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Learning Objectives 

The students will: 

 be able to explain in detail about Japanese-Noh theatre 

 be able to explain in detail about kabuki theatre 

 be able to explain in detail about Peking theatre 

 be able to explain in detail about Indonesian Wayang Built theatre 

The Asian theatre is developed over the past 2,500 years. Presently we can see the performing 

elements are involved in every society. Theatre is an art form which provide us entertainment 

and performing elements. The survey is primarily concerned with the origin and subsequent 

development of the theatre as an autonomous activity. 

Theatre probably arose as a performance of ritual activities that did not require initiation on the 

part of the spectator. According to the historians, rituals typically include elements that 

entertain and give pleasure to peoples, such as costumes and masks as well as skilled 

performers. During the growth of societies these spectacular elements began to be acted under 

ritualistic conditions. 

The earliest form of Indian theatre was the Sanskrit theatre. Muni Bharat’s Natya Shashtra gave us 

a direction of theatre. Indian theatre emerged sometime between the 2nd century BCE and the 1st 

century CE and flourished between the 1st century CE and the 10th century. It was a period of 

relative peace in the history of India during which hundreds of plays were written. With the 

Islamic conquests that began in the 10th and 11th century’s theatre, was discouraged or forbidden 

entirely. Later on, began an attempt to re assert indigenous values and ideas. Village theatre was 

encouraged across the subcontinent, developed in a large number of regional languages from the 

15th to the 19th centuries. Modern Indian theatre developed during the period of colonial rule 

under the British Empire, from the mid 19th century until the mid 20th century. 

Rabindranath Tagore was a pioneering modern playwright, who wrote plays noted for their 

exploration and questions of nationalism, identity, spiritualism and material greed. His plays 

are written in Bengali and include Chitra (Chitrangada, 1892), The King of the Dark Chamber 

(Raja, 1910), the Post Office (Dakghar, 1913), and Red Oleanders (Rakta Karabi, 1924). 

There are references to theatrical entertainments in China as early as 1500 BCE during the Shang 

Dynasty. They often involved music, clowning and acrobatic displays. During the Han Dynasty, 
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shadow puppetry first emerged as a recognized form of theatre in China. There were two 

distinct forms of shadow puppetry, Cantonese southern and Pekingese northern. The two styles 

were differentiated by the method of making the puppets and the positioning of the rods on the 

puppets as opposed to the type of play performed by puppets. Both styles generally performed 

plays depicting great adventure and fantasy. This was a stylized form of theatre used for 

political propaganda. 

In recent years, some of these forms have been revitalized to make them more responsive to the 

conditions and needs of a developing nation. In Thailand and Indonesia, it has been a tradition 

from the middle ages to stage plays based on plots drawn from Indian epics. In particular, the 

theatrical version of Thailand's national epic Ramakien, a version of the Indian Ramayana, 

remains popular even today. 

During the 14th century, there were small companies of actors in Japan who performed short, 

sometimes vulgar comedies. A director of one of these companies, Kannami (1333–1384) had a 

son Zeami Motokiyo (1363–1443) who was considered one of the finest child actors in Japan. 

When Kannami’s company performed for Ashikaga Yoshimitsu (1358–1408), the Shogun of 

Japan implored Zeami to have a court education for his arts. After Zeami succeeded his father, 

he continued to perform and adapt his style into what is called today as 'Noh'. The stylized 

pantomime and vocal acrobatics has fascinated the Japanese for hundreds of years. Kabuki 

began shortly after Bunraku. Most of Kabuki's material came from Noh and Bunraku and its 

erratic dance type movements are also an effect of Bunraku. However, Kabuki is less formal and 

more distant than Noh. 

The Noh theatre is a stylized form of Japanese 

theater performing since 14th century. The 

style is known for its slow and exaggerated 

movements and highly dramatic stories. The 

'Noh' theatre remains popular throughout 

Japan and performances can occasionally be 

seen in America and Europe. 

The stage used for a Noh drama is largely 

comprised of a roofed stage supported by 

four pillars made mostly from cypress wood. 

Sets are not used, and the only ornamentation 

is a painting of a pine tree on the back wall of the stage. The pine tree tradition dates back to the 

time when religious plays were held outdoors, and powerful spirits were once believed to 

inhabit the trees in order to watch the plays and grant blessings to the performers and audience. 

The stage also has a narrow bridge leading off to the right, used for entrances and exits. 

 

Japanese - Noh Theatre 
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The roles in Noh theatre consist of four major types: 

1. The Shite or hero who often appears as a ghost and becomes a human, or a human who 

becomes a deity. 

2. The waki is the rival or antagonist of the hero. 

3. Kyogen roles are used for short comedic interludes during intermissions. 

4. The fourth category of role is the hayashi musicians who accompany the play with utes 

and drums. 

Other more minor roles in Noh theater include kōken or stage hands and the jiutai or chorus 

members. Costumes in Noh theatre are elaborate and extremely symbolic, but generally the 

symbolism is only understood by Artists of the form. Masks are worn by some characters, 

including female characters, very old or young characters, demons and gods. Many of these 

masks are carved with neutral expressions so that the body language and gestures can imbue 

the mask with different emotions. Plays used in Noh theatre are broken down into several 

categories based on the mood of the piece and themes of the play. Supernatural events are 

incorporated frequently. 

Dodoji: In this play, the ghost of a wronged woman sneaks into a monastery to take revenge on 

the man who betrayed her. Trapping him inside a huge bell, the ghost transforms into a giant 

serpent that coils around the bell, heating it and burning the man to death. Dojoji is such a 

popular play that almost every Noh stage is built with a hook in the ceiling for the bell. Noh 

concept suggests the following steps in a five act play: 

1. Act one should be slow. 

2. Act two, three and four should build tension. 

3. Act five should explode with a climax before concluding quickly. 

Another popular method of the form is that the actors and musicians should never rehearse 

together. This is meant to fulll an ideal: 'One time, one meeting'. This concept suggests that 

each performance should be in some way spontaneous and transient that can only exist for one 

moment, once in a lifetime. 

Noh theater performers traditionally begin training at age three and continue to train for most 

of their lives. Traditions are carefully maintained from generation to generation often handed 

down through family dynasties of performers. 

History 

'Noh' drama was developed from a number of simpler art forms into a complex and intricate 

dramatic art by Kannami and his son Zeami. These simpler art forms included Sarugaku 

(Monkey music) and Dengaku (Field music). Sarugaku was adapted from Chinese-inspired 

variety shows in the 8th century that in Japan got endowed with a religious character, while 

Dengaku came from early agricultural religious rituals. 
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By the 14th century, these two forms had 

grown very much alike and both assumed 

a greater dramatic element enjoying great 

popularity with varied audiences. To these 

raw dramatic materials, Kannami added a 

kusemai, a popular rhythmic dance 

section and conjured complex 

philosophical undertones. 

In 1374 Kannami and his 11 year old son 

performed before the shogun Ashikaga Yoshimitsu, the builder of the Golden Pavilion, who 

was so impressed that he granted them his personal patronage. Later, Zeami composed a book 

on his father's teachings about the art, entitled ‘Writings on the Transmission of the Flower’, the 

flower being used as a metaphor for the essence of Noh artistry. 

Beside his book, Zeami built up a large body of theory that gave Noh drama legitimacy in the 

eyes of educated audiences. He emphasizes mimesis tempered by stylization and grace and 

prizes the evocation of complex suggestion and mystery. Of the approximate 250 Noh drama 

plays currently performed, Zeami wrote about 25-50 plays. By the Momoyama period, Noh 

drama had become a highly esteemed form of art with warrior aristocrats constructing Noh 

stages in their courts for private entertainment. 

 

In the early stage of Noh, painted screens show scenes 

in the Heian Capital depicting late Muromachi period. 

Noh drama is staged in an open-air setting, roofed but 

not walled. The same holds true for the North Noh 

stage at the Shoin of Nishi Honganji Temple which 

dates back to 1581, being the oldest Noh stage in 

existence. The Shoin also has an outside stage at the 

south, dating to later times. Another such stage can be 

seen in the screen of the Jurakudai castle and palace. 

The Interior of Stage: By the Momoyama times, 

Noh drama had been brought indoors and performed on indoor stages. We can nd two such 

stages in the Nishi Honganji temple - one in the Audience Hall and one in the Shiroshoin. Built 

in 1618, the audience hall is a spacious area designed in elegant Shoin style, adding up to  

9-by-9 bays with the hall and a raised 'jodan' of 9- by-2 bays. Along the back wall, one can see 

decorative doors, an alcove and staggered shelves. 

 

Dodoji 
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The floor of the hall is usually covered with tatami mats, but when a Noh play is staged, the 

central mats are removed only to reveal a polished wooden floor beneath. The dressing room 

(gakuya) can be accessed through a diagonal entrance causeway at the south end of the room, 

opposite the ‘jodan’. Modern ‘Noh’ stages often feature a low door (kirido) at the right side of 

the rear stage for stage hands to enter and exit during a performance to straighten the robes of 

the main actor or help with an onstage costume change. The interior of the hall has dim light 

and the actors in their gold embroidered robes perform scenes of ghostly mystery. 

 

 

According to old records, the programmes of 'Noh' performed before the emperor began at 10 

o'clock in the morning with the traditional 'Okina' and 'Sambaso' pieces, followed by nine more 

plays, including the god play 'Naniwa' and the warrior play 'Tamura', then ending at about 6 

o'clock in the evening with a performance of Shojo, a standard nale piece, danced by the head 

of the Kanze school of actors, the school descended from Kannami and Zeami. 

Costumes: The garb worn by actors is typically adorned quite richly and steeped in symbolic 

meaning for the type of role. For particular, character’s costumes are extravagant, shimmering 

silk brocades and are progressively less sumptuous. Noh costumes emulated the clothing that 

the characters would genuinely wear. The musicians and chorus typically wear formal black 

and adorned with colors accompanied by either a skirt-like garment or a combination of 

waistcoat with exaggerated shoulders. Stage attendants wear black garments. 
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Mask: Noh masks are carved from blocks of Japanese cypress and painted with natural 

pigments on a neutral base of glue and crunched seashell. Usually only the main actor wears a 

mask. However, in some cases, other character may also wear a mask particularly in the case of 

female roles. 

Noh masks portray female or nonhuman characters like divine, 

demonic or animal. There are also Noh masks to represent 

youngsters or old men. During plays, during a role of an adult 

man in his twenties, thirties or forties, a Noh actor wears no 

mask. Sometimes, the side player, the waki, wears no mask 

either. 

Several types of masks, particularly, designs head with slight 

adjustments for female roles. The position of the head can 

express a number of emotions such as fear or sadness due to 

the variance in lighting and the angle shown towards the 

audience. It is not possible always to convey emotion with 

some of the more extravagant masks of deities and monsters. 

Usually, these characters are not frequently called to change 

emotional expression during the course of the scene. They 

show emotion through their larger body language. 

Properties: The most commonly used property in Noh is the fan. It is carried by all performers, 

regardless of role. Chorus singers and musicians may carry their fan in hand when they enter 

on the stage or carry it tucked into the 'obi'. The fan is usually placed at the performer's side 

when he or she takes position, and is often not taken up again until leaving the stage. Several 

plays have characters who wield mallets, swords, and other implements. Nevertheless, during 

dance sequences, the fan is typically used to represent any and all hand-held props, including 

one such as a sword which the actor may have tucked in his sash or ready at hand nearby. 

Stage properties in Noh, including the boats, wells, altars and the aforementioned bell are 

typically carried onto the stage before the beginning of the act in which they are needed. These 

props normally are only outlines to suggest actual objects, although the great bell, a perennial 

exception to most Noh rules for props, is designed to conceal the actor and to allow a costume 

change during the interlude. 

Audience: The Noh audience is generally similar, like formal western theater. During the 

performance, the audience quietly watches the play. At the end of the play, the actors le out 

slowly (most important rst, with gaps between actors) and while they are on the bridge, the 

audience claps restrainedly. Between actors, the clapping ceases and then begins again as the 

next actor leaves. When the play ends with all characters on stage, the audience claps as the 

character exits. 

 

Noh Mask 
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During the interval, tea, coffee, and 'wagashi' (Japanese sweets) may be served in the lobby. In 

the Edo period, when Noh were a day long affair, a special Japanese sweet was served. The 

audience takes the seats in front of the stage, to the left side of the stage and in the corner front 

of the stage. 

Music: The Noh theatre is accompanied by a chorus and a hayashi ensemble. Noh is a chanted 

drama. Few commentators have dubbed it as ‘Japanese opera’. However, the singing in Noh 

involves a limited tonal range with lengthy, repetitive passages in a narrow dynamic range. 

Clearly, melody is not at the center of ‘Noh’ singing. Still, texts are poetic, relying heavily on the 

Japanese seven-five rhythm common to nearly all forms of Japanese poetry with an economy of 

expression and an abundance of allusion. 

The singing parts of Noh calls 'utai' and the speaking parts call 'kataru'. The chant is not always 

performed 'in character' that is sometimes the actor will speak lines or describes events from the 

perspective of another character or even a disinterested narrator. 

Actors: There are about 1500 professional 'Noh' 

actors in Japan today and the art form continues 

to thrive. Actors begin their training as young 

children, traditionally at the age of three. 

Historically, the performers were exclusively 

male. In the modern days a few women (many 

daughters of established 'Noh' actors) have 

begun to perform professionally. 

There are nine levels or types of acting in Noh 

theatre. These levels of acting provide lower 

degrees which put emphasis on movement and 

violence to higher degrees which represent the 

opening of a flower and spiritual prowess. All 

the professionals are registered with the society of Noh which strictly protects the traditions 

passed down from their ancestors. Actors normally follow a strict progression through the 

course of their lives. 

 

Kabuki is a popular form of Japanese musical drama characterized by elaborate costuming, 

make-up and stylized dancing, music and acting. Both male and female acting roles are 

performed by men. 'Kabuki' has been influenced by Noh theater and Bunraku puppet plays. 

Unlike 'Noh' theater, which has traditionally been a classical art form, enjoyed by the upper 

classes, 'kabuki' has been a popular form of theater enjoyed by the masses. Mostly, Kabuki plays 

are four or five hours long, including the long pauses which are supposed to give observers a 

chance to think. 

 

Actor in Action 
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Kabuki has been described as 'actor-centered, sensory theater' in 

which the aim is beauty not reality. Audience of Kabuki already 

knows the story from beginning to end. They come to see how 

the actors performs their roles beautifully, which are often 

heavily stereotyped and one dimensional. Playwrights are given 

only secondary importance. The emphasis of kabuki is on 

creating a beautiful actor-based spectacle with larger than life 

gestures, musical enhancement provided by the accompanying 

orchestra and highly stylized entrances and exits. 

Kabuki means Song, Dance and Acting technique and is derived 

from a word meaning 'tilted' 'slanted' 'offbeat' 'outrageous' or 

‘eccentric. There are two ways to interpret sources of the word 

'Kabuki'. Simply this name comes from three words: Ka – which 

means singing, Bu= dancing, Ki=acting. Kabuki as a performance contains all of these elements. 

This word is also believed to derive from the verb kabuku, meaning to lean or to be out of the 

ordinary. 

The oldest Japanese form of classical theatre is Noh, but the language in which they were 

written came from 16th century. 'Kabuki' and 'Burnaku' are younger art-forms, established by 

the time, the centre of power had shifted to the east with the setting up of the Togunawa 

Shogunate at the beginning of the 17th  century. 

History 

'Kabuki' performers during the earliest years of the genre were primarily women. The first 

formally recognized kabuki show was performed in Kyoto at in 1603 by a Shinto priestess 

named Lzumo no Okuni, and her troupe of female dancers, to raise money for Lzumo Taisha 

shrine. 

Though based on Buddhist prayer dances, early shows were generally romantic tales intended 

as popular entertainment. Like Noh, kabuki has its roots in drama, music and dance. Early 

Kabuki form was known as kabuki Odori, the primarily dances, often known for their lewdness 

and vulgarity. Although women helped popularize the art, they were banned from Kabuki in 

1629. 

After this phase, 'kabuki' was inspired by the activities of Kabukimono, urban youths. They 

travelled in armed groups, thumbing their nose at middle class values and harassed anyone 

who got in their way. 'Wakashu' the young men's Kabuki became popular after women were 

banned from the stage, but in 1652, it was also banned because of the adverse effect on public 

morals of the adolescent male actors. With both women and boys banned, kabuki became a 

theater of mature male performers. 

 
Kabuki Design 
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The government required that the actors 

avoid sensual displays and follow the more 

realistic conventions of the Kyogen theater. 

The law stipulated that only older men could 

play the leading roles gradually led to the 

development of kabuki as a serious dramatic 

form with stories based on history, legend 

and contemporary life. Since the 1700 AD, all 

female roles have been played by male 

actors. Kabuki is one of the four forms of 

Japanese classical theater, the others being 

Noh, Kyogen, and the Bunraku puppet theater. 

In the early 18th century puppet plays were adapted for Kabuki. Especially two-story theaters 

were built with stage equipment with something called a ‘flower path’ that extended into the 

audience. In the later half of the 18th century, sophisticated theater was built with elaborate 

machinery that revolved and lifted the stage. Kabuki developed during the more than 250 years 

of peace of the Edo period (1600–1868). 

The taste of the merchant culture developed during this time is reflected in Kabuki’s in 

magnificent costumes, scenery and in its plays. The kabuki stage gradually evolved out of the 

Noh stage and a draw curtain was added, facilitating the staging of more complex multi act 

plays. The Hanamichi passage way through the audience came into wide use and provided a 

stage for entrances and exits. With the use of Revolving Stage first time in 1758, kabuki started 

to develop in competition and cooperation relationship with the Bunraku puppet theater. In the 

Meiji era in 19th century kabuki became more and more of a classical form of drama with 

contemporary theatre. 

Kabuki today is a vigorous and integral part of the entertainment industry in Japan. The star 

actors of kabuki are some of Japan’s most famous celebrities, appearing frequently in both 

traditional and modern roles in television, movies and plays. For example, the famous 

Onnagata Bando Tamasa Buro V has acted in many non- kabuki plays and movies, almost 

always in female roles, and he has also directed several movies. 

Theater: Kabuki theaters called Nogakudo, have stages both in front of the audience and along 

the sides which help to create a bond between the actors and viewers. The interior of the theater 

also contains a revolving stage, a platform that rises from below the stage and walkway that 

cuts through the audience seating area to connect the stage with the back of the theater. 

Magicians and supernatural beings often make their entrances from trap doors. 

Properties: Kabuki props are often quite interesting. Flowing water is usually represented by 

uttering roles of linen and creatures like insects and foxes are dangled from sticks or 

 

Kabuki Theatre 
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manipulated by helpers who come on stage dressed in black hooded robes so they are invisible 

to the audience. Props often have symbolic meanings. Fans are used to symbolize wind, a 

sword, a tobacco pipe, waves or food. 

Costumes: Kabuki costumes are made with bold colors and patterns heighten the drama of the 

performance. Some costumes are quite heavy, weighing over 20 kilograms and have the folds 

and layers that have to be carefully positioned when the actors sits down. Kabuki costumes are 

usually discarded after one 25-day theater run because the brilliant colors fade in the bright 

lights and they smell bad from all the sweat. 

While the costumes used in domestic plays are often realistic representations of the clothes of 

the Edo period, historical plays often use magnificent brocade robes and large wigs reminiscent 

of those found in the Noh theater. For Onnagata dance pieces, particular attention is paid to the 

beauty of the costume. The female characters generally wear an elaborate ‘kimono’ and ‘obi’. 

Pleated hakuma trousers are worn by characters. Actors playing both male female characters 

take support of midriff because a straight, curve less figure is regarded the epitome of beauty. 

There are special teams that take care of complete and partial costume changes. Sometimes 

these are done as part of the performances. 

Wigs are essential accessories, with each costume having its own type. Specialized craftsmen 

shape the wigs to the head, maintain them and prepare them for each performance. Some 

craftsmen specialize in wigs for a certain kind of character. Most wigs are made of human hair 

but some are made of horse hair or bear-fur or yak-tail hair, imported from Tibet. In the old 

days, some wigs were made by, painstakingly, sewing on one hair at a time. 

Make Up: A well-known trademark of kabuki is the extravagant makeup called ‘Kumadori’ 

that is used in historical plays. There are about a hundred of these masklike styles in which the 

colors and designs used, symbolize aspects of the character. Red tends to be good and is used to 

express virtue, passion or superhuman power, while blue is bad, expressing negative trait such 

as jealousy or fear. The cross-eye expression of the Mie pose is intended to indicate intense 

emotion. Kabuki actors do not wear masks like Noh performers. They cover the faces, necks and 

hands with white paint and have red painted around their eyes and their lips. The exotic 

makeup is regarded as 

1. A meaning of elevating a character to mythic status 

2. A way of defining the actions of the character 

3. A method for actors to reveal invisible qualities about themselves. 

Make-up exaggerates rather than heightens facial lines as a means of creating dramatic 

expressions. Emotion is expressed through the colors of make-up. Red signifies angers. Brown 

represents selfishness and dejection. Ghosts often have a blue tinge on their face or blue veins 

sketched in a branch shape. Samurai have white faces with black eye brows and red touches at 
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the mouth. The make-up worn by actors impersonating women consists of idolized feminine 

features delicately painted into a white base. 

Music and Performances: A kabuki performer plays ghosts, samurai, fair maidens and 

demons. They are as much dancers as actors, moving around the stage with highly stylized 

movements to the sound of wooden clappers, drums and traditional utes. After a performance 

they often collapse in a state of physical and emotional exhaustion. Most of the speaking is done 

by a narrator known as the gidahu. 

By far, the most important instrument used in kabuki is the three-stringed Shamisen. Included 

in the musical genres that are performed on stage in view of the audience. In this type of long 

song they present the style of lyrical music and several types of narrative music. In addition to 

the on stage music, singers and musicians play the Shamisen, flute and a variety of percussion 

instruments are also located off-stage. They provide various types of background music and 

sound effects. A special type of sound effect found in kabuki is the dramatic crack of two 

wooden blocks struck together or against a wooden board. 

Audiences: The Japanese often bring 

food to kabuki performances and 

socialise with their friends during the 

intervals or even during the play. Most 

people who attend kabuki performance 

are elderly Japanese or foreign tourists. 

Critical moments of a kabuki play are 

often marked by long pauses known as 

kakegoe in which Japanese fans shout 

praise and encouragement and think 

about what has happened in the play. 

During some performances, shouts 

come from the audience at specific times. The shouts also known as kakegoe are carefully timed 

to coincide with moments of high drama. The shouters often sit in the cheap seats and are 

known as omuko-san (great distance ones) but are generally very knowledgeable about the 

plays and know exactly when to shout. 

Themes and Playwrights: Many kabuki dramas have similar themes and plots as western 

dramas. A common kabuki theme includes loyalty, love, honor and revenge. Many kabuki 

masterpieces are adaptations of bunraku puppet pieces. Kabuki plots are often complicated and 

involve a coterie of characters. The main story usually revolves around a high born young man 

who falls in love with a desirable courtesan and lower class friends who protect them. Kabuki's 

first and most famous playwright is Chikamatsu Monzaemon (1653-1724), who mainly wrote 
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for bunraku puppetry. He wrote about 100 bunraku and kabuki plays, and is sometimes called 

Japan's Shakespeare. 

Plays: Kabuki plays were often based on lover’s 

suicides, scandalous murders and public vendettas that 

were in the news when the plays were written. They 

come in wide range of genres. The plays are subtler and 

more realistic. Kabuki plays are divided into three 

overall categories: historical plays (jidaimono), 

domestic plays (sewa-mono) and dance pieces 

(shosagoto). About half of the plays still performed 

today were originally written for the puppet theater. 

Historical plays were about contemporary incidents 

involving the samurai class, the events were disguised, 

if only slightly and set in an era prior to the Edo period 

in order to avoid conflict with Tokugawa government 

censors. An example, of those is the famous play 

‘Kanadehon Chushingura’, which told the story of the 47 

Ronin (masterless samurai) incidents of  

1701–1703, but which was set in the early Muromachi 

period (1333–1568). 

The domestic plays were more realistic than historical plays, both in their dialogue and 

costumes. For audiences, a newly written domestic play may have seemed almost like a news 

report since it often concerned a scandal, murder, or suicide which had occurred. A later variant 

of the domestic play was the Kizewa-Mono (bare, domestic play), which became popular in the 

early nineteenth century. These plays were known for their realistic portrayal of the lower 

fringes of society, and tended towards sensationalism, using violence and shocking subjects 

along with elaborate stage tricks to draw in an increasingly jaded audience. Dance pieces, such 

as Kyo-ganokomusume Dojoji. The famous plays of the Kabuki Theatre are, Monzaemon's 

Shunkan, an 18th century drama about a landlord who has to decide whether to free his subjects 

or save his own life, ‘Tsuri Onna’ (shing for a Wife), was play written in 1902, about a foolish 

man who sets off on a journey with some devious servants to find a beautiful wife and 

‘Koihkyaku Yamato’ Orai (Courier from Hell) about a courier who is forced to commit double 

suicide with his courtesan because he breaks open the sack of money he is holding. 

The most popular plays are ‘Kanadahon Chushingura’, the story of 47 samurai who avenged the 

death of their lord. The ‘Zen Substitute’ is widely regarded as one of the most accessible play. 

The First show was performed in 1910. The story shows difficulties of a lord because of his 

possessive, suspicious, shrewish wife. 

 

Kabuki Poster 
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The Peking Opera or Beijing Opera is a form of 

traditional Chinese theatre which combines music, 

vocal performance, mime, dance and acrobatics. It 

developed in 18th and 19th century. The form was 

extremely popular in the court and has come to be 

regarded as one of the cultural treasures of China. 

Major performance troupes are based in Beijing and 

Tianjin in the north and shanghai in the south. The 

art form is also preserved in Taiwan. It has also 

spread to other countries such as the United States 

and Japan. 

Peking opera features four main types of performers.

Performing troupes often have several of each 

variety, as well as numerous secondary and tertiary 

performers. With their elaborate and colorful 

costumes, performers are the only focal points on 

Peking opera's characteristically sparse stage. They 

utilize the skills of speech, song, dance, and combat 

in movements that are symbolic and suggestive, 

rather than realistic. Above all else, the skill of performers is evaluated according to the beauty 

of their movements.

Performers also adhere to a variety of stylistic conventions that help audiences navigate the plot

of the production. The layers of meaning within each movement must be expressed in time with

music. The music of Peking opera can be divided into the two (Xipi and Erhuang) styles. 

Melodies include arias, fixed-tune melodies and percussion patterns. The repertoire of Peking 

opera includes over 1,400 works, which are based on Chinese history, folklore and increasingly, 

on contemporary life. 

Peking opera or Beijing Opera was denounced as 'feudalistic' and 'bourgeois' during the 

Cultural Revolution, and replaced with the eight revolutionary model operas as a means of 

propaganda and indoctrination. After the Cultural Revolution, these transformations were 

largely undone. In recent years, the Peking opera has attempted numerous reforms in response 

to sagging audience numbers. These reforms, which include improving performance quality, 

adapting new performance elements and performing new and original plays, have met with 

mixed success. 

'Peking Opera' is the English term for the art form. The term entered the Oxford English 

Dictionary in 1953. In China, the art form has been known by many other names in different 

 

Peking Opera 



 159 

times and places. The earliest Chinese name was a combination of the Xipi and Erhuang 

melodies, and was called Pihuang. As it increased in popularity its name became Jingju or 

Jingxi, which reflected its start in the capital city. From 1927 to 1949, Beijing was known as 

Beiping, and Peking opera was known as Pingxi or Pingju to reflect this change. Finally, with 

the establishment of the People's Republic of China, the name of the capital city was reverted to 

Beijing and the formal name of Beijing theatre in China was established as Jingju. 

History 

Peking opera was born when Anhui Opera, or what 

is now called Hviju was brought by the four great 

Anhui Tropes to Beijing for the eightieth birthday of 

the emender. It was originally staged for the court 

and only made available to the public later. In 1828, 

several famous troupes arrived in Beijing and 

performed jointly. The combination gradually 

formed Peking opera's melodies. The Peking opera 

is generally regarded as having fully formed by 

1845. Although it is called Beijing theatre style, the 

tune of Peking opera is extremely similar to that of 

Han opera. Han opera is widely known as the 

Mother of Peking opera. Chinese puppet shows 

always involve singing. Much dialogue is also 

carried but in the archaic form Peking opera is not a 

monolithic form, but rather a coalescence of many 

older forms. However, the new form also creates its 

own innovations. The vocal requirements for all of 

the major roles were greatly reduced for the Peking 

opera. The melodies that accompany each play were 

also simplified and are played with different traditional instruments than in earlier forms. The 

form grew in popularity throughout the 19th century. The popularity of Peking opera has been 

attributed to the simplicity of the form with only a few voices and singing patterns. This 

allowed anyone to sing the arias themselves. 

The Peking opera was initially an exclusively male pursuit. The Emperor had banned all female 

performers in Beijing in 1772. The appearance of women on the stage began unofficially during 

the 1870s. Female performers began to impersonate male roles and declared equality with men. 

They were given a venue for their talents when a former Peking opera performer founded the 

first female Peking-opera troupe in Shanghai. By 1894, the first commercial venue showcasing 

female performance troupes appeared in Shanghai. This encouraged other female troupes to 

form, which gradually increased in popularity. 

 

Sun Wukong (the Monkey King) 
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After the Chinese Civil War, the Peking opera became a 

focal point of identity for both involved parties. When the 

Communist Party of China came 'to power in Mainland 

China in 1949, the newly formed government moved to 

bring art in line with Communist ideology and to make art 

and literature a component of the whole revolutionary 

machine'. The use of opera as a tool to transmit communist 

ideology reached its climax in the Cultural Revolution. The 

'model operas' were considered one of the great 

achievements of the Cultural Revolution and were meant 

to express Mao's view that‘ art must serve the interests of the 

workers, peasants, soldiers and must conform to proletarian 

ideology’. 

After the end of the Cultural Revolution in the late 1970, 

traditional Peking opera began to be performed again. 

Peking opera was a controversial subject before the Twelfth National People's Congress in 1982. 

After the retreat of the Republic of China to Taiwan in 1949, Peking opera took on a special 

status of ‘political symbolism’. 

 

During the second half of the 20th 

century, the Peking opera witnessed a 

steady decline in audience numbers. 

This time they did start to capture 

modern life in their plays. The archaic 

language of Peking opera required 

productions to utilize electronic 

subtitles for the developments of the 

form. Peking opera began to start 

reforming in 1980. This time, they 

started utilizations of modern elements to attract new audiences outside of the traditional 

canon. 

Plays with repetitive sequences have also been shortened to hold audience interest. New works 

have naturally experienced a greater freedom to experiment. Regional, popular, and foreign 

techniques have been adopted, including Western style makeup and beards, and new face paint 

designs for characters. The Peking opera, in recent decades, has shifted to a more director and 

playwright-centered model. Performers have striven to introduce innovation in their work 

while heeding the call for reform from this new upper level of Peking-opera producers. 

 

Actor in Costume 

 

Modern Peking Opera 
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In addition to its presence in Mainland China, Peking opera has spread too many other places. 

It can be found in Hong Kong, Taiwan, Japan and in overseas Chinese communities. Mei 

Langang was one of the greatest popularizes of peking opera abroad during the 1920s, he 

performed peking opera in Japan.  This inspired an American tour in February 1930. The school 

offers Asian Theatre as a major and has regular performances, the most recent being The White 

Snake in 2010. Channel CCTV-11 in Mainland China is currently dedicated to broadcasting 

classic Chinese opera productions, including Peking opera. 

Characters: The Sheng is the main male role in Peking opera. This role has numerous subtypes. 

The laosheng is a dignified older role. These characters have a gentle and cultivated disposition 

and wear sensible costumes. These characters sing in a high, shrill voice with occasional breaks 

to represent the voice changing period of adolescence. On-stage, Xiaosheng actors are often 

involved with beautiful women by virtue of the handsome and young image they project. The 

Wusheng is a martial character for roles involving combat. They are highly trained in acrobatics 

and have a natural voice when singing. 

The 'Dan' refers to any female role in 

Peking opera. Dan roles were originally 

divided into five subtypes. Old women 

were played by Laodan, martial women 

were Wudan, young female warriors 

were Daomadan, virtuous and elite 

women were Qingyi and vivacious and 

unmarried women were Huadan. In the 

early years of Peking opera all Dan roles 

were played by men 

The Jing is a painted face of a male role. 

This type of role will entail a forceful 

character so a Jing must have a strong 

voice and should be able to exaggerate 

gestures. Peking opera boasts 15 basic facial patterns but there are over 1000 specific variations. 

Each design is unique to a specific character. The patterns and coloring are thought to be 

derived from traditional Chinese color symbolism and divination on the lines of a person's face, 

which is said to reveal personality. Easily recognizable examples of coloring include red which 

denotes uprightness and loyalty, white which represents evil or crafty characters and black 

which is given to characters of soundness and integrity. 

The Chou is a male clown role. The Chou usually plays secondary roles in a troupe. Chou 

means ugly. This reflects the traditional belief that the clown's combination of ugliness and 

laughter could drive away evil spirits. Chou characters have special painted faces. The defining 

characteristic of this type of face paint is a small patch of white chalk around the nose. 

 

Opera in Action 
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Performance Elements: A traditional Peking opera performs in the Summer Palace with the 

utilization of the four main skills. The first two are song and speech. The third is dance-acting. 

This includes pure dance, pantomime and all other types of dance. The final skill includes both 

acrobatics and fighting. All of these skills are expected to be performed effortlessly, in keeping 

with the spirit of the art form. 

Peking opera follows other traditional Chinese arts in 

emphasizing meaning rather than accuracy. The highest 

aim of performers is to put beauty into every motion. 

The four skills of Peking opera are not separate but 

rather should be combined in a single performance. 

Much attention is paid to tradition in the art form and 

gestures, settings, music and character types are 

determined by long held convention. This includes 

conventions of movement which are used to signal 

particular actions to the audience. For example; walking 

in a large circle always symbolizes traveling a long 

distance and a character straightening his or her costume 

and head dress symbolizes that an important character is 

about to speak. 

Some conventions, such as the pantomimic opening and 

closing of doors and mounting and descending of stairs 

are more readily apparent. Many performances deal with behaviors that occur in daily life. 

Peking opera does not aim to accurately represent reality. The Peking opera should be 

suggestive not imitative. The most common stylization method in Peking opera is roundness. 

Every motion and pose is carefully manipulated to avoid sharp angles and straight lines. A 

character looking upon an object above them will sweep their eyes in a circular motion from 

low to high before landing on the object. 

Stage: The Peking opera stages have traditionally been square platforms. The action on stage is 

usually visible from at least three sides. The stage is divided into two parts by an embroidered 

curtain called a shoujiu. Musicians are visible to the audience on the front part of the stage. 

Traditional Peking opera stages were built above the line of sight of the viewers but some 

modern stages have been constructed with higher audience seating. Viewers are always seated 

south of the stage. Therefore, the north is the most important direction in Peking opera. All 

characters enter from the east and exit from the west. 

In line with the highly symbolic nature of Peking opera, the form utilizes very few props. This 

reflects seven centuries of Chinese performance tradition. The stages always have a table and at 

least one chair which can be turned through convention into such diverse objects as a city wall, 

a mountain or a bed. Peripheral objects will often be used to signify the presence of a larger, 
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main object for example, a whip is used to indicate a horse and an oar symbolizes a boat. A full-

length play usually has from six to fifteen or more scenes. The overall story in these longer 

works is told through contrasting scenes. Plays will alternate between civil and martial scenes 

or scenes that involve protagonists and antagonists. There are several major scenes within the 

work that follow the pattern of emotional progression. 

Costumes: Due to the scarcity of properties in Peking opera, costumes take on added 

importance. Costumes function first to distinguish the rank of the character being played. 

Emperors and their families wear yellow robes and high ranking officials wear purple. The robe 

worn by these two classes is called a 'mang or python' robe. They use brilliant colors and rich 

embroidery for high ranked characters often in the design of a dragon. Persons of high rank or 

virtue wear red, lower-ranking officials wear blue, young characters wear white, the old wear 

white, brown, or olive and all other men wear black. 

On formal occasions lower officials may wear a simple gown with patches of embroidery on 

both the front and back. All other characters and officials on informal occasions will wear a 

basic gown with varying levels of embroidery. All three types of gowns have water sleeves, 

long owing sleeves that can be flicked and waved like water, attached to facilitate emotive 

gestures. Tertiary characters of no rank wear simple clothing without embroidery. Hats are 

intended to blend in with the rest of the costume and will usually have a matching level of 

embroidery. Shoes may be high or low soled. 

Song: There are six main types of song lyrics in Peking opera: emotive, condemnatory, 

narrative, descriptive, disruptive, and "shared space separate sensations" lyrics. Each type uses 

the same basic lyrical structure, differing only in kind and degree of emotions portrayed. Lyrics 

are written in couplets consisting of two lines. Couplets can consist of two ten character lines or 

two seven character lines. The lines are further subdivided into three pause, typically in a 3-3-4 

or 2-2-3 pattern. 

Rhyme is an extremely important device in Peking opera with thirteen identified rhyme 

categories. Song lyrics also utilize the speech tones of Mandarin Chinese in ways that are 

pleasing to the ear and convey proper meaning and emotion. In the four tones, the first and 

second tones are normally known as level tones in Peking opera, the third and fourth are called 

oblique. The closing line of every couplet in a song ends in a level tone. 

Songs in Peking opera are proscribed by a set of common aesthetic values. A majority of songs 

are within a pitch range of an octave and a fth high pitch is a positive aesthetic value so a 

performer will pitch songs at the very top of his or her vocal range. 

Music: The leading music instrument called jinghu is commonly use in Peking opera. The 

accompaniment for a Peking opera performance usually consists of a small ensemble of 

traditional melodic and percussion instruments. Jinghu is a small, high-pitched, two-string 

spike fiddle. This is a primary accompaniment for performers during songs. The player follows 
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the basic contours of the song's melody, but diverges in 

pitch and other elements. The player adopts his or her 

own signature version of the song's melody but also must 

adapt to spontaneous improvisations on the part of the 

performer due to changed performance conditions. 

The second important instrument is the circular bodied 

plucked lute, called yueqin. It is commonly used to tell 

joyous stories. The percussion pattern is main musical 

accompaniment in this form. Such patterns provide 

context to the music in ways similar to the fixed tune 

melodies. For example; there are as many as 48 different 

percussion patterns that accompany stage entrances. Each 

one identifies the entering character by his or her 

individual rank and personality. 

Repertoire: The repertoire of the Peking opera includes nearly 1,400 works. The plays are 

mostly taken from historical novels or traditional stories about civil, political and military 

struggles. Early plays were often adaptations of earlier Chinese theatre styles. Nearly half of the 

272 plays listed in 1824 were derived from earlier styles. Many classification systems have been 

used to sort the plays. Two traditional methods have existed since Peking opera first appeared 

in China. 

The oldest and most generally used system 

is to sort plays into civil and martial types. 

Civil plays focus on the relationships 

between characters and feature personal, 

domestic and romantic situations. The 

element of singing is frequently used to 

express emotion in this type of play. 

Martial plays feature a greater emphasis on 

action and combat skill. The two types of 

play also feature different arrays of 

performers. In addition to being civil or 

martial, plays are also classified. 

Since 1949, a more detailed classification 

system has been put into use based on thematic content and the historical period of a play's 

creation. The first category in this system is the traditional plays that were in performance 

before 1949. The second category is historical plays written after 1949. The final category is 

contemporary plays. The subject matter of these plays is taken from the 20th century and 

beyond. Contemporary productions are also frequently experimental in nature and may 
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incorporate Western influences. In the second half of the 20th century, Western works have 

increasingly been adapted for Peking opera. The works of Shakespeare have been especially 

popular. 

 

The culture of Indonesia has been shaped by long interaction between original indigenous 

customs and multiple foreign influences. Indonesia is centrally located along ancient trading 

routes between the Far East, South Asia and the Middle East, resulting in many cultural 

practices being strongly influenced by a multitude of religions, including Hinduism, Buddhism, 

Confucianism, Islam and Christianity, all strong in the major trading cities. The result is a 

complex cultural mixture very different from the original indigenous cultures. 

Examples of cultural fusion include the fusion of Islam with Hindu in Javanese Abangan belief, 

the fusion of Hinduism, Buddhism and animism in Bodha, and the fusion of Hinduism and 

animism in Kaharingan. Balinese dances have stories about ancient Buddhist and Hindu 

kingdoms, while Islamic art forms and architecture are present in Sumatra, especially in the 

Minangkabau and Aceh regions. Traditional art, music and sport are combined in a martial art 

form called Pencak Silat. 

The Malay Peninsula has been in close contacts with both the Indian tradition and the traditions 

of its neighboring cultures such as Sumatra, Java and the kingdoms of Thailand. The Indonesian 

influence is particularly present in the traditions of Malaysia’s shadow theatre traditions. The 

Thai influence is evident both in shadow theatre and in a dance drama called Nora. All these 

traditions either in their story material or in their performance techniques bear influences that 

were received through the trade contacts thousands years ago from India. 

Forms of Shadow Theatre: All the three traditional forms of shadow theatre in Malaysia 

technically present the same basic type of shadow theatre as the whole Wayang family in 

Indonesia and the Nangtalung of Thailand. In all these forms the centre of the whole 

performance is the narrator puppeteer. He sits behind the white screen, operates the puppets, 

tells and improvises the story and also leads the accompanying percussion dominated 

orchestra. 

The old Javanese influence can be traced in the wayangkulitdjava and the wayangkulitmelayu, two 

of Malaysia’s three forms of shadow theatre. These genres differ mainly in the styles of their 

puppets. In wayangkulitdjava, the puppets are highly stylised in the Javanese fashion, and both 

arms are movable. The wayangkulitmelayu puppets, on the other hand, are less stylized, with 

only one movable arm. The stories in both genres have been mainly borrowed from the 

Javanese tradition, that is, the Ramayana, the Mahabharata, and the Prince Panji cycle. They are, 

however, all recited in dialects of the Malay language. 
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Sometimes Islamic stories, such as the Adventures of Amir Hamzah, are performed. The new 

story material and a clear Arabic influence in the accompanying music are clear contributions of 

Islam to the traditional theatre of Malaysia. 

The third type of Malay shadow theatre is Wayang Kulit Siam is linked to the culture of the 

Thais, Malaysia’s northern Buddhist neighbors. The northern provinces of Malaysia were at 

times under Thai rule and the population of the border areas has intermingled and it is thus 

only natural that the Thai traditions of the performing arts were established in these areas. The 

puppets of Wayang Kulitsiam, its performing technique and the stories enacted, all bear a close 

resemblance to the nangtalung shadow theatre of South Thailand. 

The basic story is the Ramayana, although among its main characters also appear local comic or 

demonic characters. The leather silhouette figures were painted in older times with 

nontransparent enamel colors, whereas now transparent ink is generally used. Their exquisite 

design follows exact rules and models. Details are made clear by punching holes in leather. 

 

The wayang 

History: Wayang shadow puppet is a generic term denoting traditional theatre in Indonesia. 

There is no evidence that wayang existed before the first century CE, after Hinduism and 

Buddhism were brought to Southeast Asia. This leads to the hypothesis that the art was 

imported from either India or China, both of which have a long tradition of shadow puppetry 

and theatre in general. However there very well may have been indigenous storytelling 

traditions that had a profound impact on the development of the traditional puppet theatre. 

The first record of a wayang performance is from an inscription dated 930 CE which Sir Galigi 

played 'wayang'. From that time till today it seems certain features of traditional puppet theatre 

have remained. Galigi was an itinerant performer who was requested to perform for a special 

royal occasion. At that event he performed a story about the hero Bhima from the Mahabharata. 

The Kakawin Arjunawiwaha is composed by Mpu Kanwa, the poet of Airlangga's court of 

Kahuripan kingdom, in 1035 CE. 

Wayang Kulit is a unique form of theatre employing light and shadow. The puppets are crafted 

from buffalo hide and mounted on bamboo sticks. When held up behind a piece of white cloth 

with an electric bulb or an oil lamp as the light source, shadows are cast on the screen. The plays 

are invariably based on romantic tales, especially adaptations of the classic Indian epics the 
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Mahabharata and the Ramayana. Some of the plays are also 

based on local happening or other local secular stories. It is 

up to the conductor or master puppeteer to decide his 

direction. 

A ‘dalang’ performing ‘wayang kulit’ in Java is a genius behind 

the entire performance. He sits behind the screen and 

narrates the story. With a traditional orchestra in the 

background to provide a resonant melody and its 

conventional rhythm, the 'dalang' modulates his voice to 

create suspense, thus heightening the drama. Invariably the 

play climaxes with the triumph of good over evil. 

The figures of the wayang are also present in the paintings of 

that time, for example; the roof murals of the courtroom in 

Bali. They are still present in traditional Balinese painting 

today. The figures are painted, at woodcarvings (a maximum of 5 to 15 mm thick, barely half 

an inch) with movable arms. The head is solidly attached to the body. Wayang Klitik can be 

used to perform puppet plays either during the day or at night. This type of wayang is 

relatively rare. 

Wayang today is both the most ancient and most popular form of puppet theatre in the world. 

Hundreds of people will stay up all night long to watch the superstar performers. 

Wayang Kulit 

WayangKulit or shadow puppets are best 

known of the Indonesian wayang 'Wayang 

Kulit' means skin and refers to the leather 

construction of the puppets that are carefully 

chiselled with very ne tools and supported 

with carefully shaped buffalo horn handles 

and control rods. The stories are usually 

drawn from the Hindu epics the 'Ramayana', 

the 'Mahabharata' or from the 'Serat Menak', 

(a story about the heroism of Amir Hamza). 

There is a family of characters in Javanese 

wayang called Punakawan, they are 

sometimes referred to as 'clown servants' 

because they normally are associated with the story's hero and provide humorous and 

philosophical interludes. They provide something akin to a political cabaret, dealing with 

gossip and contemporary affairs. 

 

Wayang Kulit 

 

Wayang 
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Regional styles of shadow 

puppets can also be found in 

West and East Java. Now a 

days, they are adding Modern 

world objects as bicycles, 

automobiles, airplanes and 

ships for comic effect but for the 

most part, the traditional 

puppet designs have changed 

little in the last 300 years. 

Historically, the performance consisted of shadows cast on a cotton screen and an oil lamp. 

Today, the source of light used in wayang performance in Java is most often a halogen electric 

light. 

The structure is inspected and eventually the details are worked through. A further smoothing 

follows before individual painting, which is undertaken by yet another craftsman. Finally, the 

movable parts like upper arms, lower arms with hands and the associated sticks for 

manipulation mounted on the body. A crew makes up to ten figures at a time. 

 

'Ramayana' and 'Mahabharata' are most popular in Indonesia. They were probably translated in 

the 11th century during the reign of King Airlangga in the ancient Kawi language. King 

Airlangga was himself a great scholar and ascetic who spent many years in the jungle in 

meditation. 'Ramayana' and 'Mahabharata' are the basis of innumerable dances, plays, 

sculptures, paintings and music themes. The entire ancient literature has been written on the 

leaves of lontar palm. The literature has thus been preserved well in many libraries of Indonesia 

and also at Gedong Kirtya in Singaraja in Bali. 

1. Ramayana: Ravana, the evil king of Sri Lanka kidnaps Sita, the wife of Lord Rama. In the 

battle that follows, Lord Rama kills the evil king with the help of Hanuman, the monkey 

king and his followers and rescues his wife Sita. Thus virtue prevails over evil. Ramayana 

exhorts us to lead a life based on 'dharma'. 

2. Mahabharata: It relates to the war between two families, the Pandavas and the Kauravas. 

During the battle, Lord Krishna gave a discourse to Arjuna that it was his dharma to 

oppose evil and injustice. Finally he convinced him to fight the evil Kauravas and defeat 

them. 

3. Arjuna Wiwaha: It is about heroism of Arjuna, was written in 1035 AD by MPU Kanwa. 

4. Bharat Yudha: It is about the battle between the Pandavas and Kauravas was written in 

1157 AD by Mpu Sedah. 
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5. Panji Cycle: Originated in East Java 500 years ago. It is written about Prince Panji and his 

beautiful bride, Candra Kirono (Ray of the moon). Tales from Panji cycle are the basis of 

many masked and puppet dances. 

Summary 

 Theatre is an art form which provide us entertainment and performing elements. 

 Asian theatre is primarily concerned with the origin and subsequent development of the theatre as 

an autonomous activity. 

 According to the historians, rituals typically include elements that entertain and give pleasure to 

peoples, such as costumes and masks as well as skilled performers. 

 The earliest form of Indian theatre was the Sanskrit theatre. 

 Muni Bharat’s Natya Shashtra gave us a direction of theatre. 

 With the Islamic conquests that began in the 10th and 11th centurys theatre was discouraged or 

forbidden entirely. 

 Modern Indian theatre developed during the period of colonial rule under the British Empire, from 

the mid 19th century until the mid 20th century. 

 Rabindranath Tagore was a pioneering modern playwright in Bengali and include Chitra 

(Chitrangada, 1892), The King of the Dark Chamber (Raja, 1910), The Post Ofce (Dakghar, 1913), 

and Red Oleander (Raktakarabi, 1924). 

 There are references to theatrical entertainments in China as early as 1500 BCE during the Shang 

Dynasty. They often involved music, clowning and acrobatic displays. 

 During the Han Dynasty, shadow puppetry rst emerged as a recognized form of theatre in China. 

 In Thailand and Indonesia, it has been a tradition from the middle ages to stage plays based on plots 

drawn from Indian epics. In particular the theatrical version of Thailand's national epic Ramakien, a 

version of the Indian Ramayana, remains popular in Thailand even today. 

 During the 14th century, there were small companies of actors in Japan who performed short, 

sometimes vulgar comedies. A director of one of these companies, Kannami (1333–1384) had a son 

Zeami Motokiyo (1363–1443) who was considered one of the nest child actors in Japan. 

 When Kannami's company performed for Ashikaga Yoshimitsu (1358–1408) the Shogun of Japan 

implored Zeami to have a court education for his arts. After Zeami succeeded his father, he 

continued to perform and adapt his style to what is today known as Noh. 

Japanese - Noh Theatre 

 Noh theatre is a stylized form of Japanese theater performance since 14th century. 

 The style is known for its slow and exaggerated movements and highly dramatic stories. 

 The stage used in Noh drama is largely comprised of a roofed stage supported by four pillars made 

mostly from cypress wood. 

 Sets are not used, and the only ornamentation is a painting of a pine tree on the back wall of the 

stage. 

 The roles in Noh theatre consist of four major types :- 

• The Shite or hero often appears as a ghost who becomes a human, or a human becomes a deity. 

• The waki is the rival or antagonist of the hero. 



 170 

• Kyogen roles are used for short comedic interludes during intermissions. 

• The fourth category of role is the hayashi musicians who accompany the play with flutes and 

drums. 

 Other more minor roles in Noh theater include kōken or stage hands and the jiutai or chorus 

members. 

 Costumes in Noh theatre are elaborate and extremely symbolic, but generally the symbolism is only 

understood by artists of the form. 

 Masks are worn by some characters, including female characters, very old or young characters, 

demons and gods. 

 Noh concept suggests a few steps in a five act play:- 

• Act one should be slow. 

• Acts two, three and four should build tension. 

• Act five should explode with a climax before quickly concluding. 

 Another popular method of the form is that the actors and musicians should never rehearse 

together. This is meant to fulll an ideal as 'one time, one meeting'. 

 Noh theater performers traditionally begin training at age three and continue to train for most of 

their lives. 

 Noh drama was developed from a number of simpler art forms into a complex and intricate 

dramatic art by Kannami and his son, Zeami. 

 These simpler art forms included Sarugaku (Monkey music) and Dengaku (Field music). 

 Sarugaku was adapted from Chinese-inspired variety shows in the 8th century that in Japan got 
endowed with a religious character, while Dengaku came from early agricultural religious rituals. 

 Kannami added a kusemai, a popular rhythmic dance section and conjured complex philosophical 

undertones. 

 In early stage of Noh Painted screens shows scenes in the Heian Capital depict late Muromachi 

period. 

 Noh drama stages in an open-air setting, roofed but not walled. 

 The same stands true for the North Noh Stage at the Shoin of Nishi Honganji, which dates back to 

1581, being the oldest Noh stage in existence. 

 The Shoin also has an outside stage at the south, dating to later times. Another such stage can be 

seen in the screen of the Jurakudai castle and palace. 

 Modern Noh stages often feature a low door (kirido) at the right side of the rear stage for stage 

hands to enter and exit during a performance to straighten the robes of the main actor or help with 
an onstage costume change. 

 The interior of the hall has but dim light and the actors in their gold embroidered robes perform 

scenes of ghostly mystery. 

 Noh performed before the emperor began at 10 o'clock in the morning with the traditional Okina 

and Sambaso pieces, followed by nine more plays. 

 Costumes are extravagant, shimmering silk brocades but are progressively less sumptuous. Noh 

costumes emulated the clothing that the characters would genuinely wear. 

 Stage attendants wear black garments. 

 Noh Masks are carved from blocks of Japanese cypress and painted with natural pigments on a 
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neutral base of glue and crunched seashell. 

 Noh masks portray female or nonhuman characters like divine, demonic or animals. 

 Noh audience is generally similar like formal western theater. 

 During the interval, tea, coffee, and wagashi (Japanese sweets) may be served in the lobby. 

 In the Edo period, when Noh were a day long affair, a special Japanese sweet was served. 

 Audience takes seats in front of the stage, left side of the stage and in the corner front of stage. 

 Noh theatre is accompanied by a chorus and a hayashi ensemble. 

 Noh is a chanted drama. Few commentators have dubbed it as Japanese opera. 

 The singing parts of Noh calls Utai and the speaking parts call Kataru. 

 There are nine levels or types of acting in Noh theatre. 

 These levels of acting provide lower degrees which put emphasis on movement and violence to 

higher degrees which represent the opening of a flower and spiritual prowess. The all professionals 

are registered with the society of Noh. 

Kabuki Theatre 

 Kabuki is a popular form of Japanese musical drama characterized by elaborate costuming, makeup 

and stylized dancing, music and acting. 

 Both male and female acting roles are performed by men. 

 Kabuki has been influenced by Noh theater and Bunraku puppet plays. 

 Mostly Kabuki plays are four or five hours long, including the long pauses which are supposed to 

give observers a chance to think. 

 Kabuki has been described as ‘actor-centered, sensory theater’ in which the aim is beauty not reality. 

 Audience of Kabuki already knows the story from beginning to end. They come to see how the 

actors perform their roles beautifully, which are often heavily stereotyped and one dimensional. 

 Playwrights are given only secondary importance. 

 The emphasis of kabuki is on creating a beautiful actor-based spectacle with larger than life gestures, 

musical enhancement provided by the accompanying orchestra and highly stylized entrances and 

exits. 

 Kabuki means song, dance and acting techniques and is derived from a word meaning 'tilted' 
'slanted' 'offbeat' 'outrageous' or 'eccentric'. 

 Simply, this name comes from three words: Ka – which means singing, Bu = dancing, Ki =acting. 

 Kabuki as a performance contains all of these elements. This word is also believed to derive from the 

verb kabuku, meaning to lean or to be out of the ordinary. 

 Kabuki performers during the earliest years of the genre were primarily women. 

 The first formally recognized kabuki show was performed in Kyoto at in 1603 by a Shinto priestess 

named Lzumo no Okuni and her troupe of female dancers to raise money for Lzumo Taisha shrine. 

 Though based on Buddhist prayer dances, early shows were generally romantic tales intended as 

popular entertainment. 

 Early Kabuki form was known as kabuki Odori, the primarily dances, often known for their 

lewdness and vulgarity. Although women helped popularize the art, they were banned from 

Kabuki in 1629. 
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 Wakashu, the young men's Kabuki, became popular after women were banned from the stage, but in 

1652, it was also banned because of the adverse effect on public morals of the adolescent male 

actors. 

 The government required that the actors avoid sensual displays and follow the more realistic 

conventions of the Kyogen theater. 

 Kabuki is one of the four forms of Japanese classical theater, the others being Noh, Kyogen, and the 

Bunraku puppet theater. 

 Kabuki theaters called Nogakudo, have stages both in front of the audience and along the sides 

which helps to create a bond between the actors and viewers. 

 Kabuki props are often quite interesting. 

 Kabuki costumes are made with bold colors and patterns to heighten the drama of the performance. 

 Some costumes are quite heavy, weighting over 20 kilograms and have the folds and layers that 

have to be carefully positioned when the actors sits down. 

 Kabuki costumes are usually discarded after one 25-day theater run because the brilliant colors fade 

in the bright lights and they smell bad from all the sweat. 

 Wigs are essential accessories, with each costume having its own type. Specialized craftsmen shape 

the wigs to the head, maintain them and prepare them for each performance. 

 One well-known trademark of kabuki is the extravagant makeup style called Kumadori that is used 
in historical plays. 

 Make-up exaggerates rather than heightens facial lines as a means of creating dramatic expressions. 

 Most of the speaking is done by a narrator known as the 'Gidahu'. 

 By far, the most important instrument used in kabuki is the three-stringed Shamisen. 

 The Japanese often bring food to kabuki performances and social with their friends during the 

intervals or even during the play. Critical moments of a kabuki play are often marked by long 

pauses known as Kakegoe in which Japanese fans shout praise and encouragement and think about 

what has happened in the play. 

 During some performances, shouts come from the audience at specific times. The shouts also known 

as Kakegoe are carefully timed to coincide with moments of high drama. 

 The shouters often sit in the cheap seats and are known as Omuko-san (great distance ones) but are 

generally very knowledgeable about the plays and know exactly when to shout. 

 Kabuki plays were often based on lover’s suicides, scandalous murders and public vendettas that 

were in the news when the plays were written. 

Chinese-Peking opera or Beijing Opera 

 Peking opera or Beijing opera is a form of traditional Chinese theatre which combines music, vocal 

performance, mime, dance and acrobatics. It developed in 18th and 19th century. 

 Peking opera features four main types of performers. 

 Performers also adhere to a variety of stylistic conventions that help audiences navigate the plot of 
the production. 

 The music of Peking opera can be divided into the two (Xipi and Erhuang) styles. Melodies include 

arias, xed-tune melodies and percussion patterns. 

 The repertoire of Peking opera includes over 1,400 works, which are based on Chinese history, 
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folklore and increasingly, contemporary life. 

  ‘Peking opera’ is the English term for the art form. 

 The earliest Chinese name was a combination of the Xipi and Erhuang melodies and was called 

Pihuang. 

 As it increased in popularity its name becam e Jingju or Jingxi which reected its start in the capital 

city. From 1927 to 1949, Beijing was known as Beiping, and Peking opera was known as Pingxi or 

Pingju to reflect this change. 

 The character Sun Wukong at the Peking opera from Journey to the We s t Peking opera was born 

when the 'Four Great Troupes' brought opera as ‘what is now called’ in 1790 to Beijing at the 

eightieth birthday of the Emperor on 25 September. 

 In addition to its presence in Mainland China, the Peking opera has spread to many other places. It 

can be found in Hong Kong, Taiwan, Japan and in overseas Chinese communities. 

 This inspired an American tour in February 1930. The school offers Asian Theatre as a major and has 

regular performances, the most recent being 'The White Snake' in 2010.Channel CCTV-11 in 

Mainland China is currently dedicated to broadcasting classic Chinese opera productions, including 

Peking opera. 

 The Sheng is the main male role in Peking opera. 

 The Laosheng is a dignied older role. 

 On-stage, Xiaosheng actors are often involved with beautiful women by virtue of the handsome and 

young image they project. 

 The wusheng is a martial character for roles involving combat. They are highly trained in acrobatics 

and have a natural voice when singing. 

 Old women were played by laodan, martial women were Wudan, young female warriors were 

Daomadan, virtuous and elite women were Qingyi and vivacious and unmarried women were 
Huadan. 

 The Jing is a painted face male role. 

 The Chou is a male clown role. 

 Chou means 'ugly'. 

 This reflects the traditional belief that the clown's combination of ugliness and laughter could drive 

away evil spirits. 

 A traditional Peking opera performs on Summer Palace with the utilization of four main skills. 

 Peking opera stages have traditionally been square platforms. The action on stage is usually visible 

from at least three sides. The stage is divided into two parts by an embroidered curtain called a 

shoujiu. 

 Musicians are visible to the audience on the front part of the stage. 

 The traditional Peking opera stages were built above the line of sight of the viewers but some 

modern stages have been constructed with higher audience seating. 

 Costumes function, first to distinguish the rank of the character being played. Emperors and their 

families wear yellow robes and high ranking officials wear purple. The robe worn by these two 

classes is called a Mangor Python robe. 

 Persons of high rank or virtue wear red, lower-ranking officials wear blue, young characters wear 

white, the old wear white, brown, or olive and all other men wear black. 
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 Shoes may be high or low soled. 

 There are six main types of song lyrics in Peking opera: Emotive, Condemnatory, Narrative, 

Descriptive, Disputive and 'shared space separate sensations' lyrics. 

 Rhyme is an extremely important device in Peking opera with thirteen identified rhyme categories. 

 Song lyrics also utilize the speech tones of Mandarin Chinese in ways that are pleasing to the ear 

and convey proper meaning and emotion. 

 The leading music instrument called Jinghu is commonly use in Peking opera. 

 The second important instrument is the circular bodied plucked lute, calls Yueqin. 

 The repertoire of Peking opera includes nearly 1,400 works. 

Indonesian Wayang Kulit-inuence of Indian culture 

 The culture of Indonesia has been shaped by long interaction between original indigenous customs 

and multiple foreign influences. 

 All the three traditional forms of shadow theatre in Malaysia technically present the same basic type 

of shadow theatre as the whole Wayang family in Indonesia and the Nangtalung of Thailand 

 The third type of Malay shadow theatre is Wayang kulitsiam, is linked to the culture of the Thais, 

Malaysia’s northern Buddhist neighbors. 

Wayang shadow puppet is a generic term denoting traditional theatre in Indonesia. The first record of a 

wayang performance is from an inscription dated 930 CE which Sir Galigi played 'wayang'. 

 The kakawin Arjunawiwaha composed by Mpu Kanwa, the poet of Airlangga's court of Kahuripan 

kingdom, in 1035 CE. 

 Wayangkulit is a unique form of theatre employing light and shadow. 

 A dalang performing Wayang built in Javais a genius behind the entire performance. 

 The dalang modulates his voice to create suspense thus heightening the drama. Invariably, the play 
climaxes with the triumph of good over evil. 

 Wayang today is both the most ancient and most popular form of puppet theatre in the world. 

Hundreds of people will stay up all night long to watch the superstar performers. 

Wayang kulit or shadow puppets are best known of the Indonesia. 

 Wayang Kulit means skin and refers to the leather construction of the puppets that are carefully 

chiselled with very ne tools and supported with carefully shaped buffalo horn handles and control 

rods. 

 The stories are usually drawn from the Hindu epics the Ramayana, the Mahabharata or from the 

Serat Menak, (a story about the heroism of Amir Hamza). 

 There is a family of characters in Javanese Wayang called Punakawan, they are sometimes referred 

to as ‘clown servants’ because they normally are associated with the story's hero and provide 

humorous and philosophical interludes. 

 They provide something akin to a political cabaret, dealing with gossip and contemporary affairs. 

 Ramayana and Mahabharata are most popular in Indonesia. 
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Complete the crossword with the help of clues given below: 
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Down 

1. Female role in peking opera 

2. Combines music, vocal, performance, mine, dance and acrobatics 

4. God play 

6. Dressing 

7. Painted face of a male 

9. Costumes 
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10. Role of a male clown 

12. Warrior play 

13. In _________play the ghost of a woman sneaks into a monestary to take revenge on the 

man who betrayed her 

Across 

3. Originated in East Java 500 years ago 

5. The monkey king 

8. Low door 

11. Battle between the Pandavas and the Kauravas 

14. Japanese musical dram a 

Comprehension Questions 

I. Answer the following in about 15 words: 

 1. The Asian theatre developed over the past …………………………years. 

 2. The earliest form of Indian theatre was the ……………………………theatre. 

 3. Modern Indian theatre developed from …………………. century until ……………… 

century. 

 4. …………………………. is less formal and more distant than Noh. 

 5. The four forms of Japanese classical theatre are ………………………………, 

………………………………, …………………………… and …………………................ . 

 6. Long pauses to shout praises in a Kabuki play are called …………………………… . 

 7. ………………………………… is a small, high-pitched, two-string spike ddle while 

………………………………… is a circular plucked lute used in the Peking opera. 

 8. Which book by Mani Bharat gave birth to Indian theatre? 

 9. When did Indian theatre start enjoying immense popularity? 

 10.  When did Noh start garnering success? 

 11.  Who built the Golden Pavillion? 

 12. What wood is used in the making of Noh masks? 

 13. When was the first formal Kabuki show performed? 

 14. When did the word Peking Opera first enter the Oxford English dictionary? 

 15. Name the leading music instrument used in Peking Opera? 
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 16. When was the first Wayang show performed? 

 17. What does Chou mean? 

II. Answer the following in about 50 words: 

 1. What were Rabindranath Tagore’s plays noted for? Name some of his plays. 

 2. What is Wayang Kulit? Explain. 

 3. Name some of the literature that is popular in Indonesia. 

 4. Which are the two distinct forms of Shadow Puppetry? Bring out the similarities and 

differences between the two. 

 5. Describe the stage used for a Noh drama. 

 6. What did Rabindranath Tagore try to portray in his plays? 

 7. What was the play Dodoji about? 

 8.  What did Kabuki mean? 

 9. Dene Chinese Peking Opera or Beijing Opera. 

 10. Who are the Punakawan? 

III. Answer the following in about 75 words 

 1. Mention the origin of Saragaku and Dengaku. 

 2. What are the commonly used properties in Noh? Give two uses of the great bell. 

 3. Why were boys and women banned from Kabuki stage performances? 

 4.  What were the main themes and plots of the Kabuki plays? Mention some of the most 

popular plays of the Kabuki theatre. 

 5.  What are the different performance elements in Peking Opera? 

 6.  What was the status of the Indian theatre during the Colonial rule? 

 7.  Who created Noh? What kind of music inspired Noh? 

 8.  How is Kumadori, make -up used in the Kabuki theatre different from make-up done 

for other theatres? 

 9.  Name the different characters in the Chinese Peking Opera or Beijing Opera? 

 10. State the differences between Wayang Kulit Djeva and Wayang Kulit Melayu. 

IV. Answer the following in about 150 words 

 1.  Describe the different forms of Shadow theatre in Malaysia. 

 2. What are the various major and minor types of roles in Noh theatre? 
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 3. Describe the Audience Hall of the Nishi Honganji temple with a suitable diagram. 

 4. What kind of costumes were used in Kabuki plays? Explain. 

 5. Describe the Noh masks in detail. 

 6. What is the symbolism of the different colours and designs used in Kabuki makeup? 

 7.  Describe the Chinese-Peking opera in detail. 

 8. Mention the role of the different characters in Peking opera. 

 9. Who was Chikamatsu Monzaemon? 

 10. Describe the costumes used in Chinese Peking Opera or Beijing Opera? 

 11. State the most popular themes of Wayang Kulit performances. 

 12. Describe the interior of stages used for Noh performances. 

 13. Write a short note on the history of Kabuki. 




