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On the Shipboard Opera Performance during
the Ming and Qing Dynasties

Kang Bao-cheng*

Abstract

This paper is a thorough survey on the shipboard opera performance in the
Venice-like cities in South China during the Ming and Qing Dynasties and point out
that there are two main trends of the performance in this period, one is that along with
the operas’ thriving, the main performance on the shipboard transfer from the songs
and dances to the operas, and the other is that the performances’ focus transfers from
the emperor’s enjoyments to the folks’ entertainments. The paper summarizes the

following characteristics that on its functions some ships have performances during its

transportation( for example the Jiangshan(i”['[) Ships in the Zhejiang Province),
some are yachts with opera performances(for example the night yachts on the Qin(%")
and Hui (JE&) Rivers), some are professional opera team’s ship-based stage(for

example the Gaoshengtai(ﬁgjv‘[ 'F"I) in the City Suzhou), and some are farmers’ boats’

having performances during a fete for the ancestry. On the field for performance,

some have performances in the cabin or on the fore of the ship(for example the
fore-coiled ship(#& ?ﬁifﬁﬁ), some juxtapose several ships for a bigger stage(for example
the Qianlong Emperor’s opera ship during his southern trip of inspection),some build

stage on a big multi-floored ship(for example the Xihu Iake(ﬁ“dﬁﬁ) multi-floored
ship(f&77)).
On the stage-building, some are as simple as Biansangingtai( &~ = % &)

ship-based opera team’s that they just spread boards on the ship’s fore as a stage,



some have very complex structures as the Gaoshengtai’s(ﬁ,ljv‘[ 'F",) like the Buddha’s

temple, some build the stage on the ship’s fore and some just build it above the

shipboard.

On the performing modality, the scholar-bureaucrats(+ <) in Jiangsu and

Zhejiang Provinces love the Kun Opera(EZfT) in several folds and opera without
obbligato; the professional water-route opera team perform Peking Opera and Hui
Opera(#’s%) as a complete play.

No matter the upper-class’delicate yachts or the farmers’ homely boats ,the
Shipboard Opera Performances are one of the undeniable opera performances
modalities in the history of the theater. It not only enhances the spread of the operas

uniquely but gives an active influence on the births of some kinds of the operas.

Key Words: Pre-ming dynasty, Ship-based stage(ff ), Opera, Performance

* Professor,Institute of Chinese Oral Cultural Heritage, Sun Yat-sen University

3



