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  Abstract 
The opera "Painted Skin" is adapted from a story in Pu Songlin's "Liaozhai Zhiyi." 
There are numerous artistic adaptations and interpretations of "Painted Skin". One 
notable adaptation is the opera "Painted Skin", composed by Hao Weiya, a re-
nowned contemporary Chinese composer. The opera is highly innovative in its 
thinking and approach compared to traditional Chinese opera compositions. "The 
opera 'Painted Skin' showcases the innovative fusion of orchestra and stage presen-
tation in contemporary Chinese opera." The performance of Chinese opera is not 
limited to the Chinese opera stage. It should showcase the Chinese opera paradigm 
to the world, sharing the Chinese story and promoting a positive image of Chinese 
opera. Approach the Western stage model and delve deeper into Chinese folk music 
and art materials. In terms of stage presentation and musical expression, we can 
draw on the experience of Western opera stages.  
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1. Background of the creation of the opera "Painted Skin" 

Hao Weiya is a new-generation Chinese composer who graduated from the Central Conservatory of Music and is 
currently the head of the composition department of the Central Conservatory. He has composed music in a wide 
range of genres, including musicals, chamber music, concertos, film scores, and other compositions. Hao Weiya's 
representative works include the film score "Tibetan Sky", the symphonic sound painting "North of the Mountain, 
South of the Clouds", and the concerto "Dream Three Rules". He has a strong inclusiveness in music composition 
and music creation concepts. 

In 2017, Hao Weiya collaborated with director Yi Liming, librettist Wang Zhuanfei, and conductor Ye Cong. After 
much communication and friction between them, they finally created a new Chinese opera. The opera premiered on 
October 25, 2018, at the Shanghai Oriental Art Center. It showcased the collision of Western opera creation with 
Chinese folk music and Peking Opera, the use of new media, and the perfect fusion of various arts within the opera. 
The opera concluded successfully. 

2. The innovation of the opera "Painted Skin 

2.1 Novel way of taking materials and shaping distinctive characters 

The opera "Painted Skin" is a thoughtful adaptation of the original story, but retains the original characters. The 
plot is not as gory as the current remake of the movie but shows the moral from another perspective (Jiu Qihong, 
2021). The script focuses more on the conflict between characters, making the plot development more tight and 
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logical. The eerie and gruesome images on the stage are more fluent, and people are more likely to think about the 
philosophy contained in the opera. The line between humans and ghosts seems to become increasingly blurred in the 
play. In the current context, the arrangement between humans and ghosts in the plot becomes far-reaching. This is 
the innovation that the opera "Painted Skin" seeks in its libretto, which is not bound by the traditional plot. 

The opera "Painted Skin" does not have a large cast, but only three characters: "Wang Sheng", "Wang's wife" and 
"the female ghost Pseudo Yan". The overall structure of the opera is the same as that of Western operas, which are 
divided into "acts". This opera is divided into "folds", which are taken from the script of traditional Chinese drama. 

The umbrella, the central prop, is used throughout the four folds of the play. The prologue of this human ghost 
haunting is drawn as the performance between the three actors heats up. Wang Sheng is played by mezzo-soprano 
Dong Fang, the female ghost is played by Liu Zheng, the dry Dan of Peking Opera, and Wang's wife is played by a 
soprano. Hao Weiya's characterization of the "one ghost, two people" is distinctive. The selfishness of Wang Sheng, 
the suspicious nature of Wang's wife, the disguise and jealousy of the female ghost, and the "good" and "bad" char-
acterization of each character in the development of the play make it difficult for the audience to delineate clearly. It 
is not until the climax of the opera, the "battle for the heart", that it becomes clear that the character traits of the three 
characters are distinctly presented on stage. The opera "Painted Skin" uses the perspective of "ghosts" to expose the 
hypocrisy of "human" sexuality and to think about it in detail. Whether "man" is "ghost" or "ghost" is "man" in the 
play leaves the audience with endless thoughts. The complex relationship between the characters plays an important 
role in the twists and turns of the plot (Qian Yuan, 2014). 

Wang Sheng is an ancient scholar. Wang's wife, a gentle and kind woman, is a typical traditional Chinese woman 
who practices "fasting and chanting Buddha" every day for the safety of Wang Sheng. Fake Yan is a female ghost 
who longs to come to Earth and experience its warmth. The way to come to Earth is to have a "heart". On his way 
home, Wang Sheng encounters the female ghost Pseudo Yan while he is drunk and gives her the "umbrella". Wang 
Sheng was enveloped in the scent of a female ghost. When he returned home, his wife became suspicious. Wang 
Sheng and his wife are involved in a conflict that unfolds in the first and second parts of the storyline. The third fold 
umbrella is broken. Wang's wife discovered Wang Sheng's secret affair, and despite being confronted, Wang Sheng 
continued to make excuses. His true nature as a heartless man was clearly revealed in front of everyone. The climax 
of the play is the "battle for the heart," which also involves a direct confrontation between the female ghost and 
Wang's wife. Wang Sheng was enchanted by the female ghost, and in the moment of the "heart attack," he pushed 
his wife away. To save her husband's life, Wang's wife pleaded with the ghost. The incompetence and selfishness of 
Wang Sheng contrast greatly with the loyalty of his wife. The relationship between the three characters is very close. 
Overall, Wang Sheng is bewitched by the female ghost, which creates conflict between Wang's wife and Wang Sheng. 
The female ghost desires to possess Wang Sheng's "heart," leading to a conflict between her and his past life. The 
conflict among the three characters in the "Battle for the Heart" is closely intertwined, and their relationship is more 
intricate. 

2.2 Nationalized expression of music composition 

Western orchestras are mostly used as accompaniment in operas. The Singapore Chinese Orchestra proposed to 
use folk music as accompaniment instead of Western music. Hovia also agrees that only folk music can be expressed. 
The use of folk music to accompany the opera was an unprecedented precedent in the creation of operas by previous 
generations. 

A 24-piece folk chamber orchestra was brought to the stage. Some unconventional instruments were used in the 
orchestra, such as the sawhorse and water harp, to express a very eerie music with music. In addition, some solo 
instruments, such as the Shang, were used in order to avoid the human voices overshadowing the timbre of the in-
struments (Jiu Qihong, 2014). Following that, the overall feeling of dialogue between the human voice and musical 
instruments is formed. 

In the first part of the play, Wang Sheng sings the first part after the opening of the first fold, when he finds a 
female ghost on his way home. First, he sings "who" in surprise, then quickly turns to the alto range and shakily sings 
"who". Then he says to himself, "Is it because of my drunken eyes", and when he discovers the beauty of the female 
ghost, he turns to the soprano range and "Ah" suddenly weakens. The overall change is from weak to strong and then 
weak again. The mezzo-soprano singing the male role becomes more realistic and believable. At the moment of the 
"battle for the heart", Wang Sheng uses his wife as a "shield" at this moment. While begging the female ghost to 
spare his life, he says: "Don't eat my heart, eat my wife's kind heart that "eats fast and recites Buddha". Such a picture 
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and the first fold Wang Sheng met the female ghost, the umbrella to the female ghost that kind and sentimental 
character traits immediately formed a huge contrast. The purpose of this is to present the image of Wang Sheng as a 
"cowardly and incompetent" and "selfish" scholar on the stage. The use of mezzo-soprano to express the character-
istics of the male character is not only expressed in the singing voice but also in the rich Chinese language. It is 
intended to portray the image of an ancient literati scholar. 

In the second fold, Wang's wife sings the words "This fragrance is extraordinary, it is not the fragrance of flowers 
or santalum". The melody of the orchestra here is a downward scale, and the rhythmic pattern is gradually dense as 
if the fragrance is approaching step by step, showing that Wang's wife has confirmed her suspicions. 

The female ghost Pseudo-Yan sings more in opera rhyming white, which blends with folk chamber music and has 
a clear and natural tone. In Beijing opera, the female character's singing voice is integrated with the folk band. The 
tone of the female ghost at the beginning of the opera is calm and gentle, showing her amorous and full of fantasies 
about Wang Sheng. At the end of the opera, the female ghost's voice becomes strong, contrasting sharply with the 
beginning. Pseudo-Yan's rhyming white voice is rich in tension and undulation, and it becomes a landing point for 
the opera's plot development. (In the fourth fold of the opera, the perspective of the female ghost is heightened in this 
battle for the heart. The loving relationship between Wang Sheng and his wife makes the female ghost re-examine it. 
She returns the "heart" and leaves. There is no such thing as a beautiful earth, or a pure heart. It turns out that the one 
who is confused is Fake Yan myself. This is the most allegorical point of the whole opera, and it leaves the audience 
with endless imagination. 

2.3 Stage presentation 

2.3.1 The use of traditional stage props 
The stage of the opera "Painted Skin" is different from the gorgeous and full opera stage of the past. The stage of 

"Painted Skin" is very simple but rich in substance, with only one table, one oil paper umbrella and three actors. They 
play a chilling story from the household name Pusonglin's "Liaozhai". Such a simple stage presentation brings out 
the story between people and ghosts. It also profoundly reveals human nature as well as social reality. 

In terms of stage props, the main props of the opera "Painted Skin" are a set of face painting on Pseudo Yan's body 
and an umbrella. "The umbrella is said to be the first tool created in China to protect against rain. It is believed to 
have been invented by Yun, the wife of Lu Ban." "The Confucius Family Story" has a short time cover and talk about 
Confucius of Tan Tan, by Cheng Zi and the road. The term "cover" in this context refers to the umbrella. In ancient 
times, the "umbrella" was considered a necessary item for the literati. It served not only to protect against rain but 
also to ward off evil spirits (Gong Huahua, 2020). The umbrellas of the literati were not easily lent to others. Here, 
Wang Sheng lends his umbrella to Pseudo Yan, a female ghost seeking warmth on earth. The story between humans 
and ghosts starts with the "umbrella" as the core. There are four acts in the play, the entirety of which is: 

First fold: Wang Sheng meets a female ghost and lends her umbrella to Pseudo Yan; 
Second fold: Pseudo-Yan returns the umbrella to Wang Sheng, who is bewitched by the ghost; 
Third fold: Wang Sheng plays with the umbrella and his wife finds out that he is possessed by the ghost; 
Fourth fold: husband and wife fly apart in the face of disaster, the umbrella is broken, the female ghost suddenly 

realized that there is nothing sincere in this world, and they are bewitched. 
Another important prop of the opera "Painted Skin" is the "face painting". However, the design team designed 

three faces for Pseudo-Yan, the intention of which comes from traditional Chinese opera, where different faces rep-
resent different characters in opera performances (Yu Yafei, 2019). The first face is a white and bloodless one, which 
indicates her identity as a female ghost, while the second face is a pink face (the face of a Dan character in Beijing 
opera) used in the first two folds to represent the "painted skin". When the female ghost is about to take Wang Sheng's 
heart, the Dan character's face sheet on Pseudo Yan's chest suddenly disappears, turning into a mess of plastic lamp 
threads. Pseudo-Yan reveals her true face, the plot is tense, and the music becomes eerie and horrible. 

2.3.2 The use of "multimedia" technology 
Another major highlight of the opera "Painted Skin" is the use of multimedia on stage. With the development of 

technology, in order to meet the aesthetic needs of the public. Multimedia art was put on the stage of the opera, but 
the use of multimedia in "Painted Skin" was not only the large screen behind the stage, on which some images were 
projected. This image is projected in real-time by eight cameras directed at the multimedia actors on stage. The tones 
projected on the screen were black and white, giving the audience a sense of age. The black and white tones contrasted 
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with the three colorful actors on stage, and the three actors did not look particularly awkward and uninteresting on 
stage. The screen projected the multimedia actor's abstract modern dance, beautiful long hair flowing, fox-like se-
ductive eyes, a moment on the screen covered with raindrops behind the smoke, a pair of devilish hands waving. 
Such a feeling of the stage than the female ghost Pseudo-Yan gives people the feeling of being spooky and scary. 
The technical means of "multimedia" and traditional art performance on the stage fused with each other, which is the 
collision of traditional art and modern art. This is a collision of traditional art and modern art, which can reflect the 
comprehensive nature of opera. 

3. The influence and inspiration of Hao Weiya's "Painted Skin" on contemporary opera creation 

"Hao Weiya's opera, 'Painted Skin,' reflects the courage to think, explore, and practice in terms of script, music, 
and stage presentation." As times change, so do people's aesthetic concepts of opera (Yang Heping, 2019). The fusion 
of traditional and modern artistic elements is what the public needs nowadays. Since the creation and release of 
China's first opera, "The White Maiden," in 1945, Chinese composers have been striving to develop their own na-
tional operas. The rich musical elements of this nation are fully showcased in almost every aspect of Hao Weiya's 
opera, "Painted Skin." 

The author believes that the future of opera lies in eliminating the grand and elaborate opera stages and instead 
embracing a more simplistic approach. The time-consuming and laborious nature of opera has hindered the public's 
ability to appreciate it. In her opera "Painted Skin," Hovia utilizes a minimalist opera stage on one hand, and a con-
ventional chamber orchestra on the other. It is cost-effective and efficient in meeting the aesthetic needs of the public. 
Simplicity does not mean neglecting the issue of creative quality. The quality of an opera is not only reflected in its 
stage performance and execution, but also in the profound philosophy it encompasses and the boundless space it 
provides for the audience to contemplate. 
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