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ABSTRACT : Cheo is a form of traditional stage art that is made up of a skillful combination of poetry and music, dance and sculpture. Ancient
Cheéo (also known as Hat Tro) - a special art imbued with lyrical and narrative characteristics - has been very popular in the daily life of the
people in the North of Vietnam since the Binh Dynasty in 10th century. The art is closely associated with features of farmers in the Northern
Delta in the past, who were attached to wet rice agriculture that led them to a closed life with little interaction. In that context, a natural formation
of Chéo zones operating with a same purpose of “praising the good and fighting against the evil”, has come into being, and thereby forming
artistic styles of Chéo zones having their own characteristics that are diverse and rich in genres.
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1. INTRODUCTION TO CHEO ART
According to documents and historical books entitled “Ba ¢6 luc” and “Hai Dwong geographical monograph on characters part”, it is recorded
that lady Pham Thi Trén, born in 926, died in 976, originally from Hdng Chau, Hai Duong, was a famous singer, dancer and performer in the
opera troupe during the Binh Dynasty. She taught singing and dancing to soldiers in the Dinh royal palace at ancient capital Hoa Lu, Ninh Binh
province. She was then credited as “Uu ba” — i.e. @ mandarin position in the royal court by the king and honored by later generations as the first
founder of traditional stage art of Chéo in Vietnam. Currently, Van Thi temple (in Thanh Binh ward, Ninh Binh city) is a place where founder of
Cheo art, and famous historical figures of the Dinh Dynasty have been worshipped and the statue of founder Pham Thi Tran was erected to be
worshipped together with historical figures there.

In the past, Ninh Binh belonged to the Nam Thugng Chéo zone (including former H& Nam province and present Ninh Binh province).
The traditional Chéo art of Ninh Binh province originated under the Dinh dynasty, flourished later and lady Pham Thi Tran has been known as its
founder. The traditional stage art of Chéo in Ninh Binh province bears both common characteristics of the Northern Delta and the unique features
of the Nam Thugng Chéo zone. Nowadays, the art of Chéo singing has been widely practiced in villages/hamlets, communes/wards in 8
districts/cities in Ninh Binh province including Gia Vién, Nho Quan, Hoa Lu, Yén Khanh, Yén M6, Kim Son districts, and Tam Diép, Ninh Binh
cities. The art’s bearers are communities, practitioners, and folk artists who are practicing, performing, and teaching the intangible cultural heritage
in the above — mentioned districts/cities in which 4 districts as Gia Vién, Yén M6, Hoa Lu, Yén Khanh are the most famous for the traditional art.
Thus, the process of forming and developing the Chéo art of Ninh Binh province has gone through many centuries and the art has been more
elaborated, which can be demonstrated by the increasing number of practitioners and artists as well as clubs of Cheo in the province. Besides, both
ancient and newly composed Chéo melodies and songs have been practicing, performing and popularizing by communities.

2. TRADITIONAL CHEO ART IN NINH BINH PROVINCE

Traditional Vietnamese stage art of Chéo has hundreds of tunes (some documents recorded that there are 500 tunes) of ancient and new lyrics?,
100 of which are composed, circulated and practiced in Ninh Binh province. It is an extremely valuable heritage, created by the collective
intellectuality of the people, handed downed by previous generations.

According to authors Hoang Kiéu, Ha Hoa “the number of Chéo tunes recorded into music and on tapes is about 250. The number may
reach to 300 or 400 songs of Chéo as one tune may include more than one song™2. Chéo tunes follow such principles in terms of song structure,
poetic form, poetic composing, singing form and lyrics. Thus, Chéo tunes in general and Chéo tunes in Ninh Binh in particular, bear characteristics
as follows:

It is the unity of Chéo tunes in terms of tone and rhythm, i.e. melody of a Chéo song must be “lién mi” (harmonious) with the Xuyén tam
and Ngdn dudi melodies; rhythm of the song must be melodious with the Tréng luu khéng and Xuyén tam, which makes up a Chéo tun . Therefore,

! Musician Thanh Phuong, the appearance of music through the study of 500 newly composed Chéo tunes. Printed in the Proceedings of the
Conference entitled Discussion on newly composed Cheo tunes. Published by the Institute of Theatre. Hanoi, 2002, pp. 63-80.
2 Hoang Kiéu - Ha Hoa, Selected ancient Chéo tunes. Culture and Information Publishing House. Hanoi, 2007, p.5.
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the traditional stage art of Cheo has come into being for four or five hundred years, bearing its diversity in terms of performing styles and names
such as Cheo Péng, Chéo Podi, Chéo Nam, Chéo Bdc (Pong, Doai, Nam, Béc refers to formerly administrative names of the four zones/areas in
Vietnam). And there are hundreds of mats/ guilds/ troupes of Cheo with thousands of performing artists and practitioners, representing Cheéo style
of a zone.

In regard to tunes system, Chéo tunes in Ninh Binh ensure the following basic principles:

1/ A tune has a similar name of a song.

2/There is a similarity between musical structure and that of poetry.

3/ The contents expressed have similar emotions (joy, sadness, etc.).

4/ There is at least one similar musical phrase in a tune.

5/ Melodies of luu khong, xuyén tam, ngan dudi or accompaniment words are of similar rhythm.

6/ There are three or more tunes that ensure at least one or two of the 5 above — mentioned principles.

It can be said that, traditional stage art of chéo in Ninh Binh has come into being early, which leads to a formation and development of
tunes created from an original one, and the tunes share similarities in terms of tone, contents and singing styles, namely Scp cé phong; Sdip qua
cdu, Sdp dung, Sdp song loan, Sdp dan long, etc.

In regard to classic reference used in chéo tunes: Although Chinese and Chinese classic reference are rarely used in chéo tunes, through
the process of formation and development up to now, there have been melodies and songs using Chinese stories to intentionally feature various
themes and personalities such as Luwru Binh — Duong Lé, Trinh P Mai, Tam and Cam, etc.

The system of chéo tunes in Ninh Binh is abundant and diverse. It is possible to classify 121 chéo tunes in a published book3, most of
which are 38 tunes that are being practiced and taught regularly at Chéo singing clubs in the province. The tunes can be divided into various
singing types/styles, namely in Vietnamese as:

Hat Sdp: Sap ¢b phong; Sép song loan; Sip qua ciu; Hat sdp thuong; Sép chénh...

Hat Hé: Hé mdi com canh; HE moi duyén tinh; Hé su cu; Ganh nuéc tudi ca; Hat chau ba chiia con cua; Em 3n phai miéng triu; Cach
cu.

He théng hat van: Lan dan; Hat van (Van theo); Van cam.

He théng hat via ngdm: Str xuan; Ri vong; K& hanh (nha chua); Via Hué; St dau- géi hac.

Hé thong hat hoi d ddo: Bay bbng; Ha vi (or called Chéo Qué).

Hé thong hdt hoi Hué: Xudng hoi; Dam chéan; Thiép tra cho chang; Nhip dubi; Bét ho.

Hé théng dwong trwong®: Dudng truong tiéng dan; Puong truong thu khong; Puong truong trong rimg; Dudng truong phai chidu; Tinh
thu ha vi.

Besides, single tunes are abundant and diverse as well, namely in Vietnamese as X4m Xoan; L6i lo; Lao say; Ga rimg; St bang; Du
xudn; Sa léch bing; Hat cach; St chuyén; Dao liéu mét minh; Pao 1y mot canh (Luyén 5 cung); Chirc cAm hdi van; Quan tir vu dich; Tong nhét
nhi chung; Binh thao; Sa 1éch chénh; Duong xuan; To vo, etc.

Up to now, the traditional stage art of chéo in Ninh Binh province has been widely practiced in villages/hamlets, communes/wards of 8
districts/cities, in particularly, ancient tunes of Chéo have been well preserved and promoted by clubs of Chéo in villages and communes of Yén
Nhan, Yén Phong (Yén Mb district); Gia Trung, Lién Son (Gia Vién district); Khanh Hong, Khanh Cuong, Khanh Nhac, Khanh Trung, (Yén Ninh
town). Every tune has its own characteristics and carries a message of expressing either joyfulness or satirical criticism, such as Hdt sdp, Hat sip
song loan, etc; tunes that feature lyrical, romantic nature and convey love feelings and messages are Sa léch chénh, Puong truong tiéng dan,
Puong trieong ban thude, Tinh thir ha vi, Nhip dudi, etc; The tune Sa léch xép expressing optimism and pride is performed while working and
moving on.

In addition, there are many newly composed Chéo lyrics based on ancient Cheo tunes, being practiced and taught widely by Chéo singing
clubs and schools in the province. New songs that are composed and compiled by authors, excellent artisans, artists and actors are diverse,
increasingly being performed in districts/cities of the province.

Composing or writing lyrics for the stage art of Cheo is also a matter of concern in Ninh Binh province. By relying on available verses,
combined with the rules/ principles of Cheo tunes, or basing on the melody structure, lyrics are composed. Either newly composed or ancient lyrics
of a Chéo tune has to follow the principle of musical harmony, i.e. internal and external sounds must be harmonious in the Chéo intonation.

Ancient Chéo plays with contents reflecting the daily life, social and cultural activities of farmers in villages include 7dm and Cam, Luu
Binh- Duong Lé, Trinh B¢ Mai, Tong Trdn - Clc Hoa in which Tdm, Chdu Long, Duong Lé, the boat man and his wife, the rich man, the village
chief, etc are the main characters.

The most easily recognizable characteristic of Cheo is the parody guy (a recurring character playing a role similar to clowns) and satirical
characters. A comic role is indispensable in any Chéo play since without a comic role, the play lacks entertainment, relaxation and can not satisfy
the satirical taste of the people. For this reason, clowns and charmingly satirical roles are often liked by the audience. A Cheo play mostly bases
on a folk story that is of lyrical, humorous/ridiculious and satirical contents.

The characteristic of the performance form and space for performing ancient Chéo is on square mats in the middle of the communal
house yard. After work, in the evenings, local residents often go to the communal house yard to watch Cheo performances performed by actors
who are farmers having great passion for the art of Cheo. They themselves have made the folk stage of Cheo be attractive to viewers and listeners.

3 Some of Cheo tunes (1970), Ninh Binh Department of Culture.
4 duong truong is the general name of a system of tunes, including long songs of lyrical narrative and highly technical sung. The tune Diéu duong
trieong trong rung is also named dwong trueong trén non.
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Up to now, the Cheo stage has been expanded. It is not only performed on a small stage of communal houses, but also on large stages during
village and commune festivals, or cultural festivals in districts and provinces. If it is performed in the communal house, the space is usually in
front of the altar where village’s elders and officials perform a ceremony to worship the gods. The stage is 2 or 4 mats spread on the floor of the
communal house yard. In addition to Cheo singing in the communal house, hat g is at the same time performed in the house where good actors
and actresses are invited to perform and family members sit around to listen to. The performance does not use a big drum, just a small drum used
to maintain the pace together with other musical instruments such as flutes, two — string violins, etc added to accompany the music.

To sing well a tune of chéo, the singer must have a restrained, resonant, staccato voice with a vocal range so that the lyrics are sung in a
clear and elegant way. A truly great performer of Chéo requires techniques of singing in addition to his/her vocal ability, diligence in practicing
and learning by heart lyrics. Knowing how to take a breath, pause, maintain the pace and combine harmoniously with the accompanied musical
instruments is essential in singing every tune of Cheo.

Singing is the most useful way to express human feeling rather than any good speech. Singing is different from speaking since it
encompasses both poetic lyrics and musical melody that are combined to compose songs for expressing emotion and feeling of the people.

A song includes two elements: lyrics and music.

Lyrics are the specific expression of a song’s contents, which conveys either joyfulness, love, pride, tolerance or sadness, anger, hate. A
tune may include two different contents, depending on the performing situation and the character being built.

Tunes of Chéo are relatively independent. It is possible to insert different lyrics into a certain tune. Therefore, when singing, artists and
practitioners have to carefully study and adjust the tempo, rhythm, vibrato, internal and external beats to most fully express the emotional content
of the tune. It is the folk nature of Chéo art, which requires a singer’s creativity and ability to improvise in expressing different feeling and mood
of a character.

A technique of “nha chir” — i.e “pronouncing words” in the art of singing chéo is difficult as it depends on various low and high notes.
To sing well a tune of cheo, the singer has to pronounce every word in a clear way so that lyrics are as distinctly recognizable as natural speech
with rhythm, emphasis, and vibrato accordingly to the music.

Cam chau (playing a big drum) is a cultural characteristic of Chéo: A big drum (tréng chdu) also called a female drum (tréng cai) is
often played by a person of high status in the village, commune or a distinguished guest of the village to accompany Cheo singing. Beating the big
drum for the first time in a performance (Khai chiu) must be played by Tién chi (a person bearing the highest position in terms of rituals in the
village under the old regime) or the distinguished guest as it is considerd as a great honor. If the Tién chi is too old to beat the drum, or the guest
does not know how to play the drum, he must beat 3 times to produce the sound thung thung thung and then give the drum to someone else. The
person playing tréng chiu must be a connoisseur who knows how to appreciate and enjoy the art of Chéo singing so that he can make the
performance become more lively and attractive, because the actors and actresses understand that their talent is appropriately appreciated and
criticized, so they try their best to sing better.

Roles of characters in Chéo: A main male role in a play is the parody guy (like a clown) who is a recurring character. The parody guy
often plays roles of a servant, a broken teeth boy, a shopkeeper, a fisherman, a drunkard, etc. He needs to be knowledgeable, psychological,
humorous, and lively. Clown scenes are meant to make all the audience laugh and laugh a lot. Although he conveys messages of irony and mockery
but no one can get angry as his sarcasm is neither rude nor vulgar but ridiculious and satirical. The effect of the clown’s role is to use the art of
satire to expose and criticize people’s stupidity or vices, and at the same time to make the atmosphere of the performance more exciting.

Female characters playing romantic, flirtatious, mad, and jealous roles are the most special ones in Chéo.

A female romantic character plays a role that makes the audience feel pity, regretful and even cry for a real victim in society through her
gestures and singing voice.

A female flirtatious character like Thi Mau in the play Quan Am Thi Kinh is a role that tries to flirt with Tiéu Kinh Tam so seriously
that the male audience get infatuated and want to leave their wife and children to follow the call of love and female audience get jealous, angry,
and frowning.

A female mad character like Kim Nham’s wife is a role that expresses her gestures to be changed suddenly, her posture is unusual,
speaking and singing nonsense, sometimes logically but contrary to reality, sometimes logically but paradoxically, making the audience feel sorry
and sympathetic.

A female jealous character like Dao Hué -Tuén Ty’s wife, Hoan Thu - Thuc Sinh’s wife is a role that exposes something much more
than a real jealousy through her terribly angry facial expressions, which makes the male audience both angry and laughing, and the female audience
couldn’t help laughing, a little bit ashamed because they feel as if they themselves were involved in the jealousy.

Unlike romantic, flirtatious, and mad characters, jealous character in Chéo portrays the ridiculousness of jealousy to warn women,
because according to traditional Vietnamese ethics, jealousy is both bad and immoral. Thus, female roles often express the inner thoughts of
characters very deliberately. The role of Chau Long, who takes care of her husband’s friend, is in her youth, three years of loneliness, but still
keeps her virginity intact. Singing and acting to express her inner turmoil, conveying emotions to the audience are typical female roles.

In regard to costume of traditional stage art of Cheo, there are differences between men and women's costume, which brings about its
unique features. Men’s costume includes a turban and a shirt worn accordingly to character’s role in a Chéo performance. Women’s costume
includes 4o ba ba (a long — sleeved, button down shirt with a scooped neck, split at the waist sides), 4o t than (a four- part dress,) a head scarf, a
skirt and a bib (an ancient bodice worn as an undergarment).

The costume must be appropriate for a certain role and contents of a play so as to highlight characters, for example, brown clothes with
patches are suitable for the role of a farmer, white or red bibs, green belts, and black silk pants are adapted to a leading female character.

In addition to folk music and tunes, dance is also an important element included in Cheo singing to express character emotions and
images. Chéo dance is similar to other folk dances in the Northern Delta such as mua tay (dance with hands), miia quat (dance with a fan), mda
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gdy (dance with a stick) and so on. Chéo dance language (the way of dancer’s movements) is used flexibly by artists to express different types of
character (protagonists and antagonists), which has contributed significantly to the vitality of every Cheo performance.

The artists’fingers movement curling and opening like blooming flowers, together with their arms’s movement creating graceful waves
like flowing water attracts the audience most. In addition, the artists’ feet with steps are both slow and fast, sometimes gliding as if their feet were
making velvet and silky steps on the ground. The most difficult technique of chéo dance is the ability of a dancer in delicately expressing a
character’s emotions. Instruments of percussion are used to maintain rhythm for the dance, in which the drum’s sound plays a key role. A drummer
using small drumsticks may either beat on the drum’s surface, knock at drum- barrel, or covers its surface with one hand, and the other hand
knocks, which produces exciting sounds.

Cheéo uses string musical instruments including a moon — shaped lute (dan nguyét), a two — string violin (dan nhi), a one — string chord
(dan bau), three — string chord (dan tam) in addition to flutes, drums and cymbals. The percussion section consists of big drums, small drums,
cylindrical drums, and tocsin. The small drum is used to maintain the pace for dancers and singers. There is a saying that goes “no drum, no Cheo”,
indicating that drums are indispensable in a Cheo performance.

3. THE VALUE OF CHEO ART IN THE CURRENT LIFE

Traditional stage art of Chéo has been created by the people as a result of their creative improvisation and artistic appreciation. It is used to express
the awareness, viewpoint, emotion and talent of Vietnamese farmers in the Northern Delta in general and Ninh Binh province in particular, serving
as a typical folk art to satisfy the cultural and spiritual life of communities in Viet Nam.

For centuries, the ruling feudal classes opposed Cheo, issued decrees and laws to eliminate it from social life, luckily, Cheo has been
existed. It reveals a fact that traditional stage art of Cheo is of great strength and artistic values in the course of Vietnamese history. The content
of Cheo plays often describes national heroes in the heroic struggles of the army and people during the resistance wars as well as the current
working life of Vietnamese people.

Chéo is a comprehensive stage art that encompasses literature (script, lyrics, narrations), music (rhythm, melody, timbre), choreography
(dance, stylized movements, gestures, actions, acting, etc.). The uniqueness of Chéo art is an improvisation when actors may improvise and perform
on the stage. As it is a form of folk opera, singing element plays a key role in describing mood and personality of characters. Although music
works as a background in Chéo art, lyrics and melody are a unified entity to create artistic images. It requires songs to have a unity in music and
lyrics. If music is lyrical, lyrics must be elaborated, if music is cheerful, lyrics must be clear and lively. A complete Chéo song must have three
elements that are of musicality, literary quality, and image to suggest dance movements.

In Chéo performance, before singing, characters usually have dialogues in many ways including néi si, néi léch, néi van..., it is like a
bridge to singing. In a Cheo play, there are many characters, each of them has a different personality portrayed by a certain tune. However, such
tunes as nhip mot, sir, sir léch bang, sdp, etc can be all used for different characters.

via in Cheo art is a technique to transfer from speaking to singing, which is very suitable for the development of music. In ancient Chéo,
the way of singing from céch transferred to sa léch chénh then sa léch xép sounds very natural and comfortable. From tune of sit rruyén transferred
to tune of si doc sdch and then tune of si- bang sounds natural and comfortable as well because they are in the same of singing system hadt sit. The
performance technique of Cheo is both simple and lively, based on the six - eight meter poetic form (luc bat), a treasure of Vietnamese folk poems
that consists of hundred thousands of verses has been created by the masses, which brings about simplicity and purity of a folk literature developed
rapidly in Cheéo art. It is a synthesis art performed with string musical instruments, flutes, drums, cymbals, tocsin and dances, which clearly
expresses characters in Chéo plays.

Thus, the art of Chéo has become a source of fun, entertainment, and solidarity in the community. It helps farmers to reveal their abilities
and artistic talents when they play a role of a character on the stage. Cheo is an ancient art form closely associated with the Vietnamese people,
which has been carefully selected and preserved by many generations, its artistic values handed down through the generations are continuously
protected and promoted./.
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