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This house is named by Gaijiaotian as the
Home of A Sojourner from Yanshang Mountain.
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A recent photo of Zhang Erpeng at home
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Bairen Hall in Gaijiaotian's home
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A Retired Pek
Opera Master

By Ah Pan

Like father like son. This age-old
observation of resemblance between fathers
and sons describes Gaijiaotian* (1888-1971)
and his second son Zhang Erpeng. Gaijiaotian
was one of the most accomplished Peking
Opera maestros in China in the 20th century.
He was known for his brilliant performance,
his ingenuity, his sympathy and generosity for
his fellow actors, and for his defiant spirit when
facing the powerful tycoons before the
founding of the People's Republic of China.
His son is also an outstanding Peking Opera
master in the south-style. Despite this
outstanding similarity shared by father and son,
there is one big difference between them.
Gaijiaotian died during the Cultural
Revolution (1966-1976) after unspeakable
mental persecution and physical torture. Zhang
Erpeng, now 85, is healthy and happy with his
retiring life at his house near the West Lake.

I met Zhang Erpeng years ago. I visited him
recently at his house at Golden Sand Bay on
the West Lake. Zhang said it was not easy to
build this house. His father, an actor of Peking
Opera, went on road shows year in year out to
make money for this house. It took about 50
years to complete the construction. When
Zhang Erpeng stepped into the newly built
house for the first time, he was already 11 years
old. The west wing of the house was not yet
constructed when Gaijiaotian's leg was broken
at 50. During the Cultural Revolution, the house
was confiscated and over 20 families moved
in. The house has now been returned to his
family. Last year, in an expansion program of
the West Lake launched by the city government,
the house was included as part of the program
and is now named as a cultural heritage and
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Zhang Erpeng sips tea.
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A painting by Gaijiaotian

turned into Gaijiaotian Museum in memory of
the great Peking Opera artist's life and his
achievement. Zhang Erpeng says with heartfelt
relief, "The government can do much better
about this house than me."

However, Zhang is very concerned about the
house's new role and its restoration. He believes
that the house should be restored as it was, not
as a brand-new one. Fake exhibitions will not
do, he cautions. For example, there are fifteen
Arhat statues in the family hall for worshiping
Buddha. These sculptures, some with broken
fingers and some in rags, are now displayed as
they were. One of the most valuable exhibits
at the house is a painting created by Gaijiaotian
during the Cultural Revolution. He painted a
steed neighing and kicking its legs on an
ordinary piece of paper for want of rice paper.
And he did not have the heart to for an
inscription on the painting. In 1992, the 90-
year-old Zhu Qizhan, a Shanghai art virtuoso,
added a note to the painting for the sake of

authentication. Looking at the painting, Zhang
Erpeng said to me, "My father led a very simple
life though he was a spotlighted star in the
Chinese theater. He was a collector of many
treasures. However, this is the only his painting
left behind."

Another similarity shared by father and son is
tea. Zhang Erpeng still remembers the old good
times when he as a kid followed his father to
Buddhist temples at the lakeside Qixia Hill for a
cup of tea. Tea is part of his life. Nowadays he
brews a teapot of black tea after he gets up every
morning. After lunch, he drinks Oolong tea.

His passion for tea naturally spilled to

mountain springs. Every 10 or 15 days, he goes
to the Tiger Spring to fetch spring water for
brewing tea. During one of my visits I also
witnessed his passion for spring water. That day,
I saw five plastic buckets filled with spring water.
Asked about his obsession with spring water,
he said he once met a friend in Wuxi and drank
acup of tea brewed with mountain spring water.
Then and there he fell in love with it.

Zhang Erpeng now enjoys a peaceful life.
He goes to bed at 11 pm and sleeps till 6 o'clock
in the morning. He gets up and opens the
window to let in the fresh air. Then he goes
back to sleep again till lunch time. The habit
has been decades old. Zhang commented on
his life this way: "I live on my pension now. I
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have become a countryman in the city of
Hangzhou. Life is comfortable and enjoyable
this way. I don't dwell on the past. Neither do I
worry about future. I live in the present. And
the present is good." He laughed.

*Gaijiaotian was a stage name used by
Zhang Yingjie, one of the greatest Peking Opera
artists in the 20th century China.
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