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Discussing the Art of Kehun (Buffoonery) in Taiwanese Hakka Opera
Clown Roles:Using the Ten Plays in Three-role Tea-picking Opera as

an Example
Hsiu-ting Su®

Abstract

The Taiwanese Hakka three-role tea-picking opera was introduced to Taiwan
between the reigns of the Tongzhi Emperor and Guangxu Emperor of the Qing
Dynasty (1861-1908) and became a very popular form of Hakka-language Small
Opera (Xiaoxi). According to existing records, the three-role tea-picking opera made
its way into Hokkien villages from Hakka villages starting from the Qing Dynasty. It
developed into Big Opera (Daxi) around 1910 and ticketed commercial
performances emerged at the beginning of the Japanese occupation of Taiwan. The
Hakka three-role tea-picking opera has three main characters, two of which are
clowns, and the focus of the three roles are on Kehun (buffoonery) and comical
gestures. Plots include the story of Zhang Sanlang picking tea leaves, selling tea, and
his other adventures, while the performance style mainly consists of singing,
dancing, and Kehun. Clown role performing arts have been incorporated into Big
Opera and are very popular with audience members.

This study focuses on how the unique performance style of the clown role in
Hakka three-role tea-picking operas has evolved into its own special style. In this
study, the researcher explores the content, characteristics, and functions of the clown
role in the Ten Plays. Some main themes of this study include how the traditional
style of Kehun in Chinese opera has been passed down to the clown role in Hakka
three-role tea-picking opera; and how the “Pengtou (warm-up for the show)” and

“Zhengxi (official performance)” drama structures of Hakka three-role tea-picking

¥ Assistant Professor, Department of Hakka Opera, National Taiwan College of Performing Arts
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operas are similar to “yanduan” and “zheng zaju” in Song and Jin Dynasty Yuanben
and Zaju. As for the content of clown roles in Kehun, techniques such as

29 ¢ 1” [13
9

“exaggeration,” ‘“‘reversa puns,” and “repetition” are used to create humor in
Kehun. Oral performing skills like “singing along with wood clappers,” “banter
duets,” “Hakka idioms,” “Hakka witty remarks,” and “riddles” help make Kehun
even more interesting. The clown role in Kehun not only balances the various
emotions of the performance but also helps character development, as it showcases
the skills of the characters through “singing,” “dancing,” and “movement.”
Therefore, it is evident that the clown role’s Kehun in Hakka three-role tea-picking
opera came from the Kehun traditions of the Song and Jin Dynasty’s Yuanben and
Zaju, which are allegorical. Kehun combines Hakka local literature and Hakka
performing skills to present the uniqueness of the clown role in tea-picking opera,

making it distinctly different from other performing styles.

Keywords: Hakka three-role tea-picking opera, clown, Kehun (buffoonery), Ten Plays,
Hakka opera
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