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Abstract 

 
With economic and cultural globalization increasing, communication and cooperation 

between China and other countries has become frequent. Meanwhile, Chinese culture is 

attracting worldwide attention, which denotes an unprecedented importance of international 

cultural publicity and translation of cultural materials. As one of the most effective ways of 

publicity, television programs inevitably play a crucial role in cultural transmission, which 

endows the translation of documentary Peking Opera with a far-reaching significance.  

With the characteristics of colloquialism, synchronization as well as instantaneity, subtitle 

translation is different from common literary translation. Compared with other television 

programs, documentary subtitle tends to be more formal. Therefore, subtitle translation of 

documentaries should be distinguished from translation of television programs and general 

printed works. Only on that basis can we make some appropriate adjustments in translation 

methods.  

This practical report elaborates on the writer ’s subtitle translation of documentary Peking 

Opera. What involves in this translation process covers knowledge in terms of both languages 

and strategies, ranging from language features of documentary subtitles, culture differences and 

translation theories and strategies. This report starts from background exploration of the writer ’s 

translating task, and then detailed explanation of documentary subtitle translation. Task 

description, process description will follow to usher the analysis with illustrations of translation 

strategies and methods being used in the process of translation. As to the case analysis, 

translation strategies are selected mainly according to respects of the subtitle features of Peking 

Opera and cultural connotations. Under the guidance of the communicative translation theory, 

the writer attempts to attach great importance to the reader of the target text. The report has it 

clear that in the practical translation of documentary Peking Opera, whether the cultural factors 

in the source text need to be deleted or kept should also be decided according to the 

communication requirements, translation aim and target audience. In order to achieve a good 

translation effect, the writer also follows principles of conciseness and synchronization in the 

whole translation process. The writer hopes that her English version for documentary Peking 

Opera will present authentic charm of Peking Opera to the target audience, and thus promote 

further development of documentary subtitle translation. 

 

Keywords: documentary Peking Opera; documentary subtitle translation; translation strategies 

万方数据



 

i i  

 

摘 要 
 

 在经济和文化的全球化的背景下，中国与其他国家之间的交流和合作日趋紧密。与此

同时中国文化开始得到世界的广泛关注，对外文化宣传和文化作品的英译变得空前重要，

影视作品作为最有效的宣传方式之一在文化传播中起到至关重要的作用，也赋予了纪录片

《京剧》的翻译极其深远的意义。 

影视作品中的字幕翻译与常见的文学翻译不同，其语言具有口语化、同步性、瞬时性

等特点，而纪录片字幕与其他影视作品相比，其语言表达相对正式，因此要将纪录片字幕

翻译与普通影视作品的翻译和纸质作品的翻译进行区别，从而在翻译策略上做出适当调

整。 

本实践报告选取纪录片《京剧》作为翻译对象，在翻译过程中会牵涉纪录片字幕语言

的特点、文化差异、翻译技巧等语言和策略方面的知识。文章将从本报告背景入手，详细

分析纪录片字幕的特点，进行任务描述、过程描述以及结合具体案例，对翻译过程中具体

所使用的翻译策略进行分析。案例分析中翻译策略的选择主要是通过京剧字幕的特点和文

化负载这两方面。在彼得·纽马克的交际翻译理论的指导下，笔者注重译入语读者的感受。

在翻译《京剧》字幕的具体过程中笔者还充分考虑交际需求，翻译目的，译入语读者选择

对原文中文化信息的保留程度。为了达到好的翻译效果，笔者在整个翻译过程中遵循着简

洁和同步原则。通过此译本，笔者期待能够带给观众京剧文化原汁原味的魅力，希望本实

践报告所作的研究能够推动纪录片字幕翻译的进一步发展。 

 

关键词：纪录片《京剧》；纪录片字幕翻译；翻译策略 
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1. Introduction 

 

1.1 Background of This Report 

 With economic and cultural globalization, communication between China and other 

countries has become more and more frequent. China is introducing more cultural products to the 

world to improve its national image, wherein documentaries inevitably play a crucial role. As the 

quintessence of Chinese culture, Peking Opera has been included into the Representative List of 

the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. A documentary, Peking Opera was put out on 

CCTV 9 as a most influential voice of the Chinese culture. 

 However, the reason why it is not so popular as other programs partly lies in its lack of 

English subtitles, namely, English translations of its original Chinese subtitles. It is actually the 

same case for the other documentaries. Popularity relies heavily and foremost on linguistic 

comprehension. Furthermore, subtitle translation of these documentaries is an urgent and vital 

element in the process of cultural transmission. Research on documentary subtitle translation in 

China, nevertheless, has been overlooked in some sense, especially when compared with film 

subtitle translation. 

 In view of what has been mentioned above, the writer plans to translate the subtitles of 

documentary Peking Opera and report on her translating process. This report starts from 

explorations into background information of the documentary and the source text, so as to have a 

general idea of the subtitle translation and its current situations. Elaboration on the translation 

task of this report to help the writer be familiar with the source text, and the work done in the 

above two parts can help come up with the purpose and significance of this translation practice, 

which will in turn give the writer a full understanding of importance and the anticipated work of 

the process of translation. Since Peter Newmark’ s communicative translation attempts to 

produce on its readers an effect as close as possible to that obtained on the readers of the original, 

the theory has become a main principle applied to subtitle translation. And after the translation is 

finished, some cases will be analyzed under the guidance of communicative translation theory. 

 

1.2 Purpose and Significance of This Report 

 Firstly, the translation practice aims to present the vicissitudes of the Peking Opera in the 

past in details to spread Chinese culture to the world, which will definitely facilitate 

understanding of this traditional Chinese art among the foreigners, so as to indirectly improve 

Chinese cultural influence and national image. 

 Secondly, besides offering an English version for documentary Peking Opera, this report 
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aims to drive more attention to subtitle translation of documentaries by presenting some real- life 

cases for China’s subtitle translation, so as to stimulate researches and development of subtitle 

translation. 

Thirdly, the writer intends to learn more about the history and cultural connotations of 

Peking Opera herself by translating the documentary. On the hand, the translation practice is 

expected to help improve the writer’s translation competence to quality her as an MTI candidate. 

To achieve the aims, the writer tries to search and appreciate opera culture in details so as to 

spread the essence of our culture. In addition, since documentary subtitle can be a window of 

spreading a culture, the quality of documentary subtitle translation is quite important. In order to 

translate the subtitles properly, taking the communicative translation theory as the guidance, the 

writer analyzes translation strategies of documentary subtitle, hoping the real- life case can be 

helpful to documentary subtitle translation. All the above mentioned reasons make this report 

significant. 
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2. Task Description 

 

2.1 Content Description of the Source Text 

 Peking Opera is the first large-scale original documentary launched by China Central 

Television as a key project, with a two-year preparation from famous documentary directors 

Jiang Yue and Kang Jianning. This eight-episode documentary was presented to the audience on 

CCTV Documentary Channel (CCTV-9) in May, 2013. The latest program on humanities 

subjects launched by CCTV-9 traces history of the development of Peking Opera for more than 

200 years since she was born, describes the vicissitudes of the Liyuan (the opera world) in the 

past, and presents scenes of human joys and sorrows in front of the audience. It is a history of 

ups and downs of the Peking Opera, and is also a magnificent modern history of China. Peking 

Opera is the quintessence of Chinese art and contains the essence of Chinese culture. The 

documentary Peking Opera made by Documentary Channel is to show the beauty of Chinese 

culture to the world, with the aim of enabling foreigners to have a better understanding of China. 

 

2.2 Unique Features of the Source Text 

 As a culture TV program, the subtitles of Peking Opera shares same features with other 

audiovisual genres, such as instantaneity, comprehensiveness and non-annotation as well as 

synchronization according to Qian Shaochang (2000), which brings more challenges to 

translators. Peking Opera can be classified as a documentary of a third-person narrative 

viewpoint. Its languages features and unique style fall between written and spoken languages. 

Reality and objectivity are important during translating, since it narrates and comments on 

history, which requires the reference to real world to ensure that the subtitle being accurate, 

objective, reliable and true, while keeping in mind that aesthetic beauty of documentaries is also 

the ultimate pursuit of any documentary. 

 Documentary subtitle being a type of audiovisual subtitle, it should firstly abide by the rules 

of film subtitle translation. With feature of instantaneity, maximum number of characters or 

words per line and their lasting time should be counted. Here, time factor refers to the 

synchronization both in the subtitle and images and words or characters in target language must 

accomplish information transmission within the time roughly the same as that of the source text. 

In general, subtitles of a documentary scene only last for two to seven seconds with less than 

thirty characters. Narrating in a third person, it tends to be governed by the norms of the written 

language; thus, spoken language should be converted into written language. During the whole 

process of subtitle translation, the source text should also be condensed, given that a large 
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amount of culture- loaded information can be shown in the space constraint.  

 Furthermore, the source and target texts are expected to appear at the same time and in the 

scene in subtitled documentaries. This coexistence will usually facilitate comparison and may 

collect criticism from bilingual audience, which suggests that subtitle translation tests hard on 

the translator’s translation competence since they are faced with a translating task of such special 

features. 
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3. Process Description 

 

This chapter will explain the process of translating the documentary Peking Opera. The 

whole process is divided into pre-translation, translation and quality control, which are 

respectively refer to the preparation and plan before starting translation, specific tools and 

difficulties during the translation, and several ways of ensuring the quality of the target text. The 

writer will explain the three stages in details. 

 

3.1 Pre-translation 

3.1.1 Preparation of References 

 When deciding to translate documentary Peking Opera on CCTV-9, the writer prefers to do 

some research before actually translating rather than start translating immediately.  

 With regard to the preparation of translating Peking Opera, the first thing is to search the 

Internet for background information of this documentary, such as the camera crew, the reputation, 

the significance and the influence, etc. Secondly, the writer chose to watch the TV series to feel 

the power of opera culture and meanwhile to examine whether there are errors by comparing the 

subtitle on the screen and subtitle in written form. Notes were taken on some difficult terms in 

this process. 

 The writer has downloaded large amount of relevant thesis from CKNI. She has also 

borrowed some referent books from the library of Qufu Normal University, such as Translation 

Issues: A Periscopic Study (2010) written by Rong Linhai, A New Concept Course in Two-way 

Translation between English and Chinese (2007) written by Song Tianxi. The writer has also 

bought the book Insights into Chinese Culture (2010) and its Chinese version written by Ye Lang 

and Zhu Liangzhi, hoping to find suitable strategies and useful terms in Peking Opera and bring 

convenience to the translation of the book.  

 

3.1.2 Translation theory 

By analyzing the source text and with reference to several translation versions of parallel 

documentaries, the writer noticed that documentary subtitle translation attached more importance 

to the text type and its target audience. Therefore, as one kind of culture program, Peking Opera 

requires that the writer should pay more attention to convey the message between the lines rather 

than the actual wording of source text. With the main content being “the translator attempts to 

produce the same effect on the TL readers as was produced by the original on the SL readers” 

(Newmark 1981/1988: 22), Newmark’s communicative translation theory provides a perspective 

万方数据



 

6 

to achieve this purpose. Since it focuses on producing the same effect on the target readers by 

conveying same information to the target readers rather than reproduce the source text, the writer 

believes that translating of Peking Opera should apply the communicative translation. 
 

3.1.3 Translation Plan 

 After preparing the reference documents, a plan should be made to guide the translation task 

with regard to source text being about 10,000 words. The following table is the writer ’s 

translation plan.  

 

Time Arrangement Task Process 

2013.03.24-2013.05.10 Searching for Source Text and References 

2013.05.11-2013.07.01 Translating part of Source Text and Writing Opening Report 

2013.07.02-2013.08.30 Translating the Left Part of Source Text 

2013.09-2013.11 Finishing Translation Draft 

2013.11-2013.12 Handing in Translation Draft and Modifying the Draft  

2013.12-2014.01 Remodifying the Translation Draft 

2014.02-2014.03 Completing the Practice Report 

2014.03-2014.04 Revising of the Report 

 

3.2 Translation 

3.2.1 Translation Tools 

 Since documentary Peking Opera  being a cultural loaded program with Chinese 

characteristic, it is hard to find the counterpart of terms like Xipi in any other languages. In order 

to translate accurately, the writer uses many tools, such as e-dictionaries like Youdao and 

Lingoes, and refers to online websites like CNKI.com and china culture.org to collect referent 

translations and to determine the translations for some terms, which can ensure the consistency 
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and accuracy of terms in the whole text and save the time of referring to paper dictionaries. 

 

3.2.2 Possible Difficulties in Translation Documentary Peking Opera 

 One of the most difficult and challenge part in documentary subtitle translation may come 

from culture- loaded items. There are some culture- loaded words and four-character phrases 

which do not have the counterpart in any other languages. And to translate or not the blurred 

word are hard to decide, because of the differences in language structure of Chinese and English 

themselves. Meanwhile, different level dependent on context is also one of the hindrances in 

expressing meanings by converting of the two languages. Because of the constraint of 

instantaneity and synchronization, long sentences are also a necessity and difficulty to deal with. 

The writer had to consider both the features of subtitle and reserving the culture character. 

 Therefore, the writer began searching for more thesis or relevant reports on the Internet, 

consulting supervisor and classmates both home and abroad and asking for some advice. In 

addition, some parallel texts in English are found, such as History Legend and Portraying China 

can be found on CNTV-9, which provides specialized foreign document in line with the target 

language and meet the target readers’ expectation on the standards of the subtitle. Then some 

sentence structure or expressions are applied in translation. Also, combining analyzing the 

translation in parallel texts with the guidance of Newmark’s communicative translation theory, 

the writers gradually grasp the main point in translation the documentary Peking Opera. 

 

3.3 Quality Control 

 Following steps are taken to guarantee the quality of the target text after translation. 

 Firstly, the writer herself will revise the translation in the aspects of grammar and spelling 

errors, diction, and coherent expressions. 

 Secondly classmates should cross-proofread for each other to carefully check the problem or 

mistake which the writer does not notice. 

 Thirdly, another effective way to improve the quality of the translation will be the valuable 

suggestions from the writer’s supervisor who has solid foundation of language skills, 

comprehensive mastery on theory studies and rich professional knowledge and experience in 

translation, especially in literary translation. Therefore, after having detailed discussions with her, 

translation quality will be well-guaranteed with her professional, constructive suggestions. 

 Finally, the writer will request several bilingual foreigners to read the target test so as to 

guarantee that the translated version will conform to the expressive patterns of target readers. As 

regards the foreigners, they should not only master both two languages, but also have good 

knowledge of opera culture. 
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4. Case Analysis 

 

 Documentary subtitle translation is a special kind of translation, which asks the writer to 

bear in mind the text type of documentary and its target audience. Meanwhile, Peking Opera is a 

kind of culture program, which requires that the writer should emphasize on conveying the 

message between the lines rather than the actual wording of source text. That means “the 

translator attempts to produce the same effect on the TL readers as was produced by the original 

on the SL readers” (Newmark 1981/1988: 22). Since it focuses on conveying same information 

to the target readers rather than reproduce the source text of faithfully, the writer has more 

freedom to explain the source text to produce smooth translation. Under the guidance of this 

theory, the writer breaks the limitation of the source text and pays more attention to the 

information conveying to achieve the purpose of communication. With the guidance of 

communicative translation theory, the writer will analyze three types of cases based on three 

main features of subtitle of documentary Peking Opera. 

Subtitling is characteristic in three aspects, i.e., instantaneity, comprehensiveness as well as 

synchronization. Except for the comprehensiveness, the other two above mentioned features 

serve as the main principles for translating during the whole process, for comprehensiveness is 

not the sharp feature in the source text. The documentary subtitle of narrators changes quickly, 

and the space of the subtitle appearing each scene is limited, thus long and complex sentences 

are not suitable for target readers, especially those who are not familiar with the language. With 

regard to these constrains, some techniques should be adopted in translating. 

 

4.1 Translation Based on Instantaneity 

4.1.1 Deduction 

 The features of the documentary subtitle limit the amount words and appearing time of 

subtitle, i.e. the constraint of instantaneity limits the words appearing on one scene. The purpose 

of translation should first be to translate the essence part of the source text. And some 

superfluous words or semantic phrases often can be found in Chinese, while English with the  

feature of hypotaxis, pays more attention to grammar and sentence structure. Therefore, the 

strategy of deduction is a better option, with regard to both the features of two languages and the 

features of documentary subtitle. Deduction is used in cases as follows:  

 

 Example 1 

 ST: ……是大清国当朝皇帝乾隆的八十寿典。  
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 TT: …was the eightieth birthday of Emperor Qianlong (1711-1799) of Qing Dynasty.  

 Example 2 

 ST: 昆曲已经在舞台上演出了四百多年…… 

 TT1: Kunqu has been performed on the stage over 400years... 

 TT2: Kunqu has been on stage over 400 years... 

 

The above two cases are both the typical examples to implement the deduction. In example 1, 

the word “当朝” is a superfluous word, for Emperor Qianlong is quite clear and meets the 

requirement of our translation purpose of conveying the enough information to the audience in a 

short time. So there is no need to translate in a word-for-word way. In example 2, the writer 

noticed the personification in the sentence through analysis. It is the performance of actors of 

Kunqu rather than Kunqu itself that perform on the stage. Hence, the writer adapted the 

conciseness principle and omitted “performing” in TT2 to convey the same meaning by 

reserving the figure of speech. 

 

4.1.2 Adaptation 

 The writer bears in mind that the ultimate function of documentary is to promote cultura l 

communication. As regards the instantaneity of documentary subtitle, it is a common method to 

adopt the adaptation strategy under the guidance of communicative translation theory to translate 

sentences accurately and concisely. 

 

  Example 3 

  ST: ……当属风头最劲的一个。 

  TT: …was prominent among all troupes. 

  Example 4 

  ST: ……催生了这里一个数量可观，富可敌国的徽籍盐商群体。 

  TT: ...gave birth to a considerable number of salt merchants with peerless wealth here in Anhui.  

 

 In example 3, “风头最劲的一个” should not be translated literally from both perspective of 

the space limitation and pragmatic meaning. Thus, the writer adopts this method to convey the 

actual meaning and intention of the source text. And in example 4, “富可敌国” is a figure of 

speech “hyperbole”, which is used to describe the peerless wealth of the salt merchant. Therefore, 

it should not be translated into “as rich as a country” especially because of the limitation of 

instantaneity of subtitle. 
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4.2 Translation Based on Synchronization 

4.2.1 Division 

 Division is to divide the ST into two or more sentences according to the meaning structure in 

the sentence (Feng 2008). Because of the synchronization in subtitle, audio and image, the 

translated subtitle should be synchronized with the original subtitle. According to the writer’s 

experiences of watching movies, if the translated subtitle can’t be in conformity with the original 

one, the writer cannot enjoy or even follow the movie. Therefore, long sentences are a difficulty 

and necessity for the writer to solve in subtitle translation, for sentence structure between English 

and Chinese is quite different. With the guidance of communicative theory, the writer uses 

division to translate the following cases. 

 

  Example 5 

  ST: 从这一天起，联合国教科文组织，人类非物质文化遗产的名单上，将多了一个以这座城市

   命名的，一种古老戏曲的名字，京剧。 

TT: Since that day, the UNESCO’s list of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity has listed an 

 ancient opera named after the city. Her name is Peking Opera. 

  Example 6 

  ST: 据清代野史记载，进京献礼结束后，一炮而红的三庆班搬进了位于北京城南的韩家潭胡同，

   从此索性扎根北京，演出求生。 

TT: According to unofficial records of Qing Dynasty, after the celebration, the Sanqing troupe 

 immediate became successful and popular. Then they moved into the Hanjiatan Hutong in the  

 south of Beijing, and settled down in Beijing and performed for their livelihood. 

 

As time is limited within two or three seconds and words within two lines, the writer must 

cut the above long sentences into several short ones, where in each one is synchronous with its 

source text. Otherwise, too much information on one screen will be confusion for the audience, 

especially for those who have a little knowledge of Chinese. Therefore, division is the better 

strategy to translate long sentences. 

 

4.2.2 Syntactic Linearity 

 As we all know that structure of English sentences and Chinese sentences is quite different 

from each other, restructuring sentences is needed in many literature translation or translation of 

business documents. While in the subtitle translation, some interpretation strategies like syntactic 

linearity can also be taken into consideration. Though lacking of beauty experience, translating 

in original sequence of words is better than restructuring them, because of the special feature in 
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synchronization. 

 

 Example 7 

 ST: 从这一天起，联合国教科文组织，人类非物质文化遗产的名单上，将多了一个以这座城市

   命名的，一种古老戏曲的名字，京剧。 

TT1: The name of an ancient opera-Peking Opera named after the city has been added on the list of 

 Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity of the UNESCO since that day. 

TT2: Since that day, the UNESCO’s list of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity has been 

 lengthened with the addition of an ancient opera named after the city—Peking Opera. 

Example 8 

 ST: 唯有中国传统戏曲,西皮和二黄伴随着大小庆典，从遥远的古代一直演到了今天。 

TT1: Only the Chinese traditional opera Xipi and Erhuang, have always been on the stage along 

 with various celebrations from ancient times till now. 

TT2: Only the Chinese traditional opera Xipi and Erhuang, along with various celebrations, have 

 always been on the stage from ancient times till now. 

 

 In the above two examples, both TT1 restructured the sequence to adapt to the English 

structure to be more smooth in English, with all the adverbial modifiers on the last part of the 

sentences. But synchronization requires the Chinese and English sentences should appear on the 

screen at the same time. While, in fact, the above sentences are respectively divided into five and 

three parts when appearing on the screen. If structure is reconfigured, the audience would be 

confused at non-synchronous information and probably could not follow the program. Moreover, 

bad impression may be left among the foreigners. Therefore, on cases such as example 7 and 8, 

sticking to the original structure like TT2 would be a better choice for translators. 

 

4.3 Translation Based on Non-annotation 

As culture is the main point and transmitting culture the significance of documentary Peking 

Opera, the translation of culture- loaded items would be a comprehensive task in both introducing 

words with Chinese characteristics to the foreigners and explicitly expressing the Chinese 

cultural items in a proper way. And in order to make it clearly, the writer analyzed the cases from 

aspects of culture-loaded words and high context items. 

 

4.3.1 Translation of Culture-loaded Words 

 With language features of documentaries being reality and objectivity, the writer must keep 

the TT realistic and accurate. However, documentary subtitle is actually a special type of 
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literature; thus it is also essential to emphasize on its literary grace and cultural implications 

rather than just convert the literal meaning to the target language. 

1) Transliteration 

 With an over 200 years’ history, there are lots of terms of famous melodies, main roles, 

costumes in Peking Opera. When translating names of such items, one of the useful methods is 

transliteration. 

 

  Example 9 

  ST: ……其中的三庆、四喜、和春和春台…… 

  ̀ TT1: …among all troupes, Three celebrations, Four happiness, With spring and Spring platform...  

   TT2: …among all troupes, Sanqing, Sixi, Hechun and Chuntai...  

   Example 10 

   ST: 西皮和二黄 

   TT: Xipi and Erhuang 

 

 “三庆” and “四喜” are two famous names of troupes. “西皮” and “二黄” are two 

names of melodies in Peking Opera. All the above mentioned names do not have any 

counterparts in English. In addition, as Peking Opera has been listed on the Representative List 

of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity, some terms like Xipi and Erhuang has been 

accepted by some foreigners. And as a part of our Liyuan culture, opera words like Sanqing, Sixi, 

Hechun, and Chuntai in TT2 will and should be accepted by the world. 

2) Free Translation 

In some literature translation, readers often find annotations in many translation versions, 

which is added to some words or phrases that is hard to be understood in another culture. 

However, this strategy is not proper to be applied in documentary subtitle translation for 

audience cannot absorb all the unfamiliar information in few seconds. For this constraint, free 

translation would be applied in the following case. 

 

 Example 11 

 ST: 新生的“升平署”照例主持宫廷演出，却额外增加了召选宫外艺人进宫当差或充作教习宫

   内太监演戏的新鲜职能，与宫里太医的“内廷供奉”名称不同的是，这些社会地位低下的

   艺人被宫里唤作“供奉内廷”。 

TT: “Shengpingshu” took charge of palace performance as usual.  But they called extra actors outside 

 to be a servant in the palace or take the new post to teach eunuchs to perform in operas. Unlike 

 the title “Full-time Imperial Physician”, those entertainers with low social status were called 
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 “Part-time Imperial Artist” inside. 

 

The phrase “内廷供奉” is the title of the doctors who served the emperor exclusively in 

Qing Dynasty; and “供奉内廷” is the title for some folk opera actors who sometimes perform 

for the entertainment of the emperor in the palace. In 1883, Emperor Guangxu changed the way 

into selecting some opera actors and calling them to perform for the emperor periodically, which 

generated the title “供奉内廷”. However, such a long historical origin cannot be simply added or 

explain within a bracket, for the real situation does not allow. Therefore, without plus any 

explanatory notes, the writer translate the complicated phrases into expressions easy to be 

understood, i.e. “Full-time Imperial Physician” and “Part-time Imperial Artist”. 

 3) Transliteration plus Free Translation 

 Transliteration plus free translation is another method the writer uses in translating some 

words having counterparts in English. The so-called transliteration refers to the use of source 

language plus target language to reproduce the source language words in pronunciation. This 

translation method not only makes up for the deficiency of transliteration, but a lso avoids 

semantic misunderstandings of some difficult translation word that may occur when in free 

translation. Hence it is one of the most commonly used methods. 

 

   Example 12 

   ST: 徽调、二黄调 

   TT: Hui tunes, Erhuang tunes 

   

  Since there are too many terms in Peking Opera, the writer should not use transliteration for 

every term when she met them. Since terms like “徽调”, “二黄调” are two of many melodies 

in Peking Opera, it is not appropriate to translate all of them into pinyin regardless of 

translatability of part of the phrase. If translated into pinyin, “Hui diao” and “Erhuang diao” 

cannot be understood by foreigners. Since there are music melodies in western, the writer 

chooses the pinyin form of “hui” plus tunes, the English counterpart of “diao” as the name 

of the two terms. Another example as follows: 

 

   Example 13 

   ST: ……四大徽班声名鹊起。 

   TT1: ...the four Huiban rose to fame. 

   TT2: ...the four Anhui troupes rose to fame. 
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 Generally speaking translating some terms is not simply a transformation between two 

languages, differences between the two cultures as well as their translatability should also be 

taken into consideration. 

 

4.3.2 Translation of High Context Items 

 Language presents the culture of a country, and culture also embodied in the language in 

turn. As we all know, Chinese is a high context language, while English is a relatively low 

context language. The expression and structure of English sentences and Chinese sentences is 

quite different from each other, because English is a hypotactic language, which emphasizes 

aesthetic feeling of structure, but Chinese is a paratactic language, which focuses on aesthetic 

feeling of spirit. In addition, in a high context culture, information is often implicitly stated in the 

message; however, in a low context culture, information must be explicitly transmitted. 

Therefore, when translating, the writer needs to take into consideration the different ways of 

expression in English and Chinese. 

  1) Diction 

 Chinese is a language with high context level, which means the meaning of a word is 

changing in accordance with the context. And in our vast culture, even a commendatory word 

may express some derogatory meaning in some situations, so it requests the writer to carefully 

check the felicity of diction. Therefore, diction is vital in this text with a high context level. 

 

   Example 14 

   ST: 据说舞台上他男扮女装…… 

   TT1: It is said that when he dressed like a female on the stage...  

   TT2: It is said that when he impersonated female characters on the stage... 

 

  The expression “男扮女装” in Chinese usually means to a man dressed like a woman, 

which is not a proper behavior. But here with the special context “在舞台上”, the meaning of 

the phrase “男扮女装” has changed in to a female actor play the role of a female to bring about 

a striking effect among audience. Therefore, the writer decides to translate source text into TT2 

so as to adjust the same expression to be correspondingly neutral or complimentary. 

   

   Example 15 

   ST: ……有强烈娱乐冲动的人口…… 

   TT1: ...with a strong impulsion for entertainment... 

   TT2: ...with a strong desire for entertainment... 
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 The word “冲动” refers to the act of applying force suddenly in the dictionary both from 

English and Chinese perspective. However, in the ST “冲动” refers to the passion or desire for 

entertainment. From the above analysis, the writer determines that the second version “a strong 

desire for entertainment” is the accurate one. 

  2) Addition 

 Because of the different rules in sentence-making of Chinese and English, some 

supplementary words that are not found in the original text are often needed to express the same 

idea, which include two aspects: addition in grammatical level and semantic level (Feng 2008). 

Chinese are a language with its meaning are often presented between the lines, but English is a 

low context language leading to its high logic, which asks the writer add some words to make 

grammatical sentences or information to express the meaning of the ST. 

 

   Example 16 

   ST: 这种声腔的繁华可能是令人难以想象的。 

  TT1: It’s hard to imagine the prosperity of those melodies. 

  TT2: It’s hard to imagine the prosperity of those fabulous melodies. 

 

 TT1 seems quite equivalence to the ST in literal meaning. However, the connotatio n 

meaning in “难以想象” is “too fabulous to imagine” in this sentence. Therefore, TT1 does 

not cover the full information in source text, which will also cause devoid of information or 

misunderstanding of Peking Opera among the target readers. In TT2, “fabulous” is added to 

describe the beauty of melodies so as to fully express the intention of the source text, which is 

obviously better than TT1. 

 

  Example 17 

  ST: 既然有这样的评价，自然赚取了京城百姓最多的追捧。 

  TT1: With Such evaluation, he naturally caught eyes of most Beijingers. 

  TT2: With such high evaluation, he naturally caught eyes of most Beijingers.  

 

 Following explanation made TT2 better than TT1: in Chinese, sentences can be organized in 

all forms, including without any subject, but without a subject, it could not be a sentence in 

English. Therefore, according to the context, subject “he” is added to make it grammatical. 

Another addition in this sentence is same as example 17, “评价” is a neutral word without any 

context. But the previous sentence is a description about the performance of Gao Langting, 
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which is implicitly and culture- loaded. If the writer simply translates it into TT1, the foreign 

audience cannot receive the same feelings as native Chinese, which means a failure in the 

communication. 

 3) Adaptation 

  Peking Opera, as the quintessence of Chinese culture, enjoys a long history and unique 

position in China. And besides the above mentioned words, some ancient Chinese expressions 

are often involved in describing the unique characters in Peking Opera. The translation of the 

documentary Peking Opera is a process of intercultural communication and inevitably 

influenced by the two cultures. Thus, when translating some full-bodied cultural items, the 

implied culture background should be presented to the target readers in an explicit way. 

 

  Example 18 

  ST: 程长庚粗通文墨，是梨园行当中凤毛麟角的文化人。 

  TT: Cheng was somewhat literate. And he was a rarity of the rarities who received education in the 

    operatic artists. 

 

 The four-character phrases and idioms are the unique features of Chinese, which reflects 

literary grace in the text. Without counterpart in English, such phrases should be converted to an 

expression that can be accepted by target readers. Therefore, by analyzing the meaning of “粗通

文墨” and “凤毛麟角”, the writer respectively translate them into “somewhat literate” and 

“a rarity of the rarities”. As for the “文化人”, the understanding of “文化” being knowledge 

rather than culture helps the writer translate it into “who received education”. 

 

  Example 19 

  ST: 所谓“后部未歇 前部已迎”…… 

  TT: The so-called “meeting another stage before passing one in the rear”... 

 

 Sentences written in ancient Chinese are another essence in our culture. And considering the 

limitation of subtitle, the writer adopts free translation to convey the meaning of the sentence to 

target readers. One of the differences between English and Chinese is the thinking mode, which 

causes the different way in means of expression. In Chinese, because we share the same history 

and culture, sometimes the expression can be blurred, but the connotation meaning still can be 

got. However, it will be unintelligible for the target readers, which are exactly against purpose of 

translating documentary subtitle, let alone realize intercultural communication. For example: 
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  Example 20 

  ST: ……有地位身份的人，起码在公开场合是不屑一顾的。 

  TT1: ...the men with high status wouldn’t spare a glance for them in public. 

  TT2: ...the noble and high-ranking officials wouldn’t spare a glance for them in public. 

 

 In ancient China “有身份地位的人” refers to the noble and high-ranking officials, which 

is related to culture should be presented directly to the foreign readers. Chinese people prefer to 

describe things in a roundabout manner, while English tend to be pretty straight forward. And the 

burred expression “the men with high status” in TT1 misses the culture connotations in ancient 

China, which fails to reach the intercultural communication. All the above mentioned reasons 

help the writer to decide the final version to be TT2. 
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5. Conclusion 

 

 This report presents the writer ’s practice of translating subtitles of documentary Peking 

Opera, which introduces Chinese Peking Opera culture to the world. Though Chinese culture has 

gained more and more attention across the world, many foreigners actually know little about or 

misunderstand China as well as Chinese culture. Documentary Peking Opera with its English 

subtitles will definitely facilitate their understanding.  

Documentary Peking Opera has no English version, which allows the writer much room for 

autonomous decision, while leaving her no relevant literature for reference. In view that the 

source text features instantaneity, comprehensiveness, absence of explanatory notes and 

synchronization, as well as abundance of culture elements, the writer applies the communicative 

translation theory as guidelines for her translating practice for assuring adequate conveyance of 

the original information and for case analyses. The writer mainly adopts deduction, adaptation 

and division to ensure the synchronization and accuracy of the source text and target text; 

moreover, translation strategies, such as transliteration and transliteration plus free translation, 

diction, addition and adaptation are also taken to analyze the cases both from the aspects of 

features of documentary language and culture connotations, which is the most valuable part in 

the report and follows the steps of introduction, task description and process description. 

Furthermore, based on this translation practice, the writer found that conciseness and 

synchronization are two suitable principles to follow when selecting translation strategies for 

most complex sentences with culture loaded items in documentary subtitle. 

 Through the practice of translating Peking Opera, the writer herself knows more about the 

history and development of Peking Opera and has a deep understanding of the quintessence of 

our culture. Moreover, the practice of translating the source text autonomously to English in turn 

helps to improve her translation skills. Meanwhile, the writer hopes that this practice report can 

provide real- life cases for China’s film and television subtitle translation, so as to give a valuable 

clue for the research in the field of documentary subtitle translation.
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Appendix 1 
 

2010年11月16日，北京城一个普通的日子。当这座城市在初冬的斜阳下慢慢醒来，生

活的舞台上，一如既往的是北京人习以为常的繁忙与精彩，不管诗意还是凡俗、古老还是

现代，这个舞台诠释的，已是活在二十一世纪的中国人的选择。 大多数人并不知道，从

这一天起，联合国教科文组织人类非物质文化遗产的名单上，将多了一个以这座城市命名

的，一种古老戏曲的名字，京剧。京剧是国粹，这是中国人由来已久的共识。然而，当“国

粹”写入“遗产”，一则以喜？一则以忧？我们无从回答。 

站在北京城南的永定门向北望去，仿佛可以看到天边。二百年前，从南方来的徽班也

许就是从这里，陆陆续续地走进北京城开始了他们的辉煌之旅。就是这样一座宽广的城市，

为百年来众多京剧艺人的粉墨登场，提供了最坚实的舞台。 

黄宗江-剧作家：“京剧是我的乡音，因为我生于斯，长于斯嘛，乡音这个东西既是故

乡的声音，也是祖国的声音。”  

在老北京的传说里，京剧是从茶楼到戏园子几代中国人一脉相承欲罢不能的疯狂沉醉

与痴迷，忘我的追捧、山呼的喝彩，在那些有情和无情岁月里，京剧之于大多数北京人、

中国人，既是各层人士沉浸其中乐此不疲的一种生活方式，或者更是一种刻骨铭心的温情

慰藉。 

在好奇的外国人眼里，京剧也许首先是一个神秘而优美的梦境。仅仅八十年前，当来

自中国的国色天香在太平洋彼岸的纽约百老汇舞台首次绽放，大多的西方人认为，京剧艺

术无疑超越了东西方之间所存在的障碍。一位著名美国的剧评家罗伯特·里特尔，在《纽

约世界报》撰文，对京剧做了这样的形容: 你会觉得自己仿佛置身于一个古老神话，优美、

和谐而永恒的世界，充满极其微妙的庄严和宁静。八十年后，联合国教科文组织全票通过，

把中国京剧列入世界《人类非物质文化遗产代表作名录》。 

首都师范大学——欧阳中石教授：“世界的人们都认可了它。” 

国家京剧院——宋官林院长：“虽然是用遗产来界定它，但是它充满活力，它是人类

的文化财富。“ 

历史远去的背影，至今都折射出京剧复杂的身影，有人说，一个民族的古老艺术，终

归承载着一个民族特有的生活，更寄托着这个民族，根深蒂固，绵延不绝的血脉精魂。果

真如此，这古老的身体叙事，这令人眼花缭乱的脸谱，身段，为我们唤醒的或许不应仅是，

关于一方舞台的浮华记忆。 

位于北京城南的 “中国戏曲学院”，是我国培养京剧专业人才的最高学府。教学楼

的陈列室里，至今珍藏着一件珍贵的文物——一件清代宫廷赏赐的京剧戏服，它最初的主

人就是这所学校的第二任校长：王瑶卿。 
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100 多年前的王瑶卿，是京剧舞台上的一位要角儿。他穿梭于重重宫门的紫禁城，立

于富丽堂皇而又戒备森严的宫廷舞台，为一个行将死去的王朝载歌载舞。王瑶卿的身影其

实并不孤独。京剧百年，曾经见证了太多粉墨登场的艺人无以掩饰的光荣或梦想、得意或

失落。程长庚、谭鑫培、杨小楼、余叔岩、梅兰芳……正是这些熟悉或陌生的名字，成就

了一个王朝跨越世纪的欢娱，也成就了京剧自身的灿烂与辉煌。 

当所有的繁华已成过往，当所有的热闹归于沉寂，关于京剧，关于那些将自己的精魂，

映射在舞台上的戏梦人生，我们的讲述，就从这个早已陨落的王朝开始。 

1790年9月，是大清国当朝皇帝乾隆的八十寿典。各地戏班照例纷纷进京贺寿。史料记

载，当年的北京城从西华门至西直门外一带方圆几十里内，每数十步间一戏台。“所谓后

部未歇，前部已迎”盛大繁忙的景象使古老的京城俨然成为一个偌大的戏园。 

中国历朝历代，唱戏大概是最寻常不过的喜庆方式。据说世界戏剧史上存在着三种最

古老的戏剧文化：希腊悲喜剧，印度梵剧和中国戏曲。希腊的悲喜剧如今仅剩舞台遗迹。

印度梵剧也早已中断失传。这两种古老戏剧的演出情形已经无从知晓，也无法再现。唯有

中国传统戏曲伴随着大小庆典，从遥远的古代一直演到了今天。 

戏曲评论家——郭汉城：“那两种戏剧他也是很古老，甚至有的比我们这个还古老。那

为什么就没有了，我们这个为什么长远？我觉得主要是他长期地在人民，包含在人民的生

活里面。” 

“独乐乐与人乐乐孰乐?”中国的皇帝自然是知道这个浅显的道理的。当年从紫禁城一

直摆到颐和园的戏台。乾隆皇帝路过时，演员和观众都匍匐在地。乾隆肯定是没有机会看

上戏的。而这些戏台的存在，就是为了与民同乐，因为在众多的演出队伍中，有皇帝喜爱

的戏班。进京贺寿的各地方戏班中，来自扬州的徽班三庆班，当属风头最劲的一个。领衔

三庆班的是个叫高朗亭的青年男子。据说舞台上他男扮女装，一颦一笑，一起一坐，描摹

雌软神情，几乎化境，既然有这样的评价，自然赚取了京城百姓最多的追捧。 

三庆班由一位名叫江春的扬州盐商组建。乾隆时期的扬州，其经济地位大概形同今日

上海。便捷的漕运与盐业专营催生了这里一个数量可观，富可敌国的徽籍盐商群体。而蓄

养家里的戏班，角色斗艺则是当时扬州盐商的普遍风气。 

北京联合大学——周传家教授：“当时全国两个大的戏剧中心，北方就是北京，南方就

是扬州。” 

中国戏曲学院——傅谨教授：“扬州的商业很发达，在当时是中国的最重要的一个商业

城市 那么也聚集了最多的、有强烈娱乐冲动的人口。” 

当时中国主要的声腔有京腔、秦腔、徽调昆腔、二黄调、罗罗腔，这样一些主要的声

腔都聚集在扬州这个小小的城市里面，操着各地口音的地方腔调飘荡在扬州的大街小巷。

这种声腔的繁华可能是令人难以想象的。 

乾隆一生六下江南，据清代野史记载，乾隆皇帝游扬州瘦西湖时，朝四面一看，感慨
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道：这里很像京城中的北海，可惜差一座白塔。当时接待皇帝的盐商听到后，赶忙依据京

城白塔的形状，连夜建造。第二天，乾隆再游瘦西湖，忽然见到一座白塔巍然矗立在眼前，

大为震惊。当得知扬州盐商连夜建塔之事，乾隆爷感叹道：盐商之财力伟哉！一夜造白塔

的盐商，相传就是大名鼎鼎的江春。 

扬州文化研究所所长——作家韦明铧：“扬州盐商的家班是从江春的家班开始的，这都

是盐商想通过戏剧这个方式来取悦于皇帝，让皇帝开心，让皇帝高兴，同时也让清朝的最

高统治者看到了来自民间的戏曲艺术。” 

据清代野史记载，进京献礼结束后，一炮而红的三庆班搬进了位于北京城南的韩家潭

胡同，从此索性扎根北京，演出求生。此后几年内，扬州徽班进京的势头有增无减。到了

清嘉庆年间，其中的三庆、四喜、和春和春台四大徽班声名鹊起。多年以后徽班进京也被

公认为京剧发展的最初源头。 

中国戏剧文学学会——王蕴明名誉会长：“那么后来四大徽班，到北京来就站住脚了，

因为演出，给皇帝庆寿，震动很大，演得又好。宫廷内外都一声叫好，他就立住脚了，就

站住脚了。” 

中国传媒大学——周华斌教授：“于是北京四大徽班称雄，嘉庆末年。从徽班进京到四

大徽班称雄，三十年的时间” 

十八世纪末期的中国戏曲舞台，居于正统地位的还是昆曲。对徽调、秦腔之类的地方

戏曲，有地位身份的人，起码在公开场合是不屑一顾的。作为朝廷正乐，到这个时候，昆

曲已经在舞台上演出了四百多年。 

中国作家协会——副主席廖奔：“清朝乾隆以后，昆曲在北京戏园子里面已经卖不了座

了，那么首先呢，北京戏园子里边来看戏的人很多都是各地来的商人，贩夫走卒，军士等

等等等” 

北京昆曲研习社会员——机械工程师朱复：“‘闻歌昆曲轰然而散’这就是什么呀，没

找着对象，没找好场合，你扎在唱梆子的堆里头，扎在唱罗罗腔对里头，扎在唱高腔的堆

里头，你要唱昆曲，那大伙还不散了。” 

到十九世纪四十年代，一种融汇了徽调、秦腔和京腔、汉调等地方戏曲形式的崭新剧

种——皮簧，终于初步发育成型。 

中国戏曲学院--钮骠教授：“那么徽汉合流了，就形成了京戏最基本的，它属于皮簧的

声腔的系统，这样呢，它到了1840年也就是道光20年左右的时候全部形成了，它可以独立

门户了。” 

到十九世纪四十年代一种融合了徽调、汉调、昆曲、秦腔、京高腔，并吸收各种民间

俗曲的新剧种“京剧”诞生了。 

今天的北京景山公园一带，两百年前为宫廷音乐管理机构——“南府”。道光七年，“南

府”易名“升平署”。新生的“升平署”照例主持宫廷演出，却额外增加了召选宫外艺人
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进宫当差或充作教习宫内太监演戏的新鲜职能，与宫里太医的“内廷供奉”名称不同的是，

这些社会地位低下的艺人被宫里唤作“供奉内廷”。作为一项来自官方的荣誉，这个头衔

自然对戏曲艺人有着莫大的吸引力。 

咸丰十年，也就是1860年6月，紫禁城漱芳斋戏台终于迎来了第一位演唱皮簧的“供奉

内廷”，他就是日后被称为“京剧鼻祖”的程长庚。程长庚是三庆班的第四任班主，与所

有前辈相比，程长庚粗通文墨，是梨园行中凤毛麟角的文化人。作为一名作为一名德行高

尚的班主，程长庚对戏曲之于世道人心的潜移默化，怀有一份常人不及的敏感和关切。  

地方戏生于乡野，演于民间，愉悦心灵的同时，自古就凝聚着底层社会的道德伦理与

价值取向。才子佳人，帝王将相，这是传统戏曲千年不变的母题。然而正是这些戏文演绎

的，儿女情长或家国关怀，寄托他们对正邪忠奸，或善恶美丑的集体判断，这是中国戏曲

特有的泥土气息和教化职能。 

观复博物馆馆长--马未都收藏家：“中国古代受教育的程度是很低的，读书人百不足

一二，那么它靠什么去使这么大的一个社会进入一个良好的社会秩序，遵循社会的道德呢，

大量的是通过话本，通过戏剧。” 

中央戏剧学院--李畅教授“戏曲比一切的书，比一切的学校起的作用都要大。” 

晚晴帝国的实际统治者慈禧太后，对戏曲固有的这种诫喻教化之功运用得十分在行。

生性多疑的慈禧唯恐臣下蒙蔽，内藏权奸，于是常常邀请大臣们看上一处《下河东》。每

当演至戏中角色奸臣欧阳方竟然君前拔剑，总要当即传令把演奸臣的艺人按倒在台上，重

重打上四十大板。台上是演员声泪俱下的苦苦哀求，台下是看戏大臣的一脸尴尬，经国之

道便在戏里戏外，台上台下，不言而喻的微妙中尽得告白。 

十九世纪五十年代，清帝国的大门，已随鸦片战争的失败轰然开启。古老的神州大地，

开始了千年未有的艰难转型。王朝政治的昏聩腐朽，与戏台上下的沉湎萎靡，促使程长庚

开始将思考的目光，转向舞台剧目的革新。一次偶然的机会，程长庚与一位常来听蹭戏名

为卢胜奎的进京赶考的学子，走到了一起，并最终劝说卢胜奎放弃科考，转而下海入了梨

园。以儒生的身份屈就梨园，卢胜奎大概是京剧史上第一人。在倡优并列的封建专制社会，

今天的我们简直无法想象，这位来自江西的官宦子弟，需要跨越如何艰难的内心挣扎，总

之，卢胜奎的加入，注定将使京剧，在通往艺术神殿的漫漫长路上，很快跨越尤为关键的

一级台阶。 

中国艺术研究院—王希平副研究员：“他们从那时候就编演新戏，把三国的《三国志》

里很多故事都串起来了，这是他们传统留下来的一个剧目，非常经典。” 

史料记载，三国故事被搬上舞台，大约始于宋元时期，其剧目、剧本至今尚存四十余

种，这是山西定襄县宏道镇的大马社火，表演形式类似于广场哑剧，演员都是当地农民，

他们勾画脸谱、披铠甲、扎靠旗、手持刀枪，演出的剧目是《官渡大战》《定军山》等三

国故事。在这个表演形式中，没有唱念，只有做打。相传最初的大马社火始于明朝初年，
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当地人用社火的形式，强身健体，以抗外敌，演着演着就有了刘备、诸葛亮、关云长、黄

忠这样的人物，可见民间百姓对三国中英雄人物的推崇。 

程长庚和卢胜奎，为了一改京都舞台的颓靡之势，合作成就了这部涵盖了三十六本的

京剧长篇大轴《三国》的问世。三国戏的演出，一时成为京城舞台旷日持久的风潮，而正

是在这股热潮的吹送下，京剧终于开始在一百五十年前，开始展现出质朴的泥土气质之外，

从未有过的清新刚健和风雅底色了，确保它一举挣脱世俗成见中的下里巴人、卑微底下的

身份规约，大大方方地迈上了宫廷演出的大舞台。 

北京艺术研究所—丁汝芹研究员：“在清代二百多年当中，戏曲艺术得到了蓬勃发展，

这个跟清政府的文化政策也有很大的关系，现存三百多种剧种当中，有二百多种，将近百

分之七十是在清代形成的。” 

中国戏曲源自乡野，其原始声腔普遍具有高喉大嗓的特点。正因如此，黄土高原上的

人们，至今还把唱秦腔习称为吼秦腔。在各自的进化途中，地方戏曲共有的这一质朴胎记

并没有随时代变迁而消失。乡村露野，搭台唱戏，台上的人不吼着唱，台下的人是不会答

应的。作为融汇徽、汉、秦等地方声腔的皮簧演唱当然也有这一特点。古老的成见，到一

位名叫谭鑫培的的京剧老生红遍京城时，总算得到了彻底的改变。 

19世纪50年代末，经年持续的太平天国起义，已使大清帝国元气大伤。富足殷实的长

江中下游地区，在兵燹战火中沦为人间地狱。昔日的东南形胜之地扬州，早已冷月无声一

派萧瑟。北上逃难谋生的艺人不绝如缕。 

战争的劫难，将一个年方十岁的孩子送上了京剧的舞台。1857年，跟随父亲唱湖北地

方戏汉剧的谭鑫培，流浪到了京城，三十三年后的1890年，谭鑫培以供奉内廷的身份，首

度登临宫廷大舞台。一曲京剧传统戏《卖马》过后，大有相见恨晚之感的慈禧，懿旨单独

召见谭鑫培，林林总总的赏赐当中，竟有一套四品官服，这时的谭鑫培正是京剧老生行的

黄金年龄。 

首都图书馆-韩朴原副馆长：“京剧在这产生，它直接和清代宫廷的直接参与就有极

大的关系，因此京剧它从它一产生背后，它就有着很浓郁的政治背景。” 

戏剧戏曲学博士—李涛：“我觉得他们更主要的是要通过对一种艺术生产环节的这种

控制来体现他们的政治主张，也就是说来表现他们提倡什么，反对什么。” 

有人说，属于谭鑫培个人的重赏，同时也不啻为京剧国剧地位的一次正式加冕，因为

从此以后，中国戏曲史上花部乱弹与昆曲间的所谓百年花雅之争，终于到谭鑫培这里划上

了一个令人悲欣交集的句号。 

也有人说，慈禧对谭鑫培的钟爱，爱的并非是谭鑫培本人，而是他的声音，一种由前

辈艺人程长庚最初冠名的柔靡之音。 

1870年，在京城舞台已小有名气的谭鑫培，搭班程长庚的三庆班。年轻的谭鑫培向程

长庚提出，自己想转行唱老生的想法。不料却遭到程长庚的严词否定，当时已在病中的程
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长庚对谭鑫培说，子声太甘，近乎柔靡，亡国之音也。意思是你的声音过于柔美甘甜，倘

若唱红，是要亡国的。1880年，程长庚病故，但甘甜柔靡的谭式唱腔却越唱越红。 

谭鑫培曾孙—谭元寿京剧演员：“绝大多数的观众还是听谭氏唱腔，这滋味好听了，

大伙一个认可俩认可，仨认可，全认可了，全国这就推开了。所以这个谭派就是这么来的。” 

一百多年后的今天，无腔不学谭，早已成为不争的事实。从谭鑫培生前留下的，为数

不多的录音片段，因为年代久远，我们已很难听出，他当年的那份甘甜与柔靡。 

时代趣味的转换诉说的也许只是人们对一种异乎往常的全新声腔的偏爱与认同，直来

直去，质朴粗犷的高喉大嗓，已不复为戏迷们待见。这种交织融汇了了中州音韵，和湖广

方言的声腔特点的所谓柔靡之音，转而成为众声喧哗的京剧舞台的主旋律，也成为了那个

时代，人们宣泄内心的最强音。 

北京大学—李扬帆副教授：“你看那时候演出的剧种，其实都充满着很悲壮的一种情

结，而这些剧种之所以能这么流行，就是因为当时整个社会有声音想发出来，但没有地方

去发出来。” 

华东师范大学—翁思再—研究员：“光绪的中后期，我们穷途末路，所以他们不是呐

喊，他是呻吟、无奈，内心的那种痛苦。店主东带过了黄骠马，不由我秦叔宝两泪如麻。” 

时至光绪十三谭式声腔早已风靡京城。一声“店主东带过了黄骠马”，俨然已是上至

达官贵人，下至贩夫走卒共同分享的时尚。这时的京剧老生行，由此从京剧众行当中脱颖

而出，迅速成为京城戏迷的最爱。这一年，谭鑫培离开三庆班，开始组建属于自己的京剧

戏班——同春班。在谭鑫培的同春班，延续百年的祖制终于走到了尽头。在他的班社里，

挑班演出的班主显然已是演出市场的最大卖点。从剧目的选择到角色的确立，所有的一切，

都必须为角儿这一市场卖点的最大化服务。京剧班社维系百年的明星制由此开始。 

北京燕山出版社 赵珩原总编辑：“人们去观剧，已经不是去看舞台上的剧情了。看的

是什么？看的是角儿在舞台上的表现，包括唱、念、做、打各个方面，在舞台上上的表现，

所以明星制取代了班社制，这是京剧到繁荣的一个阶段的一个很重要的因素。” 

光绪五年，唱红京城的谭鑫培谭老板，首次受邀来到上海演出。三年前的1876年，时

尚的上海人刚刚完成京剧的最初命名，当年3月2日的《申报》上一篇名为《图绘伶伦》的

文章的作者这样写道：京剧最重老生，各部必有能唱之老生一二人始能成班，俗呼为台柱

子。于是京剧这个词开始由上海人叫响，而后传遍中国。1912年，当谭老板深情绵邈、气

韵沉雄的声腔，在十里洋场唱响，沪上戏迷丝毫没有吝啬自己最热烈的掌声与最疯狂的叫

好，“伶界大王”的崭新桂冠如期加临，这是京剧艺人从未有过的一个霸气头衔。 

1905年，一个秋高气爽的日子，北京丰泰照相馆的老板任庆泰，迎来了京剧舞台首屈

一指的角儿，伶界大王谭鑫培。京剧火热的年代，刚刚从法国引进中国第一台摄影机的任

庆泰，将最初的镜头对准了京剧，实在是再顺理成章不过。古老的京剧，由此充当了我们

这个文明古国，留给第七艺术的第一形象。 

万方数据



 

26 

很快，中国人的第一部电影《定军山》，在前门大观楼前的空场上首次试映，一时间，

观影人潮蜂拥聚集，情至酣处，戏迷们齐声高歌，为银幕之上，谭鑫培的无声演唱集体配

唱。往后的一场大火，令人痛惜的将中国人的第一部电影《定军山》的胶片化为了灰烬。

今天呈现于我们眼前的，仅剩这张穿越岁月沧桑的个人剧照。这瞬间的永恒，当属百年京

剧为我们难得留住的，第一个不老容颜。 

时代风云如白云苍狗，一个腐朽没落的王朝，一个孕育了一门不朽的戏曲艺术的老迈

帝国，终于走到了尽头。帝国大厦的轰然倒塌中，国自兴亡谁管得，满城争说叫天儿，在

一个以京剧做伴的时代，谁会愿意去关心、留恋一个，注定将推出历史舞台的王朝的陨落

呢。 

中国戏曲学院原院长——周育德：“在那种社会心理状态中，人的精神需要一种支持。

看戏的过程当中，除了娱乐以外，确实是老百姓在中国京剧当中，还能感受到一种宗教式

的慰藉。” 

时代的霜刀雪剑，给生活在有情和无情岁月中的代代中国人，带来的是一段如此漫长

的伤害与创痛。他们是不幸的，因为历史的主宰，让他们不得不与一个写满耻辱与不公、

血泪与饥寒的，百年乱世狭路相逢。然而，他们又算是幸运的，因为在这样的飘零乱世，

正是走过百年的京剧，给了他们不离不弃的温情和护佑。当风雨来临，灯火阑珊处，舞台

之上传来的这个天籁之音，给每一个贫贱或高贵、伟大或卑微的生命，传递着亘古的温暖

与慰藉、希望与力量。 

时光不歇，生活不止。古老的京剧，她的精彩其实才刚刚开始。 

位于上海市福州路701号的天蟾舞台，始建于民国初年，距今已有近百年的历史，从

当年“不进天蟾不成名”的梨园公论，到如今看戏就到天蟾逸夫的沪上常识，百年以来，

这个舞台几乎见证了，每一位京剧名角儿的动人身影。2011年9月17日，为纪念辛亥革命

一百周年，一台名为《梨园少将》的新编历史剧，在此隆重首演。很多观众也许不会相信，

如果时光可以倒转，一百年前的夜晚，故事中的主角潘月樵本人，或许正站在同一个舞台，

在来自相同方向的这束舞台灯光照耀下，为台下戏迷载歌载舞。时光的流逝，已经把一段

留在历史中的现实人生，改写成了一部属于今天的经验传奇。从伶人到少将，这样的身份

跨越，唤醒的应该不止是，关于一个京剧艺人的光荣记忆，更有古老的京剧演到一百年前，

注定要上演的那出，彷徨与呐喊，抗争与觉醒。倡优并列，这是戏曲艺人，在嗜戏薄伶的

封建专制社会里，无可摆脱的身份宿命。自打徽班进京起，即便是那些名动京师的要角儿，

也只能与青楼歌妓为邻。偏居于北京南城前门以外的八大胡同一带，1949年以前，这里曾

经是北京著名的红灯区。在世人口中，末等妓院有个“下处”的别称，而戏班聚居的地方，

则由此被人们称为“大下处”。 

中国艺术研究学院——颜长珂研究员：“这些戏班里面的基层演员，就现在的话来讲，

就是说班底吧，就都在大下处这个地方落脚。” 
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中国京剧杂志社—陈志明—编剧“把演员和妓女放在一起了，你想这个社会地位他能高的

了吗，所以城里头为什么不让演戏就是这个。” 

明朝嘉靖年以后，北京城分成内城和外城的基本格局，从正阳门、宣武门、崇文门这

三个城门，及城墙往南地区被称为外城，是一个长方形的城池。清代的娱乐设施基本上建

在外城，这是因为内城旗籍的居民为多，当时的统治者不愿意自己的旗民，沉溺于娱乐之

中精神涣散。除了紫禁城内的戏台，和王府内的私人戏台，内城不允许建大众戏园子。戏

园大多建在前门外以南一带，并且在清中叶以前，没有旗人当票友，也不允许八旗子弟和

梨园行有所往来。 

中国社科院近代史研究所—李长莉—研究员：“唱戏这个行当，一般的人们一直到清

末这个时候，一般的人们，观念当中还是被视为贱业。从事贱业这样的人，还是会受到人

们一定的歧视。” 

清嘉庆以降，朝廷颁诏严禁京城官员狎妓，蓄养相公之风由此悄然盛行。相公也称像

姑，据传是从像姑娘衍化而来。当时的梨园名伶，除演戏之外，还要在自己的私寓接待客

人，从事陪酒等有偿服务，俗称堂子。 

中国戏曲学院—钮骠教授：“因为那个时候最初没有女演员，唱旦角的，唱小生的都

是男孩子。这样呢，就到某某堂，去呢，陪酒啊。” 

北京市京剧昆曲振兴协会—刘嵩昆—理事：“从小就过那种生活，所以说引起剧界的

不满。” 

二十世纪初年的上海，既是洋行买办的天堂，也是京剧艺人的乐园。据时人统计，当

时的上海滩，仅从宝善街至四马路一带，就有茶楼戏院统共不下五十家。京剧登临这座城

市的舞台不过三十年，即已成为最普遍的时尚，和最通用的交际话语。人流密集的茶楼戏

院，给当时越来越多留日归来的革命党人，开展革命宣传提供了最好的场所。他们或秘密

散发革命报章，或在戏台公开演讲，革命也由此渐渐与京剧走到了一起。最初的变革之声，

来自梁启超、蔡元培、陈独秀，等一批知识分子。1903 年起，他们相继在《新民丛报》、

《俄事警闻》，等媒体发表文章，宣传戏曲改良主张，阐发戏曲之于社会的高台教化作用，

他们宣称，戏曲作为改良社会的不二法门，应为普天下人之大学堂。伶人也不应是倡忧并

列俗见中的下九流，而应为普天下人之大教师。 

中国戏曲学院原院长—周育德—教授：“那么在这个时候这些人士，普遍地看到了中

国戏曲艺术，它在推动中国社会前进，在推动中国社会改革当中，它能够发挥积极的作用。” 

南京大学文学院院长—董健—教授：“正是因为这么一个观念的转变，根本扭转了戏

曲，作为一个低级玩物的概念。而成为一个现代文化的一个重要形态之一。” 

1904 年 10 月，一本名为，《二十世纪大舞台》的戏曲专刊，开始在沪上伶界广泛流传。

刊物公然号召沪上伶界，用戏曲的方式奋发民情，推翻大清王朝的专制统治。当时的革命

人士，南社诗人柳亚子，在刊物《发刊词》中，痛陈张目四顾、河山如死的现实时局，号
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召南都乐部即上海伶界，以戏曲改良为武器，率先在黑暗世界灼放一线光明。与此同时，

上海春仙茶园演出的，一部名为《瓜种兰因》，抨击卖国通敌的新戏，引起了沪上媒体的

关注，而这出新戏的编创、主演，即为《二十世纪大舞台》的，创办人之一汪笑侬。对于

京剧史上这破天荒的演出，当时的戏迷是这样评论汪笑侬心境的，檀板一声、凄凉幽郁，

茫茫大千、几无托足之地，将有心人一种深情和盘托出，借他人酒杯浇自己之块垒，笑侬

殆以歌场为痛苦之地者也。对于当时汪笑侬，借波兰亡国之恨，寓中国近世变乱之耻的演

出本意，当时的沪上保守势力却纷纷抓住，《瓜种兰因》的外在形式不放，戏称汪笑侬为

不懂戏曲的，旧剧界之维新派，新剧界之国粹派。对此，当时有儒伶之誉的汪笑侬回应道:

我之所以成为伶人，没有什么庄严可说，我的志向不在于卖艺，我献身于舞台，只因这舞

台是陶冶我性情之地。 

上海戏剧学院—丁罗男—教授：“他是举人出身，在艺人中间他文化程度很高，虽然

不是科班出身，但是汪笑侬呢，他这种政治敏感，文化素质各方面都是很好的。” 

上海戏剧家协会副主席—黎中城—作家：“他下海了以后，就必然是非常希望把自己

的，想法、政治观点，对社会的某些不满和期望，用文艺的武器，用戏剧的武器来感染观

众。” 

《二十世纪大舞台》不久后被查禁，汪笑侬不得不离开上海，流落天津。时代的风云

际会，很快将另一些有志于用戏曲，来表达自我、控诉现实的伶人知己，聚合到了一起。

1907 年底，一部最初由留日进步学生，改编排演的话剧《黑奴吁天录》，在上海租界兰心

大戏院首演。当时，与汪笑侬，同在上海丹桂茶园挂牌演出的，潘月樵、夏月珊、夏月润

等京剧艺人，和革命党人王钟声、刘艺舟，走到了一起，他们共同参与了这出话剧的排演。

这是京剧艺人首次参演西式话剧，也是话剧这一源自西方的舞台艺术形式，与中国观众的

首次见面，时人称其为“文明戏”。 

中央戏剧学院—谭霈生—教授：“当时的知识界主要的兴趣，在这儿关注的是什么，

是社会革命，把西方戏剧引进来也是为了这个目的，不是为了发展艺术，是社会革命的需

要。” 

中央戏剧学院—李畅—教授：“文明戏里面有一个角色叫‘言论正生’，就是这个人专

门上去慷慨激昂，发一通救国言论，说是中国要亡了，我们应该怎么办，要礼义廉耻等等

说一大套，这个叫言论正生。言论正生有时候也要唱两句皮簧。” 

在上海新舞台的新戏演出中，潘月樵等人打出的旗号是，以清歌妙舞，召还祖国之魂，

在一个风雨飘摇的没落乱世，这样的告白，呈现的也许只是，身份卑微、地位低下的伶人

们，在政治与艺术面前，义无反顾的共同抉择。而在这一方舞台曾经上演的，所有揭露或

抨击、讴歌或呐喊，究竟能对当时的观众，产生如何巨大的召唤？又到底曾经在人们的内

心，掀起过怎样的波澜。对此，当时的报纸是这样描述的：前晚初开锣，已人满为患，座

客多叹息伤悲，甚至有泣下沾襟者，这样的场面，对走过近百年历史的传统京剧而言，显
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然是不可比拟的，也是从来不敢想象的。 

南京大学文学院院长—董健—教授：“它的价值在于当时它能够表现出，观众和演员

在精神上的，高度一致、高度相通，而且当时中国的社会风潮，也是正处在那种，就是孙

中山描写的浩浩荡荡，顺之者昌、逆之者亡，这么一种情绪之下，它与时代，与观众的心

灵配合得非常紧。” 

1911 年 10 月，一场旨在推翻清王朝封建统治的，资产阶级民主革命——辛亥革命，

在湖北武昌爆发了。一个月后，这场改朝换代的革命，终于从武昌城头传递至上海，在攻

打清朝统治象征的，江南制造总局的战斗中，担任总突击队的队员，全部是上海新舞台的

京剧艺人，总队长是潘月樵和夏月珊。 

上海大学—蓝凡—教授：“因为当时那个上海的辛亥革命，就是攻打制造局，就是一

个造枪火的清政府的一个部门，就攻打，后来他们攻打下来了，穿了戏装，骑着马，真的

过去打。” 

熊志麟—京剧演员：“那真干，因为都武戏，一看到来了以后，翻得又漂亮，打起来

又快，手脚也快，跟打把子一样。” 

这些曾经用一出出时装新戏，点燃台下观众内心，革命火焰的伶人、戏子，终将命运

的耻辱与愤恨，化为无可阻挡的革命激情与熊熊烈焰，直接烧向了他们置身的，这个腐朽

黑暗的世界。 

上海光复后，京剧艺人潘月樵被授予少将军衔，孙中山批准成立上海伶界联合会，亲

笔题赠“现身说法”匾额一幅，夏月珊为首任会长，并且成立了上海伶界小学，以改变艺

人不识字的生活现状。时代的转换，如这块世纪舞台的幕启幕落，伴随着这段从梨园伶人，

到革命少将的梨园佳话的书写完成,京剧的另一个百年开始了。 
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Appendix 1 
 

November 16th, 2010 was an ordinary day for Beijing.  As the city woke up together with the 

sun, the stage of life presented us another ordinary day of Beijingers. Whether it is poetic or 

vulgar, old or modern, the stage showed us the choice of modern Chinese. However, it was still 

unknown for most of us that since that day the UNESCO’s List of Intangible Cultural Heritage 

of Humanity has been lengthened with the addition of an ancient opera named after the city — 

Peking Opera. The understanding of Peking Opera being the quintessence of Chinese culture has 

been shared among the Chinese for long.  However, we are not sure whether it is the right choice 

for Peking Opera to be carried on. 

Looking from Yongdingmen in the south of Beijing to the north, it seems that we can look 

straight into the history. Two hundred years ago, Anhui troupes from the south entered the 

capital city and started their glorious journey.  

Huang Zongjiang, Playwright: “Peking Opera is in my hometown dialect, because I was 

born and raised here. And it is also the voice of my hometown or even the vice of my 

homeland.” 

In the tales of old Beijing, Beijingers have been crazy about the Peking Opera for g

enerations. They have immersed themselves in opera houses both in good times and bad

 times. For most Beijingers or even most Chinese, Peking Opera is not only an entertain

ment but also a life style and a way to sooth their hearts. 

In the eyes of curious foreigners, Peking Opera is a mystery, and is a beautiful drea

mland. Eighty years ago, when it was first brought onto the stage of Broadway, most w

esterners thought Peking Opera had bridged the barrier between east and west. The Amer

ican theater critic Robert Littell wrote in The World describing the Peking Opera as foll

ows: It is an ancient myth of beauty and harmony, a world of grandeur and tranquility. 

Eighty years later, Peking Opera was listed on UNESCO’s List of Intangible Cultural He

ritage of Humanity with an unanimous vote. 

Ouyang Zhongshi, Professor of Capital Normal University: “The world has recognize

d its value.” 

Song Guanlin, president of National Peking Opera Company: “Although it is a kind

 of heritage of humanity, it is full of juice, and it is a cultural treasure.” 

Past has gone far away, with reflection of the intricate shadow of Peking Opera. It 

is said that ancient arts of a nation were born with the unique spirit of the nation. The 
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ancient art with fabulous dances and melodies not only reminds us the vanity on the sta

ge but also the ancient performers of Peking Opera. 

The National Academy of Chinese Theatre Arts, which is located in the south of B

eijing, is China’s top school for training Peking Opera performers. In the teaching buildi

ng, there is one previous collection – a piece of Peking Opera costume awarded by the 

emperor. Its first owner was Wang Yaoqing, the second principal of the school. 

One hundred years ago, Wang Yaoqing was a Peking Opera star. He was invited to

 perform for the imperial family in the magnificent and fortified court which was about 

to step down from the world stage. Wang was not alone, for this court has seen too ma

ny stars, Cheng changgeng, Tan xinpei, Yang xiaolou, Yu shuyuan, Mei lanfang, etc. It i

s these figures who both entertained a dynasty for centuries and created the splendid hist

ory of Peking Opera. 

As all the flourish and jollification have been past, the stories about Peking opera m

ust start with this long, fallen dynasty. 

In September 1790, all local opera troupes coming from different places to Beijing in 

celebration of the eightieth birthday of Emperor Qianlong (1711-1799) of Qing dynasty under 

imperial power as usual. According to historical records, those years in Beijing, from Xihuamen 

to tens of miles radius within regions outside Xizhimen, “each stage is set up every dozens of 

steps.” The so-called “meeting another stage before passing one in the rear” being such a 

spectacular and busy scene, has made the ancient capital seem to be a large theatre. 

During all the dynasties in Chinese history, singing a Chinese opera would be the most 

common way of celebration. It is said that there are three types of most ancient operas in the 

drama world of the history: Greek tragedy and comedy, Indian Sanskrit opera and Chinese opera. 

Nothing remains of Greek tragedy and comedy but relics of stages. Indian Sanskrit opera failed 

to be handled down and has been a lost art. The performing scene of the two ancient operas 

would never be known or be reappeared. Only the Chinese traditional opera Xipi and Erhuang, 

along with various celebrations, have always been on the stage from ancient times till now. 

Guo Hancheng, Theatre Critic: “The two types of operas are also old enough and some are 

even older than ours. Why are they lost? And why is our opera lasting for so long? I think the 

reason is it has been living in our life for a long time.” 

“Happy alone or together, which is better?” The Chinese emperor certainly had knowledge 

of it. Stages were set up from the Forbidden City to the Summer Palace at that time. As Emperor 

Qianlong was passing by the stages, all of the actors and audience were prostrating themselves. 

Emperor Qianlong couldn’t have the chance to watch any opera. However, purpose of the 
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existing of these stages is to cause people to have pleasure as well as themselves. Among the 

numerous performing groups, there was an opera troupe favored by Emperor Qianlong. Among 

all local opera troupes in celebration of Qianlong’s birthday, an Anhui troupe named Sanqing 

from Yangzhou (in Jiangsu Province) was prominent among all troupes. The one starred in 

Sanqing troupe was a young man named Gao Langting. It is said that he impersonated female 

characters on the stage. Every breath he took was a consummate work of art. With such a high 

evaluation, he naturally caught eyes of most Beijingers. 

The Sanqing troupe was built up by a salt merchant named Jiangchun in Yangzhou. 

Yangzhou during the reign of Emperor Qianlong approximately enjoyed the economic status as 

Shanghai today. Convenient canal transportation and monopoly salt industry gave birth to a 

considerable number of salt merchants with peerless wealth here in Anhui. And raising opera 

troupes at home to compare their performances had been an ethos among the Yangzhou salt 

merchants at that time. 

Zhou Chuanjia, Professor of Beijing Union University: “At that time, there were two main 

opera centers, i.e. Beijing in the north, and Yanzhou in the south.” 

Fujin, professor of National Academy of Chinese Theatre Arts : “Yangzhou was prosperous 

in its commerce, and was the most important commercial city at that time; thus, it gathered the 

largest population with strong desire for entertainment.” 

At that time, the main melodies in China were Jingqiang,  (Beijing tunes), Qinqiang (Shaanxi 

tunes), Hui tunes, Kunqiang (Suzhou tunes), Erhuang tunes, Luoluoqiang (Shanxi tunes). These 

main melodies were gathered in this small city — Yangzhou, various local melodies with their 

local dialects were spread across the streets of Yangzhou. It’s hard to imagine the prosperity of 

those fabulous melodies. 

Emperor Qian Long had traveled to southern provinces for six times in his lifetime. When he 

toured the Slender West Lake in Yangzhou, he found it was similar to Beihai in Beijing except a 

white tower. Hearing this, a salt merchant quietly gathered the architects and workers together to 

build a similar white tower over a night. The next day, when Emperor Qianlong toured the lake 

again, he was surprised by what he saw. Learning about the incredible miracle, he was impressed 

by how capable the salt merchant was. The salt merchant was named Jiang Chun. 

Wei Minghua, Writer and Director of Yangzhou Culture Institute: “The troupe of Jiang 

Chun was the origin of troupes of salt merchants in Yangzhou. All of the salt merchants intended 

to please the emperor through opera. This gave the emperor a chance to see authentic folk 

operas.” 

According to unofficial records of Qing dynasty, after the celebration, the Sanqing troupe 
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immediate became successful and popular. Then they moved into the Hanjiatan Hutong in the 

south of Beijing, and settled down in Beijing and performed for their livelihood. Over the next 

few years, Anhui troupes from Yangzhou into Beijing continued to rage. In the reign of Emperor 

Jiaqing of Qing dynasty, among all troupes, Sanqing, Sixi, Hechun and Chuntai, the four Anhui 

troupes rose to fame. Years later, the event Anhui troupes coming into Beijing is regarded as the 

beginning of the development of Peking Opera. 

Wang Yunming, Honorary President of Chinese Theatre and Literature Association: “The 

four troupes came to Beijing and performed at the emperor’s birthday celebrations. People both 

in and outside of the palaces cheered for them. Therefore, they thrived in Beijing. ” 

Zhou Huabin, Professor of Communication University of China: “The four Anhui troupes 

conquered Beijing in later years in Jiaqing reign of Qing dynasty. They kept their momentum for 

30 years.” 

In the late 18th century, on the performing stage, Kun Opera (Kunshan melody in Jiangsu 

Province) was in the orthodox position As for local operas such as Hui tune, Qinqiang, etc. the 

noble and high-ranking officials beneath contempt scoff at wouldn’t spare a glance for them in 

public. As the orthodox music of Qing, by then, Kun Opera has been on stage over 400 years. 

Liaoben, Vice President of Chinese Writer’s Association: “After Emperor Qianlong’s reign, 

Kun Opera lost its charm in the theaters in Beijing. For one thing, the audience was now mostly 

common people, such as merchants, salesmen or runners from all over the country.” 

Zhufu, Mechanical Engineer and Beijing Kun Opera Researcher:“‘Qun Opera dismisses the 

crowd.’ This is what’s known as the wrong people, the wrong place, the wrong time. If you 

performed Kun Opera before an audience whose interest was other operas, they’d run away.” 

In the 1840s, elements of Hui tune, Qinqiang, Jingqiang and Han tune were incorporated 

together to make a brand-new type of local opera — Pihuang began to take shape. 

Niu Biao, Professor of National Academy of Chinese Theatre Arts: “The Anhui Opera mixed 

with the Han Opera which gave rise to the Peking Opera， which belonged to the tune of 

Pihuang. By 1840, it became a full- fledged genre.” 

In the 1840s, elements of Hui tune, Qinqiang, Han tune, Kun Opera, Jingqiang and Jinggao 

qiang and folk operas were incorporated together to form the Peking Opera. 

The region of Jingshan Park now in Beijing was Nanfu—the administrative institution of 

palace music. “Nanfu” was renamed “Shengpingshu” in the 7th year during the reign of Emperor 

Daoguang(1827). “Dongpingshu” took charge of palace performance as usual. But they called 

extra actors outside to be a servant in the palace or take a new post to teach eunuchs to act in 

operas. Unlike the title “Full- time Imperial Physician in the palace”, those entertainers with low 
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social status were called “Part-time Imperial Artist” inside. As an official honor the title deeply 

attracted the opera artists. 

In the 10th year during the reign of Emperor Xianfeng, i.e. June, 1860, Shufangzhai stage in 

the Forbidden City finally welcomed the first “Part-time Imperial Artist” who sang Pihuang. He 

is Cheng Changgeng who is later titled with “father of Peking Opera”. Cheng is the 4th host of 

Sanqing troupe. Compared with all his predecessors, Cheng was somewhat literate. And he was a 

rarity of the rarities who received education in the operatic artists. As a troupe host with strong 

sense of responsibility, he had a clear understanding of how powerful opera’s art in touching 

people’s heart and shaping people’s morality. 

The folk operas were born from and performed in the countryside. They were not only for 

entertainment but expression of their values and morals. The characters on stage are mostly 

handsome and beauties, emperors and ministers. But the message of love and hatred is always 

unmistakably clear for the general public, which fully presents the unique feature of Chinese 

opera educates the general public. 

Ma Weidu, Collector and Curator of Guanfu Museum: “In ancient times, the education rate 

was low. Only about 1% of the population could go to school. What helped such a large society 

operate with relative order and social morality? It was taught through operas mainly. ” 

Li Chang, Professor of Central Academy of Drama: “Operas are more powerful than any 

books or schools.” 

The Empress Dowager Cixi,the effective ruler of the country during late Qing dynasty，gave 

full play to the inherent educational function of operas. As a woman of a suspicious nature, she 

was afraid of being deceived by the officials, hence she often invited her ministers to watch the 

play called To Decapitate Shouyan. Every time when the traitor Ouyang Fang pulled out his 

sword in front of the emperor, she ordered to knock the actor who played Ouyang down, and beat 

him forty times by plate. The art of managing state affairs came out voicelessly between the actor 

on the stage who pleading tearfully and the ministers in the auditorium who watching 

embarrassingly.The opera performed on the stage also showed a way of governing the country 

explicitly. 

In the 1850s, the gate of the Qing dynasty was forced open afte r the first Opium War. The 

ancient China made her way hardly on transition. The rotten politics of the empire and the 

drooping spirit of the dramatists set Cheng Changgeng begin to think about innovating the 

opera.Once Cheng Changgeng met Lu Shengkui, a candidate for the imperial examinations who 

always came to watch opera for free. Cheng successfully persuaded him to be an actor instead of 

attending the examination. As a member from Families of officials in Jiangxi Province, Lu may 
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be the first actor in the history of Chinese Opera, to give up the opportunity of being an official. 

It was inconceivable how hard Lu could make his choice in the Chinese feudalistic society. After 

all, Lu helped Peking Opera make a new step in the long journey to the temple of art. 

Wang Xiping, Vice researcher of Chinese National Academy of Arts: “They created many 

original operas, including stories from the Romance of the Three Kingdoms. They Created what 

was considered classics.” 

According to historical records, Romance of the Three Kingdoms was adapted into drama 

about in Song and Yuan dynasty, and there are still more than forty lists and scripts of the drama 

remained today. This is the DaMa Festival Activity of Hongdao town in Dingxiang county 

Shanxi province. Its performance is similar to mime show in square, and the actors are all the 

local farmers .They painted the facial make-up, wore armor, inserted the flag on the back and 

held the sword and spear to perform Guandu War, Dingjun Hill and other stories in Three 

Kingdoms. There is no singing and gesticulating, but elocution and acrobatics in this kind of 

performance. It is said that the original DaMa Festival Activity started in the early years of Ming 

dynasty and through which the local people kept fit to resist invaders, later the characters such as 

Liu bei, zhuge liang, GuanYunchang Huang zhong were formed.that reflected the people’s 

worship to heroes of three kingdoms. 

In order to change the depressing situation of opera in the capital, Cheng Changgeng and Lu 

Shengkui cooperated to create the Peking Opera of three kingdoms covering 36 scripts. The 

performance of the three kingdoms became a lasting trend in Peking Opera, making the it grow 

from pristine temperament and show its fresh ,vigorous and elegant features 150 years ago. Since 

then Peking Opera got rid of the humble position, and stepped onto the court stage with admitted 

status. 

Ding Ruqin, Researcher of Beijing Institute of Art: “In over 200 years of the Qing dynasty, 

folk operas became highly developed. This is highly related to the cultural policies of the 

government at the time. Of the 300 folk opera genres in China today, 70% came into being 

during the Qing dynasty.” 

Chinese opera which originates from the countryside is featured by loud voice. That is why 

Qinqqiang Opera is generally called Loud Singing Qinqiang in Loess Plateau. Despite all the 

changes, the loud voice characterized by the local operas remains till today. The audience would 

not be content until they heard the loud voice on the stage which was likely to be set up on the 

countryside.This characteristic is also shared by the Pihuang tunes which merged the local tunes 

including Qin, Han and Qin. This stereotype was fundamentally transformed by Tan Xinpei, who 

plays the role of old male person in Peking Opera and become incredibly popular. 
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In the late 1950s, the years of sustained Taiping Rebellion has dramatically decimated Qing 

dynasty. The prosperous Yangtze River region turned out to become hell in the war. The 

previously thriving Yangzhou suffered from depression and bleakness. There was a wave of 

migrant artists who fled northwards. 

The chaos of forced a ten-year-old Tan Xinpei to the stage of opera. In 1857, Tan wandered 

in the capital, following his father who sings Hubei local opera. 33 years later, Tan made his first 

appearance at the royal stage as a ‘Part-time Imperial Artist’. After singing the traditional Peking 

Opera Selling Horse, he was summoned by empress Cixi who could not wait to meet him. 

Among numerous rewards gifts, there was a robe for the Fourth Grade officials when Tan is on 

his heyday in his career. 

Han Pu, Deputy Curator of National Library: “The Peking Opera’s birth is closely 

connected with the imperial court. So it has a heavy political background.” 

Li Tao, Ph. D of Theater and Chinese Traditional Opera: “I think they are trying to make 

their voice heard through art. They express clearly what they support or oppose.” 

Some people referred this as a reward to Tan Xinpei, it is also equal to crowning Peking 

Opera as the national opera, since the disputes between local operas and Kunqu in Chinese opera 

history lasting a century were ended by Tan Xinpei bittersweetly.  

Other people said Cixi loved Tan Xinpei’s voice instead of himself. It was a soft voice 

firstly named by former artist Cheng Changgeng. 

In 1870, Tan Xinpei has been famous in Beijing, and joined the Sanqing troupe led by 

Cheng Changgeng. Tan Xinpei was young, but he said to Cheng Changgeng that he wanted to 

play the role of Lao Sheng (the part of an old gentleman in C hinese operas). To Tan’s surprise, 

Cheng denied vehemently. Cheng was in serious illness, and said to Tan that your voice was so 

sweet and captivating, and it will bring the end of the empire. In 1880, Cheng Changgeng died 

from illness, but Tan’s sweet voice was getting more and more popular. 

Tan Yuanshou, Peking Opera Singer and Tan Xinpei’s Grandson: “Most of the audience 

loved Tan’s voice. They loved his unique tone. All people one at a time began to recognize it, it 

became popular national-wide. Then the Tan School of Singing came into being.” 

Now, it is undeniable that all opera students learn from Tan’s singing style. Rare and remote 

as the records were, it’s hard for us to feel his sweet and captivating voice at that time. 

The changes in interest showed that people accepted and favored a totally new singing style,. 

The direct, plain, and loud tone had been out of favor of opera goers. The so-called soft voice 

combining rhythm of central-plains and voice characteristics of Hubei dialects suddenly became 

the main theme of various operas, as well as the strongest voice to voice themselves at that time. 
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Li Yangfan, Associate Professor of Peking University: “The operas at that time were full of 

solemn and tragedy more or less. Such operas became popular because the general public found 

no way to voice discontent.” 

Weng Sizai, Researcher of East China Normal University: “At the end of the Guangxu reign, 

we found ourselves at a dead end. They yelled to voice their pain and desperate. ‘The hotel 

owner brought over my horse. I couldn’t help shedding ears.’” 

By the 13th year of Guang Xu reign, Tan’s singing style had swept Beijing. The lyrics that 

the hotel owner brought over my horse had been a fashion shared by prominent officials and 

general public. The role of Lao Sheng stood out among lots roles in Peking Opera, and became 

the favorite of opera goers in Beijing rapidly. At the same year, Tan Xinpei left the Sanqing 

troupe and launched his own troupe – the Tongchun Troupe. In Tongchun Troupe, the star 

performed on behalf of the troupe became the biggest selling point. From choosing operas to 

determining roles, all processes must serve for the star system. The star system circulated for a 

century in Peking Opera started since then. 

Zhao Heng, Former Editor- in Chief of Beijing Yanshan Press: “People no longer went to the 

opera for the story but for the stars. They went to see the whole performance of the stars on stage. 

So the star system replaced the old ways. This was an important factor that helped Peking Opera 

to prosper.” 

In the fifth year of Guang Xu reign, Tan Xinpei, the celebrity in Beijing and troupe leader, 

was invited to perform in Shanghai for the first time. Three years ago, the fashionable 

Shanghainese gave name Peking Opera preliminarily. On March 2nd, 1876, It was in a review in 

a Shanghai newspaper that said: in Peking Opera, the roles of Lao Sheng was more important 

than other roles and Lao Sheng roles were essential to start a troupe, who were known as pillars. 

After that, the word Peking Opera became a hit in Shanghai and then spread the whole country. 

In 1912, Tan’s singing conquered Shanghai for his profound beauty, and the Shanghai opera 

goers responded with warm applause and crazy shouting. The totally new title “the king in 

opera” was conferred to Tan in time, and the proud title had never been given to any opera artist 

before. 

In autumn of 1905, Ren Qingtai, the boss of Feng Tai photo studio in Beijing, invited Tan 

Xinpei – the leading role in Peking Opera as well as the king in opera. In the prevailing age of 

Peking Opera, Ren Qingtai imported the first camera to China from France, and the first focus 

was on the Peking Opera was undoubtedly logical. The classic Peking Opera left the first image 

of our country to the seventh art, or the film. Before long, the first film of China – Dingjun Hill 

was premiered in a public square in the city center of Beijing. 

万方数据



 

38 

Soon, audiences swarmed to see Tan Xinpei’s performance on film, and at the climax of 

mood, thousands of people were singing together to compensate for the missing sound of his 

voice. Unfortunately, a fire burned the cine-film of China’s first movie Dingjun Hill, leaving 

only a personal photo witness ups and downs. The momentary eternity should be the first 

unchanged figure which was precious in 100 years history of Peking Opera. 

Times changed unpredictably, the declining dynasty as well as the aged empire breeding a 

lasting opera art came to an end. During the collapse of our empire, nobody cared the rise and 

fall of our nation, and people all addicted themselves in the voice of Tan Xinpei. At the time 

companied by Peking Opera, nobody would like to care the Qing dynasty which doomed to 

perish. 

Zhou Yude, former president of National Academy of Chinese Theatre Arts: “In a society 

like that, people have certain spiritual needs. Peking Opera is not only entertainment but offers a 

religious- like soothing to its audience.” 

Challenges and hardship of times bring to generations of Chinese living in peace or turbulent 

times a long-term hurt and pain. Whoever was born at the end of the Qing dynasty is unfortunate 

because they had to endure all sorts of injustices and chaos. Whoever was born to the time of 

Peking Opera is fortunate because their journeys are accompanied by such beautiful voices. 

When the situation changed and the dynasty lingered, the voice of nature from the stage passed 

to everyone, poor or noble, great or menial, eternal warmth and console, hope and power. 

Time never rests, and life never stops. The ancient Peking Opera actually just started to 

show her splendidness. 

Located on 701，Fuzhou Road, Shanghai Tian Chan Opera House was first built in 1920s, 

with a history of almost one hundred years. Performers and the public all believed that without 

performing in Tian Chan, one could never be counted a real star. For decades, the stage sees the 

wonderful performance of each opera star. On September 17, 2011, the historical drama Pear 

Garden General is premiered at Tian Chan for memorizing the Revolution of 1911. The opera is 

based on the story of a singer Pan Yueqiao who took part in the Revolution. Beyond audience’s 

imagination, maybe one hundred years ago, Pan Yueqiao once sang on the same stage himself, 

with the same lighting from the same direction. From a singer to a general, his struggle not only 

reminded us of Peking Opera being a glory art, but also the memory of regaining freedom and 

self-respect. In pervious centuries, being regarded as little better than prostitutes, actors and 

actresses are not always enjoyed high reputation. Ever since Anhui troupes came, they always 

lived out of the south gate of Beijing, which was notorious for its mixture of opera houses and 

brothels before 1949. Therefore, Peking Opera singers are the lowest of the low and they 
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congregated in what was called the “pits of iniquity”. 

Yan Changke, Researcher — Chinese National Academy of Arts: “The ordinary actors 

and performers usually congregated in what was called the ‘pits of iniquity’.” 

Chen Zhiming, Editor — Chinese Peking Opera Magazine:“Actors were ranked alongside 

prostitutes, both enjoying a very low reputation. That’s why opera performances were not 

allowed within the city walls.” 

In the 16th century, Ming emperor Jiajing has divided Beijing into inner and outer cities. 

Outer city is in the south of Zhengyangmen, Xuanwumen, Chongwenmen and walls. Later in 

Qing dynasty, the entertainment facilities were mostly in the outer city, because the ruler didn’t 

want the chosen men to indulge themselves in entertainment. Stages were only allowed to be set 

up in the forbidden city and the palace of princes, instead of public theatre in the inner city. 

Theaters were mostly set up in the outer city. In early Qing dynasty, there were no fans of opera 

among the chosen men, and the chosen men were forbidden from associating with opera singers. 

Li Changli, Researcher — Chinese Academy of Social Science: “Until the end of Qing 

dynasty, opera was considered a very low profession. There were strong prejudices against those 

who worked in the business.” 

At the beginning of the 19th century, emperor Jiaqing issued a decree forbidding court 

officials to go whoring. Instead, these officials invited the younger opera performers to entertain 

them in private settings. At that time, the singers were all male, and they were well paid for the ir 

services, besides singing opera. 

Niu Biao, Professor — National Academy of Chinese Theatre Arts: “There were no female 

performers in opera. All the beautiful female roles were taken by young men. They were usually 

called to go to entertain customers.” 

Liu Songkun — Opera Scholar: “They lived from the very beginning. So, it became one of 

the problems in the opera world.” 

Shanghai, in early 20th century, was a paradise both for foreign firms and opera singers. In 

one district of Shanghai Bund at that time, there were over fifty venues offering opera 

performance and services. Within thirty years development, Peking Opera had already become a 

fashionable favor with the locals. With overcrowded people, theaters had become the favorable 

places for revolutionaries returning from Japan to promote revolution. They distributed 

publications secretly and made public speeches on stages. Gradually, opera and revolution 

became twins in the mind of public. The call for revolution firstly came from intellectuals, like 

Liang Qichao, Cai Yuanpei and Chen Duxiu. From 1903, they successively published articles in 

magazines and to use it to propose opera reform and explicate the educational role of opera. 
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They stated that opera was the best way to reform the society and the favorable means to educate 

people. Thus, singers should be the teachers of the public, rather than the lowest of the low.  

Zhou Yude, professor —  National Academy of Chinese Theatre Arts: “All of the 

intellectuals saw the positive effect of opera in the course of promoting China’s social reform.” 

Dongjian, Professor and Dean — Liberal Arts College of Nanjing University: “The 

changing of the perspective on theatre changed the status of it.  Theatre was no longer seen as a 

simply lowbrow entertainment but an important part in the modern culture”. 

In October, 1904, an opera journal named Great Theatre of the 20th Century became popular 

in the theatre in Shanghai. The journal openly called on the art performers to rouse people 

through opera so as to overthrow the Qing dynasty. Liu Yazi, a revolutionary poet, eloquently 

show the hopeless reality in this journal and called on the Shanghai opera world to take the 

reformed theatre as a weapon to firstly release a beam of light into the dark world. Meanwhile, a 

new opera about Poland’s fall in 17th century shown at Chunxian Tea House in Shanghai drew 

the attention of Shanghai media. The scriptwriter and performer of the opera is Wang Xiaonong 

who is also one of the journal’s founders. It was the first Peking Opera selecting a foreign story 

in history. His performance gained a high evaluation among the theatergoers, because he 

expressed the melancholy and desperate feelings of the audience in the opera. Although the opera 

concerned Poland which was carved up, the author ’s real target was that Qing dynasty sacrificed 

territory in return for a temporary peace against the social turmoil. However, the conservatives in 

Shanghai criticized the opera style, ignoring the deep meaning. They made fun of Wang 

Xiaonong as a reformer of the old theatre and a conservative of a new theatre. Wang responded: I 

didn’t become an opera performer to make a living Although I did not get respect of others, I 

dedicate myself to the stage because it provides me an opportunity to cultivate my temperament 

and enjoy myself. 

Ding Luonan, Professor — Shanghai Theatre Academy: “He was a scholar who was 

successful at the imperial examinations. Though he is not a He was alert to politics and had a 

strong cultural sensibility.” 

Li Zhongcheng, Vice Chairman — Shanghai Theatre Association: “After becoming a 

professional actor, he inevitably wanted to express his political views, some discontents and 

expectations for society through theatre so as to influence his audience.” 

The journal Great Theatre of the 20th Century was banned before long. Wang had to leave 

Shanghai and was stranded in Tianjin. By chance, opera performers who attempted to express 

themselves and complaint about reality were gathered together. In the end of 1907, the play 

Uncle Tom's Cabin which is recomposed and performed by Chinese students from Japan was 
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premiered on Lyceum Theatre in Shanghai Concession. At that time, Peking Opera performers 

like Wang Xiaonong , Pan Yueqiao, Xia Yueshan, Xia Yuerun who performed in Dangui Tea 

House in Shanghai in a long run took part in the rehearsal together with revolutionaries Wang 

Zhongsheng and Liu Yizhou. This was the first time for Peking Opera performers to take part in 

a western style drama, and it was also the first meeting between a western style drama and its 

Chinese audience. It was called “civilized theatre” as that time. 

Tan Peisheng, professor – Central Academy of Drama: “At that time the main interest of the 

intellectuals was social revolution. This was the purpose of introducing western drama to China. 

It was for the purpose of social revolution, not for developing art”. 

Li Chang, Professor, Central Academy of Drama: “In the ‘civilized theatre’, there was a role 

called ‘commentator ’ whose job was to stir up the audience with impassioned speech like ‘what 

should we do to save China’ or ‘we should obey the four virtues”. Sometimes he sang a few 

words of Pihuang.” 

In new theatre performed on Shanghai New Stage which was a group formed by opera 

performers like Pan Yueqiao, the slogan of them was trying to recall the sole of China by 

wondrous music and dance. In the precarious times, the slogan presented the common choice of 

the opera performers with low social status in front of the politics and arts. What was the 

influence of the voices on the stage on the audience at that time? The newspapers reported the 

audience’s behaviors: last night, before the opera was premiered, all seats are occupied, most of 

the audience signed or sobbed, and some of them even shed tears. The scene was unprecedented 

and beyond imagination in the history of Peking Opera. 

Dong Jian, Professor – Nanjing University: “Its value lays in that the audience and actors 

were highly consistent with each other in spirit. The tide of Chinese society at that time was as 

Sun Yat-sen said ‘The law of development is mighty. People who swim it will prosper and people 

who are against it will die.’ It closely coordinated with the spirit of the age and the heart of the 

audience.” 

In October, 1911, the Revolution of 1911 broke out in Wuchang, which was aimed at 

overthrowing the reign of Qing dynasty. One month later, the revolution reached Shanghai. In the 

battle against Jiangnan Arsenal, the symbol of the reign of Qing dynasty, members in the 

commando were all Peking Opera performers of Shanghai New Stage. The leaders were Pan 

Yueqiao and Xia Yueshan. 

Lan Fan, Professor – Shanghai University: “The revolution in Shanghai was aimed at the 

Jiangnan Arsenal. They rode horses to go into the battle in their opera customs, and finally they 

won.” 
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Xiong Zhilin, Peking Opera Performer: “They really fought in the battle, because they 

performed many martial scenes, and they were familiar with the martial skills and did well.” 

Through a series of new style theaters, the opera performers lighted the flame of revolut ion 

in the heart of audience, and finally burnt the roaring flame of the revolution into this decadent 

and dark realm. 

After Shanghai was recovered, Pan yueqiao was entitled a major general, Sun Yat-sen 

approved to establish Federation of Shanghai opera performers, and bestowed a horizontal 

inscribed board with his handwriting on. Xia Yueshan was made the first chairman. Shanghai 

elementary school of opera performers was founded to wipe out illiteracy of opera actors. 

Changes of the times were the mirror of the opera development. As Pan Yueqiao went from an 

opera actor to a general, the curtain fell on the last imperial dynasty. Peking Opera entered into 

its new era. 
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