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Introduction

Chinese opera has a long history. Together with the 
Indian Sanskrit drama and ancient Greek tragicomedy, it 
is one of the three ancient opera forms in the world. Of 
the many genres of opera in China, Kun Opera (Kunqu) is 
the oldest, and it brings together the best of art and culture 
in ancient Chinese literature, music, and performance; 
indeed, its shining elegance and beauty has earned it 
the title of “orchid” in the flowering garden of Chinese 
opera. On May 18, 2001, UNESCO named Kunqu “A 
Masterpiece of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of 
Humanity”, recognizing that it is not only an outstanding 
representative of Chinese culture, but also an outstanding 
cultural heritage for mankind.
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Kunqu’s Origin and Spread

1. Songs All Over Follow the Wu Style

Kunqu, also known as “Kun Tune” (“Kunqiang”) 
or “Kunshan Tune” (“Kunshanqiang”) was first 

developed by a Kunshan resident, Gu Jian, at the end of 
Yuan Dynasty (1279-1368 CE).

In the Jiajing era (1521-1567) of the Ming Dynasty 
(1368-1644), Wei Liangfu reformed Kun opera, using the 
“Zhongzhou sound” (a central Chinese dialect) instead 
of original Kunshan dialect to sing, and changing the 
style from one in which melodies lead lyrics to one in 
which lyrics lead melodies. Wei Liangfu also reformed 
the rhythm of Kunqu, slowing the tempo and separating 
the words into three parts (head, abdomen, and tail), 
while matching these to long Kunqu melodies. The 
long, soothing melodies of Kunqu are reminiscent of the 
process of grinding rice flour in rural areas south of the 
Yangtze River (known as the “Jiangnan” region), and 
thus people call Kunqu “watermill tune” (“shuimoqiang”) 
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Qiandeng, an ancient town in Kunshan, Jiangsu



or “watermill melody” (“shuimodiao”).
Wei Liangfu also improved the musical accompaniments 

in Kunqu, a Southern musical form, by borrowing musical 
instruments from the North such as Sanxian and Pipa to 
accompany the voices.

Following Wei Liangfu’s reform of Kunqu, the 
playwright Liang Chenyu wrote the opera Washing Silk 
in the new Kunqu format. When this opera hit the stage, 
it expanded the impact of the new Kunqu which became 
the new standard to be met and matched in the Chinese 
opera world. Indeed, it was so popular throughout North 
and South that operas everywhere incorporated elements 
of the Wu style.

In the higher echelons of society, the long, delicate 

Wei Liangfu

Kunqu’s Origin and Spread
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The Rules of Melody by 

Wei Liangfu

Washing Silk



melodies and soothing artistic styles of the new Kunqu 
matched the aesthetic interests of the feudal literati and 
officialdom. Both literati and feudal officials regarded 
the composing and singing of opera as an elegant way to 
display their talent and sophistication.

The new Kunqu style was not only for the elite, but 
also welcomed by the common people. It was recorded in 
the literary works of Yuan Hongdao, Zhang Dai, and Shen 
Chongsui that in the Longqing (1566-1572) and Wanli 
(1572-1620) periods of the Ming Dynasty, singing and 
acting competitions of Kunqu were held on Tiger Hill in 
Suzhou during the Mid-Autumn Festival. With “Thousand 
People Stone” at the centre, from First Hill Gate to 
Tiger Hill Pagoda, people everywhere were singing and 
listening to the songs. People looked “like geese gathered 
on a sandy shore and rosy clouds over a river”. Ordinary 
citizens and literati alike tested their singing skills in the 
competitions. The famous Ming Dynasty scholar Yuan 
Hongdao, who once served as magistrate of Wu County, 
wrote about his experience in the Tiger Hill song gala 
in his piece Tiger Hill Notes, which vividly depicts the 
spectacular event.

Kunqu’s Origin and Spread
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Liang Chenyu



The Prosperous Huqiu



The Prosperous Nanzhong



The Kunqu stage in the scroll “Scenes of The Prosperous Southern Capital”



2. Disputes between Tang and Shen; the 
Refining of Kunqu

At the same time that Wei Liangfu initiated the 
reforms of Kunqu, Liang Yuchen participated in writing 
Kunqu librettos as a scholar. Their contributions, 
however, were merely first steps toward the correction 
and upgrading of Kunqu.

In order to further enhance Kunqu’s literary and 
artistic taste, in the Wanli Period (1572-1620) of the 
Ming Dynasty, Tang Xianzu and Shen Jing built on 
Wei Liangfu and Liang Yuchen’s improvements to 
put forward their own propositions on drama. Tang 
Xianzu focused on the content and elegant language, and 
emphasized that when playwrights create dramas, they 
should fully express their personality and interests, while 
maintaining elegance in the drama’s language.

In contrast to Tang Xianzu, Shen Jing focused on 
refining Kunqu’s rules of melody; He proposed that the 
composer must comply with melodic rules. In order to 
provide standard examples for composer and performers, 
Shen Jing compiled three books on melodic rules.

With Tang Xianzu’s emphasis on the expression of 
content, parts of his operas did not follow the melodic 
rules, and thus Shen Jing modified Tang’s The Peony 
Pavilion where it failed to meet melodic rules. When 
Tang saw Shen’s revised version of his opera, he was 
very unhappy about the changes and criticized Shen.

Kun Opera
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Tang Xianzu



The dispute between Tang and Shen caused a great 
response among playwrights at that time, and most 
playwrights took sides, thus bringing about the formation 
of two different operatic sub-genres. Those who 
supported Tang and opposed Shen’s approach formed the 
Linchuan School headed by Tang Xianzu; while those 
who supported Shen and criticized Tang’s approach 
formed the Wu Jiang School headed by Shen Jing.

Tang Xianzu and Shen Jing’s dispute had a great 
influence on the development of Kunqu. One pursued the 
expression of personal inclination and elegant diction, 
the other was in pursuit of exquisite melodic rules. It 
gave contemporary and later literati playwrights a clear 
understanding of the highest operatic standards to pursue; 
that is, they should blend Tang and Shen’s strengths so 
that talent, diction and melody would be harmoniously 
united. Therefore, after Tang and Shen’s dispute, drama 
theorists drew their own conclusions on how to approach 
drama, and gradually completed the process of refining 
Kunqu. Because of this, Kunqu in the mid-Qing Dynasty 
came to be considered as an elegant art form.

Kun Opera
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Shen Jing



“Painting a Portrait”, from The Peony Pavilion

Kun Opera

16



“Beating the Tiger”, from The Chivalrous Man
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3. Outstanding Examples of Kunqu—Hong 
in the South and Kong in the North

From the mid-Ming Dynasty, following the reforms 
by Wei Liangfu and the legendary popularity of Liang 
Chenyu’s Washing Silk, Kunqu became the standard for 
operas in China, and thus was called the “Official Tune” 
(“guanqiang”). However, in the mid-Qing Dynasty, 
due to the rise of a new type of opera called “Flower” 
operas (huabu), Kunqu declined. During this period, 
two outstanding Kunqu playwrights—Hong Sheng and 
Kong Shangren, now known as the “Hong in the South 
and Kong in the North”—appeared. They, respectively, 
created the masterpieces The Palace of Eternal Life 
and The Peach Blossom Fan, both of which took the 
opera world by storm and injected new vitality into the 
declining Kunqu.

The Palace of Eternal Life (Changsheng Dian) by 
Hong Sheng (1645-1704) describes the love story of Li 
Longji and Yang Yuhuan. Li and Yang’s story had been 
narrated by multiple writers in their plays, such as Rain 
on the Paulownia Tree by Yuan Dynasty playwright Bai 
Pu, and Astonishing Beauty by Ming Dynasty playwright 
Wu Shimei. However, in constrast with previous plays, 
Hong’s The Palace of Eternal Life focuses on praising the 
love between Li and Yang, which endures for all eternity, 
beyond life and death.

Kun Opera
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The play has fifty acts. The first act summarizes the 
entire plot, and the next twenty-four acts describe Li and 
Yang’s love story from their meet to separation, and the 
last twenty-five acts focus on their love from separation 
to reunion. The second act shows the beginning of Li and 
Yang’s love story, but at that time their love was not yet 
firm or committed. However, with the development of the 
plot, Li and Yang’s love grows deeper and deeper, until it 
is all-consuming.

In the twenty-fifth act (which marks the start of the 
second half of the story), the incredible bond between the 
two lovers becomes evident: Yang Yuhuan is killed in 
the Mawei Incident, but her infatuation does not waver 
even though her earthly body has been destroyed. She 
still looks forward to maintaining her love bond with 
Li Longji. Although the gods allow her totake her place 
in heaven, she is unwilling to become immortal and 
only wants to be with Li Longji. Similarly, after Yang 
Yuhuan’s death, Li Long ji thinks of her day and night, 
and is unwilling to live in alone. The sincerity of the 
love between Li and Yang finally moves the Emperor of 
Heaven who allows them to ascend to paradise so that 
they can remain together forever as husband and wife.

Kunqu’s Origin and Spread

19



The Palace of Eternal Life immediately caused a 
sensation, and became dominant in opera repertoire. 
However, just one year after the opera was written, 
Hong Sheng’s name was removed from the Imperial 
Academy from which he had graduated. The story goes 
like this: The Neiju Troupe, a Kunqu troupe in the capital, 
became very famous and earned untold riches due to the 
popularity of their performances of The Palace of Eternal 
Life.

In order to repay the playwright, the Neiju Troupe 
performed in Hong Sheng’s residence in the capital on 
his birthday, and Hong invited many friends to see the 
performance. However, Queen Tong had just died, and 

The Palace of Eternal Life

Kun Opera
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according to custom, all recreational activities should 
stop. For this reason, Hong Sheng was impeached, and 
he and the audience in his residence were arrested and 
imprisoned. Later, with the prime minister’s intercession, 
Hong was released, but his name was removed from the 
Imperial Academy, and more than fifty officials present 
then were all demoted to a commoner rank. A poet at the 
time wrote of this incident: “The Palace of Eternal Life 
turned fame to ruin.”

The Palace of Eternal Life
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The Peach Blossom Fan, written by Kong Shangren 
(1648-1718), a native of Qufu in modern-day Shangdong 
Province and a sixty-fourth descendant of Confucius, 
was based on the love story between Hou Fangyu, a 
social celebrity, and Li Xiangjun, a famous courtesan. 
It describes the fall of the Southern Ming dynasty, and 
comments on its historical reasons and lessons, showing 
the playwright’s feelings about national rise and fall.

Kong Shangren

Kun Opera

22



In the opera, the playwright reveals the reasons for the 
destruction of the Southern Ming Dynasty. One of them 
was ruling group’s political decay and darkness. After 
Ruan Dacheng, Ma Shiying and other remaining members 
of the eunuch faction crowned the foolish and dissolute 
King Fu, they bought concubines in pursuit of sensual 
pleasures, and at the same time, they arrested and killed 
opposition leaders, and expelled veteran ministers such as 
Shi Kefa.

The opera vividly exposed the debauchery of these 
fatuous and self-indulgent rulers and ministers, and thus 
let the audience see how these rulers brought the Southern 
Ming dynasty to ruin. The playwright showed that in 
fighting and power struggles within the ruling group 
were the second reason why the Southern Ming dynasty 
was destroyed: After the Southern Ming dynasty was 
established, the soldiers led by Zuo Liangyu guarded the 
upper reaches of the Yangtze River, and Huang Degong, 
Gao Jie, Liu Liangzuo, and Liu Zeqing guarded north of 
Yangtze River, but these generals fought each other in 
order to satisfy their own interests. Because they ignored 
the South-bound troops of the rising Qing power and 
immersed themselves in a large-scale civil war, their 
defensive strength was weakened.

Kunqu’s Origin and Spread
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As The Peach Blossom Fan reflected significant social 
reality and attained a high level of artistic achievement, 
it immediately gained popularity, and was staged again 
and again. The realism of this play reverberated with 
the audience, and made a great social impact, especially 
among the senior officials and adherents of the past 
dynasty, who were reported to have “sat there and 
coverered their faces with the sleeves of their robes” and 
to have “sighed and then scattered” after watching the 
opera.

The Palace of Eternal Life and The Peach Blossom 
Fan swept the opera stage in the Kangxi (1662-1722) and 
Qianlong (1736-1795) periods, which gave the declining 
Kunqu momentary glory, but in the end, the situation 
couldn’t be changed. “Hong in the South and Kong in the 
North” was just a spurt of activity prior to the collapse of 
the art form, and ultimately couldn’t change the fate of 
Kunqu’s decline.

Kun Opera
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