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Wu Opera is an art form of traditional Chinese theater that combines music, vocal 

performance, mine, dance and martial arts. It is the second major theatrical genre in 

Zhejiang, with a history of over 400 years. It has a longer history than the world-famous 

Peking Opera. Since Wu Opera had a profound influence on the evolvement and 

development of Peking Opera, it was considered as the forefather of Peking Opera by the 

legendary opera artist Mei Langfang. The performing art was extremely popular in the 

Ming and Qing Dynasty court and has come to be regarded as one of the most important 

cultural treasures of China. It’s based in Jinhua City of Zhejiang Province, in 

southeastern China. 

 

In recent years, following the rapid and dramatic changes in concepts and 

lifestyles of the Chinese people, the survival of Wu Opera is facing a big challenge. The 

art form is losing audiences especially among the younger generation. However, the 

city’s government and the bearers of Wu Opera are sparing no effort to ensure the form’s 

survival. 
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Wu Opera, a 400 Years Old Cultural Heritage 

Struggles to Survive 

 

The Jinhua City Hall of The People, now being used as a theater, sits in a 

neighborhood in the northeast part of Jinhua City which has not been entirely torn down 

and rebuilt. This modest and slightly shabby theater is one of the few places that could 

still suggest the old Jinhua in this increasingly steel and glass city. 

It’s a sweltering night on a Sunday in June. Crowds of mainly middle-aged and 

elderly people have packed the old city hall to see “Madame White Snake”, a legend that 

tells the tragic tale of a scholar and a thousand-year-old snake spirit. Singers in 

elaborately-embroidered silk costumes play the characters of this love story. Gongs and 

cymbals clang, and intense sword fights break out across the stage. 

The audience bursts into applause and keeps shouting its approvals: “Hao! Hao! ” 

However, at the same time outside the theater another interaction takes place. 

“Are you kidding me? You wanna hear that screaming stuff? Oh, don’t be like a 

grandma! … Hey, you know Fast Five just came out yesterday, we should go check it 

out!” says a young guy to his girlfriend, when she suggests having a peek inside at the 

free show. 

His attitude is a common one these days. Young people would rather watch a 

Western movie than sit for more than three hours through a show of ritualized singing 

that they don’t understand. 

 

A Dying Art Form 
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Wu Opera is a form of traditional Chinese theater. Combining dance, acrobatics, 

and music, it is the second major theatrical genre in Zhejiang Province. During its 400-

year history, it had a profound influence on other genres, including the world-famous 

Peking Opera. The legendary Peking Opera artist Mei Lanfang considered Wu Opera the 

forefather of Peking Opera. 

But now some people fear that Wu Opera will soon disappear.  

“Wu Opera is facing a crisis, and this situation cannot be easily changed,” said 

Huang Bingquan, a professor in aesthetics at Zhejiang Normal University, wrapping up 

the current state of this 400-year-old art form. 

“In today’s China, over 90% of young people are only interested in modernity and 

Western culture, but seldom pay respect to our own culture. Because this trend continues, 

a country with 5000 years of history is losing its true spirits.” Huang said. 

Although it is too early to tell if Wu Opera will end up as a museum piece, clearly 

its popularity today cannot match what it was from the 17
th

 century to early 20
th

 century 

when it was southeastern China’s most popular theatrical entertainment. 

During the turbulent years of the 1966-1976 Cultural Revolution, revolutionaries 

denounced Wu Opera as feudalistic and bourgeois, replacing it with revolutionary opera 

as a vehicle for political propaganda. But after those 10 years, the revolutionary 

transformations were largely undone; and soon lovers of Wu Opera expected a revival. 

However, China is changing rapidly, often to the detriment of older cultural 

forms.  

Western movies, television, pop music concerts and dance clubs offer Chinese young 

people more appealing forms of entertainment. Thus “Wu Opera” is becoming obsolete. 
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Most young people tend to have two general complaints about this art form. 

First, they don’t understand it because the lines in Wu Opera are sung in the local 

dialect of Jinhua City. However, schools teach in the national language, Mandarin, and 

students are only allowed to speak Mandarin. 

Second, the pace of Wu Opera is slow. People of this generation often look for 

entertainment from Western movies that set a blistering pace with action scenes and very 

little dialogue. 

 

The Bearers of Wu Opera 

“Wu Opera is just like a bottle of old Chinese wine, the longer it brews, the more 

fragrant it tastes. You need to have inner peace to appreciate the beauty of Wu Opera,” 

said Zhang Jianming, a former star actress in Wu Opera and the headmaster of Zhejiang 

Jinhua Art School. “The more you know about Wu Opera, the more you enjoy it. But 

fewer and fewer people have the time and willingness to learn about it these days,” she 

said. 

Demanding as it is on spectators, Wu Opera obviously places strict demands on 

training and performance. 

“The training is arduous and monotonous. And it takes at least eight years to even 

get your foot in the door.” Zhang said.  

Young students start their training at age 11, when they go to one of the several 

opera schools in Jinhua. 

The training can last for six demanding years. 
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Because Wu Opera is a dying art, especially among the younger generation, it’s 

hard to believe that there are still many young people who want to go through such 

training. 

Zhang says one of the reasons there are always new students is because some 

parents love it. They pass their affection for this art form on to their children and hope 

they will keep it alive. These families are mostly from rural areas; people living in the 

countryside are not as exposed to modern forms of entertainment, so traditional culture is 

better preserved there. 

Family background also influences the choice to study Wu Opera, Zhang said. 

Many of these children’s parents are too poor to afford the high tuition for a normal 

junior high school, but the full-scholarship program funded by this city’s ministry of 

culture can still offer their children a chance to remain in school by studying Wu Opera. 

The Jinhua Ministry of Culture, anxious to ensure the form’s survival, has spared no 

effort to promote Wu Opera by subsidizing both these opera schools and the bearers of 

this 400-year-old art form. 

“As long as Wu Opera is still alive, as long as we are still making achievements, 

the government will be happy to support us,” Zhang said, “We are just doing our job. I 

really enjoy doing my job, and it makes me feel proud to be one of guardians of this art.” 

When asked what students at Zhejiang Jinhua Art School can expect after graduation, 

Zhang replied that the training would still benefit them. 

“They should not worry too much about their future,” Zhang said, “Martial arts 

movies are being filmed here in Hengdian World Studios all the time. They need people 

who are good at martial arts, and our students fit perfectly!” 
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Hengdian World Studios is the largest film studio in Asia, and sometimes it’s 

called “Chinawood”. Located in the town of Hengdian, it is about a one-hour drive from 

Jinhua City. Filmmakers from all over the world frequent Hengdian and choose it as their 

filming studio. 

While the school prepares new performers, an ambitious building project aims to 

attract members of China's growing middle class to Wu Opera. 

 

The Future  

The Wu Opera Company Theater of China, budgeted at $33 billion, and located in 

the tony district of the southwest of Jinhua city along the Wu River, is still under 

construction. This is the fourth year of this project, which started in 2008. 

When it opens in the beginning of 2012, it will be one of this province’s biggest 

performing arts centers, and the city’s most distinctive building.  

To lovers of Wu Opera, the building means a new platform to revitalize their art. 

Standing on the bank of the Wu River beside the future site of the theater, Huang 

said, “I hope that Wu Opera can be like this river, flowing onward forever from its 

source.” 
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An Introduction to Wu Opera 

 

Wu Opera is an art form of traditional Chinese theater that combines music, vocal 

performance, acrobatics, dance and martial arts. It is the second major theatrical genre in 

Zhejiang Province, with a history of more than 400 years. It has a longer history than the 

world-famous Peking Opera. In fact, Wu Opera is considered the forefather of Peking 

Opera because of its profound influence, shows Baidu Baike, an online encyclopedia in 

China. 

Wu Opera arose in the late 17
th

 century and become fully developed and 

recognized by the mid-19
th

 century. This art form was extremely popular in the Ming 

Dynasty (AD 1368–1644) and Qing Dynasty (AD 1644–1911) court and has come to be 

regarded as one of the most important cultural treasures of China. Wu Opera was evolved 

in the city of Jinhua, situated in Zhejiang Province in southeastern China. 

 

Here are some key aspects of Wu Opera: 

 

Stories 

According to Baidu Baike, the repertoire of Wu Opera includes over 800 works, 

built around historical legends and mythology. Many promote traditional Chinese values 

such as respect for parents, female modesty and obedience to authority, while some 

encourage resistance or portray women as strong. For example, female generals are more 

common in Wu Opera than in Chinese history. 
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Characters 

In Wu Opera, there are generally four main categories of roles: Sheng (the male 

roles), Dan (the female roles), Jing (the painted-faced roles), Mo (the middle-aged male 

roles), and Chou (clowns). Each category can be subdivided into different types. An actor 

typically trains for a single type of roles within one category. 

 

Actors 

In the past, it was illegal in China for men and women to perform on stage 

together, says Peter Nepstad, the author of A Short History of Chinese Opera. So just as 

in Shakespeare’s England, female roles were usually played by men, who imitated 

women’s movements and ways of singing. 

In today’s China, female characters are mostly played by women. However, these 

female performers still follow the old styles of acting and singing of their male 

predecessors. 

Becoming a Wu Opera performer requires a long and arduous apprenticeship. It 

usually takes at least eight years for a student to break into the field as a performer, says 

Zhang Jianming, a former star actress in Wu Opera and the headmaster of Zhejiang 

Jinhua Art School. 

She says students are first trained in acrobatics and martial arts, then singing. 

Teachers assess the qualifications of each student and assign them roles as primary, 

secondary or tertiary characters accordingly. 

 

Staging 
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The oldest form of a Wu Opera stage has traditionally been a square platform. 

Performers and musicians on the stage are visible to the audience from at least three 

sides. Traditional Wu Opera stages are built above the line of sight of the audiences. 

There is a curtain in front, no painted backdrop, and no large props besides a table and 

some chairs. 

However, performances today are normally on western-style stages with a curtain 

in front, painted backdrop, electric lighting, sound amplification by using body 

microphones, and subtitles are projected on to the walls that frame the stage. 

 

Costumes 

Wu Opera costumes are colorful and elaborate – it’s a visual feast. Performers 

wear richly embroidered coats, ceremonial robes or full armors, and beautiful headgears. 

Based loosely on fashions of centuries ago, these costumes don’t intend to suggest 

any historical period. Instead, they serve as pageantry and also to signify characters’ ego, 

social positions and personalities, says Aaron Shepard, the author of Lady White Snake: a 

Tale from Chinese Opera. 

Some costume elements are purely aesthetic. Take “water sleeves” for example, 

these lightweight extensions of regular sleeves can flow gracefully at full length, like 

colorful water flowing in the air.  

 

Makeup 

The mask-like face painting is the one of the most striking features of Wu Opera. 

Like costumes, the purpose of face painting also is to please the eyes and tell about 
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characters’ personalities. Aaron Shepard says that the colors represent personality traits. 

For instance, red represents loyalty and justice, black conveys uprightness and 

straightforwardness, white signifies cunning and shrewdness, and yellow indicates a 

fierce and tough character. According to Baidu Baike, most of the patterns of the face 

paintings of Peking Opera evolved from Wu Opera. 

 

Music and Singing 

Traditionally, around eight musicians sit on the stage with the performers. Today, 

musicians sit in the orchestra pit of a theater instead. Their instruments include the fiddle, 

the banjo, the erhu, flutes, drums, gongs, cymbals and a wooden clapper. Musicians play 

not only to accompany singing, but also to punctuate the actions with percussion. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



10 
 

 

Reference 

 

"婺剧场 - 婺剧戏考（婺剧溯源）." 婺剧场. Web. 13 July. 2011. 

<http://www.wujv.com/article_view.asp?id=129> 

"婺剧" 百度百科. Web. 13 July. 2011. <http://baike.baidu.com/view/24483.htm>. 

"Peking Opera." Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia. Web. 13 July. 2011. 

<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peking_opera> 

Peter Nepstad."The Illuminated Lantern: A Short History of Chinese Opera." The 

Illuminated Lantern. Tue. 14 June 2011. 

<http://www.illuminatedlantern.com/cinema/archives/a_short_history_of_chinese_opera.

php>. 

Shepard, Aaron, and Song Nan Zhang. Lady White Snake: a Tale from Chinese Opera = 

[Bai She Chuan]. Union City, CA: Pan Asian Publications, 2001. Print. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.wujv.com/article_view.asp?id=129


11 
 

 

Vita 

 

Shiyu Jin was born in Jinhua, Zhejiang, China. After completing his work at Jinhua No.1 

High School, Jinhua, Zhejiang, China in 2005, he entered Zhejiang Sci-Tech University 

where he studied International Economics and Trade and received his Bachelor of 

Science in June, 2009. For the next two years, he moved to the USA and pursued his 

Master’s Degree in Journalism at The University of Texas at Austin. 

 

 

 

Permanent E-mail Address: tonyking8765@hotmail.com 

This report was typed by Shiyu Jin. 

 

 

 

mailto:tonyking8765@hotmail.com

