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Kunqu Opera refers to a form of Chinese opera performed in the vocal style of kungiang
(also called Kunqu). As a singing style, kungiang gained popularity in the Kunshan area
of Suzhou during the Yuan and Ming periods. It was refined and improved upon by the
literati of the Ming dynasty, such as Wei Liangfu, to achieve a standardised artistic form.
The result was a vocal genre of mellifluous charm called shuimogiang (‘water milling
vocal style’) and a stringent observance of the tonal system. In the centuries to follow,
Kunqu Opera would become a model for later operatic genres, earning descriptions
from historians as ‘the mother of Chinese theatre’ and ‘the source of all operatic genres’.
In 2001, UNESCO declared it on the first list of Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible
Heritage of Humanity.

Kunqu Opera’s highly integrative performing mode brings together movements, delivery
of lines and singing to present a story. Over its long period of development, it has come to
encompass literature, music, dance, fine art, martial arts and acrobatics. A Kunqu Opera
performance may include poetry, various types of prose, string and wind ensembles,
gong-and-drum music and singing accompanied only by clappers. Movements such
as hand, eye, body movements, sleeve dancing and steps are immaculately executed.
A table and two chairs are enough to constitute the mise en scéne, from which numerous
scenarios unfold that evoke the audience’s most vivid imaginations. It is therefore a
genre capable of the richest interpretations.
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Adapted from Dream of Two Bears, a Qing dynasty play based on the story Fifteen Strings
of Cash Cause a Murder from Feng Menglong’s classic collection Stories to Awaken the
World, this landmark Kunqu Opera departs from the genre’s usual romantic themes to a
gripping tale of Judge Kuang Zhong, who overturns a wrongful conviction and uncovers
the true culprit, a cunning trickster named Lou Ashu (Lou the Rat). In the 1950s, when
Kunqu was facing decline, the Zhejiang Kunqu Opera Troupe rescripted Dream of Two
Bears as Fifteen Strings of Cash. Its debut was met with national acclaim, including
praise from Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai, which was highlighted in the People’s Daily
editorial as ‘a single play that revived an entire genre’. The original cast featured master
artists Zhou Chuanying as Kuang Zhong and Wang Chuansong as Lou the Rat. Now
regarded as a cornerstone of modern Kunqu history, this production has been passed
down through five generations over 70 years. The upcoming performance features
Bao Chen and Tian Yang in the lead, who uphold the legacy with this timeless classic.
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A butcher named You Hulu borrows fifteen strings of cash from a relative living in
Gaoqiao and returns home. He teases his stepdaughter, Su Xujuan, that the money
comes from selling her as a maid servant. Xujuan is offended with the life ahead, and
runs away during the night to seek refuge with her aunt. The scoundrel Lou the Rat
sneaks into You’s house, steals the fifteen strings of cash, and kills You to silence him
forever. The next day, neighbours discover You’s murder and the missing money, while
Su has also vanished. Suspecting foul play, they report the case to the authorities.

Meanwhile, a merchant’s employee, Xiong Youlan, is travelling to Changzhou to buy
stock, and for that he has fifteen strings of cash on him. On the road, he meets Su who
asks him the way, and they decide to travel together. When the neighbours and the
constable catch up with Su, they see the two travelling together. They also note that the
amount of money matches the stolen sum and suspect them to be partners in crime. Lou
seizes the opportunity to incriminate them. Xiong and Su are arrested and taken to the
magistrate’s court in Wuxi.

There, the magistrate Guo Yuzhi, acting on presumption rather than evidence, wrongfully
convicts the two of adultery and murder. The Prefect of Changzhou and the Inspector-
General of Jiangnan accept the verdict without question and hastily uphold the sentence.
On the execution ground, the Prefect of Suzhou, Kuang Zhong, who is appointed to
oversee the beheading, suspects something is amiss in the case. He rushes overnight to
seek a meeting with Governor Zhou Chen to request the execution be stopped, pending
further investigation. Zhou refuses Kuang’s request, citing that the case has been
reviewed thrice and ruled. Kuang presses his case and offers up his gold seal as pledge.
Zhou, in the end, grants a two-week delay for reinvestigation. Kuang goes to Wuxi to
inspect the scene of the murder. He finds some new leads to track the real culprit down,
then disguises himself as a fortune teller and goes after Lou, finally clearing the two
innocent victims of the crime.
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Running time of the performance is approximately 2 hours 45 minutes
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‘When the lioness of Hedong suddenly roars, he would be scared out of his wits and
drop the cane in his hand.’

The phrase ‘roar of Hedong’s lioness’ comes from a poem by Su Dongpo, a distinguished
literary figure in Song dynasty literature, when he described his henpecked friend
Chen Jichang. It later became a popular expression referring to domineering wives.
Inspired by this tale, Ming playwright Wang Tingna wrote The Lioness Roars, a lively
comedy about Chen’s wish to take a concubine due to his lack of an heir, and the chaos
that ensues when his fierce wife, née Liu, adamantly refuses to give her consent. The
opera is best known for its three excerpts: At the Toilette Table, Kneeling by the Pond,
and Three Fears, which were among the signature repertoires of Wang Shiyu, dubbed
the ‘number one actor in scholarly roles’. Madam Liu is portrayed as dominating and
prideful, but never to the extent of being objectionable due to Chen’s ultimate devotion
to her. The legendary interpretations that placed the fierce wife above the timid
husband now find contemporary resolutions through the balanced dynamics of marital
relationships as well as the comedic appeal that delights audiences.



%IJ 'l% Synopsis

JCEAER > WM A TR - B - SO > 2 R B R
IR A ZE o MIIREIELRRE - sk T2 A > AEMRE - —H > BiR
HER - RENRBEAK o 5 R a0 RS - IR
BeaZE EAZ RS - W RBIRME =5 > AT IE - T
i 1 EL AT o KREFELAR > SRS R ZE BB B o 2 OR B KR IR
BB - BRI BB R B -

BT AR B > BN IR T2 R BEM A2 o TR R AR - "k
HWWAH - WIREBRMNZE - MRIFHTHR S - BMBX -
MNRSR W Z P Ay » ZAAEE B P RE - AEFAh i - 5% A .l
FRIRESE T > AR ASMES - Zp > RIFZANEH -
A 1) 7 i iy 2B

The story takes place during the Northern Song period. Chen Jichang is a talented
scholar in Huangzhou. Handsome, debonair, and carefree in spirit, he leads a
philanderer’s life. He is married to the daughter of a high-born family in Hedong, née
Liu. She is a beauty in form and airs, also talented in writing poetry, making them a
match made in heaven. One day, Chen Jichang leaves home early in the morning, and
upon his return, he finds his wife, née Liu, just out of bed. He mentions having visited
Su Dongpo to share their views on Zen Buddhism, but Su was not at home. Just then, a
servant of the Su residence arrives with an invitation from his master to Chen for a spring
outing. Hearing this, Liu says she would allow her husband to go on three conditions,
failing any of which he will be punished upon return. Chen meekly agrees and sets out
to meet his friend. Su invites Chen to go on an excursion to the countryside: there would
be wine, poetry, and the company of songstresses like Qin Cao to enhance the revelry.
Unknown to Chen, his wife has ordered an old servant to follow him in secret.

Chen returns home after the spring outing.
His wife punishes him for breaking the rules and
makes him kneel by the pond as a punishment.
Su happens to visit. On seeing the situation, he
scolds Liu for being too harsh, and encourages
Chen to take a concubine. Enraged by Su’s
interference in her family affairs, Liu
rebukes him and expels him from the
house. Liu cannot get over Chen’s
misbehaviour and orders him to stay in
the study, do some soul-searching, and
not go out. Frustrated and with no one
to turn to and air his grievances, Chen
dozes off. In his dream, he and his
wife have a showdown, and to resolve
it, they take their grievances before the

King of Hell to seek justice.
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Running time of the performance is approximately 2 hours 15 minutes
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Ml & Madam Liu : W ¥ Hu Ping
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2 # Qin Cao : E §F Wang Jing
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M ¥ Tian Yang
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The Dream of Nanke is one of the Four Dreams of Linchuan by Tang Xianzu, a playwright
of the Ming dynasty. It tells the story of Chunyu Fen, a man of the Tang dynasty, who has
a dream under a pagoda tree. He dreams that he is in the Kingdom of Huai’an, where he
becomes the consort of Princess Yaofang and is appointed Governor of Nanke Prefecture.
After living in luxury for over twenty years, he wakes up to find that the kingdom is
nothing but an ant colony beneath the tree. In the excerpt The Celestial Place, Princess
Yaofang is taking a reprieve from the hot weather at the summer palace. When the
fourth prince of the neighbouring Tanluo Kingdom wages war on Huai’an to seize her,
Chunyu Fen rushes from Nanke to her rescue and defeats the invading prince.
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Cancelling the Birthday Celebrations is the 31* play of the zaju
collection, The Pavilion of Chanting in the Wind. The story
goes like this: Kou Zhun, Prime Minister of Northern
Song, is enjoying the height of popularity with the
Emperor. He holds a lavish banquet with extravagant
displays of wealth. Grannie Liu, an old handmaid of
Kou’s late mother, presents him with an illustrated
scroll left behind by his late mother. It is a bequest

with a didactic purpose, as each scene depicts her
hardships in raising and educating her son. The

old woman’s heartfelt appeal reminds Kou of his

humble beginnings and reprimands him of his
extravagant way of life. Moved and ashamed,

Kou immediately cancels the banquet and resolves

to lead a frugal life.
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The Beauty Washing Silk by the River is a chuangi play adapted by Ming dynasty
playwright Liang Chenyu from the Spring and Autumn Annals of Wu and
Yue. Entrusting His Son is an excerpt from the play, also a favourite on the
Kunqu stage. The plot goes like this: Fuchai, the King of Wu, is blinded by his
overweening pride and is intent on invading the State of
Qi instead of guarding against the State of Yue. His
general Wu Zixu, foreseeing the downfall of the
state, resolves to admonish the king even at the
cost of his life. So, when he is sent by the King on
an envoy mission to Qi, he brings his son with
him. On the way, he reveals to the boy that
he intends to leave him in Qi to keep him
safe. The boy breaks down in tears and
refuses to stay behind. Wu reasons that
when the fate of the state is hanging
in the balance, their home would
not remain intact anymore.
He entrusts his son to
Bao Mu, a minister
of Qi, and departs in
anguish.
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The Celestial Place from The Dream of Nanke

¥ J5 A E Princess Yaofang : 5015 Wu Xinyi
#T°2% Chunyu Fen : Ji R Xi Bingqi
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Cancelling the Birthday Celebrations from The Pavilion of Chanting in the Wind
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5% # Kou Zhun : fiff /= Bao Chen
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Rendezvous at the Pavilion from Red Pear Blossom

YL M Zhao Ruzhou : E{H}% Wang Hengtao
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Fighting on the Water from Leifeng Pagoda
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Running time of the performance is approximately 3 hours 15 minutes
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Bao Chen is a Class One Performer of the Zhejiang Jingkun Art Center and a ‘Wan’ generation
actor specialising in laosheng (old male) roles. He is a formal disciple of renowned Kunqu
artist Ji Zhenhua and has received long-term coaching from celebrated artists such as
Lu Yongchang, Zhang Shizheng, Tao Weiming and Huang Xiaowu. Bao is a winner of
many accolades, including the Performance Award for National Outstanding Young Kunqu
Performers, the Silver Prize at the Zhejiang Kunqu Opera Actors and Musicians Competition,
the Performance Award at the 5* China Kunqu Opera Festival, and the Outstanding
Performance Award at the 15" Zhejiang Drama Festival. He has also been recognised as an
Outstanding Expert by the Zhejiang Provincial Department of Culture.
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His representative repertoire includes Fifteen Strings of Cash, Lanke Mountain and
Butterfly Dream. He has also starred in original productions such as Grievance from a Former
Birth, Spring and Autumn of Wu and Yue, and the Kunqu chamber opera When Will the

Moon Be Bright.
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Tian Yang is a Class Two Performer of the Zhejiang Jingkun Art Center and a ‘Wan’
generation actor specialising in fuchou (comic secondary male) roles. He is a formal disciple
of renowned Kunqu artist Wang Shiyao and received personal coaching from celebrated
artists Tao Bo, Su Jun, Zhang Mingrong and Liu Yilong. He was winner of the Performance
Award for National Outstanding Young Kunqu Performers and the Outstanding Performance
Award at the 10™ Zhejiang Drama Festival. In 2018, he was invited to perform in the ‘New
Year Traditional Theatre Gala’ in Beijing, a national showcase of prominent talents in Chinese
traditional theatre.

His representative repertoire includes Fifteen Strings of Cash, The Mistake Caused by a Kite,
Xu Jiujing Rises in Rank, and Leaving the Monastery.
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Zeng Jie is a Class Two Performer of the Zhejiang Jingkun Art Center and a ‘Wan’ generation
actor specialising in xiaosheng (young male) roles. He is a formal disciple of celebrated
Kunqu artist Wang Shiyu, and also benefitted from the coaching of distinguished artists Wang

Shiju, Yue Meiti, Cai Zhengren, Tao Tiefu and Li Gonglu. He is currently a member of both
the China Theatre Association and the Zhejiang Opera Association.

He was awarded the Golden Laurel Performance Award at the Zhejiang Drama Awards
and was named ‘Recommended Artist of the Year 2011° by China’s Ministry of Culture.
He has been featured in the China Kunqu Opera Yearbook and was selected by the Zhejiang
Provincial Department of Culture as one of the “Top Talents in Stage Craft’. His repertoire

includes The Tale of the West Garden, The Peony Pavilion and The Purple Hairpin.
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Hu Ping is a Class One Performer of the Zhejiang Jingkun Art Center and a ‘Wan’ generation
actress specialising in guimendan (high-born lady) roles. She is a formal disciple of renowned
Kunqu artist Wang Fengmei, and has benefitted from the coaching of celebrated artists Hu

Jinfang, Zhang Xunpeng, Zhang Zhihong and Gu Haohao. She also had the rare opportunity
to be personally coached by Zhang Xian of the celebrated ‘Chuan’ generation.

Her accolades include the Performance Award for National Outstanding Young Kunqu
Performers, Silver Prize in the Zhejiang Kunqu Opera Performers and Musicians Competition,
the Gold Prize for Best Inheritance at the 5" Zhejiang Intangible Cultural Heritage Festival
and Traditional Theatre Showcase, as well as the Gold Prize in the Zhejiang Youth Opera
Talent Scheme ‘Xin Song Project’. She was awarded the Performance Award at the
5 China Kunqu Opera Festival, and named a Recommended Artist by the China Kunqu
Opera Yearbook Committee. Her repertoire includes The Tale of the West Garden, The Peony
Pavilion, The Palace of Eternal Life and The Lioness Roars.
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Wu Xinyi is an outstanding young performer of the ‘Dai’ generation at the Zhejiang Jingkun
Art Center, specialising in guimendan (high-born lady) roles. She trained under Zhang
Zhihong, Wang Fengmei and Kong Aiping. Her accolades include the Silver Prize in the
National Vocational College Skills Competition, the Gold Prize (Group B) in the Zhejiang Youth
Opera Talent Scheme ‘Xin Song Project’, and the 3" National ‘Lihua Cup’ Exhibition of Youth
Opera Education Achievements. In 2025, she was featured in the opera segment Echoes of
the Pear Garden of the CCTV Spring Festival Gala. She played lead roles in Kunqu classics

including The Peony Pavilion, The Tale of the West Garden, Romance of the Western Chamber,
and Glorious Youth.

Her repertoire also includes excerpts from traditional plays such as Princess Baihua’s Gift of a
Sword from The Phoenix Mountain, Flirtation and Stealing the Poem from The Jade Hairpin,
and Rendezvous at the Pavilion from Red Pear Blossom.
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Xi Bingqi is an outstanding young performer of the ‘Dai’ generation
at the Zhejiang Jingkun Art Center, specialising in xiaosheng (young

male) roles. A formal disciple of celebrated Kunqu artist Wang
Shiyu, he also received coaching from Li Gonglu and Li An.

His repertoire includes The Peony Pavilion, Romance of the Western Chamber, Leifeng Pagoda
and A Beauty in Her Prime. He has appeared in Kunqu excerpts Flirtation from The Jade
Hairpin, Rendezvous at the Pavilion from The Story of the Red Pear Blossom, and Princess
Baihua’s Gift of a Sword from The Phoenix Mountain.
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Li Qiongyao is a Class Two Performer of the Zhejiang Jingkun Art Center and a ‘Wan’
generation actress specialising in wawasheng (child) and laodan (elderly female) roles. She
trained under a number of distinguished Peking Opera and Kunqu masters, including Cheng
Hailuan, Weng Guosheng, Peng Gengnian, Zhang Jinlong, Gu Haohao, Lu Yongchang, Wang
Mengyun and Wang Weijian.

Her accolades include First Prize at the East China Basic Skills Competition, First Prize
in Drama at the National Colleges and Institutes Cultural Festival, and the Performance
Award for National Outstanding Young Kunqu Performers. In 2017, she was selected as a
‘Recommended Female Artist of the Year’ for inclusion in the China Kunqu Opera Yearbook
2018. Her frequently performed works include The Peony Pavilion, Grievance from a Former
Birth, and The Mistake Caused by a Kite. Her representative roles span both traditional
Kunqgu and Peking Opera highlights, including Chenxiang Cleaving Open the Mountain to
Save His Mother, Madam Hong Scolds Chou, The Hunt from The Story of the White Rabbit, and

Entrusting His Son from The Beauty Washing Silk by the River.
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Wang Hengtao is an outstanding young performer of the ‘Dai’ generation at the Zhejiang
Jingkun Art Center, specialising in xiaosheng (young male) roles. He is a formal disciple of
Wang Shiyu and has also received personal coaching from renowned Kunqu artists Yue Meiti,
Cai Zhengren, Li Gonglu, Li An, and Wang Kai. In 2021, he was named among the “Top Ten
Young Opera Performers Nationwide’ in the second season of Hubei TV’s National Young
Opera Challenge. He won the Gold Prize in the 3" Zhejiang Youth Opera Talent Scheme Xin
Song Project’ (2022) and the National Young Leaders in Traditional Theatre Invitational (2023).
His repertoire includes The Peony Pavilion, The Tale of the West Garden, and Leifeng Pagoda,
as well as excerpts such as Rendezvous at the Pavilion, Looking Homeward, Hearing the Bell,
and Princess Baihua's Gift of a Sword.
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Wang Wenhui is an outstanding young performer of the ‘Dai’ generation at the Zhejiang
Jingkun Art Center, specialising in guimendan (high-born lady) roles. She trained under

leading artists in Kunqu including Zhang Zhihong, Wang Fengmei, Shen Yili, Kong Aiping,
and Zhang Jingxian.

She earned accolades on Hubei TV’s Outstanding Guofeng Opera Artists and received the
‘Red Plum Gold Blossom’ title at the China Opera Red Plum Showcase in Yixing. She played
lead roles in The Peony Pavilion, The Tale of the West Garden, Fifteen Strings of Cash, and
The Jade Hairpin — Youth Edition.
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Xiang Weidong is a Class One Performer of the Zhejiang Jingkun Art Center, a member of
the China Theatre Association and the Zhejiang Opera Association, specialising in wusheng
(martial male) roles and also trained in laosheng (old male) roles. He is recognised for
his resonant voice, earning the nickname ‘Golden Voice’ among martial-role performers.

He trained under Hou Shaokui, Pei Yanling, Lu Yongchang, Li Yusheng, Zhang Feng and
Ji Zhenhua, and in 2019 formally became the last disciple of Pei Yanling.

Xiang’s accolades include the Second Prize in Performance at the Zhejiang Provincial Opera
Showcase, the First Prize in Performance at the Zhejiang Kunqu Young to Middle Aged
Performers’ Competition, the Gold Prize at the Zhejiang Jingju-Kunqu Young Performers’
Competition, and the title as one of the “Top Ten Performers’ at the National Kunqu Showcase
for Young Artists. His representative repertoire includes Lin Chong’s Nocturnal Escape,
Centipede Ridge, The Pulley, and Battle of Xiaoshang River.
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Zhang Kankan is a Class Two Performer of the Zhejiang Jingkun Art Center and a ‘Wan’
generation actress specialising in liudan (versatile female) roles. She has benefitted from
the coaching of Kunqu artists Guo Jianying and Tang Yunlan, Gong Shikui, Liang Guyin, Lu
Yongchang, Zhang Jiqging, and Zhang Jingxian, as well as Peking Opera artist Chen Heping.

Zhang won the Silver Prize at the 2004 Zhejiang Youth Kunqu and Peking Opera Performers’
Competition.

Her repertoire includes The Tale of the West Garden, The Peony Pavilion, Leifeng Pagoda, and
Fifteen Strings of Cash, as well as excerpts Longing for the Secular World, The Promised Date,
Entrusting His Son, and The Obsessed Dream.
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Ni Runzhi is an outstanding young performer of the ‘Dai’ generation at the Zhejiang Jingkun
Art Center, specialising in wudan (martial female) and daomadan (female warrior) roles.
She trained under Wang Zhiquan, Gu Haohao, Wang Fengmei, Kong Aiping, and Sun Liping.
Ni won the Bronze Prize at the National Vocational Skills Competition, the Silver Prize (Group
B) in the Zhejiang Youth Opera Talent Scheme ‘Xin Song Project’, and recognition among
the ‘Top Ten Martial Arts Performers’ in the Yangtze River Delta Showcase for Young to
Middle-aged Artists in Traditional Theatre. Her honours also include a listing on the ‘China
Charm Golden Ranking’ of the Great World Urban Stage, participation in the repertoire
presentation at the 3" National ‘Lihua Cup’, and the Gold Prize for martial performance at the
Zhejiang Youth Opera Talent Scheme ‘Xin Song Project’.

Her repertoire includes Leifeng Pagoda and Beauty in Her Prime, and excerpts The Hu
Homestead, Begging for the Magic Herb and Fighting on the Water from Leifeng Pagoda,
and Princess Baihua’s Gift of a Sword from Phoenix Mountain.
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Huo Ruitao — Percussion
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An accomplished young player of the Zhejiang Jingkun Art Center, Huo Ruitao graduated
from the Shandong University of Arts. In 2019, he performed at the New Year Opera Gala for
national leaders including Xi Jinping and Li Keqiang. That same year, he won the Gold Prize
at the Zhejiang Kunqu performers and musicians Scheme ‘Xin Song Project’.

His performance credits include Fifteen Strings of Cash, Fan Li and Xi Shi, The Red Plum
Blossom, and The Peony Pavilion.
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Ma Feiyun — Dizi
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Ma Feiyun is a Principal Dizi player of the Zhejiang Jingkun Art Center, also a council
member of the Zhejiang Chinese Orchestra Society and Vice President of the Zhao Songting
Dizi Research Association. A graduate of the Music Department of the National Academy
of Chinese Theatre Arts, he has received numerous accolades including First Prize in the
Zhejiang ‘Xiang Yi Cup’ Folk Music Competition (wind instruments category), Gold Prize at
the Zhejiang Youth Kunqu Performers and Musicians Competition, and Gold Prize in the
Jiangnan Sizhu Competition.

In addition to the dizi, he also plays the xiao, xun, and suona, and has performed in
productions such as The Peony Pavilion, Fifteen Strings of Cash, The Great General Han Xin,
and The Tale of the West Garden.
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Six Generations of Kunqu Performers:
The Sustaining Growth of the Zhejiang Kunqu Opera Troupe
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The Crafting of Dan (Female) Roles in Kunqu
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The Crafting of Sheng (Male) Roles in Kunqu
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Kunqu Classics as a Living Tradition
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https://www.ccf.gov.hk/tc/programme/chinese-opera-film-shows/?type=6
https://www.ccf.gov.hk/tc/programme/chinese-opera-film-shows/?type=6



https://www.ccf.gov.hk/tc/programme/city-under-the-moon-dance-drama-azure-after-the-rain/?type=3
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https://www.ccf.gov.hk/tc/questionnaire/
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