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gorgeous adornment, marvelous embroidery, unique 

designs, and excellent craftsmanship. The purpose of this 

paper is to use several types of theatrical costume pieces 

as a means to understand the visual language of the 

theatrical costumes employed in the gala performances 

during the Qianlong reign and the ways in which these 

theatrical attires "communicated" with the court audiences 

during the gala performances, which reflected the overall 

context of the court theater during the Qian long era. 
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Introduction: 

Chinese drama reached its pinnacle during the 

Qian long � 151 reign (I 736-1796), regarded as the golden 

era of Chinese theater. For the Qianlong emperor was an 

admirer and patron of theater performance. During his 

reign, he made so many contributions to Chinese drama. 

For instance, he fully developed organizations of two 
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During the Qianlong reign, the Qing court theater 

also emerged various types of new play scripts. One of the 

most unique forms was called "Continuous Grand Play" 

(/iimben daxi ii*::k�) or "Grand Play for Connected 

Theater" (/iantcii daxi ;a €-i' ::;k � ). This "Grand Play" 

refers to the play adapted and rewritten from classic novels 

by court dramatists during the Qianlong reign. Every 

grand play is divided into ten volumes; each volume 

contains twenty-four acts, thus two hundred and forty acts 

in total. A performance of a grand play could last more 

than ten days. During the Qianlong era, there were at least 

six grand plays recorded in the history: A Golden Ledger 

for the Promotion of Kindness (Quanshan Jinke �}J��:W, 

hereafter QSJK), 3 The Precious Raft of the Peaceful Times 

3 It is an adaptation play of the story Mulian Saves His Mother in Hell 
(Mulian Jiu Mu El �J}.)(-ffJ:). 
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Liao, 1997: 138; Petcharapiruch, 2008; Yu, 2003: 445; 

Zhao, 2001: 22; Zhu, 1999: 550). 

In these grand plays, besides librettos, which 

consist of singing and speaking parts, and stage directions, 

they also include the details of theatrical costumes (xfngtou 

1T � or xiyi � ;&) worn by each character in each scene. 

For instance, the twelfth act of the first volume of the 

SPBF, entitled "Arriving in the imperial city to submit an 

impeachment" (Y'ljiang que jiiiojin danzhiing iii��3l:itt

WI!t) tells a story of Sun Wukong descending under the 

ocean to request for troops and weapons from the Dragon 

King. The Dragon King then ascended to the Heaven to 

report a situation and to ask for the Heavenly troops to 

attack his enemy. To perform this scene on the three-tiered 

stage: 
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(chaofa :fflni), official robe (gongfu 0�&) and casual robe 

(bianfa {!Ji). However, last two subtypes are normally 

employed in the grand plays. According to Song Junhua, 

there are 32 and 18 civil robes listed in the DZCQ and the 

FSTB respectively. 

Like civil officials' robes during the Qing dynasty, 

civil characters in the grand plays wear different official 

robes in accordance with their ranks. For example, those 

with high rank usually wear python robe tied with jade 

belt, and helmets like golden leopard (jznbao ���), black 

leopard (heibao ��":!), turban (fut6u ��), nine-layered 

hat (jiuliangguan ;t,�m;) and gauze hat (shiimao ��\fl). 

For instance, in -QSJK characters like chief minister Lu Qi 

#tc and Yuan Xiu �,f;ijc wear turbans, and characters like 

ministers Feng Shengshi {1?,�-ttl:: and Cao Xianzhong t!fmR 
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gauze turban. Some wear cloaks layered with official 

robes on top. For example, when Li Xilie *�?.!� in QSJK 

and Ji Chang !@ � in FSTB are bedridden, they wear 

cloaks, turbans (yiioqun JJl.ffl") and wrap their heads with 

floral-printed kerchief. The employment of skirt in the 

grand plays is generally applied with low-class characters, 

such as farmer, laborer and beggar. However, the inclusion 

of skirt in these two cases probably implies weak spirit 

and energy of those who fall sick, thus wearing loose 

clothes similar to low-rank characters. This application of 

skirt is also another exclusive case demonstrating sick 

characters in the grand plays. 

Chief eunuch (huanguiin � 'g ) and newly-

appointed scholar (zhuangyuan � 5t ) are other sub­

categories of civil officials. Functioning as eyes and ears 

of the emperor, the chief eunuch character always holds a 
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convey not only the individual characters, but to produce 

the most beautiful stage picture possible. Each garment 

can be created in an infinite variety of renditions, with 

different combinations of color and pattern, making a 

richly extensive vocabulary of attires. This language of 

clothing forms the foundation for the examination of 

costumes in this paper. It was the first and the only period 

of time in which Chinese theatrical costumes were brought 

to this extravaganza level. Compared to costumes in court 

theater during the Ming dynasty, the Qing ones were much 

more elaborate. In a cultural context where fine textiles 

and adornment have long been admired, the costume used 

for gala performances in the Qing court represent the 

grandeur of the courts, exemplifying the pinnacle of 

Chinese stage costume. 
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Fig. 3: Male informal dress of tan veiled 

gauze embroidered with gold lanterns, flowers 

and butterflies. Qianlong period. Photo from 

Zhang Shuxiim eds., ibid., p. 38. 

Fig. 4: Military officer's informal dress of 

tunneric brocade with geometric and auspicious 

floral patterns. Qianlong period. Photo from 

Zhang Shiixian eds., ibid., p. 87. 

Fig. 5: High-soled boots of black plain satin. 

Guangxu period. Photo from Zhang Shuxian 

eds., ibid., p. 218. 

Fig. 6: Male lined gannent of bluish white 

gauze embroidered with flowers and butterflies. 

Qianlong period. Photo from Zhang Shiixian 

eds., ibid., p. 51 . 
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Fig. 11: Male robe of red satin with red 
square patches embroidered with gold 
thread crane for the first grade civil offi­
cial. Qian long period. Photo from Zhiing 
Shiixian eds., ibid., p. 15. 

Fig. 12: Military officer's martial attire 
oflight blue gauze with clouds and gold 
dragons., Qian long period. Photo from 
Zhang Shilxian eds., ibid., p. 78. 

Fig. 13: Light martial attire of white 
satin with colored clouds and gold drag­
ons. Qianlong period. Photo from 
Zhang ShOxian eds., ibid., p. 99. 

Fig. 14: Solder's vest of red satin with 
clouds and gold dragon medallions. 
Qian\ong period. Photo from Zhang 
Shiixian eds., ibid., p. 95. 

.. ... ?I.I !!I'l1$m'i,lU'l'1tl1 ♦ u'1 4 a-:nmu-1 2553 











84 THE VISUAi. LANGUAGE OF ATTIRING: FUNCTlONS OF BEIJING OPERA 
COSTUMES IN THE QING COURT THEATER 

Wichmann, Elizabeth. Listening to Theater: The Aural 

Dimensions of Beijing Opera. Honolulu: University 

ofHawai'I Press, 1991. 

Yu Jian -@J�. "Qfnggong da xitai yu wutai jishu m'§':k� 

'El'��'El'tt# [Grand Theater of the Qing Court and 

Its Theatrical Techniques]." In Zhou Huabin f.1:1$.?i 

and Zhu Lianqun * � � eds. Zhonggu6 Jue hang 

Shflim !:fl � ,@IJ � � � [Discussion on History of 

Chinese Theater]. Vol. 2, Beijing �G ]?-.": Beijing 

2003: 440-458. 

Zhang Shiixian *�� eds. Gu Gong Bowuyuan Cang 

Wenwu Zhenpzn Quanji: Qzng Gong Xiqu Wenwu t& 

[Complete Collection of Precious Objects Preserved 

.. .. �,J !al 
l1'Hil1'i1l'U'l'l'l01 ♦ ll'l'l 4 i;1<1l'l19UJ 25 53 



Sasiporn Petcharapiruch 85 

m the Palace Museum: Theatrical Objects in the 

Qing Court]. Hongkong wm: Shlingwu yinsbu guan 

Zhao Yang��- QTngdai Gongting Yanxi m1-�8'l!�� 

[Court drama in the Qing dynasty]. BeijTng �tJR: 

Zijincheng chubanshe ���l±Llt&H, 2001. 

Zhu Jiajin **n¥- Gugong Tuishi Lu i!&8'�it3R [Record 

of Court Retirement for Meal in the Forbidden 

City]. BeijTng �tJ?:: Beijing chubaoshe itJ?:t±lJ\& 

H, 1999. 

Zung, Cecilia S.L. Secrets of the Chinese Drama: A 

Complete Explanation Guide to Actions and 

Symbols As Seen in the Performance of Chinese 

Dramas. New York: Arno Press, 1980. 

.. ... �.I � "l1'iff1'HlU'lllU1 ♦ 1JYI 4 ci.:Jl11fU.1 2553 


