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In Commemoration of
Zhou Xinfang, Peking
Opera Master

By Huang Wenjie

The year 2015 marks the 120th anniver-

held in Beijing and Shanghai in honor of the

Zhou Xinfang was born in 1895 with

sary of the birth of Zhou Xinfang, a Peking artist. His hometown Ningbo will hold com- his ancestral roots in Cicheng, Ningbo. He

Opera master. A series of events is to be

memorative events in his honor.
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In the left is Zhou at his study. In the center is Zhou Xinfang visiting the Soviet Union. In the right picture is a photo of Zhou’s handwriting.

made his professional debut in a theater near
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Gongchen Bridge in Hangzhou and appeared
in Shanghai when he grew to be ten. In the
60-some-year career, he appeared in more
than 600 plays, including 120 plays which
he wrote scripts individually or in partner-
ship with other scriptwriters. He was the first
theater artist that introduced the director-in-
charge system into theater performing. He
wrote, directed and performed all his own
plays. Such great talent Peking Opera has
rarely seen in its history.

In the 20th-centry history of Peking Op-
era, Zhou Xinfang ranks side by side with
Mei Lanfang. The two masters were the two
stars of Peking Opera in those decades. They
were born in the same year. And they were
classmates in the country’s best Peking Op-
era training school in 1907. They even per-
formed together. Artistically they shared their
roots. But thanks to the different cultural and
social background in Beijing and Shanghai,
Zhou became the leader of Shanghai School
of Peking Opera and Mei was the leader of
the Beijing School of Peking Opera.

Peking Opera flourished in Beijing but
Shanghai played a big part in the develop-
ment of the theater genre. In the last decades
of the 19th century and the early decades
of the 20th century, China was wracked by
wars. The Peking Opera artists in Beijing ran
into difficulties as the society was plunged
into turmoil. Shanghai allured them with
peace and a huge market. Many Peking Op-
era artists moved to the city in eastern China.

A A (AR PIRAZ 5 AR A L
T H) FRAGSFARIRT A,
Zhou Xinfang in Peking Opera plays.

It was after
they put their
roots down in
Shanghai that
Peking Opera
flourished
and began to
spread in the
south of China.
It was then that
Peking Opera
sublimated
from regional
art into a na-
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tional phenom-
enon.

Peking Op-
era changed itself in Shanghai. Exposed to
the influences of the metropolis where people
from all over the world and artists from prov-
inces in the south gravitated, Peking Opera
reformed and improved. Wang Xiaoyi and
Pan Yuegiao were pioneers in Shanghai that
took initiatives to modify Peking Opera to ap-
peal to local audiences. When Zhou Xinfang
and Gai Jiaotian grew up, they became mas-
ters and they were great enough to perform
in their own distinctive styles. By the 1930s
Peking Opera Shanghai Style had been a big
part of the metropolitan culture of Shanghai
and its neighboring cities.

Zhou Xinfang performed old-men charac-
ters in Beijing Opera. This special stereotype
presents mid-aged or older men and an art-
ist in this character needs
to wear special beards. In
Peking Opera, Zhou’s style
is called Kylin School. His
repertoire includes many
plays that present historical
figures. In his performance
people can see the influences
of old-generation Peking Op-
era masters such as Tan Xin-
pei, Zhou Juxian and Wang
Hongshou. After he became
established he focused on
learning from Tan Xinpei as
the most important model.
Moreover, Zhou was crea-
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Mei Lanfang and Zhou Xinfang in a Peking Opera play in 1955

tive. He introduced his own stage steps. The
bravura of the footwork was amazing. And he
developed variations on his original steps to
differentiate characters in different situations.
Audiences were fascinated with his footsteps.
After all, the time-honored performance art
allowed a lot of innovations.

Zhou also worked with Tian Han and
Hong Shen, new-generation drama writers.
He appeared as a guest star in Thunderstorm,
one of the most popular dramas in those
years. Zhou absorbed some drama tech-
niques from the west and introduced them
into his Peking Opera performance.

In a retrospective essay published in Peo-
ple’s Daily in 1961, Zhou wrote about his
sixty-year career. He owed his success to in-
novation. He had introduced innovations into
his singing, footwork, sleeve and beard tech-
niques. And he broke away from some fixed
formulas. Moreover, he introduced innova-
tion into music, costumes and makeup. The
comprehensive innovations had a general
impact on Peking Opera and other regional
opera genres.

Zhou Xinfang knew what audiences
wanted and his characterizations of historical
figures appealed to them. The young among
the audience loved his vehemence. The mid-
aged fell for his vigor and the elders pre-
ferred his depth. His historical plays found
echoes in the heart of the audience in those
years.



