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PERFORMANCE REVIEW: 

THE IMPERIAL GRANARY PRODUCTION OF 

MUDAN TING (THE PEONY PAVILION) 
 

 

 

Title of drama: Mudan ting 牡丹亭 (The Peony Pavilion) 

Author: Tang Xianzu 湯顯祖 

Producer (chupin ren 出品人): Shao Donghong 卲東鴻 

Artistic Director (yishu zongjian 藝術總監): Lin Zhaohua 林兆華 

Director (daoyan 導演): Wang Shiyu 汪世瑜 

 

Site of performance: Imperial Granary Theater, Beijing 

 

The Cast:  

Du Liniang 杜麗娘 (Bridal Du): Hu Zhexing 胡哲行 

Liu Mengmei 柳夢梅: Lü Zhijie 呂志杰 

Chunxiang 春香 (Spring Fragrance): Zhang Sichen 張思辰 

Shi Daogu 石道姑 (Abbess Shi, Sister Stone): Chen Bin 陳濱 

Huashen 花神 (Flower Spirits): Zhang Yu 張宇, Zhou Lianmeng 周連猛, 

Chen Qing 陳青, and Gao Fan 高帆 

 

The Musicians: 

Di 笛 (side-blown bamboo flute): Qian Hongming 錢洪明 

Gu 鼓 (clapper and drum): Zhang Jinkui 張金魁  

Sheng 笙 (mouth organ): Wang Zhichao 王智超 

Tihu 提胡 and Erhu 二胡 (two-stringed bowed fiddles): Zhang Xuemin 張

學敏 

Pipa 琵琶 (lute): Yu Li 虞力 

Guzheng 古箏 (plucked zither): Wang Yan 王燕 

 

The Imperial Granary Beijing production of Mudan ting (The Peony 

Pavilion) is a good example of a Chinese attempt to revive traditional 
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theatre. The performance is sensitive, tender, and tasteful and generally 

reflects credit on those involved. In my opinion it has not received the 

attention it deserves. The production premiered in 2007, and celebrated its 

200
th

 performance in 2009. I have had the good fortune to have seen the 

production on three separate occasions, but my remarks below are 

specifically on the last of these, which took place on Saturday October 16, 

2010. 

Readers of this journal will not need much introduction to the drama 

itself, so I summarize briefly. One of the “dream” plays of Tang Xianzu 

(1550-1616), it was completed in 1598, which was the year the dramatist 

retired from officialdom completely. Exemplifying the emphasis he placed 

in his drama theory on “feelings” (qing 情), as opposed to theory or reason 

(li 理), it is a love story about the high-class teenage girl Du Liniang, who 

falls in love with the young scholar Liu Mengmei in a dream. After 

painting a portrait of herself and instructing her maid Chunxiang to hide it, 

she dies of love for him. Liu Mengmei finds and falls in love with the 

portrait, and his calling out to the image in the portrait brings her spirit to 

him. They make love and she gradually reveals to him that she is a ghost. 

She hints at how he can bring her back to life, and with some help he does 

so. Despite her three years in the grave, her beauty is unaffected by her 

death. In the often neglected last third of the play, he comes in top of the 

list in the imperial civil service examinations, their do-it-yourself marriage 

is approved of by the emperor, and Liniang’s return to life is accepted by 

her parents.  

The original drama is long and has a large cast of characters. In this 

production, the story is cut to the basics, with even quite important 

characters like Liniang’s stern Confucian father Du Bao 杜寶 omitted 

altogether. There are only four human characters, namely the lovers, Du 

Liniang’s maid Chunxiang, and the abbess of the Daoist temple where Liu 

and Du’s spirit carry on their love affair. If all fifty-five scenes of the 

original were played in full, that would take around twenty hours, but the 

Imperial Granary production runs for only two hours, without interval. It 

begins with the oft revived scene ten, “[Youyuan] Jingmeng” [遊園]驚夢 

([A Stroll in the Garden and] The Interrupted Dream) in which Du Liniang 

roams in a beautiful garden, falls asleep, and dreams of Liu Mengmei; it is 

a famous scene that the great Mei Lanfang 梅蘭芳 (1894-1961) often 

performed, starring in a film version towards the end of his life. I consider 

the producers have done a good job extracting the essence of the play. The 

following seven scenes of the production represent, more or less, scenes 2, 
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14, 20, 24-26,
1
 28, 32, and 35, in that order. The only slightly tangential 

material left in this production comes when Abbess Shi talks of her own 

failed sex life in highly erotic language by way of cynical comment on the 

love affair between Liu and Du’s spirit that she rightly suspects is going 

on more or less under her nose. Appropriately, she expresses her approval 

of the lovers’ success at the end of the drama. 

The actors playing the lovers are both young and come from Suzhou, 

itself the home of Kunqu 崑曲, the performance style of the production. 

Hu Zhexing, born in January 1988, gives an excellent rendition of the 

main character Du Liniang. Hers is by far the largest and most demanding 

part in the production, and she largely stole the show. She certainly looks 

the part. Her singing was very confident, in tune and in style. Her acting 

was also exquisite. The pattern of very rapid short steps that make her 

movement more like graceful gliding than walking is of course an old art 

in the Chinese theatre, but she carries on the tradition very well. When she 

walked, after her death in the fourth scene, up from the stage, between the 

audience, to a pavilion opposite the stage, the effect was both dramatic and 

moving. Her demure facial expressions, and the way she looked 

downwards were also highly traditional and tasteful. 

Born in October 1987 and just three months older than Hu, Lü Zhijie 

played the xiaosheng role Liu Mengmei. His singing, acting, hand and foot 

movements, and facial expressions were convincing dramatically and in 

conformity with Kunqu style. I was very impressed with the beauty of his 

falsetto singing, especially as it is so crucial to xiaosheng roles. I also very 

much liked the light-hearted Chunxiang. The much more serious-minded 

high-class girl and her lighter, sometimes even flirtatious, maid-servant 

are a typical pair in the traditional Chinese theatre. Our Chunxiang, Zhang 

Sichen, was slightly lacking in confidence by comparison with the two 

lovers. However, her characterization of the role was apt and thoughtful 

and she captured its pertness very well.  

One of the best features of this performance was the way the orchestra 

was placed and the instruments played. The six players sat in two groups 

facing each other across the stage on either side of the first row of the 

main seating area, completely visible to the audience. The players 

included both men and women, but the most important musicians, the 

drum master and the master flautist, were older men (the four women were 

all young and photogenic). The flautist played with great passion and skill, 

                                                 
1
 As is common in the performance tradition, elements from these two scenes are 

combined to make one scene. 
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beginning the evening’s drama with a kind of prologue that consisted of an 

extended solo passage performed at the front of the stage.
2
  

The costumes and headgear were all simply beautiful. In colour and 

design they were tasteful and appropriate. I found especially appealing a 

long white train that followed Du Liniang in her death scene and the 

similar but red one when she came back to life. The program notes claim 

that both “actors and musicians dress in Ming dynasty clothes and 

accessories,” replicating the original Kunqu style. For me, the headgear of 

the instrumentalists was especially unusual and attractive.  

One of the most interesting features of this performance is the 

production design. The artistic director, Lin Zhaohua, is well known for 

his innovative productions of spoken plays (huaju 話劇 ) including 

Shakespeare adaptations. In the program notes, Lin is quoted as saying 

that respect for the Kunqu legacy obligates the artists to stick to its 

“original form and interpretation” (yuanzhi yuanwei 原汁原味). In line 

with this kind of thinking, the stage was generally bare, with colourfully 

dressed performers themselves carrying any properties on and off the 

stage. A nice note was how the scene titles were announced before each 

scene. Specially prepared lanterns were taken down, the titles written on 

them in beautiful calligraphy in front of the audience, and then hung up 

again to be easily seen. There were some “special effects.” For example, at 

the end of the play the flower spirits released live butterflies. 

In the Chinese press the production is referred to as the “Banquet Hall 

Version” (tingtang ban 廳堂版). The idea was to try and reproduce, for a 

modern audience, the kind of intimate private theatrical performances put 

on by the elites of the Ming and Qing dynasties in their own homes. Often 

the troupes were household troupes (jiaban 家班) maintained primarily to 

provide such performances. Ming illustrations such as that of a household 

performance in the Jin Ping Mei 金瓶梅 show the banqueters sitting at 

tables on either side of the acting area, with female spectators seated on 

the far left side behind blinds away from the sight of the men, and the 

                                                 
2
 While no DVD of the production has been made available, the company that produces 

the performance, Poloarts (Puluo yishu 普羅藝術), published in 2008 a CD of the 

orchestra performing the musical accompaniment only to arias from Mudan ting and 

other Kunqu plays (two additional tracks do have Hu Zhexing and Lü Zhijie’s 

predecessor Zeng Jie 曾杰, singing on them). The Chinese title of the CD is Youyuan 

jingmeng: Zhongguo Kunqu jingdian qupai jicui 游園驚夢: 中國崑曲經典曲牌集萃 

(Strolling in the Garden and the Interrupted Dream: Collection of Chinese Kunqu Arias), 

and the English title is Favourite [sic.] Music in Kunqu Opera: Players from the Imperial 

Granary Theater. 
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orchestra on the far right side. The “stage” is nothing more than a large 

rug laid out in the middle of the hall. The Imperial Granary, as one might 

expect of a building constructed for such a purpose, has extremely thick 

walls and no windows and does not feel at all like the kind of space where 

Ming literati staged their theatrical performances. Also, the Imperial 

Granary Theatre is small, but not quite that small, and the seats are placed 

on three sides of the stage only.
3
 Yet, one does get a feeling of intimate 

theatre and a sense that the audience is close enough physically to the 

performers to have a sense of interconnectedness with them, in strong 

contrast to the distance that prevails in large, modern theatres. Also unlike 

performances in larger venues, the actors did not use microphones.  

The Imperial Granary was built in 1409 under the third Ming Emperor, 

Yongle, who was responsible for transferring the capital of the dynasty 

from Nanjing to Beijing. The granary predates the Forbidden City palace 

complex by a few years. Recently restored, it now includes a small 

banquet hall and bar, as well as the theatre. Actually, Kunqu as an elite 

dramatic form did not mature until over a century later than the 

construction of the old Imperial Granary.
4
 However, the performance site 

is designed to give an air of antiquity to the drama and I personally found 

the traditionalist atmosphere both appealing and attractive.  

There is one other point about the setting in the Imperial Granary worth 

discussion, namely the issue of tourism and its use in the revival of 

traditional arts. The performance, which as I say I have attended now three 

times, lasts from 7:30 to 9:30 without interval. It follows a Peking Duck, 

buffet-style dinner in another section of the Imperial Granary. The whole 

evening is pretty expensive, the cheapest tickets costing 380 Renminbi for 

both dinner and performance, and the most expensive several thousand. 

Virtually all the audience members appear to be tourists from overseas, or 

from Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Macao. The lyrics and libretto are 

projected on the back of the stage and to the sides of the audience, both in 

the original Chinese and in English. Given this and the use of English in 

the promotional material and on the official website,
5
 it is obvious that this 

                                                 
3
 According to the theater plan one uses to reserve tickets, there are a small number of 

rows of seats to the left and right of the stage, and more rows facing the stage with an 

aisle up the middle. None of the rows seat more than eight people. There is only a total of 

sixty seats available for each performance. The seats themselves are large, black, and 

thickly upholstered.  
4
 Promotional material for the Imperial Granary production tie the granary and the 

performance together by claiming that both the granary and Kunqu are 600 years old. 
5
 http://www.imperialgranary.com.cn/peonypavilion/index.html. 
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opera has been consciously made into a tourist attraction. It is not 

something designed to attract young local Chinese, or any other citizens of 

mainland China, to the traditional drama, or to Kunqu in particular.  

How should one evaluate such a phenomenon? On the one hand, it is a 

revived tradition. The instrumentation and instrumental playing, singing, 

costuming, acting, staging, and context of the banquet, all try to replicate 

traditional practices. But this happens within a social context that is quite 

false. My own reaction is not to be too harsh about this. If the Chinese 

tourism industry and the drama world in China can make money out of a 

great old art, I say good luck to them. If they do it well, then I am both 

happy to patronize it and recommend it to others. And this kind of use of 

the tourist trade to revive old traditions and make them pay is not 

exclusive to this production of Mudan ting in Beijing or to China. Tourism 

has become a way of supporting traditions in many parts of the world, 

probably everywhere. 

However, I also think it is a great pity that this production is not really 

available to the majority of ordinary Chinese people, especially 

intellectuals. Of course the main Kunqu companies have been involved in 

other Mudan ting revivals, which are available more widely to larger 

audiences, even if not performed nearly as frequently or so continuously 

over so long a period. Some of them are briefly discussed below. These 

may have helped revive Kunqu to some extent, although I think their 

effect has not been very significant. 

Many have made a comparison between Tang Xianzu and Shakespeare. 

They were almost exact contemporaries, dying in the same year, and both 

are towering figures in the history of drama in their own country. But I am 

very struck by the contrast between their current reputations. Whereas 

Shakespeare is a household name virtually everywhere, even young 

Chinese intellectuals are not very familiar with Tang Xianzu, and many 

have not even heard of him. One could speculate indefinitely on the 

reasons for this. Perhaps Shakespeare is a far greater figure, perhaps 

British culture has become far more powerful due to imperialism and 

economic clout, perhaps educational systems care about one but not the 

other, and perhaps Chinese are too concerned with making money to care 

about their own past. Invidious comparisons get one into controversial 

areas about cross-cultural interrelations that may not be an appropriate 

brief for this review. But I find it disappointing that young Chinese do not 

value their own traditions or history much, certainly not as much as I 

would expect them to do, considering how nationalist they can be in other 

areas. 
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There have been several productions of Mudan ting in the last few 

years. In international terms the most famous are Peter Sellars’s version, 

with music by the US-based Chinese composer Tan Dun (premiered 1998) 

and Chen Shi-Zheng’s “Lincoln Center” version (premiered 1999), neither 

of which were performed in China. In 2001, UNESCO added Kunqu to its 

list of “Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity,” 

which encouraged the revival of Kunqu in general, including The Peony 

Pavilion. Since then we have seen the appearance in 2004 of Kenneth 

Pai’s (Bai Xianyong 白先勇) very successful “Young Lovers’ Version” 

(qingchun ban 青春版), developed in Taiwan but well received in China, 

particularly among young intellectuals.  

How does this Imperial Granary production rate by comparison? One 

enormous difference is that it is designed for a small stage and a tiny, 

quasi-private theatre. It is more intimate and in that sense closer to the 

original conception. Peter Sellars’s production is an avant-garde 

adaptation and not a revival, and in that sense not really comparable. Chen 

Shi-Zheng’s version is unique for trying to include every one of the 55 

scenes of the original (even if two of the scenes were not performed by 

actors). It did try to reproduce elements of traditional Chinese theatre 

consumption practice, such as chatting or eating while you watch the play, 

and invited the audience to think that it was back in the Ming dynasty. The 

Young Lovers’ Version is shorter than Chen’s, with less than half the 

scenes of the original, and is not interested in asking the audience to 

visualize itself as contemporaries of Tang Xianzu. Although both of those 

productions are thus far longer and more ambitious than the Imperial 

Granary production, there is one thing that ties all three together and 

distinguishes them from what had come to be the norm in Kunqu 

performance in the PRC. All three put a premium on featuring young 

actors for the young female and male leads of the play, instead of relying 

on the senior actors, many of whom began to study Kunqu more than fifty 

years ago.  

Neither the Lincoln Center, the Young Lovers’, nor the Imperial 

Granary version of Peony Pavilion is fully authentic, but I am not sure that 

any attempt to recapture a past tradition can, or even should, be a perfect 

replica. Cultures and times change, and there is nothing anybody can do 

about that. However, in terms of a thoroughly sensitive, beautiful, and 

poetic experience of an exquisite theatrical tradition, I found the Imperial 
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Granary production as artistically convincing as any and recommend it 

strongly to all, including both specialists and initiates. 

 

Colin Mackerras 

Griffith University, Australia 

 


