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A Study on the Yiyang Opera

and Its Later Divisions
Tseng, Yong-yih’

Abstract

The Yiyang opera became popular at least by the early part of the Ming dynasty
(early 15th century). The scope of its circulation included such areas as Jiangxi,
Anhui, the Northern and Southern capitals, Hunan, Fujian, Guangdong, Yunnan, and
Guizhou. The magnitude of its influence made it the top operatic style in the Jiajing
period (1522-1566). The earliest recording of Yiyang style operas can be found in
Zhu Yunming’s Weitan (Indecent Talk), which was written during the Zhengde
period (1506-1521). At that time, Yiyang opera was on the same par with the Yuyao,
Haiyan, and Kunshan styles. Its wide circulation is most likely a result of the special
nature of its tunes and the fact that many of the early operas written in this style were
well preserved. These early recorded pieces incorporated ballads from “the lanes and
alleys” and villages tunes, and used gongs and drums to keep rhythm. They also
drew from northern arias, creating “rolling dialog” (gunbai) and “rolling songs”
(gunchang), which paved the way for even further creative development in the later
Qingyang tunes.

After the Wanli period (1573-1620), Yiyang opera started being recorded much
more extensively. During the Qianlong period (1736-1796) of the Qing dynasty, the
name Yiyang was changed to Gao. Written records of Gao opera can be found up to
the Daoguang period (1821-1851). Many other styles were offshoots from Yiyang
opera, including Huizhou, Siping, Qingyang, Huichi Elegant tune, as well as Peking
opera. Even today, many of its characteristics can be found in Jiangxi Guju opera,
Zhejiang Wuju opera, Fujian drama, and Standard Cantonese drama. A look at its
composition and circulation will reveal that Yiyang opera enjoyed the widest
circulation out of the five main operas of the Ming dynasty, enchanted people with
its use of common speech and “noisy” tunes, and was loved by the widest segment
of the population. Because of this, it had long been the envy of the Kunshan Shuimo
tune, which was advocated by Ming literati but could never seem to overtake Yiyang
opera in popularity.

Keywords: tune patterns, Yiyang opera, Yuyao opera, Haiyan opera, Kunshan
opera, Kunshan Shuimo tune, Gao opera, Huizhou opera, Siping
opera, Huichi Elegant tune, Peking opera

* Professor, Department of Chinese Literature, Shih Hsin University.
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