and Beijing opera, are
concerned with the fate of the Chinese nation, in addition to the basic criteria of human and social ethics such as the
conflicts between loyalty and treachery, ugliness and beauty, faithfulness and betrayal, honesty and deception. And it is
the consistent stand of traditional operas to uphold truth, goodness, and beauty, while castigating falseness, evil and
ugliness. In the past hundreds of years, the most popular and the most influential Hanju opera items, such as The Story
of A Sword Named Yuzhou Feng (Space Blade), Wen Zhong, the Grand Mentor for the Crown Prince, Assassinating the
King of Qi, The King of Qi Seeking a General, and The Reunion of Baili Xi with His Missing Wife, have instilled the
notions of virtue, good conscience, falseness, ugliness, goodness, and evil into the mind of everyone in the cities,
townships and rural areas. Hand in hand with the poetry reading, calligraphy writing and cultivation of good manners
incorporated in the traditional culture, the Hanju opera has helped in the formation of the national characters and moral
values of the Chinese nation.

Until the 1980’s, the traditional operas had been the main type of spiritual life for the people in the vast rural
country in China. At weddings, funerals, or slack farming seasons, it has been a traditional custom of several hundred
years for people to invite the troupes to give live performances in their homes and villages. It is the cultural function of
traditional operas, including that of the Hanju opera, of course, that has bogged itself down in the current difficult
situation under the backdrop of modernization and globalization in China. With the changes of political and economic
situations, with the emergence of new ethic values, and with the gradual collapse of traditional moralities, the old forms
of entertainment have been gradually replaced by the new ones. What we see and hear today are more likely the
individualized expressions of insignificant sentiments. What we care today are no longer the survival of our country as

a nation, but the “smell of the socks” or the “flavor of the cigarette” of someone we care and love.

Not an ending

Of course, the loss of soil for the traditional ethics is just one of the reasons for the Hanju opera to go downhill in
this new age. It is not easy to generalize what the other reasons are in a just few words. However, how to make an old
form of art to re-germinate and bloom is an important problem confronted by the Hanju opera today. Faced with
anachronism and lack of understanding on the part of the audience, Gustav Mahler (1860-1911) said confidently, “My
time will surely come”. What the Hanju opera faces, however, is a bygone era, or a past glory. Faced with this situation,

experts from various fields have offered different solutions, or have made different efforts and explorations. Some have
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written new plays to portray the contemporary life, with the hope to striking a sympathetic chord of the time; some
have tried to re-package the traditional operatic items in modern stage decorations and acoustic effects, with the aim of
shortening the distance with the audience through those touches of modernity; others, in an attempt to seek alternative
possibilities through the combination of the Chinese and Western elements, have tried to stage Shakespeare’s plays in
the form of the Hanju opera. There are still others who have been trying to train new Hanju opera talents, set up the
Hanju opera museum, or stage the opera in the rural areas or factories. All these efforts are worthwhile, but the final
result is not what we can predict, because every person, every nation, has his/her own fate. In my opinion, an operatic
form has its own fate too. What we can say now is that we have been trying to reverse its fate, and we will continue to

do so in the years to come.

Copyright statement: The Guangdong 21st Century Publication Co., Ltd. (hereinafter referred to as the Company) is
authorized to take full care of the copyright matters for the 21st Century Business Herald. No website may reproduce or
adapt any works (including but not limited to the words, graphs and tables) carried in the above mentioned media
without the written permission of the Company, which reserves the right to sue anyone who infringes upon its rights.

Translated from the Chinese original by Guo Yidun
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